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The Topic – At Roland Park Country School, first and second grade students do not get any exposure to research skills in their library classes.  The librarian knows she should infuse these skills into her curriculum, but how should she approach it?  The I-search and Big6 models are established methods proven to work with students, but are they appropriate and worthwhile for students at this young age?  What are the challenges involved, and what parts of these processes would be worthwhile to emphasize?  I decided to delve into what is already written and proven about these methods to see which elements could apply to young students.  I discovered that much of this information can be found in books pertaining to the topic, and I look forward to reading and investigating those when more time permits.  I spent my limited time digging up articles that pertain to the matter, and I found that the most relevant tended to focus on I-search as the best method for younger kids.  The Big6 model should not be ignored, however, for there are worthwhile aspects to that approach as well.  I found and read the following articles for my investigation.
Bowen, C. (2001). A process approach: The I-Search with grade 5: They learn! Teacher Librarian, 29 (2), 14-17.
Working with 5th grade students, Bowen found that the I-search approach to research was much more meaningful than the traditional approach.  In a six-week unit, she guided them through the process, using the four primary I-search questions and allowing them to choose their own topics to discover the answers.  The students had some difficulty selecting their topics, but once they decided, they became invested and sustained their interest in the project for the full six weeks. Bowen concluded that the I-search process allowed students to feel a sense of ownership and empowerment, and 100% of them said they would like to use I-search again.

While this was a study conducted with students a bit older than those on which I am concentrating, I found the article worthwhile.  Students in 1st and 2nd grades can surely tackle the four I-search questions and explore a topic that interests them.  Being young and enthusiastic, they actually might have an easier time discovering an interesting area of study. They would produce a simpler product but employ the basic elements of the research process.  

Carey, J. O. (2003). Michael Eisenberg and Robert Berkowitz’s Big6 Information Problem-Solving Model. School Library Media Activities Monthly, 19 (5), 24-26.
In this article, Carey emphasizes the simplicity of the Big6 process as a means of teaching students to learn how to learn.  He calls the model “elegant,” and he says that it provides a clear and efficient way to navigate the research process.  He says a few things that relate directly to my topic.  One is that the model is flexible and can be adapted to all levels of students—the outcomes can vary depending on the level.  The emphasis on information process-solving rather than completing a research assignment lends itself to younger learners.  He also says that its generic nature can apply to all different subject areas, allowing for meaningful collaboration with teachers that can translate into meaningful connections for the students.

Jent, A. (2004). My I-piphany. Knowledge Quest, 32 (4), 32-35.

After completing an I-search assignment in a graduate school class, Jent discovered that the process was enlightening in a number of different ways.  She found that the personalized nature of the process allowed the topic to choose her rather than the other way around, and the project became engrossing instead of laborious and painful.  She also discussed the way journaling was a key factor in her journey—it required her to think about her own thinking.  She recommends the I-search approach to K-12 teachers as a “genuine investigation of a question” that takes students through an intrinsic process.  I think the journaling would be a worthwhile step for young students to take, even if it is in a simple format—they can reflect upon their methods as they tackle the questions they pose.
Landreau, J. (2011). Research: Why wait till high school? Phi Delta Kappan, 92 (6), 55-57.

This article gives a great overview of the value of introducing research skills to young students.  Landreau talks about a 6-year-old who completes and presents a short report on how sound waves travel from the ear to the brain!  She says that “the greatest advantage of starting research at an early age is that students don’t tire of it.”  Teachers should take advantage of the energy level and enthusiasm of young students and show them how to explore topics about which they are naturally curious.  She explains that the final product can be simple, but students can learn how to note compelling facts and organize them in “an interesting and orderly fashion.”  She emphasizes that research is an active process that can be self-directed and satisfying to young students.  I am greatly inspired to see how this can work in my own school.

Tallman, J. (1995). Connecting writing and research through the I-search paper. Emergency Librarian, 23 (1), 20-24.
The focus of this article is 7th graders going through their first I-search project  The authors say that it took a great deal of time, planning and energy to take 27 students who had all selected different topics through the I-search model, but the results made it well worth the effort.  The teachers did a lot of coaching at first, but eventually the students became independent, active and engaged.   Along the way, students reflected and assessed themselves, a crucial step in the process.  In the end, the students felt a sense of accomplishment about what they had achieved.  

Here we have another study that involves students a bit older than those I want to study, but the message is clear—relevant research conducted in a personalized manner is beneficial to students of all ages.  I think the unique thing I gleaned from this article is that teachers need a great deal of organization and high-level energy to get the process rolling with students, but ultimately, they take over their own learning and produce results that are meaningful to them.
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