Evaluating Sources

I developed the accompanying handout to assist students in an English 110 (“College English” or “Freshman English”) class taught by an adjunct faculty member.  His research assignments differ considerably from those of the other English faculty, and he usually schedules his library instruction sessions late in the quarter.  Because his classes meet only three days a week, the instruction sessions are 80 minutes long.
The instructor doesn’t issue his research assignments in printed form, so I’ll try to describe them myself.

The first assignment is simple and relatively straightforward: for two of the five people named below, write an essay approximately one page long recounting what they did (or what happened to them) during the given year.

Eleanor Roosevelt


1945

Martin Luther King, Jr.

1962

Winston Churchill


1915

Bill Clinton



1992

Douglas MacArthur


1951

All students are required to write an essay about Eleanor Roosevelt.  For their second essay, they may choose any of the other four.

The second research assignment is more complex.  Students begin by selecting a journal article with a bibliography.  Any journal article will do, but the ideal article has a bibliography with at least three entries that can be found in the Green River library.  The specifics of the assignment are as follows:
1. Read the “selected” article and make a copy of it.

2. Locate three of the “source” articles cited in the selected article (and listed in the bibliography), and copy them.  (Most of these citations will be magazine or journal articles, but they may also be books.)

3. Find where each of the three source articles is cited in the selected article, and match them with the passages cited in each of the source articles.

4. Evaluate the selected article according to the following criteria:

● whether the citation itself (the title, date, page number, and so on) is correctly recorded;
● whether the material that is quoted or paraphrased is faithfully represented;
● whether the inferences (if any) based on the source material are warranted;

● and finally, whether (in the instructor’s words) the “selected” article “needed to be written” – that is, whether the author contributed any original insights or “added to the sum of knowledge” (my own words).

The last criterion is the most important of the four and also the most difficult.  For many students, it is easier to grasp in the negative: if the author of the “selected” article simply repeated his or her source material and added nothing new, then the article didn’t need to be written.
Locating Biographical Information

For information about people, start your research in the library reference collection.  These three titles are particularly useful:

• Dictionary of American Biography (R  920  D554d): biographies of U.S. citizens who are no longer living.  Use the “comprehensive index” (the final volume) to determine which volume your subject is in.

• Dictionary of National Biography (R  920  D554dn): biographies of British citizens who are no longer living.  Use the index in the 1961-70 supplement to determine which volume your subject is in.

• Current Biography Yearbook (R  920  C976c): biographies of well-known world citizens who were alive at the time the individual yearbooks were published.  To determine which yearbook your subject is in, use the indexes in the years ending with zero (2000, 1990, 1980, etc.), which cover the previous 10 years.

For additional information from books, use the Holman Library Catalog.  On the Basic Search screen, select Exact Subject from the “Search In” menu and enter your subject (the person you’re searching for) last name first in the line following “Search for.”  This will retrieve one or more “headings” that match the name you entered.  Click on any of the linked headings to retrieve lists of books with locations and call numbers.

To obtain information from magazines, journals, and newspapers, use ProQuest Research Databases, which is available through the Research Databases link on the Holman Library home page (www.greenriver.edu/library).  Begin your search by doing the following:

• Go to the Advanced Search page (which is accessible via the Advanced tab).

• Enter the name of the person you’re searching for in the first line under Advanced Search.

• Click on Citation and abstract in the first menu to the right and select Person.

• Enter the year you’re searching for in the second line, and from the Citation and abstract menu, select Document text.

• Check the box next to Full text documents only (to the right of Limit results to).

Exercise 1: Find the call number of a book about (Group 1) Martin Luther King; (Group 2) Bill Clinton; (Group 3) Winston Churchill.  Choose the book that appears most likely to have the information you need to complete your assignment.

Searching for an Article with Bibliographical References
Look in journals – academic and scholarly publications.  Most general-audience magazines (such as Time and Sports Illustrated) don’t include bibliographical references.  Although many journals (such as the American Journal of Psychology and the Journal of Popular Culture) include the word “journal” in their titles, some (such as Science and Nature) don’t.

Browse the paper copies of these journals, not the electronic versions.  It’s faster and easier.  If you prefer to use a database, try ProQuest Research Databases or Expanded Academic ASAP (which, like ProQuest, is available through the Research Databases link on the library home page).  To search these databases for journal articles only, check the box next to Scholarly journals, including peer-reviewed in ProQuest and the box next to to refereed publications in Expanded Academic ASAP.

Before choosing a journal article, check the last few pages of the article to make sure that it includes a bibliography.

Choose an article with a long bibliography, the longer the better.  The larger the number of references, the more likely you’ll find three of them in Holman Library.

Choose an article with recent references.  Many of the magazines and journals in Holman Library’s magazine and journal collection are available for the most recent five years only.

Interpreting Bibliographical References
The author (if the author is identified) is listed first, followed by the title.  The titles of books are italicized or underlined.  The titles of magazine, journal, and newspaper articles are enclosed in “quotation marks.”  The titles of the magazines, journals, and newspapers themselves (which follow the article titles) are italicized or underlined.

Searching for Three References from an Article
1.  If an entry in a bibliography refers to an article from a magazine, journal, or newspaper, begin your search by clicking on the Journals List link on the library home page.  This will take you to the Journals List page, where you can “Find e-journals by title or ISSN” by entering all or part of the title of the magazine, journal, or newspaper in the line provided.  The menu to the left of the entry line offers three options for searching by title, Title begins with, Title equals, and Title contains all words.  These options function as follows:

● Entering Journal of Pop and selecting Title begins with will find the Journal of Popular Culture and three other journals.

● Entering Journal of Popular Culture and selecting Title equals will find the Journal of Popular Culture (and nothing else).

● Entering Journal Culture and selecting Title contains all words will find the Journal of Popular Culture and five other journals.
Always use Title equals to find publications with one-word titles such as Time and Newsweek.

If you search the Journals List for the Journal of Popular Culture, you’ll retrieve the following:

Journal of popular culture (0022-3840)  Search for article  More full text options
from 01/01/1988 to 11-01-2005 in ProQuest Research Library
from 09/01/2000 to present in Literature Resource Center
from 09/22/2000 to present in Expanded Academic ASAP
from 1967 to present in Holman Library Paper Journals

The first three links lead to electronic databases, and the fourth link refers to the “Periodicals” shelves at the south end of the library stacks.  Note that each link is preceded by a range of dates.  If the article you’re looking for was published before or after these dates, it won’t be available in the resources listed.

To search for an article in ProQuest, do the following:

• Click on the Publications tab, which will take you to the Publication Search page.

• Type in one or more words from the title of the periodical (magazine, journal, or newspaper) cited in the bibliography and click on Search, which will retrieve a list of all periodical titles that include the word(s) you typed in.

• Click on the appropriate periodical title to retrieve a list of available issues arranged from newest to oldest.

• Click on the issue in which the article appeared to retrieve a list of articles arranged alphabetically by title.

• If necessary, scroll down or page down to find the article.  (If they’re the first words in titles, the words a, an, and the are usually ignored in constructing alphabetical lists, but not in ProQuest.)

If the magazine or journal is in “Holman Library Paper Journals,” look on the Periodicals shelves, which are arranged alphabetically by title.

2.  If an entry in a bibliography refers to an issue of the New York Times newspaper published between 1965 and 1995, look in the microfilm cabinets at the north end of the library.

3.  If an entry in a bibliography refers to a book, use the Holman Library Catalog to search for the book either by Author or by Title.

Exercise 2: Use ProQuest to find copies of the following articles:

(Group 1) Johnson, Carla. "Luckless in New York: The Schlemiel and the Schlimazl in Seinfeld." Journal of Popular Film and Television 22.3 (Fall 1994): 116-124. 

(Group 2) Rapping, Elayne. "The Seinfeld Syndrome." The Progressive 59.9 (Sept. 1995): 37-38.
(Group 3) McConnell, Frank. "How Seinfeld Was Born: Jane Austen Meets Woody Allen." Commonweal 123:3 (9 Feb. 1996): 19-20.
(Group 4) Adler, Jerry, et al. "Thought Police: Taking Offense." Newsweek 116.26 (24 Dec. 1990): 48-54.

