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The students, individually  
or as a group, direct  
themselves. The instructor 
asks questions and verbally 
reflects students’ feelings 
and responses to help them 
gain insight.

Voice, Choice, and the Optimal Mismatch: Empowering 
Students’ Voices by Making Them (Un)comfortable with 
the Student-Directed Multigenre Research Paper
Kelly Weber, Wayne State College, joined NCTE 2015

Throughout the entirety of my 
first semester of college teach-
ing, the most frequent question 

students asked me was, “What will 
our final research paper be?” With a 
smile, I always answered, “You’ll see.”

The same question had been on my 
mind throughout the previous sum-
mer, when I was gathering course 
ideas for teaching my first upcoming 
two sections of English Composition 
Skills. Initially, I planned to follow 
the traditional route most composi-
tion research units take: teach stu-
dents how to gather sources, write in 
the third person, maintain a profes-
sional tone, and craft an argumenta-
tive thesis. However, I soon realized 
that I would already be teaching 
many of these skills in our persuasive 
writing unit, when students would 
have to research a local issue and 
then persuade readers to take action. 
What would that leave for a research 
unit? A paper that would bore stu-
dents and result in no ownership of 
the research, of the paper, or of the 
voice.

So I Googled “how to make re-
search papers engaging,” and stum-
bled across the idea of the multigenre 
research paper. This multigenre 
paper is, according to Romano, “‘com-
posed of many genres and subgenres, 
each piece self-contained, making 
a point of its own, yet connected by 
theme and topic’” (as cited in Seales, 
2011, para. 1). Essentially, students 
research all of the sources as they 
would a traditional paper, but rather 
than translating the information 
from these sources into a traditional 
one-genre research paper, students 
choose any number of genres in which 
to present their research and overall 
argument: memoir, poem, film script, 

etc. Of course, many teachers would 
rush to ask how this can benefit 
students academically—wouldn’t the 
time be better used to teach students 
how to craft an academic research 
paper?

I wondered that myself, but Mack 
(2002) wrote eloquently of the multi-
genre paper’s ability to tap into stu-
dents’ intrinsic motivation by asking 
them to write using methods other 
than typical discursive prose. She 
praised the multigenre as a vehicle 
suited to the changing definition of 
research in the Information Age, 
asserting that “asking students to 
imitate a dumbed-down, artificial re-
search format [of a traditional paper] 
most often results in boring, plagia-
rized papers” (p. 92). Additionally, 
the use of multiple genres allowed 
students something important: choice. 
Students are able to choose subjects 
and genres to fit their own interests 
and personal strengths as writers, 
thus their ownership of their paper 
increases. Allen and Swistak (2004) 
have described successful experiences 
in providing this ownership with the 
multigenre research paper, empower-
ing student voice by helping students 
invest in the work. Not only would 
students be more engaged in the writ-

ing and research process, but they 
would also write more authentically—
to unlock their voices. Additionally, I 
would be more engaged in teaching 
them and grading the final assign-
ments than I would if I were teaching 
the traditional one-genre research 
paper.

However, considering teaching 
the process of writing a multigenre 
research paper raised an important 
question: how could I possibly begin 
to explain all of the various genres 
students might want to use and how 
on earth could I make the class mean-
ingful for all of the students at the 
same time? Differentiating instruc-
tion so widely seemed close to impos-
sible.

The answer arrived in the form 
of the “nondirective teaching model” 
proposed by Joyce, Weil, and Calhoun 
(2015), building upon the work of Carl 
Rogers wherein students are placed 
at the center of learning; the instruc-
tor acts as a counselor or facilitator, 
helping students to process feelings 
and decide which steps to take and 
what to learn next. The students, in-
dividually or as a group, direct them-
selves. The instructor asks questions 
and verbally reflects students’ feel-
ings and responses to help them gain 
insight. Thus, the students become 
responsible for their decisions and 
their own learning.

Applied in the classroom, the 
nondirective teaching model—as 
discussed at length throughout our 
course in instructional theory—al-
lows the learner to choose and set the 
agenda for the course, a project that 
at once exhilarated and disconcerted 
me. I thought, though, that using the 
nondirective model might be the best 
way to proceed with the multigenre: 
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The choice of genres, 
deadlines, work processes, 
and time spent outside of 
class with me empowered 
students.

What’s Next for Guided Reading?
Dr. Jennifer Berne, Northern Illinois University, and Dr. Sophie Degener, National Louis University

after I had established some basic ex-
amples and instructions for students, 
I could back off and let students take 
the lead on setting their own learning 
objectives and task goals for the mul-
tigenre paper. They would be the ones 
to decide what genres they would use, 
how they would become familiar with 
those genres, and how they would 
write in them. They would decide 
what to research, what to incorporate, 
and how to go about completing the 
project. To facilitate this process, I 
adapted Sweetland’s (n.d.) “Planning 
Steps for an Independent Project” and 
a learning contract template from the 
Academic Technology Center (2014). 
Armed with a contract, instructional 
handouts, directions, and an example 
by Grinberg (2008), I went to class to 
pitch the project.

I began my discussion of the unit 
in class by asking students for their 
honest opinions on research papers. 
Most hated them (“they make me 
feel sick,” some said), although many 
also saw the benefits (“worth it in the 
long run”). They grumbled about the 
amount of time and work research pa-
pers require, but they prepared them-
selves to settle down and churn out 
the perfunctory assignment—in as 
boring a pseudo-intellectual voice as 
they could muster, I do not doubt. So 
when I dimmed the lights and pow-
ered up the projector to display an ex-
ample of a multigenre paper, several 
of the students sat up in surprise and 
began talking to one another. The use 
of poems and personalities quizzes in 
the paper instead of pages and pages 
of prose snagged their attention. I 
then handed out and began explain-
ing the assignment directions.

Initial reactions varied. Some 
responded similarly to Mack’s (2002) 
students—many of my students 
asked if they could do a traditional 
research paper instead of the multi-
genre. They appeared disconcerted 
by the multigenre project and more 
so when I said they could not do a 
single-genre paper. Most students 
expressed curiosity. Others balked. 
After I showed them Grinberg’s (2008) 
example, a few students raised their 

hands. “Are you teasing us, or do we 
really get to do this?” they asked. On 
the whole, the project both interested 
and overwhelmed students in both 
of my sections with its complexity 
and unfamiliarity. The multigenre 
aspect confused them enough; with 
the added student-directed (nondirec-
tive) component, a muffled silence 
settled over the room. I assured them 
we would take slow steps the first few 
days.

We spent three full class sessions 
on instruction, models, and expla-
nations of what a narrow topic and 
argumentation with credible sources 
would look like in multigenre form. I 
also explained how, for the next two 
weeks, they would be required to 
work with their classmates at least 
once per class session. Each day, stu-
dents would have to use at least one 
of five cooperative learning strategies 
that I provided on a handout dur-
ing my overview of the unit. The five 
strategies (with directions) included 
tutoring a classmate in specific writ-
ing skills; meeting with a partner to 
ask one another reflective questions 
about how they felt about the project 
and how they could best tackle the 
problems they were encountering, 
following Joyce, Weil, and Calhoun’s 
(2015) nondirective learning phases; 
sharing strategies with classmates 
for writing in certain genres; meeting 
in groups to troubleshoot and solve 
problems encountered throughout 
the project; and meeting in groups to 
offer written and verbal feedback to 
one another’s written products. At the 
end of each class period, students had 
to write for five minutes about what 
cooperative learning strategy they 

used that day, how well it worked, 
and what they would do differently 
next time. Finally, I required that stu-
dents sign up for at least one fifteen-
minute in-class conference with me 
throughout the entire duration of the 
unit. Students would decide what to 
do with the remainder of their time 
in each class period. This meant that 
students could use laptops, tablets, 
and other electronic devices to re-
search sources or compose and edit 
parts of their papers or complete 
other tasks relevant to the project. 
After establishing these parameters 
over the first three days of the unit, 
I turned students loose in the class-
room for the next two weeks. They did 
not disappoint. 

While they worked, I acted as a 
facilitator to monitor on-task behavior 
in the classroom, answer questions 
between conferences, and discuss 
students’ work and processes in our 
conferences together. The common 
theme throughout all my interactions 
and discussions with students was 
choice. The choice of genres, dead-
lines, work processes, and time spent 
outside of class with me empowered 
students. Some students created 
deadlines independently of my assis-
tance and tested new ideas in the safe 
boundary of the classroom—a couple 
only approached me once outside of 
our allotted conference to ask, “Is it 
okay if I . . . ?” Others met with me 
quite frequently during my office 
hours to walk through the process of 
setting and meeting deadlines with 
me. Students also chose which cooper-
ative learning strategies they wanted 
to use each class period. While some 
blurred strategies together and sim-
ply met to talk through problems 
and ideas, some reported using the 
reflective questions together to articu-
late how they felt about the project, 
why they felt this way, and how they 
would move forward with it. I used 
variations of these questions myself 
with students, occasionally. In confer-
ences, I also asked them a list of ques-
tions that included, “What do you like 
about this project?” Their answers 
(paraphrased from anecdotal notes 
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jotted during conferences) surprised 
and intrigued me:

	 •	 I like that we get to choose our 
own topics.

	 •	 I like the research part. I like 
learning about something that 
interests me.

	 •	 I like meeting my own dead-
lines. I like working at my pace 
in the project.

	 •	 I like working at my own pace 
because sometimes I feel like 
I have to stop and wait for the 
rest of the class to catch up.

After a couple of weeks of such con-
ferences and student-directed classes, 
a workshop, and a final work day, I 
collected the finished projects—the re-
sult of student choice of genre, choice 
of deadlines, and choice of topics. In 
the rush of holiday breaks and the 
closing semester, I sat down to assess 
the projects.

Fresh, authentic voices greeted 
me on the page. I laughed aloud in 
several parts of papers as students 
explored their topics through text 
messages, traditional prose, comic 
strips, poems, and personal narra-
tives that were funny, dryly ironic, 
thoughtful, passionate, and earnest.

Consider one student’s essay con-
clusion (which, along with the intro-
duction, I required to function as a 
sort of letter to the reader that gives 
a general informal overview of the 
project and its thesis):

The Holocaust tore through the hearts 
of the world and is something that will 
always be remembered. It was a devas-
tating experience for all involved, but 
most devastating for the victims and 
survivors. My hope is that through the 
information I have provided one will 
stop and think of the victims next time 
the Holocaust is brought up. I hope 
they will stop and think of the children 
that were given away or the families 
that were torn apart, the number of 
children who were experimented on or 
worked to death. I hope one will stop 
and think of the eleven million people 
who died—that is who it is truly about.

Rather than simply blandly summa-
rizing the information, the student 
speaks with passion, deliberate rep-
etition, and strong voice directly to 
the reader (as intended), indicating a 
strong awareness of audience. A good 
research paper, single- or multigenre, 
should demonstrate this audience 
awareness anyway. Arguably, the 
student’s engaging voice and honesty 
are on finer display here. Whereas the 
summaries of many traditional re-
search papers feature a basic review 
of information with little stylistic 
variance or enthusiasm, the student’s 
choice of deliberate repetition and 
parallelism to review the main points 
covered in the essay illustrates a 

genuine connection to the topic and 
ownership of the writing unlocked.

The student’s first genre, followed 
by a footnote explaining the source of 
the information, its credibility, and 
why the student selected the genre, 
frames the Holocaust from the per-
spective of a victim (Figure 1) using 
Bloeme Evers-Emden’s article “Shat-
tered Life” (n.d.) as a reference. The 
student determined that this informa-
tion was best shown through a letter 
allowing the audience to empathize.

Here, again, as with any good re-
search paper, whether single- or mul-
tigenre, the student demonstrates the 
ability to synthesize source informa-
tion together into a new text, support 

Figure 1. 
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an argument—that the victims and 
survivors be remembered more than 
Hitler, as illustrated by the student’s 
choice of presenting information 
through a survivor’s perspective—and 
write with a strong, engaging voice. 
How, then, does the student voice in 
this multigenre selection differ from 
the voice of a traditional single-genre 
paper? For one, the student uses two 
stylistic prose voices within the same 
selection, switching from an imagined 
persona to an engaging footnote that 
documents the student’s opinion of 
the article as well as rationale for 
the article’s credibility and for the 
choice of genre. Such critical thinking 
should occur in both a single-genre 
and multigenre research paper, but 
this multigenre essay offers no evi-
dence of the turgid pseudo-intellec-
tual prose/voice so likely to manifest 
with traditional single-genre research 

papers. The student has documented 
critical thinking and successfully 
synthesized information into two 
different styles, revealing multifac-
eted aspects of voice within the same 
paper.

Another student, arguing Attila the 
Hun as the most brutal of history’s 
dictators, translated information from 
multiple sources into genres that in-
cluded the fictional Roman newspaper 
example (Figure 2).

Here, once again, the student has 
synthesized information from various 
sources, documented critical think-
ing about those sources and demon-
strated the ability to transform that 
information into new genres with 
entertaining prose style. In this case, 
the student has used information 
about Attila the Hun’s brutal crimes 
and, instead of summarizing that 
information in a basic paragraph, has 

transformed it into a 
newspaper article from 
the perspective of the 
people (the Romans) 
who opposed him; the 
student not only had to 
understand the material 
well enough to support 
the argument, but also 
to transform the mate-
rial into a completely 
new genre.

Instructors are likely 
to ask, validly, “How is 
this teaching students 
to construct the types of 
papers they are likely 
to write throughout 
the rest of their college 
careers?” My answer 
is three-pronged: 1) as 
established earlier, the 
“one-size-fits-all-disci-
plines” research paper 
frequently is artificial 
and therefore likely to 
result in both boring 
papers and little prepa-
ration for actual papers 
later down the road;  
2) students not only gain 
additional practice in 
the documented argu-

ment skills they learned during the 
previous single-genre persuasive 
unit, they must also prove that they 
understand the skills well enough to 
use them to synthesize a multigenre 
paper; and 3) students learned, in 
this unit, to transition between mul-
tiple genres and engage their readers 
through each genre. Given that each 
student will have to write in multiple 
genres and types of papers through-
out their academic careers, this multi-
genre research paper unit taught 
them to switch effectively between 
multiple styles and engage reader 
interest throughout. Furthermore, 
the multigenre format—which most 
students found more engaging than 
a traditional single-genre paper—al-
lowed for “backdoor” teaching of argu-
mentative research and writing skills 
that encouraged them to use a more 
natural voice on the page.

The students’ in-class presenta-
tions of the essay, which I required at 
the end of the unit, were often just as 
engagingly authentic. Students in one 
section in particular laughed, joked 
with one another, and presented their 
work in dynamic ways that were as 
much a culmination of the project as a 
culmination of a semester of gradual 
community-building in the classroom. 
They demonstrated genuine owner-
ship of their learning by presenting 
enthusiastically about their topics, by 
asking for student volunteers to help 
them demonstrate—students in one 
section struck several yoga poses—
and by speaking with the confidence I 
heard in their written voices. Instead 
of the lackluster voiceless essays they 
would have likely turned in other-
wise, the students submitted writing 
assignments full of creative play and 
verve.

I attribute the strong student 
voices to two main factors: first, I 
created a project that students said 
made them feel uncomfortable, but 
not too uncomfortable. Joyce, Weil, 
and Calhoun (2015) explained that 
learning requires the learner to be 
uncomfortable without necessarily be-
ing overwhelmed. Similar to Dweck’s 
(2014) idea of pushing through re-Figure 2.
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sistance in order to form new neural 
pathways and learn, Joyce, Weil, and 
Calhoun (2015) emphasized the idea 
of engaging students with content 
teachers have scaffolded for an op-
timal mismatch. If students are too 
accommodated and comfortable, no 
learning will occur because they can 
fall back on their repertoire of strate-
gies. In fact, students can adapt well 
enough to either fit themselves to 
the new situation or fit the situation 
(somewhat) to themselves, requesting 
more structure as needed in order to 
move forward in the learning situ-
ation. My students embodied this 
through the project-based, student-
directed inquiry of creating a multi-
genre research paper. When I asked 
them how they felt about the project, 
their replies (again, collected and 
paraphrased from anecdotal notes 
throughout conferences) typify the 
“comfortable discomfort” that occurs 
with optimal mismatch:

“I’m uncomfortable, but not too 
uncomfortable.”

“It’s not as bad as I thought it 
would be.”

“It takes a lot of time, but not so 
much I can’t handle it.”

“I would say it’s hard but not over-
whelming.”

In those two weeks of student-
directed class sessions, a paradox 
formed: the students were uncomfort-
able but also knew they were safe 
because they had a safety net com-
prising me, their fellow students, and 
the wealth of resources all around 
them on campus and on the Inter-
net. Because they knew I would not 
abandon them on the project, they 
felt safe enough to move forward with 
an otherwise cognitively daunting 
task—one step at a time, one task at a 
time—calling upon a variety of skills 
as they did so. The more they took 
risks and took responsibility for their 
own learning, the more their confi-
dence grew, on paper and off.

Second, of course, I offered choice 
itself. The students wrote “artfully 
and skillfully about things that mat-
ter in their lives” (Mack, 2002, p. 98), 
picking topics that ranged from pop 

culture to history to their own experi-
ences. They felt empowered enough to 
express themselves. And this interest 
helped guide them through the most 
intense periods of learner discomfort, 
experiencing frequent, fast failures in 
genre and writing before finally ar-
riving at successful solutions. When 
we as educators tell students, “It’s 
okay to be uncomfortable,” authentic 
learning and authentic voice happens. 
Encouraging this supports students as 
individual learners and human beings 
trying to make sense of their world.

Although the examples and ex-
planation provided represent my 
first time conducting the multigenre 
research paper, I have conducted it 
again to similar results and success. 
I probably anticipate this project 
the most of all those I will teach in 
upcoming sections of composition. 
Already my students this semester 
are asking what our research paper 
will be. Each time I tell them, “You’ll 
see.” ●
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