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“Notes on Sources and Précis Assignment”


This assignment comes in Weeks 4 and 6 of the semester and asks students to provide an analysis of the sources that they have found, with an eye toward determining if and how they might use those sources in their project.  This assignment assumes that they are able to use reference databases and understand the need for accurate and efficient search terms; previous to this assignment, we spend class time discussing the various databases they might use and instructing them in effective search strategies.  Students seem to pick up how to search effectively fairly quickly once instructed.  What challenges them is the evaluation of the sources they find and deciding how useful and how “weighty” a given source is.


We ask them to begin to learn these tools of evaluation by having them focus on the author’s purpose in writing the source under examination and what they imagine the function of the source could be in their project.  That is, to what use will they put it?  What issue are they addressing for which this source would be relevant and helpful?   Thinking in terms of purpose and function (both that of the source’s author and their own) flows into a later assignment that helps them organize their writing; hence a focus on purpose is a natural way for us to approach other people’s writing.  The assignment also enables us to help them understand that different types of sources can all be useful, if they understand their function.  For example, popular and web sources can be very useful if you understand their strengths and weaknesses and have thought about the purpose to which you will put them.

Students must complete a worksheet (see attached) for each source that they at least consider.  They must provide a complete and correct citation (we require APA) as well as information about how they found the source.  Part of the assignment is to keep a history of their searches. We then ask them to rank their likelihood of using this source and to explain that ranking.  If they are likely to use it, we then ask for some specific analysis of the source.  Is it popular or scholarly?  What is the major point(s) the author is making?  What is the nature of the journal/magazine in which it appeared?


With the worksheets they turn in during Week 6, we also ask them to provide us with a more detailed précis of two of their sources, in particular two of their most important and weighty.  The précis asks for more detailed information about the source, and presumes they have read it carefully, focusing on the author’s purpose, the relationship of the source to the literature and how they see it fitting into their project.  All of this work is turned in with a large binder that contains the hard copies of their sources so that we can “look over their shoulders” and check their evaluations against the sources themselves.
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Notes on Sources and Précis Assignment
PURPOSE: An important component of the research process is finding sources, but the central component is determining what they are all about and what you might do with them.  We’ve talked about the search process, so you have a good idea about how to find what you’re looking for.  This assignment is designed to help you understand and evaluate the things you’ve found.  In addition, the assignment will help you think about how your research question has evolved as you immerse yourself more deeply in the scholarly conversation on your topic.  It will also help you to develop methods of organizing and documenting your search process.
GUIDELINES: You will turn in your research binder twice over the next few weeks—Friday, February 17th and Friday, March 3rd.  Each time you turn it in, you must include Notes on Sources worksheets, hard copies of some sources, all of your search histories and a revised research question.  On March 3rd, you will also turn in précis of two sources.  Here is more information on each of these components.  Until you have a large amount of material, you should feel free to keep your research project materials in a smaller folder or binder, moving all of your material to the larger binder when the former becomes too small.  
(1) Notes on Sources Worksheets - These worksheets are meant to help you with the process of efficiently and effectively determining what from your database searches and your review of the reference lists of sources will be useful for your research project.  Every time you come across a possible source, you will fill out the top part of a NOS worksheet.  If you rate it as a 3 or higher, you will print or photocopy the source and complete the rest of the worksheet, which asks you to begin to evaluate the source and consider how it might contribute to your project.  When you turn in your research binder, it must contain hard copies of the sources that “made the cut”—i.e., rated as a 3 or higher.  
By the second submission of your research binder, you should have at least ten completed worksheets (none of which can be for sources from web sites).  At least seven of those must be for sources you are at least fairly certain you will be using.  I recommend that you strive for at least five at each date.  Just not finding the time to do a good job of searching is not an excuse for not having sources.  
Important note: It might seem silly to say but you need to be reading your sources.  The NOS worksheets are meant to help you to evaluate sources for the purposes of determining the relevance and value of the source to your project and to help me determine if you are accurately evaluating and understanding the major thrust of these sources.  Yes, you can complete a NOS worksheet without reading fully and completely the source.  However, once you have determined that you are fairly likely to be using a source for your project, you need to read that source, carefully and critically, as soon as possible.  I will be looking for evidence in your binder that you are reading your sources and taking effective notes on them.  
(2) Search Histories – As you conduct your research, you must keep search histories for all of your search activities.  A search history contains the date of each search, the database searched, the search terms used, the number of records found for those terms, the number of records looked at, the number determined worth of further pursuit and other information that would be helpful to record.  As I demonstrated in class, the First Search databases allow you to print out a history of your searches every time you use those databases.  You may simply print out that history from First Search at the end of each use of a database and write the above information on that printout or your can keep track on a separate piece of paper.  For some other databases, like Lexis, you will need to write down the above information because it does not have the capability of printing a search history.  
A search history entry might look like the following:
2/6/07: Social Science Abstracts

(1) interracial and adoption – 78 records sorted by relevance; looked at first 5 and decided to add transracial

(2) (interracial or transracial) and adoption – 98 records sorted by relevance; looked at all; 10 possible

Keeping accurate and detailed search histories will not only help me to see where you might be getting stuck or how you came across the sources that you found, but they will be invaluable to you especially by helping you to remember what you have done and to avoid wasteful duplication of effort.  Block off a section of your research binder to keep all of your search histories.  I will look through them each time you turn in your binder.

(3) Research Questions – Each time you turn in your binder with the NOS worksheets and search histories, you will also include the current version of your research question based on the progress of your research.  Your question should become more refined and sophisticated the more you learn about your topic and the issues about which scholars in the field and courts are talking.  Your research question should help lead you to a focused, arguable and researchable thesis because ultimately your thesis will be the answer that you suggest to the question given the research, reading and analysis you will have done.  
(4) Précis - When you turn in your binder on March 3rd, you will include two précis of sources.  Here are the guidelines specific to this component of the assignment:

Choosing the sources to précis: You should choose two sources that you believe will be very useful for your project.  Do not choose sources because they are short or “easy.”  The object is to pick useful sources so that you can get my feedback about how well you understand what you are reading.  You stand to benefit most by picking the most challenging scholarly sources you have and use the précis as a way to make sure that you understand them fully and that they are as worthwhile as you expect them to be.  If you aren’t sure which sources to précis, talk to me and/or Larysa about it.  You can do a précis of something new to this round or a source you turned in during the first round.  You won’t be turning your back on these précis once they are done; they are decidedly not busy work.  Given that you are to choose sources likely to figure prominently in your paper, parts of the précis are likely to find their way into the draft of your paper down the road.  Feel free to do more than two if you feel it would be worthwhile for you.
Contents of the précis:  A complete and thorough précis must include six elements, and I will evaluate this component of the assignment based on how well you complete these six elements:

· A proper and complete citation in APA reference list format either at the beginning or end of each précis.

· A sentence describing the author(s)’ purpose in writing this article, chapter or case.  What question(s) is motivating the author(s)?  If it is a summary of a research study, what is the hypothesis or hypotheses being explored?  If it is a case, what is the legal issue that the court is addressing?  

· A paragraph describing the relationship of this source to the literature and/or events that preceded it.  What does the author(s) say about the earlier literature and how this piece fits in?  What seems to have prompted the author to write this article?  If it is a summary of a research study, what were the main conclusions from important previous literature that led to this research study?  If it is a case, what are the important legal precedents/authority?

· A paragraph summarizing the content of the article, chapter or case.  In summarizing, you need to identify the main conclusion(s) or thesis of the source, the key points or claims of the argument, and any implications that the author(s) draws from these conclusions.  If it is a summary of a research study, you need to identify the major elements of the methodology, the important results and the implications of those results for the hypothesis being tested.  If it is a case, you need to identify the holding and the key points of the court’s rationale, as well as the key points of any concurrences or dissents.  

· A paragraph discussing how this source relates to your own research project.  What does this source suggest about what authors/courts are talking about in regard to this issue?  What seems to be the important question(s) that scholars in this field are asking?  How does what this author says relate to other sources you have read thus far?  

· A final paragraph or list indicating which sources you plan to or have obtained from this source’s reference list/footnotes/citations to further pursue for your project; use the author or case name(s) to identify the sources you will be pursuing.  

Evaluation criteria:  What I expect to see in the NOS are carefully evaluated sources, worksheets that are complete and accurate, and thoughtful responses to the questions.  Remember, the value of doing this assignment thoroughly is that you will be better able to make good choices about which sources will be most useful for your project.  I want to see that you have both understood the main ideas in each source and that you’ve made a thoughtful evaluation of that source’s likely usefulness.  You should have complete and detailed search histories for every search you conduct that will be helpful to you and to me in knowing what you have done so far and how successful it has been.  Your revised research question should demonstrate that you are thinking about where you are going with this project and paying attention to what scholars and courts are discussing regarding your issue.  Your précis should contain all of the elements discussed above, completed thoroughly and thoughtfully, on sources that are reasonable choices for the assignment.  

Notes on Sources Worksheet

Your name _______________________________________

· Provide a complete and correct APA citation for this source.  

· On which date, using which database and which search terms did you find this source?  If you found this source in the reference list of another article, provided the author(s) and year of that original article.

· How likely are you to make significant use of this source? Explain why below.


1

2

3

4

5

     not at all 
   somewhat             fairly
        very
      definitely

HARD COPY INCLUDED:  _____ YES
_____ NO

If you think you are not at all or only somewhat likely to use this source, why is that?

If you rated the sources as a 3 or greater, answer the following questions as completely as possible.

· What is the nature of this source?  Is it a research report, a court decision, a magazine article, an editorial, a peer-reviewed journal article or something else?

· Does it appear to be popular or scholarly?  Who appears to be the intended audience?

· What appears to be the major point or points of this source based on your initial screening?

