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Serial Killers and Book Reports

Serials killers are nightmares for police departments. Investigating serial 
homicide offenders requires a tremendous amount of resources: multi-
jurisdictional task forces have to be formed; tips that come into the task force 
office have to be recorded, investigated, filed, and retrieved (Keppel & Birnes, 
2003); inter-agency rivalry usually develops if the task force involves a fed-
eral agency (e.g., Federal Bureau of Investigation); the lead investigator 
must manage the ongoing investigation, keep his/her supervisor (Police 
Chief, mayor) apprised of promising leads, suspects, and activities, and com-
municate with members of the media through daily briefings – without giv-
ing away too much information to the suspect who is most likely watching the 
news daily to determine how much the police know (Keppel & Birnes, 1995). 
Detectives have to be reassigned from their normal caseload to the serial 
killer investigation; their family life and morale suffer because their routine 
life has been put on hold; and if a task force can’t produce the killer in a rea-
sonable amount of time, all the resources that were put in get taken away 
(Reichhart, 2004). 

But even before the initial investigation can begin, someone must conclude 
that the series of victims are connected to one killer. Low-ranking members 
of police departments who insist that the victim series is attributable to a 
solitary killer often face banishment, mockery, and punishment from fellow 
officers and supervisors. In the 1970s when Ted Bundy stealthily rampaged 
across the Pacific Northwest, killing victim after victim, the idea and the 
word “serial killer” did not even exist. The lead detective in the Bundy 
Investigation, Robert Keppel, had to convince his fellow detectives that the 
victims were attributable to the work of one offender. 

Similarly, Kim Rossmo, a Detective Inspector with the Vancouver Police 
Department (VPD), tried to show using geographical profiling techniques 
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that the numerous disappearances of women in the Vancouver area were the 
work of a single serial killer. Detective Inspector Rossmo presented his find-
ings to the chief homicide inspector at the time. Rather than praising the 
Detective Inspector and his innovative work, his bosses berated him and 
refused to acknowledge or support his work. Had the senior supervisors at 
VPD acknowledged Rossmo’s findings, they most certainly would have con-
centrated their resources into the investigation of Robert Pickton, a pig 
farmer who was later convicted of killing prostitutes and feeding their 
remains to pigs (see Mickleburgh, 2010). 

Sometimes, the person who points out that obvious fact does not come from 
the ranks of police organizations. Usually, victims’ families or close acquaint-
ances bring to a journalist’s attention the obvious connections between the 
missing persons’ reports and victims who turn up dead; sometimes, curious 
journalists stumble across the patterns of homicide in a particular geograph-
ical area where the bodies were recovered, where victims were last seen, and 
the way they were murdered. Sometimes, a pimp finds the person who last 
“dated” his girl before she went missing, and leads the police to the killer 
(Reichart, 2004). Such cases are exceptions to the rule. For victims, their 
families, and detectives who work such cases, serials killers are a nightmare. 

But female undergraduate English majors love them. They can’t get 
enough of Ted “the necrophiliac” Bundy, Gary “Green River” Ridgeway, 
Jeffrey “the cannibal” Dahmer, Jack the Ripper, and others like them. 
English majors are usually required to pick a topic, and instructed to write a 
“research paper” about it in one of their general composition courses. Since 
general composition courses have no specific content (e.g., nineteenth-cen-
tury American Literature, Chaucer, Shakespeare) except to improve their 
writing skills, students are allowed to pick whatever topic that interests 
them. In my seven years of teaching a course entitled “Murder in America”  
I have never had sociology, philosophy, and linguistics majors sign up for a 
class on homicide as a result of the their infatuation with serial killers. But 
for some odd reason, female, undergraduate English majors love that topic, 
much like the way that a necrophiliac loves a corpse.

When asked to describe the papers they wrote on serial killers, those stu-
dents would usually name their favorite serial killer, much like the way any 
Canadian male could name a favorite hockey player or a true Chicagoan can 
name a favorite player from the 1985 Chicago Bears; and then they would 
describe the true-crime books that they had read (all three of them), and how 
the killers’ poor and miserable childhood spent at the hands of a domineering 
mother had “caused” their violent propensities. I would then ask, “Well, how 
did your paper contribute to the literature on serial homicides?” “What do you 
mean?” students would ask. “I mean, does your work on serial murder 
support or refute existing research on serial killers? If your findings on or 
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understanding of serial murder are different from the ones described by 
scholars in the field, how do they differ?” “My paper was a case analysis” or 
its variations would often follow. I would then bang my head against the 
office wall in frustration after the student left.

After about five years of conversations like that, semester after semester, 
I realized that undergraduates, especially English majors, did not know what 
a social science research paper was. They were confusing a research paper 
with a book report. Students who had written 10–12 pages of double spaced 
text, it seemed, concluded that they had written a “research paper.” That is, 
students had defined a research paper on length rather than its structure, 
form, and logic. Ten to twelve pages of simple summaries of others’ work may 
be a lot of things, but they are not research papers. 

Landrum (2008) refers to such papers as “term papers” – papers that pro-
vide summaries of others’ research findings. In psychology alone, Landrum 
(2008) notes, there are 12 different types of writing assignment, from pro-
gressive papers to reaction papers. At best, papers that only summarize the 
work of others might be described as a review paper; but as Silvia (2007) 
notes, “a review article’s most common flaw is the absence of an original 
point. Some authors rehash research without drawing a conclusion; other 
authors describe competing theories without offering a resolution.” A 
“research paper” on serial killers that simply rehashes existing works and 
theories of serial murder without a resolution of some sort is best described 
as a book report on steroids. Two explanations are generally proffered for the 
common aforementioned writing error: (1) the absence of new ideas even 
after having read through the previous works of others in the field; (2) the 
failure to outline: “complex project requires a strong outline – without one, 
your original point will be eclipsed by the mass of past research” (Silvia, 
2007, p. 106). 

The aforesaid assertions are certainly accurate. Writing a research paper 
is not like writing a novel: we do not “develop” characters; we do not create 
conflicts between characters or within them. Instead, research papers resolve 
“preexisting conflicts between previous literature and current findings” 
(Landrum, 2008, p. 14). That is, the literature has already been reviewed, the 
data have been analyzed, and we already know how the paper will turn out; 
we know if our results support or contradict the work others have done. Yet, 
there are certain steps in the writing – prewriting – process that have been 
overlooked in previous research, and blindly presupposed in order for the 
preceding explanations to work. The first incorrect assumption is that writ-
ers cannot develop new ideas if they don’t have new ideas. Research articles 
in social science journals are necessarily full of new ideas that have not been 
addressed in the current paper. There are always gaps or deficiencies in the 
literature. That’s why authors discuss limitations of their research and 
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recommendations for future works – as a tacit way of setting up the work 
they will do in the future or providing an itinerary for others who may want 
to do the work that was not done in the current paper. Writers are not able 
to develop new ideas because they have not learned to read critically.

The second flaw arises from a major omission in the accounting sequence. 
Let’s say that a master’s-level graduate student is writing a thesis on serial 
killers, and she has identified 50 peer-reviewed journal articles that have 
been published within the past 15 years – and she has read them. Then 
what? To be able to “grimly describe each study” requires a tremendous 
amount of work and effort. To be able to even come up with a rough outline, 
the student will necessarily have had to process the literature in a particular 
way; and unless that student sat down with a blank sheet of paper and kept 
track of recurring themes, patterns, and deficiencies in the literature, the 
“new idea” that should have emerged is apt to get overlooked in such 
unguided reading. Thus, previous works fail to address a logistic issue 
related to writing that actually precedes it – how to read in a way that pro-
motes development and cultivation of new ideas prior to the outline; and just 
as importantly, how to manage the information from the “mass of past 
research.” 

As master’s-level students and then as doctoral-level students, most pro-
fessors have all been there. I am sure they asked themselves, “How do I 
organize, classify, and retrieve the relevant information for my own pur-
pose?” during the dissertation process. Perhaps we have been lucky enough 
to stumble through that process through trial and error, even without a 
cogent theory of the practice behind it. About six years into my teaching 
career, I realized that students may not know how to do that either. One 
reason that students may not know how to write social science research 
papers is that they have not been taught how to write them. In the US, most 
undergraduates take mandatory English composition courses as part of the 
general education curriculum; these courses are viewed as “something to get 
out of the way” before students take courses related to their major – the real 
stuff. Furthermore, people who teach the composition courses are trained in 
a discipline that is recognizably different from psychology, sociology, and 
criminology.

As a teacher, I struggled with reading and grading student papers. When 
handing back papers to students, I would deliberately not make eye contact 
with students when the papers they were receiving – and the comments on 
them – were marked in red. I would try to hand out the papers as quickly as 
I could because I hated passing negative judgments on students’ work – even 
if the sea of red marks on their poorly-written papers were justified and 
warranted – and I hated even more the eye contact I made as I handed their 
papers back. I also found that the students were making the same types of 
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error on most of the papers, so essentially, I had written similar comments 
on most of the papers. Such redundancy angered me because it made my 
work dull. That anger would morph into sadness, mild depression, and 
temporary hopelessness, which could only be alleviated by viewing mind-
numbing television. I found it difficult to write good sentences after having 
read through hours of bad ones; I found it impossible to write after viewing 
hours of bad television – excuses, excuses, excuses.  

To minimize the work that I had to do on student papers, and to make 
myself at least feel like a teacher, I found a way to reconcile the need to pass 
judgment on a student’s written work; and to go through the motions of hav-
ing acted like a teacher, I came up with a grading code sheet. Rather than 
writing out lengthy comments on each and every student’s paper, I created 
codes of commonly occurring errors. That would save me from repetitive writ-
ing. All students would have to do to improve their writing was to look at the 
codes that appeared on their papers, and if they were sufficiently motivated, 
all they had to do was buy and consult specific pages and sections in Strunk 
and White’s (1979) Elements of Style where the codes directed them.
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