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Thinking Through the Past



This book was inspired by the idea that interpretation is at the heart of history.
That is why learning about the past involves more than mastering facts and dates,
and why historians often disagree. As teachers, we know the limitations of the
deadly dates-and-facts approach to the past. We also know that encouraging
students to think critically about historical sources and historians’ arguments is
a good way to create excitement about history and to impart understanding of
what historians do. The purpose of Thinking Through the Past, therefore, is to
introduce students to the examination and analysis of historical sources.

FORMAT

To encourage students to think critically about American history, Thinking
Through the Pastbrings together primary and secondary sources. It gives students
the opportunity to analyze primary sources and historians’ arguments, and to use
one to understand and evaluate the other. By evaluating and drawing conclu-
sions from the sources, students will use the methods and develop some of the
skills of critical thinking as they apply to history. Students will also learn about
a variety of historical topics that parallel those in U.S. history courses. Unlike
most anthologies or collections of primary sources, this book advances not only
chronologically, but pedagogically through different skill levels. It provides
students the opportunity to work with primary sources in the early chapters
before they evaluate secondary sources in later chapters or compare historians’
arguments in the final chapters. Students are also able to build on the skills
acquired in previous chapters by considering such questions as motivation,
causation, and the role of ideas and economic interests in history.

At the same time, this book introduces a variety of approaches to the past.
Topics in Thinking Through the Past include social, political, cultural, intellec-
tual, economic, diplomatic, and military history. The chapters look at history
“from the top down” and “from the bottom up.” Thus students have the
opportunity to evaluate history drawn from slave quarters as well as from state
houses. In the process, they are exposed to the enormous range of sources that
historians use to construct arguments. The primary sources in these volumes
include portraits, photographs, maps, letters, fiction, music lyrics, laws, oral
histories, speeches, movie posters, magazine and newspaper articles, cartoons,
and architectural plans.
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Preface

The chapters present the primary and secondary sources so students can
pursue their own investigations of the material. Each chapter is divided into five
parts: A brief introduction, which sets forth the problem in the chapter; the
Setting, which provides background information pertaining to the topic; the
Investigation, which asks students to answer a short set of questions revolving
around the problem discussed in the introduction; the Sources, which in most
chapters provides a secondary source and a set of primary sources related to the
chapter’s main problem, and, finally, a brief Conclusion, which offers a reminder
of the chapter’s main pedagogical goal and looks forward to the next chapter’s
problem.

INSTRUCTOR’S RESOURCE MANUAL

The format of Thinking Through the Past is designed to be effective in various
classroom situations. Students in large classes can work through this book with
minimal instructor assistance. Yet the format also provides students in seminars,
small classes, and discussion sections the opportunity to share with one another
the excitement of thinking about the past. The Instructor’s Resource Manual is
designed to enhance the effectiveness of Thinking Through the Past in all these
classroom settings. The manual contains discussion of the sources in each
chapter and explanations of how they relate to the chapter’s main problem and
pedagogical goals. It also contains questions to stimulate classroom discussion
and suggestions for evaluating students’ learning.
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