
Reading information, like the reference content of this
encyclopedia, is the bread and butter of the historian.
Reading through a historian’s analysis of a particular
event, a reference entry from an encyclopedia, or the
content directly from a government act each have value
in determining the historical context of a period.

A good historian must develop the skills to deter-
mine what is a primary source of information and what
is a secondary source. A secondary source is content
that is written about a historical period and interprets
the historical events. For example, reference materials
such as this encyclopedia or a history textbook are sec-
ondary sources. A primary source is any source that is
created within the historical period being studied. A
song from the Beatles or treaties from the end of World
War II are good examples of primary sources.

But why study a primary source? Historians are
taught to “go to the source” and are more likely to go to
the most original source available than to read through
another historian’s analysis of the material. Reaching
into primary source materials gives the historian the
closest source to the actual event as possible. But in
dealing with all primary sources, like secondary sources,
certain information should be gathered:

1. What type of source is it? Knowing exactly what
type of source it is can be very useful in determining
the validity of the primary source.

2. Who is the author of the source? Each source is
created by someone. To guarantee the authenticity of
the primary source, a historian will check the source
and its author.

3. When was the source created? Ensure that the
source was actually created within the time period
being studied and was not created afterward as an
analysis of it. Understanding the historical context of
the source is very important in determining whether
the source is a primary source or a secondary source.

4. Where was the source created? Make sure the
source was created within the historical space being
studied. In essence, is the source reporting on the event
from a distance, or was the author actually experienc-
ing it?

Once these basic facts have been determined for
the source, a historian will look into the purpose of the
primary source. All sources are created for a purpose—
letters to friends are intended to inform, treaties are
intended to set boundaries and limitations, fictional
works are intended to entertain or teach. Ask the fol-
lowing questions about the primary source:

1. Why was the source created? The purpose of the
source can give insight into whether or not the source
is an accurate and unbiased portrayal of the informa-
tion or if it has been editorialized.

2. Who is the intended audience of the source? A
source that is created to tell a friend something will be
very different than one that is intended to inform an
enemy.

Once a historian has determined the facts of the
source, and has a sense of its purpose and audience,
the source can be placed within a historical context.
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The ability to read and comprehend maps is a very
important skill to acquire in historical study. Under-
standing the various components of a map and their
importance is key to this skill.

What is the difference between a key and a scale?
What is a compass rose? What is the distance between
point A and point B? All of these questions are impor-
tant if you want to read a map. But what is a map and
how is it read? The answer appears to be very simple—
but there are many different types of maps and not all
of them have the same purpose.

Generally, a map is a visual representation of a
particular location that shows the relationship between
a set of features. These features can be physical, cul-
tural, political, economic, or military. For example, a
map that shows the events of the Tet Offensive might
highlight where certain attacks by the Viet Cong oc-
curred and when, in relation to other events of the
Vietnam War.

To be able to understand how a map can show
these features, it is necessary to understand the gen-
eral elements of a map.

1. Title Just like the title of a book or magazine
article, the title of a map should tell the reader the sub-
ject of the map. The best titles include not only the
“what,” but also the “where” and the “when” of the
subject of the map. Titles are often very simple, but
they give the reader a sense of the scope of the map.

2. Orientation As a general convention, all cartog-
raphers (mapmakers) place north at the top of each map.
To reinforce this convention, or to point out when the

convention has not been followed, a compass rose is
added to a map to point to the North Pole (rather than
true north).

3. Scale Maps generally have a small feature near
one of the corners that shows the relative size of the
map. The scale of the map shows the relationship be-
tween a particular length on the map (usually one inch)
and the relative distance between features on the map.
This allows the reader to determine distances between
elements on the map. Some maps do not include a
scale—these maps are described as “not written to
scale,” which means that distances between features
on the map are not necessarily accurate.

4. Legend (Key) The legend or key of the map
shows the reader the meaning of the symbols and col-
ors used on the map. Many symbols are accepted and
not shown on most legends, such as dots for cities and
stars within circles for capital cities. By utilizing the
symbols, colors, and shadings on a map, a cartographer
can describe not only the physical features of a region,
but also actions or changes.

5. Grid (Coordinates) Every map should show the
relationship of the region shown in the map to the lon-
gitude meridians and latitude parallels of the globe.
This allows the reader to place the region of the map
(which may be very small) within the larger geographic
context of the Earth.

Some maps use these features to show a geographic
relationship between events and actions; others use
them to display other information, such as economic or
cultural changes over time and the relationship between
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geography and these changes. For example, the refugee
population of various nations can be shown using either
a table that displays the information or a map, which
would also show the relationship between the largest
populations and their geographic locations.

Learning how to read a map and understanding
how a map can display information can be a valuable
historical tool for all students.
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Charts, tables, and graphs are all important visual ways
to display statistical information. Organizing statisti-
cal information in a visual format is an excellent way
to display relationships between statistics, represent
changes over time, or show a large amount of informa-
tion in a more confined and organized space than a
paragraph. These visual representations show complex
information in a simple, straightforward relationship.

To understand how a historian might use a chart,
table, or graph, it is important to understand their basic
components. The common components of a chart,
table, or graph include:

1. Title Every chart, table, or graph should have a
title that details the information that will be presented
within it. Titles should not only explain briefly the
relationship between the two or more components in-
volved, but should also include a date or other chrono-
logical information to place the data in a historical
context.

2. Data The information that makes up the chart,
table, or graph is called the data. Whether this infor-
mation is displayed in a pie chart, a relational table, or
a line graph, it is the most important component of the
visual display.

3. Legend (Key) The legend or key is the explana-
tion of the visual design of the chart, table, or graph. If
the visual design uses color or  shading to denote a par-
ticular piece of information, the key will explain which
color or shading represents which information.

Other components of charts, tables, and graphs are
specific to the type of visual representation used. Here

are some examples of specific types of charts, tables, or
graphs and their components.

Pie Chart A pie chart is a very convenient way to
show parts of something that make up a whole. By
using various colors or shadings, a pie chart can show
how much of the total a certain piece of information
represents. For example, when looking at the total
number of individuals in military service at a certain
time, a pie chart can show how many were in the navy,
air force, or army.

Statistical Table A statistical table is the clearest
way to show information. It can be as simple as a two-
column presentation of the presidents of the United
States and their dates of service, or as complicated as
a table showing the relationship between casualties
during a conflict and the military budgets of various
nations.

Bar Graph A bar graph is a type of graph that
shows a relationship between two or more similar enti-
ties. The graph is most often placed on x- and y-axes,
where the y-axis denotes the total number of what
is being compared, and the x-axis lists the pieces of
information that are being compared. For example, the
x-axis of a bar graph might list the various groups
involved in a conflict, and the y-axis might show the
number of casualties. This graph would easily show
the relationship between the number of casualties sus-
tained by the various groups at a particular moment in
time.

Line Graph A line graph is a type of graph that best
shows changes in a particular piece of information over
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time. The line graph is also placed on x- and y-axes,
but here the x-axis usually shows a period of time and
the y-axis shows the total number of what is being
compared. Line graphs often show two or more pieces
of information in comparison, with a different color
or line style for each of the things being compared.
for example, a line graph of the military expenditures

of two nations over a period of time would make an
effective line graph.

Understanding how to read the various types of
charts, tables, and graphs will make comprehension
of more difficult pieces of information much easier.
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