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Preface
 

            While attending graduate school to receive my masters in teaching, I knew I would be required to conduct a large amount of research and that I would likely have to bore my fellow students with a traditionally academic presentation of it.  This meant that I was not surprised when our teacher, Dr. Mary Lynch Kennedy, told us that we would be conducting a substantial amount of research and that we would indeed be presenting it to our fellow classmates.  However, I was unprepared for my assigned topic: The Research Paper and its Alternatives.  Reading my randomly assigned topic, I inwardly groaned; I had heard her describe traditional research papers as “dry as dust” just five minutes before.  And I had to conduct research on research!  Like it or not, I was committed.

            Before actually looking up what I expected to be dull reading material, I thought about my own experience with the traditional research paper in high school.  The paper that I wrote was indeed dry and lifeless.  I was pleased with the grade I received, but looking back, I remember nothing whatever about the paper, and I highly doubt I deserved the 97 my teacher awarded me.  The more I thought about it, the more troubled I became.  Shouldn’t students remember writing about something they’re interested in, rather than the grade they received?  As a prospective English teacher, the thought of teaching students to write a similar paper pleased me as much as the sound of nails dragged across a chalkboard.  I knew of no alternatives, and I began to wonder if they could indeed be improvements over the traditional paper.

            The fruits of my research have proved interesting, and any English teacher should be informed of them.  The two most interesting alternatives include an I-Search paper and a multigenre research paper.  The I-Search paper requires students to choose their own topics which are relevant to their lives and to use alternative methods of research such as interviewing and observation.  An excellent example of an I-Search paper is included in the Appendix.  The multigenre paper also requires students to choose their own topics and to blend creativity with researched fact.  Both of these papers are refreshing to write and to read, and require an increased level of involvement for both teacher and student.  A final alternative comes in the form of letter writing, and examples of these may also be found in the Appendix. 

            What follows is my own version of a multigenre research paper.  I chose to write in this format in order to teach by example since the format is anything but traditional.  This paper is indeed a blend of researched fact, personal experience, and creativity.  Reading this paper will hopefully help you to understand the complexities and benefits of these papers, and that it will inspire you as much as it did me. 

           

 
 
 
 
 
What follows is an interview in which I ask a freshman college student to reflect on her high school research assignment:
Natalie: So you had to write a research paper your senior year in High School.  What can you tell me about it?  I mean, what was the actual assignment?

Kelly: We had to write eight to ten pages on any controversial issue, anything that had two sides to it.  We had to talk about what side we were on and argue for that side.

Natalie: Were you able to choose your own topic?

Kelly: When my teacher gave the assignment, she handed us a list of ideas that we could choose from and she said that if there was something that we wanted to do that wasn’t on the list, we could ask her and she would give us an okay.

Natalie: Did your teacher seem more concerned that you enjoy the process of research or that you followed the proper format?

Kelly: She told us that the goal of the assignment was more to practice the right ways of obtaining information.  She had a very specific format we had to follow.  She wanted us to write everything down that we found on index cards.  When we found a source, it was to be written by itself on an index card with a number in the upper right hand corner.  Then on a new index card we had to write the corresponding number of the source from which we were taking information and put it in the upper right hand corner of that index card; then in the upper left hand corner she wanted us to write whether it was a summary, quote, paraphrase, etc.  She wanted only one piece of information per card, and in the end we would divide them up according to the topics that we had written at the bottom of the card.

Natalie: What was your initial reaction to all of this?

Kelly: When I found out I had to write a long paper, I was at first a little mad, but once I found a topic that I thought was interesting, I got excited about it and I enjoyed doing the research.

Natalie: Did your teacher help guide you through the research process?

Kelly: No, she pretty much left it up to us.

Natalie: How much time did you spend in the library?

Kelly: Our class spent all class period in the library for three weeks.  I didn’t have any trouble finding information on my topic.  I chose religious fanaticism, and there was plenty of information.

Natalie: What kinds of sources did you use?  Were interviews allowed?

Kelly: I only used book sources.  Interviews were not allowed.  We could use some internet sources, but only a limited number.  All that I used were books and encyclopedias.

Natalie: Overall, did you think the assignment was worthwhile?

Kelly: Yes.  It was a way for me to argue my point of view about a controversial issue while at the same time learning other points of view about it.  In the beginning, I really wasn’t looking forward to the assignment, but in the end, I enjoyed writing the paper and learning about something I wasn’t all that familiar with.

 

Datoush, Kelly. Personal Interview.

October 23, 2005.

 

 

Research
One simple piece of paper,

telling me to write ten.

Term and paper.

Separated, they’re clear,

but put ‘em together

and they instill fear.

Looking around, shell-shocked faces,

moans, groans—Oh, Man!

MLA, bibliography, thesis, and grammar,

I’d like to hit my teach’ with a hammer!

 

 

 

 

 
A problem for the teachers:
 

Q:        What do you get when you follow X or Y format,               X = MLA

             add one inch margins,                                                          Y = APA

             double spaced sentences, and

             notes with superscripted numbers?

 

A:        A paper that leads teachers to think that students can’t think for themselves!            “…If students are given instruction mainly in forms, if we as teachers provide             them with circumstances in which bibliographic forms and conventions are in the             foreground, they will concentrate on these forms at the expense of the thinking             and analysis that should go into the writing of a research paper” (Szentkiralyi 74-            75). 

 

 

The Faculty Room

 

            I was sitting in math class when I realized I had forgotten my book.  Luckily, Ms. Slack wrote me a locker pass to quickly get it.

            I wasn’t trying to listen.  But my locker is right next to the English faculty room.  And really, their voices were loud; they should have closed the door. 

            “He can’t even footnote properly,” a disgusted voice said.

            “I can’t believe she really wrote this; it’s probably just copied from the internet,” another voice chimed in.

            “My students won’t write complete sentences, so how will they write a research paper?”[1]
            The voices sounded exasperated and righteously put-out.  I quickly turned the dial of my locker; 4,22,53, and quietly opened it.

            And then I heard my teacher’s voice; “This paper is voiceless and plagiarized.”[2] 

            I slowly reached for my math book, now interested in what I was hearing.  I hope she isn’t talking about my paper! I thought worriedly.  But wait a minute! What right do they have to complain?  They’re the ones that assigned the paper!  They could at least have let us choose our own topics.  Do I really care about doing this project?  It takes way too long. If the point is to prepare us for research in college, why should I bother to do it?  I’m not going to college.  I just want to finish it as quickly as possible.  No one else is going to see it anyway.[3]
            At last, a teacher spoke in defense of students; “Well, if research papers are meant to be profound, academic, and impersonal—if the focus is on objectivity, why would students be interested in the assignment?”[4]
            And then my teacher chimed back in, sounding sheepish; “It is true that students’ natural curiosity is destroyed when we stress the importance of form and length. These papers have no relevance to students’ lives.[5]  The so-called traditional term paper often lacks identity and misrepresents the true nature of research.”[6]
            I felt an irresistible urge to peek into the faculty room and shout my indignation. “You assigned us that boring topic!  If you want interesting papers, let us write about something we find interesting!” 

            Before I could give in to this temptation, the principal rounded the corner.  I slammed my locker shut and returned to math class.

           

 
[1] Szentkiralyi, Endre. “Research Papers and their Pitfalls.” English Journal 85 (1996): 74-77.

[2] Nicolini, Mary B. “Pictures of an Exhibition: Senior Graduation Exit Projects as Authentic Research.” English Journal 89 (1999): 91-98.

[3] Zemelman, Steven and Daniels, Harvey. A Community of Writers: Teaching Writing in the Junior and Senior High School. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1988.

[4] Shafer, Gregory. “Re-envisioning Research.” English Journal 89 (1999): 45-50.

[5] Macrorie, Ken. The I-Search Paper. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1988.

[6] Larson, Richard. “The Research Paper” In the Writing Course: A Non-Form of Writing. In Teaching the Research Paper: From Theory to Practice, From Research to Writing. Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1995.

 

 

Problems Associated with the Traditional Research Paper
 

               The basic elements and problems associated with the traditional research or term paper are tentatively explored in the preceding sections of this paper.  The student reactions in the poem and in the story are not far-fetched.  Nor are the reactions of the teachers.  Steven Zemelman and Harvey Daniels, in their book A Community Of Writers: Teaching Writing in the Junior and Senior High School, state that “teachers dread term papers as much as students do” (256).  This statement accurately sums up the fear and loathing that this assignment has inspired for years.  I have already mentioned the reasons for these intensely negative attitudes toward research: Teachers focus on format, rather than content; students are not allowed to choose their own topics; the assignment is not relevant to student lives; and research is conducted only in libraries among intimidating stacks of books.  Is it any wonder that these papers continue to be perceived by students and teachers as drudgery? Why then do we persist in assigning them?  Let’s look deeper into the issue.
            Research papers have been taught in high schools for years.  As Margaret Moulton points out, the initial goal was noble; “research papers began in order for students to avoid mere recitation methods in order to create new knowledge” (366).  That is, the expectation was that instead of reading papers that merely summarize researched facts, teachers would be reading interesting papers and learning something new.  But research assignments often fail to meet this goal.  This is why teacher’s common complaints are not unexpected or completely unjustified.  Think back to the interview at the beginning of the paper.  Kelly informed me that her teacher was more interested in format than actual interest in the project.  When a fellow student read this section of the interview aloud, her eyes literally crossed in comic confusion, and when done reading, she heaved a dramatic sigh, glad to have gotten through it.  Imagine what Kelly must have thought at the time! The note-taking process had to be “properly” done: Kelly’s teacher did not allow students to take advantage of an alternative research method such as interviewing; only books and a limited number of internet resources were allowed.  Though Kelly tells us that she thought the paper was worthwhile and she enjoyed learning something new, think of what she might have learned had the teacher encouraged genuine interest in the project and more interesting ways of gathering information.  There is little doubt that her assignment could have been improved, even if only to avoid the numbing list of note-taking rules.
            As teachers, we must also take into account other reasons why this traditional paper is viewed with dread.  The eavesdropping student in the story alludes to the fact that many students do not understand why they should have to write a long paper on something that they, and their teachers, could care less about.  Not only are the assignments “too enormous and detailed for students to absorb” (Zemelman, Daniels 257), but they rarely interest the students.  Research papers are taught to prepare students for similar papers in college.  The problem with this goal is not all students go to college. As Gregory Shafer notes, a fundamental problem is that traditional assignments “fail to value the lives, cultures, and interests of the writers” (46).  He gives an example of a student that writes about gun control, but is not encouraged to discuss the connection between the topic and crime in his the community.  This complete lack of personal or communal connection makes these student papers lifeless.
              Tom Romano makes an interesting point that teachers argue that poetry and fiction are the ultimate triumphs of literature, yet they force students’ writing in the opposite direction (Romano 23).  Is it any wonder, then, that students fail to write interesting papers?  Most of the time, they are not remotely prepared for the intimidating research project.  Thinking back to my own experience with a high school research paper, I, too, was unprepared for the assignment.  I had never read a research paper, nor had any of my classmates.  We went into the project blind.  How is it that teachers can assign writing without first teaching the genre?  Teachers wouldn’t expect students to write poetry without first reading and studying poetry.  The same should be true for research papers. 
            Should teachers consider giving up the traditional research paper altogether?  Is there a way to make research valid and interesting?  Of course there is!  If research was hopelessly boring, then it quite simply would never be done.  The truth is that people research every day.  There are new ways to approach this formal and intimidating assignment in order to make it more interesting and approachable for students and teachers alike.
 
 
 
Ground-Breaking Research Brings
                     Death to the Term Paper
 
New assignments inspire teachers, relieve students
 
BY NATALIE DATOUSH
NHS Chronicle
           
            The shocking news came yesterday, throwing our English teachers for a loop.  The Nottingham School Board has voted out the senior-year research paper based on ground-breaking research.  This controversial trend has been slowly working its way into school curriculum nationwide and it has finally arrived in Nottingham.  What follows is an interview with Nottingham high school’s principal, Mr. Macrorie, and two English teachers, Mr. Romano, and Ms. Allen. They will explain the new assignments that all high school students, not simply seniors, will soon be seeing:
Datoush: Mr. Macrorie, I understand that you have been pushing for a change like this for 12 of the 15 years you have taught at this school. 
Macrorie: That’s right.  I have longed promoted the teaching of the I-Search paper.
Datoush: And what exactly is an I-Search paper?
Macrorie: I-Search papers allow students to write about topics they are naturally curious about.  Traditional research is still involved; however, students are strongly encouraged to interview people as well as to learn to find information using traditional sources such as books, journals.  Basically, these papers give students lifetime skills in listening, interviewing, reading, quoting, reporting, and writing in a way that readers of the writing will profit from and enjoy.
Romano: While Mr. Macrorie is proposing an I-Search paper as an alternative to the traditional paper, Ms. Allen and I are offering another option called the multigenre research paper.
Datoush: Could you explain exactly what a multigenre research paper is?
Romano: Sure. Multigenre papers are based on research, just like the traditional term paper, but they also leave room for imagination and experience.  These papers are composed of many different genres and subgenres, each self-contained and making a point of its own, yet connected to the overall theme of the paper.
Allen: That’s exactly right.  Each genre functions to reveal a different facet of the topic; the paper ends up being a collage of writing and artistic impression.  Also, I have noticed that students who dislike writing have changed their minds when assigned a multigenre paper.  Students really enjoy choosing their own topics and feeling free to be creative.
 
Because our student body will soon face I-Search and multigenre papers, the following website provides necessary detailed information about them: http://www.I-Search/multigenre.edu.
To learn more, the following books are essential reading:

 

 Allen, Camille Ann. The Multigenre Research Paper: Voice, Passion, and Discovery in Grades 4-6. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2001.

 

Macrorie, Ken. The I-Search Paper. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1988.

 

Romano, Tom. Blending Genre, Altering Style: Writing Multigenre Papers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2000.

 

 
A Letter to a Colleague
 
 
Dear Mrs. Smith,
            I’m writing you this letter because I just found out about a new and exciting assignment that we can give our students. It’s meant to replace the traditional research assignment, which we both know has its downfalls. Though this new assignment is not always well received by all of the teachers and administrators, I’ve just received tenure, so I feel as though I can take a bit of a risk.  The assignment is called a multigenre research paper.  A good website to go to for information is http://www.I-Search/multigenre.edu.  I think that once you read about it, you’ll want to incorporate it into your classroom.
             I admit that when I first gave the assignment, the students were overwhelmed.  Most of them didn’t want to choose their own topic; it gave them too much freedom!  But I’m having them brainstorm topics in their writer’s journals, and I’m giving them written and vocal feedback.  Now, most of them are really excited about the project, and I’m thrilled to see that they are opening themselves up to the research.  I think many of them appreciate the fact that I’m no longer acting like the “know it all” teacher.  This assignment gives them a chance to prove their intelligence and worth. 
            I’ll admit that the traditional research paper has some benefits.  Of the six total genres my students must incorporate into their papers, one has to be a traditional essay.  This must be a minimum of two pages out of a total of 10-15. This way, the students can still experiment with the creativity of different genres, while learning the more traditional method of writing research.
            I hope this letter has found you well and that you will check out the web site I’ve included.  I think that you will find the multigenre paper is refreshing and will inspire your students to hand in higher quality work.  Until next time!
                                                                                        Your loving colleague,
 
 
Reflections
            Writing this paper has not been easy.  Perhaps one of the best arguments for teaching an I-Search or multigenre research paper is its level of difficulty.  There were several moments during the drafting of this paper, (more than I’d care to admit), when I was tempted to give in and write a traditional research paper.  In high school, my teachers did not teach or assign creative writing.  Nor did I take creative writing courses in college.  I feel that this has greatly hindered my ability to express myself.  I had a deal of trouble trying to write the poem, short story, and newspaper article that are included in previous sections of this paper.  This proves that students need to practice reading and writing the various genres that will be included in their multigenre research papers.  For example, if students are going to read and write poetry, then incorporating poetry into their multigenre papers makes the assignment a natural extension of the curriculum. 
            I have also learned, during the process of writing this paper, that plagiarism is a problem that is more easily avoided in I-Search and multigenre papers.  This is primarily due to the fact that students are genuinely interested in the project, but also because the teacher works with students during the revising process to ensure that plagiarism is avoided.  Because these papers are not merely summaries of dry researched facts, it is harder for students to get away with plagiarism. 
            The beauty of these assignments is that they do require students to meet the basic requirements that traditional term papers meet, while encouraging student creativity.  Both teachers and students benefit from this innovative and inspiring approach to research.  Writing this paper has been my attempt to turn a “dry as dust” paper creative and even interesting.  I hope that you are as inspired as I am.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
