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Welcome 
Welcome to Building historical narrative using sources.  

This resource is designed to assist you to:  

• define the concept of an historical narrative within the classroom 

• identify historical sources and evidence  

• embed digital technologies in K-6 learning contexts. 

Teachers may use this resource individually or as a stage/group. 

Overview 
This resource explores the importance of historical narrative in the History K-6 Syllabus. It 
is organised into three main sections: 

Section heading Description 

Introduction to 
historical 
narrative 

In this section you will define historical narrative and 
explore its key role in developing student explanation 
and communication, analysis, reasoning and 
perspective in the historical inquiry process. 

Engaging with 
sources and 
evidence 

In this section of the resource, you will engage with a 
number of interactive activities designed to enhance 
familiarity of historical sources and evidence. You will 
consider the use of primary and secondary sources 
when planning learning experiences in the K-6 
classroom. You will become familiar with digital 
source websites by browsing the History K-6 
Pinterest board. 

Professional 
reflection 

In this section you will reflect on your knowledge of 
historical narrative by planning for teaching using 
digital primary and secondary sources in your 
classroom. 

 Rationale 
Understanding the importance of applying historical narrative within a discipline-based 
approach strengthens pedagogy. Using ‘stories’ to explain, personalise and familiarise the 
past is at the core of quality history learning. This resource provides teachers with the 
background information and digital familiarity to embed historical narrative, that is, the skill 
of explanation and communication into teaching and learning history K-6.  
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Introduction to historical narrative 
 

Historical narrative:  

History as a discipline has its own method and procedures. It is much more than 
the simple presentation of facts and dates from the past. History provides the skills 
for students to answer the question ‘How do we know?’ An investigation of an 
historical issue through a range of sources can stimulate curiosity and develop 
problem-solving, research and critical thinking skills. It develops language specific 
to the discipline of History and provides opportunities to further develop literacy 
skills. Students learn to critically analyse and interpret sources of evidence in order 
to construct reasoned explanations and a rational and informed argument based 
on evidence, drawn from the remains of the past. Students engage in research 
involving traditional methods and ICT, including evaluating web-based sources and 
using a range of technologies for historical research and communication. 

Board of Studies NSW History K-10 Syllabus (2012) 

 
 

The work of a teacher of history is therefore to foster in students a sense of 
narrative, an ability to place events in context and an understanding of how factors 
change or remain much the same over time. 

 
Historical literacy  
Tony Taylor & Carmel Young, ‘Index of Historical Literacy’  
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Activities 

Activity Description 

 

 
Watch the video of Anne Southwell discussing the use of language in 
history to support students’ understanding of their learning context. The 
transcript is also provided.  

 

 

Consider and discuss the following questions: 
• How might historical narrative look in the classroom? 
• Why is teacher facilitation important? 
• What is the importance of context when encouraging the sharing of 

stories and historical language to explain and communicate? 
• How could you promote historical dialogue in your classroom? 

Explanation and communication skill 
Access the progression of learning for the explanation and communication skill K-6 History Skills 
Continuum 

 

3 
• develop historical texts, particularly narratives and descriptions, which incorportate 

source material 
• use a range of communication forms (oral, written, graphic) and digital technologies 

2 
• develop texts, particularly narratives 
• use a range of communication forms (oral, graphic, written) and digital technologies 

1 
• develop a narrative about the past 
• use a range of communication forms (oral, graphic, written, role play) and digital 

technologies 

ES1 
• develop a narrative about the past 
• use a range of communication forms (oral, graphic, written, role play) and digital 

technologies 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B_0H0nkh7XI&list=PL4OaBCdO34bDvP8MT_KF2OFcyRFBZDaXi&index=5
http://syllabus.bos.nsw.edu.au/hsie/history-k10/continuum-of-skills/
http://syllabus.bos.nsw.edu.au/hsie/history-k10/continuum-of-skills/
http://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL4OaBCdO34bDvP8MT_KF2OFcyRFBZDaXi
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Transcript of Anne Southwell 
This is actually a changed emphasis using historical skills and concepts compared to the current practice of 
using subject matter alone. This means that the use of the concepts, which I’ve described, that interconnect 
with the historical skills, need to be orchestrated in the classroom by the primary classroom teacher. It’s a little 
bit different to the current inquiry process and the emphasis will be on the use of sources and the evidence that 
those sources provide for students in the classroom. This is not an open slather of, kind of, directing students 
to undertake all of the research. It’s actually a process that’s very carefully facilitated by the classroom teacher. 
So it will require the classroom teacher to actually source the materials that the students will use for their 
historical inquiry process.  
 
The current HSIE inquiry process is quite a general process that is across the humanities and social sciences 
subjects. Whereas the historical inquiry process is actually specific to the discipline of history and it requires 
the use of historical sources and evidence, looking at things like perspective and discussing and developing 
empathy with the period of time that is under investigation. Historical skills in the primary school are quite 
practical in nature. For example in Stage 1, if you are looking at what life was like for earlier generations, you 
might be looking the type of recreation and toys that the students’ grandparents would have engaged in and 
the sources that could be used are the toys themselves or even their grandparents. To actually find out about 
what life was like they are probably going to go back to their grandparents to talk about what their life was like 
as a child. Then once they have that foundational understanding that provides the context that they can use 
some artefacts, being the toys of that generation. So just using artefacts in isolation without the context is very 
difficult to do, so it is important to provide the context for those items.  
 
In Stage 2, the subject matter has actually shifted to the discovery and early settlement of Australia. There’s 
not a lot of information there that you can use as direct source material for students. This means that an 
activity like going out into the playground and drawing a chalk outline of The Endeavour the size it actually 
was, and loading the kids into the ship and talking about life onboard The Endeavour how long it was at sea for 
and the space they had to move around in, gives them a very strong sense and connection to the information 
that they require to understand.  
 
In Stage 3, you can actually start to expand the sorts of sources that you would be using and start looking at 
some original journal entries from the early settlement of the colony. There are some great opportunities there 
to pick up some snippets of the writing that has been transcribed and we now have access to a lot of those 
journal entries through sources such as the State Library. So the use of historical skills provides the 
opportunity for students to engage in a meaningful way with their own learning and take those skills with them 
as a foundation into Stages 4 and 5.  
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Engaging with sources and evidence 
 

Historical source:  

Any written or non-written materials that can be used to investigate the past. A 
source becomes ‘evidence’ when it is used to support or refute a viewpoint or 
contributes to an historical inquiry. 

Board of Studies NSW History K-10 Syllabus (2012)  

 

Activities 
 

Activity Description 

 

 
Download and read the following 2-page resource Analysing sources, from 
the History Teachers’ Association of Australia. 
 

 

Consider and discuss the following questions: 
 

• How does a source become possible evidence? 
• Why are questioning techniques different for written sources than for 

artefacts?  
• Why is the posing of rich questions crucial to gaining evidence from 

sources? 
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http://www.achistoryunits.edu.au/verve/_resources/htaa_teach_hist_analysing_sources.pdf
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Primary and secondary sources 
Primary sources 

A primary source is a document or physical object which 
was written or created during the time under study. 

An example of a primary source document includes: The 
Diary of George Worgan – surgeon on the Sirius (ship in 
the First fleet). The link also includes a transcript.  

An example of a primary source object includes: Aboriginal 
rock art from the Ngunnawal people of the ACT.  
CC BY-SA 3.0  

Examples of primary sources 

Specific documents and objects classified as primary sources include: 

Primary source Image 

1. Letters, speeches, diaries, memoirs, oral histories 

Muffet CC BY 2.0 

2. Audio recordings, video recordings, photographs 

 
Rex Hazlewood, Sydney Markets 

3. Research data sets and files 

 

4. Newspaper accounts created at the time of an event 

 
Toronto Library CC BY-SA 2.0 

5. Tools, coins, buildings, headstones 

 
Paul L Dineen CC BY 2.0 
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http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/terra_australis/journals/worgan/index.html
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/terra_australis/journals/worgan/index.html
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Possibly_echidna_from_aboriginal_art.JPG
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Possibly_echidna_from_aboriginal_art.JPG
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
http://www.flickr.com/photos/calliope/234447967/sizes/m/in/photostream/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/statelibraryofnsw/9909471825/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/43021516@N06/7463806462
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/deed.en
http://www.flickr.com/photos/pauldineen/4319738448/sizes/o/in/photostream/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/pauldineen/4319738448/sizes/o/in/photostream/
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Using primary sources with students 
 

A painting created during the period of inquiry 
is a primary source.  

Click on the hyperlink to access The 
panorama which could be used by students 
in Years 3 and 4 to examine what life was like 
in early Sydney at the time of Governor 
Macquarie in 1821.  

Using this source in a Stage 2 context sets 
the scene for deeper exploration and learning 
about the establishment of a new colony 
around the Sydney area. 
 State Library of New South Wales V1/ca.1821/4 

Further examples of primary sources 
Other examples of primary sources include: 

Primary source Image 

6. Official documents 
produced by governments, 
businesses or not-for-profit 
organisations, e.g. 
government reports, financial 
reports, research findings. 
 

 
This image represents the deed documents  of the land 
granted to James Ruse dated 22 February 1790. There is 
also an example of the wax seal missing from the James 
Ruse deed. State Library of New South Wales DLMSF 37 

7. Historical artefacts such as 
tools, clothing or maps. 

(Copied under PtVB) 
‘The Squatter’s map’ of NSW 1837  
A Mark of Esteem – a gold medal presented to Charles De 
Boos by Chinese gold miners. 
 View the artefacts at the ‘What’s in store? Shopping in 
Australia 1880-1930 exhibit at the Power House museum.  
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http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/macquarie/governor/city.html
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/macquarie/governor/city.html
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/macquarie/governor/city.html
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/agriculture/life/land_grants/index.html
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/agriculture/life/land_grants/index.html
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/agriculture/life/squattocracy/map.html
http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/discover_collections/history_nation/gold/minority/medal.html
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/exhibitions/whats_in_store.php
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/exhibitions/whats_in_store.php
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/exhibitions/whats_in_store.php
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/exhibitions/whats_in_store.php
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/exhibitions/whats_in_store.php
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Secondary sources 
Secondary sources cite, comment on, or build upon primary sources after the period in 
question. They are created by authors who have gathered research on a subject and 
analysed the data. 

To assist the interpretation of secondary sources the following questions can help: 

• Who wrote it? 

• When was it written?  

• What sources were used to write it? 

• Are these sources reliable? 

• Why was it written? 

• Who was the intended audience? 

• Have any facts been omitted? 

• Has the writer any reason to be 
biased? 

Examples of secondary sources 
Specific documents and objects classified as secondary sources include: 

Secondary source Image 

1. Books, DVDs, CD-ROMs 

(Copied under PtVB) 

2. Biographies 

Peter Fitzsimons  
(Copied under PtVB) 

3. Commentaries or reviews, Colour film 
discovery ‘rewrites history’ newspaper article 

Sydney Morning Herald  
(Copied under PtVB) 

4. Journal articles 

University of New England  

5. Re-enactment with students 
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http://www.booktopia.com.au/nancy-wake-biography-revised-edition-peter-fitzsimons/prod9780732295257.html
http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/movies/colour-film-discovery-rewrites-history-20120913-25ud9.html
http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/movies/colour-film-discovery-rewrites-history-20120913-25ud9.html
http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/movies/colour-film-discovery-rewrites-history-20120913-25ud9.html
http://www.une.edu.au/about-une/academic-schools/school-of-humanities/research/journal-of-australian-colonial-history
http://www.musicshop.com.au/making-history-dvd.html
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Using sources in practice 
 

Stage 1 – The past in the present 
 

• describes the effects of changing technology on people’s lives over time HT1-3 

• demonstrates skills of historical inquiry and communication HT1-4 

Objects or images of a variety of radios over time are a primary 
source.  

Images of radios from past to present 

The historical narrative commentary is a secondary source included 
in the National Film and Sound Archive’s World Radio Day resource.  
NSFA CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 

Powerhouse Museum’s School of the Air  (Alice Springs School of the 
Air link) is a secondary source that builds upon the use of radio. 

 

Developing historical inquiry often requires using a combination of 
complementary primary and secondary sources to build narrative as a 
tool to investigate the past and its effect on the present. 
Powerhouse Museum (Copied under PtVB) 

 

Stage 2 – First contacts 
 

• describes and explains effects of British 
colonisation  HT2-4 

• applies skills of historical inquiry and 
communication HT2-5 

 

View the Stage 2 re-enactment of Sydney 1789 
colonisation 

In addition to viewing this as a secondary source, 
a similar activity could form assessment of 
learning as a final unit product. 

Much of the past can be taught as a personalised experience or historical narrative which 
features cause and effect, critical and creative thinking and ethical understanding. Re-
enactment can portray particular events in history and is a particularly useful activity when 
an event requires a hands-on approach. 
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http://www.flickr.com/photos/nfsa/sets/72157623995696900/
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/australia_innovates/?behaviour=view_article&Section_id=1010&article_id=10019
http://www.flickr.com/photos/nfsa/sets/72157623995696900/
http://www.nfsa.gov.au/blog/2012/02/10/world-radio-day/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/nfsa/sets/72157623995696900/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/deed.en
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/australia_innovates/?behaviour=view_article&Section_id=1010&article_id=10019
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/australia_innovates/?behaviour=view_article&Section_id=1010&article_id=10019
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/australia_innovates/?behaviour=view_article&Section_id=1010&article_id=10019
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/australia_innovates/?behaviour=view_article&Section_id=1010&article_id=10019
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/australia_innovates/?behaviour=view_article&Section_id=1010&article_id=10019
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Stage 3 – Australia as a nation 
 

• describes and explains the struggles for rights and freedoms in Australia, including 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples HT3-4 

• applies a variety of skills of historical inquiry and communication HT3-5 

 

When studying the history of Australian democracy, primary sources 
include speeches, election returns, posters or eyewitness accounts. 

Sorry – an apology to the Stolen Generations video  is an example of a 
historical speech. 

 
 A secondary source could be a book – e.g.  Australian Women in War by 
the Department of Veterans’ Affairs about significant people or groups who 
have struggled for rights and freedoms in Australia.  

DVA 
 
 

Key points 
 

 
Points to consider: 

• the distinction between primary and secondary sources may not always be clear-cut 

• all sources must be analysed by posing questions to develop a critical narrative about the past 

• historians use relevant sources to gain evidence to explain their particular historical inquiry. 
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http://australia.gov.au/about-australia/our-country/our-people/apology-to-australias-indigenous-peoples
http://australia.gov.au/about-australia/our-country/our-people/apology-to-australias-indigenous-peoples
http://australia.gov.au/about-australia/our-country/our-people/apology-to-australias-indigenous-peoples
http://www.dva.gov.au/commems_oawg/commemorations/education/Pages/education%20resources.aspx
http://www.dva.gov.au/commems_oawg/commemorations/education/Pages/education%20resources.aspx
http://www.dva.gov.au/commems_oawg/commemorations/education/Pages/education%20resources.aspx
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Activities 
 

Activity Description 

 

 
Match primary and secondary image sources to their label using the 
Learning Activity Wizard  (LAW) Activity 

 

 
Engage with the NSW HSIE K-6 History: Digital sources board, a curated 
list of high quality historical websites with collections and references to 
regions, sites, buildings, people and events. Find it on Pinterest. 
 

 

 
 
Use the planning for building narrative template, and the knowledge you 
have gained from this resource, to plan a range of primary and secondary 
sources for teaching a selected topic and stage. The topic you select will 
impact on the ability to complete the table.  
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http://lrr.cli.det.nsw.edu.au/Lrr2Tale/Tale/ResourceInfo.aspx?resID=14413&v=1
http://www.pinterest.com/hsiek6nswdec/history-digital-sources/
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Planning for building narrative: source matrix 
Topic: 
Stage: 
 
 object image text video website 
primary source  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

secondary source  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

Note: the topic you select will impact upon completion of the table. Some areas may not be achievable.  
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Evidence 

Historical evidence:  

The information contained within a source that tends to support an historical 
argument or provides information for a specific historical inquiry. 

Board of Studies NSW History K-10 Syllabus (2012) 

Activities 

Activity Description 

 

 
Download and read the following two-page resource Finding 
evidence in sources, from the History Teachers’ Association of 
Australia. 

 

 
Consider and discuss the following questions: 

• Why would Judith’s gravestone be a useful source? 
• What types of questions might a historian ask to analyse 

whether a source becomes evidence for an inquiry process? 

Key points 
 

Points to consider: 
 

• knowledge often portrayed as ‘fact’ can be contested at the evidence stage 

• the interpretation of evidence relies largely upon the perspective of the individual  

• a successful historical narrative is dependent on the appropriate use of evidence to create a 
coherent explanation. 
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http://www.achistoryunits.edu.au/verve/_resources/htaa_teach_hist_finding_evidence_in_sources.pdf
http://www.achistoryunits.edu.au/verve/_resources/htaa_teach_hist_finding_evidence_in_sources.pdf
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Professional reflection 
Throughout this resource, you have looked at: 

• the similarities and differences between primary and secondary sources  

• the metalanguage when describing sources and evidence  

• how historical narrative is a vehicle for the skill of explanation and communication, 
student analysis and interpretation within the inquiry process 

• how digital technologies play a key role in history. 

Reflecting on historical narrative 
Historical narrative is a multi-faceted and effective tool to engage, stimulate and challenge 
students’ historical thinking. It is used by teachers to place events in context and explain the 
past through a variety of perspectives.  

Additional resources 
Work towards developing students’ understanding of a range of digital resources in history 
using a number of useful links below to help you get started: 

 

 Further 
reading/additional 
resources 

Description 

 

 

Further reading: Historical literacy – Tony Taylor & Carmel Young, 
‘Index of Historical Literacy’. 
 

 

History Teachers’ Association of Australia  
 

The Asia Education Foundation: 
Building Australia’s Asia literacy  
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http://www.hyperhistory.org/images/assets/pdf/literacy.pdf
http://www.achistoryunits.edu.au/
http://www.asiaeducation.edu.au/default.asp
http://www.asiaeducation.edu.au/default.asp
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 Further 
reading/additional 
resources 

Description 

 

Facing History and Ourselves  
(Copied under PtVB) 

The Historical Thinking Project 
(Copied under PtVB) 

 
HSIE K-6: ideas, teaching strategies and resources blog  

 

NSW Human Society and its Environment K-6 Pinterest  
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http://www.facing.org/teachingstrategies
http://historicalthinking.ca/
https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/blog/230472-hsiek6/
http://www.pinterest.com/hsiek6nswdec/boards/
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