HISTORY 388: PRACTICAL ADVICE

CHRIS ENDY

PRINCIPLES OF NOTE-TAKING
1. Notetaking is everything.  Within a month, you will have forgotten most of what you have read.  This is fine, so long as you write notes to remind you of the key ideas and where in the reading to find them.

2. Highlighters are no good.  You will soon forget why you highlighted a passage.  Instead, use separate sheets of paper, or a computer, to jot down key ideas (and their page numbers).  When reading, you should be engaged in a dialogue with the author; your notes represent your side of the conversation.  In short, good reading requires active writing.

3. Take notes in a way that will later let you distinguish between your thoughts and the author’s argument and evidence. 

PRINCIPLES OF READING
STEP ONE. THE OVERVIEW: Read the back cover and any picture captions.  Examine the table of contents to get a sense of the book’s topic and how the chapters divide that topic.  Estimate how much time you will need to finish.  Lastly, skim the acknowledgements to learn about the author as a person.  If it’s an article, reflect on the title of the piece and the name of the journal in which it appears.  Who was the author’s intended audience?

STEP TWO: THE BOOKENDS: Read the introduction, the preface (if applicable), and the conclusion.  Your main goal here is to find the thesis.  A thesis is more than just a topic or starting question.  A thesis presents an argument or interpretation about that topic.  Don’t assume that all authors present their theses in one convenient sentence.  Sometimes the core idea will be scattered in different places.  Write down the thesis (or your best guess) in your own words. 

STEP THREE: HISTORIOGRAPHY AND METHOD:  Skim the footnotes or endnotes to get a sense of the book’s primary sources.  Does the author cite mostly government documents, oral history interviews, legal testimonies, police records, and so on?  Sometimes, historians do not give endnotes or footnotes, especially when writing for popular audiences.  Even in these cases, try to imagine what kinds of sources the historian used to support the argument.  Now that you’ve examined the intro, conclusion, and notes, you should ask what kind of historiographic method(s) the author employs.  Is this traditional political history?  Social history from the bottom-up?  Cultural history?  Does the author refer to any theorist or theoretical concepts?  In the intro or notes, the author might explain his or her historiographic position.  Take notes on this too.  Does the author want to contribute to a particular set of existing scholarship?  Does the author disagree with other scholars?

STEP FOUR: THE FIRST PAUSE: Stop reading for a moment and reflect on what you’ve encountered so far.  Is the thesis or method surprising to you? Are you inclined to accept the thesis or to be skeptical?  Ask yourself why you have that reaction.  Assume for a second that the thesis will be persuasive; how then would the book or article change your understanding of this topic?  Keep in mind that these are just tentative reactions.  What’s important is that you begin to think and write critically about the book’s key ideas before reading the body of the research.  This step might seem cumbersome, but it will save you time in the long run by helping you identify which parts of the body to read most critically and carefully.

STEP FIVE: A FIRST LOOK AT THE BODY: For each chapter, read the introduction and conclusion and look for the chapter’s thesis.  Do this for all the chapters.  Remember that not every chapter is of equal importance.  Ask yourself which chapters seem most crucial for the book’s main argument or for your own personal interests.  Also ask yourself which chapters seem most important for the broad class themes that the professor wants to emphasize.  Make sure you budget enough time for these key chapters.  If it’s an article, look for section breaks and subheadings and treat them as you would treat chapters.

STEP SIX: INSIDE THE BODY (AT LAST!): Now you are ready to move efficiently through the detailed evidence that makes up the bulk of the book. Be an active reader with a pen or computer keyboard at hand, but don’t get bogged down in too much notetaking at this stage.  Focus your notetaking energy on passages that reveal particularly strong, weak, or confusing points in the author’s argument.  You should already have an idea of the author’s thesis, so your notes should focus on how effectively the author’s evidence supports that argument.

STEP SEVEN: THE SECOND PAUSE: 

You’ve just finished the reading.  Chances are you’re feeling good and are anxious to move on with the rest of your life.  Not so fast!!!  The ten or fifteen minutes after reading, when everything is fresh in your mind, are often the most important and fruitful minutes in the whole reading process.  Think about the following: Was your first guess at the thesis and method accurate?  Did the author really prove the thesis?  What sections of the reading offered the best or the weakest support for the thesis?  What sources or questions did the author not consider, and how might more attention to those neglected areas have improved the argument?  Compare the author’s argument and method to other authors you’ve read.  Do they complement or contradict each other?  Do you find one more valuable than another?


No matter how hurried you are, always save ten or fifteen minutes for this final reflection.  You will likely be repaid with deeper ideas that can help your class participation and papers.

PRINCIPLES OF WRITING (adapted from Michael Hunt)
Writing is a process, and no paper reaches perfection on the first try. Any kind of writing needs time for the ideas to take shape and for the exposition to gain polish.  Here are some suggestions:


1. Take a few minutes to figure out the assignment. What are you being asked to do? To resolve any uncertainties, talk with the professor. 


2. Build an outline.  Consult your notes and readings to find evidence that is relevant to the assignment.  Sort that evidence into categories and place together examples that are related to the same idea.  Once you gather and sort your evidence, draft a tentative thesis statement that satisfies the paper assignment.  What kind of thesis will your evidence support?


3. Prepare a rough draft. Don’t worry about perfection. Writing can be a way of trying out ideas.  Let go of those that don’t work, and concentrate on those that do.  If at this stage you are having difficulty getting started, return to the assignment instructions or consult with the professor. The most frequent cause for blockage at this point is the need for a stronger grasp of what you are writing about or a hesitancy to take a stand on the assigned topic or question. 


4. Set the draft aside for a time. Twenty-four hours, or at least overnight, will give you a fresh critical perspective needed to edit.  If you don't have much time, take whatever pause you can—the longer the better. 


5. Return to the draft for a careful editing. This can be the most pleasurable part of writing as you see your argument emerge ever more sharply.  Particularly difficult sections may require even more attention, perhaps even another visit after some time away.  Look carefully for passages that you can condense.  Empty phrases, tangential points, or repetitious statements use valuable space that could be used for added evidence or analysis.  


6. Proofread.  Read your writing aloud.  This might sound odd, but it works.  It will help you catch grammatical errors and awkward passages.  Consider having a friend not in the class look over the draft for clarity, style, and grammar.

 Here are some questions to keep in mind as you revise:


• Do you have a clear, descriptive, engaging title? The title is your first chance to communicate your intentions to your reader. Use it well. 


• Does your opening paragraph indicate clearly your paper’s thesis?  Make sure that all the sentences making up the introduction point the reader in the same general direction. If they don’t, the reader will be confused from the outset.  Often, writers don’t figure out their real thesis until they reach the conclusion.  If this happens, move all or part of your conclusion to the intro, where it will serve you and your reader far better.  Make sure that your opening paragraph is clear and short.  Long introductions eat up limited space and reduce the amount of evidence you can use to support your argument.


• Are the supporting paragraphs tied together so that they make a connected argument?  Each supporting paragraph should begin with a topic sentence.  This topic sentence, at the start of each paragraph, should announce the purpose of the paragraph and indicate how the paragraph fits into the overall argument of your essay.  Think of the topic sentence as a mini-thesis for each paragraph.

• Does every supporting paragraph deploy evidence from class materials (e.g., names, events, statistics, points of view, or quotes) to support the argument?  Evidence requires careful selection.  Use the best and most relevant examples.  Evidence also requires balance in quantity.  Give enough to convince the reader but not so much that the reader is overwhelmed or bored.  Most importantly, pace yourself and your word count so that you have space to give roughly equal evidence to each supporting paragraph.


• Can you shorten any long quotations?  Lengthy quotations consume space while silencing your own voice and analysis.  Quote just the best parts of a primary source, perhaps even as little as four or five words.  Then embed the quoted material in your own analysis.  Quotations work best when the material is elegant or memorable.  If the material to be quoted is pedestrian or forgettable, you are better off putting it in your own words (paraphrasing).  Don’t forget the citation, even when paraphrasing.

Stylistic problems to avoid when writing history papers:

These three writing problems are not ungrammatical, but they do weaken historical analysis and deprive your prose of clarity and vigor, which is almost as bad as being ungrammatical.

1. Avoid anonymous quotations.  Always identify the speaker or author of your quotations.  Also try to provide brief context such as the year and the original audience intended by the author.  Otherwise, readers will not have the context needed to understand the words that you are putting in quotation marks.

BAD: Idealism soared in 1898.  “Our purpose is noble.”
BETTER: Idealism soared in 1898.  As President McKinley told Congress that year, “Our purpose is noble.”

2. Avoid passive voice sentences, especially ones that obscure the real person or force doing the action. Historians, like most people, are deeply interested in WHY things happen.  Passive voice sentences often give readers no sense of who or what made something happen, leading to sloppy and imprecise analysis.

BAD: The movement was accused of being Communist.
BETTER: Truman’s White House accused the movement of being Communist.
BAD: By 1942 the unemployment problem was solved. 
BETTER: By 1942 wartime industries had solved the unemployment problem.
3. Use the past tense when writing about past events or statements.  Some writers outside the field of history use the present tense regardless of the time frame, under the belief that that this tactic enlivens one’s prose.  Most historians, however, find this a tiresome gimmick that at times creates confusion over chronology.

BAD: In his 1898 letter to Congress, President McKinley writes that “our purpose is noble.”  

BETTER: In his 1898 letter to Congress, President McKinley wrote that “our purpose is noble.”

Final Note: Learning to write with power and beauty depends on constant practice and critical feedback.  Do not expect to become a good writer in one single effort.  Most important, don’t let feedback on your paper become a referendum on you as a person.  Good writing requires a healthy ego, to venture forth with a confident argument.  It also requires a supply of humility, to absorb and respond to criticism.


HOW TO INTERPRET PRIMARY SOURCES

1. Motives and Context: What kind of person was the author of this source?  Who was the intended audience for this source, and how might that audience have affected what the author chose to include or omit from the document?  What were the author’s likely motives in creating this source?  Think of both short-term and long-term motives.  What details in the source provide evidence of the author’s motives?

2. Argument or Point: What was the main idea that the author was trying to convey?  Imagine that the primary source has a thesis statement just like a college essay would.  Record your version of that thesis in your notes.

3a. Assumptions and Worldview: What kinds of assumptions did the author make?  Did the author make assumptions about groups of people or about how one group relates to another group?  How would you describe the author’s overall outlook on the world (optimistic, pessimistic, nationalistic, racist, anti-racist, militaristic, religious, etc.)? 


3b. Evidence on Assumptions and Worldview: 


What specific passages or word choices provide evidence of these assumptions and worldview?

4. Primary Source Connections: How does this source relate to other primary sources that you have found?  Is it similar or different, and how?  Does this primary source seem more or less reliable when you compare it to other primary sources?

5. Secondary Source Connections: Does this primary source balance or contradict any general ideas or specific claims made by scholars in secondary sources?  Does it seem more or less reliable when you compare it to secondary-source scholarship?  Did the primary-source author leave any conspicuous silences and omissions in the source?  If so, how do those silences help reveal the author’s overall worldview or agenda?

Final Note: Remember that a primary source rarely offers a simple and objective depiction of its topic.  Also remember that your author might not have revealed all of his or her motives or thoughts in any single document.  Likewise, it is ok to draw conclusions from the primary source that might not have occurred to the author of that source.  Primary sources can reveal more about the views of its author than the author intended.
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