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HIST 798 and HIST 799: Guidance for Students and 
Instructors 

January 9, 2023 

Changed since previous drafts:  

• January 2023. Section on grading. 

• July 2022. Separate section on registration process. 

Goals 
The George Mason University MA program in history requires all students to complete some 
original research at the graduate level, in the form of HIST 797: Research Seminar in History. 
This ensures that students complete the program with a strong grasp of how historians create 
new knowledge based on exploration of both primary and secondary sources, and that they 
understand the conventions of formal historical scholarship. 

Some students seek opportunities for supervised research beyond HIST 797. This allows them to 
explore a topic in greater depth than we can offer in our standard reading and research seminars, 
to work closely with an instructor, and to gain greater expertise in research.  With the approval of 
the faculty, students may choose HIST 798: Directed Research and Writing in History or HIST 
799: Thesis. 

Students in the predoctoral concentration must take one of these courses to complete the MA 
degree. These courses help prepare students for doctoral-level research, and they can 
demonstrate to a PhD admissions committee the student’s willingness to take on a challenge. All 
or part of the student’s final paper can serve as a writing sample when applying to a doctoral 
program. 

Students in the enrichment or teaching concentrations can take either course as an elective. 
Students in the applied concentration cannot use HIST 798 or HIST 799 to complete degree 
requirements, but they may take either course as work beyond their degree requirements, adding 
to the total number of credits they will need to complete. 

Requirements 
HIST 797 is a prerequisite for either HIST 798 or HIST 799. Ideally a student who has completed 
HIST 797 will have a good sense of how to define a research question, identify primary and 
secondary sources, manage the research, and write up the findings. 

HIST 798 (3 credits) is similar to HIST 797 in scope, except that a student is expected to have 
mastered the skills of HIST 797 and works individually with an instructor, rather than as part of a 
seminar. (In some cases, an instructor may supervise more than one student in a semester, in 
which case they may encourage the students to work together to some extent.) The final 
assignment of HIST 798 is generally similar to that of HIST 797: an original work of scholarship of 
roughly 8,000 to 12,000 words, equivalent to a journal article. 

While the end product is similar in length, HIST 798 brings higher expectations than HIST 797. 
We expect a greater grounding in the existing scholarship, so a student can demonstrate that 
they are advancing collective knowledge. And we expect students to work more independently 
than they do in HIST 798, with less weekly feedback.  HIST 798 is often more work than other 3-
credit courses. It may require multiple rounds of revision. And the process is less predictable. 
Some research time produces no findings, or findings that do not end up in the final product.  

HIST 799 (at least 6 credits) generally is spread over two semesters and requires a substantially 
longer project than HIST 798, typically 60-100 pages, broken down into chapters. It also must 
meet university requirements for theses, which include establishing a committee of three 
members of the graduate faculty and a formal defense. Students can take more than 6 credits of 
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HIST 799, but a maximum of 6 credits can be applied to the degree. For a full list of policies 
governing theses, please consult University Policy AP.6.9.3 (Master's Thesis) and the information 
provided by University Dissertation & Thesis Services.  

HIST 798 and HIST 799 each have their advantages, and some faculty prefer to supervise one or 
the other. The article-length project produced by a HIST 798 course can serve as a writing 
sample and potential publication, and many students find the scope of the course more 
manageable. But a strong thesis may impress doctoral programs and give students pursuing that 
path a head start on the dissertation. 

Planning ahead 
We do not expect students entering the program to be prepared to do independent research, but 
students intending to do such research should plan ahead to choose courses with relevant 
content and build skills in preparation for such research. A HIST 798 or HIST 799 project 
generally cannot begin from a dead start at the beginning of the semester.  

It is possible to complete an MA degree, including independent research, in three semesters, 
taking HIST 797 in the second semester and HIST 798 in the third. However, this may not be 
ideal. Taking more time would allow a student to spend a semester between HIST 797 and HIST 
798 to explore topics for the latter. Some students may wish to pursue HIST 796: Directed 
Readings with a faculty member as a way to explore research topics and identify relevant 
scholarship.  

Students planning research on the history of countries other than the United States may require 
extra preparation. They need to master the relevant historiography, demonstrate reading skills in 
the relevant languages, and plan to travel to archives or specialized libraries. These concerns 
also apply to studies of some US communities as well.  

Students interested in an independent research project, especially those on the predoctoral track, 
should speak with faculty with expertise in their area of interest. The earlier in their program 
students initiate these conversations, the better. These faculty could help students choose 
courses, that they or others will teach. Or they may discuss a potential research project and 
suggest preparatory steps before committing to supervise one. Such help does not obligate 
faculty to supervise independent research projects, since they may want to judge the student’s 
performance in other courses, or they may have scheduled leaves or other conflicting obligations 
at the time the student needs supervision. 

As students progress through reading seminars, they should work to form research questions. 
They should also consider what primary sources are available to them. Dr. Oberle, the history 
librarian, can advise on sources available through Mason or in the metropolitan area. 

Students should begin discuss potential independent projects no later than when the course 
listings for next semester are published. For example, for a HIST 798 in a spring semester, a 
student should be meeting with faculty by late October of the previous fall. A student hoping to 
start an independent project in the fall should be in conversation with faculty by late March. It is 
often helpful to begin those conversations considerably earlier. Such early conversations can 
alert students to when faculty will be available to supervise independent projects, to consider 
alternative supervisors or courses, and to prepare for the project. 

Registering for HIST 798 or HIST 799 
Neither HIST 798 nor HIST 799 are regularly scheduled courses. They will not appear in Patriot 
Web. 

If a student and faculty member agree on a project, the graduate coordinator needs to schedule a 
section to enable the student to register for the course. That must take place some weeks ahead 
of the start of the semester. 
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When a student secures a faculty advisor for HIST 798, or a committee for HIST 799, they should 
notify the graduate coordinator, who will then create the section and issue a five-digit Course 
Reference Number (CRN), with which the student can register. 

Writing a proposal 
HIST 799 requires a formal proposal prior to the start of the class. According to university's 
Thesis, Dissertation, or Project Guide (2013), the thesis committee “must be formally appointed 
before the thesis proposal is approved.” 

For HIST 798, many faculty will want to see a proposal prior to committing to a section. They may 
also be able to help students craft a proposal prior to committing to the project. 

The proposal should include: 

• A working title. 

• One-paragraph description of the event you will study. 

• The chronological scope of your story, and a discussion of whether you will present it as a 
narrative or a thematic description. 

• A cast of characters, whether individuals, groups, or institutions. 

• One or more sets or source pools of primary sources. For example, an official report with 
eyewitness testimony could be a set, or an archival collection, or coverage in one or more 
periodicals. Explain how the primary sources will present the views of the people you are 
studying. These primary sources need to be in reach. That is, the student needs to be able to 
get to the sources and possess the necessary language ability. Students also need access to 
a research library, at Mason or elsewhere. 

• A historiographical essay showing how others have approached related topics and 
demonstrating that the existing scholarship has not satisfactorily answered your question.  

Grading 
HIST 798 is graded on the Graduate Special Scale. This allows the standard letter grades (A+ 
through F) as well as IN, AB, S, NC, IP. 

HIST 799 is graded on the Satisfactory/No Credit scale. 

For a multi-semester HIST 799 project, faculty should award a grade of IP until successful 
completion. Students should check at the end of each semester to be sure their advisor has 
submitted that grade. 

Factors for faculty to consider 
No faculty member is required to supervise a particular project. Instead, faculty choose to take on 
this work based on the student’s proposal and these or other factors: 

• Fit with their expertise. For descriptions of each faculty member’s range of expertise, 
please see the department website. Reading faculty’s publications is also a good idea. 

• Confidence in the student, based on experience in previous classes, previous 
conversations, and the quality of the HIST 797 paper, complete or in progress. 

• Student’s preparation to do the research, e.g., language ability, digital skills, knowledge 
of the subfield and its methodology. 

• Feasibility of research, including access to sources. 

• Faculty availability. Faculty on research leave generally cannot supervise independent 
projects. Some faculty receive more requests for independent sections than they can 
accommodate and must turn away some students. 



 4 

Role of faculty advisor 
Faculty meet with the students they supervise throughout the course of the project, though 
typically not every week. Faculty supervisors can: 

• Work with the student to refine research proposals 

• Identify journals that publish work that can serve as a model for the student.  

• Steer the student to bodies of primary sources. 

• Read drafts of work in progress and submit comments. 

• Grade the final product. 

• Recommend next steps, such as presentation at conferences or strategies for 
publication. 


