
 

• Introduction 

• Historical thinking - the gold standard for skills-based and critical thinking 

development in K-12 social studies education 

• It is a concept that fuses history and educational psychology, though it is a 

term that is often used with little thought to what it means and how to instill 

it in students 

o In common parlance, “thinking historically” is a term often associated 

with “having an increased knowledge of historical content,” though 

historical thinking is less about the “what” of history, and more about 

the “how” of history 

o That is, how historians examine the raw data of history (primary 

sources) and use that data, in conjunction with previously written 

histories (secondary sources) to create new arguments about the past 

• Rich theoretical and empirical work has been done on historical thinking in a 

variety of national contexts; I will limit my presentation to conceptualizations 

popular in the U.S. 

• This presentation will offer a straightforward historical thinking strategy that 

has the potential for developing literacy skills and promoting democratic 

citizenship 

• Defining historical thinking 

• First, some key terms: 

o Primary source documents: Documents created during the time period 

a historian is studying 

▪ Examples: journal entries, newspapers, letters, eyewitness 

accounts, paintings, census data, maps, etc. 

▪ The Declaration of Independence or firsthand accounts of the 

storming of Normandy Beach during World War II 

o Secondary source documents: Documents created by historians about 

events from the past 

▪ Examples: books, textbooks, journal articles, documentaries, 

etc. 

▪ A biography of Thomas Jefferson or a documentary about 

World War II 

• Educational psychologist Sam Wineburg is a foundational voice in 

identifying historical thinking 

o Wineburg’s research focused on the ways disciplinary experts (in this 

case, historians), structure knowledge about the subject they study 

▪ In educational terms, this is called disciplinary literacy 

▪ The Common Core was in-part founded on the idea of 

instilling disciplinary literacy in students 

• Biologists, chemists, engineers, mathematicians, etc., 

all rely on the rules and norms associated with their 

discipline to help them do their work 

• Historians are no different, and Wineburg’s research 

identified ways in which historians think about history 



o In examining the ways highly skilled students and professional 

historians approach primary source documents, he noted that 

historians read these documents in profoundly different ways than 

non-experts 

▪ They’re not just “better” at it; they have an entirely different 

approach 

o Students approached the documents as a search for facts; historians 

approached the documents with a series of questions they used to 

interrogate the documents, seeking to better understand the 

perspectives of their authors 

▪ Wineburg likens historians to attorneys who are cross-

examining a witness in court, trying to uncover the 

motivations of the people who created the documents they are 

reading 

o Wineburg identified three heuristics (or methods) historians use when 

they read primary source documents 

▪ These heuristics are a series of questions that help historians 

make sense of the document, place it in time, and figure out 

what it might mean 

▪ They are: 

2. Sourcing: Who wrote (or painted, photographed, etc.) the 

document? When did they create it? What type of source 

is it? Is it reliable? 

3. Contextualization: What is the context (both in time and 

geography) of this document? What was going on when 

and where this document was created? Why might the 

author have created this document? What were the norms 

and expectations of this time and place? 

4. Corroboration: What do related documents tell us about 

this document? What questions has my read of this 

document provoked, and where can I go to answer those 

questions? 

• Classroom connection 

• This difference in approach to history is significant: Wineburg titled his 

seminal book Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts 

o We are not born thinking like historians, and we generally do not 

approach documents with the same framework historians use to 

interrogate their sources 

▪ Historical thinking needs to be intentionally taught 

• The pressures of standardized exams and meeting curricular goals often push 

teachers to focus more on the accumulation of historical facts 

o This is problematic because 

▪ Students will forget much of what they learn in this manner 

▪ It’s boring! 

▪ It’s not what historians do 

▪ It’s not transferable to new contexts 



o As a result, many students have not been taught how to read primary 

or secondary sources 

▪ Historical thinking is likely to be an unfamiliar approach to 

the past to both you and your students 

• So why do this? 

o Historical thinking heuristics are more than generic critical thinking 

skills; they are particular to the work of historians examining the past 

▪ BUT if these heuristics become habits of mind, will make 

your child a close reader who carefully considers author, 

context, and content when evaluating the reliability of 

nonfiction texts  

o As important is the potential for historical thinking to contribute to 

civic skills such as reasoned judgment, deliberation, and informed 

activism 

▪ If students understand how historical narratives are composed 

by historians, they are better prepared to critically examine 

historical narratives when they encounter them in their lives 

• Not just primary and secondary sources, but also 

historical museums, TV shows, movies, video games, 

memes, social media posts, etc. 

▪ Historical thinking also has the power to instill empathy 

• Historical thinking requires students to deeply consider 

the perspectives of people who lived in different times 

and cultures 

• The activity 

o The good news is educators have found ways to make it really 

straightforward! 

o The SCIM-C strategy was developed by David Hicks, Peter Doolittle, 

and E. Thomas Ewing (2004) to help students examine an individual 

primary source in service of answering a central historical question 

o It takes historical thinking heuristics and distills them into questions 

that can been asked of the document 

o The types of questions are: 

▪ Summarizing 

▪ Contextualizing 

▪ Inferring 

▪ Monitoring 

▪ Corroborating 

o This graphic organizer lays out the questions from simple to complex, 

helping students build their understanding as they move from the 

inside of the rectangle to the outside: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/12uPKf4pbkWw-

3uFR1T49IpZhEfrbp7Oa/view?usp=sharing 

o However, historians use these questions in a more iterative manner 

• Jackie Robinson document analysis 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/280777472_The_SCIM-C_Strategy_Expert_Historians_Historial_Inquiry_and_Multimedia#:~:text=The%20SCIM%2DC%20(summarize%2C,%2C%20%26%20Ewing%2C%202004)%20.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/280777472_The_SCIM-C_Strategy_Expert_Historians_Historial_Inquiry_and_Multimedia#:~:text=The%20SCIM%2DC%20(summarize%2C,%2C%20%26%20Ewing%2C%202004)%20.
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12uPKf4pbkWw-3uFR1T49IpZhEfrbp7Oa/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12uPKf4pbkWw-3uFR1T49IpZhEfrbp7Oa/view?usp=sharing


o Use the SCIM-C questions to analyze a letter written by Jackie 

Robinson to the president of the United States 

▪ The National Archives has digitized several of Robinson’s 

letters to sitting presidents between 1958 and 1972: 

▪ https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/jackie-robinson 

▪ I am partial to the “Letter to the White House” (April 20, 

1972), but any of Robinson’s brief letters will do for this 

activity 

o Aim to answer the following inquiry question using one of the letters 

in the above collection: What does it take to fight for what is right in 

the face of adversity? What approaches and tactics did people use to 

fight for racial equality after World War II? 

▪ Summarize, contextualize, infer, monitor, and finally 

corroborate (using two or three of Robinson’s other letters 

from this collection) 

• With so much news and information being shared over social media, it is 

easy to be fooled by memes, tweets, and articles that use false information to 

persuade readers towards a particular viewpoint 

o The SCIM-C method is a way to get students to habitually bring 

historical thinking questions into their everyday reading 

o The SCIM-C methods allows students to be more discerning 

consumers of information, better preparing them to decode 

misleading or inaccurate articles and social media posts 

o The skepticism inherent in historical thinking prepares students to 

think for themselves and interpret both the past and the present 

• In conclusion, here is more information and resources: 

▪ Stanford History Education Group: https://sheg.stanford.edu/  

▪ Lévesque, S., & Clark, P. (2018). Historical thinking: Definitions 

and educational applications. In S.A. Metzger & L.M. Harris 

(Eds.), The Wiley international handbook of history teaching and 

learning (pp 119-148). Wiley Blackwell. 
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