
 

 

Making Sense of the Evidence: Analysis 

 

The research is done.  Your students have spent weeks rummaging around in online and 

conventional archives, digging through the primary sources in search of answers to the questions 

they posed at the beginning of the school year. But wow. What a lot of information. Some of it is 

confusing. Some of it is contradictory. None of it by itself provides a clear answer. So what’s a 

historian to do? We analyze. 

 

Analysis is the umbrella term we use for that stage of our research in which we begin to make 

sense of the information provided by our primary sources. One of the first steps in our analysis is 

to simply organize our information in the chronological order in which it was produced. This 

means, for instance, organizing letters by the dates they were written starting with the earliest 

and ending with the most recent. We can do the same with newspaper clippings, photographs, 



legal documents, political cartoons, etc.: sort them by the dates they were originally published.  

Having done this, we are in a position to examine and begin understanding change over time. 

This is a great technique for understanding change over time.  We can also organize our sources 

and information by who produced them, and where they were produced.  Often this kind of 

analysis allows us to see if there are other patterns we ought to pay attention to, such as change 

across space or gender. But we don’t want to stop here. 

 

We need to contextualize our information in order to understand why the thing we’re studying 

happened when, where, why, and how it did. An easy way to contextualize our information is to 

develop a timeline of important historical events that took place within our time of study. For 

example, our student interested in figuring out if the changes put in place by the Tennessee 

Valley Authority were tragedy or triumph, she would want to list important events of the 

twentieth century at local, state, and national level.  Such events might include wars, economic 

ups and downs, major environmental and or technological policy decisions, people’s protests and 

what they were protesting when. The goal behind contextualizing is to try to understand what 

might have helped shape the creation, application, and outcome of the TVA’s work in her home 

community. Once she does that, she’ll be in a better position to explain why the TVA had its 

tragic or triumphant impact.  

  

Arranging our information in chronological order and developing a contextual timeline are only 

two of the many analytical tools at our disposal. Students who are asking questions about gender 

would want to further sort their information by sources that speak to women’s experiences and 

sources that speak to men’s experiences. Similarly, students interested in learning more about 



tragedy and triumph in race relations would want to sort their sources by those that speak to 

black people’s experiences and those that speak to white people’s experiences. Depending on the 

question we’re trying to answer, we might find it useful to sort our information in ways that 

reveal demographic, residential, regional, or political patterns.  

 

This is hard work, and sometimes students struggle with analysis. When you see this happening, 

take advantage of the document analysis worksheets compiled by the National Archives. They 

walk students step-by-step through some of the basic tools of historical analysis. These 

worksheets can be found on the National Archives website, and cover a wide range of primary 

sources. 

 

Analysis isn’t easy. It requires a lot of thinking. But analysis is what distinguishes historians 

from garden variety antiquarians (aka gatherers of facts).  Analysis is also what all historical 

research projects rest on, which means the better the analysis, the better the project.   

https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets

