ECON 315-01A






Dr. John F. Olson
American Economic History





Research Reading Project

Fall 2011
The purpose of this project is to provide you with the opportunity to explore in greater depth the scholarly research of economic historians concerning a significant issue, problem, or question in American economic history.

There are four steps or tasks to the project:
1) select an appropriate topic (or issue or question), 
2) search the scholarly literature in economic history to identify relevant articles and books on the subject, 
3) read enough of those identified items to understand your topic and explain how economic historians have come to their current answers or positions, and 
4) write a report on your findings.

Step One:  Selecting a Topic/Proposition
I suggest four methods of identifying a topic for investigation.  First is to read the article by Robert Whaples (a link to it is posted on the course web-page) in which he addresses 40 propositions on various subjects or issues in American Economic History.  Second is to read the article by Claudia Goldin (a link to it is posted on the course web-page) in which she addresses the research of Robert Fogel and Douglas North (and of many of their students and others) for which they shared the Nobel Prize in Economics.  The scope and scale of their research efforts address a number of important and interesting topics and questions.  A third method is to use the Hughes and Cain textbook – re-read or read ahead on topics which you find interesting.  And the fourth approach is that you may have an idea for an alternative topic you want to investigate – if so, you should informally consult with me about its viability for this project.
Step Two:  Searching for Resources and Materials to Read
Having selected a topic, you need to then identify a set of materials to read.  These are most likely to be journal articles, although books or chapters of books may also be relevant and useful.  The Whaples and Goldin articles both contain references to some of the literature on topics they address. The Hughes and Cain text has extensive bibliographies at the end of each chapter and these should be consulted for possible reading items.  And you should do a search of the CSB/SJU library collections.
The two major scholarly journals in American economic history are the Journal of Economic History and Explorations in Economic History.  Both can be searched via links on the library web-site – the JEH is accessible through JSTOR, while EEH can be accessed through the Econ-Lit database (links to these are posted on the course web-page).  Other journals in Economics, History, and other related fields may also contain articles which are relevant and appropriate.
As well, as you find articles or books on your topic, you should take a look at their bibliographies and references for additional sources. Besides searching on topic terms, you should also do searches on author’s name to find additional publications on the topic by them.
Step Three:  Reading

If your search for materials is especially thorough and complete, you will locate far more material than could be possibly read in the time available for this project.  You will need to select carefully those items to read which will allow you to prepare your report.  Some of your items will be "key" works on the topic; these are cited frequently by others, so you should read them.  You need to do enough reading to understand what the issue, problem, or question about your topic is.  You also need to read enough to be able to explain how economic historians have used theory and evidence to address (answer) your topic.
You should identify at least three to five items (articles, book chapters) you propose to read – this will probably be sufficient, although you may find that more are necessary.  Please submit to me (either by e-mail or hard copy), by Sept. 30th (note the slightly adjusted date), your topic and a list of the proposed readings.  I will review them, either approving or suggesting alternative items.

Having received approval and suggestions for readings, begin reading.  As you read, take good notes which will help you in writing your report.  If you need help in understanding some particular aspect of the reading (explanations of theory, method, or evidence), please feel free to contact the professor for assistance and discussion.

Step Four:  Writing the Report

The last step is to prepare a 3-5 page report about your reading and findings.  Your report should be a well-written and documented essay which conveys what you have learned and addresses the following four points:

(1) What is the specific topic or issue?  At the end of your essay, list with bibliographic information all the relevant items you have read.

(2) Your essay should contain an explanation of the economic historical topic or issue.  Why is it of interest and/or importance – how does it connect to the larger questions of economic history?
(3) How have scholars addressed your topic; that is, what economic tools (theory, models, methods) and evidence (information or data) have been brought to bear on the topic?  Provide brief, concise explanations of their analyses.
(4) What conclusions have been reached and why?  Have their findings and thinking evolved over time as new research has been done?  Is there a consensus and what is it?  In the absence of a clear consensus, what are the major points of disagreement?

Your report should be appropriately-documented.  In providing citations to the literature you read, any of the accepted styles (APA, MLA, etc.) may be used.  What is critically important is that you are thorough and consistent in providing adequate reference and citation to the work done by others.
Most of your report should be in your own words, rather than simply relying on extensive quotations or paraphrasing from your sources.  You should only provide direct quotations where absolutely necessary.  I am more interested in reading your own words what you have learned and how you understand the material you have read.  

Your report is due Monday, December 5th.  It may be submitted electronically (preferred – via e-mail to JOLSON@csbsju.edu) or in hard-copy form.
If you have questions as you do any of the four steps in the project, don’t hesitate to contact me.
