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Fure-Slocum
In this project for "Wal-Mart America," we will develop a briefing book for public officials.  We also will hold a public session near the end of the semester, inviting officials and citizens to learn about and discuss your work on this project.  The overall goal will be to tackle questions about the historical development of Wal-Mart America and provide guidance, in the form of questions and/or conclusions, to public decision-makers. In doing so, we will ask how these specific histories of Wal-Mart America fit narratives of growth, decline, and sustainability.
In order to carry out this project, the class will divide into eight or nine groups (four students per group).  Each group will write one section of the briefing book.  Half of the groups will approach the recent history of "Wal-Mart America" from the perspective of the Cannon Valley Watershed; the other half will look at an aspect of this history from the perspective of Minnesota.  By rooting your work in specific places (local or state), you will be better able to carry out original, concrete research.

Research Topics and Sources
Groups will be free to work on a wide range of questions, covering the environmental, physical, economic, social, labor, or political history of Wal-Mart America.  We will work together as a class to refine the list of topics, in order to minimize duplication and encourage coverage of key issues.  Possible topics, for the state or the watershed region (or a portion of either area), include: 

*a survey of the environmental controversies resulting from big box building 

*wetlands and late-twentieth century commercial development


*organic farming, locally-based agriculture, and "Wal-Mart"-style food retail

*land ownership and land use patterns


*commuting, driving, energy consumption, and sprawl

*transformations in local health care in Wal-Mart America


*changes in local consumption and Wal-Mart America


*low-wage labor in the late-twentieth-century economy


*immigration and labor in small towns and rural areas


*women's employment in Wal-Mart America


*income and wealth inequality during the last three decades of the 20th century 

*the fate of local industrial production in "post-industrial" America

*challenges local retailers face from big box and chain store development


*the political power of big box retailers and developers 
Some groups might choose to investigate the global dimensions of Wal-Mart America from the perspective of the local community or the state by charting and comparing the global supply chains for local retailers (independent and chain) or by asking how global flows of capital and labor have reshaped the area.  This list, of course, is merely a starting point.  I expect that groups will think of many other possible research topics.
Choose an appropriate and workable topic that sparks your interest.  First, your topic must address some aspect of the history of "Wal-Mart America" in Minnesota or the Cannon Valley Watershed.  Secondly, you should begin to explore the availability of primary sources for your use.  Thirdly, you must define a topic that is narrow enough for a project of moderate scope but broad enough to accommodate your reasonable access to primary sources.  We will spend some time during class thinking about how to choose a workable topic and locating sources.

As a class we will discuss the varieties of primary sources historians use and we will examine how sources can be “read” and interpreted.  To make this project manageable, you will want to consider using primary sources compiled in published volumes, collected on microfilm, posted on reliable web sites, shelved in the Government Documents section of the library, housed in local historical societies (Northfield, Rice County, etc.), or available from the various public agencies and local organizations.  Remember also to make use of newspapers and magazines (some available on microfilm or online).  Photographs, maps, and other visual sources can serve as valuable evidence for your inquiry.  If you would like to conduct your own oral histories, please talk with me early in the term.  Oral histories take extra planning and preparation, but will be a valuable source for many of these projects.  If you stumble upon especially good collections of primary sources on the web, in the libraries, or elsewhere, please share these with the class.

To aid you in your research, we will meet as a class with a reference librarian on Tuesday, September 19th.  This session will help you both in selecting a workable topic and in locating useful primary and secondary sources.  I also hope we can invite local authorities and officials to class to help us better understand the range of issues involved and to identify potential research sources.  Over the course of the semester, we will devote a considerable amount of class time to the research projects: reporting on progress, coordinating projects, sharing ideas about sources, discussing research problems, examining the challenges of interpretation, and thinking about writing history.
Project Proposal
On October 5th, each group will hand in a one-page project proposal.  This will not be graded, but should help you to think through your project idea and serve as the basis for our initial discussions about your project.  We will use this proposal as a basis for refining and sharpening your approach to the assignment.  In the proposal, please identify the topic you have chosen, discuss the reasons for your choice, describe briefly the primary sources you intend (or hope) to use, and provide a first draft of the historical question(s) you expect to explore in this project.  You also should identify a few secondary sources (books and/or articles) you expect to use in this project.  Secondary sources can include readings assigned for class.  Finally, if you have come across similar studies that might serve as a model for your work (studies from other regions, national-level studies, etc.), please also note these.  

Writing Historical Narratives: Growth, Decline, and Sustainability
In these studies of Wal-Mart America, you also will wrestle with the challenge of writing history.  These projects will not result in mere collections of facts and information.  You need to use your sources and analyses to write a narrative – to tell a story.  You will need to make judgments about the relative importance of the information you glean, interpret this information, and assess how these elements relate to one another.  This endeavor entails making both ethical and narrative judgments.  We'll spend time in class discussing these challenges, but I would suggest we bring some unity to our historical briefing book by probing how our histories can be structured by narratives of growth, decline, and sustainability.  While "rise and fall," or growth and decline, story-lines are stock material for historians, the contemporary issues raised by Wal-Mart America and St. Olaf's recent college-wide theme invite us to consider how we can tell and assess these stories in the vein of "sustainability."  Do these stories of Wal-Mart America in the local region or the state fit a profile of environmental and/or economic sustainability?  Do the patterns of growth or decline (maybe both) seen in these late-twentieth-century histories run counter to or parallel to the patterns and practices required for sustainability?  We will think carefully and critically about assumptions that underlie discussions about growth, decline, and sustainability.

As historians of modern America, we also will consider what the discipline of history has to offer the larger public.  How can our understanding of history enrich debates over controversial issues or deepen policy discussions?  How do we draw from history effectively and honestly?  What limitations or temptations might we encounter along the way in this project of public and policy history?

Mapping
In both your briefing paper and in your presentations, think creatively about ways to "map" this history.  Many of these projects -- focusing on specific places, watershed or state -- will be well-suited to mapping (land use maps, demographic maps, marketing maps, political maps, etc.).  We will discuss map-making, especially how to show change over time, after you have begun your research.  And you should consider other ways to convey your story visually.

Big Box Briefing Book Chapters and Presentations
Your group's chapter for the Briefing Book (approximately 12 pages) will be due at the beginning of our class session on Thursday, December 7th.  You should hand in 4 copies (2 to put on reserve in the library; 1 for the briefing book; and 1 for me).  Chapters may be posted also on Moodle.
You must use full and proper citations in your project (footnotes or endnotes), to identify the primary sources quoted or paraphrased and to acknowledge the ideas and words of secondary-source authors.  You also should include a full bibliography (primary and secondary sources).  We will talk in class about the reasons and formats for citations, but you also should consult The Chicago Manual of Style for guidelines and examples.  If you and your group would like additional help with writing, please see me and/or make use of the Writing Place.
During our class meetings on November 28th, November 30th, and December 5th, each group will offer a 10-minute presentation of your research.  Prior to the presentations, everyone will be expected to read at least four of the other briefing book chapters (on-line or on reserve in the library).  Following the presentation days, everyone also will post a brief response on Moodle (more on this later).  We will discuss further how to structure the presentations for the public session.
Public Session – Big Box Briefing
Near the end of the semester, we will hold a public session for local and state officials, the St. Olaf Community, and the larger Northfield-area public (including Carleton and high school students).  This session will give us the opportunity to feature each group's research and discuss these projects with public officials.  We hope to attract four to six public officials, drawn from different levels of government – city council and planning commission members, county board members, and state legislators.  We will plan this session throughout the semester (including invitations, publicity, presentations format, etc.).  We also will need to consider whether an evening session or a morning session during our scheduled class time (a Big Box Briefing Breakfast) would work best.
Grading
Research Project/Briefing book chapter – 20%

Research Presentations – 5%
Schedule: Fall 2006
September 14: choose project groups

September 19: Library session (come with initial ideas for research topics)
September 21: discuss and select time and place for public forum
October 3 (or earlier): invitations to public forum out to public officials

October 5: research proposals due
November 10: reminder letters to public officials or phone calls
November 13 (and on): publicity out for public forum

November 28 to December 5: class presentations on research and Moodle responses

December TBA: public forum (date, time, and place yet to be determined)
December 7: briefing book chapters (research projects) due at beginning of class

December 12: evaluation and follow-up from public forum (in class)
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