
Guidelines for Getting Started in HIST4910

Developed for students studying with Dr. Graham with reference to
examples from Carleton Pyschology, Florida State, and elsewhere

Initial Tasks

Things to accomplish in the first week of term

• Develop a thesis proposal
• Develop an initial timeline for the work
• Set up a Zotero or Refworks account for bibliography citation, research

notebook
• Set up a shared dropbox folder with Dr. Graham
• Set up a weekly meeting time with Dr. Graham

Thesis Proposal

We will have already talked several times about potential topics and the shape
of what the research might look like. At this point, we need to start developing
a road map for your research. The best way to do this is to write a formal
proposal. In actual fact, this proposal will eventually become the first several
pages of your project, but it might change quite a lot from what you write today.
September is a time for exploration, so this is normal, but we will have a pretty
concrete idea no later than Sept 30 of what you are doing, why you are doing it,
how you will do it, with what you will do it, and how you will communicate the
results.

What goes into the proposal?

When you registered for HIST4910, you had to submit a title to describe your
work. This normally is what you suggested when you first asked to do HIST4910
with me, last winter. For your fleshed-out proposal, start by looking at your
proposed title carefully. Break down all of the assumptions within that title,
posing them as a series of questions. Write out all of the questions you can
think of. Rearrange them until they make some sort of coherent order. (I like to
draw mindmaps myself). This will give you an idea of what areas you need to
be reading in, what kinds of methods might help you answer the questions, and
where potential answers may lie.
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For example

If your title was Caesar’s approach to the art of political spin in the second
triumvirate, you might begin to sketch a proposal thus:

‘Political spin’ is a constant feature of modern political life. What
did ‘spin’ look like to the Romans? Would they have even recognized
what we call ‘spin’? In the modern world, to call someone a Caesar
implies a master of political and military life. How did ancient notions
of ‘spin’ play out in Caesar’s political machinations against the other
two members of the second triumvirate?

This thesis therefore will need to explore

1. the styles of ancient rhetoric employed in the late Republic;
2. the training of Caesar and thus an examination of his educational back-

ground;
3. the best evidence for Caesar’s employ of rhetoric may be his work, ‘The

Gallic War’;
4. the thesis will use text analysis (in particular, sentiment analysis and

concordance of words tied to the education of the orator found in the text)
to study Caesar’s state of mind;

5. a reinterpretation of Caesar’s political history in the light of the findings
of the text analysis.

You should also consider how best to communicate the results of your research.
Traditionally, HIST4910 results in a 40-50 page research paper. Other formats
are possible; discuss this with Dr. Graham

You would therefore submit, as a proposal, a two-page paper similar to what
I have sketched above, but in more detail, and include references to potential
readings that will help you get started. We will sit down together and go over
this proposal; it often will happen that your questions themselves need to be
further unpacked. I will then ask you to redo the proposal. Your proposal will
also include a tentative timeline. We will agree due dates for the other parts.
Your proposal then becomes, in a sense, your own syllabus for HSIT4910.

Example Timeline

• Thesis proposal: Sept 15
• Research questions, annotated bibliography: Sept - October
• Introduction written: Finished by December Exam period
• Literature review: Finished by December Exam period
• Analyses: by Feb 1
• Discussion and Conclusion: March 15
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Doing Research

You will need to develop good note-taking habits. Zotero or Evernote or De-
vonThink can help with this. Do jot down your thoughts while you’re reading.
Evernote has voice-recording, which can help. Follow Patrick Rael’s advice on
reading secondary sources In essence, do not copy out passages verbatim, or try
to make a single comprehensive note on a resource. Instead, make a series of
small, simple entries. Record the thoughts that the source triggers, rather than
copying out the text itself. Rael writes,

What surprised you? What seemed particularly insightful? What
seems suspect? What reinforces or counters points made in other
readings? This kind of note taking will keep your reading active, and
actually will help you remember the contents of the piece better than
otherwise.

In Zotero, you can automatically grab the citation from the web, and create
multiple notes that are tied to it. Similarly, Scrivener lets you write on index
cards, which you can then re-arrange into an order to support your argument.
Since these note cards are your research notes, you can then insert more cards
to put your own thoughts down: very soon, you will have a complete essay!

Citations

The history department recommends Chicago style. Dianne Hacker has a
comprehensive guide to using Chicago Style If you are using Zotero, you can
set it to export all references in Chicago Style. There is also a plugin for Word
that enables you to grab citations from your zotero library. Then, when you
are finished writing, you can click ‘format bibliography’ and most of the heavy
lifting is done.

Weekly Meetings

I require you to attend weekly meetings to discuss your research. I will occa-
sionally ask you to produce written work or other formal outputs to ascertain
your progress. We will agree a formal time and place within the first week
of term. If either you or I have to miss a meeting, we will make it up in a
longer meeting the following week. Your research project should not be
conducted in isolation. I want it to be successful; we need to touch
base frequently to make that happen. Additionally, you might wish to
keep an online research notebook, although this is not normally required (except
in particular circumstances where it is germane to the research question).
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http://academic.bowdoin.edu/WritingGuides/
http://bcs.bedfordstmartins.com/resdoc5e/RES5e_ch05_o.html
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