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Signal Phrases for                      
Objective Fact or Truth 

Signal Phrases for       
Point of View or Myth 

 It is a proven fact that... According to ..., ... 

 It has been well established that...  In the view of ..., ... 

 From all historical accounts, ...  In the opinion of ..., ... 

Historians all agree ... Another viewpoint is that .... 

 It’s clear and accepted fact that...  Experts disagree on whether... 

Distinguishing Fact from Myth 
An important reading skill at any level is distinguishing                  
fact from fiction, reality from myth, and objective truth                   
from point of view  or political perspective. This capability 

depends first on readers’ accurate understanding of literal  meaning.  
For new readers and learners of English, here are some examples of 
phrases that can signal expressions of true fact  vs. subjective opinion.  

STEP 1.  Collect and/or make up (Mis)Statements (about the history, 
customs, and symbols of an occasion) that sound plausible. Especially, 
state beliefs from “folk wisdom” that may or may not be based on 
historical reality.  Popularized references (for children) are good sources    
of such info and (false) ideas, as is the Internet.  Look up articles with 
titles like “The Thanksgiving Story,” “Everything You Learned About 
Thanksgiving Is Wrong,” “Ten Top Myths About Thanksgiving,” or “15 
Thanksgiving ‘Facts’ That Are Not True”—at sites run by Wikipedia, the 
New York Times, Readers’ Digest, History News Network, and many others. 

The sixteen (16) Thanksgiving: Historical  
Fact or Myth? assertions on pages 19, 21,  
23, 25 are examples of (Mis)Statements to 
print out (and cut apart) as “Sentence Strips.” 
They may also be read onscreen, pasted up                   
on stiff paper, projected onto a surface, and/ 
or duplicated for student use.  Some ideas for  
the use of Sentence Strips in “Distinguishing  
Fact from Myth” are on page 27.  

STATEMENT ONE: The Pilgrim’s Plymouth Thanksgiving celebration in 1621 was the first of its kind in world history.  
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STATEMENT ONE: The Pilgrim’s 
Plymouth Thanksgiving celebration              
in 1621 was the first                  
of its kind in world 
history.  

STATEMENT TWO: The Puritans  were the 
innocent victims of religious  and political 
persecution by  the Church                    
and the King of England.    

STATEMENT THREE: The Pilgrims left 
England and Holland for America              
in search of religious freedom—            
the right to worship as they pleased.  

STATEMENT FOUR: On the 1620 voyage 
of the Mayflower to the New 
World, all the passengers                
were Pilgrims, mostly men.  

INSTRUCTIONS: Read and “evaluate” each statement of a “Thanksgiving 
Story.” Does this version sound like historical fact, myth, or both? 
Explain your answer. Then check with the explanation on page 20.   

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STATEMENT TWO: Most likely, the Puritans were oppressed in 17th 
century England, but they were also religious bigots themselves. 

They saw themselves as the “Chosen Elect” and hoped to establish 
the “Kingdom of God” in the New World. The Puritans left in 

England were political revolutionaries that overthrew the 
government in 1649.   

from The Fourth World Documentation Project—John Burrows, Olympia WA. jburrows@halcyon.com 

STATEMENT 3: History says that when the Pilgrims left England in 1608, they 
settled in Holland, where they were not  persecuted for their religious beliefs. 
They didn’t like Dutch city life, however, and they didn’t want their children to 
forget their traditions and adapt to Dutch culture. After twelve years, they left 
Holland for America—the land of liberty and prosperity. Clearly, freedom from 
religious persecution was only one of the things the Pilgrims were seeking.  

from The Fourth World Documentation Project—John Burrows, Olympia WA 

STATEMENT FOUR: The group called “Pilgrims” on the 1620 
Mayflower voyage were “Separatists”—Puritans that wanted to 

separate from the Church of England. Only half of the Separatists 
living in Leiden, Holland, left on the ship. Of the 102 passengers, 

only 40 were “Pilgrims.” English merchants paid the others to take 
the trip and to settle in America. The average age of the passengers 

was 32. Only five were over 50, and thirty were under 17 years of 
age. There were about 51 men, 22 boys, 20 women, and 11 girls.  

  From various sources, including the “Mayflower Web Pages.”   

STATEMENT ONE:  Long before the Pilgrims’ voyage to the New World, 
many ancient cultures had offered thanks to the gods for bountiful 
harvests and other reasons. These groups of people include the ancient 
Greeks and Romans, the farmers of ancient Egypt, the Jews of Biblical 
times, and the Aztecs of Mexico many centuries ago. And by 1621, the 
date of the Pilgrims’ celebration, North American Indians were 
accustomed to having corn or bean festivals with dancing and singing.   

from The Thanksgiving Book, by Frank Jupo, Dodd, Mead, & Co., New York  

INSTRUCTIONS: Here are explanations of the statements on page 19, with 
some of the sources of the information. Do the explanations sound more or 
less plausible (believable) than the statements themselves? Discuss them.  

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STATEMENT FIVE: In 1620, the 
ship, the Mayflower,  landed at 
Plymouth Rock, the best-known 
landmark on America’s coast.  

STATEMENT SIX: When the Mayflower 
came into Plymouth harbor, a tribe of 
Indians were standing on the shore.                
These were “friendly savages.” They 
welcomed and honored the white people.          

STATEMENT SEVEN: The Indians                            
at Plymouth were fierce warriors.                            
The unfortunate Pilgrims had to defend 
themselves against their savage attacks        
—like in our old Hollywood Westerns.    

STATEMENT EIGHT: The Indians at 
Plymouth lived in tepees. They wore 
large, feathered head-dresses and 
very little else. They wore blankets 
and sold trinkets.  

INSTRUCTIONS: Read and “evaluate” each statement of a “Thanksgiving 
Story.” Does this version sound like historical fact, myth, or both? 
Explain your answer. Then check with the explanation on page 22.   

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STATEMENT FIVE: The Mayflower landed first at Cape Cod. The Pilgrim 
leaders explored. Several weeks later, the ship sailed across the bay to 
Plymouth. There was a huge boulder along the coast, but it is unlikely 
the passengers were able to step out onto it from the ship. A century 
later,  a 95-year-old man, descendent of the Pilgrims, identified the rock 
as the “very place where his forefathers landed.” The old man wanted to 
keep the town from building a wharf there. Perhaps his statement was 
the beginning of the “Plymouth Rock” myth. A small part of the original 
boulder can be seen at Plymouth today, protected by an iron railing.  

From various sources, including Turkey, Pilgrims, and Indian Corn, by Edna Barth, Clarion Books,  1975   

STATEMENT SIX: According to historical accounts, there were no Indians at 
Plymouth when the Pilgrims arrived. They were suffering from serious illness, 
probably brought by white traders and fishermen. There were signs of Indians, 
however, and a few Pilgrim explorers took some buried dried Indian corn and 

objects from Indian graves.  Settlers saw a few Indians from far away, but they 
didn’t have any close contact with them until the next February.  

From various sources, including Gobble, by Linda Graham-Barber, Bradbury Press, New York, 1991  

STATEMENT SEVEN: Students of American Indian history have said that 
the Wampanoag of Plymouth were members of a union of Indian peoples that 
spoke Algonkian.  They didn’t fully trust white people, but their religion 
taught them charity and kindness toward those with less than they had.      
After some Pilgrims stole buried Indian corn and trickets, there was a short 
exchange of arrows and gunshots. No one was hurt. There were no more 
conflicts between Pilgrims and Indians in the history of Plymouth Colony.  

From various sources, including Gobble, by Linda Graham-Barber, Bradbury Press, New York, 1991  

STATEMENT EIGHT: The Wampanoag lived in wigwams (round-roofed houses), not 
tepees. The men wore deerskin aprons, and the women wrapped deerskin skirts 
around their waists. In winter, they kept warm with leggings and fur capes made 

from animal skins. For shoes, they wore deerskin mocassins. Some of the men     
wore one feather on the backs of their heads, but there were no headdresses.  

  from sources including The Fourth World Documentation Project—jburrows@halcyon.com 

INSTRUCTIONS: Here are explanations of the statements on page 21, with 
some of the sources of the information. Do the explanations sound more or 
less plausible (believable) than the statements themselves? Discuss them.  

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STATEMENT NINE: The Pilgrims stole land from               
their enemies, the Indians. They mistreated the 
natives, forced them to become Christians, and killed 

STATEMENT TEN: Pilgrim men and boys     
had long hair under their tall black hats.                  
They wore black suits with white collars and 
cuffs. Their hats and shoes had big silver buckles.  
The women wore dull-colored dresses with       
white aprons and caps. Everyone looked alike.   

STATEMENT ELEVEN:  Pilgrim children were      
like little adults.  They wore “grown-up”  
clothes.    All their time was spent studying, 
working, and praying.   They lead difficult, 
dreary lives with  little enjoyment or fun.   

STATEMENT TWELVE: The Pilgrim fathers 
(the older men) were the founders and 
the strength of the Plymouth colony.                   
They held all the leadership positions 
and made all the decisions for their 
families and community.  

INSTRUCTIONS: Read and “evaluate” each statement of a “Thanksgiving 
Story.” Does this version sound like historical fact, myth, or both? 
Explain your answer. Then check with the explanation on page 24.   

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STATEMENT NINE: According to historians, in the place the Pilgrims called Plymouth 
there used to live a tribe of Indians called Patuxet.  Two years earlier all but one Patuxet had 
died from a plague, probably smallpox.  The Wampanoag Indians in the area didn’t object to 
the Pilgrims’ use of the land until 75 years later. Perhaps their chief (Massasoit) liked having 
English colonists nearby. As allies, they helped make the chief more powerful.  

Mostly from “Common Mayflower Myths” at the Internet address aol.com/calebj/FAQhistory.htm/   

STATEMENT TWELVE: It is true that in the early days of the Plymouth colony, the women 
had almost no voice and no vote.  In 1620, eighteen women crossed the ocean with              

their husbands. On the ship, two gave birth to babies.  But before spring of the next year, 
all but six of the married women had died.  A few of the survivors that were widows 

remarried and began new families.  Most of the children lived through that first harsh 
winter–probably because the women took good care of them.  At the Thanksgiving 

celebration of 1621, all the food was prepared by only six women and two teenage girls.  
Mostly from Turkey, Pilgrims, and Indian Corn, by Edna Barth, Clarion Books, New York, 1975 

STATEMENT TEN: Researchers tell us that the Pilgrim fathers, mothers, and 
children looked as different from one another as the settlers in any other group. 

Their clothes were of different styles and colors, including bright colors. Only 
the wealthiest men owned black suits for Sunday wear. During the week they 

dressed in linen shirts with wool or leather breeches and waist-high stockings. 
They had no buckles on their clothing, hats, or shoes. The Pilgrim women wore 

bright, long dresses. For cold weather, they had cloaks with hoods.    

From various sources, including Turkey, Pilgrims, and Indian Corn, by Edna Barth, Clarion Books 

STATEMENT ELEVEN:  This is what researchers tell us about the Pilgrim children.        
Until age seven, children of both sexes were dressed in long gowns with caps and 
aprons.  Then the boys got their first “adult” clothes—breeches and linen shirts.  
Girls didn’t dress like women until their teenage years.  The children worked hard 
to help their parents with the animals, crops, and younger children. They served 
their parents meals and ate later at the fireplace. But there was also time for fun, 
including marbles, ball and board games, and races. There was no school in the 
village yet. Children had to learn to read and write on their own or from neighbors.   

From Plimoth-on-Web at http://www.plimoth.org/funfacts.htm   

INSTRUCTIONS: Here are explanations of the statements on page 23, with 
some of the sources of the information. Do the explanations sound more or 
less plausible (believable) than the statements themselves? Discuss them.  

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STATEMENT THIRTEEN: The famous 
celebration of 1621 was the first real 
American Thanksgiving. It was the                  
historic origin of our own official holiday.         

STATEMENT FOURTEEN: The dishes on 
most Thanksgiving dinner tables today are 

almost the same as the original foods      
at the feast of 1620. Our turkey, 

dressing, sweet potatoes, cranberry 
sauce,and pumpkin pie have their origin      

in Pilgrim and Indian traditions.  

STATEMENT FIFTEEN: After the “first 
Thanksgiving” in 1620, settlers in all                 
the colonies celebrated the occasion 
every year on the same date for the   
same reason.  Then the first President                 
of the United States made Thanksgiving 
a regular national holiday.                                               

STATEMENT SIXTEEN: Thanksgiving 
observances in North America  today 

are based on a combination of 
purposes and traditions from early 

American  and United States history.  

INSTRUCTIONS: Read and “evaluate” each statement of a “Thanksgiving 
Story.” Does this version sound like historical fact, myth, or both? 
Explain your answer. Then check with the explanation on page 26.   

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STATEMENT THIRTEEN: According to experts, the Thanksgiving feast of 1621 was not a day of thanksgiving at 
all—because a “true thanksgiving” was a day of prayer and fasting. Instead, the three-day celebration was a 
harvest festival. Historians tell us that there were at least three such events in America before the time of the 
Pilgrims—one each in Newfoundland, Maine, and a settlement in Virginia. Some historians count the Pilgrim 
Thanksgiving observance two years later as the true “first Thanksgiving.”  

From various sources, mostly Turkey, Pilgrims, and Indian Corn, by Edna Barth, Clarion Books 

STATEMENT FOURTEEN: The dishes at the 1621 Plymouth feast remind      
us of our modern Thanksgiving dinner, but there were big differences. It is 
true that the Pilgrims and Indians ate turkey, but they also had other wild 

birds, like goose and duck, all without the gravy and stuffing we make today. 
There was other meat, too, mostly deer—but probably no ham because there 

were no pigs. They ate seafood and vegetables. They didn’t have sweet 
potatoes or yams yet, and Indian corn was good only for cornmeal, not for 

corn-on-the-cob or popcorn. And without sugar, they couldn’t make cranberry 
sauce. Dessert was probably a kind of pumpkin pudding instead of pie.  

From the Mayflower Web Pages at http://members.aol.com/calebj/teachers.html 

STATEMENT FIFTEEN: There was no Plymouth harvest festival in 1622.  To give thanks for                   
the rain that saved their crops, the governor set aside July 30, 1623, as a day for prayer, with 
no feasting or games.  According to some experts, it is this  observance that forms the 
basis of our modern Thanksgiving Day.  Other colonies had festivals or days of thanksgiving 
at different times for different reasons.  In 1789, President George Washington proclaimed a 
day of thanksgiving for the whole nation, but the unifying tradition didn’t last. Settlers in new 
territories and states celebrated the holiday in their own ways until after the Civil War, when 
President Abraham Lincoln made the last Thursday of November an official national holiday.   

From various sources, including Thanksgiving, by Jane Duden, Crestwood House, New York, 1990 

STATEMENT SIXTEEN: Since President Abraham Lincoln proclaimed the last Thursday of 
November as official Thanksgiving Day, the “real” purpose of the holiday has been about 
the same—to show gratitude for our blessings.   A few people still attend church that day.  
In the 1900s, some eastern American cities added public activities to Thanksgiving—first 

costume masquerades, then military parades, ice skating and sleighing, and concerts.  
More and more people began celebrating with sports—horse racing, baseball, and football.  

And the next day is known nationwide as “Black Friday,” the first day of the “Christmas 
shopping season.”  In years with or without pandemics, will customs continue to change?  

From various sources, including Thanksgiving, by Jane Duden, Crestwood House, New York, 1990 

INSTRUCTIONS: Here are explanations of the statements on page 25, with 
some of the sources of the information. Do the explanations sound more or 
less plausible (believable) than the statements themselves? Discuss them.  

Thanksgiving: Historical Fact or Myth? 
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STEP 2.  Sentence Strips can be “assigned” to individual learners or pairs.  
Allow time for students to look up and practice retelling the “answer”—
whether it is in a provided materials, in reference books, or on the Internet.   

STEP 3. Each student in turn can read a different Historical Fact vs. Myth 
Statement  aloud.  Listeners can tell whether each Statement sounds like 
pure fact or pure fiction—or a mixture of the two. They tell reasons for 
their opinions. Perhaps they can “vote” before having “the truth” revealed.  

STEP 4.  The speaker that read a Statement or paragraph reveals the 
“truth” about it—identifying proven or accepted facts, items that are in 
dispute, and statements that are myths.  If possible, that person explains 
why historians disagree or why these particular myths were created. 
Discussion about the information—and about truth versus myth in history 
teaching and learning—should follow.  

STEP 5.  As a variation on Steps 1 and 2, provide pairs or groups of 
students with conflicting historical statements.  For example, for the 
“Thanksgiving Story,” one person of each pair or one group receives the 
“official” version from U.S. grade school textbooks or government material. 
The other person or group works with the version of history propagated                
by  an agency studying Indian history and culture, or a native American 
interest group. If there is time and material available, there might even                
be a third version of the same “story.”  

The class reconvenes. After preparing their presentations, each person                  
or group gives their “evidence” that their view of history is the “true                   
and correct” one, while the view of their “opponents” is inaccurate. 
Listeners discuss which presentation was the more convincing, telling                   
the reasons for their opinions. Finally, the “true & proven” version                      
is offered and discussed. 

STEP 6.  As a writing assignment, each student is provided with statements 
or paragraphs about the holiday that consist largely—if not completely— 
of historical myth. “Research materials” are provided—or learners are                
sent to the library or Internet to “find out the truth.” From the information 
they collect or read, they rewrite the fiction, making it as historically 
accurate as possible. Finally, they share their research and writing with the 
class, perhaps also handing it in for comment, correction, and/or a grade.  

. . . continued from page 18 


