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History: A Blast from the Past 

History is about understanding and interpreting the past and connecting it to the present and 
the future. These courses are aimed at helping students discuss how significant people and events in 
the past (such as wars, political parties, and elections) have shaped our world. 

General Study Tips 

• Getting into the study mode: 
o You should do your work and study at a time when you can actually focus; avoid 

trying to study while you are sleepy or overwhelmed. 
o If possible, work in an environment with a minimum amount of distractions. Turn off 

your phone, your television, or any electronic devices that can distract you. 
• To help you study, you could: 

o Create flashcards for exam terms and ideas. 
 These flashcards should have the identifying names on one side and the 

definitions and significances on the other side. 
o Look over any PowerPoints and/or voiceovers to recap lectures. 
o Practice writing out the long answer questions. This will help with locking the 

information into your brain so you can thoroughly answer the written responses on 
the exams.  

o Teach the content to other people such as peers, relatives, or friends. If you can 
thoroughly explain the material to other people and have them clearly understand it, 
then you truly know the content. 

• Collaborate with your peers: 
o Exchange contact information with each other, and perhaps form a group chat to talk 

with one another and share notes and ideas. This is especially helpful for anybody 
that misses class one day. 

o Form study groups and meet with each other to prepare for an exam.  
• Don’t procrastinate! 

o Manage your time wisely, and set aside plenty of time to study, read, and complete 
homework. Do not try to do multiple things in a short timeframe; you will overload 
yourself. 

o Rather than only studying the night before an exam, you should spread out the work 
and study a few days in advance. This can save you from going to bed super late and 
from dreadful fatigue the following day. 
 Example: Instead of studying from 6 PM to 3 AM the night before an exam, 

study 3-4 days prior to the exam for an hour and a half a night with breaks 
every 45 minutes.  
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History Reading Tips 

For primary source reading: 

• Remember the 5 W’s: WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, and WHY 
WHO is writing this?  
WHAT are they writing about?  
WHEN are they writing it?  
WHERE are they writing it? 
WHY are they writing it?  

• Analyze and think about what you are reading. 
o Read through the article and then reread it. 
o Take notes in the margins; write questions if you don’t understand something and 

come back to answer your questions.  
o Write the main idea in the margins of the text. 
o Highlight important parts of the text, like those that relate to your assignment. 
o Circle or star key words. 
o Make a sheet of notes and quotes to use for references. 

• Identifying Biased Sources 
o Bias is prejudice or inclination towards one idea. This can be seen clearly in historical 

sources. For example, if you read a letter from a Loyalist in the Revolutionary War, their 
letter would be biased to their cause because they believed that the actions and laws 
implemented by Great Britain were justified. 

o Biased sources will always exist; there is no escape from them.  
o Biased sources may leave out certain details, stretch the truth, or exaggerate what really 

occurred during an event. 
o Biased sources can sometimes be primary sources, such as letters from prominent figures 

and diary entries from soldiers in battle, or secondary sources, like articles in a journal.  

You can, and probably will, use biased sources in your academic career. The important thing is 
that you recognize where the bias comes from and acknowledge it in your writings. 

• Take a “Historical Perspective” 
o Remember that our everyday life is very different from life in the past. 
o Step into the shoes of a person from a previous time period. Imagine how they dealt 

with the situations that life threw at them and how any significant event(s) affected 
them and their families. 

o Acknowledge and understand perspectives/biases according to the time period. For 
example, acknowledge and understand the viewpoints of the Patriots and the 
Loyalists during the American Revolution. 
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o Some beliefs from the past may be absurd compared to our knowledge in the present. 
You do not have to follow these absurd beliefs, just acknowledge that people 
believed them at that point in time and understand the reason for those beliefs. 

 
History Writing Tips 

• Read over your instructions. When you think you are done with the assignment, read over 
the instructions again to make sure that you have completed everything. 

• Write down your ideas and notes. Organization is not a priority when you start your first 
draft; make it more organized as you go along. 

• Your thesis, also known as a purpose statement, is a sentence that sums up the main idea of 
your essay and can normally be found in the first paragraph. Use these questions to help 
compose your thesis.  

o If there was one message that you wanted to convey to the audience, what would it 
be?  

o If the paper is an argument paper, what side are you on? Why did you choose this 
side?  

o Why are you writing this paper (besides the fact that your professor assigned it to 
you)?  

• Support your thesis with quotes and facts from academic sources.  
• Explain how your belief(s) and examples properly support your argument. 
• Make sure your ideas connect.  

o Only write about one topic or idea at a time. Ideas should not be clustered in one 
paragraph. 

o Addressing one topic at a time keeps the work organized. 
o Use transitional sentences to make one idea flow into another.  

 Ask a writing tutor about our transitional words and phrases sheet. 
• Be sure to use PAST tense when writing your history paper, unless the assignment asks for 

your opinion.  
• Refrain from using slang or contractions: ex. fam, bae, don’t, won’t 
• Avoid using personal pronouns (I, me, my) unless stating your opinion or using a quote. 

 
Successful writing is accomplished when students demonstrate their understanding by 

clearly communicating their thoughts. 

Any argument can be valuable if you can support it with reliable sources. 
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Assignment Tips 

Eyewitness/Primary Source Analysis  

• You can reference something in the textbook that is not directly related to the topic of the 
paper but is related to the broader topic. For example, if you are researching about the 
Whiskey Rebellion, you may still be able to find useful information if you research 
Alexander Hamilton. 

• Compare and Contrast 
o Why is the topic included or not included in the textbook? 
o If it is in the textbook, focus on which details are similar and which details are 

different. 
• Understand the author’s perspective is influenced by their background and the time period in 

which they lived. 

Writing Responses to Current Events 

• Be thorough with your responses, and pay attention to the details.  
• Stay on topic, and stick to the objective.  
• Politics can be controversial; be sure to be as professional as possible. 
• When expressing your opinion, explain why you feel that way and back up your claim with 

facts.  

Film Analysis 

• Jot down notes and ideas from the film that are relevant to the assignment.  
• Keep the notes short and simple. Make sure they explain the main points of the film. This 

can be accomplished by dividing the notes into bullet points.  
• The notes should cover the important and interesting scenes in the film and relate to 

significant events in your textbook and class lectures. 
• After you finish the film and the notes, construct an outline to use as a template to follow 

when you write your essay. The outline is convenient because the notes that you take during 
the film can be organized into important points to be addressed in your essay. 

• At the end of the analysis, give your personal opinion of the movie. Did you like or dislike 
the film? Why? What was your favorite part? Maybe even give the film a review. 
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Paper Focusing on a Historical Event (AKA 5 C’s) 

• This is an argument paper that is divided into 5 parts: 
o Change Over Time  

 This is an overview of the topic you are writing about. How did conflicts and 
public opinion surrounding the event change over time? 

o Context  
 This addresses the background information of the event you are writing 

about, such as the time period, societal or cultural customs, etc. 
o Causality  

 As the word implies, what caused this event? This is where you will present 
the argument of your paper. You can also have your opinion on the topic in 
this section.  

o Contingency  
 This is where you will be analyzing hypothetical scenarios. If this happened, 

then that could have happened, etc.  
o Complexity  

 How was history affected by this event? There are different layers in every 
historical event, and sometimes things happen that do not meet the eye.  

• An outline over your event in the format of the 5 C’s will help you organize your paper. 

Citations  

• Most professors prefer MLA 7, MLA 8, or Chicago Manual Style/Turabian style.  
• To find out which citation format your instructor prefers, you may refer to the instructions of 

the assignment or the syllabus. If you cannot find the preferred citation format in either of 
these places, just ask your instructor. 

• Check out owl.english.purdue.edu/owl on the web for help with citations, or come visit the 
Brazosport College Writing Center. 

 


