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ASPH CPH Study Guide: Master the Exam with Confidence

Preparing for the American Society of Professional Historians Certified Professional Historian (ASPH CPH) exam

can feel daunting, especially when you’re juggling work, family, or other responsibilities. A well �structured study

guide is your roadmap to success. This comprehensive guide is designed to give you a clear understanding of the

exam’s format, the core knowledge areas you’ll be tested on, and proven strategies to study efficiently. By the end

of this article, you’ll have a solid game plan, a list of high �quality resources, and actionable tips that will boost your

confidence and maximize your chances of achieving a top score.

Understanding the ASPH CPH Exam

What is ASPH CPH?

The Certified Professional Historian (CPH) credential is awarded by the American Society of Professional

Historians (ASPH) to individuals who demonstrate advanced knowledge, research skills, and ethical practice in the

field of history. The CPH exam evaluates a candidate’s ability to conduct rigorous historical inquiry, manage archival

collections, employ digital tools, and uphold professional standards. It’s an internationally recognized credential that

can open doors to senior roles in academia, museums, archives, and governmental agencies.

Exam Format and Scoring

The ASPH CPH exam is divided into three distinct sections, each designed to test a specific skill set:

1.  Historical Research & Methodology (30%) – Multiple �choice questions covering research techniques, primary 

source analysis, historiography, and contextual interpretation.

2.  Archival Science & Preservation (30%) – Focuses on collection management, preservation principles, 

metadata standards, and legal considerations.

3.  Digital Humanities & Ethics (40%) – Includes short �answer, essay, and case �study questions on digital tools, 

data ethics, professional conduct, and public engagement.

The exam lasts 4 hours and 30 minutes, with a 30 �minute break halfway through. Scoring is based on the number of

correct responses, with a passing threshold of 70% overall. Because the exam blends objective and subjective

items, it’s essential to practice both timed multiple �choice drills and essay writing under realistic conditions.

Eligibility and Registration

To be eligible for the CPH exam, you must:

•  Hold a master’s degree in history or a related discipline from an accredited institution.

•  Have a minimum of two years of professional experience in historical research, archival management, or a 

related field.

•  Submit a professional portfolio that demonstrates your work and expertise.

After meeting the eligibility criteria, you can register for the exam through the ASPH website. The registration fee

covers the exam fee, a study guide package, and access to a limited number of practice questions. Early

registration is encouraged, as exam dates are limited and can fill quickly.



Core Content Areas Covered by the Exam

Historical Research & Methodology

Mastery of research methodology is the backbone of the CPH exam. Topics include:

•  Formulating research questions and hypotheses.

•  Identifying and locating primary and secondary sources.

•  Evaluating source authenticity, bias, and reliability.

•  Applying historiographical frameworks and theoretical lenses.

•  Synthesizing evidence to construct coherent arguments.

To excel, you should revisit classic research methodology texts, such as Researching History: A Practical Guideby

Michael J. McCormick, and engage in active reading of recent historiographical debates.

Archival Science & Preservation

Archival science tests your knowledge of best practices for managing and preserving collections. Key areas include:

•  Collection development and acquisition policies.

•  Descriptive standards (e.g., ISAD(G), EAD).

•  Environmental controls and climate monitoring.

•  Conservation techniques for paper, photographs, and digital media.

•  Legal and ethical issues: copyright, privacy, and donor agreements.

Reviewing the ASPH’s Archival Standards Handbookand attending a local preservation workshop can solidify

your understanding of these concepts.

Digital Humanities & Ethics

Digital tools are reshaping the way historians work, and the exam reflects this shift. Topics include:

•  Data visualization and GIS mapping.

•  Text mining, OCR accuracy, and metadata enrichment.

•  Digital preservation standards (OAIS, DARIAH).

•  Open access and licensing (Creative Commons).

•  Ethical considerations: data privacy, representation, and community engagement.

Familiarize yourself with platforms like Voyant Tools, Omeka, and Knimeto gain hands �on experience. Additionally,

reading case studies on digital humanities projects will help you anticipate the type of scenario �based questions you

might encounter.

Building an Effective Study Plan

Setting Goals & Timeline

Start by determining your exam date and working backward. Allocate at least 12 weeks of focused study time if

you’re balancing other commitments. Break your study plan into three phases:

1.  Foundational Review (Weeks 1–4) – Cover the core content areas, creating a knowledge base.

2.  Practice & Application (Weeks 5–8) – Work through sample questions, timed drills, and essay prompts.

3.  Polish & Prep (Weeks 9–12) – Focus on weak spots, review key concepts, and simulate full exam conditions.

Daily/Weekly Study Schedules

Consistency beats intensity. A typical weekly schedule might look like this:



•  Monday – 2 hours: Historical Research review.

•  Wednesday – 2 hours: Archival Science practice.

•  Friday – 2 hours: Digital Humanities hands �on.

•  Sunday – 3 hours: Mixed practice test and review.

Use a calendar app or a physical planner to track progress and adjust as needed. Don’t forget to schedule short

breaks during study sessions to maintain focus.

Active Learning Techniques

Passive reading isn’t enough. Incorporate these active learning methods:

•  Self �Quizzing – After each section, write down three key take �aways and then test yourself.

•  Concept Mapping – Visualize relationships between historiographical theories and archival practices.

•  Teach �Back – Explain a concept to a friend or record yourself; teaching reinforces retention.

•  Flashcards – Use spaced repetition apps like Anki to memorize definitions, standards, and key figures.

Key Resources for Preparation

Official ASPH Publications

The ASPH website hosts a wealth of materials:

•  Exam Blueprint – A detailed outline of content areas and question distribution.

•  Sample Questions – Official practice items that mirror the exam’s style.

•  Annual Journal of Professional Historians – Articles on emerging trends and best practices.

Download and bookmark these resources; they’re the most reliable reference for exam �specific content.

Online Courses & Webinars

Several platforms offer courses tailored to the CPH exam:

•  Coursera – “Digital Humanities: An Introduction” by University of Michigan.

•  edX – “Archival Practices” by the University of Toronto.

•  ASPH’s own Webinar Series – Quarterly sessions covering new standards and exam strategies.

Enroll in at least one course that aligns with your weakest area to deepen your understanding.

Practice Exams & Sample Questions

Regularly testing yourself under timed conditions is crucial. Use these resources:

•  Official Practice Exam Pack (available for purchase).

•  Free Quizlet Sets created by fellow candidates.

•  Mock exam simulations on Exam �Prep.com.

After each mock test, spend time analyzing errors and revisiting the relevant sections.

Study Groups & Peer Networks
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