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Background
History 117 offers an introduction to Russia and Eurasia’s fascinating history,
showcasing its ethnic and religious diversity. It also presents the theories, methods,
and uses of history itself. We scrutinize the efforts of historians, tsars, priests,
revolutionaries, writers, film directors, and everyday people inside and outside of
Russia to make sense of the region’s turbulent history and find a “usable past.”
This introductory-level course typically draws about 60 students and satisfies the
requirements of KU Core Goal 3 (Breadth of Knowledge) and KU Core Goal 4.2
(Culture and Diversity). The course introduces students to ethnic, racial, religious,
gender, and class diversity in another part of the world and gives them the historical
and metacognitive tools they need to better understand their own lives. The
unfolding coronavirus pandemic has provided further impetus for the adaptation of
HIST 117 into an immersive online learning experience that is accessible to all
students, regardless of their prior knowledge or experience.

Issues to address
While Russia and Eurasia’s diversity is often confined to a single week in survey
courses, I am placing it at the center of a transformed HIST 117. New lectures, short
biographies, and student presentations illuminate Russian history from the perspective
of marginalized peoples and groups. This approach creates a diverse, inclusive, and
engaging online course for students. Reflective assignments give students the
opportunity to apply what they have learned, and a contract grading system does
not penalize or reward students for the level of knowledge and experience they
possess prior to entering class. Instead, it rewards them based on the time and effort
they devote to the course.

Implementation
The redesign of HIST 117 was realized through
Structural and Thematic changes that reframe
diversity as a central issue in Russian history while
creating a more equitable learning environment.
Structural Changes
This course has been transformed from a
synchronous, full-semester format to a flexible,
asynchronous online experience. A new contract
grading system accompanies the overhaul.

Readings highlight the voices of
marginalized peoples, including women
and non-Russian minorities.

Thematic Changes
New mini-lectures center Russia’s diversity, and weekly biographical portraits
introduce students to ethnically non-Russian actors. Students engage with a diverse
set of primary sources, including the account of a medieval Russian woman, films
from the Caucasus and Central Asia depicting the tensions of Russia’s imperial
expansion, and materials on Russia’s engagement with the Middle East, Asia, Africa,
and Latin America. The diversity of perspectives challenges the typical dichotomy of
“Russia and the West” often portrayed in Russian history survey courses.

Student learning
This class rewards students according to how much work they invest—literally. Clearly
defined expectations and learning outcomes work in tandem with an Assignment
Checklist to provide a scaffolded platform for students to engage in meaningful
work. Frequent low-stakes, project-based assignments offer an opportunity for
creative risk-taking while emphasizing learning as an ongoing process. The laborbased contract grading system values the time and effort students devote to the
course above all else, while positioning equity and inclusiveness at the fore.
The course redesign neither penalizes nor rewards students for their knowledge or
experience prior to class. Rather than a letter grade, all assignments and assessments
are evaluated as Complete or Incomplete. Complete work receives full credit if it
shows genuine effort, meets the baseline requirements for the assignment, and is
submitted on time. Prompt and targeted feedback from the instructor follows and
challenges students to develop their thinking and writing, rather than focusing on the
letter grade as the desired outcome of an assignment or test.

Reflections
The course is still underway in Spring 2021, but based on a mid-semester survey, we
have the following observations:
•

95% of respondents felt that they understood the logic and structure of the
course’s approach to contract grading;

•

60% preferred contract grading to traditional grading methods;

•

100% thought that the course had broadened their understanding of
Russia’s ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity.

Although preliminary, these results indicate that the course’s contract grading
approach makes sense to students and may even be preferred by them over
traditional grading methods. Early in the semester, most students in the class made
a decision either to complete only the required work and aim for a “B” grade, or
complete the additional work and try for an “A” grade. The results also show that
the course’s emphasis on diversity changed students’ understanding of Russian
history.
Given these findings, the instructor plans to experiment with contract grading in
higher-level courses and will continue to emphasize diverse perspectives to shed
new light on Russian and Eurasian history.
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