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WELCOME LETTER FROM THE 
DIRECTOR OF UNDERGRADUATE STUDIES

Dear Class of 2024,

Welcome to Boston University, and congratulations on your acceptance into the College of Arts & Sci-
ences! 

Under normal circumstances, we would be welcoming you at one of our four CAS Open Houses that take 
place in April. But these are not “normal circumstances.” Because of the coronavirus pandemic, our open 
houses have gone virtual. In this packet you will find lots of information about becoming a History major 
here at BU, including:

Course offerings for Fall 2020
Information about becoming a History major
The Honors Program for seniors
Undergraduate History Association

Our department is comprised of a wide range of profes-
sors, studying all parts of the world. In History you will 
find courses on all topics, ranging from lectures to small 
seminars and independent projects. Undergraduate 
History majors make up a close-knit community, and 
our department holds pizza parties every semester for 
majors, along with other community activities including 
lectures and evening events.

Please take a look, and please be in touch if you have 
any questions. We look forward to meeting you in per-
son when classes reconvene!

Sincerely,

Andrew Robichaud
Assistant Professor of History and Director of
Undergraduate Studies

https://www.bu.edu/history/academics/courses/fall-2020-courses/
https://www.bu.edu/history/academics/undergraduate-program/major-in-history/
https://www.bu.edu/history/academics/undergraduate-program/honors-program/
https://www.bu.edu/history/community/student-organizations/


FEATURED COURSES 
IN HISTORY OFFERED FALL 2020

HI 190: History of Boston: Community 
and Conflict

This course explores the history of Boston 
that happened right in our back yard, includ-
ing visits to nearby historical sites along with 
a special archival project and public presen-
tation at the Massachusetts Historical Soci-
ety!

Professor James Johnson
Tuesday/Thursday
9:30 AM - 10:45 AM

HI 112/AA 112: Black Power in the Class-
room: The History of Black Studies

This course explores Black experiences, cul-
tures, knowledge production and identity for-
mation in the United States and in the African 
Diaspora across time and space. Students will 
learn about Black radical thought and activ-
ism that lay the groundwork for  Black Stud-
ies.

Professor Paula Austin
Monday/Wednesday
12:20 PM - 1:35 PM

HI 200: The Historian’s Craft

The Historian’s Craft is the one course all His-
tory majors are required to take. Not only is it 
a great way to understand the work historians 
do, but you will also get to know other History 
majors. Many students take this class in their 
sophomore year, but the course can be taken 
any time. Students will learn and develop the 
skills of a historian, and will have the oppor-
tunity to analyze original sources and engage 
with leading works of historical scholarship. 
How do historians reconstruct and interpret 
the past using creativity, deduction, and con-
textual analysis? This course will walk you 
through it!

Professor James Johnson
Tuesday/Thursday
2 PM - 3:15 PM

Professor Phillip Haberkern
Friday
11:15 AM - 2 PM

HI 401/HI 402: Senior Honors Program

Many History majors will also have the op-
portunity to write a senior thesis. Students 
choosing this option will enroll in a year-
long seminar their senior year (HI 401/402), 
and write a 45-50 page Honors thesis on a 
subject of the student’s choice, grounded in 
primary research. This is a great opportunity 
for students looking for a large, independent 
research and writing project, with assistance 
from a faculty advisor and course instructor.

Professor Andrew Robichaud
Friday
11:15 AM - 2 PM



The Unessay Midterm

HI 298, cross-listed as AA 371, is the history of Black life, 
politics, activism, and ideologies in what becomes the 
United States. The course begins just before the 1600s 
and ends in the contemporary moment and aims to 
highlight African American history as vital to our under-
standing of United States history, and to survey Black 
historical experiences. It examines the changing nature 
of the institution of slavery, political economies of free-
dom and citizenship, the evolution of racial ideas, racial 
segregation, and racial violence, and movements for 
equality and justice.  Through engagement with primary 
and secondary sources, literature, film, art and popular 
culture, we look at experiences and responses to forced 
migration, the abolitionist movement, Black institution 
building, the Great Migration, the long struggle for civil 
and political rights and recognition, and the changing 
definitions of freedom and “blackness” that struggle engendered and produced. In Fall 2019, which was also 
my first semester in the BU History Department and the African American Studies program, I experimented 
with the unessay assignment as our midterm assessment.  

We spent the first half of the semester reading about and discussing Black presence and experiences in 
colonial North America, the evolution of the institution of slavery and its relationship to racial ideas and hi-
erarchies. My usual midterm assessment has been either an traditional essay that examines Black life from 
approximately 1600 to just before the Civil War. I ask students to only consider the materials we have used, 
which include excerpts of monographs like Marcus Rediker’s The Slave Ship: A Human History, Jennifer 
Morgan’s Laboring Women, and Stephanie Camp’s Closer to Freedom, as well as primary source material 
from early legal codes, court testimonies from the Revolutionary War era, and radical black abolitionist 
speeches. Or when this course has been offered as a very large class (over 120 students), I’ve felt compelled 
to do midterm and final exams that included multiple choice, short and long answer questions, fill-ins and 
match questions.

Last fall, I decided to try a more creative approach to assessing takeaways from our first seven weeks. The 
Unessay has gotten some attention in the last few years. It has been described and implemented, mostly by 
rhetoric and writing instructors, as a pedagogical tool that “undoes” the formulaic and rule-bound nature 
of the traditional essay format. The Unessay helps students engage intellectually and imaginatively with the 
subject matter; it builds on the skills and interests of the students. It can also be an entry point for introduc-
ing digital humanities tools in the classroom. Because this was my first semester using the Unessay as an 
assessment tool, I was unsure how students would respond, what products would result, and what support 
students would need. As we got closer to the middle of the semester and the due date for the Unessay 
Midterm, I introduced the assignment and encouraged students to think of this as an experiment.

COURSE SPOTLIGHT 
HI 298: AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY



The Assignment

The Unessay Midterm was worth 20% of students’ grade. This was my usual weight for a midterm assess-
ment, whether a traditional essay or an exam. Students were given a prompt that asked about how the 
conditions and characteristics of the institution of slavery changed over time and about what Black life from 
the colonial period to the antebellum period looked like across regions. Students were able to choose their 
medium, think about their overall argument, how they would support it, and how they would represent it. 
They were given some parameters on how to prep for the production of the unessay, and then depending 
on their medium and plan, they were asked to produce the final project during our class time. In addition to 
whatever they decided to create, they were asked to write a short blurb that summarized their argument 
and that referenced sources from our first 6 to 7 weeks. I shared with them some samples that included 
posters and infographics, and a Timeline designing website. I also discussed the rubric I would use to grade 
these, which included legibility, congruity between form and medium with argument, and credibility and 
persuasiveness. The results were pretty spectacular.

While some students opted to write traditional essays during class time, others created timelines, podcasts, 
a ‘zine issue, art, three-dimensional objects, a prototype for a board game, videos, a narrative poem, and 
digital exhibits. One of my fears was about being able to judge all of these different kinds of projects, but 
their blurbs really helped and for folks who struggled a bit with the assignment, we met after they turned 
them in to discuss what they had planned, how it had gone, and what they would add if they could edit it. 
(And the few people who fell into this category, with whom I met, did make edits and turned in a new ver-
sion. Most students received the full points for what they produced.) Finally, and maybe more importantly, 
I asked students to reflect on the process and the assignment (anonymously). Since it very much felt like an 
experiment to me, I wanted to really get a sense of who it went (I thought it had gone great!!!). Many stu-
dents were surprised at their own creativity and others said that they opted for a traditional essay because 
trying to think of something caused some anxiety. Students said, though, that despite their choices for the 
assignment, that they appreciated the energy of the room during the midterm. One student said that unlike 
their other midterms, the room felt so “calm.” I definitely have tweaks I would make to the assignment, but 
I definitely plan to use it again.

Paula Austin
Assistant Professor of History and African American Studies

UNDERGRADUATE 
HISTORY ASSOCIATION

The Undergraduate History Association is an organization for students 
interested in history. Activities include discussions, lectures, museum 
trips, and an annual undergraduate history conference.



GREIG SCHOLARSHIP 
IN AMERICAN HISTORY
The Herbert and Mary Greig Scholarship honors a select number 
of undergraduate juniors and seniors in the College of Arts and 
Sciences whose studies include a significant focus on American 
history or culture. Students who receive the scholarship during 
their junior year will automatically be eligible for renewal in their 
senior year provided that they remain in good academic standing.

Selection is based on merit. Calculated financial eligibility will be 
considered when determining the amount of the award. The Greig 
Scholarship will be incorporated into the financial aid package of 
any recipient with financial aid.

PUBLICATIONS FROM 
HISTORY DEPARTMENT FACULTY

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/right-to-rule-and-the-rights-of-women/B0F2779E79836F04E83B7689BF516DB6#fndtn-information
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674919365
https://nyupress.org/9781479808113/coming-of-age-in-jim-crow-dc/


SO, YOU THINK YOU WANT 
TO STUDY HISTORY?

But you’re worried it might not be the right choice. Here are some facts to dispel the 
myths that make some nervous about majoring or minoring in History.

Myth #1: History is boring.
Maybe you had awkward experiences in high school. You assume history is going to be all names and dates 
and “one damned thing after another,” as the saying goes. Maybe, like Virginia Woolf, you’ve concluded that 
history is too much about old men and their wars or that it is “more or less bunk,” as Henry Ford proclaimed. 
(Then again, Ford also called physical exercise bunk, so he might not be the best authority.)

But wait… it’s not like that.

College history is not designed around state-mandated textbooks or standardized tests. Yes, like in any 
field, you have to remember stuff. It’s college. But the heart of historical study is a richly vicarious experi-
ence, teaching you to move beyond yourself and envision other worlds, to explore the interplay between 
material circumstances and human character. History is both a science and an art, combining the careful 
analysis of evidence with compelling storytelling.

Historical knowledge is powerful currency for the 21st century. History increases cultural literacy and sensi-
tivity. You will learn to consider multiple points of view and changing global contexts. And you will get more 
jokes. It also offers a unique education in the curation of content, teaching you how to collect, evaluate, 
and arrange a variety of sources into persuasive arguments and narratives. By interpreting the past you will 
better understand yourself. And those who know their history help to shape how people see themselves in 
the present and what they hope for the future.



Myth #2: I don’t want to teach, so I 
shouldn’t major in History.
History is one of the most versatile undergraduate majors you can choose, especially because it touches 
upon all forms of human endeavor from arts and languages to science and economics.

History majors regularly go on to law school as well as graduate programs in museum and preservation 
studies, public history, and more. They also succeed in business, publishing, and media. A recent survey at 
Vanderbilt, for example, found that 30% of their history graduates worked in business. A similar survey at 
the University of New Hampshire revealed that 23% of history graduates were employed by corporations.

Myth #3: History is just old fashioned
liberal arts. i should major in something 
‘sensible’ even if I’M NOT EXCITED ABOUT IT.
A major study, the Collegiate Learning Assessment, recently tested college students nationwide at the 
start of their freshman year and then again after two years of study to gauge how well they were learning. 
It asked students to read a series of documents on a political or business problem and then write a memo 
about how to respond to it. Liberal arts majors consistently outperformed their peers in business, commu-
nications, and other newer “practical” majors.

Studying liberal arts teaches you critical thinking as well as imagination, empathy, and resourcefulness. It 
teaches you to research, evaluate evidence, communicate, and problem solve. Rather than train you nar-
rowly for today’s job world (which will be obsolete twenty years from now), it teaches you how to learn for 
a lifetime. It teaches you not what to think (which will one day be outdated) but rather how to think.

History offers a particularly rigorous liberal arts education. A new report from Georgetown University’s 
Center on Education and the Workforce shows that history majors earn higher median salaries than all 
other humanities majors and earn the same or more than those who majored in education, communica-
tions, or international relations. Twenty percent of those history graduates were employed in management 
positions.

Remember, companies want to hire smart, creative people and often value those with educational back-
grounds that set them apart from the crowd. At a recent Stanford University event, students asked the 
popular television host and bestselling author Rachel Maddow to name the kind of major she looks for 
in a successful job candidate. Without hesitation, she endorsed study in the humanities. “And really,” she 
added, “History is kind of the king.” “We need people who are good at explaining facts, who are good at 
editing, and who can visualize things in creative ways. We need good artists and we need good writers,” 
she explained. Maddow attributed her own success to her education in the humanities, which taught her 
how to write and present an effective argument, and which brought a nuanced historical sensibility to her 
advocacy and activism.

Joining a program just because it seems pre-professional will not help you make the most of your intellec-
tual potential. Law schools, medical schools, business schools, and graduate programs, like employers, are 
looking for applicants who graduated at the top of their classes with interesting things to say. Study what 
you are passionate about, because your interest will be reflected in your grades and your work.




