
Asking Questions, Developing Projects
OCTOBER 31, 2016



Tonight
1. Review of Midterm Timelines

2. Asking Questions & Developing a Research Plan

3. Project Proposal Assignment



Issues from the Midterm

What issues did you have with the midterm timeline 
assignment?



Sources!
A primary source provides direct or firsthand 
evidence about an event, object, or person; 
produced on or near the event.

◦ Personal correspondence, memos, diaries
◦ Works of art and literature
◦ Speeches and oral histories
◦ Audio and video recordings
◦ Photographs and posters
◦ Newspaper ads and articles from the time
◦ Laws and legislative hearings
◦ Census or demographic records

A secondary source is produced after an event 
happened and contains information that has 
been interpreted, commented, analyzed or 
processed in such a way that it no longer conveys 
the freshness of the original. 

◦ History textbooks
◦ Dictionaries, encyclopedias, Wikipedia
◦ Websites, blogs
◦ Interpretive journal articles
◦ Museum collections or essays
◦ Newspaper articles and stories after the fact
◦ Scholarly or trade books
◦ Book reviews

*Secondary sources are based on primary sources.



What kind of source is this?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YhtuMrMVJDk

http://www.whatreallyhappened.com/WRHARTICLES/McCollum/index.html

http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/tmirhdee.html

http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/onthisday/big/1208.html#article

http://www.nydailynews.com/news/national/survivors-attack-pearl-harbor-dead-94-article-
1.2824181

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/december/7/newsid_3494000/3494108.stm

How would you cite each one?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YhtuMrMVJDk
http://www.whatreallyhappened.com/WRHARTICLES/McCollum/index.html
http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/tmirhdee.html
http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/onthisday/big/1208.html#article
http://www.nydailynews.com/news/national/survivors-attack-pearl-harbor-dead-94-article-1.2824181
http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/december/7/newsid_3494000/3494108.stm


Finding Primary Sources
Museum and archives collections

University libraries and databases

Hathitrust

Google Books

Google Searches

Library of Congress

National Archives and Records Administration

State libraries and archives

*Linder and Wikipedia WILL lead you to some sources IF you do the legwork.



Finding Secondary Sources
GMU Library Catalog / Worldcat

 Keyword

 Subject heading

Google Scholar

Bibliographies & Citations

Journal Databases

 JSTOR
ProQuest



Credible Journals
This is a sample of some of the most relevant journals to this class and your final 
projects

• Journal of American History
• American Historical Review
• American Journal of Legal History
• Law & History Review
• Journal of Social History

There are more – when in doubt check the American Historical Association’s list of 
academic journals. https://secure.historians.org/pubs/free/journals/

https://secure.historians.org/pubs/free/journals/












If you need help. Ask.



Good Research Questions
.. FUEL GOOD PROJECTS



Asking Questions

A good research question defines the focus of your project.

-sets boundaries to help you figure out where to go next 
-defines which evidence you need to collect and which 

methods you will use to access and analyze your documents



What makes a good research question?



What makes a good research question?
1. It addresses causes or effects in history.
2. It is open-ended (it doesn’t have a yes or no answer or 

isn’t answered simply by stating facts.)
3. It is argumentative (it can be answered using a variety of 

ways.)
4. It is specific.
5. It is answerable!



Bad Research Questions
1. Was it moral to drop the atomic bomb on Japan at the 

end of WWII?
2. How did Hitler’s stupidity doom the German war effort?
3. Why did so many people die when Titanic sank?
4. Why did Lizzie Borden kill her parents?
5. What events led to the rise of Alexander the Great?
6. Would Reconstruction have worked better if Lincoln 

hadn’t been shot?



Asking “Better” Questions
Instead of: 
Was it moral to drop the atomic bomb on Japan at the end of 
WWII?
How about:
How did debates over concepts of “morality” influence Truman’s 
decision to drop the atomic bomb on Japan at the end of WWII?
What impact did racism have on the decision to drop the bomb?



Asking “Better” Questions
Instead of:

Why did so many people die when Titanic sank?

How about:

What impact did the doctrine of “women and children first” as a rescue 
strategy have on American society in the aftermath of the Titanic disaster?

OR

What impact did the Titanic disaster have on subsequent British and 
American maritime travel in the early 20th century?



As you attempt to answer your research 
question, it may evolve. Let it.



Framing your own question
1. Look at your topic and everything you know about it 
today.
2. What else do you wish to know?
3. What questions are left unanswered?
4. What questions have come up since you began this 
research?
5. What doesn’t make sense?
6. What questions are still left unanswered in your mind?



Framing your own question
• Keep asking yourself “why”? Why then? Why there? 
• Search for related sources.
• Read and evaluate them.
• Make an initial argument. 
• Iterate your question as you find new evidence.
• Know when to stop.



A Local Example



Ask Questions
Why are there three Memorials related to the Vietnam 
War?

Why is one of them such a different style from the others?



How might you attempt to answer these?



Ask New Questions
•Why was there controversy over Lin’s design?
•Does Maya Lin’s gender play into this?
•What is the significance of the Memorial?
•Who goes there? Why do they leave all those items?
•What happens to the tributes?
•Did the Vietnam Veterans Memorial change the way later 
Memorials were built?

•And more: controversy, decisions, design



New Research Question
How has the controversy over the 
design of the Vietnam Memorial 
influenced the development, design, 
and dedication of subsequent 
memorials and monuments on the 
National Mall?



Assignment: 
Project Proposal
DUE NOVEMBER 7TH



Assignment: Project Proposal
Formal written assignment with complete thoughts, paragraphs and 
correct syntax and spelling. 
You must email me your proposals before class on Nov 7th. A Word 
document is fine.
*Proposals received after 7:35pm will lost points per the late 
policy. 
These proposals are to help me understand where you are right now 
with your project plan based on all the work you’ve done to date. 
These are formal proposals BUT you can continue to refine them.



Assignment: Project Proposal
Your project proposal should address three key components:

1. Your research question: What are you studying? Why? What do you hope to 
understand? 

2. The main primary sources you plan to use to complete your project. Please 
include a brief description of each source or collection of sources so that I have a 
good idea of what you plan to use as the basis for your historical analysis. Please 
completely cite all sources and include the website, collection, or archives where 
each is located. 

3. The best secondary sources available on your project topic. Please provide a 
brief description of their arguments and their importance to informing your 
analysis going forward. You must include a full bibliographical citation for each 
source. 



Assignment: Project Proposals
Your project proposal should address three key components in one cohesive 
document:

1. Your research question: What are you studying? Why? What do you hope to 
understand? 

**You must articulate the historical questions guiding your thinking at this point.

**You should have one or two questions, but you shouldn’t have more than that. 

For example: 

I state my working question as: What was the ethnic and racial distribution of 
crimes by women in Chicago between 1870 and 1929? How does the distribution of 
crimes by women in Chicago reflect the changing state of immigration – both 
foreign and domestic – affecting Chicago during this period of rapid population 
growth?



Assignment: Project Proposals
2. The main primary sources you plan to use to complete your project. 

For example:
- Leigh Bienen, et al. “The Chicago Homicide Database”, Northwestern Law School, 2012. This 
online database of 11,800 homicides recorded in Chicago between 1870 and 1930 is available 
from The Chicago Homicide Project at
http://homicide.northwestern.edu/.www.lizzieandrewborden.com/resources/officialdocuments.htm
◦ This collection of data will help me map the 750=plus homicides by women so that I can understand the 

geographic distribution of crimes. 

- City of Chicago. Report of the City Council Committee on Crime of the City of Chicago, March 22, 
1915. Available at 
http://homicide.northwestern.edu/docs_fk/homicide/ccreport/ccreport.toc.pdf
◦ This Report included statistical data, descriptions of judicial and legal institutions, and is a model of data 

collection

http://homicide.northwestern.edu/.www.lizzieandrewborden.com/resources/officialdocuments.htm
http://homicide.northwestern.edu/docs_fk/homicide/ccreport/ccreport.toc.pdf


Assignment: Project Proposals
3. The best secondary sources available on your project topic.

For example:
Leigh B. Bienen and Brandon Rottinghaus, “Learning from the Past, Living in the Present: Understanding Homicide 
in Chicago, 1870-1930,” The Journal of Criminal Law, Vol. 92, Nos. 3-4 (2003): 437-554.
◦ Bienen & Rottinghaus explain in detail the strengths and weaknesses in the data in the Chicago Homicide 

project and give basic crime stats during the period.

Lizabeth Cohen, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939, (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990)
◦ Cohen argues that ethnic and racial distribution of individuals in Chicago was quite rigid and based on where 

ethnic and racial groups worked. She also explains the fluidity of race, specifically conceptions of whiteness in 
Chicago at this time.

James R. Grossman, Land of Hope: Chicago, Black Southerners and the Great Migration, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989)
◦ Grossman outlines the history of the massive migration of thousands of African-Americans from southern 

states to Chicago and their settlement and work patterns.



Next Week
1. Introduction to Big Data
2. The Espy File of Executions

… Before class:

Turn in your proposals.

Brief reading on big data and I’ll send around the database for you 
to import into your spreadsheet software. You must have 
spreadsheet software.
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