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Handout 2: Becoming an Active Reader 

Are you sometimes unable to recall the material you read just moments earlier? Do you 
sometimes have to read a chapter multiple times to make any sense of it? The way to aid 
your level of recall and comprehension of material is to read actively.  Reading actively 
involves asking questions about the material as you read, and taking notes on the 
material.  Underlining key points and writing comments in the margins can also be 
extremely helpful.  Highlighting generally tends to be less useful.  If you prefer the 
highlighting method, then consider highlighting material very selectively—just a 
sentence or a phrase, but not whole sections or paragraphs.  Consider the following steps:  

1) Try “actively” reading a chapter or document first.  Make a short note about each 
paragraph, page, or sub-section. When you have completed the chapter or document, 
write a brief summary and analysis of its contents (one paragraph for a document, and 
one page for a whole book chapter or article).  Then, consider quickly reviewing the 
document or chapter again and underling or highlighting just the key points. ��� 

2) Compare the course readings to the lectures. For example, in the lecture on the 
Second New Deal (see Appendix II) I discuss the transition from the First to the Second 
New Deal? How does this compare with the coverage of the New Deal in David 
Reynolds’ book America, Empire of Liberty? Does Reynolds also make the distinction 
between a First and a Second New Deal?  Always look for differences in interpretation 
between the lectures and the readings.  Remember, historians often arrive at different 
conclusions.  ��� 

3) Think about how the material in the readings might be incorporated into an 
exam question. If you add detail to your course notes from the Reynolds text and from 
the required secondary sources and primary source documents your exam triad essay 
answers will be much stronger.  

4) Connect the past to the present.  As you read about the past—whether in a secondary 
source or a primary source—think about how it relates to contemporary issues and 
debates.  Try to make your reading a constant dialogue between the past and present.  
Doing this will dramatically increase your familiarity with and understanding of the 
material. 

5) Always distinguish between primary and secondary sources.  Remember, a 
primary source is a written document, an image, or an artifact from the period under 
study.  Primary sources for the Great Depression era, for example, include the speeches 
of FDR, legislative acts of the New Deal, Supreme Court decisions of the era, 
congressional debates, newspapers, magazines, books (including novels and other literary 
works), letters, diaries, photographs, paintings, posters, cartoons, films, etc.  David 
Reynolds’ coverage of the era in America, Empire of Liberty constitutes a secondary 
source, as do any other works by scholars written during later periods. 



6) When reading or viewing, and analyzing a primary source, consider the following 
questions:  

When was this source written or created? 

What was the purpose behind the source? 

Do you think the source achieved its purpose?  Consider, for example, Dorothea Lange’s 
famous “Migrant Mother” photograph (March 1936), or Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter 
from a Birmingham Jail” (April 16, 1963).   

What does the source tell us about the period? 

7) When reading a secondary source, consider the following questions: 

When was this source published?  Some secondary sources are quite recent: David 
Reynolds’ America, Empire of Liberty, for example, was first published in 2009. Caroline 
Bird’s “The Nation Confronts the Great Depression” (1966), is half a century old, but is 
still a secondary source in relation to the 1930s.  Secondary sources can tell us not only 
about the periods they cover, but also about the periods in which they were created.  

What are the author’s core arguments and conclusions? 

What evidence does she/he use to support those arguments and conclusions? 

Do you find the arguments and conclusions convincing?  What are the core strengths of 
this secondary work?  Does the work have any shortcomings? 

How can the arguments, evidence, and conclusions provided in this source help you to 
develop your own arguments in your writing assignments? 

 

	  


