
 

CARRYING OUT THE RESEARCH

Chapter 3 covered planning your work and included research as one of the
things you need to do to prepare for an assignment. You may feel you know a
lot about the subject already, but whatever kind of assignment you are asked to
write for your studies you will also need to find information and ideas from
other sources that you then bring in to your own work.

This chapter will cover:

� understanding what you need to do to carry out effective research for an
assignment

� using key words to search for information
� deciding how to choose good sources for an assignment.
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INTRODUCTION
The word research in academic study can cover many activities: here it is used to
mean the process of looking for and choosing your sources so that they help you
write a good assignment. You could liken this to choosing good-quality ingredients
for a meal you are about to cook for friends. And to carry the comparison further,
just as you would presumably want to give those friends a good meal that you had
put time and effort into making, so you should do the same for all your assignments,
to ensure that you achieve to the best of your ability.

Six questions to ask
You might know these four lines that are from ‘The Elephant’s Child’ in the Just So
Stories by Rudyard Kipling:

I keep six honest serving-men
(They taught me all I knew);
Their names are What and Where and When
And How and Why and Who.

They can serve as a useful reminder when you are starting out on your research and
the six question words are used as headings in this chapter, appearing in a slightly
different order from the poem.

WHY DO YOU NEED TO DO ANY RESEARCH?
Research is an important activity in any study and helps develop your learning and
knowledge of your subject. Whatever type of writing you have to do as part of that
study (essay, report, case study, etc.), there is an expectation that what you create
has not come entirely from ideas in your head. Sources that you bring in can be
used in many ways: for example to provide background information, to support your
arguments, as evidence or to give a fuller explanation. If used properly they will
improve the quality of your work, showing that you are aware of the wider context
you are writing in and that you understand the depth and complexity of academic
study.

WHAT RESEARCH DO YOU NEED TO DO?
It may be that you know quite a bit about the subject of the assignment already –
perhaps it is something you are very interested in or have studied before. However
you will need to find and use additional sources to any existing material you have.

4 Carrying out the research
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Sources
There are usually three main source areas for any assignment:

1 material you already have
2 libraries (for traditional sources)
3 online (for electronic sources).

Material you already have
This could, for example, be:

� lecture, tutorial or seminar notes
� notes from textbooks
� course reading list(s).

Check how useful the material will be for your assignment. Notes will help provide
a broad understanding of the topic you are going to write about but are unlikely to
be in sufficient detail.

Libraries
Your assignment brief may recommend material to use for your research in addition
to your textbooks and recommended books on your reading lists. These are unlikely
to be sufficient and you will almost certainly need to look further afield. Start with
your university library catalogue, using the classification numbers for the subject(s)
you are researching or to look for work by particular authors. Printed copies of jour-
nals are another important source to use, although it is often more convenient to
search for journal articles online.

Online resources
While computers mean you can access an enormous amount of material at speed
and with ease that facility can at times seem overwhelming. There is a place for
printed material in any research you do, from the textbook that gives a comprehen-
sive overview of your subject to the useful book you come across by chance when
browsing the subject shelves in your university library. You can work backwards and
forwards in a book, marking pages with a bookmark or adhesive note in a way that
is not possible with an electronic source. Many books and textbooks are now of
course also available as e-books, allowing you to search the text for specific infor-
mation. However access to them is restricted in various ways (e.g. the time you are
allowed to browse the book or the number of pages you can copy).

Journals should be of major importance in your research. They can provide up-to-
date articles on a specific aspect of the subject you are writing about. A
peer-reviewed journal means the article will have been written by someone who
knows about the subject and is then put through a quality vetting process by other
experts in the field. Both journals and newspapers can be searched easily through
electronic databases. If you find a good article it is certainly much faster and easier
to access it online than to have to borrow and photocopy it from your library.

41

What research do you need to do?
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Place a tick against any of the following that you have used in preparing previous
assignments. Are you clear about the different uses they have? Do you avoid using
print-based sources? Could you have used a greater variety of sources?

Activity 4.1 Sources you have used before

Notes Books Journals Newspapers Reports Reference
material

Traditional

Websites Books Journals Newspapers Reports Reference
material

Electronic

Primary vs. secondary sources
Sometimes an assignment will specify whether you should use either primary or
secondary sources, or may ask you to use both. If the information you find out about
your topic comes from the writings of other people this is a secondary source (e.g.
what historians have written about the Industrial Revolution). If the information is
from someone who lived in that time (e.g. the diary of a factory owner) this is a
primary source.

Electronic sources
One of the biggest problems in being able to access so much information through
computers is deciding which sources are reliable and useful and which can be
ignored. Search engines such as Google or online encyclopedias such as Wikipedia
can be useful at the very beginning of your research in pointing you towards sources
and helping you decide the parameters of the subject you are writing about. Google
Scholar will help you find academic, peer-referenced journals. However you cannot
rely on these sources alone for your research, they will not be comprehensive
enough and many sources will lack authenticity. You may find that they will be dis-
counted as credible sources if you include them in your references, so you need to
check your institution or department’s policy on this. You also need to ensure that
any sources you use are correctly and fully referenced.

See
Chapter 10

�
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Electronic databases
Electronic databases are the best places to go for good-quality material for your
research and you should make sure you get to know those that are relevant to your
subject area. They store information from a range of sources and allow you to con-
struct targeted searches. Authorised access is needed, normally via your place of
study.

Subject gateways
One way of helping you locate good sources is to use subject gateways. Two that
are very useful and are maintained by universities are Pinakes and Intute. Pinakes
(www.hw.ac.uk/libwww/irn/pinakes/pinakes.html) offers a selection of databases
across a range of subjects. Intute (www.intute.ac.uk/) has a subject gateway for
each of the four broad divisions it uses: Science, Engineering and Technology; Arts
and Humanities; Health and Life Sciences; and Social Sciences. Any of these
subject gateways will point you in the direction of good-quality resources, ranging
from reports to journals to conferences to government publications.
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What research do you need to do?

Types of websites
The two or three letters that you see towards the end of a website address can be very
useful when you are searching as they tell you what kind of website it is. Some of the
most common you are likely to see in your searches are:

.ac � academic institution

.co � a commercial organisation (note this is usually .com in the USA)

.gov � government organisation

.org � other kind of organisation

.net � for networks, internet service providers

.uk � an example of a country code.

Log on to Pinakes. What kind of links can you find?

Log on to Intute. Type in the words ‘essay writing’ into the search box and confirm.
Can you find resources for all four main subject areas?

Now try using the words ‘report writing’. Scroll through and explore those that are
relevant to your own subject area.

Activity 4.2 Investigating your subject gateway
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See
Chapter 2
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HOW SHOULD YOU DO THE RESEARCH?
This will depend in part upon the way you like to study and work, but it is best to try
to carry out your research in a systematic way. Decide first which sources you are
going to use, taking notes as you read and keeping thorough records of those
sources to help you write your references. How you decide which sources to use is
linked to your understanding of the assignment and how you develop the topic and
the key words in the assignment title.

Understanding an assignment
The title of any assignment is of major importance in directing you in your research.
Whether you are given the assignment title or able to decide it yourself, you need to
pick out those words in the title that are about the concepts and ideas you will write
about. These are known as key words. Look at this sample question taken from a
law textbook:

Discuss the extent to which lay magistrates are representative of society.

An essay on this topic would need to be built around a discussion of how far
(Discuss the extent . . .) lay magistrates reflect the mix (are representative of . . .) of
society. You could expect a student answering this question to have covered the
magistrate system in their studies so they could turn first to their notes. If their notes
included recommendations for sources to look at they could go there next and to
any textbooks they had.

However this is not likely to be enough. There is a judgement to be made here,
something which a student answering the question could only do after they had
explored the topic in detail. The sample guidance for an answer in the textbook is
as follows:

Lay magistrates deal with ninety-five per cent of all criminal trials and are appointed by the
Lord Chancellor in the name of the Queen, on the advice of local Advisory Committees
(comprised mostly of existing magistrates). The only formal requirement is that an appli-
cant should be under 65 and live within 15 miles of the commission area to which they will
be appointed (although appointments are now made on a national basis). There is an
expectation that they will be able to devote one half day per week to acting as a magis-
trate. There is no minimum educational qualification or requirement of legal knowledge, but
they receive only expenses and a small allowance.

Research by Morgan and Russell found that while the percentage of magistrates from
the ethnic minorities was increasing, magistrates remained predominantly professional or
managerial, middle-aged (or older) and so increasingly unrepresentative of the community
they served. One explanation might be the employers’ reluctance to give paid time off
work, thus effectively facilitating the appointment of the self-employed and those in senior
positions. (Elliott and Quinn, 2008: 244–5)
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How should you do the research?

Although not a full essay the sample answer includes:

� an explanation of what magistrates do
� information on qualifications needed to be a magistrate
� statistics (it mentions the percentage of criminal trials covered by lay magistrates

and while not giving actual figures cites research to show that the percentage of
magistrates from ethnic minorities is increasing).

In terms of searching for information to complete this assignment, the key words for
the student to research are magistrate and society. They would need to go to refer-
ence books or good-quality websites for the statistics and to other textbooks or
journal articles for views on this question. They might decide to include the opinion
of experts, other magistrates or the population in general, all of which would require
research beyond what they had in their notes.

Now look at this sample case study assignment:

Develop a case study on an organisation of your choice. The case study
should examine how the organisation uses environmentally friendly policies in
its operations to comply with current legislation. The case study should be no
longer than 5000 words.

This is clearly a substantial piece of work that would call for careful research
including:

� selecting an organisation
� finding out about its environmentally friendly policies
� deciding which policies to look at
� deciding how to find out the information (e.g. interviews, company reports, ques-

tionnaires)
� finding out about current legislation concerning the environment.

Once you have chosen the organisation you could contact it for information but
would also need to use published material from other sources, to ensure you pro-
duced a balanced and objective view.

Make a list of sources you could use to research this case study assignment.

Activity 4.3 Deciding the type of sources

Developing your topic
Before you can start looking for information you need to break down your title.
Imagine you have been set the following assignment:

Examine the influence of sporting personalities on public attitudes towards
overall fitness.
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This is quite an open-ended title that you would need to put some boundaries
around in order to search effectively for information. Some suggestions for those
boundaries (or parameters) are:

� Sport: which one(s) would you look at?
� Sporting personalities: who would you choose?
� Population: what age range or gender will you look at?

These decisions are important so that you know where and when to search. You
then need to develop your key words.

Keyword searches
Keywords are those words in a title that tell you what the concepts or ideas are.
They help you focus your thinking. Once decided, you can use them to carry out
keyword searches (usually only electronically). If you do them in a structured way
you will maximise the quality of your results.

The flow chart below shows the steps to go through:

1 Decide on the topic key words

2 Develop the key words

3 Build your search strategy

4 Carry out the search

Decide on the topic key words

Key words are those that indicate major ideas or concepts in a title. For example:

Discuss the relationship between diet and obesity in the population.

Key words here are ‘diet’, ‘obesity’ and ‘population’. They define the boundaries of
your search.

See
Chapter 2

�
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Develop the key words
While you could carry out a search simply using key words and find a lot of infor-
mation you might find that it is not specific enough to the boundaries you have given
your topic. You also need to think of alternative key words, known as synonyms.

Sporting personalities – e.g. sportsmen; sportswomen; athletes
Public – e.g. popular; social
Attitudes – e.g. opinions; views
Fitness – e.g. exercise.

Build your search strategy
Now that you have your key words and your synonyms, you need to decide how to
use them in your search. Boolean logic uses three words to do this: ‘and’; ‘or’; ‘not’.

AND between two key words will only find a record if it contains both the key words.
It is therefore useful for narrowing down results to get more specific information. For
example:

sporting AND personalities

will ensure you avoid being given information on sporting equipment.

OR will find either of the key words (or both), so is useful if you want to widen your
search. For example:

sportsmen OR sportswomen

will ensure you get information about both male and female sporting personalities

47

How should you do the research?

Use the assignment title to pick out the key words. Place a tick against any of the
following words that you think are key words.

Examine the influence of sporting personalities on public attitudes towards
overall fitness.

Examine □

Influence □

Sporting personalities □

Public attitudes □

Overall □

Fitness □

Activity 4.4 Deciding the topic key words
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NOT will exclude any examples that have the key word in them. You can use it to
eliminate material. For example:

sportsmen NOT sportswomen

will ensure you get information that excludes female sporting personalities.

One other useful tool for key word searches is truncation, where you take the root
of the word and add an asterisk to it. In this example, writing sport* would also find
articles with the words ‘sportsmen’ and ‘sportswomen’.

Carry out the search
This is a complex process that will vary from one database to the other. However
there are some general rules you can follow:

� Set the parameters for your search (e.g. include dates, state the type of source
you are looking for, name a specific author if you know of one).

� Save the search strategy and keyword construction if you think you will need to
come back to it at a later date.

� Use the facility that most databases give you of marking and then viewing your
list so that you can look through an overall view of results before you print or
save.

� Print or email the results of the search so that you have a record and can print
out details in your own time.

Time spent on defining topics, deciding key words and then searching for infor-
mation is time well spent. It allows you to gain a deeper knowledge and
understanding of your topic and to develop your ideas to the full.

WHEN SHOULD YOU DO THE RESEARCH?
Most advice will tell you to do the research before you start to write and although
this is good advice there will be times when you discover that you need to do more
research, for example if you realise as you write that you do not know enough about
a particular area of the subject you are writing about. However, you should try to do
as much of the research as you can before you start planning and drafting your work.

WHERE SHOULD YOU DO THE RESEARCH?
This goes back to the pros and cons of traditional and electronic methods of
research mentioned earlier – should you use the library to look for books, journals,
etc. or should you sit at your computer and rely on the internet to get everything you
need? Usually you will do both, depending upon what stage you are at with your
research; if your library offers internet access it becomes easier in some ways for
you to move between the two types of source.

4 Carrying out the research

48

�

See
Chapter 3
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Who should you research?

WHO SHOULD YOU RESEARCH?
The answer to this question will usually come from your lecturer(s), fellow students
and colleagues as well as from the assignment brief. Deciding which sources to use
requires careful judgement as to what is relevant and what is not. Once you have
made your choices you need to bring those ideas into your writing, being careful to
use your own words at all times.

Navigate the sources
Most of your research will be on textbooks, journal articles and other academic
texts which you will need to read closely and carefully in order to understand
specific information. However, you cannot read every word in every book or journal.
It is important therefore to learn reading techniques that help you quickly assess
material, decide if it is useful and, if so, which parts need to be read more carefully.
It is also much easier to read the text in detail when you have a rough idea of what
it is about: what the author’s purpose is, what is at the beginning of the text and
what is at the end.

Whatever you read, it is useful to look at the layout and organisation of the text as
this is part of the overall meaning. The following table shows what might be included
in your text, although it will vary depending upon what you are reading.

See
Chapter 10

�

Textbook Journal
article

Title (plus maybe a subtitle)
Sometimes, you need to make quick decisions on the basis of
the title alone. The title can give you a clue as to whether the
text is relevant for your purpose and what sort of information
you can expect to get from it.

� �

Details about the author or authors
It can be helpful to know about the author or authors: what their
job is, where they work, what their position is, what experience
they have had.

� �

Date of publication and edition
This helps you to decide whether or not the book or article is up
to date. It is worth checking whether or not there is a more
recent edition of a book.

� �

Abstract
An abstract is usually a single paragraph at the beginning of a
journal article. It normally summarises the different sections of
the text and draws attention to the main conclusions. Reading
the abstract will help you to decide whether or not the text is
relevant for your purpose.

� �

�
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Textbook Journal
article

Preface, Foreword or Introduction
These come at the beginning and explain the purpose and
organisation of the book along with any features you should
especially notice. Read it carefully. The author is explaining how
to get the most out of the book.

� �

Table of contents
This gives an overall view of the material in the book. Looking at
this is a quick and easy way to see if the book includes
information you need.

� �

Text
Textbooks are organised into chapters that have titles and
section headings. Very often each chapter will start with an
introduction of what is in the chapter and a summary at the end.
Journal articles and textbooks usually have subheadings to help
you find your way around the text.

� �

Reference list
An alphabetical list of books and articles which have been
referred to is included either at the end of each chapter or at the
end of a book or article. Looking through the list of references
will give you some idea of the author’s background. Looking at
the dates of the articles and books referred to will help you
decide if the information is up to date.

Note that a Bibliography is similar to the list of references but
also includes books or journals that are of interest to the reader
but which may not have been specifically referred to in the text.

� �

Index
One of the most important sections of any textbook is the index
at the end. This is a fairly detailed alphabetical listing of all the
major people, places, ideas, facts or topics that the book
contains, with page references. The index can give you
information about the topics covered in the book and the
amount of attention paid to them.

Some journals (e.g. law journals) put together an index after a
certain number of issues have been produced.

� �

Blurb
The blurb is the publisher’s description of what the book is
about, usually on the back cover.

� �

Reviewers’ comments
These are opinions of people who have read or used the book.
They are usually on the back cover of a book.

� �

Glossary
Many textbooks have a list of important terms with definitions.

� �

Appendix
Both textbooks and journal articles can have appendices with
supplementary information such as further reading or more data.

� �
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Who should you research?

Look at the text extracts on the following pages and identify which of these
elements are included.

Activity 4.5 Identifying extracts from a text

Abstract

Acknowledgments

Appendix

Author

Blurb

Date of publication

Details about author

Edition

Foreword

Glossary

Index

ISBN

List of contents

List of references

Place of publication

Preface

Publisher

Reviewers’ comments

Sub-title

Title
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Text extract 1
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Who should you research?

Text extract 2
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Text extract 3
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Text extract 4

M04_GILL1710_01_SE_C04.QXP:M04_GILL1710_01_SE_C04  12/5/09  14:09  Page 55



 

4 Carrying out the research

56

Text extract 5
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Evaluate the sources
Once you have found your sources you need to decide upon how useful they will be
to your assignment. Divide the criteria you use into external and internal criteria.

External criteria
This relates to an overall judgement you will make on the value of the source and
might include:

� Currency, i.e. the date the source was published. This may or may not be
important and will depend on the topic, how much material you have found as
well as the dates you set for your searches.

� Relevance to your topic. Use details in the abstract of a journal, the blurb on
the back of a book or any general information you have about the source to
decide this. At this stage you just need to make a yes/no decision.

� Author(s), i.e. how well-known they are in their field. You may have heard of the
author or authors already. They might have written a chapter in one of your text-
books. Or you may just keep noticing a particular name coming up again and
again as you search.

� Reputation. You need to establish the credibility of the source. Questions you
can ask yourself are:
– Have I heard of this journal before?

57

Who should you research?

Look at a textbook or journal article that you are using for your writing. Which of the
sections are included?

Activity 4.6 Looking at your own material

Look at the index on page 56, and answer the following question.

Which of the following subjects are treated in detail?

� accounting scandals

� auditors

� balance sheets

� classification of assets

� E. I. Altman.

In each case, which pages would you look at for a definition and the most infor-
mation?

Activity 4.7 Using the index
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– Has it been recommended to me?
– How many years has it been around?
– How well-known is the publisher?
– Is it a peer-reviewed journal?

Internal criteria
This relates to your critical judgement about the content and ideas in the source.

� Relevance to your topic. You now need to look more closely at the source.
Examples of questions you could ask to help decide relevance are:
– Is it of major importance or does it just give you background information?
– Does it support or contradict your arguments?
– Is the data useful?

� Quality of the content. Ask yourself:
– Is the subject matter discussed fully enough?
– Is evidence given to support the points made?

� Strength of the argument. Examples of questions to ask here are:
– Is the argument well-constructed?
– Are alternative points of view given?
– Is there a clear conclusion?

SUMMARY
This chapter has considered the research processes that are part of academic
writing and has addressed some basic questions of ‘how’ ‘why’, ‘when’, ‘what’,
‘where’ and ‘who’. It has shown you how to plan your searches in a methodical
way to ensure you find the best sources you can to write your assignment. The
next chapter takes you through the process of effective reading and note-taking
before you begin to write.
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