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Research Paper

“After all, all he did was string together a lot of old, well-known quotations.”



    -H.L. Mencken, on Shakespeare
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The (Ideal) Research Process
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1. Understand the assignment:

· understand and clarify terms (what, specifically, does your professor mean by analyze, evaluate, argue or discuss?)

· carefully identify your intended audience

2. Choose a topic (not a thesis yet, just a topic):

· use invention techniques (free writing, brainstorming, mapping)

3. Preliminary Research:

· GO TO THE LIBRARY!   Talk with a research librarian, learn to use the electronic databases; follow leads from your sources’ citations

· consider the scholarly authority of your sources (see How to Evaluate Sources handout)

· begin to form a research question, and perhaps a tentative thesis 

4. Refine the Topic:

· now is the time to develop a working thesis by investigating your research question.  What conclusions might you draw from your investigation?
· look for evidence which supports your thesis and opposes it
· consider the scope of your topic- is it too narrow or broad for available resources?
5. Continue Research:

· the more relevant sources you use appropriately, the more weight your argument will carry

· see How to Integrate Sources handout

· keep meticulous notes about sources, as you would a lab notebook; begin a working bibliography as you go along (see How to Avoid Plagiarism handout). Consider using a bibliographic tool like RefWorks or Zotero.
6. Outline:

· think of your outline as a draft template or map of your essay—it will help keep you on the direct route.  Alter it as you refine your project.
7. Draft:

· using your “working thesis,” be willing to get something flawed down as a first draft

· once you have something on paper (or screen), repeated revision becomes your focus

8. Seek feedback:

· go to the Writing Center

· consult your professor and other available resources (tutors, peers)
9. Revise, repeat:

· go to the Writing Center 

How to Evaluate Sources
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Print Sources:

· Books-- reputable publishers imply reliability; ask your professor and/or a librarian if you have questions about a publisher’s reputation in the field.  A university press suggests a scholarly work.

· Scholarly Journals

· Peer reviewed-- most reliable

· Non-peer reviewed

· Elite Print Periodicals- considered reliable; for example:

· Economist
· New York Review of Books
· Scientific American
· Popular/ entertainment/ sensational periodicals-- unreliable as secondary sources; for example:

· Sports Illustrated
· People
· Popular Mechanics

Electronic Sources:

· Books-- many books are now reputably published electronically; again, ask your professor if you have questions
· Scholarly Journals
· Peer reviewed-- most reliable
· Non peer reviewed
· Publications with imprimatur of an accredited academic institution or recognizable professional or governmental organization or institution are generally considered reliable; for example:
· CDC
· UNESCO
· Harvey Mudd College
· The Web is clogged with material equal to or less reliable than The National Enquirer or even your Aunt Agatha's astrological predictions.  It also has some things of real value, but you must be scrupulously critical of sources posted on the web.
Read Sources Critically for:

· Purpose- What is the author trying to do?  What assumptions does s/he make?  What theoretical, normative, or political biases does s/he portray?

· Audience- Who is the intended audience?  

· Author- Is s/he mentioned in other sources or by your professor?  What are the author’s credentials and institutional affiliations? The author’s presence in the scholarly community may give some clues to his/her authority  

Research Tips:

· A good place to begin looking for sources pertaining to your topic is to look through citations in class readings. A source cited in more than one reading may indicate a work considered central to the debate.
· Honnold/Mudd Library (www.libraries.claremont.edu ) subscribes to reliable materials.  A few minutes with the reference librarian could save you hours wandering the stacks or trying to figure out how to search an electronic database.

How to Integrate Sources in Analytical Essays
HMC Writing Center   Spring 2013
· Your claim should act as the organizing force of the paper, and sources should lend support to that claim, as well as establish the significance of your claim by demonstrating where your thesis fits into the scholarly conversation about your topic. Your final product should be an integration of evidence located in your sources and your own personal insights and ideas, with your insights and ideas central.
· Use direct quotations, summary and paraphrasing (with citations!) as evidentiary support for your thesis. In some fields (e.g., social sciences or natural sciences) other kinds of data may also be available to you as thesis support. 
· Make clear where your sources’ ideas leave off and your own ideas begin.  

· Directly quote long passages only if a long passage is so compelling or eloquent (and so central to your thesis) that something would be lost in a paraphrase or selective quotation

· Use ellipses when you need only part of a quotation; use brackets to indicate the changes you made in a quotation.
· Take care not to take quotations out of context, especially when using ellipses.  Your quotation (or summary or paraphrase) must preserve the original meaning of the text.
· Explanation or analysis of a direct quotation should be longer than the quotation itself.  Quotations do not speak for themselves.
· Unless your assignment is a pure report of the content of a source or sources, avoid excessive summary.  Summarize sources only to the extent that the summarized material is important to clarify or explain a point you are making.
· In an analytical research paper, you should be able to locate your claim within the universe of scholarly debate and join that conversation. 

· In an analytical paper, you should be able to show how experts relate to one another in the scholarly debate.
· You  (not the experts) need to do the intellectual heavy lifting in your paper; your ideas and your argument  need to be central.

How to Avoid Plagiarism
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There are three situations in which material must be cited:

· quotations-- from a printed, electronic or multimedia source, or even from a professor or peer

· an original idea, interpretation, or argument from another source, even if you use your own words (including images, computer code, and any research data)

· facts that are not generally known or obvious to the reader

Failure to cite under these circumstances constitutes a misuse of sources and could technically result in a charge of academic dishonesty, even if done unintentionally.  The following tips are intended to help you prevent unintentional plagiarism, and may also save you hours trying to retrace your steps at the end of the research paper writing process.
· When taking notes, be meticulous about quotations, paraphrasing, and keeping specific citations, including page number, so you can find the material again.  Treat your notes as you would a well-kept lab journal.

· Use a bibliographic management program like RefWorks or Zotero.

· With electronic sources, be very, very careful about cutting and pasting.  If you must cut and paste, immediately note all the citation information you’ll need to properly document your source.

· When taking notes, consider writing quotations in one color or font, others’ ideas in another color or font, and your own ideas in a third.

· It is best to put page numbers next to all notes, even non-quotations, so you can easily refer back to the source.

· Make clear the way in which you have used a source, placing quotation marks around even a small phrase used in a source. 

· If you are very familiar with a source, you may inadvertently lift phrases or entire sentences without being aware you are using someone else’s work.  This is the process by which some of the work of Steven Ambrose, Doris Kerns Goodwin and Wallace Stegner has come under suspicion.  Beware.

· If you receive specific help in writing a paper, acknowledge it.

· If you are unsure whether or not something should be cited, go ahead and cite it.  Any potential penalty for citing unnecessarily is miniscule compared to the penalty for failing to cite something you should have cited.

