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Historians write all the time.  We write papers, articles, presentations, op-eds, and books.  Most upper-level history courses steer you into the first lane, asking you to produce a lengthy research paper.  If you’re going into a history field this might be helpful to you as a starting point for future research or simply good practice in how to make sense out of primary and secondary sources.  But if being a historian or closely related academic scholar isn’t in your future, then this exercise might seem impractical.  So here’s how we remedy that.  Yes, you’ll need to produce a hefty piece of original work.  How it looks in the end, however, can be shaped by you.  
First, let’s talk about requirements and minimums that each of you will be producing:
· 1200-1500 words
· At least 10 cited secondary sources 
· Grounded in historical thinking 
· Asking a “why” question
· Using historical evidence to make an argument
· Serving a larger purpose by using the past to tell us something about the present
As far as the topic and form go, I’m giving you the gift of options.
· Argumentative Essay
· These are centered on writing prompts.  Here is yours:
· The “New Jim Crow” paradigm has been a powerful rallying point for scholars studying prison.  It lets us investigate the past, see the mechanisms of discrimination that have resulted in demographically skewed prison populations, and connect it to our current mass incarceration crisis.  But critics abound, so think about where you stand.  Is the New Jim Crow an appropriate lens to view mass incarceration?
· Review Essay
· This is a paper that puts several articles/books into conversation with one another
· For this prompt, you will choose five of the articles or book chapters that we discussed in class.  Find a central argument among them to show how the field is discussing a particular topic.  This one is the exception on the ten-source rule.  You’ll just be using five here.
· Research Paper
· Find a topic that interests you.
· This is s classic upper-level history paper.  If you’re gravitating toward something, like let’s say childhood in prison, then feel free to write a research paper.  This will have a central argument.
· Research Proposal
· Again, this is centered on a topic that interests you.
· Let’s say there is something about prisons that you’re interested in, but it hasn’t been part of our readings or discussion.  You might not have all the information you need to write a research paper.  Maybe nobody has even thought about that topic before.  In this case, write a proposal.  This is divided into three sections: the historical question, what other historians have said, and how you would do the research.  This type of writing might be new to you, so shoot me an email and I can send you an example.
· Historically Grounded Memoir
· This is your opportunity to center your own experiences.  
· If you’re choosing this option, think about a much shorter version of the Mother Jones piece.  That person worked in prisons.  You might not intersect so evidently, but you do in some way.  You’ll still need to historicize whatever you’re talking about.  In other words, demonstrate its historical significance and talk about the history of each part of your story.
