
 

 

With student research complete, answers found, and conclusions drawn, it is now time for the 

final History Day step: turning all that hard work into an exhibit, a performance, a website, a 

paper, or a documentary.  Like everything else having to do with historical thinking, choosing 

how to package and present our research is not a random act.  We don’t decide to do a 

performance simply because we like to act.  Nor do we pick a documentary because we fancy 

ourselves the next Ken Burns.  Nope.  Sorry.  Guess what?  The form in which we present our 

research has everything to do with what we want to explain and the kind of evidence we’ll use to 

demonstrate our points.  

 

This means that now is the time for our students to determine what kind of project will best 

convey what it is they want to say and the kind of evidence they’ll use to demonstrate their 

points.  For instance, if what they want to explain is complex and requires a lot of detailed 

explaining, a paper might be the most reasonable choice.  Papers give students lots of words to 

work with, way more than they are allowed with an exhibit or website. Performances are another 

great choice for students with complicated explanations to make. It is amazing how much 

additional information can be conveyed non-verbally: with gestures, body positioning, costumes, 

expressions, and scenery.  On the other hand, if students need to explain change over time, urge 

them to consider an exhibit!  With their tri-fold construction, exhibits are made for telling stories 

as they unfold through time. The left panel explains the “before” story. The middle panel 

explains the big event that changed everything. The right-hand panel explains the outcome or 

consequences of what happened in the middle.  But exhibits may not be the best choice for 

everyone. For example, our fictional West Tennessee student who has been busy all fall trying to 

figure out the relationship between music and the Vietnam War, a website or documentary might 

provide a better structure for presentation, especially if she needs to do a lot of explaining 

through photographs, music, and video clips. Projects that depend on first-person interviews for 

key information generally work well as documentaries: students can include taped footage of 

their sources. The trick is to match what it is students want to say with the means to say it. When 



chosen well and with the project in mind, the “packaging” can actually help students tell their 

stories. Like the exhibit board the “walks” the viewer through the history being explained, the 

genre we chose to present our work in should help us, it should not get in our way. 

 

It also makes sense at this stage to talk to the experts. Students doing performances might want 

to consult with people knowledgeable about the theater.  Students putting together exhibits may 

want to tour a local museum and talk to the staff about how to tell a story with objects.  

Documentarians and website designers can offer valuable tips on how to make the best and most 

polished use of video and the online environment. Experts can help students get the most out of 

the “package” they want to use.   

 

Last but not least: follow the rules. While rules compliance makes up only a small part of the 

judging criteria, running over word count, size limits, time limits, etc. will count against even the 

most brilliant, well-thought, and well-explained project. Don’t let that happen to your students.  

Study the National History Day’s rule book.  It is our rule book too and now is not the time to 

make a mistake.  And then, proof, proof, proof, proof.  There’s nothing that shouts 

PROFESSIONAL like a finely polished project: one that isn’t spoiled by typos, punctuation 

mistakes, or misspelled words.  Besides, everyone – teachers, students, and the support crew 

called parents – has worked too hard to settle for anything but the best. 

 

Good luck, and we’ll see you soon! 

 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=4&ved=0ahUKEwiQhPqMjOzXAhURHGMKHV2eD2EQFgg4MAM&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nhd.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2FContest-Rule-Book_2.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1z0ZnKNE2PAdFQwTiHFKbj

