Interrogating non-fiction texts

There are several different types of non-fiction texts and your use of them depends on your stage of research. At the beginning of a research task, you are looking for an overview of your topic, not too complicated, in which to immerse yourself.  You have a choice at this stage between print and electronic versions of a simple non-fiction text, like an encyclopedia. Your focus is the broad picture.
Later in your research, when you have formed the focus you want to follow, you are looking for deeper and more pertinent information, you need a different kind of non-fiction text.  Again, you have a choice -  between print and electronic versions, like a print non-fiction text, or a webpage or an article on the internet. Your focus at this later stage of research is very specific.
Interrogating an encyclopedia article – print or Wikipedia

Before: 

· What do I already know about this topic?

· What am I interested in finding out about this topic?

· What questions do I have that this article might answer? 

· Do I need to focus closely on the whole article?  Are there sections I can leave out?
· What does the layout of the article tell me? 

· What do the headings and subheadings tell me?

· What do pictures, charts and web links (if an online encyclopedia) tell me about the topic?

During:

· What answers does this article have for my questions? 

· What does the introduction tell me?

· Is there a topic sentence in each paragraph?

· Can I distil the content of each paragraph in one sentence? Do I need to? Or should I just distil the content of paragraphs that are relevant to my area of interest?
· Are there pictures, charts, multimedia and other linked content that could inform me more clearly of the content?

· Does the article force me to ask new questions? 

· What are they?

After:

· What broad concepts have I learnt from reading this overview article? 

· How will I record these concepts? Shall I make a mind map, use notecards, or use Evernote?

· What further questions do I now have to direct my research? 

· What interests me about this topic?

· What search terms are emerging for me as I read about this topic?

Remember: When you are reading an encyclopedia or other overview, keep your notes VERY brief. You are looking for the broad brush, the context, of your topic.  Do not go into great detail at this early stage of your research, because it will confuse you. You do not need to record bibliographic details for an encyclopedia. 
Interrogating a print non-fiction text

Before: 

· I already know quite a lot about my topic, and I have formed some search terms and broad concepts.  What are my search terms?

· What does the library catalogue entry for this book tell me? What keywords does it have in the catalogue record?

· Can I read a review of this book? 

· Does the review tell me about the author and his/her reputation?

· What does the review of the book tell me about its content? Does it look as if it will be relevant?

· Does my teacher/teacher librarian know this book? If so, what can he/she tell me about it?
· What do I want to find out from this book?

· Is this book suitable for my purpose? Is it too complex?  Is it too easy? Is it relevant?

· Will the table of contents help me?  Will the index contain my search terms?

· What is my purpose in reading this book?

· What parts can I leave out?

· What kind of reading will I bring to this text?  Will it be a close reading of highly relevant extracts? And skimming of irrelevant parts?

During: 
There is one chapter of direct relevance to my area of interest –

· Will I first do a scan of the whole chapter? What do the chapter headings and conclusions tell me?  Which parts must I read closely to get an answer to my questions?

· Is there a summary at the beginning?

· I need to pay close attention to this chapter, as it is of direct relevance to my area of interest. Will I then read the whole chapter closely?

· Will I stop at the end of each section and see if I’ve understood it? 

· How will I record this understanding? Will it be a mind map? Will it be notecards?  Will it be Evernote?

· Have I written down the bibliographic details for my reference list? Or have I recorded these details on Easybib?

· Have I stored interesting quotes I might later follow?  Have I included the page number where the quote is?

· Is the author presenting a point of view?

· Is that point of view well supported?

· Can I detect bias in this writing?

· Does this chapter force me to ask new questions? 

· What are they?

After:

· How can I explain (to myself or another) what I’ve learnt from this chapter?

· Shall I make a mind map, use notecards, or use Evernote?

· What concepts are still unclear to me?

· What part of this topic is becoming very interesting to me?

· What further questions do I have?

· What can I add to my list of search terms? 

Remember: When you are reading from a non-fiction text, print or electronic, you need to begin to take notes. Your notes will list and categorise the main concepts in the text. They will leave out any parts of the text that are not relevant to your interest.  Your notes should include questions that arise from reading this text. You are beginning to look for the area of this topic that interests you the most. It is too early to make an inquiry question.

Interrogating a webpage

Before: 

· How will I find a relevant webpage for my topic?

· What are my search terms?

· Are they effective?  Do I need to change them?

· I have 300,000 hits!  How will I know which ones are relevant? Do I still need to change my search terms, or use Advanced Search to restrict my search? For example, I might exclude .com results, or specify a date range. 

During: 

There is one website that appears to be of direct relevance to my area of interest –

· What questions do I hope this website will answer?

· Will I scan the website for content headings, hyperlinks, introduction, conclusions that might tell me its scope and relevance to my questions.

· How will I know if this website is accurate? 

· How will I know if this website is authoritative?

· Can I rely on the truth of the information in this website?

· Does it appear biased?

· Are there so many advertisements as to suggest unreliability or bias?

The website meets the above criteria, now I am to read it:

· Is there a general statement about the content of the webpage at the beginning?

· Will I read through each section in a linear fashion like a print text first?

· How will I choose hyperlinks to visit?

· How will I remember to return to the home page at the beginning and the end of my research?

· Does it matter that this website might never exist in its current form again?

· Will I stop as each new concept is introduced and see if I’ve understood it? 

· Is the author presenting a point of view?

· Is that point of view well supported?

· Can I detect bias in this webpage?

· Does this webpage force me to ask new questions? 

· What are they?

After:

· How can I explain (to myself or another) what I’ve learnt from this webpage?

· How will I record this understanding? Will I add to my mind map? Will I use notecards?  Will I use Evernote?

· Have I written down the bibliographic details for my reference list? Or have I recorded these details on Easybib?

· Have I stored interesting quotes I might later follow?  Have I included the URL where the quote appears?

· What concepts are still unclear to me?

· What are the big ideas in this topic? Does this website add to my list of big ideas?

· What part of this topic is becoming very interesting to me?

· What further questions do I have?

· What can I add to my list of search terms? 

Remember: When you are reading from a website, and are not just skimming for relevance, but have found one of direct relevance, you will need to take notes.  You question the reliability of information particularly on  websites. After you’ve read some books and websites, you are able to see some recurring big ideas in this topic. You identify the key  emphases in the website you are reading.  You are beginning to be able to connect these ideas to the broad topic you are interesting in.  You are close to being able to develop your own inquiry question. 

Interrogating an article on the internet.

You have chosen to read a journal article because there is quite a lot you already know about your topic.  You’ve read a lot already, and have a good idea of the main concepts in your topic.  You have created an inquiry question. So now, your search is for pertinent information, rather than broad information.  You are likely to encounter long pieces of text, requiring close reading
Before: 

· What can the structure of this article tell me about its content and its relevance to my search?

· What does the abstract say? Is it pertinent to my inquiry question?

· How does the layout of the article help me?  Are there headings throughout?  Are there long chunks without breaks? 

· Is there information about the author available?  Are there reviews of his other works? What can they tell me about this article?

During:

I’ve printed out this article:

· How will I annotate it?

· Will I highlight chunks of text? Will this highlighting make sense to me when I return to the text tomorrow?

· Will I use the left and right margins to write words and phrases?  Will I write questions on one side and use symbols to capture the relevant parts on the other side of the page?

I haven’t printed out this article:

· Will I highlight chunks of text with the Review/Comment function?  Will this highlighting make sense to me when I return to the text tomorrow?

· Will I use the Review/Comment function to ask questions and capture relevant sections of the article?

· Will I read it section by section?  Are there parts I can leave out?

· Will I stop after some paragraphs and ask myself any questions that have arisen?

· The language is really difficult! How can I persevere with this? Will I use a dictionary?  Will I ask my teacher for help? 

· What is the writer’s main argument?

· Does the writer support it with facts or opinions, or a mixture of both?

· What are the most relevant and compelling arguments in this article when I think of my inquiry question?

· Does the article come from a particular time period, school of thought, or nationality which might affect the content of the article?  Will I ask my teacher about this? 

After:

· How shall I record what I’ve learnt from reading this article?  Where does it fit with my notetaking scheme so far?  Does it need to be distributed amongst my mind map, notecards or Evernote? 

· Have I written down the bibliographic details for my reference list? Or have I recorded these details on Easybib?

· Have I stored interesting quotes I might later follow?  Have I included page number (if available) where the quote appears?

· How does what I’ve leant from reading this article connect with what I’ve already learnt about this topic and with my inquiry question?

· Do I need to alter my inquiry question in the light of what I’ve read?

· What concepts are still unclear to me?

· Do I now have enough information? 

· What further questions do I have?

Remember: When you are reading from a journal article, the demands on your attention are going to be quite high.  The language will probably be difficult, there are likely to be opinions expressed rather than just facts, and there is likely to be scholarly conventions used, such as intext references, which will indicate to you when an opinion is being expressed, rather than a fact. The cultural setting of the article also needs to be taken into account.  All of this is difficult, but you are reading the journal article when you already know and care a lot about your topic.  So perseverance is key!
