SENIOR ENGLISH

THE PROFILE ESSAY

OBJECTIVES

1.  Apply the three principle ways to gather information through Field Research.

2.  Use the information from doing Field Research to write a profile essay about an important person

3.  Profile person using an informative and entertaining pace and tone.

The overall purpose of this assignment is to give you practice in gathering information from the “field.”  Examples would be to conduct an observational visit, interview, and distribute and synthesis data from a questionnaire.

Getting Started:  FINDING A TOPIC

Deciding on the person to profile is the important first step.  It will help by understanding the purpose of a profile essay.  Profiles tell about a fascinating person, place, or activity in our community.  Some profiles take us behind the scenes of a familiar person; others introduce us to the unusual or bizarre, whereas others probe the social, political, or moral importance of a given person.  At the heart of an essay that profiles a person are vivid details and sharp contrasts that can capture readers’ curiosity.

When you choose a subject, you consider various possibilities, select a promising subject, and check his or her accessibility.  The more possibilities you consider, the more confident you can be about your choice.

Make a list of subjects you are already familiar with but would like to know more about.  Then add unfamiliar subjects – things you find fascinating or bizarre, or even forbidding.  Take risks. People like to read about the unusual.

After listing ten to twelve topics, take a look and begin eliminating those that do not hold a strong interest to you, or of which you feel readers would also find boring.  The topic you choose should be a subject you think you can make interesting to readers.

GAINING ACCESSIBILITY:

Once you have chosen the subject, you need to make sure you will be able to research it.  Make a list of people you could talk to about your person.  Make some preliminary phone calls and explain that you need information for a school research project.  Check on when you can visit to observe the person you will be profiling and do a personal interview.  You must have your person’s permission to profile him or her.  Will this work with your schedule?

LET THE QUESTIONS BEGIN

Before you begin the field research part of your assignment, you should explore your initial thoughts and feelings about your person.  Write for about ten minutes, using the following questions as a guide:

I.  What do I already know about the subject?


How would I define or describe it?


What are its chief qualities?


Do I associate anyone or anything with it?


What is his or her occupation, hobbies, community service?

II.  What is my attitude toward this subject?


Why do I consider this subject intriguing?


Do I like it?  Understand it?


What about it interests me?

III.  What do I expect to discover as I research the subject?


What would surprise me about it?


Do I anticipate any troubling discoveries?


Might I find anything amusing in it?


Are there likely to be any notable incongruities – for example, between what 
others say about him or her, and what he or she says about self?

IV.  How do my preconceptions about this subject compare with other people’s?


What makes my point of view unique?


What attitudes and values relating to this subject do I share with other people?
*FIRST TURN IN:

After the ten minute free write, submit the writing along with the topic you wish to research.  The teacher will inspect your initial reaction and subject and either give you the thumbs up or an alternative. 

Part Two:  GATHERING THE INFORMATION:
USING FIELD RESEARCH PROCEDURES.
Step One:  THE OBSERVATIONAL VISIT

Observations can be a very fundamental way of obtaining necessary information for a profile essay.  Although some things can be gained in just one visit, a second and third visit for follow up questions may be necessary as you continue the process.

REQUIREMENT:  One observational visit of a minimum of thirty minutes.  Notes must be written up and presented separately from the final essay.

Planning the Observation:

1.  Get access; you must call ahead.  Find out what the times are that you can visit, and be certain you keep your appointment.

2.  Announce your intentions.  You need to state your intentions directly and fully.  Tell the person helping you who you are, where you are from, and what you hope to do.  People love to help students if they can.  Beware that some persons and places will be hesitant to let you visit do in part to privacy issues.  Respect their rights and wishes.  Consider whether you will visit them at work, at a hobby, at home, or other place of interest.  Your initial visit is to just observe and ask incidental questions.  You will set up an in depth interview for later.

MAKING THE OBSERVATION;

1.  Take advantage of every perspective available to you.  The more varied your perspectives, the more you are likely to observe.  Your purpose is to describe and analyze.  Think about what makes this special or interesting.  Ask what details of this activity would surprise and inform and interest readers.

2.  Taking Notes.

Write on only one side of the page.  This will help you organize your notes later on.

Use a sturdy notebook and have a good pen or pencil with you.

Take notes in words, phrases, sentences. Draw pictures or diagrams.  Take pictures or video tape if they are acceptable.

Take notes on what you see and what you hear.  Also note your personal reactions as you observe.

REFLECTING ON THE OBSERVATION:

Once finished, reflect on what you saw.  Review your notes and add to them.  Put reactions and details into complete sentences.  Determine what your main impression was, and write the details that led to that impression.

*TURN IN A WRITE UP OF YOUR NOTES:
Write up your notes including a heading that names the place and gives the date of the visit.  Present your place or activity in focus.  Use details.  Assume your readers have never been to the place, and try to present a vivid impression of it.

Field Research Step 2:  The Interview
The Observation of the place or the activity is not enough.  You will also need to ask questions of people who know the subject better than yourself, people who have unique insight or expertise.

*REQUIREMENT:  TWO INTERVIEWS AND WRITTEN REPORTS ON EACH

The four basic steps to a good interview are:  1) planning and setting up the interview. 2) note taking, 3) reflecting on the interview, 4) writing up the notes.
1.  Choosing an interview subject.  If you are writing about an activity in which several people are involved, choose subjects representing a variety of perspectives.  If you are profiling a place, choose subjects who have differing perspectives of the place. 

2.  Arranging an interview.  Introduce yourself and give a brief description of your project.  Exhibit some enthusiasm for your project.  Remember to call ahead, arrange a specific time, and then be on time.  Bring materials you need and be sure to express your thanks for the time and help.  *Required:  Follow up with a thank you letter.

3.  Plan for the interview.  Choose an objective:  What exactly do you want to gain from the interview?  What is the purpose behind it?  Do you want facts?  Opinions?  Ideas?  The key to good interviewing is to be flexible.  Be able to shift the gears and go after whatever your subject is willing to discuss.  Prepare some questions ahead.  Good questions are open. They give respondents a range in flexibility to generate anecdotes, personal revelations, and expressions of attitude.  They allow the subject to talk freely and pointedly.  Closed questions request specific information.  Both good open and closed questions can make for a very helpful interview.

4.  Conduct the Interview. Take your notebook.  Listen intently.  Jot down key words, phrases, answers to your questions.  Also make observations.  Jot down notes on the impressions given in the interview.  Details, mood, and mannerisms can tell as much if not more than the actual verbal responses.

5.  Reflect on the interview.  After the interview, while it is still fresh, review your notes and add to them.  Jot down additional ideas and information as you recall the interview.  Ask yourself what you learned.

6.  *Write up your Notes!  Required!

Review your notes.  Decide on what main impression you want to give of the information.  Choose the details that will contribute to this impression.  Connect the information to the observation of the activity or place.  What new insights do you now have of the place you are profiling?  Date the interview, and state the person whom was interviewed.  Use quotation marks around any “quoted” materials.

Repeat the process with at least one more person. (2 interviews are required)

The QUESTIONNAIRE -  STEP THREE 
OF FIELD RESEARCH

The purpose of a questionnaire is to survey the attitudes and knowledge of a large number of people.  Some questionnaires collect demographics, others collect opinions, or answers to important questions.  For example, if you were profiling Mac’s Drive in, you would want to question numerous customers for their opinions on service and food and costs at this eatery.  If you were profiling a church, you would want feedback from many people who attend.

Steps:

1.  Focus your study.  Limit the scope of your study.  Don’t put too much in the questionnaire.  Keep it brief, but informative.

2.  Write the questions.  Make them specific and fast and easy to answer.  One way is to give multiple choice questions which can be checked or circled.

Use a combination of closed and open questions.

DESIGN

1.  Keep it brief, clear, and neat.

2.  State the purpose of the questionnaire and who and why it is being conducted.

3.  Make the order of your questions logical.

4.  Make it look attractive and readable.  Make it look easy to complete.

ADMINISTER THE QUESTIONNAIRE

Decide who will take the questionnaire and how you can arrange to pick them up.  Try to get a reasonable representation of people.

Write up the results:  Requirement****
Tally the results from the closed questions.  Tally the open questions.  Look for variety of responses.  Responses to open questions are most often used as a source of quotation in your essay.  Attach the original questionnaire to the summary of the results before submitting.  Save the results until your profile essay is complete.

      THE FINAL STEP OF THE RESEARCH:  READ     
Requirement***  One written source and the notes

Gathering material to read on your subject can be very helpful.  Brochures, histories, newspaper articles, letters, books are all items that can shed light on your subject.  Do some hunting.  See what is available in written form on your place or activity.  

1.  Take notes on information that seems important to your subject.

2.  Note any interesting history or background that could help shape your subject.

3.  Document the written sources.

**Submit the notes and source for a grade.

YOUR FIELD RESEARCH GRADE:

Your grade is made up of the following for this pre-writing stage:

1.  Topic selection    (15 points)

2.  Free write on the topic    (15 points)

3.  One observational visit and report    (100 points) – September 12

4.  Two interviews and two reports (200) and two thank you letters (30) – September 26

5.  One questionnaire and summary of the results  (100) – October 3

6.  One written source’s notes and documentation (100) – October 10

Possible Points:  560

Once your Field Research has been evaluated, you are ready to proceed to the drafting stage of your profile essay.

Evaluate the information you have obtained.  Conduct any follow up interviews or observations to fill in the holes of your research.

Write an analysis of your research.  


Begin writing the analysis by answering as many of the following questions as you can:

· What was the most important thing I learned?  Why does it seem so important?

· If I could find out the answer to one more question, what would it be?  Why is this question so crucial?

· Were there any incongruities, surprises, or contradictions?  If so, what do they tell me about the subject?

· What is most memorable about the place I observed and the people I talked to?

· What visual or other sensory impression is most memorable? What do I associate with this sensory impression?

· What is most striking about the activity I witnessed?

· What about this subject says something larger about our lives and times?

· What generalization or judgment do these personal reactions lead me to?

Stop and take a few moments to reflect on what you have discovered in doing these activities.  Then, in a sentence or two, state what now seems to you to be a promising theme or focus for your profile.  What do you want readers to see as they read your profile?

***Submit your analysis and your thesis to the teacher for approval.

STAGE TWO:  DRAFTING THE PROFILE ESSAY


Profile writers basically use two methods of organizing their material:  

They either arrange it chronologically in narrative or analogically by putting related materials in juxtaposition.


If you plan to arrange your material chronologically by using narrative, you should construct a timeline of the key events.  Star the event which you consider the high point or climax.  If you decide to present any events out of chronological order, signal with an arrow where in the timeline you plan to place each event.  Also decide what point of view you will use and make note of it.  Indicate with a caret where you might insert particular information into your narrative.


If you plan to arrange your material by juxtaposing bits of information, you might use a clustering strategy or outlining strategy to get a graphic view of the interconnections.  These strategies involve dividing and grouping the information.  After classifying your material, you might list the items in the order in which you plan to present them.

Setting Goals

THE BEGINNING


The opening plays an especially important role in profiles.  Because readers are unlikely to have any particular reason to read a profile, the writer must begin by arousing their curiosity and interest.  The best beginnings are surprising and specific, the worst are abstract.

THE ENDING


Should I try to frame the essay by repeating an image or phrase from the beginning or by completing an action?


Would it be good to end by restating the theme?


Should I end with a telling image, anecdote, or a bit of dialogue?

STEP THREE:  READING A DRAFT WITH A CRITICAL EYE
Now read over the draft.  One good way to maintain a critical focus as you read is to highlight noteworthy features of the writings with pointings.  A simple system of lines and brackets, these pointings are quick and easy to do, and they can provide a lot of helpful information for revision.  Use pointings in the following way:

· Draw a straight line under any words or images that impress you as especially effective:  strong verbs, specific details, memorable phrases, striking images.

· Draw a wavy line under any words or images that seem flat, stale, or vague.  Also put a wavy line under any words or phrases that you consider unnecessary or repetitious.

· Look for pairs of sentences that you think should be combined.  Put brackets [ ] around these sentences.

· Look for sentences that are garbled, overloaded, or awkward.  Put parentheses ( ) around these sentences.  Put parentheses around any sentences that even seem slightly questionable; don’t worry now about whether or not you’re certain about your judgment.  

ANALYSIS


Now read the draft more closely to analyze its strengths and failings.

1.  Examine the pace of information.

2.  Point to any places where the narrative seemed to drag as well as where it seemed most dramatic and intense.

3.  Look specifically at the description.  Point out places where the description is vivid and specific.  Also point out where it is vague or blurred.
4.  Evaluate any anecdotes.

5.  Skim the essay for definitions.  Indicate whether any definitions in the essay seem unnecessary.  Also point out any terms that need defining.

6.  Reread the beginning, and decide whether it is effective.

7.  Look again at the ending.

*** Turn in your rough draft with all its pointings and analysis to the teacher for a final critical eye.
REVISE

       A profile is often long and complex, and thus may well need more than one revision before being satisfied.


Once you revise a draft for the last time, you must edit it closely.  The final stage is where you must look at the draft critically and objectively in order to find and correct any errors of mechanics, usage, or punctuation.

***SUBMIT THE FINAL ESSAY

Grades for writing and re-writing stages

1.  Analysis of your research and thesis – (50 points) – October 14

2.  Rough Draft – (100) – October 24

3.  Analysis of Rough Draft – (50) – October 27

4.  Final Draft – (200) – November 4
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