The Eight Steps of Historical Research


We chose this model because we use the National History Day Contest as the curriculum for our 6th-9th graders at the Renzulli Academy for about 1/3 of the year.  (The contest is open to students in grades 6-12 for competition but the skills and activities that are incorporated can be adapted to younger students as well.)  


The model we ‘created’ is adapted from “A Guide to Historical Research Through the National History Day Program,” in addition to a website from the state of Florida (http://www.floridahistoryfair.com/docs/8Steps.pdf).


We really liked the way the Florida website created the handout to include not only what the STUDENTS do, but also what the TEACHERS do at each step.  We have added some detail to some of the steps in addition to some visual cues through the use of clipart.  In addition, this will remain a live document and be edited throughout the process each time we use it.  It is our vision to have both posters of each individual step hung up for students to refer to in class, as well as the handout that lists all the steps in one location.


One of our goals is to have students evaluate and reflect on how useful the steps were to them in the process this year.  At the end of this year’s process, we will adapt this draft based on the feedback received. 

The Eight Steps of Historical Research
	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	1. Getting organized for research
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School Year Time Frame: Late September through October


	-Identify a preferred category (exhibit, paper, performance, documentary, website)

· Do I enjoy making things?

· Do I enjoy acting and drama?

· Am I a good writer who likes to put my thoughts down in words?

· Am I good with technology and do I have access in order to create a high-quality documentary or web site?

 -Identify whether you would like to work individually or in a group.

· Do I prefer to work alone and independently?

· Do I like bouncing my ideas off of others?

· Am I able to express my thoughts and opinions in a way that others with understand or do ‘talk’ better to myself to make decisions?


	-Builds a sense of excitement and positive attitude in students about research.
-Identifies potential resources—e.g., libraries, archives, historic sites, the Internet, people.

-Helps students develop note-taking and paper management systems.

-Informs students about project management procedures, such as contracts, work sheets, timelines, and weekly plans. 
-Provides brief overview of category submissions (i.e. websites, documentaries, etc.) as well as exemplars of past student submissions in each category 
· Note: a more in-depth look at final product categories via mini-lessons and copies of NHD product manuals will occur later in the research process
· Review NHD rubric as well as judge evaluation sheets
Review pg 209-210 in NHD book regarding “Creating a Good Entry”


	

	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	2. Selecting a topic
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School Year Time Frame: Mid to late 

October


	-Think about topics based on your personal interests and curiosities.  

· What are some activities that I love doing outside of school?

· What are some topics that I know a lot about and that are interesting to me?

· What are some topics that I know very little about but would like to learn more?

· What are some topics that are relevant to my local community (school, city, state, country)?
-Brainstorm possible topics using National History Day suggested lists (www.nhd.org) and Connecticut History Day suggested lists (ct.nhd.org).

· Try to focus on local topics first!
-Learn how to formulate research questions that explore who, what, when, where, why, and how issues of your topic.


	-Discuss the National History Day theme (Revolution, Reaction, and Reform in History) and the importance of relating theme to their chosen topic.
· Try to guide students to local topics first!
-Mini-lesson on how to locate credible online sources (p 168-70)

	

	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	3.  Background reading for historical content
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School Year Time Frame: November


	-Begin background reading using secondary sources (e.g., encyclopedias, books, magazines, newspapers, people) and practice using source sheets to record where you find information.

· What IS a secondary source?

· Does my teacher have any sources that I could use?

· What does Wikipedia have to say about my topic—what are the key words, ideas, and people involved in my topic?

· What is the historical context of my topic (i.e. what year/decade/century did it occur? What else was going on at that time, ten years before, and ten years after?

-Begin developing specific research questions.  
· What questions do I have now that I have begun some background research?

· Can I answer the basic 5W’s about my topic (who, what, when, where, why?)

· What questions can I ask that will help me develop a better understanding of the historical context in which my topic occurred? (Think from a variety of viewpoints such as environmental, political, social, and economic).


	-Lesson on developing research questions

-Introduce primary and secondary sources through discussion and exercises.
· Lesson will focus more on secondary sources at this stage in the research process. An in-depth look at primary sources will occur after students have narrowed their topic. (Assess student understanding)
· Incorporate a “Proper Use of Wikipedia” activity to foster student understanding of how they can use Wikipedia to help get basic information on a topic to help narrow it; as well as locate credible sources for further reading 
-Review meaning of historical context (a more in depth mini-lesson will occur later in the research process once students have narrowed their topic).

-Mini-lesson on searching local library databases for sources

· Assess student understanding via scavenger hunt activity
-Introduce students to and start implementing Weekly Logs

· Logs will include both class and student goals for the week as well as section for student reflection of the week’s work and goals


	

	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	4.  Narrowing the topic
School Year Time Frame: 
Early December

	-Identify a specific, manageable research topic using a process that goes from general to the specific: INTEREST (Sports)         THEME (Revolution, Reaction, and Reform in History)            TOPIC (baseball)        ISSUE (Jackie Robinson Breaks the Color Barrier).
· Will this topic maintain my interest for the duration of the project (3-4 months)?

· Does the topic match the theme?  

· Is the topic specific enough or do I need to make it more specific?  

· Will I be able to locate and use a variety of primary sources?  

     -Have I searched The

      Library of Congress 

      and The National 

      Archives to locate 

      possible primary sources?

Develop a working title

· How can I synthesize my topic into a statement?

· Does it effectively describe what I have chosen as a topic?

· Is it worded in a creative way and go beyond the basic title?


	-Create mini-lesson to demonstrate how to narrow topics via modeling
· Provide scaffolding as necessary to assist students in narrowing their topic
	

	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	5. Gathering and recording information
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School Year Time Frame: 
Early to mid- December

	-Refine note-taking.
· Do I have my color-coded notecards to begin answering my research questions?

-Practice the skills of skimming text for content, using indexes, and creating lists of unknown vocabulary.
-Use a variety of primary and secondary sources to gather information.
-Continue to develop and answer research questions (question outline on wall)
	-Conducts mini lessons on note-taking styles as well as the difference between quoting (also pg 211), summarizing, and paraphrasing text.
· Assess student understanding in these three areas

-Conduct mini-lesson on plagiarism
-Conduct mini-lesson on “Judging Credibility of a Source.”
· This is a more in-depth look than in previous steps of the research process regarding how to identify credible Internet sources. Encourages students to exercise skepticism.  
· Idea: Tree Octopus website
· Assess student understanding

- Introduce the ‘Process Paper” so students can begin drafting as they go.  Explain requirements and styles for the process paper. 

-One-on-one conferences with each student/group

	

	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	6. Analyzing and interpreting sources
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School Year Time Frame: 
Mid to late December

	-Make connections and identify patterns among sources.
-Practice questioning, weighing evidence, and identifying opinions and bias.

· Who was the author of this source?  

· What is the motivation that drove the author/s to write the source?

-Think chronologically and use timelines to establish context and significance of the topic.

· What was going on in other parts of the world at the time of your topic? (Create a double timeline for a better visual.)

-Identify gaps and inconsistencies in gathered evidence.

· Is there inconsistent information?  

-Identify various perspectives relating to the topic.

· Have you researched the counterpoints of your topic? (The opposite sides of the topic. Use graphic organizer)

-Establish cause and effect, impact and significance of your topic.

· Would the world be different if your event/person had not occurred?

· Did something change as a result of your topic?  If so what was it?  Are there different opinions on this issue?

-Continue to develop and answer research questions (question outline on wall)

	-Conduct a mini-lesson on historical context.
· Use graphic organizer and already mastered topic as an example

-Guides students in constructing meaning from sources via modeling of historical thinking processes.
· Assess students’ skill building in this area via a variety of Primary Source analysis worksheets at this link: http://www.archives.gov/nae/education/tool-box.html 
· Historicalthinkingmatters.org
-Introduce the Annotated Bibliography. Give students sources to practice creating bibliography entries and assess understanding. 

-Conduct a mini-lesson on how to use the “Manage Sources” feature on the laptops using MLA format.
-One-on-one conferences with each student/group

	

	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	7. Developing a thesis statement
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School Year Time Frame: 
First week of January

	-Prepare a narrow (i.e., one or two sentences) and pointed thesis statement using thesis statement worksheet.
-Ensure that your thesis sentence explains the historical significance of your topic and its connection to this year’s theme. (Revolution, Reaction, Revolt in History)
	-Introduces/reviews the definition and purpose of a thesis statement.
-Conduct mini-lesson on “Drafting a Thesis Statement.”
· Assess student understanding.

-One-on-one conferences with each student/group

	

	Steps
	Students
	Teacher
	Materials

	8. Developing a History Day project
School Year Time Frame: 
Begin first week of February 
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             Performance
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Documentary
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Exhibit
	-Review judging evaluation forms and judging criteria.
-Use checklists to ensure that projects satisfy criteria for historical content, design, and presentation.

· Do I address all the criteria to a high degree?

· What areas did I do very well in?

· What areas are weak and could use more attention?

-Construct entries and make revisions based on feedback from reviewers (family, teacher, friends).

-Practice interviews.
	-Review rules for category types.
· Conduct group and individual conferences by category types 

· Provide students and groups with the category manuals

· Review again the overall rubric for NHD projects as well as category specific judge evaluation forms

-Review requirements and styles for the process paper, citations, and the bibliography.
-Prepares students for levels of competition and the judging process.

-Conduct practice interviews using last year’s questions.
	


