
A Simple Guide to Understanding,
Questioning, and Annotating

Historical Sources

HOW TO READ A
HISTORICAL TEXT

RESOURCE GUIDE



Step 1: Get the Context
Before reading, take a few minutes to figure out:

WHO?
Who wrote or created this?
What do I know about the author?
What was the author's position, role, or perspective?

WHEN?
When was it written?
What was happening during this time period?

WHERE?
Where was the author?
Where was the text created or published?

WHY?
Why was this written?
Who was the intended audience?

WHAT?
What type of historical text is this?

Speech
Letter
Diary
Newspaper article
Memoir
Political document
Photograph
Advertisement
Government document
Other

 

 Before You Read
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Before I begin, I predict this text will ____________________________.



Read for the Big Picture
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Step 2: Read Once Without Over-Analyzing
Your first job is to understand what the text is saying. Your second job is to analyze
it.
After the first reading, answer:
What is this text mainly about?

What is the author trying to communicate?

What surprised me?

What questions do I have?

What do I need more context to understand?

Then:
In one sentence, what is the author saying?



Mark Look For

★ Important idea

? Question/confusing information

! Surprising or significant

C Historical context

P Author's perspective/bias

E Evidence supporting the author's point

How to Annotate a 
Historical Text
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Don't highlight everything. Annotate with a purpose.

When you annotate, ask:
★ What seems important?
? What don't I understand?
C What connects this text to the historical period?
P What does this reveal about the author's perspective?
E What evidence does the author use?
! What surprised me or challenged what I already knew?



Example

Blumenfeld, W. J., & Newman, R. C. The Crime of Educators, p. 7. Photo and annotations by Jade Weatherington.
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Read Like a Historian
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Step 3: Question the Source

Historical Context
What was happening when this was created?

Intended Audience
Who was supposed to read, hear, or see this?

Purpose
Why did the author create it?

Perspective
How might the author's experiences, beliefs, position, or circumstances influence
the text?

Ask yourself: What does this source help me understand about the past?

What does this source NOT tell me?



Perspective does not automatically mean the source is "right’ or ‘wrong."
Ask:
What does this person believe?

What experiences shaped their perspective?

What might they know that others don't?

What might they not know?

What might they want the audience to believe?

Whose voice is represented?

Whose voice is missing?

Remember:
A historical source can be valuable even when it is biased.
A person's bias can actually tell us something important about the society,
beliefs, and power structures of the time.

Look for Perspective
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Every Historical Text Has a Perspective



After You Read
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Step 4: Think Beyond the Text

The author argues/believes that...

One piece of evidence is...

This reflects the historical context because...

The author's perspective may have been influenced by...

One question I still have is...

One thing this source helps me understand is...

One thing this source does NOT tell me is...

Reflection
What changed?
Before reading, I thought...
After reading, I think...
The evidence that changed or challenged my thinking was...



Title:

Author/Creator:

Date:

Type of Source:

Historical Context:

Intended Audience:

Purpose:

Author's Perspective:

Important Ideas

DON'T JUST HIGHLIGHT
Highlighting is not the same

thing as analyzing.
Instead of highlighting an

entire paragraph, ask
yourself:

Historical Text 
Annotation Sheet
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How to Preview a Textbook
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1. Read the title and chapter heading
Ask yourself:
What is this chapter about?
What do I already know about this topic?
What do I expect to learn?
2. Look at the subheadings
 Subheadings give you a roadmap of the chapter. Read them before you begin so
you know what topics are coming.
3. Look at the pictures and illustrations
 Don't skip the visuals. Ask:
What does this image show?
Why did the author include it?
What can I learn from it?
4. Examine charts, graphs, maps, and diagrams
 Look at the title, labels, dates, numbers, and captions. Try to figure out what
information the visual is communicating before reading the surrounding text.
5. Preview the vocabulary
 Look for bold, italicized, or highlighted words and any vocabulary list provided by
the textbook.
Ask:
Which words do I already know?
Which words are unfamiliar?
What might these words have to do with the chapter?
6. Read the introduction or chapter summary
 If the textbook provides an introduction, overview, summary, or learning
objectives, read it before starting the chapter. This gives you a better idea of what
to watch for.
7. Turn headings into questions



Example

The Black History Book: Big Ideas Simply Explained. DK Publishing, 2021, p. 133. Photo by Jade Weatherington.

www.TeacherJade.com



Black BookShelf

@Black.BookShelf
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