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History 1301
— US History to 1877 —

Book Report Project Guidelines

This project is not mandatory for all students, but must be completed by students seeking an A in the course.  Requirements for an A in the course include:

1. Maintaining an A average on the four unit tests.

2. Receiving credit on three essays.

3. Successful completion of the book report project.

The book report project provides an opportunity for you to learn more about a topic which interests you in US History, and to familiarize yourself with the way interpretations of the past are made by historians.  In consultation with me (a chat during office hours, before or after class, on the phone or email), please choose a book-length, college-level work analyzing some aspect of US History up to 1877.  Your book must fall within the chronological and thematic concerns of the course, namely the American experience (broadly defined) from prehistory through Reconstruction.

Your report must be six pages in length, typed or word processed, and double-spaced.  You must edit for spelling, grammar, and organizational coherence.  The report due date is listed on your course schedule; it will be marked either “credit” or “no credit.”  In the case of a “no credit” mark, you will receive written feedback.  You will then have one week from the date the papers were handed back in class to make revisions and resubmit the paper for full credit.

· Look for a work of nonfiction (NOT A NOVEL.  Novels are fiction), preferably written by a historian.  The subject matter can be a person, an event, or a time period.  You can pick a book from the lists of suggested works (located at the end of each chapter or your textbook), or choose one on your own and get it OK’d by me.

· You must provide a full and correct citation in any standard format (MLA, Chicago Manual of Style) for the book you are analyzing.  Correct citations must include the author’s full name, the book’s full title (underlined or italicized), and the publication information (year, city, and date published).

· Put the author’s argument in your own words, and keep direct quotes brief and to a minimum.  

· Remember to cite all references to and direct quotes from the book you are analyzing, as well as the Divine text (author’s last name and page number in parentheses is fine for references to/quotes from Divine).  

· Please review the course policies handout regarding cheating and plagiarism.  If you submit a book report project that is wholly or partially plagiarized, you will receive an “F” in the course and I will file a complaint with the Campus Dean of Student Services.

Your paper must have the following elements:

Part I:  Identify the Author’s Historical Interpretation.

A. You must identify and analyze the author’s hypothesis, the “argument” or “main idea”  they are presenting about a person, period, or event, in their book.  Writers usually present their argument most clearly in their introductions and conclusions; the rest of the book attempts to back up the argument with detailed evidence.  Please state the author’s argument in your own words . . .

B. . . . and discuss why they think their interpretation is so important.  Do they think other historians have gotten it wrong?  Have left something important out?  Does your author claim to have uncovered something new?  Discuss your author’s stand on how their work helps us to better understand the past. 

Part II:  Identify the Supporting Evidence.

Now that you have discussed the thesis in Part I, you must now present and discuss at least three examples of how the author proves his or her interpretation.  If the historian is arguing that, for example, the activism of African American women was central to the Abolitionist Movement, discuss carefully three specific examples of the evidence marshaled in support of that claim.

Part III:  Assess the Evidence.

A. Evaluate the sources and evidence used by the author.  What concrete evidence supports the author’s interpretations?  In Part III, your task is to critically examine what kinds of sources the author based his or her interpretation on-- court documents? Newspaper accounts?  Interviews?  Economic data?  Other historians’ works?  Summarize what kinds of sources the argument rests on, and discuss some specific examples of each kind of evidence to make yourself clear. 

How to track down the sources:  Some authors will talk about their sources very directly.  They might be very up front in discussing the sources they worked with, the archives they visited, the limitations of the evidence, the difficulties of interpretation, etc.  These kinds of discussions may be located in the book’s introduction, foreword, or notes (some books have bibliographic essays at the end).  You can also assess the sources by carefully examining the book’s footnotes or endnotes.    

B.  Discuss your opinion on the quality of this evidence.  Be fair, but critical, in assessing the quality of the research the book is based upon.  Did your author visit archives and really scour through the primary sources?  Or is their argument based mostly or wholly on research done by other historians?  What’s your opinion on that matter?  Can you imagine other kinds of evidence that would support, or possibly contradict, the author’s argument?  In your opinion, have important sources been excluded or discounted too easily?  Feel free to be a little imaginative here.  Where might we look for evidence that your author hasn’t looked? 

Part IV:  Compare with the Textbook Interpretation.

Compare the author’s interpretation of his or her subject matter with the interpretation offered by Divine in our textbook.  Do Divine and the author agree?  Why or why not?  Does the author’s interpretation challenge Divine’s characterization of a period, event, or person’s significance?  Does Divine even deal with the questions explored by your author?  What observations can you make about what seems to be important to historians studying this topic, or what they disagree about?

Part V:  Assess the Overall Persuasiveness and Value of the Book.

Finally, your last task is to discuss whether YOU are persuaded by your author’s argument. Does the evidence provided by the author and the interpretation made of it convince you? Or could there be another way of interpreting the material?  Are you persuaded as to the larger significance of this material?  Was this a well-written book?  Has your initial curiosity in the topic been satisfied, piqued, punished, or bludgeoned out of you?  After a thoughtful discussion of the book’s overall value crafted in your masterful prose, you come to your journey’s triumphant end.
