Student Writing in Content Courses Proseminar, March 5, 2003

John Cinnamon, Anthropology.  The Big Kahuna: How students can write eloquent, spine-tingling research papers in 11 easy steps.

1) Introduction to The Big Kahuna.

This semester, I am teaching a new upper-division Anthropology courses. ATH 329, Religions of Africa.  This course uses a number of ethnographic case studies from around the African Continent to introduce students to the complex interplay of African belief systems, Islam, and Christianity in Africa and the African diaspora.  I have asked students to work on a term writing project on a mutually acceptable research question.  This is the first time I have given a major library research assignment since coming to Miami, so both students and I are learning as we go.  To facilitate the writing process, I have borrowed an eleven-step template from Dr. Gina Hames, who teaches history at Pacific Lutheran University.

A chief goal of this assignment is to enable students to develop expertise on one question, problem or topic and to hone their research, writing, and critical thinking skills.

We are still relatively early in the process, but currently identified research projects include the following.

1. What roles did Christianity and African religious beliefs play in the 1994 Rwanda genocide and how have Rwandan religious attitudes changed since 1994?

2. How does popular cinema in Nigeria and Ghana represent witchcraft, Christianity, and modernity and how do audiences respond to that cinema?

3. How does Brazilian Candomblé draw on specific African, European, and Native American religious practices?

4. How has Christianity in South African Independent churches served as an instrument of both oppression and liberation?

5. Does contemporary Islam in Sudan oppress or empower Sudanese women?

6. How were Portuguese and Italian missionaries involved in the slave trade and did Roman Catholicism completely disappear in Kongo in the 18th century?

7. Are the Lemba of South Africa and Zimbabwe one of the “lost tribes” of Israel and how to the Lemba practice their religious faith today?

8. How have anthropologists studied and portrayed witchcraft and spirit possession among the Songhay and Yoruba of West Africa and Haitians in the New World?

9. How have anthropological approaches to the study of “witchcraft” changed from Evans-Pritchard to the present? (M.A. student in Comp Rel).

10. How do Afrocentric, Mazrui’s “triple heritage” approach, and mainstream European scholarship represent ancient Egyptian religion and identity? (MA student in HST).

My goal is for students to write successful papers.  The cumulative assignments count for half the course grade.  Professor Hames’s model has helped her students at Pacific Lutheran (from Freshman writing seminars to senior capstones) to do solid work.  I have not yet been through the entire assignment structure, so I am trying to test it, adjust it, and adapt it to our needs.

Here is a short list of the 11 steps in Professor Hames’s research assignment.  I have included a more detailed discussion of these in my course syllabus. (A more complete outline is included in the ATH 329 syllabus distributed to proseminar participants.)

Research Assignment #1 (Week 6, 25 pts).  What is the question you seek to answer?

R#2 (Week 8).  Preliminary annotated bibliography of 5 scholarly sources.  On the day this assignment was due, we met with the anthropology reference librarian in King.  I had worked with her to identify a demonstration question (on the Mouride Brotherhood of Senegal.)

R#3 (Week 9). More in-depth 250 word reviews of two scholarly sources.  Each must address how this source will help the student to explore his research question.

R#4 (Week 10).  Brief annotated bibliography of fifteen scholarly sources  (most will be secondary sources from a number of different search engines: MiamiLink, OhioLink, Academic Search Premier, Anthropology and Religion Search Engines.  Again, students must state how each source relates to their project.

R#5 (Week 11) Ten additional sources.  These may include some primary sources, or short chapters in reference works, newspaper articles, online sources, etc.

R#6 (Week 12) Outline of the paper. Complete sentences and outline form.  [Bean suggests that outlines are problematic in that students often discover their topic as they write it.]  I may ask students to prepare a prospectus or abstract instead.

R#7. (Week 13) Five-page section of the paper, including draft of intro.  (Peer reviewing in class.)

R#8.  (Week 14).  First rough Draft.

R#9.  (Week 14, following class meeting).  Peer critique of another student’s rough draft.

R#10 (Week 15) Second Rough Draft.  (I’ll meet with students during this week.)

R#11 (Finals Week) Final Draft.  (Prof. Hames provides a very elaborate rubric for this assignment that she uses to evaluate student work.  She focuses on structure (50%), analysis (45%), and bibliography (5%).

2) Revising Kahuna. (An ongoing project)

First, Prof. Hames’s writing component already corresponds to many of the recommendations in Bean’s Engaging Ideas, especially Chap 12, “Encouraging Engagement and Inquiry in Research Papers.”  He identifies, for example, some of the following skills students need to learn to write research papers, for example:

· How to ask research questions

· How and why to find library sources

· How to learn library research skills

· How to use multiple drafts to work toward a polished final draft

· How to proceed in stages (Hames’s project has eleven steps).

Bean and our discussions in the Proseminar have made me aware of a few changes I would like to make.  I am still working on these, but will outline these here.

1) The research question or problem. Bean notes that “student writing improves remarkably when it focuses on a problem rather than a topic area” (p. 201).  This has made me realize that as students go through the steps of the research process, they need to keep their research problem in view and that they need to be willing to revise it and refocus it in light of their discoveries.  This led me to add a section on R#3, a short review of two key scholarly sources:

[After completing the longer annotations, please answer the following questions:

1) The question:  Can you refine or hone your central research question or problem?  What is the main question or problem your research seeks to explore or resolve?

2) The argument:  Do you see an argument or thesis beginning to emerge?  If so, what is it?

3) The plan: What additional sources do you need to address your research question or to support your argument?  How do you intend to proceed?]

For most students it is too soon to provide final answers to these questions, but I’m hoping that trying to address the questions will help them to see the bigger picture.

2) Research Assignment #6.  A detailed outline of the paper.  

Bean argues that “requiring outlines is not as effective as teachers imagine.  First, requiring outlines early on distorts the composing process of many writers who discover and clarify their ideas in the act of writing” (p. 221).  (He opposes the traditional “think, then write model”.)

Instead, he suggests having students submit a prospectus that identifies the main research question or problem, asks writers to explain why the problem is interesting, how far along they are in the process, and how they are using sources to address their question.

I may ask students to submit a prospectus or abstract instead of a formal outline.  It will be helpful for students to identify cases or secondary questions that will support their central question and will give structure to the body of their paper.  Therefore, I have already asked them to think of the body of the paper as 2-4 linked short kahunas that explore aspects of their question.  I’m hoping that this will make the writing manageable for students.

3) How to work sources into the Paper, How to Manage and Cite sources.

Bean identifies these as important skills that students must develop in writing their research papers (pp. 203-4).  Professor Hames’s template does not address these specifically, so I need to find a way to talk about these issues with students while they are in the writing process.

4) Effective Peer Reviewing.  Professor Hames’s uses peer reviewing and includes a rubric for student peer reviews.  I’ll review her rubric and those proposed by Bean as students being to submit their drafts in April.

5) Revising the Rough Drafts.  This is something I have struggled with in my own writing.  In Chapter 2, “How Writing Is Related to Critical Thinking” Bean suggests that teachers need “to create an academic environment that encourages revision (p. 32).  He following this with “Fifteen Suggestions for Encouraging Revision.”  I will turn back to this section when the time comes.

6) An Evaluation rubric. Following Prof Hames, I have inserted the following Research paper rubric into my course syllabus:

Structure: (50%) 

1) Your essay should have an introduction that includes a clearly identifiable thesis statement.  Your introduction should also lead the reader into the body of your paper.  

2) Each paragraph in the body of your essay should contain a topic sentence.  You should be able to read only the topic sentences of your paper and understand the entire paper.

3) You must have adequate transitions between your paragraphs.  Each paragraph must lead into the next paragraph, and follow logically from the last paragraph.  In other words, your paper must have a logical order.

4) Within each paragraph each of your sentences should relate in some way to the topic sentence of your paragraph.

5) Each sentence should lead into the next sentence, and follow logically the last sentence.  In other words, your paragraph must have a logical order.

6) Within each sentence you should have all parts necessary to complete a sentence.  You should also pay attention to word choice.  In other words, you should have active sentences, you should not use too many "to be" verbs -- you should choose more appropriate verbs.  In addition, you should not use too many pronouns.  Overuse of "they," "them,"  "this," "those," weakens your writing and clouds your prose.

7) Finally, your essay should have a conclusion that ties together the evidence presented in the essay as well as to your thesis statement.  

8) IF THERE ARE MORE THAN 3 PROOFREADING ERRORS IN YOUR PAPER I WILL BECOME DISTRAUGHT AND DISAPPOINTED.  THE RESULT OF MY DISAPPOINTMENT WILL BE AN AUTOMATIC (D-) ON THE STRUCTURE GRADE OF YOUR PAPER.

Analysis: (45%) 

1) You must have an identifiable argument in your paper (advanced in your introduction). What is an argument?  An argument is not a fact; an argument can be disproved.  An argument is not merely an opinion; it is based on supporting evidence.

2) Your evidence must support your argument (carried out in each of your paragraphs).  You must be able to link your sources to your argument.  Your sources must lead the reader to believe your argument.  

3) Your argument must be reflected in each paragraph or section of your paper.  In other words, the reader must understand how each piece of evidence ties into your argument.  NO DANGLING INFORMATION.

Bibliography/footnotes: (5%)

1) You must use appropriate sources to support your argument. You must have both primary and secondary sources.

2) You must have page numbers cited in your footnotes.

3) You must use correct note form and bibliographic form. I recommend APA style.  Consult a style manual.

4) You must have a works-cited page that is separated into primary and secondary source sections.
Because this is already in the syllabus, I shall follow it, but at the appropriate moment will reframe it and go over it with students, possibly making revisions.
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