September 5, 2007
American History Parents – 

Hopefully your young historian has already amazed you with the exhilarating tales of our first few thrilling classes in 8th grade American History!  As we begin the year with some class principles and policies and some introductory material, I wanted to make sure that all parents were aware of an important and exciting research project that the students will be working on throughout the year – National History Day.


National History Day is a year long research program that was developed at Case Western Reserve three decades ago.  The goal of the program is to have students actively involved in the study of history through solid research and interpretation of primary and secondary source material.  Students select a topic related to a yearly theme, complete research on the topic, and create a project in one of five possible categories that demonstrates their support of a thesis.  The program is actually a contest, with competitions at the regional, state, and national level.  As an example of performance based learning, the program is without comparison in the area of secondary history.  The program corresponds to Wisconsin State Standards in Social Studies, the National Standards in History, and the exemplars developed by the National Council for the Social Studies.

The USM National History Day project was assigned in all classes today. Your young historian will be selecting a topic related to the theme of “Conflict and Compromise in History”.  Once their topic has been chosen, they will fill out a topic selection sheet, have it approved, and begin their research.  As students research, they will compile a skeleton bibliography and take notes from both primary and secondary source material.  As research progresses, students will develop a thesis that is central to their research.  The manner of presentation of the thesis and research is up to the students, as they can select from a written paper, a dramatic presentation, a video documentary, a museum exhibit, or an interactive web site. Students may work in small groups if they choose to do so, but this selection is entirely up to them. The process and History Day projects will be evaluated by myself and the young historians, and the grade will be entered on their report card in place of a semester exam.

The fun doesn’t stop in the classroom, however, as students will present their research at a USM Science and History exposition in February.  All members of the USM community will be invited to experience the fantastic products of the young historians.  Following our local exhibition, selected students will also be able to present their research in the regional History Day competition at UWM in March.  Judges will evaluate student entries and prizes are awarded to the top three entries in each category.  Those entries also qualify for the state competition on May 3rd in Madison.    



All 8th grade historians have participated in National History Day for the last two years, and the experience has been outstanding.  In 2006 and 2007, USM sent over 40 students to the state competition, more than any school in Southeast Wisconsin.  I firmly believe it is a stimulating, challenging and worthwhile endeavor that all of my young historians should undertake.   As it takes a great deal of work for a successful research experience, I have decided to begin the process as soon as possible and spread out the topic selection, research, and project production phases.  All students have been given a very detailed information packet covering the basics of the project, including a timeline of certain checkpoints.  I have also created a pretty comprehensive website to help our young historians (and their parents), available at http://middle.usmk12.org/faculty/taft/nhd/.

How can you help in this exciting program?  Support your young historian!  The National History Day website has additional information for parents, available at http://www.nationalhistoryday.org/Parents.htm. Please familiarize yourself with the project and competition, assist your student in selecting a topic that is narrow enough for quality research, discuss the pros and cons of working individually or working with a small group, take them to the public library once or twice for research, and contact me with any questions or concerns.  


I’m looking forward to guiding your young historian in this fantastic program!  Thanks in advance for your assistance and support.
Chuck Taft

mtaft@usmk12.org
American History Rules!
