Seminars and Seminar Papers

Seminars and the papers written in them are key elements in the first and second (for those who do not waive out of second-year requirements) of the beginning years of graduate school.  They have several goals:

1) The reading for the fall quarter of the seminar is used by many faculty either as a way of introducing students to the class texts, issues, and research complexities of a field or to investigate a particular historical problem.  The fall quarter also provides an opportunity for students to learn what it means to “read like a historian” which may or may not be the same as how you read before.  This kind of reading involves both attention to details (How are footnotes being used? What exactly is the evidence base and is it adequate for the argument? How is the book locating itself in the historiography? Which historiography?) and also to the big picture.  What is the key argument of the book? How is it important? Are you persuaded?  What is the architecture of the book? Is it a story of change over time? A synchronic story told in a number of sites?  How does it compare with what was read two months earlier in the same seminar?

2) The fall quarter of the seminar is also one of the places where we hope that you’ll learn to listen, and talk, like a historian.  We expect you to come to class with your own ideas about what you’d like to discuss about a given text or set of texts, and not just passively wait to see what the instructor comes up. We also expect you to listen, and respond to, your colleagues. Classes in graduate school should not be games of ping-pong between individual students and the instructor, but rather conversation among a group of engaged participants. The goal is not individual brilliance but sessions which end with everyone feeling that their knowledge of a problem, a book, or a period has advanced.  If you find yourself mute in class, talk to the instructor.  Learning to listen and talk effectively is a key part of our occupation. It comes naturally to no one.  This is the time to build on what you learned in college and elsewhere. 

3) In the winter quarter you’ll be continuing to research and write your own paper at the same time as you’ll be helping your colleagues to improve theirs. Both are crucial activities.  The best intellectual work is, at one level or another, collaborative. 

4) The seminar is also the context in which you advance your skills in historical research and writing.  Particularly given the limits of the quarter system, this tends to be your only context for that kind of extended work.  The work done in the seminar is that which most closely resembles that of writing a dissertation and the research and writing you will continue to do throughout your career.

Crucial note:  Seminars and seminar papers vary a great deal from instructor to instructor and field to field. Some instructors feel very strongly that seminar papers must be very long, others feel equally passionately that they should not reach beyond 35 pages, and yet others are agnostic on the subject. Some instructors insist on the use of archival evidence, if at all possible, others find printed and other sources adequate.  The bottom line is that you are responsible for understanding the expectations of your seminar instructor. The above and the following should, therefore, be read only as the most general of indications.  This document may, in fact, be most useful insofar as it prompts you to ask specific questions of your instructor than for its content.  
What is expected of a seminar paper?

1) Seminar papers should not, normally, be historiographic reviews, or elaborations of theoretical positions, but rather make an argument based on primary sources. Such an argument should be original, in the sense that it’s not simply a restatement of another scholar’s work, but given source limitations it may end up being a nuancing or modification of another work, or the “testing” of a theory against evidence.  

2) The argument in the paper should be adequately located in the relevant historiography.

3) Most of the faculty working in parts of the world where English is not the lingua franca, or only one of many, feel strongly that one of the purposes of the seminar paper is to demonstrate competency in the languages relevant to the field. 

4) Seminar papers must be handed in on time, thoroughly proof-read, appropriately documented, and written as elegantly as you can manage.

What is an appropriate source-base?
1) Be mindful of the wide-range of resources beyond the University of Chicago.  These vary by field, but include the Newberry Library, IIT’s collections, Northwestern University Library, the Art Institute, as well as many others

2) While most students continue to rely most heavily, like most historians, on textual evidence, film, music, material culture, the fine arts, maps, quantitative data sets, architectural blueprints, television and radio shows, and oral histories are also valid and appropriate sources.

What kind of timeline should we be on for coming up with a definite topic, outlining, completing drafts, etc.?
        The short answer to this is EARLY. The second week of fall term is not too early to 

        be thinking about your topic and many instructors ask for a clearly articulated two-

        page initial proposal by the fourth week.  Many great ideas for seminar papers are     

        sunk by an absence of available sources. The sooner you address that kind of 

        problem, the better.
Grading:

What factors go into choosing a second reader and what is the importance of the second reader in the development of the paper and beyond?

You may very well be taking one or both of your seminars with a member of the faculty other those who you imagine will direct your dissertation.   If that is the case, it often makes sense to ask that person, if they’re available, to be your second reader.  That way they’ll be familiar with your research work and you’ll have a more formal opportunity to discuss the paper with them.  In any case, choose someone who complements the instructor, since often the fit between the instructor’s expertise and your area of interest isn’t perfect.  Be sure to consult with your instructor about your choice before asking the faculty member if they’re willing to be a second reader.  Once you’ve chosen a second reader ask them at what stages they want to see the paper, or want you to consult with them about the shape it’s taking.

It sometimes arises that there are cases of significant differences of opinion between first and second reader about the direction a paper should take.  The two faculty members are often unaware of the difference of opinion.  Make sure to make them aware, but if no resolution is thereby reached, the best rule of thumb is to follow the advice of your first reader, informing the second of why you are doing so.
It is generally best to select a second reader from within the History department, if at all possible.  They are more familiar with the genre, the processes and the stakes than those outside.  
How are the papers and the seminar graded?

They are read by the seminar instructor and a second reader who generally confer, although only the instructor actually grades the paper. The grades for fall and winter, although submitted at the same time (in the Spring quarter) are sometimes, but not always, the same.  Logically, given what has been said above, participation in the seminar process – both the fall class discussions and winter paper discussions – is often reflected in your grade.  It is also worth knowing that particularly impressive participation in discussion will almost certainly be included in letters of recommendation.  This is because many fellowships and certainly those hiring for academic positions want to know about you as a member of an intellectual community.  If you never say anything, or are corrosive in class, your instructor will be incapable of writing anything positive about you on these topics. 

What are professors looking for when they read a seminar paper?

As noted above, of all the things that you do in your first two years of grad school, the seminar paper is the work that most closely resembles that of writing a dissertation, scholarly articles and books.  That’s why we put so much weight on it.

So, we’re looking for:

Historical Imagination – is the problem driving this paper interesting and significant? Did the student set about looking for evidence in a creative way?
Historical writing – Is evidence effectively mobilized to prove a point? Is the paper analytically sound? Does it make a clear argument?

Writing. Is the paper well written?

Afterwards:  How important is it for the seminar paper to be connected to your dissertation?  

Not very – lucky and nice if it happens that way, but not to be worried if it doesn’t.

Do students often end up publishing their seminar papers or presenting them at a conference?

No.  It happens occasionally. And again, is lovely when it does, but should not be seen as a goal.  One way of thinking about it is that you should have higher ambitions for your chosen profession – seminar papers are apprentice work, occasionally that turns out to be of professional quality, but that’s not the expectation.
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