12 / Two Student Papers
Critically Examined

To make clear the many techniques and rules you must observe in
writing historical prose, you are now asked to study two student
papers with detailed corrective comments.

The papers chosen are book reviews submitted by students
in a freshman Western civilization survey. The required exercise
was a two-page critical review of two interpretive works on an-
cient history: Sabatino Moscati’'s The Face of the Ancient Orient
and W. F. Albright's From Stone Age to Christianity. The stu-
dents were told that their reviews must have an historiograph-
ical approach, that is, must deal with the author’s assumptions and
values, and that their paper had to have one main point developed
in its 500-750 word length.

In the book reviews that follow, the instructor’s markings and
comments are also included (in handwriting) to give you an idea
of how instructors react to certain kinds of writing. You may be
surprised by the forthrightness of the instructor’s remarks. Teach-
ers cannot afford to be respecters of persons; frank criticism is the
most effective kind. We have numbered only those sentences re-
ferred to in the detailed comment following the paper.

The papers chosen are representative of strong and weak
cfforts at historical writing. One paper is almost, but not quite,
extremely good; the other is almost, but not quite, very bad. We
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intentionally avoided choosing an absolutely first class and

an absolutely failing paper because the most extreme examples
would not have been typical of students’ work, nor illustrative of
the surprisingly narrow margin of refinement that exists between
a very good piece of work and a rather poor one.

Here is the good paper, which received a grade of B+:
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From the outset of this paper (1) we gain the impression that
this student has some organization and a specific goal in his writ-
ing: he gives what should be the start of a general main point,
expressed as an argument. Unfortunately, the next sentence (2)
does not follow up the lead; this sentence should have clarified
the ideas of the first sentence and made a start at defining the
critical terms. Instead, the student simply gives some meaningless
generalizations, using extremely vague words (“what was done”)
and pronouns with ambiguous antecedents (“it”). Fortunately,
such lapses are quite rare in this paper; there is only one other
example of vague diction (14-“treats”). One unnecessary and jar-
ring note in this introduction was that the student tried to support
the truth of his definition of “valid” by reference to a dictionary;
this was really misleading, because the exact meaning of a term
central to the student’s thesis will emerge from the student’s own
analysis of the problem, not from any a priori definition.

Once the introduction is completed, the student begins his
body, or major discussion, by giving a profile of a book, and then
evaluating that profile in terms of the values implied in the main
point of the paper. He then presents a similar discussion of the
second book. This procedure is very successful for a number of
reasons. One very important result of the student’s organization
is that it permitted him to fulfill the requirements—giving a cri-
tique of two books—while still allowing his paper to be the devel-
opment of only one main point. His paper was tied together into
a whole by the way in which the judgments ultimately related
back to the main point, and the student was careful to point out
this relationship (5, 10). Indeed, the instructor suggested that by
inserting a transitional phrase the student might have been even
more explicit about this kind of relationship (5). '

In giving the profile of the two books, the student has gen-
erally had an historiographical approach, i.e., he has not simply
summarized the two books but has tried to identify the salient fea-
tures of the methods and the value judgments of the books. In
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almost all cases (cf. 6) the student has substantiated his claims
by reference to precise facts, in this case, precise passages in the
books (3, 4, 6, 15). :

It is pleasing to the reader that, using the values he has estab-
lished, the student is not afraid to make firm judgments and to
reach conclusions, never, however, trying to go beyond his evi-
dence and always trying to support his claims with references to
his sources (g-12, 16-17). In general, it can be seen in this paper
that description is used to lead up to conclusions, which is just as
it should be.

The writing is by and large quite pleasing. Not only is the
student refined and literary in his choice of words and well-orga-
nized in his construction of paragraphs, but his narrative has a
smooth flow enhanced by his good use of transitions between sen-
tences to show the course of his thought (g, 10, 16, 17). Occasion-
ally, there is faulty transition or lack of transition when starting a
new paragraph (14). Other serious faults, which mar the good
impression of the writing, are critical misspellings, including the
gross misspelling of the name of one of the authors studied (2, 3,
and n. 2}, some typographical errors, and errors of agreement and
of reference (8). But in general, most readers would gain the
impression that the author’s discussion has been coherent and
thorough enough, that he is justified in his conclusion, which is—
properly-—a restatement of his main thesis with new detail and
preciseness of claim.

The second student paper, which received a grade of C—,
offers a complete contrast to the first; yet the whole failure of the
second paper is a matter of degree, of not following the various
requirements involved in good writing with any precision or care.
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From the outset, we are confused about the subject and aims
of this paper, because the author has given no precise point or
thesis as the basis for argument. Instead he uses vague terms (z2-
“very different”) and never explains his own critical values (1-how
will he “contrast” the books?). An examination of the rest of the
paper shows that this vagueness is a consistent trait and that no
precise ideas will emerge from this paper (6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 13). In-
deed, even when making reference to the terms used by the
authors being studied, the writer fails to be precise in his identifi-
cations (4). This problem is not helped by the lack of specific
reference to his sources, to support his observations about them
(6,7.9).

For the most part, the student fails to make judgments of his
own; his paper is mostly a list of observations about the sources,
general rather than precise and critical, without any attempt to
reach conclusions. Even when a conclusion is drawn, it is vague
and is the result of assigning categories rather than analyzing
values (7). The student has generally failed to carry out a serious
historiographical assessment: he has not made clear the author’s
assumptions and values.

Similarly, the organization of the paper suffers in a variety of
ways. There is a distinct lack of transition, a failing that breaks
the paper up into small unrelated units; indeed, when the student
tries to make a transition, it usually appears as simply a crude
repetition, which is a very immature way to organize thought
(3, 5). This fragmentation is also created by the way in which
the student simply takes up one topic after another, making no
attempt to create a flow of ideas or to relate his topics to some
central scheme of organization.

Finally, the style is quite poor. His choice of words is often
awkward and inaccurate. And as is often the case with students
who have not thought enough about what they are writing, he
falls back on hackneyed expressions that say little and sound dull
(10, 11, 12). One cannot find any drive toward a conclusion at
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the end, and finally the reader is left with the helpless feeling
that this paper has reflected a lot of “busy-ness” that had no
direction and no outcome.

The detailed critiques of the two student papers clearly estab-
lish that in the successful paper there was attention to detail,
to evidence in support of points, to clarity of style, and to organ-
ization—so that the paper became a proof of a point. In the poor
paper all of these essential matters were lacking or insufficient.
The lesson to be learned from studying these two papers and the
critical evaluations of them is one you cannot afford to neglect or
forget. You must take great pains with your writing. Reading his-
tory is not enough. The historian’s craft is a form of communi-
cation of knowledge and ideas. If history is what an historian
does, then in the most fundamental sense history is what an his-
torian writes. Writing is the goal of all your work as a student of
history, and only through your development of skill as a writer
will you be able to manifest your talent as an historianl Home
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