
 
 
 

Sponsoring Committee: Dr. Jack Dilendik, Moravian College  
Dr. Robert Mayer, Moravian College  

Ms. Jennifer DeBelli, Wilson Area School District  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Critical Thinking Through Primary Source Document Analysis in an 
Advanced Placement United States History Class 

 
 

Lisa Spilner 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Submitted in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the degree of 

Master of Education 
Moravian College 

Bethlehem, Pennsylvania 
2008  

 

  



 ii

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 
by 

Lisa Ileene Spilner 
2008 

All Rights Reserved  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 



 iii

ABSTRACT 
 

 This qualitative study focused on increasing critical thinking through 

primary source document analysis in an Advanced Placement United States 

history class. The study was conducted in a small suburban high school in 

eastern Pennsylvania. The six 12th grade students gained experience analyzing 

various forms of primary sources including many historical documents, 

political cartoons, photographs, charts, etc. Students began by analyzing 

simple documents. These assignments became more difficult as the study 

progressed. By the end of the study, the students were successfully completing 

a Document Based Question, which requires the student to analyze several 

documents and answer a question based on the information collected from the 

analysis, in addition to outside facts. Data was collected through a survey, 

interviews, student work, and observations. At the conclusion of the study, the 

students were successfully analyzing documents critically. However, there 

were situations where time constraints, student motivation and student 

frustration became obstacles to the success of the study.  
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RESEARCHER STANCE 
 

 What do you think of when you remember your high school history 

class? Do you think of memorizing names and dates? Do you think of 

regurgitating information for a very basic test or listening to a teacher drone 

on and on about something that happened a long time ago to a person or 

people you couldn’t relate to? Perhaps this is why some people do not enjoy 

history. I always loved history. I was good at it. I could memorize the names 

of all of the historic figures. I could recall the basic information with the ease. 

It may be one of the reasons I became a history teacher…I was good at 

remembering the stories. Of course, remembering names, dates, and a basic 

story is not what historians actually do for a living. I came to realize this fact 

upon taking a graduate level class called “Making History Live.” It focused on 

using primary sources to think historically about events and people. This was 

a concept I had not learned about in 16 years of previous education, four of 

which were specialized in history education.  

I believe history teachers often treat their students as if they can only 

function at a low level, asking them recall questions. Children are not being 

asked to think for themselves. They are not being truly challenged in many 

history classes. Recall is not the same as evaluation; just ask Benjamin Bloom 

(1956). With the right opportunities and encouragement, students can see past 

all of the foggy facts and boring lessons to discover a far more interesting and 

stimulating subject. All they need are a motivator and a willingness to explore.  
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I had been teaching at a small suburban high school for four years 

when I found out that I was going to be teaching Advanced Placement United 

States History for the first time. My previous experience had been three years 

of mainly college prepatory and basic level classes of early American and 

world history and, to a certain extent, I believe that I was teaching my students 

at a low level. I used some primary sources and tried to involve my students 

with projects, but I was not assessing at a consistently high level. I knew very 

little about the course requirements and the College Board expectations for 

Advanced Placement United States History. Since I wasn’t adequately 

prepared, the whole year was basically a blur of names, dates, and a whole 

bunch of very bored, smart kids. I found that the course was incredibly 

demanding, and I felt as if I was always behind. The reality was that I was 

behind.  

The evidence of my failures in planning was clearly demonstrated by 

my students’ test scores. One section of the Advanced Placement United 

States History examination requires that students be able to analyze primary 

sources and incorporate them into an essay. The other section of the test 

consists of multiple-choice questions that can be about anything from any 

period of American History. The test results were not stellar. On a scale of 1-

5, none of my 11 students scored a 4 or 5. Six of my students scored a 3. Four 

of my students earned a 2 and one student got a 1. Needless to say, I was not 

satisfied with the results.  
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I believe that I made several mistakes with this group. First, I 

underestimated the time that I would need to devote to each topic in a jam-

packed curriculum. I was used to spending an entire year teaching half of the 

content I would have to teach in nine months. The result of my poor planning 

was a huge crunch at the end of the year to finish on time. I only took about 

one week to examine World War II!  I had done a terrible job of properly 

planning my lessons and underestimated the amount of time the students 

would need to understand the information.  

The second problem that I ran into that year occurred at the beginning 

of the year. I overestimated the current ability level of the kids. I thought, 

incorrectly, that they would be able to complete any task I gave them without 

much effort. I don’t know why I thought that way. I guess it was because I had 

never taught a collegiate level class. I looked back to my college experiences 

and taught my high school students like my professors had taught me. All of 

my previous experiences indicated that I needed to support my students more. 

Even though these particular students were at the top of their classes, they still 

needed my guidance. In order to fix my mistakes I had to come up with a new 

plan. 

After completing research about the two areas I was interested in, 

critical thinking and primary source analysis, I decided to incorporate both 

concepts into my curriculum. But I had to combine my high stakes-testing 

goal with true, advanced historical inquiry. To do this, I decided to use 

different techniques to integrate critical thinking such as Socratic Circle 
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discussions. The Socratic Circle technique requires that students be prepared 

for class with prior knowledge of the content. The instructor asks questions to 

engage the students and facilitate discussion.  

I also wanted to teach my students to analyze primary sources. I felt 

confident that, with some scaffolding, my students would be successful in 

both areas. These activities would help them with their AP examination, but 

also help to give them experiences as historians.  I want my students to be 

successful on their test and earn the college level credits as a reward, which 

may not be the noblest educational reason, but it is a motivator for the 

students, who selected to take an AP history class in the first place. 

My thesis is about so much more than having my students pass a test. I 

want my students to be able to not only pass a high stakes test, but also to be 

able to think at a higher level. I want them to become educated adults, who are 

capable of thinking for themselves. I want them to enjoy history and 

understand how historians create it. I want them to be able to analyze 

documents, and write confidently. But the most important lesson that I hope 

my students learn is that the critical thinking skills that they learn will aid 

them throughout their lives in many future situations. By the end of the study, 

I want my students to become historians in their own right…and maybe 

passing their Advanced Placement United States History exam wouldn’t be 

too bad either.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

I chose to focus my action research study on two topics that are 

integral to any social studies classroom, critical thinking and primary source 

document analysis. I hope that through my research and the implementation of 

various instructional strategies, I can influence my students to become 

engaged historians.  

“We need an approach to teaching history where the criteria for success have 

less to do with intoning loyalty oaths than with students’ ability to participate 

in the literate activities that our society demands. This means teaching 

students to be informed readers, writers, and thinkers about the past as well as 

the present – a goal all parties should be able to embrace. Our democracy’s 

vitality depends on it” (Wineburg and Martin, 2005, p. 4). 

Critical Thinking 

Definition 

There are many definitions of critical thinking. Woolfolk (2008) 

defines critical thinking as “evaluating conclusions by logically and 

systematically examining the problem, the evidence, and the solution” (p. 

392). Hynd (1999) believes that in order to think critically one must “view 

information with a critical eye,” which basically implies the inclusion of 

analysis and evaluation of information (p. 431). Other educational researchers 

explain critical thinking in more detail. Noddings (2004) states “[t]he study of 

formal and informal logic, reflection on past events, and stimulation of 
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conflicts all contribute to the development of critical thinking” (p. 489). Winn 

believes that children must be taught to question, form hypotheses, have a 

healthy skepticism, and consider another’s point of view in order to think 

critically (2004, p. 497).  

 There are many educators who examine critical thinking and use 

alternative names for it. John Dewey referred to critical thinking as “reflective 

thinking” and defined it as “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any 

belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support 

it and further conclusion to which it tends” (Dixon, Cassady, Cross, & 

Williams, 2005, p. 180-181).  

Critical thinking in the social sciences is often referred to as historical 

thinking. Wineburg states, “Historical thinking, in its deepest forms, is neither 

a natural process nor something that springs automatically from psychological 

development” (1999, 491). This kind of thinking is difficult to master and yet 

crucial to be successful as a historian. Wineburg (1999) argues that it is 

essential for each generation to look at the past and write their own meaning 

of their culture. In order to fulfill this task, students must learn the skill of 

humanizing their society. Nodding (2004) states,  

 But perhaps political leaders everywhere would prefer 

that the majority of our young people not engage in 

critical thinking and remain ignorant of these matters. 

This preference is one that seems to have endured for 

centuries. Like the fanatical search for a great leader, it 
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seems never to end. But perhaps we can change that (p. 

494-495). 

 
Primary Source Documents 

 There are many types of primary sources that can be incorporated into 

a social studies classroom. Tally and Goldenberg suggest several variations of 

primary sources in their research study including photographs, political 

cartoons, maps, and a variety of historically significant written documents 

(2005). In their study, they found that students were more engaged when using 

primary sources in addition to the textbook. Tally and Goldenberg also found 

that students were able to do more independent and group assignments with 

the primary sources rather than with the traditional lecture based social studies 

classroom (2005). 

 Levy (2004) encourages teachers to expose their students to a wide 

variety of sources, such as documents, speeches, advertisements, etc. This will 

allow teachers to, “demonstrate the complexity of the past and the richness 

and joy of doing historical research” (p. 15).  

Barton (2005) is wary of Tally and Goldenberg’s study. Barton states 

that primary sources can be positive to include in the classroom only if they 

are used in a proper way. An educator cannot merely include any primary 

sources with any content. Tally and Goldenberg’s analysis of what is 

considered a primary source and how to use it effectively contradicts Barton 

in several ways. Barton is very specific in the selection and examination of the 
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primary sources, where Goldenberg and Tally are not strict in their assessment 

and implementation of the primary sources.  

Barton stresses that true historians use multiple primary and secondary 

sources to understand historical events (2005, p. 746). Even though Barton 

warns educators about the dangers of using primary and secondary sources 

improperly, it doesn’t mean that educators should avoid using these historical 

documents. Using historical sources properly can encourage historical 

examination and grant insight into past experiences (Barton, 2005, p. 752). 

Accessibility and Sources 
 
 Many textbook editors provide primary sources that correlate to the 

content of the text (Eamon, 2006, p. 300). However, there are alternative 

methods to access primary source documents. Singleton and Giese (2000) 

encourage social studies teacher to use the millions of primary sources 

available via the Library of Congress online site called “American Memory” 

(p.151). This site has various types of primary sources from a variety of time 

periods. Accessing primary sources online can be very efficient and exciting. 

Eamon (2006) states that the Internet has opened access to primary source 

documents to the masses (p. 298). Prior to databases supporting primary 

source research, archives were the only location to find these essential tools.  

Eamon (2006) however, warns that search engines, such as Google, 

can make finding proper sources challenging (p. 298). To avoid the 

overwhelming amount of information accessible on the basic search engines, 

teachers can find excellent websites that contain both primary sources as well 
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as teacher lesson plans and classroom activities. The Library of Congress site, 

http://memory.loc.gov/learn/lessons/primary.html and the National Archives, 

http://www.archives.gov/index.html are excellent sites for social studies 

teachers looking to access a variety of primary sources. 

The Library of Congress has multiple suggestions as to how a social 

studies teacher could use primary sources in the classroom. All of these 

examples, along with thousands of primary sources, can be found at 

http://memory.loc.gov/learn/lessons/primary.html. Please see Appendix A for 

a full list of Library of Congress suggestions to incorporate primary sources 

into a social studies classroom.  

Critical Thinking and Primary Source Documents 

Evidence 
 
 Tally and Goldenberg (2005) suggest, “If primary source documents 

are going to significantly enhance students' understanding of content, students 

need to be both cognitively active and emotionally engaged when working 

with them” (p. 1). The students in their study were able to make observations, 

make inferences about the topic, and pose questions about historical 

photographs (2005, p. 12-13). The students were also able to implement 

corroboration, which is comparing information, and cite evidence to support 

their argument (2005, p. 15-16). Tally and Goldberg also note that students 

are able to apply their “historical thinking” to primary sources without prior 

knowledge of the time period (2005, p. 16).  
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 Singleton and Giese (2000) believe that, “by dealing directly with 

primary sources, students are more likely to engage in asking questions, 

thinking critically, making reasoned inferences, and developing reasoned 

explanations and interpretations of events and uses in the past and present” (p. 

149). However, not all primary sources are appropriate to use in the 

classroom. Singleton and Giese (2000) suggest that teachers should select 

sources that challenge students’ thought processes or cause them to think 

empathetically (p. 149).  

 Wineburg and Martin conducted a case study that focused on Middle 

School social studies students (2005). These students were asked to determine 

the validity of historical information about the famous relationship between 

Pocahontas and John Smith. This was the first time these students were asked 

to truly evaluate primary sources. Wineburg and Martin found that many of 

the students were “outraged” when they compared the familiar Disney movie 

version to the original primary sources, because the story portrayed in the 

movie is so different from the information presented in the documents (2005, 

p. 3). These students were asked to read more than one account of John 

Smith’s experiences, including a positive account written by Smith as well as 

a contradictory account also written by Smith. These students were asked to 

determine reasons for the discrepancy in both primary source documents, 

which are examples of historical thinking and historical bias (Wineburg and 

Martin, 2005).  
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 Wineburg, Mosborg, and Porat (2001) studied 11th grade students from 

three different high schools to discover the roles that families and the media 

play in a child’s historical understanding. They theorized that the history 

taught in schools would be different from the history available to students 

through cultural avenues, such as movies (2001, p. 57). In this study, the 

students and their parents were required to analyze photographs from the 

Vietnam War and write free response essays about the images. The students 

and family members then discussed the personal stories of the parents 

compared to the history that the students learned in the classroom, or as the 

educators called it, the difference between “living memory and learned 

memory” (Wineburg, Mosborg, and Porat, 2001, p. 55). Wineburg et al. 

(2001) found that students are learning a great deal from their families and 

from various forms of media, especially Hollywood movies. They found that 

movies actually encouraged the families to have historical discussions and to 

think critically in a different way. This study asks teachers to understand the 

background knowledge of the students and their families to better recognize 

how to teach them (Wineburg, et al., 2001). 

Wineburg and Martin (2005) stress an “old fashioned” method of 

teaching historical literacy and civic education in their study.  

No celebration of multiple intelligences or learning styles that 

take the form of skits or illustrated knowledge posters equips us 

to answer those who would deceive us the moment we open our 

browsers. Skits and posters may be engaging, but leaving 
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students there - engaged but illiterate – amounts to an 

incomplete lesson that forfeits our claim as educators (p. 4).  

These educators believe that students should learn how to find the truth and 

question evidence in a more digital world in social studies classes (2005). 

Wineburg and Martin stress that teachers must not forget about the 

fundamentals of reading, writing and analysis in education. They stress that 

flashy projects are not a substitute for traditional learning.  

Implementation in Social Studies Classrooms 

There are many methods of teaching critical thinking within a social 

studies curriculum. Hynd suggests that using multiple historical texts is an 

excellent method of encouraging students to become active historians (1999). 

The multiple texts allow students to view historical information as separate 

interpretations of primary sources, not as a story, or list of chronological facts. 

Students need to learn to evaluate these data for themselves and derive their 

own educated conclusions.  

Levy (2004) believes that social studies teachers using primary source 

analysis are similar to science teachers conducting laboratory experiments (p. 

9). Levy states, “Primary sources compel students to interrogate the past and 

begin to form their own interpretations and narratives rather than memorizing 

facts and dates and/or digesting interpretations written by others” (2004, p. 9). 

Shiveley and VanFossen (1999) suggest that teachers use various 

techniques for analyzing digital primary sources acquired from the Internet as 

well as websites. This method includes six types of questions students must 
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ask to complete the examination of the material, which concern, “authorship, 

objectivity, validity of content, bibliography, currency, and quality of 

writing”(1999, p. 43-45). Examining authorship requires the reader to evaluate 

the credentials of the author. Questioning objectivity forces the reader to 

realize that opinions are not free from bias. Students must be aware of 

opinions that create a foregone conclusion to controversial issues. They need 

to examine multiple perspectives. When a student looks at the validity of 

content, he or she is checking to make sure that the information is in fact true. 

Checking an author’s reference list can aid in determining the scholarship of 

the material. Examining the currency of information is not important to most 

primary sources, but it is vital to exploring websites. The quality of writing is 

crucial to determine the authority of the information. Many of these tools for 

web-based analysis, such as bias and validity, can also be used to analyze 

primary source documents.  

 Another method of teaching critical thinking and primary source 

analysis in a social studies classroom is to have classroom discussions about 

controversial issues. Students need to have the opportunity to explore multiple 

kinds of subject areas to be able to think critically. Ketch (2005) suggests that 

in order for students to learn to think critically, they must engage in thought 

provoking discussions and learn the art of reflection.  Noddings (2004) 

suggests that controversial issues surrounding war, religion and gender should 

be explored in school. If students have the opportunity to engage in 

discussions about these challenging issues, they will have the opportunity to 
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learn to understand themselves and our society. One of the important 

strategies that Noddings discusses in her article is that students need to learn 

the art of “crap detecting”, which allows the person to discover lies, 

assumptions, etc. from any source of information (2004, p. 492). Noddings 

(2004) suggests that teachers have their students examine primary source 

propaganda and culturally different perspectives in order to critically think 

about history.  

 Dulberg found that students could learn cultural understanding when 

they experience critical thinking “prompts” in a social studies classroom 

(2002). Another factor in teaching empathy to students is the cultural and 

family background of the community (Dulberg, 2002). Dulberg believes that 

if a student can make a “personal connection” with an historical figure, then 

he or she will be more able to visualize others’ perspectives (2002, p. 9). 

Dulberg suggests that if students can make associations between their lives 

and history, they will be more appreciative of other people with different 

points of view. 

Gustafson (1998) gives a specific method of primary source analysis, 

which he calls “content analysis”. He explores the methods of coding and 

analysis of various forms of primary sources, having his class determine clear 

categories of codes for analysis after they have a cursory knowledge of the 

subject. After the class explores the item, students can report their results in a 

written format or in a classroom discussion. If the class advances to more 

formal methods of analysis, Gustafson recommends that the class focus their 
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attention on the “reliability, validity, and units of analysis” in their content 

analysis (1998, p. 5). If teachers implement this type of scientific inquiry in a 

social studies curriculum, students will begin to see the importance of 

investigating information, which, in turn, will help to make them critical 

thinkers (Gustafson, 1998).  

Foster and Padgett warn educators not to make “mini historians” out of 

their students (2000, p. 358). Students should not be rewriting historical 

events. They believe that the use of historical inquiry should give the students, 

“the tools to examine the human experience, to make sense of competing 

perspectives, to evaluate arguments based on available evidence, and to reach 

informed decisions” (2000, p. 358). In order to encourage the historical 

inquiry process, Foster and Padgett encourage educators to use primary 

sources and critical thinking throughout the academic year with the realization 

that his lengthy process cannot be used on a daily basis (2000, p. 362).  

Conclusion 

Both critical thinking and primary source analysis are essential to any 

social studies curriculum. Classroom discussions, controversial issues, and 

document analysis can facilitate critical thinking. When primary sources are 

analyzed, the reader must consider various aspects of the document including 

validity and perspective. There are many different techniques to incorporate 

primary source document analysis into a classroom. With proper guidance, 

students can successfully critically analyze historical documents.  
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METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

In order to answer my research question, “What are the observed and 

reported experiences when students learn critical thinking through primary 

source analysis?” I expected my students to use critical thinking skills to 

analyze primary sources, research information, participate in classroom 

discussions, and complete projects.  

Setting 

 I teach at a suburban high school in Northeastern Pennsylvania. There 

are approximately 800 students in grades 9-12 in the school. The majority of 

the students are Caucasian with a small percentage of Hispanic, African 

American, and Asian students also in attendance. The socio-economic 

background of the students varies greatly. There are students who live in an 

institutional setting, Easton’s Children’s Home, while some live in mansions. 

The majority of the students come from working, middle class families.  

 My classroom is bright and cheery with one wall of windows and 

many student projects displayed around the room. I also have a computer 

projector system, which allows me to incorporate technology into my lessons. 

There are five rows of traditional desks that accommodate 33 students. The 

students have their own table where each class keeps daily journals in six 

crates. There are two full-length chalkboards, which are perpendicular to one 

another. The teacher’s desk is in the front of the room with a computer desk 

attached to it. There are no student computers in the room; however the school 
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has a mobile cart of laptop computers that can be accessed. The students were 

required to read the following texts during the class: 

Divine, R. A., Breen, T.H., Fredrickson, G. M., & Williams, R. H. (2003). 
America: Past and Present AP Edition. New York, NY: 
Pearson/Longman.  

 
Hall, K. L., (ed.). (1992). Major Problems in American Constitutional 

History. Vols. 1 & 2. Lexington, MA: D.C. Heath and Co.  
 
Madaras, L. & SoRelle, J. M. (2001). Taking Sides: Clashing Views on 

Controversial Issues in American History. Vols. 1 & 2. U.S.: 
McGraw-Hill/Dushkin.  

Participants 

 There were six students registered for my Advanced Placement class 

for the 2007-2008 school year. Five of the students are male, one was female. 

The female student dropped out of school about half way through the study 

because of various family problems. All are seniors in high school with an 

interest in history. Many of these students are involved in extracurricular 

activities.  

Curriculum Plan 

 The curriculum plan for this study was very detailed and demanding. I 

had high expectations for the amount of work my students could complete in a 

short period of time. Although well planned, I found that this original plan 

was not conducive to the ability levels of my students. I had to modify the 

curriculum to extract some of the activities in order to meet my content goals. 

Please refer to Appendix B to review the detailed weekly curriculum.  
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Data Sources 

I collected information by utilizing multiple methods, such as 

observations, interviews, student surveys, and analysis of student work. I 

completed an observation most days, with further analysis after lessons that 

focused on critical thinking or primary source analysis.  

Field Log 

When observing, I wrote down notes about the discussion the students 

were having, the body language of the students, as well as my thoughts about 

the lesson, in a field log. I based my field log data collection plan on the 

findings of Ely, Vinz, Downing, and Anzul (1997). The field log was essential 

to collecting observational data about my students. I wrote at the end of the 

school day based on the notes I took in class. My notes were divided into two 

sections: what I observed and my thoughts (see Appendix C). When I was 

writing in my official field log, I wrote brackets around my thoughts to 

distinguish them from observations.  

Student Surveys and Interviews 

I had my students complete a pre-survey and a whole class interview 

to determine their current level of historical inquiry (see Appendix D). I also 

interviewed most of my students at the end of the first and second marking 

periods. I asked them several questions pertaining to the study (see Appendix 

E). I also conducted a whole class interview, when the students were 

struggling in the class, to determine why and what could be done to make 

them more successful.   
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Student Work 

Major students’ assignments, such as Document Based Questions, also 

known as DBQ’s, and papers were analyzed to determine if critical thinking 

and primary source analysis were achieved. A DBQ requires the student to 

analyze several primary sources and answer a historical question with 

information extruded from the documents as well as information they have 

learned in class. It is a very difficult process. I had my students begin slowly 

with analyzing basic primary sources. Over time, these sources became more 

difficult. By the end of the study the students were able to analyze several 

primary sources, compare them to each other, and write an essay answering a 

question based on the content of the documents.  

Journals 

 My students kept daily journals. Most days, the journal question was 

based on the previous day’s homework, or lesson. There were days when I 

had the students comment on their progress in class or their feelings about the 

course. I asked the students these questions as a check on my teaching 

strategies and the students’ opinions about their experiences.  

I have included all of these methods of analysis, such as observations, 

student surveys and interviews, and student work to ensure that my data are as 

accurate as possible. 
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Trustworthiness Statement 
 

While I completed my thesis research, I implemented an ethical and 

trustworthy study. I followed a very rigorous plan, in which I ensured all of 

my students were treated fairly and the data that I accumulated was protected. 

I created a data collection plan, which included daily field logs, student 

surveys, pupil work, and both class and individual interviews. I used these 

various methods of data collection to ensure that my information was as valid 

as possible. All of the ethical guidelines that I followed throughout my study 

were suggested by Holly, Arhar, and Kasten in “Action research for teachers: 

Traveling the yellow brick road” (2005).  

Prior to beginning my study, I received the consent of my supervising 

professor, my building principal, and the Moravian College Human Subjects 

Internal Review Board (see Appendix F). I also received the approval of the 

students’ parents in my study through a signed consent form. Both parents and 

students were aware of the aspects of my study and were informed that 

students were able to withdraw at any point in time without penalty. The 

consent form also indicated that all of my students were expected to complete 

the same assignments, whether or not they were involved as participants in the 

study. 

I maintained the anonymity of the students and created an atmosphere 

of trust in my classroom. The data that I collected has been locked in a safe 

location daily and will be destroyed upon the completion of my research. 

Pseudonyms were used in lieu of the students’ names. I ensured that the 
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atmosphere of trust continues throughout my study by having discussions with 

students, treating them with respect, and following through with my 

expectations.  

I continued to meet with my teacher inquiry group on a weekly basis 

to aid in my study. Teacher inquiry groups are an alternative way to access 

information and suggest educational ideas to colleagues. The groups are 

created to collaborate with similar educators to help yourself as well as your 

students. My colleagues helped guide me through my study without 

compromising the ethical criteria that I have established.  

  One of the main methods of data collection was my classroom 

observations. I took all of the information I collected and wrote it in my field 

log, which was divided using two columns, one for the direct observation and 

the other for reflection. This method of data collection also created self-

reflection on a regular basis. After I wrote the observations on my worksheet, 

I would take my field notes and type them into a more formal document. I 

would write both my observation, but also my feelings about the events.  

I had to alter my research timeline to suit the needs of the students. My 

class was not able to complete all of the assignments I had originally planned 

in my weekly curriculum plan. The rigorous curriculum was difficult to 

complete with the additional assignments. 

 I held my students’ needs above all other considerations. I did not 

under any circumstances expose them to risks or allow them to be hurt. I 
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believe that I accomplished this task because I followed my trustworthiness 

and data collection action plans.  

THIS YEAR’S STORY  

I Lost a Few  

It was the first day of school. I had made the usual preparations for all 

of my classes. I worked on the syllabus, ensured my classroom was bright and 

cheery and wore a new outfit to school to boost my sense of confidence. I was 

nervous and excited to meet my students in my Advanced Placement U.S. 

History class. I had briefly met them the previous year to assign work for 

completion over the summer. The students were assigned three chapters of the 

textbook to read, a textbook generated worksheet to go along with the 

chapters, and a short research paper about a student-selected colonial area.  

The bell rang and eleven 12th graders strolled into the room, 10 boys 

and 1 girl. Some of them seemed like they didn’t want to make eye contact. 

They didn’t seem to share the same enthusiasm as I did for the first day of 

school. I thought to myself, “Ummmm. That’s a bit strange. Maybe they’re 

just nervous”. 

 I welcomed them into the room and began my usual greetings and 

started to review the classroom rules and expectations. However, I soon found 

out why some of the students didn’t want to make eye contact. Almost half of 

the class did not complete their summer work and were planning on dropping 

the class. I was devastated! I took their intent to drop the class personally.  I 
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was also worried that my principal would cancel my class because of the low 

enrollment number of 6. Thankfully, he did not cancel my class, which was a 

relief to both the six remaining students and me.  

Let It Begin 
 

After the first week of a few students dropping the class daily, I finally 

felt like I could introduce my study. I was anxious for the first day of the 

study because I didn’t know how my students would react. I hoped that they 

would be interested and willing to participate in my project. I spent most of 

the class introducing what we were going to be working on in class, 

explaining the consent letter (see Appendix G) and what a Master’s thesis 

program entails.  

Ben was very eager to hear my explanations about graduate work. He 

seemed very dedicated to school and was curious to learn about other 

educational programs. He was especially interested in Doctoral programs 

because he found out that he could be a Dr. without a medical degree. I had 

known Ben for four years. I first met him as a freshman in my ninth grade 

American Cultures I honors class. He was a very bright, hardworking, 

charming young man. Ben was also a member of the student government 

organization at my school, which I advise. I was very excited to have him in 

my class.  

After I explained the consent forms, Zach asked in a slightly devious 

voice, “What would happen if everyone didn’t return the permission slips?” I 

had also taught Zach in a previous class. He was an extremely conscientious 
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student and liked being praised by his teachers. I secretly hoped to myself that 

everyone would hand in his or her permission slips. David, perhaps sensing 

my distress, told Zach that not returning the slips would be mean. Zach was a 

bit offended and said, “I’m going to return it; I just wanted to know what 

would happen.” I explained what a single person case study was, but that I 

hoped each of them would return a signed consent form.  

I had heard about David from other teachers, but had not taught him. I 

heard that he was a classic “class clown.” He seemed very charming and 

always appeared to have a wide smile on his face. He liked to make people 

laugh and enjoyed a life full of fun. I was a bit surprised he elected to take 

such a rigorous course, but I was happy that he could bring some excitement 

and a happy attitude to class.  

Ryan looked like he was thinking very hard about something when I 

explained that the students would have pseudonyms to retain anonymity. 

When I asked him what he was thinking about, he had a huge smile on his 

face. He announced to the whole class that he would return the permission slip 

only if I promised to call him “Chocolate Thunder” in my study. The class 

erupted in laughter. I laughed along, but was nervous that my students were 

holding my permission slips ransom. I told him that I would think of 

appropriate pseudonyms for each member of the class. Ryan was the only 

minority student in class and apparently wanted me to take notice with his 

comment. Ryan was a very laid back student. He always seemed to take his 
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time with everything he did, from walking to writing. Ryan always went 

slowly in life.  

Throughout the entire class period, there were two students who 

remained quiet, Ian and Rebecca. Ian was a very quiet football player. The 

other boys in the class would make relatively innocent comments to him, 

without the worry of his retaliation. Ian seemed like the sweet, silent type. I 

later found that he was comfortable with mediocrity and wasn’t concerned 

about organization or deadlines.  

Rebecca was the only female student in class. She kept to herself 

except to share the misfortunes of her life. These stories became more 

frequent and worse over time until Rebecca began to miss school. Her story 

will continue later.  

I assigned the students the homework of getting the permission slips 

signed by their parents or guardians. Little did I know that this task was going 

to take two months to complete. Most of the students handed in the slips 

within a week. I took Ian about two months a several weekly reminders to 

hand it in. I finally had all of the permission slips.  

Student Surveys 

My first order of business was to complete my student survey (see 

Appendix D). My students had to answer seven questions. The first was to 

describe a “typical” day in a history class. The students painted a very similar 

picture. Most classes include lecture with notes, class discussions, and a lot of 

listening. I was surprised when my students wrote about what they learn in 
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class versus what they want to learn in a history class. Both of the questions 

had similar answers. In fact, Rebecca wrote “facts and events” for both 

questions. Only David composed something different when he wrote that he 

wanted to learn, “more modern, and exciting topics”. I was surprised that my 

students didn’t want something different. I thought that they would hope to 

learn about new concepts or learn in a different manner than the typical class.  

When I asked my students what projects they would like to complete 

in class, they were consistent once again. Ian requested, “Games, movies and 

acrostic puzzles,” all of which he has completed in previous classes. Two 

students, Ben and Rebecca, requested food projects. David stated that he just 

wanted the chance to be more creative.  

My next question led me to some interesting discoveries. I asked my 

students to respond to the question, “What does a historian do?” Four out of 

six students said, “They study history.” Only two students gave me a more in 

depth answer. Zach wrote, “Research facts about history. Compiles them 

together then publishes his findings. They also credit something as authentic if 

it’s under review.” Why did so many of my students write such a short, basic 

answer? Do they not actually know what a historian does? Is this a question 

that they have never been asked before? I needed to find out the answers to 

these questions.  

I was shocked by some of the answers to my next question, “How 

often do you analyze primary source documents? Do you think this would 

help in learning history?” I had a large discrepancy between the students when 
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they answered this question. Most have used primary sources at some point in 

the past and felt that they were somewhat important. However, many of my 

students said they only analyze primary sources periodically or rarely. Zach 

stated that primary sources were not particularly important because “they may 

stray the reader away from the main point.” I don’t think the class understands 

the importance of primary sources to historians and how they can change the 

perspective of an event. I felt like this was a major task for me to complete. I 

needed to get my students to start analyzing and writing with primary source 

documents.  

My final survey question was, “Define critical thinking.” There were a 

variety of answers from my students. Ian and Rebecca had the same thought 

when they wrote, “analyzing stuff.” Some of the other students wrote a more 

detailed description. Zach stated, “Critical thinking is thinking indepthly [sic] 

about a certain topic. You may think about the effects something had on what 

led up to it. It is a deeper thought process than non-critical thinking.” Ryan’s 

answer did not make sense to me. He stated, “It is when the brain starts to 

think way past its point and the thing the person is writing must be interperet 

[sic] whats going on.”  

After completing my initial student surveys, I realized that my students 

did not have a great deal of experience with primary source document 

analysis, or critical thinking in a social studies class. I felt like it was my duty 

to teach my students the importance of using primary sources to interpret 

historical events and to think critically in a history class. I also realized that 
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they were relatively comfortable with the level of expectations that they were 

used to. They did not have grand ideas about what a history class could be. To 

a certain extent they enjoyed lecture and note taking. However, some of the 

students, David in particular, wanted to be able to complete creative projects 

in class. I was excited to continue on my path to helping my six students 

become mini-historians.  

Locke vs. Jefferson  

I began my primary source document analysis with two classic 

historical writers, John Locke and Thomas Jefferson. I had my students read 

two separate documents: an excerpt from Locke’s “Two Treatises of 

Government” and Jefferson’s “Declaration of Independence.” The class 

compared the documents with the information from the text pertaining to the 

American Revolution.  

There were a number of excellent insights from the students when the 

class began a discussion about John Locke’s vs. Thomas Jefferson’s ideas. 

Some of the students were able to pick out “Life, Liberty and Pursuit of 

Happiness” from the Declaration of Independence as Locke’s ideas about 

natural laws. I was very excited to see the students notice a link between the 

two political theorists. Zach called the Declaration of Independence “A major 

breakthrough in history.”  

I asked the students how many had previously read the Declaration of 

Independence. One student said it was his first time reading it, while three 

said they understood a lot more this time around. I asked why they understood 
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more. They said they now have a more broad view of history from completing 

previous history classes. They can apply that world history knowledge to other 

classes. All of the students said that they enjoyed reading the Declaration of 

Independence more than Locke. When I asked why, the class agreed that it 

was a more significant document to our history, which made it more 

interesting.  

The students had to write a paper about the Declaration of 

Independence. Ryan’s analysis of the document includes many references to 

the document and a basic knowledge of the historical significance (see Figure 

1). I felt as if this was a good start to primary source analysis for Ryan as well 

as the rest of the class.  

  
 

 Figure 1. Ryan’s Declaration of Independence Essay 
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Class Definition of Critical Thinking a.k.a. “Spacing Out” 

After analyzing the student survey results, I felt that the students did 

not have a clear concept of what critical thinking was. I decided it was 

important that the class determine the definition of critical thinking and how 

that related to our history curriculum. I had my student write a preliminary 

definition in their warm-up journal. We discussed these entries in class. Zach 

volunteered first with a definition. He said, “It is a deeper way of thinking, 

where you have to analyze. They are not just yes or no questions.” Ben said, 

“You use critical thinking usually on the last question on a test, which is 

usually harder.” All of the students agreed that critical thinking is very 

important.  

I asked the class where they used critical thinking. Zach said you use it 

when driving. This answer surprised me. I expected someone to say on class 

assignments or because a teacher required it. Ryan stated that you use critical 

thinking when someone asks you to, when you are reading a document, or 

when something is not clear. David had an interesting idea when he said, “I 

use critical thinking when I “space out.” Ben stated that when you space out 

because of an assignment, it is because it is too restrictive. All of the students 

agreed that “space out” critical thinking occurs more often than critical 

thinking because of a teacher. David said that sometimes a particular 

assignment could cause you to space out. He said, “It has to be just right…not 

too hard and not too easy”. Vygotsky (1978) refers to this as the “zone of 

proximal development,” which is the knowledge level of the current student. 
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If the information or skill is outside of the student’s ZPD, he or she will not be 

able to comprehend the content. My students were trying to explain that when 

an assignment is either too easy or too difficult, they have trouble completing 

it.  

It was difficult to figure out which assignments were just right. I 

wondered to myself, “Is this why people thought the Declaration of 

Independence assignment was better than the Locke reading?” David went on 

to say, “The space-out factor also depends on the interests and experiences of 

the student.” I decided that I was going to try to find documents that wouldn’t 

cause my students to “space out,” but truly think critically about historical 

documents.  

Writing a DBQ  

I wanted to link the critical thinking definition to a set of social studies 

skills, so the class began the arduous task of learning how to complete a 

Document Based Question, or DBQ. I asked the class to explain what a DBQ 

was. Ian and Ryan gave the class a literal translation of, “It is a document 

based question.” Zach gave the best definition when he explained the process 

of how to complete a DBQ. He said, “You have to read several documents and 

answer a question using the information from the documents.”  

I handed out a textbook generated worksheet (see Appendix H) that 

had the students read and analyze an excerpt from Jefferson’s inaugural 

address. Ben said that the address was very confusing because of the 

language. I asked the class, what could be done to make the analysis of a 
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difficult document easier to understand? The students brought up reading 

skills such as, underlining, highlighting or breaking down the document into 

smaller pieces.  

The class read over the document and discussed how to write a thesis 

statement. The students were required to complete the remaining questions 

and write a thesis statement pertaining to the reading.  

The class as a whole needed to work on their writing skills in relation 

to primary sources and critical thinking. We spent several classes working on 

how to write historically. I wanted to know how the students felt about their 

own writing, so I had them answer a journal question, “What are some 

strengths and weaknesses in your writing?” Three students said that grammar 

and mechanics give them difficulty. Zach stated that 60 points had recently 

been taken off of an AP English essay for mechanics alone! Two students 

have some problems with grammar. Ian states that he has difficulty staying on 

topic when writing. Ben made the comment that no matter how good you are 

at something, there is always room for improvement. Ryan stated that he is 

good at the structure of essays and David liked the flow of his writing.  

The class moved on to discuss what a thesis statement is. This was 

review for everyone. Each of the students had learned various writing 

techniques as well as completed a research paper in their English classes in 

previous years. Zach stated that it is the topic of an essay. After that the class 

moved on to review the homework, which was to practice analyzing a 

document, list document facts, list outside facts, and write a preliminary thesis 
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statement. Some of the students struggled with the questions. Ian, who is 

usually quiet, was able to answer with two major outside facts…the Monroe 

Doctrine and the War of 1812. He seemed very proud of himself.  

Ben was brave enough to read his thesis statement to the class. We 

discussed it briefly. I passed out the textbook examples of poor, adequate and 

excellent thesis statements (see Appendix I). We reviewed the poor statements 

together. I asked that the class review the rest for homework. It was clear that 

the students would need continued support and practice to be able to analyze a 

primary source successfully and write about it critically.  

The Bill of Rights  

The students were asked to read the first 10 Amendments to the 

Constitution, or the Bill of Rights (see Appendix J). They had to take the 

original document and interpret the text and write it in their own words. This 

was an easy task for them. They seemed to be very comfortable with the Bill 

of Rights because it is so prevalent in the news. The class had a discussion 

about the Bill of Rights. I asked if any of the Amendments should be altered. 

They said, "No. The Amendments work." David began a discussion about a 

college student who had been tasered at a John Kerry lecture. I was surprised 

when many of the students thought the student should have been tasered by 

the police. Zach said, "It wasn't wrong because he was creating a riot." 

  Ryan changed the flow of the discussion when he said that he did not 

agree with the eminent domain clause of the Fifth Amendment. He did not 

like the fact that his family's house could be taken away. I told the class about 
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a local situation of eminent domain, where a woman's will designating her 

farmland for preservation was negated and the land was being turned into 

baseball fields due to eminent domain. The discussion moved to the housing 

market decline. David joked, "I blame the communists!" Some of the students 

laughed. I said, "It is not the communists, it is inflation."  

     The class was successful in analyzing the Bill of Rights. They were 

able to interpret the primary source document and rewrite it into their own 

words. They were also successful in having an intelligent discussion, citing 

the connection between current events with the 10 Amendments. 

Party Like a Colonist  

The day I introduced the "Party Like a Colonist" Project, the class was 

so excited about it. They even selected this particular project over the 

"Constitutional Convention" Project. The students were broken up into three 

pairs. Each group of two would have to research a different part of the project 

(see Appendix K). Ben and David worked together researching Colonial 

entertainment and music. Ian and Zack worked together creating a guest list 

and researching colonial clothing. The last pair, Ryan and Rebecca, had to 

plan our meal and create a menu of common colonial culinary dishes. I gave 

the class a few days of research time during class. They were working 

diligently during this time. I was looking forward to seeing the final results. 

There were a few changes to the project schedule because of 

scheduling conflicts. The students ended up having about an additional week 

after the due date until the presentation date, but still the class as a whole was 
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unprepared for their presentations. Zach actually rented a colonial costume to 

wear for his section of the project. He explained each article of clothing. 

Zach's partner, Ian, did not have a costume. He was unprepared for his 

presentation, especially in contrast with Zach, who had a PowerPoint 

presentation. Ian explained some colonial clothing, however he did not have 

any true visual aids, nor did he know all of the pronunciations of the pieces. 

Rebecca had both the dishes to share with the class, as well as a menu. 

She did not have the best presentation, but did have her visual aid. Her 

partner, Ryan, did not have any of his dishes, nor his food from the menu. 

Ben and David did little to improve the success of the project. Ben had 

a CD with a few colonial songs, but did not have the written component of the 

project. There was no research to support the songs on the CD. Zach had a 

few colonial games and dances that he could describe to the class. However, 

he did not have the class participate in any of these activities. 

I was very frustrated with the outcome of this project. The students did 

not live up to my expectations. They were not successful at following the 

project rubric and completing all aspects of the assignment. The students were 

upset when they found that their grades reflected their poor performance. This 

project brought some of the students’ grades lower, which was the opposite 

effect that I was hoping for. I was concerned that this kind of work ethic 

would be prevalent throughout the rest of the year. 
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Poor Grades Cause Mini-Conferences  

Throughout the first marking period, the class as a whole had been 

struggling with grades. After the poor presentations of the "Party Like a 

Colonist" Project, the class also struggled with a test from Ch. 6-7 in the 

textbook. I decided it would be a good idea to have mini conferences with 

each student to see how they felt about their grades. I spoke with Ryan first. 

He was shocked when I told him that his marking period grade was a 57%. I 

was very surprised by his reaction because Ryan missed a great deal of 

homework assignments, as well as scored poorly on his tests and projects. 

Apparently there was a disconnect between the small assignment grades and 

Ryan's perception of his total marking period grade.   

Zach was the next mini conference. He was not happy about his grade 

of 80%. I told him that his grade was the best of the whole class. He seemed a 

bit happier, but not satisfied. I was happy to see desire and drive from Zach. 

He is doing fine right now. I want him to excel the way I know he can.  

I met with Ian next. He looked at me blankly when I told him about his 

“C” average. I think he was a bit upset about the phone message I left with his 

parents the previous day about his low grade. I asked if his sport was almost 

finished, which would give him more time. He nodded. I was a bit upset that I 

didn’t get more of a reaction from him. I don’t even think he said anything 

about it. Does he care? Was he so upset that he couldn’t speak? 

David was the next person that I talked to in a conference. He 

currently has a 66%, which is not great. However, considering that he didn’t 
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complete any of the summer work, he is doing well. He seemed pretty happy 

about the steady increase in his grade. I told him that he should end up with a 

“C” for the first marking period. He asked if there was anyway he could get a 

“B”. I said probably not. He ended up earning a “D” for the marking period 

because of low test scores and poor homework completion.  

Ben was my last conference. He was also unhappy about his grade. 

Particularly, the 57% on his last test. He got a 14/50 on his multiple-choice 

section. He currently has a 75% for the marking period. He noticed an asterisk 

in my gradebook, which indicated a non-graded assignment. I told him that it 

was a homework assignment. He said, “So does that mean that it is not going 

to be graded?” I said that it would be now. I decided to grade the Ch. 9 Q/A 

packet for more than just completion to try to boost the grades of the class. 

David was happy that it would help him improve his grade. It was due the 

following day, so they had to complete it that night. 

Rebecca Drops Out of School 

I did not get to have a mini conference with Rebecca because she was 

absent that day. In fact, she had been absent a great deal. There had been a lot 

of reasons why. She had been in a car accident, fell and hurt her ankle, got 

migraine headaches, and had other medical problems. I had been very 

concerned about Rebecca. I spoke to her guidance counselor many times 

about her absences and the lack of completion of assignments. Eventually I 

found out that Rebecca had made the decision to drop out of high school. She 
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had many personal problems, which were confidential. I just hope that she 

finds success and peace of mind in her life.  

Frustration! 

        After the mini conferences, I decided that I needed more information 

from the students about their perception of their grades. I decided to ask the 

class to respond to a journal question, “Why do you think the grades are at the 

current level?” As the students were writing in their journals, Ben whined and 

said, “Why didn’t I take environmental science instead of AP Biology?” He 

was referring to an “easy” science class compared to the stressful AP class. 

Some of the other students agreed with Ben. Zack stated that he is currently 

taking three AP classes, while Ben and Ian are taking two each. Zack is 

concerned about his AP classes bringing down his GPA and lowering his class 

rank. He also doesn’t like the fact that students who are not challenging 

themselves are getting good grades, which helps their GPA. I discussed the 

weighted GPA for AP classes. Ben took out his calculator and figured out 

what their current grades would be weighted. Some of the students seemed to 

feel better. David asked in a joking way, “Soooo, what would a 66% be, 

hypothetically speaking?” Everyone laughed a bit.  

Ben said, “I know you have to expect AP classes to be harder.” I don’t 

think they were expecting this much work. He then said, “I heard that regular 

college classes are easier than most AP classes.” Rebecca, who was currently 

taking a community college class in lieu of a high school class, agreed with 

  
 

 



 

 
 Figure 3. Ian’s Journal Entry 
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Ben’s statement. I told them that this could sometimes be the case. However, 

this class has to cover all of American history, unlike most college classes.  

  The class then began a discussion about the journal question. Ben 

showed me his journal answer (see Figure 3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Ben’s Journal Entry  

I asked how many other students also felt overwhelmed. All six students 

raised their hands. Zach said that he has had very little experience completing 

so much independent study. Some of the other students began to give me 

reasons/excuses as to why they are not doing well, such as too much work 

from all of their classes, and out of school commitments.  

 I had been concerned about Ian’s complacent attitude about class for 

quite some time. I had spoken to him and made calls to speak with his parents. 

I was interested to read his journal entry (see Figure 4). He stated, “I feel as 

though I could do better.” I hope that he takes this entry seriously and begins 

to put forth more effort.  
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  I asked the class, “What can I do to make you more successful?” Zach 

said that it would really help if the air conditioning worked. The AC in my 

room has not been working. It is about 78-83 degrees in my room on a daily 

basis. Zach said that he has a very hard time concentrating because he is just 

thinking about how hot he is. Ben asked if we could use more variation in the 

lesson, which I thought I had been doing. Apparently, I was not creating 

enough of a variety for Ben.  He said that, “After a while of listening to 

classical music, you want some drums.” David asked if we could do more 

creative activities. I said that I was disappointed because when I did give them 

a creative activity, more that half didn’t complete the whole project. I was 

referring to the “Party like a Colonist” Project. The class seemed a bit 

ashamed that they did not complete the assignments to the best of their ability.  

Ben asked if we could have lectures instead of the group discussions. 

He referred to another teacher at our school who just used lecture. All of the 

students agreed that they want to use lecture instead of the discussions. Zach 

requested that only the lecture notes be on the chapter tests. I explained the 

need for independent study. David agreed. He said, this is a college level class 

and it should be hard. I was very surprised that the class didn't enjoy the 

Socratic Circle discussions that we had been doing in class. I think they don't 

like it because it is different and it requires more preparation from the student. 

It doesn't work well if the students are not well versed in the content. 

Obviously, my class has not been completing the assignments to a high 

standard. 
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Ben and Zach both said that this discussion was making them feel 

embarrassed and stupid. I told them that this was not my intention and I didn’t 

think that they were stupid. I told them that educational research states that 

students learn in different ways. I wanted to talk to them to see what kind of 

style in which they learn the best. We agreed as a class that we would use 

lecture with a bit of discussion thrown in to make lessons interesting. 

    I used a lecture method of teaching for the rest of the study. The students 

were happier with the new format of content analysis. Overall, their averages 

and attitudes improved. 

Population Census Chart  

My students had spent a few months learning to analyze various forms 

of primary source documents. They were going to read speeches, historical 

documents, and view political cartoons, and pictures in the first full DBQ 

assignment. I wanted them to have some experience evaluating a data chart. I 

had my students analyze a textbook generated worksheet (see Appendix L). 

The students did a good job of analyzing the obvious data from the chart (see 

Figure 5). They had a more difficult time finding outside facts that would 

support the population changes. My students are still struggling a bit with the 

concept of linking the information in a primary source document with actual 

historical events. They are still thinking of the documents as being separate 

entities that did not affect society in some way. I have to find a way to widen 

the class's historical perspective to include both primary source documents 

and the events that surround them.  
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Figure 5 is David’s worksheet. His answers were very similar to the 

class as a whole. They were able to focus on the basic facts, including that the 

north had a larger population than the south. David’s arrow pointing up refers 

to the North, while his arrow pointing down refers to the South. He made the 

logical argument of climate, population and slavery. However, no one in class, 

including David, analyzed the population changes over each decade. I will 

have to encourage additional and varied forms of analysis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 David wrote, “↑ was agricultural and   
commercial 
↓ mainly agricultural” 
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Figure 4. David’s Population Chart Analysis Worksheet 
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Declaration of Sentiments Analysis 

I wanted the class to analyze one more primary source document prior 

to their first full Document Based Question assignment. I selected the 

Declaration of Sentiments, which stated women’s rights at the Seneca Falls 

Convention. The class had to read the primary source and then answer 

textbook generated questions. The class did an excellent job of analyzing the 

document and comparing it to modern women’s rights issues. Figure 6 is 

Ryan’s worksheet.  

 

  
 

 

Figure 5. Ryan’s Declaration of Sentiments Analysis Worksheet 
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His answers are relatively consistent with the answers of the rest of the 

class, although he included more modern day women who have power, 

including Condoleezza Rice and Sandra Day O’Connor.  

Social Movement DBQ 

I decided that they were ready. The class had successfully proven that 

they could analyze separate primary source documents and write about them. I 

wanted to test my students to see if they could complete a full Document 

Based Question. I gave the class a DBQ packet about social movements in the 

1800's (see Appendix M). There were primary sources about the Temperance 

movement, the Abolitionist movement, educational changes, and the Second 

Great Awakening, a religious movement based on Protestantism. I wanted my 

students to select two social movements, read and analyze the documents 

associated with their selections, and list outside facts that they could 

incorporate into their paper. Ben did a good job listing outside fact with the 

Harriet Tubman photograph (see Figure 7).  

  
 

 Figure 6. Ben’s Preliminary Document Analysis 
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After the students completed the initial analysis of the documents, 

some were still confused about the DBQ as a whole. Ben was very confused 

about what to do after the document analysis. I explained the process again 

and gave the class an example of adequate to excellent DBQ's (see Appendix 

N). After looking at the writing expectations, David said, "I'm not sure I like 

this. It seems a bit tedious." I spent time with the students sorting each of the 

documents into their appropriate grouping. 

The students were required to complete their rough draft of the DBQ 

and bring it to class for homework. We spent some time in class peer editing. I 

think some students are still struggling a bit with both their analysis and 

writing skills. I felt both anxious and excited to see their first completed DBQ. 

Ben did a good job of writing his first DBQ essay on the social reform 

movements of the 19th Century. He selected the Abolitionist movement and 

the Temperance movement (see Figure 8). He was successful at including 

both facts he analyzed from several primary source documents as well as 

outside information. Ben needs to work on writing stronger thesis statements 

and conclusion paragraphs, but overall he did a good job on his first attempt 

of answering a document based question.  
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Figure 7. Ben’s Social Reforms DBQ Essay 
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METHODS OF ANALYSIS 

 Throughout my study, I conducted various forms of analysis. I had my 

students complete a pre-study survey and interviews throughout the study. I 

also collected various student assignments that pertained to primary source 

analysis. My last task was to index, code, and organize my field log into “bins 

and themes.”  

Student Interview and Surveys 

 At the beginning of my study, my students completed a survey on their 

definition of critical thinking and prior experiences of primary source 

document analysis. I also completed several whole class interviews and 

individual interviews. I tried to use critical thinking questions that pertained to 

my thesis when I conducted the interview process. During the interviews I 

wanted to determine if the students were benefiting from the primary source 

analysis. I was also concerned about class morale and successes of each of the 

students. I used the students’ journal entries to determine how they were 

feeling about the class and if they comprehended the content.  

Student Work 
 

 I collected various forms of student work throughout the study, 

including many examples of primary source analysis and student writing. I 

wanted my students to experience an assortment of documents, so I had them 

analyze government documents, such as the Declaration of Independence, 

population charts, political cartoons, photographs, etc. The work became more 
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difficult and detailed over the course of the study as the students became more 

experienced.  

Field Log 

 Throughout my study, I kept a log of all of the occurrences of my 

class. I wrote down both my observations and my feelings about what 

happened, which I kept separate so I would be able to distinguish between the 

two. I followed the Bogdan and Biklen (2003) field log format to ensure 

achievement. 

After my study was complete, I coded the information from my 

observational field log. I read all of the data that I had collected and sorted it 

into separate bins, according to Ely, Vinz, Downing and Anzul (1997). After 

analyzing the bins, I determined if there were any consistent themes (see 

Figure 9). I then organized these themes and located how many times I 

observed each situation. This organizational process allowed me to review my 

results and support my analysis through literary works such as pastiches. 
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Analytic Memo:  Coding Graphic  
Organizer and Theme Statements 

Lisa Spilner 

hat are the observed and reported experiences 
when students learn critical thinking skills 

through primary source analysis in an  
Advanced Placement U.S. History class? 

Discussions 
• Socratic Circles 
• Teacher Initiated 
• Student Initiated 
• Student to Student 

Prior Experiences 
• Education 
• Social  
• Home life 
• Influence learning 
• Zone of Proximal Development 

Frustrations 
• Teacher  
• Student 
• Time Constrictions 
• Loaded Curriculum 
• Students Off Task 
• School Conflict 
• Missed Assignments 

Evidence 
• Engagement 
• Alternative  
      Perspectives 
• Primary Source  
      Document Analysis 
• Student Work 
• Discussions 

Theme Statements 
1. Properly structured discussions can foster active student learning as well as promote critical thinking and deeper student  
             understanding of a topic.   
2.   Student motivation is integral  to the completion of classroom work.  It can be difficult to motivate students who lack intrinsic   
             motivation, however, there are several methods to increase the low motivation of a class.  
3.   Students’ prior experiences, both good and bad, influence their learning and their zone of proximal development.  
4.   Frustrations can be expected when students are learning how to use higher thinking and analytical skills, which are unfamiliar 
             to them .  
5.   Critical thinking evidence occurs throughout the curriculum and can be collected in numerous instances.  

Student Motivation 
• Student choice 
• Interest 
• Intrinsic Motivation 
• Scaffolding Success 
• Lack of 

 

 

W 

 

 

 
Figure 8. Bins and Theme Statements 
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FINDINGS 

Prior Experience 

Students’ prior experiences, both good and bad, influence their learning and 

their zone of proximal development. 

 After conducting the initial student survey, I realized that many of the 

students had little prior experience with primary source analysis in a social 

studies class. Only two out of the original six students said that they had more 

than sporadic experiences of primary source document analysis. I was 

concerned with this fact; especially considering that these students had all 

completed history honors classes during their high school careers.  

 After realizing this disturbing fact, I knew that I would slowly have to 

begin to teach my students how to analyze primary sources. I selected 

documents that they were already familiar with such as John Locke and 

Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. The students struggled with 

the early American vocabulary and the content of Locke’s document, but 

appreciated the significance of both of these historical documents. I used 

classroom discussion as well as several textbook generated worksheets to 

teach my students about document analysis. These worksheets had questions 

that the students had to answer that forced them to analyze the document. 

 As the study progressed, I selected a variety of primary sources for the 

class to analyze, such as political cartoons, photographs, and population 

charts. Each of the new primary sources needed different types of analysis 

skills. The students did well with the visual assignments, but struggled with 

the chart. They did not have prior experience examining the documents and 

  
 

 

Maggie Spilner
What’s the document?



 52

relating them to the events that took place during the same time period. It took 

the class a lot of time and effort to be able to combine the information taken 

from the primary source and merge that with outside facts.  

After the students had more experience with primary source document 

analysis they began to become more successful. Toward the end of the study, I 

was able to have them complete a full Document Based Question, where they 

had to answer a generalized question with information from various primary 

sources along with facts from the time period. This was a very daunting task, 

but with some scaffolding and support, the class completed their assignment.  

Discussions 

Properly structured discussions can foster active student learning as well as 

promote critical thinking and deeper student understanding of a topic. 

 Throughout my study, I used discussion of both primary sources and 

historical content to promote critical thinking in my students. There were 

some outstanding discussions. The best discussions were about controversial 

issues or current events that related to the content. For example, the class had 

good conversations about the Bill of Rights. They were especially interested 

in the student who was tasered at a John Kerry speech.  

 I began the study with a discussion based teaching method, rather than 

the traditional lecture method. This proved to be an excellent method when 

the class was interested in the topic. However, the discussion was not 

successful when examining the content. The discussion method required a 

great deal of effort on the part of the students and they were unaccustomed to 
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that type of teaching. About halfway through the study, they requested that I 

switch to a strictly lecture format for the content of the class. I agreed because 

of the frustration level of the class. I kept the discussion strictly for the topics 

that were interesting for the students’ or for in-depth examination of primary 

sources.  

Frustration 

Frustration can be expected when students are learning how to use higher 

thinking and analytical skills, which are unfamiliar to them. 

 Student frustrations were very clear throughout the study. My students 

were very clear in their frustration when they did not understand the material, 

or were feeling overwhelmed. I felt that a pastiche would best explain the 

mood of the class during difficult times (see Figure 10). My students were 

frustrated because of their low grades, high expectations, and the workload 

from all of their classes.  

 Eventually the students’ frustration about low grades and workload 

was eased. Most of the students’ grades increased when I changed the 

presentation of the material from classroom discussion to lecture-based notes. 

Figure 11 depicts the journal entries of Zach and Ben after the change in 

frustration. You can see the Ben especially was in a jovial mood when he 

quoted Tony the Tiger. This cheerful mood did not last throughout the study. 

Eventually the class became worn out again as the students slowly approached 

graduation.  
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Classroom Failure Pastiche 
 
 

When asked the question, 
“Why do you think grades 
are at the current level”, the 
class responded… 

Ryan said…

Ian said… 

Zach said… 

Ben said… 

David said…

These negative 
comments 

changed with 
adaptations to the 

curriculum. 

 

 
Figure 9. Classroom Failure Pastiche 
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Classroom Success Pastiche 
 
 
 
 

 

Ben said…. 

Zach said… 

They’re Grrrreat! 

 
 Figure 10. Classroom Success Pastiche 
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Student Motivation 

Student motivation is integral to the completion of classroom work.  It can be 

difficult to motivate students who lack intrinsic motivation; however, there are 

several methods to increase the low motivation of a class. 

 I found that over time my seniors developed a severe case of 

“senioritis”, a disorder that renders 12th graders unmotivated to complete any 

assignments and prematurely anticipating graduation. It became more difficult 

to get my students to complete work in class. Watching their marking period 

grades go down motivated some of the students. Ben and Zach were the most 

concerned about grades that were lower than they were used to. Ian, on the 

other hand, never seemed to care about his average. David was motivated by 

the introduction of a creative project, but he failed to complete it.  

 I attempted to increase student motivation by selecting primary source 

documents that I thought the class would enjoy. I also created some very 

interesting assignments, but the class, as a whole, continued to decrease the 

amount of work completed. There were increases in motivation when I used 

some motivational techniques such as, student choice, discussion of 

controversial issues and assignments that pertain to students’ lives.  

After the study was completed, the motivation of the students became 

much worse because of senioritis. Two of the five students were planning on 

going to community college where they feel that grades don’t matter. They 

just about stopped putting forth any effort to complete work outside of class. 
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The few students who are still motivated will be attending more demanding 

colleges in the fall and want to perform well on their Advanced Placement 

Exam.  

Critical Thinking Evidence 

Critical thinking evidence occurs throughout the curriculum and can be 

collected in numerous instances. 

 The students’ critical thinking skills did increase as they experienced 

more primary source documents. They were able to successfully complete a 

full Document Based Question. The class was eventually successful after 

many assignments and additional scaffolding.  They can analyze various 

forms of primary sources and write about them. They still struggle with some 

documents, but are becoming more comfortable with the process as they 

complete more assignments. 

THE NEVERENDING STORY 

 The process of completing a qualitative study was an arduous road. 

There were many bumps and dips. I found myself spending many hours 

reading, typing and analyzing student work. After all of those hours spent 

looking for a concrete answer, I found that my research was never totally 

completed. I did find conclusions to some of my questions, but each question 

did not necessarily lead to an answer…it often led to more questions.  

The most important result of this study is that I am now a more 

cognizant teacher. I can now reflect on my teaching practices with confidence. 

I know how to complete a proper qualitative research study about my 
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classroom. I can help my students become more successful from scholarly 

research. I now have the skills to make a difference in my teaching when 

something is not working to its fullest potential. This process has given me the 

most important skill in teaching…knowledge.  

 I still have questions that I feel like I didn’t get to answer from this 

study. I want to know how I can motivate my students to complete 

assignments, in which they may not be interested. I still don’t know how to 

make primary source analysis more fun for the students. I would like to 

investigate these questions along with implementing primary source analysis 

in all social studies classes in my school. I don’t think that students can 

become fully functioning citizens without the ability to analyze information 

and think critically about their society. I hope that I can make some of these 

changes in my school to benefit my future community.  
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RESOURCES 

 Appendix A 

Library of Congress Primary Source Suggestions 

I. Source Type: Objects 

Sample Primary Sources: artifacts, tools, weapons, inventions, uniforms, 
fashion 

Make a hypothesis about the uses of an unknown object 
pictured in an old photograph. Use online and library research 
to support or refute the hypothesis. Make a presentation to the 
class to "show and tell" the object, hypothesis, search methods, 
and results.  

Use old photographs to study fashion trends. How has fashion 
changed over time? How did clothing styles reflect people's 
work and their roles in society? What clothing styles have 
carried over into present times?  

Study old photographs to trace the development of an invention 
over time (examples: automobiles, tractors, trains, airplanes, 
weapons). What do the photographs tell you about the 
technology, tools, and materials available through time? Who 
used the invention in the past? How is the invention used 
today?  

Sample Primary Sources: tombstones  

Write an obituary for a person memorialized on an old 
tombstone. Use information from the epitaph and research 
about the era in which the person lived. Research the meaning 
of stone carvings that appear on the tombstone. Study epidemic 
illnesses or other circumstances the might explain common 
causes of death at the time. 

 
II. Source Type: Images 
Sample Primary Sources: photographs, film, video  

Use a historic photograph or film of a street scene. Give an oral 
description of the sights, sounds, and smells that surround the 
scene, presenting evidence from the photograph itself and other 
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sources about the time period. Examine the image to find clues 
about the economics and commerce of the time.  

Select a historical photograph or film frame. Predict what will 
happen one minute and one hour after the photograph or film 
was taken. Explain the reasoning behind your predictions. 

To encourage focus on detail, show a photograph or film frame 
to the classroom for three minutes and then remove it. Have 
students draw the contents of the image on a piece of paper 
divided into a grid of nine sections. Repeat this exercise with 
new images and watch students' ability to recall detail improve. 

Sample Primary Sources: fine art  

Select a piece of fine art that appeals to your senses. Research 
the artist, the date of the piece, and the medium. What does 
information about the artist, the medium, the subject, and the 
composition tell you about the prevailing attitudes and 
conditions of the time period? (For example, what symbolism 
is used? how is perspective used? in what roles are people 
portrayed? what is left out of the composition?)  

 
III. Source Type: Audio 
Sample Primary Sources: oral histories, interviews  

Research your family history by interviewing relatives. Use 
letters, audio recordings, and videotape to compile a report on 
an important time for your family. Make note of differing 
recollections about the same event.  

Work in teams to record interviews of older citizens in the 
community. Focus on and compile interviews on one aspect of 
community life such as work, family, or schools. Combine 
class reports with historical images and documents to produce 
a documentary on the history of your community. 

Sample Primary Sources: music 

Research and study lyrics of popular songs from the periods of 
World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. What do 
the lyrics tell you about public attitudes toward the war? 
Interview veterans of these wars about their perception of the 
accuracy of the information in the lyrics. 
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Have students search for events that have inspired lyrics in 
current popular music. Have students compare present day 
events and music to lyrics from the past inspired by historical 
events. What are the similarities and differences between 
present day and historical songs and the events that inspired 
them? 

Sample Primary Sources: audio recordings 

Introduce an audio recording of a famous political speech. Ask 
students to think about and write down impressions while they 
listen to the speech. What is the speaker's key message? What 
is the speaker's point of view? How does the speaker's oratory 
style affect the impact of the message? If the text of the speech 
is available, have students compare impressions from hearing 
the speech to impressions from reading the speech.  

Have students listen to audio recordings from old radio 
broadcasts. Compare the language, style of speaking, and 
content to radio and television programs today. How does the 
content of the older radio broadcast exemplify the events and 
prevailing attitudes of the time? How does modern radio and 
television programming exemplify events and attitudes of the 
present time?  

IV. Source Type: Statistics 
Sample Primary Sources: census data, land surveys, maps, ordinances, 
blueprints, or architectural drawings  

Study historical maps of a city, state, or region to find evidence 
of changes in population, industry, and settlement over time. 
Use other resources to find and report on causes for the 
changes you find. Use maps to illustrate your descriptions of 
these changes.  

Choose a famous, historical, public building in your area. 
Research blueprints or architectural drawings of the building. 
With help from an architect or librarian, compare the plans to 
the building as it exists today. What changes do you see? Why 
do you think the changes occurred?  

V. Source Type: Text 
Sample Primary Sources: cookbooks  

Research the recipe for a common food (examples: bread, 
cake) in cookbooks of different times. Report on differences in 
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the vocabulary of the cookbooks over time. How have terms 
for measurement, ingredients, portion size, and 
accompaniments changed? Prepare the food from recipes of 
two of the time periods you find. Hold a taste test of the end 
results.  

Select a cookbook from another era. Look at the ingredients 
lists from a large number of recipes. What do the ingredients 
lists tell you about the types of foods available and the lifestyle 
of the time? 

Sample Primary Sources: advertisements 

Use old catalog pages to research fashion trends, household 
articles, cost of living, and lifestyles of a particular period. Use 
other sources of information to reconstruct a picture of family 
life at the time. Who did the household purchasing? What were 
considered necessities of the time? What were considered 
luxuries? How do the catalog pages highlight attitudes of the 
time?  

Use newspapers over time to analyze advertising. Have 
students research advertisements for a particular type of 
product (clothing, tools, household appliances, automobiles) 
through history. What information do the advertisements 
contain? What claims do they make? Who is the target buyer? 
How has advertising for this product changed over time? What 
social changes are reflected by changes in advertising for this 
product? 

Sample Primary Sources: journals, letters, diaries  

Find first hand accounts of historical events written by children 
or young people (example: Diary of Anne Frank). Analyze how 
first hand accounts give context to historical events. Have 
students begin keeping their own journals with an emphasis on 
including current events topics in their entries.  

Select a time period or era. Research and read personal letters 
that comment on events of the time. Analyze the point of view 
of the letter writer. Compose a return letter that tells the author 
how those historical events have affected modern society.  

Read a personal diary from a historical period. Analyze the 
individual's character, motivations, and opinions. Explain how 
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the individual changed over the course of the diary. How might 
that person react if they were dropped into the present time?  

Sample Primary Sources: documents in the original handwriting or language  

Decipher the original text of a famous document (examples: 
The Constitution, The Bill of Rights) by decoding historical 
lettering, spelling, grammar, and usage. Compare the original 
writing with printed versions of the document today. What has 
changed?  

To help illustrate the writing process, study draft copies of 
famous documents. Look at how side notes, additions, and 
crossed out words were used to edit the document. Discuss 
how the changes affected the meaning of the finished work. 
Have students practice editing their own writing using similar 
tools. 

VI. Source Type: The Community 
Sample Primary Sources: family photographs (of ancestors and their homes), 
memorabilia, souvenirs, recipes, ancestors' clothes, ancestors' papers, oral 
histories, local historical societies, genealogical information  

Make a record of family treasures (books, tools, musical 
instruments, tickets, letters, photographs) using photographs, 
photocopies, drawings, recordings, or videotapes. Put the 
treasures into the larger historical context of local, state, 
country, or world events. What was happening in the world 
when ancestors were using the family treasures? How did those 
events affect your family?  

Find original letters from an ancestor. Read the letters and then 
research the time and events surrounding the letters in other 
sources. Analyze the opinions and views of the letter writer 
based on the time and events of the period.  

Trace your ancestry to a country or countries of origin. 
Research customs, language, dress, foods, and cultural 
traditions of your ancestral country or countries. Prepare a class 
presentation of your cultural background. Include exhibits and 
recipes or prepared foods from your ancestral country. 
Describe how your family came to live in your community 
today.  

Prepare a community time capsule with the class. What 
primary sources will you include to describe your present day 
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community for future generations? What important information 
do you wish to convey? Which primary sources will get your 
message across? When should your time capsule be opened? 

Sample Primary Sources: physical surroundings  

Research the history of famous buildings and popular sites in 
your community through the local library or historical society. 
Use disposable cameras to make a visual record of those sites 
in the community as they appear today. Compare historical 
descriptions and older pictures of sites with your own 
photographs. What changes have occurred? Why?  

Trace the age of buildings in your community. What is the 
oldest structure? What is the newest structure? Research styles 
of architecture, commonly used building materials, and the role 
of buildings through time. How do your community's buildings 
reflect the evolution of architectural styles and community 
institutions?  

With the help of a local historical society, organize a tour of 
older homes in your community. Research the age and 
historical period of interesting houses you find. Who lived in 
these homes when they were first built? How do the style and 
location of the homes reflect the role of the original owners in 
the community? Research and describe furnishing and 
decorating styles from the time the homes were built. Do the 
homes look different today? 
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APPENDIXES 

 

ORIGINAL WEEKLY CURRICULUM PLAN 

Appendix B 

 
Unit 1:  Colonial History (1 Week – Summer Assignments) 
 
Readings:  
 
 Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 1-4 
 
 Handouts 
 
Themes: 
  

1. The emergence of American culture based on European colonization 
 

2. The emergence of regional areas 

 
Content:   
 

• European colonization – England, France, and Spain 

• Compare and contrast the political, cultural, economic and religious 

background of the colonial areas – New England, Middle Colonies and 

Southern Colonies 

• Colonial societal issues 

Assignments and Assessments: 

• After reading Ch. 1-3 – complete a question and answer worksheet.  

DBQ/Essay: 

• Complete a project focusing on the political, cultural, economic and 

religious background of one colonial area. Include a primary source 

document that correlates to the topic.  

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 
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• Students will have to find a primary source that correlates to their 

research topic of Colonial American history. They will then have to 

read it and select important facts that support their research.  

Unit 2:  American Independence (2 Weeks) 

Readings: 

Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 4-5 

Major Problems in American Constitutional History. Vols. 1 –  

Thomas Paine Calls for a Break with England, 1776 – p. 71-75 

The Declaration of Independence – p. 75-78.  

 Handouts 

Themes: 

1. Cultural diffusion or independent invention? Enlightenment vs. 
Founding Fathers 

 

Content:   

• Philosophy of the Revolution - Locke 

• British policies - Colonial Acts 

• Continental Congress, the Declaration of Independence, and 

the Articles of Confederation 

• The war – comparison of British to American colonists 

Assignments and Assessments: 

• British policies chart  

• Revolutionary War worksheets 

• Thirteen Colonies Map 
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• Unit Test  

• Student Survey  

DBQ/Essay: 

• Analyze Ben Franklin’s “Join or Die” sketch p. 121 – Answer 

questions 

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 

• Students will have to read several primary sources including; 

Thomas Paine Calls for a Break with England, The Declaration 

of Independence, and Franklin’s Join or Die sketch. There will 

be a class discussion about each item, where the students are 

asked to explain the significance of the documents pertaining 

to the American Revolution.  

Unit 3:  Post Independence (3 weeks) 

Readings: 

 Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 6-7 

 Major Problems in American Constitutional History. Vols. 1 – 

  James Madison and the Bill of Rights, 1798 – p. 196-201 

 Handouts 

Theme: 

1. Affect of Independence on society and politics 

2. Creation of a government – Constitution and Bill of Rights 

Content:   

  
 

 



 71

• Washington, Hamilton, and shaping of the national 

government 

• Emergence of political parties: Federalist and 

Republicans 

• Republican motherhood and education for women 

• Beginnings of the Second Great Awakening 

Assignments and Assessments: 

• Hamilton vs. Jefferson Venn diagram  

• Bill of Right Chart  

• British vs. American Government chart  

• Constitutional Convention Project  

• Unit Test, which is similar to previous tests 

DBQ/Essay: 

• Constitution vs. Articles of Confederation DBQ (see Appendix 

L) 

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 

• Students will read James Madison and the Bill of Rights in 

volume one of Major Problems in American Constitutional 

History. They will be required to discuss Madison’s role as 

“father” of the Constitution.  

• Students will have to decipher the question to the Constitution 

vs. Articles of Confederation DBQ. They will then be divided 
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into pairs and given a primary source to analyze together. Each 

pair will present their findings to the class.  

• The pairs will then write a thesis statement that correlates to 

both the DBQ question and the primary sources. Four students, 

or two pairs, will peer edit their thesis statements.  

• Each individual student will also create a list of outside 

information that could be used in the DBQ answer.  

• Students will also create their own Constitution to the High 

School by following the Constitutional Convention Project 

rubric. There will be a class debate about the topics that should 

be included or excluded in the final project.  

Unit 4:  Jefferson’s Administration – Growth of Nationalism (2 weeks) 

Readings: 

 Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 8-9 

 Handouts 

Themes: 

1. The peaceful transference of Presidential power.  

2. National growth and the growth of nationalism 

Content:   

• Significance of Jefferson’s presidency 

• Louisiana Purchase 

• Diplomatic Problems 
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• Expansion into the trans-Appalachian West; American 

Indian resistance 

• Growth of slavery and free Black communities 

• The War of 1812 and its consequences 

• Monroe Doctrine 

Assignments and Assessments: 

• Early Inventors/Inventions Project 

• Missouri Compromise Map 

• Unit Test – similar to previous tests 

DBQ/Essay: 

• Monroe Doctrine analysis and essay – Similar to previous 

DBQ’s 

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 

• Students will analyze the Monroe Doctrine DBQ. They will 

once again be divided into pairs to analyze the primary sources.  

• Each student will write his or her own thesis statement. The 

students will be paired to peer edit their thesis statements.  

• Each student will fully complete the DBQ, which includes a 

well-written thesis statement, proper references to several 

given primary sources, and background historical information 

that supports their thesis.  

• Students will complete the Early Inventors/Inventions Project, 

which will allow them to select their topic and complete 
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outside research. They will also have to present their projects 

to the class.  

Unit 5:  The Age of Jackson and Manifest Destiny (2 weeks) 

Readings: 

 Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 10-12 

Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial Issues in American 

History. Vols. 1 – Issue # 9 – Was Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal Policy 

Motivated by Humanitarian Impulses? – p. 182 

Handouts 

Themes: 

1. The emergence of the “Common Man” 

2. Geographical and economic expansion 

3. Reform movements 

Content:   

• Election of 1824 – Jacksonian Democrats 

• Jackson’s Administration 

• Spoils System 

• Nullification 

• Bank War 

• Cherokee Removal 

• Manifest Destiny and War with Mexico 

• Immigration – 1820-1850 

Assignments and Assessments: 
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• Cherokee letter to Jackson 

• Review Packet - Similar to previous assignment 

• Unit Test - Similar to previous test 

DBQ/Essay: One of the following -  

• Trail of Tears DBQ - Similar to previous DBQ’s 

• Lowell Factory DBQ - Similar to previous DBQ’s 

• Mexican War DBQ - Similar to previous DBQ’s 

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 

• Students will read the essay “Was Andrew Jackson’s Indian 

Removal Policy Motivated by Humanitarian Impulses?” The 

class will have a debate with half of the class assigned to one 

perspective and other assigned to the opposite.  

• The students will complete one of the DBQ’s including, the Trail 

of Tears DBQ, the Lowell Factory DBQ, or the Mexican War 

DBQ. Each student will complete all aspects of the DBQ alone. 

There will be a peer editing session before the final DBQ is due.  

• Students will read the Cherokee letter to Jackson, a primary source 

document. The class will discuss the Cherokee’s plight to keep 

their land and the legality of the situation.  

Unit 6:  Slavery and Sectionalism (2 weeks) 

Readings: 

 Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 13-14 

 Major Problems in American Constitutional History. Vols. 1 – 
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  Dred Scott v. Sanford, 1857 – p. 463-470 

 Handouts 

Themes: 

1. Sectionalism  

2. The causes of the Civil War – Slavery vs. states’ rights 

Content:   

• Slavery – social, moral and economic issues 

• Politics and slavery 

• Missouri Compromise 

• Abolitionists 

• Compromise of 1850 

• Kansas-Nebraska Act – Bleeding Kansas 

• Dred Scott Decision 

• Lincoln-Douglas Debates 

• John Brown – Harper’s Ferry 

• Election of 1860 

Assignments and Assessments: 

• The coming of the Civil War events chart (see appendix P) 

• Review Packet - Similar to previous assignment 

• Unit Test - Similar to previous test 

DBQ/Essay:  

• Abolitionists DBQ - Similar to previous DBQ’s 

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 
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• The students will read Dred Scott v. Sanford in volume one of 

Major Problems in American Constitutional History. They will 

debate the impact of the Supreme Court case on slavery in the 

U.S.  

• The students will complete the Abolitionists DBQ by 

themselves.  

 

Unit 7:  Civil War and Reconstruction (3 weeks) 

Readings: 

 Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 15-16 

 Major Problems in American Constitutional History. Vols. 1 – 

  The Emancipation Proclamation, 1863 – p. 529 

 Handouts 

Themes: 

1. Secession and war 

2. Reconstruction issues and plans – Lincoln vs. radical republicans 

3. Racial equality 

Content:   

• Military strategies – comparison – Union to Confederacy 

• Major battles and outcomes 

• Lincoln – politics, documents, and assassination 

• Home front – Union vs. Confederacy 

• Presidential vs. Congressional reconstruction plans 
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• Grant’s administration 

Assignments and Assessments: 

• Union vs. Confederacy Chart - Similar to previous Venn diagram 

• Civil War packet – journal entry - Similar to previous assignment 

• Lincoln Article  

• Review Packet - Similar to previous assignment 

• Unit Test - Similar to previous test 

DBQ/Essay: 

• Slavery DBQ - Similar to previous DBQ’s 

• Reconstruction DBQ - Similar to previous DBQ’s 

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 

• Students will read The Emancipation Proclamation and analyze the 

impact that it had on the war, slavery and African Americans.  

• Students will complete either the slavery DBQ or the Reconstruction 

DBQ by themselves.  

Unit 8:  Rise of Business and Labor and Western expansion (2 Weeks) 

Readings: 

 Text - America: Past and Present AP Edition – Chapters 17-20 

Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial Issues in American 

History.  

Vols. 2 – Was John D. Rockefeller a “Robber Baron”? – p. 2 

Handouts 

Themes: 
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1. Native American Relations 

2. Political alignment and corruption in the Gilded Age 

3. Role of government in economic growth and regulation 

4. Social, economic and political impact of industrialization 

Content:   

• Plains wars and reservation policy 

• Dawes Act 

• Industrial growth 

• Government support and actions 

• Business tycoons 

• Rise of organized labor - unions 

Assignments and Assessments: 

• Labor union project - Similar to previous project 

• Immigration graph analysis - Similar to previous assignment 

• Review Packet - Similar to previous assignment 

• Unit Test - Similar to previous test 

DBQ/Essay: 

• Black Elk Account of Wounded Knee - Similar to previous DBQ’s 

Critical Thinking/Primary Source Activity: 

• Students will read the essay, Was John D. Rockefeller a “Robber 

Baron”? They will then debate over the topic with the class divided 

into two sides.  
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• Students will complete the Native American DBQ by themselves, 

which includes the analysis of multiple primary source documents 

and historical writing.  
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Appendix C 

Log 
 

Date ___________________ 
 

  Observation     Reflection 
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Appendix D 
 

Critical Thinking Survey 
 

Name ______________________________ Date ___________________ 
 
Directions:  Answer the following questions to the best of your ability. Be as 
honest as possible.  
 
1.  Describe a day in a typical history class. What activities do you do? How 
do you learn information?  
 
 
 
 
 
2. What do you learn in that type of class? 
 
 
 
 
3.  What would you like to learn in history class?  
 
 
 
 
4.  What activities/projects would you like to do in class? 
 
 
 
 
5.  What does a historian do?  
 
 
 
 
 
6.  How often do you analyze primary source documents? Do you think this 
would help learning history? 
 
 
 
 
 
7.  Define critical thinking.  
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Appendix E 
 

Interview Questions 
 

1.  Please define critical thinking.  
 
 
 
 
2.  Please give an example of how you use critical thinking in class, either 
using a primary source, a classroom discussion, or student chosen example.  
 
 
 
 
3.  How difficult do you think the assignments and projects are in this class? 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  Do you think that this class has helped you in other ways? Have you used 
critical thinking in other areas in your life? If so, give an example.  
 
 
 
 
 
5.  Do you think the analysis of the primary sources allows you to better 
understand historical events? Explain.  
 
 
 
 
6. What would you keep the same in class? 
 
 
 
 
7. What would you change about class? 
 
 
 
 
8. Is there anything else you would like to share with me? 
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Party like a ROCK STAR…. 

OOPS…I mean like a Colonist! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Task:  Your job is to plan a Colonial Party.  
 
Process:  You will plan a Colonial Party that will include 
appropriate entertainment, guests, attire, food, etc. In groups, you 
will research the historical, cultural and social background of the 
time period for information you need to plan your party. Then, 
BEGIN PLANNING. You will be graded on how much fin I have at 
the party (along with written work, of course)! 
 
To Begin:  Read Chapter 4 and 5 of your textbook and research 
online from reputable sites. Be sure to pay attention to food, 
drinks, entertainment, guests and style of dress that were common 
for the time period.  
 
Each person should have a specific role. Each group must share 
the workload equally. Be sure to communicate effectively so 
problems will not arise.  
 
You must have a good understanding for the time period along 
with what the lives of people like George Washington and John 
Adams were like. This background information will help you make 
informed choices when planning your party.  
 
After you research and discuss all of your information, organize 
and plan! We will actually have a party in class and each groups 
expected to explain what they have contributed to the party.  
 
Groups: Caterers  Entertainment Coordinators (2 
groups) 
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  Fashion Consultants  Guest Coordinators 
 
 
 

Party like a ROCK STAR…. 

OOPS…I mean like a FOUNDING 
FATHER! 

 
Rate the following topics from 1-5, 

(1 = most interested / 5 = least interested) 
 

___________________  Fashion 
___________________  Friends & Guests / 
Invitations 
___________________ Entertainment – Music / 
Dance 
___________________ Entertainment – Literature / 
Art 
___________________ Food / Drink 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Party like a ROCK STAR…. 

OOPS…I mean like a FOUNDING 
FATHER! 

 
Rate the following topics from 1-5, 

(1 = most interested / 5 = least interested) 
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___________________  Fashion 
___________________  Friends & Guests / 
Invitations 
___________________ Entertainment – Music / 
Dance 
___________________ Entertainment – Literature / 
Art 
___________________ Food / Drink 
 
 
 

The Caterers 
 

You are responsible for the food and beverages. It is up to 
you to plan the full menu, which must be handed into Mrs. 
Spilner the day of the party. Do not hand it in on loose-leaf 
paper! Make it look authentic. Make copies of the menu for the 
rest of the class too.  
 
Give care and consideration to what you want to serve. You 
are going to have a diverse group of people at your party, so 
be sure to accommodate everyone’s culinary needs.  
 
Please remember that you are planning during a time before 
microwaves and fast food, so no chips and salsa. Also, you 
are not allowed to bring in any alcoholic drinks… 
 
Each individual caterer must keep a reflective journal. 
Describe the research process. Be sure to include any 
sources you used. You may include images, recipes, 
explanations for finding food, etc. In other words, how and 
why did you come up with specific foods and beverage 
choices for your party? Describe your role in the group. Your 
journal should be about two to three pages long. Make sure 
your group’s journals are combined into one packet with a 
cover page entitled:  
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THE CATERERS: GROUP JOURNALS 
 
At the party, it is your job to bring some tasty treats and 
beverages for the entire class. At some point, you will be 
asked to explain what you have picked and why. Therefore, 
you should have some type of presentation ready to go as far 
as sharing your findings with the class.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Fashion 

Consultants 

 
You are responsible for assisting the guests in choosing appropriate attire for 
the event. Since this is a formal affair, thing about how you would suggest 
they dress. Don’t forget the accessories: hats, shoes, gloves, etc. Pay attention 
to details ex: think about hair. Of equal importance, alert guests on what NOT 
to wear. You certainly don’t want any guests showing up in anything out of 
fashion or inappropriate. Do Research! 

 
How can you relay this information? WORD OF 
MOUTH…Be sure to talk to your friends in class, and let 
them know what you’re wearing and what they should 
wear. Bring some extra accessories to share with y
friends at the beginning of class.  

our 

 
Each individual fashion consultant must keep a 
reflective journal. Describe the research process. 
Be sure to include any sources you used. You may 
include images male and female clothing, hair, 
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accessories, etc. In other words, how and why did you come 
up with specific fashions for your party? Describe your role 
in the group. Your journal should be about two to three pages 
long. Make sure your group’s journals are combined into one 
packet with a cover page entitled:  

THE FASHION CONSULTANTS: GROUP JOURNALS 
 
The day of the party, it is your job to show up in appropriate 
Colonial attire. Do not spend a lot of money doing this. 
Borrow clothing, go to the Salvation Army, etc. HAVE FUN! 
At some point you will be asked to explain what fashions you 
have picked and why. Therefore you should have a brief 
presentation prepared to share with the class. During the 
presentation, you will be expected to show the class 
AUTHENTIC CLOTHING STYLES – BRING PICTURES! 
PREFERABLY, ATTACH THEM TOA A POSTERBOARD 
WITH EXPLANATIONS! 
 
 
 
Entertainment Coordinators – Group One 

 
 
You are responsible for some of the entertainment for the 
party. What was popular in music and dance during this time? 
What other forms of entertainment were popular during the 
late 1700’s (games and activities)? What performers, artists, 
composers, etc. might you want to invite and/or hire to 
entertain at your party? What would hiring an entertainer 
cost? 
 
Think about parties you go to now – dances, weddings, etc. 
What is one of the driving forces behind the party – THE 
MUSIC!!! THE DANCING!!! Many times, the types of music and 
level of participation in dancing can make or break a party. 
You have a huge role in the party!!! 
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Your first task is to research the music, style of dance, games, 
and activities during the time period. Once you complete your 
research, you need to prepare a song list and C.D. that you 
are going to play throughout the entire party. You should 
have at least 8-10 songs.  
 
Each individual entertainment coordinator must keep a 
reflective journal. Describe the research process. Be sure to 
include any sources you have used. You may and should 
include brief biographies of musicians included on your C.D. 
along with other significant explanations. In other words, how 
and why did you come up with music for your party? 
Describe your role in the group. Your journal should be 
about two to three pages in length. Make sure your group’s 
journals are combined into one packet with a 
cover page entitled: 

THE ENTERTAINMENT COORDINATORS: 
GROUP ONE JOURNALS 

 
Finally – the day of the party, it is your job to 
play music AND TEACH A DANCE! At some 
point you will be asked to explain what music 
you have picked and why. Therefore you should 
have a brief presentation prepared to share with 
the class. 
 
 
Entertainment Coordinators – Group Two 

 
You are responsible for some of the entertainment for the 
party. What was popular in poetry, literature and art during 
this time? What authors might you want to invite to your 
party?  
 
Your first task is to research the poetry, literature and art 
during the time period. Once you complete your research, you 
need to prepare one poem, one excerpt, and one piece of 
artwork to share at the party. Members of the group will be 
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responsible for the readings and art showing. Please have 
printed out copies of the poem, excerpt, and piece of artwork 
for both Mrs. Spilner and the class to follow along.  
 
Each individual entertainment coordinator must keep a 
reflective journal. Describe the research process. Be sure to 
include any sources you have used. You may and should 
include brief biographies of authors, poets and artists 
included in your class readings/showings, along with other 
significant explanations. In other words, how and why did you 
come up with literary/artist works for your party? Describe 
your role in the group. Your journal should be about two to 
three pages in length. Make sure your group’s journals are 
combined into one packet with a cover page entitled: THE 
ENTERTAINMENT COORDINATORS: GROUP TWO JOURNALS 
 
Finally – the day of the party, it is your job to have literary 
readings and showings of artwork. You are at a party – so 
pick exciting pieces! Read with enthusiasm! Act a little. If you 
stand up and read with monotone, 
uninterested voice, your partygoers will 
have a terrible time. You are sharing this 
information because it is interesting and 
fun! At some point you will be asked to 
explain what literature and art you have 
picked and why. Therefore you should have 
a brief presentation prepared to share with 
the class. 

 
 
 

The Guest Coordinators 
 
You are responsible for setting up the guest list. You want a 
list that represents as many walks of life from the late 1700’s 
as possible. You will invite at least two people living in the 18th 
century from each of the following areas: 

1. Government / Politics 
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2. The Arts  
3. Important Foreigners (English or French) 
4. Women 
5. Native Americans 

 
You must have a minimum of ten invited guests – other than 
our class! On the day of the party, you need to hand in your 
guest list to Mrs. Spilner with a very brief explanation of who 
each invited guest is and what category above he or she fits 
into. Please make enough copies of this for the entire class to 
be handed out during the presentation.  
 
This is important. Your first task is to prepare invitations for 
the entire class. You must hand out the invitations the day 
BEFORE the party. NO INVITATIONS = NO PARTY! Think 
about the details that must be on an invitation and how one 
would look in the 18th century.  
 
Each individual Guest coordinator must keep a reflective 
journal. Describe the research process. Be sure to include 
any sources you have used. Incorporate significant written 
explanations. In other words, how and why did you come up 
with the guest lists for your party? What motivated your ideas 
for the class invitations? Describe your role in the group. 
Your journal should be about two to three pages in length. 
Make sure your group’s journals are combined into one 
packet with a cover page entitled:  

GUEST COORDINATORS: GROUP JOURNALS 
 
Finally – the day of the party, it is your job to explain who and 
why you picked the guests and the party. If you stand up and 
read with monotone, uninterested voice, your partygoers will 
have a terrible time. At some point you will be asked to 
explain what guests you have picked and why. Therefore you 
should have a brief presentation prepared to share with the 
class. 
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Name ___________________  Date _________  Period ______ 
 

Party like a Colonist Project: 
Your group will be assigned one of the following jobs to organize a 
party: 

³ Caterer 
³ Fashion Consultant 
³ Entertainment Coordinator (two groups) 
³ Guest Coordinator 
 

** See the description sheet for individual tasks.  
 
The group will be graded on the following requirements: 

¾ The presentation to the class. 
¾ Your group reflective journal. 
¾ Any specific task associated with your role. 

 
The groups will some time to work on the project in class. The Party 
will be on ________________________________________. 

 
Presentation:     Reflective Journal:  
9 Coverage of Material -       /30 pts      9 Research -        /10 pts 

Completion of task     Process 
          9 Bibliography -    

/10 pts 
9 Tone, projection, voice -          /10 pts      9 Role  -             

/10 pts 
Description____
______ 

9 Poise, confidence -                   /10 pts            / 
30 pts 

9 Use of visual -                          /10 pts        
   /60 pts       

Visual Aid / Activity:                       
9 Easy to understand -              /10 pts 
9 Informative -                            /10 pts    
9 Representative of Info -          /10 pts      TOTAL GRADE -     

/130 pts 
9 Creativity -       /10 pts 

   /40 pts 
 

 

  
 

 



 

 

102

 
 

 

Appendix L 

 



 

 

103

 
 

 

 



 Appendix M 

 

104

 
 

 

 



 105

 

 

 

  
 

 



 

 

106

 
 

 

 



 107

 
 

  

 



 

 

108

 
 

 

 



 109

 

 

 

 

  
 

 



 110

 

 

 

  
 

 



 

 

111

 
 

 

 



 112

 

 

 

 

  
 

 



 113

 

 

 

 

  
 

 



 114

 

 

 

 

  
 

 



 115

  
 

 

Appendix N 

 


	RESEARCHER STANCE
	Accessibility and Sources
	Evidence
	Implementation in Social Studies Classrooms

	Trustworthiness Statement
	Let It Begin
	Student Surveys

	Student Work
	Student Motivation
	THE NEVERENDING STORY
	REFERENCES
	
	
	Cultural diffusion or independent invention? Enlightenment vs. Founding Fathers



	Critical Thinking Survey
	The Caterers
	
	THE CATERERS: GROUP JOURNALS

	The Fashion Consultants
	THE FASHION CONSULTANTS: GROUP JOURNALS

	Entertainment Coordinators – Group One
	THE ENTERTAINMENT COORDINATORS: GROUP ONE JOURNALS

	Entertainment Coordinators – Group Two
	GUEST COORDINATORS: GROUP JOURNALS



