CH A P T E R ON E

THE PROCESS
Steps to Finding and Using the Right
Information. Anytime. Anywhere.

Nervous yet?
Don’t worry.
We’re here
to help.
in this chapter,
we’ll discuss how to dive
into that giant mess of information
and unearth what you need to create
something coherent, structured, and usable.
Research (in the library or on the Web)
is the process of searching for, selecting,
evaluating, and using information to meet
a need, answer a question, or
resolve a problem.
We study the research process
mostly from a classroom perspective,
but you can apply these principles any time
you need to find and use information. And
when I say any time, I mean any time.

imagine your boss needs
information on the competition’s latest innovation. How do you get it?
Does that used car you’re
looking at have a good
safety record? Wondering if your child might
need to see a doctor?
How do you figure out
what information is safe
to use?

Research isn’t something teachers,
professors, and librarians make you
do just because they like seeing
you suffer…it’s a skill set worth
learning. These steps are useful
outside the classroom, in the
workplace, at home…everywhere!

Thinking critically about
information can help in
the classroom but, just
as importantly, also help
you thrive in your life
and career.
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So what does it
mean when I talk about
the research “process”?
Well, that depends on
your preferences, style,
purpose, and approach
to learning.

Some researchers like to just jump
into the information and “float around,”
waiting to see what drifts by.
Maybe they’ll snag a bit of
useful peer-reviewed information here
and there, or they’ll drift around this pile
of unreliable blog posts and try to absorb it
all at once. it’s a valid learning method, but
it’s risky, requiring a razor-sharp grasp
of what makes different pieces of
information reliable (or not).

Others prefer a more
structured path. it’s a
little more guided and
less dangerous…You’re
less likely to drown in
irrelevant information.
This is the route that we’ll
take most of the time.

The first option
can be confusing, even
overwhelming. With no
The second
research plan, you’re
option provides a
working without a
nice clear path, but
safety net, but you
you might miss some
may stumble across
of the cool stuff
valuable information
tucked away in the
that you’d have missed
far corners of
otherwise.
the information
landscape.

That being said, you’ll probably figure out that
research can be a messy process. There’s not
usually a straight line from a question to
an answer (at least for academic research
questions). You’ll make some detours,
maybe circle back around and try again,
and will definitely have to overcome some obstacles.
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You’ll also discover
some new tools and techniques
along the way. Just remember to think
ahead, be flexible, and give yourself
time to work through the process.
And ask librarians for help!
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Regardless of what approach you take,
you’ll begin with an idea, a topic.
Pick something you’re
interested in, something
you have a question about.
if the topic is assigned or
chosen for you, approach
it in a way that’ll allow you
to be creative and find the
interesting aspects
of the topic.
You’ll find that
your work will
be much better if
you’re interested.

if the research is for a class, be sure you know
what’s expected from you. Read the details of
the assignment, and ask your instructor for
clarification if you’re not sure of the assignment’s
purpose. That purpose will guide your research.
if, for example, you need to write an
argument paper, you’ll have to find
information on both sides of an issue.

And be sure to plan ahead. You might
think you can get away with putting
things off until the last minute, but
that will backfire eventually. You can
never account for every possibility.

Wait until the last minute to do
your research, and eventually that
“last minute” will be the day your
internet goes down, or the library
gets fumigated, or you become the
first flu case of the season.

Jeez,
what are
the odds?
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OK, sorry for the lecture.
Back to the…uh…lecture. So,
let’s say you have your topic,
and you’re ready to start
researching—

Whoa, hold up. Yeah, that’s a
topic…a big topic. A topic
that’s been discussed by
thousands upon thousands
of books, articles,
websites, old men
on porches…
Are you
really up to
summarizing all
of that in ten
pages?

That’s what I thought. Here’s
what we’re going to do. Take
that topic and narrow it down.
Choose one aspect of your topic
and ask a question about it.

That’s a good
start!
Still, the
question’s very broad,
and it’s vague. First of all,
who is “who”? And what do you
mean when you say “better”?
Bigger, faster, more…all
of the above?

You’ll need to clarify your
question by digging a little deeper.
Coming up with a manageable question
can be tough when you don’t know the
topic well. if that’s the case, speak
with your instructor, a librarian,
or start with some general
information on the topic.
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Hmm…OK.
Who had better
weapons during
the Civil War?

Go do
that. I’ll wait
here.

(We’ll talk
about how to
find that soon.)
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C RI T IC A L T H IN K I N G EXERCI SES
Remember to use your online tool to record
your responses to the questions.

1. How do you prefer to do research? Do you like to just “jump in” and see what information
you come across? Or do you prefer to have more structure and develop your research
methodically, from the ground up? Describe your normal process for developing a topic
and finding information. What could you do to improve your own approach to the research
process?
2. When searching online, how do you decide what information to look at and what information to ignore? How do you decide what is good or bad? Do you trust the search engine to
provide you with the best information, or do you take steps to ensure that your search is
designed to be effective?
3. Tell us about some research you’ve recently done. It doesn’t have to be for academic
purposes. Remember, research is about a question you’ve had and the process of answering it. You might have tried to find a good, new sci-fi book to read, or you might not
have understood a pop culture reference from your favorite show. It could be anything.
How did you attempt to find information to answer the question? Did you find more than
one resource to help you? Did those resources disagree or conflict? If so, how did that
affect your next steps and eventual answer?
4. The next time you research a topic, try keeping track of the resources you locate, regardless
of where you find them or what format they take. As you read through each resource, note
how your views on the topic change and explain how what you’ve learned will determine
your next steps. Show your results to your instructor, a librarian, or even a friend, and
get some feedback from them.
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