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FOREWORD 
Most people agree that schools should teach history, though they often dis
agree over just what that history should be and how it might best be taught. 
Obviously, the study and teaching of history must be rooted in some selection 
of facts about the past. The task is to decide which facts should be selected 
for study and what students should do with them. Are they something to 

. be memorized and tested-and, more often than not, quickly forgotten-or 
should they serve a more ambitious educational purpose? 

Since at least the 1890s, historians and history educators have largely 
agreed that students must learn to approach the facts of history critically, not 
least by understanding the relationship between "the past" and "history." To 
do this, students must investigate how we come to know anything about the 
past at all and what makes any particular fact "historical" in the first place. In 
addition, they should come to understand how historians research and write 
history; the nature of historical evidence and arguments; what makes some 
historical arguments more satisfactory than others, and by what criteria; and 
how historians use their data to create historical accounts and interpretations. 

However, researchers have repeatedly shown that classroom practice often 
lags far behind the principles formulated by historians and history educators. 
There have always been exceptional teachers who bring history to life for their 
students, but school inspectors' reports and national inquiries have shown 
that the teaching of history has too often been confined to textbook coverage 
and the recitation of facts that are devoid of any meaning for students and 
equally devoid of any defensible educational purpose. The result is that, all 
too often, history is not a stimulus to thought and imagination, but merely a 
charge on the memory, and usually a short-lived charge at that. 

Not the least of the attractions of this book is its demonstration of how 
this long-standing gap between the theory and practice of history education 
can be eliminated. Peter Seixas and Tom Morton not only offer their readers 
a persuasive rationale for the study and teaching of history that is rooted in 
their "big six" concepts of historical thinking, but they also show how these 
concepts can be applied in the history classroom. 

To do this, the authors draw on Tom Morton's many years of successful history 
teaching and on Peter Seixas's widely acclaimed model of historical thinking. 
To design the teaching strategies described in this book, Tom Morton brings 
to bear his experience developing and testing activities in his own history 
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classroom, as well as extensive research on the pedagogy of the discipline of 
history. Peter Seixas's approach to historical thinking is rooted in the findings 
of a growing body of classroom-based research and the scholarly practice 
of historians, thereby combining disciplinary substance with pedagogical 
practicality. 

The result is a welcome blend of theory and practice that will be of great 
service to history teachers while also making history more accessible and thus 
more educationally rewarding for students. 

The "big six" concepts that comprise historical thinking as described by 
Seixas and Morton are not mere add-ons to be mechanically applied to some 
selection of facts once they have been taught. Rather, they are designed to 
be integrated into all aspects of teaching, from the formation of objectives, 
through the selection of resources and teaching strategies, to the assessment 
of students' performance. They are best thought of not as "skills" and cer
tainly not as "outcomes," but rather as "habits of mind" or, as Morton and 
Seixas describe them, "competencies." 

Best of all, what Seixas and Morton significantly call "guideposts" are just 
that-indicators of a path to follow, not demarcated itineraries from which 
no deviation is allowed. The "big six" concepts are intended to help students 
explore the forest of historical data, not confine them to a single prescribed 
path. Indeed, students who are guided appropriately might well arrive at their 
own grounded definitions of such concepts as significance, change, or cause 
and consequence. If so, they will be well on the way to thinking historically. 

All of the "big six" concepts are important, but my personal favourite is 
what Morton and Seixas call "historical perspectives" - the ability to set hind
sight aside and see the past, so far as we ever can, through the eyes of the 
people who lived it, to understand why they thought the way they thought 
and did the things they did, and in so doing gain a richer understanding of 
what it means to be human. Here, it seems to me; is history's greatest educa
tional value: to enlarge students' possibly limited experience oflife by visiting 
the "foreign country" of the past and returning home with fresh insights and 
new ways of looking at what we might otherwise have taken for granted or 
never even noticed. 

In 1895, the pioneer Canadian historian G.M. Wrong told a University of 
Toronto audience that students of history had to be "something more than 
passive receivers" of information and had to "earn the right to do their own 
thinking on historical questions."* For the last hundred years we have been 
trying, often against long odds, to convert Wrong's words into classroom 
reality. In this book, Peter Seixas and Tom Morton show us how it can be done. 

Ken Osborne 
Professor Emeritus 
Faculty of Education, University of Manitoba 

• Wrong, G.M. (1895). Historica l Study in the University: An inaugural lecture. Cit ed in Wright, D. (2005) . The 
professiona/ization of history in English Canada (p. 31). Toronto: Universi ty of Toronto Press. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Histories are the stories we tell about the past. They can be simple stories 
about going shopping yesterday; they can be complex stories about how 
nations formed or global trade developed. But the past itself is gone. By 
definition it is no longer present, so we can't observe it directly. We have a 
need for meaningful, coherent stories about what came before us. Yet a gap ~----------- 
exists between the present we live in and the infinite, unorganized, and 
unknowable "everything that ever happened." How we overcome that gap 
gives rise to history. 

But is the past really gone? As William Faulkner famously wrote, "The past is 
never dead. It's not even past." Whether or not we are conscious of it, whether 
it enters our minds at all, every aspect of t he world we inhabit today is the 
product of yesterday. The chair you sit in as you read this page was designed, 
manufactured, sold, bought, shipped, and placed in its current spot at some 
point in the past-its existence today is thus an extension of the past. Not 
only the objects, buildings, streets, and cities through which you move, but 
also the social, political, and cultural worlds in which you navigate daily are 
the embodiment of everything that came before. And what is true of the world 
around you is equally true of yourself: your body-from the scars left by old 
injuries to the DNA in your cells left by your parents-and your mind-from 
the ideas you read about in this passage to the words you will use to write your 
next email. All is inherited. How can we become more conscious of the past 
that lies within every aspect of the present? Can understanding our ties to the 
past help us live in the present? How we answer these questions gives rise to 
history education. 
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Figure 1 History is made when 
historians find solutions to three 
problems. 

What Is Historical Thinking? 
As the discipline of history has developed over time, certain principles of 
historical thinking have evolved as historians attempt to deal with these 
questions, as well as other questions fundamental to history: How do we 
know what we know about the past? How can we represent the knowledge of 
something that is no longer here (i.e., the past)? What are the relationships 
between us, today, and those who lived in the past? What do we believe when 
two accounts of the same events conflict with each other? 

Recall the definition of history given in our opening: "Histories are the 
stories we tell about the past." This definition sets up the most fundamental 
problem in the discipline of history: the relationship between the historian 
and the past that he or she is thinking, reading, or writing about. This problem 
can be seen in the distance between the present (in which the historian exists) 
and the past (which no longer exists); in the choices the historian must make 
in order to draw coherence and meaning from an infinite and disorderly past; 
and in the interpretive lenses that the historian brings as a result of being 
who he or she is. History is created through the solutions to these problems. 
It takes shape neither as the result of the historian's free-floating imagina
tion, nor as the past presenting itself fully formed in an already coherent and 
meaningful story, ready to be "discovered" by the historian. Rather, history 
emerges from the tension between the historian's creativity and the fragmen
tary traces of the past that anchor it. 

Historical thinking is the creative process that historians go through to 
interpret the evidence of the past and generate the stories of history. It would 
be naive to expect to find one universal structure of historical thinking that 
would apply to all cultures for all time. Different cultures have various ways 
of understanding the relationships between past, present, and future. The 
differences between oral and written histories are only the most obvious of 
examples. Consider the enormous challenge of constructing histories for our 
own moment-the most complex era in which human beings have ever lived. 
How do we, how can we, construct histories in a time of unprecedented mixing, 
mobility, and communication among different cultures while living with an 
accelerating pace of change, and while being driven by global economies and 
technologies that are revolutionized within years rather than generations 
or centuries? 

The historian's expertise lies in being able to handle this challenge creatively. 
Historians become experts in dealing with the problems of history through 
their academic training. As part of a community of inquiry, they know when 
their colleagues violate the norms of evidence, when claims of significance are 
inadequately argued, and when causal explanations omit relevant conditions 
or events.1 Sometimes historians explain the rules of the game and show us 
the process they follow to construct history, but more commonly we read 

1 Seixas, P. (1 993). The community of inquiry as a basis for knowledge and learning: The case of history. American 
Educational Research Journal 30(2), 305-24. 
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in their histories only the end product-their historical narratives. In some 
sense, they are like the directors of a play. Too often, our students see only 
the play. We want them to peer backstage, to understand how the ropes and 
pulleys work that make the play possible. 

Rethinking the Teaching of History 
Some students have been lucky enough to learn history from a truly great 
teacher. Generally, however, what has passed for history curriculum in schools 
has rarely paid close attention to historians' methods and ways of thinking. 
As educators, we have been content to tell stories about the past and to have 
students tell them back in essays or, in the creative history classroom, in 
projects and skits. This approach does not aim high enough. 

Science curriculum does not work this way. Students learn about the scientific 
method and do increasingly complex experiments so they can understand the 
basis of scientific claims. The mathematics curriculum does not work this way. 
Students learn to solve math problems at a young age and, over the course of 
their schooling, are expected to become increasingly sophisticated at doing so. 
Why shouldn't the history classroom have comparably high goals? 

In answer to this challenge, we present the historical thinking concepts 
in this book as a starting point for rethinking how we teach history. These 
concepts constitute a six-part framework for helping students to think about 
how historians transform the past into history and to begin constructing 
history themselves. The concepts give us a vocabulary to use while talking 
with students about how histories are put together and what counts as a valid 
historical argument. These concepts are relevant for the most elementary ~-----------
histories-those that a child might tell-but also for the most advanced texts 
that an academic historian with specialized training might write. Thus, this 
framework allows for progression: students can use the concepts to move from 
depending on easily available, commonsense notions of the past to using the 
culture's most powerful intellectual tools for understanding history. 

Six Concepts of Historical Thinking 
The ideas that we refer to as "the big six" historical thinking concepts reveal 
problems inherent to constructing history. When carefully considered and 
thoroughly analyzed, each historical thinking concept reveals a tension, or 
difficulty, that may be irresolvable in any ultimate way. Taking an historical 
perspective, for example, asks us to take the viewpoint of an historical actor 
whose worldview was likely very different from our own. But our reconstruc
tions of the world of the past are inevitably products of our own frames of 
reference-we can't escape them. Historians are therefore forced to reach 
workable accommodations. To address the problem revealed by the histor
ical perspectives concept, for example, historians make limited but justifi
able inferences based on available primary source evidence. Naive historical 
thinkers generally fail even to recognize the problems related to constructing 
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Figure 2 The six historical thinking concepts const itute a framework for helping students to 
think about how historians t ransform the past into history and to begin constructing history 
themselves. The concepts do not function independent ly; instead, they work together as 
various aspects of the thinking process. 

history. Many school history curricula and most textbooks fail to define them . 
It should come as no surprise, then, that most students don't learn to grapple 
wit h the problems, and never learn the workable accommodations that histo
rians use. Instead, they t ake intellectual shortcuts and, in so doing, miss out 
on both the challenge and much of the excitement of doing history. 

If the concepts reveal inherent problems, confronting those problems can 
lead to competencies, to use a word common in current educational discourse. 
How successfully students grapple with the tensions, complexities, and prob
lems embedded in historical thinking concepts is a basis for measuring their 
progress toward competency in historical thinking. The purpose of this book 
is to explore the concepts, articulat e the problems, and suggest pathways for 
helping students achieve greater competency in historical thinking. 

The six historical thinking concepts make no sense at all without the mate
rial, the topics, the substance, or what is often referred to as the "content" of 
history. For example, one key idea of the historical significance concept is that 
significance varies from group to group. This key idea makes sense only when 
tied to a real example: The year 1867 is significant for Canadians, but far less 
so for Americans (except, perhaps, for Alaskans, whose state was purchased 

------------ ~ from Russia in that year). Just as the concepts make no sense without histor

Just as the concepts 
make no sense without 

historical content, 
historical content 

cannot be truly 
understood ... without 
a grasp of the historical 

thinking concepts. 

ical content, historical content cannot be truly understood as anything other 
than a series of disconnected bits of data to be memorized without a grasp of 
the historical thinking concepts. The concepts and content are thus mutually 
dependent for historical understanding. 

The six concepts can be presented as the strategies that historians use in 
response to six key problems. These problems are expressed in the questions 
that head the next six paragraphs. 
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How Do We Decide What Is Important 
to Learn about the Past? 
Historians establish historical significance. We can't know all of the past
there is simply too much there. Why do we care, today, about certain events, 
people, and trends in the past, and not others? Particular facts become sig
nificant when we see them as part of a larger narrative that is relevant to 
important issues that concern us today. Thus, for example, the Battle of the 
Plains of Abraham is significant for Canadians because it occupies a key place 
in the story of French-English relations in Canada, a narrative that continues 
to be a live issue for us today. 

How Do We Know What We Know about 
the Past? 
Historians use primary source evidence . Ultimately, the foundations for all 
claims in history are the traces left over from the times in which past events 
occurred. If we rely on the work of earlier historians, we do so knowing 
that these historians (or the historians they relied on) went back to primary 
sources. Making an historical claim that others can justifiably believe, then, 
requires finding, selecting, contextualizing, interpreting, and corroborating 
sources for an historical argument. For example, if we wanted to build an 
historical argument about wartime attitudes toward German Canadians, 
we might choose to refer to a reliable history of German immigration to 
Canada, a 1916 newspaper article from Berlin, Ontario (which would soon 
become Kitchener, Ontario), and a diary kept by a German immigrant 
during the period. 

How Can We Make Sense of the Complex 
Flows of History? 
Historians examine continuity and change. History is often defined as the 
story of change over time. But history is more complex: some things don't 
change at all; some things change quickly and then slowly; and, at any given 
moment, some things change while others remain the same. Sensitivity to 
all of these aspects of continuity and change is crucial to narrating history. 
For example, we might look for what didn't change over the tumultuous 
years of the French Revolution, or what did change through the placid 
1950s in North America. Moreover, some changes have resulted in better 
living conditions for some groups of people, while leading to economic 
hardship, cultural impoverishment, or enslavement for others. The ideas 
of progress and decline are thus part of the discussion of continuity 
and ch ange. Finally, periodization-the selection of a set of events that 
make up a period of history- helps make sense of the flows of continuity 
and change. 
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Why Do Events Happen, and What Are 
Their Impacts? 
Historians analyze cause and consequen ce. Causation is fundamental to 
history, as it is to any storytelling: We want to know how certain conditions 
and actions led to others . Without a sense of causation, sets of events
even if organized chronologically-become mere disconnected lists. The 
role of human choice is a central problem here: How were particular deci
sions shaped, made possible, or constrained by the historical circumstances 
of the moment? How, in other words, does the interaction between human 
agency and existing conditions shape the course of events? For any event
as large as the colonization of India or as small as the birth of an individual 
child-we can trace both the conditions and the decisions that allowed, or 
precipitated, its taking place. Similarly, we can identify the short-term and 
long-term consequences that result from virtually any event. 

How Can We Better Understand the People 
of the Past? 
Historians take historical perspect ives. "The past is a foreign country"2 

with its different social, cultural, intellectual, and even emotional contexts 
that shaped people's lives and actions. Our ancestors were not simply early 
versions of us, differing only in their styles of clothing and their lack of 
cellphones. We can attempt to see through the eyes of the people of the past 
by making evidence-based inferences about what they thought and believed. 
Yet we examine the past through our own present-day lenses, with concerns 
and questions that arise from the present. Can we avoid "presentism," the 
imposition of the present on the past? For example, what did it mean for 
Prime Minister John A. Macdonald to compare Chinese immigrant workers to 
"threshing machines" in 1886? The challenge is to figure out what Macdonald 
was thinking and why he used that metaphor, without calling him a racist and 
leaving it at that. 

How Can History Help Us to Live in the Present? 
Historians attempt to understand the ethical dimension of history. As we 
look back on the devastation of conquests or the injustices of enslavement, 
an ethical stance is unavoidable. By the same measure, an ethical judgment 
is involved when we try to decide what were the victories and achievements 
of the past . Yet those who were involved lived in circumstances so different 
from those of today that we must use caution in applying our own moral 
sensitivities. This raises a series of interrelated questions: How should we 
judge historical actors? What are the implications for us, today, of the horrors 
and heroisms of the past? How can we use the study of the past to inform 
judgments and actions on controversial issues in the present? All of these 
questions are relevant, for example, to an historical study of Canada's resi
dential school system for First Nations, Metis, and Inuit children. 

2 The complete opening line o1 LP Hartley"s 1953 novel The Go-Between is "'The past 1s a foreign count ry
they do things differently there." 
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Our Approach to Historical Thinking 
in the Classroom 
Our model of historical thinking-the six concepts-comes from the work 
of historians. It is rooted in how they tackle the difficult problems of under
standing the past, how they make sense of it for today's society and culture, 
and thus how they get their bearings in a continuum of past, present, and 
future. As history educators, our goal is to enable students to begin to do 
the same, in a step-by-step process that is challenging but not overwhelming. 
Otherwise, in their reading of history, they remain simply the passive, and 
often unwilling, recipients of someone else's work. 

Seeing through the Eyes of an Historian: 
Thinking about the Concepts 
The structure of The Big Six Historical Thinking Concepts flows directly from 
these ideas. We begin each chapter with an essay that explores one of the six 
concepts through the work of a particular Canadian historian. We made our 
selections in part on the basis of the historians' academic reputations but also 
on their popular appeal. None of them is closeted in an ivory tower (or a dusty 
archive), oblivious to the issues that energize people today. 

In addition to telling fascinating stories, each of our chosen authors opens 
a window for us to see the way they put their histories together, and how they 
got from the big questions of history, through the evidence that has been left 
from the past, to the interpretive achievement that we can recognize in the 
pages of their books. 

• In Vermeer's Hat: The Seventeenth Century and the Dawn of the Global 
World, historian Timothy Brook takes a detail from one of Johannes 
Vermeer's paintings and shows its significance for the beginnings of 
globalization. We examine his work in order to understand historical 
significance in Chapter 1: Historical Significance. 

• In The Power of Place, the Problem of Time: Aboriginal Identity and 
Historical Consciousness in the Cauldron of Colonialism, historian Keith 
Thor Carlson searches for, finds, and analyzes a mountain of evidence 
to answer a huge question about First Nations identities in the Fraser 
Valley of British Columbia. Examination of Carlson's use of evidence 
begins our consideration of the concept in Chapter 2: Evidence. 

• Historian Margaret Macmillan showcases a turning point in world 
history in the title of her book, Paris 1919: Six Months That Changed 
the World, and thereby opens her discussion of continuity and change 
surrounding the events that followed World War I. We use this discus
sion as our starting point in Chapter 3: Continuity and Change. 

• Popular historian Charlotte Gray's Gold Diggers: Striking It Rich in the 
Klondike features six "self-made" adventurers, thereby setting up a host 
of questions: How and when do individuals' decisions cause historical 
change? What are the consequences down the road? How do conditions 
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shape those decisions in the first place? These questions frame our dis
cussion of the concept in Chapter 4: Cause and Consequence. 

• Historian and journalist Julie Wheelwright documents her efforts to 
peer into the world of her ancestor in Esther: The Remarkable True Story 
of Esther Wheelwright: Puritan Child, Native Daughter, Mother Superior. 
Attention to her meticulous historical methods sparks our consider
ation of the concept in Chapter 5: Historical Perspectives. 

• And finally, in The Book of Negroes, historical novelist Lawrence Hill 
leads his readers on a painful journey through the historical crime that 
fuelled the early American economy-the enslavement of Africans. 
His confrontation with the ethical dimension of the slave trade opens 
the door to our own consideration of the concept in Chapter 6: The 
Ethical Dimension. 

Marking a Path: The Guideposts 
Each chapter essay is followed by discussion of the four or five "guideposts" to 
the concept that were revealed through discussion of the historian's approach. 
Guideposts are the big ideas related to each concept-the "way in" to the his
torian's way of thinking. They mark a path from the historian to the classroom. 
Of course, we don't expect students to replicate the work of these mature aca
demics and journalists who have spent years in training and a lifetime honing 
their craft. But, as in any apprenticeship, the masters provide the models. 

What can we expect from students? The guideposts pull from the historians' 
methods what students need to know about the concept. We then translate 
these guideposts into students' understandings. These appear in a table 
entitled "Generating Powerful Understandings," which leads to the practical 
section of each chapter. Many students will arrive in the history classroom 
with very limited understandings of the way the discipline of history works. 
For each guidepost, we describe this possible "starting point" of limited 
understanding, as well as a demonstration of a powerful understanding of 
the guidepost. 

Moving toward Powerful Understanding: 
Working with the Concepts 
The final section of each chapter moves to the task of helping students develop 
competencies in each of the powerful understandings. This practical section 
includes (1) an activity for introducing the chapter concept to students, 
(2) guidance and three to five activities to help students develop powerful 
understandings of the guideposts, and (3) an activity to consolidate student 
understanding of the historical thinking concept. Some activities include 
blackline masters, which appear at the end of each chapter and in modifiable 
form on the DVD-ROM. The activities are either generic or model activities 
that you can revise to apply to the content of the courses you are teaching. As 
you work through the activities, students will generate measureable demon
strations of powerful understanding. 
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has two parts. 
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Guidepost 2 ( ) Demonstration of Powerful Historical 
Thinking 

Understanding 2 

Concept Guidepost 3 ( ) Demonstration of Powerful 
Understanding 3 

Guidepost 4 ( ) Demonstration of Powerful 
Understanding 4 

Inquiry: Integral to Historical Thinking 
Engaging students through thought-provoking questions is integral to our 
approach to teaching history. The right questions should prompt them to take 
an active stance toward engaging with the past. Inquiry questions demand 
more than memorizing pieces of information or looking up solutions. They 
involve grappling with evidence, weighing choices, and making interpretations. 

So, we pose big questions to be answered and significant problems to be 
solved. These questions, which are woven into our lesson scaffolding, vari
ously form the foundations for discussions, analyses, and whole lessons. 
Along the way, we provide students with guidance without eliminating the 
demand for creativity and deliberation. Like the historical thinking concepts, 
an inquiry-based approach takes as a model the questions that Brook asks 
about the origins of globalization, or that Carlson asks about First Nations 
identities, in a scaled-back and pedagogically appropriate way. 

Doing history should be fun and serious, difficult and rewarding, meaningful 
and creative. If some of those elements are missing, students are not getting 
the whole package. We hope that you will find what follows useful in helping 
students develop active and fulfilling engagements with the past. 
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Cause and Consequence Why do events happen, and what are their impacts? 

Guidepost 1 Change is driven by multiple causes, and results in multiple consequences. These create 
a complex web of interrelated short-term and long-term causes and consequences. 

Guidepost 2 The causes that lead to a particular historical event vary in their influence, with some 
being more important than others . 

Guidepost 3 Events result from the interplay of two types of factors : (1) historical actors, who are 
people (individuals or groups) who take actions that cause historical events , and (2) the 
social, political, economic, and cultural conditions within which the actors operate. 

Guidepost 4 Historical actors cannot always predict the effect of conditions, opposing actions, and 
unforeseen reactions . These have the effect of generating unintended consequences. 

Guidepost 5 The events of history were not inevitable, any more than those of the future are. Alter 
a single action or condition, and an event might have turned out differently. 

Historical Perspectives How can we better understand the people of the past? 

Guidepost 1 An ocean of difference can lie between current worldviews (beliefs, values, and 
motivations) and those of earlier periods of history. 

Guidepost 2 It is important to avoid presentism-the imposition of present ideas on actors in the 
past. Nonetheless, cautious reference to universal human experience can help us relate 
to the experiences of historical actors . 

Guidepost 3 The perspectives of historical actors are best understood by considering their historical context. 

Guidepost 4 Taking the perspective of historical actors means inferring how people felt and 
thought in the past. It does not mean identifying with those actors. Valid inferences 
are those based on evidence. 

Guidepost 5 Different historical actors have diverse perspectives on the events in which they are 
involved. Exploring these is key to understanding historical events . 

The Ethical Dimension How can history help us to live in the present? 

Guidepost 1 Authors make implicit or explicit ethical judgments in writing historical narratives. 

Guidepost 2 Reasoned ethical judgments of past actions are made by taking into account the 
historical context of the actors in question. 

Guidepost 3 When making ethical judgments, it is important to be cautious about imposing 
contemporary standards of right and wrong on the past. 

Guidepost 4 A fair assessment of the ethical implications of history can inform us of our responsibilities 
to remember and respond to contributions, sacrifices, and injustices of the past. 

Guidepost 5 Our understanding of history can help us make informed judgments about 
contemporary issues, but only when we recognize the limitations of any direct 
"lessons" from the past. 

Introduction 11 



Historical Significance How do we decide what is important to learn about the past? 

Guidepost 1 Events, people, or developments have historical significance if they resulted in change. 
That is, they had deep consequences, for many people, over a long period of time. 

Guidepost 2 Events, people, or developments have historical significance if they are revealing. 
That is, they shed light on enduring or emerging issues in history or contemporary life. 

Guidepost 3 Historical significance is constructed. That is , events, people, and developments 
meet the criteria for historical significance only when they are shown to occupy a 
meaningful place in a narrative. 

Guidepost 4 Historical significance varies over time and from group to group. 

Evidence How do we know what we know about the past? 

Guidepost 1 History is interpretation based on inferences made from primary sources. Primary 
sources can be accounts, but they can also be traces, relics, or records. 

Guidepost 2 Asking good questions about a source can turn it into evidence. 

Guidepost 3 Sourcing often begins before a source is read, with questions about who created it and 
when it was created. It involves inferring from the source the author's or creator's 
purposes, values, and worldview, either conscious or unconscious. 

Guidepost 4 A source should be analyzed in relation to the context of its historical setting: the 
conditions and worldviews prevalent at the time in question. 

Guidepost 5 Inferences made from a source can never stand alone. They should always be 
corroborated-checked against other sources (primary or secondary) . 

Continuity and Change How can we make sense of the complex flows of history? 

Guidepost 1 Continuity and change are interwoven: both can exist together. Chronologies-the 
sequencing of events- can be a good starting point. 

Guidepost 2 Change is a process, with varying paces and patterns. Turning points are moments 
when the process of change shifts in direction or pace. 

Guidepost 3 Progress and decline are broad evaluations of change over time. Depending on the 
impacts of change, progress for one people may be decline for another. 

Guidepost 4 Periodization helps us organize our thinking about continuity and change. It is a 
process of interpretation, by which we decide which events or developments constitute 
a period of history. 

10 The Big Six Histoncal Thinking Concepts NEL 



HISTORICAL 
SIGNIFICANCE
How do we decide what is important to learn about the past?

Chapter 1

Guideposts to  
Historical Significance
Guidepost 1
Events, people, or developments have historical 
significance if they resulted in change. That is, they 
had deep consequences, for many people, over a long 
period of time.

Guidepost 2
Events, people, or developments have historical 
significance if they are revealing. That is, they shed 
light on enduring or emerging issues in history or 
contemporary life.

Guidepost 3
Historical significance is constructed. That is, events, 
people, and developments meet the criteria for 
historical significance only when they are shown to 
occupy a meaningful place in a narrative.

Guidepost 4
Historical significance varies over time and from 
group to group.
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Figure 1.1 Johannes Vermeer’s seventeenth-century painting Officer and Laughing Girl
becomes a doorway to the past in the hands of historian and author Timothy Brook. In his 
book Vermeer’s Hat: The Seventeenth Century and the Dawn of the Global World, Brook 
shows how the man’s hat in this painting opens a “passageway that leads out into the wider 
world” (Brook, 2008, p. 29). It is made from beaver pelts, a product of the fur trade in Canada. 
The hat gains historical significance for us because the author ties it to the narrative of global-
ization, an issue of interest to us today.
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Thinking about 
HISTORICAL 
SIGNIFICANCE
Of the myriad events that have ever happened, and the many people who have 
ever lived, how do we decide which ones our students should learn about? For 
that matter, how do historians decide what to research and write about? Both 
questions lead to a related question: What makes an event that took place 
two centuries ago or a person who lived five centuries ago historically signifi-
cant? This question does not have a simple answer. Nonetheless, historians 
have attempted to answer it by embracing the responsibility to decide what is 
significant enough to research; educators have similarly made choices about 
what is significant enough to teach. We believe that students should take 
responsibility for understanding how and why particular historical events, 
people, and developments are significant enough for them to learn about.

Before the introduction of historical thinking in a classroom, students may 
go no further than the textbook in thinking about significance: “If it is in the 
textbook, it must be significant. Why else would they put it in there?” While 
this logic has some justification, it renders students entirely passive in the 
face of the authority of the text. When students are taught to think critically 
about what is historically significant, they learn not only the results of the 
work of historians (dates, names, and places deemed to be significant) but 
more importantly how to make reasoned decisions about historical signifi-
cance, as an historian would do.
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How One Historian Approaches 
Historical Significance
As we begin to think about how to teach students about historical significance, 
let us consider what we can learn from the experience of historian Timothy 
Brook, a specialist in the history of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
A native of Toronto, Brook now teaches at the University of British Columbia. 
In his book Vermeer’s Hat: The Seventeenth Century and the Dawn of the Global 
World,1 Brook explores the early development of globalization. (The image 
shown on the cover of his book is featured on page 13.) Of interest to our dis-
cussion, Brook offers some clues as to how he managed the problems inherent 
to constructing history, though we have to read between the lines to really 
understand his reasoning.

On Starting Points
Brook begins his argument by saying that the small Dutch town of Delft, 
where he begins his narrative, is not particularly significant: he had many 
choices about where to locate his history. Delft, in other words, did not have 
the kind of profound impact that would give it a traditional form of historical 
significance. So what reasons does Brook offer to explain his choice?

I could offer any number of reasons to explain why a 
global history of the intercultural transformations of 
seventeenth-century life must start from Delft.… I start 
from Delft simply because I happen to have fallen off 
my bike there, because Vermeer happened to have 
lived there, and because I happen to enjoy looking at 
his paintings. (pp. 4, 5)

Brook makes it sound as if it were mere personal experience and preference 
that led him to situate the book where he did. While it is true that Brook’s 
falling off his bike in Delft and his attraction to Vermeer’s paintings may 
serve as starting points for a research project, they do not create historical 
significance on their own. Indeed, Brook’s choice of Delft turns out to be not 
as serendipitous as he implies in the lines above. In the seventeenth century, 
the Dutch republic had just escaped the grip of Spain’s Habsburg Empire and 
was building new trade relations with the rest of the world. As Brook states, it 
was a time when “people were weaving a web of connections and exchanges as 
never before” (p. 6). Delft was therefore a central node for the phenomenon 
that is the subject of the book. That phenomenon, as the book’s subtitle states, 
is “the seventeenth century and the dawn of the global world.”

KEY TERMS

construction of historical 
significance: making 
connections among evidence 
and themes to create meaning 
within an historical narrative

durability: how long a 
change lasts

perspective: a mental outlook 
influenced by worldview—how 
one sees and interprets reality

profundity: the level of depth 
or intensity of a change

quantity: the number of 
people affected by a change

TEACHING TIP

The potential of historical 
thinking to engage and 
animate students can be 
seen when any group of 
students tries to rank a 
small set of events, people, 
or developments for their 
historical significance. See 
the activity Ranking Topics in 
a Unit on page 28.

1 Brook, T. (2008). Vermeer’s hat: The seventeenth century and the dawn of the global world. London: 
Bloomsbury Press, Profile Books.
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Historical 
Significance 
Guidepost 3 
Historical significance 
is constructed. That 
is, events, people, and 
developments meet the 
criteria for historical 
significance only when 
they are shown to 
occupy a meaningful 
place in a narrative. 

Figure 1.3 In 1999, teacher Fumiko lshioka (shown here) asked officials at the Auschwitz 
Museum for an artifact to make the Holocaust more real for her students in Japan. They gave 
her the su itcase of Hana Brady, who was killed in t he gas chambers at the age of 13. The 
story of Hana and her suitcase led to the opening of eyes, a book, a play, and a movie.3 This 
photograph shows lsh ioka on a visit to Toronto in 2003 opening the su itcase for students at 
Seneca Hill Public School. The Nazis thought that Hana was of no significance. But the story 
of her suitcase touched many people and made Hana historica lly significant. 

Narrative and the Construction 
of Historical Significance 
History is not everything that happened in the past. Instead, history consists 
of the meaningful stories, or narratives, that we tell about what happened in 
the past. Our first two guideposts were criteria for judging whether an event, 
person, or development is historically significant. The third guidepost is not 
another criterion; rather, it explains how the historian establishes the sig
nificance by means of a story. Narrative is crucial for both the "resulting in 
change" and the "revealing" criteria. The significance arises as the historian 
writes or tells the story, whether it is about Champlain's exploration leading 
to new European knowledge of America, or Vermeer's hat revealing the origins 

3 Canadian journalist Karen Levine wrote the 2002 non-fiction book Hana's Suitcase. The suitcase referred to 
in the title sits on the table in the photograph (Figure 1.3). The book has been publ ished in 30 countries and 
translated into 17 languages. Emil Sher adapted the book into a stage p lay of the same name. Larry Weinstein 
created the CBC documentary Inside Hana's Suitcase in 2009. 
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of globalization. Consequently, to establish historical significance themselves, 
students need to know enough about the period in question to be able to see 
the possible connections to concerns we have today. Only then will they be 
able to build a narrative through which historical significance emerges . 

Did it result 
in change? 

Did it reveal 
something? 

The narrative that 
te ll s what happened 

HISTORICAL 
SIGNIFICANCE 
ESTABLISHED 

Figure 1.4 The historica l significance of an event , person , or development emerges through 
:he constructi on of a na rrative. 

To develop historical thinking in students , teach them to recognize specific 
examples of authors of historical accounts constructing historical significance 
hrough narrative (in books, film, exhibits , and historical fiction). By construc

:ion, we do not mean "to make up," but rather "to build" using the building 
':) locks of the story. Guide students through three steps of the process . 

1. Identify the large question: First, help students learn to identify 
the large questions or issues that authors address through their 
histories . It will be helpful, initially, to provide students with a list 
of the kinds of issues that historians often address , such as the 
building of nations, conflicts over power, and struggles for rights 
and recognition. 

2. Describe the plot: A second step in analyzing narrative concerns 
plot. Guide students in asking questions about the plot: Is the 
story one of success and triumph, or of failure and destruction? 
Or is it a more complex mixture of the two? 

3. Identify the role of the particular: Finally, help students rec
ognize the role of the particular event, person, or development 
within the story. Again, providing some suggestions at the outset 
will help students. Was the event (the execution of Charles I, 
D-Day) the beginning, the climax, or the end of the story? Was the 
person (John A. Macdonald, Poundmaker) a hero who achieved 
good things against great odds , a villain who obstructed justice, 
or a human being whose life took twists and turns that reveal 
something important for us today? Was the development (the 
invention of gunpowder, the growing awareness of human rights) 
a benefit to humanity, or did it lead to great harm the world over? 
In other words , how is the particular event, person, or develop
ment connected to the issues and the plot? In the example of 
Hana's suitcase, what did Hana- brought to life through the 
suitcase-reveal to us about the Holocaust? 

TEACHING TIP 

In many facets of life, we 
learn something best by 
doing it ourselves. Similarly, 
students may lea rn to 
recognize the construction 
of historical sign ificance best 
by fi rst constructing history 
themselves. See the activity 
Sketching Significance on 
page 26. 
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Historical 
Significance 
Guidepost 4 
Historical significance 
varies over time and 
from group to group. 

Figure 1.5 Can we measure historical 
significance? Not directly. But we 
do have indicators that can tell us 
if people were reading and writing 
about an event. Consider the data 
at right, which tell us the number of 
mentions in the print version of the 
Globe and Mai/ 4 for the name of a 
key 1917 battle for Canadians in 
World War I. 

How Historical Significance Varies 
Awareness that historical significance is constructed can help us understand 
how and why historical significance varies, which it does in two ways. 

Variance over Time 
First, knowing that historical significance is constructed in relation to today's 
concerns explains why and how significance can vary over time. Concerns 
about gender relations and sexuality today demand a different account of 
the Victorian era in Canada than would have been written 60 years ago. 
Historians were not writing histories about midwives or homosexuality in 
the 1950s, any more than they were writing about globalization, as Brook did 
in 2008. These were not pressing topics- at least not in the public sphere
for people in the mid-twentieth century. The issues of contemporary life and 
culture shift over time, and therefore historical significance cannot be fixed 
and unchanging; it must shift over time as well. As explained above, histor
ical significance changes over time because it expresses a flexible relationship 
between ourselves (historians, teachers, and students) and the past. 

You might wish to introduce students to the concept of variance over time 
by presenting data such as that in Figure 1.5. It shows the number of mentions 
of the word Passchendaele, a key battle from World War I, in the print version 
of the Globe and Mail. The number of mentions is modest in the decade in 
which the event takes place and then drops for at least five decades. It climbs 
a bit in the 1970s when a book and a play about the event appear, but then 
skyrockets in the 2000s when a film about the battle hits the theatres , and the 
battle again looms large in the Canadian imagination. Practically overnight, 
Passchendaele became an historically significant event. 

Mentions of "Passchendaele" in the Globe and Mail 

Decade Number of Mentions 

1910-1919 1 16 

1920-1929 17 

1930-1939 16 

1940-1949 14 

1950-1959 i 2 

1960-1969 1 s 
1970-1979 111 
1980-1989 I 33 

1990-1999 111 

2000-2009 1016 

4 Mentions a re for the Toronto Globe, 1910--1936, and The Globe and Mai/, 1937- present. "Canada's Heritage 
from 1844-The Globe and Mail." Retrieved Janua ry 11, 2012, from http:/ /www.p roquest.com/en-US/ catalogs/ 
data bases/ deta i I/ ea nad a_he ritage . shtm I 

22 The Big Six Historical Thinking Concepts NEL 



Figure 1.6 The Great Peace of Montreal was a major treaty between New France and 40 First 
ations that was signed in 1701. It heralded a new peace in a region wracked by hostilities. 

cifty years ago, this historical event was not considered significant enough for public celebra
:ion . Today, this spectacular mural stands as a testament to the coming together of nations. 

ote, in particular, that the French and First Nations are depicted as equals. What changed in 
SO years to make this into an historically significant event worthy of commemoration? 

Variance from Group to Group 
Knowing that historical significance is constructed allows us to better 
understand a second source of variability: the author. Every author of history, 
whether a student, teacher, or historian, will bring his or her own perspective, 
knowledge, and concerns to the table. The authors of history will bring their 
worldviews to the table as well: an historian of a nation that lost a war may have 
a radically different perspective on the historical significance of certain events 
than would an historian from the nation that won that war. Authors from 
different groups, peoples, or nations will write different histories. Students 
only need to be shown early European paintings depicting early contact with 
First Nations to see how worldview can affect the recording of history. Why 
are Europeans shown as tall, active, and noble, while First Nations people are 
not? How would the paintings be different if the artists had been Mi'kmaq 
or Beothuk? 

Showing how significance can change over time and can vary depending on 
the perspective of different groups may be the most challenging competency 
fo r students to meet regarding historical significance. 
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Generating Powerful Understandings  
of Historical Significance
Use the lessons and activities in the second half of this chapter to enable your students to move from 
limited to powerful understandings of the ideas embodied in the guideposts.

Guidepost 1   Events, people, or developments have historical significance if they resulted in 
change. That is, they had deep consequences, for many people, over a long period of time.

DEMONSTRATION OF LIMITED UNDERSTANDING

Student shows an unexamined faith in the textbook or 
other authority as a basis for significance, or relies on 
simple personal preference as the basis for historical 
significance.

DEMONSTRATION OF POWERFUL UNDERSTANDING

Student explains the historical significance of events, 
people, or developments by showing that they 
resulted in change.

Guidepost 2   Events, people, or developments have historical significance if they are revealing. 
That is, they shed light on enduring or emerging issues in history or contemporary life.

DEMONSTRATION OF LIMITED UNDERSTANDING

Student limits his or her criteria for historical 
significance to the level of impact of an event, person, 
or development.

DEMONSTRATION OF POWERFUL UNDERSTANDING

Student explains the historical significance of events, 
people, or developments by showing what they 
reveal about issues in history or contemporary life.

Guidepost 3   Historical significance is constructed. That is, events, people, and developments 
meet the criteria for historical significance only when they are shown to occupy a meaningful place 
in a narrative.

DEMONSTRATION OF LIMITED UNDERSTANDING

Student is unable to identify how significance is 
constructed in textbooks or other historical accounts.

DEMONSTRATION OF POWERFUL UNDERSTANDING

Student identifies how historical significance is 
constructed through narrative in textbooks or other 
historical accounts.

Guidepost 4   Historical significance varies over time and from group to group.

DEMONSTRATION OF LIMITED UNDERSTANDING

Student assumes that significance is fixed and 
unchanging (i.e., is inherent in an event, person,  
or development).

DEMONSTRATION OF POWERFUL UNDERSTANDING

Student shows how historical significance varies over 
time and from group to group.
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Working with 
HISTORICAL 
SIGNIFICANCE
To design lessons and units that help students achieve the powerful under-
standings of historical significance, frame your lessons around a discipline-
based inquiry, beginning with a carefully crafted question. An inquiry 
question can provide the “conceptual Velcro” that gives a purpose and direc-
tion to activities that might otherwise seem disconnected.

An inquiry question

that wraps up the lesson sequence. Through this task, students should 
be able to generate an answer to the inquiry question.5

It can be difficult to find a question that meets all three criteria for a good 
inquiry question. “Why is Champlain historically significant?” may require 
historical thinking, but it is hardly engaging. It could, however, be reworded 
to increase interest: “Does Champlain deserve to be called the father of 
New France?” Likewise, “What was the importance of the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms?” could be more provocatively worded as “Was the Charter 
really that important?”

Inquiry questions can and should be asked often. You can introduce them 
at the start of a lesson or unit, and then make them a point of reference: 
post them on a wall, print them on blackline masters, and discuss them at 
various times—particularly before a culminating task that requires students 
to answer them.

Introducing Historical Significance
Like the introductory activities for the other concepts in this book, the 
following activity is generic—independent of course content—and is 
intended to help you explore students’ preconceptions about the concept and 
raise their curiosity. So, before engaging in an inquiry to investigate a spe-
cific example of historical significance, use the following activity to introduce 
the idea that the topics that appear in history textbooks and other accounts 

5 Riley, M. (2000, May). Into the key stage 3 history garden: Choosing and planting your enquiry questions. 
Teaching History, 99, 8.
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are chosen based on criteria. Many students never consider this. The past is 
a given. The stories in the history text just are. If we are to see progress in 
students’ facility in  historical thinking, we need to help them examine these 
usually unspoken ideas, as they do with the “sketch and reflect” activity that 
follows.

ACTIVITY: Sketching Significance
In this activity, students make personal decisions about what is historically 
significant, and then consider the criteria that they used to make those 
decisions. The sketch that students produce can be saved for reflection and 
revision as the school year goes forward. It is adaptable to most grade levels 
and can be used to assess content knowledge as well.

most significant events, people, or developments in the history of the 
world (or of Canada or a defined region or time period, depending on 
the unit you are teaching). Tell them that
- they may use pictures, icons, or words to create their elements
- they should arrange their elements in a way that makes sense to 

them personally
15 minutes to complete their 

sketches. Explain that the task is really too big to complete in 15 min-
utes, but that the time limit is meant to force them to think on their 
feet—to choose carefully but quickly.6

explaining their choices, as well as their arrangement of figures. This 
knowledge will encourage them to take the task seriously.

them to add themselves to their sketches, if they have not already 
done so.

BLM 1.1: Analyzing Your 
Significance Sketch, and ask students to write the answers to the 
questions.

Then, hold a class discussion to compare and contrast the criteria that 
students used to decide what to include in their sketches. Take note 
of student answers, perhaps by listing the most common answers on 
the board, so that you can refer to these as you move on to discuss 
explicitly the criteria for historical significance.

criteria to rank according to importance—that all historians use to 
decide what is worthwhile studying or researching, or in other words, 
to decide what is historically significant.

PURPOSE

To help students realize 
that judgments of historical 
significance are based 
on criteria

MATERIALS

 
(1 per student)

BLM 1.1: Analyzing Your 
Significance Sketch  
(1 per student)

6 See Seixas, P. Mapping the terrain of historical significance. Social Education, (61.1), 22–27, and Létourneau, J. 
& Moisan, S. (2004). Young people’s assimilation of a collective historical memory: A case study of Quebeckers 
of French-Canadian heritage. In P. Seixas (Ed.), Theorizing historical consciousness (pp. 109–128). Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press.
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Alternative
Another introductory activity, especially appropriate for elementary stu-
dents, is to ask them to write, draw, or make a timeline of their life story that 
includes the five most significant events or developments in their life. Ask 
them to explain why they made the choices they did.

Teaching Guidepost 1
Broad inquiries to begin a unit or lesson that focus on historical significance 
could be developed using question stems such as these:

DEMONSTRATION 
OF POWERFUL 
UNDERSTANDING 1

Student explains the 
historical significance 
of events, people, 
or developments by 
showing that they 
resulted in change.

Figure 1.7 This history of the world sketch was made by a Grade 8 student who says she 
chose a political theme because “that’s what interests me,” and the specific events because 
they “changed things for a lot of people.” Note that she was permitted a little more time 
than the 15 minutes recommended for this activity.
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As you develop your own inquiry questions, it is best to be pithy. A short 
 preamble giving context, however, can make the inquiry more student friendly. 
For example, “What were the most significant social welfare laws passed after 
World War II?” could be made more engaging by adding the  preamble below in 
the first sentence of the assignment. You can also add specific instructions to 
indicate a specific performance task, as in the final sentence:

The opening sentence of the Canadian Museum of Civilization’s “Social 
Progress Gallery” says that “Social progress is the weight of laws designed 
to alleviate human suffering.” What laws have done the most to alleviate 
suffering? Which ones deserve to be in the gallery? Your task will be to 
prepare a “Hall of Fame of Progressive Laws” with an explanation of your 
criteria for your choices.

Similarly, giving students an imaginary but authentic role can give the activity 
more meaning. For example, the task in the final sentence could ask students 
to be the museum’s historian; in the activity Ranking Topics as the Textbook 
Author on page 30, students take on the role of a textbook author making 
selections for inclusion in a textbook chapter.

The first criterion for historical significance, “resulting in change,” as 
described in Guidepost 1, is usually the easiest for students to recognize. 
Students readily grasp that a person or event can become historically signifi-
cant by affecting many people (quantity) in a deep way (profundity) over a 
long period of time (durability).

To introduce students to the first criterion, draw on the criteria that 
they used to justify their choices in the activity Sketching Significance on 
page 26. Identify instances in which students used quantity, profundity, or 
durability of impact to signify historical significance. You may wish to develop 
a list of events, people, or developments that the whole class agrees resulted 
in  profound impact for many people over a long period of time. Leave the 
wording of the guidepost in plain view, and use one or more of the following 
three activities to give students practice in using this criterion.

If your students are familiar with the “revealing” criterion, you may also use 
the activities below for practice in using this criterion.

ACTIVITY: Ranking Topics in a Unit
Give students a list of topics that will be covered in an upcoming unit. Ask 
students to draw on their prior knowledge of the time period or theme to rank 
the topics from most to least historically significant based on the “resulting in 
change” criterion, and then to defend their choices. Display the guidepost for 
reference. Students can rank the list individually or in small groups.

In addition to giving students practice in using the “resulting in change” 
 criterion to weigh significance at the beginning of a unit, this activity can 
provide students with an overview and chronology of the time period to 
be studied. As well, as with the introductory activity, a ranking can help to 

PURPOSE

To provide students with an 
overview of a unit and with 
practice using a specific 
criterion, such as “resulting 
in change,” to determine 
historical significance
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uncover students’ preconceptions about significance. Finally, this activity 
can give you an opportunity to “sell” the unit, that is, to answer in advance 
the omnipresent question, “Why are we learning this?” The activity can be 
repeated after the unit of study is complete, and the results compared.

Alternative
A diamond ranking adds variety to this exercise. Divide students into 
pairs and give each pair an envelope containing brief descriptions of nine 
events, people, or developments that will be part of the upcoming unit. Ask 
pairs to rank their historical significance in a diamond formation like the  
one below.

The most significant event, person, or development should be placed at 
the top of the diamond. The next two are both placed in second position. 
The three across the centre row share fourth position. The next two, in 
the fourth row, share seventh position. The least historically significant is 
placed at the bottom of the diamond. 

When pairs have completed their ranking, join pairs to form groups of 
six. Each pair then explains and seeks to justify its ranking to the other two 
pairs. The six try to negotiate a consensus ranking for the group as a whole. 
The groups of six then explain their consensus to the whole class.

1
2

4 4 4
7 7

9

2

ACTIVITY: Survivor in a Hot-Air Balloon
The Hot-Air Balloon Debate is a well-known learning game, and one of the few 
to have its own Wikipedia entry. 

that are featured in a unit that students have already studied. These 
will be “passengers” in a hot-air balloon that students must rate for 
historical significance. 

the same as the number of “passengers.” 

PURPOSE

To improve student familiarity 
with the criteria for historical 
significance

Figure 1.8 This diamond-shaped 
ranking model acknowledges that 
events, people, and developments 
can have equal historical signifi-
cance, though possibly for different 
reasons. After students use this 
model at least once, ask them to 
compare the pros and cons of this 
ranking model with a linear ranking 
model (i.e., ranking 1–10). 
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