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of courtesy or Christianity on the Arthurian narratives? How do narrative structures 
change with increasing sophistication? 

Although it is a bit outside the scope of this essay, I would also like to note that the 
inclusion of modern works can do more than serve to attract students. Gardner's 
Grendel for example, brings to Beowulf perspectives similar to those provided by the 
fairy tales. Gardner not only makes clear the importance in the traditional work of the 
scop as creator, but in chapters which are at times Freudian or existential, gives us 
different approaches to the roots and contexts of the original. Similarly, T. H. White in 
his narrative not only makes the overall coherence of Malory's work clearer to the 
modern reader, he also provides, through metaphors such as the Gaels and the Gauls, a 
comprehensible description of the different traditions Malory used to build his narra
tive. Finally, The Last Unicorn will illustrate the power these traditional elements can 
still hold for a modern audience. 

I have found that given a context-a way to approach the works-even unprepared 
students can be put at ease with these complex works and maintain a high level of 
interest and intensity. They have also shown an ability to go beyond appreciation to 
meaningful analysis. Students, I believe, will respond if we will provide a sense of unity 
and purpose to courses, especially in areas where they lack the experience to provide 
their own. 
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A frequent problem for me is designing the Freshman research paper course. While I 
want to lead students through the research process as painlessly as possible, I also want 
them to produce quality papers that are written in an approved form with proper 
documentation and, above all, are interesting to read. My last goal is by far the hardest 
since it requires that students take a fresh approach to their topics in creative and 
analytical ways. My responsibility as a teacher is to help students find interesting and 
workable topics on subjects I know enough about to be able to direct their research. I 
find this particularly difficult to do when I teach a "traditional" Freshman research 
paper course, using a reader and handbook in the classroom and leaving students on 
their own to forage for topics. Usually they pick an overly broad topic about which 
they know very little, such as the "arms race," or they choose a highly emotional topic, 
such as abortion, about which they cannot be objective. Apparently my students are 
typical, for other teachers report similar problems (Wiggins and Wahlquist 293). 

While I realize that the Freshman research paper course must teach a specific body of 
knowledge, namely how to write a research paper; I believe we can improve the way 
we impart that knowledge. By designing a content-focused course, our classroom 
instruction will contribute to the students' understanding of their individual research 
topics. Our classroom discussions, although not intentionally supplying students with 
data to incorporate into their papers, should provide them with a broader knowledge of 
the research field along with some analytical approaches they can replicate. Surely 
paraphrase or note card exercises will be far more appealing if based on readings in the 
research area . While it is important that we use our classrooms to preach against 
plagiarism and to describe the art of paraphrasing, we also must teach our students that 
the research process involves much more. As David Harrington has observed, "We 
must learn to give them an honest picture of a dynamic, hyperactive thinking process, 
of the initially chaotic maelstrom of activity that goes into original thinking"(ll). I am 
not initiating students to the very necessary critical thinking component of the research 
process if my classroom assignments are unrelated to their research activities; in fact, I 
can sympathize with those students who read assignments only when they anticipate a 
quiz. Worse yet, by not using my classroom as a forum where students can explore a 
field together, discussing their research and growing intellectually, I am exposing them 
to the tediousness of scholarship while denying them a good part of the joy. How can I 
expect them to want to continue in the scholarly process if I do not permit them to 
discover first hand that a large part of the excitement of research is the opportunity to 
exchange ideas with others who share our interests? 
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Last winter at Bemidji State University I had the opportunity to experiment with the 
Freshman research paper course. While part of my immediate motivation was to make 
use of ideas and materials from a NEH summer institute on Anglo-Saxon England 
(SUNY Binghamton 1985), mostly I was curious about whether I could design such a 
course and if it would work. I wondered how students would do with a body of 
knowledge they had few preconceived notions about and if my enthusiasm for the 
subject could stimulate their curiosity. 

While I chose the subject matter of that summer institute for my experimental course, 
my methodology could be adapted for almost any interdisciplinary subject area. What 
is essential is that the teacher possess a modicum of knowledge of the content area and a 
surplus of enthusiasm for sharing it. 

Once I had decided upon a content area, Anglo-Saxon England and the Viking 
World, I still had a major problem-texts. The departmentally-adopted McGraw Hill 
Handbook contained the rudiments of the research paper, but I also needed books in 
the content area. While I wanted students to enjoy a variety of reading experiences, I 
did not want them to feel that the reading assignments took time away from their 
individual research projects (a common problem in research paper classes). I finally 
decided upon the following required books: Orkneyinga Saga, an early thirteenth
century Old Norse saga about the Viking settlement of the Orkney Isles (trans. 
Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards, Penguin, 1978; rpt. 1982); Alfred the Great, a 
kind of anthology of writings, modern and medieval about and by King Alfred and 
containing a medieval "life" of Alfred written by Asser, Alfred's bishop (translated, 
edited, and introduced by Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge, Penguin, 1983); The 
Golden Warrior, an historical novel by Hope Muntz with a "Foreward" by G.M. 
Trevelyan (Charles Scribner's Sons, 1949). In addition, I required two short library 
"reserve" readings: these consisted of a few chapters in Bede's History of the English 
Church and People, including the story of Caedmon and his hymn, and the article, 
"The Vikings in England: a review;' by Gillian Fellows Jensen (Anglo Saxon England, 
4, 1975; 181-206). I developed required notecard, paraphrase, and summary exercises 
for the latter. Mid-quarter, during one of my Alfred lectures, I distributed ditto copies 
of the poem, "The Battle of Brunanburh," translated into modern verse by Charles 
Kennedy, and I played the Jess Bessinger recording of the poem in Old English. I 
incorporated my discussion of the poem into a lecture on the topic of Danish attacks on 
England. Except for this poem and Caedmon's "Hymn;' I made no other attempts to 
teach poetry, for I remembered that my purpose was not to teach literature but to direct 
research papers. In addition to the required readings, I placed fifteen other books on 
overnight reserve, including such standard works as Frank Stenton's Anglo-Saxon 
England, Dorothy Whitelock's The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and H.R. Loyn's The 
Vikings in Britain. Since our library resources in the content area were limited, I wanted 
every student to have access to some. 

I suspect that Anglo-Saxon scholars will wonder why I did not assign all of Bede's 
Ecclesiastical History since it is, of course, an essential text for the study of Anglo
Saxon England. Since I was not teaching a specialty course, I was more interested in 
students knowing about Bede and sampling his work than I was in their knowing the 
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entire work. In class I lectured on Bede, talking about his importance to education and 
the rise of Christianity in Anglo-Saxon England. I also talked about related material
the importance of monasteries, the making of manuscripts, the Ruthwell Cross (and I 
showed my slides of it), early Viking invasions, methods of evangelizing, and the 
Viking destruction of important monasteries. Some students became so. interested in 
this material that they chose research paper topics on Bede, English monasteries, and 
Bede's Life of St. Cuthbert. 

While in the midst of planning the course, I chanced upon an article by James Reither 
that provided some encouragement, for it helped me realize that I was not alone in 
believing that a writing teacher should teach more than "the writing process:' Reither 
draws a relationship between reading and writing, making such bold claims as "dis
course communities are also knowledge communities" and "to 'teach writing' is thus 
necessarily to ground writing in reading and inquiry" (625). He concludes that we must 
refine our notion of "writing as process": 

At the core of composition studies is the virtually unchallenged conviction 
that what we have to study and what we have to teach is 'process not 
product: By process, however, we presently mean something that en
courages in our students the notion that through writing they can ... 
'answer any question that is put to them: Because we routinely put our 
students in arhetorical situations in which they can only write out of 
ignorance, they have little choice but to 'hunt more words than matter' ... 
and we stand open to the charge that we advocate 'mere rhetoric' over 
writing informed by a profound relationship between writers and their 
worlds. It is time to redefine the writing process so that substantive social 
knowing is given due prominence in both our thinking and our teaching. 
(626) 

Inspired by Reither, I knew that I wanted class meetings to provide students with an 
opportunity to broaden their knowledge of the content area and to exercise critical 
thinking skills. After considering the problem, I reasoned that these goals perhaps could 
be achieved in early class meetings if I were to introduce a focal discussion question
some universal theme or problem that we could discuss in relation to the content area. 
Consequently, I adopted the theme "history vs. fiction" and introduced it during our 
first class meeting. I doubted that many students had ever seriously challenged the 
views of historians, so during our first class meeting I reminded them of how American 
history texts, until recently, ignored the contributions of women and Blacks. From there 
we proceeded into a discussion of problems historians face and of problems we face 
when we read history or pseudo-history, such as the Icelandic sagas. The texts I selected 
for the course contributed to the theme: some were texts which medieval authors and 
audiences considered history but we now treat as fiction, and the modern historical 
novel, of course, blends history with fiction. 

In addition to preparing a focal discussion question for the first class meeting, I 
prepared a rationale for my students which I included as a letter on my syllabus. It is 
too long to quote here, but a few passages will demonstrate its tone: 
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I suspect most of you will be unhappy when you first read this syllabus. 
Perhaps you had decided last quarter to write a wonderful paper on 
abortion or grouse hunting. Now you are being told you will be writing on 
some remote time in the Dark Ages . . . It is my challenge to make the 
material interesting and exciting for you . . . I have had many students 
write terrible research papers on topics they chose. Often preconceived 
ideas about a topic prevent us from writing objective, carefully researched 
papers. Moreover, if you choose a topic I know nothing about, I cannot 
help you in your research. While I have limited the material to one era and 
one geographical area, the topics I have suggested cover many fields: 
history, literature, art, archaelogy, technology, religion, military science, 
to name a few ... I am bold enough to believe that if you can produce a 
solid research paper after having started with 'zero,' you will feel confident 
about your research abilities throughout your college career. 

The rationale helped students decide whether they wanted to remain in my sections or 
transfer into more traditional ones. Only two students chose to leave; those who 
dropped the course later did so for personal reasons. Another preparation I made for 
the first class meeting was to draw up a set of forty suggested research topics. When I 
presented them to the class, I took care to point out that these were only suggestions. I 
read through the entire list, commenting about the topics as I went along, trying to 
make each one sound as interesting as possible. Several topics on the list proved 
popular: the religion of the Vikings, Viking shipbuilding, Viking burial customs, the 
roles of women in both societies, the "bog people;' the Minnesota Kensington stone, 
Alfred's laws, and the Battle of Hastings. 

I should mention one advantage I had in planning the library component of this 
course. Obviously, students beginning the library research paper need instruction in 
library use. BSU has a concerned library staff which provides each Freshman research 
paper class with three hours of instruction. The person in charge of these classes, Stuart 
Rosselet, was a history major as an undergraduate and had taught Freshman English as 
a graduate student. I discussed my course with him before the beginning of the quarter, 
and he adapted his lectures to the special needs of my students. In fact, he was so 
enthusiastic about what we were doing that he placed his personal copy of C. Warren 
Hollister's English history text "on reserve" since our library does not own it. I also 
loaned students many of my books, especially books about women in the Middle Ages. 
One of the more amusing incidents of the quarter occured when my personal paperback 
copy of David Herlihy's Medieval Households (Harvard, 1985) arrived fresh off the 
press in mid-January. I unwrapped it and placed it on my desk. Shortly afterward, a 
student working on the topic of Anglo-Saxon women saw it and asked to borrow it. I 
did not see my new book again until the end of the quarter; several students had formed 
a lending chain of their own. 

While I cannot describe every class activity and assignment, I will provide a few 
examples. In my lectures I used maps, photographs, book illustrations, and even 
picture post cards of art works and archeological sites and finds to make the period 
come alive. Slide lectures are most beneficial, although I had only a few slides to show. 
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To arouse student curiosity, I read a few stories from Bede's History aloud. In my 
lectures on Bede, I focused on the characteristics of a saint's life and then had students 
discuss the problem of historical accuracy. We talked about how the hagiographer's 
purpose differed from the historian's. We also talked about possible models Bede had 
for designing his history, particularly the Bible. Many of my students, products of 
Scandinavian-American Protestant Sunday schools, were able to point out parallels in 
accounts of the miracles in the Gospels and in Bede's "histories:' In this way I enabled 
them to discover Bede's methodology and to isolate some of the characteristics of a 
"saint's life:' From Bede we went to our first short essay assignment. In a brief lecture I 
indicated how the technique of "relating the history" of a saint was used to relate the 
deeds of popular heroes as well. I then provided an opportunity for students to use their 
new discovery about "history-writing:' After devoting some class time to a mini-lecture 
on "marshalling evidence," I developed an assignment for a five-hundred word essay 
around the several versions of the story of Alfred and the Cakes found in the appendix 
of Alfred the Great. I asked students to write a short argument in which they drew some 
conclusions about how history is transmitted. In the assignment, I wanted them to 
develop and defend a thesis, drawing evidence from the several versions of the story. 
Moreover, they were confronted with the problem of audience, for one story depicted 
Alfred as a saintly man who needed time away from battle for prayer while another 
indicated that he was fleeing from the Vikings. I used the Alfred book for many other 
assignments throughout the quarter. We read and discussed the medieval life of king 
Alfred by Asser, and I had students draw comparisons between this medieval "biogra
phy" and the saint's lives in Bede's History. The Alfred book also contains some of 
Alfred's legal code. We discussed the laws in class and talked about how the historian 
could make use of this information; from this discussion, I generated one of my final 
exam questions. I took one statute describing various fines for breaking into the houses 
of men of various classes, including among others a ceorl and a bishop; I asked my 
students to write a well-developed paragraph in which they explained what that statute 
revealed about Alfred's society. The better answers commented on class structure and 
the use of fines as punishment. Perhaps the most ambitious assignment I developed was 
an extensive directed reading-writing activity booklet for Orkneyinga Saga. I strongly 
recommend that such activities be planned for any type of content-focused Freshman 
research course. In it students were asked to keep a kind of journal in which they 
answered questions in a variety of written forms-sentences, paragraphs, letters, 
summaries, news items, and short essays. Some questions were factual, such as the 
first, "Who was Nor?" The purpose of this question was to focus attention on the 
legendary founder of Norway so that students could see the fictional elements in the 
saga. Some questions allowed for speculation: "Do you believe the Vikings were 
superstitious?" (This followed a passage in which a man's death is predicted by 
superstition.) Some longer assignments developed skills in summarizing and in develop
ing audience awareness. For example, they had to write a short news item about a 
particular sea battle, which took several pages in the saga, for an imaginary Viking 
newspaper; in another exercise they were to pretend they were Welsh farmers who 
survived the burning of a village after a Viking raid and now were writing about the 
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event in letters to relatives. In my discussion of The Golden Warrior I guided students 
in constructing a definition of the historical novel. I commented on the epic elements in 
this novel and why Harold appears as a kind of tragic hero. Students were asked to 
compare and contrast the characters of Harold and William. Three weeks before the 
papers were due, I cancelled classes and held an individual conference with each student 
to discuss work in progress. 

Perhaps the most exciting part of the course for my students was the opportunity to 
hear an expert in the field. A note in the Medieval Academy Newsletter (Fall 1985) 
announced that Dr. Hans Fix of the Freidrich Wilhelm University in Bonn, Germany 
was a von Humboldt scholar at the University of Minnesota for the year where he was 
working on the Old Icelandic Elucidarius; he was willing to lecture at other universities. 
Happily BSU was looking for international speakers for a lecture series, so I was able to 
arrange for Dr. Fix to visit our campus in February. His public address was on the topic 
of the role of the interpreter in history; I gave my students extra credit for attending and 
writing one-page summaries of this lecture. Dr. Fix also agreed to visit my classes and 
was the guest of honor at an informal afternoon reception which students could attend. 
In talking with him, I learned that he had completed a book on Icelandic Law and 
another on Danish grammar. During his class visit students were able to ask him about 
his research, and he appeared enthusiastic about sharing his knowledge with freshmen; 
for example, he used a map of Europe to show the Viking route to Constantinople. It 
was the first time many students had had the opportunity to meet and talk with an 
international scholar. While I realize that it is not always possible to bring in an expert, 
it certainly motivates students. 

Some teachers will find my approach to the research paper course restrictive. Others, 
I realize, have had considerable success with traditional approaches and have no desire 
to change. But I prefer the content-focused research paper course because I believe it 
enabled me to serve my students better than I have in any other research paper course I 
have taught. I was a more enthusiastic teacher, and many of my students were affected 
in positive ways. I know I will not forget the young woman who tenderly carried our 
library's facsimile edition of the Book of Kells to my office. She had discovered it while 
trying to find the Lindisfarne Gospels. With eyes glowing, she said, "Isn't it beautiful?" 
(Yes, I know it is not an Anglo-Saxon work, and I did let her write her paper about it. 
After all, the library did not have a book about the Lindisfarne Gospels.) This young 
woman was only a "C student" and perhaps will never be a great writer, but she was 
exposed to a world of art, religion, and manuscripts that she had not known existed, 
while learning the research paper process, and she seemed grateful for the knowledge. I 
don't think she will forget what she learned, and, after all, knowledge is the goal of 
research. As George Goodin observes so admirably in a recent article, we English 
teachers have the opportunity and the responsibility to expose students to new ideas 
and expertise in our classrooms: 

Like other parts of the liberal arts, English seeks to liberate students from 
the time and place they're accustomed to so that they do not mistake the 
contingent, conventional, or arbitrary for the necessary .... As one part of 
the humanities, all that we specifically can ask of our students is a certain 

proficiency in reading and writing, and the knowledge of alternative 
worlds which must underlie profitable reflection on any world ... Beyond 
these, our common competence does not extend, but there is one more 
component. We all have special competencies which prevent us from being 
interchangeable. These too ... should serve the students, who also need to 
be different from each other. In a culture which exalts experts, they need to 
know some experts first hand and to develop special expertise of their own. 
(35) 
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While I have indicated that I am not calling for a revolution in research paper 
pedagogy, I am convinced that the content-focused research paper class can be an 
effective way to teach a course that some of us anticipate with anxiety. I encourage any 
teacher not entirely satisfied with the last freshman research paper class taught to 
experiment with a content-focused course, and out of my limited experience, I offer 
these few suggestions: 

1) Remember that the purpose of your course is to teach the process of 
writing a research paper and to guide each student through a successful 
writing experience. Your special content focus is only to provide substance 
for that paper. (Your students and colleagues will be certain to remind you 
of this often.) 
2) Select texts with great care. It is essential that students find the reading 
assignments interesting; otherwise, they will accuse you of being a tyrant. 
Plan to assist students "beyond the call of duty" and remember that 
directed reading activities are helpful; try to incorporate writing practices 
that emphasize research skills. 
3) Make all reading assignments in your most positive and enthusiastic 
"voice"; these are the assignments that will "win" students to the content 
area you find so appealing. 
4) Provide students with a list of suggested research paper topics, but do 
not insist that they use them. Moreover, do not hand them a list, but read 
through the list with them, commenting as you go. Make the topics sound 
fascinating. 
5) Provide students with a "rationale" for what you are doing on your 
syllabus. In this way you show that you credit the students with intelli
gence and at the same time demonstrate that you have designed your 
course carefully and have considered their needs. 
6) Remain positive and enthusiastic throughout the course. Expect students 
to feel intimidated and overwhelmed at first. Later in the quarter some may 
thank you for introducing them to a new world. 
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In studies of early literature, it is understandable that students feel restricted in how 
they react to statements by the poets directed to audiences living from 500-1100 years 
ago. One might guess that occasionally the differences in intellectual and cultural 
background, values, and expectations, to say nothing of language, seem much greater 
than the similarities. For example, the pervasive reminders in Everyman, that one's 
greatest responsibility lies in preparing one's soul for the afterlife, and the assumption 
in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight that even a hasty oral promise necessitates 
commitments that can cost one his life, are commonplaces of an earlier age which are 
not so easily recognizable in modern life. 

One student memorizes the rationale for principles undergirding the sacrament of 
religious confession, but at the same time he is puzzled seeing Chaucer's Friar perverting 
those intended values. Another inexperienced reader reviewing the pleasantly quaint 
notions of "the little people" in her understanding of fairy lore, must then ponder the 
exploitative behavior of the Fairy King in Sir Orfeo or of the Queen of Elfland in the 
ballad of Thomas Rhymer. Such students must feel that there is more mystery than 
familiarity in medieval literature; the temptation may be strong to play it safe, to copy 
down lecture notes, and to wait and see: Why not let the teacher give the right 
explanation for such surprising and unconventional behavior? 

What we must remind students is that at many key points they need to discover the 
right explanation themselves, just as earlier audiences did in the 14th and 15th centu
ries. Imaginatively written works appeal to our imagination because they challenge us; 
they ask us to draw inferences, to fill in gaps, to recognize discrepancies, and to 
reconstruct possible relationships in ways that differ from normal expectations. 

A teacher, with what we might think of as minimal historical and linguistic knowl
edge, can unwittingly overwhelm the beginning students with attention to Middle 
English pronunciation and sound changes, the history of religious practices, 14th 
century economics, folklore, astrology, heraldry, chivalry, courtly love, presumed rules 
for metrical scansion and alliteration, and 15-20 other essential basics for medieval 
study. But somewhere in the midst of studying any literary work, we need to tell 
ourselves to quit reconstructing the whole of medieval life; we need to challenge our 
students to form judgments and to make something of what they are reading, partly in 
their own terms. They need to resolve indeterminacy on their own; they need to size up 
a character's options, the code of values he has revealed so far, and either predict what 
he ought to do or evaluate that character's behavior. They need to form a kind of 




