Strategies Promoting
Historical Reasoning
and Contextualization
1. Writing in History Discipline
Students usually engage in knowledgetelling, which is to record a claim and then
locate evidence to support it. However, in
historical writing, interpretations should
emerge from evidence. (Monte-Sano, 2010)

Writing in history requires students’
conceptual understanding about the genre,
knowledge about how to analyze historical
texts, and background knowledge of the
topic. (Monte-Sano, 2010)

Students struggle to write from primary
sources without appropriate support.

2. Contextualization
Contextualization means to understand the time and place
of a historical event. It involves thinking about how specific
events/ individuals interact with a larger context. The ability
emphasizes the process of evaluating how historical events
are shaped by unique circumstances of time and place.
This ability overlaps with the ability of sourcing in that it
also requires students to consider linguistic context (how
word meaning may change in different contexts), timing of
the source’s creation, and background knowledge of
authors. (Nokes, 2013)

3. Historical Reasoning
Another sense-making activity in history writing where writers
examine the consistency/ inconsistency within and across sources.
Both background knowledge and contextualized thinking are
necessary to evaluate information from multiple sources and to
develop an interpretation.
Students face a range of challenges in historical writing, including
constraints of working memory. As a result, students may base
their writing on a superficial understanding of the texts rather than
historical reasoning.

4. The Study

The study compared two instructional approaches designed to
improve advanced high school students’ historical reasoning
(especially contextualization). One approach is to promote
independent mastery (IREAD approach), while the other is a
collaborative group-based form of instruction.

The study aims to find out whether teaching students how to do
historical thinking independently has an advantage over an
approach that emphasizes modeling, direct instruction, whole class
and group discussions.

5. Findings

Teaching students how to
independently coordinate
contextualized thinking
and to use strategies as
learning tools have
advantage over
approaches where
teachers lead instruction.

IREAD helped students
understand cognitive
tasks better. Students in
the IREAD condition
scored higher on
historical writing, and
included greater
contextualized thinking
and evidence. Sourcing
scores are equivalent of
the two conditions.

6. Teaching Suggestions

IREAD approach is a 5-step heuristic that prompts students to engage in
sourcing, contextualization, and corroboration (see figure).
Students are prompted to consider time and place, consider their prior
knowledge, and identify reasons and evidence that support their position.

How to carry out IREAD instruction?
. Explicit modeling in reading and annotating the source materials. Critically
analyze the historical and contextual clues.
. Students read and analyze sources. They are prompted to consider the influence
of authors and context. During this process, teachers keep modeling and students
work collaboratively.
. Teachers gradually release responsibility to students. Students use the IREAD
strategy to analyze independently. Afterwards, teachers can engage students in
whole group discussion.
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