
Research-Based Essay 
Introduction: 
 
For this common assignment, students write a research-based essay containing primary and/or secondary 
research on a student/instructor chosen topic. The goal is for students to illustrate deep understanding of the 
research they find/conduct (i.e., at least five sources of research in total), how the sources contribute to a 
scholarly conversation, and is rhetorically-effective for a scholarly audience. For example, students may 
demonstrate deep understanding by writing a literature review on five secondary peer-reviewed sources or by 
conducting their own research and comparing and contrasting their results with other research studies. Students, 
nevertheless, should be actively encouraged to utilize Purdue’s online databases to find secondary research. 
Forms for this essay are not limited, but the following outcomes should be explicitly taught:  

 
Perform research and evaluate sources to support claims. 

This may include learning to: 
● Enact rhetorical strategies (such as interpretation, synthesis, response, critique, and 

design/redesign) to compose in ways that integrate the writer’s ideas with those from 
appropriate sources 

● Locate and evaluate (for credibility, sufficiency, accuracy, timeliness, bias and so on) 
secondary research materials, including journal articles and essays, books, scholarly and 
professionally established and maintained databases or archives, and informal electronic 
networks and Internet sources 

● Practice primary research methods (such as interviews, observations, surveys, focus 
groups, et cetera) and demonstrate awareness of ethical concerns in conducting research 

● Successfully and consistently apply citation conventions for primary and secondary 
sources 

● Explore the concepts of intellectual property (such as fair use and copyright) that 
motivate documentation conventions 

 
In addition, the following outcomes are to be met as well:  

Critically think about writing and rhetoric through reading, analysis, and reflection. 
This may include learning to: 

1. Read a diverse range of texts, attending especially to relationships between assertion and 
evidence, to patterns of organization, to the interplay between verbal and nonverbal 
elements, and to how these features function for different audiences and situations 

2. Analyze, synthesize, interpret, and evaluate ideas, information, situations, and texts 
3. Reflect on one’s composing processes and rhetorical choices 

 



Compare a variety of texts in a range of forms, which may include:  
 

This may include learning to:  
1. Adapt composing processes for a variety of tasks, times, media, and purposes 
2. Understand how conventions shape and are shaped by composing practices and purposes 
3. Apply methods of organization, arrangement, and structure to meet audience expectations 

and facilitate understanding 
4. Apply coherent structures, effective styles, and grammatical and mechanical correctness 

to establish credibility and authority 
 

Note: These are the core ICAP goals that must be met with this assignment. Other goals could be met with 
some creativity. For example, instructors could make this a digital assignment, if they choose. The best thing 
about a research-based essay is that it is malleable. 
 
Assignment Overview: 
 
Skills to be Taught: Students should summarize, analyze, and synthesize at least five primary/secondary 
sources: 
 

Summary: For summary information, we ask that students know how to properly introduce sources, 
determine the main idea(s) of sources, and demonstrate they understood the author(s) rhetorical 
intentions. If it is a research based article, students should discuss the methodology the author(s) 
employed. 

 
Analysis: For the analysis, we ask students to make a judgment of each source. How do they know it is a 
good source (consider author’s credentials, is the essay peer reviewed, etc.)? What is 
helpful/useful/effective about this article? Was the methodology effective or ineffective? Why?  

 
Synthesis: For the synthesis, we ask students to explain how all of the sources they have obtained work 
together to establish a message concerning a chosen topic. This should be thought of as a conversation 
between the chosen research and what the student is able to grasp from reading them. Other questions 
include: What is unique about one research study versus another? What tensions and contradictions are 
present in the conversation surrounding the topic? Find specific examples (quotes and paraphrases 
should serve as evidence)!  Students may also divide their synthesis up into specific themes if they so 
choose.  
 
Primary Research (optional): Primary research is optional for this assignment, but it may be included to 
help students develop proper research tools and methods. The student could conduct their own research 
or may use raw data/other available primary sources.  
 



Sources:  
 
The secondary sources should be scholarly sources from the Purdue’s online databases; instructors may choose 
to incorporate primary research in the form of interviews, surveys, focus groups, etc. A conversation between 
the sources and the student is emphasized within this research-based essay; however, assignments should 
require at least five sources to create this conversation. Students will also discuss the implications of this 
research and how it affects their understanding of a topic. Therefore, students may be able to hit on gaps in the 
literature, develop their own primary research methods, or use the articles as counterarguments to one 
another. Students in all partake in the academic process of reading and writing about a scholarly 
topic--regardless of syllabus approach.    

 
Rationale:  
 
We chose to concoct this research-based assignment with the intent to appeal to multiple disciplines throughout 
the university. The skills of summary, analysis, and synthesis are key for any discipline; therefore, teaching 
students these skills in the confines of a writing intensive classroom is essential. Although disciplines certainly 
have their field-specific forms of research, this assignment should be framed so that students are practicing the 
skills of summary, analysis, and synthesis regardless of what form the instructor chooses. Providing students 
with the foundational skills of summary, analysis, and synthesis equips them to put scholarly work into 
conversation with one another.  

 
Although the assignment appeals to other disciplines, this does not limit the topics or course themes that ICaP 
instructors teach; therefore, this research-based essay is as diverse as each of our courses. The only limitation is 
that the sources are scholarly in nature. If choosing primary research, students should demonstrate an awareness 
of sound research methodology and discussion of research results. For secondary research, students should 
summarize, analyze, and synthesize a variety of research studies. Guiding students through the research process 
of using online databases or conducting primary research is essential for a Purdue student, especially with the 
emphasis on undergraduate research. Research-based assignments are a cornerstone in students’ disciplines, but 
also in our own ICaP goals. No other course is able to teach students how to read, write, and research as 
intensively as ICaP can. Students may be told to do it, but they are not taught it. With this assignment, we can 
bridge that gap.  
 
ICAP Goals Met: See Above 
 
Assignment length: 10-12 typed pages or 2,500-3,000 words 
 
Citation Style: The citation style is up to the instructor.  
 
 



Teaching Timeline (Literature Review Example):  
 
Students should have a minimum of four weeks of instruction, and it is preferred that the assignment be taught 
at the beginning of the semester. However, if an instructor can fit it in somewhere else, by all means do it. The 
reason we place it at the beginning of the semester is so students can use this as a springboard into future 
assignments. It also allows the student to complete further research on the topic, especially the questions the 
literature review does not offer. For example, a sample sequence of this assignment in the semester is as 
follows:  
 
Assignment 1: The Literature Review (taught in conjunction with annotation assignment) 
 
Assignment 2: Primary Research 
Essay--students conduct their own 
primary research (survey, interview, 
etc.) 
 
Assignment 3: Argument Research 
Essay (taught in conjunction with 
rhetorical listening)  
 
Assignment 4: Post-Truth Era 
Assignment, or Multimodal 
Assignment (taught in conjunction 
with visual rhetoric and design 
principles)  
 
Teaching Duration: The duration of 
this unit should be no less than four 
weeks of instruction time--preferably 
five to six weeks. Students need time to research, annotate, and write the literature review, and the instructor 
also needs to formatively assess these research skills. A sample of teaching this unit can be found below:  
 



 
 

This is a five-week teaching schedule for a literature review. The chapters come from From Inquiry to 
Academic Writing by Stuart Greene and April Lidinsky. This unit does not require any outside readings from 
the textbook, which specifically teach the skills of summary, analysis, and synthesis. However, other materials 
can be used in place of the textbook (see Assignment Folder below for more links and information).  
 
 
 
 



Assignment Sheets:  
 
You are free to develop your own assignment sheets for this pilot assignment. However, we do ask that you 
focus specifically on the skills of summary, analysis, and synthesis--the core of academic research. 
Additionally, you are free to require as many sources from your students as you see fit, but no less than five 
(primary and/or secondary) should be implemented. Remember that conversation, or argument if you choose, in 
a specific topic is key. You may see a sample assignment sheet of the literature review in the Assignment Folder 
below.  
 
Additional Assignments and Skills:  
 
Annotation Assignment: The Annotation Assignment ask students to practice summarizing and analyzing prior 
to final draft due date--this also serves as a way for the instructor to formatively assess the students. For me 
(Derek), I simply count this assignment as part of the rough draft so that students can use this information for 
the essay. The assignment is worth 50 points, so as long as students do it they should receive the points. Having 
it as part of the rough drafts means that you cut down on extra grading; essentially, you hit two birds with one 
stone here (see the Assignment Folder below for a copy of this assignment).  
 
***The former reading annotations common assignment would be a good starting place.  
 
OSIE: OSIE is a format for incorporating quotations and/or paraphrases into one’s writing. Students are asked 
to incorporate quotes and paraphrases in this assignment, specifically within the analysis and synthesis portions 
(see the Assignment Folder below for more information).  
 
Note: Teaching quote incorporation at the beginning of the semester certainly saves on time for the rest of the 
semester. Additionally, students are formatively and summatively assessed on this skill throughout the semester. 
Effective quoting and paraphrasing is essential for this assignment. You are also free to change the annotation 
assignment and the OSIE format as you see fit.  
 
Shared Rubric:  
 
This assignment does require a shared rubric to be used amongst all participants. However, you can adjust the 
points to your specific grading scale. This rubric focuses specifically on the development of the aforementioned 
skills and the students’ abilities to put works into conversation with one another. This rubric has a baseline of 
the outcomes, so you may add anything additional that you see fit. You’ll also find optional supplemental 
material below in the assignment folder.  
 
 Assignment Folder: 
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1gEY4OUK-elggs7n1Yn5aNBpyJzgWQMRX?usp=sharing  

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1gEY4OUK-elggs7n1Yn5aNBpyJzgWQMRX?usp=sharing


 
Research-Based Essay Rubric  

Category Developing  
1 

Fair  
2 

Acceptable 
3  

Good  
4 

Excellent  
5 

Rhetorical Awareness 
 
Demonstrate rhetorical awareness of diverse 
audiences, situations, and contexts, which 
may include 
 

   
 

   

Textual Forms  
 
Compare a variety of texts in a range of 
forms, which may include  

     

Development and Research 
 
Perform research and evaluate sources to 
support claims  

     

 

 


