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CHAPTER 2

Reading, Evaluating, and
Responding to Arguments

T P e e e e T

One of the challenges of college work is that the readings often seem more complex
than those you are used to, and understanding them may require more background
information than the books assigned in high school. These increased expectations may
be especially apparent as students progress from reading textbooks written for students
to reading books and articles written for more informed and specialized audiences.
Textbooks give students the “common knowledge” that introduces them to a field of
study, and they usually represent a consensus view of the field. On the other hand,
books and articles written by researchers for fellow researchers in their field—members
of the same academic “discourse community”—are more apt to focus on a controversy
or gap in knowledge. Researchers writing for their peers expect their readers to bring
considerable common knowledge to their reading, and they may not repeat that com-
mon knowledge directly, except when introducing their topic. Thus, they may leave out
pieces of information that newcomers need in order to fully understand the reading. For
instance, an American Civil War historian writing for her colleagues might not mention
the dates of the war, since she would assume that those dates are common knowledge in
the field. A Shakespeare scholar writing for other experts in the field might not define
terms like first folio. Moreover, researchers writing for their peers often use jargon, or pro-
fessional terminology, without defining it (like “folio” in the previous sentence). All of
these factors can contribute to a student’s uncomfortable sense of entering a conversa-
tion in the middle—which is, in a way, what all newcomers to a field do. You can, how-
ever, increase your comprehension of readings in unfamiliar fields if you try to pick up
the cues writers give regarding their audience, purpose, and argument.

READING FOR CUES TO AUDIENCE,
PURPOSE, AND SIGNIFICANCE

Cues to Audience (Who Are “We"”?)

Researchers addressing an audience of researchers in their field usually start out by
establishing the context for their argument. Sometimes they will directly state the

“Establ
writer’s ¢
E?factices g
CONSENnsus
of authoril
work to es

“inquiry. Sc

B we/ou
& of cou
mitisu
# the fa:
. B there

You can fb

- edgments

parts of a

‘demic rese

Estab
ously publ
erature” m

‘demonstra
addressed

research w

indicates it

pose of the

the literatu
~ extending
~ balcuesto

B on the
W hower
. R more
8 more (

= Lo exte

Cues to |

“To identify

mon gener
advocating
Piece to do
H explo:
B exteru
w chang




nore complex
e background
ectations may
n for students
ed audiences.
n to a field of
e other hand,
:ld—members
a controversy
aders to bring
»eat that com-
may leave out
e reading. For
it not mention
knowledge in
zht not define
jargon, or pro-
ntence). All of
Ig a conversa-
You can, how-
try to pick up

y start out by
«ctly state the

P - ey

Reading for Cues to Audience, Purpose, and Significance

context for the argument as a consensus, using phrases like “It is generally believed . . .”
or “Established practice recommends. . . .” It is very important to developing the
writer’s credibility (or ethos) that these actually are general beliefs or established
practices and that the audience of researchers agrees with the writer about what the
consensus in the field is. One way to establish this credibility is to draw on the work
of authorities in the field, and researchers often make references to earlier published
work to establish the common knowledge and to create the context for a particular
inquiry. Some cues to what everyone knows are

m we/our
m of course
u it is widely believed that

® the fact that
B there is general agreement that

You can find even more information about the audience by looking at the acknowl-
edgments page, citations list, and sources cited in footnotes or endnotes. These
parts of a publication can reveal the immediate audience envisioned by the aca-
demic researcher.

Establishing that there is a consensus often includes a formal appraisal of previ-
ously published research, called a “literature review” (see Chapter 6). In this case, “lit-
erature” means publications in the field, not creative writing. The literature review both
demonstrates the researcher’s expertise (ethos) and moves toward the controversy to be
addressed: what is unknown or mistaken in current knowledge that the current
research will resolve. In the process of reviewing previous research, the writer normally
indicates its value to the present project, addresses its shortcomings, and states the pur-
pose of the present study in relation to past work in the field. The writer may also use
the literature review to move from consensus to controversy, laying the groundwork for
extending a line of thinking or showing that an accepted claim is wrong. Look for ver-
bal cues to the writer’s position such as:

u on the other hand

B however

B more recent studies suggest

B more convincing research suggests
® to extend this line of research

Cues to Purpose

To identify the purpose of a piece of writing, look for language that addresses two com-
mon general purposes of academic research: increasing understanding of an issue or
advocating good choices about potential actions. Look for what the writer wants the
piece to do:

® explore an idea

® extend an idea or approach

® change a way of thinking about a subject
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Chapter 2 ® Reading, Evalualing, and Responding to Arguments

% correct a misconception

¥ put an established concept in a new framework
# adopt a new methodology

% change a practice

# another purpose (Identify it.)

An author who is advocating a particular course of action usually makes that very
clear, but it may be more difficult to catch the author’s purpose if it is primarily a
matter of changing or resolving ideas. Usually by the end of the introduction, the
writer’s purpose is clear; sometimes the writer will directly assert it by saying some-
thing like

w The purpose of this investigation is to . . .

w This study will show (or argue) that . . .

Near or at the end of the introduction, the research writer usually makes the
major, overall claim for which the piece will argue, either as a thesis statement, or, in a
scientific report, as the hypothesis which the investigation is meant to prove or dis-
prove. The major claim may sometimes be merged with a statement of purpose. In this
case, some writers use direct cues to announce their claim:

@ The point of this paper (or argument, or line of thinking) is . . .
# My point lereis . . .

This kind of statement is often used at key places in academic writing, where claims
and reasons are stated and reiterated. As you read academic articles, you will find that
these statements are quite common, even though writers in most academic fields are
advised to avoid such direct statements (particularly those using “I” or “we”), and
some handbooks assert that they are not acceptable.

Cues to Significance

Finally, most academic writers consider the greater significance of their research to
understanding in the field—how the results of that investigation change or modify
the consensus addressed at the beginning of the piece. Look for points where the
writer mentions “significance” in the introduction and anticipates it throughout the
work. The significance, however, is usually most explicitly discussed in the conclu-
sion. A significant piece of research usually changes something about how people in
the field think, work, or practice, and perhaps influences those outside the field as
well. Some writers may be subtle about the significance, like Watson and Crick,
whose work with DNA was mentioned in Chapter 1. They coyly understate that
their findings “are of considerable biological interest” (737-38), because they antici-
pate that their fellow scientists will appreciate the great importance of what they
have discovered.

By carefully reading for the cues writers give about their audience and purpose,
and by noticing when writers use the terminology of argumentation—such as argunicht,
claim, warrant, reason, and the looser term point—you can increase your ability to follow
even complex arguments and to understand the conversation of a field you might not
yet be very familiar with.
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Annotating Readings

ANNOTATING READINGS

In addition to highlighting cues to argument, annotation can include a more complete
process of highlighting, underlining, and taking notes in the margins of sources. While
marginal note-taking is a very valuable means of understanding an argument, you can
annotate only sources you own—printouts, photocopies, some electronic files, and your
own books and journals. It is unethical—and illegal—to write in library books,
although you can photocopy parts that seem to be useful or particularly difficult to
understand and annotate your own copies.

While you may be asked to produce an annotated bibliography (that is, a list of
sources with summaries and evaluations written for an audience), annotations you make
on texts while reading are made for yourself, and in some cases they can replace taking
notes. Because you are the audience, you have considerable flexibility about how to make
annotations and for what purposes: for example, to help you understand the reading, to
organize it in your mind, or to record your initial responses to it. You might also flag things
that you do not quite understand, to return to after you have read more deeply in the field.

It can be very tempting to highlight or underline everything, but that defeats the
purpose of annotating. One way to keep highlighting from taking over is to highlight
(preferably in different colors) mainly two kinds of passage: those that carry the writer’s
argument and those you do not completely understand. Marginal comments can be a big
help when you return to a piece after further reading and reflection on the topic. Your
comments can identify key points of reasoning, make connections from part to part, and
record your first responses. They can also identify relations you see among sources and
record how you think a source might fit into your thinking about the topic. By rereading
annotated sources, you can expand or contradict initial responses as seems appropriate.
You need not always annotate by hand. If you can move the document into MS Word,

_you can highlight and comment electronically.

'FOCUS POINTS: READING ARGUMENTS

The following guide to reading arguments offers a structured approach to understand-
ing and evaluating difficult writing. This focused reading takes some thought and very

¢close reading—usually more than once—but it can help you identify the line of the

author’s reasoning and locate the information with which to evaluate reliability. As stu-
dents move into a major field, they begin to pick up the specialized knowledge that
writers in a field expect their audience to have and to acquire the specialized vocabu-
lary that can make reading academic writing difficult at first. More than one reading of
a text is often necessary; often fully understanding a complex argument begins only on
a second or third reading.

% If there is an abstract (that is, a summary printed just before the piece begins, and
usually separated from the main body of text), how much does it tell you?

® What does the writer count as “already known” in the field? Who does this author
say has this common knowledge?

® What is the author’s preliminary thesis or statement of purpose? What cues does
the author use? Why does the author claim it is important?

® How does the writer fit his or her claims into the argument? Does the writer have
to make a case for the validity of the evidence? How is this accomplished?
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Chapter 2 * Reading, Evaluating, and Responding to Arguments

# With what reasons are the claims supported? What kinds of evidence does the
writer use? Does the writer refute any conflicting evidence? What cues are used?
What reasons are given?

& How is the evidence represented? Examples? Charts? Graphs? Quotations?

# What is the writer’s conclusion? Does the writer raise any new ideas in the conclu-
sion? How is the significance of this research established? What cues are used to
do this?

@ What can you tell about the audience the writer is addressing and about the war-
rants the audience will accept? From what field is the author coming to the topic?
Does the author ever use “I” or “we”? If there is a “we,” who does it include?
What are the effects of the author’s use of formal and/or informal language?

8 How does the author relate to the sources cited as the argument develops? Does
the author agree or disagree with them? What cues does the author use? How
often does the author summarize, paraphrase, use short quotations, and use long,
set-off quotations?

READING FOR THE ARGUMENT IN A SAMPLE OPINION PIECE

“The Dangerous Myth of Grade Inflation” (p. 260), by education writer Alfie Kohn, is a
good sample argument on which to try using these focus points. The article was first
printed in The Chronicle of Higher Education, a weekly newspaper for a non-specialized
academic audience—faculty in all fields, college administrators, and professional col-
lege and university staff members—and was later printed in a collection of Kohn's
essays directed to the general public. The article refers to other articles and studies, but
it is an opinion piece, an interpretive essay published in the opinion section of a profes-
sional newspaper. Kohn can expect a highly critical reading from his academic audi-
ence, some of whom have considerable expertise in his field and many of whom have
strong feelings about his argument. Although his article has no formal citations, the
author refers to other publications by using parenthetical references that allow his read-
ers to find those sources, and in a note at the end he directs readers to his Web page for
more compiete citations. Eliipses {. . .) indicate material left out.

He repeats that
this knowledge has N The fact that people were offering the same complaints  of this

been common for a
long time.

Kohn addresses
what seems to be \
common knowledge

in the field. Where

does it come from

and who has it?

Complaints about grade inflation have been around for a very

long time. Every so often a fresh flurry of publicity pushes the

issue to the foreground again, _'fhe latest example being a series 5‘;2232’:5
of articles in The Boston Globe last year that disclosed—in a tone ;?:5;::’
normally reserved for the discovery of entrenched corruption in zé’;‘:;on
state government—that a lot of students at Harvard were receiv- knowledge:
ing A’s and being graduated with honors. Kohn is
making fun

e Series

more than a century ago puts the latest bout of harrumphing in  of articles.
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perspective, not unlike those quotations about the disgraceful

values of the younger generation that turn out to be hundreds of

years old. The long history of indignation also pretty well
derails any attempts to place the blame for higher grades on a
residue of bleeding-heart liberal professors hired in the ‘60s.
(Unless,.of course, there was a similar countercultural phenom-
enon in the 1860s.)

Yet on campuses across America today, academe’s usual
requirements for supporting data and reasoned analysis have
been suspended for some reason where this issue is concerned.
It is largely accepted on faith that grade inflation—an upward
shift in students’ grade-point averages without a similar rise in
achievement—exists, and that it is a bad thing. Meanwhile; the
truly substantive issues surrounding grades and motivation

have been obscured or ignored.

This is the » The fact is that it is hard to substantiate even the simple

thesis: it is
closerto a
final thesis
thanto a
preliminary
thesis.

Kohn cites
published
evidence
against
his claim;
experts
would note
that Jossey-
Bassisa
highly
respected
publishing
company in
the field of
education.

claim that grades have been rising. Depending on the time

period we're talking about, that claim may well be false. In their

book When Hope and Fear Collide (Jossey-Bass, 1998), Arthur
Levine and Jeanette Curteon tell us that more undergraduates in
1993 reported receiving A’s (and fewer reported receiving

grades of C or below) compared with their counterparts in 1969

and 1976 surveys. Unfortunately, self-reports are notoriously
—_—

unreliable, and the numbers become even more dubious when
only a self-selected, and possibly unrepresentative, segment
bothers to return the questionnaires. (One out 6f three failed to
dovf'sdiﬁf19'93;ino iiformation is offered about the return rates in

the earlier surveys.)

To get a more accurate picture of whether grades have

changed over the years, one needs to look at official student

transcripts. Clifford Adelman, a senior research analyst with the

U.S. Department of Education, did just that, reviewing
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Another
repetition: this
knowledge has
been common for
along time.

Kohn is setting
readers up for a
counterargument:
his thesis. Scholars
do not accept
ideas "on faith":
they demand
evidence.

This is the author's
first claim in
support of his
thesis: that the
“common
knowledge” about
grade inflation
(although it has
been common
knowledge for a
long time) is false.

Kohn points out
the unreliability of
data that comes
from self-selected
reporting and the
incomplete data
from the earlier

—a—surveys used for

comparison.

Kohn directly
proposes a more
reliable and more
“accurate” source
of data. Then he
adds two more
sources that he
considers more
reliable.
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In moving toward
his second claim,
that grades are
not effective
motivation for

transcripts from more than 3,000 institutions and reporting his
results in 1995. His finding: “Contrary to the widespread lamen-
tations, grades actually declined slightly in the last two decades.”
Moreover, a report released just this year by the National Center
for Education Statistics revealed that fully 33.5 percent of
American undergraduates had a grade-point average of C or
below in 1999-2000, a number that ought to quiet “all the furor
over grade inflation,” according to a spokesperson for the
Association of American Colleges and Universities. (A review of
other research suggests a comparable lack of support for claims of
grade inflation at the high-school level.) . . .

Grades motivate. With the exception of orthodox behavior-
ists, psychologists have come to realize that people can exhibit
qualitatively different kinds of motivation: intrinsic, in which the
task itself is seen as valuable, and extrinsic, in which the task is

just a means to the end of gaining a reward or escaping a punish-

learning, Kohn —————>

starts with
“common
knowledge” about
motivation but
moves quickly into
expert knowledge

Kohn repeats his
second claim, that
grades are poor
motivation for
learning,
distinguishing
between the
"common
knowledge” of
nonexperts, and the
“common
knowledge” of

experts, ———>

ment. The two are not only distinct but often inversely related.
Scores of studies have demonstrated, for example, that the more
people are rewarded, the more they come to lose interest in what-
ever had to be done in order to get the reward. (That conclusion
is essentially reaffirmed by the latest major meta-analysis on the

topic: a review of 128 studies, published in 1999 by Edward L.

Deci, Richard Koestner, and Richard Ryan.) -

Those unfamiliar with that basic distinction, let alone the
supporting research, may be forgiven for pondering how to
“motivate” students, then concluding that grades are often a
good way of doing so, and consequently worrying .about the
impact of inflated grades. But the reality is that it doesn’t matter
how motivated students are; what matters is how students are
motivated. A focus on grades creates, or at least perpetuates, an
extrinsic orientation that is likely to undermine the love of learn-

ing we are presumably seeking to promote.

Kohn uses
a "meta-
analysis”
as evidence
for this
claim.Ina
meta-
analysis,
experts in a
field review
alarge
body of
relevant
studies to
as5ess
agreement
and dis-
agreement
in a field
and often
to suggest
directions
for future
research.

Kohn argues
against a
study that
identifies
grade
inflation by
pointing out
the study's
limitations.

Notice

how this
transition —gm
moves the
two claims
toward his
conclusion.
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Three robust findings emerge from the empirical literature
on the subject: Students who are given grades, or for whom

grades are made particularly salient, tend to display less interest

.in what they are doing, fare worse on meaningful measures of

learning, and avoid more challenging tasks when given the

opportunity—as compared with those in a nongraded compari-

Kohn offers
evidence for his
claim that grades
are not the best
motivation for
learning with a
reference to
empirical research
that demonstrates
the ineffectiveness
of grades as
motivation for
genuine and

son group. College instructors cannot help noticing, and presum-
ably being dE;Mrbed by, such consequences, but they may lapse
into blaming students (“grade grubbers”) rather than under-
standing the systemic sources of the problem. A focus on whether
too many students are getting A’s suggests a tacit endorsement of
grades that predictably produces just such a mind-set in students.

These fundamental questions are almost completely absent
from discussions of grade inflation. The American Academy’s
report takes exactly one sentence—with no citations—to dismiss

the argument that “lowering the anxiety over grades leads to bet-

inflation by
pointing out
the study's
limitations.

Notice

how this

transition <
moves the
two claims
toward his

conclusion,

ter learning,” ignoring the fact that much more is involved than
anxiety. It is a matter of why a student learns, not only how much
stress he feels. Nor is the point just that low grades hurt some stu-
dents’ feelings, but that grades, per se, hurt all students’ engage-

ment with learning. The meaningful contrast is not between an A

and a B or C but between an exfrinsic and an intrinsic focus -

Precisely because that is true, a reconSideration of grade

inflation leads us to explore altematlves to our (often unreflective)

_use of grades Narrative comments and other ways by which fac-

ulty members can communicate their evaluations can be far more
informative than letter or number grades, and much less destruc-

tive. Indeed, some colleges—for example, Hampshire, Evergreen

State, Alverno, and New College of Florida—haye eliminated

grades entirely, as a critical step toward raising intellectual stan-
dards. Even the American Academy’s report acknowledges that

“relatively undifferentiated course grading has been a traditional

Y/

sustained learning.

Kohn connects
grade inflation
claim to
maotivation claim.

People in the field
would recognize
these programs,
since they are
acknowledged
leaders in student
assessment.
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practice in many graduate schools for a very long time.” Has that
policy produced lower-quality teaching and learning? Quite the
contrary: Many people say they didn’t begin to explore ideas
deeply and passionately until graduate school began and the
importance of grades diminished significantly.

If the continued use of grades rests on nothing more than
tradition (“We’ve always done it that way”), a faulty under-
standing of motivation, or excessive deference to graduate-
school admissions committees, then it may be time to balance

Kohn returns to his those factors against the demonstrated harms of getting stu-
opening idea: that o
“common knowledge”  dents to ch‘a_l;se A’s. Ohmer Milton and his colleagues discov-

is based on tradition,
not evidence. ered—and others have confirmed—that a “grade orientation”

and a “learning orientation” on the part of students tend to be
inversely related. That raises the disturbing possibility that
some colleges are institutions of higher learning in name only,

because the paramount question for students is not “What does

this mean?” but “Do we have to know this?”

A grade-oriented student body is an invitation for the
administration and faculty to ask hard questions: What unexam-
ined assumptions keep traditional grading in place? What forms
of assessment might be less destructive? How can professors
minimize the salience of grades in their classrooms, so long as
grades must still be given? And: If the artificial inducement of
grades disappeared, what sort of teaching strategies might elicit

authentic interest in a course?

Kohn repeats his — g . . i )
Sodign. Notice To engage in this sort of inquiry, to observe real class-

the "punch” in the
final sentence—it
repeats the point, T ey N
using a few, very overriding conclusion: The real threat to excellence isn’t grade
bfunt words.

rooms, and to review the relevant research is to arrive at one

inflation at all; it’s grades.

Here is
Kohn's
statement
about the
significance
of his
argument—
and it offers
a serious
accusation.

For a complete list of sources, go to www.alfiekohn.org/teaching/gisources.htm.
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Evaluating Sources

EVALUATING SOURCES

The quality of any argument depends directly on the sources it uses for evidence and
support. Evaluating sources has always been a necessary skill for students writing
research papers, but it has become somewhat more complicated with the advent of the
World Wide Web because of the sheer quantity of information available on it. Many
instructors complain that too many students start—and finish—their research by enter-
ing their topic into-a search engine like Google or Yahoo! and using whatever turns up.
This section offers criteria for evaluating sources and suggestions for finding sources
likely to be most credible to an academic or professional audience.

Arguments and Expertise: Peer Review

It is useful to students to know about peer review because one of the goals of a
college-level research writing course is knowing how to evaluate sources. Because a

eer-reviewed book or article can generally be considered to fit within the boundaries
of its discipline—another name for a field of study and practice—you can usually expect
peer-reviewed sources to be credible.

An important feature that distinguishes academic writing from writing for a
mass market is that it has been reviewed by other specialists in its field before it is pub-
lished. As the quotation from Jacob Bronowski notes in Chapter 1, “criticism is a neces-
sary and positive function in science,” and that necessary criticism is made by other
scientists in the field. Most other academic fields also depend on this kind of critical
reading by other experts.

While experts may not entirely agree on how to interpret new information—if they
did, there would be no need to continue research or argument—most people working in
a particular field agree on common knowledge in the field, on methods of discovery and
interpretation, and on what arguments are warranted. Articles in peer-reviewed journals
and books published by peer-reviewed presses are considered authoritative because
they have been read by several of the author’s peers, who have good reasons to be criti-
cal because they often are competitors for funding, awards, reputation, and other
rewards of scholarship.

Peer review is one important and reliable criterion for judging a text when students
are new to a field because peer-reviewed sources are generally recognized as having
authority in a field of study. This does not mean that all peer-reviewed sources agree,
because they do not. Nor does it mean that you cannot or should not read anything that
is not peer reviewed. However, when you draw information from more general sources,
you often need to be more careful about judging their reliability for yourself.

Peer Review among Researchers
Here’s how peer review works: if a history professor sends a book proposal or man-

uscript about the Civil War to a university press, it will be sent to several other

history professors who have published books on the Civil War, and these peer

reviewers will determine whether or not the book should be published. The review-

-~ ers will use their own expertise to evaluate the manuscript on grounds of the accu-
racy of its evidence, the logic of its argument, and the contribution it makes to the

drguments and controversies in its field of study. Peer review actually begins before

/|
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the book is written, when the researcher may compete with peers on proposals for
research funding and preliminary publications, and it continues after the book is
published, when it is further evaluated in published reviews by still other experts. If
the published book turns out to be widely read by other experts in its field, subse-
quent researchers will cite it as a source, even if they intend to refute it. The same
peer-review process is used for articles in scholarly and scientific journals. While no
review process that involves human beings can be 100 percent effective, peer review
works reasonably well to make sure that research published in books by university
presses and in scholarly journals is acceptable to other experts in the field. Other
sources, like encyclopedia entries, magazine articles, and books for a general audi-
ence are useful sources for general readers, but they may reflect an editor’s idea of
what specialists wrote and of how to presentit to a wider public, or they may project
a single author’s point of view apart from the context of a field of study. Sources
written for a general audience may smooth over controversies in a field, or use those
controversies to discredit the value of expertise.

Peer Review in the Professions

Peer review takes place in every academic field—biology, zoology, civil engineering,
medicine, literature, and so on—because it offers a workable balance between maintain-
ing a stable body of knowledge and responding to newly discovered information.
Although peer review of published work is most common in academic research, similar
processes of peer review take place in other professions. For example, many professions
have a certifying process (involving taking an exam and obtaining a license to practice)
overseen by a professional board of peers. Boards of specialists license physicians to
practice in specific fields like pediatrics or internal medicine. Law school graduates must
pass their state’s bar association exam before they can practice as lawyers. These groups
of professional peers uphold standard procedures to decide who has sufficient knowl-
edge to practice and to determine what constitutes good (and ethical) practice. The pub-
lications of professional associations are also peer reviewed, not only their journals (like
The Journal of the American Medical Association), but also manuals and other resources for
practitioners. Usually the title pages of such publications will list the names and institu-
tional affiliations of members of the editorial board responsible for peer review.

Peer Review among Students

For students, the process of peer review often begins in groups in which students
develop and test each other’s growing expertise in a field. Many students start informal
study groups to help them master new material. In some courses students are required
to form research groups in which they can develop enough common expertise to read
each other’s developing inquiries. Such research groups develop shared expertise in an
area of investigation through the processes of discussing developing drafts, compiling
bibliographies (lists of sources consulted), and carrying out projects together. One of the
useful effects of this peer group work is that reading and responding to each other’s
writing helps students directly experience how their own writing communicates to
actual, visible readers who are interested in the topic and who need to know what has
been discovered about it. Peer review helps students create and participate in an aca-
demic discourse community and prepares them for the teamwork expected in a wide
range of future professions.
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Evaluating Sources

[FOCUS POINTS: EVALUATING SOURCES

[t is important to remember that while the following questions can be helpful, it is not
<ufficient to simply run through a checklist to evaluate sources. While overt propa-
;;anda and deception are reasonably easy to spot, some sources—books, articles, and
Web sites—cleverly misrepresent themselves as thoughtful, unbiased purveyors of
information, when they are actually promoting political, religious, or social agendas;

others are written by writers who do not have sufficient expertise to know about or

) o argue with alternative explanations or interpretations. Because the questions in the
I M k".. checklist that follows may not give rise to consistent answers, student researchers need
- 1:- to constantly weigh the criteria against each other and make difficult decisions about
'4,_'?: the credibility of sources they find.

S H

1. Is the book or article peer-reviewed? That is, has a body of experts already
Bt evaluated it?

L b ¢ You can generally assume that a book has been peer reviewed if its publisher
kNS has the words “University Press” in its name. There are some other presses that
" T use peer review for their books (NCTE Press, Heinemann, Routledge, Earlbaum,
4 ‘:': etc.). When in doubt, ask your instructor or a reference librarian.

'J' ' |‘ el o Peer-reviewed sources usually make specific references to other peer-reviewed
F SRS sources and have the “scholarly apparatus” appropriate to the field, such as
' ___‘].[_‘-:" footnotes, endnotes, parenthetical citations, and/or bibliographies. Questions
f;t_{f'* 7 2 and 7 in checklist 2-1 (Reading Arguments) can help you locate some of the

.LL'%‘L information you need to evaluate the reliability of sources.

| Bt e The “Acknowledgments” section of peer-reviewed books usually mentions and
; i VA thanks colleagues at the writer’s institution and other universities, and may list

:_'“"”:' government or foundation grants that helped pay for the project. However,

“'E. . students should not use the presence of acknowledgments as the only criterion
3 _-L; for evaluating a source because sometimes authors of sources that are not
Ve peer-reviewed also acknowledge the help or inspiration of others, and some

i sources of funding are highly partisan.
i Example

See Figure 2.1,

e Scholarly journals have editorial boards listed on the title page or a page next to
it, and these editors’ university affiliations are identified.

_ Example
4 See Figure 2.2.

g 2. What kind of piece is it?
o * In a newspaper or magazine, is the piece a news article, a feature article, an
A | opinion piece, or an editorial?
o Example
See Figure 2.3.
e * In a peer-reviewed journal, is the piece a research report or article, a review
essay, an editorial commentary, a letter or commentary in response to a
previously published article, or something else that you can identify?
Research reports, articles, and review essays are considered more reliable

W7,
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than editorial comments and the responses of readers—even of prominent or
authoritative readers.

Example
see Figure 2.4.

« On a Web site, are you looking at a personal Web site, a governmental or institu-
tional site, or a site for a recognized and reputable organization? (“Recognized”
and “reputable” can be ambiguous terms, which is one reason why evaluating
sources is always a matter of judgment.) Was the piece written for the Web, or
first published in print and then archived on the Web? Is it from a newspaper, a
major magazine, a blog, or an academic journal? Whether it is an archived print
publication or an original Web publication, was it peer reviewed?

. Do sources from newspapers and magazines seem to adhere to the ethical codes

of journalism?

o Journalistic codes of ethics (i.e., The American Society of Newspaper Editors’

“Statement of Principles” www.asne.org/kiosk/archive/principl.htm and the

Society of Professional Journalists” “Code of Ethics” www.spi.org/ethics_code.asp)

date back to the 1920s. These codes, followed by the most reputable newspapers

and magazines, bind journalists to high standards of truth, accuracy, impartiality,
and fair play.

Although major newspapers usually adhere to journalistic codes of ethics, it can

be hard to tell whether smaller, newer, more popular, or more politically com-

mitted publications do so. If a journalistic piece seems one-sided or unfair or if it
makes what seem to be inflated claims for a position, ask your instructors and
librarians what they know about it. An inflated claim is one that uses absolute

terms like always, never, or unique or that attributes a wide array of results to a

single factor; if a claim seems too good (or too bad) to be true, the source merits

a closer, more critical examination.

¢ The extent to which the writer’s opinion is supposed to shape the piece

varies depending on whether it is published in a news article, a feature arti-

cle, or an editorial.
* A news article aims to document information—who, what, when, where,
and how—and to record responses from significant participants or analysts.
¢ A feature article develops an interpretation as it presents information.
* An editorial tries to persuade readers to share a particular interpretation or
to respond to a call to action.

Usually newspapers give clear cues about what kind of piece a given article is
(for example, editorials are often printed on a page labeled “Opinion”). However,
ethical journalists are responsible for factual accuracy in all these genres. This means,
for instance, that responsible journalists cannot misrepresent facts to support an
editorial or opinion piece. Misrepresentation includes fabricating evidence,
making a composite source seem like a single person, and taking quotations out
of their original context.

* In many publications, these codes of ethics are taken very seriously; for exam-
ple, in 2003 the New York Times was wracked with scandals involving the fabri-
cation of stories and staff writers publishing the work of their assistants as
their own. The newspaper appointed a “public editor” at that time, who
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explains (and sometimes disagrees with) editorial decisions about what is

printed and why.

4. Does the piece seem to adhere to a code of ethics in a professional field or discipline?

o As professions define themselves as distinct fields of practice, they usually estab-
lish codes of ethics that define acceptable practices in that field—what practitioners
may and may not do without risking the disapproval of their peers.

« Codes of ethics for specific professions are available on professional association
Web sites. The Center for the Study of Ethics in the Professions at the Illinois
Institute of Technology maintains an online collection of most of those codes of
ethics, organized by profession. To take a look at these codes, see the following
Web site: www.iit.edu/departments/csep/ publicwww /codes/ index.html.

5. How up-to-date is the source?
o Information in newspapers may be quickly rendered obsolete by breaking

news, which often reveals new information that may contradict the observa-
tions of early witnesses.

« Books have a somewhat longer “shelf life” than articles, but their importance
varies from field to field, and how long they remain current depends on how
much they have been cited in more recent books and articles.

« In any field, a book or article over 15 years old that has not been cited in a consid-
erable number of more recent sources is probably not a very important source.

e In the humanities, books are considered the most important publications.
Peer-reviewed articles over 10 years old have probably been surpassed by
more recent articles and books, although some articles that have presented
groundbreaking arguments may continue to be cited for much longer.

e In the sciences and most social sciences, articles are considered more important
than books because they are more current (they make it into print faster), and
you should not consider an article over five years old to be current unless you
have good evidence to the contrary (for example, if it is still frequently cited in
more current articles).

e The “classics” in a field may be read for decades or even centuries, but they
carry a different kind of authority as they become classics. For instance,
B. F. Skinner and Sigmund Freud were crucial figures in psychology 50 and 100

respectively. They are still cited in histories of science and in some

literary or cultural studies, but they should not be cited as evidence
as shifted considerably since

years ago,
inquiries in
for current claims in psychology, a field that h

their times.
e Some “classics” are not disproved; they are built upon until the original insights

become commonplace. The Watson and Crick article that articulated the struc

ture of DNA in 1953 is such a classic; this work has been built upon significanﬂy

over the years, but the double helix model remains “common knowledge” in

genetics and related fields.
e Historians and others writing about history may use old sources as well as more

recent ones to draw evidence from the past.
6. Is the source cited by, and relied upon, by others in the field?

o Do other authors cite this source or refer to it? Because research is ordinarily con-

ducted and published when there is controversy ora gap in a field of knowledg
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other authors may substantially disagree with a source—but even when there is
disagreement, the fact that researchers cite it indicates that the source is impor-
tant enough to refute. When you begin doing research in a field, you will find
that many of the authors use each other as sources. This is the visible discourse
community of the field. Writers who frequently show up on lists of works cited
are probably authors whose work you too should read.
Does the source refer to other researchers known to be authorities in the field?
Does the source use and reflect on data that other sources in the field use, or
relate new data to existing, accepted data? Be wary about sources that claim to
refute an entire field or to discard all or most previous research. Most paradigm
shifts take place only after considerable discussion by experts about how to
interpret puzzling data.
Is the author a recognized authority in this area of study? You may have heard
of the author, but consider whether other writers in this field use this writer as
a source or reference. For example, it would be unusual for a chemist to be
considered a reliable source in American history.
* When in doubt, ask an instructor—or several—in the field, and consult with a
research librarian.

7. What is the author’s purpose?

* Most authors have a purpose and make an argument. Almost all published
research proposes an argument or interpretation; there would be no reason to
publish if it did not. People do research because there is a controversy or a gap
in knowledge, and the purpose of most credible published research is to inter-
pret or explain the result of an experiment or an investigation—seldom do “the
facts speak for themselves.” There are controversies in every field, and in some
fields there are very deep differences among experts and the way they look at
data. A writer who is making an argument will make a case for his or her inter-
pretation based on the evidence. If the interpretation refutes earlier work, the
researcher may argue for a reinterpretation of earlier results in the light of new
evidence or a new theory, but researchers seldom reject earlier knowledge out of
hand. Be careful to distinguish between argument and bigs. An argument is a
legitimate aspect of much academic writing, but a biased argument omits or dis-
torts evidence to support its claims.

8. How and how much is the source biased?

* A writer’s position is always a factor in a piece of writing, and the way the
writer represents himself or herself can impact the argument. Does the writer’s
ethos seem like a legitimate professional position, or does the purpose of the
argument seem personal—not clearly connected with the writer’s area of
expertise? When evaluating bias, ask how clearly the writer states her position.
Does there seem to be a hidden agenda? What warrants does the writer state or
assume? Are they in accord with others you have read in the field? How much
room for doubt does the writer admit? A nuanced position that allows for or

carefully considers possible exceptions is often more reliable than an “always”
or “never” stand.

* An overly biased writer may twist and distort evidence in order to make a point.

An overly biased writer may merely dismiss earlier research or ignore evidence,
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rather than refuting it; may engage in personal (or ad hominem) attacks on those
who hold other points of view (including name-calling and guilt by association);
or may use other logical fallacies like bandwagon, slippery slope, false dichotomy,
or appeals to tradition, spite, or ridicule.
e As Jacob Bronowski observes in the passage quoted in Chapter 1, scholars and
scientists normally disagree with each others’ methodologies and conclusions.
However, they seldom accuse each other of deception or falsification, which are
serious violations of professional ethics. Such accusations may indicate that a
source is unfairly biased.
What do your fellow students and instructor(s) think about a source? If a
number of people warn you away from a source because they think it is
biased, you too should be wary about its reliability. Although the decision
about the reliability of a source is yours, remember that part of your work in
making an argument is to convince the audience. If you know that your audi-
ence considers a source unreliable, you need to make a case for its reliability,
and so consider whether that secondary argument will strengthen or weaken

your larger claims.

EVALUATING THE RELEVANCE OF SOURCES

While reliability is very important, when you are engaged in a research project, you
need sources that are directly relevant to the particular question you are considering.
When you first start reading about a particular topic, almost everything a writer dis-
cusses may seem related to it, and the sources used by writers you read early in the
process can be a good place to find more to read. But try to develop your own questions
as soon as possible, so that you can focus your reading and research on the particular
question you want to consider, rather than on the topic in general. If you write down
your questions and responses from the outset of a project, you will have a record of
your thinking as it develops, and when you review your responses to a particular piece
of writing, you will probably find questions, points of agreement and disagreement,
and other reactions that can move you toward a particular guestion and guide your
finding and selection of sources.

When reviewing your responses, look for central ideas and key terms that you
have identified as interesting to you. Then review the writer’s use of sources, to see if
you can find those terms repeated in the writer’s summaries and in the titles of the
sources he or she uses. Don’t look only for sources that agree with you, but do look for
sources that speak to the points that you want to investigate further.

For example, if you were to start an inquiry with Alfie Kohn’s article, “The
Dangerous Myth of Grade Inflation,” and decide you want to- think more about and
perhaps write about motivations for learning, you might turn to the review of 128 stud-
ies by Edward L. Deci, Richard Koestner, and Richard Ryan that Kohn mentions in his
article, a reference which was posted on Kohn's Web site and is available in the version
of the article later published in a collection of his essays. Because this review article 1s
now over 10 years old, you might want to skim the review for key terms and for the
names of writers the reviewers considered important at the time. Then, you could do an
author search (see Chapter 5), looking for more recent articles by these authors,
particularly articles that have “grades” and “motivation” in their titles. Kohn refers to
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Evaluating Online Sources

other studies that discuss the issue of grade inflation, but these are less likely to be of
" e for astudy on motivation, even though they are important to making Kohn's point.
: Keep in mind that his inquiry is not the same as yours; while you can and should use a
revious author’s research on a related topic, your own research decisions should be
~ pased on the question you want to investigate.

Learning to skim is necessary for effective decisions about the relevance of a piece
fo your own work. Reading the introduction, the conclusion, and the first sentences of
paragraphs will show you the scope of a piece. Recognizing a writer’s use of key terms

Ean help you decide whether you will be able to use a piece in your own work. It helps

if you write down these responses and reflections as you make them, so that you can
. avoid backtracking later.

| EVALUATING ONLINE SOURCES

. Even though the Internet has revolutionized the research process in the past 10 years,
{he same criteria work for evaluating electronic sources as well as printed texts. The
~ challenges of evaluating Web materials come not only from the sheer quantity of infor-
mation available online, but also from its highly variable quality. The Internet has vastly
increased the quantity of information available to everyone with access to the Web, but
it is important to remember that almost anyone can put anything on the Web for any
. purpose—usually more easily and cheaply than publishing in print. When you are
 doing research online, then, you need to be even more careful about who produced the
documents you are consulting and whether they are credible to an audience who knows
the field you are studying.
The easy freedom to put things on the Web makes it very attractive, but this same
‘freedom can leave you vulnerable to mistaken or deceptive Web resources. Remember
" that some Web sites look very professional and official but carry highly biased, dis-
torted, or deceptive information. Of course, you should expect that information put
- online by a political organization will be biased toward its candidates and principles,
_ “but that information is not necessarily deceptive. However, there is a difference
B between sites that admit their political stance (the Web site of a political party, a candi-
 date for office, or a political blog or influence group), and those that hide their position.
. For example, some extremist political organizations post information that most main-
eam historians or political scientists would find misleading. If information about
0 created the site is not available on the first page of a site, follow links such as
“about us” to see whether a site you have located has a semi-buried affiliation, and ask
urself why that affiliation may be hidden. Deceptive sites pretend to be unbiased,
Which should lead you to be very suspicious about accepting their posts without
- Considerable investigation.
\ When evaluating Web sites, use the same criteria you would use for evaluating a
Print document, but with a more critical eye. As with print media, you need to know
%\;hat kind of page you are looking at, who wrote it, and when it was produced. Always
_ 5K yourself whether your readers will think a source you cite is reliable, and, if you have
* doubts about a site, ask your instructors or a librarian to help you make an evaluation.
' ‘1 general, when doing research for academic papers, try to keep in mind the differences
= between sources available through your university library and the databases it provides
- access to, and sources generally available on the World Wide Web. Try to stay within the
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library’s Web resources and to use databases located on the library’s Web site. These

will lead more directly to peer-reviewed sources and to the more reputable magazines
and newspapers.

FOCUS POINTS: EVALUATING MATERIALS ON THE WEB
In order to do the best academic research, you need to find sites that are reliable and rel-
evant, and that offer the best possible resources. In addition to the general considerations
for evaluating sources, here are some further considerations specific to sources found
on the Web.

% What sort of document have you found? A commercial site (.com), an organizational
site (.org), a college or university site (.edu), and so forth? A personal Web site? An
archived print document? A piece of an online discussion from a listserv that has
been archived? A piece from an online journal? A blog?

m Who wrote the document, or what organization adopted it? Was it peer reviewed? Is
the person or organization considered a reputable source in the field? Is it cited by
other sources you have encountered—particularly by print sources? Is the person
or organization subject to any ethical code?

e Be sure to click on any link that offers information about the person or organiza-
tion behind the Web site, such as “About us,” the name of the organization, or
the name of the person to whom it belongs.

e A print document archived online is as reliable as it was when in print (unless it
has become outdated).

* A personal or organization Web site or blog is only as reliable as the person or
organization that created it; you should rely on such sources primarily when
researching the blogger (since the blog can tell you what the person thinks), but
you will have to make a case for their reliability if you use them as evidence for
an argument. Sometimes blogs can lead you to useful sources on very contem-
porary topics, through links to journals, articles, and other sites, but, as always,
you must evaluate these sources critically.

% What is the purpose of the document? Is it clearly stated on the front page, or do you
have to dig to infer it? Are the document and format suitable for the purpose? Can
you detect bias in the coverage the document offers?

FINDING THE MOST RELIABLE, RELEVANT,
AND USEFUL SOURCES FOR ACADEMIC RESEARCH

Say that you are researching New Wave French Cinema of the 1950s. The Internet
has abundant resources for your search, some more promising than others. Using
the criteria in Focus Points: Evaluating Materials on the Web, let’s evaluate
two examples.

At first glance our preliminary Web search has yielded some results (see Example
A). We have a site that provides a place to start and some useful preliminary infor-
mation from which to start. However, we still need to check for contact, COP}’I‘ight‘
and publishing information before we can determine whether or not this site 15 @
credible one from which to quote.
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This is a .com Web site, which tells us that it is a commercial
site. It is not an organizational or university Web site. It appears
to be informational but also appears to sell films.

/ Ve Bl i £8 16508

. - Pour ceux qul alment le cinema frangals
Home Eatangas  Fims  Actors  Fllmmakers “

Index Bestfims Phoioindax  Letesireleases  Quiz  Unks __Eibiig Ccmm.:lus ovosmp

Best French Films of the The site seams to

' 1 9508 : B have some helpful
§ e o T links for finding
Bestof. 19208 1930s 10405 1050s 106D 1970s 1930« 1900s 2000s ; out more

Journal d'un curé de campagne LaRonde Infqrmatlon on the
Robert Biesson (1850) Max Ophids (1950) topic and also
i The heart-ending ‘oio of a young T With the grace of 8 Vienese vall2, includes a Links
rouniry pnost who has to contend A this fdm cormies i pudionce
with 1he tejection trom his - theough a series of dovelailing - page that may
panishiariers and a debilitating o iovo vigneites.  With a wealth of lead to other
Hness. Bresson's profoundly acting Lalent al Ris cisposal, TR 3
spinlual cinematography allvins a Ophils conjures up one cf his. b|b|lograph|c
row javed of austenty = iay mast anleftaining and chaming H :
j i information.

N e o

The site gives examples and summaries of some well-known films of the
period but does not offer expert commentary or peer-reviewed references.

Example A—Web Research on French Cinema #1

When we click
the Contact link,
= we do not get

‘5.-?.-,-.. ,,-.] Q CO 1 /~ | any indication of

authorship,

o Pou ceux qui alment Ie cinema fran s/ copyoEnCi

2 i publication

Home Enfrngms  Filmé  Aglors  Fimaviken [ search ] information.
Irebex  Bsk tims Photo e Litesd mnimazas OQur Loks Hidp Comaat us DVD Shop

'{"EHV’J f.Q (EQ‘:E iI’Z f.(}if(?{') bt The actual contact
- h

link takes us to a

s Web form that
Thank you forwsiting filmsdefrance.com. .
We hope you are finding this webslie L r s does not include a
iterasting and useful, If you have any i — Nty person’s name or
comments of suggestions we will be gladto € S R e-mail address.

hear from you. R
‘ ! Sources without

o w-dtlr e ¢t filiation with oihar websiles publication
B ing these adhere to the same principles . information
of honesty, respect and open access that wa 3LP - ish
strive ta maintain st fimsdefrance,com B4 (author, p,“P"S Eh
v ; : : date modified) are
Enfin, merzi et bon cinéma! difficult to cite

and usually
e — s —— e e indicate that they
ﬂ_&ﬁﬁ_ﬁs‘!ﬁ. S B Ermal RS R s SR are not credible
sites for quoting.

1ple A—Web Research on French Cinema #2
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This Web site is a .edu site, which means that it is a university-sponsored site.
For this site, then, we already know that the name of the publishing
organization is the name of the university.
F At French New Wai Clteoys, Richact HEUp
_!ms;Naupnrtf{ressfil\hrml -
This site also e
Elaeg]ﬁ; ;l:]:.‘jamcle The University of Wisconsin Press
provides an author i i S T R
name and ki A e
affiliation

information. This

article appears to (ntroduction | Esfitnr's wistemant | Authols big | Gover image | Images trom tha bosk

be from the

Wisconsin Studies

iniFilmiserigs. A History of the French New Wave
Cinema
Richard Neupert

wisconsin Studies In Film

From the introduction

*Despite their differences, these films share connections, a
common essence which is nothing less than their notion of
mise-sn-scéne, or a filmic écrilure, based on shared
principles. Just as one recognizes the vintage of a greal
wine by its body, color, and scent, one recognizes a nouvelle
vague film by its style."—Claira Clouzol, Le cinéma frangais

[ R e T L LG L S

and used N any wit
for thia book. For s 183 &

Images from the book

e

New Wave sultable for advanced undergraduales and all
specialists in the study of French film. | predict that Neupert's
work will immediately become the standard English-
language reference on the French New Wave.' | think so too,
and the rasult s an impartant addition to the scholarly wing
of our cinema studies list. and to our growing focus on
European cinema."—Raphael Kadushin

E——

Author's bio

Richard Neupert is associate professor of film studies al the
University of Georgia. He is the authar of The End: Closure
and Naration in the Cinema and his ranslalions include
Aesthetics of Film and French New Wave: An Artistic
School.

Relurn fo the regular Web page for A History. of the. Erangh
New Wave Cinama
Bame | Bogky | Joursis [ Evens | Taxtbaoks | Authorg | Relter | Search | Order | Cocnat l

pagé I this web site, contact Kirt Murray. Web manager.

If you hava trouble accessing
fiwasc 89y or by phone at 608-263-0733,

E-mail: ki

Updated April 16, 2009

TN The Bawd of Ropess of B¢ Lipvaruly of Wiseuauiz Sywiem

The site also provides contact information for the author. This site also includes publication and copyright
information, which will be used in your bibliography.

Example B—Web Research on French Cinema #3 & #4
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[n our second search (see Example B), we find an article on the history of New Wave
-oma. Here again we will apply our evaluation criteria in order to test the credibility of the site.
Our second search has yielded much more promising results by way of credibility thus
v, However, we should check the bottom of the page for more information that will help us to

all y determine credibility.

" For additional discussions and examples useful for developing your ability to evaluate

Web sources, consult the following sites. Many of these sites were created by reference
iprarians at colleges and universities to help students locate and identify reliable
ources on the Web. You will benefit most, however, by consulting your own library’s
= Web page to see what help your library offers with finding and evaluating online
. .ources and learning what other “information literacy” resources your instructors and
" reference librarians recommend.

www.ithaca.edu/library/training/think.html “ICYouSee: T is for Thinking: A Guide
to Critical Thinking About What You See on the Web.” This recently updated site built by
a reference librarian has been on the Web for nearly 15 years. Students find it clear and
easy to use.

www.libraryjhu.edu/researchhelp/general/evaluating/index.html  This is a short list
of considerations about the reliability of sources from the Sheridan Libraries at Johns
Hopkins University.

gateway.lib.ohio-state.edu/tutor/  This larger and more complex site from the reference
department at The Ohio State University offers both information and interactive tutorials
(available to users anywhere). There are special sections on Careers and Employment,
History Research, and News Sources.

www.lib.purdue.edu/rguides/tutorials.html Purdue University reference librarians
have compiled this body of resources, including tutorials on topics for beginning stu-
dents through advanced researchers. You may sign in as a guest and use most of the
informational materials offered.

RESPONDING TO (AND IN) ACADEMIC WRITING

When you are reading and taking notes on a topic, it is almost inevitable that you will
respond to your sources, both positively and negatively, and you can use those responses to
start exploring potential arguments about your topic. While it is important to maintain a clear
distinction in your mind, and particularly in your notes and papers, between other writers’
ideas and your response to them, by no means should you try to squelch your responses,
since they will help you direct your research, discover what you want to argue, and suggest
how you might organize that argument. The word response brings to mind a reflex—some-
thing automatic and outside of conscious control. While responses to readings may start with
a reflex, those first thoughts can be modified by conscious thinking and by reflecting about
the field’s conventions (that is, its usual ways of doing things, some explicit and some
implicit) and the warrants (basic assumptions) it accepts. Response is an important part of the
research process; as researchers read sources, they decide how they might fit into an argu-
ment being constructed and how they work in relation to each other.

M
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FOCUS POINTS: SHAPING YOUR RESPONSES

# How well does the research fulfill its purpose; that is, how well does it do what the ;“:'

researcher says it will do?
= Is the evidence convincing?

@ What are the warrants of the argument—the underlying assumptions that the
argument depends on? Can you tell if they are the usual warrants in the field? To
what extent do you share them?

= Does the writer acknowledge and refute alternatives to the conclusions reached?

u Is the research thorough, and is the methodology appropriate? (These issues can g

be hard for a person new to a field to judge; take particular notice when you find
articles that evaluate other research on these grounds.)

m Is the argument reasonable? Review the list of logical fallacies in Chapter 1 and
consider whether the writer exploits any of them.

These are not the only possible grounds for response, but they are common ones.
In a response, you provoke an interaction between the written piece and your own
thinking on the topic. When writing a response, you are expected to be reasonable—but
not necessarily impartial. “Being reasonable” includes representing accurately what
was written, responding to what the writer said rather than who the writer is, and
acknowledging when your basic assumptions about values or how things work (i.e.,
your warrants) differ from those of the writer. Although a response need not be written

as a polished argument, it can help you to think about making a case in relationtoa

reading or readings. If you misrepresent what the writer said, the case falls apart as
soon as the mistake is pointed out. If you attack the personal qualities of the writer or
question the writer’s ethos, you must be sure that you are willing and able to support

that attack, and that those qualities are relevant to the article you are responding to. Ttis =

very important to recognize where you share warrants with the writer to whom you are
responding, and where you differ.

Exercises

2.1 READING A SOURCE

1. Read the piece by Alfie Kohn in the Readings, highlighting cues to audience, purpose,
and argument.

2. Answer in writing the questions in Focus Points: Reading Arguments (p. 21) that
not addressed by the annotated excerpt of this article. You may be asked to do this work
with a small group so that you can discuss your understanding of the argument.

3. Write a list of the parts of the piece you still do not understand, discuss them with a
partner or small group, and then reread the article, looking for clarification. Take notes
as you read that record your opinions and responses to the author’s argument.

are

2.2 RESPONDING TO A SOURCE

1. Using another source from the readings, highlight parts that seem important, write in
the margins why you highlighted them, and record any immediate responses you
Also note the parts of the piece that you do not understand.
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Exercises

2. Answer, in writing, the questions in Focus Points: Shaping Your Responses (p. 44).

3. Review your answers and notes. Write a response to the piece, based on one or more
questions from the list that seem most applicable to your thinking about the piece.

4. Write a short paragraph reflecting on how useful these questions were for increasing

our understanding of and response to the piece. What questions would you add

and for eliminate?

3 EVALUATING RELIABILITY

1. Write a short (350-400 words) evaluation of the reliability of the article on grade
inflation by Alfie Kohn (p. 260), based on the criteria in Focus Points: Evaluating
Sources (p. 29). Focus your discussion on the criteria from the list that you think most
appropriate to this particular source, and explain your choice.

2. Discuss your evaluation with a small group, considering which of Kohn's sources seem
more or less reliable and how this affects his argument. What other kinds of sources
would you want to consult if you were writing a paper on grade inflation?

3. Does your consideration of reliability change your response to the piece? If so, make a
list of changes you might make in your response. If not, make a list of how Kohn's use
of sources helps support your response.

2.4 EVALUATING TWO WEB SITES ON THE SAME TOPIC

A Google search on Cosmetics and Safety yielded 19,600,000 hits. Two near the top of the list were:

www.cosmeticsinfo.org/ What's in Cosmetic and Personal Care Products? Source:
The Personal Care Products Council (industry trade group)

www.cosmeticsdatabase.com/ Skin Deep Cosmetic Safety Database. Source:
Environmental Working Group

1. These two sites were found on a search for information about the safety of cosmetics.
Consider what the point of view of each site is. Do you think that either or both of them
are biased? How are they biased and what makes you think so?

2. Write a short account of how the perspectives of these sources differ. Consider whether
you consider one or both of them overly biased and how you might be able to use them
in an inquiry of your own.

3. Repeat this exercise with two sites found in a search on a topic of your own choosing.

2.5 READING AND RESPONDING TO COMPLEX ACADEMIC WRITING

Articles written for a more specialized academic audience can be very difficult for a newcomer to under-
stand. For this exercise, you may be asked to read and respond to the piece by Jane Tompkins (p. 289).
This is a source from which examples of claims and evidence were drawn in Chapter 1. Tompkins’ piece
is a very unconventional scholarly article, because it is constructed as a personal account of the writer’s
research process, not as an impersonal account or finished argument. Tompkins breaks some of the rules
of academic writing in order to make a point about the nature and limitations of historical research.
Even though it may not be the best model for typical academic research writing, it is useful to read
because it shows the process of academic discovery in action—like the personal account of your research
that you may be assigned in later chapters. Reading Tompkins’ inquiry demonstrates the experience of
research clearly driven by a question, or, more accurately, by a sequence of questions. Tompkins makes a
complicated argument, and you should expect to read it several times in order to understand what the
author is saying.

1. During the first reading, use the annotation strategies described at the beginning of the
chapter. On this first reading, highlight the thesis statement—or question—and the first
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sentence of évery paragraph. Highlight her cues to audience, purpose, and argument. In
the margins, ask questions, record responses, and mark parts that you do not understand.
2. Use the Focus Points: Reading Arguments (p. 21) to assist your second reading of this

piece. As you read, notice how the author moves back and forth between summarizing, o

and responding to sources.

3. Reread the piece a third time, this time identifying the sentences or parts of sentences
that indicate the author’s responses to sources consulted. In the Tompkins piece, what
you do not identify as response should be primarily summaries of and quotations from.
the works she consulted.

4. List the cues the author uses to show when and how she is representing the thinking of
others and when she is representing her own thinking.

5. With a discussion group, consider how the author’s summaries prepare for and justify
her responses to the works consulted. How does the author use quotations from sources
in this piece? On what grounds does she consider the sources to be authoritative?

6. Consider the following questions with a discussion group:

* Given Tompkins’ discovery that researchers always see the past and that witnesses
perceive the present through eyes affected by their own cultural assumptions, what is
the value of doing historical research at all?

 How do Tompkins’ questions change and develop as she works her way through the
topic of “Indians”?

e What is the effect of Tompkins’ violating the convention that academic writers not
include personal experiences in their research? Why might she have chosen to pres:
ent an unconventional ethos in this article?

7. Finally, use these informal reflections as a start for writing a response to some aspect of
the author’s piece. For example, you might consider Jane Tompkins’ use of “,” her idea
of history, her dismissal of absolute objectivity, or her conclusion that meaning in his-
tory may be tentative, but is still possible. Compare your responses to those of another
writer in the class who responded to a similar aspect of the reading.

8. Reread your response and consider with your group on what warrant(s) you
grounded it. How do warrants you would accept differ from the author’s warrants,

and from the warrants of other members of your discussion group? Describe audi- =

ences that would and would not share them. How might you need to reframe your
response to incline a reader to consider your response, even though he or she does not. =
share your warrants?



