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Abstract:

This book is written for teachers and media specialists, and describes the exciting, fairly new research process called the I-Search.  It begins with some background material on the development of the I-Search; the majority of the book is devoted to defining the I-search and thoroughly explaining the I-search process.  Real-life journal entries are included that illustrate the depth of individual student involvement in his or her topic.  There is a chapter on workshops to teach the I-search to other teachers and media specialists, and a chapter connecting the I-search process to Information Literacy.
Reflection:

As I wrote in my initial entry in my journal/learning log, I have been out of school for more decades than I care to admit to in public, and I do not remember the specifics of any research process.  I noted that when I think of research, I think of long hours mired in dull books with little print, trying to take notes.  I vaguely remember struggling to organize the notes into a paper, and trying to put somebody else’s facts into my own words.  I also remember a distinct lack of organization.

I asked my 8th grade daughter if she has been taught any research process, and she said no.  Just to make sure we understood each other, I asked specifically, “Didn’t any of your teachers teach you how to do a research paper or project?” and again, she answered no. She is doing a research project now, on an assigned topic, and she said she would just “Google” it.  I asked her if she would use note cards and she looked at me with a “what would I be doing with note cards” look.
So the value of the I-Search process for today’s students strikes me immediately in the benefits of learning the organization of a research project, and in the level of interest for the student. I am imagining my daughter’s science teacher using the I-search process in order to accomplish more than just learning about natural disasters, which is the assigned topic referred to in the preceding paragraph.  One, the students would finally be learning a research process, and a good one at that.  Two, they might possibly find themselves more interested, more vested, in the particular issue, within the assigned topic, that might choose them.  For example, if each student could do a web, with natural disasters at the center, I believe some particular aspect (i.e., how do you fight a forest fire?) of some particular form of natural disaster (i.e., forest fires) would appear at the outskirts of the web designed by a student who wants to be a firefighter when he/she grows up.  Then I believe that that student would be willing to do a little more research than just “googling it”.  The pre-notetaking sheet would help the student organize the topic and keep their focus on the four of five questions under “What I want to answer in my research”. 

It’s a beautiful process, really.  I have just finished with the pre-notetaking sheet for my topic, and it was gratifying to see the focus of my imminent research taking shape.

It has been interesting and gratifying to read the messages regarding our I-search topics, and the “accordion” questions posed on the bulletin board (even though we are not supposed to be reading them().  There is much support and interest displayed toward each other in these questions. So I can see how, in the middle school example above, the time spent for students to share their topics with the class, explaining how the topics “chose them”, would also be valuable in some intrinsic and “class-bonding” ways, in classmates learning about each other, and in students being able to express themselves, describing their own interests or experiences that led them to that topic choosing them.  I know this is probably more true if the topic is a real-life topic, as opposed to natural disasters, but I bet there would be more than one student who would be “chosen” by a topic relating to hurricanes because they were in Florida when one occurred.  And I think their classmates’ natural curiosity about that student’s experience would provide lively accordion questions. 
I also like the conferencing that is to occur between the student and his/her teacher or media specialist, because I think that the teacher/media specialist will get to know the student better, and have a chance for an interesting conversation about something the student cares about, and the student gets some positive one-on-one attention that all students (even graduate students) crave (whether they admit to it or not).

I cannot comment on the next phases yet, because although I have completed the text, I have not performed those phases for my own topic.  I would also like to defer answering this question from our assignment instructions: “Why do you think it would be important not to skip any of these steps even if you have done plenty of research projects before?” until I have completed all the steps.
Of the overall I-search process, I can say that I feel very optimistic for my research project, and doubly so for students today who are lucky enough to learn this process.  The idea of being fully engaged in a research paper instead of dreading it, or just doing the minimum required, is intoxicating.  It is easy to share the enthusiasm that permeates the I-search manual.
I also think the I-search process, where the students get to choose a topic “that itches”
 as described in the book, would be a great way to teach computer skills and information literacy skills to students.  For example, they would probably be so interested in webbing their own lives, that they would be anxious to learn the computer skills to be able to draw the web on the computer.  I think middle school is a great time to teach this, because the level of self-absorption at this age is spectacular (at least with the middle-schoolers I know).  And getting the I-search process under their belts in middle school is great preparation for high school.  Even when topics are assigned, I believe each student can use this process to make the topic more interesting to him/her, and to stay organized throughout the research project.
In my journal, I also admitted to research opportunities in my adult life that I ignored.  I can give two fairly benign examples for public consumption:  When I bought my first new car a long time ago, I let my husband do the research, and bought the car he suggested.  Just recently, I bought the same dishwasher my brother did, because I knew that he had done the research.  From choosing a college major, to making career choices, to making certain life choices, I can’t help but wonder, now, what I would have done differently in my life if I had learned the I-search process as a teen-ager.  I believe that the I-search process can and should be a tool for life, not just for school.  If my children don’t learn it from their teachers, they are going to learn it from me.
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