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Each unit in The Historian’s Apprentice series deals with an important historical topic. It 
introduces students to a five-step set of practices designed to simulate the experience of 
being a historian and make explicit all key phases of the historian’s craft.  

       The Historian’s Apprentice: A Five-Step Process
1. Reflect on Your Prior Knowledge of the Topic

Students discuss what they already know and how their prior knowledge may
shape or distort the way they view the topic.

2. Apply Habits of Historical Thinking to the Topic
Students build background knowledge on the basis of five habits of thinking that
historians use in constructing accounts of the past.

3. Interpret the Relevant Primary Sources
Students apply a set of rules for interpreting sources and assessing their relevance
and usefulness.

4. Assess the Interpretations of Other Historians
Students learn to read secondary sources actively, with the goal of deciding among
competing interpretations based on evidence in the sources.

5. Interpret, Debate, and Write About the Topic Yourself
Students apply what they have learned by constructing evidence-based
interpretations of their own in a variety of ways.
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The goal of The Historian’s Apprentice units  
is to expose students in a manageable way to 
the complex processes by which historians 
practice their craft. By modeling what historians 
do, students will practice the full range of skills 
that make history the unique and uniquely 
valuable challenge that it is. 
Modeling the historian’s craft is not the same as 
being a historian—something few students will 
become. Therefore, a scaffolding is provided 
here to help students master historical content 
in a way that will be manageable and useful to 
them.
Historical thinking is not a simple matter of 
reciting one fact after another, or even of 
mastering a single, authoritative account. 
It is disciplined by evidence, and it is a 
quest for truth; yet, historians usually try to 

clarify complex realities and make tentative 
judgments, not to draw final conclusions. In 
doing so, they wrestle with imperfect sets of 
evidence (the primary sources), detect multiple 
meanings embedded in those sources, and 
take into account varying interpretations by 
other historians. They also recognize how wide 
a divide separates the present from earlier 
times. Hence, they work hard to avoid present-
mindedness and to achieve empathy with 
people who were vastly different from us. 
In their actual practice, historians are masters 
of the cautious, qualified conclusion. Yet they 
engage, use their imaginations, and debate 
with vigor. It is this spirit and these habits of 
craft that The Historian’s Apprentice seeks to 
instill in students.

Teacher Introduction
Teaching the Historian’s Craft

The Historian’s Apprentice is a five-step process. However, the materials presented here are 
organized into four parts. Part I deals with the first two of the five steps of the process. Each of 
the other three parts then deals with one step in the process. Here is a summary of the four parts 
into which the materials are organized:   

Teacher Introduction.  Includes suggested day-by-day sequences for using these 
materials, including options for using the PowerPoint presentations. One sequence is 
designed for younger students and supplies a page of vocabulary definitions. 

Part 1.  A student warm-up activity, an introductory essay, a handout detailing a set of 
habits of historical thinking, and two PowerPoint presentations (Five Habits of Historical 
Thinking and FDR and the First Hundred Days). Part 1 (including the PowerPoints) deals 
with The Historian’s Apprentice Steps 1 and 2. 

Part 2.  A checklist for analyzing primary sources, several primary sources, and worksheets 
for analyzing them. Part 2 deals with The Historian’s Apprentice Step 3.

Part 3.  Two secondary source passages and two student activities analyzing those 
passages. Part 3 deals with The Historian’s Apprentice Step 4.

Part 4.  Two optional follow-up activities enabling students to write about and/or debate 
their own interpretations of the topic. Part 4 deals with The Historian’s Apprentice 
Step 5.

The Historian’s Apprentice: Five-Steps in Four Parts 
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Teacher 
INTRODUCTION

Below is one possible way to use this Historian’s Apprentice unit. Tasks are listed day by day in a 
sequence taking five class periods, with some homework and some optional follow-up activities.
PowerPoint Presentation: Five Habits of Historical Thinking.  This presentation comes with each 
Historian’s Apprentice unit. If you have used it before with other units, you need not do so again. If you 
decide to use it, incorporate it into the Day 1 activities. In either case, give students the “Five Habits of 
Historical Thinking” handout for future reference. Those “five habits” are as follows:  

• History Is Not the Past Itself
• The Detective Model: Problem, Evidence, Interpretation
• Time, Change, and Continuity
• Cause and Effect
• As They Saw It: Grasping Past Points of View

Warm-Up Activity.  Homework assignment: Students do the Warm-Up Activity. This activity 
explores students’ memories and personal experiences shaping their understanding of the topic. 

Day 1:  Discuss the Warm-Up Activity, then either have students read or review the “Five Habits of 
Historical Thinking” handout, or use the Five Habits PowerPoint presentation.
Homework assignment: Students read the background essay “FDR and the First Hundred Days.”

Day 2:  Use the second PowerPoint presentation, FDR and the First Hundred Days, to provide an 
overview of the topic for this lesson. The presentation applies the Five Habits of Historical Thinking to 
this topic. Do the two activities embedded in the presentation. 
Homework assignment: Students read the “Interpreting Primary Sources Checklist.” The 
checklist teaches a systematic way to handle sources: 

• Sourcing
• Contextualizing
• Interpreting meanings
• Point of view
• Corroborating sources

Day 3:  In class, students study some of the ten primary source documents and complete “Source 
Analysis” worksheets on them. They use their notes to discuss these sources. (Worksheet 
questions are all based on the concepts on the “Interpreting Primary Sources Checklist.”)  

Day 4:  In class, students complete the remaining “Source Analysis” worksheets and use their notes 
to discuss these sources. Take some time to briefly discuss the two secondary source passages 
students will analyze next.
Homework assignment: Student read these two secondary source passages.

Day 5:  In class, students do the two “Secondary Sources” activities and discuss them. These activities 
ask them to analyze the two secondary source passages using four criteria:

• Clear focus on a problem or question
• Position or point of view
• Use of evidence or sources
• Awareness of alternative explanations

Follow-Up Activities (optional, at teacher’s discretion). 
Do as preferred: the DBQ Essay Assignment and/or the Structured Debate.

Suggested Five-Day Sequence
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Teacher 
INTRODUCTION

If you have less time to devote to this lesson, here is a suggested shorter sequence. The sequence 
does not include the PowerPoint presentation Five Habits of Historical Thinking. This presentation is 
included with each Historian’s Apprentice unit. If you have never used it with your class, you may want 
to do so before following this three-day sequence. 
The three-day sequence leaves out a few activities from the five-day sequence. It also suggests 
that you use only six key primary sources. However, it still walks students through the steps of the 
Historian’s Apprentice approach: clarifying background knowledge, analyzing primary sources, 
comparing secondary sources, and debating or writing about the topic. 

Warm-Up Activity.  Homework assignment: Ask students to read or review the “Five Habits of 
Historical Thinking” handout and read the background essay “FDR and the First Hundred Days.”

Day 1:  Use the PowerPoint presentation FDR and the First Hundred Days. It provides an overview 
of the topic for this lesson by applying the Five Habits of Historical Thinking to it. Do the two 
activities embedded in the presentation. 
Homework assignment: Students read or review the “Interpreting Primary Sources Checklist.” 
The checklist teaches a systematic way to handle sources.

Day 2:  In class, students study some of the ten primary source documents and complete “Source 
Analysis” worksheets on them. They then use their notes to discuss these sources. Documents 
2, 4, 6, 7, 8, and 9 are suggested.
You may wish to make your own choices of primary sources. Use your judgment in deciding how 
many of them your students can effectively analyze in a single class period.  
Homework assignment: Student read the two secondary source passages.

Day 3:  In class, students do the two “Secondary Sources” activities and discuss them. These activities 
ask them to analyze the two secondary source passages using four criteria.

Follow-Up Activities (optional, at teacher’s discretion): 
Do as preferred: the DBQ Essay Assignment and/or the Structured Debate.

Suggested Three-Day Sequence
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Teacher 
INTRODUCTION

For younger students, parts of this lesson may prove challenging. If you feel your students need a 
somewhat more manageable path through the material, see the suggested sequence below. 
If you want to use the Five Habits of Historical Thinking PowerPoint presentation, this sequence takes 
four class periods. If you do not use this PowerPoint, you can combine Day 1 and Day 2 and keep 
the sequence to just three days. We suggest using six primary sources only. The ones listed for Day 3 
are less demanding in terms of vocabulary and conceptual complexity. For Day 4, we provide some 
simpler DBQs for the follow-up activities. 
Vocabulary:  A list of vocabulary terms in the sources and the introductory essay is provided on 
page 7 of this booklet. You may wish to hand this sheet out as a reading reference, you could make 
flashcards out of some of the terms, or you might ask each of several small groups to use the 
vocabulary sheet to explain terms found in one source to the rest of the class. 

SUGGESTED FOUR-DAY SEQUENCE

Warm-Up Activity.  Homework assignment: Students do the Warm-Up Activity. This activity 
explores students’ memories and personal experiences shaping their understanding of the topic. 

Day 1:  Discuss the Warm-Up Activity. Show the Five Habits of Historical Thinking PowerPoint 
presentation (unless you have used it before and/or you do not think it is needed now). If you 
do not use this PowerPoint presentation, give students the “Five Habits of Historical Thinking” 
handout and discuss it with them.
Homework assignment: Ask students to read the background essay “FDR and the First 
Hundred Days.”

Day 2:  Use the PowerPoint presentation FDR and the First Hundred Days. This introduces the 
topic for the lesson by applying the Five Habits of Historical Thinking to it. Do the two activities 
embedded in the presentation. 
Homework assignment: Students read or review the “Interpreting Primary Sources Checklist.” 
The checklist offers a systematic way to handle sources.

Day 3:  Discuss the “Interpreting Primary Sources Checklist” and talk through one primary source 
document in order to illustrate the meaning of the concepts on the checklist. Next, have students 
complete “Source Analysis” worksheets after studying primary source documents 1, 3, 4, 7, 8, 
and 10.
Homework assignment: Students read the two secondary source passages.

Day 4:  Students do only “Secondary Sources: Activity 2” and discuss it. This activity asks them to 
choose the two primary sources that best back up each secondary source passage.

Follow-Up Activities (optional, at teacher’s discretion): 
Do as preferred: the DBQ Essay Assignment and/or the Structured Debate.
Here are some alternative DBQs tailored to the six primary sources recommended here:

Some people admired FDR and what he did during the First Hundred Days. Others 
feared him. Compare and contrast these two views and make your own judgment 
about FDR during the First Hundred Days.

“The First Hundred Days changed everything in America.” Explain why you do or 
do not agree with this statement.

Suggestions for Use with Younger Students
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Vocabulary: The Introductory Essay
• bank deposit: Money people deposit, or leave, in bank accounts; banks then lend much of this money to others
• corporate leader: Owner or top executive of a major corporation or business
• competition: In this case, the efforts by various businesses in an industry to succeed and outdo one another
• dictatorship: A government in which a single ruler or small group has total or absolute power
• executive power: In this case, the president’s power to “execute” the laws and manage the nation’s affairs
• gold standard: Monetary standard in which the basic unit of currency is backed by a certain quantity of gold
• inaugural address: In this case, the speech a president gives just after taking office
• NRA codes: Sets of rules the NRA required each industry to write setting wages, prices, production levels, etc.
• public works: Roads, schools, bridges, and other projects paid for and built by government
• stock market: Stocks are shares of ownership in a business; stock market is a place for selling shares of stock
• stock market crash: A sudden and steep drop in the prices of stocks, such as the one that took place in 1929
• transition: A passage or a change from one time to another
• unconstitutional: Describes an action or law that the judicial system rules to have conflicted with the U.S. Constitution
• union: An association of workers who unite to make demands on management

Vocabulary: The Primary Sources
• abdicate: Abandon or give up responsibility
• antitrust law: A law forbidding businesses to combine in order to prevent competition in an industry
• “collective society”: A society in which business and much else is controlled by everyone acting as a whole
• combine: In this case, a group of businesses working together to control an industry, its prices, etc.
• commissars: Heads of government departments in the communist government of the Soviet Union
• creditor: Someone who has loaned money or goods and to whom repayment is owed
• exigency: Something that is required or that needs urgently to be done
• experimentation: Trying out something new in order to learn more about it

incompetence: The inability to do a job properly
• indict: To charge with a crime
• inventory: In this case, a list of goods, property, or other assets on hand and available for sale
• languish: In this case, to linger and weaken, or fade away
• “left”: Term for views favoring socialism or increased public regulation aimed at bringing about greater equality
• mortgage: The legal hold or claim a lender has over property as security for a loan made to the property owner
• Mussolini: Italy’s fascist dictator in the 1920s and ‘30s.
• “nationalize”: To transfer control or ownership of a business to the national government
• persistent: Going on regularly for a long time
• “red shirt/black shirt/brown shirt”: References to fascist or communist dress styles or symbols
• “socialization of industry”: Public, governmental ownership of industry
• soviet: A ruling council in communist nations
• “stabilization of prices”: In this case, keeping prices equal and steady among all producers in an industry
• subsidiary: In this case, a company wholly owned or controlled by another
• subsidy: Grant of money, in this case by the government
• workman’s compensation: Aid to workers who have been hurt on the job, etc.

Vocabulary: The Secondary Sources
• capitalism: Economic system based on private ownership of goods and of “capital” invested to make profits
• industrial policy: Policy or plans for regulating the overall industrial system
• intimate: In this case, to make something known or to communicate something indirectly by hinting at it
• mandate: The formal authority to do something
• “premised on”: Based on or assuming something as true
• stringent: Very strict or rigorous
• “structurally radical”: Radically altering the way institutions work overall in society
• tariff: A tax or fee placed on imported goods

Vocabulary
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Teacher 
INTRODUCTION

Part 1: The First Hundred Days—Providing the Context
Note to the teacher: The next pages provide materials meant to help students develop a clear picture 
of who Franklin D. Roosevelt was and why his First Hundred Days are an important historical topic. The 
materials also seek to teach students the Five Habits of Historical Thinking. 

This section includes the following: 

• PowerPoint presentation: The Five Habits of Historical Thinking
This presentation illustrates five habits of thought or modes of analysis that guide historians
as they construct their secondary accounts of a topic. These Five Habits are not about
skills used in analyzing primary sources. (Those are dealt with more explicitly in a handout
in the next section.) These Five Habits are meant to help students see history as a way
of thinking, not as the memorizing of disparate facts and pre-digested conclusions. The
PowerPoint uses several historical episodes as examples to illustrate the Five Habits. In two
places, it pauses to ask students to do a simple activity applying one of the habits to some
of their own life experiences.
If you have used this PowerPoint with other Historian’s Apprentice units, you may not need to
use it again here.

• Handout: “The Five Habits of Historical Thinking”
This handout supplements the PowerPoint presentation. It is meant as a reference for
students to use as needed. If you have used other Historian’s Apprentice units, your
students may only need to review this handout quickly.

• Warm-Up Activity
A simple exercise designed to help you see what students know about the Great Depression,
what confuses them or what ideas they may have absorbed about it from popular culture,
friends and family, etc. The goal is to alert them to their need to gain a clearer idea of the past
and to get them to critically examine what they think they already know.

• Introductory essay: “FDR and the First Hundred Days”
The essay provides enough basic background information on the topic to enable students
to assess primary sources and conflicting secondary source interpretations. At the end of
the essay, students get some points to keep in mind about the nature of the sources they
will examine and the conflicting secondary source interpretations they will debate.

• PowerPoint presentation: FDR and the First Hundred Days
This PowerPoint presentation reviews the topic for the lesson and shows how the Five Habits
of Historical Thinking can be applied to a clearer understanding of it. At two points, the
presentation calls for a pause and prompts students to discuss some aspects of their prior
knowledge of the topic. The proposed sequences suggest using this PowerPoint presentation
after assigning the introductory essay, but you may prefer to reverse this order.
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Student Activity

What Do YouKnow About the Great Depression?
This lesson deals with the Great Depression of the 1930s. Whenever you start to learn something 
about a time in history, it helps to think first of what you already know about it, or think you know. 
You probably have impressions, or you may have read or heard things about it already. Some of 
what you know may be accurate. You need to be ready to alter your fixed ideas about this time as 
you learn more about it. This is what any historian would do. To do this, study this photograph and 
take a few notes in response to the questions below it. 

Warm-Up Activity

This photo was taken in the 1930s during a 
time known as the Great Depression. What 
do you think these men are doing? 

Have you ever heard members of your family 
talk about this time in history? From what 
you know, how did their experiences fit in or 
not fit in with this photograph?

Have you ever seen films on the Great 
Depression, such as The Grapes of Wrath 
or It’s a Wonderful Life? What impression do 
you get about the era from such films?
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