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HIST 499-03 Senior Research Seminar in History 

Slavery in the 19th Century US 

Spring 2021 
 

Instructor: Dr. Sheri Huerta (she/her/hers) 

Email: shuerta@gmu.edu 

Virtual Office Hours: Wednesdays, 4:30 to 5:30pm or by appointment 

 

Course Description 
This course builds upon experiences in HIST 300 and other courses in the history major towards the goal of 

planning, implementing, researching, and completing a 20 to 25-page capstone research paper project. In 
this writing-intensive course participants focus on the experiences and ongoing legacy of slavery in the 

United States through critical analysis of primary and secondary sources. The course is broadly defined to 

allow students to select topics from local to national importance and related to a broad range of political, 
economic, or social aspects of enslavement during the nineteenth century. Research topics may include 

legal cases, discourses of freedom and enslavement, politics, gender, identity, religion, race relations, 

spatial boundaries, labor management, or capitalism. Weekly reading and writing assignments build critical 

reading, thinking, research, and writing skills. Assigned activities will help students explore databases and 
online resources. These activities will help participants craft an original research question, develop an 

effective research process, and place their research within the corpus of relevant secondary literature. In-

class activities enable participants to share their findings and receive feedback on drafts through both 
written and oral presentations. This capstone course is designed to help students gain experience with the 

historian’s craft: methodology, problem-solving, scholarly discussion, and collaboration. 

 

Situating HIST 499 into your GMU Degree 

This course is designated as a  

 Research Intensive (RI), 

 Writing Intensive (WI), and a   

 Synthesis course.  

In this Research and Scholarship Intensive Course students will participate actively and meaningfully in 

the process of scholarship. By the end of the course students will complete an original research project that 

synthesizes their knowledge of content, demonstrates their ability to read and analyze a variety of sources, 
and makes a significant contribution to historical knowledge. 

 

In this Writing Intensive Course, students will fulfill the Writing Intensive requirement for the History 
Major. Students will complete a substantial written paper comprised of 20 to 25 pages and footnotes and a 

bibliography. 

 

In this Synthesis Course, students will synthesize the knowledge, skills, and values gained from the Mason 
Core curriculum. Students will demonstrate their ability to communicate effectively, in both oral and 

written forms, the research process and the outcomes of a sustained research process. Students will also 

demonstrate their ability to apply critical thinking skills to evaluate the quality, credibility, and limitations 
of an argument using appropriate evidence and a variety of sources. They will also be expected to judge the 

quality or value of an idea, work, or argument based on historical standards and forms of analysis.  

 
If you would like the title of your Undergraduate Senior Essay to appear on your transcript, go to the link at 

https://provost.gmu.edu/initiatives/mason-impact and follow the prompts to submit your paper. 

mailto:shuerta@gmu.edu
https://provost.gmu.edu/initiatives/mason-impact
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Learning Outcomes 
1. Understand knowledge creation: Students will understand how knowledge is generated and 

communicated, and how it can be used to address questions or problems in history and in society. 
2. Engage with multiple perspectives: Students will identify and negotiate multiple perspectives, 

work collaboratively within and across multiple social and environmental contexts, and engage 

ethically with their subject and with others. 

3. Investigate a meaningful question: Students will use inquiry skills to articulate a question; engage 
in an inquiry process; and situate the concepts, practices, or results within a broader context. 

4. Adhere to ethical principles and standards: Students will identity and adhere to ethical 

principles within the professional historians’ community for conducting, attributing, and 
representing research and analysis. 

5. Complete a project: Students will design and carry out an individual written project that explores 

an original question, seeks a creative solution to a problem, applies knowledge to a professional 

challenge, or offers a unique perspective.  
6. Communicate and share outcomes: Students will communicate knowledge from their project 

through presentation and performance to an audience. 

 

Course Requirements 

Expect to spend at least ten hours a week on research and writing assignments in addition to class time 

on Wednesdays. 

 
This course requires strict attention to the deadlines and to dedicating time for research, analysis, and 

writing. The schedule for the semester is designed to help you meet benchmark assignments and make 

weekly progress towards the completion of your research project.  
 

Foundation Assignments: Students will complete a series of preliminary assignments to build a strong 

foundation for identifying, organizing, refining, and presenting your research project. Students must turn 

in ALL foundation assignments in order to receive a passing grade for this course. 
 

Major Written Work: In addition to weekly assignments, each student will design and complete a major 

research paper, 20 – 25 pages, double-spaced, consisting of thesis, research question, use of diverse 
sources, clear analysis, footnotes, and a bibliography, situated appropriately in the historiography of the 

field. Research papers will be assessed on the following criteria: 

 

 Clarity and originality of the paper’s research question and thesis 

 Use of primary sources in support of the thesis statement 

 The degree to which the work is situated appropriately in the existing literature of secondary 

sources (i.e. historiography) 

 Use of diverse sources 

 Sophistication of historical analysis 

 Organization and quality of writing 

 

Oral Presentations: Historians need to develop the ability to convey the significance of their work to a 

variety of audiences. Weekly discussions will help to refine your public speaking skills. Regular 
discussions of your research process helps you keep on track and provides opportunities to learn from your 

peers also immersed in the research process. At the culmination of our course, each student will host a 10 

minute formal presentation of their research project, complete with a scholarly poster using the templates 
found at https://oscar.gmu.edu/students/poster-info/  

 

Presentations will be assessed on the following criteria: 

https://oscar.gmu.edu/students/poster-info/
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 Demonstrated ability to present one’s work in a clear and organized manner 

 Completion of the presentation’s major elements within the allotted time 

 Ability to engage and maintain the audience’s attention 

 Demonstrated ability to respond to questions from the audience 

 Quality and completeness of the poster 

 

Graded Assignments 

Completion of ALL assignments is required to pass this course. Late assignments will be assessed a penalty 

of half a letter grade for each day late. 

Foundation Assignments  

 #1 Topic proposal   2 % 

 #2 Topic and research question description   2 % 

 #3 Database exercise   2 % 

 #4 Primary Source Assignment   3 % 

 #5 Annotated bibliography   4 % 

 #6 Reflection on professional presentation or panel   2 % 

 #7 Historiographical discussion   3 % 

 Research Journal (7 entries)   7 % 

Cumulative Assignments 

 Participation – class discussions 15 % 

 Project & poster presentation 10 % on March 31 and April 7 

 Complete draft of final paper 20 % due April 14 

 Final research paper 30 % due May 7 

 

Required Books 
*All required books are available through library.gmu.edu.* 

 Brundage, Anthony. Going to the Sources: A Guide to Historical Research and Writing. Hoboken, 

NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2017. 

 Wolf, Eva Sheppard. Almost Free: A Story of Race and Family in Antebellum Virginia  

 Chicago Manual of Style  
 

Expectations and Ethos of Our Learning Community 

Chosen Names and Pronouns 

The Mason community and I support and recognize that creating a welcoming environment enhances a 

sense of belonging and well-being. I encourage you to inform me of your chosen first name and pronouns 

before the start of class so I may properly address you in class and via email. Information about making this 
information available through Mason records is found at https://registrar.gmu.edu/updating-chosen-name-

pronouns/. I use she/her/hers as my pronouns. You may address me as either Dr. Huerta or Prof. Huerta. 

Researching during a Pandemic 

I realize that trying to complete a major research project during a pandemic will be a challenge. Shuttered 

archives, travel restrictions, social distancing, and limiting contact with persons outside your household 

https://registrar.gmu.edu/updating-chosen-name-pronouns/
https://registrar.gmu.edu/updating-chosen-name-pronouns/
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have altered the ways that historians research. While there has been a growth in the number of digitized 

resources and online databases, this may not include all potential topics. Creative thinking will be an asset. 
I encourage you to share interesting databases and resources in our Blackboard Discussion Forum.  

Presence and engagement 

The learning experience of any seminar depends entirely on the engagement of its members. First and 
foremost, students are expected to be present and to complete all readings as assigned. Please note that 

being present does not simply mean that one makes it to our face-to-face class meetings; it means engaging 

with the course – the texts, the assignments, and with the others members of our classroom community. 
Online or in person, we will work together in conversations and in writing to navigate the research and 

writing process, so your full presence is expected.  

 
At times, this particular course will take many of us (including the instructor) into areas of inquiry, 

historical and current, that will be unsettled and unsettling. We may be anxious and uncertain as to how to 

engage when faced with some of these topics, but these responses should be taken as evidence of the 

importance of our confrontation with them. In all of our interactions, you must commit to participating in 
our conversations with respect, tolerance, curiosity, and forthrightness. You must be willing to contribute to 

the conversation, to give others space to offer their views, and to listen generously and carefully. While you 

will certainly disagree with me and with one another, we expect and, in fact, demand that you interact as 
colleagues and treat each other with mutual respect and tolerance. Conduct that does not comply will not be 

acceptable. If, at any point, you feel that our learning environment falls short of these standards of mutual 

respect and tolerance – or I have fallen short of this standard – please do not hesitate to tell me.    

Compassion in the Learning Community 

We are living in a stressful time for many reasons and I fully understand that each of you may be under 

different and changing levels of stress over the course of our semester. We all learn best when our basic 
needs are met and when we have the mental space and the physical place for learning. At times this may 

not be possible and I understand.  

 
If circumstances prevent you from being fulling engaged with the class or coursework, or if you feel 

overwhelmed, reach out to me as soon as possible.  

 

Our physical classroom in East Building, room 122, will be open for you during our assigned class time to 
use if you need a space to help you more fully engage with the course and with research. You may also 

attend class via Zoom through links provided in Blackboard. Please select a course delivery method that 

works best with your needs and situation. 
 

If you are struggling to meet basic needs like secure housing and food, contact our campus food pantry 

https://ssac.gmu.edu/patriot-pantry or reach out to other Mason resources at 
https://learningservices.gmu.edu/campus-resources. Remember that asking for assistance and advocating 

for yourself is an important part of your collegiate experience and that these resources are in place to 

support you.  

 
If you find that you are experiencing feelings of anxiety, panic, depression, or sadness during the semester, 

the Student Health Services and Counseling and Psychological Services program on campus can offer a 

wide range of resources. Students can call 703.993.2831 to schedule an appointment to talk with a 
healthcare provider. I am also available to speak with you about stresses related to your work in my course.  

 

Our Mason community and I are here to help. Remember that you are not alone! 

https://ssac.gmu.edu/patriot-pantry
https://learningservices.gmu.edu/campus-resources
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Mason’s Nondiscrimination Policy  

George Mason University is committed to providing equal opportunity and an educational and work 

environment free from any discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, gender, 

disability, veteran status, sexual identity, or age. Mason shall adhere to all applicable state and federal equal 

opportunity/affirmative action statutes and regulations. Moreover, in this class we seek to create a learning 
environment that fosters respect for people across the entire range of human identities. We encourage all 

members of the learning environment to engage with the material personally, but to also be open to 

exploring and learning from experiences different than their own. 

Commitment to an inclusive, antiracist learning environment 

Public higher education in the United States – and George Mason University, specifically – ideally exists to 
foster a more free, just, and democratic society. Racism – systemic and otherwise – is among the most 

pernicious barriers to the realization of that mission. GMU, the History and Art History Department, and 

this instructor are all committed to confronting the realities of race and racism head on; we are committed 

to establishing learning environments that are welcoming, inclusive, and equitable; and we are committed 
to breaking down the barriers to freedom, justice, and democracy posed by racism. This is challenging 

work, and I acknowledge that at times, we – and I – will fall short. If you feel that our learning environment 

does not meet these standards, please do not hesitate to tell me. I am committed to listening, to hearing you, 
and to working together to create an inclusive, antiracist learning environment. 

Honor, Integrity, and Ethics1 

The integrity of the University community and the community of professional historians is affected by the 
individual choices made by each of us. GMU has an Honor Code with clear guidelines regarding academic 

integrity. Three fundamental and rather simple principles to follow at all times are that:  

 
1. All work submitted is your own; 

2. When using the work or ideas of others, including fellow students, give full credit through accurate 

citations;  
3. If you are uncertain about the ground rules on a particular assignment, ask for clarification. 

 

No grade is important enough to justify academic misconduct. Plagiarism means using the exact words, 

opinions, or factual information from another person without giving the person credit. Writers give credit 
through accepted documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes. In this course 

we will follow the Chicago Manual of Style, notes and bibliography format. Paraphrased material must also 

be cited, using the appropriate format for this class. A simple listing of books or articles is not sufficient. 
Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in the academic setting. If you 

have any questions about what constitutes plagiarism, please contact me. 

https://oai.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/George-Mason-University-Honor-Code-2020-2021-

final.pdf  

Disability Accommodations2 

Disability Services at George Mason University is committed to providing equitable access to learning 
opportunities for all students by upholding the laws that ensure equal treatment of people with disabilities. 

If you are seeking accommodations for this class, please first visit http://ds.gmu.edu/ for detailed 

information about the Disability Services registration process. Then please discuss your approved 

                                                   
1 This statement has been taken in whole with minor revisions, identified by italics, from statements provided by 

GMU’s Office of Academic Integrity through the Stearns Center. 
2 Statement provided as guidance from Disability Services and the Stearns Center. 

https://oai.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/George-Mason-University-Honor-Code-2020-2021-final.pdf
https://oai.gmu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/George-Mason-University-Honor-Code-2020-2021-final.pdf
http://ds.gmu.edu/
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accommodations with me. Disability Services is located in Student Union Building I (SUB I), Suite 2500. 

Email: ods@gmu.edu and Phone: (703)993-2474. 

Sexual Harassment, Sexual Misconduct, and Interpersonal Violence3 

George Mason University is committed to providing a learning, living, and working environment that is 

free from discrimination and a campus that is free of sexual misconduct and other acts of interpersonal 
violence in order to promote community well-being and student success. We encourage students and 

employees who believe that they have been sexually harassed, sexually assaulted or subjected to sexual or 

interpersonal misconduct to seek assistance and support. University Policy 1202: Sexual Harassment and 
Misconduct https://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/sexual-harassment-policy/ speaks to the specifics of 

Mason’s process, the resources, and the options available to students and employees. 

 
As a faculty member, I am designated as a “Non-Confidential Employee,” and must report all disclosures 

of sexual assault, sexual harassment, interpersonal violence, stalking, sexual exploitation, complicity, and 

retaliation to Mason’s Title IX Coordinator per University Policy 1202. If you wish to speak with someone 

confidentially, please contact one of Mason’s confidential resources, such as Student Support and 
Advocacy Center (SSAC) at 703.380.1434 or Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) at 

703.993.2380. You may also seek assistance or support measures from Mason’s Title IX Coordinator by 

calling 703.993.8730, or emailing titleix@gmu.edu.  
 

 

Now that we understand the foundation and core values of this course, let’s see how the course will unfold. 

 

Tentative Schedule 

All assigned readings are available through links in our Blackboard site. See Blackboard for detailed 

assignment instructions for each Weekly Learning Module (WLM). This schedule is subject to change.  
 

The syllabus is organized into Weekly Learning Modules that begin on Thursdays and end on Wednesdays. 

During our Wednesday classes we will meet to share your research progress and discuss the assigned 

readings from the previous week and engage in the work of historians. During specified weeks you will 
schedule individual meetings with me to talk through your writing and research progress. During these 

weeks I recommend that your class time be designated as time to work on your project. I will host a Zoom 

“Independent Writing & Research Retreat” session during class time on these weeks so you can join our 
community of historians as you would during an in-person retreat.  

 

At any point in the semester when you want to talk through your project or research process, I encourage 

you to join me in office hours on Wednesdays after class OR schedule a time to meet with me virtually. 

 

Weekly Learning Module #1: Monday, January 25 to Wednesday, January 27 
Introductions and Expectations 

Class meets on Wednesday, January 27 

 Assigned Readings:  Immerwahr, “History Isn’t Just For Patriots” 

  Countryman, “A Note for Students” 

  “Introduction” to Remembering Slavery 
 

 Explore Sources: Library of Congress, Voices Remembering Slavery: Freed People Tell  

     Their Stories – select at least two to discuss in class 

                                                   
3 Statement from guidance provided by the Stearns Center. 

mailto:ods@gmu.edu
https://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/sexual-harassment-policy/
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WLM #2: Thursday, January 28 to Wednesday, February 3 
Researching Slavery: Identifying a Topic and a Research Question 

Class meets on Wednesday, February 3 

 Assigned Readings:  Wolf, Almost Free: A Story of Race and Family in Antebellum Virginia 

  Cronon, “Asking Good Questions” 

  Cronon, “Positioning Your Argument” 
  GMU Writing Center, “How to Write a Research Question” 

 

 Assigned Video: “Reading an Academic Work” (7:53) 
 

 Assignment #1: Turn in three potential research topics for your essay, 2-3 sentences each. 

 

WLM #3: Thursday, February 4 to Wednesday, February 10 
Researching Slavery: Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary Sources 

Class meets on Wednesday, February 10 

 Assigned Readings: Brundage, Chapter 2: “The Nature and Variety of Historical Sources” 

  Brundage, Chapter 4 “Getting the Most Out of History Books: Critical  

     Reading and Assessment” p. 51-63 
  Cronon, “Finding Your Evidence” 

  

 Assigned Podcast: Ben Franklin’s World, Episode 070: Jennifer Morgan, How Historians  
     Research Enslaved Persons (43:31) 

  

 Assigned Videos: “Using the Library Catalog” (15:08)  
  “Using the Library’s Journal Databases” (9:20) 

  “Finding Primary Sources in the Library Databases” (8:42) 

 

 Assignment #2: Turn in a one-paragraph description of your topic and research question. 
 Assignment #3: Turn in the Database Exercise at the end of the class 

 

WLM #4: Thursday, February 11 to Wednesday, February 17 
Schedule Individual Meetings with Prof. Huerta 

Independent Writing & Research Retreat during class time, Wednesday, Feb. 17 

To help keep on track, designate your class time as time set aside to work on your project. I will host an 

“Independent Writing & Research Retreat” session via Zoom during class time on Wednesday, 
February 17 so you can join our community of historians as you would during an in-person retreat. 

 

WLM #5: Thursday, February 18 to Wednesday, February 24 
Organizing Research, Historical Thinking, and Context 

Class meets on Wednesday, February 24 

 

 Assigned Readings: Morgan, “Historical Significance” (read and watch embedded video) 
  Cronon, “The Pleasures of Note-Taking” 

  Brundage, chapter 8, “Engaging with Primary Sources: The Research  

     Paper,” pg. 110-129  
   

 Assigned Podcast: Ben Franklin’s World, Episode 097: Billy Smith, How to Organize  

     Your Research (46:30) 
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Assignment #4: Primary Source Analysis: Write a short paper (approximately 1-2 pages) that 

summarizes one of your primary sources and describes the historical context and background of the 
source. Include information and analysis of the date of the source, authorship, creation, and questions 

you ask about the source in your interpretation and use of the source. Explain how this source helps 

you answer your research question. 

 

WLM #6: Thursday, February 25 to Wednesday, March 3 
Schedule an Individual Meeting with Prof. Huerta 

 Assignment #5: Turn in an annotated bibliography of your sources during your meeting.  

Independent Writing & Research Retreat during class time, Wednesday, March 3 

To help keep on track, designate your class time as time set aside to work on your project. I will host an 
“Independent Writing & Research Retreat” session via Zoom during class time on Wednesday, March 3 

so you can join our community of historians as you would during an in-person retreat. 

 
 Assignment: Research Journal #1 

 

WLM #7: Thursday, March 4 to Wednesday, March 10 
Finding a Thesis, Writing the Analysis, and Framing an Argument 

 Assigned Readings: Examples of historical arguments – in Blackboard  
 

Professional Thinking: Difficult Histories  

 Assigned Readings: Glymph, “Black Women and Children in the Civil War: Archive  
     Notes” 

  Emberton, “‘Cleaning Up the Mess’: Some Thoughts on Freedom” 

   

 Assignment: Research Journal #2 
 

WLM #8: Thursday, March 11 to Wednesday, March 17 
Professional Preparation and Standards 

 Assigned Readings:  American Historical Association, “Statement on Standards of  
     Professional Conduct”  

  Hoffer, “Falsification: The Case of Michael Bellesiles” 

  George Mason University Honor Code 

 
 Assignment #6: Reflection on a professional presentation, paper, or conference panel  

 Assignment: Research Journal #3 

 

WLM #9: Thursday, March 18 to Wednesday, March 24 
Schedule an Individual Meeting with Prof. Huerta 

 Assignment #7: Turn in your historiographical discussion prior to your scheduled meeting. 

 

Independent Writing & Research Retreat during class time, Wednesday, March 24 

To help keep on track, designate your class time as time set aside to work on your project. I will host an 
“Independent Writing & Research Retreat” session via Zoom during class time on Wednesday, March 24 

so you can join our community of historians as you would during an in-person retreat. 

 
 Assignment: Research Journal #4 
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WLM #10: Wednesday, March 31 
Oral Presentations – Group A  

Prepare an 8-10 minute oral report and poster in which you briefly summarize your topic and research 

question. Explain the chronological boundaries of your project, the types of primary sources you are 

using, the types of sub-research questions you are exploring, and your hypothesis or tentative 
conclusions. The poster template provided at https://oscar.gmu.edu/students/poster-info/ must be the 

basis for your talk, although you may incorporate PowerPoint or Prezi slides to deliver your message.  

 
Prepare and deliver your presentation as if you were delivering it at a professional historians’ 

conference. Upload your poster to Blackboard before you present. 

  

 Assignment: Research Journal #5 
 

WLM #11: Wednesday, April 7 
Oral Presentations – Group B 
 

 Assignment: Research Journal #6 

 

Week 12: Thursday, March 8 to Wednesday, April 14 
Peer Review Workshop 

 Assigned Reading: GMU, Writing Center, “Seven Principles for Peer Reviewers” 

 
Assignment: Bring your First Complete Version of the paper, complete with proper footnotes. We will 

meet in pairs during our Zoom class to peer review completed First Drafts. Address the suggestions 

from your peer review partner, make necessary edits, and submit your revised first complete draft 
through Blackboard by noon on Monday, April 19. 

 

WLM #13: Thursday, April 15 to Wednesday, April 21 
Schedule an Individual Meeting with Prof. Huerta 
 

Independent Writing & Research Retreat during class time, Wednesday, April 21 

To help keep on track, designate your class time as time set aside to work on your project. I will host an 

“Independent Writing & Research Retreat” session via Zoom during class time on Wednesday, April 21 
so you can join our community of historians as you would during an in-person retreat. 

 

 Assignment: Research Journal #7 

 

Week 14: Thursday, April 22 to Wednesday, April 28 
Historical Skills outside of Academia 

 Assigned Readings: TBA 

 

Friday, May 7 

Final Paper due by noon (12:00pm) to the submission portal in Blackboard 

 

If you would like the title of your Undergraduate Senior Essay to appear on your transcript, 

go to the link at https://provost.gmu.edu/initiatives/mason-impact and follow the prompts to 

submit your paper. 

https://oscar.gmu.edu/students/poster-info/
https://provost.gmu.edu/initiatives/mason-impact

