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The Mini-Casebook-Easy As Pie
Hal Biythe and Charle Swest

Hal and Charlie are professors of English at Eastern Kentucky University at
Richmond, KY.

Editor' s note—

In addition tn their excellent artivle on Babbic Ann Masarts *5, bileh,™ we are inchud-
ing a Second casebook stndy by Hal Blythe and Chariie Sweet on “American Pie" s aan
understand that inclnding o casebook study on song lyrics in a jonrnal devoted 1o tearhing
short fiction may strike some readers as nseding a bit of explanation. Here it i,

First, Hal and Charlie are exzeptionally accomplished feachers, They are the editors of
twe books on teacking and wnmerous artices on smspived and ingpiring Dedagpy. We are
conificent you will benefit from reading a second article by these Iifted teackers. Second, Hal
and Charlie are wonderfil stylivts: they write with clarity, of course, and alo with charm
and grace, making their writing a Pleasure 1o read. Third, e beliove that including their

aasehook on “American Pie" giver uy—and Yor—d chance to consider just bow e onght to

define the parameters of short parrative.

In ibis post modern era, discestions of mieta fiction and other non-fuear presentations
characteriye much of the theoretical dialagne. Ar a resalt, surely there iv room to consider
narralive elemients in other artistic gerres. Today, for excampl, Doty Is nearly ahvays
regarded as confined to the e, In itr earliest recorded forns, howerer, Paciry war ersen-
fally narrative, The grea? heroie and epic Joenus, for exanzple, The [iad, The Odyisey, Sir
Gawain and the Green Kngghy, Beowsjf—are all nareative. So it i with a number of
miadern pocms from Tennyson's “In Mentorian” to Fros's “Death of the Hired Man."

And 5o 3t ir with ¢ &real many song byeies, including, as Hal and Chartie 50 deftly
sbows *American Pie" If there is ome thing students are apr 1o knaw well, it popatar
alfure, expectaliy conternparary miustc. As you surely fnon, students ais spend a lot of time
walehing televition dramas and films, We suspect that extending the definition of share
narrative {o 4 one bour felevision drana {actually abont 40 minutes; these commertialy are
indeed a5 long as they seens), rakes a lot of sense, too. At least to onr students, Hal and
Charlie, exeellent teachers that they are, are wise enongh 1o fap isto ihis source of prior
&nowledge when asking students io dy Jerstyear riting. Their casebook an “Shilal thoms
that the lessons advanced in their " Pia" article are applicable ro short fiction. 5o enjoy Hals
and Charlie's tour of “ American Pis," If your isterest is peaked, Please respand to the isser
raised here, Write to LTS Fnbar shonld the parameters of short narrative be and how
are narralives newly admitted to the discussion o be Swecessfully tanghr?

The word came down from the highest authority: THOU SHALT
TEACH THE RESEARCH PAPER. We didn't want 1o disobey our de-

partmensal chair's edict, but we couldn’t face the traditional term paper
again,

While honestly believing in the basic goal of this kind of paper, that jt
1 sills ip res 0 ion, we also
thought the term paper we had come to know and hate had too many
drawbacks. What to do? We began with a series of guidetines, what we
thought such a paper should teach as well as what it shouldn’t. Then we
created 2 project to meet these needs. The result was an end-of-term curnu-
lative writing project that we have successfully employed for the last
decade.

Our initial guideline was a research paper shouldp't_intimidate
students with its size. Most of our colleagues habimally assigned the tradi-
tional 10-20 page manuscript, which for students struggling with the 500-
word theme was like forcing weekend hikers to climb Mt. Everest.

A research paper shouldq't intimidate students with jts scope. Tdeally
in a peneral education/lower-division course, it shouldn’t favor future
English majors over nursing or agriculture students; Traditionally papers
have been assigned oa subjects more suitable for books. Asking a student
to delineate the major sources influencing the literary figure of their choice
(even if Jewel and Chuck Barrs are off-limits) or the future of genetic
research in America is asking for failure.

] .+ should ind; bag <l Jent's ability
aceumulate X-ng‘mbc: of sources. It should sdmulate curiosity. After all,
since we demand original insight in regular paragraphs and themes, why
not some personal declaration of judgement in a longer paper? Too many
dmes students, simply not interested in traditional topics favored by
English reachers, just go through the motions, The assignment is a
mechanical exercise for which students, if motivated at 2ll, desire only to
get 4 good grade. The moment the paper is handed in, the skills used and
the paper’s subject become less important that last week's date.

Long papers shouldn't negatively reinforce mistakes in decumenta-
tion. Students so often make the same mistake on pape 20 as page 2. Writ-
ing error-filled footnote/endnote/Works Cited entries for magazine articles
several times drills them in the incorrect form.

In addition to the problems traditional research papers present
students, ather problems confront teachers. In order to effectively evaluate
astudent's handling ofa particular topic, for example, the instructor should

as wellversed in ubj i ation an it

skills. If a stedent does research into the salt industry in early Kentucky or
the influence of S. Weir Mitchell’s famed "rest cure” on Charlotte Perkins




Giltman's “The Yellow Wallpapet.,” the instructor must minimally know the
basic sources 5o as to be able to competenty judge the student’s work. 1f
Sara Warmsmile omits that pivotal Wordsmith article or a key date, the
instructor must know she hasa't done a complete job of research.

A zesearch paper should as much as possible discourage cheating, Today's
instructor has to take into account the ubiquity of plagiarism. For students
overwhelmed by unfamibiar requests that call on underdeveloped skills, the
temptation to plagiarize is greater than that on Adam to take a bite. After
all, for the price of a rack concert ticket, the student can find all the usual
topics covered on various Internet sites.

Finally, the length of 2 paper ought to be spmething that an instructor

Can_regsonably prade. One-hundred students writiag ten pages of the
traditional research paper provides one-quarter of a million words to read
through.

After mulling over our guidelines, we realized that the challenge was
to come up with a project that accomplishes the following for students:

1) teaches them the necessary research skills

2) stimulates rather than infimidate them

3) offers theman opportunity to develop a point of view

4} reinforces the skills positively,

In addition, for the instructor the project should:

1) provide a feeling of expertise with subject matter as well as form

2} control the problem of plagiadsm

3)  offer 2 reasonably gradeable length.

Our solution is the mini-casehook, By researching, writing, and
running off copies, we have been able to solve our seven problems with ane
baoklet,

What is a mini-casebook? Tn our case it's g fifteen-page booklet
containing both primary and secondary sources on a specific subjece.
Although we have produced several such works, we have found one thar
seems more successful than the rest.

What are teenagers most interested in? What do they talk abour?
What do they spend their spare dme and change on?

Afrér nixing sex and drugs, we found the answer was as close as the
nearest student lost in a DiscMan world.

ROCK.

But how does tock music help solve the seven challenges offered by the
research paper? Unfortunately most sradents approach rock only from the

Amercan Bandstand perspective—“It's got a preat beat, easy to dance to,
T'll give it an 85" In other words, they like what they have no formal
training in understanding, and unlike those of vs who went to college sing-
ing the protest lyrics of Bob Dylan or lip-synching to Bob Seger's songs,
they have less interest in lyrics. Fethaps the latter is a good thing, since in
most heavy metal and punk rock the words are indiscernible and/or delib-
erately senseless or in rap leave little toom for interpretation,

Stll, if only by default, we had to stress the words over the music. We
started surveying the songs of the modern rock era {post-1955) for tunes
whose lyrics offered interpretive possibilities. Recent rock vielded little as
did the carly rime-a-lime-a-ding-dong, bop-she-bop bop. One biast from
the past, though, stood out. In 1971 Don MclLean had sung a 7 and
Ve minute cut whose chorus we knew by heart. The Iytics of "American Pie”
won out over those of the Beatles ag well as the second runner-up, Simon
and Garfunkel {and, as an aside, we honestly believe that 100 years from
now “American Pie" will be considered an important “feton” of the late-
20th Century).

Then we put together the actual booklet. Part one of the Casehagk was
the lyrics (the day we assign the paper we begin by playing McLean's SONg
as well as showing a retro video and letting the students follow the words).
Part IT was a collection of secondary sources that included an excerpt from
a book, some newspaper pieces, and several articles from popular maga-
zines such as Tine. One discovery of ours was a piece that read like foot-
notes 1o such McLean concerns as “the King," "the Queen,” and “Jack be
nirnble.”

Since its creation, the final product has met all our guidelines even
better than we had hoped.

It teaches the necessary research skilis. By providing the students with
some secondary sources, we've actually given them a head-start on research,
In addition, we require them to find three other secondary sources in the
library, each of which has to be of z different type-ie., boolk, newspaper,
magazine-plus a couple of on-line sources. This vagiety prevents the
student from over-relying on a single kind of source. How many of us have
recetved term papers that ought to list as co-writers Funk & Wagnalls?

The brevity of the ““American Pie" Carebood itself nips intimidadon in
the bud. For students who are typically overwhelmed by the maze of
library stacks, fifeeen pages doesn’t seem half bad. To make the assignrnent
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less intdmidating in scope, we restrict their focus on McLean's song to six
topics:

1) Its Use of the Chorus

2) Tts Religious Tmagery

3) Its Political Commentary

4) The Value of Rock & Roll to McLean

5) Tis Imnages of Loss

6} The Present vs. the Past.

We chose these topics because we know that ample evidence exists within
the Casebook and our library's holdings for the student to do an adequare
job.

Unlike research projects that demand simply an accumulation of facts
and figures, "American Pie" lends itself to unlimited interpretation (we'd
call it literature, bur that would scare the kids off}. Since McLean's song is
built around undefined phrases like "Miss American Pic” and "The day the
music died,” students are encouraged to offer their own insights drawn
from both their reading of the lyrics and secondary sources. Furthermore,
none of the secondary sources available gives a complete treatment of any
of the assigned topics.

We avoid negative reinforcement by asking for no mare than 750 words
on the student’s chosen topic. This brevity allows the student to double
check each entry as well as the paper’s structure and mechanics, We've
even experimented with having the students write the entire paper from a
series of notecards during two successive class periods in which we're avail-
able to answer specific questions,

Because we specify the primary source, provide a limited amount of
secondary sources, and give studenrs only six choices of topics, we controt
the project. Over the last decade it's been fairly easy 1o keep up with nearly
everything written on "American Pie,” and that includes the Internet, where
the same basic secondary sources tend to be recycled from website to websice.

This conwol also allows us to prevent most plagiarism. As far as we
know, no term paper service, even on the Internet, has touched on our
restricted topics. Additionally, since the students write in class from notes
we have checked over and must turn in a notebook with copies of all their
sources and drafts, plagiarism is doubly difficult, F urthermore, because we've
kept up with the sources, we're certain that no student has tried to puss off
some critic's viewpoint a5 his /her own.
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Even with the large classes we often encounter, grading is kept at a
minimum. Since we don’t have to pause in the middle of a paper to check
the exactitude of 2 quotation, its source, or the page number of a given
article, we are able to pay more attention to comma positions, paragraph
structure, logic, and content. Because we can handle so much so quickly,
we even have time for students to rewrite the paper, and this revision really
reinforces research and composition skills as well as giving us even more
opportunity to “teach” the song's themes and techniques.

Although “American Pie" was the subject of our first mini-casebook
and probably our favorite, we've found that a self-authored, conwolled
research text works in upper-division courses such as American Literature
and English Literature. A few years ago we put together a pure ficion
cascbook on “Ligeia,” including Poe's story, some basic footnotes, and a
collection of major secondary sources (including a couple we had published).
Obviously, in upper-division courses our guidelines changed because we
needed literature, and with Poe the scholarly factory has churned out a lot
of articles with which to become familiar. We solved that problem this
semester in Am Lit T by constructing a textbook centered on Bobbie Ann
Mason's "Shiloh.” Because the story is basically only 20 years old, a lot less
critical ink has been spilled on its behalf; furthermore, we've published
over a half-dozen articles on this story and thus didn't have to do much
new research.

As far as we're concerned, the Casebook approach has been easy as pie.
We recormmend you try to bake one yourself.
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