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Assessed and prepared by the history department’s assessment committee (two history 

department faculty members) 

 

Description of assessment 

For this assessment cycle the History Department used student work from its spring 2021 200-

level foundations courses as the data source. The department’s assessment cycle also uses 

student work from their freshman and senior years, so this discussion should be considered a 

mid-point analysis of our majors’ progress. The assessment discussed here is a primary source 

project that all students complete in either HIS 220 or HIS 230 (all students must take one of 

these two courses).  This assignment calls on students to provide a detailed analysis and 

interpretation of a primary source, focusing specifically on the following prompts: a) providing 

details about the “who, when, and why” of a specific primary source (either a document or 

object); and b), to identify and explain a particular quote or feature about the source that the 

student found especially memorable. 

 

This assessment focuses on two departmental learning outcomes: 

#1: Analyze primary sources and demonstrate and explain connections between sources and their 

historical context. 

#4: Interpret ways in which people from the past understood their own present and the ways they 

responded to the issues that confronted them. 

The department assesses students’ writing ability to gauge their analyses of primary sources and 

their interpretations of how people from the past engaged with a particular historical moment.   

 

Assessment protocol 

For this analysis a rubric was used to assess students’ ability to analyze a primary source (as is 

discussed above) as well as their overall writing proficiency. Twenty-four student work samples 

were analyzed, which constituted half the students enrolled in HIS 220 and 230. Data was only 

collected across two sections of HIS 220 instead of four sections of HIS 220 and HIS 230. (Each 

course had two sections.). Student work was assessed during the remote only academic year of 

2020–2021. The assessment rubrics are below.    

Learning Objective 1 – Primary Sources  

 Exemplary Adequate Minimal Attempted 

Content of 

primary 

sources 

Paper demonstrates a 

high level of 

comprehension of the 

content of primary 

sources 

Paper 

demonstrates a 

moderate level 

of 

comprehension 

Paper 

demonstrates a 

minimal 

understanding of 

Paper does not 

show an accurate 

understanding of 

the content of 

primary sources 



of the content of 

primary sources 

the content of 

primary sources 

Historical 

context of 

primary 

sources  

Paper effectively 

relates primary 

sources to the 

historical place and 

period in which the 

primary documents 

were written 

Paper places 

primary sources 

in adequate 

historical 

context 

Paper reflects 

some ability to 

place historical 

sources in proper 

context 

Paper does not 

reflect much 

understanding of 

the historical 

place and period 

in which the 

primary 

documents were 

written 

Analysis of 

primary 

sources 

Offers accurate 

analysis and 

interpretation, 

distinguishes between 

fact and opinion, 

compares and 

contrasts author’s (or 

authors’) point of 

view 

Offers accurate 

analysis and 

interpretation of 

the sources used 

in the paper 

Demonstrates a 

minimal 

understanding of 

the sources with 

limited 

interpretation 

and analysis 

Paper does not 

offer valid 

analysis or 

interpretation 

Integration 

of primary 

sources 

Primary sources are 

referenced throughout 

the paper and quotes 

are used appropriately 

and proficiently  

Primary sources 

are referenced at 

various points in 

the paper and 

some quotes are 

used 

appropriately 

There is some 

effort to 

reference 

primary sources 

in the paper 

Primary sources 

are not 

referenced or 

quoted 

effectively in the 

paper 

Citation of 

primary 

sources 

Primary sources are 

cited properly using 

The Chicago Manual 

of Style 

Primary sources 

are cited 

adequately, with 

some mistakes 

Primary sources 

are cited 

occasionally or 

not cited 

according to 

Chicago style 

Primary sources 

are not cited 

 

Learning Objective 2 – Writing Ability 

 Exemplary Adequate Minimal Attempted 

Coherence 

and quality 

of writing 

Writing is clear and 

fluid and paper is a 

strong, professional 

effort 

Writing is 

generally clear 

and easy to 

follow 

Paper can be 

understood, but 

writing is poor 

and in need of 

improvement 

Paper is badly 

written 

Logic and 

flow of 

writing 

Transitional words 

and sentences link 

paragraphs and 

Transitions are 

satisfactory and 

paper has 

Paper can be 

understood, but 

transitions need 

to be clearer 

Paper lacks logic 

and flow and 

displays a lack 



sections so that paper 

flows clearly 

coherence and 

logic 

of organization 

and clarity 

Grammar, 

mechanics, 

and 

spelling 

Paper is free from 

spelling, syntax, and 

grammatical errors 

Paper is 

generally well 

written, but there 

are some 

spelling and 

grammar errors 

Paper contains a 

number of 

spelling and 

grammatical 

errors that 

undermines its 

argument and 

clarity 

Paper contains 

numerous 

spelling and 

grammatical 

errors the reflect 

a lack of care 

and effort 

Ability to 

state ideas 

and 

conclusions 

Writer’s ideas and 

conclusions are well 

written and expressed 

clearly and 

confidently 

Ideas and 

conclusions are 

generally well 

written 

Ideas and 

conclusions lack 

coherence and 

more clarity is 

required 

Paper’s 

conclusions are 

not well stated 

or expressed 

clearly 

History 

writing 

conventions 

Paper reflects strong 

knowledge and 

familiarity with how 

historians organize 

ideas and write 

effectively 

Paper reflects 

understanding of 

the conventions 

of historical 

writing 

Paper reflects 

some 

understanding 

with the 

conventions of 

historical writing 

Paper 

demonstrates a 

lack of 

familiarity with 

the 

characteristics of 

historical writing 

Citation of 

secondary 

sources 

Secondary sources are 

cited properly using 

The Chicago Manual 

of Style 

Secondary 

sources are cited 

adequately, with 

some mistakes 

Secondary 

sources are cited 

occasionally or 

not cited 

according to 

Chicago style 

Secondary 

sources are not 

cited 

 

Results 

The breakdown of student performance on the two rubrics is as follows. 

 Learning Objective 1 – Primary Sources (N=24) 

  Exemplary Adequate Minimal Attempted 

1 Content of primary 

sources 

8 (30%) 12 (50%) 3 (13%) 1 (4%) 

2 Historical context of 

primary sources  

14 (58%) 7 (25%) 2 (8%) 1 (4%) 

3 Analysis of primary 

sources 

8 (30%) 13 (54%) 2 (8%) 1 (4%) 

4 Integration of primary 

sources 

8 (30%) 9 (38%) 7 (29%)  

5 Citation of primary 

sources 

18 (75%) 6 (25%)   

 



 Learning Objective 2 – Writing Ability (N=24) 

  Exemplary Adequate Minimal Attempted 

1 Coherence and quality of 

writing 

4 (16%) 12 (50%) 8 (30%)  

2 Logic and flow of 

writing 

5 (21%) 12 (50%) 7 (13%)  

3 Grammar, mechanics, 

and spelling 

6 (25%) 13 (54%) 5 (21%)  

4 Ability to state ideas and 

conclusions 

7 (29%) 15 (63%) 2 (8%)  

5 History writing 

conventions 

5 (21%) 15 (63%) 2 (8%) 2 (8%) 

6 Citation of secondary 

sources 

16 (66%)  8 (30%)   

 

 

Analysis of data 

1) The majority of students scored at “adequate” or “exemplary” in all rubric categories.   

2) Students scored especially highly in their ability to place primary sources in historical context 

and in their ability to cite sources (both primary and secondary) properly.  See learning objective 

#1, category 5; learning objective #2, category 6 and history department learning outcome #4 

3) Students demonstrated effectiveness at placing primary sources in historical context as well as 

considering authorship and motivation of written sources and/or physical evidence (learning 

objective #1, categories 2 and 3) and (history department learning outcome #4). 

4) Students demonstrated effectiveness at analyzing primary sources (see learning objective #1, 

category 3 and history department learning outcome #1). 

4) The data suggests that students performed with a strong level of effectiveness on the 

assignment, suggesting that they are developing the ability to analyze primary sources, place 

them in historical context, and use them to generate wider historical interpretations.  This 

suggests students are progressing well through the major.  It also indicates that the department’s 

foundation level classes are serving their intended function in introducing students to the skills 

and aptitudes associated with the discipline (and not merely the acquisition of content 

knowledge).  The 200-classes are also helping students progress towards their 300 and 400-level 

classes. 

5) Overall the data suggests students performed less ably in the rubric related to writing ability 

and struggled with writing coherently and logically, using proper grammar, and making clear 

conclusions. There was, for example, much higher incidences of “minimal” in these categories.  

Students also struggled with the writing conventions specific to history.  Writing proficiency has 

been a college-wide concern and the data clearly provided here clearly supports this.  Writing 

proficiency is something all faculty should be aware of and specific readings, classroom 



assignments, and assessments that address the specific, unique nature of historical writing is 

something the department will discuss/address moving forward.    

   


