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One of the most frequent laments of high school and college 

t eachers concerning composition is the sheer lack of content, 

even after students have worked seriously at revision. The chief 

reason for this problem is that students are so often compelled 

to write on subjects in which. they have no real interest and 

nothing fresh to say to any audience of teachers or fellow stu

dents. 

Consequently, they are forced to painfully "crank out" line 

after line to fulfill the assignment--and thus learn to dread 

writing. What they really need first is to find a subject of 

deep_personal interest in which they can immerse themselves with 

satisfaction and even pleasure, perhaps for a series of papers. 

Assigned literary critical papers on subjects from remote 

periods of literature are often the object of bitter complaints 

from upper division college students, faculty, and especially 

successful business and industry people, as I have learned in 

course of my research into their writing processes and requirements. 

We are living in the midst of the Elizabethan age of science 

and technology. Consequently, many of our students are fas

cinated by the new discoveries that are catapulting our 

civilization through profound change with ever-accelerating 

speed, Those students would make rapid progress in their writing 

skills if they were allowed to write about their beloved, scien

tific subjects for teacher and classmates, Unfortunately, many 

English teachers are fearful of giving up the power of the 

subject--an absurd timidity as those who have "taken the plunge" 

have discovered. Then they become real audiences and enjoy it. 

It is only when students have found fresh, interesting 

material for presentation to a target audience--usually fellow 

students and the teacher--that they will be adequately motivate:i 

to develop their papers through all the stages and cycles of the 

composing process. Only then will they be enthusiastic about 

98 

revising, brainstorming, incubating and revising again and, 

perhaps for the first time ever, experience deep satisfae;.,ion in 

the writing process, the pleasure of exploring and thinking out 

on paper--in successive revisions--their own personal interests. 

It is also far easier to motivate the inevitable drudgery involved 

in the final, painstaking editing and proofreading when their 

live audience is waiting to hear their own, well-researched 

paper, 

Research is a "scary" word for students. With our help, 
\ 

they learn that research can be fun when they are exploring their 

own personal interests. Furthermore, they must be taught that 

skill in finding published information quickly and accurately is 

essential not only for college and technical school students, but 

for all young people who wish to be successful in supporting them

selves and their families in the high-technology future of written 

information as product, robotics and computer technology, Even 

a little training in basic research skills will give our students 

some "edge" over their future competitors. 

In a recent American Business Communication Bulletin, James 

Suchan notes that even juniors and seniors at the University of 

Arizona, "had very little knowledge of the research tools in their 

fields--merchandising, marketing, accounting, economics, manage

ment, public administration, and so on. 111 Ironically, the basic 

research skills necessary for college and career success could 

easily have been taught in high school. Furthermore, the pre

judices that research is necessarily a grim experience begins to 

crumble when students realize that they can easily explore their 

personal interests through a workable set of steps. 

As in teaching the writing process itself, the key is to 

show students how to break the problems down into easily 

workable steps. The preliminary steps are (after choosing a 

a general topic of deep personal interest): 1) Check out the 

local resources: the library, source persons and their personal 

libraries, businesses, industries, agencies and the Reader's Guide, 

2) Jot down tentative thesis statements, hunches, intuitions, 

and even rough, tentative outlines. 3) After further brain-
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storming with teacher and small discussion group, plus some in

cubation time, limit and focus the general topic down to a problem 

or thesis that can be handled in one or a seri_es of papers, 4) 

Quickly recheck the library's resources, the availability of 

experts, etc., on the limited and focused topic, and begin to 

assemble a working bibliography, 5) Then write a clear state

ment of specific topic, purpose and goals and proposed outline 

and submit this as a memo to the teacher. (These plans are still 

tentative--including the outline, they will evolve as one gets 

more deeply into the subject), 

This limiting and focusing stage, which follows the playful, 

preliminary exploration of resources, is the point at which almost 

all students make mistakes because they are afraid of ending up 

with not enough to say; they often pick a huge topic and wind up 

floundering about, (Donald Hall recalls telling a student who 

had chosen "ecology" to come back in twenty years with thirty 

volumes.) The best teaching strategy at this point is brain

storming with individual students privately or in class to narrow 

the subject to what each individual can handle thoroughly, 

Also, going around the class and briefly brainstorming with 

each individual is time well spent since those listening quickly 

learn the strategies for narrowing and focusing big, fuzzy 

topics, At this point, teachers must ask (in class or in private) 

such tough questions as "What precisely is the point you wish to 

make to me and your class audience?" "Why do you want to tell us 

about this subject?" "Do you think your paper will constitute 

useful, valuable and interesting information and insights for all 

of us?" Such a line of questioning may seem unduly harsh at 

first sight, but the crystal-clear focus on audience, goal, 

purposes, P.tc., to which they lead the student are essential to 

successful college and real-world writing, 

Prewriting activities should take much more time than the 

actual writing if the student writer is to be successful and 

avoid dead ends, Even the most skilled researchers get into dead 

ends from time to time. Consequently, students should be en

couraged to be bold in following through their hunches like 
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creative researchers. True creativity necessarily involves 

many dead ends that are no fault of the researcher, Teachers can 

illustrate this with anecdotes from the lives of great creati Ye 

figures--and also promise to give full grade credit for the 

honest dead ends. 

Research, like the writing process itself--is not the 

entirely neat and efficient process that so many textbooks imply. 

The dead ends are paradoxically integral to the process of growth-

just as painful blunders in basketball or football are often the 

best lessons. 

When student researchers do get stuck, some form of talk

write pedagogy is very helpful. Brainstorming with students, 

even for a brief period can also trigger fresh insights and teach 

some important strategies of research, Friends and the small 

group can also help brainstorming and asking tough questions that 

impel student researchers to ask themselves some of the crucial 

questions that didn't occur to them bec~use they were too close 

to their subjects. Hasty and sweeping generalizations, reliance 

on doubtful authorities, and other violations of logic tend to 

disappear in the face of such strategies which in turn impel the 

student-researcher to continue the quest with renewed zest. 

The steps of actual data collection are as follows: 

1) Reskim the general reference works, starting with the 

Encyclopedia Brittanica and moving on to the more specialized 

reference works in order to get a fresh overview of one's subject. 

2) Xerox, if possible, the most important sources. The 

student researcher should skim a lot and carefully read the better 

articles or chapters before taking notes to avoid the trap of 

aimless note taking, 

3) The proposed purpose, thesis and tentative outline should 

be frequently reevaluated in the light of new material and new 

insights so that they will not end up with a mass of undigested 

and unrelated material. With their own purposes in mind, stu

dents can learn to search out the important headings and key 

material while skipping over what is not important for their 

purposes. (Tables of contents and the introduction and 
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conclusions of chapters and articles are good places to start 

in this active process of quickly extracting what fits the 
researcher's own purpose.) 

4) Take notes very selectively. Pick out key materials 

that serve your research purposes and then extract, evaluate, 

and condense those materials into concise notes in your own woros; 

only lines with exceptional "punch" are quoted directly. After 

this, use cards or slips of paper of all one size--or in a 

notebook that can be later cut up so that materials can be sorted 
and resorted. 

5) Conduct interviews with available authorities only after 

doing your substantial research and come with prepared questions, 

6) Incubate and review collected material and make new 

tentative outlines, D~velop personal perspectives on the sub

ject, "Don't let your sources do your thinking for you," 

7) Brainstorm as often as possible with teacher, and small 
class group, 

During these periodic conferences, teachers can help in

still in the young researcher a critical, analytical attitude 

towaros printed sources and also teach the importance of making 

clear distinctions among opinions, educated guesses, facts and 

logical inferences from facts, The teacher can also ascertain 

whether the student is reading the sources in a semi-passive 
fashion, absorbing comparatively little. 

Student resea:rchers should be reassured that their personal, 

unifying angles do not have to be completely original. Nor 

should they fear discovering that one of their sources has 

anticipated their thesis, The root of the word research is 

"rechercher", which means "to discover again" Students should 

also be reassured that they will be given full grade credit for 

all the work they put into their research projects. Good research 

takes time! All the thoughtful reviews, reorganizations, new 

trial outlines, thesis revisions, and new brainstorming sessions 

are time well-spent! They trigger anew the students' own 
creative processes. 

This whole experience of research and writing from research 
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is immensely valuable for future college and real-world writing. 

It takes time and lots of teacher effort, but the achievement will 

be remembered and the experience used long after many other more 

trivial essays have been completely forgotten. Furthermore, it 

is only through creative, critical evaluation of the facts, and 

reflection upon what their legitimate implications may be, that we 

rise above the chaotic collection of superficial, capricious 

opinions and prejudices that we have collected willy-nilly in the 

course of living on the surface of life. 

NOTES 
1James Suchan, "Library Research for Business Writing 

Students: A Model," the A.B.C.A. Bulletin, June, 1981, 33, 

POST HOC, STATISTICS, AND ANECODOTES: 

FRESHMAN COMPOSITION AND GPA 

by Robert Houston 

I 

Like other college composition teachers, I have had my pro

fessional anxiety attacks, some minor and brief, others major and 

persistent. Whether out of neglect or resolution, some have 

passed out of my life. Others, more significant and resistant to 

self-deception and rationalization, endure. Like my peers I have 

read the compositions my students have written before, during, 

and after instruction. And like them I have asked myself if a 

career such as chicken-sexer isn't possible after post-doctoral 

t d I have truly wondered if the class hour my students and ' s u y. 

I worked on FRAG, CS, and FS, could have been better used con

templating questions like, "What is the good life, and what, if 

anything, does freshman composition have to do with it?" For 

me and every other writing teacher all of our momentary and 
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