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THINKING THROUGH HISTORY PAPER (25%)

Ever thought about horse-racing during the Great Depression?  What about the historical significance of the explosion of a huge vat of molasses in Boston?  It’s amazing what big historical questions can be explored through seemingly insignificant details from the past.  

This paper offers an opportunity to let you explore American history and see what you can make of it.  It is intended to introduce you to the historian’s craft.  In other words, you get to be the historian here.  It is worth 25% of your final grade and will be your major writing assignment for the course.  

One of the toughest things about getting started on a research paper is settling on a time-frame and, within that time-frame, on a topic.  To ease that process (and foster fun and interesting discussions in sections), you will start your research by reading newspapers published on your birthday in a year chosen by your T.A.  For example, if you were born on May 25 and your T.A. chose the year 1941, you would start by looking at newspapers published on May 25, 1941.  Everyone in your discussion section will be reading newspapers from the same year, but you will all be starting from and focusing on different things because you have different birthdays.  

Read on for specifics. . . .

Objectives:  

1.  To get you thinking like a historian by giving you the opportunity to craft an original historical argument and support it with primary and secondary sources.

2.  To improve your writing and revising skills.   

3.  To give you the opportunity to explore a question of your choice (within the parameters of the assignment) in modern U. S. history.

Deadlines:  
“Best” Draft (10%):  Due in Discussion 4/4 or 4/5 (depending on whether your discussion meets on M/W or T/Th).

Final Paper (15%):  Due in Discussion 5/2 or 5/3 (depending on whether your discussion meets on M/W or T/Th).

Late papers (draft and final) will be marked down 1 letter grade for each day they are late.

Source Requirements:

Note:  Your TA will be arranging a library tour to introduce you to the periodicals room and to MNCAT, the online U of M library catalogue.     

1.  Newspaper Sources.  You must use at least two different newspapers as primary sources.  

Your two papers must differ in significant ways.  If one of your papers is a national newspaper (e.g., New York Times, Washington Post, LA Times, etc.), your other newspaper might be a local paper or a paper directed to a particular audience.    

There are many locations for finding newspapers. Wilson Library has an extensive collection of newspapers on microfilm.  The New York Times is available on microfilm in the library and online (through Wilson Library).  The Minnesota Historical Society has an incredible microfilm collection for newspapers published throughout the state of Minnesota.  If you’d like to use your hometown paper for a given year, check with the MHS to see if they have it in their microfilm collection.

2.  Published Articles.  You must also use at least two published articles relating to the historical question you focus on in your paper.  The articles must be published in a history journal or an edited articles collection.  

Your T.A. will discuss good indices for finding articles.  One excellent starting place is “America: History and Life,” which you can access on MNCAT by selecting “Articles,” then “Search Indexes.”
Examples of history journals include:  American Historical Review, Journal of American History, Journal of Southern History, Journal of Negro History, Law and History Review, Signs, Business History Review, Journal of Economic History, Public Policy History, Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Journal of American Ethnic History, Journal of Labor History, Radical History Review, Journal of Women’s History, American Indian Quarterly, Law & Social Inquiry, Technology and Culture.  

You may also use articles published in edited collections.  Some edited collections are collections of previously published articles all by the same author or all related to a particular theme.  Some edited collections though include articles that were written for the edited volume and are not published elsewhere.  As an example, here are some edited collections focusing on women’s history:  Ellen Carol DuBois, Woman Suffrage & Women’s Rights (New York: New York University Press, 1998); Vicki L. Ruiz, and Ellen Carol Dubois, eds., Unequal Sisters: A Multi-Cultural Reader in U. S. Women’s History, 3rd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2000); Joanne Meyerowitz, ed., Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994); Linda K. Kerber, Alice Kessler-Harris, Kathryn Kish Sklar, U. S. History as Women’s History: New Feminist Essays (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995).  There are edited collections on almost any topic and any period of American history you might think of – sexuality, the New Deal, the West, 20th century America, the New South, etc.

You may not use articles published on the web.  (Note:  An increasing number of journals provide electronic access on the web to their articles for subscribers through databases like JStor.  The limitation isn’t intended to apply to articles reproduced electronically via databases like JStor.)  If you have any questions at all about whether a particular article meets the requirements of the assignment, you should consult with your T.A.

Getting Started:  
1.  Read relevant chapter(s) in Foner.  We recommend that you start by reading the chapter in Foner that covers the year your TA section will be focusing on.  If we read this chapter earlier in the term, review the chapter and your lecture notes.  If we haven’t gotten to the chapter, skip ahead and read it now. Reading the chapter will give you a “big picture” for the particular time period to help frame your thinking. 

2.  Pick your newspapers.  You need to follow the assignment requirements noted above relating to newspapers, but this still leaves lots of room for charting your own path.  We recommend that you explore a bit.  Try out a few ideas before you settle on the two newspapers you will use for the assignment.  And remember, the assignment requires two newspapers.  You may use more.

3.  Read your newspapers.  Once you’ve chosen your first newspaper, you’re ready to dig in.  Start by looking up your date (follow instructions above regarding the date).  Read the paper for your day and start asking questions.  

Remember that reading the newspaper for this day will tell you the news people read about when they got up on your day.  It will not, however, tell you what happened that day.  For that you have to look at the day after (and perhaps several more after that if you come across an unfolding story).  If you find yourself in the middle of some event (for example, a scandal of some sort or a foreign negotiation or a battle), you can use the Index to the NYT to find other stories on that topic around the same time.  
It’s key to remember that although you’ll start with your birthday, you will need to read multiple days of the paper to follow a story or theme.  And, be sure to write down citations for articles so that you can find your way back to them and for purposes of citations in your paper.
Once you’ve studied the first newspaper on and around your day, turn to your second newspaper.  Is the news here the same or different?  Think about who the audience is for each newspaper and how that shapes what’s covered and the way it is covered.  Are there things in this paper that weren’t in your first paper?  Is the advertising different?  What about the editorials or letters to the editor?  

Reading different newspapers helps you to get different perspectives on what happened and how people in different places or from different perspectives learned about an event or an issue or didn’t.  Pay attention not only to “big news” – the stuff on the front page – but also to editorials, letters to the editor, feature articles, fashions, sports, advertisements, comics, engagement/marriage notices and obituaries, food.  These will give you insight into the history of everyday life at the time, what people did in their free time, what newspaper editors thought women or men were interested in, what problems advice columnists were asked about, what humor was like.  

Read critically!  You need to be asking yourself questions about what you read. Ask yourself if there were evident biases in the ways news was written and presented. Could you tell much about what cultural or political attitudes seemed dominant? Why do you think certain issues were prominent and others less so? Don't take what you read at face value. Someone wrote those stories -- highlighting some facts and ignoring others, perhaps even getting it wrong. Some editor decided what went on which page and wrote the headlines. Ad agencies designed ads with specific markets in mind, etc. 
4.  Choosing a topic.  Once you’ve read broadly in both papers, you need to zero in on a topic.   

5.  Finding secondary sources.  Once you have a few questions you think might be good topics for a paper, it’s time to start looking for secondary sources that will help you situate the topic historically.  
6.  Working on that “Best” Draft.  This assignment has two formal stages (your T.A. may add other intermediate stages for your section):  a “best” draft and a final paper.  We use the term “best” rather than “first” draft because it’s important to remember that 10% of your grade for the course is based on the draft.  You want to turn in a paper at that stage that is really the best you think you can do.  With feedback from your T.A. on your “best” draft, you’ll then be able to write an even better final paper.

7.  Remember, you’re not all on your own.  Your T.A. will be providing guidance all along the way and is a resource you can turn to at any stage if you have questions.  
Format:

1.  Title.  Your paper must have a title.  A good title gets the reader’s attention, at least hints at the argument, and clearly frames place and time.  

2.  No fancy graphics.  No need for fancy graphics or a separate title page.  We’d like you to focus on the writing!

3.  Page Length:  6-7 pages.

4.  Formatting:  double-spaced, typed, 12-point type, Times New Roman font. 

5.  Citing your sources:  Throughout your paper a reader should be able to tell where you are getting your information.  Do this with footnotes or endnotes using the form suggested below.  Parenthetical citations are not acceptable.  And, remember, it is better to have too many than too few citations.

Newspaper articles:  

Jane Smith, “Technology Changes Work Patterns,” New York Press, January 3, 1955, Section C, p. 4.

“Earthquake Shakes Cleveland,” Cleveland Tribune, July 18, 1903, p. 1.

Journal articles:

Richard White, “Information, Markets, and Corruption: Transcontinental Railroads in the Gilded Age,” Journal of American History 90 (2003): 19-43.

Julie Novkov, “Racial Constructions: The Legal Regulation of Miscegenation in Alabama, 1890-1934,” Law and History Review 20 (2002): 225-277.

6.  Bibliography.  Your paper must also have a bibliography.  It should include all the sources you cite in your paper.  Your bibliography should have two sections:  Primary Sources (noting all newspaper articles) and Secondary Sources (noting the articles you use).  For the bibliography, list the sources in alphabetical order with the author’s last name first.  
Grading
Both the “best” draft and the final draft will be graded based on the following rubric:  

(6 is strongest, 1 is weakest)(argument, creativity/originality, and evidence are weighted most heavily in the grade.)  
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	Creativity/Originality
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Use/Range of Primary Sources
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Use/Range of Secondary Sources
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Organization
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Clarity of Writing 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Mechanics
	
	
	
	
	
	


Questions?

We will discuss this assignment in both lecture and discussion sections.  Here are answers to some questions that we anticipate you might have about the assignment:

1.  Can you give us some sense of the kinds of things students have written about in the past?  Sure.  Here are a handful of topics past students have used as the foundation for really great papers:  horse-racing during the depression, women’s lingerie in the 1950s, cartoon pages in the 1930s, U. S. perception of Catholic religion in Mexico, striking dock workers in NYC in 1919, the assassination of President McKinley.  These are just the topics around which the student then crafted a historical argument.


The key point to bear in mind is that history is really wide open.  An event that makes it into a textbook might be a great topic for a paper, but often the best student papers use things that seem much more ordinary or even insignificant at first glance as the foundation for their argument.  Be sure to think not just about political history, but also economic, social, legal, cultural, and intellectual history.  Think about sub-fields of history related to particular groups:  American Indians, Mexican-Americans, Asian-Americans, women, African-Americans. . . . the list goes on and on.  


As we’ve been exploring this term, history is about much more than facts and dates.  Events are key to history, but so are processes (that may go unnoted at the moment they’re happening), ordinary people, and ideas.   

2.  How many days of the newspapers do I need to read?  There’s no hard and fast answer here, it really depends on your topic.  Once you have a specific topic, you can consult with your T.A. to get a better sense of how many days of your newspapers you ought to be reading.
3.  Can I just relate what happened on “my day”?  No.  Your paper must have an argument. You will be tempted to give lots of information from the papers you read without stopping to ask what it means.  One of the difficult things about this assignment is the range of information in a newspaper.  You need to focus in on one question.  If you don’t, you’ll end up with a paper that jumps from one topic to the next.  This is what I call an “and then paper.”  

You need to move beyond recognizing coincidence (it all happened on the same day) to think about what it means that things were simultaneous. It helps to know something about the broader context (from your textbook, lecture, or discussion). Sometimes juxtaposition is very effective (the dramatic and the mundane, the international and the local), but it does not mean much without analysis. Evidence does not speak for itself!

4.  What verb tense do I use?  The general rule in writing about history (and the one we’ll apply here) is to use the past tense. Also avoid passive verbs whenever possible. They obscure the actor(s).
5.  If I get a good grade on the “best” draft, can I just turn in the same paper for the final?  No!  We will be grading the “best” drafts as just that – how good is this paper for a “best” draft?  An “A” “best” draft would not be an “A” final paper.  This means that you need to do your best on the best draft (it is 10% of your grade) and then make the most of the feedback you get from your TA to rethink, where necessary, do additional research, and rewrite for the final draft.  You’ll be amazed what a difference can come out of the opportunity to rewrite a paper with some constructive criticism providing guideposts.
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