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Writing	Characteristics	Specific	to	the	Discipline	of	History	
	
Upon	discussion	of	the	characteristics	of	good	writing	practiced	by	professional	historians,	
the	members	of	the	History	Department’s	ad	hoc	writing	committee	agree	that	the	“Revised	
Writing	Enriched	Curriculum	(WEC)	Writing	Plan”	finalized	by	the	History	Department	of	
the	University	of	Minnesota	in	January	2014,	provides	a	set	of	statements	that	well	
articulate	our	own	understanding	of	effective	writing	in	our	discipline.		We	fully	
acknowledge	the	origin	of	and	adapt	these	statements	as	follows:1	

	
The	best	scholarly	writing	in	the	professional	discipline	of	History	is	characterized	by	the	
following	substantive	and	stylistic	elements:	

	
1)! Examination	of	the	beliefs,	practices,	and	relationships	that	have	shaped	human	

experience	in	a	temporal	context,	focusing	on	sequences	of	events	and	changes	over	
time;	
	

2)! Critical	awareness	of	the	qualities,	value,	and	limitations	of	historical	sources,	as	well	as	
the	necessarily	interpretive	and	mediated	nature	of	historical	analysis;	

	
3)! Argument	that	begins	with	a	question	and	offers	in	answer	an	interpretation	of	the	past	

that	takes	into	account	and	is	supported	by	full	range	of	appropriate	evidence;	
	

4)! Acknowledgement	of	and	response	to	existing	historical	scholarship;	
	

5)! Accessible,	clear	prose	and	logical	organization	that	enables	readers	to	retrace	the	
writer’s	steps	and	follow	the	development	of	the	argument.	

	

Desired	Student	Writing	Abilities	
	
The	History	Department	instructs	various	constituencies	of	students	in	historical	thinking	
and	writing	in	the	discipline.		Since	its	inception,	the	Liberal	Studies	program	has	included	
a	History	requirement	as	fundamental	to	the	education	of	all	undergraduates	at	IUP.		In	
addition,	students	from	across	the	university	enroll	in	History	courses	in	order	to	fulfill	
Liberal	Studies	elective	and	free	elective	requirements.		Specific	History	courses	also	count	

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1	“Department	of	History	Revised	WEC	Writing	Plan,”	January	16,	2014,	
http://undergrad.umn.edu/cwb/pdf/history.pdf	(Accessed	February	21,	2017).	
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toward	requirements	in	various	minor	programs.		For	practical	purposes,	we	divide	the	
desired	writing	skills	of	our	undergraduates	into	two	categories:		a	set	of	writing	skills	
expected	of	students	exiting	the	Liberal	Studies	requirement,	and	an	additional	set	of	skills	
we	expect	of	our	majors	and	minors.	
	
Here,	too,	we	have	been	inspired	by	the	University	of	Minnesota’s	Revised	WEC	Writing	
Plan,	cited	above,	and	adapt	it	as	follows:	
	
An	IUP	student	who	completes	the	Liberal	Studies	courses	HIST	196,	197,	or	198,	will	have	
received	appropriate	instruction	and	should	be	able	to:	
	

1)! Demonstrate	understanding	of	societal	change	over	time;	
	

2)! Show	an	ability	to	discern	historical	causation;	
	

3)! Demonstrate	awareness	of	the	importance	of	particular	historical	examples;	
	

4)! Use	writing	to	further	their	thinking	and	develop	their	own	ideas;	
	

5)! Use	writing	to	communicate	ideas	effectively	in	lucid,	accessible	prose.	
	

An	IUP	student	who	completes	the	History	or	Social	Studies	Education	major	will	have	
received	appropriate	instruction	and	should	be	able	to:	
	

1)! Demonstrate	an	understanding	of	the	
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Communicating	Writing	Expectations	to	Students	
	

Writing	is	central	to	the	curricula	of	the	History	and	Social	Studies	Education	programs.		
Writing	constitutes	the	foremost	way	in	which	students	participate	in	the	discipline;	it	is	
central	to	how	they	analyze	and	communicate	historical	information.		The	constant	practice	
of	writing	prepares	our	students	for	a	multiplicity	of	careers,	ranging	from	education	to	
public	history,	law,	business,	civil	service,	and	others.	

History	faculty	communicate	the	importance	of	writing	both	in	and	out	of	the	classroom.		
We	describe	writing	activities	and	assignments	on	syllabi	and	reinforce	these	explanations	
in	class.		Some	of	us	use	rubrics	tailored	for	specific	assignments	and	discuss	our	
expectations	about	good	writing	with	students.		In	a	variety	of	individual	ways,	History	
faculty	encourage	
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Syllabus	Statement	
	

History	Department	faculty	have	approved	and	agreed	to	include	the	following	statement	
on	their	syllabi	as	appropriate	in	order	to	encourage	a	culture	of	writing	and	demonstrate	
the	value	of	writing	in	our	majors	programs.	

The	History	Department	commits	itself	to	developing	the	writing	skills	of	students	throughout	
the	curriculum.		In	this	class,	you	will	complete	writing	assignments	and	activities	designed	to	
improve	your	ability	to	communicate	in	written	formats.	

Assessment	of	Student	Writing	
	
In	consultation	with	the	WAC	Director,	the	History	Department	has	developed	a	rubric	(see	
Appendix	A)	to	assess	a	writing	assignment	that	is	embedded	as	part	of	the	majors’	
capstone	course.		
	
We	plan	to	conduct	a	first	assessment	during	the	Fall	2017	semester.		This	will	establish	
baseline	data	and	help	us	revise	the	rubric	
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Learning	Outcomes	
	

By	developing	this	Departmental	Writing	Program,	the	History	Department	demonstrates	
one	of	the	ways	in	which	it	is	helping	to	implement	the	university’s	strategic	plan	to	adopt	
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Exam	essays	 Synthesize	historical	
information;	create	
causal	and	topical	links	

articles,	
autobiography,	
biography	
	Bonus	essays	 Synthesize	historical	

information	
Reaction	paper	
based	on	articles	
or	other	sources	

Synthesis	of	historical	
material	

Business	
advertisement	
project	

Contextualize	historical	
commodities		

Research	project	
presentation	

Extrapolate	and	
communicate	in-depth	
content	through	
PowerPoint	slides	
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Exam	questions	
on	concepts,	
identifications,	
and	
comprehension	

Verify	reading,	
demonstrate	
understanding	and	
synthesize	historical	
information	

Short	
interpretations	
of	primary	and	
secondary	
sources;	
interview	
projects	

Understand	and	interpret	
primary	sources;	practice	
succinct	writing	with	
historical	evidence	

197	 Explorations	in	
European	
History	
	

Discussion	posts	
based	on	diaries	
(primary	
sources)	

Low-stakes	writing	for	
independent	work,	
accountability,	and	
preparation	for	the	
workforce,	particularly	in	
an	electronic	setting;	
introduce	writing	from	
primary	sources	

Textbook,	
historical	fiction,	
articles,	primary	
sources,	
short	stories	
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Short	essay	 WTC	based	on	a	broad	
question	

Class	work	 Low-stakes	group	writing	
based	on	video	clips,	
documents,	and	articles	

Discussion	posts	
based	on	
primary	source	
or	
documentaries	

Communicate	historical	
analysis	in	succinct	
fashion	
	

Exam	essays	 Synthesize	historical	
information	

198	
	

Explorations	in	
Global	History	

Directed	reading	
assignments	

Discover	that	reading	and	
writing	are	connected.	

Textbook,	
monographs,	
historical	fiction,	
biography,	
primary	sources,	
short	stories,	
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differentiate	among	
different	types	of	sources	

Exam	essays	 Address	historical	
causation	through	
arguments	and	evidence	

Glass	Palace	
paper	

Synthesize	historical	
information	

In-class	writing	
assignments	

Make	connections	
between	lecture	material	
and	readings	

Book	tests	 Synthesize	historical	
information	

After	completing	a	100-level	Liberal	Studies	requirement	in	History,	students	should	
demonstrate	the	following	writing	skills:		make	statements	–	at	the	sentence,	



Last	updated	April	8,	2018	

!
!

"#!

202	
	
	

Western	
Civilization	since	
1600	

Short	Essays	
based	on	
textbook	

Construct	cohesive	
historical	arguments	
around	fact-based	
interpretation	

Textbook,	
monograph,	
novel,	short	
primary	sources,	
maps,	charts,	
photographs,	art	
	

Short	Essays	
based	on	
primary	sources	

Construct	cohesive	
historical	arguments	
around	fact-based	
interpretation	

Short	answers	
and	essays	on	
midterm	and	
final	

Synthesize	historical	
information	
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Take-home	exam	
essay	

Construct	a	historical	
argument	on	the	basis	of	
primary	sources	

	

Peer	editing	of	
take-home	essay	

Low-stakes	feedback	
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Introduction	to	
Historical	
Studies	
	

draft/final	
historiography	
paper	

Formulating	historical	
arguments	and	
understanding	
historiographical	change	

modern	primary	
sources,	short	
textbook,	theory,	
introductions	to	
articles,	
monographs,	
popular	history,	
films	
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307	 Europe	in	the	
Nineteenth	
Century	

Analytical	
papers	

Discover	that	reading	and	
writing	are	connected.	

Historical,	
scientific,	and	
sociological	
monographs,	
novels,	art,	
maps,	charts	
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327	 Soviet	Union	and	
Contemporary	
Russia	

Book	review	
based	on	
monograph	

Identify	thesis	and	
evaluate	sources	

Textbook,	
monograph,	
short	novel,	
articles,	primary	
sources	
	Essay	based	on	

novel	
Identify	fictional	themes	
and	compare	with	
historical	record	

Long	take-home	
exam	essay	

Analyze	historical	event,	
identify	effects	on	
Russian	history	

Short	in
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Research	project	 Demonstrate	research	
and	synthesis	in	history	

337	 Modern	Japan	 Analytical	essays	 Analyze	historical	change	 Articles	
Exam	essays	and	
short	answers	

Synthesize	historical	
information	

339	 Jihad	and	the	
History	of	
Islamist	
Movements	

Exam	questions	 Synthesize	a	body	of	
historical	knowledge	

Memoir,	
chapters	from	
historical	
monographs,	
news	analyses,	
primary	sources	

News	discussion	 Evaluate	news	sources	
and	place	in	historical	
context	

Essay	on	news	
item	

Synthesize	news	and	
summarize	differing	
points	of	view	

Synthetic	essay	 Historical	analysis	and	
synthesis	based	on	
primary	and	secondary	
sources	

340	 Colonial	America	 Independent	
paper	

Research	and	historical	
analysis	

Textbook	and	
monographs	

Pre-midterm	
essays	on	
articles	

Low-stakes	practice	
analyzing	historical	
articles	

Midterm	and	
final	essay	
questions	

Synthesize	historical	
information	

341	 The	American	
Revolution	

Critical	chapter	
summaries	

Summarize	and	order	
historical	information	

Monographs,	
textbooks		

Research	essay	 Demonstrate	research	
and	synthesis	in	history	

Midterm	and	
final	essay	
questions	

Synthesize	historical	
information	

342	 The	Early	
Republic:	1783-
1860	

Short-answer	
exam	questions	

Compare	and	contrast	
historical	terms	

Monographs,	
primary	sources,	
autobiography	Book	reviews	 Identify	questions,	theses,	

and	evidence	in	works	of	
history	

Primary	source	
analyses	

Analyze	themes	in	
lengthy	primary	sources	

343	 Civil	War	and	
Reconstruction	

Discussion	notes	
on	assigned	
monographs	and	
final	essay	exam	
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Historical	
research	
analysis	

Demonstrate	synthetic	
and	evaluative	skills	in	
placing	a	particular	event	
within	a	historical	
narrative	

Identifications,	
short	and	long	
exam	essays	

Identify	key	information,	
synthesize,	and	apply	
learned	material	to	a	
hypothetical	situation;	
build	a	historical	
argument	from	assigned	
reading	

Primary	source	
analysis	

Analyze	primary	sources	

Book	and	
interview	essay	

Compare	and	contrast	
human	experiences	in	the	
context	of	post-1945	U.S.	
history	

5-8	page	
research	essay	

Select	a	topic,	frame	a	
question,	demonstrate	
research	

Short	and	long	
essays	on	book	
quizzes	

Analyze	a	memoir	as	
historical	evidence	

Issue	analyses	 Identify	thematic	issues	
to	analyze	cause	and	
effect	

350	 Colonial	Latin	
America	

Reactions	 Intuit	through	reading	
fiction	the	relevance	and	
importance	for	studying	
the	history	of	a	place,	a	
time,	and	a	people	

Monographs	and	
fiction	

Midterm	
identifications,	
short,	and	long	
essays	

Synthesize	historical	
information	

Take-home	final	
exam	

Develop	a	deep	and	
nuanced	understanding	
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Midterm	
identifications,	
short,	and	long	
essays	

Synthesize	historical	
information	

Take-home	final	
exam	

Develop	a	deep	and	
nuanced	understanding	
of	a	particular	historical	
theme/topic	

362	 History	of	
American	
diplomacy,	
1900-present	

Short	reading	
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Analytical	essays	
on	primary	and	
visual	sources	

Analyze	primary	sources	 Textbook,	
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Analysis	paper	 Literature	review	based	
on	research	topic	

Book	review	 Construct	a	standard	
book	review	

Media	review	 	
Out	of	class	work	 Analysis	of	visual	sources,	

documentaries,	articles	
In	class	work	 Group	writing	on	a	
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sources	together	and	
revise	the	first	draft	

496	 Topics	in	
European	
History:		Europe	
in	the	Age	of	
Enlightenment,	
1688-1789	

Paper	proposal	 Justify	and	ask	research	
questions	about	a	topic	

Short	textbook,	
sourcebook	

Annotated	
bibliography	

Discover	and	engage	with	
historiography	related	to	
a	research	topic	

First	draft	of	
research	paper	

Develop	arguments	and	
evidence	in	extended	
essay	

Final	draft	of	
research	paper	

Revise	extended	research	
paper	

Discussion	
questions	

Practice	framing	
provocative	discussion	
questions	and	managing	a	
group	

496	 Topics	in	
European	
History:		The	
Nordic	World	
from	the	Vikings	
to	the	Modern	
Welfare	State	

Potential	topics	
for	research	
paper	

Justify	and	ask	research	
questions	about	a	topic	

Textbook,	
portions	of	
monographs,	
journal	articles	Thesis	statement	

and	potential	
sources	for	
research	paper	

Link	historical	sources	to	
one’s	own	historical	
argument	

Outline	and	
annotated	
bibliography	

Discover	and	engage	with	
historiography	related	to	
a	research	topic	

First	draft	of	
research	paper	

Develop	arguments	and	
evidence	in	extended	
essay	

Revised	research	
paper	

Revise	extended	essay	

Analysis	of	
journal	articles	

Identify	and	evaluate	an	
author’s	thesis	

Summaries	and	
analyses	of	book	
portions	

WTL	in	order	to	better	
understand	Nordic	
cultures	

496	 Topics	in	
European	
History:		
Gladiators	and	
Martyrs	in	the	
Arena	

Short	reports	 WTC	based	on	a	broad	

M
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498	 Topics	in	
Comparative	
History:		The	
Modern	Papacy	

Book	reviews	 Practice	scholarly	
discourse	

Monographs,	
primary	and	
secondary	
sources	

Position	papers	 Explain	own	
interpretation	

Writing-as-
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public	school	
observations;	evaluate	
and	synthesize	based	on	
best	practices	

LiveText	entries	 Demonstrate	mastery	of	
educational	standards	by	
offering	a	rationale	for	
submitted	artifacts	

EDUC	
342	

Pre-Student	
Teaching	Clinical	
Experience	II	

Reading	
responses	

Reflect	on	pedagogical	
readings	

Articles	in	
professional	
journals	Lesson	plans	 Structure	instructional	

presentation	within	a	
curricular	and	
chronological	timeframe	

Field	report	 Compile	educational	
methodology	from	doing	
public	school	
observations;	evaluate	
and	synthesize	based	on	
best	practices	

LiveText	
portfolio	

Demonstrate	mastery	of	
educational	standards	by	
offering	a	rationale	for	
submitted	artifacts	

EDUC	
455	

Teaching	Social	
Studies	in	
Secondary	
Schools	

Reading	
responses	

Reflect	on	pedagogical	
readings	

Articles	in	
professional	
journals	Lesson	plans	 Structure	instructional	

presentation	within	a	
curricular	and	
chronological	timeframe	

Teacher	work	
sample	

Detailed	unit	plan	that	
demonstrates	mastery	of	
educational	standards	

LiveText	entries	 Demonstrate	mastery	of	
educational	standards	by	
offering	a	rationale	for	
submitted	artifacts	

Upon	completion	of	EDUC	courses	taught	in	the	History	Department,	Social	Studies	
Education	majors	should	demonstrate	the	following	writing	skills:		show	synthesis	of	
pedagogies	and	best	practices	in	education;	construct	instructional	presentations.	
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Appendix	A:	Assessment	Protocol	and	Rubric	
!

At	the	end	of	each	semester,	faculty	teaching	Topics	(HIST	496/7/8)	courses	will	assess	the	final	research	
papers	from	their	own	section	using	the	rubric	below.		Data	will	be	collected	and	transmitted	to	the	WAC	
coordinator.		Following	an	initial	assessment	in	Fall	2017,	the	ad	hoc	writing	committee	will	determine	
whether	or	not	adjustments	should	be	made	to	the	assessment	rubric.	

!

! Exceptional = 4 Meets Expectations 
= 3 

 Developing = 2 Poor = 1 

"#$%&'(%)'*&+!
,)#-.)-#/!

01!,)#*&$!)2/3'3!
41!"#$%&'(%)'*&!'3!5*$'.%5!
%&6!2'$257!8/#3-%3'9/!
:1!;&)#*<!=*67<!%&6!
.*&.5-3'*&!8#/3/&)!%&6!
2'$257!.*>85/>/&)%#7!
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Appendix	B:	Assessment	Results	
!

The	Fall	2017	results	are	considered	“baseline”	survey	results	from	the	first	assessment	of	27	
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						year(s)																																exceeds/meets																																														emerging/below			

2017	 74%		(26%	/	48%)	 26%		(26%	/	0%)	

	

	

Areas	in	which	student	writing	is	BELOW	expectations	below	67	and	below	

Criterion	5:	Historiography	

						year(s)																																exceeds/meets																																														emerging/below			

2017	 41%		(11%	/	30%)	 59%		(37%	/	22%)	

	

	

Discussion	of	Assessment	Results	with	Recommendations,	by	the	WAC	Director	

Based	on	assessment	results	of	the	current	curriculum	in	History	(before	formal	WAC	curriculum	
has	been	implemented)	students	are	exceeding	expectations	for	writing	in	three	of	seven	criteria	
and	meeting	expectations	in	another	three.	In	almost	all	criteria,	the	highest	percentage	of	students	
are	meeting	expectations	(only	in	“Mechanics”	did	the	highest	percentage	exceed	expectations).	The	
student	success	in	writing	is	most	likely	due	to	the	amount	of	writing	students	are	expected	to	do	
throughout	any	program	track	in	this	major,	as	evidenced	in	curriculum	map	shown	above;	the	
department	should	be	applauded	for	its	commitment	to	ensuring	student	success	in	writing.		

Importantly,	students	met	or	exceeded	expectations	in	rhetorical	skills	(those	we	consider	writing-
related)	such	as	organizing	their	essays,	using	quotations	and	evidence,	and	mechanics;	however,	
most	of	the	writing	samples	in	Criterion	5:	Historiography	were	rated	as	emerging	(total	
“emerging/below	expectations”	=	59%).		Over	the	next	two	years	(until	the	next	writing	
assessment),	faculty	might	discuss	ways	to	enrich	more	of	their	courses	and	scaffold	earlier	
coursework	(200-level)	with	discussion	of	the	meaning,	importance,	and	practice	of	historiography.		
As	a	group,	the	department	could	develop	a	sequence	for	how	historiography	is	taught	throughout	
the	major	tracks	so	that	by	senior	year,	students	are	more	confidently	evidencing	its	application.	

Ideally,	as	seniors	graduate	from	programs	at	IUP,	we’d	like	the	majority	of	them	to	exceed	
expectations	in	most	or	all	criteria.	In	particular,	faculty	in	History	could	look	at	criteria	like	
“Organization”	and	“Evidence,”	where	more	than	half	of	the	students	are	meeting	expectations	
rather	than	exceeding.	These,	too,	are	concepts	that	could	be	scaffolded	earlier	in	students’	
coursework,	and	by	encouraging	students	to	go	to	the	Writing	Center.	The	Writing	Center	or	WAC	
program	could	also	facilitate	professional	development	for	faculty	who	are	interested	in	developing	
ways	to	teach	these	concepts	specifically	in	the	context	of	their	discipline.	

		

	


