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INTRODUCTION

he success of every essay, term paper, or written project depends not only

on the quality of your writing but also on the quality of your research.
With the vast explosion in growth of electronic technology, virtual libraries,
the Internet, and traditional libraries, researching any topic has never been
easier than it is today, so long as you understand the process, and know
where to find and how to access such sources.

The Facts On File Guide to Research is a general introductory volume
that explains the art and methods of research and researching any topic, for
any given purpose. Featuring valuable tips for beginners and more experi-
enced students of all ages, this long-overdue compendium is divided into four
sections for easy use.

Section I: Researching Your Topic explains general strategies and meth-
ods of research, everything from ways to choose, search, and test your topic,
to planning your research and finding your sources, to evaluating the accu-
racy, credibility, and reliability of your sources.

Section II: Finding Sources of Information extensively details various
outlets of research. Discussed at length is how to find archives and archival
collections; associations, societies, and organizations with research; biogra-
phical information; electronic databases with full-text articles; and electron-
ic journals, zines, and newsletters. Also highlighted are e-mail discussion
groups and newsgroups; general references (almanacs, bibliographies, peri-
odical and newspaper indexes, yearbooks, and more); government agencies
and publications, libraries (academic, government, public, school, research,
special, and state libraries); newspapers, magazines, journals, and radio and
television stations; and research on the Web on virtually any subject.

Section III: Finding Sources by Topic conveniently surveys the most rec-
ommended information sources by librarians and researchers, with detailed
listings of selected books and references, print and Web article indexes, peri-
odicals and Web sites, to research any subject or field of interest, from aging
to women’s studies.

Section IV: Citing Your Sources provides examples of proper style and
techniques for avoiding plagiarism, quoting, paraphrasing, and summarizing
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your research, and creating text citations and a bibliography, works
cited, or list of references, including Web sites to create your bibliography
electronically.

Finally, this book features an easy-to-use section of American
Psychological Association (APA), Modern Language Association (MLA), and
Chicago Manual of Style guides, including many different examples on list-
ing sources in your bibliography, works cited, or list of references.

In writing this book, the author consulted with countless library and
trade association professionals, faculty members and instructors, fellow
researchers and authors, and a wide variety of sources to deliver this highly
informative reference.

Every effort was made to verify sources, to confirm the accuracy and reli-
ability of information, and to research as much as humanly possible all
aspects of this reference work. The author selected what are considered the
best sources of research on the planet today.



RESEARCHING
YOUR TOPIC






Developing Your Subject

Knowing whether your subject is researchable is the most important first step
to developing your essay, term paper, or written project. Fortunately, with the
dramatic boom in technology today, vast resources exist to research almost
any topic of interest. From the Internet, to schools, to colleges and universi-
ties, to public libraries, to museums, never before in the history of humankind
has so much information been so readily accessible for the greater good. You
don’t have to be an experienced researcher to find what you want or what
you want to know. Of course, understanding the art and methods of research
will help you achieve your objective more successfully.

The term research suggests a purpose. The whole idea behind doing
research is to pry more fully, to dig more deeply, and to examine more closely
something that piques your curiosity. Whether you need to research for prac-
tical, personal, or academic reasons, whether you are researching a school
paper, your family history, or a subject of great personal interest, the manner
in which you develop your topic is important to finding what you want.

CHOOSING YOUR TOPIC

Your success as a researcher depends on the nature of your topic—what you
are writing about, what you are seeking, or what you hope to answer. Most
students conduct research for the purposes of writing an essay or research
paper assigned by their instructor. In most cases, your instructor will assign
you a topic to write about, suggest some suitable possibilities or ask you to
develop a topic of your choice.

Your subject should be timely and appropriate for research. Topics that
generate the most press coverage (such as abortion, domestic violence, or gay
marriage) and dominate the public’s consciousness are more easily research-
able since so much published material from a variety of different sources is
available. Conversely, subjects that are more specialized require a more con-
certed effort to uncover background information, relevant facts, and source
material. In this case, unearthing this information may prove more difficult.
Avoid settling on any topic without checking out its research potential first.

Developing a topic that is researchable isn’t as difficult as you think. To
expedite the process, first take stock of those immediate resources that can
aid you in the development of your idea and guide you in the right direction.
To zero in on the most interesting or most suitable angle for your paper, check

3
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out the most promising resources. Three successful strategies can help you
achieve this goal:

1. Check your library. Never underestimate your school or public library
as a major source for ideas. Do some quick reading to learn more about top-
ics you have in mind, or you have been assigned. Books, periodicals, news-
papers, and electronic media head the list of potential resources you can
review. One useful source for finding ideas or topics for written projects is
10,000 Ideas for Term Papers, Projects, Reports and Speeches, Sth ed., by
Kathryn Lamm (New York: Arco, 1998).

Browse the headings in your library’s catalog, keeping potential topics in
mind. The library reference staff can assist you in determining the plausibil-
ity of your topic. Reference librarians know a wide range of resources and
strategies, and also may spot problems with your topic that you never con-
sidered. They can direct you to the best places to look for preliminary infor-
mation on your topic.

Consulting general encyclopedias or general references, like the Colum-
bia Encyclopedia or the Encyclopaedia Britannica, that cover a variety of
subjects or disciplines will help you realize the potential of your topic, or help
you consider ideas to write about. Encyclopedias are the common back-
ground sources used in libraries for specific topics. They provide a broader
context for your research and tell you in general terms what is known about
your topic. General references achieve the same objectives and, much like
encyclopedias, feature entries that include complete bibliographies of addi-
tional sources you can check later.

Online databases, often offered free through your school or public
library, are another important tool for generating ideas as well. Equipped
with search engines, they allow you to research any subject or topic. Many
include links to full-text articles and preliminary source material. (See
“Qptions for Searching” for more details.)

2. Check the Internet. Doing a general search of the Internet can also
help you develop your topic or come up with topical ideas. Various Web
search engines, from AltaVista to Google, will lead you to a wide range of
suitable Web pages, providing overviews, background material, and other
potential resources.

Another great venue of ideas is Questia.com, the world’s largest online
library of books and journals. Rich in scholarly content, the site contains a
variety of research paper resources, including links to more than 5,000 popu-
lar paper topics in art history, biography, economics, education, health, history,
music, philosophy, psychology, and religion, as well as controversial topics.

When researching your topic, be careful of Web sites not sponsored by
established groups, companies, and organizations, or those that appear
biased in nature, such as lobbyist and advocacy groups. Also avoid articles
that are outdated and those that have no author’s name attached to them.
(For more information regarding using Web sites, see Chapter 3, “Evaluating
Your Sources.”)

3. Check with others. Sometimes it pays to bounce your ideas off other
people you know, or brainstorm with those who may be more experienced or
more knowledgeable than you are. As noted earlier, you may want to talk with
your class instructor for his or her constructive input. Or talk with friends,
family members, or classmates who will freely express their ideas and can pro-
vide a good creative “think tank” approach for you in finding a topic.
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Still stuck on a topic? Reading current newspapers and magazines or
watching or listening to news on radio and TV programs that cover “hot but-
ton” issues of the day can be beneficial. Every day they report important sto-
ries on topics of national, state, and local interest and can be a natural source
of ideas. (For a more complete discussion of sources, see “Finding Your
Sources” in Chapter 2, “Gathering Your Information.”)

Whatever you decide, don’t select a topic just for the sake of getting your
assignment done. Choose a topic that you are passionate about, and that you
will enjoy spending considerable time and energy researching. Possessing
enthusiasm for your subject is essential to keep you driven through every
stage of your project to completion.

Also keep in mind that developing your topic will be an ongoing process.
As you undertake the process, in your search for more specific information,
you may find the need to change, broaden, narrow, refine, or tweak your
topic if the depth of material you need to define your topic does not fully
exist.

SEARCHING YOUR TOPIC

How well you search your topic and the way you search it is very important
to developing your idea. Whether you decide to use the Internet or online
periodical and article databases, using search engines is the fastest possible
way to retrieve information on a variety of subjects or topics.

Effectively Searching Your Topic

To effectively search your topic, first you need to clearly define it. Write a
clear, short sentence that summarizes your search topic. In other words, say
what you want to find your information on. Example: I would like to write
about the increasing problem of teenage pregnancy in the United States.

Having summarized your topic, pick out the keywords that best describe
your concept and that make up your search topic. In the case of the above
example, three concepts reflect the main idea of your paper: teenage, preg-
nancy, and United States. Using these terms, you want to enter these exact
words to search your topic on various search engines or online databases.
Your search results will list every available Web page or document featuring
your three terms in their description. The sources listed will include links to
each described Web site. By reviewing the summary of the Web sites listed,
you can visit those sites that seem relevant and determine if they apply to
your subject or not. (Note: Often, sites will contain links to other related Web
sites and resources that you also can review).

When searching your topic, remember this: No search engine covers
everything online. They allow you to search for different things in different
ways, and they all produce different results. That is because search engines
index only portions of the Internet or, for electronic databases, certain kinds
of periodicals, and not necessarily the same pages or publications. Therefore,
if you can’t find what you are looking at one site or one database, it’s impor-
tant to try another.

In both cases, most search engines produce comprehensive and relevant
results based on the keywords that appear in the context of your field of
inquiry. Others produce results in the order of popularity by the number of
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other sites linked to a site, or the popularity of the linking sites on that par-
ticular search engine, or by relevancy. This is mostly the case with Internet
search engine sites.

Options for Searching

Google (www.google.com) is by far the best search engine on the Web today
for finding leading sites on a particular topic. Pages listed first are the ones
that other sites link to most often and, unlike other search engines, Google
stores Web pages in its database, allowing you to see expired pages that oth-
erwise would not be available. Yahoo! (www.yahoo.com) is another popular
search engine site. It indexes pages by topic, producing a list of links appro-
priate to your topic. To narrow your search for a specific time period, Hot
Bot (www.hotbot.com) is another great choice. Using its advance search, you
can specify date limits with your search like “in the last month” or “in the
last three months,” so your search won’t produce a list of sites that are irrel-
evant to your topic.

Other places to start your search are Excite (www.excite.com), Lycos
(www.lycos.com), and Northern Light (www.northernlight.com), which rank
sites by relevancy, or AltaVista (www.altavista.com), which allows you to
state your search in the form of a question.

If you don’t find what you want using a single search engine, then try one
of the metasearch engines. They simultaneously search through multiple
search engines, directories, or other Web collections for documents related to
your subject. Leaders in this category include AlltheWeb (www.alltheweb.
com), Ask Jeeves (www.ask.com), Dogpile (www.dogpile.com), Metacrawler
(www.metacrawler.com), and Webcrawler (www.webcrawler.com). (For a
complete roundup of search engines, metasites, and search directories, see
Chapter 15.)

Besides using Internet search engines, if you decide to try online data-
bases at your library, you no doubt will have a variety of choices from which
you can search full-text books, newspapers, magazines, and journals on vir-
tually any subject or topic. These licensed databases feature articles on cur-
rent events, individual and specific subjects, and social and controversial
topics that all may be instrumental in helping you search for a topic. They
include Academic Search Elite, CQ Researcher, InfoTrac, Issues and Contro-
versies Opposing Viewpoints, and many others. (For a complete list of data-
bases, see Chapter 7, “Electronic Databases.”)

Methods of Searching

In the beginning, when searching your topic using either Web search engines
or electronic databases, problems may arise from matching the keywords of
your searches with what is used in search engine or database. Applying many
proven techniques will alleviate this problem in your quest to find an appro-
priate topic and plenty of information about it. Two common methods of
searching are:

1. Phrase Searching. Phrase searching requires you to use a proper name
or distinct phrase enclosed in double quotations (for example: “affirmative
action,” “mental health organizations,” or “John Ritter.”) Before commenc-
ing with your search, you need to think of the proper name, phrase, or organ-
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ization that you want to search to direct you to Web pages or documents
most associated with your subject or topic.

2. Boolean Searching. The Boolean method allows you to use common
words with many meanings and contexts with what are called “search con-
nectors,” such as AND, OR, or NOT, to achieve the best search results.
(Most major search engines, such as AlltheWeb, Google, and many others,
put AND between words by default.)

Adding AND to your keywords will limit your search to the topic you
have defined. Let’s say you want to research “censorship” and “media.” By
combining these keywords with AND (censorship AND media) in your
search, you would retrieve Web pages or documents containing those identi-
cal words. The same would apply if your topic is teenage pregnancies. Sim-
ply by connecting “teenagers” and “pregnancies” with AND, your search
will retrieve only specific records found in that search engine’s database con-
taining those words.

Unlike AND, using OR in combination with your keywords will actually
broaden your search and result in more “hits” that mention either word. In
this case, if your subject this time is automobile emissions and pollution, to
retrieve the most documents related to your subject and mentioning those
words, you would search your subject thusly: automobiles OR emissions OR
pollution.

Less popular than other search connectors is NOT. Combining NOT
with your keywords will actually exclude certain concepts and terms from
your search, and thus exclude certain documents not containing the specified
term. For example: advertising NOT television. Using this method, the search
engine will retrieve only those documents that mention “advertising” and not
television. One major problem with NOT as a search connector is that it may
discard articles that are important. Therefore, you may want to restrict your
usage of OR if this handicaps your search for material.

In addition to phrase or Boolean searching, you can apply a variety of
other proven methods to effectively search your topic, namely:

1. Nested Searches. A nested search is another technique often used for
searching a topic. It combines the use of AND and OR in the same search
statement. Unlike search connectors, nested searches use parentheses to
enclose the “or” part of the search. If cloning is your topic and you want to
examine the ethical considerations and legal ramifications, your nested search
statement would be cloning and (morals or laws). The results of your search
will focus on any document featuring this combination of words.

2. Truncated Searches. A truncated search, a second common method,
uses an asterisk (*) symbol to retrieve any variation of your topic search. For
example, using our previous topic, “cloning,” by adding an asterisk at the
end (“clon*”), you would find everything in that search engine’s database
with that root word, such as “cloning” and “clones.”

3. Subject Heading or Descriptor Searches. The final search method uses
subject headings or descriptors commonly contained in library catalogs or
electronic databases. These databases apply a unique set of subject headings,
such as Library of Congress Subject Headings (a classification system for
books, references, periodicals, and so on), that describes each item in its data-
base, from A to Z—(for example, “Animals” or “Sports.” Subject headings
often differ from database to database, so knowing the right subject headings
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will make your search more precise. Familiarizing yourself with the subject
headings or descriptors used by search engines and how to use them in your
search will help you to uncover many more relevant documents and narrow
your search, if needed.

In the meantime, start by doing a keyword search using words that best
describe your topic to see what subject headings or descriptors work. Next,
browse through your search results and make a list of the subjects or descrip-
tors found in your Web pages or documents that more precisely identify your
subject or concept. Redo your search using the new subjects or descriptors
that you identified.

DEFINING AND NARROWING YOUR TOPIC

After conducting your initial search for ideas, if you haven’t found enough
information on your topic, then you may need to focus your idea more
sharply to fulfill the purpose of your assignment (and possibly get that “A”
you’ve dreamed of). With a well-crafted topic, you can focus your research
and hunt for relevant facts and information that will flesh out your idea and
make your project successful. The following are common tips that will help
you more favorably achieve your objective:

1. Avoid Being Too General. When developing your topic, try not to be
too general in your approach, but be more specific. For example, if you
decide to research “alcoholism and teenagers,” doing your preliminary
research with a topic as general this will result in finding more information
than you bargained for. That’s because any preliminary research you conduct
will be too broad and your findings so widespread that you won’t know what
information is usable, necessary, or dispensable. Conversely, topics that are
too new can be troublesome as well. That’s because often few sources exist,
making the task of research that much more difficult.

2. Make Sure Your Topic Is Well Defined. You’ll have an easier time
researching your topic if you formulate a well-defined researchable question
or well-focused topic to answer what will be the thrust of your essay, paper,
or written project. If you rush ahead too quickly with a topic you have not
defined, you may fail to develop your topic effectively. Your research ques-
tion will provide the focus of your research and your paper, so when you are
conducting your research, the information you gather will answer and sup-
port your paper’s point of view or central theme. Your question should be
clear, concise, detailed, and focused. By taking this time-tested approach, you
will not only know the topic you will be specifically researching but also the
point you want to take in your paper.

Let’s say your topic is television violence. What exactly do you want to
know? Are you interested in the effect of violent television content on view-
ers in general, on adults, or on children? If your interest is children, then you
want to frame your question thusly: “What effect does television violence
have on children?” Your research—and ultimately your paper—will now
focus on answering this important question, and depict how violence in tele-
vision affects the behavior of children who watch these influential programs.

Another example might be secondhand smoke, one of those “hot but-
ton” issues. Again, what is the point of view or theme of your paper going to
be? Do you want to focus on secondhand smoke and its damaging effect on
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teenagers? Do you want to argue that it poses no serious health risk at all?
Since so much has been written and published about this subject, the latter
may be hard to prove. Conclusive evidence may not exist to support this
viewpoint. Certainly, an easier topic to research would be “secondhand
smoke and its damaging effect on teenagers.” Ask yourself what you want to
focus on in the form of a question. It could be simply, “What is the long-term
effect of secondhand smoke on teenagers?”

DOING PRELIMINARY RESEARCH

Once you have found a topic that works favorably in your search, you then
need to conduct more preliminary research to determine if ample research
exists for your topic. Like a great explorer uncovering uncharted territory or
a great archaeologist undertaking an important dig for unknown artifacts, you
need to get your explorer shoes on and dig deeper.

Doing more preliminary research will provide you with the additional
facts, opinions, and details to assess the overall feasibility of your topic. The
more you research and the more dedicated you are to this task, the more fully
you will be able to assess your topic’s viability.

During this phase of the operation, you want to consult as many sources
as possible. This may involve keyword searching on Internet search engines,
Web directories, specialized Web sites, or online databases at your library to
find more information relevant to your topic.

As an active researcher, you want to constantly evaluate your research,
its purpose and its relevancy by asking yourself, “How does it relate to my
topic?” “What ideas support my topic?” “From where does the author draw
his or her ideas?”

The last question is vitally important for two reasons. First, most pub-
lished articles—mostly in scholarly journals, specialty publications, books,
and popular references—will feature a bibliography of sources at the end
offering additional avenues to research for your topic later. Secondly, the
author of the article may have used only a fraction of material from that listed
“source.” Therefore, you should always consult the original article to see if
other important details were covered that the writer left out.

Another important tip: Remember, many of the books and articles that
you find in periodical indexes also will have bibliographies. You can check
these for additional relevant sources for your research.

At this stage of your project, your search may yield a bumper crop of
information that precisely addresses your paper’s concept. If so, you are in
good shape. Or you may find that potential sources for your topic are few
and far between, or that there are hundreds of sources, far too many to list.
If either is the case, then pick a question that a dozen or so of the sources you
have found focus on and restate the theme of your paper appropriately. Don’t
be married to your original idea if it will be too restrictive or cumbersome.
Otherwise, you are setting yourself up for more frustration than it is worth.

Now that you have successfully found your topic, you are ready for the
next task: Finding all the information and sources needed for your written
project and, more important, developing a plan that will ensure your success.
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Gathering Your Information

Your success rate in researching your topic, subject, or idea will dramatically
improve if you plan appropriately, develop a timetable to achieve your
objective, and take the right course of action to gather information for your
project.

The quality of the information you gather is more important than the
quantity. Assembling a large mass of material through your research does not
mean that all of it will be useful or, for that matter, necessary. Therefore, care-
fully planning what you need to research is imperative.

PLANNING YOUR RESEARCH

All undertakings, whether throwing a 50th-anniversary party for your grand-
parents, buying a new car, moving into your first apartment, or moving to
another state, have one thing in common: They all take careful planning. The
same goes with researching your paper. A well-developed plan will mean the
difference between completing your project on time or ahead of schedule.

Three logical steps you should take before digging for more information
and to fulfill your research are:

1. Set an agenda for your research
2. Develop a list of the research tools and strategies
3. Create a timetable or schedule for completion

Setting an Agenda for Your Research

Planning in advance what you need to research can save you a tremendous
amount of time and energy. You need a road map to take you in the right
direction. Otherwise, you will be spinning your wheels and getting nowhere
fast. To avoid this problem, you need to set an agenda for your research.

Accomplishing this task is easy. Consider the purpose of your topic and
the expectations that your instructor has for your paper. What should your
paper look like? What do you hope to learn about your topic? What charac-
teristics should your paper reflect? Is your paper supposed to examine a
highly debatable political, cultural, or scholarly issue? Is your paper supposed
to take a position or weigh both sides of the issue? Who will your audience
be? If you’re not sure what the requirements are, always ask your instructor
so you are heading down the right path.

10
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Following this exercise, determine what methods of research will be
appropriate to meet those expectations. What kind of sources are you
allowed to use? How much evidence is needed to shape your paper? What
variety of sources are required reflecting different viewpoints?

Finally, look at what combination of research will help you fulfill the
objective of your assignment. Decide which tools and references you should
use to balance your research and that you plan to explore. The tools and
strategies you select will guide you to finding the research you need to accom-
plish your assignment.

Listing Your Tools and Strategies

Now that you have successfully set an agenda, you need a shopping list. Your
list should cover those research tools and strategies you decided upon that are
most suitable and most appropriate for your project.

In doing your preliminary research to test your topic, you probably only
scratched the surface. Consulting encyclopedias, newspapers and magazines,
and the Internet probably fulfilled your initial needs, but now you need to
broaden the scope of your research to other mediums to fully research your
topic before writing your paper.

Consequently, list other print and electronic research tools that you want
to explore in earnest, and check them off after you’ve completed this task.
Your list might be something like this:

_ Check almanacs

__ Check biographical dictionaries

_ Check electronic databases

___ Check master bibliographies

_ Check microfilm indexes

___ Check scholarly journals

__ Check specialized subject references

___ Check other sources (such as government documents, statistical
abstracts, and the like)

___ Check with a librarian (for helping you find any of the above or
other relevant sources)

Your list may look different from the above example, but, nonetheless, it
will help you focus on your needs and help you to achieve them.

As you embark on this phase of research, be diligent. Take notes of what
research you have completed, including citations—particular information
that gives proof of what you have researched—for each source you plan to
use, such as the author, title, publisher, year, and Web address, and what you
have left to finish. This information will be useful to you later, when you
compile your bibliography or works cited page for your essay, term paper, or
written project.

Creating a Timetahle/Schedule

Nearly everything in life is scheduled or involves some kind of rigid routine.
You may wake up at the same time every morning, have breakfast at the same
time (or skip breakfast every morning—your choice), go to school at the same
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time, or do your school work at the same hour every day. While it may be
redundant and suffocating at times, the fact is that having a schedule works
best to allow you to accomplish all that you need to do.

When embarking on your research project, how well you manage
and schedule your time is equally important. Researching an essay,
term paper, or written project involves many critical stages, each of them
completed successfully and on schedule, if your project is to be successful,
too.

To accomplish your research with ease, establish a schedule that
breaks your project into small, manageable tasks. Your research won’t be
completed in one day, and it shouldn’t be. Researching your paper is a
process that encompasses the commitment of time and energy of a sched-
uled period of time to attain your goals. Students may spend a day or so or
up to two weeks, depending on the scope and nature of the assignment,
first searching for a topic, then defining and narrowing it before gathering
the necessary research to begin writing their project.

Depending on the time you have to complete your project, you should
develop a schedule that addresses your time constraints and pending deadline
for your project. For example, if you have only two weeks, then you really
should complete your research in the first week so you can spend the second
week writing your paper. If you have a month, you may have the luxury of
more time, but you should plan on completing all of your major research
within the first two weeks.

Following are examples of two schedules, based on the above scenarios,
which you can adapt or change to fit your needs:

Research Schedule #1

Day One: Actively begin researching your topic on the first day. Locate what
you consider will be the best resources to uncover useful information for your
paper. Keep a log of the sources you have visited and what resources you need
to check the next day.

Day Two: Keep researching your topic. Check more sources on your list
and make notes of what new sources you have found.

Day Three: Continue down your list of potential resources. Keep accu-
mulating relevant information from your other sources. Make notes of the
sources you have reviewed.

Day Four: Now review all your research. Evaluate what you have and
organize your research for your paper. After organizing your research, pre-
pare an outline for your paper, indicating what research you plan to use in
your paper and to determine if you have everything you need for your proj-
ect or still need more information.

Day Five: If necessary, use this day to acquire any last-minute research
that will be important to writing your paper.

Research Schedule #2

Week One: Aggressively research your topic and commit as much time as
possible during that first week. Find the most promising sources to unearth
the most meaningful material for your paper. Keep a running account of your
success and make notes of the research that you completed, what sites or
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resources you have checked, and, by week’s end, what research you have not
completed.

Week Two: Continue researching your topic. Find and evaluate more
sources. Create a preliminary outline for your paper, based on your research,
in the order of what you plan to cover. To accomplish this task, carefully
review and organize all of your research by the subtopics you want to discuss
that are relevant to your main topic. By organizing your research and also
outlining your paper, you can determine if you need any additional research.
If necessary, you should acquire it before the end of the week so you can start
writing your paper.

FINDING YOUR SOURCES

Every paper that you write for a class or school has one major characteristic
in common: They require sound, credible evidence to support your paper’s
point of view, or topic. Now that you have narrowed and defined your
research topic and are ready to research your paper, you want to examine
every conceivable source and form of research for your topic, from print to
electronic material, from the Internet to your local library. Books, magazines,
newspapers, journal articles, popular references, and CD-ROMs are just a
few of the potential sources you should explore and consider.

To examine your topic more fully, the following traditional and elec-
tronic sources (explored in depth in Section II) will offer new perspective,
new insights, and new evidence that will be vital to your success in research-
ing your topic and, therefore, should not be overlooked.

USING LIBRARIES

While the Internet has become the chosen portal for information most pre-
ferred by students, school and public libraries offer substantial resources, not
available on the Web or found in a single place, that you should use when
conducting research for your paper. Using this wonderful resource will pay
big dividends in the rich material that you will unearth.

Approximately 93,000 school libraries and 3,658 college and university
libraries exist in the United States alone. That includes 100 of the largest uni-
versity libraries that describe themselves as “research libraries.”

Academic libraries differ in the services they offer to the general public.
However, most colleges and universities allow public use of their facilities.
You don’t have to be enrolled as a student to utilize their computer data-
bases, electronic catalogs, and Internet resources. Largely funded and tax-
supported, major universities generally offer many more electronic resources
than do most public libraries. For student use only, school libraries, from
kindergarten through high school, also offer similar services and a wide
range of computer databases that are invaluable instruments for research.

Your local public library is another good choice. With more than 9,000
public libraries in the United States, each branch serves the community by pro-
viding reading material, recordings, videotapes, and basic reference and
research collections. Public libraries also feature a vast collection of electronic
databases, free of charge, which they license for public use. These include elec-
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tronic periodical indexes, bibliography indexes, encyclopedias, general refer-
ences, and special collections and archival material not found anywhere else.

As an added bonus, most public libraries offer high-speed Internet access
over a local network that can rapidly advance your process of doing research
electronically—with one limitation: Most libraries limit use of the Internet to
30 minutes or less. But, given the rapidity by which you can acquire your
research, it is well worth the effort.

Whether you visit your school or public library, you will find some fan-
tastic tools to get you started on your way to finding the research you need
to complete your project. The following will help you locate relevant infor-
mation for your project.

Online Catalogs

Card catalogs, at one time the primary source for finding every book avail-
able in your library, have become a thing of the past. They have been replaced
by an online catalog, also known as Online Public Access Catalogs (OPACs),
that does the same thing, only much faster. These computerized catalogs fea-
ture information on what books, periodicals, special collections, and data-
bases are available to use, to check out, or to research.

Most online catalogs are easy to search. You can search your informa-
tion by author, title, or subject, cross-referenced for easy use, and most
libraries permit remote access to look up items in their catalog without mak-
ing a trip to the library. You can access or locate quickly the holdings or items
at your library or other libraries, any hour or day of the week. In addition,
when using online catalogs, you can download or print records of titles you
want check out, and renew or place material on hold. (For more information
regarding OPACs, see Chapter 12, “Finding Libraries.”)

Problems can arise in finding appropriate titles. This depends on the
nature of your topic—how current or old it is, and whether the library car-
ries books about that subject. Searching by title requires knowing the title
you want to locate. The same applies when searching for a particular author.
This does not mean you won’t be successful in producing a list of titles that
are relevant if you search a title using a common keyword. The only problem
is if the words you choose are not compatible with how the titles are listed.
In that case, you may not produce a complete listing of titles appropriate to
your search.

You don’t have to know the author or title of the book to use the online
catalog to find what you want. As with keyword searching on the Internet,
the subject heading category allows you to enter the keywords of what you
are interested in researching, and the online catalog will retrieve a listing of
those titles the library currently has available. This includes popular reference
titles that are unavailable for checkout but that can be useful nonetheless.

When searching the online catalog, you should have a clear idea of your
topic or at least have narrowed your topic. If your topic is too broad, you
may find too many sources and not all of them pertinent.

If you have trouble locating a specific title or subject, ask the reference
librarian or a library staff member for help.

As noted earlier, most libraries use the Library of Congress classification
system—beginning with “A” and ending with “Z”—for organizing and
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shelving books in subject order. Every book that comes up in your search will
have certain call numbers next to the title, author’s name, place of publica-
tion, publication date, and other relevant bibliographic information. Depend-
ing on what books you use as your source material, you will want to keep a
copy of this information for your bibliography.

To locate the book in the library, write down or print out a copy of the
results of your search. You will need to know the call numbers so that you
can track down the titles you are interested in perusing or checking out. The
call numbers will correspond with those listed on the spine of the books and
also tell you their location in the library. Libraries generally organize titles by
topic.

Popular References

Popular references are a great resource of information and can help you thor-
oughly investigate your topic. Found in the reference room of your library,
they can provide valuable background information and statistical data on
almost every subject.

As noted earlier, consulting the online catalog is the fastest and simplest
way to find a title of interest. Sometimes you may find a title that you were
unaware of by browsing the library shelves. More often than not, however,
using the online catalog is your best bet to quickly locate newly published
titles, specialty titles, or reference books, including specialized references, those
that specifically cover the subject you are researching. (One great source for
finding general and subject references is Robert Balay’s Guide to Reference
Books, 10th ed. [Chicago: American Library Association, 1996], which lists
10,000 reference books by subject area.)

Another good method for locating other titles is to check out published
bibliographies in your library that index books published on a specific sub-
ject. (There is more about bibliographies later in this chapter.) Or try the
Library of Congress Subject Headings, a comprehensive A-to-Z catalog of
subjects offered in any library using this system. To locate additional refer-
ence materials, you may also want to consult The New York Times Guide to
Reference Materials by Mona McCormick (New York: Times Books, 1985),
which features information on various reference sources.

Reference works can provide droves of usable information for your
paper. Some of it may be useful, supporting research focusing on a specific
aspect, or a few helpful facts worth gleaning. When selecting a potential title
for research, you should spend some time evaluating its content to determine
how useful it will be. Reviewing the table of contents will help you see
whether the general content matches the purpose of your research. That is
something you will need to decide. Whether a book is useful or not will
become obvious once you go through the process.

Many general references, available in print and electronic form, may be
useful to your research in a variety of ways. Your school or public library
should have numerous popular reference titles covering most commonly writ-
ten about subjects and specialties. Generally, eight types of references are
available from your school or public library for research use only: general
and specialized encyclopedias, biographical dictionaries and almanacs, dic-
tionaries and handbooks, and bibliographies and statistical abstracts.
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Consulting general and specialized encyclopedias to obtain background
and specific information about a specific field or topic is highly recom-
mended. Encyclopedias exist on dozens of fields of interest, such as a biogra-
phical encyclopedia of American authors or a guide to legal and medical
terms. They can be valuable tools in your research.

Encyclopedias such as Encyclopaedia Britannica and Encyclopedia
Americana function as primary sources for background information and gen-
eral overviews on current topics. Entries are usually footnoted and include a
bibliography of sources, used to write the information presented, that may be
worth checking out on your own for additional material on your subject.

Biographical dictionaries offer profiles of well-known figures and impor-
tant people in culture, history, and world events from all walks of life. Many
contain brief accounts, personal data, and biographical overviews examining
the life and work of the individual that are well written and documented.

Some of the best biographical references available today include Current
Biography, detailing persons of various professions and nationalities; Dictio-
nary of American Biography, offering brief biographies of more than 15,000
deceased Americans representing many professions; and Who’s Who in
America, featuring biographies of many living notables.

Numerous other print and electronic subject-specific and regional
“who’s whos” list prominent individuals in particular fields of interest, cov-
ering the full spectrum of subjects. Titles in this category range from Who’s
Who in American Art to Who’s Who in Rock & Roll. (For detailed coverage
of biographical references, see Chapter 6.)

Almanacs offer a collection of miscellaneous facts, statistics, tables,
charts, lists, and quick answers to questions you may have regarding differ-
ent subjects of interest, including education, health, geography, sports, and
countless others. Popular almanacs include Information Please Almanac and
The World Almanac and Book of Facts.

Dictionaries may be unabridged—very large dictionaries that enable you
to check the meaning of virtually any word—or subject dictionaries that
cover specialized terminology of a particular discipline. Examples include
The Oxford English Dictionary to The Facts On File Dictionary of Music.

Subject handbooks and bibliographies are two more valuable sources.
Handbooks covering a variety of subjects are available through most libraries
and provide a comprehensive overview on the concepts, procedures, tech-
niques, and facts of specific topics. Examples range from Violent Children:
Research Handbook to Social Change in America: The Historical Handbook.

Bibliographies list other available sources most pertinent to your topic.
These resources index articles and books in your subject area. They can be
the quickest way to locate additional sources for you to use. Dozens of pub-
lished bibliographies dot library reference shelves, such as An Annotated Bib-
liography of 20th Century Critical Studies of Women’s Literature to Subject
Guide to Books in Print.

One of the best general print bibliographies is H. W. Wilson’s Biblio-
graphic Index, which lists bibliographies that have been published separately
or in books or journals. The index is also available in electronic form and
indexes more than 350,000 bibliographies published in English and other
languages. You can also find bibliographies on almost any topic on the Web
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for easy access as well. Libraries often post collections of bibliographies on
their Web page.

Statistical abstracts offer statistical information that can be important to
your essay, term paper, or project. Statistical Abstracts of the United States,
prepared by the U.S. Bureau of the Census and published by the Government
Printing Office, is the one of the best resources of its kind, containing vital
facts and figures about Americans and the United States. (For a detailed look
at general references, see Chapter 10.)

Periodicals

Besides finding relevant books and references for your research, you also
should consult printed newspapers, magazines, and scholarly journals. Peri-
odicals are continuous publications published daily, weekly, monthly, or
quarterly. Your school or public library is a great place to hunt down popu-
lar periodicals. Most libraries have reading rooms that display the latest
issues of national publications, local newspapers, regional magazines, con-
sumer magazines, general interest publications, and trade magazines written
for the public, as well as scholarly journals written by and for professionals
in various fields. Many of these publications will be invaluable in providing
you with in-depth, specific information appropriate for your topic.

Newspapers range from local newspapers that serve a city, town, or
state, such as The Boston Globe or The Los Angeles Times, to nationally
published newspapers, like USA Today, offering general coverage. Popular
periodicals lining library shelves mostly include weekly or monthly magazines
that provide articles on timely subjects written by staff reporters or freelance
writers. Common titles include Ebony, People Magazine, Reader’s Digest,
Sports lllustrated, Time, and Vogue.

For substantive coverage of issues of vital importance to a broad, general
audience, general interest publications, such as Christian Science Monitor,
Economist, and National Geographic, are the answer. The information is
presented in an easily readable manner, and articles are geared to any edu-
cated audience.

Many scholarly journals, providing specialized treatment of important
issues with articles written by scholars or experts in a specific field, also pop-
ulate most reading rooms. Most journals contain articles based on new
research and include references and bibliographies, or a list of sources, used
to research and write them. Some scholarly titles are American Economic
Review, JAMA: The Journal of American Medical Association, Journal of
Marriage and Family, and Modern Fiction Studies.

Trade journals cover a plethora of specialized subjects focusing on the
practice, art, or technique of a profession or field with articles written by
reporters or industry professionals. Most publications report the latest news
and new developments, from breaking issues to new products, for their read-
ership. Titles range from American Small Farm Magazine to Utility Week.
(For extensive coverage of newspapers, magazines, and journals, see Chapter
10.)

Current issues of popular periodicals are usually displayed in the reading
room of your library, arranged alphabetically by title, for easy access. Once a
new issue arrives, back issues are relegated to reference shelves, where they
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are stored along with copies of other previous issues of each periodical, still
accessible for research and reference purposes. Libraries vary on their policy
allowing students or patrons to check out periodicals. Always check with
your library regarding their policy and availability. If restrictions exist, you
can always photocopy an important article that you need for future use.

To find periodicals on your subject, most libraries offer both print and
electronic periodical indexes, either on CD-ROMs or over the Internet, that
you can use to locate titles, abstracts, or articles related to your topic. Printed
indexes are updated and published annually. Indexes published on CD-ROM
or available online are updated more frequently, so the information is more
current.

The best index to check first is the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Litera-
ture. Found in your library’s reference room and available in print and elec-
tronic form, this comprehensive directory lists articles, primarily from
magazines, written on a particular subject. Articles are listed by the author
and subject, the title and publication, and by the year published.

Additional indexes to consult include the Alternative Press Index, cover-
ing non-mainstream publications, Essay and General Literature Index, which
indexes essays, essay anthologies, and essay collections, and the Popular Peri-
odical Index, which covers many magazines not listed in the Readers’ Guide.
Other sources include Standard Periodical Directory, which lists titles of peri-
odicals; and Ulrich’s International Periodicals Directory, which covers thou-
sands of serials, periodicals, annuals, and newspapers worldwide.

To access more scholarly articles, you will need to use specialized
indexes, also located in the library’s reference room. Similar to the Readers’
Guide to Periodical Literature, they contain abstracts or short summaries of
articles published in journals in one specific field. Indexes include: American
History and Life, Art Index, Biological Abstracts, Business Periodicals Index,
Communications Abstracts, Criminal Justice Periodicals Index, Education
Index, General Sciences Index, Humanities Index, Index Medicus, MLA
International Bibliography of Books and Articles on the Modern Languages
and Literatures, Music Index, and Social Sciences Index. Check with your
library regarding access and availability.

Libraries also provide computer access to other popular indexes, such as
SearchBank and FirstSearch. Published by Dialog, a leading provider of
online-based information, both indexes include abstracts and some full-text
articles from various publications.

In addition, major newspapers, such as The New York Times and The
Washington Post, publish online and printed indexes to articles that appeared
in past editions that you can peruse. In most cases, older articles, not acces-
sible electronically, are available on microfilm or microfiche and are part of
your library’s collection of microform periodicals.

CD-ROM and online indexes have a clear advantage over printed edi-
tions. Search engines enable you to find the article or issue that you want,
quickly and painlessly. Subsequently, from the results of your search, you can
print a copy of the abstract or article (if full text). With the abstract infor-
mation, you can find a copy of the publication in your library to check out.
If the publication is unavailable, you can check out other libraries in your
area to see if they have the issue you are seeking.
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Electronic Databases

Besides enlisting periodical sources and browsing library catalogs for books
and references, countless electronic databases, including periodical indexes
and abstracts, are an effective tool for locating magazine and journal articles
by subject, and for researching clearly defined subjects. Located in the refer-
ence area of your library, they serve as a guide to the contents of selected peri-
odicals, published primarily in journals, magazines, and newspapers, in the
United States and around the world.

Most indexes and abstracts today are published in either book or elec-
tronic form, and exist for almost every subject or field of interest. Print vol-
umes cover a specific period when the articles are published, either annually
or monthly. Content of print indexes often includes references to newspaper
articles, articles in books, monographs, and government documents. In some
cases, print indexes cover topics not featured on electronic indexes.

Electronic indexes are available via CD-ROM and online. Found on
computer workstations in the reference area of your library, they come com-
plete with searchable databases, and have a distinct advantage over their
printed counterparts. While covering the same content, most electronic
indexes offer “full text” versions of articles listed, though not in all cases, and
the information is often more current.

Most electronic indexes feature subject headings or keyword searching.
Specific information about each entry in its database is listed, including arti-
cle title, author, publication name, date published, and other abbreviated
information that requires use of the index’s abbreviation key to understand.
You will want to write down the information as listed, so you can see if your
library carries the magazine or journal you desire.

Abstracts are similar to an index. They act and work like an index in the
sense that they are subject oriented and offer specific information with each
entry, including a brief description of what each article is about, which can
help you decide whether the article is relevant to your research or topic.

Like indexes, abstracts are available in CD-ROM form or in bound
printed versions in the reference area of your library. Book abstracts list
entries by subject, and therefore you will need to find your subject in the
index to see if what you need is included. Each entry has a number or iden-
tifying code that you will use to find the article you want and its description
in the abstract portion of the book.

CD-ROM abstracts are much easier to use. You can instantly search your
subject using a keyword search to produce a list of abstracts of relevant
articles.

Keep in mind that indexes often overlap in their coverage, so some peri-
odicals may be listed in several different databases. Even so, depending on
your topic, it is worth checking out many different indexes and abstracts that
are relevant to your subject to uncover the best and most appropriate infor-
mation for your paper.

Indexes and abstracts cover a wide variety of subjects and types of peri-
odicals. As noted earlier, the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature is a
major index for genera