American Social History (Professor Ruth Doan):

Census of Families in Bristol, Rhode Island, in 1689.  In American Social History, we focus on themes related to family, work, and community.  Assignments on Puritan New England come at the very beginning of the semester. These assignments introduce students to a number of concepts, skills, and approaches that we draw upon throughout the semester.  Goals of the QR project in particular include:
· To encourage students to think about aspects of family life that change over time:  structure, function, relationships within the family.  This project focuses especially on structure.

· To learn vocabulary used in distinguishing types of families (nuclear, blended, and augmented, for example).

· To expose students to the varieties of data that historians might use and to encourage them to see both how rich and how limited such data might be.

· To exercise certain skills in quantitative reasoning, including finding the mean, median, and mode of a data set, and creating meaningful tables or graphs.

We begin this unit of study by reading and discussing both primary and secondary sources on Puritan New England.  The readings do not center on families or on family structure, but rather provide a context for the Bristol census.  Thus, for example, students read about and discuss Puritan behavioral norms, the physical shape of a Puritan town, and Puritan spirituality.  We then turn to a series of handouts:  vocabulary of family structures, the Bristol census itself, and specific questions about the Bristol census.

Quantitative exercises are divided between those done in class and those done as homework.  In-class work includes counting how many households of each size and finding the mean, median, and mode of household sizes.  Homework includes counting the number of children per household and determining the mean, median, and mode of the data.  Thus we practice together the same kind of work that students are sent off to do individually.  In class, we discuss representations of the data.  Does a pie chart work for the data?  A histogram?  Why or why not?

The final product of this project is a five-page paper.  Students write about what they have discovered in their mining of the Bristol census.  They represent their data in tables or graphs and refer to those representations of the data in their texts.  They are also asked to consider issues that might be implied rather than proven by the census.  Finally, they discuss the limitations of the data.  What questions remain that cannot be answered by the available information?

The students expressed a great deal of enthusiasm for this assignment, somewhat to my surprise.  Ten out of eleven in the first class I taught worked willingly and enthusiastically.  One stated that she was not good at math and that she had math anxiety, and she showed some inclination to withdraw from group participation.  (One student confessed after the fact that she was terrified but had chosen not to show it.)  All, including the self-professed victim of math anxiety, did more than adequate work in the end.

