“How do I expand my Essay?” Part 2:

Using Library and Personal Research       (Dr. Tarzia, Rev. Oct. 2004)

(1) Use Library or Print Information: How can you expand an essay without knowing specific information about the topic?  Too many people answer, “I don’t have time to read.”  The truth for such people is stark: you do not have time to be in college; come back when you do.  The good news is, for short essays, an hour or two of reading is often enough!  Two or three articles about a subject will open your mind and provide facts.  

(2) Be a Gatherer of Original Information: Also consider “personal research.”  This kind of research means that you come an active collector of information rather than a passive collector.  Both kinds of research are important; scientists and scholars both read the work of other people and gather their own information through experiments, interviews, and quiet observation.  Personal research tends to be interviewing, using questionnaires, and going to a setting and silently observing what goes on while taking notes or pictures/videos.  

If you are studying people, protect them: Of course, in all of these situations you need to be fair to the public.  Taking secret photographs, videos, or sound recordings is considered unethical in scientific or humanistic research.  (a) Always ask permission to record someone’s voice or take his or her picture.  (b) When asking questions or handing out questionnaires, always make sure the people understand what you are doing with the information (tell them you are writing a college essay).  (c) Always assure people that you will protect their identity; that is, you will not use their real name, location, employer, etc., unless they expressly ask you to use that information.  (d) Use judgment: if using their identity or location in your writing or presentation could lead to embarrassment or harm, then do not use that information.  You are not a newspaper reporter revealing scandal and crime, but a scientist trying to understand your subject.  

How Will Library Research Expand my Essay?  

(1) Your paragraphs will become longer as you find facts and other details to use in them.  (Cite the source!)

(2) Sometimes you can summarize what a certain author, article, or chapter stood for in a brief summary paragraph.  Thus, a summary paragraph becomes part of the background information a reader needs before the more creative part of the essay begins.  (Cite the source!)  

How Will Personal Research Expand my Essay?  

(1) Your paragraphs will become longer as you find facts and other details to use in them.  

(2) Your essay will become longer because presenting research sometimes means adding whole new paragraphs.  Ideas are provided below.  Note that some sections could be combined into one. 

(a) Add a paragraph to tell us why you chose your method: One paragraph may be needed to describe why you chose interviews, questionnaires, silent note-taking, photographs, sound recording, drawings, etc., instead of other methods.  Convince us that your methods were needed for your topic.

(b) Add a paragraph that gives basic information about your method: Answer the questions, how people did you talk to or observe, what breakdown of people did you observe (age, sex, gender, class, occupation, ethnicity, etc.), what social settings did you go to for your observations (public, semi-public, private, secular, religious, political, occupational, residential, rural, natural, male-oriented, female-orientated, class/ethnicity oriented, etc.).  Most importantly, be honest about potential limitations; if you attempted to observe a variety of people or situations, but something happened that might have skewed your goals, tell us.  

(c) Add a paragraph or more to present your information: What did people say, what did they do, how did they behave, how did the situations appear?  This is your raw information.  

(d) Add a paragraph or more that discusses your results.  Discussion is broken down into analysis and interpretation.  Analysis breaks down the information into its pieces (functions, categories).  Then you need to explain how the pieces fit, and what it all might mean.  Remember --  information does not speak or mean anything.  Only people speak, and only people create meaning.  What did your results mean?  

(continued on other side)
Here’s an example: Pretend two researchers studied body art (tattooing, body piercing, etc.), and pretend both researchers studied the same set of people (the same potential facts).

First, the two researchers may select different facts to write about (with some overlap, but some differences.) Conscious or unconscious selection (which means we use some ideas and ignore or miss others) is one of the biggest reasons why we all come to different conclusions about the same topics.

  Second, the two researchers use different pieces of the truth. One researcher feels that tattoos let people make individual expressions about themselves.  But the other researcher noticed that people often get the same kinds of tattoos, so that this body art makes individuals seem to be part of some kind of group.  Life offers wonderful complexity, and few us are able to master that entire complexity in a single project.  

In this case, the “facts” are 50 people that both researchers interviewed and observed -- the same “facts” -- but each researcher interpreted the facts differently (and both might be right, in some sense, although that would need another essay to explain!).  “Truth” is not an object we can discover and hold.  Humans create the truth (interpret), although some truths hold up better than other truths!

So, the largest and most interesting part of your essay will be the discussion/interpretation section that tells the reader what sense you made of your facts, and how you cane to those conclusions (explanation).  
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