
Lesson 1.1 
What is History?
Discover Our

Past

World History



Why Study 
History?

● History is the study of the people
and events of the past.

● History explores both the way 
things change and the way 
things stay the same.

● History tells the story of the 
ways that cultures change over 
time.

● People who study history are 
called historians.

● A historian’s job is to examine 
the causes, or reasons, that 
something happened in the past.

● They also look for the effects, or 
results, of the event.

● They ask,

○ “What happened?”

○ “Why did it happen?”

○ ”How did things change?”

○ “How has it influenced today?”

○ “What would have happened 
if…?”



● History explains why things are 
the way they are.

● The invention of the wheel in
prehistoric times paved the way
for the use of horse-drawn carts
in later time periods.

● The carts were a step toward 
the invention of the automobile 
in modern times.

● Today, cars are an integral part
of our culture.

● Learning about the past helps us 
understand the present.

● It helps us make decisions about
the future.

● Historical instances of conflict and 
cooperation are examples we can 
learn from.

● We can use that knowledge when
we face similar choices.

● Studying history helps us 
understand how we fit into the 
human story

● Some of the clues are the
languages we speak, the
technologies we use, and the
pastimes we enjoy.

● All these are results of events that
happened in the past.

● History teaches us who we are.



Measuring Time:
Periods of History

● To study the past, historians 
must have a way to identify and 
describe when things happened.

● They do that by measuring and 
labeling time in different ways.

● One way to measure time is to
label groups of years.

A group of 10 years is called a decade.

A group of 100 years is known as a century.

Ten centuries grouped together is called a millennium, which is a period of 1,000 years.



● Historians also divide the past 
into larger blocks of time known 
as eras.

Measuring Time:
Periods of History

Prehistory is the first of these long periods. Prehistoryis the time before people developed writing.
Modern History begins about A.D.
1400. It continues to the present 

day.

Writing was invented about 5,500 
years ago. The period known as 

Ancient History comes next. It ends 
c. A.D. 500.

Historians call the time period 
between about A.D. 500 and about 
A.D. 1400 the Middle Ages, or the 

medieval period.



● A calendar is a system for 
arranging days in order.

● Different cultures in the world 
have developed about 40 
different calendars.

● Some cultures developed
calendars based on nature, such
as the cycle of the moon.

● The Chinese and Jewish 
calendars base their months on 
the appearance of the the new 
moon.

● The ancient Egyptians also
based one of their calendars on
the moon.

● The calendar we use today is 
based in part on a calendar 
developed by Julius Caesar, a 
Roman leader.

● This calendar is called the Julian
calendar, and it started counting 
years at the founding of Rome.

● A year on the Julian calendar
was 365 ¼ days long.

● The calendar added an extra 
day every four years.

● The year with the extra day was
called a leap year.

● However, the Julian calendar 
was still not precisely right.

● It lost several minutes each
year, which added up to about 
one lost day every 128 years.

Measuring Time:
Calendars

Measuring Time:
Julian Calendar



● By A.D. 1582, the Julian calendar 
was losing time – about 10 days.

● Pope Gregory XIII decided to 
create a new calendar.

● First, he started counting from the
birth of Jesus.

● Next, he ordered that the days 
between October 4th and October 
15th of that year be dropped from 
the calendar.

● Like the Julian calendar, the
Gregorian calendar includes leap
years.

● However, in the Gregorian 
calendar, no century year will be 
a leap year unless it is divisible by 
400.

● Not all countries accepted the 
Gregorian calendar right away. 

● It took more than three centuries 
for the calendar to be
recognized around the world.

● Today, most of the world uses 
this calendar.

Measuring Time:
Gregorian Calendar



● Like the Gregorian calendar, 
other calendars are also based 
on events of religious 
importance.

● The Jewish calendar begins 
about 3,760 years before the 
Gregorian calendar.

● According to Jewish tradition,
that is when the world was
crated.

● Muslims date their calendar from 
the time that Muhammad, their 
first leader, left the city of 
Makkah (Mecca) to go to 
Madinah (Medina). This was the 
year A.D. 622 in the Gregorian 
calendar.

Measuring Time:
Gregorian Calendar

Short History of the Modern Calendar 
Video



● In the Gregorian calendar, the 
years before the birth of Jesus 
are known as “B.C.” or “before 
Christ.”

● The years after are called “A.D.”
or anno domini.

● This phrase comes from the
Latin language and means “in
the year of the Lord.”

● To date events before the birth 
of Jesus, or “B.C.”, historians 
count backwards from A.D. 1.

● There is no year “0”.
● The year before A.D. 1 is 1 B.C.
● For example, the founder of 

Buddhism was born about 563 
B.C. or 563 years before the birth 
of Jesus.

Measuring Time:
Dating Events

Notice at A.D. is 
written before the 

date and B.C. is 
written after the 

date.



● To date events after the birth of 
Jesus, or “A.D”, historians count 
forward, starting at A.D. 1.

● The date in the first 100 years
after the birth of Jesus is 
between A.D. 1 and A.D. 100.

Measuring Time:
Dating Events

To avoid a religious reference in dating, many historians prefer to use the initials B.C.E. (“before the common era”) and C.E. (common era”). These initials do not change the numbering of the years.



● A timeline is another way to 
track the passage of time.

● Timelines show the order of
events within a period.

● They also show the amount of 
time between events.

● Most timelines are divided into
even sections of time.

● Events are placed on a timeline 
at the date when the event 
occurred.

● Usually, the dates on a timeline 
are evenly spaced.

● Sometimes, a timeline covers 
events over too many years to 
show on one page. 

● In this case, a slanted or jagged
line might be placed on the
timeline.

● This shows that a certain period 
is omitted from the timeline.

Measuring Time:
Timelines



● Timelines help historians make 
sense of the flow of events.

● A timeline can be a single line, 
or it can be two or more lines 
stacked on top of each other.

● Stacked timelines are called 
multilevel timelines.

Measuring Time:
Timelines



Digging Up the Past

● Since the invention of writing, 
people have recorded important 
events.

● These written records give 
historians a window to the past. 

● Students of prehistory 
investigate an even deeper past, 
one without writing.

● They must find a different kind of 
window.

How would the story of history differ without the invention of writing?



Digging Up the Past:
History and Science

● These historians use science to 
study history. As scientists, they 
study physical evidence to learn 
about our ancestors.

● Archaeology is the study of the
past by looking for what people
left behind.

● Archaeologists dig in the earth
for places where people once
lived.

● They never know what they will 
find.

● They often discover artifacts –
objects made by people.

● Common artifacts include tools, 
pottery, weapons, jewelry.

● Archaeologists study artifacts to
learn what life was like in the 
past.



● Paleontology also looks at
prehistoric times.

● Paleontologists study fossils to 
learn what the world was like 
long ago.

● Fossils are the remains of plant
and animal life that have been
preserved from an earlier time.

● Anthropology is the study of 
human culture and how it 
develops over time.

● Anthropologists study artifacts
and fossils, too.

● They look for clues about what 
people valued and believed.

Digging Up the Past:
History and Science



Vocabulary

• history
• decade
• century
• millennium
• eras
• prehistory
• Ancient History
• Middle Ages
• modern History
• archaeology
• artifacts
• paleontology
• fossils
• anthropology

People
• anthropologist
• paleontologist
• Julius Caesar
• Pope Gregory XIII
• historians

Key Ideas
• explain why people study 

history
• explain how time is divided

Review This 
Lesson


