
“These questions should not be dichotomous in nature, should not allow for an 
easy answer, should encourage students to think critically…” 
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As history students are afforded 
various ways to learn about and 
engage with the past, it is essen-
tial that educators critically think 
about how they frame, scaffold, 
and facilitate their students’ edu-
cational opportunities.  When 
learning about historical content, 
students learning experiences can 
be greatly enriched through the 
use of primary sources.  Thus, it 
is important to properly guide 
students and structure the histor-
ical inquiry process and carefully 
determine how primary sources 
will be utilized, especially since 
many may not have learned how 

to effectively or correctly engage 
with and analyze primary 
sources.  Through the use of the 
SOURCES Framework for teach-
ing with primary sources, stu-
dents are provided a structure 
and framework to direct their his-
torical investigations and allow 
them to get more out of their 
learning process.  In the following 
article, the SOURCES Framework 
is outlined for use in the history 
classroom. 

SOURCES 
FRAMEWORK 

STAGES 
 

 Scrutinize the     
fundamental 
source(s) 

 Organize thoughts 

 Understand the 
context 

 Read between the 
lines 

 Corroborate and 
refute 

 Establish a     
plausible narrative 

 Summarize final 
thoughts 

  2 

 

In the first stage of the SOURCES Framework, Scrutinize the funda-

mental source, students are asked to analyze a primary source related to 

the selected topic of study.  Two sources may be used if they are both 

deemed crucial, but for this initial stage, the use of one source is opti-

mal.  The fundamental source is the one that would be considered to be 

vital to any proper study of the topic being considered.  To help scaffold 

the process of examining this fundamental source, the teacher should 

supply a fundamental question that will guide the entire historical in-

quiry process associated with the topic of study.  These questions should 

be not be dichotomous in nature, should not allow for an easy answer, 

should encourage students to think critically, and should necessitate 

careful examination of the sources provided throughout the entire pro-

cess to be able to properly attend to the question posed.  Examples of 

fundamental questions for this sort of inquiry could be “What historical 

and social impacts can be associated with the assassination of Reinhard 

Heydrich?”, “To what extent did the end of slavery improve the lives of 

African Americans in the South?”, or “What are some of the events that 

led to the writing of the United States Constitution, and how did those 

events impact the content of this document?” 



In addition to providing a fundamental question to guide the historical inquiry, it is essen-

tial to provide students with other proper scaffolds, such as analysis sheets from the Library 

of Congress, National Archives and Records and Records Administration, or the Maryland 

Historical Society. 

For the second stage of this inquiry process, students are asked to Organize thoughts associ-
ated with the fundamental source, the fundamental question, and any other information 
gleaned at this point in time. 

During the next stage, Understand the context, students are given an opportunity to think 

about what they know about the historical context related to the fundamental question and 

fill in some of the gaps in their understanding that exist.  Depending on the ability level and 

previous knowledge of the students, this can be provided by the teacher through children’s 

literature, brief videos, primary and secondary sources, guest speakers, or whatever method 

is most appropriate.  Alternatively, students can independently find necessary information 

on their own to form a more complete understanding of the associated context. 

Now that the students have formed a better understanding about the topic of study and can 

formulate some thoughts regarding the fundamental question, students are asked to revisit 

the fundamental source and carefully “Read between the lines” to try to interpret rationale 

and purpose for the creation of the fundamental source.  As we know that not everything 

can be taken at face value, this is an important step in the historical thinking process so that 

students understand that the creator of the sources that they utilize often had very deliber-

ate reasons for its creation, and that typically is not abundantly apparent from the initial 

analysis of the source. 

Depending upon the expertise of the students conducting the SOURCES inquiry, the Cor-

roborate and refute stage can vary in structure.  If students are more adept at analyzing 

sources and working independently, then the teacher can assign students the task of finding 

sources that will corroborate or refute their understandings, in regards to the fundamental 

question.  If the students are at a more novice level, then the teacher can provide a set of pri-

mary and secondary sources, scaffolding questions, analysis sheets, and any other necessary 

information that will help them to develop a more complex and diverse understanding of 

the topic of study. 

At this point in time, students should be prepared to Establish a plausible narrative.  This 

can be created in the form of a traditional paper, documentary movie, historical marker, 

play or skit, diary, or whatever artifact the teacher decides is the best product for allowing 

for assessment of each student’s acquisition of the desired content. 
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In the last stage, Summarize 
final thoughts, students are 
asked to think about the pro-
cess that was undertaken, 
what ways they engaged in 
thinking and procedures that 
mimics what an historian 
does, what they have learned 
about the topic of study and 
the fundamental question, 
how they came to know what 
they know, and what questions 
still exist. 

Engaging with the past, espe-
cially when utilizing primary 
sources, can be valuable and 
educational for students of 
various abilities and ages.  It is 
essential that the process is 
properly scaffolded in order to 
help ensure success and, hope-
fully, engender interest and 
passion for learning history.  
The SOURCES Framework is 
one tool that can help history 
teachers in this endeavor. 
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