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BEFORE WE START, TWO PLUGS… 
First…the 2015 MTI Barringer Research Fellowship 

ERMAHGERSH !



TEACHING 
HISTORY: A 

JOURNAL OF 
METHODS 

“It is the beginning of yet another school year, and 	I 

	 am again confronted by this solemn truth: Not all of 

	 my students like history.  This may be hard to  	

	 believe, considering how compelling the material 	

	 can be (not to mention how wonderfully engaging 	

	 history teachers inherently are).  Nonetheless, I


urge you to set aside your disbelief and hear me out.”




It has nothing to do with me.
I’ve been studying it my 

whole life.

I don’t like words.



HISTORIOGRAPHY, CREATIVE 
IMAGINING, AND THE ROLE OF 

INDUCTIVE INQUIRY

Today, “a a new conceptual and 
methodological approach to 
history is called for that sees 
history no longer as a unified 
process, a grand narrative…but 
as a multifaceted flow with 
many individual centers.”   

“Stories are what matter now.”   
Georg	  G.	  Iggers,	  Historiography	  in	  the	  
Twentieth	  Century	  century	  from	  scienti6ic	  
objectivity	  to	  the	  postmodern	  challenge	  
(Hanover,	  NH:	  Wesleyan	  University	  Press,	  
1997),	  103.

“[Historians] need to come to 
terms with the role of creative 
imagination in historiography.”   

Ernst	  Breisach,	  Historiography:	  Ancient,	  
Medieval	  &	  Modern	  (Chicago:	  University	  of	  
Chicago	  Press,	  1994),	  410.



TEACHING 
HISTORY: A 

JOURNAL OF 
METHODS 

“To hook such students, we need to invite them into the 

	 fold by demonstrating the complex, inquiry-laden, 	

	 inductive processes that make history 	 	 	

	 intelligible in the first place. Otherwise stated, we need 

	 to make them historians, with the hope that the process 

	 of deciphering history will engage even the most 	

	 reluctant and apathetic learners.”




A PRODUCTIVE 5 
MINUTE BREAK



THE SET-UP

POSSIBLE WALLET CONTENTS: 

-FAKE US currency (I use $20)


-ATM withdrawal statement for the aforementioned 

currency, complete with the account’s available 

balance


-A used ticket to a local sporting event


-A train or bus pass


-Miscellaneous business cards for local goods and 

services


-A single photograph of individuals unrecognizable to 

the students


-A post-it note containing unisex names and phone 

numbers 


**NOTE: Students should be instructed to ignore dates.



STUDENT INSTRUCTIONS

Divide the class into groups of 3-4 and provide each group with a wallet.  Offer no other front-loading 

information other than this brief explanation: 

“Before we study history in our textbooks, someone has to write it.  Someone has to do the work of 

discovering and interpreting the artifacts and documents related to a particular event or person in order 

to piece together a coherent narrative for the rest of us.  This is called “historiography”; it is the art of the 

historian.  Some of you like history because of the people and the stories.  Some of you will come to like 

history because of the process behind those two things.  Today we are going to explore that process.  

Each group has been given a wallet to explore.  Each wallet and its contents are identical.  For the next 

10-15 minutes, you have one simple task: explore the wallet.  Use a scratch sheet of paper to write 

down as many conclusive statements about the owner of the wallet as you feel comfortable.  Only write 

down conclusions on which the group agrees.  You may begin.” 



5 MINUTES TO UNPACK THE 
WALLET AND IDENTIFY CONTENTS



5 MINUTES TO DISCUSS 
WHAT YOU’VE FOUND



5 MINUTES TO WRITE STATEMENTS 
ABOUT WHAT YOU’VE FOUND



AN UNPRODUCTIVE 5 
MINUTE BREAK



PROCESSING  
&  

DEBRIEFING
Questions to consider with students 

1.  Was there anything about the contents of the 

wallet that led you to a conclusive statement/

statement(s) about its owner? 

2.  Describe the processes that you needed to      

employ in order to draw up those conclusive 

statements. 

3.  What artifacts did you think were most directly 

related to the owner of the wallet, and therefore 

most helpful in drawing direct conclusions about 

that individual (primary sources)? 

4.  Are there any “conclusive statements” about the 

owner of the wallet that you now wish to retract, in 

light of our further exploration of these topics? 



PROCESSING  
&  

DEBRIEFING
MORE questions to consider with students 

-What is the relationship between context and 

content, when it comes to historiography? 

-How do beliefs, assumptions and previous 

experiences color our conclusions? 

-In what ways can this exercise inform the way you 

read history?  

-In what ways does this exercise influence your 

appreciation for the art of the historian? 

-In light of this experience, is there anything that we 

need in our classroom in order to be better students 

of history (this could be an object, an attitude, or 

even a description of the classroom atmosphere)? 



STUDENT COMPACT (2012)

1.	Historians use multiple reliable sources to make 

arguments and draw conclusions.  We will do the same.


2.	Historians listen carefully (not just to people, but to the 

documents that act as living, breathing connections to 

the past).  We will do the same.


3.	Historians are mindful of how their personal beliefs, 

assumptions and experiences color their historical lens.  

We will do the same.


4.	Historians respectfully question the conclusions of 

others when they feel there is reason to do so.  We will 

do the same.


5.	Sometimes historians love history because it is 

interesting, and sometimes they love history because 

the process is fun.  We will honor both in our classroom.



STUDENT FEEDBACK: 
“In what ways can this exercise inform the way you approach 

studying history?”

“It has helped me to realize that history goes beyond easily observable facts.  There is a story to 

accompany those facts.”


 “As a historian, information must be read with context.  Without it, many different conclusions could be 

taken from the same content.”


 “One needs to compare and contrast multiple explanations of the same event in order to understand it.”


 “This exercise demonstrated the way my past experiences, cultural assumptions and biases effect the 

way I see history and make judgments.”


 “This exercise illustrates the necessity of a certain attitude of awareness that must be carried while 

reading history”


 “I realize that I need to be more careful about developing and testing historical hypotheses.”


 “If this is what history actually is, I might actually like it.”




VARIATIONS ON A THEME 
________________ 



QUESTIONS?


