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History Fair is based on 
the inquiry approach

■ Ask a historical question that 
the students want to answer.

■ Do research using authentic 
sources & historians’ voices.

■ Come to their own 
conclusions supported by 
evidence.

■ Produce a project to present 
their interpretation to the 
public.



Students start with their own 
questions, curiosities, connections 
to figure out

■ What happened?
■ Why and how?
■ What was its impact?
■ Why is it significant?



…museum curators,
When students do a History Fair project they 
become….



… documentary filmmakers,



…actors, and



…scholars writing for a journal.



The Judging Process
■ Judges are paired—typically a 

novice and veteran—and 
evaluate five to ten History Fair 
projects.

■ After the projects have been 
evaluated, the two judges will 
discuss their evaluations.

■ Judges will interview the 
students before writing final 
evaluation. 

■ Each judge will complete and 
turn in a separate scorecard 
for each project he or she 
evaluated.  The students’ 
score is the average of both 
judges.



From previous judges…. 

What do you enjoy most about the 
judging process?
■ The kids, of course!  Their enthusiasm is infectious and endearing and it’s wonderful to see how 

interested they are in the topics and how hard they have worked on their projects.  It’s great to see 
the quality of the projects.

■ I liked seeing all of the creative ideas the kids had with regards to creating their posters.
■ The vibrancy and enthusiasm of the students along with all I was able to learn!
■ Meeting the students who have prepared for the Fair and seeing what is taught in Chicago’s 

classrooms.
■ The enthusiasm of the students and the creativity of the displays.
■ I learn how to be a better teacher in terms of teaching research skills.
■ The diversity of exhibits and that both participants gained their project inspirations directly from 

their families.
■ Interacting with students and learning how a topic changed or inspired them.
■ Talking to teachers and collaborative grading.
■ Working with a veteran judge and the interview.
■ I always enjoy the chance to think about learning.  History to me is the analysis part and it’s 

exciting to get the opportunity to help historians improve their analysis and thus, their 
understanding of their selves and the world.

■ Being able to personally respond to the students is really a thrill.  I expect to participate again.



History Fair judges evaluate:

■ Knowledge
■ Analysis
■ Sources
■ Presentation

+ Summary Statement Form and 
Annotated Bibliography

+ Other specific project compliance
-  NOT interview



Knowledge (30% - high school vision
  35% - junior division)

■ How well do the students know their 
topic?

■ Context: Have the students explained 
what was going on in the 
city/country/world at the time that may 
have affected their topic.

■ Is the information accurate, relevant, 
and in their own words? 

■ Is it about the past?



Superior-focused, 
thoroughly explored

Excellent-some 
focus, some depth

Good-broad, 
superficial

Knowledge



Analysis (30%- high school division
   25% - junior division)

■ Have the students stated in either their 
thesis or conclusion how their topic made 
an impact or change?

■ Have the students shown evidence to 
support their thesis and conclusion?

■ Is there evidence that the students 
provided their own interpretations of the 
sources they collected? 



Superior has clearly stated 
thesis and conclusion 
supported by evidence.  
Grapples with impact, 
significance, and meaning.

Excellent = own 
interpretation, some  
sense of importance, 
shows change over time. 

Good= expository

Analysis



A strong thesis:
■ Makes a specific argument or 

interpretation
■ Has a narrow focus

■ Based on & can be explained with 
evidence

■ Can be communicated in one or 
two sentences



The “SO WHAT” 
FACTOR



Evaluating the National History Day 
Theme is an Advisory Role

■ Superior – Integral to the topic and the thesis.  
Grapples with how society was changed

■ Excellent – Uses and describes the theme
■ Good – “Cookie cutter”
■ N/A – students did not address that question on 

their Summary Statement Form



Sources (20%)
■ Are there a variety of and depth to the 

sources?
■ Does the bibliography indicate depth?
■ Are the sources effective in supporting the 

students’ thesis and conclusion? 
■ Does the Annotated Bibliography show that 

the students did a lot of footwork, such as 
by visiting various research institutions or 
by conducting interviews?



Primary Sources - Original manuscripts, 
contemporary records, or documents 
created at the time an event occurred.

Examples:
■ Speeches
■ Letters
■ Photographs
■ Interviews
■ Diaries
■ Broadsides
■ Drawings
■ Newspapers, serials



Secondary Sources - Materials that make an 
argument or offer interpretation built upon 
primary sources.

BOOKS or ARTICLES
■ by historians on a narrow 

subject
■ by historians that summarizes 

or synthesizes others’ works
■ by writers summarizing 

historians
■ Encyclopedia & general 

reference
■ Textbooks
■ Interviews



About that internet…WARNING 
Not all internet sources are equal
■ Google, Yahoo, Ask.com are search engines, not sources.   Just the 

way that a LIBRARY is not a source, but a place that has sources!

■ Wikipedia? OK for background to get you going, not for 
bibliographies

■ .com, “unauthored sites” not credible

■ some .org can be ok if it is credible and authored

■ .edu, .gov – you can usually count on them, but be careful of which 
edu’s you use (it could be a 4th grade classroom!) and on 
government sites, you want real images and not the “pr” page



The internet CAN be a source of 
authentic primary sources too!



But I am not a historian, so 
how will I know?

Annotated Bibliography - A bibliography 
that includes a brief description of each 
article or book listed and how it was 
used. The description helps the reader 
evaluate the content and usefulness of 
each item to his research. 

   
(It should be attached to the Summary Statement Form.)



Bibliographic 
Information 
maybe either 
MLA or 
Turabian 
style.

The 
annotation 
summarizes 
the source 
and 
explains 
how it was 
used in 
project.

Students are 
encouraged to 
separate primary 
and secondary 
sources.



Presentation (20%)
■ Is information well organized and easy 

to follow?
■ Does the project attract and hold your 

attention?
■ Does the project show attention to detail 

in design, writing, staging?
 



The Summary Statement 
    Students state their 

thesis, summarize the 
main ideas of their 
project and explain their  
process of creating their 
History Fair project. (It 
should be on the table in 
front of each exhibit or 
will be given to 
documentary and 
performance judges.)



The Interview: a chance for judges 
and students to connect.

■ After each 
presentation for 
documentaries & 
performances.

■ After all exhibits 
are judged, 
students return 
for interviews.



Types of interview questions

■ How did you get interested in this 
subject?

■ Were you surprised by anything you 
found out?

■ What was your favorite part of doing this 
project?

■ Did it change any ideas you had about 
the topic before you began your 
research?



The Project Evaluation 
(aka “Scorecard”)

Record all information

In a paragraph, or 
category by category, 
let the students know 
what you think of the 
projects strength’s and 
weaknesses. Please 
print so students can 
read your comments.

Subtract 
points for 
any  
“penalties.”

Give a 
score for 
each 
category

Record total score.  
Judges need to be 
within 8 points of 
each other.



The Project Evaluation
Strengths Demonstrated & 

Areas for Improvement 

In this area, please write comments to the students regarding 

their projects’ strengths and areas improvement. 

■  Start with a positive comment and summarize what their 
project was about.

■  In the middle, give positive, constructive criticism.

■  End with another positive comment.



Start with a positive comment, 
followed by a succinct description
■ EXAMPLES:

“Interesting project about the World’s 
Columbian Expo and its effects on 
Chicago’s economy”

“Engaging, thoughtful presentation on the 
Chicago Freedom Movement”



Body:  Note specific strengths and offer 
any suggestions for improvement 
positively! offer then constructive 
criticism: ■ Should=“Consider”  Weak=“Strengthen”
■ Using more primarily sources will ----
■ It was clear from the interview that you knew 

so much—I wonder if you could do to 
address the question of impact…”

■ Subtitles would help bring a logical flow to 
the work.

■ You might want to focus more on why your 
topic made a difference…



Conclude with another positive 
remark:

■ Thanks, I learned a lot!”  
■ “Keep up the good work!”  
■ “A really solid project!”  
■ “Congratulations!”
■ “Well done.”
■ “I enjoyed your project!”





IF you want to explore further on 
our website….

■ Specific project categories’ 
rules and guidelines:
http://www.chicagohistoryfair.org/making-

history/the-final-product.html

■ Becoming a Historian – An 
Introduction to History Fair for 
students and teachers
http://www.chicagohistoryfair.org/history-f

air/students-become-historians.html



Thank You!!

Enjoy judging history projects and 
meeting our student historians.


