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	By the time students complete their Master of Arts degree program in history, students should be able to:

2.  Read and think critically, write and speak clearly and persuasively, and conduct research effectively.


Last year—when we began assessing a single SLO each year—the department’s graduate committee decided to assess the MA program via students’ culminating experience.  There is no single course or set of courses that all graduate students in our program take.  Students specializing in Ancient/Medieval history write theses.  Those specializing in Modern Europe or the United States take comprehensive examinations unless they are applying to doctoral programs and the department’s graduate committee has approved their thesis proposals.  All students pursuing the MA with a Concentration in History Education (CHE), whether specializing in US History or World History take comprehensive examinations. 

This plan makes good sense, but this year required an alternative because we gave only a single comprehensive exam during F10 and had no completed theses (an aberration—typically there are five to ten comprehensive exams in the fall and more each spring).  This fall, the graduate advisor and department chair decided to use seminar papers from the two fall graduate seminars to assess SLO #2 above.  These courses are appropriate vehicles through which to assess students’ mastery of this particular SLO since history seminars typically begin with group discussions of seminal or innovative works on the seminar topic and culminate with a substantive research paper based on both primary and secondary sources.     

Initial Evidence of Student Learning:

[Prior to F10]

All of us who have taught graduate seminars in history know that the traditional expectations of the discipline—reading and preparing to discuss a book each week for the first two-thirds of a semester and preparing an original research paper of 20 to 30 pages—are difficult for many of our graduate students to meet.  Full-time jobs, family responsibilities, and undergraduate preparation in other academic disciplines leave some ill-equipped to conduct serious research.  As Dr. Chopra explained, “In a research seminar, the graduate students who produce the best work are those who identify a research question early in the semester, and who understand clearly the writing and evidence needed to create a solid paper.  In a 16-week semester, students cannot write publishable papers but they can show an understanding of the existing literature, raise some thoughtful questions, and advance a well-written interpretation.”  Dr. Hill agreed noting that students’ difficulty managing reading, research, and writing loads was the greatest obstacle to their mastery of SLO #2.  Additionally, students often limit themselves to local archives and fail to pursue topics that might engage them more because they are unaware of digital archives projects.   
Change(s) to Curriculum or Pedagogy:

[F10]

Dr. Chopra is in her third year at SJSU and taught Hist 274, the Seminar in American Social and Intellectual History for the first time in F10.  Her seminar theme was Labor in Early America. 

To help students identify a topic, Dr. Chopra assigned newly-published essays that addressed the issue of labor from unconventional perspectives, e.g., women’s labor, slave labor, child labor, and soldiers’ labor.  Since these exploratory essays left many questions unanswered, seminar participants discussed what it would entail to write a research paper based on these questions.

To help students identify the characteristics of a great research paper and to encourage critical thinking, Dr. Chopra guided the group through the process of diagramming each of the essays.  They discussed the introductory paragraphs, the range and time periods of the sources used, and primary arguments.  Also, they discussed how each author reached some firm conclusions and some speculative ones.  Students were asked to think about the essays they found most persuasive.  As a class, they identified ingredients that made some essays extraordinary and others less so.  

Dr. Chopra distributed a list of primary sources at the first meeting.  All students were asked to look at a variety of primary sources:  political journals, diaries, letters, and newspapers.  They also looked at primary sources in print, on microfilm and microfiche, and online.  This was designed to familiarize the students with the time period and topic. It also encouraged them to learn to use the microfilm machine, and to use Interlibrary loan.  This exercise also encouraged them to think about a possible topic and to plan their paper well in advance.  Dr. Chopra published an online list of secondary sources for students who had no background on the topic.  This list was updated as students raised new questions.  

All students wrote an 8-10 page research proposal before submitting the final paper (about 25 pages). The research proposals were pre-circulated.  Dr. Chopra met each student individually to provide feedback on the proposal.  The student presented their preliminary research and conclusions to the class and everyone commented—in writing and orally—on the strengths and weaknesses of the approach.  This step was crucial in sharpening many of the papers.  The seminar group commented on the substance of the paper as well as the writing approach and pointed to particularly strong and weak passages in the paper.

Dr. Hill is in her 16th year at SJSU and has instructed graduate students in history for eight years.  She taught Hist 288, the Seminar in American Women’s History for the third time during F10.  Her seminar theme was Women as Reformers/Social Activists/Agents of Change during the 19th and 20th Centuries.  

In addition to her usual practice of introducing students to the basic historiography of the course theme during the first class session and moderating discussions of both seminal and innovative books on the subject throughout the first half of the semester, Dr. Hill debuted an on-line, primary source assignment requiring students to explore one of the world’s great digital collections of primary sources related to women—Harvard University’s Open Collections Program entitled “Women Working, 1800-1930.”  Dr. Hill explained that she “wanted students to get a taste of primary sources that are available to researchers no matter their location.”  “Women Working, 1800-1930” presents sources that provide insight into women’s impact on the economic life of the United States between 1800 and the Great Depression.  For those interested in the female reform tradition in America, the collection provides sources that document the need for reform in the workplace, sources that show working women’s responses to workplace conditions, and sources that demonstrate reformers’ motivations, priorities, activities, etc.
Students received the following instructions:
Over the next week, you should spend approximately the same amount of time you would ordinarily spend reading a historical monograph on this assignment.  Go to http://ocp.hul.harvard.edu/ww/scope.html to begin.  Read the introduction and begin browsing through magazines, diaries, manuscripts, the records of organizations, etc.  Identify five primary sources related to a theme--for example, health issues, workplace conditions, the role of a particular organization or institution, the reform work of an individual woman or group of women, etc.  Read each source or a significant part of longer sources in order to answer the questions below.  Provide a url, title, and brief description of each source.  Then, address the following:

1) How might a historian use this source?  What might a historian demonstrate using this source?  What kind of thesis/main point in a chapter might this source support?

2) Who is the author of the source?  Is the intended audience clear?  If not, what would a historian need to discover in order to make the source more useful?

3) Are there problems with the source (clarity, use of language, legibility, etc.)?  Is bias evident?  Is there a clear perspective?  What might a historian need to learn to make the source more useful?  

4) Did/how did exposure to this source change your understanding of its subject/topic?  
Students submitted brief essays detailing their discoveries, and each described one of their “finds” the next time the seminar met.  The assignment was designed to make students more aware of the growing number of digitized primary source collections in university libraries and archives in the hope that they would not limit themselves to local history projects.  

Evidence of Student Learning after Change:
[F10]

Dr. Chopra noted that student presentations in her seminar were successful in generating feedback that improved some students’ final efforts.  During the question and answer session following one presentation, a student recognized some fundamental conceptual problems and dramatically revised his approach.  His final paper (available as a sample A essay) shows his attempts to understand the British use of Hessian and slave labor during the American Revolution.

The students who did not incorporate feedback from the research proposals wrote weaker papers.  The paper on Abigail Adams (available as a sample B essay) reflects an incomplete grasp of the historical sources.  The writing also tends to be choppy and generally weaker than the better papers (see especially the first paragraph of the sample). 

Students in Dr. Chopra’s seminar wrote four excellent (A) papers and four good (B) papers.  

Dr. Hill’s efforts to introduce students to far-flung digital archives resulted in a broader array of essay topics than in her previous seminars.  Of 14 completed essays, six were local history projects and eight were based largely on primary sources accessed electronically from institutions across the United States and Great Britain.  Two of the local history projects combined archival sources available at SJSU with other local or regional archives and primary sources accessed electronically.  

Students in Dr. Hill’s seminar wrote six excellent (A) papers and seven good (B) papers.  One essay was unacceptable at the graduate level, and one student failed to submit a paper.  Additionally, there were two Incompletes due to illness.     

Based on the F10 seminar papers then, 21 of 25 graduate students demonstrated either an excellent or a good mastery of SLO #2.  
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