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Using Collaborative Learning Strategies to Strengthen Source Analysis  

Research Type 

I have chosen an action research project that involves implementing an instructional 

intervention.  I will implement structured Collaborative Learning strategies in an 11th-grade US 

history class and measure its impact on the students' abilities to analyze primary and secondary 

sources.  

Research Topic 

 ​ The topic of collaborative learning strategies to strengthen source analysis in U.S. History 

perfectly ties in with the field of curriculum instruction. Educators design and implement best 

practices that help improve student achievement and engagement, especially in curriculum and 

instruction. One of the biggest challenges in secondary education is making sure students are 

prepared to analyze primary and secondary sources in a way that they can meet state standards. 

By researching the impact of structured Collaborative Learning, I will contribute to effective 

classroom instruction by addressing students' academic and literacy gaps when working with 

historical documents.  



One reason this topic is essential to the field of curriculum and instruction is its potential 

to further improve students' comprehension and reasoning skills. Research shows collaborative 

learning fosters more profound understanding and higher-order thinking because students must 

explain, question, and justify their ideas when working together (Laal & Ghodsi, 2012). Another 

reason this topic is important is the role of teacher structure when it comes to facilitating 

effective collaboration. The teacher must provide clear protocols and support so that 

collaborative discussions can remain focused and not superficial. Gillies (2019) demonstrated 

that teacher facilitation is essential for keeping group work academically productive and 

meaningful. This research will provide insight into how collaborative learning impacts source 

analysis and offer instructional practices supporting curriculum design in a history classroom 

setting. This study will also develop a collaborative instructional guide teachers can use to help 

strengthen students' historical thinking and source analysis skills.  

Problem Statement 

The problem is that 11th-grade US History students struggle to analyze primary and 

secondary sources at the level required by state standards, impacting their ability to demonstrate 

critical thinking or respond effectively to document-based questions and construct 

evidence-based arguments. Students who cannot identify bias or distinguish fact from opinion 

fall short of key historical thinking skills. The cause of this problem is the students' limited prior 

exposure to structured source analysis strategies and the lack of consistent opportunities for 

guided collaboration in their classrooms.  

The inability to analyze historical sources affects students' academic growth, literacy 

development, and preparation for college or a career. When students lack these skills, they often 



struggle on standardized assessments and document-based questions. These require strong 

evidence-based reasoning for them to be successful. Research shows that historical thinking 

skills do not come about independently but must be intentionally taught and reinforced through 

well-designed instruction (Wilke, 2023).  Many classrooms do not provide students with enough 

scaffolded opportunities to practice these skills; as a result, this leaves significant gaps in their 

comprehension and critical thinking skills.  

 Another root cause is that collaboration in the classroom often lacks structure, which 

leads to surface-level discussions easily drifting off task. Gillies (2019) highlights that when 

teachers provide clear guidance and use structured questioning, group work is far more likely to 

stay focused and result in meaningful and academically productive discussions. Without having 

this guidance, students may engage in peer discussions without fully developing historical 

reasoning skills. Addressing this problem through structured Collaborative Learning will allow 

students to practice source analysis meaningfully while enhancing engagement, comprehension, 

and critical thinking. 

  

Research Product 

The product for this capstone will be a collaborative instructional unit designed to 

strengthen source analysis skills and 11th-grade U.S. history. The unit will include six 

instructional hours spread across  2 weeks. Students will engage in structured Collaborative 

Learning activities that focus on analyzing primary and secondary sources while guided by clear 

teacher facilitation and questioning.  



 The unit will begin with a pre-assessment DBQ where students complete a baseline task 

scored with a rubric aligned to state standards. In the following session, students will participate 

in collaborative document analysis activities using the SCIM-C model (Summarize, 

contextualize, infer, monitor, and corroborate).  These activities will require students to work in 

groups, share their reasoning, and practice citing evidence from texts. Students will then 

participate in structured debates and peer dialogues where they must use evidence from different 

documents to support their claims. Sentence frames and structured prompts will guide these 

sessions to ensure discussions stay focused and academically productive. 

 The unit will conclude with a post-assessment DBQ to measure growth and source 

analysis skills, and a student reflection activity where learners evaluate their participation and 

collaboration. Any survey used will not be used as quantitative data but instead as feedback to 

the teacher, allowing instructional adjustments to better meet students' needs during 

implementation of the collaborative learning strategies. Teacher reflection notes will also be 

collected to capture engagement and observations of group dynamics.  

 The instructional unit directly aligns with the identified problem of students struggling to 

analyze primary and secondary sources compared to what is required by state standards. The unit 

addresses the root cause of insufficient scaffolding and unstructured group work by embedding 

structured collaborative strategies into source analysis lessons. The product will make a 

difference in the classroom by increasing student learning and providing teachers with a clear 

model to follow. Students will improve their comprehension, reasoning, and historical thinking 

skills, leading to stronger performance on DBQs and standardized assessments. Teachers will 

gain a practical model for using structured collaboration to close literacy and critical thinking 



gaps in history classrooms—this unit can potentially enhance student achievement and 

instructional practices within the field of curriculum and instruction.  

  

  

Participants or Stakeholders 

 The primary participants in this Capstone project will be approximately 20 to 25 

11th-grade students enrolled in a US History class at Union High School. These student will 

engage in the instructional unit by completing the pre- and post-assessment DBQ, participating 

in collaborative learning activities, and reflecting on their experience. The grade level of the 

participants is 11th grade, which is significant because this is the level where students are 

expected to demonstrate proficiency in analyzing primary and secondary sources to meet state 

standards. The two characteristics of the participants relevant to the problem are that students 

entering US History have varying literacy levels and historical thinking skills, which impact their 

ability to evaluate sources effectively. Students come from many different cultural and 

educational backgrounds, which influences their collaboration and document-based tasks. The 

stakeholders in the study also include the classroom teacher and the researcher (myself, a 

classroom teacher of 9 years), other social studies teachers, and administrators who are invested 

in improving literacy and historical thinking outcomes. The researcher will design and 

implement the collaborative instructional unit, facilitate classroom activities, and collect and 

analyze data. The researcher has a direct instructional relationship with the student participants 

as their classroom teacher and a professional collaborative relationship with colleagues and 

administrators who may benefit from the study's outcomes.   



Research Question(s) 

 How will implementing structured collaborative learning strategies impact 11th-grade students' 

ability to analyze primary and secondary sources in a U.S. History II classroom?  

Data Collection Method(s) and Instrument(s) 

I plan to use pre- and post-assessment DBQs as my primary data collection method. 

Students will complete one DBQ at the beginning of the unit and another at the end. Both will be 

scored with a rubric aligned to New Jersey student learning standards. The rubric will evaluate 

categories such as claim development, use of evidence, analysis of perspective or bias, and 

reasoning on a scale of one to four. 

 This method aligns with my research question because the DBQ rubric scores will 

provide direct, measurable evidence of whether structured collaborative learning strategies 

impacted students' abilities to analyze primary and secondary sources. By comparing the results 

of pre-assessment with the post-assessment, I will be able to determine if there was growth in 

students' historical thinking skills. 

 ​ The assessment will be collected over 3 weeks. The pre-assessment DBQ will be given in 

the first week, followed by 2 weeks of collaborative learning activities where students engage in 

structured document analysis, debates, and peer discussion. At the end of the third week, students 

will complete the post-assessment DBQ. Results will be analyzed immediately after the post 

assessment to determine changes in student performance. 

Method(s) and Instrument(s) Alignment to Research Question(s) 



 Pre and post-assessment DBQs are directly aligned to the research question as they measure 

changes in the students' performance on source analysis. 

Timeline of Data Collection Activities 

Week One: Administer pre-assessment DBQ and score with rubric. Begin collaborative 

instructional unit. 

 Week Two: Continuing the instructional unit by incorporating collaborative source analysis, 

debates, and peer dialogue.  

 Week Three: Administer post-assessment DBQ and score using the rubric. Begin analysis.  

Barriers to Data Collection 

A barrier I may encounter for my proposed Capstone research is that some students may not fully 

engage or take the pre-assessment seriously, affecting the accuracy of baseline scores.  If 

students do not take the first DBQ seriously, it may not truly measure their initial ability to 

analyze sources. Another barrier to data collection may be time constraints within the curriculum 

and schedule. Since pacing requirements must be met, it is difficult to dedicate the full amount of 

time to collaborative activities without adjusting other lessons or accounting for unexpected 

schedule changes such as assemblies or testing. A final barrier could be inconsistency and rubric 

scoring. Because DBQ assessments require judgment and evaluating writing responses, there's 

always the possibility of variation in scoring. To address this, I will use a detailed rubric with 

clearly defined descriptors to ensure reliability and consistency when analyzing student work.  

Data Analysis Technique(s) 



For my data analysis technique, I plan to use descriptive statistics to evaluate the pre- and 

post-assessment DBQ rubric scores. This is appropriate because the rubric produces numerical 

data across categories such as claim development, evidence use, analysis of perspective or bias, 

and reasoning. I will calculate the mean scores for the class in each category, compare pre- and 

post-test results, and determine the percentage change to identify growth in student performance. 

 Using descriptive statistics will allow me to observe patterns and Trends in how students 

' source analysis skills developed during the instructional intervention. For example, I will be 

able to see whether students improved more in citing evidence versus analyzing perspective, or 

whether overall rubric scores increased from the baseline. Presenting this data in a table or bar 

graph will help visualize areas of growth across the class. 

 This analysis ties directly to the research question because it evaluates whether  

structured collaborative learning strategies truly made a difference in how students' analyze 

primary and secondary sources. By comparing pre- and post-assessment scores, I will be able to 

see if the intervention led to measurable improvement in historical thinking skills and if the 

intervention had a meaningful impact.  
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Appendix A 

Include a copy of each data collection instrument that will be used.  

Pre-Assessment Form  

  



 

  



 



 



 
 



Post-Assessment Form  
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