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Lee Harvey Oswald posing with his rifle in his backyard. Taken by Marina Oswald. Originated from the 
report of the Warren Commission, a US Government report. From WH Vol.16 page 510. 

 

History 10: 
History’s Mysteries: Thinking Critically About the Past (Fall 2019) 

 
Section 06 
Instructor: Dr. Matt Luckett 
Email:  matthew.luckett@csus.edu OR mluckett@csudh.edu (urgent queries) 
Class schedule: TTh 8:00-9:20am @ W 104  
Office Hours: Wednesdays 4:30-5:30pm @ Benicia (BNC) 1007 
 
 
Disclaimer: this syllabus is subject to change at the instructor’s discretion.  
 
About this Class 
 
Catalog Description: From the builders of the Pyramids to the cause of the Holocaust: unlock mysteries 
of the past; apply historical thinking skills to answer compelling historical questions; sharpen reasoning 
and argumentative skills; evaluate historical evidence; learn to recognize scientific standards of historical 
investigation; hone college level writing skills. Topics vary based on instructor's expertise. 
 
Course Description: Why do certain accounts of historical events differ or even contradict others? What 
makes a historical narrative trustworthy? Why do some historical narratives change over time? How can 
one make a supported and verifiable historical argument? These are some of the questions this course 
will address. Using major events in American history as a framework, students will examine the past using 
evidence from multiple perspectives and identify argument strength, veracity, and/or potential bias. 
Students will strengthen their own critical thinking skills by learning to apply discipline standards and 
methodology to their own arguments. GE Area A3-Critical Thinking. 3 Units 
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Section Description: In our particular section, we will focus on conspiracy theories and false predictions. 
Although these are two very different topics at first glance, both conspiracies and prophecies require a 
certain amount of confirmation bias in order to hold water. Historical thinking can help us determine 
which conspiracies are valid and which prophets should be believed. 
 
However, history is not exclusively the province of “myth-busters” and professional debunkers. In fact, 
the vast majority of historical labor is devoted to discovering, illuminating, and when necessary 
reinterpreting historical narratives. As new sources come to light and as contemporary historians evolve 
their own paradigms and points of view, our understand of the past changes as well.  
 
As a result, this class will be divided into three distinct parts, or mini-courses. Each one has its own 
textbook and its own culminating assignment: 
 

1. What is history? During the first four weeks, we will explore and discuss what history is and what 
it is that historians do. [Book: Giving Reasons; Assignment: OPPOSING VIEWS PAPER] 

2. Breaking it down: From weeks 5 to 12, we will discuss several common and current conspiracy 
theories. [Book: Real Enemies; Assignment: CONSPIRACY ANALYSIS PAPER] 

3. Building it back up: During the last few weeks of the semester, we will move away from 
demolishing ahistorical narratives and begin constructing new ones. Our focus here will be 
prophecies and predictions, with a specific (but not exclusive) interest in earthquake prediction. 
[Book: Predicting the Unpredictable; Assignment: PREDICTION PAPER] 

 

Course Student Learning Outcomes 
 

1. Make and evaluate historical arguments using primary and secondary sources.  
2. Utilize critical thinking skills to analyze differing historical perspectives, identify and/or 

acknowledge bias, and examine arguments in their appropriate historiological context.  
3. Use discipline standards in evaluating content-area expertise and methodology.  
4. Understand historical significance and how interpretations of the past change over time. 

 

Textbooks and Equipment 
 
Required for Purchase (bookstore or online):  

• Hough, Susan. Predicting the Unpredictable: The Tumultuous Science of Earthquake Prediction. 
Princeton University Press, 2016. ISBN-10: 0691173303 

• Morrow, David R. Giving Reasons: An Extremely Short Introduction to Critical Thinking. 2017. 
ISBN-10: 1624666221 

• Olmstead, Katherine. Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War I 
to 9/11. Oxford University Press, 2009. ISBN-10: 0199753954 

 
Computer Software, Hardware, and Literacy Requirements 
 
Students must be able to use Canvas, the internet, word processing software. YOU ARE EXPECTED TO 
HAVE COMPUTER ACCESS FOR THIS COURSE TO CHECK THE WEEKLY MATERIAL. YOU WILL ALSO NEED TO 
UPLOAD ONE OR MORE EXAM ESSAYS, WRITTEN OUTSIDE CLASS, INTO CANVAS.  If you will be using CSUS 
campus computers, plan for the necessary time to ensure your work is timely.  



HIST 10 SYLLABUS – Fall 2019 (updated 8/19/19) 

Page 3 of 5 
 

Course Expectations 
 

• Syllabus and Plagiarism Quizzes (5% each, for a total of 10% of course grade): Students must 
complete two online quizzes: one on the syllabus, the other on plagiarism. Students MUST score 
a perfect score on both quizzes to get credit. Students will have unlimited attempts on Canvas to 
complete them, but both are due at 11:59pm on September 8th.  

• Content Quizzes (4 quizzes, lowest score is dropped, so 3 quizzes at 5% of your grade, or 15%): 
Every few weeks, students will complete a 20 question quiz online over that week’s material. 
Each quiz will be due at 11:59pm Pacific on the night it’s due, which is usually a Sunday. 

• Opposing Views Paper (20% of total grade): Students will find two different historical points of 
view and compare them in a two-page paper.  

• Conspiracy Analysis Paper (20% of total grade): Students will select a conspiracy of their choice 
and evaluate its historical validity in a three-page paper.  

• Prediction Paper Outline and Bibliography (10% of grade): Students should turn in a two-page, 
descriptive outline and bibliography for their Prediction Paper. It should feature a thesis 
statement or, at minimum, a research question to answer. This will be due IN CLASS on 10/20. 

• Prediction Paper (25% of total grade): For the final paper, students will select a prediction, a 
prophet, or a prophecy of their choice and evaluate it as an historian. Students should carefully 
consider whether or not the prediction/predictor is historically interesting, unique, and/or 
important; the basis on which the prediction was made; whether or not the prediction was valid 
(e.g., made before the fact, well-documented, and proven to be true); and why people did (or did 
not) believe the prediction when it was made. Does historical reasoning play a role in debunking 
or affirming predictive science (or pseudoscience)? Should it? Papers should be documented 
using Chicago or Turabian styles, be at least 1250 words, and made judicious use of sources.  

All papers will be submitted and graded electronically via Canvas. No email submissions are allowed!  
 
Grading Breakdown 
 
Use the following course grade scale to obtain a letter grade: 94-100% =A, 90-93%= A-, 87-89%= B+, 83-
86%=B, 80-82% =B-, 77-79% =C+, 73-76% =C, 70-72%=C-, 67-69%=D+, 60-66%=D, 1-59=F 
 
Make-Ups/Incompletes/Extra Credit 
 
No make-up quizzes will be allowed. Students who turn in a paper late will lose 10% of their grade the 
first day it is late, and 10% each subsequent day. Projects or reports turned in over 5 days late but before 
December 13th at 11:59pm Pacific Time will receive up to half credit. Any work turned in AFTER 12:01am 
on December 14th will NOT be graded. 
 
Students can receive a grade bump (up to 5%) by doing the following: 

1. Watch a Netflix, Hulu, Amazon, PBS, or other documentary on a United States history topic to 
1877, and then fill out the online Extra Credit questionnaire on Canvas (2.5% grade bump); 

2. Do everything in #1, PLUS give a two-minute presentation to the class about the movie (another 
2.5% grade bump). 
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Course Policies 
 

• NO LAPTOPS, CELL PHONES, OR TABLETS ARE ALLOWED IN CLASS!!! There are pedagogical 
reasons for this. Also, it is a history class, and physical media matters.  

• I’m pretty liberal when it comes to tardiness. But I will take attendance during every class, and if 
you are not there when I call roll, as far as I am concerned, you are not there. I’m not going back 
and doing it again. That includes me taking roll on the first day. Once the airplane doors are 
closed, we’re taking off. 

• Outside of office hours, I am generally available through email.  Please refer to my email 
etiquette guide.  

• Do NOT talk or whisper during class. It is extremely annoying and prevents me from doing my job. 
• Please do NOT wear headphones in class.  

 
Plagiarism Policy  
 
UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES WILL ACADEMIC DISHONESTY BE TOLERATED IN MY CLASS. YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR 
UNDERSTANDING WHAT DOES AND DOES NOT CONSTITUTE PLAGIARISM. PLAGIARIZED PAPERS WILL AUTOMATICALLY 
RECEIVE A ZERO (0) GRADE. 
 
Please note that ALL written essays MUST be submitted via the appropriate Canvas link to Turnitin.com. I 
will NOT grade the assignment otherwise. No exceptions. 
Please read the following for more info: https://www.csus.edu/umanual/student/stu-0100.htm 
 
For more information on how historians (and history professors) define plagiarism, please read the AHA 
circular on “Defining Plagiarism”: https://www.historians.org/teaching-and-learning/teaching-resources-
for-historians/plagiarism-curricular-materials-for-history-instructors/defining-plagiarism  
 
Accommodations for Students with Disabilities 
 
If you have a documented disability and verification from SSWD, and wish to discuss academic 
accommodations, please contact me as soon as possible.  
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Course Schedule 
 

For the week 
starting . . . 

We will discuss . . . And for next week you 
should read . . . 

Class Notes/  
Assignments Due: 

August 26 Syllabus, course 
introductions 

Morrow, Chapters 1-4  

September 2 
 

Introduction to Critical 
Thinking 

Morrow, Chapters 5-7; 
1619 Project 

No class on Monday, 9/2 
(Labor Day) 

September 9 Dissecting a History Book 
 

Olmstead, Introduction 
and Chapter 1 

 

September 16 World War I and early 20th 
Century conspiracies 

Olmstead, Chapter 2  

September 23 Pearl Harbor and World 
War II 

Olmstead, Chapter 3  

September 30 
 

Cold War Conspiracies Olmstead, Chapter 4  

October 7 
 

JFK Olmstead, Chapter 5  

October 14 
 

Nixon Olmstead, Chapter 6  

October 21 
 

Aliens Olmstead, Chapter 7; 
9/11 A.T.C. Audio 

 

October 28 
 

9/11 Buzzfeed Article, 
Unsolved Mysteries 

Conspiracy Analysis Paper 
due 11/3 

November 4 Case study: Iben Browning 
and the Science of Publicity 

Hough, Stein, and 
Garris Interviews 

 

November 11 
 

Building a source base  No class on Monday, 11/11 
(Veteran’s Day) 

November 18 
 

Building it back up: Asking 
the right questions 

Hough, Chapters 1-6 Prediction Paper Outline and 
Bibliography due 11/20 

November 25 Building an argument Hough, Chapters 7-12 Happy Thanksgiving! 
 

December 2 Putting it all together Hough, Chapters 13-18  
 

December 9 
 

Putting it all together Nothing. Or anything. 
You decide! 

Prediction Paper due 12/13 

 


