
Historical Research for  
National History Day 



What’s out there about my topic? 
• You will find: 

– Good and bad information 
– Reliable and questionable information 
– Valuable and worthless information 

• It’s your job to find the best research you 
can for your project. 



The Creation of Information 
Something 
Happens! 

Right Away 

•Video or audio footage 
recorded 

•Photographs taken 

•Witnesses or participants 
see and document event 

Within Days, Weeks, 
Months  

•Participants or witnesses 
give interviews 

•Event is written about in 
media by journalists 

Long After the Event 

•Participants or witnesses 
write reminiscences 

•Historians write books to 
analyze and evaluate event 

Further removed from event by time 
or participation. 



The Creation of Information 
The Battle of 
Gettysburg 

Right Away 

•Photographs or drawings 

•Journals, diaries, letters 

•Government documents 
from the battle 

•Artifacts 

Within Days, Weeks or 
Months  

•Newspaper articles 

•Speeches 

•Government reports 

Long After the Event 

•Books by participants or 
leaders 

•Books or documentaries 
by historians analyzing the 
battle and the Civil War 



Primary and Secondary Sources 
• Historians separate these sources into 

categories based on who created it and when it 
was created. 
– Primary Sources: Materials from the actual time period, 

event, or created by a participant/witness. 
– Secondary Sources: Created by someone who wasn’t 

there or didn’t live at the time, like a historian. 
• All of this information could be sources for your 

research. 
 



Primary 
• Diaries or journals  
• Letters 
• Speeches  
• Autobiographies  
• Memoirs or reminiscences 
• Government documents 
• Newspapers from the time 

Secondary 
• Books by historians 
• Journal articles or 

newspapers not published 
at the time 

• Biographies 
• Websites, written by 

people who were not 
involved in the event 

Examples of Sources 



What types of sources might exist for… 

Susan B. 
Anthony and 
the Suffrage 
Movement 

Primary Sources 

• Letters 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  
 

Secondary Sources  

• Websites 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

 



But how can I find it? 
• Before you search, you need to know the 

right search terms. 
• You’ll use these terms to find information 

on the Internet, in books, in a library, or 
archive. 



Search Terms 

People 

•Vince Lombardi 

•Bart Starr 

•Curley Lambeau 

Other Terms 

•Indian Packing Company  

•Cheeseheads 

Ideas 

•Football 

•Community Owned Franchise 

Dates 

•The Ice Bowl 

•Superbowl Dates 

Places 

•Green Bay, Wisconsin 

•Lambeau Field 

The Green 
Bay Packers 



Where do I look for information? 
• Libraries (School, Public, College/University) 
• Historical Societies or Museums 
• Archives 
• Interviews 
• The Internet 
• Databases 
• Where else? 

 



The First Step 
• Read a book. 

– Books help you to understand the “big picture” of 
your topic.  

– Historians call this “historical context.” 

Think About It: It’s much easier to do a 
puzzle and to see where the individual 
pieces fit when you know what the 
finished picture looks like. 



A few words about the Internet 
• The Internet can be a useful tool. 

– Sources from libraries around the world are digitized 
and available online.  

• The Internet is only PART of good historical 
research.  
– You will need both online and offline resources to create 

an NHD project. 
– Remember: The quality of your research is 30% of your 

National History Day evaluation! 
 



Let’s try it… 
• Google “Suffrage” (which means the right to 

vote) 
• What do you get? 



Suffrage 

• 3,000,000 results 
• Let’s take a look at the top results. 

• 6,770,000 results 
• Let’s be more specific. Google “women’s 

suffrage.” 



Women’s Suffrage 

1. Wikipedia 
2. Wikipedia 
3. Scholastic  

(material for teachers) 
4. History.com  
5. Scholastic 

(material for teachers) 



How does Google rank sites? 
• Google ranks sites with a computer using 

popularity, the number of times the site is 
linked to, and secret Google formulas. 
– Sites are NOT ranked by which ones are “best.” 

• What does this mean? 
– The good websites aren’t always listed first and 

are sometimes hidden. 



How can we search better? 
• Be more specific. 

– Are we talking about suffrage in the United States? 
France? Great Britain? 

– Are we looking for information about a certain person? 
Event? 

• Narrow search by adding terms.  
– Try adding “history” to search. 
– Try adding “documents” or “primary sources.” 

• What do you get? 



Women’s Suffrage 
• Which of these 

might provide you 
with better 
SCHOLARLY 
information for 
doing historical 
research? 

• Why? 



Evaluating Websites 
Think critically about the sites you are using: 

– Question the Author: Who created this site? Why? 
– Question the Sponsor/Location: Who is 

sponsoring this site? Look for .edu, .gov or, .org as 
good sources for research. 

– Question the Content: Is the information biased?  
How is it presented? Who can edit or change this 
information? 



Google Books 

http://books.google.com 



Google Books 
• Google scans books and magazines from 

libraries and puts them on the web. 
• These results don’t appear in a general 

Google search. 
– To search this, you have to search within Google 

Books. 
• Try searching “Women’s Suffrage.” 
• What do you get? 



Google Books 

Results that say 
“Preview” are NOT 
completely viewable 
online. In general, 
they’re more recently 
published.  

Results that say “Full 
View” are completely 
online. These two 
were published in 
1902 and 1869. 



Wikipedia 
• While Wikipedia itself might not have the best 

information for historical research, you might find links 
to other great sources (including primary sources) at 
the BOTTOM of each page. 



The Internet Public Library 

• www.ipl.org 
• Searches only sites that are pre-screened by 

librarians. 
• Not as many results – but usually higher quality. 
• Try searching “women’s suffrage.” What do you 

get? 



BadgerLink 

• http://badgerlink.net 
• Available to all Wisconsinites. 
• Log in with your public library card. 



BadgerLink 

A few BadgerLink highlights: 
• EBSCO: 36 databases of magazines, journals, 

newspapers, images, and reference resources. 
• NewspaperArchive: Millions of searchable 

newspaper pages, dating as far back as the 1700s. 
Includes large collections of several major 
Wisconsin papers as well as limited collections of 
other small papers. 



Going Beyond Google 
• Search engines only capture what is 

on the surface of the web, like 
fishing with a net. You will just catch 
what is on the surface of the water. 

• Searching within databases – like 
NewspaperArchive – allows you to 
search deeper into the web. This is 
like using a submarine to see what 
exist deeper in the ocean. 



Online Archives and Databases 
• Your search results may include online archives 

from libraries, museums, or historical societies.  
• You will have to search within the organization’s 

databases – using their own search engine - to find 
information about your topic, including many great 
primary sources! 



What do I do with all this stuff? 
• Cite it. Collect information for your bibliography. 
• Read it. 
• Take notes. 
• Think about it. 

– Figure out what happened. What is the general narrative 
of your topic? 

– Think about the topic’s significance in history. What 
impact did this topic have? What argument are you going 
to make? 

– Connect to the theme. How does your topic connect to 
the NHD theme for this year? 



Common Research Problems 
You didn’t put any effort into your research. 

Good research is more than just collecting the 
minimum number of sources. The quality of your 

sources and where you find them matters. 
Without reliable sources, you might as well be 

writing fiction. 



Common Research Problems 
You didn’t actually read the sources. 

No matter how good your 
research is, you have to 
READ your sources and 
understand them before you 
use them in your project. 



Common Research Problems 
You missed obvious, easily accessible sources. 

What primary source could you 
be expected to read if you were 
researching Anne Frank? 

What types of primary sources 
do you think you could be 
expected to find about Martin 
Luther King, Jr.? 



Common Research Problems 
Your only primary sources are photos. 

While photographs can be 
important, which of these primary 
sources is going to help you 
better understand Susan B. 
Anthony’s fight for the right to 
vote? 

•A portrait of Anthony 

•“A Petition for Universal 
Suffrage,” which Anthony 
signed 



Common Research Problems 
You didn’t use any primary/secondary sources. 

Primary and secondary sources work TOGETHER to 
help you understand your topic. You need BOTH! 

Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech helps 
you to understand his beliefs, but you’ll need to read a 
book to understand the historical context for  
the speech. Why did he write it?  



Common Research Problems 
You took things out of context. 

“Remember 
the ladies…” 

-Abigail Adams 

A Google image 
search brings back 
many photos – but 
where are they from? 
What do they mean? 

Quotes aren’t useful information 
without context. From just the 
quote alone, do you know why 
Adams wanted to remember the 
ladies? 



Common Research Problems 
You used less scholarly research. 

You should use scholarly sources for your historical 
research. Think about the following pairs: Which site would 
have better information for NHD research? Why?  

OR 

OR 



Common Research Problems 
You only used Internet research. 

Only a fraction of all the information out there is on the 
Internet. Judges want to see that you looked for sources 
both online AND offline.  

Doing only Internet 
research is like only 
looking at the tip of an 
iceberg. You only see 
what is on the surface 
about your topic and 
will quickly start to find 
the same repeated 
information. 

Much more information 
exists offline. Expand 
your research offline 
and find more, in-depth 
information about your 
topic. 



Happy Researching! 

Collecting, Preserving and Sharing Stories Since 1846 
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