The Research Process for Religion and Philosophy

If you had ENG110 and/or ENG210 with us at LMU over the last few years, you should be familiar with the research process. Take a moment to review it here. As much as I like and endorse these steps, I’m here to tell you now that your research will probably not be a nice neat sequential walk through each of these steps. For instance, we put topic at the beginning, and this is logical because you do need some idea of what you want to research before you begin. Hopefully you at least have a vague idea or feeling about what you’d like to research. This is good. You should also know that a broad topic isn’t enough. You’ll have to narrow it down, focus on something specific. But don’t formulate a precise thesis or research question yet. It’s too soon. The cardinal sin of this kind of research is to think you know what you’re going to say beforehand and then just go cherry-picking sources that seem to back you up.  No! This is putting the proverbial cart before the proverbial horse. Do this and you will end up in the proverbial ditch! The whole point of doing the research is to inform your formless thinking. Admit your ignorance up front. It’s okay, no one expects you to know everything already. Not even experts do! (this is actually part of what makes them experts). What are the important works and themes related to your topic? Who are some of the major thinkers? What kind of research has been done? You cannot formulate your own questions until you have addressed these. There is a scholarly conversation going on about your topic and your research is meant to prepare you to contribute something intelligent to it.

This is the point of the second step, background information. This too is actually more complicated than it may at first seem. Research textbooks will tell you to look up your topic in encyclopedias and other reference works. This will definitely be helpful yes, but what constitutes a reference source can vary widely depending on your topic. And of course these days, reference sources or general background knowledge can be gleaned from all sorts of sources. For instance, I may be inspired by a documentary or news magazine article on my topic. As a “background” source it gives me all kinds of ideas and references. It gets me interested and excited and informs me and makes me want to learn more. But it probably won’t end up being a source I will actually directly use and cite in my bibliography. Background information gives you a frame, it is the scaffolding you need to set up in order to enter more deeply into your topic. It’s “background” because as you complete the project you take down the scaffolding and the building stands on its own. It’s part of the process but not necessarily the result. Background information can also include all those Googlings to Wikipedia and YouTube to get basic definitions, biographies, overviews, and visualizations. 

So background information definitely involves a kind of searching, but it is a provisional searching. It is searching you do to get ready to do real searching. Real searching is more in-depth and focused. It uses precise vocabulary for search terms and involves identifying and searching in specialized resources, such as library subscription databases. It may involve trips to the library and archives to locate books or unique objects or interviews and conversations with experts. I’d like to say this kind of searching comes after you’ve formalized your research question, but that may not necessarily be the case. You’ll probably want to get into JSTOR or Academic Search Premier to search for articles as part of the process of formulating your research question and then search again once you do have a more concrete plan in order to fill out your literature review and find sources for your bibliography. Searching is not something you do once and then are finished with it. You have to search multiple times in multiple ways in multiple places. You have to identify the controlled vocabulary related to your topic, you have to apply limiters and use Boolean operators to narrow or broaden your search. You have to understand what a bibliographic record is and what it can tell you. You have to develop the ability to scan abstracts and quickly discern whether a particular article is going to be useful or not. 

Hopefully you can see how searching goes hand in hand with the next step, evaluation. Evaluation includes the initial scan of a source (remember all those evaluative criteria: who wrote it? What are their credentials? Where is it published? Is it scholarly? Is it relevant to the task at hand?), as well as analyzing in detail the methodology and conclusions of the source. If you have a quantitative paper, this may involve knowing something about statistics and data collection techniques, the scientific method and the difference between a case study and a meta-analysis. Qualitative papers or literary analysis require different criteria of evaluation.  Evaluation also comes into play when you actually integrate your sources into your text. What kinds of conclusions and assumptions  can you draw from your sources and how do these bear on your project? Do you know how to do a literature review? (I have some guides for this on the LibGuide page for this course.)

Finally, as you will undoubtedly see with this project, you need a strategy to keep track of all the information you find. We call this information management. This includes keeping notes of articles and books you read, quotes and notes you take from them, and of course citing in APA style. Being organized will also keep you from inadvertently committing the other major sin of research, plagiarism. You may want to keep a kind of research journal which is a kind of narrative of how and where you search and how you developed your topic and refined it into a working research question. This may seem like extra work but will probably actually save you time in the end. Notes to yourself can easily be edited into text for the paper itself. You will find several links and tutorials for APA style on the LibGuide page for this course. There are several tools and applications available to help you organize your research and compile your bibliography. Many of the library databases you will be using allow you to set up a personal account which gives you options for storing articles and records in folders and generating citations. I would also recommend a program like Zotero. Follow the link and read up on it.

Good luck with the research!
TOPIC


…don’t formulate a precise thesis or research question yet. It’s too soon. The cardinal sin of this kind of research is to think you know what you’re going to say beforehand and then just go cherry-picking sources that seem to back you up.











Background information gives you a frame, it is the scaffolding you need to set up in order to enter more deeply into your topic.





Searching is not something you do once and then are finished with it. You have to search multiple times in multiple ways in multiple places.





Evaluation is just as fluid and iterative as searching and is also something you’re doing throughout the entire research process.





Citing and Info Management


You need a strategy to keep track of all the information you find.








