Research Primer
	Academic Methods

As college students, you must engage in scholarly research. Such operations are based in the rigor of the scientific method. Rather than stating an idea or something that you believe in, you will be expected to produce explanatory hypotheses and then rigorously test the concepts in a way that others may duplicate (Replication Principle). 

Hypothesis: Hypothesis formation is at once the simplest and most complicated of concepts. Theses or formal explanations are often deduced (Deductive Reasoning) from a general observation. Alternatively, Inductive Reasoning builds the hypothesis from the ground up by looking at individual elements and positing a pattern (See: Deductive/Inductive Discussion)

Research Methods to prove (or, more accurately, to try to disprove) your hypothesis will vary by discipline, but tend to share certain characteristics and terminology: 

· Primary Research: The hunt for the "facts" remains the essence of research. In the Web environment, some employ data sets from the experiments of others. Most, however, focus on digitized versions of archival documents, historical accounts, literary publications, and current reports--especially through Government Documents and news treatments. Our students typically encounter this material on the Open or Visible Web. 

· Secondary Research: Findings from primary research do not stand alone. They are evaluated in relationship to the scholarship of other experts in the field as demonstrated through peer-reviewed publications. Moreover, you should be aware that such scholarship typically focuses through distinct research paradigms--frameworks that are set by a handful of key books and the top journals for each field of study. Reference to this critical apparatus helps separate academic publications from journalism and anecdotal accounts. Online students engage such secondary research through e-books and scholarly articles on the Deep or Invisible Web. 

The scholarly toolkit is also roughly divided among four broad settings: 

· Field Studies: Including interviewing, oral histories, sampling, surveys, and testing among the people and in the natural environment. 

· Invisible College: Involving the crucial, yet often informal contacts with fellow scholars. 

· Laboratory Experiments: Featuring formal testing in a controlled environment. 

· Documentary Research: Using published and unpublished materials--especially those found through formal repositories. 

Online Student Context: As students at an online university, your mandate takes a virtual slant. You are encouraged to take advantage of your Invisible College through discussions with fellow classmates and professors, as well as external discussion boards or "listservs." Opportunities for field studies and laboratory investigations, however, may be limited. Instead, your main research venue lies with the traditional library research in books and articles--albeit by way of specialized methods that are emerging through the Web and the Online Library. 

2. Disciplinary Frame 

In addition to those general guidelines, students must understand that college-level work is rooted in specific literature, methods, and research conventions that have evolved for each discipline. Very few undergraduates will come up with a new finding; indeed, you are often better off citing the hypothesis of an established scholar to frame your discussion. Rather, your job is to learn the structures, context, and specific "grammar" for your field of study. Initiation typically occurs in methods and higher-level courses, but the Online Library's various Department Study Portals and Style Manuals pages will help. 
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3. Repository Skills 

All students need to pay special attention to academic libraries and archives. These create the traditional framework for documentary exploration--as well as the repositories for your own contributions to knowledge. While they are at the cutting-edge of modern information technology, you should also understand that libraries and archives are specially arranged worlds with firm roots in earlier times. Effective use requires that you as initiates learn how to deal with: 

· Accumulations of materials that are organized and functionally arrayed by genre or type of document--e.g., academic journals, archives, books, government documents, popular press (magazines and newspapers) 

· Ready reference, published indexes, and bibliographic studies with general information about research topics 

· Catalogs and special tools with their own rules to identify and retrieve materials from within the facility 

· Dedicated information specialists who can assist with access, training in research skills, and the research question itself 

· Informal discussion venues that contribute to building one's Invisible College 

Documentary Research Two-Step 

Many scholars and students learn the benefits of developing professional relations with librarians and archivists. These information specialists are understood as bringing unparalleled searching skills and special knowledge of the institution's holdings. They are well versed in the mix of traditional and modern computer-based techniques--methods that evolved over the centuries to handle the explosion of content and millions of items in a modern repository. These tools will involve you as researcher in a two-staged process. 

1. Pointers: The first is to look through professionally organized indexes, other bibliographic tools, or a classification system to identify materials of interest. Although the intent is transparency and ease of use, such approaches still demand study and sophistication for the best results. 

2. Retrieval: The second is the retrieval of those items for study, which may take the form of a trip to the stacks or, now, a click on a Web link 

Online Repositories: Although the joys of wandering the stacks, physical encounters and coffee-breaks may diminish--libraries and archives play a special role in their virtual guise. Their Web sites are recognized as "trusted" launching pads for primary and secondary research. The medium also allows them to expand beyond their walls to cooperative ventures and shared online resources. The emerging environment adds more tool skills to the researcher's portfolio, but continues your need to weigh resources and wade through an array of genre:

· Articles/Journal Databases: These can provide primary resources through news accounts, but also are your main avenue for scholarly interpretations. They are primarily in the domain of the Deep or Invisible Web of licensed resources. As you will encounter, vendors group as many as several thousand titles in one product line and provide their own search engines into the contents. Like the Open Web, your academic training includes determining which vehicles are the best--perhaps focusing on the handful of the most important journals for the particular discipline under study. (HINT: You can search for particular titles of journals in the Online Library through the E-Journal Title Search). You may also have to struggle with limited access in the form of time "embargos" or the availability of only abstracts or title information. (HINT: Most products will allow you to specify "full-text".) 

· Books: This medium is addressed primarily through E-Books. These are located through a library catalog--or OPAC (Online Public Access Catalog)--as well as free texts through Open Sources (See: Open Source E-Books). Unfortunately, these most traditional of academic resources may be the most difficult to handle on the Web. Some require the downloading of a special reader. The shear size of the text can also call for multiple downloads and printing on paper for a proper read; yet, the vendor's DRM (Digital Rights Management) software may limit the number of pages that you can view or print. 

· Data Sets: Vendors on the Deep Web, governmental agencies, and Open Source participants make available runs of scientific and social science data sets for you to download and manipulate. 

· Government Documents: This invaluable arena includes primary and some secondary accounts in formats from data sets to reports and books. 

· Manuscript/Archival Resources: Primary documentation from the time of the event remains the mainstay of historical research and object for specialized research skills. 

· Ready Reference: Encyclopedic-type resources provide introductory definitions and short supplemental answers that can help launch a research venture. 

· Web Services: The Web is evolving to embrace all the proceeding categories and still newer genre. As seen in the links above and the next training lessons, APUS student can conveniently turn to the Online Library (See: Getting Started Slide Show) for structured contacts with a wide array of these applications. 

Repository Research Skills 

Even if you do not enter land-based repositories, it remains vital for the scholar to understand their nature and tool sets. In particular, you might want to be aware of the differences between:

· Archival Research is somewhat idiosyncratic and approaches may vary by institution. Hence, researchers are well advised to contact the repository before arrival. They should expect to encounter specially constructed "Finding Aids" and other unique collection pointers. In addition, users rely on the direct assistance of the archivist or curator to retrieve material. These information specialists are also typically better versed in the institution's tools and its often hidden and unclassified resources. For additional training and Web context, see: Archives & Manuscript Repositories.
· Library Research is more standardized with unitary practices across most institutions. Materials are classified by a knowledge system (e.g., Dewey Decimal or Library of Congress) that adds the ability to roam through stacks of publications. The researcher's primary tool is the library's catalog--in modern parlance, the OPAC (online public access catalog). These automated pointers are comprised of formal bibliographic entries and shared on international networks--like OCLC and RLG. They also comport to definitive rules (Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules) and data entry standards (MARC--MAchine Readable Cataloging). For additional training in the online setting, see: Online Catalog Searching Hints.

4. Online Searching 

As suggested above, the Web is dramatically altering repository research. Print genre mutate, and new interactive formats appear. Distinctions between published and unpublished or archival materials vanish--anything on the Web is in effect published. Even the prior need to physically travel to the library or archives is disappearing. Instead, the magic of search engines and Internet connections is giving scholars unprecedented and instantaneous access to vast amounts of digitized content around the world. The modern scholar thus become involved with a new array of automated searching tools on both sides of the Web:

· Open (Visible) Web Searching: The normal and free area that is covered by Google and inhabitant by major repository collections and government documents--as well as an immense range of less-trustworthy resources. 

· Deep (Hidden or Invisible) Web Searching: The larger and controlled access environment that includes the secondary research materials for scholarly context. 

5. Note Taking 

Finally, you must be prepared to systematically record research findings for both classroom study and written assignments. In the past, researchers often physically marked texts. They developed a variety of techniques to record quotations and thoughts. One well-established approach, for example, featured the use of notecards, which can be readily shuffled and rearranged to account for changing needs. 

Computer Methods: The Web environment enhances your research abilities. In addition to search engines, the modern researcher gains the ability to bookmark and cut-and-paste findings into a word processor or other normal office packages. Laborious note taking has been made easier and re-arrangement more flexible through notebook software, like Microsoft's OneNote, the Mac StickyBrain, or freeware--like Evernote. Similar products are available to help organize your thoughts and projects--such as Mindmanger's idea-mapping software and Inspiration's outlining tools for schools. Web article/database vendors also offer new tools--for example automatic citations, bookshelves, supplemental searches, and e-mailing results.

Word Processing Hints: Familiar word processors offer powerful options for research writers. Your own Web pages with HTML code and hyperlinks can be authored with the flip of a switch (See: Research Writing & the Web). Directories/Folders and file naming enable crucial organizational patterns. The Outline function allows one to directly flesh out a study. As seen below, the Tables function provides a limitless note-taking resource--one that can be automatically sorted, searched, and the parts related to an outline or topical classification. 
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WARNING: Don't forget to show how you did your work and display scholarly citations. The Web and automation have made it so easy to copy that sources can become lost or mixed with one's thoughts. Those results are still plagiarism!
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