How Do I Start Research for Literary Essays? (Dr. Tarzia rev. 10/06)

Use expert, detailed sources

What is a College-Level Research Source? -- Each research source must be demonstrably professional, having: (1) an author who is an expert in his/her field, (2) at least ten pages of dense writing, (3) citations and reference list showing that the author did his/her work to produce the article/chapter.  

What is NOT a Professional Research Source? -- (1) Anyone’s own opinion not supported by logic or evidence, or any writing based purely upon a personal experience narrative, (2) general encyclopedias (such as Britannica, World Book, Grolier, Encarta, or any WWW encyclopedia (some exceptions are made for certain specialized ones; see your teacher if in doubt), (3) short blurbs off the internet; cut-and-pastes from free essays and book advertisements on internet.  (4) Study guides (Cliff Notes, Sparknotes, etc).  

Try research “in” your specific topic first (you might be lucky), but don’t expect results all the time

If your essay topic is “a feminist approach to the story, ‘A Rose for Emily’,” you could try searching for books/articles on that exact topic.  However, with the exception of studies of longer works such as novels, you might not find much.  This is because scholars rarely focus on just one story of an author.  Scholars tend to write about an author’s whole body of work, or even the body of work written in a certain nation, culture, or historical period.  In other words, a failed search for specific expert sources may have been too narrow to begin with.  

Try research “around” your topic!

One of the best ways to research a literary essay to think about what secondary topics relate to your topic.  For your essay on a feminist approach to “A Rose for Emily,” this can mean any reference about (1) feminism in Faulkner’s works in general, (2) feminism in writers of Faulkner’s historical period (the 1920s-1940s), (3) feminism in American culture in general, (4) the history of women’s rights in America, (5) sociological studies of gender roles in America of the time period depicted in the story or when the author was living, (6) any general study on feminism in literature, (7) any general study of feminism itself.  


What happens here is that you have creative work to do: rather than finding a direct work about feminism in “A Rose for Emily” which you can summarize and repeat back in your essay, you apply (or “synthesize”) studies in vaguely related areas.  You will explain in your essay how these studies help us understand “A Rose for Emily.”  This method will develop your brain very well! 

Use a variety of sources, both primary and secondary

(1) Primary sources are original documents (President Lincoln’s diary, old letters), objects/places (art, antiques, buildings), people who have been/will be interviewed, or events that you have observed (riots, concerts, speeches, demonstrations, earthquakes).  If you are studying how TV commercials shape American society, then TV commercials are your primary sources.  If you are studying feminism in “A Rose for Emily,” a pamphlet printed in the South in 1920 about how an ideal housewife behaves is a primary resource.  

(2) Secondary sources are information about your primary sources -- for example, a historian’s book about President Lincoln.  I also consider secondary sources to be any expert or printed material whose information you are using to educate yourself and to provide evidence that supports your thesis.  Secondary sources must be of college-level sophistication.  If you are studying how TV commercials shape American society, then an article written by a professor of mass media is your secondary resource. If you are studying feminism in “A Rose for Emily,” an article about women’s cultural roles in the South is a secondary resource. 


Good Secondary Sources -- Books, book chapters, articles in professional journals, video documentaries, professional/education web-sites of high quality and depth.


Bad (Usually) Secondary Sources -- Most TV programs, most popular magazines (some exceptions), most general encyclopedias, most “blurb” web-sites.  Most web-sites are not good sources because they are often shallow.  Some web-sites are merely advertisements or summaries of materials = bad!






















