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Course Objective – Westminster School seeks to provide a Christ-centered mastery of historical events with
emphasis on the study of original historical documents as an integral part of a well-rounded educational program.
History is the unfolding of events under the hand of a sovereign God who controls the universe, and we will further
explore his will throughout the ages.
Historical Thinking Skills - This course is designed to challenge and develop in students critical thinking skills
when learning about the past. Thus the following skills are emphasized:
1) Chronological reasoning (understanding cause/effect and various patterns throughout history)
2) Comparison and contextualization (evaluating differing perspectives on events and assessing ways in which
they are connected)
3) Crafting historical arguments from historical evidence (being able to form an opinion and appropriately
defend that stance)
4) Historical interpretation and synthesis (weaving together what you have learned to draw broad conclusions)
Course Goals
The goal of this course is to expose students to the major events, people, and ideas that make up the story of
European civilization from the fifteenth century to the twentieth century. We will engage many of the big questions
this story makes us ask, such as: what does it mean to be human, from a modern European perspective? What does
this society value and worship? Where do we see “rhymes” in this story? How might we compare or contrast people
and events, in order to gain a better understanding of them? We will look to religion, art, literature, and philosophy,
as well as political figures and events, in order to more fully answer these questions.
A secondary goal of this course is give students more responsibility and ownership of their class, as they prepare to
graduate and enter college. To that end, I expect students to carry the class with their own questions and research.
Class discussion, driven entirely by the students, will be a major portion of your grade in this class.
Assessments
40% of your quarterly grade consists of “minor assessments” (quizzes, homework, discussions, and participation)
while 60% consists of “major assessments” (tests and papers/projects). Regular quizzes and homework
assignments are purposefully designed to either reinforce subject matter previously covered in class or prepare
students for upcoming discussion and learning.
At least three major assessments will be given per quarter as well as a semester exam in December and cumulative
final exam in May that will focus on big picture ideas from our yearlong study of history. To assist students in
establishing a broad understanding of Europe’s history, students will memorize a timeline of thirty key events and
dates in modern European history (fifteen per semester). This timeline will be included on both the semester and
final exams. Seniors with an “A” average in third and fourth quarters may qualify for exam exemption. Students
must adhere to the Student Handbook in regards to academic guidelines, such as the late work policy that calls for
an 11% grade reduction per late day for major projects and papers.
Plagiarism and Academic Honesty
Any and all instances of cheating will be punished harshly, including possible failure of assignments, parent
notification, and detentions or suspension. Keep in mind that plagiarism sometimes happens by accident. It is still a
punishable offense. Avoiding plagiarism requires intentionality. So for all papers, tests, quizzes, and homework it is
your responsibility to ensure what you turn in represents your own work, knowledge, and preparation, and that
when you have used other sources, you give them proper credit.

General Classroom Expectations
• Be respectful…of others, of the facilities, etc.
• Come to class each day ready to learn! This includes being prepared for class with the proper attitude and
necessary completion of outside work. Homework is never assigned without a clear purpose in mind – thus
your task is to complete it with the utmost effort.
• You will need to take and keep daily notes from our class lectures and discussions. These notes will be a
central way we cover material for quizzes/tests.
Calendar (this overview is approximate in nature and should not be considered the “final word”)
•

•

•

•

1St Quarter (August 7 – October 6)
o Renaissance – excerpts from Castiglione’s “The Courtier” and Machiavelli’s “The Prince”
o Protestant Reformation – selected readings from Martin Luther
o 16th Century developments in war, exploration, and science – excerpts from Thomas Hobbes, John
Locke, and Rene Descartes
nd
2 Quarter (October 11 – December 15)
o Art of the Era (including Mannerism, Baroque, Classical)
o The European State System
o Economic Expansion in the 17th-18th Centuries – excerpts from Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations
o The Enlightenment – selected readings from Voltaire, Montesquieu, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau
o Era of the French Revolution and the Life of Napoleon Bonaparte
o The 2nd Quarter will also feature a one-week intensive study of American politics
3rd Quarter (January 3 – March 2)
o Social Changes in the 19th Century – selected readings from Edmund Burke and John Stuart Mill
o Progress in late-19th Century? – The Communist Manifesto by Marx/Engels and selected readings from
Friedrich Nietzsche
o Age of Imperialism – selected readings from Rudyard Kipling and Cecil Rhodes
o The Great War and its Aftereffects – assorted primary sources
th
4 Quarter (March 6 – May 17)
o Birth of the Soviet Union – selected readings from Vladimir Lenin and his contemporaries
o Interwar Years – excerpts from Hitler’s Mein Kampf and selected readings from Benito Mussolini
o Second World War – Night by Elie Wiesel and other assorted primary documents
o Cold War – selected readings from Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin
o Contemporary Europe (and the development of a European community)
Additional Course Information

Harkness Discussions
A good discussion is a great way to learn. It helps you fine tune what you do know and come to terms with what
you don’t know. And since you are working with others, it’s always possible they will know something you don’t or
understand it in a way you hadn’t considered. These kinds of discussions are as old as education. In ancient Greece
it was practiced by Socrates and has come to be known as the Socratic Method. In more recent times, elite prep
schools like Phillips-Exeter have taken their cues from Edward Harkness, a philanthropist who advocated teachers
conduct class around large ovular tables (like the one in the Legacy Room) where students would find it easy and
natural to converse about their subject matter. This has come to be known as the Harkness Method.
Whatever the title, a good discussion requires three things: good listening, good thinking, and good speaking. First,
you have to listen to the ideas of others and consider the ways they understand the issues. Second, you have to
process what others are saying and develop your own opinions. Third, you have to contribute in a thoughtful,
helpful, and courteous manner. In this way, a good discussion can cultivate both wisdom and eloquence.
But it requires more still. To fully participate, you must also know the text because most conversations will be based
on readings. So make sure you are reading carefully and keeping good marginalia so you can find helpful references

quickly in a discussion setting.
Getting a 100% on a discussion will mean you contribute a reasonable number of times, listen well and respond to
others, and cite the text in at least one of your comments.
Reading Guides
There are three components to good reading: anticipation, active participation, and reflection. The reading guides
are designed to assist you in working through these three stages. First, I will usually provide you with a preview of a
reading. Read this carefully, making sure you know the major characters I mention. Second, I give you some
guidance on what to look for in using marginalia. Remember, this is a bare minimum. I will occasionally check for
marginalia, and I’ll be looking for at least one or two marks per page. Third, I will give you questions. Do NOT stop
and answer these along the way. They are designed to help you assess your reading AFTER you have finished. You
may and should read the questions ahead of time, and you may want to mark a capital Q in the margin when you
notice an answer. But don’t interrupt the flow of reading to write an answer, this is the opposite of what the reading
guide is meant to help you with.
Vocabulary Improvement
Another practice of advanced readers is finding the meaning to unfamiliar words. Choose words from each night’s
readings that are either vague and unclear or totally new. Avoid proper nouns, and aim for terms you might see
again. You must write the definition in your book or on a separate piece of paper to get credit. These words will be
checked periodically either as part of a quiz or separately.
The Art of Marginalia
What is Marginalia? Dictionary.com defines marginalia as “notes in the margin of a book, manuscript, or letter.” My
favorite definition comes from the Wikipedia page on marginalia: “scribbles, comments, and illuminations in the
margins of a book.”
Practicing marginalia allows you to better focus on what you are reading. By making notes as you read, your mind is
actively engaged in the text and not wandering about. The “notes” and “scribbles” you make in a book can help you
remember details, find patterns, and connect ideas. Marginalia also allows you to look back and easily find certain
elements in the text for your own use during open book tests, class discussions, and paper writing. By writing in the
margins, you are turning your book into a tool that will help you remember and process. Think of marginalia as
leaving “thinking tracks” through a book. There are many joys to be found in reading and writing in the margins.
Marginalia is a discussion, a talking-back to the book, which can also lead to better discussions with others, another
joy of reading.
So what should you write? Each of you will develop your own style, so feel free to experiment. One word of caution
though: all emphasis is no emphasis. Avoid underlining half a page of text. Sometimes your excitement might get
the best of you, I understand, but generally make precise marks that will guide your attention to important
information. Here are some of my symbols and practices.
•
•
•
•
•

Underlining for 2-3 lines of important text (usually the wording itself somehow stands out to me)
Brackets for longer passage
Stars (✭) or checks (✓) for striking or important material (stuff to remember)
Exclamation points ( ! ) for material I disagree with or find shocking or disturbing
ALL CAPS for important themes I am tracking

Additionally, you may want to mark information for questions in the reading guide (possibly a capital Q).
How much should you write? Often I will ask you on a quiz whether you used marginalia. To answer yes you need
to have marked something on roughly every page of the reading. I also expect that you used at least three different
kinds of marks (e.g., underlining, exclamation, and written response).

