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Researching a Public Issue
Researching a public issue means gathering informa-
tion on that topic from the Internet, books, newspapers, 
magazines, and knowledgeable people. Conducting 
research on a familiar issue is a good way to check that 
your assumptions are accurate. Research is essential to 
understanding unfamiliar issues and to ensuring that 
the positions you advocate are supported by facts. 

Why do research? 
Researching issues that concern you is often the first 
step toward taking action on them. If you want to 
make a difference in the world, knowing the scope of 
the problem you want to address and alternative solu-
tions is an essential starting point. Research will also 
help you to verify that the information you want to act 
on is based on facts rather than unsupported opinion. 

How can you conduct research most effectively? 
Effective research requires curiosity about your issue 
and a plan for finding the information you seek.

1  Be specific about the issue you want to research. 
Start by noting what you already know and then 
listing what you want to find out. Make a list of 
keywords to help you in your search.

2  Search a variety of sources. Look for information 
from various sources, including people in your 
community, the Internet, books, newspapers,  
and periodicals.

3  Organize the information you find. Find a system 
that works for you. You might keep notes in a 
notebook or on note cards. Or you might highlight 
or write margin notes in materials you print out or 
photocopy. If you are using a computer, consider 
setting up folders to organize the information you 
find on the Internet. Be sure to make a record of the 
sources you consult. You may want to refer back to 
them later to reread portions or verify information.

4  Analyze the information. Look at the data you 
have gathered carefully. For each important fact, 
ask yourself: Is this information relevant, accurate, 
and current? Does is come from reliable, unbiased 
sources? Can I cross-check its validity against other 
sources? How does it relate to other data I found in 
my research?

5  Communicate your findings. The best way to 
summarize and synthesize your research results 
is to share your findings with others. Decide first 
with whom you most want to communicate your 
research results. Then consider how best to reach 
that audience. Options include a written or oral 
report, a newspaper article, a speech, or an online 
presentation. 
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Evaluating Information and Sources
Use these questions to help you evaluate the information you find in your research. 

Is the information relevant?
• How closely is the information related to the topic you are researching?
• Does the information help you prove or defend your position on the issue?
•  Is the information complete, with nothing important left out?

Is the information accurate?
•  Is the information fact or opinion?
• If it is fact, can you verify it elsewhere?
• If it is fact, does it contradict anything else you have read?
•  If it is opinion, is it supported with facts?
•  If it is opinion, is it an authoritative, or expert, opinion?

Is the source current?
•  When was the source written or published?
•  Are there more recent sources on the topic?
•  Is the source appropriate for your research, or would a newer source be more relevant or accurate?

Is the source of the information reliable?
•  Does the source have a reputation for accuracy?
•  Does the source appear to include all relevant facts?
•  Does the source include statements of opinion?
•  Does the source use questionable claims as supporting evidence?
•  Does the source make broad generalizations that are not supported by facts?
•  Does the source acknowledge other points of view?
•  Does the source provide a bibliography of sources?


