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I-SEARCH PAPER 

 
This semester you will be practicing two different ways to introduce research and writing to your 
students. You will conduct your own research completing an I-Search paper and during the 
second half of the semester you will turn that research into a Multigenre Project. This handout 
should help answer any questions you have about your I-Search paper as well as walk you 
though the steps of completing the paper. In addition, there is one example of an I-Search Paper 
on the course website. 
 
WHAT IS AN I-SEARCH PAPER? 
 
Unlike a traditional research paper, the I-Search paper teaches you about searching and 
discovering. A traditional research paper typically assumes an objective stance, focuses on a topic 
and creates a thesis statement, and discards information that does not support the thesis. An I-
Search paper will allow you (and your future students) to record the step by step PROCESS 
(because writing is a process) of searching for information; reflect your hunt for facts, 
information, truths, and discoveries; describe chronologically the process you went through in 
investigating your research question; include information on what surprised you; and write in 
first person as a way to encourage you to reflect on your process as a researcher. 
 
THE SUBJECT 
 
The subject of your paper will be anything you are interested in exploring. You can write about 
any topic you choose, but make sure it is something you are interested in exploring since you will 
be researching and writing about it all semester long. My suggestion, don’t edit yourself. You can 
write about ANYTHING. Think about what that means to you. What do you want to learn 
more about? What are you curious about? 
 
THE PROCESS 
 
The process for this paper is as important as the paper you produce. It will help you become a 
better researcher and writer and it will help you as you engage your students in becoming 
researchers and writers. The process must be deliberate, rational, and recorded for verification.  
 
You should gather information from scholarly articles and books, as well as popular articles, 
magazines, newspapers, and Internet sources. You should also conduct interviews, do 
observation, or develop surveys. 

Your paper must also be dialectic. The Dialectical Process is used to describe research projects 
that use disagreeing sources. Imagine yourself at the table with researchers while there is a 
conversation going on about your topic (for instance the most influential character on The 
Walking Dead). Not everyone at the table has the same opinion and your paper must reflect these 
different opinions—even if they seem to be on the same side. (For example, one expert believes 
that Michonne, although needing to be developed more as a character, plays a central role in 
creating the larger Walking Dead narrative while the other argues that she is necessary for the 
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development of both feminist and African American characters in the series. Both find Michonne 
central, but for different purposes.) 
 
THE PRODUCT 
 
Your final product will be a 7-10 page, typed, double-spaced paper, in five parts: 
 
1. What I Know/What I Want to Know: First, record what you already know and what you 

want to learn about the subject, BEFORE you start your research. This will help to make 
sure you are clear as to what you are looking for, and will help you measure the distance 
you’ve covered at the end of your search. You don’t need to research what you already know 
about. Instead, you should increase your knowledge. In addition, by examining the reasons 
you are drawn to your investigation, and what you hope to learn, you can establish clear 
goals for the project. (Minimum 200 words) 

 
2. The Search: You will prepare for this section of the paper as you do your research. Keep a 

journal or notes with what you learn as you conduct your research. This section should be a 
narrative of how you went about researching and exploring for the project. Talk about your 
successes and frustrations, effective methods or sources. For example, you could discuss what 
it was like to conduct interviews, do archival research, use the databases, or observe learners. 
How did your research change or expand during this search process? You will write this 
narrative chronologically, looking back over what you accomplished. (Minimum 400 words) 

 
3.  The Results: This section is the formal presentation of your research. You should organize 

this section as you would a formal research paper, focusing on the question you explored. 
You should use traditional, expository writing supporting claims with data, evidence, and 
citation. A successful Results section can be read in isolation from Parts 1 and 2, and will 
convey to the reader what you know about the subject. (Minimum 1500 words) 
 

4. What I Learned: In this section you discuss what you learned about yourself as a 
researcher. Here you should describe how you developed as a researcher and talk about what 
you learned about researching that you didn’t know before. What were your strengths as a 
researcher? Your weaknesses? What was the research process like for you? You will describe 
how you will use the knowledge you gained in the future as well as what aspects of what you 
learned were most important to your process. (Minimum 200 words)  
 

5. Works Cited: Here you will list the sources you used in your paper. It should be in MLA or 
APA format and you should have a minimum of 5 sources. No more than 2 of those can be 
Internet sources and at least 2 must be scholarly articles or books. 
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SPECIFIC GUIDELINES FOR I-SEARCH SECTIONS 

 
Here you will find suggestions for what you should include in each section of your paper. Please 
do not feel you have to touch on these in the order they are listed. Make sure your narrative is 
well organized and moves through each section in a way that is easy for your reader to follow and 
comprehend. 
 
PART I: WHAT I ALREADY KNOW/WHAT I WANT TO KNOW 
 
A complete description of your topic (as complete as you can make at this time) 
Make sure you include the questions you want to answer, a plan for your research, and 
explanation of any terms or ideas the reader needs to know about your project. 
 
What you already know about your topic—what are you thinking? Make sure this has 
some detail. Write about the theories and opinions you already have on the topic and what you 
expect to find out about the topic. 
 
What is your connection to the topic? Tell us why you’re interested in the topic, 
considering the following questions. What is the history of your interest in the topic? What do 
you want to gain in exploring this topic? How will it help you as a teacher? Student? Person? 
Why is learning about this topic valuable? What experiences have you had that connect you to 
the topic? What have you read, seen, or witnessed that connects you to the topic? 
 
The major purpose of this section is to make sure you’ve really thought about the topic BEFORE 
you move deep into research. It will also be a starting point—somewhere you can measure your 
success (and struggles). It will help you think about whether or not you accomplished what you 
set out to do. Don’t worry if your research moves you in a different direction than you first 
planned. Once you learn more about your topic, you may change your research interests or 
goals—that’s okay and something you can discuss in your “Search” section. 
 
PART II: THE SEARCH 
 
This part should be the most personal and informal section of your paper. It should describe and 
reflect how you spent your time and completed your research during the I-Search process. The 
information for this section should be in your journal or notes that you keep during your I-Search 
activities. (These do not need to be typed, but you will attach them to your final paper.) This 
section should be written last, as a commentary and reflection.  
 
 In this section you should write in first person.  
 It should be based on your recollection and reflection.  
 It should describe your search process and tell what went well and what did not.  
 It should give a detailed account of your evaluation of your research processes with 

comments on what tools were most useful as well as those that weren’t.  
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PART III: THE RESULTS 
 
This is the longest and most formal section of your I-Search paper. In this section, you combine 
what you’ve learned and organize it in a way to teach your audience about your expertise.  
 
 Most likely, this section will be written in a formal style and can be read separately from the 

other two sections.  
 It should have a number of citations (a minimum of 5 with most of those being academic 

sources), but it should rely on synthesis and analysis of these sources—not direct quotation 
and summary. 

 It should show disagreement among experts—what are the conflicting points of view on the 
subject? 

 It should reflect your own opinion when you are drawing conclusions on what you’ve learned 
in your research. 

 
PART IV: WHAT I LEARNED 
 
This section is where you reflect on who you are as a researcher. How have you developed as a 
researcher? What have you learned about yourself? It should be reflective and be written in first 
person. 
 
 It should talk about who you are as a learner and researcher—what new skills did you learn? 

What old skills have you improved? What skills are you still uncomfortable with? What skills 
seem repetitive and not useful?  

 Reflect on the I-Search process and how you handled it. Did you meet all your deadlines? 
What did it teach you about yourself as a writer? Researcher? Student?  
 

PART V: WORKS CITED 
 
Make sure that your Works Cited follows MLA or APA Citation and lists all sources cited in The 
Results section of your paper.  
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I-SEARCH ASSIGNMENT DUE DATES 

 
Below are specific tasks to help start and guide you through the I-Search paper. Each must be 
typed, double-spaced, 12-point font and a hard copy must be turned in at the beginning of the 
class period listed. Please note, each of these tasks not only counts towards the final grade on the 
I-Search Project but you should also list them as part of your research journal and discuss them 
in you “Search” section. 
 
I-Search Ideas and Annotations (5%, 10 points)           Tues. Sept. 2 
 
What do you want to do your I-Search paper on? You will choose 4 or 5 topics you want to 
explore and write a short paragraph annotation on each one. This is a brainstorming process to 
help you think about what you are interested in exploring and what you know about the topic. 
 
Research Design (10%, 20 points)          Thurs. Sept. 11 
 
Here you will narrow down your topic choice and start to think about approaching your 
research. The research design assignment should help you write your “What I Know” section as 
well as start you with questions and sources for your research. (See Fearless Writing pages 56-61).  
 
Conferences with Dr. Buchanan (10%, 20 points)    Sept. 22-26 
 
During your I-Search Conference you should bring all your research notes/journals/materials to 
discuss your “Search” section and how to start your “Results” section. If you have already started 
your “Results” section, you can bring that as well. I WILL NOT conference with you if you do 
not bring materials to discuss. 
 
 
Final Paper (75%, 150 points)          Thurs. Oct. 16 
 
The final product of your I-Search Paper is due by the beginning of class. You must turn in a 
hard copy, which is typed, doubled-spaced, with 12-point font. Your final paper must have all 
five parts of the I-Search paper in order to be complete. Please see the Rubric for specific 
guidelines. 
 
 
 
 


