
 Historical thinking actively 
engages students in the 
process of inquiry. 

 Through historical thinking, 
students are encouraged to 
think deeply and critically 
about the subject matter of 
history and its implications, 
acquire a sound 
understanding of the 
discipline, and become 
more engaged in “doing” 
history. 



Historical thinking is a discipline-
specific way of thinking.



To think historically, students need 
to be able to:

 Establish historical significance

 Use primary source evidence

 Identify continuity and change

 Analyze cause and consequence

 Take historical perspectives, and

 Understand the ethical dimension of 
historical interpretations.

Researchers have 

identified various 

structural 

concepts that 

provide the basis 

of historical 

thinking. 



How has Canada’s 

history shaped the 

Canada of today? 



What about 

the nature 

and purpose 

of history in 

elementary 

and middle

school ?



JUST 

 It is not a record of events that happened long ago. 

 It is a form of inquiry that helps us construct an understanding 
of our own lives.  



In the past: 

 Piaget and others believed 
that children’s cognitive 
development - within the 
context of history – meant 
that a critical exploration of 
the past was largely 
meaningless to students 
until the age of fourteen. 

 Children did not have the 
cognitive abilities think 
historically. 

Today: 

 Researchers now have 
largely rejected universal 
cognitive development 
theories.

 There is consensus that that 
elementary children do 
indeed bring considerable 
prior knowledge to the 
learning of history. 



Peter Seixas stresses that children 
from a very young age:

 encounter traces of the past in 
the natural and manmade 
landscape, 

 in the relics of the past, 

 in the language they use,

 and in the cultural institutions of 
which they are a part. 

 Moreover, children experience 
many accounts of the past on 
television and film, in books, in 
family stories and in 
commemorations.



The past is a 
dimension of 
children’s social 
and physical 
environment and 
they interact with it 
from birth. 

• They hear and use the vocabulary of 
time and change: old, new, yesterday, 
tomorrow, last year, before you were 
born, when mommy was little, a long 
time ago, once upon a time. 

• They ask questions about the sequence 
and causes of events: when did we move 
here? Why? What happened in the story 
next? 

• They encounter different interpretations 
of past times in nursery rhymes and 
fairy stories, family anecdotes, theme 
parks, films and pantomime. 

• They encounter historical sources: old 
photographs, a baby book, an 
ornament….



Many studies support the claim that elementary 

children can develop quite sophisticated 

historical thinking skills within an appropriate 

context of active engagement with source 

material, alternative accounts and teaching 

that scaffolds children’s emerging 

understandings and skills. 



Establish Historical Significance

• Why do we care, today, 

about certain events, 

trends, and issues in 

history?

• Why are the 

Numbered Treaties 

significant to  

Canadian history?



Use Primary Source Evidence 

• How do we find, 

select, contextualize, 

and interpret sources 

for a historical 

argument?

• What can we learn 

about the ‘sprit and 

intent’ of Treaties by 

studying the historical 

records of the Treaty-

signing ceremonies?



Identify Continuity and Change

• What has changed and 

what has remained the 

same over time?

• How has Canadian law 

perceived oral history 

since the time of Treaty 

signing?  What has 

changed? What had 

remained the same? 



Analyze Cause & Consequence

• How and why do 

certain conditions and 

actions lead to others?

• What were the reasons 

behind the signing of 

the Numbered 

Treaties? 



Take a Historical Perspective

• Understand that the “past 

as a foreign country,” with 

its different social, cultural, 

intellectual, and even 

emotional contexts that 

shaped people’s lives and 

actions. 

• Why would First Nations 

view the Treaty 

relationship as a three-

person agreement? Who is 

the third party? 



Consider Ethical Dimensions

• How do we, in the 

present, judge actors 

in different 

circumstances in the 

past?

• How are we today to 

address outstanding 

Treaty claims? What 

does forever mean? 



History is not 

only 

appropriate 

for young 

children; it is 

essential.

. 



Learning activities: 

Because the topics at the primary level emphasize the history of 

family, school and local community, there are actually plentiful 

opportunities to help children understand that history is made by 

ordinary people. 

• They can study the people in their own communities who 

have made a difference, those for whom local landmarks have 

been named and those who have not received as much public 

recognition. 

• Elders or long-time residents could be invited to talk about 

how the community was built. 

• Children could be encouraged to make their own contributions 

to ongoing community activities whether it is raising money 

to preserve an important local historic site or adopting a 

local park. 



Thinking historically does not just mean 

thinking about the past; it involves seeing 

oneself in time, as an inheritor of the legacies 

of the past and as a maker of the future. 


