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Through the assistance of a 2006 FLG for course development summer grant, I was able to develop a new Second-Year Seminar entitled, “Sensational Trials in Early America.” I am attaching a copy of the syllabus, but I would like to take this opportunity to explain how the course is organized and what I expect in terms of learning outcomes. Overall, the course is divided into five parts by the different trials we will examine: (1) the Salem Witch Trials of 1692, (2) the John Peter Zenger sedition/libel trial of 1734, (3) the Boston massacre trial of 1770, (4) Richard Robinson’s 1836 trial for the murder of prostitute Helen Jewett and Rev. Ephraim K. Avery’s 1832 trial for the murder of mill girl Sarah Maria Cornell (they are both 1830s murder trials, and (5) the Amistad Trial of 1839-1840. Working on their own and as part of groups, the students will use these trials to learn how to decipher and apply both primary historical documents and secondary academic sources. The texts for the course will cover a wide spectrum from a transcript called The Trial of Mr. John Peter Zenger, of New-York, Printer, for Printing and Publishing a Libel Against the Government printed in 1735 and an article comparing the Boston Massacre to Kent State to Steven Spielberg’s movie Amistad. In order to access these materials, students will have to familiarize themselves with traditional print materials, online databases, and even the college’s library archives. The students will write three essays and a final paper that will test their ability to analyze and differentiate between primary and secondary sources and construct and defend analytical theses. They will also work in groups to research other individual trials and present their findings to the rest of the class. Through crafting essays, preparing group discussions, and making individual and group presentations students will learn improved writing, critical thinking, and historical analysis.

