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USEM Prospectus Guide 
Prof. Coleman 
 
The Final Product: an 8-10 page prospectus, laying out a major research project analyzing a 
national park site or theme of your choosing, due Dec. 17 at 10:30am.   
 A prospectus is a document that identifies the main questions, historiographical context, 
sources, methods, structure, narrative, and potential conclusions of a larger project.  This 
semester we will engage in the process of conceptualizing and developing analyses, based on 
primary source research, that make interesting contributions to environmental history and the 
history of national parks.  Lots of writing and rewriting will be involved; just not the writing of 
the final paper itself.  
 

 
 
The process is messy and entails four interrelated steps: 
 

1. Develop a topic and fine-tune an interesting and appropriately sized research question 
from secondary source reading, primary source research, class discussion, and writing.  
Your final research question should build from related academic conversations in 
environmental history and related fields.  Your final research question should also 
reflect your particular archive—you should be able to answer it directly and thoroughly 
with your collection of primary sources.   

- Related assignments: basically all of them 
 

2.  Identify the major relevant scholarly conversations by reading and analyzing secondary 
sources—scholarly books and journal articles—that relate to your research in different 
ways.  You should be able to identify and discuss about three sets or levels of relevant 
scholarship in the first part of your paper.  Use the introduction and conclusion to 
address larger themes associated with national parks and environmental history. 

- Course readings, scholarly conversation essay, oral presentation 
- Final # of secondary sources should be 4-5, a mix of books and articles in 

addition to relevant course readings 
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3. Develop an archive of primary sources you will analyze to answer your research 
question.  This archive needs to make sense as a balanced collection of sources, and it 
needs to be substantive enough for you to suggest a convincing conclusion.  It is 
appropriate for you to build the analysis of your own source material upon research and 
analysis that other scholars have already done. 

- Cool source paper, bibliography, primary source essay, narrative outline 
- Final count of sources will vary widely by project and how you count them; 

aim for a few groups of complementary sources, 4-5 of each kind 
 

4. Develop a thesis and argument that answers your research question through a process 
of research and reading, note taking, outlining, and writing, and revising.  The final 
versions should be clear, interesting, and supported by evidence.  See Five 
Characteristics of a Strong paper. 

- Narrative outline, oral presentation, Blue 8 essay, final prospectus 
 

 
 
 
Parts of a Prospectus 
 Your final prospectus will read smoothly as one document but is comprised of distinct 
parts, each with a specific purpose.  These parts, identified here and in the template below, 
correspond to intermediary assignments due throughout the semester.  For your final 
prospectus you will revise and synthesize those intermediary assignments to reflect the 
strongest and most concise articulation of your project.   
 Opening Hook, Background, and Research Questions  
 Scholarly Context/Historiography  
 Primary Source Essay  
 Narrative Outline  
 Conclusions and Significance  
 Bibliography  
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Intermediate Assignments: 
 Cool source assignment – Sept 17 – see separate handout  
 Book reviews – Sept. 24 - find and submit two scholarly book reviews of one book you 
would like to use for your research paper, as well as a pdf of a relevant and interesting scholarly 
journal article.  Use the databases below. 
 The Story of Your Park Essay with Bibliography – Oct. 8 – In 5 pages (double-spaced), 
write an essay telling the story of your park that includes a discussion of geography and 
environment, a history of settlement/use and establishment of the park, and major people, 
issues, and themes.  End with a paragraph suggesting some research questions you might 
pursue, and include a properly formatted bibliography, divided into two sections and including 
at least 10 primary sources and 3 secondary sources. 
 Scholarly Conversation Essay – Nov. 5 – In 2-3 pages, synthesize the arguments made 
by your (3-5) secondary source authors by identifying 3 scholarly conversations related to your 
work. Discuss how the authors’ methods, arguments, and conclusions relate to one another 
within those conversations, and conclude by suggesting how your research might join these 
conversations.  Note the Five Characteristics of Strong Papers below. 
 Primary Source Essay – Nov. 12-15 – bring this essay to your meeting with Professor 
Coleman.  This 3-page (double-spaced) essay should identify the different kinds of primary 
sources you plan to analyze in your project and discuss how you will use them to answer your 
research questions, taking into account their context, production, and point of view, their 
content, and their dissemination and reception.  You should identify three groups of 
complimentary sources, with 3-5 of each kind.  Note the Cool Source Assignment questions as 
well as the Five Characteristics of Strong Papers below. 
 Narrative Outline and Revised Bibliography – Nov. 19 – on a document with your 
revised research question at the top, write 2-3 sentences for each main section of your paper  
that identify the main argument you plan to make in that section, and which sources support 
that argument.  This may be single-spaced bullet points but must be in complete sentences.  
Include a revised, properly formatted bibliography, divided into primary/secondary source 
sections, that includes 4-5 secondary sources and 12-15 primary sources. 
 Blue Eight Essay – Nov. 26 – this essay consists of your first 2-3 pages, including your 
opening hook, background and context, and research question/thesis paragraphs.  See template 
for “the beginning” below. 

Oral Presentation – Dec. 10/12 – guide and rubric to follow 
Final Revised Prospectus – Dec. 17 – rubric to follow 
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A Prospectus Template 
The Beginning - Introduction and Historiography sections – 3-5 pages total 
 Opening hook to set up the RQ, followed by general nod to main thesis (1-2 paragraphs) 
 Background and context for each part of your hook/set up (2-4 paragraphs; 1-2 pages) 
 More specific version of RQ and thesis (1 paragraph) 
 Historiography section (1-2 paragraphs) 

Identify the main scholarly conversations related to your work and discuss how 
they relate to one another and to your own research.  At the end include how your 
approach (is new because it) incorporates or builds upon those conversations. 

 
The Middle – Primary Source Essay and Narrative Outline – 2-4 pages 
 Here is where you analyze your primary sources.  First, discuss the kinds of sources you 
found and how they help answer your research question methodologically in a revised version 
of your Primary Source Essay.  Second, explain how your sources answer your research question 
in terms of content and structure through a revised narrative outline.  This outline may consist 
of single-spaced bullet points, but must be in complete sentences.  You should aim for three 
main sections that correspond to the main parts of your argument.  Build your argument about 
what these sources mean and how they relate to one another throughout this outline.   
 
The End  - the Conclusion – 1-2 pages total 
 Avoid repetitive summarizing here by balancing thematic conclusions with ones about 
continuity or change over time.  Answer your RQ with nuance, exploring the gray areas and 
questions raised by your research as well as your conclusions.   
 Next is the “so what” part.  Think back to your historiography section: how does your 
research move those different scholarly conversations forward?  How does your work support, 
revise, or apply other people’s research, and thus reach new conclusions?  This will help explain 
why your work matters to those groups of scholars.  Next you can go bigger: how does your 
work fit in, apply, or revise understandings of America’s national parks and other major topics 
(tourism, camping, etc)?   Finally, and along those lines, think about how your work matters in 
real life, to the interests groups you discuss.    
 

 
 
 

Help with Research and Writing 
Hesburgh Library American Studies Subject Guide – including the “Environmental History” tab 
William Cronon’s website on Learning Historical Research: a Primer for Environmental Historians 
Rachel Bohlmann, American History Librarian, 631-1575, rbohlman@nd.edu  
Fresh Writing - https://freshwriting.nd.edu/ - examples of great First Year writing & good ideas 
The University Writing Center - https://writingcenter.nd.edu/ - 203 Coleman-Morse 
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Useful Databases 
For possible books: 

ND Catalog – browse the stacks; keyword search online; WorldCat and ILL 
 Amazon.com – look for university presses; use “customers who bought . . .” 
 Visit Professor Coleman for more ideas and see her list of good books 
 
For book reviews and scholarly articles: 
Pay attention to the journal title/audience and date. Use ILL when necessary. 
 America: History and Life – via HESB website  
 H-environment (online) – for reviews only 
 JSTOR – HESB - humanities articles and geographers are best for us  
 Environmental History –– also history journals and American Quarterly  
  (search ND catalog with these titles for online access and browsing capabilities) 
  
For primary sources: 
 Npshistory.com  
 Nps.gov – follow links to online history sources –browse specific park sites 
 ND Catalog and Stacks – you would be surprised 
 State library/university/historical association websites – look for digital collections 

ProQuest congressional pubs – HESB – Congressional hearings, bills, etc. – be patient  
 Library of Congress Digital Collections – they also have songs  
 ProQuest Historical Newspapers – HESB – all major newspapers digitized  

American History in Video – HESB – newsreels, archival footage 
 Academic Search Premier – HESB – good for national magazine coverage esp post-WWII 

Lexis Uni – big and powerful – choose keywords and limit searches appropriately 
 Organizational websites – professional or govt. orgs, foundations, advocacy groups 
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Formatting and Citation 
Access the online Chicago Manual of Style via the ND Catalog.  Use standard font and margins; 
papers should include page numbers, a title, footnotes, and bibliography-style citations.  
Bibliographies should have single-spaced individual entries and double-spaces between entries. 
 

               
 
Five Characteristics of a Strong Paper  
Thesis:  This should be a concise argument that answers your research question.  The thesis 
should be thoughtful, specific, and provable.  You should state your thesis in or near the 
introduction of your paper and reference it, directly or indirectly, throughout the paper. 
 
Support and Organization:  You should support your argument with specific examples and 
appropriate analysis.  Your paper should have a logical organization, transitions between 
paragraphs, and a thoughtful introduction and conclusion.  
 
Critical Edge: Your paper should have a “critical edge,” meaning that you pay attention to 
complexity, contradictions, and nuance.  The best papers will challenge taken-for-granted 
assumptions, shed new light on old topics, or explore alternative viewpoints. 
 
Mechanics:  Follow the basic rules for clear writing.  Avoid unnecessary words, adverbs, and 
passive voice.  Proofread your paper, and provide citations for your sources (Chicago 
notes/bibliography style). 
 
Creativity and Style: Your introduction should be compelling, and you should maintain the 
reader’s attention throughout your essay.  Use vivid descriptions, active verbs, and unique 
phrases.  Don’t be afraid to bring your personality to your writing.  
 
Evaluation  
Graded assignments will have their own rubric which I will make available separately. 


