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INTRODUCTION

The hisvorians who conducted the American Bistory ILeboratory
Project ("pre-pilot”) at Smith College in the Summer of 1966 hed
as their premise a mutusily-shered conviction that the introductory

survey ~course in American History as it now exists in most col-
leges and universities is unsatisfactory. .

The survey course as we have experienced it exists in two
forms, or in a combinetion of these two forms. The first one
involves the "professor” in giving a series of lectures conducting
the students on a chronological tour of the history of the United
States from the colonisl period to the present. The students
are asked to absorb the substauce of his lectures (and of the
textbook or of any "outside readings” which mey be assigned) and
to be able to re-present this substance in the course exams. The
second form in which the survey" course presently exists involves
., the students making a series of scheduled stop-offs at the scenss
of major historiographical battles. Through various means such
as the "Amherst Pamphlets" they are asked to consider the argu-
ments of the historians about whether, for example, the New Deal

vas an Evolution or a Revolution, whether Jacksonianism was the
Common-tfan~in-Ascendance or Capitalism-Triumphant. The students
are given representative statements of the various sides of the
arguments and are asked to take sides or to mediate.

At the operational level, our objectives to these courses
centered on the limited (or even demeaning) nature of what they
asked the students to do. In the first form of the survery '
course (vhich, to be sure, hardly exists in its pure form in
better schools today), the studert is asked to absorb a set of
facts or a set of other peaple's historical generalizations),
to remember them for a period of time, and to re-present them
in an intellizibls order on exam days, These are iimited
operations, structurally the same as the student was asked to
perZorm from late grads school on through high school. For
the student who bad a thorough high school American history
course, the firut type of college survey course has practically
nothing to offer--certainly there is nothing inherent in its
structure vhich asks the student to perform new operations, or
to expand his inteliectual powers and skills. At best, the stu-
dent enjoys & certain increment in gross knowledge,

The second type of the survey, course does demand of the
student some nev or expanded operations. He is asked to criti-
cize, judge, and choose between sets of other peopls,! generali-
sations, This represents some advance, but when all is said
and dons the student is at best a medistor and eritic, not a
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protagonist, or a creetor., The terms of even the wost asbiticus
intellectusl activity he sngages in in such & course have still
been set for him by other people, and by the authorities.

These were cur objections to the survey courses as presently
constituted insofar as our critique focussed on the question of
what is asked of the studant, ubet promise of intellectual growth
it could offer him. We found, moreover, that we had g more basiz
philosophical objection to ths course, It semmed to us that
the survey course tended to falsify the act of "doing history.”
At the bands of even the most sensitive and circumspect of tesch-
ers, there prevails in the survey course a notica that the terns
and questions of historical enquiry, that the "problems” and
"issues” have been forever set (by the past itself, by "history,"”
or by some other mysterious force), and that o be a historisn
is to address oncself to one or more out of this set of questions.
Structurally there is nothing in the course that will bring the
students to an understanding of how the act of doing history
comes about, There is no procedure in the survey course to com-
municate to the students how an interest or a curiosity comes to
a man &ing history, how an historical inquiry can be made to
speak tc this interest, and how a historian comes to have as act-
ive a role, cartainly, as the mterial itself iu setting the
terms of his inquiry. It is probebly this deeper concaptual
shortcoming in the survey course that does moist to force the
student into his essontially passive role of absorber, or media-
tor, or vhatever. It is this, ultimately, which bars him fronm
coming to see nis mind (or the historian’s mind) as a forming
sgent, Irstead, the ctudent comes to accept the shape of the
historical discussion or argument as laid out for him by others,
by the "historians.”

It was in light of these criticisms of the introductory survey
course in American History as now constituted that we decided
on the objectives of the Project., When we felt the need of a
rallying cry or a shorthand expression of vhat we were about,
we rescrted to saying that we intended to "free the students
0 do history.” DBy this we meant putting them in a position
whers they could pose their own historical questions and &
about answering them as a historian would, We had some reas-
on to Selieve that this vas not & hopeless endeavor. For the
past several years one of our number had taught the upper-
¢ivision course in American Intellectual Eistory at the Univere
sity of Wisconsin in a fashior that involved some advance
tovards thie 1desl 4nd had had encouraging results from it.

As pure ané as attractive as the ideal "to free the students
to do history"” was, though, ws found that it wvas a very compli-
cated notion and that we would have to make zune distinctions
ard Gecisiors defore we bagan. The moet important of these bad
to do with assumpiions and processcs connected with our postu-
late that the students should form their own historical questions.

.2-
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This could take place at one or two levels, we decicded. On the
os hand, the students could be preseated with a pumber of gliven
- sets of kistorical records or artifacts (such as, say, the
Tecords uf the town of Chesterfieid, Massachusetts; or the build-
ings =ad records of the Northampton Association, a utopian exper-
iment of the 1840's; or the papers of Margarst Sanger), and be
fold that they were to pick one of these options, one that they
found interesting, and proceed to do bistcxy on it., If we de-~
cided to proceed in this way, the students would degin to form
thairminuiryandqummmaﬁatmm chosén, more or
less arbitrarily, a given topic area. We came to feel, however,
that this vay itself involved a certain falsification of the
vay history is written, and that a more radical alternative was
oper to us,

History, we agreed, at its best, has its birth in some preoc-
cupation or concern of the individual who writes it. The indi-
vidual who decides tc do history {rather than, say, poetry) in
effect decides to objectify or explore this concern of his in a
distinctively "historicsl" way. Could we not devise, we asked
oursslves, a course mechanism which would proupt the students
to a similar experience: ths objectification or expression of
& personal interest of theirs, and the translation of this into
an historical inquiry? We decided we would choose this more
radical way of proceeding: it seemed truer to the notion of an
experiment. In the course of time, we came to refer to this
process whereby the student would objectify an interest of his
by way of an Mistorical investigation, as "self-generation.”

During this planning stags of the pre-pilot project we made
great efforts to bring to lipght whatever assumptions, conscious -
or otherwise, we would be building into the mechanics of the .
experiment. We were only partislly succezsful in doing tuds.
For one, we were only partially aware at first that we were
meking our committment to "sibstance” rather then 4c "methos."
That is to say, in inviting the students to do history right-
uff as fully functioning historians we vere assuming that they
would need no preliminary training in a set of historians!
skills, Indeed, we were not considering the question whether
& discrete body of such skills does exist (thiec 1s still a moot
point vith us). We were just assuming that problems of how to
proceed are best confronted in situ: that "skills” and "tools"
.are ways of solving problems, and that just as the problenms
themselves come up in the setting of a living investigation, so
too could the attempts at solution. The result of sll this was
that Y2 gave no abstract methodological training to the students,

The other assumption inmto which we fell more or less unavares
was that the historical inquiries of the students would naturally
be individual projects. To some extent this assumption was a
corollary of our committment to "student self-generation:" the

.3.
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better a student self-generated, the more intimate to his real
self would be the concerns he would objestify in doing his history,
and the less likely it would be that he would share with other stu-
dents these concerns and the particular objectification of them

he decided on, Again, we had not really considered how naturally
this result--projects done alone rather than by groups--followed
from ou: comdttxent to self-generation, It was irenic that we
should have fallen into this fostering of individual projects,

for we had been at pains all along to deny the criticism that we
vere only turning sophomores inmto "little greduate students,”

Yet, for all our denisls, it now seems in retrospect we more or
less unconsciously adopted one of the most characteristic features
of graduate work--the individual working alone on his own project
and reporting back through a paper or s seminsr to "fellow” stud-
ents,

SRS

E——

The American History Laboratory Project, consisting of twenty
students, four senifor historians, and 2ive instructors, assembled
at Smith College in Northempton, Massachusetts, for s period ef
ten weeks in the Sumer of 1966, During this span the project
wag visited in mumerous ways by people connected with the staff
and faculty of Smith College,

Smith College was chosen as the site for the project because
of the avaliability and range of its fac{lities such as class~
room and library. Besides the college itself, Northampton and
the gurrounding aras are particularly rich with subjects for
historical investigation, and with facllities such as the Forbes
Library, ete, Furthermore, one of the participating senior his-
turians, Stanley Elkins, 1s a professor at Smith,

The senior historians were, besides Professor Elkins, Eric
Lamperd, Professor of History at the University of Wisconsing
Erie McKitidqk Professor of History at Columbia University:
and William R, Taylor, Professor of History at the University

' of Wisconsin, The instructors working in the project were
David Rothman, Assistant Profossor of History at Colunmbia

University; David Allmendinger, Neil Coughlan, Steven Nissen~
baum, and Donald Beett, graduate students in American History

at the University of Wisconsin,

The twenty students (cv, as we officially styled them, "the
co-investigators”) were, with the exception of one Junior, a'l
college S8ophomores, taking various arts and science curricula,
and intending on a variety of majors, They were from four
schools, Amherst, Columbia, Smith, and Wisconsin, from diverse
backgrounds, and somewhat brighter than the average grovp one
would encounter in the Sophomore American Eistory survey at a
state university such as Wisconsin., The students were given
free roon aud board at one of the Smith -College dormitories

ole
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and $300,00 salary for their six-week stint with the project.

Proximate preparation for the project began with a three-day
conference at Smith in the Spring ef 1966, Three representatives
each from the senior and junior staffs attended and engaged in a
series of discussions to orient themselves as tc what they intend-
ed on for the Summer,

The entire staff was present for the ten-week span of the pProj-
ect, beginning in late June, The first two weeks were a pexriod
of staff planning, the following six weeks were devoted to effect~
ing the experiment with the students, and the last two weeks were
spent evaluating the resulte, During the two-week plaming period
:l.nlateJuneandtheﬂrst:rewdayaorJuly, the staff in a ser~
ies of daily conferences made the basic decisions as to philoso~
phy and strategy which are embodied in the introduction to this
final report, Furthermore, they decided tentatively on the pro-
cedures they would use to implement these with the students. The
basic class unit; It was agreed, would be the seminar, There
were to be four of thzse, each with five students in it., These
seminars were to be of constant composition for the length of the
project, and were to be conducted by the junior staff. David All-
mendinger, David Rothman, and Donald Scott would each run one of
them, and Neil Coughlan and Steven Missenbaum would together run
the fourth seminar, Bach seminar would be autonomous, and would
meet as often as the students and seminar leaders thought neces-
sary, (This turned cut in practice to mean mich varistion: during
theﬂ.rsttwwaeksoftheprojecbtheaeminarsmtasrrequenbly
as dally, and during the latter stages of the project some of the
seminars met as lnfrequently as two times on & given week,)

Hhatmmwmgtothewblemthmwastebe, it was
agreed, would be done by the menbers of the senior staff, Further,
it was decided that, in keeping with the experimental nature of
the project, there would be no formally projected series of lec~
tures, but that toth their frequency and substence would be deter-
Zited by the neods of the students and their research projects.
However, a regular weekly time was reserved to be open for a lec-
ture should one be needed, The senior staff also undertook to be
avallable every day for consultations with the individual students,

The most difficult and the most crucisl problem we faced during
the two-week planning session was how to come up with a method
which would induce the students to "self-generate,” to recognize
or formilate an interest of theirs and to translate this into an
historical inguiry, It was a problem we didn't solve, nor for
that matter did we progress towards a solution, Either the ate-
tempt to induce the students to self-generate is a mad one, like
trying to induce a parson to live life, or the attempt was valid
and we simply lacked the conceptual equipment with which to devise
a method to carry it through, Finally, and in desperation, we
decided that the only move that seemed to hold promise was to
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present the students with an exercise that would force them into
& history-writing position (and pessibly into & self-generating
one, tool), We would ask them to perform a srall task which

they were each to go and write us an essay--"sbout your grand-
parenis"--and turn it in late that afternoon. As much to catch
strays as anything else (and with eome conceptual basis on cur:
ruminations that to exist as a historically conditloned crea-
ture is to be placed in time and space), we simdlarly asked them
on the - Cay af¥er $he grandparent paper to write us an essay on
"the relevance of place to your experience,” This 1s how we be-
gan with the students in the American History Laberatory Project;
~ the continuation of the story properly belongs in the next sec-

RESULTS
A, Seminar conducted by Devid Allmendinger:

In accordence with the assumptions and questions about self-
generation, Allmendinger decided to conduct his seminar as non-
directedly as possible, Such a strategy would permit him to see
what the students could generate by themselves as well as digcov-

encounter and what kinds of help they would need at what particy-
lar points, In the first session ef the seminar, when the task
was to discuss the grandparent essay, Allmendinger let the students
talk without any direction, The discussion consisted of comparisons
of anecdotes about their grandparents. After over an hour of

this, Allmendinger made a distinction between grandfathers and
grandfather essays exd suggested they discuss the essays at the
next meeting, At <vhis meeting, they proceeded as beflore, where-
upon Allmendinger, adopting his most directive role of the summer,
attempted to give them some analytical skills, He wrote on the
board; nearly everything he wrote or said came teck to him during
the course of the gumer, though nons of the analytical skills

appeared again,

At this point the students began to generate among themselves
and to feel pressure 1o £ind, puwrsue, and complste a "project,” in
line with the non-directive, self-generative nature of the seminar,
Allmendinger began interpreting their cues, taking the studentst?
suggestions and meiing them see how their simple wonderings might
be twrned into investigations, Since they complained about not
really being co-investigators, it wmg decided that &1l would work
together, each on everyonels idexs. Janice Jacopian had expressed
& vague interest in the Victorian houses of Nortkampton, so the
class toured the Kitely house, with the implicit task thet all




would assist in defining a set of questions Janice might pursue,
One student played the piano, two others cenplained in the liv-
ing room, while Jacopian gketched f£loor plans. It seemed appar--
ent that none~=including Jacopianeewas particularly interested

in her project, The group tried their own sessions of Cowinves
tigatdry trainstorming on the Victorian house, sources she might ‘
discover. These sessions were tried for everyone in the seminapee
inciuding the instructorts owm work,

As the students settled into their own projests non-direction 4
became more demanding and almsst impossible, JIf a project sven
approached a level of professional competence, it required backe
geound on a part of the instructor to suggest questions, sources,
etce (See subsequent discussion of the consulting role of the
senior staff,) If the project remained in limbo, 1t required a
personal, individualized virtuosity on the part of the instructor
to suggest ways to bring it into focus, . .

Though after a.while the students had rrojects they professed
to be interested in, Allmendinger decided to take the group to
the Chesterfield cemstery in order t: see what would happen when
a group was thrust into ths midst of cold historical artifact,
The class went to the Chesterfield cemetery having been 20ld to
do three things: 1) To write everything they could about the ce-
metery; 2) Then and only then to ask a geries of questions about
the cemetery: 3) Then and only then to suggest what other kinda
of sources and guestions they might be led to from a study of one
cemetery, The students began by looking at each stone, Bonvile
lion took charge quickly and told the ‘other students that they
would have to stop and ask questions and to do this with some
method, ‘When they couldn't decide, Bonvillion declared a 15
minute think period, then a conference on questions and divie
sions of labor, They conferred and argued about what constie
tuted a viable question to pursue,

Among the questions they came up with weie:

' "What constitutes a generation? Can you trace them?
"Can you trace family historiss?® :
"Should we record every stone?" (they decided not to,
because #the evidengo will always be there!)
"Should desaription be complete?” o _
- "Can you tell about deaths per decede in the town? What
would that suggest?n
"Study customs in names? Epitaph customs?®
"Study effects of wars? Epidemicg?®
"Who dies first, men or their wives? men or women?®
"Life spens of parents vs, children,!
"Occupational information deduced from stones,"
"Social hierarchy from stones, Xinda of stonese=their
vearing, -introduction, etc," -
"Study terms of nddress (Mr., Esq,, Deacon). Who were
tovh!s first families? enduring families?"

Fall
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Humbers of years per generatione—changes? differ-
ences in families? Oddities of hirial customs?
(Some families together with outsiders)

"Child dsaths,”

"Size of family plots, Dces this indicate eaything
about emigration from the town? or simply a shift
to another cemstery?® ' .

"Femily intermarriages cen be traced,”

"Maiden names of womsnewhen were they first record~
ed? When were there most spinsters?®

"Nationality of names-when the non~English begin if
ever." . . -

"Epitaphs and carvings by era.?

Twho would belikal:»;tobeb\n'iedinafamilyplot,
versus the town plot? Did burial in the town come-

tery signify social standing?n

After raising thess and other questions of a similer nature,
each of the students went about a task, Benvillion worked on
war veterans and their ages; Pletrowski worked on names and
ages at death; Jacopian and Trott worked on families, tracing
them for generations, as did Ware, Allmendinger worked on
spinsters and maiden names, Bonvillian congidered this the
most exciting thing done so far, Jacopian disagreed, After
2% hours in the cemetery, the group. went to the Chesterfield
historical society, which contained mainly old artifacts, But
the students also ‘got interested in the town ganealogy and Bone
villion found the records of the Methodist ckwreh,

Several days after this experience in the Chesterfield gem-
etery Bonvillion and Ware umdertook to study the Northampton
Assoclation, a Fourierist community that exlsted just outside
Northampten for several years in the 1840%'s, They sought %o
enlist the aid of other nembers of the group in this inquiry,
but were twurned down prineirdlly because Trott, Jacopian and
Pietrowskd did not at . this poirt appeer to want 4c abandon the
various *mrojectst upon which they were now emberked, sven
‘thotigh none had been very successful with his project, Bonvil-
iion and Ware proceeded in the same menmer as they had in Chog~
terfield, asking and pursuing similar questions, This task wasg
pursusd with greet energy by Bonvillion and Ware for the rest
of the summer, a pursuit which included bumming e ride to Yals
with two of the instriotars so that they could go through the
MadDonald manuscripts, '

B, Seminar conducted by Donald Secotts

The grandfather and place essays were treated as examples
of written discourse by focussing particulerly upon those essays
written by members of the group, An attempt was made to let the
* discussion-follow its own form by improvising whatever guldance
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was given from the categeries, vocabulary, ete, that the students
themselves devised in the course of their. analysis, Rather quickly
the students drew a dichotomy between those papers that were con-
siderad "personal" and those considered "historical, " They quickly
concluded that Woodie White!s essay was the most historical--its .
‘historicity was a function of the "importance® of the Mevents® that
touched the lives of his grandpaxants. This importance was ex-
pressed in terms of the topicality of -the particular events-—in
this instance, the Tuskaloosa sit-in, At the next meeting there
was a parallel discussion of the place -essays; again the studeants
adopted the terminology of personal and historieal ut supplemented
it with the terms, "objective" and "subjective.” When 1eft to tbeir
own course, the discussions quickly beceme extremely abstract,
leaving behind the conecrete examples at hand, '

The students were assigned the task of analyzing White's
essay as concretely as possibls to find out what made it histori-
cal and then to ccmpare it with one they considered "personal.!
Secondly, they were asked to pick the two they thought were most
different and analyze these differences, Thirdly, they were to
pick five essays and write a brief essay about them. These tasks
were done in varying degrees of energy--several members did a
rather perfunctory job. For the most part, these concrete analy-
ses did not carry the students beyond the vocabulary and abstract
problems of the nature of history that they had come up with in
discussion, The criteria upon which they based their choice of
five essays, rather than being substantive, were derived from
the dichotomies between personal and historical, objective and
subjective,

At this point, Scott called in the students! journals and,
basing his selections upon the Journals, grandfather and place
essays, and class discussion, gave individual assignments, These
individualized assignments were to give each student something
to let his mind play upon freely--with no sense that they were
"to-get" something from them, Accordingly, they were asked to
Jot down whatever struck them as they read, To Halloway, because
he hag. writtgg :i his grandparents-in terms of Jewish Ghetto
experlence, Scott suggested reading Jewg Without Money, hoping
that a similar phenomenon viewed from a different perspective
might be provocative, To Kathy Murray, whose first year at
college she considered overvhelming, Scott suggested Twenty Years
2t Hull House, To Woodie White whose most persigtent query con-
cerned what he considered the anomly of Mery Rund, a amall town
girl who “wasn't the typical northern Wisconsiner," Scott sug-
gested Wineshurg, Ohio. To Mary Ruwd, curious about prejudice and
attitudes toward Negroes, Scott suggested Incle Tom's Cabin, To
George Dent, who spoke engagingly of his first year at Golumbia
and in New York City, Scott suggested essays by Randolph Bourne.
Without qualification, these assignments were unyielding, There
vere few journal entries concerning vhem, and those that were .
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made were not about what these readings might have sparked, but
about what the students thought their instructor wanted from the
agsignments, For example, Woodie White commented that he snjoyed
Winesburg, but didn't see its relevance~=to history, the course,

or a project, This response was typical and recurred in the helf-
hour conferences Scott had with each student about the books they
had.read, i ‘ .

Scott then asked them to btring their journals to the next
class and told them that the class would be constructed from the
various interests and entries the students had developed by this
time, Mary Ruud opened this class by raising the question of how
or whether it was possible to know if what the newspapers said
about Viet-Nam was true, When this question was thrown to the
group in the form of how did they think it could be dealt with
historically, George Dent suggested that Mary pick an historical
event such as the battle of Bull Run and seec whether the Hampshire
Gazette account was srcurate, _This question and suggestion led
to a fairly imaginative discussion about how the reliability of
an account as well as a "true" picture of an historical event
could be assessed., Equally interesting was how quickly this
interest troke down when the class moved to the "interests” of
the others, questions which those who had them wsren't really
involved in and which seemed to have been chosen tszause the
students felt they "ought" to have them, :

Feeling that the students didn't have the experience and
Tesources necassary to "self=generate™ an historical 9
Scott decided to direct them to some explicit historical material.
%ﬁgordingm lxir, thg students were asked to read Jonathan Edward’s
The ative of Surprising Conversions, and in a brief egsay
based upon this scurce, tell what they could of Northampton in
the 17,0's. The reasons for selscting this were sinilar to those
that lead to consideration of -starting the students with a docu-
ment about Chesterfield during our June planning sessions, After
discussing their treatments of Northampton in which Scott took '

- - the most consciously directive role he had all summere-he took

their questions and conceptions of Puritenism and forced them
back into the document, getting them to see that when they used
such abstractions they obscured rather than illuminated what was
happening in the dooument--Scott decided to have them look at the
town from a different kind of dooument, the Hampshire Gazette.

The students were told to look through the paper focussing
on the decade from 1840-1850 and jot down in their journals whate
ever struck them as curious, odd, or strange, or of interest. After
several days, Scott gave them one issue and asked them to resd it
completely and as carefully as possible and then to take anything
that struck them and formulate one question about ity Several of
the reasons for this assignments to see hov material that had
little dramatic impeot and 1ittle coherence might be approached by




the students, what kinds of curiosities and questions might emerge,
and what kind of "inquiry" might be gensrated if they were asked to
start with one question rather than to-think in terms of an even-
tual project. Scott was also interested to see at what points the

students would "block” in pursuing what appeared to them as "matter
"of fact" questions.. ' .

With the exception of White, whose reaction to the newspaper
vas that the contents were "ludicrous,” the class was surprised
and excited by the newspaper. The initial excit.ement: turned- for
some to boredom and frustration when they did not have something
specific in mind upon going into the newspapers, Kathy Muoray

- was struck, genuinely and perhaps for the only time in the six
weeks, by an article condemning consanguinary marriage and sug-
gesting that the result waes degenmeration into idioey. Mary Ruud,
though committed to another inquiry ("early Smith students,” an
inguiry she developed outside the seminar and through discussion
with one of the senior staff members), was struck by the fact
that in e single issue of the ‘paper there were six notices of
bankruptcy and wondered whether there was & depression, Woodie
brought no question to class but through discussion of the issue
and some promptings became interested in the benevolent rclform
activities that were mentioned and wondered vhat political parties
“he reform:rs belonged to, George Dent whose interest and work
in the paper had gained greaster focus (he, however, consiantly
felt overwhelmed by how much investigation he felt was necegsary

even for answering trivial questions) wondersd what the political
role of the newspaper was, :

The remaining classes of the six weeks were devoted to developing
these nascent questions into inquiries that proceeded in some kind
of orderly and productive fashion, Such questions as what materials,
what kinds of materials, and what procedures each question raised
vere dealt with, In these meetings, two major problems emergeds
first, though at times the discussions were helpful to particular
" individuals whoge inquiry was under comsideration those not engaged -
in something closely related were quickly bored; second, the students
seemed to lack the experience and resources to move in more than a
lineal fashion, For exanple, if one person was trying to locate
historically particular individuals in order to deal with the ques~
tion (to use George Dent's) of the role and influence of the news-
paper, the students were resourceful in raiging questions and pur-
suing this task, but unable at this point, without promptings, to
see or develop the need for ather kinds of operations, such as a
comparison of newspeper content with lyceum or sermon econtent,




Co Seminar cenducted by Neil Coughlan and Steven Misser:aum:

During the first working week with the students, we met togeth-
er once each dsy--s pace that quickly moderated thereafter, Fer
the better part of this first week we discugsed ths two sets of
papers (on grandparents and place) tbat the studcnts hed wxitten
earlier, We decided nst to limit these discussicus to the papers

group, Gur werking assumption was that the pepers could nest ef-
fectively De used te provoke in the students a sense of their avm

were put together and why they had elicited a particular reaction

. in those vho read them, The initial respense to tuis procedure,
‘walch was quite general and presumsbly "steck,” was that the con-
struction (and the merit) of the various papers dependsd on nech-
ing other than the literary sophistication or luck of the autbors.
Our initial problem was tc render tLls response untenable, It
was in the course of the ensuing offort that the attention of at
deast most ef the students was engaged te any significant extent,
We suggested that literary sophistication itself amight often in-
volve little more than the ability to tune clearly into certain
cultural wave-bands that were iomentarily appealing-~that this
kind of sophistication was a matter of "style;" 1n other words,
‘enly insofar as culture itself is a matter of style, By the end
of our second suaionﬁ it had become apparent to the whole group,
we believe, that the "good” papers were no more successful than
the "bad” ones once certain culturally loaded devices were "deload-
ed," The difference between success and fallure was seen as
little more than the difference between ceol snd square; and every-
body seemed te vecognize that this kind of difference inevitably
disappears after perhaps u generation, -

. We hoped that this was a collective insight that might be put
to use~-~that it might provide the basis for a historical way of
looking at historical materials, After some further discussion,
then, we decided to have the students read material “hat we
Telt might be similar in form to the two papers that they had
written themselves, but which was nonetheless "historical”: wve
decided on a random selection of autobiographies written by per-
sons who had been born between 1845 and 1850-=100 years before
the students who would read them, We hoped that the students
would £ind these works scmavhat accessible in the light of our
discussions; and they decided to meet by themselves to discucs
what they had reed, and then report on their discussion to us
at our next formel meeting. Little was acconplished at eiths:r
of these sessions; they gave us and the students the first taste
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students--but these mietings were predictably unsatisfactory.
Yrom this time on the sumier was the histery of five separste

There were tliree cases of siwpls feilure, In one the student,
Andrew Zoob, could not "self-generate,” He spent the weeks in
fretful 1dleness or in spurts cf distracted pursuit of "subjects
thet might be interesting,” In the two other cases of failure,
the students, Steven Sholruff and Altara Shepherd, eventually
chose topics: mid-nineteenth century childreu's books, and the
vritings of Henry James (specifically, whether they could be
aade 10 yleld ingight inmto the neture of his Americs), respective-
1y, but they could not do history with these topics, The dif-
ficultieés in validly usirg literary scurces for historian's
purposes are cousiderable, and in the face of these difficulties
the projects flagged and never really got sff the ground.

The other two cases ylelded more advanced results. Faillip
Lamcocautotbcwuim-bﬂthmgmtiomlphm al-
ready formed (he will be a historian of science), and with an
interest in working on Badward Hiteheock, a mid-nineteenth century
American geologist. Ee worked hard and regularly en Hitchcock's
writings and papers, and produced a lengthy paper on his man at
the end of the Project. It became ebvious quite early that for

- Lawrence "doing history” on Edimrd Hiteheock would consist in
exposing him as a man who let religiously grounded fears deter
him from drsving the rational conclusions that bis scientific
observations adumbrated, Lawrence, it seems, hiad resd gomewhere
that scientific thinkers f£it irnto two categories: those who
transcénd the cosmologies of their time and culture, and those
vho do not, He would show that Hitchcock, because of his super-
paturalism, fitted into the latter category. The two seminar
leaders attempted, with only the most limdted success, to indi-
cate to Lavrence the moralism that underlay his own approach to
Hitcheock, and tendency of this moralism to 1imit and warp his

Rosalyn Grunmann, the £ifth student, founid ths tws seminar
leaders 1o be érypto-Deweyians in éur notions ebout sducation,
and decided that she would iike to 46 sométhing with Joln Dewey.




One of the seminar lsaders was studying the early Dewey and event-
ually suggested to Grunmenn that she focus on Dewey's change from
Hegelianisn to experimental psychology in the 1880's and 1890's,
and that she seek to £ind out why, She engsged tha issue ecarnestly
and intelligently, and with the prempting of the instructor sesmed
to attain sope legitimetely historical insights into her subject;
vhen it cane time for a final statement of what she had found,
though, the complexities overvhelmed her, .and she found she could
not write a paper, . ' )

D, Semtnar conducted by David Rothmen:

This seminar was conducted on the hypothesis that the free play
of the student®s own curiosity would involve him meaningfully in
a project, However, Rothman had decided to try and move the stud-
exts into projects as quickly as possible, The pressures he would
m"on then would be general ones: "Choose,” rather {hen "Choose

The first two sessions of the semdnar, devoted to the grand-
father and place papers, the groups discussed and snalyzed these
documents from the perspective ¢f what sort of generalizations
could be abstracted from them, Insteed of twmning to an intro-
spective examination of the nature of commnication, the instruct-
or tried to bave the students make use of these papers by fitting
the pieces together rather than taking them spart. What do these
documents tell us? Are grandparents biological accidents? If 80,
Low do you know? Do those raised in small towns look back upon
it with scorn® If so, what reasons do they offer? Some textual
analysis of course entered here--does document three support or
refute the generalization?--but the effort was to construct geli=
eralizations rather than reveal the inadcjuacy of these statements.
After the first two sessions, with the hope of having the students
define their ewn interests, the instructor asked them to reread
the two documents and construct their owh hypotheses and support
them, And to some extent the assignment worked; they returned with
broed, if vague, notions of topics that interested them, They- _
had managed to exercise some choice, turning to privacy, communi-
ty, imdgration, mobility, urbanizatien as fields ef curiosity.
Not that they managed to read these documents and construct care-
fully thought-out hypotheses, but at that time their failure did
rot worry me particularly: they bad managed to comstruct a starte
ing yoint for the project.

The students were next sent to read Jobn Winthrop's Model €€
Christian Charity--to read it from the pexrspactive of their own
intergests, The instructor was sttenpting to bring them into docu-
ments with sowe questions, however vague, and to see if they could
explicate a text for their own p es. The instructor bad here
accepted the notion (new to him) thet to send a sbudent to a docu-
ment without reason would not be helpful, that a document by nature
of being & document would not spur inquiry. The session. that fol-
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hmdmmutiﬂﬁngtotheinstmctorpmonﬂh, and to
‘the group. Rothman wes back doing what he had often dons before--
analyzing a document, rewvealing the presuppositions behind it,
using it to illuminate a monent in time, The .difficulty, as it
turned dut, was thet the instructor was dning the 1lluminating
and the students were following along, to be sure responiing to
bis questions, but tnt themeelves proving able tv milk the docu-
perrt for its worth, They revealed very little ability, perhaps
nons, 50 read the document in altvance and see it from their own
perupective of interest, The young lady curious sbout urbehiza-
tlon did not stop to ask herself what sort of cluster of popula-
tion would follow in a group that announced these ideals; that .
Winthrop calied for a city on the hill did not even catch her
.attention, Simtlarly, the young lady interested in privacy con-
cluded that privacy wss probebly not a very imoortant velue to
those peopls, but she then went on to note thet by inplication
then privacy and Christianity vere opposed one to the other, she
could not believe that, and hence sowething must be wrorg with her
reasoning, Still I went ahead--and in perspective it seems only
. foolhardy--and' turned them loose to begin to define thelir particu-
lar §rojects, offering specific suggestions as to where they
might start, or suggesting they sit dovn and define what they
wanted to investigate, Fhe seminar at this point fractionalized
and the instructor never did manage to bring & beck together
agair, .

Once off on their own, the results varied, One studemt plunged
in eagerly and energegicayiy ' into the sources that would tell
him about social structure in Northampton, 1660-1T40, @thers had
more or less difficulty in defining their projects and finding
the materials necessary for answering their guestions. One stude-
ent, interested in privacy, never did manage to make her interecst
the focus of investigation, It turned out that there was an in-
credibly large gap between interest and performance, The eventual
projects that came out of the investigations were not very impres-
sive, Still I was in the end surprised at the amount of emthu-
slasp, and the quality of the lessons, those who had carried out
.8 project found in them, They came away from the experfence ful-
1y cognizant of the 1imits of vhat they had done. The project
had not bred pious ignorance, Quite the contrary. In three in-
stances the students recognized quite clearly their own inadequa-~
cies before the materisl, the coplexity of the material, and the
fascination with the material, They were eager to re-emter the
maze and try and work it out, Trying to work with nine variables
vhen they had not yet worked with one hindered them, Inexperience
about asking questions of documents d1id too, And there was some
tendency to read a document like an encyclopedia article: take it
a6 1ts face value and report on it, just liks in the old high
school days, But the eventual failures of the students should not
obfuscate the very impressive energy that the project released. In
almost every instance they found themselves, to their own surprise,
drawvn to the library and anxious to work in the materials, More-
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over,. -exposure to the.stuff .of Listory bad an intellectual impact
on thom, They knew now just what was the nature of historical
records, . They bad.a clear -sense.of the complexity, incomplete-
ness, andchaoootvhatmmdtmtcm, Rather than simply
rmummmmutunwwmm.m
mnmwortmmit»hwmmmmmmmtmm
_‘and use of..dooy 1038t precede the lesp into & project. But he
:bmﬁuibotmwmtmmmnw Just
hownxcitingapmjggbzean)beto:thestudept Getting them to
do history involves: them in & manner that the text-book .survey
course never coulds - Perbaps even more important, it gives them an
intimate-sense of -what Iistory is, . Cliched notions of history us
mdel breek -down and what -emarges is a personal and meaningful
rwarenessoftbanatur&orstudﬁnsthem Surely this is

zore significant accomplisbment than hearing the five causes or
the c:.vu Var,
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E, Lectures given to all participants:

From time to time during the summer, usually on Priday after-
noon, the whole grour assembled. Sometimes these meetings consist-
ed of a discussion of probleams that had arisen and were attempts
to elicit the suggestions of the students, At other times, more
formal presentations were given by varlous staff members and out-
side guests, These latter presenmtations fell into two rough cate- -
gories: talks by Donald Weinberg, of Columbia University about some
departures he hoped to take in giving a Western Civilization course
and by Professor Stanley N, Katz of the University of Wisconmsin
Department of History, about a freshman seminar, embodying some of
the assumptions we were working with, he had conducted st Harvard
College; and tslks by Professors Curti and McKitridk™ and Taylor
on aspects of their own historical investigations.

After approximetely 2 1/2 weeks, Professor Teylor spoke of his
owvn historical interest in the family, how it had arisen from pre-
vious work he had done, and some of the questions be was askirg
and' mterial be was using, The students listened with interess,
many sald they found it $fascinating,® but all appeared to feel .
that it served mainly to show the immense intellectual distance
between their *projects! and that of Professor Tayler., They
found it overpowering and it exacerbated already existing feel-
ings that they had insufficient kvowledge, time, discipline to

- undertaks meaningful inquiry., In short, this lecture, as to an’
extent did those given by Professor Curti and Professor McKittick. .
made them feel that vhat they thought was expected of them was
beyond their capadilities,

At the next general meeting, Professor McKittitk.: spoke of how
he and Professor Elkins had become interested in and written their
articles about the "frontier thesis,” hoping to show bow both a
curiesity and the situation in which they were at the time liv-
ing Informed their investigation, Many again found this *fascin-
ating, ' though again they were totally unable to perceive a con-
pection between what McKittick . spoke of and their own experiences.
Professor Curti's talk in which he spoke of various ways in
which he hed gotten involved in historicel inquiries (first, fol-
lowing a fcuriosity,® and seccnd, generating an inquiry out of a
topical interest, and third, undertaking an investigation out of
‘the desire Lo test certain philosophical and methodological hypo-
theses), again while provoking interest and fascination provoked

an awe that tended to be intimidating,
F, Consultations with senior staff:

- The senior staff was available for consultation and guidance
every afternoon, Most students toek advantage of this avallabil-
ity--meny saw esck member several times, With few exceptions, -
the various visits a student mede to the faculty were unrelsted -
to each cther, He would go to one member who would, taking what-
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ever cues the student provided as to his interests, suggest 'top-
ics® and material, A stab at this material would be made, then 1t
would be abandoned, and another visit perhaps to another staff
member would be made, A variation of this pattew, consisted of
series of vigits that were related to the student’s professed *pro-
Ject!, but the irpect of pursuit of the suggestions gleaned was

DISCUSSION

Bafore discussing the implicaticns of what wext on in the more
forml aspects of the experiment, note should be taken of bow the
twenty students, brought together by the course and presumably in-
volved only in it, operate: as a group, The student group as a
whole and the members of individual semlnars began almost immede

dlately the procese of defining themselves as a group, In their
almost contimous floating bull sessions, the students used the
grandfather and place essays as introductions to one another,
This process of group definition was clearly heightened by the
vagueness of “the project in the student®s eyes, the absence of
cueing by the instructors, and the comsequent eed For the stu-

dents {o take their cues from their consultations with one another.
This is not to suggest that they tecame a slrgle, hcmogensous
group, The évidence in the log books refutes this, but a core
grouy had appeared, strong enough to absord ths attention and
Provide a focus for the responses of others not yet affiliated.

Much that subsequently happeneds-and didn't happen--can be
explained by this important development, The faseination of the
group, and the various sub-groups, with themselves, exacted a
high cost of thosa who at an early point chose to undertake a
project; end in fact the idea of a project met with surprising
resistance--at leust on the part of some., Those students quick-
est to adopt projects were in many instances those most remote
from the core group (overwhelmingly compesed . of the Wisconein
contingent), All of the logs, in fact, indicate that the stu-
dents felt some tension between thei- group 1ife and the apparent
objective of the experimeat, launching them on individual inves-
Hgations that were generated from their own interests and curios-
ities, These *hothouse®pressures should be noted in cur assess-
ment of the student®s experiences with individual inquiry and with
!self-generation,! David Lawrence is instractive in this iight,

David Lawrence chose a topic eerly, pursued it energentically
throughout the experiment and produced both a report dlsclosing
his findings and an evaiuation of his experience of inquiry, Vet
an examination of his log and his disclosures in his final inter-
view, vhen coupled with the obssrvations of his seminar instructor,
throws another light on his experience, For ore thing, he had to
be assisted at every polnt--using bis instructor as an individual
tutor or research director--from the selection of a subject to the
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location and strategy for interpreting the sources that he used,

He complained in his log sbout the "smarrowness® of his subject and
fretted about pluying social scientist, which he called tuninspir-
ing,® On the other hand, he placed great emphasis in his final
interview upon his having been "radicalized” (politicalily) through
association with the core group of students, an experience to which
he gavé perhaps as much importance as to his research experience,

David Lawrence's experierce, perhaps the most successful, in
terms of the initial model of self-generated individual inquiry,
shares mich with those less successful than he, and suggests that 4
the goal of individual inguiry on a "private" project as sn end in
itself was unjustified. We had begun by assuming that the process
referred to as "self-gencrative” would be initiated as individual
students took account of their response to either statements of
their own concerning their consciousness of a prast or to the data
of a historical site, We assumed, furtherzore, that their indivi-
dual responses would lead them to want to underiake inguiries more
or less on {heir own., Insofar as we had conceived of a role for
the seminar teacher, we thought of him as acting as a guide to in-
dividual students and a counsellor and coordinator, We also as-
sumed that the utility of the senior staff would come through
their accessibility as experts to give guldance to students and
semiuar leaders alike when they got "stuck,” It appears that
we had been betrayed into ome of the central assumptions of pro-
fessional graduate instruction in history, namely that individual
inquiry i1s an end in itself, and that eny experimental course
ought to he sbaped around it and planned in such a way as to pro-
mote 1t. What occurred in the experiment appears to argue rather
strongly against these assumptions.

The students appear not to have sufficient experience ¢f an in-
quiring sort of sufficient resources to self-gensrate an inquiry
that would develop in such a Pashion as to tring them to an active

- consclousness of the operations invelved in historical inquiry. The
toples students fgenersted® were remarkebly comparable to the
a-historical or non-topics that arise in the most conventionally
conducted courses and brought studante experiences not unlike
those in eny course that demands s *term! paper, This effect,
may, in part, be due to asking them to take a self conscious
"interest” and from it formulate an inquiry, rather than confront

~ them'with 'raw data® and get them to play their interests, predi-
lections, ete, across it, (Compare the results of Scott!s assign-
ments of books designed to strike the students! hinted-at interests
and Allmendinger?s experiences with Chesterfield and 'raw data,t)
The kinds of.topics that emerged from asking the studcnts to
dredge uwy an interest frem themselves, and formilate something to
pursue from that--"faghions," “privacy,” "authority,” "doubt”--
Placed both the imstructor and the student in undesirebie situa-
6fons, The teacher was faced with the task of trying to get -
students to concretize and historicize an abstract interest--a
task for vhich the student possessed few analytical skills, It
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Tell upon the teacher to get the student into something concrete
and even then it would appear that the students® response to guid-
ance was more dutiful than informed. They appeared to have little
corprehension of why they should proceed as had been suggested and
1little idea of options in materials, operations, and questions
that might aid them in pursuing "their® interest, For many of
the students, self-generation was an sxperience ¢ypical of the un-
dergraduate or graduate student--being left alone to dream up his
own topic, working alcone, being frustrated, bored,

Many of these limitations appear to have been overcome with the
Chesterfield experience, Interestingly, until this experience
and the inquiry into the Northampton Association it engendered,
Bonvillion had held in reserve what Eric Lampard called a."bureau-
cratic topic,” that he had pursued as a term paper in a course
during his freshman year. The remarkable thing about the list of
questions that the group raised in the cemetery was the astsnish-
ing: variety and sophistication of the students® guestions--a vari-
ety and sophistication that no individuai operating én kis “cwn"
topic had evinced, Even when consciously set to the task of rais-
ing questinns for anotherts project, this same group had not shown
nor developed the resources they revealed at Chesterfieid. Another
point worth emphbasis 1s the initiative assumed by Bonvillion in
structuring the inquiry and assigning specific tasks on the basis
of the questions they bad come up with,

CONCIUSIONS |

Though many conclusions are implicit in the preceding section,
it 1s perhaps helpful to emphasize a few areas.in particular. In
conducting a course of the kind eavisioned iu the pre-pilot at
Smith College and the experimental course given at the University
of Wisconsin this fall, certain alterations in staff relations
and activities appear necessary. It rather quickly became obvious
that the major instructional task lay in the seminar experiences,
Accordingly, it would appear imperative that the distinction be- .
tween senior staff and junior staff be eliminated; the senior menm-
ber conducting such a course, if he 1s to be at all in touch with
the processes going on,- must conduct one of the small groups.
(This chenge had been instituted at Wisconsin), So that the
staff can work together most beneficially, so that a common
language and set of experiences can emerge, each-small group
should be doing the same general thing at about the same genersl
time, - . . : ) E

The most important conclusion bas %o do with the Chesterfield
experience, and the inquiry into the Northampton Association it
engendered, It eppears that it would be better to employ the stu-
dent group as a group in developing inguiries by allowing the
group collectively to become the means through which inguiries
ere gencrated and structured, It would also appear that confronta-
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tion witk "raw historical data” rather than personal experience
shouid be the material out of which inquiries and interests are to
. be fashioned, (Azain, this change has been instituted in the Wis-
consin experimental. course, where the students are being confront-
2d with the larga collection of materials collected by the State
Historical Society on the Wisconsin Phalanx, a utopian commmity
of the 1840ts,) Additionally, move explicit attention might be
paid to operational and analytical skiils needed for the act of
doing bistory, It is interesting in this light to note that it
was at Chesterfield that these skills appeared to begin to be
developed, perhaps because the concrets msterial st hand demanded

L ]

In mind here is the initfal confrontation with the Chesterfield
graveyard and what could perhaps be called the "Bonvillion effect,”
namely the capacity of the group to accept and eriticige the
suggestions of a student who takes the initiative in structuring
the Inquiry, Part of their discuvery, and not the least part by
ey means, was thelr capecity to operate ss a group when conlront-
ed-with & recognizable problem, Whether this capacity coull be
sustained through successive stages of the group’s investigation
of the site is anybody’s guess. It might well be that, left un-
curbed, their iudividusl interests would have led them, for a time
at least, in so meny directions that the group would have dis-
solved and the iniilsl momentum would bave besn lost, If, how-
ever, we had made it a condition that whatever problems indiv{-
dual students or cltsters of them chose to investigate, their
tindingsuwldhavetoproverelmnttoastudyof, say, Chester-
field as a commnity, 1t might have been possible to keep thenm
working, both togsther and apart, so to speak, throughout the
duration of the experiment, While this is speculation, it is con-
celvable that this kind of corporate, but individualized, inmtel-
lectual experience might have uncovered unsuspected resources in
certain members of the group and consequently attenuated their
eventual borsdom with one another. One tbing seems fairly certain:
a situation of the kind projected would be fer more manageable
for a seminar instructor and require less virtuosity on his part,
He, too, with some restraint, could co-operate as a member of the
group without having to either proupt or to violate the interests
. of its meubers, It also seemes that one of the problems thet has
bedeviled us from the start, hov t6 "funnel” out, might in & large
measure, take care of itaelf, since the group £from its first con-
frontation wwuld bave been forusing on aspacts of the situation
that were radically connacted, One aspect of the funnel effect
thatwehaveneslectodtommi«riatheopemtiomlcmm
generated by & knovledge ¢f what others in the group are doing
to contribute to the common task,
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SUMMARY

The Anerican Historwy Laboratory Preject was an attempt by a
group of historians to devise an altermative to thé introductory
college survey course in American history, an alternative that
would give the students a more realistic idea of how histery is
written, wbat gees. inte s "historical” statement, and that
would rescue the student from bis present essentially passive
role of absorber er commentator and free him 4o "dc history.”

The proJect staff assembled at Smith College, Northazpton,
Massachusetts, in the summer of 1966, and, after two weeks of
preliminary plamiing, conducted an experimental course fsr
twenty college students (all about te enter their scphomere
year) for a peried of six weeks, The principal experimertsl
vehicle as it turned eut were the four small seminara of five
students sach vhich mst severci 4imes a week throughout the
duration of the csuyrzz., 22 these seminars attempts were made
o indsee sach ziudent to translate seme interest or pre-occu-
gution of his into & legitimate histertical question and te pur=-
sue that inquiry with the materiale, teols, and techniques of
history,

By and large, despite a considerable variety of aids and
pleys used by the staff, the students were not ablé to formi-
late and carry ocut significant historical inquiries, A few
aid (or "came clese”), and some others seem to bave had note-
worthy and presumably valuable intellectual experiences that
took other ferms, But as for finished "pieces” of history,
there were few, There was, however, a great deal of enthusiasm
and work on the part ef the students,

In a sequel te the American Histery ieboratory Project, an
introductery survey being given at the University of Wisconsin
in the academic year 1966-67, the experiment 1s being centin-
ued with some moditications suggested by sumoer experience.

For one, the attempt to bave the students concoct and objectify
irto an Rdstorical inquiry an interest of their own {a process
wé called "self-generstion”) is being abandoned, Instead, they
are being presented with the large body of data that remains
of a particular historical phenomerocn (in this case, a Wiscen-
sin utopian commnity of the 1840%s), and are being asked to do
history upon it. ,

Secondly, am assumption that crept un-examined into the Pro-
Ject--namely, that the historical prejects of the students wauld -
naturally be individual caes and not undertakings in commen--is
being systematically challenged, The various student seminars
are being sncoursged to pursue thelir inguiries as groups.

» the sumer project made 1t clear that the small
seinars (as distinguishid from the lectures and from individual
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. The American History Laboratory Project was an atterpt.-by a
group of historiaas to devise an alternmative to_the introductory
college survey course in American history, ak alternative that

‘ wodld give the student s more realistic ides of how history in

.. . written, and rescue him from his present essentially passive

. tole of absorber or commentator, in order to free him %o "do"
history. -

The Project took the form of an experimental courss for col-
lege Schhomores, given in the summer of 1966 at Smith College.
The staff attempted to induce the studdnt to objectify an inter-’
. est of his into a legitimately historical inguiry: question-

: - formilation, research, and writing. ‘

{
i The Project met with tut limited success. Most often, the
g studente lacked the resources and skills to "do” history in ~
| this total sense, Theexpermenbiabeinseontinuedatthe -
. University of Wisconsin in the academic year 196667, The staff
f . there is incorporating certain modifications suggested by the
! summer experience. Instead of asking the students to generate
thetr own prejects, the staff is confronting them with the body
of documents relating to an already chisen historical event,

I )
. Thestafrualuattmtingtochallwsetheassmnthst
N : the projects of the students need be individual ones, Instead, - ;‘
’ thestudentsmbeingeneoumgedtamrkums.
;
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