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Research Seminar: American History Topics

PURPOSE

The purpose of this course is to conduct research in primary and secondary sources and to write a historical research paper on the topic you selected during the course of the summer. The selection of topics, and the narrowing down of topics, should be completed by the start of the course on May 28 so that you may begin your research as soon as possible. The goal of the class is to produce a 20 page (of text, plus notes) research paper, which will include secondary sources (books, journal articles, websites, newspapers) and primary sources as available (including manuscript sources from archives, government documents, diaries, etc.). 

For those of you working on a thesis this is a perfect opportunity to get research completed and to draft a chapter of your thesis. 

GRADING

Selection of topic/Thesis statement/Literature Review


10%

Progress Reports on research submitted to discussion board

5%

Research Paper







85%

The final product you produce will be the main grade for the course. The research paper will be due to my email address as an attachment (Microsoft Word) by Friday, .
This course takes a lot of individual initiative. I am here to help with questions and research suggestions, but it is incumbent on you to get into the library and perhaps to archives (if you are fortunate enough to have one near you) to conduct research and then to write a paper. 

I do not assign a text to guide you through doing a paper, but if you want to look at a helpful book, see Jules Benjamin, A Student’s Guide to History (Bedford Books, 2010) which you can find on Amazon.com for a helpful guide. For the style manual I will use the Chicago style manual (employed by the ESU graduate college).

COURSE SCHEDULE

1. May 28—Course officially opens.  By this time, try to have a topic selected. You may email me with potential topics before May 28 and I can help you try to narrow down a topic. We will have an official introduction of each other during this week and then you will post your topics to the Discussion Board.

2. June 5—Literature Review Due (see explanation below)

3. June 19—Progress Reports on Research—post by end of the week (Friday, June 19)
4. June 26—Progress Reports on Research

5. July 3—Progress Reports on Research

6. July 10—Shifting from Research to Writing—some pointers (I will post this before this date)—progress reports

7. July 17—Writing Draft/Finishing Research

8. July 31—Paper Due!

POINTERS ON SELECTING A TOPIC

1. It is always best to select a topic you are interested in examining. There is nothing worse than working on something you dislike. 
2. Conduct a literature review on your topic. Let’s say you want to do a paper on Pearl Harbor. Find books, articles, databases of primary sources, government documents, anything which has been published or not published on Pearl Harbor. This will help in your construction of a literature review for the course.
3. Search broadly. Start with ESU’s library catalog (or any other library near you—research libraries are best (i.e. the biggest university near you). Include a list of books you find in your literature review and then consult as many of them as you can for your paper. 
4. Next, search J-stor for scholarly articles on the topic you select (there may be hundreds on a broad topic like World War II which is why you need to narrow down your topic as much as possible). Use other databases, such as Project Muse at major research libraries as well as other suitable databases on your specific topic. I may be able to help with this individually.
5. Any manuscript sources for your topic? Search the National Union Catalog (www.loc.gov/coll/nucmc). This database provides manuscript collections on topics and should help to find whether any exist and if they are near you. Local historical societies and state historical societies are also excellent manuscript sources for any topic on local or state history (which works very well for this course). In Kansas we are also fortunate to have two presidential libraries (Ike and Truman) if you want to select a paper on those presidents. 
QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER:

1. How do I know a topic is worth doing?

--Step I: Find something general about your topic in an encyclopedia or online encyclopedia (not Wikipedia!)

Step II: Do a search of books and articles on your topic

Step III: Do a primary source search on your topic (manuscript collections in archives, etc.)

2. Is the topic too broad? Too narrow? How do I determine this?
--Ask good questions:

Topic Example: World War Two in Pacific

· Remember: People have written a lot of books on this topic. I am requiring a 20 page paper

· Narrow it down—is there a particular battle, person, event you are interested in? Pearl Harbor is your answer.

· What are you interested in studying about Pearl Harbor?

· Ask more questions—planning of attack, legacy of attack, attack in historical memory, individual person, etc.

· Questions: Is it narrow enough? Am I still interested? Can I find enough sources on it?

3. Do a literature Review

What is a literature review?

1. A lit review is a bibliography of all the possible sources you can find on a subject (both secondary and primary) listed in bibliographical format. My subject is Japanese planning for Pearl Harbor. I have found 15 books and dozens of articles on the subject as well as government documents and military sources.

2. List the secondary and primary sources separately in your literature review. List books, articles, databases, movies, etc. in separate categories and then any manuscript collections you would consult (i.e. Yamamoto Papers, Tokyo) in a separate heading—you need not list every document, just the collections. Newspapers consulted can be listed as well0—just the title, not the individual article.

3. Do I have to use all of these sources in my paper?

· Not necessarily but it is important to consult and use as many of them as possible as they provide the richness and context for use in a good historical research paper. NEVER BE AFRAID OF HAVING TOO MUCH MATERIAL!

4. What if I have fewer primary sources than secondary sources? Will that count against me?

· Depends on the nature of your topic. If you select something like a history of Emporia during the 1930s and don’t have primary sources from the Lyon County Historical Society or the Kansas State Historical Society, then you will have problems. It is always better to make sure you have exhausted potential primary sources before you commit to a topic. Newspapers may count, at times, as primary sources too. This is often a disputed call from historians but we do accept them at times as primary sources.

5. Once my topic is approved and the literature review is complete, what then?

· Spend your time researching the paper. Research is fun and it should be fun. The key is selecting a topic you want to explore and then going out to the library, archive, or wherever, and working on it diligently over the course of the summer. If you do that, you will have a paper you will be proud of and one for which you will receive a good grade. Will it be a completely finished paper? Of course not. Anything worth doing is worth doing over. But in a short window of time (eight weeks), you will have a solid research paper.
Schneider’s Last Reminder: 

A narrow topic is good, narrower is better, narrowest is best.

