Topic Selection & Library Exploration for Research Paper
A. Introduction

This activity will help guide your research as you begin your 10-page research paper. As with all research papers, this paper will require that you not only select a topic to research (like twelve-step recovery programs), but that you define a thesis regarding that topic. The thesis is a statement that you will attempt to prove in your paper using the information you gather in research. For example, “Twelve-step recovery programs are as effective in treating alcoholism as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) when followed consistently.”

This would be a strong thesis statement for three reasons:

· It makes a specific claim. Phrases like “in treating alcoholism” and “when followed consistently” define the claim more fully than just a comparison between twelve-step programs and CBT.

· The claim is narrowly focused. You would be able to demonstrate the truth of the thesis while keeping to the length requirements.

· The statement can set an agenda for your research. You know what types of information you will need to gather to prove this claim (studies of the comparative effectiveness of these two types of programs in treating alcoholism).

Before you do your research, though, you may not know what to select as a thesis, since you may not know enough about your subject. Therefore, you should select instead a research question. This is similar to a thesis, but instead of making a claim that something is the case, it is stated in the form of a question. To use our example above, a research question on twelve-step programs vs. CBT would be, “Are twelve-step recovery programs as effective in treating alcoholism as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) when followed consistently.”

In the sections below, you will define your own topic and research question, then make an initial list of sources to use in researching this topic. 

Fill in the answers to the questions below using normal type to distinguish your responses from the questions in italics. The questions are highlighted in yellow so you can see what you need to complete.
B. Defining Your Topic and Research Question
The questions in this section will help guide you in your selection of sources by helping you determine what you need to find in order to answer your research question.
1. What is the general topic that you are going to research?
2. What is the primary research question that will guide you in your research? 
In other words, what is the main thing that you are seeking to know in order to prove your thesis?

3. What do you already know about your subject?

4. What will you need to learn about your subject in order to answer your research question?

C. Initial List of Sources

In your final paper, you should have at least as many sources as the ones you list below, although you don’t have to use all the sources that you list here. Some of them may turn out to not be helpful for your research, or else not be accessible to you (for example, if they are in a library that you can’t reach).

Don’t worry for now about using APA style to document these sources. Use links as much as possible, so they can be checked.
1. Encyclopedia Article(s)
As stated in this week’s resources, encyclopedias are tertiary sources: they provide a good starting point for information about a subject because they provide a general overview. However, they are a summary of a summary of information from the original sources about a subject (such as a literary work, a historical document or original research presented in a journal).
List below at least one encyclopedia article on your subject (Wikipedia counts as an encyclopedia). You will probably not directly quote or even cite these article in your paper, but you can use it to get background information to help you focus in on what type of questions you want to ask. Also, look specifically at the sources that were used in the encyclopedia article – Wikipedia, for example, has these at the end, and they are cited throughout. These sources could be some of the main sources for your paper.

1. What are the name(s) of article(s) on your subject? 

2. What are some potential sources to use from them:

2. Books
Books are usually secondary sources, providing a summary of research on a topic. You can use a few strategies to locate books on your subject. 

· Look at an encyclopedia’s references, as described above. You will then need to search a library catalog, like Worldcat or your local library, to see where these could be located.
· Search Google Scholar to see if there are books available online.
· Search your local public library catalog.
· Search Worldcat – an international library catalog that can show you what libraries in your area carry books on your subject.

· Search Amazon to see what other books are available on the subject. In most cases, though, buying books is an impractical strategy for doing research.

1. What are the names of at least two books on your subject?
For each book, state where you could find it (Google Scholar or a library) and what you would expect to learn from it:
3. Journal Articles
Journal articles are primary sources. In a science-based field, they present original research based on experiment. In the humanities, they also present original scholarship, such as analysis of a literary text or evaluation of historical documents. In either case, they will be critical to presenting an evidence-based argument for your thesis.

You can locate journal articles in the following databases, among others:

· Look at an encyclopedia’s references, as described above. You will then need to search a journal database to see if they are available to you. 

· Make sure that the references are to journal articles and not to popular magazine articles, however. Magazine articles can sometimes be useful in giving you a summary of information on a subject, but are not original research, and therefore are not as strong a source.

· Search Google Scholar for journal articles.

· Search the databases in your local public library. If you have a library card, you will likely have access to many journal databases that would otherwise cost money.
· Search open access journal databases. There are many of these, but they are different for each field. ERIC, for example, provides freely accessible articles on education.

· Search restricted access journal databases. Some of these will offer you the ability to view a limited number of journal articles a month. JSTOR is a good starting point.
1. What are the names of at least two journal articles on your subject?
For each article, state the journal that it comes from, where you could find the article, and what you would expect to learn from it.
4. Other Sources
There are other types of sources that can be useful in a research paper. Here are just a few types:

· Personal conversation with someone knowledgeable in your field (primary source – can be extremely valuable, particularly in guiding further research)

· Archival materials, like photos & letters (primary sources in historical research)

· Magazines & newspapers (typically secondary sources, providing summaries of information; however, if you are doing historical research on how a topic has been covered in the media, they could be primary sources)

1. List below any other sources that you could use in your paper.

