
 
Interpretation  

Historical thinking involves the ability to describe, analyze, and evaluate the different ways historians interpret the past.  
This includes understanding the various types of questions historians ask, as well as considering how the particular 
circumstances and contexts in which individual historians work and write shape their interpretations of past events and 
historical evidence.  
 

Proficient students will be able to:  

1. Analyze a historian’s argument, explain how the argument has been supported through the analysis of relevant historical 
evidence, and evaluate the argument’s effectiveness.  
2. Analyze diverse historical interpretations.  
 

 
In AP World History, interpretation is a foundational skill, because in order for students to understand all the 
other historical thinking skills, they need to first understand that history is an interpretation and those 
interpretations are debated among historians. Without this understanding, students will not understand how 
and why to develop a claim, make an argument, or analyze historical evidence.  

Objectives:   

 1. Students develop understanding by engaging students in an analysis of multiple secondary sources 
 where the historians’ arguments are clear and fairly easy to recognize.  

 2. Additionally, the activity provides students with a secondary source analysis guide to help them 
 break down the  historians’ arguments and then employs a jigsaw to keep all students engaged in 
 understanding and explaining one historian’s argument.  
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Purpose:  Read a historical argument centered on the significance of the Neolithic Revolution, identifying the argument 
the historian is making and the evidence used to support the argument. Students break into jigsaw groups, where each 
student teaches their article to the group and then the groups compare their historians’ various arguments.  
 
Part 1: Connecting to Prior Experience 
 
1. Make a list of factors that contribute to the quality of your life.   
2. Rank them by importance. 
 
Question: Who had the better quality of life-hunter-gatherers or farmers? Make some assumptions. 
 
Part 2: Introducing the Secondary Source Analysis Guide 
 
Similar to science and the social science disciplines, historians use a method of interpretation and analysis of information 
and data to come to evidence-based conclusions about the past.  They then use this information about the past to possibly 
make assumptions about the future. 
 
Part 3: Applying the Secondary Source Analysis Guide 
 
Articles: 
 1. Mark Nathan Cohen, Excerpt from Health and the Rise of Civilization 
 2. Jared Diamond, Excerpt form “The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race” 
 3. Richard Lee, Excerpt from “What Hunters do for a Living” 
 4. Marshal Sahlins, Excerpt from “The Original Affluent Society” 
 5. Kevin Reilly, Excerpt from The West and the World: A History of Civilization 
 
Procedure:  Each group (3-4) will be responsible for one of the five articles and each student in the group will join another 
group to teach their article.  Therefore, be sure to be clear in your understanding of the article, especially the author’s 
argument and evidence that you have identified.  
 
Reminder:  A historian’s thesis needs to be more than simply “yes it was an improvement” or “no it was not an 
improvement.” You must identify the historian’s reasoning. If you are having trouble identifying it, return to the idea of 
improved standard of living that we discussed at the beginning of class and consider what the historian thinks is important 
for an improved standard of living.  
 
Part 4: Jigsaw Groups 
 
In your jigsaw groups-  

1. Each student will be an expert and teach their assigned articles. Go through the Secondary Source Analysis 
process.  Students should explain how their historian would answer the question: “to what extent was agriculture 
an improvement over farming and why?”  

2. Once the groups have shared each historian’s ideas, groups answer the last two questions together.  

Which historians’ corroborated each other’s interpretations? Which historians were in conflict?  

3. Finally, discuss the question together and try to come to a group answer. Be sure to continually return to the 
various historians’ arguments and evidence.  
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Secondary Source Analysis Guide 
 
 

What do Historian’s do? (Process) Secondary Source Analysis Guide 
Plan-decide on topic of interest What topic is this source addressing? 

 
What historical context surrounds the topic? 
 
What historical context surrounds the author and how does it influence the  
interpretation? 

Research-Source Analysis and  
Interpretation 

What sources did the author use? 
 
Are there limitations to the sources used? 
 

Finalize and Develop Argument What is the argument the historian is making? 
 
What evidence is used to support the argument? 

Communicate to Intended Audience Who is the intended audience? 
 
What is the title of this source and what mode of communication was  
used to share the information?  Include date of publication. 
 
How does the intended audience and communication mode affect the 
 interpretation? 

Comparing Interpretations:  
Debate and Revision 

Is the author’s interpretation corroborated by other historians? 
 
Does the author’s interpretation conflict with other historians? 

 
 
 
 
 


