Historical Thinking & Reading Skills
SKILL: Determining Main Ideas
The MAIN IDEA is a statement that sums up the most important point of a paragraph, a passage, an article, or a speech.
Determining the main idea will increase your understanding as you read about historic events, people, and places.
Main ideas are supported by details and examples.
This excerpt from President Richard M. Nixon’s memoirs is about wiretapping, or bugging—planting a concealed
microphone to get information. The diagram that follows identifies and organizes information in the passage.

SKILL: Analyzing Cause & Effect
A cause is an action in history that prompts something to happen. An effect is a historical event or condition that is
the result of the cause. A single event may have several causes. It is also possible for one cause to result in several
effects. Historians identify cause-and-effect relationships to help them understand why historical events took place.
The following paragraphs describe the early events leading to the Battle of Little Bighorn. The diagram that follows
the passage summarizes the chain of causes and effects.

SKILL: Distinguishing Fact from Opinion
FACTS are events, dates, statistics, or statements that can be proved to be true. Facts can be checked for accuracy.
OPINIONS are judgments, beliefs, and feelings of the writer or speaker.

The following excerpt describes the 1886 Haymarket affair in Chicago. The chart summarizes the facts and opinions.

SKILL: Making Inference
Inferences are ideas and meanings not stated in the material. MAKING INFERENCES means reading between the lines to
extend the information provided. Your inferences are based on careful study of what is stated in the passage as well
as your own common sense and previous knowledge.
The following passage is from a speech by President Ronald Reagan promoting his economic program. The
chart below lists some inferences that can be drawn from the first paragraph.

SKILL: Analyzing Motives
ANALYZING MOTIVES means examining the reasons why a person, group, or government takes a particular action.
To understand those reasons, consider the needs, emotions, prior experiences, and goals of the person or group.
The following paragraphs tell how the early Mormons were treated and why they moved west in the mid-1800s. The
diagram below the passage summarizes the Mormons’ motives for that journey.

SKILL: Analyzing Assumptions & Bias
An assumption is a belief or an idea that is taken for granted. Some assumptions are based on evidence; some are
based on feelings. A bias is a prejudiced point of view. Historical accounts that are biased reflect the personal
prejudices of the author or historian and tend to be one-sided.
The following passage is from The Americans at Home by the Scottish minister David Macrae, who wrote the
book after visiting the United States in the 1860s. The chart below the excerpt helps to summarize information about
the writer’s assumptions and biases.

SKILL: Analyzing Primary & Secondary Sources


PRIMARY SOURCES are written or created by people who lived during a historical event. The writers might have

been participants or observers. Primary sources include letters, diaries, journals, speeches, newspaper articles,
magazine articles, eyewitness accounts, and autobiographies.


SECONDARY SOURCES are derived from primary sources by people who were not present at the original event.

They are written after the event. They often combine information from a number of different accounts.
Secondary sources include history books, historical essays, and biographies.
The following passage describes the explosion of the first atomic bomb in 1945. It is mainly a secondary source, but
it quotes an eyewitness account that is a primary source.

