
Thinking historically means considering why 
certain things happened and what effects 

occurred because of an event, development, 
or process. It also means recognizing that 
there are multiple causes of and multiple 
effects from any event, development, or 

process.

Formative Assessment:
Causation
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Directions: Read the following historical context and primary source. 
Then, answer the questions on causation that follow. The multiple 
choice questions for this formative assessment are Weighted Multiple 
Choice WMC Questions. The two best answers are 2 points, the 
next-best answer is 1 point, and the incorrect answer is 0 points.
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Historical Context:

In 1518, Emperor Charles V granted Hernan Cortés the right to explore and conquer new 
territories in the Americas through the "Charter of the Indies.ˮ  Additionally, it authorized 

Cortés to establish colonies and govern the lands he conquered. However, Cortés' 
expedition to the Aztec Empire was not fully endorsed by the local Spanish governor of 

Cuba and he departed without official approval. His desire for wealth and power from the 
potential conquest fueled his exploration into present-day Mexico and he led a Spanish 

expedition to conquer the powerful Aztec Empire. Along the way, he formed alliances with 
indigenous groups hostile to the Aztecs to bolster his own limited forces.

Source: Hernan Cortés “Second Letter of Hernan Cortés to Emperor Charles V,” October 30, 1520.
Edited by Pascual de Gayangos, 1866. Library of Congress. 
Translated by Nancy Finch, 2004.

In my former dispatch, Most Excellent Prince, I gave a list of 
the cities and towns that had to that time voluntarily 
submitted to your authority, together with those I had 
reduced by conquest. I also mentioned having received 
information from the natives of a certain great Lord, called 
Moctezuma… I proposed to go and see him wherever he 
might be. I also recollect having engaged to do more than 
was in my power in regard to the demand I intended to make 
of this personage; for I assured your Highness that he 
should be taken either dead or alive, or become a subject to 
the royal throne of your Majesty. With this determination I 
departed from the city of Cempoal, to which I gave the name 
of Sevilla, on the 16th of August, with fifteen horse[s] and 
three hundred infantry, all in the best condition for war in 
which I was able, or the time permitted me to render them. I 
left in the town of Vera Cruz one hundred and fifty men and 
two horses, occupied in building, a fort, which was already 
nearly finished; and I also left the whole province of 
Cempoal, and all the mountainous region adjacent to the 
town, containing fifty thousand warriors, and fifty towns and 
fortresses, in peace and security, and firm in their allegiance 
to your Majesty, as they have remained to the present time. 
Although they were subjects of Moctezuma, yet according 
to the information I received, they had been reduced to that 
condition by force, within a short period; and when they had 
obtained through me some knowledge of your Highness, 
and of your great regal power, they declared their desire to 
become vassals of your Majesty, and to form an alliance 
with me. 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbc0001.2025kislak02004935/?sp=107&st=image&r=-1.106,0,3.213,1.497,0
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1. Using both the historical context and the primary source, select the 
two statements that best demonstrate why Hernan Cortés invaded 
the Aztec Empire.

A. The indigenous peoples were willing to support the Spanish 
against the Aztecs.

B. Hernan Cortés wanted to add to his own personal power and 
expand the amount of newly conquered land he could control.

C. Montezuma was a great lord who Cortés wanted to negotiate 
with.

D. By invading and overthrowing the Aztecs, Hernan Cortés 
could establish a new colony for Spain and his king.

  2.   Historians rank causes to establish which causes are more 
significant. Using both the historical context and primary source, explain 
why one of the statements you chose represents a more significant 
reason Hernan Cortés invaded the Aztec Empire. Cite evidence.
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1. Using both the historical context and the primary source, select the 
two statements that best demonstrate why Hernan Cortés invaded 
the Aztec Empire.

A. The indigenous peoples were willing to support the Spanish 
against the Aztecs. 1 point)

B. Hernan Cortés wanted to add to his own personal power and 
expand the amount of newly conquered land he could control. 
2 points)

C. Montezuma was a great lord who Cortés wanted to negotiate 
with. 0 points)

D. By invading and overthrowing the Aztecs, Hernan Cortés 
could establish a new colony for Spain and his king. 2 points)

  2.   Historians rank causes to establish which causes are more 
significant. Using both the historical context and primary source, explain 
why one of the statements you chose represents a more significant 
reason Hernan Cortés invaded the Aztec Empire. Cite evidence.
Based on this historical context and primary source provided, Choice B and 
Choice D are clear examples of why Hernan Cortés invaded the Aztec Empire. 
However, when looking at the historical context and primary source, Choice D is a 
more significant example, as the historical context points out he was specifically 
directed and authorized to establish new colonies by the Emperor and the primary 
source makes multiple references to taking actions for “your Majesty.ˮ  Choice B, 
also worth two points, highlights Cortesʼs personal greed and ambition as reasons 
for the invasion. It is directly referenced in the historical context and implied in his 
writing in the letter. Choice A can be implied from the letter, but isnʼt addressed in 
the context, and it appears that the allegiance comes out of Spanish force, so 
many no be trusted. Thus, it is worth 1 point. Choice C, has no evidence in the 
historical context and the source explicitly sets up Cortésʼs initial stance toward 
Montezuma as hostile, not diplomatic. Thus, it earns 0 points. Students who 
justify either choice B or D with both texts can receive full credit.



1. Weighted Multiple Choice 

Choice 1 2 points 
Choice B or D

1 point 
Choice A

0 points 
Choice C

Choice 2 2 points 
Choice B or D

1 point 
Choice A

0 points 
Choice C

Subtotal:    _______/ 4

2.    Short Answer: More Significant Effect

3 points 2 points 1 point 0 points

Student identifies 
one choice as a 
more significant 
effect and cites 
clear evidence 
from both the 
historical context 
and primary 
source to justify 
their choice.

Student identifies 
one choice as 
more significant 
and cites clear 
evidence from one 
source to justify 
their answer. Both 
sources may be 
cited, but only one 
provides clear 
justification.

Student identifies 
one choice as 
more significant 
and may or may 
not cite evidence 
to justify their 
answer. If 
evidence is cited, 
it does not provide 
clear justification 
for their choice.

Students does not 
identify one 
choice as more 
significant. 
Student either 
misunderstood 
question or did not 
attempt to answer 
it.

Subtotal:    _______/ 3

Total: ______/7
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