Research Strategy

The Seven Steps of the Research Process
The following seven steps are a simple and effective process for finding information and documenting the sources you find. Depending on your topic and your familiarity with the library you are using, you may need to adapt this outline to meet your specific needs.

1. Identify and develop a topic

State your topic as a question. For example, if you are interested in finding out about use of alcoholic beverages by college students, you might pose the question, "What effect does use of alcoholic beverages have on the health of college students?" Identify the main concepts or keywords in your question and use them as your search terms.

2. Find basic information about your topic

Use a good general encyclopedia. Read articles in encyclopedias to get a basic feel for your research. Check for any relevant items in the bibliographies at the end of the articles. Additional background information may be found in your class notes, textbooks, and course reserve readings kept in the library.

3. Use Horizon (our library catalog) to find books

Use subject searching for your first broad search.  Then use keyword searching for a narrower topic. Print out or write down the citation (author, title, etc.) and the location information (call number). Note whether the item is checked in or checked out (you may have to recall an item). When you take the book from the shelf, check the bibliography for additional references. Book length bibliographies and annual reviews on your subject may be available; they list citations to hundreds of books and articles in one subject area. Check the subject subheading "BIBLIOGRAPHIES," or titles beginning with "Annual Review of" in the Library Catalog.

4. Use indexes to find periodical articles

Use periodical indexes to find citations and abstracts to articles. The indexes and abstracts may be in print or online, you should know how to use both formats. Choose the indexes and format best suited to your topic and your style of research.  Ask a librarian at the reference desk if you need help figuring out which index to use and which format(s) are available. You can search for periodical articles by the author, title or subject by using the indexes online in the Library. When you have written down or printed out the citation from the index, use the item call number (book) or title (journal) to locate the item in the library’s collection. There is full text of some periodical articles available but please do not limit your searches to full text only; take the time to look at some of the articles you have to locate yourself.  It might be just the article you are looking for.

5. Finding other resources

· Internet

Use search engines and subject directories to locate materials on the Web. Check to see if your class has a bibliography or research guide created by librarians.

· Audio and Video Resources


Use the library catalog and limit to Audio or/and video

6. Evaluation

Find out how to critically analyze information sources and how to distinguish scholarly journals from non-scholarly periodicals. If you have found too many or too few sources, you may need to narrow or broaden your topic. Check with a reference librarian or your instructor.

7. Write your citations using a standard format

Cite your sources using the appropriate style (check with your instructor). 

Format the citations in your bibliography using examples from the University of Illinois Writer's Workshop Web site: both Modern Language Association (MLA) or American Psychological Association (APA) examples are available.

Book guides TO Style

· Gibaldi, Joseph. MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. 4th ed. New York: MLA, 1995. 

· Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 4th ed. Washington: APA, 1994. 

· Walker, Janice R., and Todd W. Taylor. The Columbia Guide to Online Style. New York: Columbia UP, 1998. 

RESEARCH TIPS
· WORK FROM THE GENERAL TO THE SPECIFIC.

Find background information first, then use more specific and recent sources.

· RECORD WHAT YOU FIND AND WHERE YOU FOUND IT.

Write out a complete citation for each source you find; you may need it again later.

· TRANSLATE YOUR TOPIC INTO THE SUBJECT LANGUAGE OF THE INDEXES AND CATALOGS YOU USE.


Check your topic words against a thesaurus or subject heading list.

NEED MORE HELP?

· Need help clarifying your topic?

· Need ideas about where to look next?

· Want to be sure you're using a reference source effectively?


Ask a Librarian Reference Service
Joyner Library

East Carolina University

East Fifth Street, Greenville, NC 27834
252.328.6677
