


Let’s pretend that you’re walking down the
street and someone standing on the corner
tells you that he has some important
information for you. “An asteroid is going to
hit the earth in three days,” he says. He
hands you a flyer that says a number of
prominent scientists have confirmed it.

SO WHAT DO YOU DO NEXT?Do you ignore him? Run
for cover? Buy asteroid insurance?

You figure that before you make any decisions,
you should probably do some research. After
a basic internet search, however, you
discover a lot of conflicting information, and
you’re not sure whom to believe. Text from  "Beyond Plagiarism" on U Mich Sweetland 

Center for Writing resource page.  



For example, the Wikipedia page on asteroids
tells you what an asteroid is, but not whether
one is going to hit in three days. You find a blog
post from someone who warns of an asteroid
strike in three years, not three days. Another
website, www.backyardbombshelters.com, warns
of a strike in twelve days and has a sale on a
particular brand of bomb shelter.

 A blog post by someone claiming to be a “semi-
professional scientist” refutes all claims about
asteroid strikes. You find a few books about
asteroid strikes that initially seem promising,
but on closer inspection you realize these are
fiction, and they are mostly about post-asteroid
zombie attacks. This search has made you more
confused than ever! Text and images from  "Beyond Plagiarism" on U Mich Sweetland 

Center for Writing resource page.  



You realize you have to figure out who the foremost expert on
asteroids is so that your information comes from an authoritative
source. After limiting your search to news sites with recent articles
on asteroids, you find an NYT profile of a prominent scientist who has
published in academic journals on this topic. This means that the
scientist not only has the degree she claims to have, but also that her
scientific work is well respected among a community of people with
similar qualifications.So you go to your university library’s website,
access an academic database like Web of Science, and search for that
scientist’s name. Ten academic articles come up, two of which are about
asteroid strikes. One is from 1972, and the other is from 2013. You
download and read both of them. You go back to the flyer and realize
that the flyer is citing a few facts taken out of context from the 1972
article. The 2013 article largely refutes them thanks to new data that
the scientist has collected over the last 40 years.Reading all of this
helps you determine that the flyer is not a useful source with which to
predict a future asteroid strike. You are safe!

Text from  "Beyond Plagiarism" on U Mich Sweetland 
Center for Writing resource page.  



ONLINe and database is one kind of research,  but there are a lot of
others-- and part of the job of a researcher (YOUR JOB) is figuring out
what is most useful for the project ahead of you. these things all
count as research:  

Interviews! analyzing media
(like tv and video) 

reading books and
articles! 

Things like taste tests and science experiments also count as research, though
they may not fit with this project.  



tertiary sources are overview sources, like dictionaries or encyclopedias (like wikipedia.) 

Tertiary sources provide you with basic information that you might need to proceed with
your project, and they can help you hone your research question. Often they can also
lead you to other valuable sources. Most likely, you’ll begin with this broad overview but
later drill down into something more specific.

Wikipedia is crowd-sourced, which means that anyone–anyone!–can change and edit
entries. Usually people edit entries to make them more accurate, but sometimes people do
so as a joke. And sometimes even factually accurate entries are poorly organized or
poorly written. Wikipedia can be a useful place to start, though, because it can give you
general background on a topic. Also, since the strongest Wikipedia entries reference the
information they use, they can point you to other, more trustworthy sources. Look at the
list of citations at the bottom of an article: do any of the listed sources seem useful to
you? It’s always better to examine multiple sources instead of relying on one source
alone.

WHAT KIND of source do you need? 



secondary sources! 
Do you need analysis that synthesizes multiple first-hand accounts and
the work of multiple scholars?

Secondary sources usually analyze raw data and present conclusions
about it. Before you can trust those conclusions, you have to know
whether other experts on this topic would view them as reputable. This
isn’t the same as agreeing or disagreeing with the author’s conclusions.
Before you can even get to that point, you have to know that the
conclusions were reached by someone who has enough expertise to draw
valid conclusions on this topic.

That's what the person did in evaluating the meteor research in the first
few slides.  We have to make choices about who we should listen to-- and
why. 



primary sources! 
If your project requires first-hand experience or raw
data, you’ll want to look at primary sources. Primary
sources were generally created at the time that
people experienced an event. In the sciences, they
include databases and experiment result data. In the
humanities, they include letters, diaries, newspaper
accounts, interviews, poems, novels, visual art, and
movies.

I'm not saying primary sources are better than
secondary or tertiary-- they just all do different
things! think about what you want from your research.



don't just look for sources that agree with you! 

 

Those you disagree with can (and often should) be your sources
too. If you ignore major information because it disputes your
claims, your claims don't end up looking very credible. It is
worth your time to understand what all sides are saying on
your issue.  

One of the reasons that we don't have you start with a
thesis statement but with a question is because we want you
to discover information that may surprise you. Sometimes
when we start with a thesis, we are just trying to prove
that thesis right.  This doesn't mean you won't get to a main
point eventually, it just means you'll be very well-informed
by the time you get there.


