
 

Considering the Significance of Events and Issues 

To understand any event or issue thoroughly, you must have some prior knowledge, you must be able to distinguish 

between important and trivial events and relevant and irrelevant details, and you must be able to draw logical 

conclusions based on your findings.   To accomplish this think about: 

 

 Was the event or issue important at the time it occurred? Was it noticed at that time as being important? 

 What effect did the event or issue have?  What were the consequences? 

  What was the magnitude…how significant was the impact? 

 What was the scope…how widespread was the impact? 

 What was the duration…how long-lasting was the effect? 

 Does our understanding of the event inform our understanding of the times? 

 Does our contemporary thinking influence our rating of the significance of the event or issue? 

 

Let us consider something that is close to the hearts of all librarians, the invention of the printing press. 

Printing press is a machine that uses inked plates to reproduce images or text on paper. Before the printing press, 

books were expensive treasures, and monks labored for years copying each one by hand. The printing press changed 

history by making written knowledge cheap and accessible. 

The Chinese developed woodblock printing around A.D. 600. It involved rubbing impressions from carved images onto 

paper. The Chinese and Koreans later adapted this technique for type. 

Around 1436, a German goldsmith named Johannes Gutenberg experimented with movable type. In movable type, 

letters and other symbols are carved or stamped on individual plates. The plates can be fairly readily arranged and 

rearranged to form words and sentences. Gutenberg set letters one by one into wooden frames, applied ink, and 

pressed paper onto the letters. Scholars do not know if Gutenberg knew about movable type being used in Asia or if 

he came up with the idea independently. But movable type proved more practical for printing European languages. 

Only a few plates were needed to represent the letters of European alphabets, compared to the thousands of symbols 

used in Asian languages. Around 1450, Gutenberg began printing nearly 200 Bibles. About 50 survive today. Soon, 

people set up printing shops across France, Germany, Italy, and Spain. By 1500, millions of books had been printed. 
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Considering the Significance of Events and Issues 

Use this worksheet to help you determine the significance of events and/or issues.  Provide evidence for each criteria, and then rate 

the significance; 4 meaning very important to 1 meaning not at all important. 

Criteria Evidence Rating 

What was the 
importance at that 
time? 
 
 
 
 

“Soon, people set up printing shops across France, Germany, 

Italy, and Spain.” 

“making written knowledge cheap and accessible” 

4    3    2    1 

Magnitude (how 
significant was the 
impact)? 
 
 
 
 

“By 1500, millions of books had been printed.” 

It is hard for us to imagine now, but in 1436 very few people 
could read.  The production of print materials was time 
consuming and expensive.  Only the rich could afford books.  
The invention of the printing press meant that print material 
could be produced cheaply and made it accessible to a much 
larger group of people.  Suddenly large numbers of people 
began to read and the education system was transformed. 

4    3    2    1 

Scope (how 
widespread was 
the impact)? 
 
 
 
 

“France, Germany, Italy, and Spain” 4    3    2    1 

Duration (how 
long-lasting was 
the effect)? 
 
 
 
 

The printing presses we use now are not really that different 
from Gutenberg’s press.  The idea of movable type is alive and 
well in the 21st century. 

4    3    2    1 

How does this 
inform our 
understanding of 
the times? 
 
 
 

A world where few can read is difficult to imagine, although 
there are indeed parts of the world, now in the 21st century, 
where significant parts of the population cannot read or write. 
Sometimes the middle ages is referred to as the “Dark Ages” 
partly because of issues like literacy.  The rebirth, or Renaissance, 
that was to follow was aided in part by the growing number of 
people who could access the printed word. 

4    3    2    1 
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 4    3    2    1 

Magnitude (how 
significant was the 
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widespread was 
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