Unit Plan: Using Historical Evidence

Description:
This three-lesson unit encourages students to explore different types of

primary historical evidence using evidence on the Voices of the Canoe
website. Students will investigate which sources constitute primary sources
and will be able to access a variety of examples. The first lesson introduces
students to primary sources using ethnography. In the second lesson,
students will continue their research of ethnography using the Voices of the
Canoe website. In the third lesson, students will practice their skills with new
primary sources to identify bias, perspective, assess their reliability, and use

them to support an argument.

Core Concepts:
Indigenous knowledge:

o Knowledge is transmitted and shared through many different ways

Historical thinking:
¢ Acknowledging different historical perspectives
o Acknowledging bias as an inherent aspect of primary sources

o Perspective and bias are intertwined in primary sources

B.C. Provincial PLOs

Grade 10: Skills and Processes of Social Studies:

Overview

Multiple grade levels, 8-
10

Duration: three lessons

Subject:
Social Studies 8-10

Topic:
What is historical

evidence?

Glossary:

Indigenous knowledge
Historical thinking
Primary source

Secondary source

A2 — Demonstrate effective research skills, including: accessing and assessing information; collecting and

evaluating data; organizing information; presenting information; citing sources

Grade 9: Applications of Social Studies:

-Select and summarize information from primary and secondary print and non-print sources, including

electronic sources

-Assess the reliability, currency, and objectivity of different interpretations of primary and secondary

sources

Grade 8: Applications of Social Studies:

-Gather and organize a body of information from primary and secondary print and non-print sources,

including electronic sources

THEN HiER

{ aducation an réseau

http://moa.ubc.ca/voicesofthecanoe/

)k



http://moa.ubc.ca/voicesofthecanoe/

-Interpret and evaluate a variety of primary and secondary sources

Students will:
¢ Know that every piece of evidence presents biases

o Know what a primary source is

e Know what an artifact is

e Be able to identify primary sources

e Be able to assess the reliability of a primary document (What is accurate? What is not accurate?
Is anything missing? What needs to be found?)

e Be able to gather information/conduct research

e Be able to articulate the role of bias in primary sources

Challenge Activity:
Students will revise an existing historical document to reflect the research that they have conducted using

the Voices of the Canoe website. This activity will challenge students to interpret the information that they
are given, synthesize new research, and then revise the existing ethnography to present a more

sophisticated and balanced perspective.
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Lesson 1 of 3
Primary sources as historical evidence

Overview:

This lesson asks students to think critically about the kinds of information Materials needed:

they receive. Do they take it at face value, or do they question it? By e Print several pages
introducing what a primary document is and starting to look at bias and from “In the Wake of
perspective, students will gain skills in assessing the reliability of historical the War Canoe”
sources. (http://moa.ubc.cal/voic

esofthecanoe/history/i

Pre-learning Activity:
What did the tree see?

n-the-wake-of-the-

war-canoe/)
In this activity, students will put themselves in the mindset of a

“witness” of 1000 years of history—a monumental cedar tree.

The teacher will explain to students that the kinds of trees that are used to make large canoes
such as Bill Reid’s canoe, Lootaas, or the canoe in the Museum of Natural History in New York,
are monumental cedars that grow to be hundreds of feet tall. It takes hundreds of years to grow
this large. Hence, some of the trees that live in British Columbia now have witnessed every
historical event in the history of Canada.

Hand out the “What did the tree see?” handouts and go through the historical events on the tree’s

rings/timeline, explaining any events that may be unfamiliar to students.

The idea that the tree is a “witness” to these events is key to understanding what a primary
source is.
Definition: a primary source is a historical source that is produced at the time that the
event took place.

This is a very broad definition, so it's useful to see what the downsides of primary sources are.

Scaffolding Activities:
1. Eyewitnesses to history

This activity is intended to acknowledge different perspectives in history.

The teacher will tell students that they are going to be eyewitnesses to an event. The teacher will
then go through a series of events (can be modified based on space) and the students will watch

what happens and recollect the sequence and details of the
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event. Students should be reminded only to closely observe and not to take notes as the event is

transpiring.

The teacher leaves and then re-enters the room, having changed something about their
appearance (put on a hat, sunglasses, etc.) to show that they are now “in character.” They will
starts a conversation with one of the students about the teacher’s favourite childhood memory
(student should be prepared beforehand to participate). The teacher should include as much
detail as possible (setting, occasion, outcome, how he/she felt about it) but without really
explaining why the memory is significant. Teacher then leaves the room and re-enters as

themself.

Students will write down the sequence of events from the moment the teacher entered the room
“in character” and include as many details as they can, including:

o what caused the event that they just witnessed

e why is the memory significant to the teacher
Then students pair with a partner and compare. Did they have exactly the same details?

Sequence of events?

Teacher will highlight any inconsistencies and explain that even though every student witnessed
the same event, they all interpreted it differently. It is likely that they all added in their own
reasoning for why the memory was significant. Their own reasons might have something to do

with their own life experiences, or if they could relate to the story being told.

2. “Do you believe everything you read?” activity

This activity is intended to engage with the idea of bias in historical sources.

Teacher will project/write on the board recent headlines from the National Enquirer, or equivalent.
Examples:
e  Hunger Games author to produce a fourth book in the series!

e School principal is actually a 1980s action movie star!

What do we have to be skeptical of when reading headlines such as these? What are the
motivations that make people write things/tell stories that are only partly true?
Sample responses:

e Magazines are just trying to sell magazines, get more readers

e Might not have checked with the people they’re talking about
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When evidence is provided by or interpreted by people it becomes biased. A tree will witness

things without inserting its opinion; however, it is impossible for people to do this.

Inquiry activity

Much of the information that has been handed down to us about Indigenous people came from
European outsiders who observed Indigenous ways of life, but did not come from those
communities. These stories were written down and are a combination of missionary accounts,

published books, and journals.

Teacher will hand out a one or two page excerpt from “In the Wake of the War Canoe” from the
Voices of the Canoe site to provide students with an example. Work through the text together to
clarify meanings and highlight certain characteristics of the writing:

e |t provides a single perspective

e Because it is from a single perspective, it show that person’s own assumptions and

beliefs

¢ You must be an outsider looking in

¢ You must make some guesses and assumptions about the reasons things happen

¢ You must use evidence to support your opinions

e You are trying to be “scientific” in your observations

Students can then produce their own writings of a particular group. It can be visual or textual.

Possible subjects: hipsters, skateboarders, smokers, gamers, runners.

Conclusion:
Teacher will explain to students that this lesson gave them the foundations for understanding the potential

weaknesses of primary sources:

They can only provide one perspective
They might be incomplete understandings of the events
They are sometimes from the outside looking in

Perspective and bias go together

Handouts:

the his
Unit — Historical Evidence, Gr. 8-10 THEN HiER
histoire e

http://moa.ubc.ca/voicesofthecanoe/

Printed pages from “In the Wake of the War Canoe”

Link: http://moa.ubc.ca/voicesofthecanoe/history/in-the-wake-of-the-war-canoe/
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Lesson 2 of 3
Researching historical writings

Lesson Overview:

In this lesson students will conduct further research using the Voices of the Materials needed:

Canoe website. Students will be assessing the reliability of the historical texts e Computer access to
and making revisions. Voices of the Canoe

Pre-learning Activity:

Review

Students will get into partners and share the texts that they wrote/created. Students should be
reminded to look for the features in their partner’s work:

e They can only provide one perspective

e They may be incomplete understandings of the events

e They are sometimes from the outside looking in

e Perspective and bias go together
Teacher should remind students that the texts that the students wrote are primary documents,
and imagine if some researcher 200 years in the future found them and took them to be truth as
what life was like in 2012/2013. See if students can identify some of the problems with this.
People writing historically and even today do not necessarily know that their writing may be
biased or inaccurate. Discuss with students how rich descriptions and collaborative writing can

contribute to more accurate texts.

Scaffolding Activities:
1. Students will log on to computers and access the Voices of the Canoe website. They will select a

one of the following two texts:
e “In the Wake of the War Canoe” — a missionaries account

e Vancouver Historical Journal (especially pages 4-7) — a traveler’s journal

The research task: to find information on the Voices of the Canoe website that can help students
to revise the texts to produce a more balanced, complete picture.

After conducting research by sifting through documents, interviews, and historical photographs,
students will revise their texts and attempt to identify possible shortcomings of the historical

documents.

Conclusion:
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The process of researching and revising texts on the Voices of the Canoe website will help students
understand that historical evidence presents a bias and a perspective, no matter how much the writer

may try to be impartial.

The process of revising texts demonstrates to students that it is their responsibility as researchers to try to
present the most balanced and complete picture possible. Even if the source is biased, it can still be

useful. Itis just up to the student to think critically about how it is used.

Handouts:
None

tory education network

tho his
Unit — Historical Evidence, Gr. 8-10 THEN HiER
histoire

http://moa.ubc.ca/voicesofthecanoe/ toira et dducation en réseau



http://moa.ubc.ca/voicesofthecanoe/

Other kinds of historical evidence

Overview:

In this lesson, students will examine other types of historical evidence, and try

to use the skills they learned of identifying perspective and bias in historical

texts to interpret other primary sources. They will disprove erroneous

statements using evidence from the Voices of the Canoe website. The

motivation for having them disprove a clearly false statement is to highlight the

extremity of the perspective.

Pre-learning Activity:

Brainstorming:

What are other types of primary sources that we can use?

Examples:

Photographs

Interviews

Newspaper articles/news reports on TV
Diaries

Works of art (sculpture, paintings)
Archaeological evidence (material “stuff”)
Songs

Advertisements

Maps

Lesson 3 of 3

Materials needed:

e Computer access to
Voices of the Canoe

website (individually)

Students will select two types of primary sources from the class brainstorm and try to identify the

a) perspective, and b) potential sources of bias.

Scaffolding Activities:

1. Practicing interpreting primary sources

In order to use primary evidence in research (which is a NECESSITY in social studies) students

need to have tools to interpret the evidence. Evidence does not present itself, ready to be

included in projects/essays/reports/presentations. It needs to be interpreted first.

Utilizing the Voices of the Canoe website, students will gather research to disprove one of the

following three topics:

a. Canoe culture is no longer relevant in today’s society.
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b. Haida are the only Indigenous groups who build canoes.
c. The best way to learn about canoes is by critically reading historical texts.
Students will find at least three pieces of primary source evidence that helps them to support their

argument against these topics.

2. Writing activity:
Students will write a short, multi-paragraph response explaining how each of the pieces of
evidence they found helps to disprove the statement. This will help students to practice

interpreting and using primary source evidence to support an argument.

Conclusion:

By practicing using primary source evidence to disprove a statement, students will gain insight not only
into the reliability of sources, but also how primary sources can be used by writers to support an
argument. The connection between assessing a source and then using it and explaining how it is useful

is a key step in developing the ability to articulate historical arguments.

Handouts:
None
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