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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 11. Defining the Bottleneck

In my original assignment I defined the bottleneck as follows:

Students come into history classes thinking that they know what history is, and that it is a collection of facts or absolutely true stories about the past. They do not understand that history is a collection of narratives about the past assembled by historians based upon evidence selected by individual historians (who in the process do not select other information). This problem persists at all levels of history courses; most students, even some who do quite well, never understand it, but it is a particular problem in lower-level courses which are primarily surveys covering vast areas of time and space.

While I think that is true and it is the real bottleneck through which students must pass before they can think and understand things historically, it is also too broad a definition of the problem to be solved in one class or even one year. It needs to be broken down into steps. So I've redefined the problem as one of the constituent elements, which is that students don't understand the relationship between evidence and statements about the past, and don't know how to extract evidence from primary sources.

2. Identify Operations

In order to read a primary source and find evidence in it the way an expert would, the student would have to

•
Have a general understanding of the period that produced the primary

•
Understand the kind of primary source they were reading, why it was written, when, where, for whom, and by whom

•
Understand what historical evidence is when they see it (I think this is actually the most difficult part and the narrowest part of the bottleneck)

•
Understand how to sort evidence into different categories

•
Learn to read a primary source with a question or questions in mind, looking for evidence from that text

•
Move back and forth between the contents of a primary source and secondary sources

3.  Demonstrate or Model

There are several parts of this process. I usually use electronic texts in my class (or I use a lot of electronic texts, anyway), for which I write my own introductions. I am not rewriting those introductions to provide tools for students to use as they read the texts. (After teaching the lesson, in fact, I went back to rewrite one of these introductions.) The introductions will all contain the same basic information in the same order:

1.
General background about the times in which the primary source was written

2.
Specific background about the source: what kind of a source it is, who it was written for, and the like

3.
A short list (3 or 4 items) of things students might look for in the source

4.
The original language of the source and some comments about the implied audience

5.
Where this version of the source came from

6.
How to cite the source (although this may seem trivial, it seems to me to be a part of the problem of evidence. Students don't understand that evidence needs to be as specific as possible; they are vague and general about evidence and hence also about citations)

Where the class is not using an e-text, I will ask the class to gather this information from the introduction of the assigned reading. I will start the class off with e-texts, where this information is explicitly provided, and then move them to texts where it is provided, but not explicitly or in that order (I think it would be irresponsible not to see to it that this information was provided in some way.)

As a learning project, I will ask the class to take one of the points listed in #3 above, and to bring to  class two pieces of information from the primary source that relate to it. This information will be handed in but not graded. For example, the text I worked with in my lesson was an account of the martyrdom of Sts. Perpetua and Felicity and one of the points students are alerted to look for is the Christian attitude toward family. Students might then bring in two pieces of information from the text which would relate to Christian attitudes toward family. We would look as a class at the material a few students brought in and try to figure out what the evidence actually tells us about such attitudes. This is an exercise we will regularly undertake during the semester.

Because students also need help identifying themes for which there might be evidence in the primary sources they read, I will make a point of not identifying every possible topic on which the source might provide evidence. Students will also be asked to identify an additional theme that I have not provided them with, once they are more comfortable with the relationship between theme and evidence.

4.  Provide Students with Practice and Feedback

Students will be asked to carry out similar operations in individual assignments as well as to continue participating in similar, regularly scheduled, activities in class. Individual assignments will be assessed and handed back; students may do further work on them and resubmit them for a higher grade.

5.  Assessing What Students Learned

The classroom activities and individual assignments. Classroom assignments will occasionally be handed in for ungraded assessment.

6.
Sharing with Other Faculty

I'm currently writing a course portfolio for a topics course that enrols mostly freshmen and sophomores. Although I originally conceived of this portfolio as a one-shot deal, it is showing signs of being an on-going project.

