
P r o l o g u e

planning your project

If you’ve skimmed this book once, you’re ready to begin your
project. If you already have a question and know how to answer
it, review the next two chapters; then before you start drafting,
read the remaining chapters carefully. If, on the other hand, you
are starting from scratch, with no clear direction, not even an
assigned topic, you may feel bewildered. But you can manage if
you have a plan to guide you through your project, one step at a
time.
Unfortunately, no plan can lead you straight to that finished

report. Early on you may have to spend time reading randomly
just to discover what interests you. You may wander up blind
alleys or lose yourself in heaps of data. But if you have a plan, it
can guide you through that confusion (or even help you avoid it).
Your first four steps in planning are these:

1. Find a topic specific enough to let you master a reasonable
amount of information on it: not, for example, the history of
scientific writing, but essays in the Proceedings of the Royal Soci-
ety (1675–1750) as precursors to the modern scientific article;
not doctors in seventeenth-century drama, but Molière’s mockery
of doctors in his early plays.

2. Ask questions about that topic until you find some that
catch your interest. For example, How did early Royal Society
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authors guarantee the reliability of their evidence? Or, How do
the differences between their procedures and modern ones reflect
differences in the social structure of science? Or, Why were doc-
tors objects of Molière’s mockery?

3. Determine what kind of evidence that your readers will ex-
pect in support of your answer. For example, will they ac-
cept data from secondary sources, or will they expect you to
consult primary sources as well? Will they expect quantita-
tive data or quotations from authorities?

4. Determine whether you can find sources that have those
data.

Once you see in the data that you find at least a plausible answer
to your question, you’ll be ready to start shaping your materials
into an argument (the subject of part III), then to draft and revise
it (the subjects of part IV).
Expect to do lots of writing along the way. Much of it will be

routine note-taking, but you should also spend time writing to
understand: make preliminary outlines; disagree with what you
have read; draw diagrams to connect disparate facts; summarize
sources, positions, and schools; record even random thoughts.
You never know what will pay off. You probably won’t include
much of this preliminary writing in your final draft; you may
even discard it all and start over. But if you write as you go, you’ll
encourage your own best critical thinking, understand your
sources better, and draft more effectively when that time comes.
You will discover, however, that you cannot move through

those four steps in the neat order we presented them. You’ll prob-
ably think of a tentative answer and outline a supporting argu-
ment before you have all the evidence you need. And when you
think you have an argument worth making, you’ll probably de-
cide that you need more and maybe different evidence from new
sources. You may even modify your topic. Doing research is not
like strolling along a well-marked path to a familiar destination;
it’s more like struggling through overgrown woods, searching for
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something you won’t know until you find it. But no matter how
indirect your path, you can feel confident that you are steadily
getting closer to an answer if you manage each step of the way
to anticipate the predictable problems.

What Are Your Data?
No matter their field, researchers collect information to use as evi-
dence in support of their claims. But researchers in different fields
call that information by different names. Here, we use the term
data. By data we mean more than the numbers that natural and
social scientists collect. We mean anything you find “out there”
that might support your answer to a question or solution to a prob-
lem. The term is rarely used by researchers in the humanities, but
they, too, gather data in the form of quotations, historical facts,
and so on. Data are inert, however, until you use them as evidence
to support a claim. If you have not collected more data than you
can use, you haven’t found enough. (Incidentally, remember that
data is plural; a single bit of data is a datum).



c h a p t e r t h r e e

From Topics to Questions

In this chapter we discuss how to explore your interests to find a topic,
narrow it to a manageable scope, question it to find the makings of a
problem, then turn it into a problem that guides your research. If you
are an experienced researcher or already know what topics you want to
pursue and why, you might skip to chapter 4. But if you are starting
your first project, you will find this chapter useful.

If you are free to research any topic that interests you, that free-
dom can be frustrating—so many choices, so little time. At some
point, you have to settle on a topic, but beyond a topic, you also
have to find a reason beyond your assignment to devote weeks
or months pursuing it and writing up what you find, then to ask
readers to spend their time reading your report.
As we’ve said, your readers expect you to do more than just

mound up and report data; they expect you to report it in a way
that continues the ongoing conversation between writers and
readers that creates a community of researchers. To do that, you
must select from all the data you find just those data that support
an answer to a question that solves a problem your readers think
needs solving. In all research communities, some problems are
already “in the air,” widely debated and deeply researched, such
as whether personality traits like shyness or an attraction to risk
are genetically inherited or learned. But other questions may in-
trigue only the researcher: Why do cats rub their faces against us?
Why do the big nuts end up at the top of the can? That’s how a lot
of research begins—not with a “big” question known to everyone
in a field, but with a mental itch that only one researcher feels
the need to scratch.
If you have such an itch, good. But as we’ve said (and will say
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again), at some point, you have to decide whether the answer to
your private question is also significant to others: to a teacher,
colleagues, other researchers, or even to a public whose lives your
research could change. At that point, you aim not just to answer
a question, but to pose and solve a problem that others also think
is worth solving.
Now that word problem is itself a problem: commonly, a prob-

lem means trouble, but among researchers it has a meaning so
special that we devote all of the next chapter to it. It raises issues
that few beginning researchers are able to resolve entirely and
that can vex even advanced ones. But before you can address a
research problem, you have to find a topic that might lead to one.
We’ll start there, with finding a topic.

3.1 FROM AN INTEREST TO A TOPIC
Most of us have more than enough interests to pursue, but
beginners often find it hard to locate among theirs a topic fo-
cused enough to support a research project. A research topic is
an interest defined narrowly enough for you to imagine becom-
ing a local expert on it. That doesn’t mean that you already
know a lot about it or that you will have to learn more about it
than your professor has. You just want to know more than you
do now.
If your assignment leaves you free to explore any topic within

reason, we can offer only a cliché: Start with what interests you
most deeply. Nothing contributes to the quality of your work
more than your commitment to it. Start by listing two or three
interests that you’d like to explore. If you are undertaking a re-
search project in a course in a specific field, skim a recent text-
book, talk to other students, or consult your teacher. You might
try to identify an interest based on work you are doing or will do
in a different course.
If you are still stuck, you can find help either on the Internet

or in your library. The Internet may seem the easier way, but it’s
more likely to lead you astray, especially if you are new to re-
search. Start with the standard guides:
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• For a project in a general writing course, start in the library.
Look at the headings in a general bibliography such as the
Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature. If you already have a
general focus, use more specialized guides such as the Amer-
ican Humanities Index or the Chicano Index. (We discuss us-
ing these resources in chapter 5 and list many of them on
pp. 298–315.)

Scan headings for topics that catch your interest. They will pro-
vide not only possible topics, but up-to-date references on them.
If you already have an idea for a topic, you can check out the
Internet, but if you have no idea what you are looking for, what
you find there may overwhelm you. Some indexes are available
online, but most don’t let you skim only subject headings.

• For a first research project in a particular field, skim head-
ings in specialized indexes, such as the Philosopher’s Index,
the Psychological Abstracts, or Women’s Studies Abstracts.

Once you identify a general area of interest, use the Internet to
find out more about it and to help you narrow your topic. (If you
are really stuck, see the Quick Tip at the end of this chapter.)

• If you are doing an advanced research project, you might
look first for what resources are easily available before you
settle on a topic.

If you pick a topic and then discover that sources are hard to find,
you may have to start over. If you first identify resources available
in your library or on the Internet, you can plan your research
more efficiently, because you will know where to start.
At first, you may not know enough about a general interest

like the use of masks in religious and social contexts to turn it into
a focused topic. If so, you have to do some reading to know what
to think about it. Don’t read randomly: start with entries in a
general encyclopedia, then look at entries in a specialized ency-
clopedia or dictionary, then browse through journals and web-
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sites until you have a grip on the general shape of your topic.
Only then will you be able to move on to these next steps.

3.2 FROM A BROAD TOPIC TO A FOCUSED ONE
At this point, you risk settling on a topic so broad that it could
be a subheading in an encyclopedia: Space flight, history of; Shake-
speare, problem plays; Natural kinds, doctrine of. A topic is usually
too broad if you can state it in four or five words:

Free will in War and Peace The history of commercial
aviation

With a topic so broad, you may be intimidated by the idea of
finding, much less reading, even a fraction of the sources avail-
able. So you have to narrow it, like this:

Free will in War and Peace ➞ The conflict of free will
and historical inevitability
in Tolstoy’s description of
three battles in War and
Peace

The history of commercial ➞ The crucial contribution
aviation of the military in the de-

velopment of the DC-3 in
the early years of commer-
cial aviation

We narrowed those topics by adding words and phrases, but of
a special kind: conflict, description, contribution, and development.
Those nouns are derived from verbs expressing actions or rela-
tionships: to conflict, to describe, to contribute, and to develop.With-
out such words, your topic is a static thing—free will in War and
Peace, the history of commercial aviation. But when you use nouns
derived from verbs, you move your topic a step closer to a claim
that your readers might find significant.
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Note what happens when these topics become statements.
Topics (1a) and (2a) change almost not at all:

TOPIC CLAIM

1a. Free will and historical ➞ There is free will and his-
inevitability in Tolstoy’s torical inevitability in Tol-
War and Peace? stoy’s War and Peace.

2a. The history of com- ➞ Commercial aviation has
mercial aviation a history.

Topics (1b) and (2b), on the other hand, are closer to claims that
a reader might find interesting:

1b. The conflict of free will ➞ In War and Peace, Tolstoy
and historical inevitability describes three battles in a
in Tolstoy’s description of way that makes free will
three battles in War and conflict with historical inev-
Peace itability.

2b. The crucial contribu- ➞ In the early years of com-
tion of the military in the mercial aviation, the mili-
development of the DC-3 tary crucially contributed to
in the early years of com- the way the DC-3 devel-
mercial aviation oped.

Such claims will at first seem weak, but you will develop them
into more specific ones as you develop your project.
A more specific topic also helps you see gaps, puzzles, and

inconsistencies that you can ask about when you turn your topic
into a research question (more about that in a moment). A specific
topic can also serve as your working title, a short answer when
someone asks you what you are working on.
Caution: Don’t narrow your topic so much that you can’t find

enough data on it:
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TOO MANY DATA AVAILABLE TOO FEW DATA AVAILABLE

The history of commercial The decision to lengthen the
aviation wingtips on the DC-3 proto-

type because the military
wanted to use the DC-3 as a
cargo carrier

3.3 FROM A FOCUSED TOPIC TO QUESTIONS
In taking this next step, researchers often make a beginner’s mis-
take: they rush from a topic to a data dump. Once they hit on a
topic that feels promising, something like the political origins and
uses of legends about the Battle of the Alamo, they go straight to
searching out sources—different versions of the story in books
and films, Mexican and American, nineteenth century and twen-
tieth. They accumulate a mound of summaries of the stories, de-
scriptions of their differences and similarities, ways in which they
conflict with what modern historians think happened. They write
all that up and conclude, “Thus we see many interesting differ-
ences and similarities between . . .”
Most high school teachers would give such a report a passing

grade, because it shows that the student can focus on a topic,
find data on it, and assemble those data into a report—no small
achievement for a first project. But in any advanced course, in-
cluding a first-year writing course in college, such a report falls
short because it offers only random bits of information. If the
writer asks no question worth pondering, he can offer no focused
answer worth reading. Readers of research reports don’t want
just information; they want the answer to a question worth ask-
ing. To be sure, those fascinated by a topic often feel that any
information about it is worth reading for its own sake: collectors
of Japanese coins or Elvis Presley movie posters will read any-
thing about them. Serious researchers, however, do not report
data for their own sake, but to support the answer to a question
that they (and they hope their readers) think is worth asking.
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The best way to find out what you do not know about a topic
is to barrage it with questions. First ask the predictable ones of
your field. For example, a historian’s first questions about the
Alamo stories would concern their sources, development, and ac-
curacy. Also ask the standard journalistic questions who, what,
when, and where, but focus on how and why. Finally, you can sys-
tematically ask four kinds of analytical questions, about the com-
position, history, categorization, and values of your topic. Record
the questions, but don’t stop for answers. (And don’t worry about
fitting the questions into the right categories; use the categories
only to stimulate you to ask them and to organize their answers.)

3.3.1 Identify the Parts and How They Interrelate

• What are the parts of your topic, and how do they relate to
one another?

In stories about the Alamo, what are the themes, the plot

structure, the main characters? How do the characters relate

to the plot, the plot to the actual battle, the battle to the char-

acters, the characters to one another?

• How is your topic part of a larger system?

How have politicians used the story? What role does it have in

Mexican history? What role does it have in U.S. history? Who

told the stories? Who listened? How does their nationality

affect the story?

3.3.2 Trace Its Own History and Its Role in a Larger History

• How and why has your topic changed through time, as
something with its own history?

How have the stories developed? How have different stories

developed differently? How have audiences changed? How

have the storytellers changed? How have their motives to tell

the stories changed?
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• How and why is your topic an episode in a larger
history?

How do the stories fit into a historical sequence of events?

What caused them to change? How did they affect national

identity in the United States? In Mexico? Why have they en-

dured so long?

3.3.3 Identify Its Characteristics and the Categories that Include It

• What kind of thing is your topic? What is its range of varia-
tion? How are instances of it similar to and different from
one another?

What is the most typical story? How do others differ? Which is

most different? How do the written and oral stories differ from

the movie versions? How are Mexican stories different from

those told in the States?

• To what larger categories can your topic be assigned? How
does that help us understand it?

What other stories in U.S. history are like the story of the Bat-

tle of the Alamo? In Mexican history? How do the stories com-

pare to other mythic battle stories? What other societies pro-

duce similar stories?

3.3.4 Determine Its Value

• What values does your topic reflect? What values does it sup-
port? Contradict?

What moral lesson does the story teach, if any? Whose pur-

poses does each story serve? Who is praised? Who blamed?

Why?

• How good or bad is your topic? Is it useful?

Are some stories better than others? More sophisticated than

others? What version is the best one? The worst one? Which

parts are most accurate? Which least?
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3.3.5 Evaluate Your Questions
When you run out of questions (or think, Enough! ), it’s time to
evaluate them. First, set aside questions whose answers you could
look up in a reference work. Questions that ask who, what, when,
or where are important, but they may ask only about matters of
settled fact (though not always). Questions that ask how and why
are more likely to invite deeper research and lead to more inter-
esting answers.
Next, try to combine smaller questions into larger, more sig-

nificant ones. For example, several Alamo questions revolve
around the issue of the interests of the storytellers and their ef-
fects on the stories:

How have politicians used the story? What role does it have in
U.S. history? How have the storytellers changed? How have their
motives to tell the stories changed? How did the stories affect
national identity in the United States? How do the stories com-
pare to other mythic battle stories? Is its moral lesson worth
teaching? Whose purposes does each story serve?

Many of these can be combined into a larger, more significant
question:

How and why have tellers of the Alamo story given a mythic
quality to the event?

Once you settle on a question or two, you have a guide to doing
your research more systematically. A question narrows your
search to only those data you need for its answer. And once you
have an answer you think you can support, you know it’s time
to stop hunting. But when you have only a topic, the data you
can find on it are, literally, endless; worse, you will never know
when you have enough.
Through all this, though, the most important goal is to find

questions that challenge you or, better, arouse your intense curi-
osity. Of course, you can’t be sure where any particular question
will lead, but this kind of questioning can send you in directions
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you never imagined, opening you up to new interests, new worlds
of research. Finding good questions is an essential step in any
project that goes beyond fact-grubbing. With one or two in mind,
you are ready for the next steps.

3.4 FROM A MERELY INTERESTING QUESTION TO ITS
WIDER SIGNIFICANCE
Even if you are an experienced researcher, you might not be able
to take this next step until you are well into your project. If you
are a beginner, you may feel that this step is still deeply frustrat-
ing even when you’ve finished it. Nevertheless, once you have a
question that grabs your interest, you must pose a tougher ques-
tion:Why should this question also grab my readers? What makes it
worth asking?
Start by asking, So what? At first, ask it for yourself:

So what if I don’t know or understand how snow geese know
where to go in the winter, or how fifteenth-century violin players
tuned their instruments, or why the Alamo story has become
myth? So what if I can’t answer those questions?

Eventually, you will have to answer this question not just for your-
self but for your readers. Finding its answer vexes all researchers,
beginners and experienced alike, because it’s so hard to predict
what will really interest readers. Instead of trying to answer in-
stantly, though, you can work toward an answer in three steps.

3.4.1 Step 1: Name Your Topic
If you are just beginning a project, with only a topic and maybe
the glimmerings of a few good questions, describe your topic in
a sentence as specific as you can make it (glance back at pp. 43–
45):

I am trying to learn about (working on, studying) .

Fill in the blank with your topic. Be sure to use some of those
nouns based on verbs or adjectives:
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I am studying diagnostic processes in the repair of cooling sys-
tems.

I am working on Lincoln’s beliefs about predestination in his early
speeches.

3.4.2 Step 2: Add a Question
As soon as you can, add to that sentence an indirect question
that specifies something that you do not know or understand
about your topic but want to:

1. I am studying X
2. because I want to find out who/what/when/where/whether/

why/how .

1. I am studying diagnostic processes in the repair of cooling systems
2. because I am trying to find out how expert repairers diagnose

failures.

1. I am working on Lincoln’s beliefs about predestination in his
early speeches
2. because I want to find out how his belief in destiny influenced

his understanding of the causes of the Civil War.

When you add that because-I-want-to-find-out-how/why clause, you
state why you are pursuing your topic: to answer a question im-
portant to you.
If you are doing one of your first research projects and you

get this far, congratulate yourself, because you have framed your
project in a way that moves it beyond the kind of aimless collec-
tion and reporting of data that afflicts too much research. But
now go one step more, if you can.

3.4.3 Step 3: Motivate Your Question
This step is a hard one, but it lets you know whether your ques-
tion is not just interesting to you but possibly significant to oth-
ers. To do that, add another indirect question, a bigger and more
general one that explains why you are asking your first question.
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Introduce this second implied question with in order to help my
reader understand how, why, or whether:

1. I am studying diagnostic processes in the repair of cooling sys-
tems
2. because I am trying to find out how expert repairers analyze

failures,
3. in order to help my reader understand how to design a com-

puterized system that can diagnose and prevent failures.

1. I am working on Lincoln’s beliefs about predestination in his
early speeches
2. because I want to find out how his belief in destiny and God’s

will influenced his understanding of the causes of the Civil
War,
3. in order to help my reader understand how his religious be-

liefs may have influenced his military decisions.

It’s your answer to the third step that will give you a claim on
your readers’ interest. If that larger question touches on issues
important to your field, even indirectly, then you have reason to
think that your readers should care about its answer, and so care
about your answer to the smaller, prior question you raise in
step 2.
A few researchers can flesh out this whole pattern even before

they start gathering data, because they are working on a well-
known question, some widely investigated problem that others
in their field are already interested in. In fact, advanced research-
ers often begin their research with questions that others have
asked before but not answered thoroughly, or maybe even cor-
rectly. But many researchers, including at times the three of us,
find that they can’t flesh out these steps until they’re nearly fin-
ished. And too many write up their research results without hav-
ing thought through these steps at all.
At the beginning of your project, you may not be able to get

past the first step of naming your topic. But regularly test your
progress by asking a roommate, relative, or friend to force you to
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question your topic and to flesh out those three steps. Even if
you can’t take them all confidently, you’ll know where you are
and where you still have to go.
To summarize: Your aim is to explain

1. what you are writing about—your topic: I am studying . . .

2. what you don’t know about it—your question: because I
want to find out . . .

3. why you want your reader to know about it—your rationale:
in order to help my reader understand better . . .

If you are just beginning serious research, don’t be discour-
aged if you never get past that second step. As long as your ques-
tion is interesting to you, plow ahead. Your teacher should be
satisfied, because you have changed the terms of your project
from simply gathering data to asking and answering a question.
If you are a graduate student doing advanced research, how-

ever, you must take that last step, because answering that last
question will help you create the relationship you are working to
establish with the rest of your research community. It’s your
ticket into the conversation.
In the following chapters, we will return to those three steps

and their implied questions, because as you’ll see, they are crucial
not just for finding good specific questions that you want to an-
swer, but for finding and then expressing the problem that you
want your readers to recognize and value.
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If you have experience in your field but are stuck for a topic, you
can find one with some quick research. Read recent articles and
review essays and, if they are available, recent dissertations. Look
closely at the conclusions: they often suggest further lines of re-
search. You can also browse the archives of an Internet discus-
sion list in your field: look for points of current controversy.
But if you are a beginner and your teacher has not suggested

specific topics, start with our suggestions about skimming biblio-
graphical guides (pp. 298–315). If you still draw a blank, try these
steps.

FOR GENERAL TOPICS
1. What special interest do you have—sailing, chess, finches,
old comic books? The less common, the better. Investigate
something about it you don’t know: its origins, its technol-
ogy, how it is practiced in another culture, and so on.

2. Where would you like to go? Surf the Internet, finding out
all you can about it. What particular aspect surprises you or
makes you want to know more?

3. Wander through a museum with exhibitions that appeal to
you—artworks, dinosaurs, automobiles. If you can’t get
there in person, browse a “virtual museum” on the Internet.
Stop when something catches your interest. What more do
you want to know about it?

4. Wander through a shopping mall or store, asking yourself,
How do they make that? or, I wonder who thought up that
product?

5. Leaf through a Sunday newspaper, especially its features sec-
tions, until something catches your eye. Skim reviews of
books or movies, in newspapers or on the Internet.

53



54 q u i c k t i p : f i n d i n g t o p i c s

6. Browse a large magazine rack. Look for trade magazines or
those that cater to specialized interests. Investigate whatever
catches your interest.

7. If you can use an Internet newsreader, look through the list
of “alt” newsgroups until you find one that sounds interest-
ing. Read the posts, looking for something that surprises
you or that you disagree with.

8. Tune into talk radio or interview programs on TV until you
hear a claim you disagree with. Or find something to dis-
agree with on the websites connected with well-known talk
shows. See whether you can make a real case to refute it, in-
stead of just shouting back.

9. Use an Internet search engine to find websites about some-
thing people collect. (Narrow the search to exclude dot-com
sites.) You’ll get hundreds of hits, but look only at the ones
that surprise you.

10. Is there a common belief that you suspect is much too sim-
plistic, or just plain wrong? Or a common practice that you
detest? Don’t just pronounce the belief or practice wrong,
but instead probe for something you can show about it that
might lead others to reconsider.

FOR TOPICS FOCUSED ON A PARTICULAR FIELD
1. Browse through a textbook of a course that is one level be-
yond yours or a course that you know you will have to take
some time in the future. Look especially hard at the study
questions.

2. Attend a lecture for an advanced class in your field and lis-
ten for something you disagree with, don’t understand, or
want to know more about.

3. Ask your instructor about the most contested issue in your
field.
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4. Find an Internet discussion list in your field. Browse its ar-
chives, looking for matters of controversy or uncertainty.

5. Surf the websites of departments at major universities, in-
cluding class websites. Also check sites of museums, na-
tional associations, and government agencies, if they seem
relevant.
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From Questions to Problems

In this chapter we explain how to frame your project as a problem that
readers want to see solved, an essential step for advanced researchers. If
you are attempting your first research project, this chapter may prove
difficult. (You can find more help on problems in our discussion of
introductions in chapter 14.) If you feel lost, you can skip to chapter 5,
but we hope that you will stay with it. You’ll learn important steps you
can take now, and will certainly need in the future.

In the last chapter, we described how to find a topic in your inter-
ests, how to narrow it, then to question it. We suggested that you
identify the significance of your questions by fleshing out this
three-step formula:

1. Topic: I am studying
2. Question: because I want to find out what/why/how ,

3. Significance: in order to help my reader under-
stand .

These steps describe not only the development of your project,
but your own as a researcher.
When you move from step 1 to 2, you stop being a mere data

collector, because you are now motivated not by aimless curiosity
(by no means a useless impulse), but by a desire to understand
something better. That second step also helps you develop an
increasingly sophisticated relationship with your readers. When
you move from step 2 to 3, you focus your project on the signifi-
cance of that understanding, at least for yourself. But you can
join a community of researchers only when you can see that sig-
nificance from your readers’ point of view. With that last step,
you change your intention from merely discovering and under-
standing something for yourself to showing and explaining some-
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thing to others, a move that makes a stronger claim on readers
and so creates a stronger relationship with them.

4.1 PROBLEMS, PROBLEMS, PROBLEMS
That third step is hard for everyone, even experienced research-
ers. Too many write as if they do their job by answering a ques-
tion that happens to interest them. They fail to understand that
their answer must also solve a problem that is significant to their
community of readers. But researchers often cannot start their
project knowing exactly what problem they will finally solve.
Many start with just a hunch, a puzzle, something they want
to know more about; it’s not until they are well into their re-
search, sometimes even their drafting, that they finally figure
out what problem they have solved. So don’t feel uneasy if
early in your project you do not yet know exactly the significance
of your question. But you can begin planning your research
knowing (or at least hoping) that a good one is out there some-
where.
To understand how to find that good question and then com-

municate its significance, though, you first have to know what a
research problem really is.

4.1.1 Practical Problems and Research Problems
Everyday research usually begins not with dreaming up a topic
but with solving a practical problem that has just landed on you,
a problem that, left unresolved, means trouble. When the solu-
tion is not obvious, you ask questions whose answers you hope
will help you solve it. But to answer them, you must pose and
solve a problem of another kind, a research problem defined by
what you do not know or understand, but feel you must before
you can solve your practical problem.
This process of addressing practical problems is familiar. It

typically looks like this:

P R A C T I C A L P R O B L E M : My brakes have started screeching.
R E S E A R C H Q U E S T I O N : Where can I get them fixed right away?
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R E S E A R C H P R O B L E M : Find the Yellow Pages and look up clos-
est brake shop.
R E S E A R C H A N S W E R : The Car Shoppe, 1401 East 55th Street.
A P P L I C A T I O N : Call to see when they can fix them.

It’s a pattern common in every part of our lives:

The National Rifle Association presses me to oppose gun con-
trol. Will I lose my election if I don’t? Take a poll. A majority of my
constituents support gun control. Now decide whether to reject the
NRA’s request.

Costs are up at the Omaha plant. What has changed? Compare
personnel before and after. More turnover now. If we improve
training and morale, our workers stay with us. OK, let’s see if we
can afford to do it.

Problems like those rarely require us to write up a solution. We
write only when we have to convince others that we’ve found and
solved a problem important to them:

To manager of Omaha plant: Costs are up in Omaha because we
have too much turnover. Employees see no future in their jobs and
are quitting after a few months. To retain workers, we must up-
grade their skills so they will want to stay. Here is a plan . . .

But before anyone could solve the practical problem of rising
costs, someone had to pose and solve a research problem defined
by not knowing why they were rising. Only then can they decide
what to do about it.
Graphically, the relationship between practical and research

problems looks like this:

Practical
Problem

Research
Problem

motivates

finds defines

helps to solve

Research
Question

Research
Answer
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4.1.2 Distinguishing Practical Problems and Research Problems
Though solving a practical problem usually requires that we solve
a research problem as well, it is crucial to distinguish between
them, because we solve and write about them in different ways.

• A practical problem is caused by some condition in the
world, from e-mail spam to terrorism, that makes us un-
happy because it costs us time, money, respect, security,
pain, even our lives. You solve a practical problem by doing
something that changes the world by eliminating the causes
that lead to its costs, or by encouraging others to do so.

• A research problem is motivated not by palpable unhappi-
ness, but by incomplete knowledge or flawed understanding.
You solve it not by changing the world but by understand-
ing it better.

Though a research problem is oftenmotivated by a practical prob-
lem, you don’t solve the practical problem just by solving the re-
search one. The manager of the Omaha plant might know the
answer to the research question Why are costs rising? but still
struggle to solve the practical problem How do we improve
training?
The term problem thus has a special meaning in the world of

research, one that sometimes confuses beginners. In our every-
day world, a practical problem is something we try to avoid. But
in the academic world, a research problem is something we ea-
gerly seek out, even inventing one, if we have to. Indeed, a re-
searcher without a good research problem has a bad practical one,
because with no research problem to work on, she has nothing
to do.
There is a second reason inexperienced researchers some-

times struggle with this notion of a research problem. Experi-
enced researchers often talk about their research problems in
shorthand. When asked what they are working on, they respond
with what sounds like one of those general topics we warned you
about in the last chapter: adult measles, early Aztec pots, the mating
calls of Wyoming elk.
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As a result, some beginners think that having a topic to read
about is the same as having a problem to solve. But when they
do, they have a big practical problem, because without a research
problem, they lack the focus set by the need to answer a particular
question. So they gather data aimlessly and endlessly, with no
way of knowing when they have enough. Then they struggle to
decide what to include in their report and what not, finally throw-
ing in everything they have, just to be on the safe side. So it’s
not surprising that they feel frustrated when a reader says, I don’t
see the point; this is just a data dump. To avoid that judgment, you
need a problem to focus your attention on those particular data
that will help you solve your problem. That means first under-
standing how problems work.

4.2 THE COMMON STRUCTURE OF PROBLEMS
Practical problems and research problems have the same basic
structure. Both have two parts:

1. a situation or condition, and

2. the undesirable consequences of that condition, costs you
don’t want to pay.

What distinguishes them is the nature of those conditions and
costs.

4.2.1 The Nature of Practical Problems
A flat tire is a typical practical problem, because it is (1) a condi-
tion in the world (the flat) that (2) exacts on you a tangible cost
that you don’t want to pay (not getting to work on time or missing
a dinner date). But suppose you were bullied into the date and
would rather be anywhere else. In that case, the flat has no sig-
nificant cost; in fact, since it turns out to be a benefit, it is not a
problem at all, but a solution. No cost, no problem.
For a practical, tangible problem, the condition can be literally

anything, even winning the lottery. Suppose you win a million
dollars but owe a loan shark two million, and your name gets in
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the paper. He finds you, takes your million, and breaks your leg.
Winning a million turns out to be a Big Problem.
To pose a practical problem, you must be able to describe both

its parts:

• its condition

I missed the bus.

The hole in the ozone layer is growing.

• the costs of that condition that make you (or someone) un-
happy

I will be late for work and may lose my job.

Many will die from skin cancer.

But now a crucial caution: Your readers will judge the signifi-
cance of a problem not by its cost to you, but by its cost to them.
So you must try to frame your problem from their point of view.
To do that, imagine that when you pose the condition of your
problem, your reader responds, So what? For example,

The hole in the ozone layer grew last year.
So what?

You answer with the cost of the problem:

A bigger hole in the ozone means more ultraviolet light hitting
the earth.

Suppose the other person again says, So what?, and you respond
with a further cost:

Too much ultraviolet light can give people skin cancer.

If, however improbably, he again asks, So what?, you have failed
to convince him that the problem is not just yours, but his as
well. We acknowledge that a problem exists only when we stop
saying, So what?, and instead say, Oh no! What do we do about
that?
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Practical problems like cancer are easy to grasp because they
always have palpable consequences. In the academic world, how-
ever, you probably will work more with research problems, which
are harder to grasp because both their conditions and costs are
always abstract.

4.2.2 The Nature of Research Problems
Practical and research problems have the same structure, but
their conditions and costs differ in important ways:

• The condition of a practical problem can be any state of af-
fairs whose cost makes you (or someone) unhappy. The con-
dition of a research problem, on the other hand, is always
some version of not knowing or not understanding something.

You can identify conditions by working though the formula in
chapter 3. The second step states what you do not know or under-
stand:

I am studying stories of the Alamo because I want to understand
why voters responded to them in ways that served the interests of lo-
cal Texas politicians.

That’s why we emphasized the value of questions. They force you
to consider what you don’t know or understand but want to.

• The cost of a practical problem is unhappiness. The con-
sequence of a research problem, on the other hand, is
something else we or, more important, our readers don’t
know or understand, but is more significant, more conse-
quential than the ignorance or misunderstanding named by
the condition. This, too, we can express as a question.

You identify these consequences in step 3 of our formula:

I am studying stories of the Alamo because I want to under-
stand why voters responded to them in ways that served the in-
terests of local Texas politicians, in order to help readers under-
stand how regional self-images influence national politics.
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All this may sound confusing, but it’s simpler than it seems.
When you move from questions to problems, you only translate
that formula for working out the significance of a question to you
into a way to find its significance to your readers.
It works like this: The first part of a research problem is some-

thing you don’t know but want to. You can phrase that as a direct
question:

How many stars are in the sky?

How have romantic movies changed in the last fifty years?

Now imagine someone asking, So what if you can’t answer that
question? What do you say? You answer by stating something else
you don’t know until you answer the first question, something
that the other person should also want to know. For example,

If we can’t answer the question of how romantic movies have
changed in the last fifty years,condition/first question then we can’t an-
swer a more important question: How have our cultural depic-
tions of romantic love changed?consequence/larger, more important question

If you think that finding an answer to that second question is
important, you’ve stated a cost that makes your research problem
worth pursuing, and if your reader thinks so too, you’re in busi-
ness.
But what if your potential readers might again ask, So what?

So what if I don’t know whether our cultural depictions of ro-
mantic love have changed?

You will just have to pose a yet larger question whose answer
depends on answering the previous ones, an answer that should
be even more significant to your readers:

If we can’t answer the question of how our cultural depictions of
romantic love have changed in the last fifty years,second question

then we can’t answer a more important one yet: How is our cul-
ture shaping the expectations of young men and women concern-
ing marriage and families?consequence/larger, more important question
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If you imagine that reader again asking, So what?, you might be
tempted to think, Wrong audience. But if that’s the audience
you’re stuck with, you will have to try again.
To those outside an academic field looking in, researchers

sometimes seem to pose a question so narrowly that outsiders
think it is ridiculously trivial: So what if we don’t know how hop-
scotch originated? Yet for those few who care about the way folk
games influence the social development of children, the cost of
not knowing justifies the research. What do you mean? If we can
discover how children’s folk games originate, we can learn something
about how they socialize themselves. . . .

4.2.3 Distinguishing “Pure” and “Applied” Research
When the solution to a research problem has no apparent ap-
plication to any practical problem in the world, but only to the
scholarly interests of a community of researchers, we call the re-
search pure. When the solution to a research problem does have
practical consequences, we call the research applied.
You can tell whether a research problem is pure or applied by

looking at the last of the three steps in defining your project. Does
it refer to knowing or doing?

1. Topic: I am studying the density of light and other electromagnetic
radiation in a small section of the universe
2. Question: because I want to find out how many stars are in the sky,

3. Significance: in order to help readers understand whether
the universe will expand forever or contract into a new big
bang.

That is a pure research problem because step 3 refers only to
understanding.
In an applied research problem, the second step also refers to

knowing, but that third step refers to doing:

1. Topic: I am studying the difference between readings from the Hub-
ble telescope in orbit above the atmosphere and readings for the
same stars from earthbound telescopes
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2. Question: because I want to find out how much the atmosphere
distorts measurements of light and other electromagnetic radia-
tion,
3. Practical Significance: so that astronomers can use data from

earthbound telescopes to measure more accurately the density
of electromagnetic radiation.

That is an applied problem because astronomers can dowhat they
need to—measure light more accurately—only when they know
how much atmospheric distortion to account for.

4.2.4 Connecting a Research Problem to Practical Consequences
Some less experienced researchers are uncomfortable with pure
research because its costs—merely not knowing something—are
so abstract. Since they are not yet part of a community that cares
about the answers to their questions, they feel that their findings
aren’t good for much. So they try to cobble a practical cost onto
their conceptual research question to make it seem more signifi-
cant:

1. Topic: I am studying the differences among various nineteenth-
century versions of the story of the Alamo
2. Conceptual Question: because I want to find out how politicians

used stories of great events to shape public opinion,
3. Potential Practical Significance: in order to help readers pro-

tect themselves from unscrupulous politicians.

Most readers are likely to think that connection is a bit of a
stretch.
To formulate a useful applied research problem, you have to

show that the answer in step 2 plausibly leads to step 3. Ask your-
self this question:

(a) If my readers want to achieve the goal of
[state your objective from step 3],

(b) would they think that a good way to do that would be to find
out ? [state your question from step 2]
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Try that test on the applied astronomy problem:

(a) If my readers want to use data from earthbound telescopes
to measure more accurately the density of electromagnetic radia-
tion,
(b) would they think that a good way to do so would be to
find out how much the atmosphere distorts measurements
of it?

Since astronomers have piles of data from earthbound telescopes
that could be adjusted for atmospheric distortion, the answer
would seem to be Yes.
Now try the test on the Alamo problem:

(a) If my readers want to achieve the goal of helping people pro-
tect themselves from unscrupulous politicians,
(b) would they think a good way to do that would be to find out
how nineteenth-century politicians used stories of great events
to shape public opinion?

Again, that feels like a stretch.
If you really think that the answer to your research problem

can apply to a practical one, formulate your problem as the
pure research problem it is, then add your application as a fourth
step:

1. Topic: I am studying the differences among various nineteenth-
century versions of the story of the Alamo
2. Question: because I want to find out how politicians used stories

of great events to shape public opinion,
3. Conceptual Significance: in order to help readers under-

stand how politicians use elements of popular culture to ad-
vance their political goals,
4. Potential Practical Application: so that readers can better

protect themselves from unscrupulous politicians.

When you state your problem in your introduction, it’s usually
best to formulate it as a purely conceptual research problem
whose significance is based on conceptual consequences. Unless
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your assignment includes the question of practical applications,
save them for your conclusion. (For more on introductions and
conclusions, see chapter 14.)
Most research projects in the humanities and many in the nat-

ural and social sciences have no direct application to daily life.
In fact, as the word pure suggests, many researchers value pure
research more highly than they do applied. They believe that the
pursuit of knowledge “for its own sake” reflects humanity’s high-
est calling—to know more and understand better, not for the
sake of money or power, but for the good that understanding
itself brings. As you may have guessed, the three of us support
both the pure and the practical—so long as the research is done
well and is not corrupted by dishonest or malign motives.
A threat to both pure and practical research today, especially

in the biological sciences, is that profits from patents not only
determine the choice of research problems, but also color their
solutions: Tell us what to look for, and we’ll provide it! That raises
the kind of ethical question that we touch on later (pp. 285–88).

A Typical Beginner’s Mistake
For some beginners, especially in classes that study significant practi-
cal problems, research problems never feel practical enough, not even
when they have obvious applications. So they try to force their project
into the practical domain. That’s usually a mistake. No one can solve
the world’s great problems in a five- or even a fifty-page paper. But
a good researcher might help us understand those problems better,
which gets us closer to a solution. So if you care deeply about a prac-
tical problem, such as the increasing frequency of highly destruc-
tive forest fires in the West, carve out of it a research question that
you can answer and that might ultimately contribute to a practical
solution:

How important are fires to the ecological health of a forest?
How do local fire codes affect the susceptibility of buildings to
fire damage?

Choose one of the smaller questions, knowing that small answers
to small questions sometimes lead to great solutions.
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4.3 FINDING A GOOD RESEARCH PROBLEM
What distinguishes great researchers from the rest of us is the
brilliance, knack, or just dumb luck of stumbling on a problem
whose solution makes the rest of us see the world in a new way.
We can all learn to recognize a good problem when we bump
into it, or it bumps into us (or when it’s already a live issue). But
researchers often begin a project without being entirely clear as
to what their problem is. Sometimes they hope only to define it
more clearly. Indeed, those who find a new problem or manage
to clarify an old one often win more fame and (sometimes) for-
tune than those who solve a problem already defined. Some re-
searchers have even gotten credit for disproving a plausible hy-
pothesis that they had hoped to prove. So don’t be discouraged
if you can’t formulate your problem fully at the outset of your
research. Few of us can. But thinking about it early will save you
hours of work along the way—and perhaps avoid panic toward
the end.
Here are some ways you can aim at a problem from the start.

4.3.1 Ask for Help
Do what experienced researchers do: talk to teachers, classmates,
relatives, friends, neighbors—anyone who might be interested
in your topic and question. Why would anyone need an answer
to your question? What would they do with it? What questions
might your answer raise?
If you are free to select your own problem, look for a small

one that is part of a bigger one. Though you are unlikely to solve
the big one, your piece of it will inherit some of its significance.
(You will also educate yourself about the problems of your field,
no small dividend.) Ask your teacher what she is working on and
whether you can work on part of it. But a warning: If your teacher
helps you define your problem and gives you leads on sources,
do not let those suggestions define the limits of your research.
Nothing discourages a teacher more than a student who does
exactly what is suggested, and nothing more. In that situation, the
teacher probably wants you to do some research that will help
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her find out something she didn’t know or understand, such as
better sources and new data.

4.3.2 Look for Problems as You Read
You can find a research problem if you read critically. As you read
a source, where do you detect contradictions, inconsistencies,
incomplete explanations? If you are not satisfied with an explana-
tion, if something seems odd, confused, or incomplete, tenta-
tively assume that other readers would or should feel the same
way. Many research projects begin in an imaginary conversation
that a researcher has with another’s report: Wait a minute, he’s
ignoring . . .
But before you set out to correct a gap, error, or misunder-

standing, be sure it is real, not just your own misreading. Reread
your source carefully and generously. Countless research papers
have aimed to refute a point that no writer ever made.
Once you think you have found a real puzzle or error, do more

than just point it out. If a source says X and you think Y, you
have a research problem only if you can show that those who go
on believing X will misunderstand something even more impor-
tant. (For the most common kinds of contradictions, see our
Quick Tip, pp. 72–74.)
Finally, read the last few pages of your sources closely. That’s

where many researchers suggest more questions that need an-
swers. The author of the following paragraph had just finished
explaining how the daily life of the nineteenth-century Russian
peasant influenced his performance in battle:

And just as the soldier’s peacetime experience influenced his bat-
tlefield performance, so must the experience of the officer corps
have influenced theirs. Indeed, a few commentators after the
Russo-Japanese War blamed the Russian defeat on habits ac-
quired by officers in the course of their economic chores. In any
event, to appreciate the service habits of Tsarist officers in peace and
war, we need a structural—if you will, an anthropological—analysis
of the officer corps like that offered here for enlisted personnel. [our
emphasis]
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That last sentence gives us both the problem that this writer set
out to solve and a new one waiting for someone to tackle.

4.3.3 Look for the Problem that Your Claim Solves
Critical reading can also help you discover a good research prob-
lem in your own early drafts. Writers almost always do their best
thinking in the last few pages of a draft. It is often only then that
they begin to formulate a final claim that they did not dream
of when they started out. If in an early draft you arrive at an
unanticipated claim, ask yourself what questions it might answer.
Paradoxical as it might seem, you may well find a solution to a
problem that you have not yet posed. Your task is to figure out
what that problem is. Chances are, you can work backward to
formulate a better, more interesting problem than the one that
got you started.

4.4 SUMMARY: THE PROBLEM OF THE PROBLEM
Your teachers will assume that you are not an expert researcher,
but they want you to start developing and practicing the mental
habits of one. They want you to do more than just accumulate
and report facts about a topic that happens to interest you. They
want you to formulate a question that you think is worth answer-
ing and pose a problem that you think is worth solving, regardless
of who else cares.
Eventually, though, as you move to advanced work, you have

to share your new knowledge and understanding with others. At
that point, you must understand what your readers think are inter-
esting questions and problems. As we’ve emphasized, they base
that judgment on the costs they pay as a result of not knowing
or understanding something. And the step we all dream of is not
only finding the kind of problem readers want to see solved, but
persuading them to think seriously about a problem none of
them has ever thought of. No one takes all three steps the first
time out. Just about all of us get to the first one:What am I inter-
ested in discovering? Most of us get to the second:What might my
readers be interested in? Few of us get to the third: How can I get
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them to realize they are asking the wrong questions? But those of us
who don’t get there do not necessarily fail, because we can mea-
sure our success by how well our readers think we answer ques-
tions they already care about. The worst response you can get
from a reader is not I don’t agree, but I don’t care.
By now, all this airy talk about academic research may seem

disconnected from a world in which so many people labor so
hard at getting ahead or keeping others down. But when research
problems in the world are pursued honestly, they are structured
exactly as they are in the academic world. And in business and
government, in law and medicine, in politics and international
diplomacy, no skill is valued more highly than the ability to recog-
nize a problem that others should take seriously, then to articu-
late that problem in a way that convinces them to care. If you can
do that in a class in Chinese history, you can do it in a business or
government office down the street or in Hong Kong.



Disagreeing with Your Sources

You discover the most common kind of research problem when
you disagree with a source. We can’t tell you what to disagree
with in them, but we can list some standard contradictions.
This list will be most useful if you are familiar with research in
a field, but if you’re new, they can show you the kind of contra-
dictions that experienced researchers look for. In chapter 14 we
explain how to use these contradictions to write an introduction
that motivates your readers to read on. (This list is not exhaus-
tive, and some kinds overlap. You can also try them out on your
topic.)

CONTRADICTIONS OF KIND
You claim that something thought to be one kind of thing is not
(or vice versa).

Certain religious groups are widely considered to be “cults” be-
cause of their strange beliefs, but those beliefs are no different
in kind from standard religions.

In the following frames, substitute for X and Y terms of your
own. In each case, you can also assert the opposite (that is, though
X seems not to be a Y, it really is).

1. Though X seems to be a Y, it is not.

2. Though X seems to be a necessary characteristic or quality
of Y, it is not.

3. Though X seems to be good/significant/useful/beautiful/
moral/interesting/ . . . , it is not.

PART-WHOLE CONTRADICTIONS
You claim that others mistake the relationship among the parts
of something.

72
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In recent years some have argued that athletics has no place in
education, but in fact athletics is an intrinsic part of a well-
rounded educated person.

1. Though X seems not to be a part of Y, it is.

2. Though part X seems to relate to part Y in Z way, it does
not.

3. Though it is claimed that all X’s have Y as a part, they do
not.

DEVELOPMENTAL / HISTORICAL CONTRADICTIONS
You can claim that others havemistaken the origin, development,
or history of your object of study.

Although some have recently argued that the world population is
rising, it is not.

1. Though X seems to be stable/rising/falling . . . , it is not.

2. Though X may seem to have originated in Y, it did not.

3. Though the sequence of development of X seems to be 1, 2,
and 3, it is not.

4. Though X seems to be part of a larger historical develop-
ment, it is not.

EXTERNAL CAUSE-EFFECT CONTRADICTIONS
You can claim that assumed causal relationships do not exist (or
vice versa).

A new way to stop juveniles from becoming criminals is the
“boot camp” concept. But evidence suggests that it does little
good.

1. Though X seems to cause Y, it does not.

2. Though X seems to cause Y, both X and Y are caused by Z.
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3. Though X and Y seem to be causally correlated, they are
not.

4. Though X seems to be sufficient to cause Y, it is not.

5. Though X seems to cause only Y, it also causes A, B, and C.

CONTRADICTIONS OF PERSPECTIVE
These contradictions run deeper. Most contradictions do not
change the terms of the discussion. In perspectival contradic-
tions, the author suggests that everyone must look at things in
a new way.

It has been assumed that advertising is best understood as a
purely economic function, but in fact it has served as a labora-
tory for new art forms and styles.

1. X has been discussed in Y context, but a new context of un-
derstanding reveals new truth about X . . . (The new context
can be social, political, philosophical, historical, economic,
academic, ethical, gender specific, etc.)

2. X has been used to explain Y, but a new theory makes us
see it differently.

3. X has been analyzed using theory/value system Y, leading
to a rejection of X as inapplicable to Y. But now we see that
Y is relevant to X in a new way.



c h a p t e r f i v e

From Problems to Sources

If you are a beginning researcher and expect to find most of your data
either in your library or on the Internet, use this chapter to develop a
plan for your research. If you are more experienced, you may want to
skip to the next chapter. If you are very experienced, skip to part III.

If you have not yet formulated a clear research question, you will
have to spend some time reading around just looking for a topic
that you can narrow down and question, as we described in chap-
ter 4. But if you have a question and at least one candidate for
a plausible answer (the philosopher C. S. Peirce had an apt name
for it: a hypothesis on probation), you can start looking for data to
test it. That doesn’t mean lining up all the sources you can find
and plowing through them to see what turns up. You want to
look for reliable sources whose data let you test your hypothesis
because they support it or, more importantly, challenge you to
alter or abandon it.
If, however, you plunge into a search for sources without a

plan, you risk losing yourself in a morass of books and articles.
Sources can lead anywhere and everywhere, so it is easy to wan-
der aimlessly from one to the next. To be sure, aimless browsing
can be fun: everyone who loves learning loves to wander from
book to book, idea to idea. Browsing can also be surprisingly pro-
ductive: many important discoveries have been made through a
chance encounter with a new idea that no one could have deliber-
ately looked for. So we don’t condemn all aimless reading; the
three of us do it a lot.
But if you are working to a deadline, you don’t have time to rely

on chance: you have to search deliberately. In this chapter we’ll
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talk about the resources you can look for and how to narrow them
to a manageable list. In the next, we will discuss how to work with
your resources once you find them. But as we’ve said, don’t expect
a linear plan that gets you from start to finish with no detours.
You’ll loop back as often as you move ahead. Just keep in mind
that you are screening sources for data, arguments, and views that
either confirm your hypothesis or give you reason to reject it.

Three Kinds of Sources
PRIMARY SOURCES: These are the materials that you directly write
about, the “raw data.” In fields like history and literature that study
writers and documents, primary sources are texts from the period
or by the author you are studying. In such fields, you can rarely
write a research paper without using primary sources.

SECONDARY SOURCES: These are research reports, whether
books or articles, based on primary data or sources. You can quote
or cite them to support your own research. If a researcher quoted
your research report to support his argument, your report would
be his secondary source. If, on the other hand, he were writing
your biography, your paper would be a primary source.

TERTIARY SOURCES: These are books and articles based on sec-
ondary sources. They synthesize and explain research in a field,
usually for a popular audience. Generally, they just restate what
others have said. Tertiary sources can help in the early stages of
research, when you are trying to get a sense of a whole field, but
they are weak support for new claims because they usually oversim-
plify, are seldom up-to-date, and are consequently mistrusted by
most experts.

5.1 SCREENING SOURCES FOR RELIABILITY
Your question and hypothesis give you yourmost important basis
for screening sources: they help you focus only on those that test
your hypothesis, either supporting it or challenging it. If a source
is on topic but irrelevant to your hypothesis, it may be interesting
but it won’t be immediately useful.
As you screen for relevant sources, you should also apply a

second test: Is this source reliable? Just as one relevant source is
more valuable then a dozen irrelevant ones, so one reliable source
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is more valuable than a dozen that are unreliable. As you look
for sources, focus first on those you can trust.
There is no formula for testing the reliability of a source. But

unless you are a very advanced student, you can usually rely on
a few indications of reliability. Advanced researchers are expected
to check the reliability of sources for themselves, but beginners
will satisfy most readers if their sources have at least one of these
characteristics:

• The source is published by a reputable press.

Most university presses are reliable, especially if it’s a university
whose name you recognize. In some fields, commercial presses
have a reputation as strong as university presses, presses such
as Norton in literature, Ablex in sciences, or Westlaw in law.

• The publisher uses peer reviews for everything it publishes.

You have no better guarantee of the reliability of a publication
than its having been reviewed and approved for publication by
independent experts in the field. Most books from reputable
presses are peer-reviewed, though many essay collections are re-
viewed only by the named editor(s). The best scholarly journals
require peer review, but some good ones do not.

• The author is a reputable scholar.

Books and journals usually tell you something about the creden-
tials of the author, and you can easily find out more on the In-
ternet.

• The source is current.

You must use up-to-date sources, but what counts as current de-
pends on the nature of the source and field. In computer science,
articles can be out-of-date in months. In philosophy, primary
sources are current for centuries, secondary ones for decades. In
general, a source that sets out a major position or theory that
most other researchers accept will stay current longer than those
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that respond to or develop it. Assume that most textbooks are not
current (excepting, of course, this one).
For secondary works, you can gauge the standards for currency

by looking at journal articles in the works cited: What is the oldest
date? Where do the dates tend to cluster? For primary works (nov-
els, plays, letters, etc.), try to find out what is considered the stan-
dard edition; sometimes older editions are trusted more than
more recent ones.
These indicators do not guarantee reliability. Reviewers some-

times recommend that a reputable press publish something
weakly argued or with shaky data because other aspects of its
research are too important to miss—we three have each done so.
So don’t assume that you can read uncritically everything written
by a reputable researcher and published by a reputable press. In
chapter 6 we’ll talk about critical reading and in chapter 9 about
evaluating the data you find in a source. But for a start, these
indicators recommend a source as worth considering.
You can get a quick take on the most reliable sources on your

topic by consulting the bibliography at the end of this book or
by looking at one of the guides to research in your field (also
listed there). Once you have located one reliable academic book
or article, you have a trailhead for finding more: its footnotes and
works cited point to sources you can track down, and their cita-
tions will point still farther down the trail.

Whom Can You Trust?
According to a review committee appointed by the Journal of the Ameri-
can Medical Association, one of the more respected medical journals,
“many statistical and methodological errors were common in pub-
lished papers,” even though those papers had been reviewed by ex-
perts in the field (“When Peer Review Produces Unsound Science,”
New York Times, June 11, 2002, p. D6). Some of you might just want
to throw up your hands and give up on the idea of reliability: if the
hyper-careful review procedures of JAMA don’t guarantee reliable
data, what’s a mere student to do? You do what we all do—the best
you can. Read critically, and when you report data, do so as accurately
as you can. We’ll return to this question in chapter 8.



From Problems to Sources 79

5.2 LOCATING PRINTED AND RECORDED SOURCES
Unless you are collecting data from experiments or observation,
you will probably find your data in books or articles, occasionally
in photos and films or video and audio recordings. Your first stop
should be your school library or a public library. You may even
find one that specializes in your topic, such as the seventeenth-
century collection at the W. A. Clark Library at UCLA; in a cause,
such as the National Rifle Association Library in Fairfax, Virginia;
or in a person, such as the Martin Luther King library in Atlanta
and the many presidential libraries.
If the libraries near you are small and lack books and journals

on your topic, start your research early so that you have time to
borrow those you need through interlibrary loan. But no matter
how small, your library probably offers more help than you suspect,
including reference works, both general and specialized, research
guides, and a variety of catalogs, bibliographies, and databases.
A caution: Some Internet-savvy students think that the best

way to start their research is to enter their topic into a search
engine and see what turns up. That can be a good way to find
material out of which you can formulate a research question, but
it is a very bad way to find reliable sources. Begin your search
with your library: its catalog, bibliographies, and databases, which
you may be able to access on the Internet.

5.2.1 Librarians
If you know your library, look for sources. But if this is your
first shot at serious research, you might first talk to a librarian.
Librarians are usually eager to help when you don’t know where
to start. Many libraries have special reference librarians, and large
ones even have specialists in particular topics. They can show
you how to use the online catalog, essential knowledge these days
for any researcher. If you feel too shy or proud to ask, find out
whether your library has e-mail service for reference questions.
Otherwise, just go talk to a librarian.
The most important work you can do this early in the process

is to plan. If you aren’t ready to be helped, no librarian can help
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you. You will save your time and not waste hers if you prepare
questions. Start by describing your project: try using the three-
step rubric in chapter 3 to formulate an “elevator story” summa-
rizing what you plan to do:

I am working on the topic of , so that I can find
out , because I want my readers to understand bet-
ter .

Early on, your questions may be general:Which periodical guides
list articles about educational policy in the 1950s? But as you narrow
your topic, frame questions so that your librarian can understand
exactly what you need: How do I find court decisions on the “separate
but equal” doctrine in educational policy in the early 1950s?

5.2.2 General Reference Works
If you know a lot about your topic, fo- One new graduate stu-
cus on the specific sources you’ll dent at the University
need. If not, start with general refer- of Chicago needed three

trips to find where itsence works such as the Encyclopaedia
research library keepsBritannica or with specialized ones
most of its books. She

such as the Encyclopedia of Philosophy.
spent two trips wander-

They give a reliable overview of your ing through seven floors
topic, and at the end of the article, of reading rooms, find-
they usually provide a list of sources ing only reference works.

Only on the third daythat constitute the basic texts in a
did she get up enoughfield. If you find nothing under one
nerve to ask a librarian

heading, look under another one. For
where all the books

example, the 1993 Books in Print listed were. She was directed
nothing under gender, the term that is to a door that led into
now standard for researchers in wom- the main stacks. Moral

of the story: Ask!en’s studies, but it had many entries
under sex.

5.2.3 Specialized Reference Works
Most fields provide extensive bibliographical resources, both in
print and online. Large libraries offer online access to biblio-
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graphical databases covering most fields, many of them including
abstracts. In some newer or highly specialized fields, you may
find bibliographical lists on websites maintained by individual
scholars, by departments, or by scholarly associations. These may
be less reliable than the large databases, but they can get you
started.
You should also find print bibliographies covering your whole

field or specific aspects of it. If you are lucky, you’ll find an anno-
tated bibliography that briefly describes current books and arti-
cles; it is one of the best ways to get a quick overview of what other
researchers think is important. Most fields publish a journal that
reviews new research annually, which is even more useful. If you
need the most current sources, the Chronicle of Higher Education
regularly lists new books, andmany journals list “books received”
(new books that publishers send hoping the journal will review
them).

5.2.4 Research Guides
Every major field has at least one guide to the resources that expe-
rienced researchers commonly use: lists of bibliographies, loca-
tions of important primary materials, research methods, and so
on. Depending on how much time you have, you may want to
look carefully at such guides, particularly if your library holds
materials that the guides cite. The first step in learning the ropes
of research is to find out where the ropes are stored. (We’ve listed
some of the more popular ones in our “Appendix on Finding
Sources.”)

5.2.5 The Library Catalog
You can start with a general keyword search in your library cat-
alog, but you’ll work more efficiently if you first check bibli-
ographies for specific titles. If your library does not have a title
you need, request it through interlibrary loan (if you start early
enough).
Once you locate a few sources you consider reliable, you can

expand your search in two ways: keyword searches and browsing.



82 a s k i n g q u e s t i o n s , f i n d i n g a n s w e r s

For a keyword search, start by entering specific terms in the titles
you have already found—for example, Alamo, Texas independence,
James Bowie. To expand your search, look for subject headings
in the bibliographical data for each title (they may be on a “de-
tails” page online, or if you have the actual book, on the back of
its title page). Those headings are the Library of Congress catego-
ries for all books. A search for them will generate titles related
to your question, but also many that are not.
A quick way to expand on a small catalog is to consult the

online catalog of the Library of Congress (www.loc.gov). It is easy
to search, and you’ll find almost any book, film, or recording you
could want. It also has links to many university library catalogs.
Your library may have only a fraction of what you find there, but
it can borrow most of what you need. For books too new to be
in a library catalog, consult an online bookseller. Those books
you’ll probably have to buy.
Be aware that if your library is large or you use the Library of

Congress catalog, a keyword search can generate a vast number of
titles. The University of Chicago library has almost three hundred
books on Napoléon, and more than three thousand books with
the word environment in their title. If your search turns up too
many titles, narrow the list using the techniques we talked about
in chapter 3.
On the other hand, if you exhaust the terms you can think of

and still find nothing, your topic may be too narrow or too far
off the beaten track to yield quick results. Or you could be onto
an important question that nobody has thought about before,
or at least not for a long time. Centuries ago, for example,
“friendship” was an important topic for philosophers, but then
was dropped and long ignored by major encyclopedias. Re-
cently, though, it has been revived as a serious topic. In either
case, chances are you’ll make something of your topic only
through your own hard thinking. In the long run, your topic
might make you famous, but it is not one for a paper due in a
few weeks.
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5.2.6 In the Stacks
The second way to expand your list is to do some of the casual
browsing we’ve recommended. If you can get into the stacks,
skim the titles of books shelved on either side of those on your
topic (look first at books with the newest bindings). Many will be
irrelevant, but you are likely to find some that shed surprising
new light on your question. (All three of us have found invaluable
sources in this way.) Youmay also be able to browse online. Many
library catalogs allow users to browse not only by call number or
shelf location but also by subject and author. If yours does not,
try browsing the Library of Congress catalog.
Finally, our advice assumes that your library has an online

catalog. If yours does not or if its catalog is only partly online,
you can do most of the tasks we’ve outlined with a card catalog,
though more slowly. But we recommend that you start not with
the cards, but online with the Library of Congress. A few quick
searches there will give you an overview of what you might find
in your library or borrow through interlibrary loan.

5.2.7 Online Databases
If most of your sources are not books but journal articles, skip
the catalog and go right to your library’s online databases. Al-
though their search capabilities vary, most let you search for titles
and keywords in all the ways we’ve described. (Browsing capabili-
ties, however, are rare.) In addition to bibliographical data, many
databases also include abstracts, which can speed the process of
deciding which articles are worth reading carefully. Some data-
bases even provide the full text of articles, though often for a
fee. For information too current for the journals, check periodical
indexes, or search the online archives of a major newspaper.

5.3 FINDING SOURCES ON THE INTERNET
The Internet changes so fast that generalizing is risky. Here is
a principle that is true today, but may not be tomorrow: Unless
you have good reason not to, prefer a printed source to one on the
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Internet. (Not wanting to walk to the library is not a good reason.)
Although you should never trust any source blindly, most of your
readers will be more willing to trust print sources from reliable
presses or journals than almost any source on the Internet.
Print sources are more highly respected because most of the

data you can find on the Internet are not reliable enough for seri-
ous research. What complicates this generalization is that every
day the Internet gains information as reliable as the best print
data. You can find rigorously edited online journals, moderated
discussion lists whose reviews and other edited contributions
offer reliable scholarship, editions of primary texts superior to
the best printed ones, and much more that is reliable. But such
Internet-based sources stand beside incompetently edited jour-
nals, discussion lists full of nonsense, some of the least reliable
editions of primary texts, and other data that are biased, distorted,
invented, or simply the ravings of a demented mind.
The strength of the Internet is also its problem: it has no gate-

keepers. It is like a publishing house without editors or a library
without librarians. Consequently, you have access to more than
the publishers or librarians provide, but you bear the risk of not
knowing what parts of it are worth reading, can be trusted, have
been checked for errors, and so on. So avoid using an Internet
source unless you know that it is reliable and can persuade your
readers to think so too. And never rely on the Internet to have a
balanced or complete selection of sources. For the most part, peo-
ple post what they are passionate about, so not only are individual
postings liable to be biased, the selection is almost certain to be.
On the other hand, there are some situations in which you

can use the information you find on Internet sources reliably:

• It is provided by a reliable journal or online publisher.

• It is in precisely the same form you would find in a library.
Many government, civic, and business reports are released
simultaneously on the Internet and in print.

• It supplements print sources. Some journals use the In-
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ternet to archive data not included in articles, to disseminate
illustrations too expensive to print, or to host discussions be-
tween authors and readers.

• It is too recent to be found in libraries.

• It is available only on the Internet. Many government and ac-
ademic databases are now available only online.

• It is your primary source. What is posted on the Internet is
primary data about what people are thinking, the views of
specific groups, and so on.

But remember: Before you treat a Caution: You can find
posting as reliable, evaluate the cre- many printed texts
dentials of the poster and those who posted on the Internet

in violation of the au-own, maintain, and sponsor the site.
thor’s copyright. CarefulTo locate Internet sources, use the
readers mistrust unau-

same techniques described for library
thorized copies because

catalogs, this time on a search engine. they are so often inaccu-
You won’t find lists of subject head- rately reproduced. Ethi-
ings, but you can use the same ones cal readers dislike seeing

them cited because theyyou used there. Be prepared, however,
violate the law. So unlessto pick through a lot of dross. (In our
a text is clearly posted

“A Note on Some of Our Sources,” we
with the author’s per-

cite some guides to research on the mission (as in a data-
Internet. They offer more detailed ad- base), use the printed
vice about Internet-based research rather than the Internet

version of the text.than we can offer here.)

5.4 GATHERING DATA DIRECTLY FROM PEOPLE
Most projects can be done from books, journals, and the Internet
alone, but you may also need data available only from talking
with people. And again, the most important work you can do
before you consult them is to plan. You will save time if you pre-
pare specific questions. Help your source understand what you
are up to by turning the three-step rubric in chapter 3 into an
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elevator story, ending with how you hope the person can help
you:

I am working on the topic of , so that I can find out
, because I want my readers to understand bet-

ter . What I am hoping to learn from you is . . .

5.4.1 Experts as Sources of Bibliography
At every stage of research, you can usually find someone to guide
you. At first, your teachers will help you focus your question and
find sources. Here, too, the quality of the help you get depends
on the quality of the questions you ask. The more you prepare
before you talk to your teachers, the better you can explain what
you are doing and the more they can help. Your teachers will not
have all the answers, so you may have to look for help from oth-
ers. (You might even hope that your teachers don’t have all the
answers, because then you will have something to teach them,
and they will read your report with interest.)
You can never predict how much help you will need. At one

extreme, we know a graduate student who met with his adviser
every day for breakfast, reporting what he had found the day be-
fore and receiving guidance for the day ahead of him. (It’s proba-
bly a good thing students rarely get that much help.) At the other
extreme are those independent scholars who disappear into the
library and never talk with anyone until they emerge with their
project completed, sometimes years later. (We don’t actually know
any, but we hear they exist.) Most researchers choose a middle
way, relying on casual conversations to guide their reading, which
stimulates more questions and hunches to try out on others.

5.4.2 People as Primary Sources
In some areas, you have to collect primary data from people. Even
if your research is not directly about individuals, you may still
find people willing to provide information, if you can help them
understand your interest in what they know. Don’t ignore people
in local industrial, governmental, or civic organizations. For in-
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stance, if you were researching school desegregation in your
town, you might read court cases concerning the “separate but
equal” doctrine that your reference librarian helped you locate,
but you might also ask the local school district whether anyone
there has memories she or he would share.
We cannot explain the complexities of interviewing, but re-

member that the more you sort out what you know from what
you want to know, the more efficiently you will get what you need.
In short, plan. You don’t need to script an interview around a set
list of questions—in fact, that’s a bad idea because it tends to
freeze the interviewee. But prepare so that you don’t talk to your
source aimlessly. You can always go back to a book you have
misunderstood, but people are usually not sources that you can
return to repeatedly just because you did not prepare well enough
to get what you needed the first time.

The Ethics of Using People as Sources of Data
In recent years our society has become increasingly aware that when
researchers study people, they may inadvertently harm them—not
just physically but emotionally, by embarrassing them or violating
their privacy. So every college or university now has a Human Subjects
Committee that reviews all research directly or indirectly involving
people, when done by students or professional researchers. Its aim
is to ensure that researchers follow the maxim that should govern
research as much as it does medicine: First, do no harm. So consult
with that committee if you use people as sources of data—by inter-
viewing them, surveying them, perhaps even just observing them. You
don’t need clearance if you informally talk with a few dorm mates for
a paper in a first-year writing class (as a courtesy, you should still tell
them what you intend to do with the information they give you). You
will likely need clearance if you are an advanced undergraduate and
want to circulate a survey in your dorm that collects personal data of
any kind. But if you are an advanced researcher, you must without
fail get clearance before you do any kind of research that involves
people. Jumping through these hoops may feel like bureaucratic
make-work, but if you don’t, you could harm those who help you in
ways you don’t anticipate and your institution could pay a price.
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5.5 BIBLIOGRAPHICAL TRAILS
When you find a book that seems useful, skim its preface. It may
list the author’s friends and family, but also those who the author
thinks have done good work. Next, skim the works cited and in-
dex. The works cited section lists books and articles on the same
or related topics, and the index will show which were used most
often (generally, the more pages devoted to an author or book,
the more important it is). Articles usually begin with a review of
previous research, and most supply references.
Now comes the second round. If your list is short, read it all.

If it is long and you need to shorten it, start with sources men-
tioned most often by the works you read in the first round. Focus
on works most relevant to your problem, but don’t ignore a work
that is not mentioned but is on your topic—you will get credit
for originality if you turn up a good source that few others have
found. By following this bibliographic trail, you can find your way
through even the most difficult research territory, because one
source always leads to others.

5.6 WHAT YOU FIND
Among these resources, you may find some titles right on your
topic. You may even feel a flash of panic when you discover an
article whose title could have been yours: “Transforming the
Alamo Legend: History in the Service of Politics.” At that mo-
ment you might think, There goes my project, nothing new to say.
You could be right, but probably not. Study the source to see if
it settles your question. If it does, you have to formulate a new
one. But when you see how your topic has already been treated,
you will probably find something to say about that treatment. In
fact, once you see how someone else has addressed your topic,
you can usually do it better. If the author has failed to get things
quite right, you have found unwitting help in formulating your
problem and the gist of the introductory paragraphs of your re-
port (see pp. 72–74).
The most important thing you can do at this stage of your

research is to keep your research question at the front of your
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mind. You must screen sources for reliability, but you must also
screen them for relevance: Do they look as though they will help
you answer your question? Or even clarify it? If you have time,
skim sources that are just “about” your topic, because you will
surely find some of them useful. The trick is to read with an open
mind, as omnivorously as your time allows, but with a mind that
also can weed out those sources that do not speak to your specific
question and its possible answers.



c h a p t e r s i x

Using Sources

To make your research as reliable as you expect your sources to be, you
have to use them fairly and accurately. In this chapter we explain how
to read and take notes so that readers can trust you when you cite, rely
on, or critique a source.

How you use the sources you find depends on where you stand
in your search for a problem and its solution. If you have only a
topic, you may have to do a lot of unfocused reading to find a
question to pursue. Be alert for matters that spark some special
interest, for things that surprise you, especially for claims that
you find odd, puzzling, dubious, even wrong. If you can find
something that you find worth pursuing, you are more likely to
sustain an interest in your project and communicate that interest
in your report.
If you intend to use the sources you have found to answer a

question you have, then you can use your sources to test and
support your answer. At this point, you have to analyze the argu-
ments of your sources critically yet fairly and to identify data that
you might use. At the same time, you have to record not only
your own thoughts, responses, and analyses, but details from the
source itself, all in ways that are accurate and easy to recover later.
Those are skills highly valued not just in the classroom, but in
every workplace as well.
The problem is, human nature works against you, in two ways.

First, taking good notes requires discipline. When you hunt down
support for your claim, you focus on finding, not recording infor-
mation. So taking notes feels like a distraction from the main
goal. In that circumstance, too many of us take notes in a short-

90
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hand that seems good enough at the time, but is not much use
later—just ask Doris Kearns Goodwin, a prominent historian and
TV pundit whose reputation was damaged by mistakes she attrib-
uted to not taking careful notes.
More important, once we come up with a hypothesis to test,

most of us embrace it too strongly. As a result, we don’t read
sources as objectively as we should. When you seek to support
a particular answer, you quickly spot data and arguments that
confirm it, but you’ll be tempted to overlook or reinterpret data
that contradict or even just qualify it. And when the data are am-
biguous, you’ll be tempted to resolve ambiguities in your favor.
You have to guard against those biases, both in your own work

and in your sources. In this chapter we show you how to ensure
that you use secondary sources as accurately, critically, and fairly
as time—and human nature—allow.

6.1 THREE USES FOR SOURCES
Most researchers think of secondary sources only as providers of
evidence. But you can also use them in another way: as models
of argument, forms of analysis, and rhetorical moves used by
those in your field. You can even use sources to find a good ques-
tion to ask.

6.1.1 Read for a Problem
If you are having trouble formulating a problem or question, fo-
cus your reading to find one. Look for claims that puzzle you,
that seem inaccurate or simplistic, or for data that others have
ignored or not pursued. You can even borrow the general form
of their questions. If a source you like asks a question about one
historical figure, you might ask the same question about a related
one. Skim conclusions to journal articles; researchers often point
out at the end issues they have left unresolved or new lines of
possible research.
This should be quick, serendipitous reading, sensitive to what

sparks your interest and gets you thinking. Write as you read,
but record only your general responses and ideas. If you come
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across data that you think might be important, just note where
you found them without recording them in detail. You can’t be
sure what data you need until you know the question you’ll ad-
dress. But record bibliographical data exactly so that you can get
back to the source easily.

6.1.2 Read for an Argument
In research, originality counts. Your teachers won’t demand that
you be entirely original, but they will reward you to the degree
that you are. There is, however, one area where a research report
is rarely original: in its logic. So one way to use a source is to
borrow not its specific substance (that would be plagiarism), but
the logic of its argument. (Academic argument is an issue we
address in part III.)
Suppose you want to argue that the Alamo legend grew be-

cause it served the political interests of those who created it and
satisfied the emotional needs of those who read or heard and
repeated it. You will need reasons and evidence uniquely relevant
to your claim, but readers will expect you to address the same
kinds of points they look for in similar arguments about historical
legends, real or fictional. They will expect you to say who created
the legend and why; how the story was manipulated; whether the
manipulation was deliberate; and so on. When you see how other
researchers address similar problems, you can learn how to ad-
dress yours in particular.
So if you have never made an argument like the one you think

you may have to, find similar ones to use as models. When you
take notes, record not the particular evidence but the larger
claims; create an outline of the argument and note the kind of
evidence used as support. It is likely to be the kind your readers
will expect from you.
In your notes, turn each major point made by a source into a

question to answer. If, for example, a source shows that creators
of another legend benefited from responses to it, note that point
and ask a corresponding question:How did the Alamo legend bene-
fit its creators? Those questions can help you plan your outline.
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You will probably not be able to touch on all the points in your
sources, but they at least show you which ones readers are likely
to look for.
Borrowing the logic of a source is not plagiarism. So long as

you rely on a source only as a checklist of kinds of points to cover,
you are not obliged to cite it in your text or works cited. You can,
however, cite it (and gain some credibility) by observing that it
makes an argument similar to yours:

As Weiman (1998) has shown with regard to the Arthurian
legends, those most responsible for the Alamo legend also
gained the most from its depiction of Texas as an outpost civil-
ization. . . .

In contrast to speedy reading that you do when looking for
a question, reading for argument—or evidence—must be more
careful. You must read slowly to get a sense of the whole argu-
ment in its complete context. A common cause of misunder-
standing and misquoting is piecemeal reading—what is more
aptly called “raiding.” If you expect to use an argument or an
idea, especially if you intend to quote it, read everything around
it and anything else that you need to understand what you expect
to use.

6.1.3 Read for Evidence
This is the most common reason for consulting sources: to find
data useful as evidence to support a claim. When you find evi-
dence, report it as completely and accurately as possible and cite
the source fully, not only to give credit but to help readers find
your source so that they can check the data for themselves. If you
come across secondhand data (data that your source reports from
another source), do everything you can to locate the original
source. Not only can you then be sure your report is accurate
(you may be surprised to see how often secondhand sources are
not), but youmay find other data equally useful. It is intellectually
lazy and usually risky not to look up an important quotation in
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its original form and context, if that Use statistical data only
source is obtainable. (We’ll return to if you understand how
reports of evidence in chapter 9.) to report them fairly and

can also judge for your-You don’t have to agree with the
self whether they wereconclusions in a source to use its data;
collected and analyzed

in fact, its argument does not even
appropriately. You will

have to be relevant to your question, serve yourself well if you
so long as its data are. If you do find take courses in quanti-
a source that makes a claim useful to tative analysis, an area

of knowledge of whichyou, you can cite it to support your
most Americans areown. But don’t think that the claim is a
shamefully ignorant.

fact you can use as data. All that claim
shows is that another researcher
agrees with you; to use it, you have to report not only that conclu-
sion but its supporting data as well. (Of course, if a source makes
exactly your claim, you must either find a new direction or frame
your report as “further confirmation of Smith’s claim.”)
Don’t try to collect all the data relevant to your question; that is

usually impossible. But you do need sufficient and representative
evidence. That can be hard to judge because different fields judge
what is sufficient and what is representative differently. For ex-
ample, to have sufficient evidence for a claim about a correlation
between baldness and personality, a psychologist might need re-
sults from hundreds of subjects in many experiments. But before
accepting a new cancer drug, the FDA might demand data from
thousands of subjects through years of trials. The more at stake,
the higher the threshold of sufficiency.
What counts as representative depends on the nature of the

data. Anthropologists might interpret a whole culture in New
Guinea on the basis of a deep acquaintance with a few individu-
als, but no sociologist would make a claim about American reli-
gious practices based on data from a single Baptist church in
Oregon. If you cannot tell from your reading what your field
judges to be sufficient and representative, consult your teacher
or another expert. In particular, ask for examples of arguments
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that failed because their evidence was insufficient or unrepresen-
tative. You learn what counts as right by accumulating represen-
tative examples of what goes wrong.

6.2 READING GENEROUSLY BUT CRITICALLY
When you read, be generous. Read first to understand fully. Go
slowly; reread passages that puzzle or confuse you. If you cannot
summarize a passage in your mind, assume you don’t under-
stand it well enough to use it in an argument. Don’t start by
assuming that you have to disagree with everything you find. In
this first reading, resolve ambiguities in favor of the source. Pre-
fer interpretations that help the source make sense, that make
it more rather than less coherent. When a source presents an
argument that may rival yours, you’ll be especially tempted to
read it in a way that emphasizes its weaknesses. Resist that temp-
tation, at least at first.
But once you understand a source, you are free to disagree.

Don’t accept a claim just because an authority asserts it, espe-
cially when that assertion is not well supported. For decades peo-
ple cited the “fact” that the Inuit peoples of the Arctic had lots
of terms for types of snow. But when a researcher checked, she
found that they have just three. (Or so she claims.) Be especially
wary of dueling experts. If Expert A says one thing, B will assert
the opposite, and C will claim to be an expert but is no expert at
all. When some beginning researchers hear experts disagree, they
become cynical and dismiss expert knowledge as mere opinion.
Don’t confuse uninformed opinion with informed and thought-
ful debate.
Another aspect of critical reading is to check everything impor-

tant for its accuracy (that’s why we encourage you to chase down
original data reported secondhand). Those who publish in re-
spected journals rarely misrepresent their results deliberately. Yet
if you ask almost any scholar whose work has been used by oth-
ers, he will tell you that, as often as not, it has been reported
inaccurately, summarized carelessly, or criticized ignorantly.
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Publications like the Book Review of the Sunday New York Times
or the New York Review of Books regularly print letters from angry
authors responding to reviewers who, they claim, have misread
or made factual errors in reviews of their books.
If you are unfamiliar with or can’t find authoritative secondary

sources—scholarly journals and books—you may have to resort
to tertiary sources: textbooks, articles in encyclopedias, mass-
circulation publications like Psychology Today, search engines like
Google.com. If those are the only sources available, so be it, but
never assume they are authoritative. Be especially wary of books
and articles on complex issues aimed at mass audiences. It’s not
that journalists who write for ordinary readers about brains or
black holes are necessarily incompetent; sometimes even distin-
guished researchers like the late Stephen Jay Gould write for pop-
ular audiences. But when they do, they always simplify, some-
times oversimplify, and their work usually dates quickly. So if
you start your research with a popular book, look at the dates of
the journals cited in its bibliography, then go to those journals,
if you can, for the most current research.

Whom Do You Trust?
One of Booth’s students got a summer job doing “scientific re-
search” for a drug company. He was assigned to go through stacks
of doctors’ answers to questionnaires and shred certain ones until
nine out of ten of those left did indeed endorse the company’s
product. The bogus files would then be used to “prove” that the
product worked. The student quit in disgust and was, no doubt,
quickly replaced by someone less ethically careful.

6.3 PRESERVING WHAT YOU FIND
Once you find sources that look promising, you have to read them
purposefully and carefully, of course. In particular, you must re-
cord your sources in your bibliography accurately, and then when
you take notes on them, you must record what you find accurately
and fully.



Using Sources 97

6.3.1 Record Complete Bibliographical Data
Before you start taking notes, record all bibliographical data. We
promise that no habit will serve you better for the rest of your
career. For printed texts, record

• author,

• title (including subtitle),

• editor(s) (if any),

• edition,

• volume,

• place published,

• publisher,

• date published,

• page numbers of articles or chapters.

For online sources, record as much of the above information as
applies: if you access a printed text online, you still have to cite
the bibliographical information from the original printing. Also
record

• URL,

• date of access,

• Webmaster (if identified),

• database (if any).

If you photocopy from a book, copy its title page; then write
on it the publication date from its reverse side. Finally, record
the library call number of the book or journal. You won’t include
call numbers in your works cited, but we can tell you how frustrat-
ing it is to find in your notes the perfect quote or the essential
bit of data, whose source you incompletely documented. The call
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number will save you time when you have to go back to the library
to recheck a source.

A few years ago, Williams had to withhold publication of some
research on Elizabethan social structure for quite a while because
he had failed to document a source fully. He had come across
data that no one else had thought to apply to the problem he was
addressing, but he could not use the data because he had failed
to record complete information on the source. He searched the
library at the University of Chicago for hours, until one night he
woke up in bed, recalling that the source was in a different library!

6.3.2 Take Full Notes
When you are hunting down data, it can feel tedious to record
them all accurately, but you can lose what you gain from reading
carefully if your notes do not reflect the quality of your thinking.
Some still believe that the best notes are written longhand on
cards like this:

Sharman, Swearing, p. 133. HISTORY/ECONOMICS (GENDER?)

Says swearing became economic issue in 18th c. Cites Gentleman’s
Magazine, July 1751 (no page reference): woman sentenced to ten
days’ hard labor because couldn’t pay one-shilling fine for pro-
fanity.

“. . . one rigid economist practically entertained the notion of add-
ing to the national resources by preaching a crusade against the
opulent class of swearers.”

(Way to think about swearing today as economic issue? Comedi-
ans more popular if they use bad language? Movies more realistic?
A gender issue here? Were 18th-c. men fined as often as women?)

GT3080/S6

• At the top left of the card is the author, title, and page
number.

• At the top right are keywords that help the researcher sort
and re-sort cards into different categories and orders.
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• The body of the card summarizes the source, records a di-
rect quotation, and includes a thought about further re-
search.

• At the bottom is the library call number for the book.

This format encourages systematic note-taking, but to be honest,
we three no longer use cards (though we did a long time ago).
We use a computer or a lined pad, because a note card is usually
too small for what we want to write.
But we still follow these general principles:

• Put notes about different topics on different pages; don’t
jumble together on one page all your notes on different top-
ics from a single source.

• On each sheet of notes record at the top the author, title,
pages, and keywords. If you take notes on a computer, make
them easier to search by using consistent keywords and
shorthand titles.

• Perhaps most important: Clearly and unambiguously distin-
guish four kinds of references: what you quote directly, what
you paraphrase, what you summarize, and what you write as
your own thoughts. On a computer, use different fonts or
styles; on paper use headings or different-colored sheets or
ink.

However you take notes, be certain to record all the information
you need to recover your critical reading and to let your readers
know exactly how to find that same information.

6.3.3 Get Attributions Right
Here is why we stress distinguishing the words of your sources
from your own. In recent years some eminent scholars have had
their reputations shredded because they printed, as their own,
the words of others that they had copied into their notes, but that
they had “inadvertently” (they later claimed) failed to note were
from the source. And we cannot emphasize too much that when
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you take notes, not only distinguish your own thoughts from
those of the source, but also clearly and consistently distinguish
summary, paraphrase, and direct quotes. Indicate direct quota-
tions in a way you cannot mistake—large quotation marks, head-
ings, a box around them, whatever you cannot overlook. The best
way to distinguish the language of your source from your own
and to ensure that your quotations are correct is to photocopy
quotations longer than a few lines. Always record page numbers,
not only of quotations and data, but of anything you paraphrase
or summarize.

6.3.4 Get the Context Right
To support their claims, researchers build complex arguments
out of several elements (we discuss them in detail in part III).
As you assemble material from the arguments of your sources
that you intend to use in yours, be aware of how they use their
material.

1. When you quote or summarize, be careful about context. You
cannot completely avoid quoting out of context, because you can-
not quote all of an original. But if you read carefully and reread
everything crucial to your own conclusions, you will draft sum-
maries and copy quotations within the context that matters most,
the context of your own grasp of the original.When you use a claim
or argument, look for the line of reasoning that the author was
pursuing and note it:

NOT: Bartolli (p. 123): The war was caused by Z.

NOT: Bartolli (p. 123): The war was caused by X, Y, and Z.

BUT: Bartolli: The war was caused by X, Y, and Z (p. 123). But
the most important cause was Z (p. 123), for three reasons: rea-
son 1 (pp. 124–26); reason 2 (p. 126); reason 3 (pp. 127–28).

Sometimes you will care only about the conclusion, but experi-
enced researchers never just add up votes—Four out of five sources
said X, so I do, too. Readers want to see how your conclusions
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result from arguments, whether from your sources or your own.
So when you take notes, record not only conclusions but also the
arguments that support them. That way, you’ll work in the con-
text of argued and related points.

Some misreporting happens because a researcher lazily relies on
hearsay. Colomb heard a prominent researcher confess after her
talk that she had never read an author whose work she had just
discussed. One of Booth’s books was “refuted” by a critic who
apparently had read only the title of a section, “Novels Must Be
Realistic.” Failing to read beyond it, he didn’t know that Booth
himself was attacking the title, along with other misconceptions
about fiction. One reviewer misquoted Williams and then, thinking
he was disagreeing with him, used the misquoted evidence to ar-
gue for the point Williams originally made!

2. When you record the claim of a source, note the rhetorical
importance of that claim in the original. Is it a main point? A
minor point of support? A qualification or concession? A framing
suggestion that is not a part of the main argument? By noting
these distinctions you avoid this kind of mistake:

ORIGINAL BY JONES: “We cannot conclude that one event
causes another just because the second follows the first. Nor
can statistical correlation prove causation. But no one who has
studied the data doubts that smoking is a causal factor in lung
cancer.”

MISLEADING REPORT ABOUT JONES: Jones claims that “we
cannot conclude that one event causes another just because the
second follows the first. Nor can statistical correlation prove cau-
sation.” No wonder responsible researchers distrust statistical ev-
idence of health risks.

Jones did not make that point at all. He conceded a point that he
stated was relatively trivial compared to what he said in the final
sentence, which is the point he really wanted to make. Anyone
who deliberately misreports in this way violates basic standards
of truth in research. But a researcher can make such a mistake



102 a s k i n g q u e s t i o n s , f i n d i n g a n s w e r s

inadvertently if he notes only the words and not their role in an
argument.
Distinguish statements that are central to an argument from

qualifications or concessions the author acknowledges but down-
plays. Unless you are reading a source “against the grain” of the
writer’s intention—for example, you want to expose hidden ten-
dencies—do not report minor aspects of a research report as
though they were major ones or, worse, as if they were the whole
of the report.
Be especially attentive to “framing” statements at the begin-

ning and end of an argument. Careful scholars usually frame
their discussions with contextualizing statements. Sometimes
those are their most interesting claims, but while they may be-
lieve them, they do not always support them.

3. Be sure of the scope and confidence an author expresses in
making a claim. These are not the same:

Chemicals in French fries cause cancer.

Chemicals in French fries seem to be a factor in causing cancer.

Chemicals in French fries correlate with a higher incidence of
cancer.

4. Don’t mistake the summary of another writer’s views for those
of the author summarizing them. Many writers do not clearly
indicate when they are summarizing another’s arguments, so it
is easy to quote those authors as saying the opposite of what they
in fact believe and are actually setting out to disprove.

5. When dealing with sources that agree on a major claim, deter-
mine whether they also agree on how they interpret and support
it. For example, two social scientists might claim that a social
problem is caused not by environmental forces but by personal
factors, but one might support that claim with evidence from ge-
netic inheritance while the other points to religious beliefs. How
and why sources agree is as important as the fact that they do.
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6. Identify the cause of disagreement. Do sources disagree be-
cause they cite different evidence, because they interpret the
same evidence differently, or because they approach the problem
differently?
It is risky to attach yourself to what any one researcher says

about an issue. It is not “research” if you just uncritically summa-
rize another’s work. Even if your source is a scholar who is uni-
versally trusted, be careful. If you rely on at least two sources,
you will almost always find that they do not agree entirely, and
that’s where your own research can begin. Which has the better
argument? Which better respects the evidence? In fact, there is a
research problem right there—whom should we believe?
Finally, remember that your report will be accurate only if you

double-check your notes against your sources. After your first
draft, check your quotations against your notes. If you use one
source extensively, skim its relevant parts. By this time, you may
be seized by the enthusiasm we mentioned earlier. You’ll believe
in your claim so strongly that you will see all your evidence in
its favor. Despite our best intentions, that temptation afflicts us
all. There is no cure, save for checking and rechecking. And re-
checking again.

For both beginners and experts, mistakes are part of the game. All three
of us have discovered them in our published work (and desperately
hoped no one else would). Mistakes are most likely when you copy a
long quotation. When Booth was in graduate school, his bibliography
class was told to copy a poem exactly as written. Not one student in
the class of twenty turned in a perfect copy. His professor said he had
given that assignment to hundreds of students, and perfect copies had
been done by just three. But even when you make an especially foolish
mistake, don’t think you are the only one who ever has. Booth still
winces when he remembers the graduate paper he turned in on Shake-
speare’s McBeth, and Williams would like to forget the report he was
supposed to give in class, but never did, because he could find nothing
on his assigned topic, that great Norwegian playwright Henry Gibson
(it’s Macbeth, of course, and Henrik Ibsen). In fact, until our very last
proofreading, the story about Booth on page xiv had him standing be-
fore heaven’s “Golden Gate.”
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6.3.5 Use Comments and Keywords to Organize Your Thoughts
Your notes should be faithful to your sources, but they should
also reflect your own growing understanding of how you will ex-
plain and support your answer to an important question. So, as
you take notes, start writing comments that reflect your thinking
about how your data might fit into your argument. Regularly re-
view them to take stock of where your argument is and how
far it has to go. You can make that process easier if you use
keywords.
Keywords name central concepts in your problem and its solu-

tion. Use some general keywords, such as Alamo, politics, myth,
history, but concentrate on those that are specific to your particu-
lar argument: outpost civilization, Mexican response, borderlands
culture. Select them carefully, especially if your project requires
extensive research and you take notes on a computer. When you
organize around thoughtful, specific keywords, you can search
your computerized notes to combine and recombine them in
novel ways. (If you type keywords with an asterisk—*outpost civi-
lizations—you can target your search more easily.)

6.4 GETTING HELP
As your research progresses, you may experience a moment
when everything you have learned seems to run together. When
that happens, you are probably accumulating data faster than you
can handle them. You know a lot but can’t be sure what’s useful
or relevant. You can’t expect to avoid all such moments, but you
can minimize the anxiety they create by taking every opportunity
to organize and summarize what you have gathered in writing
and as you go, and to keep returning to the central questions:
What problem am I posing here? What question am I asking? How
are my data relevant to either? Keep coming back to that formula,
I am working on X to learn more about Y, so that my readers can
better understand Z.
At moments of utter confusion, turn to friends, classmates,

teachers—anyone who will serve as a sympathetic but critical au-
dience. Explain how what you have learned bears on your ques-
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tion and moves you toward a resolution of your problem. Give
your friends progress reports, asking: Does this make sense? Am
I missing an important aspect or question? Given what I have said,
what else would you like to know? You will profit from their reac-
tions, but even more from the mere act of explaining your ideas
to nonspecialists.



Speedy Reading

You owe readers a careful reading of an important source, but
early on you may have to do some speed-reading to weed out
useless ones. Successful speed-reading, however, requires more
than just running your eyes down a page. To identify the main
elements of an argument, you must have an idea of both the
structure of the argument (see part III) and the geography of the
book or article that reports it (see part IV).

1. Become familiar with the geography of the source. Before you
skim, get a sense of the whole structure.

A. If your source is a book,

• read the first few sentences of each paragraph in the
preface;

• look in its table of contents for prologues, introductions,
summary chapters, and so on;

• skim the index for topics with the most page references;

• skim the bibliography, noting sources cited most often;

• flip through chapters to see if and how they are divided
into sections with headings and if they have summaries
at the end.

B. If your source is an article,

• read the abstract, if it has one;

• flip through to see if there are section headings;

• skim the bibliography.

106



Quick Tip: Speedy Reading 107

2. Locate the problem/question and the solution/main claim.

A. If your source is a book,

• read introductions, summaries, and the first and last chap-
ters.

B. If your source is an article,

• read the introduction, with special attention to its last two
paragraphs, and the conclusion.

At this point, you may be able to rule out irrelevant sources. If
not, do the following:

3. Identify key subclaims.

A. If your source is a book,

• read the first and last few paragraphs of each chapter;

• then read each chapter as if it were an article (see below).

B. If your source is an article,

• locate its sections;

• read the first and last paragraph of each section.

4. Scan for key themes. Start by scanning for key concepts. If
you add those concepts to your notes on the bibliographical data,
you can use them to help see connections among sources worth
a closer look. If these steps point to a source that seems relevant,
go back and read it carefully, a process that will be easier because
you already have a sense of its important elements.
As you will see when we turn to planning and drafting, practice

in this kind of speedy reading can help guide your own strategies
of writing and revision. If your readers cannot skim your reports
and discover the outlines of your argument, the organization of
your own report will not have served them well.






