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“The Undergraduate Research Paper:
Assessing Student Learning and Research in Introductory History Courses”

Lay Summary:
Rationale and Aims

Last year, Stonehill’s History Department adopted a new assessment plan (to go into
effect the 2011-2012 school year). A central element of the plan is a comparison of a
required research paper assignment done in the student’s freshman year and their senior
research thesis. To insure that the department has a freshman research paper from all of
its majors, even those who are undeclared their freshman year, all GH100 students are
being asked to write a research paper. The features of the department’s assessment plan
are by no means unique. In fact many of our peer and aspirant institutions require their
freshmen to complete a research paper. Despite the overwhelming acceptance of the
freshman research paper as an assessment tool, scholars of teaching and learning have yet
to address some of the key research questions associated with assessing student learning
and research in introductory history courses. Our research study is designed to explore
1. The challenges students face when writing a research paper. This includes how

pre-conceived notions about history as a discipline, information, and research may
affect how a student approaches the research process. We are particularly
interested in studying the role technology plays in shaping student attitudes about
research and information in general.

2. The best methods for introducing recent high school graduates to the study of
college level history including examining various ways to teach college level
research to novice scholars.

3. The freshman research paper as an assessment tool, including an exploration of
what constitutes mastery of the learning goals at the freshmen level.

Procedure and Protocols

Students who participate in the study will receive three surveys. An initial survey, given
in the first few weeks of classes, will ask the student to comment on their high school
history experience, their ideas about history and research, and any previous research
paper experience. The second survey, given around the midpoint in the semester, will
ask students to comment on their research experience thus far (what assignments were
helpful/not helpful and why), what challenges they face, what challenges they anticipate
facing. A final survey, given the last week of class, will ask students to reflect once more
on their research paper experience. All of the surveys will be given in class. The surveys
will be anonymous and students will have the option of not participating in the study.
Description of Participants and Procedure for Obtaining Informed Consent



During the first week of class, before administering the first survey, the professor will
introduce the goals of the study and ask that students who are interested in participating
in the study fill out an informed consent form.

Potential Risks and Benefits
We don’t anticipate any risk to the student.

The proposed study would benefit both the department and its students. We hope our
findings will help the department better understand its freshman students and the
challenges they face when writing a research paper. Future students will befit from a
faculty who have thought carefully about the roadblocks to student learning and how to
overcome them. We also feel that current students will be motivated to take a more
active part in their learning by participating in a process in which their thoughts and
opinions actively shape classroom assignments and activities.

Debriefing Procedure

During the final weeks of class, students will be debriefed. The debriefing will consist of
a classroom discussion in which the professor will restate the goals of the study, discuss
the preliminary findings, update the students on the continuing plans for the study-
including publication and allow the students to answer any questions they might have
about the study.



