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OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS, I have adjusted my introductory 
world history survey to focus more on the development of historical 
skills and historical thinking and less on the acquisition of historical 
content.  While roughly three-quarters of my class time is still 
devoted to explaining and discussing important historical events, 
ideas, developments, and people—content that is tested in midterm 
and final exams—I now use a series of writing assignments to deepen 
and evaluate historical skills and historical thinking.  The best of 
these is my “New York Times Mini-History,” in which students write 
a five-page mini-history of a person or event, based solely on a series 
of New York Times articles they choose from one of a number of pre-
defined searches I design.  In this article, I will outline the nature of 
the assignment and how I think it teaches my students the mindset 
and skills required for the practice of history.

Background

While historians and educators have long employed newspaper 
stories as primary historical sources for research and teaching,1 
the inspiration for my “New York Times Mini-History” came from 
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another innovative, skill-based assignment I adopted a few years ago: 
Brent J. Ruswick’s “JSTOR article review.”2  Ruswick developed 
his assignment as a “bite-sized version of the standard book review” 
that fostered critical reading skills, integrated technology, and was 
relatively plagiarism proof.  Moreover, it was feasible with a small 
college library and short enough to mark in large batches.3  Since 
this corresponded to both my educational goals and my teaching 
circumstances, I adopted Ruswick’s “JSTOR article review” for my 
post-1500 world history survey course, and to good effect.  Each time I 
assign this article review, it challenges my students to read critically, as 
they learn to identify and articulate the author’s argument, to evaluate 
the author’s participation in wider historiographical debates, to assess 
the author’s use of sources, and to critique the author’s argument as 
it is expressed in the organizational structure and explained in the 
various sections of their journal article.  In the process of dissecting 
a journal article, my students learn a lot about the kinds of skills and 
thinking that go into historical research and writing.

As I began to use this article review regularly, combining it with 
primary source analyses, I hit upon the notion of constructing a 
“next step” assignment that would challenge my students to apply 
the historical skills and historical thinking they were learning in 
their article reviews and primary source analyses.  Having used 
newspapers in some of my own research,4 it occurred to me that it 
might be useful to have students write short historical accounts of 
people or events, based on newspaper articles.  There are several 
merits of using newspaper articles in this way: they include 
contextual information on the people and events they cover, are 
written in a vocabulary and length that suits undergraduate students, 
and possess a liveliness and immediacy that makes them interesting 
historical sources.  Since my institution subscribes to the database 
ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The New York Times with Index, 
I had at my disposal a wealth of newspaper source material on all 
manner of subjects from the mid-nineteenth century onward.

The Assignment

In both my course syllabus and in-class explanation, I frame the 
“New York Times Mini-History” as an exercise in doing history.  I 
explain to my students that they will be researching and writing with 
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primary sources in much the same way that professional historians 
do—only on a smaller scale.  I show them how this assignment 
draws on the same historical skills and historical thinking that they 
have already been developing in their article reviews and primary 
source analyses, and explain that now it’s their turn to apply these 
historical practices constructively in writing their own “mini-history” 
of a past person or event.  I underline that their mini-history will 
be unique, in that it will be based on their own particular selection 
of source material and their own unique interpretation drawn from 
those sources.

Each time I teach the world history survey, I assign eight to ten 
topics (i.e., New York Times searches) on which the students may 
write.  After only a few years, I have developed a pool of dozens 
of searches and the ability to easily add new ones as I am inclined.  
Thanks to the wide variety of topics, students learn about an array 
of interesting historical people and events, many of which would 
not normally find their way into an introductory survey course.  This 
also makes possible the exploration of the historical background to 
significant contemporary issues or current Hollywood films based 
on historical events.  All this promotes student engagement and 
ownership of their own learning, which is particularly important in 
the world history survey, a required course in our university core 
curriculum.

Another pedagogical advantage of this approach is that it allows 
me to introduce students to diverse genres of history.  While the 
introductory history survey tends to focus on political, social, and 
cultural history, through the mini-history I can introduce gender, 
economic, biographical, military, environmental, and religious 
subjects.  Finally, changing up topics from year to year keeps the 
assignment fresh for me and makes it fairly plagiarism proof.  Over 
the past two years, I have assigned the following searches:

•	 “Edith Cavell” with a date range of October 1, 1915 to February 
1, 19165

•	 “Amelia Earhart” with a date range of January 1 to October 31, 
1928

•	 “Gandhi” with a date range of March 1 to May 1, 1930
•	 “Eva Perón” and “women” with a date range of January 1, 1946 

to January 1, 1954
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•	 “John F Kennedy” with a date range of November 10 to December 
10, 1963, then limit by choosing "front-page article” from the 
“Document Type” category

•	 “Martin Luther King” and “Selma” with a date range of January 
1 to April 1, 1965

•	 “hockey” and “Canada” or “Soviet Union” (both country names 
go into the search) with a date range of July 1 to October 1, 1972

•	 “Exxon Valdez” (in quotation marks) with a date range from 
January 1 to August 1, 1989

•	 “Germany” with a date range of September 1, 1989 to January 
1, 1990, then limit by choosing “front-page article” from the 
“Document Type” category

•	 “World Trade Center” (in quotation marks) with a date range of 
September 1 to September 16, 2001

•	 “Munich and Olympics” with a date limit of September 3 to 
December 31, 1972

•	 “Sarajevo” with a date range of June 1 to August 25, 1914
•	 “Canada and Confederation” with a date range of January 1 to 

July 31, 1867
•	 “the Beatles” with a date range of before January 1, 1966 and 

select the subject area “music”
•	 “Nelson Mandela” with a date range of January 1, 1952 to July 

1, 1964
•	 “Billy Graham” with a date range of before July 1, 1957 and select 

the subject area “religion and churches”
•	 “liberation front Quebec” with a date range of 1965 to 1973 and 

select subject area “French Canadians, issue of” 
•	 “Armenia massacre” with a date range of before 1930 and select 

the subject area “atrocities”
By fine-tuning the searches using date ranges, subject limiters, 

and document type limiters (e.g., front-page article), I have created 
searches that direct students to focus on the immediate build-up to 
or aftermath of an event, or to consider the very early career of a 
noteworthy person, or to focus on a particular aspect of a person or 
event, or simply to capture an event in its immediacy.  To that end, 
I have found that it is important to use a date range that includes a 
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specific end date—even if it doesn’t seem germane to the topic—in 
order to weed out retrospective or commemorative articles written 
years later.  I want students to discover the people and events in the 
moment, through the on-the-spot newspaper coverage, and not to 
latch on to someone else’s reflection published long after the fact.

In order to do the search properly, students must go to the database 
through our library webpage, so that they are able to log in through 
our institutional gateway.  Next, they click on the “Advanced Search” 
option and type in their search parameters, exactly as assigned (see 
Figure 1: Using “Advanced Search”).

In some cases, these search results comprise a body of primary 
source material for the students.  In other cases, the initial search 
results may include thousands of articles, and require refining, by 
adding any limiters I have provided (see Figure 2: Subject Limiters 
and Figure 3: Document Type Limiters).

Finally, students must reorder their search results chronologically.  
This is very important—for two reasons.  First, I want them to 
approach their historical topics chronologically, walking day by 
day through the newspaper coverage and learning to understand 
their people or events as they developed, and not with the benefit 
of hindsight and the influence of subsequent history.  Second, 
reordering chronologically frees them from dependence on what 

Figure 1:  Using “Advanced Search
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Figure 2:  Subject Limiters

Figure 3:  Document Type Limiters



Teaching the Practice of History with The New York Times	 277

the database determines is relevant, which is based on an arbitrary 
algorithm and may, in fact, be quite misleading historically (see 
Figure 4: Reordering Search Results).  In most cases, the results of 
these searches are lists of roughly 80 to 180 articles.

The next step is one of selection, in which students scan their 
search results, ignoring articles in which their people or events are 
mentioned only tangentially, while viewing and skimming the ones 
whose headlines seem promising.  In this phase of the assignment, 
students must choose between five and fifteen articles, which will 
comprise the basis for their mini-histories.  This range reflects the 
fact that articles vary greatly in length and density.  Occasionally, 
a student will ask to use eighteen or twenty articles for their mini-
history, reflecting a keenness I am happy to encourage.

Having selected their sources, students must begin to analyze their 
evidence.  My instructions are for them to read their chosen articles 
carefully, making notes about the things they think are important or 
interesting.6  As they review their source material, they identify key 
themes, events, and supporting quotations.  Ideally, the organizational 
structure of their mini-history begins to take shape as well.  Often, this 

Figure 4:  Reordering Search Results
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is where students will pay me a visit.  The combination of the freedom 
they have to construct their mini-histories and the responsibility they 
have to be faithful to their sources is, for some, mildly paralyzing.  
Caught in this uncertainty, some students find that explaining to me 
what they are learning and hearing a word of encouragement that 
they are on the right track gives them the confidence to go ahead 
and construct their mini-histories.  In other cases, students just don’t 
know what they’re looking for, and need a few leading questions to 
help them identify some themes or develop structures for their papers.

My in-class instructions suggest that students do a minimum of 
background reading on their topics, so that they acquire the requisite 
contextual understanding to research.  But I also warn them that if 
they get caught up in what others have written about their people 
or events, they will read things into their New York Times articles 
that may not be there, or miss details in their sources that are vital 
to developing their own independent interpretations.

The last phase of the assignment is synthetic.  This is the point 
at which students compile their evidence and construct their 
mini-histories.  My expectation is for them to write a coherent 
explanatory narrative that includes some context, an indication of 
important historical events or issues, and some consideration of 
what might make their person or event historically significant.  In 
my practice, 1,500 to 1,800 words have proven to be a good length 
for the project—sufficient enough for them to develop a few ideas 
and do justice to their topic, but short enough to force them to write 
economically and edit carefully.  Moreover, at this length, the mini-
histories don’t require a great deal of time to evaluate, and can count 
for only twenty-five to thirty percent of their course grade.7

The Outcomes

As I have implemented this New York Times Mini-History, I have 
found that the assignment has indeed facilitated a “next step” in 
many of my students, fostering a variety of skills and dispositions 
relating to the practice of history, as expressed in the outcomes of my 
history program.  In terms of historical thinking, students learn about 
historical perspective, difference, causation, identity, and significance, 
as they peruse historic newspaper coverage of notable people and 
events.  Naturally, they employ critical reading and analytical skills, 
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but also the skills of synthesis, as they combine various newspaper 
articles into a coherent explanatory narrative about the past.  Finally, 
it goes without saying that both writing and citation are required by 
the New York Times Mini-History assignment.  All of these outcomes 
are captured by the evaluation rubric I have developed for marking 
the assignment (see Appendix A: Evaluation Rubric).

One example of student learning stands out.  A young minority 
student had recently seen the film Selma and was eager to learn more 
about Martin Luther King Jr.  After reading quite a few articles, 
however, she was unsure about how to turn the information she 
was learning into a coherent explanatory narrative.  We talked at 
length about the project, and she related to me the ideas, events, 
and quotations she believed to be central to the newspaper coverage 
of the march from Selma to Montgomery.  As she did, it became 
clear to us that the core ideas for her mini-history should be Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s non-violent affirmation of equality, contrasted with 
the violent assertion of inequality he and his followers experienced 
at the hands of authorities in Alabama.  With these as her themes, 
she had a straightforward way to understand this ground-breaking 
historical moment and an effective structure for her paper—not to 
mention new insights into the movie Selma.

Depending on the amount of time available within an introductory 
history survey course, there are two ways in which the New York 
Times Mini-History can be leveraged for additional learning after it 
has been submitted and graded.  One way is to hold a class discussion 
in which students are grouped according to their mini-history 
topic.  Here, the goal is to have students share their own learning 
and to listen to others do the same (see Appendix B: Discussion 
Questions).  Discussing variations in the New York Times articles 
used by students reveals how source selection influences historical 
interpretation.  Similarly, discussing variations in the themes that the 
students imposed on their source material illustrates the way personal 
backgrounds, values, personalities, and aptitudes all shape the 
interpretation of sources and the construction of historical narratives.

Another way to maximize the benefit of the assignment is to give 
students a short published account of the same person or event—
perhaps an excerpt from a textbook or article about the topic—and 
to have them compare their own interpretations with those of 
other historians.  Here, students may discover that having access 
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to other kinds of source material (beyond newspaper accounts) 
significantly alters the historical interpretation of their person or 
event.  Alternatively, they might see how The New York Times 
chose to cover the story of their person or event from a particular 
perspective, and learn something about the nature of bias, the need 
for critical reading of source material, and the value of incorporating 
a variety of sources in the writing of history.

All in all, the New York Times Mini-History has proven to be an 
interesting and effective assignment for my introductory history 
survey course.  I have found that it fosters attentiveness to source 
selection and the constructed nature of history—important insights 
relating to the practice of history.  Indeed, anecdotal evidence 
indicates that history majors who have completed this assignment 
in their first year tend to demonstrate a greater awareness the 
importance of using primary source material in their second- and 
third-year research papers and periodically return to the New York 
Times database itself for source material, when their topics fall within 
the bounds of its coverage.
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Appendix A:  Evaluation Rubric

HI 142 — New York Times Mini-History — Evaluation Rubric
The following rubric includes the significant aspects of the NYT Mini-
History.  Explaining (Argument) and NYT Source Material (Evidence) 
are the two most important categories.  If you would like more detailed 
feedback, I would be pleased to meet with you and talk you through 
your paper.  Please contact me for an appointment.
Name:                                             Topic: 
NYT Source Material (Evidence)
Rich in detail.  Mini-history is thick with information from a 
wide array/quality of NYT articles.
Solid amount of factual information about the topic.  Good 
array/quality of NYT articles.
Basic facts supplied, but with little extra.  Acceptable array/
quality of NYT articles.
Lacking in factual content.  Poor use of NYT articles.
Insufficient or improper use of NYT articles, or improper 
search.
Framing the Topic (Introduction)
Very clear explanation of the time, place, context, and scope of 
the topic.  Completely sets up the rest of the mini-history.
Good explanation of the time, place, context, and scope of the 
topic.  Explains enough that the rest of the mini-history follows 
logically.
Just the basics by way of background.
Little to no attempt to frame the topic; just jumps into the story.
Organization of the Mini-History (Structure)
Material organized around a clear story or trajectory, 
generally with themes.
Material rearranged somewhat, according to the needs of the 
paper.
Material presented largely article by article.
No discernable rationale for the ordering of material.
Explaining (Argument)
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Excellent engagement with “how” and “why” questions.  
Strong explanation.
Some engagement with “how” and “why” questions.  Some 
explanation.
Little engagement with “how” or “why” questions.  Little 
explanation.
No significant attempt at explanation.
Writing 
Strong writing.  No or almost no copy errors.  Clear flow, using 
paragraphs and linking sentences.  Leads the reader right 
through the material.
Good writing.  Few copy errors.  Solid paragraph usage.
More errors or awkward patches.  Needs significant copy 
editing.
Deficient writing.  Needs significant structural editing, and/or 
significant copy editing.
Citations
Excellent form and usage of citations.
Proper form and usage of citations.
Citations largely correct.
Deficient citations.
Other comments:

Grade:
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Appendix B:  Discussion Questions

Please come prepared to discuss the following questions in class.  Be 
ready to give specific examples, and have a copy (electronic is fine) of 
your mini-history with you.  Make notes on your conversation and send a 
copy to me, as evidence of your participation.

1.	As you skimmed through your New York Times database search 
results, how did you decide which articles were worth using for 
your mini-history?  How did you select your source material?

2.	Which one or two articles seemed most important to you?  Why?

3.	Having heard other people share their answers to Questions 1 
and 2, is there another article you wished you had used?  Is there 
anything you would do differently if you were to do the assignment 
over again?

4.	Why did you choose to write on your topic?  How do you think 
that influenced the mini-history you wrote?

5.	Having heard other people share their answers to Question 4, can 
you identify any differences between the mini-histories in your 
group?  Do you all tell essentially the same story?  If so, why?  Are 
there variations between your accounts of the past?  If so, why?  
Does it matter how similar or different your mini-histories are?  


