CHAPTER 5

Academic Research




Conducting Research

Research projects have all kinds of starting points. Sometimes we start them because a course instructor or
an employer asks us to. At other times, we embark on research projects because we want to learn about
something on our own. In all these cases, though, the research we undertake typically responds to a
question or to a set of questions that we need to answer. These are called research questions. Constructing
research questions and narrowing them to focus specifically on the relevant information needed to answer

them is usually the first step in any research project, especially in an academic context.

DEVELOPING A RESEARCH QUESTION

For many students, choosing a subject to research can be incredibly difficult. Whenever you have free rein
to choose the topic of a research project, one way to start is by thinking about issues that really matter to
you. Writers tend to do their best work when writing about issues in which they have a personal
investment. Even if you’re conducting research in a course with a topic that has been assigned, you should
always consider how you might approach the topic from an angle that matters to you or that brings in your
unique point of view. Your personal investment and level of interest in the topic of your research can
greatly impact the kinds of questions you ask of that topic, but they may also influence your level of

commitment to, and the quality of, your research.

Another challenge many students face is narrowing down a solid research question once they’'ve selected
an issue of interest. If a research question is too broad, then it may not be feasible to respond to it
adequately in the scope of your research assignment. If it’s too narrow, though, it might not be
researchable; in other words, you might not be able to find enough sources to support a solid position on
the issue. A good research question has an appropriately narrow scope and can be answered with available

resources in the space and time allowed to do so.
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As you work on drafting a research question, keep these five criteria in mind:

» Personal Investment Is this an issue you care about? If the issue is too broad, is there a way you can
narrow down the topic to an aspect of the issue that is of the most importance to you?

» Debatable Subject Could two reasonable people looking at evidence about this issue come to different
conclusions?

» Researchable Issue Can you locate or collect adequate evidence to support a position on this issue?

« Feasibility Is the scope of the research question manageable, given the amount of time you have to
research the issue and the amount of space in which you will make your argument?

» Contribution Will your response to your question contribute to the ongoing conversation about the
issue?

Writing a Research Question

As you begin your research project, you should identify a research question that will guide your research
and keep you on track. Start by brainstorming a list of possible research questions for ten minutes, and
then use the five criteria above to narrow down your list to a research question that might work for you. If
your answer to any of the questionsis a definitive “No,” then the research question might not be a good

choice, or you might need to revise it to make it work for your research project. p
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A political scientist emphasizes the importance of supporting evidence.

CHOOSING PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SOURCES

You can gather several different types of sources to respond to a research question. When considering

sources to gather, you should look for those that provide specific evidence to address aspects of your



research question. Remember to keep your target audience in mind as you select evidence, taking into

account the kinds of evidence that would likely be most convincing to your audience.

To respond to any research question, you must collect evidence to prove or disprove a hypothesis or to
support or refute a claim. Once you have identified a solid research question, then you must decide

whether you need to collect primary and/or secondary sources to support your research aims.

Primary sources include the results of data that researchers might collect on their own. If you’re making a
claim about how to interpret a work of art and you've studied the piece carefully for images and symbols
that you discuss in your argument, for instance, then the work of art is your primary source. Or perhaps
you’'ve designed and conducted a survey of people’s experiences with a particular social phenomenon, like
culture shock. In this case, the results you've gathered from your survey are a primary source from which
you can provide evidence to answer a research question or support an argument about the experience of
culture shock. Other forms of primary sources include original historical documents and responses from

interviews you may have conducted.

INSIDER’S VIEW
Primary research in writing studies

MORIAH McCRACKEN, WRITING STUDIES

B

Miller-Cochran et al., An Insider’s Guide to Academic
Writing, 2e, © 2019 Bedford/St. Martin's

“I like to try to introduce my students to qualitative research in their first year, when our students have to interview a professor.
Sometimes I’ll help them develop survey questions and questionnaires so they can have that kind of experience, and I'll teach
them about double-entry notebooks so they can do some observations in the classroom. | like to bring in qualitative methods
so that students realize there are different kinds of questions to ask, and depending on my question, I’m going to have to try
something a little bit different and learn how to do this kind of research in my discipline.”

LaunchPad

Find additional advice on doing primary research.




Collecting Primary Evidence

Freewrite for five to ten minutes about a time in the past when you had to collect data on your own to

answer a research question.
o Why were you collecting the data? What question were you trying to answer?

» What data did you collect, and how did you collect it? Did you observe something? Conduct a survey?
Interview someone?

« If you were to try to answer that research question now, what data would you collect? Would you do
anything differently? Why or why not? )

Based on the scope of your argument and the expectations of your audience, you may also need to engage
secondary sources, or research collected by and/or commented on by others. Let’s say that your literature
professor wants you to offer an interpretation of a poem. You study the poem carefully as your primary
source and arrive at a conclusion or claim about the work. But imagine that the assignment also requires
you to use scholarly opinions to support your own position or interpretation. As a result, you spend time in
the library or searching online databases to locate articles or books by scholars who provide their own
interpretations or perspectives on the poem. The articles or books you rely on to support your
interpretation are secondary sources because the interpretations were developed by others, commenting
on the poem. Likewise, if you cite as part of your own argument the results of a survey published in an
academic article, then that article serves as a secondary source of information to you. Other secondary
sources include newspapers and magazines, textbooks, and encyclopedias. Many of the researched

arguments you’ll produce in college will require you to use both primary and secondary sources as support.

Using Primary and Secondary Sources

Read Timothy Holtzhauser’s ad analysis in Chapter 4. After reviewing his analysis, look at the list of works

cited at the end of his essay. Then answer the following questions.

» What primary source(s) does Timothy use to support his argument? Why do you think he chooses the
primary source(s) he does?

o What would the impact be if Timothy didn't use primary sources in his argument? Would his
argument be more or less persuasive to his audience?

» What secondary sources does Timothy use to support his argument?


https://platform.virdocs.com/rscontent/epub/485550/OEBPS/xhtml/mil_9781319103996_ch05_01.xhtml?#sp44135844:ch04_sec-0001

o Why do you think he chooses these particular secondary sources? What impact do they have on the
development of his argument?

 If Timothy had only used primary sources and no secondary sources, what would the impact have
been on the persuasiveness of his argument? p

SEARCHING FOR SOURCES

In Part Two, we discuss collecting primary sources to support claims in specific disciplinary areas or genres
in more detail. In the rest of this chapter, though, we provide support for collecting secondary sources,
which build a foundation for research and writing in academic contexts. Even if the main evidence used to
support an academic research project comes from primary sources, secondary sources can provide an
overview of what other scholars have already argued with regard to a particular issue or topic. Keep in
mind that academic writing and research essentially comprise a series of extended conversations about
different issues, and secondary sources help you understand what part of the conversation has already
happened before you start researching a topic on your own, or before you consider entering an established

conversation on a topic or issue.

Identifying Search Terms

The school, college, or university you attend likely offers many avenues to help navigate the processes for
conducting library research at your institution. Most of these processes include searching for source
materials online. When you search for secondary sources online to support the development of a research
study or to support a claim in an argument, it’s important to consider your search terms, the key words
and phrases you’ll use while you're searching. Let’s say that you're interested in understanding the effects
of using cell phones while driving, a topic we explored in Chapter 4. In such a case, you might begin your

research with a question that reads something like this:

What are the effects of using cell phones while driving?

The first step in your research process would likely be to find out what others have already written about

this issue. To start, then, you might temporarily rephrase your research question to ask:

What have others written or argued about the effects of using cell phones while driving?

To respond, you’ll need to identify the key terms of your question that will focus your search for secondary

sources about the subject. You might highlight some of the key terms in the question:

What have others written or argued about the effects of using cell phones while driving?
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If you started your search by typing “cell phones and driving” into Google, your search would return

millions of results:

GO Sle cell phones and driving ) “ +Susan

Web  Images  News Books  \Videos  More~  Search tools

About 28,800,000 results (0.31 seconds)

Distracted Driving and Ignition Interlocks
www.monitechnc.com/Ignition-Interlock ~

Fast Ignition Interlock Service. Start Your Road to Redemption

@ 1411 Diggs Drive Suite H, Raleigh, NC - (800) 521-4246

Cell Phone Safety

www.centerforsaferwireless.us/ ~

How to use your cell phone more

safely

Safe Teen Drivers - The 1st Year Is The Most Dangerous
www.toyota. com/teendrive365 ~

Help Your Teen Driver Avoid Texting

Take The Pledge Today! - TeenDrive365 Events - Take The Safety Challenge

Ratings: Value 10/10 - Comfort 9/10 - Overall 10/10 - Maintenance cost 10/10

Driving Safety GIFs - $15,000 Video Challenge - Teen Driving Events

Texting While Driving Statistics
www.madd.org/ ~

Underage drinking and driving

can be stopped. Find out how.

End Distracted Driving
www.enddd.org/ ~

Be part of the solution to End
Distracted Driving. Learn how.

Texting and Driving Fact - stoptextsstopwrecks.org
www.stoptextsstopwrecks.org/ ~
6 seconds is average time your eyes are off the road while texting.

Scholarly articles for cell phones and driving Texting while Driving
Cell Phones and Driving - Williams - Cited by 4 www.aaafoundation.org/ ~
Cell phones and driving: review of research - McCartt - Cited by 187 Is that text worth it? Do your part
... of restrictions on the use of cell phones while driving - Cohen - Cited by 90 to stop driving distracted

See your ad here »

State Distracted Driving Driving Laws

These results include links to images of people on cell phones in their cars, to news articles, and to statistics
from insurance companies, to name a few. In the figure above, the first three items in the list and the ones
in the sidebar are all sponsored advertisements. You might want to seek out non-sponsored links in the list.
After careful evaluation, you may decide that some of these sources of data would be useful for your
research, but you can also see that the results produce far too many hits to manage. There’s simply no way
you can comb through the millions of hits to find information that is appropriate for your purposes. As a
result, you may choose to narrow your search to something that emerges as a specific issue, like “reaction

time.” If you narrowed your search to “cell phones and reaction time,” you would see results like this:



GO 8[€ cell phones and reaction time

©

Web Shopping News Images Videos More = Search tools

About 2,040,000 results (0.38 seconds)

Does a Cell Phone Conversation Affect Reaction Time?
www.sciencebuddies.org/science.../HumBeh_p009.shtiml ~ Science Buddies
Does talking on a cell phone make one a more dangerous driver? Here is an
experiment you can do to investigate whether reaction time is adversely affected by ...

Texting Versus Talking: The Effects of Cell Phones on ...
www.education.com/.. /texting-talking-effects-cell-phone-reaction-time/ ~

This experiment will evaluate how texting and talking on cell phones influence reaction
time.

Cell phone use slows reaction time, study shows - Miami ...
miamioh.edu/news/article/view/2858 ~ Miami University

In a controlled study of licensed car drivers, researchers at Miami University found
reaction time for braking was 24 percent slower when subjects were using a

The Effect of Cellular Telephone Usage on Reaction Time
biosurvey.ou.edu/oas/01/papers/crabtree01.htm ~

The experimental groups were engaged in conversation on a cell phone during the two
tests. € The phone conversation increased reaction time for all groups.

PPAThe Effect of Cell Phone Conversation and Texting on ...
www.bjournal.co.uk/paper/BJASS_11_1/BJASS_11_01_10.pdf ~

determining and comparing between how engaging in a cell phone conversation, verses
texfing affacts ion time and examining the affect that they conld

Focusing your research terms in this way narrows the scope of your search somewhat further, but you still
have far too many results to review. One concern to keep in mind, then, is that basic Google searches are
not very useful in helping to locate the kinds of sources you might rely on for your research, especially in
an academic context. If you want to understand, more specifically, what scholars have written about your
topic, then you need to find scholarly or academic sources as support. A basic Google search doesn't filter

different kinds of sources, so it’s not generally very helpful.

Instead, you might choose to search Google Scholar to understand the ongoing conversation among
scholars about your topic. Conducting a search for “cell phones and driving accidents and reaction time” in
Google Scholar returns tens of thousands of results:
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cell phones and driving accidents and reaction time

About 28,100 results (0.41 sec)

Cell phone-induced failures of visual attention during simulated driving.

DL Strayer, FA Drews, WA Johnston - Journal of experimental ..., 2003 - psycnet.apa.org

... in driving perfor- mance were obtained for both users of handheld and hands-free cell phones. ...
If the cell phone conversation inhibits attention to the external environment, then recognition
memory for ... owned a cellular phone, 73% reported that they used their phone while driving ...
Cited by 678 Related articles All 40 versions Cite Save More

Driven to distraction: Dual-task studies of simulated driving and conversing on a cellular
telephone

DL Strayer, WA Johnston - Psychological science, 2001 - pss.sagepub.com

... Thus, the available evidence indicates that there are at least two sources of interference with

driving associated with concurrent cell-phone use: one due to peripheral ... Using cellular tele-

phones in vehicles: Safe or unsafe? ... The effect of cellular phone use upon driver atten- tion. ...

Cited by 717 Related articles All 30 versions Cite Save

Examining the impact of cell phone conversations on driving using meta-analytic techniques
WJ Horrey, CD Wickens - Human Factors: The Journal of the ..., 2006 - hfs.sagepub.com

... make any claims re- garding the validity of simulators in the study of driving performance and ...

threefold: (a) We have demonstrated a significant cost (and estimated magnitude) to cell phone

use on ... b) From a design standpoint, we have shown that hands- free cell phones do not ...

Cited by 368 Related articles All 12 versions Cite Save

A comparison of the cell phone driver and the drunk driver

DL Strayer, FA Drews, DJ Crouch - Human factors: The journal of ..., 2006 - hfs.sagepub.com

... Indeed, the discriminant function analysis indicates that the driving pat- terns of the cell phone
driver and the ... shorter following distances, and had more trials with TTC values less than 4 s. On
the other hand, we found that cell phones drivers had slower reactions, had ...

If you take a close look at the left-hand side of the screen, however, you'll notice that you can limit your
search in several additional ways. By limiting the search to sources published since 2014, you can reduce

your results significantly:
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0 results (0.11 sec)

EEG alpha spindles and prolonged brake reaction times during auditory distraction in an on-
road driving study

A Sonnleitner, MS Treder, M Simon, S Willmann... - Accident Analysis & ..., 2014 - Elsevier

... clearly differed, the authors concluded that impairments associated with using a cell phone can

be ... rate was significantly higher during driving with auditory secondary task compared to driving

only, there ... the additional time to fixate the flashing brake lights of the lead car can be ...

Cited by 2 Related articles All 8 versions Cite Save

Providing Views of the Driving Scene to Drivers' Conversation Partners Mitigates Cell-
Phone-Related Distraction

JG Gaspar, WN Street, MB Windsor... - Psychological ..., 2014 - pss.sagepub.com

... One reason that drivers may continue to use cell phones is that they misestimate their ... Although

the simulator allowed us to study driving under very dangerous conditions, more research is ...

monitors, smaller displays (eg, cell-phone screens) may limit partners' field of view and ...

Cite Save

Modeling simple driving tasks with a one-boundary diffusion model

R Ratcliff, D Strayer - Psychonomic bulletin & review, 2014 - Springer

... Cellphones are thought to induce a form of inattention blindness whereby attention is diverted ...
complicates any simple interpretation of changes in RT when drivers converse on a cellphone. ...
may help explain why braking reactions are slowed when drivers talk on a cell phone. ...

Cited by 1 Related articles All 7 versions Cite Save

Assessing characteristics related to the use of seatbelts and cell phones by drivers:
Application of a bivariate probit model
BJ Russo, JJ Kay, PT Savolainen, TJ Gates - Journal of Safety Research, 2014 - Elsevier
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You can continue refining your search until you end up with a more manageable number of hits to comb
through. Although the number is still large, thousands of results are more manageable than millions. Of
course, you would likely need to continue narrowing your results. As you conduct this narrowing process,

you are simultaneously focusing in on the conversation you originally wanted to understand: what scholars



have written about your topic. Consider the criteria that would be most meaningful for your project as you

refine your search by revising your search terms.

Generating Search Terms

Think of a controversial social issue that interests you. We chose driving while using a cell phone, but you
should choose something you would potentially be interested in learning more about. Then follow these

instructions, preferably working with classmates.

» Brainstorm the search terms you would use for that topic. What terms would you enter into a web
search engine?

 List your search terms in the box for Round 1 below, and then try doing a search using your preferred
web search engine.

o How many hits did you get? Write the number in the box for Round 1.

» Switch seats with a classmate so that you can look at someone else’s search terms. Should the search
be narrowed? If so, revise your classmate’s search terms to narrow them slightly. Write those in the
box for Round 2. Try the search, and record the number of hits.

« Follow the instructions again for Rounds 3 and 4.

Search Terms Number of Hits
Round 1
Round 2
Round 3

Round 4

After you have finished the exercise, reflect on the following questions.

» How did your classmates narrow your search terms? What changes worked well, and what changes
didn’t work as well?

» If you were going to write advice for students using web search engines for research, what advice
would you give about search terms? P

Keep in mind that general search engines such as Google are not always the best places to conduct
academic research, although they can often be useful starting points. Experienced researchers generally
rely on more specialized databases to find the kinds of sources that will support their research most
effectively.



Using Journal Databases

If you are conducting academic research, then one of the first types of sources you should look for is peer-
reviewed journal articles. You may wonder why we don’t recommend beginning your search by scouring
your library’s catalog for books. The answer is that academic books, which are often an excellent source of
information, generally take much longer to make their way through the publishing process before they
appear in libraries. Publishing the results of research in academic journal articles, however, is a faster
method for academics to share their work with their scholarly communities. Academic journals, therefore,
are a valuable resource precisely because they offer insight into the most current research being

conducted in a field.

Additionally, like other scholarly work, most academic journals publish research only after it has
undergone rigorous scrutiny through a peer-review process by other scholars in the relevant academic
field. Work that has gone through the academic peer-review process has been sent out, with the authors’
identifying information removed, and reviewed by other scholars who determine whether it makes a
sufficiently significant contribution to the field to be published. Work published in a peer-reviewed

academic journal has been approved not only by the journal’s editor but also by other scholars in the field.

If you've ever browsed through your school’s library, you've probably noticed that there are thousands of
academic journals, and many are available online and easy to locate via the Internet. If you're associated
with a college or university, you likely have access to a wide array of online academic journals that can be
explored through databases via the library’s website. You can search general library databases by refining
search terms, as we discussed in the examples of using Google, but you can also find relevant resources by

searching in specific disciplinary databases.

Searching for Journal Articles by Discipline

One way of searching for journal articles through your school’s library is to explore the academic databases
by subject or discipline. These databases usually break down the major fields of study into the many
subfields that make up smaller disciplinary communities. Individual schools, colleges, and universities
choose which databases they subscribe to. In the following image from the North Carolina State
University’s library website, you can see that agriculture is divided into various subfields: agricultural

economics, animal science, crop science, and so on.



Not sure where to start?

Select databases by subject isean

Search General/Muhi-Subject

databases

Agriculture

> Agricultural Economics
Design > Agriculture
Education > Animal Science
Engineering » Crop Science
Humanities * Entomology

. > Family & Consumer Sciences
Life Sciences

> Fisheries & Wildlife Sciences
Management

» Food Science
Mathematics

> Forestry

Natural Resources
» Genetics & Genomics

Physical Sciences » Horticulture

Social Sciences > Nutrition

Let’s say you need to find information on post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among veterans of the Iraq
War that began in March 2003. You spend some time considering the subfields of the social sciences where
you’re most likely to find research on PTSD: history, sociology, political science, and psychology, for
instance. If you choose to focus on the psychological aspects of PTSD, then you would likely select “Social
Sciences” and then “Psychology.” When you select “Psychology” from the list of available disciplines,
typically you’ll see a screen that identifies major research databases in psychology, along with some related
databases. Choosing the database at the top of the page, “PsycINFO,” gains you access to one of the most

comprehensive databases in that field of study.

Psychology

Databases

PsycINFO

PsycINFQ, from the American Psychological Association (APA), contains more than 2
million citations and summaries of scholarly journal articles, book chapters, books, and
dissertations, all in psychology and related disciplines, dating as far back as the 1800s.
The database also includes information about the psychological aspects of related fields
such as medicine, psychiatry, nursing, sociology, education, pharmacology, physiology,
linguistics, anthropology, business, law and others. Journal coverage, which spans 1887
to present, includes international material selected from nearly 2,000 periodicals in more
than 25 languages.

Selecting “PsycINFO” grants access to the PsycINFO database via a search engine — in this case,
EbscoHOST. You can now input search terms such as “PTSD and Iraq War veterans” to see your results.
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) Linked Full Text
References Available

Peer Reviewed
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Academic Joumnals (12)
Books (1)

Notice that the search engine allows you to refine your search in a number of ways, very similar to the
criteria that you can use in Google Scholar: you can limit the years of publication for research articles, you
can limit the search to sources that are available full-text online, you can limit the search to peer-reviewed
journal articles, and more. If you limit your search for “PTSD and Iraq War veterans” to peer-reviewed

journal articles available in full-text form online, then the results look something like this:

NORTH CAROLINA STATE

Searching: PsycINFO | Choose Databases
UNIV LIBRARIES

Suggest Subject Terms

PTSD and Iraq war veterans SU Subjects d m m <

AND ~ Select a Field (option... ~

AND Select a Fleld (option... ~

Basic Search Advanced Search Search History ¢

Refine Results Search Results: 1-80of 8 Relevance ~  Page Options~  [=# Share ~

Camrent Search 1. The effects of alcohol problems, PTSD, and combat exposure on nonphysical and b

physical aggression among Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans.

Find all my search Stappenbeck, Cynthia A.; Hellmuth, Julianne C.; Simpson, Tracy; Jakupcak, Matthew; Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research,

terms: - Practice, and Policy, Vol 6(1), Jan, 2014. pp.65-72. Publisher: Educational Publishing Foundation [Journal Article]
SU PTSD and Iraq war . Subjects: Aggressive Behavior; Alcohol Abuse; Combat Experience; Postiraumatic Stress Disorder; War; Adulthood (18 yrs & older);
veterans Academic  Male; Female
Limiters dourmnd Cited References: (66)
Linked Full Text [x] = ML ol Text T POF Fuil Text [FindTed GITET]
Peer Reviewed 8
2. Perceived barriers to care among veterans health administration patients with js}
— posttraumatic stress disorder.
1
QOuimette, Paige; Vogt, Dawne; Wade, Michael; Tirone, Vanessa; Greenbaum, Mark A.; Kimerling, Rachel; Laffaye, Charlene; Fit,
Iﬂ Linked Full Text Julie E.; Rosen, Craig S.; Psychological Services, Vol 8(3), Aug, 2011. pp.212-223. Publisher: Educational Publishing Foundation
[Journal Article]
FlBlSHEncas;Fiakeas Academic  Subjects: Military Veterans; Postiraumatic Stress Disorder; Stigma; War; Treatment Barriers; Adulthood (18 yrs & older); Young
™ Peer Reviewed Joumal Adulthood (18-29 yrs); Thirties (30-39 yrs); Middle Age (40-64 yrs); Aged (65 yrs & older); Male; Female

Cited References: (40) Times Cited in this Database: (10)

You can now access the texts of journal articles that you find interesting or that might be most relevant to
your research purposes. Depending on the number and content of the results, you may choose to revise

your search terms and run the search again.

INSIDE WORK
Generating Sources from an Academic Database



For this activity, use the same controversial social issue you relied on to complete the previous Inside Work
activity, for which you generated and refined possible search terms to assess the number of hits, as possible
sources, you could locate. This time, however, you should conduct your search using a more specialized
academic database that is appropriate to your topic, such as PsycINFO or Sociological Abstracts. If you do

not have access to such a database, then you may choose to use Google Scholar as an alternative.

Input each of the four sets of search terms generated in your previous Inside Work activity into the
database and record the number of hits yielded. As you conduct your search, using each of the search

terms, take a few minutes to peruse the kinds of results that are generated by each search.

Search Terms Number of Hits
Round 1
Round 2
Round 3

Round 4

After you have finished the exercise, reflect on the following questions:

» In what ways are the results of your academic database search similar to those you found from a web
search engine? In what ways are the results different?

« Which of your search terms yielded the highest and lowest number of hits? How do these results
compare to your previous results? What factors, besides using different terms, could account for any
difference in the results?

» If you were going to write advice for students using academic databases to locate sources for a
research project, what advice would you give them? P

EVALUATING SOURCES

Distinguishing between Scholarly and Popular Sources

Using search engines to find relevant sources is fairly easy. The difficult part is deciding which sources are
worth your time. If you are working on an academic papet, it is particularly useful to be able to distinguish

between popular and scholarly sources.

INSIDER’S VIEW
On distinguishing scholarly sources



JONATHAN MORRIS, POLITICAL SCIENCE

Miller-Cochran et al., An Insider’s Guide to Academic
Writing, 2e, © 2019 Bedford/St. Martin's

“We have to teach our students what’s scholarly literature and what isn’t. Peer-review journal articles, books — that’s
scholarly literature. When you pull things off of Wikipedia, when you go even to newspaper articles from the New York Times —
that’s not scholarly research. They need to know that differentiation.”
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Get expert advice on finding scholarly sources.

Depending on your research and writing context, you might be able to use both scholarly and popular
sources to support your research. However, in some writing situations it is most appropriate to rely
primarily on scholarly sources. For this reason, you should understand the difference between scholarly
and popular sources, which comes down to a matter of audience and the publication process. Scholarly
sources are produced for an audience of other scholars, and popular sources are produced for a general
audience. Scholarly sources have undergone a peer-review process prior to publication, while popular
sources typically have been vetted only by an editor. Generally speaking, popular sources are not very
useful for supporting academic research. Let’s examine a number of publication types in terms of the kind

of information, scholarly or popular, they most often provide:

Examples of Scholarly Sources

e Academic Journals Most journal articles are produced for an audience of other scholars, and the vast
majority are peer-reviewed before they are published in academic journals.

» Books Published by Academic Presses Academic presses publish books that also go through the
peer-review process. You can sometimes identify academic presses by their names (e.g., a university
press), but sometimes you need to dig deeper to find out whether a press generally publishes
scholarly or popular sources. Looking at the press’s website can often help answer that question.



Examples of Popular Sources

« Newspapers Most newspaper articles are reviewed by editors for accuracy and reliability. However,
they typically provide only information that would be of interest to a general audience. They are not
specifically intended for an academic audience. A newspaper might report the results of a study
published in an academic journal, but it will generally not publish original academic research.

» Magazines Like newspaper articles, magazine articles are typically reviewed by editors and are
intended for a general reading audience, not an academic one.

Although it may seem easy to classify sources into one of these two categories, in fact it is often difficult to
determine if a source is scholarly or not. Understanding the nature of scholarly and popular sources and
recognizing their differences as you conduct your research will help you develop more effective

arguments.

Scholarly works, for instance, are typically built on other sources, so they generally include references to
other works that are documented in the text and listed in a complete bibliography at the end. Imagine for a
moment, though, that you locate a study published on the Internet that you think would be a really good
source for your research. It looks just like an article that might appear in a journal, and it has a
bibliography that includes other academic sources. However, as part of your analysis of the source, you
discover that the article, published only on a website, has never been published by a journal. Is this a
scholarly work? It might be. Could this still be a useful scholarly work for your purposes? Perhaps. Still, as a
writer and researcher, you would need to know that the article you're using as part of your own research
has never been peer-reviewed or published by a journal or an academic press. This means that the validity
of the work has never been assessed by other experts in the field. If you use the source in your own work,
you would probably want to indicate that it has never been peer-reviewed or published in an academic

journal as part of your discussion of that source.

Answering the following questions about your sources can help you evaluate their credibility and

reliability:
1. Who are the authors?
2. Who is the intended audience?
3. Where is the work published?
4. Does the work rely on other reputable sources for information?

5. Does the work seem biased?

As a writer, you must ultimately make the decisions about what is or is not an appropriate source, based on

your goals and an analysis of your audience. Answering the questions above can help you assess the



appropriateness of sources.

Evaluating Sources

For this exercise, either look at the sample essay from Timothy Holtzhauser in Chapter 4 or look at an essay

that you wrote for a class in the past. Choose one of the references listed in the essay’s bibliography, and

write answers to the following questions.

o Who are the authors? Do they possess any particular credentials that make them experts on the topic?
With what institutions or organizations are the authors associated?

o Who is the intended audience — the general public or a group of scholars? How do you know?
o Where is the work published? Do works published there undergo a peer-review process?

» Does the work rely on other reputable sources for information? What are those sources, and how do
you know they are reputable?

e Does the work seem biased? How do you know this? Is the work funded or supported by individuals or
parties who might have a vested interest in the results? If so, is there a potential conflict of interest?

SUMMARIZING, PARAPHRASING, AND QUOTING FROM
SOURCES

Once you've located and studied the sources you want to use in a research paper, then you're ready to
begin considering ways to integrate that material into your own work. There are a number of ways to
integrate the words and ideas of others into your research, and you've likely already had experience
summarizing, paraphrasing, and quoting from sources as part of an academic writing assignment. For
many students, though, the specifics of how to summarize, paraphrase, and quote accurately are often

unclear, so we’ll walk through these processes in some detail.

Summarizing

Summarizing a text is a way of condensing the work to its main ideas. A summary therefore requires you to
choose the most important elements of a text and to answer these questions: What is this work really trying

to say, and how does it say it? Composing a summary of a source can be valuable for a number
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