Writing Project #1: Historical Report

For your first writing assignment, I’d like for you to investigate and report on a question about women in history. That’s an intentionally broad category: I want you to find a question that interests you, that you care about finding the answer to, and then I want to hear the story of what you find out. We’ll talk more about appropriate and answerable questions in class, but you might start by thinking about a broad topic or an issue, like Contraception or Veiling or Women in the Sciences. Then, hone in on a question within that subject that seems worth answering. How did women control their fertility before contraceptive devices were available? What are the historical origins of the veil in the Arabic world? Who were the first women to study at MIT and what was it like for them? For most topics, you’ll also want to focus on a particular part of the world; if you want to stick with the United States, that’s fine, or you can pick another country or cultural group to research. You can also use geography to make your question more specific; if you’re interested in how marriage laws restricted women in the 19th century, for instance, you could look at state and local laws and ordinances for a particular part of the country to paint a vivid picture of marriage in a specific place and a specific time. Specificity is what will make this project doable and what will make it interesting: anyone can go online and get a quick historical lesson on the suffrage movement; you want to find a way to go beneath the obvious surface historical knowledge. Ask yourself: what do I want to know about the suffrage movement?  We’ll do some brainstorming in class too; and compile a list of topics and questions.
Here’s what I’ll be looking for:

1. 20%: A focused question that I’ve approved. At some point in the next couple of weeks, I’ll ask you to turn in the question you’d like to investigate to make sure everyone is on the right track.
2. 20%: Research: For this project, I’m going to ask you to stick with print sources, and at least one of them must be from the historical period you’re investigating. Hill Memorial Library is a fabulous resource for archival research; if you’re trying to find out something about a particular decade or year, they can help you locate sources from that era. We’ll talk more about the kinds of sources available in class, but your paper should draw from at least 4 sources, including the historical text.

3. 30%: A coherent (your writing is clear and organized), engaging (you attempt to be interesting), and well-developed (you present lots and lots of information) narrative of around 3-4 pages or 750-1000 words.

4. 20%: An attempt to present the information objectively, considering all sides of the issue, and without value or judgment-laden language. 

5. 10%: An adherence to standard MLA or APA form, including a Works Cited page, and error-free, well-edited prose.
Other Things to Know:

· Audience: your audience for the essay is me and your classmates. It might help to imagine yourself as a reporter or a historian or a teacher, whichever persona suits you best, and make us interested in something we probably wouldn’t have otherwise known.

·  Feel free to use pictures if that will help tell the story, but rely mostly on information.

· DO NOT just paraphrase sources. Your job is to go to your sources, learn from them, and then re-present what you learn in your voice. One way to avoid this trap is to organize your paper by idea, and not by source – try to integrate information from each source into each point you make.

· Get help if you need it: The Writing Center in the basement of Coates is a fabulous resource; make an appointment with one of the (free!) tutors there and let them work with you through any part of the process, from brainstorming and outlining to drafting and revising. I will also be happy to talk with you about your project during my office hours or by appointment (email me with times you’re available to meet).

