KINGSBOROUGH COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Of the City of New York

Department of History, Philosophy, and Political Science

Formal Writing Assignments
HISTORY 15: THE ERA OF THE CIVIL WAR, 1828-1877

Assignments Introduction

Although this course primarily utilizes informal writing assignments as a tool to develop critical thinking, it also requires that you contribute to the ongoing academic discourse in the field of history through formal writing. Throughout this course, you will be required to submit three formal writing assignments. Each assignment is fully outlined below, including formatting requirements and grading rubrics. It is important to note that the first two assignments are meant to act as stepping stones for the final writing assignment, thus each assignment will build on the ideas of those that preceded it.

For all assignments, a draft or presentation of information will be required one or two class sessions before the final copy is submitted for grading. The first draft must be attached to and submitted with the final copy on the date that it is due. 

Assignment #1 (Draft due 3/24, Final copy due 3/31, Revision due 4/14)
One of the most prominent and beguiling topics in the historiography of the Civil War has been the question, “What were they fighting for?”  According to many historians and Lincoln himself, the states that did not secede from the Union were fighting to preserve that Union of states created by the ratification of the Constitution. Other historians, and indeed many Civil War participants, saw this as a fight to force the abolition of slavery and a general overhaul of social systems in the backward South. Still others see the Civil War as the Southern counterrevolution to defend their economic livelihood against the revolutionary ideas of radical abolitionists and industrialists. Based on your reading of Ordeal by Fire, which perspective is the best answer to the question, “What were they fighting for?”

Using McPherson’s Ordeal by Fire, as well as other readings, discussions, and your own informal reflective writings, write a 400-500 word (typed, double-spaced, Times New Roman, MLA-formatted) essay answering the above question. The first draft of the assignment is due for peer review on Tuesday March 24. The final essay is due for submission on Tuesday March 31. A final revision of this assignment is due Tuesday April 14. Assume that you are writing an academic paper for an undergraduate conference on the causes of the Civil War. Also assume that your audience has NOT read this assignment or any of the assigned reading materials and will attend your conference session because your title hooked their interest. Your introduction should explain the problem-at-issue before presenting your thesis. Because this is an academic paper, you are expected to follow the formatting requirements of MLA, as well as to employ proper standards of language and grammar mechanics. I will grade your paper using the following rubric:
	Introduction and Thesis Statement

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Explains problem to be addressed; provides necessary background; ends with contestable thesis statement; thesis answers question.
	Problem statement/context missing; problem/context poorly focused; thesis unclear, not contestable, and/or does not fully answer the question.
	Paper begins without context or background; paper lacks thesis statement; reader confused about what the writing is attempting to do.

	Quality of Ideas and Argument

	20
	18
	16
	14
	12
	10
	8
	6
	4
	2
	0

	Strong insights; remains focused on question; effectively links course materials to question; good historical reasoning.
	Some good insights; loses focus on question or gaps in argument; connections between question and course materials vague; unsupported generalizations.
	Fails to adequately answer questions; contains no clear arguments; descriptive rather than analytical; tends to summarize course materials.

	Use of Evidence

	20
	18
	16
	14
	12
	10
	8
	6
	4
	2
	0

	Excellent use of different course materials to support argument; effectively provides relevant examples, evidence, and appropriate quotes; may make use of relevant sources beyond those provided in the course.
	Uneven use of evidence and examples; evidence not always directly relevant; over-reliance on a single source; significance of quotes not readily apparent.
	Lack of evidence and examples; evidence, if provided, not related to overall argument; limited reference to course materials.

	Organization and Clarity

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Clear, well-organized paper; paragraphs begin with topic sentences related to thesis; topic sentences fully developed in each paragraph; paper flows logically, reader doesn’t get lost.
	Generally sound organization; some topic sentences strong, other weak; some paragraphs not fully developed; reader occasionally confused by awkward organization, unclear sentences, fuzzy ideas.
	Poor organization, lacks clarity; paper not organized around coherent paragraphs; paragraphs lack topic sentences; prose is hard to follow and understand.

	Grammar, Editing, Language Mechanics, Formatting

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Flawless paper, or an occasional minor error. Looks like a professional history paper; style and citations follow assigned format; contains an academic title.
	Distractions due to spelling, punctuation, grammar errors; writer seems a bit careless. Varies from assigned format in a few ways; contains a non-academic title.
	Paper seriously marred by mistakes in grammar, spelling, and punctuation; lack of editing. Paper does not follow assigned style and format; paper lacks a title.

	Drafting, Revision, Editing

	30
	27
	23
	20
	17
	13
	10
	5
	0

	First draft of assignment is fully written and ready for peer review on the indicated date; student revises paper according to peer and instructor suggestions; all drafts, outlines, and brainstorms are submitted with the final copy.
	First draft of assignment partially written/not ready for peer review on the indicated date; student does not fully revise writing according to peer and instructor suggestions; includes some examples of drafting, but not all.
	First draft of assignment is missing or demonstrates laziness on the indicated date; student did not revise writing according to peer or instructor suggestions; does not submit evidence of drafting with final copy.


Assignment #2 (Draft due 5/7, Final copy due 5/14, Revision due 5/21)
Military strength and strategy obviously play a significant role in determining the outcome of any war. In the case of the Civil War, many other factors contributed to its outcome. Historians have spent a great deal of time analyzing and debating the causes of Lee’s surrender to Grant in 1865, which, for all intents and purposes, ended the Civil War. Considering the evidence presented in class and the perspectives posited by James McPherson in Ordeal by Fire, why did Lee surrender to Grant?  

Using McPherson’s Ordeal by Fire, as well as other readings, discussions, and your own informal reflective writings, write a 400-500 word (typed, double-spaced, Times New Roman, MLA-formatted) essay answering the above question. The first draft of the assignment is due for peer review on Thursday May 7. The final essay is due for submission on Thursday May 14. A final revision of this assignment is due Thursday May 21. Assume that you are writing an academic paper for an undergraduate conference on the causes of the Civil War. Also assume that your audience has NOT read this assignment or any of the assigned reading materials and will attend your conference session because your title hooked their interest. Your introduction should explain the problem-at-issue before presenting your thesis. Because this is an academic paper, you are expected to follow the formatting requirements of MLA, as well as to employ proper standards of language and grammar mechanics. I will grade your paper using the following rubric:

	Introduction and Thesis Statement

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Explains problem to be addressed; provides necessary background; ends with contestable thesis statement; thesis answers question.
	Problem statement/context missing; problem/context poorly focused; thesis unclear, not contestable, and/or does not fully answer the question.
	Paper begins without context or background; paper lacks thesis statement; reader confused about what the writing is attempting to do.

	Quality of Ideas and Argument

	20
	18
	16
	14
	12
	10
	8
	6
	4
	2
	0

	Strong insights; remains focused on question; effectively links course materials to question; good historical reasoning.
	Some good insights; loses focus on question or gaps in argument; connections between question and course materials vague; unsupported generalizations.
	Fails to adequately answer questions; contains no clear arguments; descriptive rather than analytical; tends to summarize course materials.

	Use of Evidence

	20
	18
	16
	14
	12
	10
	8
	6
	4
	2
	0

	Excellent use of different course materials to support argument; effectively provides relevant examples, evidence, and appropriate quotes; may make use of relevant sources beyond those provided in the course.
	Uneven use of evidence and examples; evidence not always directly relevant; over-reliance on a single source; significance of quotes not readily apparent.
	Lack of evidence and examples; evidence, if provided, not related to overall argument; limited reference to course materials.

	Organization and Clarity

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Clear, well-organized paper; paragraphs begin with topic sentences related to thesis; topic sentences fully developed in each paragraph; paper flows logically, reader doesn’t get lost.
	Generally sound organization; some topic sentences strong, other weak; some paragraphs not fully developed; reader occasionally confused by awkward organization, unclear sentences, fuzzy ideas.
	Poor organization, lacks clarity; paper not organized around coherent paragraphs; paragraphs lack topic sentences; prose is hard to follow and understand.

	Grammar, Editing, Language Mechanics, Formatting

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Flawless paper, or an occasional minor error. Looks like a professional history paper; style and citations follow assigned format; contains an academic title.
	Distractions due to spelling, punctuation, grammar errors; writer seems a bit careless. Varies from assigned format in a few ways; contains a non-academic title.
	Paper seriously marred by mistakes in grammar, spelling, and punctuation; lack of editing. Paper does not follow assigned style and format; paper lacks a title.

	Drafting, Revision, Editing

	30
	27
	23
	20
	17
	13
	10
	5
	0

	First draft of assignment is fully written and ready for peer review on the indicated date; student revises paper according to peer and instructor suggestions; all drafts, outlines, and brainstorms are submitted with the final copy.
	First draft of assignment partially written/not ready for peer review on the indicated date; student does not fully revise writing according to peer and instructor suggestions; includes some examples of drafting, but not all.
	First draft of assignment is missing or demonstrates laziness on the indicated date; student did not revise writing according to peer or instructor suggestions; does not submit evidence of drafting with final copy.


Assignment #3: Final Paper (Thesis and Abstract due 5/28, Final copy due 6/2)

The Civil War is often taught from the perspective, “The Union won; the Confederacy lost.” Most historians spend a great deal of time and focus dedicated to proving this statement by analyzing each side’s military strengths and weaknesses, preparedness for war, military leadership, and military strategy. Considering your now extensive knowledge and study of the topic, including your previous writings, is this perspective, “The Union won, the Confederacy lost,” a viable conclusion?


Using McPherson’s Ordeal by Fire, as well as other readings, discussions, and your own formal and informal reflective writings, write a 500-750 word (typed, double-spaced, Times New Roman, MLA-formatted) essay answering the above question. Your thesis statement and abstract are due for presentation on Tuesday May 26. The final essay is due for submission on Thursday June 4. Assume that you are writing an academic paper for an undergraduate conference on the causes of the Civil War. Also assume that your audience has NOT read this assignment or any of the assigned reading materials and will attend your conference session because your title hooked their interest. Your introduction should explain the problem-at-issue before presenting your thesis. Because this is an academic paper, you are expected to follow the formatting requirements of MLA, as well as to employ proper standards of language and grammar mechanics. I will grade your paper using the following rubric:

	Introduction and Thesis Statement

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Explains problem to be addressed; provides necessary background; ends with contestable thesis statement; thesis answers question.
	Problem statement/context missing; problem/context poorly focused; thesis unclear, not contestable, and/or does not fully answer the question.
	Paper begins without context or background; paper lacks thesis statement; reader confused about what the writing is attempting to do.

	Quality of Ideas and Argument

	20
	18
	16
	14
	12
	10
	8
	6
	4
	2
	0

	Strong insights; remains focused on question; effectively links course materials to question; good historical reasoning.
	Some good insights; loses focus on question or gaps in argument; connections between question and course materials vague; unsupported generalizations.
	Fails to adequately answer questions; contains no clear arguments; descriptive rather than analytical; tends to summarize course materials.

	Use of Evidence

	20
	18
	16
	14
	12
	10
	8
	6
	4
	2
	0

	Excellent use of different course materials to support argument; effectively provides relevant examples, evidence, and appropriate quotes; may make use of relevant sources beyond those provided in the course.
	Uneven use of evidence and examples; evidence not always directly relevant; over-reliance on a single source; significance of quotes not readily apparent.
	Lack of evidence and examples; evidence, if provided, not related to overall argument; limited reference to course materials.

	Organization and Clarity

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Clear, well-organized paper; paragraphs begin with topic sentences related to thesis; topic sentences fully developed in each paragraph; paper flows logically, reader doesn’t get lost.
	Generally sound organization; some topic sentences strong, other weak; some paragraphs not fully developed; reader occasionally confused by awkward organization, unclear sentences, fuzzy ideas.
	Poor organization, lacks clarity; paper not organized around coherent paragraphs; paragraphs lack topic sentences; prose is hard to follow and understand.

	Grammar, Editing, Language Mechanics, Formatting

	10
	9
	8
	7
	6
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1
	0

	Flawless paper, or an occasional minor error. Looks like a professional history paper; style and citations follow assigned format; contains an academic title.
	Distractions due to spelling, punctuation, grammar errors; writer seems a bit careless. Varies from assigned format in a few ways; contains a non-academic title.
	Paper seriously marred by mistakes in grammar, spelling, and punctuation; lack of editing. Paper does not follow assigned style and format; paper lacks a title.

	Drafting, Revision, Editing

	30
	27
	23
	20
	17
	13
	10
	5
	0

	First draft of assignment is fully written and ready for peer review on the indicated date; student revises paper according to peer and instructor suggestions; all drafts, outlines, and brainstorms are submitted with the final copy.
	First draft of assignment partially written/not ready for peer review on the indicated date; student does not fully revise writing according to peer and instructor suggestions; includes some examples of drafting, but not all.
	First draft of assignment is missing or demonstrates laziness on the indicated date; student did not revise writing according to peer or instructor suggestions; does not submit evidence of drafting with final copy.


