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OVERVIEW

Most students roll their eyes when you mention the word "essay", and a research paper can elicit groans worthy of the Spanish Inquisition. While this will probably always be the case, there is a way to alleviate the students' fears without lowering our expectations. The key is to make research interesting, writing less frightening, and proofreading a goofy necessity useful in driving one's parents insane.

I first learned how to teach research paper writing as an English teacher for the Oneida City School District. The staff there had developed a wonderful guide for their students, and their graduates often came back to inform the teachers how useful it was in college. This unit is a product of what I learned teaching at Oneida, elements developed by Mr. James Pawlika of Vernon-Verona-Sherrill High School for the Madison Oneida BOCES Allied Health program, and the work that I have done in developing cross-curriculum lessons for the Madison Oneida BOCES Rossetti Education Center. 

Please understand that this unit, or one of its kin, can be used in ALL subject areas. It is critical that students come to understand that good research and communication skills are an integral part of everyday life, and are necessary in most fields of work. It is also important that (at least in the high school level) some modicum of continuity and accountability is established when presenting the students with expectations regarding research papers. In other words, a research paper for science should look no different than one written for a music theory class, and the students should be held just as accountable for their grammar, punctuation, and format as they would be in an English class. 

Teachers understand that "pure subjects" are a thing of the past; one cannot teach history without incorporating a little math, English, science, art, and music. Therefore, you may wish to consider working with your peers on developing cross-curriculum research paper assignments. Rely on each other’s areas of expertise. 

This unit, because it is so general, lends itself to any subject area. The grading procedures are simply suggestions to hold the students accountable, and the rubrics can be weighted to suit your needs. For your convenience, information relating directly to student work is in bright red, Important ideas are in purple, and general information for the teacher and/or the students is in blue.

Note -- All "quotes" in this work are fictional, as their purpose is to demonstrate the method, not to teach the content!

CONTENT KNOWLEDGE

PRIVATE
Declarative 
Procedural 

Identify appropriate Internet sources for research 
Use the Internet, databases, periodicals, and texts to perform in-depth research

Identify the importance of Parenthetical Documentation and a Works Cited
Keep an accurate list of sources for a research paper

Know proper source and note card use
Take accurate notes using direct quotes, paraphrasing, and summaries

 Know how to write a formal outline
Organize notes into a coherent formal outline

 
Transform outline into a research paper

 
Accurately proof-read and correct the research paper after it is written

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

Why is accurate research important in today's society?

How does the Internet influence our learning?

What makes research valid?

Why is it important to be able to clearly convey one's ideas, both orally and on paper?

Why is it important to be able to listen and read analytically?

 

 

 

CONNECTIONS TO NYS LEARNING STANDARDS 

PRIVATE
ELA Standard 1

Students will listen and read to collect data, facts, and ideas from oral, written, and electronically produced texts.

Students will listen and read to discover relationships, concepts, and generalizations in oral, written, and electronically produced texts.

Students will speak using the accepted conventions of English to transmit information.

ELA Standard 3

Students will listen and read to analyze the experiences, ideas, information, and/or issues presented by others

Students will write using accepted conventions of English to present opinions and make judgements based on experiences, ideas, information, and/or issues.

Students will speak using the accepted conventions of English to transmit information.

MST Standard 2

Information Systems - Information technology is used to retrieve, process, and communicate information and as a tool to enhance learning 

 access, select, collate, and analyze information obtained from a wide range of sources such as research data bases, foundations, organizations, national libraries, and electronic communication networks, including the Internet.

Other Standards

Various other NYS Learning Standards will be met through the completion of a research paper, but are dependent entirely on the subjects the students research.

 

 

 

 

PREPARATION

Choosing a Topic: 

The first part of this section obviously depends entirely on the instructor(s). I recommend the following method for establishing research paper topics. 

PRIVATE
1.
Choose the topic: different types of snowmobiles, biographies, critical theories, etc. Narrowing down the topic helps you establish what type of research paper your students will write

1. Create a list within the topic. If your topic is the American Civil War, you may choose: prison camps, armament, military leaders, Bull Run, Gettysburg, the Gettysburg Address, constitutional law regarding states’ rights, Abraham Lincoln, Jefferson Davis, et al. 

2. Research your list. Use only the sources to which your students will have access. Despite our common assumptions, most students do not have easy access to the Internet at home. Many of them do not have cars. They come from single-parent families, and getting a ride to the local library may prove difficult. In other words, if it cannot be found in your school, do not include it on your final list!

3. While doing the research, create, for yourself, a master list of all applicable books, periodicals, and web sites for each topic. A copy of this should go to your school librarian, so the necessary books can be placed on reserve when your students begin their research (something to keep in mind – your students may want copies of the articles to bring home – will they have access to a copier?). You can also use this to help students who are "stuck". 

4. Decide on the length of the paper. I feel that fewer than three typed pages (double-spaced) are not enough to truly be called a research paper. On the other hand, more than seven pages will really be too much for most students (remember, you are not their only teacher, and school is not the only place they learn!)

 

 

INITIATING ACTIVITY -- Day 1 (I am assuming 40 minute periods): 

Begin by generally addressing the topic on which the students will be writing. 

If you choose to use the research paper as the culminating unit project, this is an excellent opportunity to review. Again, using the American Civil War as an example:

· What were some of the key battles? Why were they important? 

· Who were some of the key leaders? What were their beliefs? 

· What laws were applicable to the situation?

If you are using this the research paper as an initiating project (or one in which the students will be reporting as the unit progresses), begin by asking what they know about the topics mentioned above. Obviously, the same questions are applicable.

 

This unit is set up for the former, in that all the work is done in class. If you choose to make the research paper an ongoing project throughout the unit, many of the in-class activities will probably be assigned as homework.

 

Pass out the list, inform the students that they will be working on research papers, and expect a lot of groaning. Assure them that you will walk them through it. Pass a 3x5 card to each student. Ask the students to take the evening and choose a topic from the list, then write it, along with their name, on the 3x5 card. Once they have chosen a topic, make them stick with it or they will probably fall behind. Be certain that all students know to bring a pack of 100 3x5 cards with them the next day (you may actually wish to give prior notice for this).

 

 

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Days 2-4

 On Day 2, collect the three by five cards with the selected topics from each student. Then teach the following lesson on researching and source cards:

 Research paper – students should be introduced to the location of appropriate books, magazines, fiche, and computerized periodical banks are in library. In addition, it is important that they learn which web sites they can trust. Inform them that "accepted truths" can usually be found on sites ending with .org, .edu, and .gov. Sites ending in .com, .cc, and .tv are all commercial, and .k12 sites usually indicate elementary and high schools. These latter sites, then, should be taken with a grain of salt. Take some time to go over search engines with your students. I prefer www.yahoo.com and www.google.com, but you may also want to mention, www.altavista.com, www.excite.com, www.lycos.com, and www.dogpile.com. Incorporate Boolean use where it is applicable. 

 Source Cards – Pass a list to each student which includes a guide to citing various references. If you do not have one, your English Department almost certainly will, or check out Writers, Inc. (Sebranek, Patrick, Verne Meyer, and Dave Kemper. D.C. Heath & Company: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1996). Next, the students should be instructed to write a 3x5 source card for every source they find. Below is a copy of a source card. 

  

PRIVATE
 


Type of source

Code # -- different # for each source




Book

1

 

Proper Documentation of the source

 

Brief Summary (self refresher)
 

Smith, John. The Gettysburg Address. Chicago: 

MacMillian, Inc., 1989.

 

A large book; probably better used as a resource (has an index)





 

 

After teaching this to the students, send them out into the library to collect copies of sources, each with its own source card attached (if there are a limited number of applicable books, you may wish to have them copy the title page only, so that other classes will also have access to it). Instruct the students that they will have two more days in the library to come up with a minimum of seven sources and source cards. Inform them that these will be checked for a grade.

Give the students the next two days to perform their research. Do not waste this opportunity! Use the time to focus a little more on the students who are having difficulty, and to challenge your more advanced students. Truly, this is a time for one-to-one work!

 

Days 5-6

On day five meet with the students back in the classroom. Ask them to fan out their sources on the desks in front of them, and check it for a grade. I generally use a check system for this: + (seven or more sources) = 10/10,  (five or six sources) = 8/10, - (three to four sources) = 6/10, and 0 (fewer than three sources). 

Have the students spend the remainder of the period reading the sources they have immediately available to them. They may need to finish this overnight.

Spend day 6 teaching thesis writing and helping students write a thesis based on their reading.

 A thesis, at this level, is usually one sentence long.

 It contains two to four main points that the student wishes to cover in their research paper regarding that topic. 

 Example: The Battle of Gettysburg, while devastatingly bloody for both sides (1), was a major turning point for the North in the American Civil War (2).

Once they understand the concept, I like to have the students spend about twenty minutes working on this alone. Then I split them into groups of three or four for about ten minutes for other ideas and suggestions. At the end of the period, the students should write their theses on a 3x5 card and turn them in for final approval (10/10 if completed, 0/10 if not).

If the class finishes early, begin the lesson for day seven.

 

Days 7-10

On day seven, pass back the approved theses (if any need to be reworked, do it on the board with the help of the class.

Note Cards

Begin with teaching the difference between a paraphrase, quote, and summary.

 Paraphrase – taking an author’s sentence (or two or three) and changing it so that you have an entirely different sentence structure with different words, but have kept the same idea. Emphasize to the students that even when just borrowing an idea, they must give credit to the author. 75 - 85% of their note cards should be paraphrases.

 Quote – rewriting exactly what the author has written. When they do this, they must put quotation marks around the quote. Make certain that they understand that a quote does not have to be in quotation marks for them to take it directly from the book (this is a confusing concept for many students). 10 - 20% of the note cards should be direct quotes.

 Summary – the same as a paraphrase, only the student will take two or more paragraphs and rewrite them as one to three sentences. 0 - 10% of the note cards should be summaries.

 Do a few together on the board, then hand out a subject-appropriate practice sheet for the students to work on. Once you are certain that they understand the process, speak with the students about what they should take notes on.

 Any information that they plan to use, and that is not common knowledge, should be placed on note cards. Everyone knows that Abraham Lincoln gave the Gettysburg Address, for example, but few have heard that it was written on a napkin – the latter would need a note card (by the way -- that's a myth).

 Each note card should only have one piece of information on it. This is important for organizational purposes to be explained later. 

 Show how to set up a note card (below).

  

From The Gettysburg Address, by John Smith: "The president’s speech, which was written on a dining car napkin from train on which he was traveling, expressed sorrow over the great loss of lives on both sides."

PRIVATE
  


Information Style (P,Q,S)

Code # -- matches the correct source




Paraphrase

1

 

 Note ----
 

 The Gettysburg Address, which was drafted on a dining car napkin, 

lamented the number of people killed on both sides of the battle.

 

 





 

Once students understand the process, remind them again that they should only have one note per 3x5 card. Give them the next two to three days to find and write notes that pertain directly to their theses on their cards. Expect a minimum of ten note cards per page (for a five page paper, then, a student would have a minimum of 50 cards). This is not to say that all of these notes will be used, but it will give the students enough to work with when they begin writing.

 Days 11-12

On day eleven, begin by checking the students’ note cards: 50 or more = +, 39-49 = , 28-38 = -, 27 or fewer = 0. Explain that the easiest way to organize an essay is to sort their note cards according to the following categories: 

 Introduction

 Main thesis point #1

 Main thesis point #2

 Main thesis point #3 (if applicable)

 Main thesis point #4 (if applicable)

 Conclusion

The students should first write these elements out on a sheet of paper in outline form. 

Example: 

 Thesis: The Battle of Gettysburg, while devastatingly bloody for both sides (1), was a major turning point for the North in the American Civil War(2)

PRIVATE
I. INTRODUCTION

II. DEVASTATING FOR BOTH SIDES

III. MAJOR TURNING POINT FOR THE NORTH

IV. CONCLUSION

Then take the students to the gymnasium, or any other wide-open flat (and unoccupied) area. Have them begin by splitting their cards into the categories listed on their basic outline. When the students are comfortable with the split, have them begin to organize their note cards in outline format on the floor (I suggest the gym because it is one of the few places where 25 students can lay out 50 cards each without interfering with each other). I am assuming here that the students know how to set up a formal outline. Check before you start this project.

FORMAT SAMPLE:

PRIVATE
I.
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ii.





Students will begin to find where the gaps in their papers are as they organize their notes. Once they have finished organizing, they should write the part of the outline each card fills in the upper-left-hand corner.
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 Example:
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 I.A.2.c 










Paraphrase









1
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2.






The Gettysburg Address, which was drafted on a dining car napkin, lamented the number of people killed on both sides.





























II.

























































































  

As the period ends, have the students gather their cards in the order of their outline. Those who have finished early should help those who are having difficulty.

** Once again, you may want to give the students a few days notice so they can dress appropriately.

 

Day twelve should be spent back in the classroom. The students should create a rough outline using their note cards as a base (though they need not be entirely dependent on them). These rough drafts should be completed by the end of the period, and submitted for review and commentary. If the work is completed, they should receive a 10/10, if not, a 0/10.

Be certain that you take an opportunity to write comments on each student’s outline. This is your first real opportunity to check their content.

  

Days 13-15

These three days should be used to complete any additional research necessary to finish filling in the outline and to type a final outline. The outline must be submitted by the end of day 15 for a grade.

Use the following rubric as a guide for grading the outline:



 

 

Days 16-18

On day 16, pass back the graded outline. Discuss Works Cited and Parenthetical Documentation.

Works Cited

 A list of sources that are actually being used in the paper, or in this case, outline

 Alphabetized by the first word listed on the source card

 "Works Cited" written at the top-center of the page

 First lines for each citation should be out-dented

 

 

Example:

PRIVATE
WORKS CITED





 





Artemis, Cynthia. Chastity Hunts by Moonlight. Athens, Greece: Olympus 






Publishers, 2000.




Little, Rich. Impersonating Presidents & Other Pranks the NSA Hates. Ottawa, 






Canada: Carson Co., 1994.




Little, Stuart. "Ten Reasons Platform Shoes Should Be Outlawed and Bell-Bottoms





 
Required." Mice 'R' Us 20 Jan. 1999: 21-28.




"Who Am I?" Amnesiacs Occasionally. 10 Feb. 1980: 1-42.





 

 Have students write out their Works Cited for their outlines using their source cards.

 Explain that the Works Cited, once typed, will be the last page of the research paper.

 

Parenthetical Documentation

Parenthetical Documentation allows the reader to know when the author borrowed another's ideas. Failure to properly document can be considered plagiarism (discuss your school's plagiarism policy at this point). 

 To document, place the first word from the source on the Works Cited and the page the information came from in parentheses.

PRIVATE
Example: (Little 27)

 Parenthetical Documentation must be used whenever the author quotes, paraphrases, or summarizes another author's work.

Example #1: "Bows of ash and arrows of silver work best" (Artemis 126).

Example #2: Platform shoes have caused the deaths of many a mouse (Little, Stuart 22).

Example #3: It is difficult to write when one has amnesia ("Who…" 2).

Parenthetical Documentation is placed before any punctuation.

If the first word is part of a title, an ellipsis (…) should be placed after the word (See example #3).

 If two works share the same first word, include the next different word as well (See example #2).

 If a number of sentences in a row all come from the same page of the same source, place the documentation at the end of the last sentence, rather than after every sentence.

 Generally speaking, if the students know little about their topics, they should have documentation at least every five sentences. I always tell the students that they are safer over-documenting then not documenting enough.

  Ask students to place a sample of Parenthetical Documentation next to each of the sources they have included on their Works Cited. Check for accuracy.

 

On Day 17, speak with the students about the rough draft.

 A "rough draft" should be their best possible work. They should count on the fact that at least one person can find errors in their "perfect paper".

 50% of writing a good research paper is knowing your subject matter, and 50% is making it "sound" good. This is the "Peanut Butter and Fluff Theory". The Peanut Butter in a sandwich has actual nutritional value -- this is the equivalent of the FACTS the students should be including in their papers. Fluffernutter, or Fluff as it is commonly known, is that Marshmallow goop that tastes wonderful, but has no nutritional value whatsoever. This represents presenting the information in a way that "tastes" good to the reader. An equal mix makes a good sandwich.

 Students should only need to connect the information on their completed outlines to complete a good research paper

 A research paper should be set up in a "keyhole" format:

 

  

 Each body paragraph should also follow the "keyhole" format, with an introductory statement, supporting details, and a concluding statement.

 If they set their outlines up properly, they will see this format.

 Proof-reading hints

· To check spelling, read the paper backwards and aloud word by word 

· To check grammar, read paper backwards and aloud sentence by sentence 

· To check continuity, read paper backwards and aloud paragraph by paragraph

* Backwards and aloud forces the writer to focus on what they actually wrote, not what they think they wrote. I like to tell the students that doing this alone in their bedrooms is a great way to worry their parents.

 

Allow them the remainder of the period and the next two days to type and proof their rough drafts. 

Give the students a copy of the rubric below so they know your expectations. Use this rubric to edit their papers before they write their final.


  

 

CULMINATING PERFORMANCE 

Days 19-20

Allow students to spend these days revising and correcting their research papers based on the teacher's notes and rubric. Use a copy of the same rubric to grade the final. Weight the rubric so that it is appropriate for your class if necessary.

 

Days 21-23

At the teacher's discretion: Have the students read their papers aloud. This builds a comfort level with public speaking and holds the students accountable to their peers ("Did they work as hard as I did?"). Below I have included an oral presentation rubric. Ask the students to fill them out on each other as well. 

 



 

 

PRE-REQUISITE SKILLS

 Students should be able to scan text for pertinent information, outline, and word process comfortably. They should also have at least a basic understanding of the Internet. Students should also have a decent grasp of the mechanics of writing (sentence variation, word choice, compound sentences, et al). 

 

MODIFICATIONS

Students with I.E.P.s may need a little more time. Work with their resource teachers to provide them with additional help so that they can keep up with the class.

 

UNIT SCHEDULE/TIME PLAN

 20 - 23 days from the time the students begin to their culminating project is due. Initial setup, though will probably take the teacher an additional week of prep-time.

 

TECHNOLOGY USE

 Internet research, online databases and periodicals, and word processing.

