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In this case study, the instructor, the undergraduate teaching assistant, the university archivist, and a library administrator will describe and assess project-based learning in a residential Freshman Interest Group (FIG) learning environment. The course, Hidden History: Documenting Freshman Year, uses Web 2.0 technologies to address four central learning challenges within the discipline of history:

1) improving historical thinking and inquiry skills;
2) reorienting students from the mastery of content knowledge to an experiential understanding of methodology and essential questions;
3) teaching students to apply historiography to their research and analysis;
4) framing academic writing as a process of disciplinary thinking.

The FIG has enabled this instructional team to re-think strategies for teaching scholarly writing in a digital humanities context. They have examined the four-year evolution of the fall term History 199 Hidden History FIG seminar as a case study in modeling historical thinking and disciplinary habits of mind through digital history objects (primary sources) and formats (writing platforms). They have also reflected on the challenges of assessing improvement in historical inquiry skills, and will share findings regarding student performance on individual and collaborative writing exercises.

The Documenting Freshman Year project investigates the footprints students leave behind tracing their college experience at the University of Oregon. Students analyze unique primary sources materials authored by former students, including Lucile McDonald’s 1915-1916 freshman-year diary. They are also assigned to create an autobiographical account of their own freshman experience. Hence, students engage the process of interpreting historical actors and their voices, while concurrently performing the process of representation and authoring sources as living historical actors themselves. This historical inquiry project cultivates a keen reflection of historical concepts, including causation, agency, memory, authenticity, bias, perspective, voice, context, and provenance. Each cohort culminates their apprenticeship with a formal donation ceremony at the University Archives and Special Collections, where the University Historian and Archivist accessions the materials and creates a formal Library of Congress catalog entry, as well as a digital finding guide available through on-line databases.

Previous cohorts authored their autobiographical projects in written journal entries. Beginning in Fall 2009, students were encouraged to capture their first-year experience through their preferred Social Media environment or digital format -- blog, video, audio podcast/digital oral interviews, digital photo essay, etc. In collaboration with the instructor and undergraduate TA, each student partnered with a librarian possessing expertise within their selected medium of documentation to discuss methodological, technological, logistical, and philosophical questions. In particular, students contemplated the disciplinary challenges of creating, archiving, preserving, and accessing historical primary sources in the Web 2.0 era of Convergence Culture.

The students’ experience using Web 2.0 technologies fostered reflection and discourse around timely and timeless questions of the discipline:

1) Are we entering a historical dark age when born-digital primary sources will be absent from the historical record?
2) Do New Social Media change the profile of historical actors who create primary sources?
3) How do primary sources created within New Media compare to traditional
manuscript sources regarding bias, authenticity, accuracy, objectivity,
completeness, and other qualitative characteristics? Should historians adopt
different methodological approach to interpreting sources in response?

Assessment includes survey feedback from the students in the Fall 2009 section.

Links
First-Year Programs:  <http://firstyear.uoregon.edu/FYP_home.html>
Living-Learning Initiatives: <http://housing.uoregon.edu/reshalls/academic_programs.php>
HIST199 Hidden History Community in Scholars' Bank (dSpace repository):  <http://scholarsbank.uoregon.edu/xmlui/handle/1794/9983>
NWDA Guide to the Hidden History collection: 
<http://nwda-db.wsulibs.wsu.edu/findaid/ark:/80444/xv56450 >
