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Preface for Teachers

p
V.4

This book was written in the belief that research matters and that your stu-
dents can, and should, do it.

We have what we think are good reasons for those beliefs. Research mat-
ters because

it is ubiquitous in the workplaces of our information age, especially among
those who do not think of themselves as researchers;

the experience of doing research is the best preparation for a world in which
we constantly depend on the claims of experts;

the questioning mind-set of a researcher fosters the kind of critical thinking
that students need now more than ever;

the ability to do research can free us from the tyranny of false authorities,
including our own prejudices.

We believe students can do research because

the core activities of research—finding information to solve a problem—are
a part of everyone’s daily life;

the core elements of a research argument—giving good reasons and evi-
dence to convince someone to act or think differently—are also a part of
everyone'’s daily life;

the two of us have taught thousands of students to do it, starting as early as
the eighth grade.

Why then do so few students actually do it well? Because, we think, the re-
search they do in school is framed in a way that cuts off, rather than enables,
students’ intuitions about how one uses information to solve a problem or to
convince others to change what they do or think; also because schools have
not, for the most part, helped students understand why the distinctive forms
of research and argument we expect in school are rational applications of
what they already know how to do.

This book “repurposes” the ideas, principles, and practical wisdom in two
earlier guides we wrote for advanced students and practicing researchers—
The Craft of Research (3rd ed., 2008) and the Turabian guide to theses and
dissertations (A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations,
7th ed., 2007). We describe what we’ve done with that odd, new-media verb
repurpose because we have not approached this “beginners™ text in the usual
way: We have done more than simply translate our advice from researcher-
speak to student-speak, though we have done that. We have done more than
eliminate what is beyond the experience or resources of beginners, though we
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have done some of that too. But, most of all, we have refused to redefine the
task of research, distorting it in the interests of simplifying it.

Too many students have arrived in our classes with false—and damaging—
ideas of research: that its core activity is collecting information; that the writ-
ing that researchers do is pure report and the writer pure conduit; that in the
workplace researchers are those who look up information for other, more
important people to use; that in the academy, the only reason to do research
is some quirky “interest” in a subject no one else cares about. These views,
predominant among the students we see, handicap them not just for writing
what their college teachers ask of them, but for their entire career as learners,
citizens, and workers.

Research is above all about having a purpose, about solving problems. Its
most important activities happen before and after collecting information. And
it depends far more on thinking than on doggedness in the library or lab, or
over a keyboard, though it does also depend on that. Although this book will
help students write papers more pleasing to their teachers, its chief design is
to lead students to develop a truer, more useful, and more attractive under-
standing of research.

We will confess to harboring a quiet hope that we might inspire some
impressive careers in research. But chiefly we aim to set students off with a
way of thinking about research—and some tools for doing it—that will en-
able them to live and work thoughtfully in an age of information, too often
of misinformation. Research is learned by doing, so this guide (though not
a traditional textbook) is firmly based in the how-to. We have designed it so
that a student can, if our appeals to a larger understanding fail, interact with it
with only one practical question in mind: What do I do next? But we have also
designed it so that such a practical student might have gained a new mind-set
at the end of the process.

In repurposing our earlier work, we have reconceived it to suit the begin-
ning researcher. Most of the topics are the same, as are all of the principles
and some of the advice, but everything has been recast. Because they have
seen so little research writing, students will find many more examples, mod-
els, and templates to make the principles more concrete. They will find many
more explanations of the rationales behind academic research practices and
more examples of how they relate to other practices more familiar to them.
Where we emphasized options for advanced researchers, for these students
we emphasize the prototypes against which advanced researchers measure
those options but that these student do not yet know. But in all of this, we have
preserved those core activities and practices that make research what it is.

This book has three parts:

Part 1, “Writing Your Paper,” is a guide to producing the paper, from as-
signment to debriefing a teacher’s comments. This part is designed so that



Preface for Teachers :: xi

students can engage it in three ways: to gain an overview of the research
process and its rationales, to learn about the specific stages of that process,
and to perform the specific actions that go into those stages. We present this
material as a coherent sequence but emphasize throughout the true messiness
of the process.

Part 2, “Citing Sources,” offers guidance on issues of style in bibliographic
citations. It presents models for three common citation styles: Chicago, MLA,
and APA. This part is intended for reference, to be consulted as the need arises.
It does include, however, one chapter on the general theory and practice of
citation. We have limited its coverage significantly, to those sources students
are most likely to find. Where a style offers options, we have usually presented
the simplest or the most common and ignored the rest.

Part 3, “Style,” offers guidance on issues of style ranging from spelling
and punctuation to the forms of numbers. It generally follows the Chicago
Manual of Style (16th ed., 2010). This part is intended only for reference, to be
consulted as the need arises. Here, too, we have limited the coverage to those
matters we judge to be most useful to students.

An appendix covers the format for class papers. A second offers a glossary
of grammatical and other technical terms used in the book. A third is a guide
to reference works that students can use to get their work started.

There is a teacher’s guide available at www.turabian.org. We do hope you
will consult it.

Gregory G. Colomb
Joseph M. Williams
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Who Does Research

What comes to mind when you think of research? Those hours you spent
collecting random information on some assigned topic for a high school “re-
search paper”? Or maybe you picture a scientistin a lab coat, peering into a mi-
croscope? Perhaps a white-bearded professor silently taking notes in a hushed
library? You might, however, have pictured Oprah, planning her next show or
business venture. Or Fred Smith, founder of Federal Express, who developed
the idea for his business in a class research paper. Or what about Sig Mejdal?
He’s the chief researcher for baseball’s St. Louis Cardinals, whose manager,
Tony La Russa, has had researchers on his staff for decades.

Research is everywhere in the professional world. If you know a lawyer,
a doctor, a business executive, a marketer, an event planner, a construction
manager, or any other professional, then you know someone whose job de-
pends on research. In our aptly named “age of information” (or, too often,
misinformation), more jobs than ever require you not only to find informa-
tion, but to evaluate it, sort the good from the bad, and then report it clearly
and accurately. In the age of the assembly line, workers had to learn one set
of tasks that they performed the same way, over and over. These days the key
to most jobs is not just how much you know, but how good you are at finding
out what you don’t. In this new century—your century—the skills of research
are essential for just about anyone who wants to succeed.

Did you also think of yourself as a researcher? The fact is you do research
almost every day. You are a researcher whenever you dig up the information
you need to accomplish a goal-—from selecting the most popular chemistry
teacher, to finding an affordable apartment that allows pets, to figuring out
which laptop is best for gaming. Typically these searches are too quick to feel
like a research “project,” but you are doing what good researchers always do:
collecting information to solve a problem or answer a question.

When you thought of researchers, did you also think of your teachers?
We college teachers teach, but we also do research. That research begins in
our area of expertise, with what we know, but what gets us excited are the
things we don’t know but wish that we did: What’s the connection between mo-
rality and the biology of the brain? Will knowing grammar rules make you a better
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writer? Can we reduce global warming by removing the greenhouse gases already in
the atmosphere? Did the prehuman Neanderthals die out naturally, or did our human
ancestors kill them off? We teachers spend much of our working lives with re-
search questions like those, either asking and answering our own or studying
the questions and answers of our colleagues.

Why should the research experience of teachers matter to you? For one
thing, it’s good to know that we practice what we teach. More importantly,
our lives of research color the kind of learning that we value most—and that
we expect from you. New college students are often surprised to discover that
just knowing the facts is not enough for most teachers. It’s not enough in our
own work: more than knowing things, what energizes us is our habit of seek-
ing out new questions, the cast of mind that drives all research. And it’s not
enough in yours: more than checking that you know the facts, we want to see
what you can do with the facts, what new questions, combinations, possibili-
ties, or puzzles you discover—or invent. We value and reward good answers,
but we reward good questions more.

When your teacher asks more from you than just rehashing the facts, she
is looking for signs of a critical mind with a questioning bent. She’s looking
for a mind-set that is keen to find out not just what is already known but what
no one knows and perhaps never even thought to ask. The two of us hope
that our book can inspire most of you to try on that mind-set, at least for a
while. It won’t be a waste of time, even if the fit is not right. For even if you
are certain that questions are not for you and that what you like are settled
answers—and many successful people do—you’ll still need to know how to
find those answers, and we’ll help you do that too.

Why Professionals Do Research
Research in the workplace takes many forms, but the basic structure of ev-
ery research project is the same. Someone has a problem or a goal, and they
cannot decide what to do about it until they figure out something they don’t
know: A business is losing customers to a competitor but cannot respond until it
researches why customers are leaving. A shipping company wants to reduce its insur-
ance costs, so it researches OSHA requirements for federal safety certification. A local
volleyball league wants to raise money to build a practice facility, but it cannot ap-
proach potential donors until it has research showing that it can cover ongoing costs
by renting the facility for other sports.

The need for this kind of research is greater now than ever. Whenever
a business or professional organization takes an action that might affect the
value of its stock or the well-being of its employees or customers, it faces le-
gal requirements for “due diligence.” That is, it must thoroughly research the
likely consequences or be liable if things go wrong. But beyond those legal
requirements, that kind of research is now considered standard practice. No
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responsible professional these days makes a major decision without knowing
all they can about it.

YOUR FIRST RESEARCH ASSIGNMENT

Researching Research in the Workplace

Here’s a useful way to start thinking about research: Professionals do research
because they need the answer to a question in order to accomplish some
goal. Let’s suppose that you have a goal—to motivate yourself to care enough
about your research assignments that you will do good work on them. And
to achieve that goal, you need the answer to a question: Is research really that
important in the workplace?

So your first mini-assignment is to research the answer. Find five people
you know with jobs that you might like to have—not your perfect job, but work
that you can imagine doing. Ask them about research on their job. Don’t just
stop with those activities they call research. Ask about any tasks that require
them to find out something they didn’t know in order to accomplish some
goal. Also ask how much those skills matter in their evaluations of their col-
leagues. Share your results with your classmates.

Why You Should Learn to Do Research Now

Research is at the heart of every college curriculum, and it will show up in
your classes in both obvious and hidden forms. Colleges have been this way
for centuries, but it’s not just tradition that explains why we expect you to
learn research.

The first reason is practical: it concerns your economic future more than
your current education. You may not yet be a practicing professional who
depends on research, but the chances are good that you will be. The research
you do now will prepare you for the day when your job depends on your abil-
ity to find answers for yourself or to evaluate and use the answers of others.
It will also prepare you to get that job in the first place: although potential
employers care about what you know, the workplace changes so quickly these
days that they care more about how prepared you are to find out what you
don’t yet know.

A second reason has to do with your education, now and for a lifetime of
learning. When you understand research, you are better able to avoid the trap
of passive learning, where your only choices are to absorb, or not, what some
textbook or teacher says. Doing research, you’ll discover how the knowledge
we all rely on is only as good as the research that supports it. You'll also dis-
cover that what you learn from the research of others depends on what ques-
tions you ask—and don’t ask.

The greatest problem in research today is not finding information—we
are awash in it as never before—but finding information we can trust. The
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Internet and cable flood us with “facts” about government, the economy, the
environment, the products we buy. Some are sound; most are not. Your own
research will let you experience the messy reality behind what is so smoothly
and confidently presented by experts on the job, in the press, or on TV. As
you learn to do research, you’'ll learn to distinguish unsupported assertions
from reliable research reported clearly, accurately, and with appropriate
qualification.

Our third reason you might think idealistic. We teachers ask you to do re-
search because it is the most intellectually exciting part of any education. We
hope you too will experience the sheer pleasure of solving a research puzzle:
research can spark all the excitement of unraveling a mystery. (TV’s Adrian
Monk is an amazing researcher, as are Sherlock Holmes, Miss Marple, and
all the heroes of detective fiction.) We also hope you can experience the self-
confidence that comes from discovering something that no one else knows.
When knowledge is king and businesses—and countries—are valued on their
intellectual capital, the one who knows is a special person. If we can teach
you to love the hunt for knowledge, we’ll have given you a gift you'll long
treasure.

We must be candid, though: doing research carefully and reporting it
clearly can be hard work, consisting of many tasks, often competing for your
attention at the same time. And no matter how carefully you plan, research
follows a crooked path, taking unexpected turns, sometimes up blind al-
leys, even looping back on itself. As complex as that process is, we will work
through it step-by-step so that you can see how its parts work together. When
you can manage its parts, you can manage the often intimidating whole and
look forward to your next research project with greater confidence.

Our Promise to You

We have based this book on a lifetime—two lifetimes—of research into how
experienced researchers do their work, how experienced writers put together
effective texts, what readers look for and what they need in a research report,
and what a developing writer needs to know to write better and struggle
less. Rest assured that what you read here is grounded not in our opinions or
preferences but in our best efforts to know what there is to know about doing
and reporting research.

We have also based this book on two lifetimes of helping writers learn
to writer better, not just beginners but some of the most distinguished and
successful professionals. So you can also rest assured that what you read here
will be the most practical advice we know how to give. We know what it is
to have to get a paper out the door, and we’ll respect your need to get your
papers done.

We have written this book to inspire some of you to experience not just









PART I
Writing Your Paper

We know how anxious you may be feeling if you are facing your first big re-
search project. What should I write about? How do I find information on it? What
do I do with it when I find it? But you can handle any project if you break it down
into its parts, then work on them one at a time. In the first part of this book,
we show you how to do that.

You may think that some matters we explain are beyond your immedi-
ate needs. We know that a five-page paper differs from a PhD dissertation.
But both require the same skills and habits of thought that experienced re-
searchers began learning when they were where you are now. In that sense,
this book is about your future, about starting to think in a new way—Ilike a
researcher.

We have organized this book as though you could create a research paper
by progressing steadily through a sequence of steps, from selecting its topic
to drafting and revising it. But we have not written the book that way. No
researcher, no matter how experienced, ever marches straight through those
steps. They move forward a few steps, go back to earlier ones, even head off
in an entirely new direction. So while our sequence of chapters looks like a
steady path, when you read them you’ll be reminded regularly that you can’t
expect to follow it without a few detours, perhaps even some new starts. We’ll
even tell you how to check your progress to see if you might need to go back
a step or two.

But you can manage that kind of looping, even messy process if you know
that behind itis a series of tasks whose order makes sense, and that with a plan
based on them, you can work your way toward a successful paper. There are
four stages in starting and completing a research project.

In chapters 2-3, we focus on how to find a topic and then in it a research
question whose answer is worth your time and your readers’ attention.

In chapters 4-6, we show you how to find information from sources and
how to use them to back up an answer.

In chapters 7-11, we show you how to plan and draft your report so that you
make your best case for your argument.

In chapters 12-14, we show you how to revise that draft so that your read-
ers will think that you based your answer on sound reasoning and reliable

evidence.
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Several themes run through those chapters:

You can’t jump into a project or even a part of it blindly. You must plan, then
keep in mind the whole process as you take each step.

A researcher does more than find data on a topic and report it. Your job is to
gather specific data to answer a specific question that you want to ask.

From the first day of your project to its last, you must keep in mind that
your report is a conversation with your readers. You have to bring them into
that conversation by asking on their behalf the questions that they would
ask if they were there in front of you. And then you have to answer them.
You should try to write every day, not just to take notes on what you read
but to clarify what you think of it. You may not use much of this early writ-
ing in your final draft, but it prepares you for that scary moment when you
have to begin writing it.

At times you may feel overwhelmed by what you read here, especially be-
cause we are asking you to think about research and its reporting in ways that
you will only need years from now. But we have designed this book so that
when you get confused or lost, you can hunker down with our mini-guides
and checklists just to get the job done. Then, when you begin to move for-
ward again, you can step back to reconsider the larger issues of the nature of
research and the papers we write to report it. Ultimately—probably not today;,
and maybe not next month or next year, but someday soon enough—you will
find that your success on a job or in life will depend on your understanding of
that mind-set of a researcher.

How to Use Part 1.

In part 1, we lay out all the goals, plans, strategies, steps, models, formulas,
and everything else we know that will help you to understand, first of all, the
mind-set you need to do research well, then the processes and forms you
must master to manage a research project, and finally the specific things you
must do to get your paper done. We hope that each of you will engage our book
in all three ways. Here’s how we suggest you do that:

1. Read all of part 1 to get an overview. Read the introduction and chapter
1 carefully, then the rest as quickly as you can. Slow down when we
explain what research is like, how researchers think, what the stages are,
and why you need them. Speed up when we cover small details that you
won'’t remember anyway.

2. Before you start a new stage in writing your paper, reread the chap-
ters that cover it—for instance, read chapters 2 and 3 before you pick a
research question, chapters 7 and 8 before you outline a draft. Use this

reading to create a mental plan for how you will get through that stage.



Writing Your Paper ::

3. Asyou work on your paper, look in the relevant chapters for checklists,
models, and other guides (printed in blue) that will help you go step-
by-step. %

"y

If your deadline looms and you cannot squeeze out the time for this big-to-
little-picture approach, you can work the other way around: start from the
checklists, models, and guides. If you understand what to do looking at them
alone, do it. If not, read the surrounding text until you do. We hope you won’t
be so pressed for time that you have to take this shortcut, but we designed
this book so that you can. If you do, go back and read the sections you skipped
after you turn in your paper. You'll be glad you did.

Go to www.turabian.org to find supplemental materials related to part 1.
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1.1

1: What Researchers Do and
How They Think about It

1.1 How Experienced Researchers Think about Their Questions
1.1.1 Topic: “I am working on the topic of .. .”
1.1.2 Question: “. .. because I want to find out how or why . .."
1.1.3 Significance/So What: “. .. so thatI can help others understand
how or why ...
1.2 Two Kinds of Research Questions
1.2.1 Practical Questions: What Should We Do?
1.2.2 Conceptual Questions: What Should We Think?
1.2.3 The Challenge of Answering So What? for Conceptual Questions
1.3 How Researchers Think about Their Answers/Arguments
1.3.1 Think of Your Readers as Allies, Not Opponents
1.3.2 Think of Your Argument as Answers to Readers’ Questions
1.3.3 Use the Parts of Argument to Guide Your Research
1.4 How You Can Best Think about Your Project
1.4.1 Focus on Convincing Readers, Not on Filling Pages
1.4.2 Picture Yourself in Conversation with Your Readers
1.5 How to Plan Your Time (No One-Draft Wonders Allowed)

Every successful researcher does at least two things in a research report: she
raises a question that readers want an answer to, and then she answers it. In
this chapter, we show you how to get started by finding or inventing a research
question interesting enough for readers to care about and challenging enough
that you have to research its answer. Then we show you how to plan your
project by mapping out the parts of the argument you will need to support
that answer.

How Experienced Researchers Think about Their Questions

All researchers gather facts: we’ll call them data. But they use those data in dif-
ferent ways. Some people gather data on a topic just to satisfy their curiosity:
for example, there are history buffs who collect stories about the Battle of the
Alamo because the history of the Alamo is their hobby. In that case, they don’t
have to care whether others are interested: they can research in whatever way
they want and needn’t bother to write up what they find.

Most researchers, however, do their research in order to share it—because
their colleagues or clients need it, because they think their question and its an-
swer are important to others, or just because they want others to know some-
thing interesting. But when researchers share their results, they have to offer
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more than just random data they happened to dig up on their topic. Theylook
for and report only certain kinds of data—those that they can use to show that
they have found a sound, reliable answer to a research question, such as Why has
the Alamo story become a national legend? In other words, they look forand report
data that they can use as evidence to support a claim that answers a question.

The best researchers, however, try to do more than just convince others
that their answer is sound. They also show why that answer is worth know-
ing by showing why their question was worth asking in the first place. In a
business setting, researchers usually show why their research helps someone
decide what to do:

If we can understand why our customers are moving to the competition, we can

know what we have to change to keep them.

Butin an academic setting, researchers usually show how the answer to their re-
search question helps others understand some bigger, more important issue:

Historians have long been concerned with how we Americans developed our
sense of national identity. If we can figure out why the Alamo story has become
a national legend, then we might better understand how regional myths like the
Battle of the Alamo have shaped that national identity.

But even if you cannot imagine yourself appealing to historians, you can lo-
cate that larger issue in the context of your class:

A major issue in this class has been how we Americans developed our sense of
national identity. If we can figure out why the Alamo story has become a national
legend, then we might better understand how regional myths like the Battle of
the Alamo have shaped that national identity.

You can find out whether your question is a worthy one by describing your
project in a sentence like this one:

1.1 am working on the topic of stories about the Battle of the Alamo,
2. because I want to find out why its story became a national legend,
3. so that I can help my classmates understand how such regional
myths have shaped America’s sense of a national identity.

In its second and third parts, this sentence takes you beyond a mere topic to
state a question and its importance to readers.

When you state why your research question is important to your readers,
you turn it into a research problem. A research problem is simply a question
whose answer is needed by specific readers because without it they will suffer
a cost. That cost is what transforms a question that is merely interesting to
you into one that you expect others to care about.
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TQS: How to Identify a Worthy Research Question
You can help yourself think about your project by describing it in a three-step
sentence that states your JoPIC + QUESTION + SIGNIFICANCE (or TQS):

Toric: I am working on the topic of
QUESTION: because I want to indout |
SIGNIFICANCE: so that I can help others understand __

.

Don’t worry if at first you cannot find a worthy significance for the third step.
As you develop your answer, you'll find ways to explain why your question is
worth asking.

Note: Like all of the formulas you will find in this book, the TQS formula is
intended only to prime your thinking. Use it to plan and test your question,
but don’t expect to put it in your paper in exactly this form. You will use its
information in your introduction, but not the sentence itself (see chapter 13).

That three-step TQS sentence is worth a closer look because the success of
your project will depend on your ability to discover or invent a good research
question.

Topic: “I am working on the topic of . ..”

Researchers often begin with just a topic, something that sparks their curios-
ity, such as the Battle of the Alamo. But if you stop there, you've got problems.
Even a focused topic is a poor guide to your work. You can only mound up
notes on the facts you happen to find on your topic. You will have no prin-
cipled way to decide which facts to look for, which ones to use in your paper,
and which to discard. When that happens, students typically run into trouble,
in the form of a data dump. They dump everything into a report that reads like
a grab bag of barely connected facts. Most readers quickly become bored, ask-
ing, Why are you telling me this? They might read on, but only if they are already
interested in the topic. But even readers fascinated with your topic will want
to know: What do these facts add up to?

Question: “. . . because I want to find out how or why .. .”
Experienced researchers don’t start their research until they have not just a
topic but a question about it, such as Why has the regional story of the Alamo
become a national legend?

Researchers know that readers want the facts they read about to add up to
something. Specifically, they want those facts to back up some main finding—a
claim that adds to their knowledge or understanding. But they will think that
claim is worth reading about only if it answers some research question. With-
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out such a question to guide their reading, your readers will struggle to see
what, if anything, your research adds up to.

At the same time, you need such a question to guide the research leading
up to your paper: without one you will struggle to know what information
you need. All you can do is discover everything you can about your topic and
hope you can pull it together at the end. But with a research question, you can
know what facts to look for and, when you find them, which ones to use in
your paper—those facts that are relevant to your question. (As we’ll see later,
you’ll need not only the facts that support your answer but also any ones that
might seem to discredit it.)

You may have to do some preliminary reading about your topic to come
up with a question, but in every research project, formulating that question
is the crucial first step.

Significance/So What: “. . . so that I can help others understand

how or why ...”

Experienced researchers also know, however, that readers won’t be interested
in just any research question. They want to know why the answer you have
found is worth knowing. So once you find a question that you like, expect that
readers will ask you a question of their own: So what?

You could ask the question How many cats slept in the Alamo the night before
the battle? but who would care about its answer? All but the most fanatical cat-
lovers would want to know: So what? Why should I care about those cats? Readers
ask So what? about all research questions, not just the off-the-wall ones. If you
tell readers that you want to research the question Why has the regional story
of the Alamo become a national legend?, you should expect them to ask in turn:
So what? Why should I care that you can explain that? Your answer must point
them to the significance of its answer: If we can find that out, we might better
understand the bigger issue of how regional stories shape our national identity. Ex-
perienced researchers know that readers care about a question only when its
answer might make them say not So what? but That’s worth knowing!

Of course, professional researchers have a big advantage: they already
know what issues their readers care about. Students, especially beginners,
have less to go on. So don’t worry if at first you cannot find some great sig-
nificance to your research question. Keep hunting for a good So what?, but all
won't be lost if you don’t find one. As long as you find a question in any way
relevant to your class, you can always explain its significance in terms of the
class (for more on this, see 13.1.3):

... so that I can help my classmates understand how such regional myths have
shaped America’s sense of a unified national identity, which has been an impor-

tant issue in our study of American diversity.
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Two Kinds of Research Questions

Research questions come in two varieties. One kind of question concerns
what we should do to address a tangible problem. We call such questions
practical. Practical questiohs are,common in the professions, business, and
government. The other kind of question concerns what we should think. We
call such questions conceptual. Conceptual questions are also common in the
professions, business, and government, when their answers help us under-
stand what causes a practical problem. But conceptual questions are most
common in the academic world. You will need to distinguish the two kinds
of research questions because your teachers usually expect you to address
conceptual questions rather than practical ones.

Practical Questions: What Should We Do?

The answer to a practical question tells us what to do to change or fix some
troublesome or at least improvable situation. You can recognize a practical
question by looking at the third step in the TQS formula: that step states both
the practical problem and something we should do to change it.

T: I am working on the topic of A, (What'’s interesting about that?)
Q: because I want to find out B, (So what if you do?)
S: so that I can help others know what to do to fix C.

Suppose, for example, someone asked about your research as an intern in
the Dean of Students’ office:

Q: What are you doing for your internship?

A: As part of our binge-drinking project, I'm researching incoming students’ as-

sumptions about how much their colleagues drink.
Q: What do you want to know about that?

A: We know that first-year students assume that college students drink more
than they really do, but we don’t know whether they develop that false as-
sumption before they arrive on campus or after they begin to hear drinking

stories from their upper-class colleagues.
Q: So what if you know that?
A: Then our office can know how to give students a more realistic picture in our

safe-drinking orientation.

What makes this practical research is that you are interested in the question
chiefly because you want to use the answer to decide what to do about a
troublesome practical problem, in this case binge drinking by students.
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Conceptual Questions: What Should We Think?

Academic researchers ask a different kind of question. Its answer doesn't tell

us what to do to change the world, but only how to understand it better: How

does the irreverent sitcom The Simpsons reinforce traditional, conservative values?

Why do unwed teen mothers keep their babies? When does a cult become a religion?
You can recognize a conceptual question because its significance in the

third step concerns not what we do but what we understand:

T: I am working on the topic of A, (What’s interesting about that?)
Q: because [ want to find out B, (So what if you do?)
S: so that I can help others understand how/why/whether C.

Suppose, for example, that you had to ask your teacher’s approval for the topic
of your research paper:

Q: What are doing for your paper?
A: I want to write on the early years of Motown Records.
Q: What do you want to know about that?

A: I want to find out how and why Motown “smoothed out” African American
roots music for white audiences.

Q: So what if you know that? What does that tell us?

A: If we can explain how Motown was able to appeal to those audiences, we
can better understand how the so-called “mainstream” culture was really a
composite of ethnic cultures.

Q: Now that would be Interesting.

The Challenge of Answering So What? for Conceptual Questions
Students can be impatient with conceptual questions because they seem ir-
relevant to the genuinely serious problems in the “real” world. Many can’t
even imagine an answer to a So what? question like this one: So what if we
don’t understand why Shakespeare had Lady Macbeth die offstage? (No one asks So
what? of a researcher trying to understand how to cure Alzheimer’s.) Even if
you share that impatience, do not try to build your project around a major
practical problem. You can’t expect to solve the world’s problems in the class-
room. For now, keep in mind that you are just getting started in your career
as a researcher and that the modest questions you can answer in a few pages
are likely to have modest consequences.

You can also look forward to a day when you can answer conceptual ques-
tions relevant to the practical problems that beset us. Before we can solve an
important practical problem, we almost always have to do conceptual research
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to understand its causes and effects. We often use the answer to a conceptual
question to solve an unanticipated practical problem, as when the Pentagon
recently used historical research on the fall of empires to create a plan for the
future of the U.S. military.” -~

Try to be patient if at the start of your project you cannot think of any
good answers to So what?—even the most experienced researchers sometimes
have to find their results before they can say why they are worth knowing.
Remember that you'll need some answer by the end, and keep your eye out
for larger issues as you do your reading. (We’ll show you what to look for in
chapter 4.) The more often you imagine others asking So what? and the more
often you practice answering it, even if only to your own satisfaction, the
more confident you can be that you can succeed at every researcher’s toughest
task—convincing others that your work is worth their time.
How Researchers Think about Their Answers/Arguments
Students are often surprised to realize that what they had thought was the main
job of research—looking up information on a topic—is a small part of a suc-
cessful research project. Before you start looking things up, you have to find a
good research question to guide your reading and note taking: what you look
for is information that will support and/ or test an answer to that question. But
once you think you have found an answer, your work has just begun. Readers
won’t accept that answer just because you believe it: you have to give them
good reasons to believe it too. And they won't just take your word that your
reasons are good ones: you have to support each reason with reliable evidence.
In short, readers expect you to offer a complete and convincing argument that
uses the information you have found to explain and support your answer.

Think of Your Readers as Allies, Not Opponents

By argument, we do not mean anything like the heated exchanges you see on
TV or among your friends, where anything goes because all anyone cares about
is winning. Unfortunately, many students imagine all arguments are like that,
partly because the loud and angry ones are so memorable but also because the
language we use to describe argument makes it sound like combat:

I will defend my position from the attack of my opposition; then I will marshal my
most powerful evidence to counterattack. I'll probe for weak spots in the other posi-
tion, so that I can undermine it and knock down its key claims. We will fire away at
each other until one or the other of us gives up and surrenders, leaving only the

victor and the vanquished.

Experienced researchers know that they would be foolish to treat readers
like enemies to be vanquished. To succeed, a researcher must enlist readers
as allies who agree to do or think what the researcher claims they should. If
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you hope to win over your readers, you must adopt a stance that encourages
them not to be defensive but receptive, because you treat their views, beliefs,
and questions with respect. That does not mean telling them only what they
already believe or want to hear—after all, your ultimate goal is to change their
minds. But you do have to attend closely to what you know (or imagine) your
readers already believe, so that you can move them from where they are to
where your new claim would lead them.

CAUTION

Don’t Pander to Teachers

Many students are rewarded in high school for writing papers that tell teach-
ers what they want to hear by repeating what the teacher has already said. But
that can be a grave mistake in college: it bores your teachers, who think it is
not enough that you just rehash what’s said in class and in the readings. They
want to see not only that you know the class material but that you can use
that knowledge to think for yourself. If your papers, especially your research
papers, merely summarize what you've read or repeat back your teacher’s
ideas, you will get that dreaded comment: This does not go far enough.

When your teacher says that you must make an argument to support your
answer, don’t think of having an argument, in which everyone battles for their
position and no one changes their minds. Instead, imagine an intense, yet
amiable conversation with people who want to fiid a good answer to your
question as much or even more than you do. They don’t want to hear about
your opinions but about reasoned claims you can support. They want to know
what reasons led you to your claim and what evidence makes you think those
reasons are true. Because this is a conversation, they’ll expect you to consider
their point of view and to address any questions or concerns they might have.
And they’ll expect you to be forthcoming about any gaps in your argument or
complications in your evidence. In short, they want you to work with them to
achieve the best available answer, not for all time but for now.

Think of Your Argument as Answers to Readers’ Questions

To create that kind of argument, you will have to answer the questions that
any rational person would ask whenever you ask them to do or believe some-
thing new. Each answer corresponds to one of the parts of argument.

The Core of an Argument: Claim + Reasons + Evidence

Your answers to the first three questions constitute the core of your argument.
1. Claim: What’s the answer to your question? Once you raise your research

question, readers naturally want to know the answer. That answer is what you

claim and then support.
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Although many people think that black musical artists of the 1950s and 1960s
were harmed when white performers “covered” black records by creating their
own versions to sell to white audiences, I claim that the practice of racial cover-
ing actually helped the origihal artists more than it harmed them. i

2. Reasons: Why should I believe that? Unless your answer is obvious (in
which case, the question was not worth asking), readers will not accept it at
face value. They’ll want to know why they should accept your claim as true.

Although ..., Iclaim that the practice of racial covering actually helped the origi-
nal artists more than it harmed themg,;,, because without covers white teens
would not have heard or bought the original recordings,,..son 1 b€Cause covers
gave white audiences a taste for blues, R&B, and gospel, cus0n 2 and because white
teens then began to seek out the work of black performers.,ouson 3

v

3. Evidence: How do you know that® Even when your reasons seem plau-
sible, responsible readers won’t accept them just on your say-so. They expect
you to ground each reason in the factual evidence you collect from sources.

Although ..., I claim that .. .4, because. .. .us0ons My evidence that white teens
would not have heard or bought the original recordings is as follows: [sales statis-
tics, information on record distribution and radio play, quotations from perform-
ers and producers at the time, etc.].eidence for reason 1

Acknowledging Readers’ Voices
You’ll have the basis for a sound argument once you can offer readers a claim
that answers your question, reasons to believe that they should accept your
claim, and evidence showing that those reasons are true. These three elements
make up the core of every argument. Butif you offer only the reasons and evi-
dence that you think support your claim, thoughtful readers may feel that you
have not dealt with them fairly. They want to know not only what ycu found
thatsupportsyour claim, butalso whatyoufound that might work against, orat
least complicate it—especially if they have views that are different from yours.
So in addition to the reasons and evidence that you pull together to sup-
port your claim, you should answer questions that might seem to challenge it:
4. Acknowledgment and Response: But what about this other view? You
cannot expect your readers to think exactly as you do. They will know things
you don’t, they will believe things you don’t, and they may even distrust the
kind of argument you want to make. If you adopt a genuinely cooperative
stance, then you are obliged to acknowledge and respond to at least some of
the questions that arise because of those differences.

I claim that. . . .qgim + reasons + evidence 1O D€ sure, there were many elements of exploi-

tation in racial covering. The white performers, not the black artists, received
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the money and fame. And many artists of the 1950s never received any of the
benefits that came later.ginowiedgment But covers helped to bring about a situation
in which black artists are among our most popular, influential, and wealthy pop

MUSIC1ans. response

Explaining Your Logic

In some cases, researchers make arguments in which they have to explain not
only their reasons and evidence, but their principles of reasoning. Suppose,
for example, you were visiting your friend Paul in Cajun country. Itis a warm
July evening, so he invites you to go for a walk on the levee, and then he
adds, “You might want to put on long sleeves.” This makes no sense, so you
ask, “Why?” “Because the sun’s going down,” he replies. Now you are truly
baffled. You understand Paul’s claim, and you can see the sun going down. But
you just cannot understand why that means you should wear long sleeves on
a warm July night. His reason is true, and his evidence is good. But his argu-
ment so far fails.

That’s when we need a warrant, when readers understand our claim and
accept our reason and evidence, but do not see why the reason (the sun go-
ing down) supports the claim (you need long sleeves). So now you ask again:
“Why does the sun doing down mean that I need long sleeves?” As it happens,
Paul has a good answer in the form of a warrant: “Ah,” he says. “You don't
know about swamp country. When the sun goes down, the mosquitoes come
out. If you don’t cover up, they will eat you alive.”"

Now it all makes sense. As an expert in swamp-country living, Paul knew
a principle of reasoning that you did not: When the sun goes down, you should
protect your skin from mosquitoes. Once you learn the principle, you can accept
the claim (though ybu might wonder why anyone would go walking among
mosquitoes that want to eat you alive).

A warrant states a principle of reasoning of the form: When this condition
is true, we can draw this conclusion. They are used most often when an expert
(Paul) makes an argument about something he knows well (swamp-country
living) for someone who is not an expert (you). The expert (Paul) needs a
warrant if the non-expert (you) understands a claim (put on long sleeves) and
accepts the truth of its supporting reason (the sun is going down) but doesn’t
see how the reason supports the claim. The warrant supplies the missing con-
nection: “When the sun goes down, the mosquitoes come out, and you must
protect your skin from bites. So wear long sleeves to protect your arms.”

5. Warrant: Why does that evidence support your claim? When readers see
the world in ways that are very different from yours, they may not recognize
what general principle of reasoning connects your reasons and your claims.
This situation rarely arises when you write a paper for a class, but it might. For
example, you would have to supply a warrant if some readers asked, But why
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does it matter that white teens would not have heard RérB without covers? How does
that show that covers helped more than harmed black artists? To which you would
have to reply with a general principle:

#

An artist benefits from any product that expands his audience for future sales,
even if he makes no money off the sale of that product. grrant

For the most part, only advanced researchers need warrants, most often
when experts write for readers who are not experts, when they use a new or
controversial research method, or when they address a controversial issue.
You probably won’t have to explain your logic in a paper for a class, so we
will not dwell on this fifth question. But you should know that readers might
ask it.

Use the Parts of Argument to Guide Your Research

A research question helps guide your research because it tells you generally
what information to look for: whatever is relevant to answering your question.
But in the parts of argument you have an even better guide. As you search for
and read your sources, remember that you will need information to answer at
least four questions that every cooperative argument must address.

Plan Your Research Around the Questions of Argument
Every argument must answer the three questions that define the core of a
research argument, and cooperative ones must also answer a fourth.

c | 1. What’s the answer to your research question? Claim
? 2. Why should I believe that? Reasons
e | 3. How do you know that reason is true? Evidence
4. But have you considered this view? Acknowledgment
[or this evidence, complication, objection, etc.] & Response

Create a plan to search for and read sources so that you have good answers
to each of these questions:

1. Claim: If you begin without a plausible claim that answers your research
question, start by reading general treatments of your topic in order to get
ideas for possible answers.

2. Reasons: Once you have a claim that can serve as an hypothesis, make
a list of the reasons why you think that claim is true. If you think of too
few plausible reasons, do some more general reading. If you still can’t
find any, look for another claim.

3. Evidence: Once you have a list of reasons, search for specific data that
might serve as evidence to support each one. Depending on the kind of
reason, that evidence might be statistics, quotations, observations, or
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any other facts. If you cannot find evidence for a reason, then you have
to replace that reason. If you find evidence that goes against a reason,
keep the evidence. You may need to acknowledge it in your paper.

4. Acknowledgment & Response: As you read for claims, reasons, and
evidence, keep a record of anything that might complicate or contradict
your argument. You will need to acknowledge it if you think it might also

occur to your readers.

We discuss these steps more fully in chapters 6 and 7.

How You Can Best Think about Your Project

You have learned a great deal new about writing research papers, and it’s only
the end of the first chapter. We’ll cover this ground again in later chapters,
where we’ll go step-by-step through the process of planning, researching,
drafting, and revising your paper. Don’t expect to walk though those steps
exactly as we lay them out—research is too messy, with lots of looping back
and jumping forward. But if you stay flexible and take it one step at a time,
you’ll get through the process easily enough.

Focus on Convincing Readers, Not on Filling Pages

For now, we would like you to focus not on the steps but on creating an overall
mental picture of research that you will keep in mind as you work. Unfortu-
nately, the two most popular pictures are ones we hope you will avoid. In the
first, you think of your project as no more than looking up information. All
that matters is the hunt. What comes after is an afterthought:

Q: How'’s your project.coming?

A: Good. I dug up lots of information from lots of sources (even including a
bunch of print sources from the library). All I have to do is figure out how to

organize my notes and then I can just write it all up.

In the second picture, you think of your project as filling up pages. All that
matters is mounding up enough information to fill the assigned number of

pages:

Q: How’s your project coming?

A: Good. I have a four-point outline and I've found three pages of stuff on the first
two points. All I need is three more pages on the second two points and I'm done.

If you think of your project in these ways, you’ll doom yourself to failure.
Although you and your teacher might say that your assignment is to write

a research paper, we urge you to think instead in terms of a research project.

Writing a research paper is only one step in a complex process in which (1) you
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find a research question important to you and to your readers; (2) you decide
what information you need to find based on the question you ask; (3) you
use the information you find to select and then test the best answer to your
research question; and (4) you finally present that answer and its support in a
way that anticipates readers’ questions.

As you begin to plan for your project, let these principles be your guide:

Don’t think that your primary task is to collect and organize information
from sources (though you will have to do that). Your task is to ask and
answer a research question that interests you and your readers.

Don’t think that when you write your paper your goal is to fill up a certain
number of pages with the information you’'ve found. Your paper is what
you say to your readers, what you use to communicate your question, its
answer, and your argument supporting that answer.

Most importantly, don’t think of research as a solitary endeavor. Keep your
readers with you from start to finish.

If right from the start you focus on asking and answering questions, you'll
find it easier to do the things that will produce a successful paper. Focus on
finding stuff to fill pages, and you're sure to go wrong.

Picture Yourself in Conversation with Your Readers
As you plan, research, and draft your paper, picture yourself in an imaginary
conversation with your readers. Imagine those readers as interested and in-
quisitive colleagues, even partners, who want an answer as much as you do.
You welcome their questions because they help you know what to say and
how to say it. If you can do that, your paper will be better. But just as impor-
tantly, you’ll be preparing yourself for the day when your readers are indeed
colleagues who need from you the best answers you and they can find.
Imagine that conversation taking place not in a classroom, but sitting
around a table. Your question grabs their attention because they recognize
that they’ll be worse off if they can’t find an answer. You share notjust your an-
swer, but all the information you can find that is relevant to deciding whether
your answer is a good one. In sharing that information, you try to anticipate
their questions. You are candid enough to acknowledge any information that
challenges or complicates your answer, and you address objections they might
have. Even so, they have many more questions, alternative explanations, and
other issues—each of which you consider and address as fairly as you can.
In short, you join with your readers in working through the task of finding
and testing the best answer you can find. If you think of your project in these
terms, you'll make more good decisions and waste less time as you write your
paper. You'll also find that in making your work matter to your readers, you
make it matter to you as well.
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 WORKING IN GROUPS

Find Surrogate Readers

You can help yourself think of your paper as a conversation with readers if
you talk about your work to your family, friends, and classmates. Later we will
suggest that you form a writing group for testing your storyboard and draft.
But it may not be too early to form an informal group even before you find a
question. Recruit three or four classmates who will join you for coffee or lunch
just to talk over your earliest ideas. At this point, you don’t need suggestions,
just a sympathetic ear. You will also learn just from listening: the more you
experience what your readers will, the easier it will be to imagine them.

How to Plan Your Time (No One-Draft Wonders Allowed)

Have you ever heard the tale of the one-draft wonder? That’s the student who
starts writing a paper at midnight before the deadline, knocks out one quick
yet perfect draft, and then receives the best grade in the class. The one-draft
wonder is one of the more enduring school-based urban legends: the two of
us hear such tales all the time, but we’ve never seen the real thing. We couldn’t
pull it off when we were in school, and we’ve never taught a student who
could do it either—though we have taught too many students who hoped
they could fool us with weak drafts that were all too obviously written the
midnight before.

You can’t hope to write a decent research paper if you begin the night or
even the week before it’s due. This is confirmed not only by the thousands
of students we’ve known but by studies of successful and unsuccessful writ-
ers. This research shows that the most successful writers tend to share some
writing habits:

They start drafting as soon as possible, before they think they have all the
evidence they might need.

They write in regular short periods rather than in marathon bursts that dull
their thinking and kill their interest.

They set a goal to produce a small number of pages every time they write,
even if those pages are not very good.

They report their progress to someone else if possible, or on a chart if not.
They anticipate that everything will take longer than they think it should.

To make these insights work for you, you’ll have to back-plan from your
due date to set interim goals with specific deadlines. Start by giving your-
self at least one working session to proofread; then set aside time for a final
revision—at least two working sessions for a paper under seven pages, twice
that for a longer one. Depending on how long your paper is and how quickly
you draft, set aside enough time to compete a draft, then add 20 percent. You’'ll
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need at least a day before that to review and revise your argument. Next, set
aside the time you’ll need for finding and reading sources, then add 20 per-
cent. Finally, you’ll need a day or two to find and test your research question.
Plot these interim deadlines on a calendar, and keep track of your progress as
you go. If you need a deadline to motivate you to work, find someone who
will get on your case if you miss one of these interim deadlines.

One of the pleasures of a research project is the opportunity to discover
something new, at least to you, perhaps to everyone else. It’s a thoughtful pro-
cess that requires you to consider and reconsider what you learn, both when
you first find it out and again when you pull everything together. Thatkind of
reflection takes time. To get the time you need, you need a plan that lets you
start early, progress steadily, and reflect regularly.
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A research project is a lot more than collecting data. You start it before you
log on to the Internet or head for the library, and you continue it long after
you have all the data you think you need. In that process, you complete many
tasks, but they all aim at just five general goals:

Find a question worth answering about a topic yoy care about.

Find an answer that you can support with good reasons.

Find reliable evidence to back up your reasons.

Write a first draft that makes a good case for your answer, explains its signifi-
cance, and anticipates your readers’ questions.

Revise that draft until readers will think you have been clear, complete, and
convincing.

(You might even post those goals over your desk.)

A research project would be easy if you could march straight through
those steps. But as we’'ve said, research is looping, messy, and unpredictable.
You can manage it with a plan, as long as you are prepared to depart from it.
The first step in that plan is one you cannot put off: to find a good research
question.

CAUTION

Start with a Question, Not Your Favorite Answer

Students sometimes think that a short cut to a research paper is to argue for
something they already believe so strongly that nothing could change their
mind. Big mistake. Not only will you lose the benefits of the research experi-
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ence, but you’ll come to your paper with the wrong frame of mind: to say
whatever’s necessary to support your position rather than to find out what
will help you discover the truth Even when they are confident that they know
what the answer will be, true résearchers follow where the facts lead them
rather than force the facts to go their way. Plan to answer a question, not
defend an opinion.

Questions and Topics

Most students start a research project without a good question, often without
even a topic. That puts them a couple of steps behind most professionals, who
start with their research question in mind.

Often researchers start with a question that others in their field already
think is worth answering: Did Native Americans cause the extinction of North
American woolly mammoths? Because it’s a familiar question, they also know
why their colleagues think it is important. So what? Well, if we knew why the
woolly mammoths disappeared, maybe we could answer a bigger question that puzzles
many historical anthropologists: Did early Native Americans live in harmony with
nature, as some believe, or did they hunt its largest creatures to extinction? (And if we
knew that, then we might also understand . . .)

Other times researchers start with a question that just pops into their mind
with no hint of where it will lead, sometimes about matters so seemingly
trivial that only the researcher thinks they’re worth answering: Why does a
coffee spill dry up in the form of a ring? Such a question might lead nowhere,
but you can’t know that until you see its answer. In fact, the scientist puzzled
by coffee rings discovered things about fluids that others in his field thought
important—and that paint manufacturers used to improve their products. So
who knows where you might go with a silly question like How many cats slept
in the Alamo the night before the battle? You can’t know until you answer it.

QUICK TIP ‘ , ‘ | g

A researcher’s most valuable asset is the ability to be puzzled by seemingly
obvious things, like the shape of coffee rings or that the hair on your head
keeps growing while body hair doesn’t. Cultivate the ability to question the
commonplace and you'll never lack for research projects. Questioning the
obvious is also the first step in critical thinking, which is a skill much prized
in the workplace. But you won’t do it well then if you don’t start practicing

1t now.

If your assignment allows it, you too can start with a question that’s been
eating at you, especially if you can discover something of use to someone you
know. One source of questions might be a problem that you or a family mem-
ber has faced. If your neighborhood is near a chemical plant, research the health
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risks. If you know someone afflicted with a disease, research any new or experi-
mental treatments. Another source might be a cause to which you are devoted.
If you volunteer for Habitat for Humanity, research how well those houses suit
their owners ten years after they are completed. A third source might be some-
thing you love to do. If you are addicted to fashion and hope to be a designer,
research the economic challenges for a start-up design company.

If you begin with only a topic, you should still consult your interests. Is
there some mental itch you’d like to scratch? I've collected Mardi Gras masks
for years, but I have no idea where they came from. You might not know exactly
what will puzzle you about the origins of the masks, but your project gives
you a chance to find out, to scratch that itch. Even if you must begin with a
topic so unfamiliar that you can’t imagine what could be puzzling about it,
look hard for something that sparks your interest. The more you care to have
an answer to your research question, the easier it will be to show why your
readers should care too, and the longer you can work on finding it before you
weary of the search.

How to Use the Rest of This Chapter

If you are reading this chapter before you start your project, to learn how
research questions work, read on from here to the end. But if you are using it
to develop a question for a project, go to the section designed for your stage
in the process:

1. If you already have a promising research question, skip to 2.5 to learn
how to test it.

2. If you are working from a text, skip to 2.4 to learn how to find a research
question In your response to it.

3. If you have a general topic, skip to 2.3 to learn how to find a question in it.

4. If you are starting from scratch, move on to the next section.

Watch for the blue examples. You will find lots of questions in this chapter.
Some are questions you should ask to help yourself find a good research ques-
tion: those are in regular type. Some are examples of the kind of research
questions you might use in your paper: those are in blue. Your goal is to find a

question of the sort you find in the blue examples.

How to Choose a Topic

Most teachers and handbooks tell students that what they must do with a
topic is to narrow it. That’s not wrong, but it is misleading. What makes your
paper work is a focused research question, not how narrow your topic might
be. So as you work through this section, keep in mind that at every stage you
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are looking for a good, focused research question. As soon as one comes to
mind, skip to 2.5 to test it. Until you find a question, keep narrowing that
topic—a specific topic is a better source of questions than a general one. But
remember, it's the question, not the topic, that matters most.

QUICK TIP _ | : » |

The Value of Surprise and Disagreement

Keep in mind as you look for a research question that what is surprising or
wrong catches our attention most easily. Look for ideas, claims, facts, or any-
thing that makes you think, Wow, I didn’t know that! or How can that be true? Not
only will those matters hold your attention longer, but they will make it easier
to get the attention of your readers.

How to Work with an Assigned Topic

In most cases, you will be expected to find a research question related to the
subject matter of your class, no matter what your plans or interests. Even if
you are passionate about military history, you may be hard-pressed to write
aboutitin a class on Buddhism. But you should still look for a topic that might
engage you, even if only for a short while.

If your assignment specifies a general topic—for example, Buddhism and
war—skip to section 2.2.3 to narrow it. But if you are free to choose any topic
related to the theme of your class, look for one that interests you in the fol-
lowing places:

Do any of your personal interests overlap with the class theme?

Review your books and notes. What has surprised or irritated you?

Look over any books or chapters that your teacher skipped.

Skim other books by the authors of your assigned texts, looking for matters
related to your class. Did an author write an earlier work that is inconsistent
with the assigned text? Did she apply some of the same ideas in a wholly
different context?

Skim a textbook for a more advanced class on the same or a related subject.
Look through the archive for an online discussion list that covers the subject
of your class. What topics have been discussed?

What Teachers Say and What They Really Mean
Some teachers walk with you step-by-step through the process of developing
a research question, so that you can’t miss finding a good one. Other teach-

ers will give you just a written assignment sheet and expect you to find a
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question on your own. If so, you'll have to learn to read between the lines of
your assignment.

When experienced researchers like your teachers talk to one another, they
use a shorthand that can mislead those with less experience. You’ll know
that your teacher is using that shorthand in your assignment sheet if you see
phrases like these:

explore X discuss X analyze X
explain X critique X investigate X
compare X withY discuss X in light of Y

In each case, your assignment will really be something more like this:

Find an issue in X that raises a question about a specific aspect of X, whose answer
will help us understand some larger theme, feature, or quality of X.

In using the shorthand, your teacher is not trying to fool you. She’s just as-
suming that you already understand what she means. If you keep our advice
in mind, then in fact you will.

How to Find a Topic Based on Your Personal Interests
If you can pick any topic, look for things that surprise, irritate, or otherwise
interest you.

What do you love to think about—sailing, the blués, finches, old comic
books? The less common, the better. Investigate something about it you
don’t know: its origins, technology, place in another culture, and so on.
What would you like to know more about? A place? A person? A time? An
object? An idea? A process?

Is there an important problem you can’t solve now, but you can learn more
about? Would you like to know more about twelve-step programs? About
affordable green housing? About the health risks of gluten-heavy diets?

Look in these places for things that spark your curiosity:

Wander through a museum with a special collection—cars, dinosaurs,
photography. If you can’t go in person, browse a “virtual museum” on the
Internet. Stop when something catches your eye.

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

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

Use a search engine to find websites about something people collect. (Nar-
row the search to exclude dot-com sites.) You’ll get hundreds of hits, so look
only at the ones that surprise you.
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You might find a topic in your disagreements with others:

Is there an issue you have debated with others, then found that you couldn’t
back up your views with gopd reasons and evidence?

Is there a common belief that yoili}suspect is simplistic or just wrong? Do
research to make a case against it.

Tune in to talk radio or interview programs on TV until you hear a claim
you disagree with. Can you make a case to refute it?

You might also find a topic if you think about your future:

What courses might you take later? Find a textbook, and skim its study
questions.

If you have a dream job, what kind of research report might help you get it?
Employers often ask for samples of an applicant’s work.

Keep in mind that you may be living with your topic for a long time, so be
sure it interests you enough to get you through the inevitable rocky stretches.

Make Your Topic Manageable

If you pick a topic whose name sounds like an encyclopedia entry—bridges,
birds, masks—you’ll find so many sources that you could spend years reading
them. You have to carve out of your topic a manageable piece. You can start
by limiting it: What is it about, say, masks that made you choose them? Think
about your topic in a special context that you know something about, then
add words and phrases that name what’s special about that context:

masks
masks in religious ceremonies
Hopi masks as symbols in religious ceremonies

Hopi mudhead masks as symbols of sky spirits in fertility ceremonies

You might not be able to focus your topic until after you've read some-
thing about it. That takes time, so start early. Begin with a general encyclo-
pedia like the Encyclopaedia Britannica or even Wikipedia (but see the caution,
below). Since you are just looking to prime your thinking, you can search
the Internet for ideas without too much concern for the reliability of what
you find (which, however, will be crucial later if you want to use a source as
evidence). Your goal here is to put your topic into a context of what others
think is important about it.

Watch Out for Wikipedia
When you need information quickly, Wikipedia can be a godsend. You can ac-
cess it from any browser, and studies show that it is generally reliable. But it
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is usually incomplete, and it does have errors, sometimes outrageous ones.
As a result, many teachers ban its use as a source. If you have easy access to
an established encyclopedia such as Britannica, use it. Otherwise, feel free to
use Wikipedia for ideas or citations to pursue. But do not use it for informa-
tion you must cite. When you access a Wikipedia article, check out its “Discus-
sion” tab, which will help you decide how much confidence to place in that

article.

2.3 Question Your Topic
This is a crucial step. Once you have a topic, question it. Make a list of all the
questions that you can imagine answering.

2.3.1 Ask Your Own Questions
Here are some questions you can ask for yourself. The categories are loose
and overlap, so don’t worry about keeping them straight.

1. Start by asking how your topic fits into larger contexts: a larger history, a
larger system, or a category that includes things like it.

- How does your topic fit into a larger history?

What came before masks? How did masks come into being? What changes
have they caused in their social setting? Why have masks become a part of
Halloween? Have masks helped make Halloween the biggest American holi-
day after Christmas?

- How does your topic work as a part of a larger system?

How do masks reflect the values of specific societies and cultures? What roles
do masks play in Hopi dances? In scary movies? In masquerade parties? For
what purposes are masks used other than disguise? How has the booming

market for kachina masks influenced traditional designs?
- How does your topic compare to and contrast with other things like it?

How are masks like or unlike other things that cover the face—masks to
prevent disease, welders’ masks, hockey masks, snorkeling masks? How are
masks and cosmetic surgery alike? Is face-painting at sports events a kind
of mask?

2. Next, ask questions about the parts of your topic.
- How do the parts of your topic work together as a system?

What parts of a mask are most significant in Hopi ceremonies? Why? Why do
some masks cover only the eyes? Why do so few Halloween masks cover just
the bottom half of the face?
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- How many different categories of your topic are there?

What are the different kinds of Halloween masks? What are the different

qualities of Halloween masks? What are the different functions of Halloween

g
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masks?
3. Next, set your imagination loose with speculative questions.
- What’s not true about your topic?

Why are masks common in African religions but not in Western ones? Why
don’t hunters in camouflage wear masks? Why don’t Catholics wear masks

when they go to confession?
+ Ask What if? questions:

What if no one ever wore masks except for safety reasons? What if everyone
wore masks in public? What if movies and TV were like Greek plays and all the

actors wore masks? What if it were customary to wear masks on blind dates?
4. Finally, turn positive questions into a negative ones:

Why have masks not become a part of Christmas? How do Native American
masks not differ from those in Africa? What parts of masks are typically not

significant in religious ceremonies?

Borrow Questions
Researchers often study questions first raised by others. Unless your teacher
specifically says you must devise your own question, you too are free to find
your question wherever you can. If you are concerned about plagiarism, you
can cite the source of your question, but you do not have to.

Some questions you can find online:

Find a web discussion list on your topic, then “lurk,” just reading for the
kinds of questions those on the list raise. If you can’t find a list, ask a teacher
or visit the websites of professional organizations. Look for questions that
also interest you.

- Look for study guides related to your topic. You can find them both in text-
books and online. Many questions will be unsuitable because they ask for a
rehash, but some will be thought-provoking.

Find online syllabi for classes on topics like yours. Some of them will list
proposed questions for papers.

You can also find questions in your classroom. Listen for issues that are left
unresolved in discussions, matters on which a classmate seems confused or
mistaken, things that you cannot accept. All of these can be turned into po-
tential research questions.
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How to Find a Topic and Question in a Source

You may need to find your topic and question in relation to something you
read, either because your teacher assigned a text or because you have found
a writer or a work that interests you. In that case, look for surprises, puzzles,
or disagreements. Or you can also look for ways to make the text itself your

guide.

Look for Creative Disagreements

Nothing motivates us to argue more than disagreement, and our quarrels with
a source often generate some of our best ideas. But your readers won’t like dis-
agreement for its own sake, and you don’t want them to think you are merely
disagreeable. But they will, if you set out only to show that a source is wrong,
wrong, wrong. So look for creative disagreements, the kind that lead you
to think hard not just about what your source says, but also about what you
think in response. You'll know you’ve found a creative disagreement when
you show not just that a source is wrong but that something else is right.

USEFUL FORMULA

Smith claims ..., butI will show...

When you find a creative disagreement, you state your research question in
terms of the difference between what a source says (in the first blank) and
what you will show (in the second):

-

Smith claims that 1s true, but I will show that 1s really
the case.

(In all of these examples, our generic name for the source will be Smith.)

Here are a few of the many ways you can create a research question based
on your disagreements with a source, grouped by the kind of disagreement:

Kind
Smith claims that belongs in category A, but I will show that it

really belongs in category B.

Smith claims that fringe religious groups are “cults” because of their strange
beliefs, but I will show that those beliefs are no different in kind from standard

religions.

Smith claims that __ is normal/good/significant/useful/moral/
etc., but I will show thatitis really [something else] .

Smith claims that organized religion does more harm than good, but I will show

that it is the misuse of religion that does the harm, not religion itself.
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(You can reverse all of the forms in this list: Smith claims that a religion is not
a cult, but I will show that its beliefs are too strange to count as religious.)

Part-Whole | A4
Smith claims that _ [whole] always has __[part] as one of its defining fea-
tures/components/qualities, but [ will show that [part] is not essential.

Smith claims that competition is the essence of sport, but I will show that, even
by her standards, competition is only incidental to the way most people actually

play sports.

Change

Smith claims that 1s changing in a certain way, but I will show that

it is really the same as it was.

Smith claims that the Internet will kill off newspapers, but I will show that news-
papers will ind ways to survive because people still want what only newspapers

can offer.

Smith claims that is changing in a certain way, but I will show that

it is really changing in a different way.

Smith claims that individualized marketing tools will let consumers get the
products they want and need, but [ will show that those tools will really let com-

panies manipulate their customers more than ever.

Smith claims that is a stage/process in the development of

, but I will show that it is not.

Smith claims that alcoholics must hit rock bottom before they can commit to
change, but I will show that new early intervention programs can save people

before they bottom out.

Cause and Effect
Smith claims that causes , but I will show that it really

causes

Smith claims that persistent poverty causes crime, but I will show that it really

causes despair, which sometimes leads to crime and sometimes does not.

Smith claims that is caused by ,but I will

show that it is really caused by

Smith claims that the collapse of the banking system was caused by greed and a
lack of government oversight, but I will show that the real cause was that finan-

cial instruments became so complicated that no one could evaluate their risks.
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Smith claims that 1s sufficient to cause __,butl

will show that 1s also necessary.

Smith claims that big-time athletics programs always debase the educational
mission of a college, but I will show that athletics alone is not enough: there also
have to be alumni and other stakeholders who are more passionate about suc-

cess on the field than in the classroom.

Build on Agreement

If you find a source whose problem you care about and whose argument
you find convincing, you can’t create a paper out of that agreement alone.
“Me too” is not a very interesting claim. But you may be able to build on that
agreement by using the argument in your source as a model for a paper on a
different, but closely related problem.

USEFUL FORMULA

Smith claims ... about this, and I will show ... about that.

When you build on agreement, you apply the problem and answer of a source
to a different object of study. You state your research question in terms of how
you can show that what Smith has shown to be true about one thing is also
true (or not) about another:

Smith claims that is true in the case of ,and

I will show that it is/is not true in the case of

In one typical case, you replay the research of a source on a new subject.
Suppose Sue reads.an article about how med studentslearn and it interests her
because she is premed. The article makes the following claim:

Medical students learn physiological processes better when they are explained

with many analogies rather than by just one.

This result is interesting because it surprises her: Wouldn't it be confusing to
get many different explanations rather than one good one? So she wonders,
Could this be true of all professional students? And with that she has her re-
search question. She starts with the general pattern:

S.claims that [many analogies are better than one] _ is true for __[med students]

and [ will show that it is also true for _ [engineers]
Then she adds her own details:

In his study of medical students, Spiro shows that complex processes are learned

better when they are explained with many analogies rather than just one. In
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my paper, I will show that the same principle of learning applies to engineering

students.

Another typical case is when you read an essay that analyzes a creative
work in a way that you find conivincing, so you apply it to a different work.
Suppose John is a gamer who finds an interesting article arguing that the com-
puter game Age of Empires II has racist tendencies in the way it defines its
characters. John is persuaded by that analysis, so he uses it as model for his
paper analyzing other computer games:

S.claims that __[racist characterization] is true for __[Age of Empires II] _,butI will

show that it is not true for _ [three other computer games]

In his study of Age of Empires II, Golumbia shows that there are elements of
racism in the depiction of the characters. In my paper, I will show that there
are several popular games that do not exhibit the same tendency to harmful
stereotypes.

This approach involves lots of borrowing, but as long as you fully ac-
knowledge the source, you are in no danger of plagiarism. Your paper may
be less original than if you had thought up the problem yourself, but that is
rarely a problem for beginners. In fact, professionals create research questions
in this way all the time.

Look for Surprises

When you work from agreement or disagreement, you build on the argument
of your source text. But you can’t do that if you are working from a text that
does not make an argument or if what interests you is not its argument but
how it is put together. In that case, rather than ask whether you agree with
the text, look for what seems puzzling, confusing, out of place, or otherwise
a surprise.

When you look for surprises, try the three-step approach we call E-S-P:

E: When I first read this text, I expected to find
S: So I was surprised when instead Ifound
P:1 have a problem because my old understanding of this text/author/

argument makes sense only with __[what you expected] ,not with [what

you found]
This kind of problem gives you four ways to create an argument:
Figure out how you have to change your understanding of the text:

At first it made sense to understand the text _ [the way you did] , but I will

show why we should really understand it in a different way.
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Figure out how and why you were wrong to expect what you did:

At first it made sense to expect the text to do _ [what you expected] , butl will

show why that is based on a mistaken understanding of the text.
Figure out how and why what you found actually fits in:

When the text did not do __[what you expected] , 1 first thought that I was
wrong to expect it. But I will show that _ [what you expected] ~would have fit

perfectly.

Show that the text would have been better, or at least more consistent, if the
author had done what you expected rather than what you found:

At first it seemed surprising that the text did not do __[what you expected] ,
but I will show that it would have been better if it had.

Among the advantages of this approach is that it gives you an easy way
to create a context that shows why your question is significant: you can use
what you expected to set up a contrast that defines your question. Here is a
compressed version (to learn how to expand it, see 13.1):

In view of the position Gonzalez takes on amnesty, education, and other issues
concerning illegal immigrants, it would be natural to expect that he would fa-
vor, or at least not oppose, English-only legislation. But in fact, his fifth chapter
not only criticizes English-only movements but makes a strong case for a multi-

lingual society. In this paper, [ will show . ..

WORKING IN GROUPS

Bounce Ideas Off Friends Rather Than Sources

You can use your classmates for all of the above strategies for finding ques-
tions in sources. Ask your writing group, or friends if you don’t yet have a
group, for their ideas about your topic. They may have ideas that are interest-
ing but in your view wrong, that are in your view right but not properly devel-
oped, or that just plain surprise you. If so, plug their ideas into the appropriate
formula and you have a candidate for a worthy research question.

Evaluate Your Questions
Finally, evaluate your questions and scrap those unlikely to yield interesting
answers. What follows are some signs of a question you can’t use.

You don’t have a good question if no one would disagree with your an-
swer: proving it is pointless.

You can answer the question too easily.

* You can just look it up: What masks are used in Navajo dances?
» You can just quote a source: What does Fisher say about masks and fears?



Evaluate Your Questions :: 39

2. No one could plausibly disprove the answer, because it seems self-evident.
How important are masks in Hopi rituals? The answer is obvious: Very.
You cannot make a good argument if you cannot identify the best evi-
dence for it. g

.

3. You can’t find factual evidence to support the answer.

No relevant facts exist: Are Mayan masks modeled on space aliens?
- It’s a matter of taste: Are Balinese or Mayan masks more beautiful?

4. You would find so many sources that you cannot look at most of them: How

are masks made? (This usually results from a question that’s too broad).

QUICK TIP

Don’t reject a question because you think someone must aleady have asked
it. Most interesting questions have more than one good answer. Don't reject
a question because you think your teacher already knows the answer. You
should target your paper not at an expert like your teacher but at someone
whose knowledge is more like yours.

The crucial point is to find a question that you really want to answer. Too
many students, even advanced ones, think that education means memorizing
the right answers to questions someone else has asked and answered. It is not.
Among your most important goals for your education should be to learn to
ask your own questions and find your own answers.
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3.1 Propose Some Working Answers

3.1.1 Decide on a Working Hypothesis

3.1.2 If You Can’t Find an Answer, Argue for Your Question
3.2 Build a Storyboard to Plan and Guide Your Work

3.2.1 State Your Question and Working Hypotheses

3.2.2 State Your Reasons

3.2.3 Sketch in the Kind of Evidence You Should Look For

Propose Some Working Answers
Before you get far into your project, try one more preliminary step. It’s one
that many beginners resist but that experienced researchers rely on, so start
practicing it now. As soon as you have a question, imagine some plausible
answers, no matter how sketchy or speculative. At this stage, don’t worry
whether they're right. That comes later.

For example, suppose you ask, Why do some religions use masks in ceremonies
while others don’t? You might speculate:

Maybe cultures with many spirits need masks to distinguish them.

Maybe masks are common in cultures that mix religion and medicine.
Maybe religions originating in the Middle East were influenced by the Jew-
ish prohibition against idolatry.

You can look for evidence with only a question to guide you, if you stay on
the alert for those data that suggest an answer. But it is more useful to re-
search guided by possible answers. You will then see more readily which data
might support (or contradict) a possible answer, helping you focus your read-
ing even more.

‘QUICK TIP
Write, Don’t Just Think

Even early in your project, write out your answers as fully as you can. It is easy

to think that you have a clear idea when you don’t. Putting a foggy idea into
words is the best way to clarify it, or to discover that you can't.

Decide on a Working Hypothesis

If one answer seems most promising, call it your working hypothesis. Even the
most tentative working hypothesis helps you to think ahead, especially about
the kind of evidence that you'll need to support it. For example, will you
need numbers? Quotations? Observations? Images? Historical facts? If you can
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imagine the kind of evidence you’ll need before you start looking for it, you’ll
recognize the data you need when you see them.

Some new researchers are afraid to consider any working hypothesis early
in their project, because théy fear+it might bias their thinking. There is a risk,
if that hypothesis blinds you to a better idea or keeps you from giving it up
when the evidence says you should. As in all relationships, don’t fall too hard
for your first hypothesis: the more you like it, the less easily you’ll see its flaws.
Even so, it’s better to start with a flawed hypothesis than with none at all.

If you can’t imagine any working hypothesis, consider changing your
question. That might cost time in the short run, but it may save you from
a failed project. Under no circumstances put off thinking about a working
hypothesis until you begin drafting your report or, worse, until you’ve almost
finished it. Drafting and revising can be acts of discovery, and as you develop
your report, you may-“discover a better answer to your question. Just don’t
wait until the last page to make that discovery.

If You Can’t Find an Answer, Argue for Your Question

We have focused on answering questions so much that you might think that
your project fails if you can’t answer yours. In fact, many important research-
ers have argued that a question no one has asked should be, even though the
researcher can’t answer it. You can write a good paper explaining why your
question is important and what it would take to find a good answer.

Build a Storyboard to Plan and Guide Your Work

For a two- or three-page paper, you might not need much of a plan—a sketch
of an outline might do. But for a longer project, you’'ll need more. The first
plan that comes to mind is usually a formal outline, with its I'sand II'sand A’s
and B’s and so on. An outline is better than no plan, but the problem with an
outline is that it can force you to lock down your paper before you've done
your best thinking. So if your teacher requires an outline, be ready to change
it at the first sign that you can do better.

Many researchers, especially those outside the academic world, plan long
reports on what is called a storyboard. A storyboard is like an outline broken
into pieces and spread over several pages, with lots of space for adding data
and ideas as you go. Storyboards are more flexible than outlines. You can
leave storyboard pages unfinished until you are ready to fill them, and you can
move pages around without reprinting every time you try out a new organi-
zation. Storyboards also help you think about organization. You can spread
pages across a wall, group related pages, and put minor sections below major
ones to create a “picture” of your project that shows at a glance the design of
the whole and your progress through it.
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State Your Question and Working Hypotheses

To start a storyboard, write at the top of its first page your question and work-
ing hypothesis as exactly as you can. At the bottom, add alternative answers
so that you can see more clearly the limits and strengths of your favored one.
Add new hypotheses as you think of them, and cross off those you prove
wrong. But save them all, because you might be able to use a rejected one in
your introduction (see I used to think ..., but...in 7.2.2).

State Your Reasons

Imagine explaining your project to a friend. You say, I want to show that Alamo
stories helped develop a unique Texan identity, and your friend asks, Why do you
think so? Your reasons are the sentences that back up your answer: Well, first,
the stories distorted facts to emphasize what became central to Texan identity. Sec-
ond, the stories were first used to show that Texas (and the Wild West) was a new
kind of frontier. Third, .. .and so on. List each of the reasons that might support
your hypothesis at the top of a page, one reason per page.

If you have only one or two reasons, you'll probably need more. Make
your best guess about possible reasons, and put them at the tops of separate
pages: Reason 3: Something about Alamo stories making Texans feel special?? It you
know only how you want a reason to support your answer, state that: Reason 4:
Something about Alamo stories being more than just myth. Each reason, of course,
needs support, so for each reason, ask: Why do I think that? What evidence will I
need to prove it? That will help you focus your search for evidence.

If you're new to your topic or early in your project, all of your reasons
may be only educated guesses that you will have to change as you learn more.
In fact, if you don’t change any of your reasons, you might not be self-critical
enough. But a list of reasons, no matter how speculative, is the best frame-
work to guide your research and focus your thinking, and certainly better than

no reasons at all.

- QUICK TIP

Try Out Several Orders

When you plan a first draft, you will have to decide what 1s the best order for
1ts parts, so you might as well try to find a good one now. Lay out your story-
board pages on a table or tape them to a wall. Then step back and look at their
order. Can you see a logic in that order? Try out different ones—chronology,
cause and effect, relative importance, complexity, length, and so on. (For more
principles of order, see 7.2.5.) Don’t be afraid to play around with this story-
board: it’s not your final plan, just a way to guide your thinking, plan your

research, and organize what you find.
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Sketch in the Kind of Evidence You Should Look For
Every field likes to see its own kinds of evidence. Psychologists, economists,
and sociologists look for numbers. Literary scholars want quotations. Field
biologists like to see observétions;pictures, and diagrams. So for each reason,
sketch the kind of evidence that you think you'll need to support it.

Although you may be used to finding all of your evidence in the form of
quotations from secondary sources, focus here on primary evidence from pri-
mary sources (see 4.1.1). Don’t read about the Gettysburg Address; get a copy.
And don’t neglect quantitative data. You have more access to good data than
ever before, and it is not acceptable to offer as evidence your mere observation
that more women are attending college when with one quick search you can
find U.S. census data showing that from 1994 to 2004 the number of women
with a college degree increased by 7 percent.

If you can’t imagine the kind of evidence you’ll need, leave that part of

the page blank.

WORKING IN GROUPS

Tell and Retell Your Elevator Story

As soon as you have a working hypothesis and a few reasons, create an el-
evator story. Imagine that you step in an elevator and find your teacher, who
asks, “So, how’s the paper going? What do you expect to say?” You have only a
couple of floors to sum up where you are. Early on, you can use this plan:

I am working on the problem of [state your question].
I think I can show that [state your hypothesis| because [state your reasons].
My best evidence is [summarize your evidence].

If you have a writing group, have everyone tell their elevator story at the start
of every meeting. If not, tell yours to anyone who will listen—even your dog
will do. As you learn more and your argument develops, refine your elevator
story and tell it again. The more often you encapsulate your argument in an
elevator story, the sooner your paper will come together.
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4.1 Knowing What Kinds of Sources You Need
4.1.1 Consult Primary Sources for Evidence
4.1.2 Read Secondary Sources to Learn about Your Topic
4.1.3 Read Tertiary Sources for Introductory Overviews
4.2 Record Citation Information Fully and Accurately
4.2.1 Determine Your Citation Style
4.2.2 Record Bibliographic Data
4.3 Search for Sources Systematically
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4.4.1 Evaluate the Relevance of Sources
4.4.2 Evaluate the Reliability of Your Sources

You are ready for the main thrust of your research only after you have at least
a research question and a tentative guess at an answer. Better would be a story-
board with an answer you trust enough to be a working hypothesis and a few
supporting reasons. With that, you are prepared to look for data to back up your
reasons and test your answer. In this chapter, we show you how to locate sources
that will provide those data; in the next, we show you how to work with them:.
But don’t think that those are separate steps: first you find all your sources, and
then you read them and take notes. Once you find one good source, it will lead
you to others. As you fill your storyboard with notes, you’ll think of new ques-
tions that will send you looking for new sources. So while we discuss finding and
using sources as two steps, you'll more often do them together.

Plan to do your reading in three phases. First, read just to learn enough to
know what to look for. This phase won’t be very systematic; for most of you,
it will depend on what online search engines turn up. Second, read to get an
overview of your topic and question. This reading will be mostly in reference
works like encyclopedias. Third, search out the specific sources that you will
use in developing your argument. For this phase, you’ll need a careful plan.

Knowing What Kinds of Sources You Need

The first thought of beginning researchers is often not What am I looking for?
but Where do I look? And what they mean is Which websites should I check? So
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they fire up a search engine and get started. But that only makes sense if you
believe that all you have to do is find information to fill pages—which is, of
course, the wrong picture of research. It’s better to think that your goal is to
find just that factual informé4tion.that you can use as evidence to support your
reasons, which support your claim, which in turn answers a research ques-
tion. If that’s what you are doing, then you have to start not with the where
but the what.

In fact, one of the most common complaints about new researchers is
that they offer up as evidence the first (and only) bit of relevant data they find.
They assume that all evidence is the same, no matter its source, and that one
bit of evidence is enough. But every researcher—including students—is ex-
pected to consider not only relevant evidence, but the best available evidence,
and in some cases all the available evidence. But to know what evidence you
need, you must first know what counts as “available evidence”—which has
two factors.

You need the appropriate kind of evidence: primary, secondary, or tertiary.

Think of the distinction in terms of how far you are from the first observation
of the facts themselves. Primary sources offer firsthand evidence, reported by
whoever first produced or collected the data. Secondary sources offer second-
hand reports of what someone else reported in a primary source. Tertiary
sources offer thirdhand reports of what others reported in secondary reports.
(These aren’t sharply defined categories, but they do characterize how re-
searchers think about sources.)

In general, you are expected to get as close as you can to primary sources.
Academic researchers, who have long deadlines, must use only primary sources
unless a primary source is lost or completely unavailable. In business, where
deadlines are often short, researchers are expected to use primary sources
whenever they can and only the most reliable of secondary sources if they
must.

You need the appropriate amount of evidence.

Academic researchers are expected to consider all the evidence that might be
relevant to their claim—not just one letter in which Jefferson offers his opin-
ion of Washington’s character but all the available letters in which he even
mentions him. Business researchers are expected to consider all the evidence
that might change their claim significantly—interviews not just with one cus-
tomer but with several of the most important ones.

Students, however, can’t be held to the same standards as professionals.
Students don’t have as much time or resources for gathering data, and few
students have ready access to a top-quality library. So find out your teacher’s
ground rules for evidence before you start. You, too, should get as close to
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the primary evidence as you can, but ask what you can do when primary
evidence is hard to obtain. On which matters must you use primary evidence?
When can you substitute secondhand reports from secondary sources? Will a
tertiary source be acceptable if its author is a respected scholar?

Remember that evidence is not inert stuff you pour into your paper. It is
part of the act of explaining to readers why they should accept your claim.
Plan your search to find the kind and amount of evidence you will need to
convince amiable but skeptical readers.

Consult Primary Sources for Evidence

In fields such as literary studies, the arts, and history, primary sources are
original works: diaries, letters, manuscripts, images, films, film scripts, record-
ings, musical scores, and so on. They provide data in the form of words, im-
ages, and sounds that you use as evidence to support your reasons. In these
fields, your teachers will usually expect you to'work with primary sources. If,
for example, you were writing on Alamo stories, you'd look for documents
written at the time—Iletters, diaries, eyewitness reports, and so on.

In fields such as economics, psychology, sociology, and so on, most re-
searchers collect their data through observation and experiment. The pri-
mary sources are the publications that first report those data, ranging from
academic journals to government and commercial databases. You can find
journal articles in your library’s online catalog, but don’t ignore databases,
which you can access through search engines like Google’s “U.S. Government
Search” or Wolfram Alpha. If, for example, you want to support a claim about
schools with what you think is the “fact” that dropout rates are higher in city
schools than in suburban ones, a quick search would yield the actual numbers,
which careful readers would expect you to cite.

Read Secondary Sources to Learn about Your Topic

Secondary sources are scholarly books and articles written by and for other
researchers. They use data from primary sources as evidence to support a
claim about them. A report analyzing Alamo stories, for example, would be
a secondary source. Secondary sources also include specialized encyclopedias
and dictionaries that offer essays written by scholars in a field. These sources
are usually available only in college and university libraries.

You can use secondary sources in four ways:

To substitute for unavailable primary sources.

Secondary sources report data they found in primary sources. For example, a
book on global warming will reproduce climate data from primary sources.
To use those data, an advanced researcher would be required to find the pri-
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mary source. If you can obtain the primary source easily, then you too should
use it. If you cannot, your teacher will probably allow you to report the data
from a secondary source. Be sure to ask.

Ty

Always Cite the Source You Consult

Some students think that when they use data reported in a secondary source
they should cite the original, primary source. But they are only half right. If
you cite just the primary source, you imply that you consulted that source
yourself. If you cite just the secondary source, you imply that it is the ulti-
mate source of your data. Both mislead readers. Instead, you should cite both
sources. For example, if you use a secondary source written by Anderson for
primary data in an article by Wong, your citation would look like this:

(Wong 1966, p. 45; quoted in Anderson 2005, p. 19)

To learn what others have written about your topic.

Secondary sources are the best way to learn what other researchers have said
about your topic. By studying their arguments, you can add to your argument
in two ways:

You can learn the kinds of questions experts in the field think are im-
portant, not only from their research question but from any additional
questions they mention at the end of articles. You may be able to model
your question on theirs or even to use a question they mention but do
not address.

You can learn the standard views accepted by most people in the field.
These can be useful for setting the context of your argument and for
positions you can question.

To find models for your own writing and argument.

Use secondary sources to find out not just what others have written about
your topic, but how they’ve written about it. You can then model your way of
writing on theirs. If most of your sources use headings, charts, and lots of bul-
let points, then you might consider doing the same; if your sources never use
them, you probably shouldn’t. Notice things like the language (technical or
ordinary?), paragraphs (long or short?), and how they use other sources (quo-
tation or paraphrase?). Pay special attention to the kinds of evidence most of
them use and the kinds of evidence they rarely or never use.

You can also use a secondary source as a model for your argument. For a
paper on Alamo stories, you might find out how a source treats stories about
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Custer’s Last Stand. Is its approach psychological, historical, political? Where
does it find evidence? You cannot reuse its particular reasons or evidence, but
you might support your answer with the same kinds of data and reasoning,
perhaps even following the same organization. So if you come across a source
that’s not right on your topic but treats one like it, skim it to see what you can
learn about how to argue your case. (You don’t have to cite that source if you

use only its logic, but you may cite it to give your own more authority.)

QUICK TIP.

You may find secondary sources hard to read, because they are intended for
advanced researchers. They assume a lot of background knowledge, and many
aren’t clearly written in the first place. If you're working on a topic new to
you, don’t start with secondary sources. Begin with an overview in a special-
ized encyclopedia or reliable tertiary source; then use what you learn there to

tackle the secondary sources.

To find opposing points of view.

Your paper will be complete only when you imagine and respond to your
readers’ predictable questions and disagreements. You can find those views in
secondary sources. What alternatives to your ideas do they offer? What evi-
dence do they cite that you must acknowledge? Don’t think that you weaken
your case if you mention ideas contradicting your own. The truth is actually
the opposite: When you acknowledge views that contradict yours, you show
readers that you not only know and have considered those views but can re-
spond to them (see'6.4).

More important, you can use those views to improve your own. You can-
not understand what you think until you know why a rational person might
think differently. So as you search for sources, look hard for those that support
your views, but also be alert for those that contradict them.

Read Tertiary Sources for Introductory Overviews

Tertiary sources are based on secondary sources, usually written for non-
specialists. These include general encyclopedias and dictionaries, as well as
newspapers and magazines like Time and the Atlantic Monthly and commercial
books written for a general audience. Well-edited general encyclopedias can
give you a quick overview of many topics.

Be cautious about using data you find in magazine and newspaper articles
and especially cautious about tertiary sources on the web. Some describe the
research in secondary sources reliably, but most oversimplify or, worse, mis-
report it.
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Record Citation Information Fully and Accurately

Your readers will trust your report only if they trust your evidence, and they
won'’t trust your evidence if you don'’t cite your sources fully, accurately, and
appropriately. v,

We have to be candid: Citations are the most boring and nitpicky part of
reporting research. It’s the one task that no one enjoys. But it is nevertheless
important. It helps readers understand your work by seeing whose work you
have relied upon. It helps readers find your sources (just as you will use the
citations in your sources to find more sources you can use). And it helps read-
ers decide whether you are a careful researcher whose work they can trust.

So we urge you to be doggedly systematic in creating your citations; if
you get the information down right the first time, you won’t have to go back
to do it again.

Determine Your Citation Style
Most fields require a specific citation style. You are likely to use one of the

three styles that are described in part 2:

Chicago style (also known as Turabian style), from the University of Chi-
cago Press. This style is widely used in the humanities and qualitative social
sciences.

MLA style, from the Modern Language Association. This style is widely
used in literary studies.

APA style, from the American Psychological Association. This style is widely
used in the quantitative social sciences.

If you are uncertain which style to use, consult your instructor. Before compil-
ing your list of sources, read the general introduction to citations in chapter17.

Record Bibliographic Data

You don’t need to memorize the details of citation formats, but you do need
to know what information to save. Copy this checklist or use it to create a
template for recording the data as you go.

For books, record For articles, record
[J author(s) [0 author(s)
[0 title (including subtitle) [0 title (including subtitle)
[0 title of series (if any) [0 title of journal, magazine, etc.
[0 edition or volume number (if any) [0 volume and issue number
[] city and publisher [0 database (if any)
[1 year published [0 date published
[] title and pages for chapter [0 pages for article
(if relevant)
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For some online sources, the information you need is less predictable. Record
as much of the above as applies, along with anything else that might help read-
ers locate the source. You will also need at least these:

URL

date posted or last modified
date of access

sponsoring organization

You might also record the Library of Congress call number. You won’t include
it in bibliographic citations, but you’ll need it if you have to find the source
again.

QUICK TIP

You'll be tempted to take shortcuts, because citations are boring and no one
can remember all the rules about periods, commas, parentheses, capitaliza-
tion, and on and on. But nothing labels you as an untrustworthy researcher
faster than citations that are incomplete, inaccurate, or inappropriate. You
may have software that automatically formats citations for you (Word in-
cludes it); if not, there are websites you can use. You enter the data, and they
do the rest of the work. These are useful aids, but they cannot substitute for
your own care, and not all of their software works perfectly.

Search for Sources Systematically

Before college, many students do all of their research on the web, because
their school libraries are small and they need few sources. In college, you can
do much of your research online, starting with your library’s online catalog.
But if you search just the Internet, you can miss important sources that you’ll

find only by poking around in your library.

Talk to Reference Librarians

Most college libraries offer tours and short seminars on how to search the cat-

alog, databases, and other sources of information. If you're a new researcher,

seize every opportunity to learn the online search techniques in your field.
You can also talk to librarians who specialize in the general area of your

topic. They won't find sources for you, but they’ll help you look for them. If

you have a research question, share it:

I'm looking for data on because I want to find out

If you have a working hypothesis and reasons, share them too:

I'm looking for data to show __[your reason] because I want to claim __[your

hypothesis|
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If you've done some research but can’t find the evidence you need, bring cop-
ies of what you have found and pose your question as a challenge:

I'm looking for data to show,._[your reason] because I want to claim __[your hy-
pothesis] .I've found A, B, and C, but they aren’t what I need. Can you show me
how to find something better?

Reference librarians love a challenge, and they respond well to students who
see research as a hunt. Rehearse your questions to avoid wasting your time
and theirs.

Skim Specialized Reference Works

Look up your topic in a specialized encyclopedia or dictionary such as the
Encyclopedia of Philosophy or the Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms,
where you may find arf overview of your topic. You will also usually find a list
of standard primary and secondary sources.

Search Your Library Catalog

Search your online catalog using keywords from your question or working
hypothesis—Alamo, Texas independence, James Bowie. If you find too many ti-
tles, limit your search to those published in the last ten years. If you find too
few, search a catalog service like WorldCat (if your library supports it) or go
to the Library of Congress catalog at http: /www.loc.gov. It has links to large
university catalogs. Start early if you expect to get books from interlibrary
loan.

ARTICLES. If most sources on your topic are articles, locate a recent one in
your library’s online databases. Its database entry will include a list of key-
words. Use them to find more articles on your topic. In most cases, you can
just click on them. Some databases provide abstracts of journal articles. Use
these keywords to search the library catalog as well.

BOOKS. Once you find one book relevant to your topic, look it up in your
library’s online catalog to find its Library ot Congress subject headings (at the
bottom of the entry). Click on the subject headings to find other books on the
same topics. Many of those sources will have more subject headings that can
lead you to still more sources. It can turn into an endless trail.

Search Guides to Periodical Literature

If you've done any research before, you probably know how to use ProQuest
or a similar online database of periodical literature. You can also find print
guides such as the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature. Most specialized fields
also have yearly guides to secondary sources, such as Art Abstracts, Historical
Abstracts, and Abstracts in Anthropology. Most are available online or on CDs.
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Follow Bibliographical Trails

Every secondary source you find will include a bibliography. If a source looks
useful, scan its bibliography for promising titles. Once you locate them, scan
their bibliographies. One good source can set you on a trail to all the sources
you'll need.

Browse the Shelves

You might think that online research is always faster than walking around
your library. It often is, but it can also be slower; and if you work only
online, you may miss sources that you’ll find only in the library. More im-
portant, you’ll miss the benefits of serendipity—a chance encounter with a
source that you find only in person.

If you can get into the stacks (where the books that you can check out are
shelved), find the shelf with books on your topic. Then scan the titles on that
shelf and the ones above, below, and on either side. (Then skim titles behind
you; you never know.) When you spot a book with a new binding published
by a university press, skim its table of contents, then its index. Then skim its
bibliography for relevant titles. You can do all that faster with books on a shelf
than you can online.

Now do the same for any journal articles you've found. Most volumes
include a yearly table of contents; skim them for the prior ten years. Then
take a quick look at the journals shelved nearby. Skim their most recent tables
of contents.

If abook or article looks promising, skim its preface or introduction. Even
if it doesn’t seem relevant, record its call number and bibliographic data, and
in a few words summarize what it seems to be about. A week later, you might

realize that it’s more useful than you thought.

QUICK TIP ,

If you are new to a field, you can get a rough idea of a journal’s quality by its
look. If it’s on glossy paper with lots of illustrations, even advertisements, it
might be more journalistic than scholarly.

Evaluate Sources for Relevance and Reliability
You will probably find more sources than you can use. If so, skim them to
evaluate their relevance and reliability.

Evaluate the Relevance of Sources

Once you decide that a source might be relevant, skim it systematically. Look
for signs that it includes (1) data you can use as evidence, (2) discussions of
matters you plan to discuss, (3) arguments that show you how others are
thinking about your question. If your source is an article, do this:
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Read its abstract, if any.

Skim the last two or three paragraphs of the introduction (or other opening
section). If a section is called “Conclusion,” skim all of it; if not, skim the
last three paragraphs. e e

Skim the first paragraph or two after each subhead, if any.
If your source is a book, do this:

Skim its index for names or keywords related to your question or its an-
swers; then skim those pages.

Skim its introduction and last chapter, especially their last page or two.
If the source is a collection of articles, skim the editor’s introduction.
Do the same for chapters that look relevant.

If your source is online, do this:

If it Jooks like a printed article, evaluate it as you would a journal article.
Skim any section labeled “Introduction,” “Overview,” “Summary,” or the
like. If there is none, look for a link labeled “About the Site” or something
similar.

If the site has a site map or index, skim it for keywords.

If the site has a “search” resource, type in keywords.

Evaluate the Reliability of Your Sources

Your evidence will not be persuasive if it comes from a source your readers
don’t trust. You can’t judge a source until you read it, but there are signs of
reliability.

Library-Quality Sources
The first question is whether a source is library quality. For a source to be
library quality, you do not have to find it in an actual library. But it does have
to be provided by someone who subjects it to the same kind of screening that
libraries give to their materials. Libraries are so important to researchers not
just because they will lend you books and other sources, but because those
materials are chosen by trained librarians who are specialists in judging their
value and quality. You cannot be certain that everything in a library is a reliable
source, but that is a good start.

To determine whether a source is of library quality because it has been
screened by experts, look for these signs:

It is part of a library’s collection of physical books, articles, recordings, and
other materials.

It is provided as part of a library’s online resources, including article data-
bases, electronic books, electronic archives, and so on.
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It is provided by an online scholarly journal associated with a university or
academic publisher.

It is provided online by a reputable scholarly organization, such as the
Rhetoric Society of America (research and other sources on rhetoric), the
ARTFL Project (works by French authors), or the Pew Forum on Religion &
Public Life (religion and social issues).

For advanced researchers, checking for library quality is just a first step in
evaluating sources (see 4.4.2.3). But for your purposes, it is probably enough.
Ask your teacher whether you have to screen library-quality sources for ad-

ditional signs of reliability.

Evaluate the Reliability of Other Online Sources
When you search online, you will encounter hundreds of sites whose mate-
rial does not appear to be of library quality. Evaluate each one carefully. The
number of reliable online sources grows every day, but they are still islands in
a swamp of misinformation.

Before you use online data that is not from a library-quality source, look

for these signs of reliability:

The site is sponsored by a reputable organization. Some sites supported by
individuals are reliable; most are not.

It is related to a reliable publisher or professional journal.

It is not an advocacy site. It is not sponsored by an organization with a politi-
cal or commercial agenda, and it avoids one-sided advocacy on a contested
social issue.

It does not make wild claims, attack other researchers, use abusive language,
or make errors of spelling, punctuation, or grammar.

It says who is responsible for the site and when it was updated. If it has no
date, be cautious.

It is not too glossy. When a site has more decorative graphics than words,

its designers may care more about drawing you in than about presenting
reliable information. If a site has almost no graphics, that may be a sign of
neglect, but it might also indicate that its creator cares more about the qual-
ity of the words than the look of the page.

Trust a site only if careful readers would trust those who maintain it. If
you don’t know who maintains it, be skeptical.

Evaluate the Reliability of Library-Quality Sources

In most cases, beginning researchers are not expected to screen their sources as
carefully asa professional must: library quality isusually enough. But when you
do have to be more demanding, look for these additional signs of reliability:
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The author is a reputable scholar. Most publications cite an author’s aca-
demic credentials; you can find more with a search engine.

The source is current. How quickly a source goes out-of-date varies by sub-
ject, so check with someorfe whoknows the field. For articles in the social
sciences, more than ten years pushes the limit. For books, figure fifteen or
so. Publications in the humanities have a longer shelf life.

The source is published by a reputable press. You can trust most univer-
sity presses, especially at well-known schools. You can trust some commer-
cial presses in some fields, such as Norton in literature, Ablex in sciences, or
West in the law. Be skeptical of a commercial book that makes sensational
claims, even if its author has a PhD.

The article was peer-reviewed. Most scholarly journals, both print and
online, publish an article only after it has been peer-reviewed by experts.
Few popular magazines do that. If an article hasn’t been peer-reviewed, use
it cautiously.

Those signs don’t guarantee that a source is reliable, but they should give
you some confidence in it. If you can’t find reliable sources, admit the limits
of the ones you have.
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Once you find a source worth a close look, don’t read it mechanically, record-
ing only what it says. Note-taking is not clerical work. You must record the
words of a source accurately, but you have to go further to engage its ideas:
Why does she use those words? How is this section connected to the next? Are these
ideas consistent with earlier ones?

But you must take yet another step, from its words and ideas to their impli-
cations, shortcomings, and unspoken possibilities. Talk back to your source as
if its writer were sitting with you, eager to hear what you have to say (imagine
your readers engaging you in the same way). If you passively absorb your
research and then pass it on untouched by your own ideas, your report will be
no more than a summary.

Read Generously to Understand, Then Critically to Evaluate

If you can, read promising sources twice, first quickly to understand them
on their own terms. Read as if your job was to believe everything the author
says. If you disagree too quickly, you're likely to misunderstand and miss use-
ful ideas.

Then reread slowly and critically, as if you were amiably but pointedly
questioning a friend; imagine the writer’s answers, then question them. You
probably won’t be able to engage any source that fully until you've read
enough to develop a few ideas of your own. But from the outset, be alert
for ways to read sources not passively, as a mere transcriber, but actively and
creatively, as an engaged partner.
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Use Templates to Take Notes Systematically

There are two ways to record the information in sources: some researchers
photocopy or download everything that might be useful; others do that only
for very long passages and $write-or type out the rest.

If you just copy everything, you’'ll save some trouble and reduce your
chance of misquoting. But many researchers find that they do not read as
carefully or engage a source as fully when they rely only on copies. So if you
copy or download, be sure to add to your photocopy all the other kinds of
notes we recommend: keywords, summaries, responses, questions, how it
supports or complicates your argument, and so on.

If you write out most of your notes, you'll force yourself to engage your
sources more carefully, and you’ll often get ideas while writing that would not
come to you just by reading. But you’'ll risk mechanical errors in transcribing
a quotation. So if you write out notes, create a template that helps you record
information accurately, that clearly distinguishes your words from those of
the source, and that encourages you to analyze and organize your notes into
useful categories.

Some instructors still suggest taking notes in longhand on 3 X 5 cards, as
in figure 5.1. That may seem old-fashioned, but it is a template for efficient
note-taking, even if you take notes on a laptop.

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

CLAIM: Swearing became economic issue in 18th c.

DATA: Cites Gentleman’s Magazine, July 1751 (no page reference) woman

sentenced to ten days’ hard labor because couldn’t pay one-shilling fine for

profanity.

“.. . one rigid economist entertained the notion of adding to the national resources by

preaching a crusade against the opulent class of swearers.”

SUPPORT: As much about class and money as about morality. Legal treat-

ment the same as for social rather than religious transgressions.
COMPLICATION: —

Qs: Were men fined as often as women? Not economic earlier?

Figure 5.1

Here is a plan for a template on your laptop (start a new page for each general
idea or claim that you record from a source).

At the top of each page, create slots for author, short title, page number.
Make another space at the top for keywords (see upper right above). Those
words let you sort and re-sort your notes by content (see 5.3.3).
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Create two boxes with labels for different kinds of notes: one for summary
and paraphrase and one for exact quotations. (For more on summary, para-
phrase, and quotation, see chapter 9.)

Create a third space for your reactions, questions, and further ideas. Have a
section headed “How this supports my argument” and another “How this
complicates my argument.” This space will encourage you to do more than
simply record what you read.

This is important: When you quote a source, record its words in a distinctive
color or font so that you can recognize quotations at a glance; enclose them
in large quotation marks as well. If you mistake the words of others for your
own, you invite a charge of plagiarism.

This is also important: When you paraphrase a passage, record the para-
phrase in a distinctive color or font so that you cannot mistake it for a quota-
tion or for your own ideas; enclose it in curly brackets. If you mistake the
ideas of others for your own, you invite a charge of plagiarism.

Finally, never assume that you can use what you find online without citing
its source, even if it’s free and publicly available. Nothing releases you from
the duty to acknowledge your use of anything you did not personally create
yourself. (For more on plagiarism, see chapter 10.)

. CAUTION

Quote Freely in Your Notes .
If you don’t record important words now, you can’t quote them later. When in
doubt, copy or photocopy passages so that you’ll have what you need if you
decide to quote them in your paper. You should have many more quotations

in your notes than in your paper.

Take Useful Notes

Readers will judge your paper not just by the quality of your sources and how
accurately you report them, but also by how deeply you engage them. To
do that, you must take notes in a way that not only reflects but encourages a
deeper understanding of your project.

Take Notes to Advance Your Thinking
Many inexperienced researchers think that note-taking is just a matter of re-
cording data. Once they find a source, they photocopy pages or write down
exactly what’s on them. If that’s all you do, if you don’t talk back to your
sources actively, you will simply accumulate a lot of inert information that
will be equally inert in your report.

If you photocopy sources, annotate the copied pages to encourage your
critical thinking. Pick out sentences that express crucial elements in its argu-
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ment (its claim, major reasons, and so on). Label them in the margin. Then
mark information that you might use as evidence in your report. (If you use a
highlighter, use different colors to indicate these different elements.)

Summarize what you'vé€ highlighted or sketch a response to it on the back
of the page, or make notes in the margin to help you interpret the highlight-
ing. Be sure to indicate how you think the source supports or complicates
your argument. The more you write about a source now, the better you will
understand and remember it later.

Record Relevant Context for Each Key Point

Those who deliberately misreport sources are dishonest, but an honest re-
searcher can mislead inadvertently if she merely records words and ignores
their qualifications, complications, or role in a larger argument. To guard
against misusing a source, follow these guidelines:

Record the context of a quotation. When you note an important conclusion,
record the author’s line of reasoning:

Not: Bartolli (p. 123): The war was caused . .. by Z.
But: Bartolli: The war was caused by Y and Z (p. 123), but the most important
was Z (p. 123), for two reasons: First, ... (pp. 124-26); Second, . .. (p. 126).

Even if you care only about a conclusion, you'll use it more accurately if
you record how a writer reached it.

Record the scope and confidence of a statement. Don’t make a claim seem
more certain or far-reaching than it is. The second sentence below doesn’t
report the first fairly or accurately:

Original: One study on the perception of risk (Wilson 1988) suggests a correla-
tion between high-stakes gambling and single-parent families.
Misleading report: Wilson (1988) says single-parent families cause high-

stakes gambling.

Record how a source uses a statement. [s it an important claim, a minor
point, a qualification or concession, and so on? Such distinctions help avoid
mistakes like this:

Original by Jones: We cannot conclude that one event causes another be-
cause the second follows the first. Nor can statistical correlation prove cau-
sation. But no one who has studied the data doubts that smoking is a causal
factor in lung cancer.

Misleading report: Jones claims “we cannot conclude that one event causes
another because the second follows the first. Nor can statistical correlation
prove causation.” Therefore, statistical evidence is not a reliable indicator

that smoking causes lung cancer.
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Record Keywords That Categorize Your Notes for Sorting
Finally, a conceptually challenging task: as you take notes, categorize each one
under two or more keywords (see the upper right corner of fig. 5.1). Don’t me-
chanically use words from the source: categorize the note by what it implies
for your question, by a general idea larger than its specific content. Use the
same keywords for related notes: don’t create a new one for every new note.
This step is crucial because it forces you to find the central ideas in a note.
If you take notes on a computer, the keywords let you instantly group related
notes with a single Find command. If you use more than one keyword, you
can recombine your notes in different ways to discover new relationships (es-
pecially important when you feel you are spinning your wheels).

Record How You Think the Note Is Relevant to Your Argument

If you let your question and hypothesis guide your research, you will choose
to record information not just because it is on topic, but because it is relevant
to the argument you think you can make. Record that information in your
notes. Say why you think a source might support or, just as importantly, com-
plicate your argument. At this point, guesses or hunches are OK: you’ll have
time to reconsider later. But you can’t reconsider what you cannot remember.
So don’t rely on your memory to reconstruct what you were thinking when
you decided to make a note.

Write as You Read

We've said this before (and will again): Writing forces you to think hard, so
don’t wait to nail down a budding idea before you write it out. Experienced
researchers know that the more they write, the sooner and better they un-
derstand their project. There is good evidence that successful researchers
set a fixed time to write every day—from fifteen minutes to more than an
hour. They might write only a paragraph, but they write something, not to
start a first draft of their report, but to sort out their ideas and maybe discover
new ones.

It you write something that seems promising, add it to your storyboard.
You will probably revise it for your final draft, maybe even discard it. But no
matter how sketchy or rough this early writing might be, it will help you draft
more easily later.

CAUTION , '

Don’t Expect Too Much of Your Early Writings

If you’re new to a topic, much of your early writing may be just summary and
paraphrase. If you see too few of your own ideas, don’t feel discouraged at your
lack of original thinking. Summarizing and paraphrasing are how we all gain
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control over new ideas and learn new ways of thinking. Rehashing what we
want to understand is a typical, probably even necessary, stage in just about

everyone'’s learning curve.

I8

Review Your Progress

Regularly review your notes and storyboard to see where you are and where
you have to go. Full storyboard pages indicate reasons with support; empty
ones indicate research still to do. Is your working hypothesis still plausible?
Do you have good reasons supporting it? Good evidence to support those
reasons? Can you add new reasons or evidence?

How and When to Start Over

We have urged you tg create a storyboard with a working hypothesis and a
few reasons to guide your research. But some writers start with an idea so
vague that it evaporates as they chase it. If that happens to you, search your
notes for a generalization that might serve as a working hypothesis, then work
backward to find the question it answers.

Search Your Notes for a Better Answer

Use the strategies described in 2.4 to look for questions, disagreements, or
puzzles in your sources and in your reaction to them. What surprises you
might surprise others. Try to state it in writing:

I expected the first mythic stories of the Alamo to originate in Texas, but they

didn’t. They originated in . . .

That surprise suggests a potential claim: the Alamo myth began not as a re-
gional story adopted for national purposes but as a national story from the
start. Now you have a promising start.

Invent the Question

Now comes a tricky part. It’slike reverse engineering: you ve found the answer
to a question that you haven’t yet asked, so you have to reason backward to
invent the question that it answers. In this case, it might be Was the Alamo myth
developed primarily to suit national needs, or was it developed for regional purposes
that were then adapted to the national context? It may seem paradoxical, but expe-
rienced researchers often discover their question only after they answer it.

Re-categorize and Re-sort Your Notes

If none of that helps, try re-sorting your notes. When you first chose key-
words for your notes, you identified general ideas that could organize not just
your evidence but your thinking. Now re-sort your notes in different ways to
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get a new slant on your material. If your keywords no longer seem relevant,
review your notes to create new keywords and reshuftle again.

Manage Moments of Normal Panic

This might be a good time to address a problem that afflicts even experienced
researchers and at some point will probably afflict you. As you shuffle through
hundreds of notes and a dozen lines of thought, you start feeling that you're
not just spinning your wheels but spiraling down into a black hole of confu-
sion, paralyzed by what seems to be an increasingly complex and unmanage-
able task.

The bad news is that there’s no sure way to avoid such moments. The
good news is that most of us have them and they pass. Yours will pass too if
you keep moving along, following your plan, taking on small and manageable
tasks instead of trying to get your head around the whole project. It’s another
reason to start early, to break a big project into its smallest steps, and to set
achievable deadlines, such as a daily page quota when you draft.
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Most of us would rather read sources than start to write a draft. But well be-
fore you've done all the research you’'d like to do, you have to start thinking
about the first draft of your paper. You might be ready when your storyboard
is full and you're satisfied with how it looks. But you can’t be certain until you
start planning that first draft. Do that in two steps:

Sort your notes into the elements of a research argument.
Organize those elements into a coherent form.

In this chapter, we explain how to assemble the elements of your argument;
in the next, how to organize them. As you gain experience, you'll learn to
combine those two steps into one process.

What a Research Argument Is and Is Not
The word argument has bad associations these days, partly because radio and
TV stage so many nasty ones. But the argument in a research paper is not the
verbal combat we so often get from politicians and pundits. It doesn’t try to in-
timidate an opponent into silence or submission. In fact, there’s rarely an “op-
ponent” at all. A research argument is like an amiable conversation in which
you and your readers reason together to solve a problem. But those readers
won't accept that solution until they hear a case for it: good reasons, reliable
evidence that grounds those reasons, and your responses to their reasonable
questions and reservations.

It is challenging enough to maintain a sense of amiable cooperation with
others who do not share your views when you can talk face-to-face. But it is
doubly difficult when you write, because you usually write alone. You have
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to imagine your readers’ role in that conversation: not only do you have to
hold up your end, but your imagination has to hold up theirs. Your argument
can answer your readers’ questions only if you can first imagine those readers
asking those questions for you to answer.

When readers hear traces of their questions in your written report, they
recognize that you've thought not just about your views but about theirs as
well. Remember this core principle of argument: Each of us can believe what
we want, for whatever reason we want, but we have no right to ask others to
believe it unless we can give them good reasons to do so, reasons that make
sense from their point of view.

When you make a research argument, you must lay out your reasons and
evidence so that your readers can see how you reasoned your way to a conclu-
sion; then you must imagine their questions and answer them. That sounds
challenging—and for a complex argumentit can be. Butit’s more familiar than
you may think, because in fact you have that kind of conversation every day.

Build Your Argument Around Answers to Readers’ Questions

Identify (or Invent) Target Readers Interested in Your Question

You cannot anticipate your readers’ questions unless you have a good idea of
who they are and what they know. That’s a problem for many class papers,
since you have no obvious readers but your teacher—who isn’t reading as her-
self (see the Caution below). That’s why teachers often set up research papers
so that your target readers are your classmates. If not, you have to select at
least one target reader for yourself. Your best choice is someone you know who
would be interested in your question and who knows as much about it as you
did before you started your research. (Even better if you know two or more
such people.) Have them in mind when you imagine your readers’ questions.
If you don’t know such a person, invent one. The more you can imagine spe-

cific, familiar people asking you questions, the better your argument will be.

CARELON IR

Write for Target Readers, Not Your Teacher
Your teacher may be your only reader, but don’t write with only your teacher
in mind. First of all, teachers generally judge papers not as themselves but
from the point of view of your target readers, who know less than they do.
Second, you risk making unconscious assumptions that distort your argu-
ment: you will fail to explain matters your teacher already understands but
readers don'’t, fail to anticipate questions that readers might have but your
teacher won't, and generally produce a paper that is fully suited neither to
your teacher nor to your target readers. Once you identify your target readers,

write only for them.
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How Arguments Grow from Questions

You already know about asking the kinds of questions whose answers will
compose your argument because you ask and answer them every day. Con-
sider this exchange: o

>
l"’,‘,

A:1hear you had a hard time last semester. How do you think this one will go?
[A poses a problem in the form of a question.]

B: Better, I hope. [B answers the question.]

A: Why so? [A asks for a reason to believe B’s answer.]

B: I'm taking courses in my major. [B offers a reason.]

A: Like what? [A asks for evidence to back up B’s reason.]

B: History of Art, Intro to Design. [B offers evidence to back up his reason.]

A: Why will taking courses in your major make a difference? [A doesn’t see the

relevance of B’s reason to his claim that he will do better.]

B: When I take courses I'm interested in, I work harder. [B offers a general prin-
ciple that relates his reason to his claim that he will do better.]

A: What about that math course you have to take? [A objects to B’s reason.]

B: I know [ had to drop it last time I took it, but I found a good tutor. [B acknowl-

edges A’s objection and responds to it.]

If you can see yourself as A or B, you’ll find nothing new in the argument of
a research report, because you build its argument out of the answers to those
same five questions.

What is your claim?

What reasons support it?

What evidence supports those reasons?

How do you respond to objections and alternative views?
How are your reasons relevant to your claim?

If you ask and answer those five questions, you can’t guarantee that your
readers will accept your claim, but you make it more likely that they’ll treat
it—and you—with respect.

Assemble the Core of Your Argument

At the core of your argument is your claim, supported by your reasons for
believing it and the evidence that grounds those reasons. To that core you will
add at least one more element: you must acknowledge and respond to your
readers’ questions, objections, and alternative points of view. Most students
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find these elements easy to understand when they think of them in light of
the predictable questions they answer:

What do you want me to believe?
Why should I believe that?

How do you know that’s true?

What about my ideas on this matter?

The fifth element, a warrant, is less common and more difficult to understand
and use; you can build perfectly adequate arguments without them. So if you
struggle with them, focus on the four elements that your readers will always
expect to see.

Before you address the views and concerns of your readers, you have to
be clear about your own. So your first step is to assemble the claim, reasons,
and evidence that make up the core of your argument.

Turn Your Working Hypothesis into a Claim

In the early stages of your research, your job was to find a question and imagine
a tentative answer. We called that answer your working hypothesis—the most
promising answer to your research question that you would keep around, but
only on probation. Now that you think you can build a case to support that
hypothesis, it’s time to take it off probation and think of it as your main claim.
That main claim is the center of your argument, the answer to your question,
the point of your report (some teachers call it a thesis).

SOME TERMINOLOGY

Your Claim’s Many Names

Every good research paper is built around a main idea, a most important re-
sult, a conceptual head honcho that dominates all the rest. It has many names
because you have to think about it from many points of view. From the point
of view of your problem statement, it is your main result, the answer to your
question. Doing your research, call it your working hypothesis. Making your ar-
gument, call it your main claim. Organizing your paper, call it your main point.
You need so many names for this one idea because it plays so many roles in
your paper.

Evaluate Your Claim

Start a new first page of your storyboard (if you already have one, replace it).
At the bottom, state your claim in a sentence or two. Be specific, because the
words in this claim will help you plan and execute your draft. Avoid vague
value words like important, interesting, significant, and the like. Compare the
following two claims:
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Masks play a big role in many religious ceremonies.

In cultures from pre-Columbian America to Africa and Asia, masks allow religious

celebrants to bring deities to life so that worshippers experience them directly.

Now judge the significance of your claim (So what? again). A significant
claim doesn’t make a reader think, I know that, but rather, Really? What makes
you think so? (Review 1.2.) These next claims are too trivial to justify writing a
report on them:

This report discusses teaching popular legends such as the Battle of the Alamo
to elementary school students. (So what if it does?)

Teaching our national history through popular legends such as the Battle of the

Alamo is common in elementary education. (So what if it is?)

Of course, what your readers will count as interesting depends on what
they know. But that’s hard to predict when you're early in your research ca-
reer. So don’t think you've failed if you can’t find a convincing answer to So
what? If you're writing one of your first reports, assume that the most impor-
tant judge of the significance of your argument is you. It is enough if you alone
think your answer is significant, if it makes you think, Well, I didn’t understand
that when I started.

But if you think your claim is vague or trivial, don’t try to build an argu-
ment to support it. If you can find no reason to make a case for your claim,
neither will your readers. Find a new claim.

Support Your Claim with Reasons and Evidence

It may seem obvious that you must back up a claim with reasons and evi-
dence. But it’s easy to confuse those two words because we often use them as
if they mean the same thing:

What reasons do you base your claim on?

What evidence do you base your claim on?
But they mean different things:

We think up logical reasons, but we collect factual evidence; we don’t collect
factual reasons and think up logical evidence.

We base reasons on evidence; we don’t base evidence on reasons.

A reason is an idea, and you don’t have to cite its source (if you thought of
it yourself). In contrast, evidence usually comes from outside your mind, so
you must always cite a reliable source for it. Even if you found your evi-
dence through your own observation or experiment, you must show what

you did to find it.
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In short: Reasons are your ideas that need the support of evidence; evidence is
composed of facts that need no support beyond a reference to a reliable source.

The problem is that what you think is a true fact and therefore hard evi-
dence, your readers might not. For example, suppose a researcher offers the
following claim and reason, backed up by this “hard” evidence:

Early Alamo stories reflected values already in the American character.,;, The
story almost instantly became a legend of American heroic sacrifice. 450, Jones
reports that soon after the battle, many newspapers used the story to celebrate

our heroic national character..igence

If readers accept that statement as an unquestioned fact, they may accept it
as evidence. But a skeptical reader, the kind you should expect (even hope
for), is likely to ask: How many is “many”? Which newspapers? In news stories or
editorials? What exactly did they say? How many papers didn’t mention it? Even if
they think Jones is a reliable source, they expect the researcher to offer more
specific facts: the numbers behind “many,” the specific forms of “celebration,”
perhaps even quotes from news stories.

To be sure, we sometimes accept a claim based only on a reason, if that
reason seems self-evidently true or is from a trusted authority:

We are all created equal, 450, SO NO one has a natural right to oppress us.gim

Instructors in introductory courses often let students support reasons with no
more than the reports of an authoritative source: Wilson says X about religious
masks, Yang says Y, Schmidt says Z. Find out from your teacher if you can use
the claims of authorities as evidence. But when you do more advanced work,
you have to look for harder evidence than the word of an authority. Readers
want evidence drawn not from a secondary source but from primary sources
or your own observation (see 4.1).

Review your storyboard: Can you back up each reason with what your
readers will think is evidence of the right kind, quantity, and quality? Might
your readers think that what you offer as evidence needs more support? Or
a better source? If so, you must find more data or acknowledge the limits of
what you have.

Your claim, reasons, and evidence make up the core of your argument, but
it needs at least one more element, maybe two.

Acknowledge and Respond to Readers’ Points of View

Recall that we said a written argument is not a one-sided lecture to passive
listeners but a two-sided conversation in which you speak with and for your
readers. No argument is complete that fails to bring in your readers’ points of
view. You must acknowledge your readers by imagining questions and objec-
tions on their behalf, then by answering them.
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Imagining Readers’ Views
Readers raise two kinds of questions; try to imagine and respond to both.

The first kind of question points to problems inside your argument, usually
. . e P
its evidence. g

Imagine a reader making any of these criticisms of your evidence. If one of
them might be reasonable, construct a mini-argument in response:

Your evidence is from an unreliable or out-of-date source.
+ Your evidence is inaccurate.
+ You don’t have enough evidence.
- What you report doesn’t fairly represent all the evidence available.
+ You have the wrong kind of evidence for our field.

Then imagine these kinds of objections to your reasons. If one of them might
be reasonable, construct a mini-argument in response:

Your reasons are inconsistent or contradictory.
You don’t have enough reasons.
They are too weak to support your claim.
- They are irrelevant to your claim and so do not count as reasons (see 6.5).

The second kind of question points to problems outside your argument.
Those who see the world differently are likely to define words differently,
reason differently, even offer evidence that you think is irrelevant.

Don’t treat these differing points of view simply as objections. You’ll lose
readers if you insist that your view is right and theirs is wrong. Instead, ac-
knowledge the differences, then compare them so that readers can understand
your argument on its own terms. They might not agree, but you’ll show them
that you understand and respect their views. They are then more likely to
respect and try to understand yours.

If you're a new researcher, you'll find these questions hard to imagine
because you might not know how in fact your readers’ views differ from your
own. Even so, try to think of some plausible questions and objections and
then respond to them. It’s important to get into the habit of asking yourself,
What could cast doubt on my claim?

But when you do more advanced work, you will be expected to know the
issues that others in your field are likely to raise. So practice imagining and
responding to disagreements. Even if you just go through the motions, you'll
cultivate a habit of mind that your readers will respect and that may keep you
from jumping to questionable conclusions.

Add those acknowledgments and responses to your storyboard where you
think readers will raise them.
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WORKING IN GROUPS

Ask Friends to Object

If you cannot imagine objections or alternatives to your argument, enlist help
from your writing group. Ask them to read your draft and make the longest
list they can of objections, alternative conclusions, different interpretations
of evidence, and so on. Ask them not to censor themselves—you want even
their nuttiest ideas. You may find in their views a question to acknowledge

and respond to; and if not, their list might give you an idea of your own.

Acknowledging and Responding

When you acknowledge an anticipated question or objection, you can give it
more or less weight. You can mention and dismiss it, summarize it quickly, or
address it at length. Do not dismiss a position that your readers take seriously;
do not address at length one for which you have no good response.

Standard Forms for Acknowledging
We order these expressions from most dismissive to most respectful. (Brack-

ets and slashes indicate choices.)

1. You can downplay an alternative by summarizing it in a short phrase
introduced with despite, regardless of, or notwithstanding:

[Despite / Regardless of / Notwithstanding] Congress’s claims that it

wants to cut taxes,;gnowledgmen: the public believes that . . response
You can use although, while, and even though in the same way:

[Although / While / Even though] Congress claims it wants to cut
taxes, gcknowledgment the public believes that . . ..gponse

2. You can signal an alternative with seem or appear, or with a qualifying
adverb, such as plausibly, reasonably, understandably, surprisingly, foolishly,

or even certainly.

In his letters, Lincoln expresses what [seems / appears] to be depres-
S101. gcknowledgment BUt those Who observed him . . .esponse

Liberals [plausibly / reasonably / foolishly / etc.] argue that the arts
ought to be supported by taxes. cnowtedgment BUt we all Know . . .response

3. You can acknowledge an alternative without naming its source. This

gives it just a little weight.

Itis easy to [think/imagine / say / claim / argue] that taxes should . . .
There is [another / alternative / possible / standard] [explanation /
argument / possibility] . . .
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Some evidence [might/ can/ could / would / does| [suggest/indicate /
lead some to think] that we should ...

4. You can acknowledge an alternative by attributing it to a more or less
specific source. This constrﬁt“fion“gives it more weight.

There are [some / many / few]| who [might/ could / would] [say / think/
claim / chafge / object] that Cuba is not. ..

[Most / Many / Some / A few] administrators [say / think / claim /
charge / object] that researchers.. ..

Jones [says / thinks / claims / charges / objects] that students . . .

5. You can acknowledge an alternative in your own voice or with conces-
sive adverbs such as admittedly, granted, to be sure, and so on. This con-
struction concedes that the alternative has some validity, but by chang-
ing the words, you can qualify how much validity you acknowledge.

I [understand / know / realize / appreciate] that liberals believe in . . .

It is [true / possible / likely / certain / must be admitted] that no good
evidence proves that coffee causes cancer. ..

[Granted / Admittedly / True / To be sure / Certainly / Of course|, Ad-
ams stated . ..

We [could / can / might / would| [say / argue / claim / think] that
spending on the arts supports pornographic ...

We have to [consider / raise] the [question / possibility / probability]
that further study [could / might / will] show crime has not . ..

We cannot [overlook / ignore / dismiss / reject] the fact that Cuba

was ...

Readers use the words of your acknowledgment to judge how seriously
you take an objection or alternative. But they will base that judgment even
more on the nature of your response. If your readers think an alternative isa se-
rious one, they expect you to respond to itin some detail, including reasons and
evidence to support that response. Do not dismiss or attack a position that your
readers believe strongly: if you cannot make a convincing argument againstit,
simply show how it differs from yours and explain why you believe as you do.

Standard Forms for Introducing Responses
You can respond in ways that range from tactfully indirect to blunt.

1. You can state that you don’t entirely understand.:

But I do not quite understand .../ I find it difficult to see how .../ Itis not
clear to me that. ..
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2. Oryou can state that there are unsettled issues:
But there are other issues . ../ There remains the problem of . ..

3. You can respond more bluntly by claiming the acknowledged position is
irrelevant or unreliable:

But as insightful as that point may be, it [ignores / is irrelevant to] the
issue at hand.

But the evidence is [unreliable / shaky / thin / not the best available].

But the argument is [untenable / wrong / weak / confused /
simplistic].

But that view [overlooks / ignores / misses| key factors.

But that position is based on [unreliable / faulty / weak / confused]

[reasoning / evidence].

Use Warrants if Readers Question the Relevance of Your Reasons
Sometimes readers question an argument not because they object to its evi-
dence or see an alternative interpretation of events, but because they cannot
see its logic. Consider this argument, made by the ex-basketball star and TV
commentator Charles Barkley:

I should not be held to a higher standard in my behavior, ., because I never put
myself forward as a role model for kids.,eqson

He was immediately criticized. His critics agreed that his reason was true: In
fact, Barkley never claimed to be a role model. But, they said, that reason was
irrelevant: He was a role model to be held to a higher standard, whether he
asked for it or not.

Barkley and his critics did not disagree about evidence or reasons: all
agreed that Barkley had never asked to be a role model. What they disagreed
about was the underlying principle of reasoning that should apply to that fact.
For Barkley, the principle was something like this:

Whenever someone does not ask to be arole model, he is not responsible to meet
the standard of behavior applied to role models.

But the critics applied a different principle:

Whenever someone willingly engages in an activity that makes him famous and
admired, he is a role model whether he asked for it or not.

If we think Barkley’s principle is the right one, then we must accept his claim;
if we think the critics have the right principle, then we must reject his and
accept theirs.
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A warrant is a general principle that if one thing is true, then something
else must also be true. It answers those who believe that your reasons are true
but still don’t see why they should accept your claim: they think your reasons
are irrelevant to believing yqur claim because they do not know (or accept) the
principle of reasoning that connects them.

As we said, warrants are less common than the other parts of argument.
They are used most often when an argument is about politics and morality
(where people hold many contradictory principles) or when an expert makes
an argument for lay readers (because experts know lots of principles that lay
readers may not).

CAUTION

Don’t Let Warrants Intimidate You

If warrants still seem confusing, don’t be dismayed. Warrants are most impor-
tant when you write for readers who think in ways very different from you.
They are least important when your readers are a lot like you. Since you're
likely to have target readers who do think more or less as you do, you may not
need warrants at all. So if one comes to mind as you draft, include it. But don’t
try to force yourself to include warrants. As you become more experienced
and tackle more advanced research projects, you can revisit the issue of war-
rants and their uses.

An Argument Assembled
Here is a small argument that pulls together all five parts:

TV aimed at children can aid their intellectual development, but that contribution
has been offset by a factor that could damage their emotional development—too
much violence.q,;, Parents agree that example is an important influence on a
child’s development. That’s why parents tell their children stories about heroes.
It seems plausible, then, that when children see degrading behavior, they will be
affected by it as well. ,,an: In @ single day, children see countless examples of vio-
lence.,.q.son EVery day the average child watches almost four hours of TV and sees
about twelve acts of violence (Smith 1992)..yigence Tarnov has shown that children
don’t confuse cartoon violence with real life (2003).qcknouwtedgment of alternative point of view
But that may make children more vulnerable to violence in other shows. If they
only distinguish between cartoons and people, they may think real actors en-
gaged in graphic violence represent real life. osponse We cannot ignore the possibil-

ity that TV violence encourages the development of violent adults. qgim restated

Most of those elements could be expanded to many paragraphs.
Arguments in different fields look different, but they all consist of answers
to just these five questions:
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Once you assemble your argument, you might be ready to write your draft.
But experienced writers know that the time they invest in planning a draft
more than pays off when they write it. Some plans, however, are better than
others.

WORKING IN GROUPS

Organize a Writing Group

If you haven’t done it yet, now is the time to organize a writing group of three
to five classmates (no more). If you already have a group, now is the time to
get to work seriously. Plan to meet once or, if your deadline is near, twice a
week. Have an agenda that reflects your stage in the process of research and
writing. Start every meeting with elevator stories (see 3.2.3). If your storyboard
Is starting to fill up, bring it to the meeting. Although your colleagues’ sugges-
tions are always welcome, your goal early on is to have someone willing to
listen and respond to your ideas. The sooner you get those ideas out of your
mind and into the light of day, the better you will know how well you really

understand them.

Unhelpful Plans to Avoid
Do not organize your report in any of these three ways:

Do not organize it as a story of your research, especially not as a mystery,
with your claim revealed at the end. Readers care about what you found, not
every step it took you to get there. You see signs of that in language like The
first issue was . . . Then I compared . . . Finally I conclude . . .

2. Do not patch together quotations, summaries of sources, or downloads

from the web. Teachers want to see your thinking, not that of others. They
really dislike reports that read like a collage of web screens. Do that, and
you’ll seem not only an amateur but, worse, a plagiarist (see 10.3).



7.2

7.2.1

76  CHAPTER 7: PLANNING A FIRST DRAFT

Do not mechanically organize your paper around the terms of your assign-
ment or the most obvious elements of your topic.

If your assignment lists issues to cover, don’t think you must address
them in the order given.

- If you decide to compare and contrast Freud’s and Jung’s analyses of
the imagination, avoid organizing your report in the two most obvious
parts, the first on Freud, the second on Jung. Break those two big topics
into their parts, then organize your report around them.

Create a Plan That Meets Your Readers’ Needs
Some fields require a preset plan for a report. Readers in the experimental sci-
ences, for example, expect reports to follow some version of this:

Introduction—Methods and Materials—Results—Discussion—Conclusion

If you must follow a preset plan, ask your instructor for a model. But if you
are left to create one on your own, it must not only make sense to readers; it
must be visible to them. To create a visible form, go back to your storyboard
or outline.

Converting a Storyboard into an Outline
Your best tool for planning a draft is your storyboard. But if you prefer to
work from an outline, you can turn your storyboard into one:

Start with a sentence numbered I that states your claim.

Add full sentences under it numbered II, III . . . , each of which states a rea-
son from the top of a reason page in your storyboard.

Under each reason, use capital letters to list sentences summarizing your
evidence; then list bif numbers the evidence itself. For example (the data are
invented for the illustration):

I. Introduction: Value of classroom computers for writing is uncertain.
II. Different uses have different effects.
A. All uses increase number of words produced.
1. Study 1: 950 vs. 780
2. Study 2: 1,103 vs. 922
B. Labs allow students to interact.
ITI. Studies show limited benefit on revision.
A. Study A: writers on computers are more wordy.
1. Average of 2.3 more words per sentence
2. Average of 20% more words per essay
B. Study B: writers need hard copy to revise effectively.
1. 22% fewer typos when done on hard copy vs. computer screen

2. 2.26% fewer spelling errors
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IV. Conclusion: Too soon to tell how much computers improve learning.
A. Few reliable empirical studies

B. Little history because many programs are in transition

Sketch a Working Introduction

Write your introduction twice: write a sketchy one now for yourself and a
final one for your readers after you've revised your draft and know what you
have written. That final introduction usually has four parts, so you might as
well build your working introduction to anticipate them.

Create a Four-Part Scheme for Your Introduction
For now, think of your introduction as having these parts:

Current Situation (what your readers now think or do)
Research Question (what your readers need to know but don’t)
Significance of the Question (your answer to So what?)

Sl S Sl o N

Answer (what your readers should know)

(We explain these parts more fully in 13.1.) In this section we explain how to
sketch them in your storyboard.

If you followed our earlier suggestion, you have written your main claim
at the bottom of the first page of your storyboard. Now fill in the page above
it with what leads up to that claim.

At the top of the page state the Current Situation that your question will
disrupt.

Since the centerpiece of your introduction is your disruptive research ques-
tion, you first have to offer readers something for your question to disrupt.
Briefly state what your readers (or others) believe that you will challenge with
your question (you might review the examples in 2.4). Think of this as the first
half of a contradiction:

Iused to think...,but...
Most people think ..., but.
What events seem to show is ..., but.

Researchers have shown ..., but.

For example, you might set up a question about the Alamo by asking readers
to think about its status as a national legend. You can state that in terms of

- what you believed before you began your research (I used to think . . .)

I always thought of the Battle of the Alamo as a major event in our nation’s

history.
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- what others believe (Most people think . . .)

The Battle of the Alamo has always been treated as a major historical event,

not only in history textbooks but in popular culture as well.
- an event or situation (What events seem to show is . . .)

In 2004 the blockbuster film The Alamo was nominated for the Harry Award
for promoting the public understanding of a historical event. That film was
a remake of a 1960 film by the same name, which was nominated for seven

Oscars and won one.
- what other researchers have found (Researchers have shown . . .)

What really happened at the Alamo is well known. Historians have uncov-

ered almost every detail relevant to understanding the true Alamo story.

If you are ambitious, you can make this part of your introduction a lit-
erature review in which you summarize the major research leading up to your
paper. If so, do not cover all the sources you find. Instead, summarize only
those whose findings you intend to extend, modify, or correct.

Under that, rephrase your Research Question as a statement about what we
don’t know or understand in light of the Current Situation. Since this is the
second half of the contradiction, it should start with but or however.

Research Question:

Why has the story of the minor regional battle at the Alamo become a na-
tional legend?

Problem Statements:

I always thought of the Battle of the Alamo as a major event in our nation’s
history. But the Alamo was a minor regional battle that somehow became a

national legend.

What really happened at the Alamo is well known. Historians have uncov-
ered almost every detail relevant to understanding the true Alamo story. But
few historians have tried to explain why this minor regional battle has be-

come so Important in our national mythology.

Writers do this in many ways, so as you read, note how your sources do it,
then use them as models.

Next, if you can, explain the Significance of your question by answering So
what if we don’t find out?

If we can explain how the Alamo became a national legend, we can better
understand how American culture has fostered a feeling of national unity in

a diverse population that shares relatively little history.
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At this point in your career, you may find any larger significance to your an-
swer hard to imagine. If so, you can state the significance in terms of the
themes of your class:

If we can explain how the Alamo became a national legend, we can better
understand the issues of American identity and diversity.

If that doesn’t work for you yet, don’t dwell on it. We’ll return to it in 13.1.3.

Revise your claim as the Answer to the question, in terms that match those
of the first three parts:

The Alamo became a national legend not because it was important to the
history of the United States or even to the history of Texas, but because it
reflected both the traditional virtue of heroic self-sacrifice and the frontier

virtue of self-reliance.

L 2

For now, you should leave that answer at the bottom of the introduc-
tion page of your storyboard. Later you might decide to move it from the
end of the introduction to the conclusion so that your paper can build up
to it as a climax. That’s generally a bad idea, but you can confront that issue
later.

Don’t Fear Giving Away Your Answer

Some new researchers fear that if they reveal their claim early, in their intro-
duction, readers will be bored and stop reading. Others worry about repeating
themselves. Both fears are baseless. If you ask an interesting question, readers
will want to see how well you can support its answer.

Identify Key Terms That Unite Your Paper

Readers will feel that your paper is coherent only if you repeat a few key
concepts that run through all of its parts. But readers may not recognize that
you have repeated those concepts if you use lots of different words to name
them.

Suppose, for example, you were writing a paper about white artists “cover-
ing” African American music in the "50s and "60s. Your paper would have as
one organizing theme the concept of fairness. But readers might miss the con-
nection if you use too many different words and phrases to name it: fair use,
reasonable economic benefits of their work, social equity, similar access to radio play,
exclusive concert venues, recording contracts that are unfavorable to artists, unequal
economic power. Although these all relate to your theme of fairness, readers
might not make that connection in each case. You would help them if more
of those references included your key term fair: not economic benefits of their
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work, but fair economic return for their work; not similar access to radio play, but
fair and equal access to radio play.

Your readers need to see one specific term that repeatedly refers to each
concept that serves as an organizing theme for your paper, not every time
you mention the concept, but often enough that readers can’t miss the
connection.

Before you start drafting, identify the key concepts that you intend to run
through your whole report. For each concept, select one term that you will
use most often. As you draft, you may find new themes and drop some old
ones, but you'll write more coherently if you keep your most important terms
and concepts in the front of your mind.

How to Identify Global Concepts to Unite the Whole Paper

1. On the introduction and conclusion pages of your storyboard, circle four
or five words that name your key concepts. You should find those words
in your claim.

- Ignore words obviously connected to your topic: Alamo, battle, defeat.

- Focus on concepts that you bring to the argument and intend to de-
velop: frontier self-reliance, triumph in loss, heroic sacrifice, national spirit,
and so on.

2. For each concept, select one key term that you can run through the body
of your paper. It can be one of your circled words or a new one. If you find
few words that can serve as key terms, your claim may be too general
(review 6.3.2).

As you draft, keep a list of those terms in front of you. They will help you
keep yourself—and therefore your readers—on track. If you find yourself
drafting two or more pages without those terms, don’t just wrench your-
self back to using them. You might be discovering a new trail that’s worth
following.

Find the Key Terms Distinctive to Each Section
Now do the same thing for each section: Find the key terms that unify the
section and distinguish it from the others. Circle the important words in
the reason at the top of each reason page. Some of them should be related to
the words circled in the introduction and conclusion. The rest should identify
concepts that distinguish that section from all the others. If you cannot find
key terms to distinguish a section, think hard about what that section contrib-
utes to the whole. Readers may think it repetitive or irrelevant.

Even if papers in your field don’t use subheads, we recommend that you
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use them in your drafts. Create a subhead for each section out of the key
terms you identified in that section. If your field dislikes subheads, use them
to keep yourself on track, then delete them from your last draft.

7.2.5 Order Your Sections by Ordering Your Reasons
When you first assemble your argument, you don’t have to put your reasons
in any special order (one benefit of a storyboard). But when you plan a draft,
you must choose an order that meets your readers’ needs.

Some Standard Principles of Order
When you’re not sure how best to order your reasons, consider these options.

b (1

You can choose orders that reflect what’s “out there”:

- Chronological. This is the easiest, from earlier to later, or vice versa.
- Part by part. If you analyze your topic by its parts, order them by their
relationship to one another.

Other orders reflect the needs of your readers:

- Short to long, simple to complex. Most readers prefer to deal with sim-
pler issues before they work through more complex ones.

+  More familiar to less familiar. Most readers prefer to read what they know
about before they read what’s new.

- Most acceptable to most contestable. Most readers move more easily
from what they agree with to what they don't.

- Less important to more important (or vice versa). Most readers prefer
to cover more important reasons first (but those reasons may have more
impact when they come last).

-+ Step-by-step understanding. Readers may need you to explain some
events, principles, definitions, and so on before they are ready to under-
stand what’s most important.

To test an order, create one paragraph that includes just your reasons in the
order you want to test. If that paragraph reads like a convincing elevator
story (test it on your writing group or a friend), then you have found a usable
order.

Often the principles cooperate: what readers agree with and most easily
understand might also be shortest and most familiar. But they may also con-
flict: reasons that readers understand most easily might be the ones they reject
most quickly; what you think is your most decisive reason might to readers
seem least familiar. No rules here, only principles of choice. Whatever order
you choose, it should be one that meets your readers’ needs, not the order in
which ideas occurred to you.



7.2.6

7.2.7

82 @ CHAPTER 7: PLANNING A FIRST DRAFT

Sketch a Brief Introduction to Each Section and Subsection

Just as your paper needs an introduction that frames what follows, so does
each section. This introductory segment should end with a sentence express-
ing the point of that section (usually a reason). That sentence should also
mention the key concepts for that section.

Sketch in Evidence and Acknowledgments

Flesh out the parts of each section by filling in the storybook page for each
major reason. Remember that a section may include sub-points that must be
supported by mini sub-arguments.

EVIDENCE. Most sections consist primarily of evidence supporting reasons,
so sketch the supporting evidence at the bottom of each reason page. If you
have different kinds of evidence supporting the same reason, group and order
them in a way that makes sense to your readers.

EXPLANATIONS OF EVIDENCE. You may have to explain your evidence—
where it came from, why it’s reliable, how it supports a reason. Usually, these
explanations follow the evidence, but you can sketch them before, if that
seems more logical.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS AND RESPONSES. Imagine what readers might
object to and where, then sketch a response. Responses are typically sub-
arguments with at least a claim and reasons (Some researchers have said . . . , but
I believe because . . .); they often include evidence and maybe

even a second response to an imagined objection to your first response.

Writers in different fields arrange these elements in slightly different ways,
but the elements themselves and their principles of organization are the same
in just about every field or profession. And in every research report, regardless
of field, you must order the parts of your argument not just to reflect your
own thinking, but to help your readers understand it.

Save the Leftovers
Once you have a plan, you should discover that you have material that doesn’t
fit into it. That’s a good thing: research is like diamond mining—you have to
dig up a lot of dirt to find a few gems. So be glad about your leftovers. If you
don’t have any, you haven’t done enough research.

Resist the temptation to shoehorn the leftovers into your report, thinking
that if you found it, your readers should read it. File them away for future use.
They may contain the seeds of another project.
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Many inexperienced writers think that once they have an outline or story-
board, they can just write it up, grinding out sentences for a draft. And if
you've followed our advice to write as you gather evidence, you may think
that you can plug that exploratory writing into your draft. Experienced writ-
ers know better. They know that thoughttful drafting is an act of discovery
that an outline or storyboard may prepare them for, but can never replace.
So they don’t expect to reuse their early writing without change or to follow
their storyboard mindlessly.

In fact, most writers don’t know what they can think until they see it appear
on the page before them. You'll experience one of the most exciting moments
in research when you discover yourself writing outideas that you did notknow
youhad. So don’tlookat draftingasjust translating your storyboard into words.
Think of it as an opportunity to discover what your storyboard has missed.

Draft in a Way That Feels Comfortable

Experienced writers draft in different ways. Some are slow and careful: they
have to get every paragraph right before they start the next one. But to do
that, they need a specific, complete plan. So if you draft slowly, plan carefully.
Other writers let the words flow, skipping ahead when they get stuck, omit-
ting quotations, statistics, and so on that they know they can plug in later. If
they are stopped by a trivial stylistic issue like whether to write out a number
in words or numerals, they insert a [?] and keep going until they run out of
gas, then go back and fix it. But quick drafters need time to revise. So if you
draft quickly, start early.

Most experienced writers draft quickly, then revise extensively. If you don’t
yet know which is your best method, start with that. But you should draft in
whatever way works for you, so go slow if you feel you must. What you can’t
do is wait until the day before your paper is due: If you draft slowly, you won’t
finish; if you draft quickly, you’ll turn in a half-baked mess.
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Picture Your Readers Asking Friendly Questions

We said this before, but it’s important enough to say again: You will write
better and more easily if you picture yourself talking with a group of friendly
readers who have lots of questions. Before you start drafting, imagine the spe-
cific readers you hope to address (not your teacher!). Imagine their questions,
and build your draft around your answers. For now, think of those readers as
friendly and supportive: Why do you say that? I think I see where you are going,
but I'm not sure: can you explain it a little more? That’s interesting: what’s your
evidence for it? While you are drafting, imagine readers whose questions help
you move along, who want to agree with you if only you will give them the
information they need.

Especially if you draft quickly, you need to quiet your own internal cen-
sor while you draft. Your goal is to get your ideas down as fully and freely as
you can. You’ll have time and (in chapters 12-14) lots of help to get them right
in revision. But if you worry over every little detail, you’ll spend more time
in responding to that voice in your head than in discovering what you think
about what you have learned. So let your imagined friendly readers dominate
as you draft.

Later on you'll imagine skeptical, even nasty questions so that you can
know where you have to improve your completed draft. But for now, banish
the skeptics.

WORKING IN GROUPS

Avoid Negative Responses

There will come a time when you will want your writing group to be as hard
on your paper as you can: better to find out what the problems are before you
turn it in. But when you are drafting is not that time. When you meet during
the drafting stage, make it a rule that everyone will avoid all but the most ob-
vious criticisms and concentrate on positive suggestions. Too many negative
thoughts will only stop up the flow of your writing.

Be Open to Surprises and Changes

If you write as you go and plan your argument before you draft, you're un-
likely to be utterly surprised by what you write. Even so, be open to new
directions from beginning to end:

When your drafting heads off on a tangent, go with it for a bit to see
whether you're on to something better than you planned.

When your evidence leads you to think that a reason may not hold up, don’t
ignore that feeling. Follow it up.

When you get a feeling that your reasons may be in the wrong order, experi-
ment with new ones, even if you thought you were almost done.
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Even when you reach your final conclusion, you may see how to restate
your claim more clearly and pointedly.

If you get better ideas early enough, invest the time to change your plan. It is
a cheap price for a big impfovement.

Develop Productive Drafting Habits

Most of uslearn to write in the least efficient way—under pressure, rushing to
meet a deadline, doing a quick draft the night before, and proofreading maybe
a few minutes in the morning. That sometimes works for a short paper. It
never works for a long one. You need time and a plan that lets you draft a
little at a time, not in marathon sessions that dull your thinking and kill your
interest. Give yourself a few days to write, set an achievable page goal for each
day, and stick to it.

Always draft in a suitable environment. You may not need a particularly
quiet place—in fact, the two of us prefer a little background noise when we
write. But you must avoid interruptions. Turn off your cell; take your chat
program offline; don’t let your friends talk to you while you draft. One of
the greatest obstacles to successful drafting is anything that forces you to pay
attention to something other than what you are writing.

When you start a drafting session, review your storyboard to decide what
you're ready to draft that day How will it fit into its section and the whole?
What reason does this section support? Where does it fit in the overall logic?
Which key terms state the concepts that distinguish this section? If you're
blocked, skip to another section.

Before you draft, picture your friendly readers and summarize for them
(out loud if possible) what has come before the place you plan to start. Then
imagine that what you write next simply continues that conversation.

As you draft, keep in front of you a list of the key terms for the con-
cepts that you’ll run through your whole report and another list of the key
terms for the section you are working on. From time to time, check how often
you've used them.

Avoid Procrastinators’ Tricks

Don't play procrastinators’ tricks on yourself—something everyone is prone
to do, including the two of us. (We have missed more than one deadline in
preparing this book.) You cannot do your best work if you waste the time you

have available. Here are the top four mistakes to avoid:

- Don't substitute more reading for writing. Start writing as soon as you
have enough evidence to go on. You may have to go back for more, but
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don’t fool yourself that the writing will be easier if only you do more
reading. |

- Don’t keep revising the same pages over and over. Focus on getting a com-
plete draft that you can then revise.

- Don’t focus on how much more you have to do. You will freeze up if you
become intimidated by how much you have left. Set small achievable
goals for each day and focus on them.

- Don'’t allow yourself to do anything else during your writing time. Never
spend a few minutes on texting or chatting, and never, never tell yourself
that a quick computer game will refresh your mind so you can get back to
work.

Writing is hard. But you won’t make it any easier by wasting away the time
you set aside to write. Put your head down and tell yourself, Just get it done.

Work through Writer’s Block

If you can’t get started on a first draft or struggle to draft more than a few
words, you may have writer’s block. Some cases arise from anxieties about
school and its pressures; if that sounds like you, see a counselor. But most
cases have causes you can address.

You may be stuck because you have no goals or, conversely, goals that are
too high. If so, set goals that are small and achievable. Then create a routine
that helps you achieve them. Don’t hesitate to use devices to keep yourself
moving, such as a progress chart or regular meetings with a writing partner.
You may feel so overwhelmed by the project that you don’t know where to
begin. If so, break the process into small achievable tasks; then focus on do-
ing one at a time. Don’t dwell on the whole until you've completed several
small parts of it.

You may think that you have to make every sentence or paragraph perfect
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