How to Research a Topic and take Effective Notes

Now that you know what your topic is, it’s time to do some research!  The most important thing to remember is to use scholarly sources.  

What is a scholarly source?

A scholarly source is a book or journal that has been reviewed by professionals who specialize in the topic about which it was written.  For example, any journal that is “refereed” is a good, reliable source of information.  Books that are published by an academic press (e.g. University of Texas Press, University of California Press, University of Minnesota Press) are reliable sources. You can usually tell that the press is academic if it contains the word “University.”   Remember: anyone can publish anything, but that doesn’t mean it’s true.  Scholarly sources have been checked by professionals to ensure their validity, so these are the type of sources you want to use.  
Ways to find information on your topic:

1.  Use a university or college library.  This is the best way to find a lot of information.  

     University libraries have books and scholarly journals.  Public libraries often lack scholarly 

     work, especially in the field of social sciences.  That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t

     check your local library, but don’t be disappointed if the books and journals you need are 

     missing.

2.  You may use the internet, but be aware that anyone can put anything on the internet.  Much of 

     what is on the net is opinion (not fact) and misinformation.  Therefore, make sure that the 

     website you’re using is related to a university, or a professional organization that specializes 

     in your topic.  

Good source:  You’re researching life in ancient Mexico.  You find a website that has information you can use.  It is part of a university website.  You notice that the article is courtesy of the dept. of anthropology at the University of Texas.  You can safely assume the information is accurate and reliable. 

Bad source:  You’re researching life in ancient Mexico.  You find a website hosted by “Lord Pacal’s New Age Society.”  There is a lot of information, but no indication that any of it was written by a scholar.  You see advertisements for tourism and healing crystals.  Most of the information you read contains opinions, rather than statements of fact (“ancient Mexicans loved mother earth”).  There is no information to back up those claims.  This is not a good source to use!

3.  Depending on your topic, you can use newspapers.  Many newspapers are available through 

     libraries (see “periodicals” section of the library).  

4.  Use a reliable source to find other sources.  If you have a good book for your topic, check 

     the section in the back marked “references cited.”  This is a list of all the works the author 

     used for his/her own research.  Many of these references may be useful to you.  They 

     contain all the information you need to locate them in a library.

I found some sources.  What do I do with them?
Make sure you take notes!  You can’t make statements of fact in your paper without showing from where the facts come.  For example, if I wrote, “35% of all students chew gum in class,” someone may want to know where I got that information.  Unless I did the research myself, I probably read it in a book or journal.   I need to record where I found it, so other people can check it (if they desire).  

Where do I find all the reference information for my book?

The author or editor’s name is on the cover and/or the first page inside the book.  The title is on the cover.  The publisher/press is usually on the first page at the bottom, followed by the place of publication.  The back side of the first page contains the year of publication, which appears after “Copyright ©.” If you can’t find the publisher/press or the location of the printing, look below the copyright, where this information often appears.
How to take notes from sources:

1.  Buy a stack of notecards.  As you go through books and articles, make notes of the points you 

     will use in your paper.  If you copy the text word for word, put it in quotes!  Otherwise, 

     summarize the points (using your own words).  This way you will avoid accidental 

     plagiarism.  On each card, write the last name of the author, the year of publication, and the 

     page number where the information appears.

2.  On a separate piece of paper, keep a list of the full information for all your sources.  This will 

     be important when you write your “references cited” pages (similar to a bibliography) at the 

     end of your paper.  

Example of information on a notecard:
Ortega  2003: 35  (author’s last name, year of publication: page number)

In San Fernando village, women do not support the migration of their husbands.

(summary of  information that is useful for my paper)

Example of the full information for this source:

Ortega, Carlos

     2003   Toil and Hardship in a Mexican Migrant Town. Berkeley: University of 

                California Press.  

The above information contains the author’s name, date of publication, title of the book, location, and printing press.  This source is a BOOK.

FORMATS

If you’re using a journal article, use the following format:

Juárez, Ana

   2002  Ecological Degradation, Global Tourism and Self at the End of Empire.  Journal 

             of Historical Sociology 4(1):52-74.  

(author’s name, year of publication, title of article, journal title, volume (issue): page numbers of article.)

If you’re using one article in a book that contains works by more than one author, use the following format:

Derrida, Jacques

    1992  The Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority’.  In Deconstruction 

              and the Possibility of Justice.  D. Cornell, M. Rosenfeld and D.G. Carlson, eds.  

              New York: Routledge.  
(author’s name, year of publication, title of article, title of book, editors of the book, location, printing press).

If you’re using an internet article, try to include as much information as possible.  If the article lists the author’s name, please use it!  If not, list as much of the following as you can:

Berestein, Leslie

    2005  Poll finds Mexican Migrants open to Worker Program.  The San Diego Tribune.  

              Electronic document,

              http://signonsandiego.com/uniontrib/20050303/news_1n3pew.html, accessed 

              Dec.18, 2005.  

(author’s name, year of publication, title of article, source of article, web address, date on which you visited the site).  

It’s likely you won’t have much information about the source of online articles.  Your references might look something like this:

National Conference of State Legislatures

    2005  Immigration/Immigrant Policy – Federal Update.  Electronic document, 

              http://www.ncsl.org/programs/immig/immigpolicyupdate05.htm, accessed Dec. 

              18, 2005.  

(the heading on the top of the page, the year that you found at the bottom, the subheading that was above your article, web address, date you read it).

Sometimes you will use a book that is a later edition of a work previously published.  You can do one of the following:

DuBois, W.E.B.

    1994 [1903] The Souls of Black Folk.  New York: Dover.

Or

Strauss, Anselm and Juliet Corbin

    1998  Basics of Qualitative Research.  2nd edition.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

              Publications.

(please note that the latter example has more than one author.  Whenever this occurs, the first author is listed: last name, first name.  The second is listed with first name first.  

If there are more than two authors, you may list them as follows:

Chang, Bob et al.  (et al. means there are several authors, but Bob Chang is the main author).  

Please don’t panic!  If you are unsure how to document a source, just ask.  That’s why I’m here (  The most important thing is to get all the information for your source, regardless of the order in which you write it.  

Caution:  Never plagiarize.  Plagiarizing means you copy someone else’s work and claim it as your own.  Anytime you use a fact from someone else’s work, you have to give that person credit.  Anytime you use someone else’s words (a quote, for example), you have to give the person credit.  If you give a fact, you don’t need to include the page number (unless you want to).  But if you use a quote, you MUST include the page number!  It looks something like this:

In Mexico, the compadrazgo system benefits poor people (Smith 2004).  

The above example presents a fact that I found in Smith’s book, published in 2004.  
At the end of my paper, under my list of References Cited, I can look for Smith and the year, and find the complete information for that source.  

“Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses, possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size…” (Woolf 1929: 35).

The above example is in quotes, because it is taken exactly, word for word, from page 35 of Virginia Woolf’s book, published in 1929.  
You will learn more about in-text documentation later.  For now, just make sure you include page numbers, year, and author on your notecards.  You might not use all of your notes in your paper.  But if you do, you need to know from where they come!
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