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Abstract

As high school teachers approach units, projects, and assignments that require research in their classrooms today, using traditional methods of information gathering may undermine the ultimate goal of an inquiry focused curriculum and the authentic multiliteracy experiences of students in their classrooms.  This was true for me as a young teacher.  I relied on traditional approaches to teaching research skills and experiencing research as I did, with note cards and long afternoons in the dusty stacks of my local library.  This approach with my students, though, quickly proved ineffective.  With Internet access and a vague idea of a topic, students developed a cursory understanding of information without applying the facets of inquiry-based research that make it an authentic learning experience.   At a time of desperation, I scrapped the handbooks and checklists I inherited from my mentor teacher and started fresh on a project that met my students’ needs more appropriately.  The final curriculum design presented here is a result of taking the personal inquiry research project I created and revising and analyzing it based on understanding gained through my time at Peabody.

It is clearly time to revise our methods and revive the research project to meet how students already live with technology and move them beyond to a place where they are in control of the way they learn with technology. Structuring the unit in tiers based on the research process allows students to move slowly through the actions they take, and the variety of tasks students encounter employ their out-of-school literacies to build reliable skills for research and inquiry. Students leave the experience with a deeper understanding of their inquiry topic but also with a repertoire of analytical, evaluative, metacognitive, and creative skills that they are ready to apply to any academic or personal inquiry need.
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Introduction


The Dalai Lama believes that, when faced with proof from science and research, it is the duty of religious leaders to evaluate their doctrine and find a compromise between those beliefs that have been proven inaccurate and the science that provides that proof.  His website explains 
Though Tibetans have valuable knowledge about the internal world, we have been materially backward partly because of a lack of scientific knowledge. Buddhist teachings stress the importance of understanding reality. Therefore, we should pay attention to what modern scientists have actually found through experiment and through measurement the things they have proved to be reality. (Gyatso, 2003)   
Why has education in many areas not followed this model?  Why do English teachers clutch their packs of note cards, MLA handbooks, and research project checklists with such veracity when they know that “Literacy has moved well beyond the basic ability to ‘gain or arrive at meaning’ as a result from interacting with print and illustrations on paper”? (Valmont, 2003, p.92)  Perhaps the reason lies in the generation gap between teachers and students; when many of us over the age of thirty experienced the need for research in undergraduate programs, the ability to locate and use books, catalogue sources in a specific way, and keep organized notes was paramount to our success in college.  Without extensive experiences with that in high school, many of us faced a steep learning curve in college at a time when only a handful of computers were equipped with Internet access and the extent of media citations in MLA handbooks stopped at microfilm and cassette tape.  

Though the reasons for assigning research projects in high school have not changed, the methods students use to accomplish these steps have changed drastically, and, as teachers in preservice training have different college experiences with research and inquiry, the experience of teaching the research process to students in high school is due for change.  As the next generation of teachers takes the yoke and approaches the research unit, their enthusiasm for the dynamic nature of information in our society is daunted by the maintenance of outdated practices in curriculum design and the allegiance to outdated methods in their mentors who want to believe in “a slow and steady evolution away from printed research materials” rather than the increasingly prevalent digitization of historical documents, journal archives, and books in addition to mobile Internet accessibility and mainstream acceptance of multimedia formats as forms of literacy (Groeber, 1999, p. 142).  What results is teachers who prioritize less contentious curriculum requirements over conducting inquiry projects regardless of what state and national standards dictate in regard to research skills, and students enter college deficient in conducting inquiry pursuits.  With research skills deeply associated with reading and writing skills, these deficiencies provide fodder for the tense relationship between students’ abilities in freshman year of college and expectations in that setting.  Strong American Schools’ “Diploma to Nowhere” reports 43% of two-year college students and 29% of four-year college students have enrolled in remedial classes (2008).  If such statistics remain true or become worse in the coming years, high school students will be at such a disadvantage upon entering college that their time will be wasted in an effort to catch up to the intellectual demands of that environment. 
These deficiencies, however, are deceptive in exposing what students are able to do outside of school by using placement tests to assess literacies specific to academic settings.  Rather than revamping testing practices used to determine freshman placement, a more practical solution is to merge students’ out-of-school literacies with school experiences in a way that strengthens those testable academic literacies.  An afternoon at the coffee shop with a laptop and Wi-Fi has replaced trips to the library to find information.  With a repertoire of Internet searching strategies and a toolbox of analytical skills, the savvy Internet searcher can quickly access, analyze, and internalize information and apply it to the task in the time it takes to eat a cookie and enjoy a cup of tea.  Students experiencing traditional research projects in high school classrooms are being forced into outdated academic roles that our technologically sophisticated society has long since surpassed.    Their personal necessities and curiosities, coupled with ubiquitous access to information, have made this information and technology age ripe for teaching research skills in the classroom; however, vehement adherence to the traditional research method for writing the research paper fails to make the connection for students in the classroom that the research they engage in naturally is brother to the same intentions teachers have for them in academic, research-based inquiry projects.  What results is an attitude of contempt for the academic research model, and students attempt to bypass engagement in an inquiry process by using their own disjointed and superficial research methods to satisfy content requirements and then disguising those methods into the project model that teachers so often demand of them.  Rather than having a quality inquiry experience through the research process, analytical reading, synthesizing information, and producing an authentic product, students learn to satisfy the teacher’s requirements to produce a half hearted display of inquiry, often at the cost of plagiarism, information inaccuracy, and teacher dependency.  What teachers demand by using these antiquated tasks undermines their students’ natural abilities to engage in deeper levels of inquiry that are more authentic for the information age that currently defines our society.


As intrepid teachers attempt to compromise between old beliefs and methods and the new information techscape, more than simple updates to the traditional research project curriculum are necessary to create a new model that accesses the needs and literacies of 21st century learners.  Rather than trying to update what exists with inadequate additions, the necessity is to reveal the core of what research projects seek to accomplish for adolescent learners and remodel it from that core to maintain the purpose and benefit of real inquiry pursuits.  Kuhn and Franklin (2008) argue that “In order for scientific inquiry to be valued as a worth while enterprise, it must be understood to occupy an epistemological ground rather than the accumulation of undisputed facts dictated by absolutism or the suspension of judgment dictated by multiplism” (541). Staying true to that definition, conducting inquiry projects in English classrooms by honoring a personal, relevant, and independent process that maximizes 21st century literacies to build skills creates an experience for the learner that is easily transferable between personal and academic settings and situations.

Learners and Learning

“Say I like an actor, and I’m watching TV.  I have a Blackberry so I just look [the actor] up right there.” (C. Powell, personal communication, March 3, 2010)
“I love everything I read off Wikipedia. I love it so much but no [teachers] will let me use it.” (J. Carpenter, personal communication, March 3, 2010)

Developmental research favors adolescence as a time characterized by particular personal curiosity, supporting attention to “intentional knowledge seeking” in the classroom due to adolescents’ increased executive functioning and their natural penchant for inquiry.  Kuhn and Franklin (2008) develop an understanding of intentional knowledge seeking and theory building as characteristic of humans in all stages of life, but the transition in adolescence is characterized by “the intentional, consciously controlled coordination of these theories with new evidence” (534).  Developmentally, the high school years are ripe for inquiry, not just in science classes, but in all subject areas where inquiry “encompasses any instance of purposeful thinking that has the goal of enhancing the seeker’s knowledge” (534).  Developing inquiry pursuits in all content areas and in different learning contexts is developmentally appropriate for students at the high school level, and honing research skills to satisfy inquiry pursuits addresses their needs instructionally.

Traditionally assigned to the English classroom because of instructional emphasis on reading comprehension and writing clarity and precision, research projects are even more relevant as both activities are used as thinking tools in contemporary English instruction, and the movement beyond print reading and writing to digital texts and multimodal comprehension and composition increases the association between English classrooms and the research focus of the personal inquiry project.  Coping in the current techscape of our world seems both easier and more difficult for students than for their adult counterparts as 21st century literacies are necessary for the preferred modes of communication and for a goal-driven creative revolution that more appropriately defines their generation.  We both text, but texting for teenagers is the primary form of communication.  We both use the Internet, but adults rarely manipulate systems to bypass firewalls.  Poster projects and book reports may still dominate some classrooms, but those students spend their afternoons shooting movies, mixing music, and designing websites.  Published in 1958, Ralph Watkins explained to his readers of Techniques of Secondary School Teaching that 
the development of interests is dependent upon the values which pupils have.  Interests can be developed if the learner can find out that the thing of potential interest is related to a value which he now has.  Or better still, interest can be developed if the learner can be convinced that the thing of potential interest can be used for better control of some value which he now has. (p. 183) 
Watkins’s missive that “the teacher must find out what values the pupils now have” addresses values Watkins could not have imagined in 1958: instant informational and communicative access, constant social network building, and constantly shifting global boundaries (p. 183).  As students become more literate users of technology outside of school and engage in various lifeworlds, teachers must identify what students come to the classroom with and design curricula in a way that makes learning more authentic to the students’ personal values and literacies while recursively informing those personal literacies to build more sophisticated mastery of associated reading, writing, and research skills (New London Group, 2000).  

The inquiry project presented here takes this relationship between academic literacy values and students’ personal literacy values and experiences to provide a period of learning that is both personal to students’ values and true to the research skills English classes are charged with developing.  Using technology in a variety of ways is the ubiquitous solution to connecting students’ out of school literacies to their academic literacies, but providing variation in how that technology is used is also important.  The learning in the personal inquiry project is two-fold; having opportunities to use technology they are familiar with as a tool to help them learn is necessary, but understanding how to select and utilize the very best tool for the job they have defined in their inquiry pursuits still eludes many students. Learners today have a full technological tool shed, but their development in how to use those tools is disjointed and unorganized and too many times students are trying to accomplish a task with inefficient tools or do not make connections between how personal literacies can inform academic literacies. For example, reading comprehension models used to address print comprehension are comparable to the reading processes enacted by online readers.  Alvermann, Gillis, and Phelps (2010) explain 

researchers found many additional complexities associated with online reading.  Skilled online readers called on prior knowledge of website structure and search engines and made a large number of predictions…They also extended traditional print inferences with an understanding that the information they needed might be concealed with in several layers of a website.  Online readers’ cognitive reading strategies were augmented by physical reading actions… Finally, online reading called on a very rapid process of reading and evaluating search engine results, as readers swiftly predicted, planned, monitored, and evaluated what they read in repeated cycles. (p. 233)  
Regardless of whether all students fall into the “skilled online reader” characterization Alvermann describes, almost all students do engage with online reading, many with more personal interest than they have in printed texts.  Addressing reading comprehension of online texts utilizes the values they bring to the classroom, and showing them the extension of those principles addresses academic literacy values defined by mandated academic standards and teacher expectations.

  Applying Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development in this context further supports the development of research skills through a technology focused inquiry pursuit. Students have a cursory ability to use tools based on experience, and this project meets students at their current ability level but provides more organized experiences so that ability is pushed further to unfamiliar yet manageable territory.  Capitalizing on students’ abilities, this curriculum provides opportunities for them to address their perceived abilities and layers in several forms of support to push and shape those abilities to help the student reach a higher ground of independent learning. 

This research project gives students forced choice to address their zone of proximal development, and an accompanying reflective process puts the learner in a place to evaluate their growth and determine the efficiency of each tool in reaching a desired goal.  When we think of the traditional research project, the jump from gathering and analyzing information to presenting that information is a wide jump, a crevice is usually bridged with one tool, the essay outline; a tool that I liken to a fallen tree bridge at best, a frayed rope swing at worst.  As the flood of information rages beneath our intrepid inquiry project explorers, such bridges’ failure often proves to be their demise, and they are swept away without hope of reaching a personal understanding of how the information they have gathered and analyzed connects within itself and beyond to their lives.  The crossing over process of this project focuses on ways to help the learner become an expert in the sense of “one who sees and seeks the connection among related pieces of information, not the one who has the bare decontextualized facts” (Luke, 2000, p. 73).  Reaching expert status requires a much stronger bridge than those offered by traditional research methods.   


One element of support for this conceptual bridge takes a developmental perspective into account.  Notable cognitive developments in adolescence take place in areas of executive functioning and connection making.  Pubertal adolescents experience a phase of synaptogenesis, a biologically driven explosive growth of neurons, followed by a phase of experience driven neural pruning, where the growth of neurons is tamed.  Simultaneously during this pruning stage is the process of myelination, the coating of established neurons with myelin, the substance that makes the neuron perform at its optimal capacity for sending and receiving electric impulses, the result being that “teens have fewer, more selective, but stronger, more effective neuronal connections than they did as children” (Kuhn and Franklin, 2008, p. 519).  Because the opportunity to influence the way students think is most advantageous at this time, the bridge built by synthesis of information and connection making deserves more attention because creating the ability to make connections is cognitively efficient at this stage in development.  Instead of a rickety footbridge, teachers have the tools, most notably in the students’ own brain development, to build a strong web of connections to support what students have learned and prepare them with a variety of strategies to satisfy their real-world intellectual needs.


From this developmental perspective, maintaining opportunities for metacognition throughout the project develops personal ownership for students making these connections.  Kuhn and Franklin explain Piaget’s operations on operations stage as when “thought becomes able to take itself as its own object—adolescents become able to think about their own thinking.” (2008, p. 518).  To encourage this metacognitive activity, the project makes only one demand that is the same for all students: maintenance of an electronic journal for reflection throughout the project.  Specific to the research, reading, and writing skills that weave throughout the project, reflecting on their progress throughout the experience supports Paris, Lipson, and Wixson’s (1983) explanation of metacognition as “students’ awareness of what they know, their understanding of how to be strategic readers, and their knowledge of when…to evaluate the adequacy of their comprehension.” (as cited in Alvermann et al., 2010, p. 27).  As they think and write about the thinking that takes place in the information gathering and understanding tasks, students’ connection-making will be explicit to them as they develop a sense of it through their reflections, and the teacher can support this connection making through teacher-student and peer feedback opportunities.


Also occurring during this period of neural development is growth in the executive functioning centers in the brain.  Students’ abilities to organize, self-regulate, and reason grow more mature and more sophisticated during this time.  Understanding these changes and the variation of how these abilities have developed and are manifest in the range of students we serve is necessary for providing them with instruction and learning opportunities that are best to nurture and support the development of organizational skills for independent learning.  Providing for structured choices and organized metacognitive opportunities through the information Gathering Tier and synthesis of ideas in the Synthesis Tier gives students the foundation of organization from which they can build more nuanced and sophisticated understanding.   Executive functions “include monitoring, organizing, planning, strategizing—indeed any mental activity that entails managing one’s own metal processes,” and these functions emerge in varying degrees in the high school years (Kuhn and Franklin, 2008, p. 519).  The project’s stage design and task choice feature serves students through these varying degrees.  Limiting choice assists students who struggle with planning, and the stage design helps them monitor and organize their moves through the research process.  Receiving each layer as a whole and maintaining metacognitive activity in the e-journal support emerging strategizing skills as students connect what they have accomplished with what still needs clarifying in their understanding.


While analysis of developmental milestones, a focus on student values, and attention to 21st century literacies have been the foundational elements of design for this project, creativity is not to be ignored.  Our classrooms are full of talented, creative, and gifted students.  There are students filling notebooks with stories, shooting sophisticated short films on the weekends, and students thriving in the joy of learning and sharing learning in their classrooms.  Providing opportunities for learners to express what they have learned in creative, enjoyable, and personal ways is important for the integrity of learning, especially at the culmination of a project that requires deep commitment and engagement on the students’ part.  Ending the arduous journey with a one-size-fits-all research paper is neither an accomplishment nor a celebration of learning; it is instead a contradiction to the intensely authentic personal inquiry pursuit and collaborative relationship of work.  Newmann and Wehlage (1993) “use the word authentic to distinguish between achievement that is significant and meaningful and that which is trivial and useless” (p. 143).  Though their blunt explanation is somewhat abrasive, it reflects the attitude many students have in regard to formal research papers. Newmann and Wehlage (1993) use three criteria to more accurately define authentic achievement, all three of which apply to the experiences students have in the project; students “construct meaning and produce knowledge” and “use disciplined inquiry to construct meaning” to understand things about their topics and make choices based on that understanding (p. 146).  The third criterion of authentic achievement is that “students aim their work toward a production of discourse, products, and performances that have value or meaning beyond success in school” (Newmann & Wehlage, 1993, p.146).   Students in the Synthesis and Production Tiers do just that: they create various written and multimodal pieces that are true to them as learners and true to what they have learned.  The options available are not fixed but are varied enough that most students choose from those options, and the results that come from their productions are demonstrative of deep understanding and authentic engagement with the topic.  

Regardless of what research says about how and where adolescents learn best, one of the most important resources teachers have is the voice of the students themselves.  I returned to Walhalla High School in Walhalla, South Carolina, to conduct focus groups with juniors and seniors who had experienced variations of this project in my tenth grade English classes between 2007 and 2009. By listening to my former students explain their needs and their desires for learning and their experiences with inquiry and research before, during, and since their experience in my class, the redesign of this project became more challenging but also more valuable and personal.  As I revised and reworked tasks and explored research to guide these revisions, these powerful, intelligent, and courageous voices played in my mind, making the resulting product even more of an accomplishment because of their honesty and willingness to guide me.  The specific voices of my former students lead-in to each section of the paper, not only to give them credit, but also to remind us all that the student voice should always be a guiding influence on the way we think about teaching.

Learning Environment
“I’m not really one to trust my peers or people my own age.  I like doing stuff directly from the teacher or from those higher up.  So, I just think that older people, definitely, would help me with projects and I would want to talk to them more.” [C. Phillips, personal communication, March 3, 2010]
One conceptual intent of the inquiry project is to redefine the idea of “learning environment” for students by showing them that real learning is personally relevant and takes place anywhere and that the school serves as a place to support and refine what goes on in personal learning rather than being the authoritative center of learning.  It also strives to instill learning as a way of viewing the world mindfully and critically, thus defining “learning environment” as a mindset; any environment is a learning environment when the individual mindfully addresses the experience as a learning experience and engages in cognitive activity that enhances it as such.  However personally altering and impactful experiential learning is, learning is also social, as meaning making is dependent on the social constructs surrounding the learning, and, though a learner may follow an individual pursuit of inquiry as in this project, the collective contribution from the school community, the classroom community, and the teacher is necessary for the student to develop as a learner.  

Establishing relationships with and among students from the beginning of the year requires an ongoing focus on social learning interaction, and from the first day, students are combined and recombined in various collaborative ways to establish relationships throughout the classroom.  As these relationships grow, the class grows as a community that knows one another as a unique collective rather than individuals occupying a shared space at a specific time, and the relationship of the teacher to that collective drives the learning environment.  I make instructional decisions clear to them and elaborate on the reasons why I make particular moves in designing lessons and activities.  As I explain the connections I make throughout the year, I reinforce the community we build by developing my respect for them as learners, by sharing with them my approaches, and by evaluating decisions and adjusting instruction based on their feedback, gradually loosening the reins until they are able to control most of the instructional movements and tones of the class.  Fenstermacher and Soltis (2004) describe the facilitator-teacher as one who “values subject-matter knowledge, but less for its own sake and more for the contributions it makes to the growth of her students,” a definition that rings true to both my positive learning experiences in various academic and personal settings and the approach I take as a teacher (p. 25).  Facilitator-teachers value awareness of the student and the relationships in student networks, and the inquiry project is an example of a curriculum design based on the individual learner’s developmental capacities, literacies, and experiences and that learner’s place in a larger social learning network. 

Though students may act independently and have various independent needs, this project treats meaning making as a social construct, as students come to it with a wide array of influences on their thinking that will be to their advantage, and organized collaboration amongst a range of people supports the individual throughout the project.  Having an environment of collaboration requires a variety of times and spaces where students can work together where their learning experiences draw on “collaboration that is both explicit, relying on [their] social experiences with others, and implicit, drawing on the voices that rise out of those social experiences and echo in the writer’s mind” (Clifton, DeCosta, & Roen, 2010, p. 15).  Students draw on their out-of-school literacies throughout the project, and collaboration in physical spaces and in electronic spaces provides a wealth of “voices” that are applicable to various individual projects and throughout problem solving situations.  

Class period time is allocated throughout the project for library use and workshops where students will collaborate with one another and with other figures, but the primary platform for collaboration is on the class wikispace, a tool set up before school starts and used from the first day.  Students become accustomed to the communicative and collaborative power of the wikispace in the first few instructional units of the course, and the inquiry project meets them at a time when they are prepared to use these tools to their advantage. The social element of the zone of proximal development guides the social interaction taking place in the wikispace where the students can navigate what Vygotsky defines as “‘the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers’” (as cited in Clifton et al., 2010, p. 14).  A main page is set up for the unit where downloads of all handouts are available and advice, issues, and encouragement from the teacher is posted regularly, as well as pointers, links, and information from the collaborating media specialist.  Additionally, students use the discussion tabs on the page to ask questions and reply to one another’s requests for help.  The email feature within the wiki serves communication needs between the teacher and students, as well as between peer collaborators. The wiki’s structure provides unlimited opportunities for a student to access collaborative efforts in order to assist with problem solving.  

Adult’s collaborative modeling supports the students in engaging in collaboration amongst themselves, and this project depends heavily on the collaboration with the school’s media specialists for a variety of reasons and in a variety of settings.  First, students will be doing work as a group and individually in the school library, and access to project materials and the media specialist’s understanding of the project’s goals, structure, and rationale are necessary for her to be able to address students’ needs.  The media specialist is a teacher’s greatest resource.  Beyond the instructional support role, the media specialist has a truly unique knowledge of digital and physical resources, as well as the most effective methods of finding and using resources.  Their involvement with a variety of teachers’ projects adds a layer of varied experience from which this project can benefit.  When students encounter problems with the project, the media specialist has the insider’s vantage point to help the student make connections to projects in other classes to help them adjust and use strategies from their past experiences and support conceptual cross-curricular perspectives.  Though the positive qualities of the partnership with media specialists are endless, the final point that applies directly to this project is associated with the wikispace.  The media specialist’s presence on the wikispace not only models adult collaboration, but it also allows students another opportunity to practice their own collaborative skills.  As high school student body populations move into the thousands, there is a great possibility that many students have never spoken to a media specialist or have had only limited contact through yearly library orientations and refresher seminars.  Having the influence of that individual on the wiki invites a closer partnership by increasing access to her and also demonstrating the intellectual and physical services available to students in the media center.  If this project is to develop a sense of school as a support mechanism for a boundless learning environment, then the media specialist and all that is associated with the media center learning environment becomes an essential element of the project’s learning environment.

The wikispace is developed as an extension of the physical classroom environment, and the interaction the teacher has with students in this electronic space also carries the expectations of the physical learning environment into their independent work.  By maintaining the facilitator style, a positive attitude, and an energetic personality over into the wikispace, I am able to influence students to approach the work they do without my physical presence as they approach the work they do in class.  Kuhn and Franklin (2008) explain “learning that is conceptual… requires cognitive engagement on the part of the learner, and hence an executive that must allocate, monitor, and otherwise manage the mental resources involved.” (p. 532). Though my teaching style is overall distinctly facilitator, in the context of the research project I am that executive manager, and my executive reach cannot be limited to the physical classroom if students are to be successful, just as their learning cannot be limited to the physical classroom.  The wikispace provides for this, as does the collaboration with the media specialist, where the vision of learning is a shared vision and is supported throughout all locales and arenas of that learning.

The wikispace, collaborative relationships, and prevailing instructional atmosphere create a learning environment that adjusts and flexes throughout the project to meet student’s problem solving needs. As the inquiry project progresses past the first few information gathering tasks and students become more comfortable with its structure and engage deeply with their inquiry, the balance of instruction shifts, necessitating flexibility of the learning environment.  The teacher and media specialist act as guides that are available within and beyond the school day when students need them for a variety of purposes.  That is not to say, however, that the teacher has lost control of her curriculum or her classroom; it is to demonstrate that students at this level of high school should be able to make learning decisions for themselves and build their own scaffolds to support them when they push comfort zones.  Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) explain “society envisions graduates of school systems who can identify and solve problems and make contributions to society throughout their lifetime” (p. 133).  It is the teacher’s duty to be available to help at every turn but not to dictate the turns that should be taken in order for students to have experiences that lead them to be such contributors.  Developing this atmosphere cannot be accomplished over night or in a single instructional unit, but rather involves an attention to social interaction, not just in a collaborative sense, and in the later stages of the project, the teacher’s placement in interaction with the student becomes even less authoritative and more equalized.


In the Synthesis and Production Tiers of the project, every student has explored his or her topic with depth that the teacher has not, so in almost every conversation the student must explain pertinent aspects of what they know to the teacher in order to receive the help they are seeking.  The teacher-learner relationship equalizes, and, in some cases reverses, and the pair must engage in sophisticated discourse to determine the features of the problem, the source of need, and various approaches to solving the problem.  Students are taking risks, not just in their projects, but in doing the project from the beginning where it is clear that the teacher may not always have the same knowledge that the student has on the topic. The teacher acts as a powerful model of collaboration by engaging thusly with the student, and the student’s ability to rise to that level of collaboration speaks to the development of real world collaborative skills associated with the project’s unique learning environment.

Regardless of the flexibility and collaborative spirit of the learning environment, the current reality of the school techscape factors into the project’s implementation and has an influence on the learning environment. Traditional research project models are built on the authority of printed texts, a source of information that is easily controlled for quality content and accurate information.  Adjustment of the research conducted to satisfy personal inquiry requires open access to the Internet for inquiry purposes, which is met with mixed feelings in secondary school settings.  Walhalla High School technology coordinator Rebecca Duke explained the situation as I watched her remove a picture of a scantly clad woman from the desktop of a school owned computer and identify the student user who put the picture there.  She explained the firewall system used by the school district not only blocks students from inappropriate content but also blocks the machine from associated harms.  For instance, some predatory sites are triggered by what she called “student type” searches, such as poem titles matched with song titles, and then attack the computer with an array of worms and viruses (R. Duke, personal communication, March 3, 2010).  Though students lament blocks to YouTube, wikis, and flagged sites when they are looking for information on the Internet, firewalls that prevent them from access through school networks are ubiquitous, and the future of such access is a controversial balance between providing access with supervision and firewalling by districts for student and machine protection.  Regardless, this characteristic of the school learning environment makes it necessary to recognize limited Internet access through school networks as a reality that any research project must take into account.

Within that larger school environment, however, a strong learning environment in the classroom centered around inquiry can offset some restrictions.  In a large scale inquiry project such as this, students will inevitably do much of their work outside the classroom, so being clear about expectations and maintaining wiki and e-journal collaborative relationships are necessary, not to monitor them in the spirit of the firewall, but rather to share in their metacognitive exploration of information access.  Luke (2000) explains “unless educators take a lead in developing appropriate pedagogies for these new electronic media and forms of communication, corporate experts will be the ones to determine how people will learn, and what constitutes literacy,” and this model of the inquiry project is one pedagogical step that maintains a focus on learning how to navigate and use media rather than victimizing students and losing power to corporate influences, regardless of how safe they might make informational and academic media (p. 71).  In terms of the learning environment, this is very important in maintaining trust in the collaborative relationship.  If students are alienated from their inquiry by encounters with unsavory Internet content, their engagement in the process decreases and opportunities to analyze and evaluate their responses to such content is absent.  I certainly do not want students to explore inappropriate content as part of or as a byproduct of their projects, but ignoring that the situation may occur or blocking appropriate content to safeguard against the possibility of happening on inappropriate content undermines the goals of the project and undermines the trust, authority, and engagement the project and its associated learning environment relies on for intellectual growth.

This inquiry opportunity provides the advantage of a secondary learning experience where students explore their thinking when encountering inappropriate content.  That may mean that the content is inappropriate for their age group, inappropriate in regard to their values and beliefs, or merely inappropriate for the task and topic at hand.  Regardless, firewalling prevents the learning environment from modeling the kinds of thinking that are necessary in the open access environments students will encounter outside of school and in college.  Luke (2000) argues that “students trained in a critical technological literacy that provides them with a balanced curriculum of ‘cybercitizenship education,’ as well as the more technical ‘how-to’ skills, tend to gain more from the electronic information economy than those trained exclusively in technical front-end user skills” (p. 74).  A learning environment that removes the “electronic information economy” prevents experiences for students to practice “cybercitizenship” in a controlled environment and with the guidance and support of collaborative figures.  Regardless of how their “how-to skills” might develop, a firewalled learning environment does not protect students from inappropriate content; it prevents them from having an authentic learning experience where such content must be negotiated.
Relying on trust, engagement, and collaboration to conduct this project requires a lot of courage on every participant’s part, and courage is the most defining characteristic of a learning environment.  In this project, students have the courage to ask difficult questions and the courage to seek answers. Students, the teacher, and the media specialist have the courage to be straightforward and honest about their needs and critiques of the work being done and the project itself in our collaborative efforts.  As we work together to support one another through this project, the learning environment becomes an even more distinct entity, and carrying on the mindset and community we create through this project into the rest of our learning adventures is the mark of the honor it and each person that inhabits it deserve.
Curriculum, Instructional Strategies, and Assessment

“I will say that, this project, I’ve never researched anything as thoroughly as I did for this project and I don’t feel like I ever will because I spent so much time on it, but it was structured in a way that I didn’t get bored with the topic.” (J. Carpenter, personal communication, March 3, 2010)
“I had a lot more questions to ask about [the topic] than I would if I had just asked one broad question and tried to answer it all at once,” in response to how the tiered structure of the project influenced the inquiry (A. Pickens, personal communication, March 3, 2010).

As touched on in the first two sections, there is a distinct structure to this inquiry project.  There are three tiers: Gathering Tier, Synthesis Tier, and Production Tier; within each tier are tasks that develop the thinking, selecting, reading, writing, and performance skills associated to achieve the overall goal and address the essential questions and enduring understanding of the tier (figure 1).  The ongoing metacognitive reflection and collaborative feedback in the electronic journal documents each student’s growth throughout the task demands, and the final reflection serves as the culmination of their learning.  Assessment considerations are integrated into this section at the conclusion of each tier’s explanation since it is ongoing throughout the project and informs students’ moves and choices, as well as the teacher’s feedback and interactions with students.  


Figure One: Personal Inquiry Project Tier Goals

Materials are available for students to help them follow the structure and stay organized.  Each tier has an overview sheet that explains the rationale of the tier and the method by which to complete it, and each task within the tier has an assignment sheet explaining the purpose, method, and product of the task (Appendices A, B, C, D).  The progression of these tasks not only helps students stay organized and helps self-monitor progress, it also represents a research process that provides for the students’ authentic literacies and the choices they need to make based on their personal inquiry.  Students receive an overview of each tier, and the task materials are available to them on the class wikispace for download, in a file box in the classroom, and in a folder in the library.  As the teacher monitors the students’ pace through the tasks of each tier, she determines the most appropriate time to present the next tier, preferably overlapping them a bit to help students make connections between research processes. Increasing the availability of materials encourages students to act independently while also providing organizational support. Each task is designed to illustrate and assess specific academic standards within the context of an essential question, which sets the conceptual framework for the task, and several tasks overlap in this assessment, providing repeated opportunities for skill and concept development.  Academic standards from South Carolina are used in the sample materials because those are the ones the original project was drawn on, and most of these standards have similar or even exact mates in other states.  Although reading and writing standards are applicable to many of the tasks, specifying the standards alignment to the research strand is appropriate as it is the primary skill development of the project. NCTE/IRA standards are also attached to each of the tasks as well for wider use in other contexts and to ground the activities to this reputable influence.

Forming Inquiry and Establishing a Reflective Mindset

Making the work personal and interesting for the student is a crucial consideration in aiding their success in the project.  Kuhn and Franklin (2008) explain the 

first, critical stage is formulating a question to be asked. Unless the student understands the purpose of the activity as seeking information that will bear on a question whose answer is not already known, inquiry often degenerates into an empty activity of securing observations for the purpose of illustrating what is already known to be true. (536)  
Coming up with a question strong enough to sustain engagement through the duration of this project is not a simple task, and the first lesson of the Gathering Tier guides students through question creation (Appendix E).  First, students synthesize a main idea from seemingly disparate sources; second, students identify characteristics of a researchable inquiry question; and third, students develop research questions based on everyday experiences.  As we discuss relationships between inquiry, creativity, research, and imagination, students develop a sense of the opportunity the unit gives them to explore questions they want answered about the world they live in.  Students leave the class with a missive to collect five items, label each with a researchable question, and complete a chart organizing the question, item, and rationale behind the item-question relationship.  Upon return, students lay out their five items on their desks and carousel the room where they view and evaluate item-questions developed by their peers and record the questions that are interesting to them. The viewing activity provides talking points between students, as well as a variety of perspectives associated with similar items.  For example, an iPod is only one object but may give rise to questions ranging from digital music piracy to hearing loss to antisocial behavior, and the experience provides opportunities for students to share and value others’ perspectives.  From the record of questions they make for themselves, they may choose a question they have developed or take one from a classmate, or they can develop a new one of their own.  The question they come away with serves as the working basis of their inquiry project.

Though they have a question to carry with them to the library to begin information gathering, it may not be the exact question that they are working with throughout the entire project.  Pirie (1997) explains 
developing questions and finding issues isn’t an automatic skill: it is something for students to learn to do.  They need to spend time framing questions, hearing the questions of others, seeing where questions lead.  It is a matter of ongoing practice, not a one-day lesson. (70) 
As information is gathered and analyzed and connections are made, students’ questions undergo metamorphosis in the project, and it is important for students to understand that they may never find a definitive answer to the exact question they start with.  They may find associated information or answers to subquestions that connect to the main question, but the dynamic nature of inquiry is such that it fosters more sophisticated inquiry that can never be truly satisfied.   

In the first stages of the project, assessment focuses on what kids know and what they need to know according to school and state standards and their personal expectations.  Much informal assessment occurs at this time so that the teacher is best able to determine what experiences students are coming into the project with and how those experiences have informed their research skills as well as their attitudes toward inquiry projects.  The first lesson provides insight into their abilities to connect abstract themes across multiple modes and genres used to present information, as well as their ability to evaluate the issues and questions in the larger world against everyday, mundane objects.  Establishing this “deep thinking” precedent serves them throughout the project as they look for connections between ideas, and assessing their ability to do that up front is important.  Similarly, the introduction of the project at this time allows for informally assessing their understanding of the role of inquiry in daily life and their attitude toward such projects.  Opening a discussion of their various experiences with research helps the teacher determine what skills students have experienced and have found valuable.  


The most important tool of formative assessment throughout the project is the students’ electronic journal (Appendix A: Gathering Tier, Task A).  By creating and maintaining the journal, students document the development of their research skills as they move through the various tasks, receive feedback, and make their next steps, guided by the teacher monitoring their journals on a regular basis.  The most relevant step in the process at the beginning stage is to create an appropriate e-atmosphere for their project, a step that can reveal several elements of the student’s level of readiness, interest, and commitment to the topic they have chosen.  If invested and enthusiastic about the inquiry, the student will choose and adjust an appropriate theme for the posting atmosphere and use it for more than the required posts.  If not engaged, the student will maintain the atmosphere in much the same manner as they maintain interest in the project: enough to get by or not at all.  Gauging this level of interest and engagement is imperative at the beginning stages so that adjusting topics or understanding the elements that are preventing the student from becoming engaged can maximize the student’s investment in the project.  Identifying what is standing in the way of getting the student interested is necessary to address immediately because of the time length and intellectual depth of the project.  If a student displays reluctance or disinterest at this stage, then it is likely that he or she will not successfully complete the project, thus failing to internalize the skills the project is designed to develop.

Gathering Tier
Do 3x5 note cards still apply to the techscape that yields instant access to information?  Are personal interviews the only way to communicate the human experience? The answer is no, and approaching the techscape of modern inquiry with antiquated methods is a disservice both to the inquiry and the techscape.  What technology has given us is access to and modes of information that drastically change the way people find things out, and “for many youth, technology is ubiquitous in its presence and natural in its use,” making many of the methods and mindsets traditionally used to help students explore inquiry no longer applicable to their lives (Clifton et al., 2010, p. 17).  Though students have grown up within the techscape that defines our information age, their abilities to navigate it are still developing.  Using their inquiry questions as guides through gathering information in the Gathering Tier helps them be mindful of their projects’ needs and provide for those needs with the most appropriate sources, modes, and combinations of information available to them.  Rather than dictate the exact number and the exact form of source for information gathering, students are offered choices that help them narrow their search and access the variety of sources that are more authentic to their own inquiry experiences outside of school.  The Gathering Tier gives them the opportunity to take a cursory look at what is available across a large range of source types and then choose to look deeper into the sources that are most appropriate for their individual inquiry pursuits (Appendix A).  

Every task requires some form of note taking, analysis of the information found, and reflection of that source’s association to the overall understanding of the inquiry in order to help students attend to the range of actions in evaluating a single text.  Writing reflectively and analytically in their e-journal helps them “reflect on what they know, select what they wish to use, organize the selected ideas, and commit them to a written language with some concern that a reader will be able to understand what is meant” (Alvermann et al., 2010, p. 176).  First and foremost, they determine whether or not the inquiry is addressed in the source, then they identify and understand the relevance of the information that source yields. Through the reflection, they analyze the method used to understand that what they found and reflect on the addition of that one source to the collection of information they have in relation to their questions.  Because different types of sources vary the tasks, the reflection of each task is also a testament to how “students are acquiring diverse literacies: making connections between texts and experiences; adopting different persona and voices; employing problem-solving and inquiry based skills; and communicating ideas to others.” (Beach, 2007, p. 11).  Since the reflections in this tier are published in the students’ e-journals, they can actively engage in conversation about one another’s experiences through reading and commenting on their classmates’ work.


Direct instruction at this level shifts drastically from whole-group instruction to meet the needs of individual students and projects as they are each navigating their projects in different ways.  The collaborative foundation set earlier is paramount to the ability to meet students’ needs as it is impossible for one teacher to move amongst a class of thirty and help everyone who needs it.  The expectation is that students help one another first by asking a neighbor for assistance with things they think the neighbor can help them with, like getting a different perspective on how to form database searches.  For larger issues or issues a neighbor’s fast input cannot resolve, the student may request help from a variety of people, the teacher being only one.  The collaborative learning environment’s structure and strength become essential through this work as students are moving through different inquiry pursuits at different paces. Addressing their concerns and being available during this stage are imperative to their ability to stay engaged with the project, and the look and feel of instruction will vary from student to student as their needs vary.

Similarly to the early stage of inquiry forming, the gathering information stage involves formative, informal assessment of the students’ progress.  The primary tools of assessment are the students’ progression through each task and the associated e-journal reflections. By monitoring these task-by-task, the teacher can determine their depth of experience with the skills associated with the task, tier, and project and guide them to deeper understanding of the information they are collecting for later use in the Synthesis and Production Tiers.  Each e-journal is equipped with comment options for feedback, the wikispace provides opportunities for asking questions and receiving feedback, and email is available for the same purposes, all of which can be used regardless of class time interaction.  During class time, students conference with one another, the teacher, and the media specialist in ongoing discourse that serves as informal assessments.  If a repetitive problem arises, the need for direct instruction in small groups is provided.  The focus is on the process of research to satisfy personal inquiry, and failure to address missteps in the process is a failure in the overall experience.

Synthesis Tier

Very sophisticated interactions are taking place as the tasks are completed and the students move through the tiers of the project; students are synthesizing information, collaborating with a variety of groups, and negotiating the complexity of the project itself.  The Synthesis Tier provides experiences with information manipulation and connection making that are essential to move students from a position of knowledge seeker to knower, and three specific areas are used to help them negotiate the transition (Appendix B).

Though students have written in their e-journals to reflect on each source of information they have found, they have yet to use writing to develop their understanding of that information as a whole.  By breaking their understanding into three levels of communication, the student develops a sense of the most essential pieces of that information to the most sophisticated and nuanced levels of understanding.  Essentially, the audience task guides the student through creating a whole understanding from the informational pieces gathered, then breaking those pieces back down for a different purpose, which is definable by applying a specific audience to receive the information. Additionally, the student chooses an appropriate format for the audience and for the information. 

The three audiences are third grader, peer/tenth grader, and professional in a field associated with the inquiry, and the task’s authenticity displays the “connection to the larger social context within which students live” by making it necessary to identify with each of these three groups as a human first, and then as a person with a specific knowledge (Newmann & Wehlage, 1993, p. 148).  The role of voice becomes central to how the information is communicated, as communicating with a third grader requires a particular voice and approach to develop basic ideas, communicating with a peer develops a focus on the most personally relatable aspects of the research, and communicating with an expert develops a fuller and more sophisticated voice and understanding of the relationships emerging in the inquiry.  The student chooses a form of communication appropriate for both the level of understanding and the topic being communicated; for example, a poster about climate change is appropriate for a third grader to learn the basics, but a letter to a college professor or other expert on the same topic develops a deeper focus on specific aspects of understanding, demonstrating how “the choice of mode, then, is a central aspect of the epistemological shaping of knowledge and ideological design.  What can be done and thought with image, writing, or through action differs in ways that are significant for learning” (Jewitt, 2009, p. 15).  Selecting appropriate modal composition for the audience and information at hand reciprocally conveys the student’s understanding of the information. 


The second topic that is addressed in the Synthesis Tier is documentation, and many conflicting emotions are associated with standardized documentation that get in the way of students’ learning.  Most students feel that documentation is a superfluous requirement and fail to see the necessity of the rules of citation or even the inclusion of citations at all.  Few have been instructed in the various forms of standardized documentation, and fewer still understand it as a form of information synthesis, textuality, and even social interaction.  Bruce Pirie explains the web of textuality in Restructuring High School English (1997): 

the individual person can be understood only in reference to a location in a social web, a location described by a set of statements of sameness and difference…similarly, the individual text takes its place within a cultural web of all the representations the reader has experienced, and this web grows by the addition of each new text. (p. 21)  
In the context of the project, a specific web is formed within the larger web of textuality, and the documentation tasks in the Synthesis Tier seek to provide a different experience for students by using electronic tools to trace the connections that hold this web together. 

Two options are available to students: the Electronic Annotated Bibliography and the Wikipedia Source Trail, both of which require hypertext composition.  By using hypertext, students are able to actually move from source to source and interact with the sources; as Landow explains, “rather than privilege single texts and the single lone author, hypertext writing consists of networks of texts in which the author herself is part of the network,” making the web of textuality a personal experience for the student (as cited in Beach, 2007, p. 13).  Both the tasks available provide this experience but in different ways suited to the learner’s inquiry needs, and, well established by now, their research style.  Regardless of the choice of task, the student will reflect on the choice and the product on the e-journal, adding metacognitive support to the specific web of textuality they have woven.

Standardized documentation is only a requirement of the Electronic Annotated Bibliography, and students, many of whom admit that they rely on and understand the necessity of using standard forms of documentation, choose this option and utilize online tools to help them with the standardized elements.  Websites such as citationmachine.net are common tools that students often use covertly, believing that teachers do not approve of such tools.  At this stage in the process, students are not documenting for the sake of documentation; they are documenting for the sake of connection making and synthesis.  Exploring documentation in this project as a form of synthesis is more appropriate for their skill building than demanding a perfect bibliography or reference list.  From the experience in this project, further instruction on citation rules and standardized documentation can be addressed in subsequent units and projects, but limiting the demands of adherence to these rules in this project allows less tension about getting it perfect and more emphasis on the relationship between information sources.


The Wikipedia Source Trail accomplishes the same connection making ends as the annotated bibliography but is designed for a different kind of student: the wiki-lover.  Many students express dismay at the variety of sources required for research projects, questioning the necessity of a number of sources when Wikipedia can provide most of the same information.  Many teachers are disgruntled by their students’ dependency on Wikipedia and strike it from the list of possible resources and discredit it in the classroom.  The hypertext trail compromises these perspectives by providing students with permission and encouragement to use Wikipedia for information, but it requires them to only begin there and document movement from site to site through links, looking for discrepancies in information and tell-tale signs of unreliability or reliability.  At the end of the task, students reflect on how Wikipedia provides a basic understanding of information but is in itself an example of the web of textuality as it is created from and connected to a variety of sources that contribute to a comprehensive understanding.  


The assessment of the Synthesis Tier is more formal as the writing pieces require precision and the students’ presentation of understanding becomes more sophisticated.  Informal assessment and guidance through feedback is still ongoing through the interaction on the wiki, in class, and in the students’ electronic journals, which become weekly posts rather than attached to specific tasks.  The tasks themselves are assessed by more specific criteria, and the grade values of each task are higher due to higher expectations of work quality and the demonstration of how the first set of skills are informing the skills developed in this tier.  Without mastery of the skills in the Gathering Tier, synthesis is not possible, and students are often directed back to some of those initial skills to build a stronger understanding of gathered information.  

Production Tier
The final tier, Production, provides three options for students to choose from to display their learning and understanding of the inquiry topic.  To successfully accomplish this production, not only is their understanding of information and connections between information required to be nuanced and varied but their persona and their adoption of this role of knower must be seamlessly united with their production pursuits. The three options for the Production Tier are demonstrated to students about half way through the Synthesis Tier, as the third task of the Synthesis Tier asks students to begin developing the final production of their inquiry.  To accomplish this, students must choose a form of final production that best fits their topic, their personal goals, and their abilities. Though three specific options are offered, students have the opportunity to use a different method if approved.  Regardless of their choice, students are required to “pitch” their production to an appropriate audience through a memorandum and appropriate preliminary form for their production choice, putting their inquiry journey into a real-world context and experiencing how a simple question is often what sparks some of our greatest scientific accomplishments, creative endeavors, and innovative ideas.  


The three options provided for students are participation in the Living Library, writing a creative short story, or producing an informative documentary film; rubrics are provided for students to review before making their decision, and models are provided to guide their thinking (Appendix C).  The first option is the Living Library.  This option is modeled after an interesting short documentary about a library program in Sweden where people can “check out” a person and have a conversation about their unique life experiences (Van Zeller, 2006). Participants are encouraged to ask whatever questions they really want to know, and the Living Library subjects are willing to discuss their perspectives based on their own lives.  For this option, the idea is similar: the student engages in conversation with an individual appropriately matched to the student by the teacher who will question the student’s expertise on the topic, increasing their “contextual consciousness” by making a stronger connection to the social web of which inquiry is a part (Pirie, 1997, p. 50).  Additionally, the student must successfully address the role by presenting him or herself as a professional attached to the area of inquiry he or she has completed.  For example, a student researching the carcinogenic effects of plastic water bottles may present himself as a scientist doing research, a doctor treating cancer patients, or a lawyer involved in a class action suit; any real-world role that involves authentic use or implementation of the inquiry the student has explored. 

To make the conversation authentic and create a challenge for the student, it is absolutely necessary to provide a situation where the performance is true to the inquiry.  For the Living Library to be a successful display of the student’s understanding, high levels of substantive conversation that include “considerable interaction about the ideas…exchanges that are not completely scripted or controlled… [and] dialogue that builds coherently on participant’s ideas” will challenge them and engage them in discussion that is true to idea exchange rather than a formal presentation of what has been learned (Newmann and Wehlage, 1993, p. 149).  The pool of participants is selected due to their interest level and personal experience with students’ topics as a step to ensure an informed and engaged conversation between “two or more minds committed to building something together,” in this case, a shared construction of meaning about a particular topic (Pirie, 1997, p. 92).  With tools such as Skype and iChat, a Living Library interaction is possible with anyone, even if the participant is hundreds of miles away, providing access to people who are interested in the topic and in participating in meaningful ways.


The other two production options require the student to create rather than perform from a position of the knower.  Throughout the project, students experience a variety of sources of information, and these two options allow them the opportunity to recreate that information for themselves.  One conversation that takes place in the Gathering Tier focuses on the inquiry and research that go into everyday media representations.  We create a list of movies, stories, television shows, and songs that carry some weight of knowing behind them.  How could the writers of The Big Bang Theory write the show without doing research into physics to make the characters believable?  How could the writers, directors, and producers of The Patriot have created the movie without a thorough understanding of militia tactics in the Revolutionary War?  How could Wendy Mass have written A Mango-Shaped Space without researching and understanding synesthesia?  In this conversation, students are exposed to the role of research and inquiry as an integral part of creative pursuits, and that gives the short story option a foundation.  For the students who enjoy creative writing, this option gives them a chance to weave their understanding from inquiry into a creative piece that demonstrates how that activity in their future may require extensive research.  What results is a story that may not be based on the inquiry itself but has the understanding of that inquiry as a strong element of the themes, plot, characters, or setting.  


The other option is to create a documentary film based on the understanding gained from the inquiry project.  This allows students to take a more structured approach, and, when students lament the lack of a formal research essay option, this is the direction I guide them in.  Production requires extensive planning and organizing of the information they have gained and puts their understanding to the challenge in order to present the information in a comprehensive and compelling way.  Students with similar projects or who have ways of merging projects are allowed to collaborate on the documentary if that collaboration enhances the final product.

Though the Production Tier activity is the culminating task of the project, it is not intended as the summative assessment of the student’s learning.  It is the summation of their inquiry, true, but the project intends to impart the experience of inquiry and research as a process, and the Production Tier is one point in that process.  Attaching a grade for the whole project based on this tier would be a contradiction to the nature of process, so, though this tier does receive a grade based on only one activity, it is not the sole carrier of the final assessment.  This production activity seeks to prove that students have expanded their personal literacies and can demonstrate what they know about a topic they have chosen, researched, thought about, written about, discussed, and invested themselves so thoroughly in that they have become a ‘‘knower.’’  They may not have an answer to every question regarding that topic, but they have an interest in that answer and a connection to that answer and the means to find that answer independently, think about what they find in regards to what they already know and have experienced, and adjust their whole understanding accordingly.

Final Reflection

The final assessment, then, lies in the collection of all the tiered tasks and the students’ reflections throughout the project.  After the process is complete, students revisit and reread their posts and comments, review the materials they have gathered and produced, and reflect on the experience in one final reflection (Appendix D).  Identifying weaknesses and future solutions is important in this step, and the students’ reflections are on themselves as learners, questioning what they did to become “knowers” and how to maintain independence in this area in other classes and other situations.   

Why not a research paper?


Throughout designing the original project, implementing it in classrooms, and redesigning it for the capstone, I have wrestled with myself, with veteran teachers, and with conservative students who question my dismissal of the traditional research project, and more specifically, the thesis-based five-paragraph argumentative research paper.  It is an experience many of us have had and have relied on to get us through undergraduate and advanced degrees, following a process to create a predictable and reliable product.  There is certainly nothing wrong with that, but “there is nothing natural about today’s school essay; it didn’t appear in answer to any self-evident need within the range of available genres,” and perpetuating it as the only way to respond to inquiry leaves inquiry at the school house door in a society that no longer allows such things to be left behind (Pirie, 1997, p. 75).  There are times and places in a curriculum for all different kinds of writing genres and reasons for reading, writing, and research, and teachers must choose how to provide those experiences.  At times the essay English teachers have relied on for years may be that best option, but, as Pirie (1997) explains, “people can express original and creative ideas in the hierarchical essay, but… they do so despite the form; there is nothing within the form that invites divergent thinking,” and this personal inquiry project relies on divergent thinking from the very first day (p. 83).  

Conclusion
Returning to daily lessons, reading novels, and writing in a variety of forms for a variety of purposes is inevitable in an English classroom, but maintaining the mindset of inquiry is possible throughout these activities.  Working primarily with literature curriculum, though, English teachers often have a hard time understanding how inquiry can mesh with their content instruction, but the solution is quite simple.  By attaching a research endeavor to major works of literature that support and extend thematic understanding, students can refine and expand their research skills and make literature relevant to the real world, all while engaging in deep analysis of literature.  Extending the questioning practices established in this project to the ideas that emerge in literary analysis, possibilities for literature based inquiry projects are endless.
As times change and English teachers adjust to those changes, the ideal of the English classroom changes to one “in which students are not parasites on the body of literature, but active participants in an unfinished culture, agents with the power and responsibility to make sense of that culture and to contribute to its ongoing construction” (Pirie, 1997, p.73).  Approaching this ideal takes courage and commitment to change the way teachers think and teach so that we can help students have the courage and commitment to learn.  This project represents one act of pedagogical courage that is supported by established research and emerging theories about literacy, adolescent development, and technology, and, though they may not find a place for this specific project in their classrooms, it is my hope that teachers will use the example to create for themselves the practices that best address their students’ needs.
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Gathering Tier: Students will locate, select, and analyze a variety of multimodal and print sources to address their inquiry needs.





Synthesis Tier: Students will integrate information from gathered sources to synthesize a personal understanding that addresses their initial inquiry.





Production Tier: Students will produce a final piece that demonstrates their new role as knower.





Final Reflection: Students will reflect on the experience as a whole.





Electronic Journal: Students will reflect on tasks and experiences throughout the inquiry and research process.








