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Item/activity selected for assessment:  
Because of the disruption caused by the Spring 2020 lockdown and rapid shift to remote 
learning, the History Department’s plans to assess oral discourse were upended. Typically, we 
assess student presentations in HIST 301 and 302, but these courses in Spring 2020 eliminated 
these assignments after the lockdown began on March 13, 2020. During the 2020-21 academic 
year, presentation assignments were either eliminated or substantially altered. For hybrid 
instructors, they tended to eliminate presentations to prioritize classroom time for interactive 
discussions. For online instructors, a few required online presentations, while most eliminated 
the requirement. For the online presentations, we did not think it would be helpful to assess an 
activity that is unlikely to be repeated. What follows is an assessment of two hybrid courses and 
how students met expectations for Oral Discourse. 
 
 
 
 
HIST 301 (Spring 2021) Dr. Justin Behrend 
 
Overview 
Students participated in class discussions, although they were divided into two cohorts to 
maintain proper social distancing in the classroom. Discussions were based on assigned readings, 
typically one-half to one-third of a monograph as well as other articles and essays. Most students 
posted their thoughts on Canvas discussion boards prior to class discussion. I used these posts to 
stimulate and guide discussion. I focused on the identification and evaluation of scholarly 
arguments. Here are some sample questions used to frame the discussions:  

 “What are the problems with objectivity? How have the new paradigms altered the study 
of history?” 

 “Was Reconstruction revolutionary?” 
 “What is the Greater Reconstruction? Is this a useful concept?”  

 
Aggregate Data: 

 Organization Expression Reasoning Critique 
Score of 4 (Exceeding) 4 5 9 6 
Score of 3 (Meeting) 10 11 6 8 
Score of 2 (Approaching) 4 2 3 4 
Score of 1 (Not meeting) 0 0 0 0 



 
 
Summary 
In terms of engaged, informative, and critical discussion, most students in HIST 301 met 
expectations. This is not surprising considering that this form of oral discourse was practiced 
every week of the semester in every class session. Students expressed their assessment of various 
scholarly interpretations and offered insights and reflections on their peers’ responses. Indeed, 
the class discussions were enhanced by the smaller size of the cohorts (nine students in each) as 
well as student preparation for discussion through Canvas discussion boards. 
 
Students who met or were approaching the Oral Discourse expectations often struggled with the 
concept of historiography. Indeed, a student’s ability to understand and articulate this form of 
meta cognition in class discussions was similarly visible in students’ written work. Thus, the 
practice of higher-level analysis in class discussions (such as expressing a viewpoint and backing 
it up with specific evidence in clear language) contributed to the overall learning outcomes for 
this course. 
 
Action 
It is worth considering the value of a repeated activity for oral discourse. Although not a formal 
presentation, the repeated emphasis on reasoning, critique, and expression in class discussions 
may better facilitate the development of these oral discourse skills. While there is value in having 
a student give a formal address, this activity is typically a one off, and it often takes place at the 
end of the semester to coincide with the completion of a research project. It might be better to 
assess oral discourse in seminar courses (such as this one) throughout the entire semester. In this 
regard, it would be helpful to give a student formal feedback halfway through the semester. That 
is not something that I have done, but it could be beneficial in the future.  
 
 
 
 
 
HIST 302 (Spring 2021) Dr. Kathleen Mapes 
 
Overview  
Due to social distancing mandates, I divided History 302 into two cohorts, each numbering ten 
students. As this class is a seminar, every class meeting involved intensive class discussion and 
debate. During the first three weeks, students debated various approaches to rural history, 
highlighting major shifts in the subfield over the past 30 years. In this part of the course, students 
were expected to be able to identify and critique scholarly arguments as well as methods. Over 
the following seven weeks, students engaged in a number of short research and writing projects. 
During this part of the course, the discussions were student-led, with 2-3 students running each 
class. (These discussions revolved around the particular research projects, i.e. the nuts and bolts 
of doing research, as well as the challenges of organizing and writing short research papers.) 
While students came to class with pre-prepared questions to lead the discussion, I also expected 
them to respond to their fellow classmates’ comments and to allow the discussions to move in an 
organic direction.   



 
Aggregate Data: 

 Organization Expression Reasoning Critique 
Score of 4 (Exceeding) 10 11 16 8 
Score of 3 (Meeting) 7 6 4 9 
Score of 2 (Approaching) 3 2 0 3 
Score of 1 (Not meeting) 0 0 0 0 

 
Summary 
Students performed exceptionally well during the semester. As this was usually their only in-
person class, most students seemed to appreciate the opportunity to engage with each other face-
to-face. Although the first week involved getting to know and trust each other, students were 
willing to share their thoughts and analyses. For the most part, students were able to identify the 
authors’ arguments as well as begin to think about the conceptual frameworks that the authors 
used in their respective works. During the student-led research discussions, students ran the 
entire class. (I only join in when asked a specific question or to further comment on the 
discussion.) In addition to demonstrating reasonably well-organized oral responses, students 
were very expressive and spontaneous, and always remained focused on the materials under 
discussion. Most important of all, while students were always lively and open, they remained 
ever respectful of competing interpretations.  
 
Action 
As we return to normal in-person classes, the department should consider whether or not we 
want to ask the students to engage in formal presentations. In the past, formal oral presentations 
were just that—“formal presentations” that lacked the give and take that define the kinds of 
discussions described above. The benefit to assessing oral discourse based on interactive 
discussions is that these discussions model the kind of civic and self-reflective give and take that 
is at the foundation of creative learning and critical self-assessment.   
 
 
 
 
 
 


