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Women in the U.S.: 1890 to Present
READING AND NOTE TAKING TIPS:

The following suggestions are intended to help you develop a critical method of reading.  Historians do not just report or record "the facts."  They are engaged in a process of interpreting primary source materials, of understanding what those materials tell us about larger historical questions or problems, and of using those materials to rethink current historical understandings.  During the course, we shall see how historians have arrived at their interpretations and examine differences of opinion among them.  You should try to read both interpretive articles or books and primary sources with a critical eye.  You should also take notes on what you read.

1.  Look at the introduction of a book, article, or chapter.  Ask yourself, why is this book or article or chapter being written and what are the major themes?  Make a written summary of your answers to these questions.

2.  Look for the main argument(s) in the article/book/chapter.  Then ask yourself what evidence the author provides to prove the argument(s).  Are his/her sources relevant?  Given the author's purpose, focus, and sources are the major conclusions warranted?

3.  Make notes on how the material is organized and presented.  This will help you follow the author's logic in presenting important information.

4.  When reading a book/article/chapter, always try to be aware of the author's point of view.  What is the author's perspective?  Who or what is the author arguing for or against?  Does the author offer interpretations that differ from those who have written on the subject in the past?  How does the author address those other interpretations?

5.  Any criticism of a source should be balanced.  Try to appreciate and understand the positive and negative aspects of the readings.  Describe both the strengths and weaknesses of the material.  Ask how the source aids our understanding of modern U.S. women’s history.

6.  When reading primary source materials, such as letters or published articles from the historical periods we are studying, think about what each piece adds to our knowledge of modern U.S. women’s history.  Ask yourself about the background and motivation of the author.  Is the author representative of a group of Americans?  Or is the author exceptional?  How does the author’s background and motivation relate to (help to shape) what she/he writes?  How have these factors influenced the author's perspective?  Does the author's purpose for writing shape what she/he is saying or how she/he is presenting information (for example, was the piece written for propaganda purposes)?  Try to relate your interpretation of the primary material to the conclusions arrived at by the historians we are reading.  Does your understanding of a document support or challenge what historians are saying?  Have they examined similar sources or are you looking at a type of material they did not utilize?  How and why might your interpretations be different?

