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After attending a National History Day program presentation at the Robert H. Jackson center in the fall of 2007 I decided to begin a National History Day program at Westfield School with my 8th graders.  


The first step of this process was discussing the program with all of my 8th grade students.  In class I gave an overview of the program, the work it would involve, and the opportunities it opened up for students.  I passed around a sign-up sheet to sign up for the program and announced the date of the 1st meeting.  I had 26 students sign-up to participate. I also sent a letter home to all parents about the opportunity.  One of the things that I had heard many times at open house from parents was that students needed to be challenged more and I thought this was an excellent opportunity for that and wanted parents to be aware that it was available.


At the first after-school meeting 23 of the 26 students were in attendance and I discussed more specifically the theme and possible topics.  I also gave student more detail on the different types of projects and categories that students could compete in.  At this point I gave them a proposal form to fill out and hand in once they had decided their topic and category.  We agreed the next meeting would be in the library so they could hear about finding resources from our librarian and begin research.  I told them to bring their proposals to this meeting.


At the meeting in the library I found that students needed to narrow their topics down significantly.  Some had chosen topics like the Civil Rights movement or World War II, and needed help narrowing in on one specific aspect of these areas.  Our librarian gave us a lot of help in showing students where to find primary resources and making them aware of all the resources that our library had.  Students didn’t really have time to begin their research at this point.  They heard the librarian’s presentation and worked on narrowing their topics.  At this point 16 students attended.  A few had other obligations and could not come; other were changing their mind primarily as a result of realizing that they project would likely require more work than they anticipated.


The next step was to have students make their final decision on their topics, categories for competition, and the groups they would be working with.  I also sent another letter home at this point to the parents of the students involved explaining our progress so far and some of the specifics of the competition.


Next it was time for students to actually get to work on their research.  By this time I had 5 projects proposed, involving 15 kids total.  Some were staying after-school regularly and others were working on their own.  I also decided to set aside 2 Saturdays as work days when students could work for a longer period of time.  I was finding in the 45 minutes after-school that by the time students got their materials out and began working it was almost time to clean up.  These days would give them two 4-hour blocks of time to work.  I provided snacks and students worked, I also sent a letter to parents with this information.  By the end of January it was apparent which groups were going to complete the projects and which groups were not.  I ended up with three projects entered into the regional competition.  


The regional competition was a good experience for the students involved.  They were evaluated by official judges and had to interact with historians and National History Day representatives.  Everyone running the regional competition was very well organized and professional and it really made the students feel that they were a part of a special event.  Everyone took the competition seriously and although there were not as many entries as I anticipated, and most or all of the students would have a chance to go onto the state competition, students still put their best foot forward hoping to do their best a secure a place in the Cooperstown competition.


Using the feedback from the judges the revision process began.  I was pretty clear to the students that they level of competition would increase significantly when it came to the state competition.  Initially 2 of the three groups decided they wanted to attend the state competition, so the registration and revision process began.  I was unable to attend the state competition because of another school trip I had already planned.  I assisted in the registration process and guiding students through the revision process.  One of the two groups lost their flash drive and had not backed up their documentary so their images and completed project was lost.  Rather than start from scratch, they decided not to attend the state competition- an important lesson for them to learn about backing-up their files.


The student who did go onto the state competition said it was a great event.  She came into school thrilled about the award she received and wearing the NYS History Day T-shirt she was given.  She said the competition was “awesome” and was already looking forward to next year.


Overall implementation of the program was a great success.  There were the usual glitches along the way as is the case with anything you try for the first time.  The National History day local and state representatives were extremely helpful throughout the process.

Reflective:


There were many great things about the National History Day program.  Here are a few of the things I found out that would help someone thinking of starting a NHD program in their school.

Timeline:  I naively assumed that since I had the “good,” motivated students interested in history that they would complete the steps to their projects on schedule and be working at a descent pace.  I was very wrong.  When I would check with the students periodically or at one of the workdays they would show me research they had printed off and say that they were working and doing well.  Two weeks before the regional competition none of the groups had their annotated bibliography done, and 2 had not really started to work on the project itself.  The day before the competition at 4PM I wasn’t even sure two of the three groups were going to have a complete enough project to compete.  I was not a good feeling for me or for the students involved.  I would definitely set a schedule for when the various components of the project needed to be done, so that this rush at the last minute was avoided.  

School Logistics:  I would consider how many students are going to compete and the required school forms that would be necessary.  Because of the number of students I had sign up initially I looked into bus transportation, field trip requests, medical forms, permission slips, etc.  This whole process was a bit overwhelming and unanticipated.  It ended up that with three groups completing projects parents provided transportation and all that was necessary was a simple permission slip, but it’s something to definitely think about.

Annotated Bibliographies: I think this was the most complicating and frustrating part of the project for students.  Next time I will start the project with a lesson on annotated bibliographies and have students do some examples even before they pick their topic.  I was hard enough for them to understand the proper format, and once they got that they still had some trouble with including the annotations.  I found some students thought they were doing it right and were not.  This meant they had to re-trace their steps and fix the bibliographies.  I would have been much less time consuming to do it right in the first place by starting with a lesson.

Parents:  Parents were an essential part of the project.  I spent a lot of time writing letters home to keep parents updated.  With a project as involved as National History Day I found keeping parents aware of dates, time, deadline, work-days etc to be important.  Parents also are strongly encourage/ required to attend the state competition.

Groups:  I had 1 group of 2 students working on a documentary project.  When the won at the regional competition 1 member of the group was really excited about going to states and competing.  The other member didn’t want to go.  There wasn’t really any specific reason or conflict; they just didn’t want to attend.  This obviously disappointed the member who was interested in attending and was sort of a tough situation to deal with.  Next time I will be sure to emphasize that if you do a group project everyone in the group has to go to states in order for the project to be entered into the competition.  I had not even thought of this possible scenario until it occurred.

