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Step 3: Gather Information
Take a quick look at the chart you made for Step 1.  Under “Resources Needed,” you may have 
listed books, reference materials, magazines and newspapers, and Web sites. To complete 
research for your topic, you need to know:

	 •	 The types of information you need: primary and secondary 

	 •	 Where to find the information you want 

	 •	 Which search terms to use in your hunt  

	 •	 How to evaluate the information you find  

Primary and Secondary Information
Print, online, and video resources are divided into primary and secondary resources. 

	 Primary resources

These documents, recordings, videos, or images are original, firsthand accounts of an event 
or a time. They are created during or close to a particular event or time. The Diary of Anne 
Frank, for example, is a primary resource. 

		  EXAMPLES

	 	 • Diaries	 • Journals	 • Autobiographies	 • Interviews	 • Photographs

	 	 • Speeches	 • Videos	 • Articles written during	 • Poems, novels,	 • Government 
					     the event or time		  stories		  records

Secondary resources

These documents, recording, videos, or images are secondhand accounts of an historical 
event or a time. They often analyze or interpret primary resources. A biography of Anne 
Frank that quotes from her diary is a secondary resource. 

		  EXAMPLES

	 	 • Biographies	 • Histories	 • Reviews	 • Criticism

	 	 • Articles in encyclopedias, newspapers, magazines, and online 
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Resources in your project
You are likely to use mainly secondary resources for your project. However, primary sources 
can add interest to a report and bring the subject to life for the reader. If you were writing a 
biography of Maya Angelou, for example, you might quote from her autobiography, I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings, and from the poems she wrote. 

How can you use primary sources in your project? Brainstorm a few ideas and write or type 
them below. Keep these ideas in mind as you do your research.

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

ACTIVITY
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Where to Find Information
The library is usually the best place to start your research. A reference librarian can save you 
time by helping you find resources more quickly. Explain your topic and assignment to the 
reference librarian and ask him or her to help you in your research.  

The chart below shows the resources available in most libraries:

Think about your topic and your research questions. What resources might be the best place 
for you to start—an encyclopedia, a book, a magazine article, an online search? Write or type in 
two or three resources you would like to use to begin your search.

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

	 •	 ____________________________________________________________________________

ACTIVITY

Library

Reference Librarian/Reader Assistance

Reference section Book collections Magazine collections Online searches

Encyclopedias

Atlases

Magazines

Newspapers

Other references

Fiction/nonfiction

Middle school/high 
school collections

Adult collections

Middle school/high 
school publications

Adult publications 
(National Geographic, 

Smithsonian, etc.)

Library databases

Internet searches
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Which Search Terms to Use 
Finding the right information is often about using the right search terms.  

Suppose, for example, you’re researching the Egyptian pharaoh King Tut. If you use the term 
“King Tut” to search the online library catalog, you’ll get both fiction and nonfiction works. But 
if you use the term “History of King Tut,” you will narrow your search to nonfiction sources. 

Online search engines such as Google or Bing access far more resources. If you use the search 
terms “King Tut” or “History of King Tut,” here’s what you’ll get:

	 •	 “King Tut” —  Over 6,000,000 articles, books, videos, and images 
		  on thousands of Web sites

	 •	 “History of King Tut”  — Over 2,000,000  articles, books, videos, 
		  and images on thousands of Web sites

You need to narrow your search by refining your search terms.

Refine Your Search Terms
Think carefully about what you want to know regarding your topic. In the case of King Tut, for 
instance, do you want to know about King Tut’s tomb or who or what killed King Tut? By being 
more specific, you’ll find the exact information you need for your project.  

These search terms will yield far fewer results and give you much more useful information 
for your project. 

Remember:  The more specific your search terms, the more focused and useful your research 
results are likely to be. 

“King Tut”

Refined Search Terms

“Discovery of 
King Tut’s Tomb”

“Was King Tut 
Murdered?”
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Which search terms should you use for your topic?  Think about what you want to know. Talk to 
the reference librarian and brainstorm with your project partners or with a teacher, parent, or 
friend. Then write or type your search terms in the chart below:

Topic:

Terms: Terms: Terms: Terms:

ACTIVITY
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How to Evaluate Information 
Not every resource you find will be worth using. How do you separate the best resources from 
those that are less useful? The best resources are accurate, reliable, credible, and current.    

Accurate

•	 Can you find the same information in any other source? If a book says Maya Angelou was 		
	 born April 4, 1928, can you find the same information in another book or online?

•	 Is the resource well written and free of obvious typos and errors? An article that claims 	 	
	 the American Civil War ended in 1869, when it really ended in 1865, is likely to contain 	 	
	 other mistakes. 

Reliable

•	 Is the source as free from bias as possible?  A Web-site article that claims “King Tut’s tomb 		
	 was cursed—everyone knows this,” is not going to be strong in historical facts. Look for 	 	
	 an objective, fair treatment of the topic or for facts to back up an author’s opinion. 

•	 Who is the publisher of the book or magazine?  Who owns the Web site?  Look up the 	 	
	 publisher or Web-site owner online.  Do they have a good reputation?  What else have 	 	
	 they published or written about?

Credible

•	 Can you tell who wrote the book, article, or online piece? What education or experience 	 	
	 do they have? Look for academic degrees or years of experience working in a particular 	 	
	 field.  

•	 Is there contact information? Can you e-mail or write to the author, organization, or Web 	 	
	 site to ask questions or to get further information? 

Current

•	 For most topics, you’ll need recent sources.  When was the book or article published?  

•	 For books, look for the year they were published on the copyright page. You can find it 	 	
	 after the title page. For magazines, look for the month and year of publication.

•	 For Web sites, look for the date line or “Last updated” line.  Is the site kept up to date or 	 	
	 does it have old information? 
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Suppose you are researching the topic “Colonies on Mars.” Look over the resources listed 
below. Rate each resource “Use” or “Don’t Use” and tell briefly why. Compare your responses 
with your classmates’ answers and discuss any differences you find. 

	 1.	 Living on Mars by 2030  (2013, published by NASA)

	 2.	 “Let’s Go to the Moon, Not the Red Planet” (no author), “MyOwnOpinion” Web site (2014)

	 3.	 Red Mars, by Kim Stanley Robinson, science-fiction novel (1992)

	 4.	 “Mars,” in New Views of the Solar System, 2013

	 5.	 “What Do We Know About Mars?” by June Yao, Ph.D., astrophysicist, Science Magazine 	
	 	 (July/August 1993)

	 6.	 Packing for Mars: The Curious Science of Life in the Void, by Mary Roach, science writer 	
	 	 (Oxford Press, 2010)

	 1.	 Use	 Don’t Use

	 	 Why: _______________________________________________________________________	

	 2.	 Use	 Don’t Use

	 	 Why: _______________________________________________________________________	

	 3.	 Use	 Don’t Use

	 	 Why: _______________________________________________________________________	

	 4.	 Use	 Don’t Use

	 	 Why: _______________________________________________________________________	

	 5.	 Use	 Don’t Use

	 	 Why: _______________________________________________________________________	

	 6.	 Use	 Don’t Use

	 	 Why: _______________________________________________________________________	

Now you’re ready to find information in books, references, and online sites. 

ACTIVITY
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Use Books
How do you know if a print book or an E-book has the information you need on your topic?  
The easiest way is to look at the table of contents and the index. Both can tell you whether 
a book is going to be useful in your research. 

Table of Contents

The table of contents is found at the front of the book. It tells you what subjects are covered 
in each chapter, section, or part. Look for a title related to your topic in the table of contents. 
Then turn to the page you want. 

The example below is from “World Exploration from Ancient Times”, a Compton’s by Britannica 
E-book. Suppose you are writing about people who explored the South Pole. What chapter title 
and page number would be useful in your research?  

_____________________________________________________________

ACTIVITY
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In Compton’s by Britannica, “Here and There” pages serve as subject-area outlines. While not a 
complete table of contents, these pages can help you browse any volume of the encyclopedia 
for subjects related to your topic. 

Look over the table of contents and then answer the questions below. 

What subject areas might be important in your research on the following topics?

	 Earth’s atmosphere: _______________________________________________________   

	 Life on other planets: ______________________________________________________  

	 Important jazz musicians: __________________________________________________ 

	 Elephants: Endangered species?: ___________________________________________  

ACTIVITY
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Book Indexes

The index is usually found at the back of a book or in a separate volume for a series of 
books, such as an encyclopedia. The index lists all the topics and subtopics covered in a 
book.  

Index Features

It’s easy for you to find information on your topic because the entries are listed in 
alphabetical order. Next to each entry or subentry are all the pages numbers where you’ll 
find that topic in the book. Some index entries will also provide page numbers for pictures, 
maps, or tables. A cross-reference after an entry refers you to other related topics in the 
index.

	 EXAMPLE

 

Fact-Indexes 
The index on the following page is a Fact-Index with several features. Besides simple 
entries, this index also includes articles with some entries, a list of topics related to an entry, 
and cross-references. The page numbers list the volume of the encyclopedia first and then 
the pages where the information begins. For example, 5:343, means volume 5, page 343. 

Ice Age, 6-34, see also Pleistocene epoch 

	 Arctic regions, 13-14, picture, 13

	 jungles, 24-26, map, 24

	 lake formation, 15-17, see also Great Lakes

	 soil deposits, 19-21

Entry

Subentries

Cross-references
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	 (1)	 First and last entries 
		  on page

	 (2)	 Niobium, an article with
(2a) a fact table

	 (3)	 NIOSH Cross-reference 
		  to organization name

	 (4)	 Nirvana, a simple entry in 
	 	 Vol. 1, p. 481 and 
	 	 Vol. 5, p. 363

	 (5)	 Nixon, entries, subentries, 
		  and 
(5a)	 a detailed  table

1

2

3

2a

4

5

5a
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Activity
Here’s a sample index about modern and 
ancient Egypt. Use the index to answer the 
following questions.  

1.	 If you want to compare the religions of 	
	 ancient Egypt and modern Egypt, which 	
	 entries would you use to research this 	
	 information?

	 ________________________________________
	 ________________________________________

2.	Which entries would tell you about 	
	 Egyptians’ beliefs regarding life after death?

	 ________________________________________
	 ________________________________________

3.	List the entries where you can find pictures 
	 of ancient Egyptian objects and people.

	 ________________________________________
	 ________________________________________
	 ________________________________________

4.	If you wanted to find out how the Aswan 
	 High Dam was built, where would you look?

	 ________________________________________

5.	Which index entries are related to war 	
	 in Egypt?

	 ________________________________________
	 ________________________________________
	 ________________________________________

6.	What entry would you look under to learn 	
	 about ancient Egyptian forms of writing?

	 ________________________________________

7.	 Where would you look to find out what 	
	 ancient Egyptians knew about the night sky?

	 ________________________________________

Egypt (officially Arab Republic of Egypt, n.e., Africa,
385,219 sq mi (997,690 sq km); cap Cairo; pop.
66,341,000 7:114. See also index Egypt, ancient
	 agriculture irrigation 11:368
	 Aswan High Dam. see in index Aswan High Dam
	 Cairo
	 history 
		  African independence 1:111, map 1:115
		  Arab-Israeli wars. See in index Arab-Israeli wars
		  archaeological excavations 2:535, table 1:535
		  Jordan 12:143
		  Napoleon 16:113
		  World War 1 25:305
		  World War II 25:330
	 religion
		  Coptic Church 15:459
		  Eastern Orthodox Churches 7:42
	 Suez Canal 22:692
	 United Nations table 24:81

Egypt, ancient
	 African kingdoms 1:109
	 Agriculture 1:130, 9:220
	 ancient civilization 1:403
	 army 2:634
	 arts and architecture
		  bead and beadwork 3;114, picture 3:114
		  dance 6:21
		  literature 21;273, 22:645, 22:656
		  pyramids 19:671, picture 15:394
		  sculpture 21:139, picture 21:141
		  temples 2:544
	 calendar 4:29
	 language and writing
		  alphabet 1:315
		  hieroglyphics 10:154
	 Nile River 16:317
	 religion and mythology
		  burial and funeral rites 6:50
		  cat worship 4:211
		  Isis and Osiris 11:370
		  Sphinx 22:530
		  tomb decorations 10:277
		  Tutankhamen, picture 6:276
	 science
		  astronomy and archaeoastronomy 2:730, 17:458
		  mathematics 14:212. 17:435	

ACTIVITY
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Use Reference Books
When using encyclopedias or other reference books, you don’t need to read every word on the 
page. You can use a quick method called skimming and scanning to see if the article has the 
information you want.  

Skim

Skimming is looking at a page very quickly to find the title, subheadings, pictures, and 
other features, such as lists or guides to the text. Do these features mention your topic or 
subtopics? Do the pictures show useful information about your topic?  If so, then you go to 
the next step, scanning. 

Scan 

Scanning is searching a page quickly for specific details, such as words, phrases, or 
numbers related to your topic or subtopics.  If you are looking for information on the topic 
“Life on Earth,” for example, you might look on the pages for the terms “atmosphere,” 
“special conditions that support life,” and “abundant water.”  If you find them, this shows 
the article is a good resource for your topic. 
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Look at this sample from New Views of the Solar System, a Compton’s by Britannica E-book, 
for the key features of a page.  If you are writing about life on Earth, you should be able to find 
information on this topic quickly by skimming and scanning. 

Title: 
Main topic  
of the article

Subheads: 
Subtopics of the article

Page Heads:  
Usually tell you the title 
of the book, the article 
name, and page number

Captions: 
Information about a picture

Special Features: 
Specific summarized 
information about the 
topic often displayed 
in a graphic format

More to Explore: 
A list of subtopics and 
sometimes other sources 
for information

Body Text: 
The main article

ACTIVITY
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Use Online Resources
Online searches are a good way to do research at home, at school, or at the library. Although 
not every student has a library nearby, most students have access to a computer and many can 
do searches on a smartphone. 

Use the best Web sites  
As you do research online, keep in mind the four requirements for good research 
information: accurate, reliable, credible, and current. Web sites that fit all four requirements 
include: 

	 • reference Web sites	 • government Web sites	 • university or school Web sites

	 • specialty Web Sites: museums, historical societies, literary societies, and more

These Web sites often have .edu, .org, or .gov in the Web-site address. If you have doubts 
about a Web site, ask your teacher or parent to review it with you.

Focus your search terms   
Focus your search terms to make them as specific as possible. In the sample Web page from 
the Middle level of Britannica School, for example, a search for “Maya Angelou” has turned 
up several articles that mention Maya Angelou by name. However, only the first article 
focuses on her life. 

You decide to choose the biographical article “Maya Angelou (born 1928) . . . “ Notice that 
in the column on the left-hand side, you can also search for “Maya Angelou” in images, 
videos, magazines, and primary sources & E-Books.
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The Maya Angelou biographical article appears below. Look over the “Quick Tips” on the 
left-hand side of the page.  According to this feature:

	 •	 You can double-click on any word in the article for a definition.

	 •	 You can find other Britannica articles written at different reading levels. 
	 	 Just click on the 1, 2, or 3 (circled in red) in the right-hand side above the article.

	 •	 You can search for key terms within the article by using the Crl+F (on a PC) or 
	 	 Command + F (on a Mac). This feature allows you to skim and scan the article 
		  to determine if it’s useful in your research. 
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Study this NASA Web page and then answer the questions below. 

	 1.	 Your topic is “Exploration on Mars.” Skim and scan this Web page. Which features might 	
	 	 offer the best sources of information?

	 	 ________________________________________________________________________
	 	 ________________________________________________________________________	

	 2.	 Where can you find information about NASA’s proposed mission to Mars?

	 	 ________________________________________________________________________		

	 3.	 Suppose you are writing about the Mars rover Curiosity. Where can you find images to 	
	 	 illustrate your report?

	 	 ________________________________________________________________________		

	 4.	 Where would you look to find more resources for students on this Web site?

	 	 ________________________________________________________________________	

	 5.	 What multimedia resources does this site offer, and how would you access them? 

	 	 ________________________________________________________________________	

ACTIVITY

http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/msl/#.VOdW9caNdkg
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/msl/#.VOdW9caNdkg
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/msl/#.VOdW9caNdkg
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/msl/#.VOdW9caNdkg
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Interview an Expert 
Your project may require you to interview someone who is an expert or who is knowledgeable 
about the topic you’re researching.  An interview is basically a question-and-answer meeting 
you can do in person, by phone or video conference, or by e-mail.     

	 Find an expert 
	 The first step is to find the expert you want to interview. You can locate experts using the 	 	
	 following resources:

	 •	 Ask the reference librarian. Libraries often have lists of experts in various fields who 	 	
	 	 have agreed to be interviewed, a type of “Ask the Expert” list. 

	 •	 Ask your teacher. He or she may know local or national experts who have been 	 	 	
		  interviewed in past years or who will agree to an interview. 

	 •	 Contact the author of a book you found particularly helpful. Many authors have their 	 	
		  own Web sites and can be contacted through the site. 

	 •	 Check government agency Web sites, such as those for NASA, NOAA, the U.S. 
	 	 Geological Survey, and the Library of Congress. They often have experts you can 	 	 	
		  contact. 

	 •	 Check with local universities and colleges. Their faculty members are experts in their 	 	
	 	 fields and may grant interviews to students.  

	 •	 Check with local or national museums, historical societies, music groups, art academies, 	 	
		  and other organizations. They often have “guest speakers” or “speakers bureaus,” which 		
	 	 are lists of people you can contact. Your teacher or reference librarian can help you find 	 	
		  these organizations. 

	 •	 Ask your parents, relatives, neighbors, and friends. They might know experts or 	 	 	
		  someone knowledgeable in your topic area who would be willing to speak with you.   
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 Think about your topic area and the experts in that field. For example:   

	 1.	 For colonies on Mars – Find a Mars expert at NASA or a science museum

	 2.	 For King Tut  – Find an expert in Ancient Egypt at a museum or university

	 3.	 For a biography on Maya Angelou – Find a poetry instructor at a local university 
		  or college 

	 Choose the places where you might find an expert in your topic area: 

		  museum		  library		  speakers bureau

		  author Web site	 university or college		  writers organization

		  relative, neighbor	 historical society		  music organization

		  government agency 	  art school		  sports organization

	 	 armed services office	 local business

	 Next, write down the names of one or two people you would like to interview, such as an 		
	 author or a scientist:

	 ________________________________________________________________________

	 ________________________________________________________________________	

ACTIVITY
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Set up the interview    
Once you have identified your expert, follow these steps to set up the interview:    

•	 Contact the person you have located and explain what your assignment and topic are.

•	 Agree about when and where you can meet or when you can have a telephone or video-	 	
	 conference call. 

•	 If the meeting is outside your home, have a parent, an older sibling, or a  friend go with 	 	
	 you to the meeting. 

•	 Always be on time to the meeting whether you are interviewing the expert in person or 	 	
	 talking over the phone or in a video conference.  

Prepare the questions

You want to make the most of your time with your expert, so write down your questions 
before you meet. It’s a good idea to keep a list as you do your research. For example, you 
might have questions about:

•	 Things you didn’t understand in a book, Web-site article, or another resource  

•	 Things you want to know more about that were only briefly mentioned

•	 Events or people who influenced your subject’s life  

•	 Ideas or issues the resources didn’t cover but you’d like to know about

•	 What might happen in the future in your topic area

Write down the questions you have so far on your topic. What other questions 
might you ask your expert?  

	

When your interview is done, remember to thank the person for their time. 
Ask the person if you can contact them again if you have more questions later.

ACTIVITY
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