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viii

“ The Internet is revolutionary, but not Utopian.”ANDREW SHAPIRO ET AL., Principles of Technorealism

We live in an information-saturated society. We can get answers to most ques-
tions in nanoseconds no matter where we are. Given how readily information can 
be retrieved, it is understandable why many Millennials question the relevance of 
the research paper. If answers are so e�ortlessly available, what is the purpose of 
an assignment that asks you to compile, organize, and assess facts and ideas? Stu-
dents want a rationale for the assignments we ask them to complete, so this text 
addresses their questions and reservations in the very �rst chapter—di�erentiating 
between reports (that have them compile information) and research projects (that 
ask them to compose unique responses to research questions).

The world is rapidly becoming Web pro�cient—if not Web dependent—and 
our students are on the leading edge of the digital learning curve. Many, if not 
most, of our students are masterful “digital researchers” when it comes to locating 
the latest hit music �le, obtaining the lowest airfare for a weekend getaway to New 
York City, tracking down a job lead on Twitter, or �nding out where their favorite 
local band is playing that weekend. It’s not surprising, then, that they approach 
research with great con�dence, sometimes even disdaining the advice of teachers 
whom they perceive as “techno-challenged.”

Yet despite the tremendous quantity of information easily accessible via the World 
Wide Web and students’ pro�ciency at obtaining answers to their personal questions 
and needs, most are beginners when it comes to academic research. Web technolo-
gies have radically changed the way information is transmitted, and they are trans-
forming the library of the 21st century, making more information more accessible to 
more students. Although no one can dispute that the Web has greatly increased our 
access to information, it has also created new challenges for instructors and students. 
Many students question why they should learn to use library tools when Googling 
seems e�ortless and more intuitive. However, they struggle to distinguish credible, 
relevant sources amidst the morass of unregulated and unreliable information avail-
able on the Web. The cut-and-paste/open source culture of the Web creates confu-
sion about how to incorporate sources without plagiarizing. And remaining current 
with how to document new types of publications (YouTube videos, podcasts, blogs, 
e-books, etc.) in the ever-changing digital landscape can be mind-boggling. The aim 
of this �fth edition of Research Strategies for a Digital Age is to provide convincing 
solutions to those challenges and encourage sound research habits.

Part 1 (Chapters 1 to 3) explains a process for beginning and sustaining a 
research project using basic search strategies for locating credible, relevant sources 

PREFACE
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PREFACE  ix

in the academic library. The book begins in the library because it remains the best 
starting point for conducting academic research. Recent years have seen tremen-
dous advances in library search programs. “Discovery tools” have uni�ed library 
holdings, eliminating the need to conduct multiple searches in separate databases 
and catalogs and creating a more “Google-like” interface. Despite these improve-
ments, many students overlook the library—because they have become habituated 
to Googling for answers, remain unmindful of the availability of library resources, 
and/or lack the skills necessary to use library search tools successfully. For any 
or all of these reasons, most students prefer to take their chances with locating 
sources on the Web. These initial chapters anticipate and address that propensity 
by demonstrating how the skillful use of discovery tools—being selective with 
search terms and re�ning results using limiters—can rapidly narrow results to the 
most relevant and credible in a way that is not possible using Google.

Part 2 (Chapters 4 and 5) demonstrates how investigative and evaluative skills 
developed using library tools can be applied to identify reliable and academically 
appropriate information on the Web. A completely reworked Chapter 4 (“How 
to Surf the Web without Drowning”) explains the bene�ts (and limitations) of 
Google Scholar, identi�es some valuable online subject guides, and explains how 
to use advanced search features—all with the goal of enabling students to access 
and assess Web publications that meet the more rigorous demands of scholarly or 
academic research. This chapter also includes a nuanced discussion of Wikipedia 
that recognizes its everyday import but cautions against including it as a reference 
in academic writing. Chapter 5 provides direction on how to conduct personal 
interviews and compose e�ective surveys when conducting primary research.

Part 3 (Chapters 6 and 7) focuses on incorporating sources into the research 
paper with academic integrity and rhetorical skill. Many professors list academic 
dishonesty in the top �ve challenges they face in the classroom. The brief one- 
to two-paragraph-long admonition against plagiarism that appears in most hand-
books is not su�cient to educate today’s students. Many �nd it di�cult to resist 
“borrowing” from the vast amount of text available to them on the Web, and they 
may be genuinely—and understandably—confused about what constitutes plagia-
rism. Chapter 6 o�ers a comprehensive and sensitive examination of this issue. 
It investigates some of the origins of students’ confusion and considers the many 
“faces” of plagiarism, di�erentiating between deliberate and accidental incidents 
as well as illustrating the problems of faulty paraphrasing. Chapter 7 provides 
strategies for locating the information necessary to document sources and inte-
grate direct quotation (using correct documentation methodologies) into research 
writing.

Students and instructors alike have told me that Part 4 (Chapters 8 to 11—the 
documentation chapters) is the most useful part of the book. Students struggle 
with documentation for a number of reasons, but perhaps the most vexing prob-
lem has to do with identi�cation: �rst determining what they are looking at (and 
with digital documents this is becoming even more confusing) and then matching 
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x    PREFACE

it to the appropriate format. With the proliferation of new methods of transmit-
ting information, students are �nding it increasingly di�cult to locate an example 
that corresponds to their source. As in former editions, the �fth edition responds 
to these concerns.

Chapter 8 has been totally revamped to re�ect recent changes in MLA format-
ting. The new (eighth) edition of The MLA Handbook has made great strides in sim-
plifying the documentation process, for it no longer distinguishes between di�erent 
types of sources (e.g., journal articles, books, websites, and podcasts). Instead, every 
works cited entry is composed of nine core elements arranged (and punctuated) 
in a consistent and logical pattern. Yet despite this uniformity in design, properly 
identifying the core elements in di�erent types of sources (e.g., database records, 
Web pages, podcasts, YouTube videos, and graphs) can be challenging. Hence, this 
chapter provides screenshots of a wide variety of sources with the core elements 
clearly marked in addition to a properly formatted works cited entry.

In Chapters 9 to 11 (APA, CSE, and CMS documentation formats), the exam-
ples are organized according to genre (e.g., periodical articles, books, etc.), with 
formats for each modality (e.g., print, database, and Web) grouped together:

Journal article (print)
Journal article (database)
Journal article (Web)

In addition, general documentation guidelines and “special case rules” (e.g., 
more than one author, publication with no author, no page numbers, or more 
than one publication by the same author) have all been compiled into one bulleted 
list. These very simple changes enable students who have ascertained the genre 
of their source to locate the appropriate format quickly and make any necessary 
adjustments without confusion. This reordering may also improve their under-
standing of the documentation system, for it illustrates the evolution of a particu-
lar format from print to digital forms. In addition, these chapters have been greatly 
expanded to provide examples of many of the new types of publications (online 
videos, graphics, podcasts, blogs) that students actually use in their research proj-
ects. These chapters include sample research papers that are annotated to illustrate 
important formatting and documentation rules. The result is a very comprehen-
sive, yet user-friendly guide to documentation in the 21st century.

Research Strategies for a Digital Age, Fifth Edition, is a unique text. There are 
many good guides to the Web. This is not one of them. Rather, I maintain that 
the ideal starting place for scholarly research still is—as it always has been—the 
academic library. This text teaches students to use more fully and expertly the new 
technologies available in our “wired” libraries as well as on the Web. The research 
paper remains a staple of many college classes, yet most handbooks provide only a 
cursory explanation of the research process. This text o�ers a step-by-step progres-
sion that enables students to build researching and evaluative skills while introduc-
ing them to a variety of research tools. Proper documentation is fundamental to 
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PREFACE  xi

the research project, yet few handbooks or guides provide su�cient examples of 
the newer forms by which information is made available. This text provides an 
abundance of sample entries of the types of documents students are now using in 
four di�erent styles. Most importantly, Research Strategies for a Digital Age, Fifth 
Edition, is written to appeal to students and actively engage them in the research 
process.

New to the Fifth Edition

 ■ Greater clari�cation of the continued relevance of the research project assign-
ment in the information age

 ■ An intensi�ed focus on identifying and re�ning key word search terms

 ■ Expanded explanations of how library discovery tools di�er from Web search 
tools with an emphasis on using “advanced search” features and “limiters” to 
e�ectively re�ne searches

 ■ A revamped Chapter 4 on Web searching that includes strategies for using 
Google Scholar, online subject guides, and advanced search features in Google 
for locating academic sources

 ■ Additional practical guidance on plagiarism—what it is and how to avoid it

 ■ A completely revised chapter on MLA documentation that re�ects the exten-
sive changes in the new eighth edition of the MLA Handbook that are illus-
trated with annotated screenshots

 ■ New sample student research papers in both MLA and APA formats that are 
annotated to highlight important formatting features

 ■ Revised e-TIP boxes that re�ect current Web tools

 ■ Expanded examples of documentation, including new methods of publication

If a course includes a research component, Research Strategies for a Digital Age, 
Fifth Edition, is the perfect ancillary text to help students develop research meth-
ods and skills that will serve them well (in college and beyond) and that are condu-
cive to the “libraries” of today—whether virtual or brick and mortar.

Online Resources

 English for Tensen’s Research Strategies in a Digital Age, Fifth Edi-
tion, engages your students to help them become better thinkers, communicators, 
and writers by blending your course materials with content that supports every 
aspect of the writing process. Interactive activities on grammar and mechanics pro-
mote application in student writing, and an easy-to-use paper management system 
allows for electronic submission, grading, and peer review while tracking potential 
plagiarism. A vast database of scholarly sources with video tutorials and examples 
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xii    PREFACE

supports each step of the research process, and professional tutoring guides stu-
dents from rough drafts to polished writing. Visual analytics track student progress 
and engagement with seamless integration into your campus learning management 
system that keeps all your course materials in one place.
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Perhaps no college assignment is more di�cult than 
the research paper. After all, for most course projects, 
your instructor provides the “raw materials” (class 
readings, lectures, demonstrations, and instructions) 
you need to successfully complete the assignment. 
But the research paper requires you to strike out on 
your own: you must determine the topic (sometimes 
with little or no guidance), develop an approach that 
works for you, and base your claims and analysis on 
reliable information. Finally, after having expended 
much e�ort on these invisible but essential “behind-
the-scenes” tasks, you must present your �ndings—
accurately, cleverly, persuasively, and intelligently—in 
an essay. No wonder so many students find the 
research project daunting!

Why Write a Research Paper?

The most obvious answer to that question is that 
you’ve been assigned to write a research paper. Oth-
erwise, I doubt you’d be planning to write one or 
reading this book. However, many students don’t 

CHAPTER 

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to

 □ differentiate 

between a report 

and a research 

project

 □ employ 

brainstorming 

strategies to discover 

a research topic

 □ analyze the 

requirements of the 

research assignment

 □ distinguish focused 

research topics from 

broad assertions

 □ create a thesis 

statement that 

summarizes their 

research project/

argument

GET OFF TO A GOOD START

“ The beginning is the most important part of the work.”
PLATO, Republic

Understand the goals of the chapter and complete a 

warm-up activity.

Read, highlight, and take notes online.

1
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2  PART 1 RESEARCH BASICS

understand what a research paper is, what skills it asks them to demonstrate, or 
why professors seem so intent on making them write one. Today, when technol-
ogy has made information so readily available, it might seem that the research 
paper is a curricular dinosaur. If you want to know something, simply Google 
your question, and in less than a second you’ll have your answer. So why would 
a professor require you to spend hours gathering information and writing it 
down when answers are so readily available?

The confusion is the result of a faulty understanding of what a research 
paper actually is. Many students confuse a research paper with a report (per-
haps because many of the writing assignments involving research they’ve been 
required to do in kindergarten through high school were reports). If your expe-
rience was at all like mine, in third (and fourth, �fth, sixth, etc.) grade, you 
were asked to read a novel and then summarize the plot in a book report. In 
ninth-grade earth science, you had to do a report on the earthworm (or some 
other creature), so you read and summarized what the encyclopedia and some 
library books had to say about this organism. Perhaps, unlike me and others 
of my generation, you did all of your research online. While these early writ-
ing projects did involve research, they were not (for the most part) the types of 
essays your college professors are now expecting you to produce. Reports simply 
recycle information, but they don’t make a claim, assess the quality of the avail-
able evidence, or take an informed position on an issue. You are being asked to 
do all of these things in a research paper.

Perhaps the difference between a report and a research paper can be clar-
ified with an analogy from the music industry. A “mashup” is a recording 
made by blending two or more songs into one. While there are numerous 
variations and permutations, in its most basic form, a mashup simply com-
bines multiple preexisting songs into one. It might be argued that the best 
mashups are inventive (choosing to merge either pleasingly complementary 
or startlingly different songs) and that some musical skill is required to create 
smooth transitions. Yet there is little that is original in a mashup. In fact, the 
success of the recording is fully dependent on the listener clearly identifying 
the preexisting songs.

Writing a report about a topic is like making a mashup. You compile what 
other people have written and then “report” it back in an essay. Reports are 
summaries of the ideas of others. While you compile that information and cer-
tainly learn about the topic and about writing as you do so, you are not usually 
composing an original argument of your own. You’re not asked or expected to 
reach that level of authority or mastery. Reports frequently contain large blocks 
of direct quotation, and there may be very little of you, the writer, involved. 
Reports are like mashups: they are your arrangements of what others have said 
about a topic.
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CHAPTER 1 Get Off to a Good Start  3

A research paper is—or should be—di�erent than a report. To return to the 
music industry analogy, writing a research paper is more like a “remix” than a 
mashup. When recording artists sample songs in a remix, they take a portion 
(or sometimes all) of a previously recorded song and, using it like a “voice” or 
an instrument, compose a new song around it. An example of this is the “Amen 
Break,” a frequently sampled 5.2-second drum solo excerpt from a 1969 record-
ing by the Winstons. This four-measure drumbeat has been incorporated into 
songs from many genres: hip-hop, hard-core techno, ragga jungle, rock and roll, 
and even corporate commercials. Unlike the mashup, which is simply a merger 
of preexisting songs, remixing creates an original composition, reinterpreting and 
recontextualizing the original recordings into something quite di�erent and new. 
Obviously, incorporating elements of others’ songs into a new, imaginative com-
position requires more advanced skills. Not everyone who can create a mashup is 
able to remix and produce a new song.

If writing a report is like mashing, then writing a research paper is like 
remixing to create a song. You need to generate a research question (your own 
personal perspective on an issue) and then conduct research that will help you 
answer that question. You “sample” selected information discovered in the 
course of your research and incorporate it into your own original composition. 
In the music industry, remixing has generated major legal battles because there 
is no means of clearly acknowledging or attributing sampled sources. In writ-
ing, though, there are established methods of documentation that enable you to 
clearly distinguish between your work and the work of others and give proper 
attribution to your sources. (These methods are discussed in Parts 3 and 4 of 
this book.)

Because the research paper is such an individual project, one of the most impor-
tant decisions you’ll make is choosing and fine-tuning your topic. Selecting a 
feasible, researchable, interesting topic and locating credible, relevant sources to 
support your points convincingly are challenging and time-consuming steps in the 
process, but both are absolutely essential. Because the �nal written or oral presen-
tation is often the only graded part of the process, some students (foolishly) mini-
mize the amount of e�ort they expend at the beginning of the process. However, if 
you have ever tried to write a detailed, informative, and well-supported essay with-
out �rst focusing and thoroughly researching your topic—without really knowing 
what’s important about that topic—you are already well aware of this. You know 
from your own experience how di�cult it is to sustain anything resembling an 
intelligent discussion beyond the �rst paragraph or two. Fortunately, there are 
tried-and-true methods that can help you get started. This chapter o�ers strate-
gies for developing a topic that is interesting and researchable. Later chapters talk 
about how to develop an argument or analysis of that topic that is convincing and 
persuasive.
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4  PART 1 RESEARCH BASICS

Step 1: Choose a Topic

Choose a Topic You Care About. I frequently tell my students that the key to 
good writing is to write about something you care about. However, in a general 
requirement class—a class that is mandated rather than freely chosen—coming up 
with a topic that will sustain your interest (let alone your passion) for the duration 
of the project isn’t easy. It requires careful thought.

Some research projects have built-in parameters regarding both topic and 
method. Projects for a class in a speci�c discipline (e.g., environmental science, 
astronomy, sociology, psychology, or humanities) will be about some aspect of the 
subject of the course itself. Even if the professor doesn’t assign a particular topic, 
the readings and materials of the class will help you determine what you might 
want to learn more about. The situation in a �rst-year English composition class is 
di�erent and often more challenging, at least in terms of developing a good topic. 
In such courses, often the only requirement for topics is that the subject must be 
both researchable (you must be able to access sources that address it) and debatable 
(it must be open to discussion and dispute). The work of �guring out what exactly 
to write about is frequently left entirely up to you.

A common mistake that many students make when faced with such an open 
assignment is choosing a topic too quickly without a careful or honest exploration of 
their real interests. They choose either something currently in the news, something 
they think a college paper should address, or something they know other students 
are writing about. Such papers rarely demonstrate a writer’s best thinking or writing.

In my English I composition class, I purposely make many of the most contro-
versial topics (e.g., abortion, euthanasia, gay marriage, capital punishment, clon-
ing, gun control, and stem cell research) o� limits. Whether or not your instructor 
does the same, I encourage caution when choosing these topics. These are sub-
jects that have been argued intensely in our society, often in polarizing ways, and 
they are still far from being resolved. Given the restrictions of most undergraduate 
research assignments (which generally require papers between 8 and 12 pages), a 
student would be hard pressed to mount a convincing case (and by this I mean an 
argument capable of persuading a reader to seriously reconsider his or her views 
on the subject) about such potentially divisive and emotional topics. (You should 
always assume that your readers are educated people, many of whom will not auto-
matically agree with your views or assumptions and who will therefore need to 
be persuaded by careful, reasoned argument rather than by emotional appeal or 
unsupported claims. When you know your readers share the same assumptions, 
the situation is di�erent. In college, you cannot assume that will be the case.) It is 
foolish to take on a project that is doomed from the start—and that is exactly what 
an argument that can never persuade is: doomed. Furthermore, it is all too easy to 
fall into “groupthink” when dealing with such controversial subjects. Rather than 
encouraging you to acquire information that will enable you to formulate your 
own unique perspective on the issue, such research papers on these often-argued 
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CHAPTER 1 Get Off to a Good Start  5

topics tend to rehearse established opinions. Instead of o�ering a unique perspec-
tive, they simply o�er the “party line,” whether from the conservative or liberal 
point of view, avoiding the hard work of original analysis.

Finally, most students who quickly choose one of these topics do not really feel a 
compelling need to learn more about it. They already know what they think—or at 
least they think they do. Thus, in the end, their papers are simply reiterations of what 
others have written before (or, worse, what they’ve heard on biased radio or TV talk 
shows or read on unsanctioned “news” blogs) rather than a sustained interrogation 
of the issue that leads to fresh insights. Frequently, they don’t really care about the 
project (other than completing it for a grade), and their writing su�ers as a result.

Discover a Topic You Want to Know More About

Research is all about �nding answers to an intriguing question or set of questions. A 
few years ago, one of my students wrote one of the worst research papers I have ever 
received. It argued that 18-year-olds should be granted the legal right to drink alcohol. 
The subject itself is a worthy one (over the years, I have received numerous convinc-
ing essays that argued this same point), but this particular essay o�ered no factual 
evidence or justi�cation, and it was composed entirely of unsupported and illogical 
conjecture. As I discussed these problems with the student, it became apparent that 
he had absolutely no personal investment in the topic (he had chosen it because he 
thought I would �nd it interesting). But it’s virtually impossible to make a reader take 
an interest in a topic if you don’t care about it yourself. Even if readers are intrigued 
before they start reading your essay, they will soon become indi�erent if your writing 
does not express any personal enthusiasm. I don’t usually allow students to abandon 
their research projects in the middle of the semester, but I made an exception in this 
case. In the end, the student produced a meticulously researched essay on methods 
for conserving the lobster population. His family is in the lobstering business, and the 
diminishing crustacean population is a real threat to their livelihood. Once he discov-
ered a topic he truly cared about, this student’s research skills blossomed.

Therefore, your first challenge is to discover a topic that captivates your 
attention—something that you are curious about—perhaps something that you 
have some personal connection to (as was the case with my student who wrote 
about lobsters). Determining what this might be is not always easy, but here is 
one strategy: start by making a list of things in your own ordinary experience that 
“tick you o�.” Frustration is a strong emotion that can be redirected into more 
productive channels; you can use it to energize your desire to know more about 
something. Of course, not everything on your list will prove to be an appropriate 
or e�ective topic for an academic paper. That’s okay. The point of the exercise is to 
free yourself up to generate ideas. However, with a little more creative/analytical 
thought, it is surprising how many times at least one of these annoyances can be 
transformed into an interesting, engaging, and researchable project.
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One time, when I used this exercise in a class, a student listed as one of her pet 
peeves the fact that movie theaters charge $3.50 or more for a 12-ounce bottle of 
water. In revisiting her list, she initially dismissed movie theater snack prices as an 
unpromising topic for a research paper. But then she started thinking about the 
topic from a slightly di�erent angle. Why was she willing to pay for something that 
is free at the theater drinking fountain? The student was a con�rmed bottled water 
drinker, convinced that it was somehow healthier, but suddenly she found herself 
questioning things that she had never considered before. Where does bottled water 
come from? What is in bottled water? Is it healthier than tap water? Are there 
any signi�cant di�erences between brands of bottled water? In this way, an idea 
that seemed a dead end at �rst triggered a project examining the nature of bottled 
water—a study that shattered many of her initial assumptions.

Because coming up with a good topic is often a real challenge, some students are 
most comfortable when instructors assign a speci�c subject to be researched. They 
are terri�ed if they must choose their own. Others chafe at any restrictions and 
want to determine their own direction. Whichever group you fall into—whether 
you prefer more structure or greater freedom—the success of your project depends 
on your active involvement and interest. A research project is hard work, and it is 
even more di�cult if you don’t care about your topic from the start. Regardless of 
whether the topic is assigned or you have the freedom to choose your own, make 
your research project relevant to you.

Make Your Project Relevant

Make your project relevant by answering these questions:

 ▶ How does this topic relate to past/present concerns in my life?

 ▶ How does this subject relate to issues I have recently been studying or thinking about?

 ▶ How might this subject be important to me in the future?

 ▶ How can I use this subject to explore something that I want to know more about?

Q U I C K  C H E C K

Needless to say, if you are not invested in the topic, you will �nd it di�cult to 
sustain an attitude that will energize and encourage you throughout the process. 
That lack of passionate involvement also will be obvious to your readers, who will, 
in turn, feel less interest than they otherwise would. Even if a research assignment 
seems mind-numbingly boring, you can �nd a way to transform it into a subject 
you care about.

Adapt Topics to Your Own Interests

Even assigned subjects often allow �exibility so you can adapt them to re�ect 
your own particular interests. And although you might feel more comfortable 
when your instructor speci�es the topic, you should never forfeit the oppor-
tunity to explore an issue that you are genuinely interested in knowing more 
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about. The trick is to �nd an angle or perspective that makes the topic come 
alive for you.

If the subject is assigned, try to shape your approach so it re�ects something 
that appeals to you, intrigues you, or even annoys you. You should at least experi-
ence a spark of curiosity. You should want to know more. Ideally, you’ll feel much 
more than a spark of interest, and you’ll discover that the assignment provides an 
opportunity for you to learn more about the world, yourself, other people, and/or 
other cultures. Coming up with your own angle on a topic is simply a matter of 
learning how to ask good questions—and, of course, of knowing yourself.

Turn a “Boring” Topic into an Interesting One

Suppose your instructor assigns a research project on “The In�uence of Technol-
ogy in Society.” Your �rst reaction might be to feel overwhelmed. After all, tech-
nology in�uences almost every aspect of our society, so how could anyone write 
an essay that would provide a de�nitive overview of these e�ects? However, that 
response reveals a lingering misunderstanding of the di�erence between a report 
and a research paper. In assigning this topic, your instructor does not expect that 
you will write a report on all of the ways that our society is in�uenced by every type 
of technological advance. Instead, your professor has purposely chosen a broad 
topic so that students will have the freedom to discover a speci�c research question 
that relates to their own interests. The instructor’s intent (and your goal) is to iso-
late a speci�c aspect of technology that interests you, to re�ect on the e�ects it has 
had on society, and to assess the existing evidence on its in�uence.

If you are majoring in the biological sciences or pursuing a career in a medical 
�eld, for instance, you might investigate the advantages and disadvantages of a 
speci�c technology used in the treatment of some disease. Someone interested in 
�lm studies might consider how technology has in�uenced how movies are made. 
A student training for a career in law enforcement might investigate how technol-
ogy is being used to protect the public (and any legal rami�cations involved). A 
business major might research the impact e-mail has had on work productivity 
and weigh the in�uence this has on the personal lives of employees. It all comes 
back to knowing yourself and making connections that initially might not seem 
obvious.

Stumped? Ask Others. Sometimes answers to questions such as the ones listed 
earlier might come with virtually no conscious e�ort on your part. When that 
happens, the experience can seem almost magical. More often, especially for nov-
ice writers, your thinking will seem blocked. You might sit at the computer for 
hours without accomplishing anything that feels like real progress. That is a per-
fectly normal—if not particularly pleasant—experience. After all, a research proj-
ect involves multiple tasks, each of which is complex and only some of which are 
tangible features of the �nal product. In the inevitable moments of frustration—
moments common to experienced writers as well as novices—it helps to remember 
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8  PART 1 RESEARCH BASICS

that good thinking rarely occurs in a vacuum. If you can’t come up with a good 
topic on your own, seek aid elsewhere.

Help can come in various forms. One option is to discuss the project with 
others:

 ■ Make an appointment with your instructor. Explore your interests in conver-
sation and ask for suggestions.

 ■ Discuss the project with an instructor who teaches in your major or minor.

 ■ Talk to other students in the class. After all, they are familiar with the assign-
ment and will probably be eager to bounce ideas o� you as well.

 ■ Explain the assignment to friends and family members. Perhaps they can 
suggest a particular angle on the topic that combines your interests with the 
assignment.

Talking to someone or writing down your thoughts is a great way to move 
beyond a mental block. Forcing yourself to articulate your thoughts, even if 
you still feel confused, can lead to unexpected connections and even surprising 
breakthroughs.

USING E-MAIL TO GENERATE IDEAS

E-mail is a wonderful way to solicit opinions from others. Some people find it easier to 

write down their questions than to communicate them face-to-face. Also, you might 

forget a suggestion you hear, but an e-mail response can be printed out. Many instructors 

include their e-mail addresses on course syllabi. If so, you should feel free to contact them. 

Exchange e-mail addresses with other students in your class. E-mail is also an easy way to 

connect with people (e.g., family members, friends from home, and former teachers) who 

might be able to offer suggestions as well.

e-TIPS

Still Stumped? Browse. If you’ve tried all the preceding strategies and still 
haven’t settled on a topic that seems interesting enough, try a search on Wikipedia. 
The information you �nd probably proves too general to include in your �nal 
project, but the entries can help you discover an angle on a topic in order to per-
sonalize a research assignment. Like most professors, I do not advocate the use of 
Wikipedia as a resource for a research paper. (In Chapter 3, I discuss why this site 
doesn’t qualify as a credible and relevant source for an academic project.) Never-
theless, like many of you, I use Wikipedia as a quick reference when I need a short, 
easy-to-read summary of a topic. So at this point in your project, Wikipedia could 
provide a useful overview of your subject. You will do more extensive research once 
you determine what your topic will be, but sometimes a Wikipedia article on a 
general topic can spark an idea or help you make connections that would not have 
occurred to you otherwise.
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For instance, the entry titled “Horror Film” in Wikipedia traces the history of 
this genre. It mentions how advances in technology during the 1950s and 1960s 
in�uenced both subject matter (e.g., atomic doomsday and space alien plots) as 
well as production values (e.g., 3-D and electric buzzer e�ects) in horror movies 
(see Figure 1.1). A �lm student could select one of these innovations and research 
its in�uence more completely.

Using an online encyclopedia enables you to conduct a search that combines 
the assigned topic with a more personal concern to generate a possible research 
topic and potential resources for further study. At this stage, you’re not really look-
ing for sources, although you might take a few minutes to bookmark or print 
them out for later use, but most important, you’re looking for ideas. Time used to 
develop your ideas is always time well spent.

Another source for new ideas is a large daily newspaper, such as the New 
York Times, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, or the Chicago Tribune. 
Newspapers, because they are published daily and re�ect issues of contemporary 
concern, provide an almost endless supply of topics that are currently of inter-
est and/or under debate. Use your library’s online databases (these are discussed 
more fully in Chapter 3) to locate newspaper articles pertinent to your interests.

ONLINE ENCYCLOPEDIAS

Feel free to use Wikipedia <http://www .wikipedia.org> to generate ideas; however, because 

additions and edits can be made by anyone, it cannot be considered an authoritative source, 

and it should not be used as a reference in an academic research paper.

e-TIPS

FIGURE 1.1 This Wikipedia article makes a connection between advances in technology and the 

subject matter and production methods of horror films.

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horror_film.
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10  PART 1 RESEARCH BASICS

A search of current newspaper articles using the terms “technology” and 
“police” on the Questia database turned up an article from August 2014 about 
law enforcement employing face recognition software normally used to detect 
terrorists to apprehend more common criminals like drug dealers and prosti-
tutes (see Figure 1.2). The article raises interesting questions about whether these 
tactics violate civil rights, a problem that could be interrogated more fully in a 
research paper.

ONLINE NEWSPAPERS

You can access daily newspapers online but will need a subscription to search their 

archives. However, the online databases available through your school library will enable 

you to search dozens of newspaper archives for free.

e-TIPS

FIGURE 1.2 This article, published in the International New York Times (Questia) database questions 

the legality of using face recognition software to detect and capture criminals.

Source: Questia
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Although an article like this might generate an idea for a topic, you should 
be aware that, like an encyclopedia entry, a newspaper article might not be 
the best source of information for the �nal research project. Journalists are not 
usually experts on a topic, although they rely on experts. You would eventu-
ally need to learn what experts (i.e., scholars or scientists) are saying through 
further research. However, these articles do supply seed ideas for a research 
project that merges an assigned subject (technology) with an individual interest 
(police work).

As I maintain throughout this text, the Web may not be the best starting 
point for an academic research project because of the large volume of search 
results and how di�cult it can be to determine whether information is reliable. 
But if you are casting about for an idea, the Web (like an encyclopedia or current 
newspaper article) can help you determine a direction for your project. A simple 
key word search will sometimes reveal interesting viewpoints and ideas.

For example, a quick search using the key terms “technology” and “cancer 
research” turned up this informative website on new “nanotechnology” treat-
ments for cancer (see Figure 1.3). The site is maintained by a cancer research 
center a�liated with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and it 
describes treatments that are on the cutting edge of medical research.

FIGURE 1.3 This website offers an easily understandable introduction to a cutting-edge form 

of cancer treatment. It is a good starting point for choosing a topic, although it may not be 

comprehensive enough to be used in the actual research paper.

Source: David H. Koch Institute for Integrative Cancer Research at MIT.
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12  PART 1 RESEARCH BASICS

If you choose to use the Web at this stage, remember you are just browsing to 
�nd a topic. You will need to focus your topic more fully before you can begin to 
research in earnest.

Discover a Topic

Discover a topic you want to know more about.

 ▶ Discuss the project with your instructor, other students, family, and/or friends.

 ▶ Browse encyclopedias, newspapers, or the Web.

 ▶ Consider topics or issues you’ve encountered in other classes.

Q U I C K  C H E C K

Choose a Worthwhile Topic

In addition to being relevant to you personally, an academic research project must 
ful�ll the expectations of your instructor and conform to established practices in 
a particular discipline. The best topics invite discussion or debate and don’t just 
recycle popular opinion (which may or may not be knowledgeable or informed) or 
regurgitate facts. You should choose a topic that will involve you in an interesting 
quest for knowledge and understanding rather than a simple fact-�nding mission. 
Your research project should be stimulating for the reader as well as the writer, and 
the best ones almost always ask questions about the how or why of something—not 
just the what or where.

Too Simple:
 ■ What TV shows contain violence?

 ■ What e-commerce businesses have proven successful?

 ■ Where are the best hospitals located?

Worthwhile:
 ■ Should television networks restrict violent programming in response to 

objections by religious and parental advocacy groups?

 ■ Why have certain e-commerce businesses been successful?

 ■ How have the best hospitals in the country achieved their superior 
status?

So think of the research project as an opportunity to �nd out something new 
about an issue that intrigues you. Think of it as an opportunity to help you think 
more complexly about important issues, events, and ideas. It might be tempting 
to choose a topic quickly so you can get to the “real” work of �nding articles and 
books and writing your report. However, if you rush this initial stage of the proj-
ect, you might soon become discouraged and bored. Even more important, the 
resulting project will not re�ect your best work.
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Step 2: Narrow Your Focus

Even if you choose a topic for your paper that is personally interesting, if you do not 
adequately narrow the subject of your research in order to make it manageable, you 
can sabotage the project. Students often make the mistake of keeping their topics very 
broad and general, reasoning that they will run out of things to say if they choose a 
more focused or narrow subject. The problem with this strategy is that it leads stu-
dents to choose topics that would best be subjects of an entire book rather than a 
short paper. Successful research papers begin with a carefully delineated and focused 
assertion that is then methodically substantiated by speci�c examples, evidence, 
and analysis. If you begin with a broad assertion, you will be hard pressed to pro-
vide adequate (or interesting) support for all you claim. When it comes to research 
papers, it is generally better to say a lot about a little rather than a little about a lot.

Too Broad:
 ■ Children should have rights in our society.

Focused:
 ■ School locker searches are unconstitutional.

 ■ or Drug testing should be banned from high school sports.

 ■ or Teen curfews are undemocratic.

 ■ or High school newspapers should not be censored by the administration.

Remember three important factors when determining the scope of your project.

1. The assigned length of the project: From the beginning, choose a topic that suits 
the limits of your assignment. If your instructor expects a 10-page essay, then 
your topic needs to be both focused and sufficiently complex. On the other 
hand, choose a less involved subject—or just part of one—if the assignment 
is only three to five pages long; otherwise, you will merely scratch the surface 
of your topic. Superficial treatments are never effective in academic writing. 
For example, in 10 to 15 pages you could create a credible argument support-
ing the need for laws that require children to wear helmets when bicycling. If 
the assigned length is three pages, you might choose to narrow your subject 
to a discussion of how helmets have been proven to protect children involved 
in bicycling accidents.

2. The time you have to complete the project: Any research project is time con-
suming. Certain topics will require even greater amounts of time. If your 
topic requires interviewing experts or conducting surveys and compiling 
results, you need to allow time for this. Regardless of the type of research you 
are doing, make sure you limit your topic so that you will have enough time 
to gather the necessary information. For instance, you might be interested in 
investigating the effectiveness of stalking laws. One way to make this subject 
more manageable would be to limit your discussion to the success rate of 
such laws in your own state or municipality.
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3. The resources you have at your disposal: The Web has made it possible to 
obtain a great deal of information that was formerly inaccessible or available 
only through interlibrary loan. Nevertheless, if you choose a topic that is so 
current or unstudied that little information about it exists, you will not be 
able to find enough information to support a research paper.

Determine Project Scope

The BEST topics are specific and focused.

 ▶ Restrict your project to a topic or task you can complete successfully.

 ▶ Determine the scope of your topic to meet

 ▶ the assigned length of the project

 ▶ the time you have to complete the project

 ▶ the resources you have at your disposal

Q U I C K  C H E C K

About 20 years ago, digital audio recordings (MP3s) were just beginning to 
surface, and little information (beyond explanations of what they are and how they 
operate) existed about them. A researcher would have been frustrated by the quan-
tity and quality of the information available. However, because of ensuing ethi-
cal concerns and the incredible commercial impact this new method of recording 
has had on the music industry, a student who chose this topic today would �nd 
numerous sources with far-ranging opinions.

To research a topic conscientiously, you must become acquainted with a variety of 
perspectives on your subject. Therefore, if after extensive investigation you discover 
there is insu�cient discussion of your subject, you must reject the topic or refocus it 
in a more promising direction. If you discover there is, on the other hand, an over-
whelming amount of information, you must also proceed carefully: you must decide 
what is most important without misrepresenting or oversimplifying the subject.

Once you have chosen a topic and narrowed your focus, you are ready to begin 
to explore the di�erent types of sources available (e.g., periodicals, books, Web 
pages, interviews, and surveys). As your familiarity with these various resources 
develops, you may find that you develop an individualized approach to this 
process—methods and tactics that work especially well for you. However, certain 
time-tested strategies will remain constant. These research strategies are discussed 
in later chapters.

S U M M A R Y

In this chapter, we have discussed ways to

 ■ discover a topic that will sustain your interest for the duration of the project

 ■ focus your topic into a statement that takes a stand on an issue

 ■ narrow your topic to meet the scope of the assignment
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E X E R C I S E S

1. People write best when they write about topics they consider interesting, but 
to choose a relevant topic, you must know yourself. To help you understand 
your interests, complete the following phrases as honestly and completely as 
you can.

 ■ The subject I most enjoy reading about is . . .

 ■ My favorite hobby or pastime is . . .

 ■ If I won the lottery, I would use the money to . . .

 ■ The type of volunteer activity I prefer is . . .

 ■ My favorite school subject has always been . . .

 ■ If I ran the world, the �rst thing I would change would be . . .

2. Make a list of four or five things that “tick you off.” (Choose significant 
things that others might experience as well. For instance, your little brother 
or your mother-in-law might tick you off, but there is little chance that this 
annoyance will yield a possible paper topic.) Meet in a small group (four or 
five) of other classmates and share your lists. Brainstorm together about how 
to transform these frustrations into viable research topics.

3. Take the subjects you discovered in Exercises 1 and 2 and use the strategies 
discussed in this chapter to restrict your project into a focused and personally 
relevant research topic. Discuss this topic with your instructor, family, and 
friends; browse online encyclopedias, newspapers, databases, and the Web; 
and consider how this topic relates to what you are learning in other courses. 
Using this input, compose three focused claims that you think are potential 
research topics for your paper and briefly (in two to five sentences) explain 
why these topics are of interest to you.

4. Your professor has assigned a research paper on chemical warfare. To get an 
overview of this topic and begin to determine the specific focus for your 
project, access an online library database and enter the search phrase “chemi-
cal warfare.” As you browse these resources, keep in mind the interests you 
identified in Exercise 1 and list two potential topics or research questions that 
combine your personal interests with the issue of chemical warfare.

Practice skills that you have learned in this chapter.
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“ As a general rule the most successful man in life is the man who has  

the best information.”
BENJAMIN DISRAELI

SEARCHING VERSUS 

SURFING: LOCATING 

QUALITY SOURCES

Although I am a bit troubled by his gendered language 
(Disraeli made his statement in an age less concerned 
with inclusiveness), for the researcher, his core senti-
ment still holds true. Indeed, this chapter aims to help 
you become a successful researcher by sharing some 
tips on how to acquire the best information for your 
research project. Given that we live in the “information 
age, this might not seem to be such a di�cult task. After 
all, the Web has made an enormous amount of informa-
tion available to anyone with an Internet connection. 
But the operative word here is best. Note that Disraeli 
didn’t link success to quantity; he linked it to quality.

If you are like most people, your first instinct is 
to turn to Google when you want to �nd something 
out. However, it can be di�cult to evaluate whether 
a Web page is credible (i.e., trustworthy, reliable, and 

2

CHAPTER 

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to

 □ recognize the merits 

of initiating research 

in the academic 

library

 □ differentiate 

between various 

types of library 

holdings

 □ formulate effective 

subject and key 

word search terms

 □ construct effective 

search statements

 □ refine results using 

faceted library 

search tools

Understand the goals of the chapter and complete a 

warm-up activity.

Read, highlight, and take notes online.
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relevant). If you’re shopping, your browser might alert you to untrustworthy sites, 
but there’s no such similar tool for the novice academic researcher. As a result, the 
successful researcher must become adept at rejecting unreliable and/or unveri�able 
information in favor of that which is “best.”

Here’s a critically important point worth remembering: unlike the Web, your 
college library holdings will be current, credible, and relevant because they are 
already determined to be scholarly and/or reputable sources. Enhanced Web search 
tools, such as Google Scholar and Google Books, do retrieve articles from aca-
demic journals and books (and these tools are discussed in Chapter 4); however, 
a fee is usually required for full-text versions—and you may be surprised to know 
that most of these resources are available free of charge from your school library 
once you know how to access them! As you begin your search, keep in mind that 
for virtually every research project you will undertake in college, the best place to begin 
your search is your college or university library.

�e World Wide Web:  

Great Source or Source of Great Confusion?

In many ways, the Web has made it easier to conduct research. The information 
superhighway can, with the click of a mouse, help you connect and communi-
cate with countless potential sources. You can access library resources at other 
colleges and universities (see Figure 2.1); you can e-mail (or conduct an online 
discussion with) a noted expert on your topic; you can join a listserv comprised of 
others, including experts, who share an interest in your subject; and you can “surf” 
approximately 5 billion Web pages. However, while the Web has greatly expanded 
your choices for conducting research and accessing information, it has also created 
new problems for the novice researcher.

�ree Common Problems with Web Searches

So Many Websites, So Little Time! The most common complaint students 
have when researching on the Web is the sheer number of “hits” they get. A search 
for a speci�c term or phrase can turn up thousands of results, and sifting through 
all of these options to evaluate their relevance for your particular project is a time-
consuming—if not overwhelming—task. Although search engines are great for 
obtaining certain types of information (e.g., which cell phone plan is best suited to 
your needs), much of the research you will be required to do during your academic 
career might be too complex and nuanced for a simple search using Google or any 
of the other commercial search engines commonly used to surf the Web.

Irrelevant Websites. Another related problem is that your search will probably 
return many sites that are actually unrelated to your topic. This is because search 
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engines employ “robots” that rely on word choice and frequency of word use to 
determine what constitutes a match but will not understand the context of your 
project. And because many Web editors want to increase the number of visitors to 
their sites for advertising purposes, they often embed invisible word lists to create 
false matches. As a result, if your primary way of accessing information for your 
project is a Web search, you will waste a great deal of time looking at irrelevant 
sites (see Figure 2.2).

Unreliable Websites. While the previous problems may make your Web searches 
frustrating and time consuming, perhaps nothing undermines the legitimacy of an 
academic research project more absolutely than unreliable websites. The Internet has 
made it possible for anyone with rudimentary computer skills and a URL to publish 
information accessible to a vast audience. Moreover, much of the information on 
the Web is designed for commercial purposes, so it is naturally biased toward one 
perspective: that of those who have something to sell. Prior to the growth of the 
Internet, when the only option was to use resources from school or public libraries, 
students could be assured their sources were reliable because editors of publishing 

FIGURE 2.1 This website links to thousands of online library systems, including U.S. colleges and 

universities and public and international libraries.

Source: Lib-web.org.
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companies, experts in the �eld, and librarians had evaluated and deemed them legiti-
mate. However, no such methods of control determine what is published on many 
Web pages. A site might seem on the surface to provide useful information, but given 
the open-source nature of the Web, it is up to you to evaluate whether the informa-
tion is accurate, reliable, and a credible addition to your academic project. This is 
not always easy to discern, and it makes any research done on the Web particularly 
challenging. A strong argument must, after all, be based on trustworthy information. 
(Note: Strategies for evaluating sources are discussed in Chapter 3.)

�e Solution: Begin Your Research  

in the Library

For the reasons just given—and despite the fact that you may eventually discover 
helpful resources on the Internet—the library remains the best starting point for 
conducting academic research. I know asking you to ignore Google when seeking 
answers to your research questions seems counterintuitive. The Web has in�ltrated 

FIGURE 2.2 A simple Web search using the key words “bicycle helmet safety” resulted in over a 

million matches!

Source: Google
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our lives so completely that it has become a “�rst stop” whenever we need some-
thing (e.g., directions to a store, a phone number, or a recipe for dinner). And 
what could be easier than Googling a few search terms and hitting “Enter”? How-
ever, the impulse to head straight to Google when you begin your research project, 
although understandable, is a mistake that will keep you from e�ectively locating 
the “best” information available. You may be shaking your head in disagreement 
at this point. Compared to the split-second response of Google, you might think 
library search tools are technologically challenged and a more tedious way to �nd 
what you need. But it’s worth repeating: for virtually every research project you will 
undertake in college, the best place to begin your search is your school library.

Library versus Google: Know the Differences. Web technologies have 
transformed our libraries, making it possible to conduct searches more quickly 
and access materials more easily. However, I often have students tell me they tried 
searching the library but gave up because they couldn’t �nd anything useful. This 
is because although a library’s search tool may look very similar to Web search 
engines (like Google, Yahoo!, or Bing), there are signi�cant di�erences in how they 
operate. Conducting academic research in the 21st-century library requires a more 
sophisticated approach than the search strategies you have devised when using 
Google. If you are going to be successful, you must understand these distinctions 
and adjust your approach accordingly.

Perhaps an analogy will help clarify. I imagine almost all readers of this text 
know how to drive. You’ve learned the basics of operating a vehicle and the rules 
of the road. If you’ve had your license for a while, these skills are so engrained 
that you no longer consciously concentrate on the act of driving—the moves have 
become second nature. However, if you suddenly found yourself behind the wheel 
of a NASCAR stock car racing around a banked track at 180 miles per hour, you’d 
quickly �nd that although some aspects are similar (step on the gas or brake and 
steer), there are numerous additional skills required in order to navigate without 
ending up crumpled against a wall! In the same way, your library’s online search 
tool bears similarities to Google, but it is a high-powered tool that requires the 
enhanced knowledge and skills discussed in this and following chapters to locate 
the best information on your topic.

The key di�erence to remember when using your library’s online catalog (also 
known as a discovery tool) is that it integrates multiple search tools designed to 
�nd a range of resources. The library of the 21st century is a fusion of print and 
digital materials. On the one hand, it still maintains at least some traditional hard-
copy holdings—books, reference works (encyclopedias, dictionaries, atlases, etc.), 
and periodicals (print newspapers, magazines, and journals). On the other hand, 
your library also subscribes to a variety of digital resources—numerous databases 
(each dedicated to a speci�c discipline or purpose) that provide access to articles 
(in newspapers, magazines, and journals), e-books, streamed videos, audio record-
ings, and more. Until recently, the typical library online catalog searched only 
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print materials, so students needed to conduct separate searches in each of the 
databases they considered pertinent to their topic. However, today’s discovery tools 
streamline the process by integrating results from all of these di�erent library hold-
ings in one search.

Perhaps one way to clarify how your library’s discovery tool works is to compare 
it to the online travel website Kayak.com, which simultaneously searches other 
travel sites, such as Booking.com, Travelocity.com, Expedia.com, and Priceline.
com, as well as individual hotel chains. It is a “metasearch” tool that eliminates 
the need to conduct separate searches for each of these sites. In the same way, a 
search using a discovery tool will combine results from your library’s print sources 
as well as subscription databases such as Academic Search Premier, ERIC, JSTOR, 
and many others. Discovery tools simplify things by unifying your search; how-
ever, they also make the process more complex. Because they link search meth-
ods designed for di�erent digital tools, a library search puts extra pressure on you 
to generate precise search terms and be pro�cient in re�ning, interpreting, and 
accessing your search results.

A Brief Comparison of Google and Discovery Tools

  Google Discovery Tools

Authority/credibility Unregulated. Difficult 

to verify. Cannot limit to 

peer-reviewed sources.

Trustworthiness virtually 

guaranteed. Easy to 

determine. Peer-review 

filters.

Number of results Thousands, sometimes 

millions, of hits. Information 

often duplicated.

Dozens to hundreds of hits—

much more manageable and 

can be filtered.

Relevance Lack of context means many 

irrelevant hits. Information 

can be opinionated/biased.

Cataloged by subject. 

Information comes from 

quality-controlled sources.

Search features No uniform method for 

refining results.

Advanced search features 

let you narrow results by 

peer-review status, date, 

subtopics, publication type, 

document format, and more

Q U I C K  C H E C K

Formulate Effective Search Terms

Google is a very responsive, intuitive, and forgiving search engine. Enter a sentence-
long query such as “How do I change the screensaver on my computer?,” and you 
will be sure to �nd an answer in one of the top four or �ve results. Misspell a word  
or two (“How do I cjange the screesaver on a computer?”), and Google will  
�gure out what you really meant. It might also suggest ways to make your search 

Copyright 2018 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



22  PART 1 RESEARCH BASICS

more speci�c (“How do I change the screensaver on a PC?” or “How do I change 
the screensaver on a Mac?”). Also, Google matches your search term(s) according 
to frequency of word use and arranges those results by popularity. Sites visited most 
frequently are listed �rst since it makes sense that Web pages with more “hits” will 
provide the best answers. Like vehicles that roll o� the auto assembly line, Google 
has been designed with the needs, wants, and limitations of the average “driver” in 
mind; it does a lot of the thinking for you.

On the contrary, your library’s online catalog is a “turbocharged” search tool that 
requires some expertise to operate—but has powerful modi�cations to help you 
speedily narrow your results to those most bene�cial. Discovery tools choose and 
list sources according to their relevance to the search term(s) (instead of popular-
ity). Success or failure depends on your ability to select search terms that match the 
types of documents you are trying to retrieve. Even simple spelling errors can block 
your e�orts. Therefore, you must be more meticulous than you are accustomed to 
when choosing your terms. The good news, however, is that, unlike the Web, library 
resources are classi�ed and cataloged by subject, and there are support systems avail-
able to help you select search words and phrases that will lead you to relevant sources.

Learn the Difference between Key Word and Subject Searches. A dis-
covery tool can search according to a key word, an author’s name, the title of a 
work, or a subject category. Some search tools offer other options as well, but 
these are the main categories for which you will usually search. At the begin-
ning of a research project, you will primarily use the key word or subject option 
(see Figure 2.3). Here’s a useful tip: Remember to keep a running list of possible 
search terms and phrases as you try, by trial and error, to �nd ones that match your 
topic. It takes very little time to jot down a word or phrase, and it could save you 
much time and e�ort later.

Often, the term “key word” is used to refer to any search term, but there is a 
di�erence between a key word and a subject search. A key word search looks for 
matches in the records (the bibliographic information and description) of the library 
source. This is di�erent from Google, where key word searches scan the entire text 
for a match. (Many discovery tools o�er the option to search the full text of database 
articles and e-books for a key word, but this is rarely productive—especially at the 
beginning of your research. You will likely get countless matches that are irrelevant.) 
In a discovery tool, a regular key word search retrieves documents that include the 
speci�ed word(s) in the title, brief description, or designated subject headings (see 
Figure 2.4). If the key word appears in the library record—the summary of the key 
elements of the source—chances are it will be related to your topic; therefore, a key 
word search is the default setting for almost all library search engines.

A subject search, on the other hand, retrieves documents that have been assigned 
speci�c subject headings (and subheadings) determined by the Library of Congress. 
All library print and audiovisual materials as well as many database resources are 
organized according to these standardized categories. Spending a few minutes at the 
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beginning of your project to review the Library of Congress classi�cation system and 
locate subject headings/subheadings related to your topic can be a real timesaver.

FIGURE 2.3 This discovery tool searches by key word, author, title, or subject (among other choices). 

The search screen for your library’s catalog might appear slightly different from this, but most operate 

very similarly.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahassee, FL.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CLASSIFICATIONS

Your reference librarian can direct you to a list of Library of Congress subject categories, 

but you can also view these online. See LC Classification Outline at <https://www.loc.gov/

catdir/cpso/lcco/>.

e-TIPS

Determining the key terms and phrases used by academics to describe your 
research subject will help you identify words that will call up the best information 
and signi�cantly narrow your search. An outline of Library of Congress subject 
headings is available online (see Figure 2.5). It can help you determine the best 
search terms for your topic or terms you might not have thought of on your own. 
There are a number of ways you can expand your list of key words. Remember to 
keep a list of possible search terms and phrases as you try, by trial and error, to �nd the 
search terms that best match your topic.
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FIGURE 2.4 This book was one of the results of a search using the terms “bicycle safety.” Notice 

these search terms appear in the library record under the subject headings and the description.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahassee, FL.
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FIGURE 2.5 The very general subject categories listed in the Library of Congress Classification 

Outline hyperlink to more narrowly focused terms.

Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.

Q U I C K  C H E C K

Key Word and Subject Searches: A Comparison

Key Word Search

Any words that could be used to describe 

your topic can be used (extremely flexible 

and broad).

May retrieve many results that aren’t relevant 

to your topic.

Most useful at the beginning of a project 

when you don’t know the exact language used 

by experts on your topic.

Subject Search

The exact terms that describe a topic as 

determined by the Library of Congress or 

subject index must be used.

Search will fail completely if you don’t locate or 

guess the correct search term(s).

Definitely the most effective type of search if 

you know the exact terms because it retrieves 

only the most relevant documents.
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USE A THESAURUS

Your word-processing program includes a thesaurus (in Word, look for this under the 

“Review” tab). You can also use an online thesaurus, such as Thesaurus.com.

e-TIPS

Identify Synonyms, Search Phrases, and Subject Categories. You might 
have chosen a topic for which you can readily identify a key word. However, 
not all topics translate so quickly into a search term that will result in �nd-
ing the information you need—and you may need to combine words into 
search phrases to be most e�ective. If, for instance, you chose to investigate 
how communities regulate dog and cat populations, you might try the phrase 
“animal control.” Combining the two words within quotation marks means the 
discovery tool will search for those two words appearing together in that order. 
Although this might, at �rst thought, seem to be the right search phrase to 
use for your topic (after all, agencies responsible for catching stray dogs and 
cats are often called “animal control” by local governments), a search with the 
discovery tool using this phrase turned up documents that dealt with livestock, 
laboratory animals, and wild animals but nothing about controlling stray or 
homeless pets.

You have two choices at this point. On the one hand, you could foolishly decide 
that your library has no information on your topic. The better solution is to dis-
cover alternative words or phrases that relate to your subject. For instance, stray 
cats and dogs are frequently held in “animal shelters,” and in some areas of the 
country these shelters are run by “humane societies.”

Sometimes a dictionary or thesaurus can help you locate a successful key word. 
One of my students wanted to examine how U.S. colleges and universities are 
responding to the special problems of foreign students who choose to study here. 
Searches using the phrase “foreign students” resulted in no matches. After consult-
ing a thesaurus for synonyms, she experienced success with the phrase “interna-
tional students.”

One strategy for identifying Library of Congress subject headings connected 
to your topic is to conduct a general key word search, select a result that appears 
most relevant, and note the subject headings listed for that source. Suppose your 
research focuses on violence against women—more speci�cally, battered wives. A 
key word search using the phrase “battered wives” resulted in a number of matches. 
However, many of the results were very dated (from the 1980s and 1990s)— 
perhaps indicating that the phrase “battered wives” doesn’t re�ect the language 
used in current discussions of the problem. A quick look at the record for one 
of the results reveals the Library of Congress subject categories it has been listed 
under—“wife abuse,” “marital violence,” and “abused wives” (see Figure 2.6). 
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Clicking on the hyperlinked subject category “wife abuse” revealed a host of per-
tinent and up-to-date sources. E�ective library research requires that you discover 
the language employed by experts in your topic.

Identifying Key Words

Identify key words that match your topic.

 ▶ Locate synonyms and alternative phrases for your topic in a thesaurus.

 ▶ Discover the Library of Congress subject headings that address your topic.

 ▶ Check the record of a promising library source for additional subject headings and 

descriptors.

Keep a running list of all search terms and phrases because different key words will be successful in 

different research tools.

Q U I C K  C H E C K

FIGURE 2.6 A search for “battered wives” located this book. Listed in the Library of Congress 

“Subject” headings are the terms used by librarians and academics for this topic. Clicking on a term 

will reveal sources that are cataloged under the same subject.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahassee, FL.

Boolean and Advanced Searching

I still remember the �rst time I was asked to conduct a Boolean search. The name 
sounds odd (and, perhaps, intimidating), but this is because the process is named 
for its originator—the mathematician George Boole. A Boolean search is a method 
of re�ning your quest by linking search terms with AND, OR, or NOT to better 
demonstrate the relationships between the words. Most research projects have a 
narrow focus, and Boolean phrases allow you to pinpoint the types of documents 
that directly address your topic.

For example, a few years ago, a student who worked in a pet store decided to 
investigate the federal law that forbids the sale of turtles less than four inches in size. 
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CONDUCT AN “ADVANCED SEARCH”

Discovery tools offer the option of conducting either a basic or an advanced search. 

The advanced search mode features alternatives for refining your search and limiting 

your results. Most advanced search modes permit you to limit your results to full-text 

documents, narrow your search to certain types of publications (e.g., peer-reviewed 

journals), and restrict the date of publication to a particular time period.

e-TIPS

The law was enacted to protect consumers from the threat of salmonella poisoning. 
Her argument was that the law, although well meaning, was illogical. Salmonella can 
be spread by any number of reptiles (not just turtles), and infection is not limited to 
small turtles. She started her research by compiling a list of potential search terms, 
and the only words she could think of were “turtles,” “reptiles,” and “salmonella.” 
During the planning stage of choosing and focusing her topic, the student had dis-
covered that certain types of food poisoning also created salmonella. Therefore, she 
also wanted to avoid locating articles about food poisoning in her search results. 
Having thought through these basics, the student was now ready to begin compos-
ing a Boolean search.

Boolean searches are simple if you remember four basic rules:

1. Use the Boolean terms AND, OR, or NOT to specify the relationships 
between key words:

 ■ Use AND when you want both key words to appear in the document: 
turtles AND pets.

 ■ Use OR when either key word can appear in the document: turtles OR 
reptiles.

 ■ Use NOT to exclude unwanted terms: salmonella NOT “food poisoning.”

2. Always capitalize the Boolean search terms (AND, OR, NOT).

3. Enclose groups of search terms in parentheses to indicate which actions 
should occur first: (turtles OR reptiles) AND salmonella.

4. Enclose multiword search terms in quotation marks: salmonella NOT “food 
poisoning.”

Most library home pages feature a single search window, but if you look closely, 
you will see a link to an “Advanced Search” where you can select Boolean search 
indicators (see Figure 2.7).

The student opted to start her search with the more simple Boolean phrase 
turtles AND salmonella. (Note that she did not enclose the search phrase in 
quotation marks—“turtles and salmonella”—because she wanted documents con-
taining both words in any relation to each other rather than a specific phrase.) 
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The discovery tool search returned 326 matches, too many to look through one 
by one. The student might be tempted to just choose the �rst few results in the list 
and ignore the others, but this would be a mistake because they may not be the best 
(most current, credible, and relevant) information the library has to o�er on her 
topic. Instead, discovery tools have methods for re�ning the results list to include 
only those most relevant to the project.

A Brief Guide to Boolean Logic

Boolean AND requires all terms to be in records retrieved.

Example: turtles AND salmonella

�e search should return documents that contain BOTH terms.

Boolean OR allows either term.

Example: turtles OR reptiles

�e search should return documents that contain EITHER term.

Boolean NOT excludes terms.

Example: salmonella NOT “food poisoning”

 �e search should return documents that contain the term salmonella, but NOT the phrase “food 

poisoning.”

Combine terms using parentheses (actions in parentheses will be performed first).

Example: (turtle OR reptile) AND (salmonella NOT “food poisoning”)

�e search should return documents that contain EITHER term as well as the term “salmonella” but 

should NOT contain the phrase “food poisoning.”

Q U I C K  C H E C K

FIGURE 2.7 The “Advanced Search” feature of this library catalog assists in creating a search phrase 

with Boolean terms in dropdown menus.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahassee, FL. 

(from Seminole State College Library)
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Refine Your Results Using “Limiters.” Up to this point, library discovery 
tools may seem more bothersome to use than Google. After all, they require 
you to be extra thoughtful and precise when composing your search terms. 
However, once your search returns promising results—even though they 
might be overwhelming in number—the real bene�ts of the “turbocharged” 
discovery tool come into play. “Limiters” (sometimes called “facets”) narrow 
search results by type of source, subtopics, date of publication, and availability. 
Unfortunately, many students are unaware of or ignore these features. They 
end up (to return to an earlier analogy) idling along at �ve miles per hour, 
complaining about poor performance, when at their �ngertips is a powerful 
instrument designed to “race” through the sorting process and expose the best 
information.

Depending on your library system’s Web page layout, limiters may appear in 
tabs along the top of the page or in a sidebar. They enable you to �lter search 
results by choosing from a list of possibilities. If you have experience using a dis-
covery tool, you may already have limited a search to full-text sources—articles or 
e-books that can be retrieved and read online—but there are many other options 
that can help you e�ciently re�ne your results.

Consider the turtles AND salmonella search results (see Figure 2.8).
The very �rst limiter is “Show only Peer-reviewed Journals.” Many instruc-

tors direct their students to use peer-reviewed sources because articles in academic 
and professional journals are written and reviewed by experts in a subject, making 
them very credible and authoritative sources. (Newspaper and magazine articles, 
on the other hand, are written by reporters for a nonacademic audience.) Limiting 
the turtles AND salmonella search results to only those in peer-reviewed journals 
more than halves the total (see Figure 2.9).

Choosing “articles” and “text resources” under the “Format” limiter (thus elimi-
nating newspaper articles, book reviews, conference papers, and audiovisual mate-
rials) further reduces the list. Selecting only the most relevant subjects listed in the 
“Subject/Topic” limiter narrows the focus to results that best match the scope of 
the project (see Figure 2.10).

To ensure that the information is up to date, the results are limited to those 
published after 2010. In the end, with just a few clicks, the original list of 326 is 
re�ned to just 43 sources (see Figure 2.11). Not only is this a more manageable 

Enclose multiword search phrases in quotation marks.

Example: “food poisoning”

�e search should return documents that contain the words “food poisoning” (the exact phrase).

Note: Most commercial search engines automatically insert a “fuzzy and” between search 

terms. This means that if you do not specify using Boolean terms (capitalized) or enclosing 

phrases in quotation marks, your search results will include documents that include any of the 

terms (in any order)—thus increasing the number of results and the likelihood that many of 

those results will be insignificant to your research.
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FIGURE 2.8 The “limiters” in this discovery tool are located in a sidebar on the left side of the page. 

Clicking on a link modifies the search results to include only the elements you have selected.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahassee, FL. 

(from Seminole State College Library)

FIGURE 2.9 Limiting search results to only peer-reviewed, scholarly sources reduces the number of 

results by more than 50 percent.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahasse, FL.

Copyright 2018 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



32  PART 1 RESEARCH BASICS

FIGURE 2.10 “Subject/Topic” limiters let you focus your results list and eliminate extraneous sources.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahassee, FL.

amount, but using the limiters means you can be con�dent that these are credible 
and more likely to be relevant to the project.

An online discovery tool requires more of the user than Google—greater accu-
racy and added participation in narrowing the focus of the search—but the bene�ts 
are worth the extra e�ort. You will probably feel a certain satisfaction when your 
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careful selection of key words and skillful use of limiters results in locating sources 
with the best information to get started on a well-documented research project. As 
gratifying as this can be, it is only the starting point. The next chapter discusses 
how to access the sources in your results list and evaluate which are best for your 
project.

S U M M A R Y

In this chapter, we have discussed

 ■ the value of beginning your research in the academic library

 ■ the ways discovery tools di�er from Web search engines like Google

 ■ strategies for generating e�ective search terms and phrases

 ■ how limiters help re�ne search results

FIGURE 2.11 Limiting the initial 326 results to only peer-reviewed journal articles and books 

published in the past five years and cataloged according to more specific subject headings and 

descriptors leaves 43 highly relevant sources to review.

Source: © Copyright 1996–2006. Courtesy College Center for Library Automation (CCLA), Tallahassee, FL.

 Practice skills that you have learned in this chapter.
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E X E R C I S E S

1. The following topics frequently are the subjects of student papers. For each 
of them, write as many synonyms or alternative phrases as you can discover.

Online social networking

College tuition/debt

Pro�ling

Antismoking laws and regulations

Childhood obesity

Gender discrimination

Factory farms

Performance-enhancing drugs in sports

2. Refer to the viable research topics you generated from the list of things that 
“tick you off ” (Exercise 2 in Chapter 1). Work with a partner or a group of 
students to create a list of synonyms or alternative phrases for these topics.

3. Choose one of the topics you considered in Exercise 2 and access your school 
library’s online catalog. Conduct a key word search using the best search 
term(s) you created and note the number of results. Then use the limit-
ers (usually found in a sidebar with the heading “refine results” or “narrow 
results”) to refine your results by date, format, subject, and so on to more 
closely align with your research interests. (Make sure you click on the “show 
more” link to see all your choices.) Write a paragraph in which you describe 
your process—how and why you made the choices you did and the effective-
ness of your results—and include a brief bibliography of the best two sources 
you located using this technique.

4. Consider the “Subject” or “Topic” category limiter from the search you 
conducted in Exercise 3. Which subjects in that list might be potential key 
words for other searches? Why?
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As Plutarch so aptly noted, the search for relevant infor-
mation requires a willingness to explore paths that may 
ultimately lead nowhere. This is especially likely when 
key words result in numerous matches; in such cases, 
it’s very easy to feel overwhelmed by the sheer amount 
of information that is available on a topic. Even more 
frustrating are the odds that many of these seemingly 
promising hits will not, on further exploration, prove 
so promising after all. No one wants to spend hours 
reading a book or article only to reach the conclusion 
that it isn’t pertinent to his or her particular project. 
But how do you decide early on which sources deserve 
a closer look and which ones can be ignored? How do 
you minimize the blind alleys?

The previous chapter discussed how your library’s 
search tool can help you narrow your results to locate 
the best (credible, relevant, and current) information 
on your topic. This chapter focuses on strategies that 
can help you obtain and examine those results as well 

CHAPTER 

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to

 □ formulate questions 
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as leverage them to locate additional pertinent sources. I like to compare what 
researchers do to how detectives work to solve a crime. When a crime is commit-
ted, detectives want to pursue only the most promising suspects. Like you, they 
want to avoid or at least minimize blind alleys or dead ends. Therefore, the �rst 
step in any criminal investigation is to develop the clearest and most accurate ideas 
about the crime, the suspect, and the motive. Expert detectives tirelessly question 
witnesses, comb the crime scene for clues, and assess possible motives. Taking the 
time to gather and evaluate evidence is time well spent; it will save valuable hours 
later on. Once detectives have the most accurate picture possible of the crime, the 
suspect, and the motive, they can limit their search to the most productive leads. 
In the same way, if you take time at the beginning of a project to clarify your ideas 
about a topic, develop a working thesis, and then transform that thesis into a series 
of research questions, you will be well on your way to determining the most direct 
route to the information you need. Even before you actually begin your “investiga-
tion,” you will be able to identify whether the resources you discover are likely to 
be “hot tips” or merely “dead ends.”

In short, it pays to know what you are looking for. Of course, in research-
ing, as in sleuthing, sometimes the process is relatively simple and straightfor-
ward. Other times, it can be more complex, and you will need to eliminate “red 
herrings,” or false leads, before you �nd information that will provide the best 
answers to the questions at hand. In certain cases, what initially seemed irrel-
evant may provide the thread that will unravel the mystery at the heart of the 
investigation. So you might not want to discard or dismiss anything too soon. 
At the same time, you’ll need to avoid using �imsy or erroneous information—
often the result of moving too quickly—to construct a false representation or 
�awed understanding of the subject. In sleuthing, that kind of error can lead to 
convicting the wrong person (or no conviction at all); in writing and research, 
it will result in a project that is fundamentally �awed because it ultimately does 
not establish what it sets out to prove.

Ask Questions

Most detectives begin their investigations by asking questions that will lead them 
to the perpetrator of the crime: Was anyone seen at or near the scene of the attack? 
Who would have bene�ted from the victim’s death? Who knew or had access to 
where the jewelry was stored? You should do likewise and compose questions that 
identify what kind of information you need and where you might locate it. What 
do you need to know before you can make a convincing claim? Which sources are 
reliable, accurate, and trustworthy? Using these questions to establish an accurate 
pro�le early in your investigation will transform your project from a “�nd a needle 
in the haystack” experience to a successful “pursuit and capture” of the informa-
tion you require.
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What Are You Looking For?

Because all investigations involve locating information that will provide answers to 
questions, a good way to begin is by transforming your topic or thesis from a state-
ment or assertion into a series of questions. To help you gain this focus, start by 
asking yourself, “What do I need to know to prove my point?” For example, sup-
pose (like Scott, one of my former students) that you are interested in examining 
the ways federal �nancial aid programs favor traditional over nontraditional stu-
dents. Scott had left a job with a good salary to return to school; however, he was 
shocked to discover that his previous income made him ineligible for �nancial aid 
even though, as a full-time student, he was no longer employed. His experience led 
him to suspect that the �nancial aid system gives preference to students who are 
entering college directly from high school. But how could he be sure? Scott’s �rst 
search used the key word phrase “student aid” and produced 43,599 hits! The �rst 
adjustment Scott made was to enclose his original search terms in quotation marks 
(to indicate that he was searching for the phrase “student aid” and not just those 
two words in any order or location). Just doing that lowered the number of results 
to 2,861 (see Figure 3.1). However, after a quick glance at the �rst 15 of these 
results, Scott realized his search was still too broad. None of the sources appeared 
to address his concerns regarding the disparity in how student aid was issued.

At this point, Scott realized he needed to determine more exactly what informa-
tion he needed to support his theory. He composed a list of research questions that 
included the following:

 ■ What are the criteria for �nancial aid?

 ■ Why do these criteria exist?

 ■ What is a “traditional” student?

 ■ What is a “nontraditional” student?

 ■ In what ways do the �nancial needs of traditional and nontraditional students 
di�er?

 ■ What assumptions are made by colleges, universities, and �nancial aid agen-
cies about nontraditional students’ needs?

Although he might have been able to give tentative answers to many of these 
questions before conducting any research, in order to construct a persuasive 

Do Effective Research

 ▶ Transform your research topic into a series of research questions.

 ▶ Use research questions to identify new key words and search phrases.

 ▶ Determine what type of information you need to locate.

 ▶ Remember that one good source can lead you to another.

Q U I C K  C H E C K
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argument, Scott knew he needed to locate sources that would give him up-to-
date information generated by people who had facts to back up their claims. By 
rephrasing his thesis into a series of questions, his research became e�ective. By 
this, I mean he better understood what he was looking for and, in turn, could 
now recognize whether information was relevant. As you compose your questions, 
keep in mind that, like any good detective, the best researchers and writers are 
willing to change their minds if confronted with new information. Your strategies 
might shift or change if you discover new questions you need to answer in order to 
address your subject more fully or successfully. Just as in a criminal investigation, 
you may even �nd that the evidence requires modifying your initial thesis.

For example, these research questions helped Scott realize he was most inter-
ested in a more speci�c issue than just “student aid.” His project focused on the 
distribution of �nancial aid for a particular kind of student. The complexity of 
Scott’s search meant that he needed to employ a better strategy to locate informa-
tion. This is often the case with academic research, and it is another reason why 
the library is such a good starting place. Library search tools are designed to help 
you construct multifaceted search phrases (using the “advanced search” feature) 
and quickly re�ne results.

FIGURE 3.1 Enclosing the search phrase in quotation marks reduced the number of hits by over 40,000!

Source: Seminole State College of Florida.

Copyright 2018 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



CHAPTER 3 Become a Research “Supersleuth”  39

Scott next tried a Boolean search with the phrase “student aid” AND “nontra-
ditional student.” He got very few results, and they seemed o� topic. Undaunted, 
he tried to think of synonyms for the type of student he considered “nontradi-
tional.” Scott’s subsequent search using the Boolean phrase “student aid” AND 
adult produced 88 results (see Figure 3.2). Using the discovery tool’s limiters (see 
the previous chapter for more on this), Scott re�ned his list to approximately 20 
good “leads.”

Launch the Investigation

If you enjoy detective �ction (like I do), you are familiar with the turning point 
in the story when connections between seemingly unrelated facts and events are 
made, suspects are identi�ed, and the investigation shifts into high gear as detec-
tives pursue the villain. When Scott realized how quickly he had (with the help of 
the discovery tool) narrowed his results from an overwhelming 43,599 to just 20, 
he was energized to begin tracking down, interrogating, and evaluating how these 
“suspects” might supply answers to the questions he had raised.

Because the library is comprised of both print and digital resources, Scott’s 
results were a mix of print books and digital texts available through databases. 
Library databases are collections of journal articles (often articles that have 
appeared in print and are also made available digitally) and e-books. University 
libraries pay fees to subscribe to databases, so usually a password is required for 
access. You may have been prompted to log on in order to use the library discovery 
tool. Other systems require a log-on to access a speci�c result from your search. If 
you have any questions about access, contact your librarian for help.

Some databases focus on speci�c disciplines (e.g., Health Reference Center, Educa-
tors Reference, and PsycArticles), while others are more comprehensive (e.g., Academic 

FIGURE 3.2 A Boolean search for the phrase “student aid” AND adult limited the results to 88 hits, 

which were then narrowed further using date and format limiters.

Source: Seminole State College of Florida.
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OneFile and Academic Search Complete). Most databases are “full text,” meaning the 
article or e-book is available for you to read online and/or download. On the other 
hand, some results may be “bibliographic”—listing the author, title, publication 
information, and an abstract (a brief summary)—but without access to the full text. 
Your library subscribes to numerous databases, often with some overlap in holdings. 
Even if the link in your results list is only bibliographic, a full-text version of the 
same article may be available in a di�erent database (see Figure 3.3). Also, if you 
can’t access a full-text version of an article in your own library, you may be able to 
get it through interlibrary loan. Most school libraries have online order forms, and 
you could receive the article by e-mail within a day or two. It should be possible to 
track down almost every source in your results list, but just like in a criminal inves-
tigation, it may take extra e�ort to “always get your man—uscript.”

FIGURE 3.3 The link in the initial results list led to a bibliographic entry (no full text) for this article. 

However, clicking on the “view all versions” link revealed that the article was available in two other 

databases. A full-text version was available in one of these.

Source: Seminole State College of Florida.

INTERLIBRARY LOAN

The Web has made interlibrary loans easier and quicker. Most schools have a system for 

ordering interlibrary loans online. Many colleges have sharing agreements with neighboring 

universities with larger collections. Interlibrary loans from these schools often take only a 

day or two to complete.

e-TIPS
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Don’t overlook or underestimate the help available from your school’s library staff. They are 

experienced researchers and proficient with the discovery tool. Most schools now have a 

“chat” feature (often staffed 24/7) that allows you to consult a librarian online.

e-TIPS

Be Persistent! The speed with which information is obtained via the Web has 
made us all impatient “clickers.” If it takes more than two or three clicks to get 
what we want, the tendency is to give up. But accessing library sources often takes 
multiple clicks. As discussed in Chapter 2, a library discovery tool is a metasearch 
engine that integrates results from the online catalog and multiple databases—
each with its own method for searching and organizing information. Thus, to 
access a source, you will probably need to click to open the library record, then 
again to access the database, and another one or two times to download the PDF 
or read the source online. Also, the location of links for accessing or downloading 
articles may di�er depending on the database interface. It may take extra detection 
skills to “corner” the source (see Figure 3.4). Don’t be afraid to ask for help! If you 
are having di�culty accessing a source, consult with your school’s librarians. They 
are adept with the library search tool and familiar with the various database inter-
faces. A librarian can answer your questions and might also direct you to valuable 
resources you haven’t yet discovered.

Make Connections

In television shows, detectives often tape photos and maps related to an investiga-
tion onto a board and mark them with colored pins or link them with lengths of 
string or yarn. They do this to reinforce the relationships between victims, sus-
pects, places, and events with the hope that viewing these known connections will 
spark new insight into who might have committed the crime. In the same way, 
researchers need to be aware of how one source can connect them to other poten-
tially fruitful avenues of discovery.

Follow the Clues

Experienced detectives know that a successful investigation involves tracking down 
leads, eliminating red herrings, and following a trail of clues. A dropped match-
book cover leads to a nightclub, which leads to an observant bartender, which 
leads to a description of a suspect (which, of course, may or may not be accurate). 
Academic research is similar—one good source will lead to another. A book might 
contain an excellent bibliography that yields �ve or six additional good sources. 
A periodical article might reference another source that proves even more fruitful 
than the original (see Figure 3.5).
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FIGURE 3.4 These three sources are located in different databases. Note the different appearance 

and location of links to download PDFs and read the articles online.

Source: Seminole State College of Florida.

Copyright 2018 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208


