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Session Description

• The world of primary source documents can 
sometimes be overwhelming and intimidating to 
beginning researchers. This introduction to 
conducting historical research and will help 
participants understand what types of records 
and sources are available to the public and 
where those records can be found.



Goals

• Research 101

• Skills and Strategies

• (Re)Searching Online

• Super Resource Round-Up



What is Research?



Research is the quest for knowledge

• Noun and a Verb

• From the French recerche, 
from recercher, to seek, to 
search again 

Research holding the torch of knowledge (1896) by Olin Levi Warner 
Library of Congress, Thomas Jefferson Building, Washington, D.C. 

Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division



Scientific Method

Aristotle door panel. National Academy of Sciences, Washington, D.C. 
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.



Scientific Method

http://nbmpub.com/blog/2013/05/06/the-scientific-method/



Historical Method

• Construction of a narrative

• Synthesis of knowledge

• Dependent on archival research

• Analysis of primary sources

• Question the source
"I see the time approaching when we shall 
base modern history, no longer on the reports 
even of contemporary historians…but rather 
on the narratives of eyewitnesses, and on 
genuine and original documents."



Historians have been practicing 21st

century skills since the 19th century.



Primary Sources

• An artifact of its time

• A first-hand account of a 
historic event



Secondary Sources

• A commentary or analysis 
of a historic event based 
on primary sources



Secondary sources tell us

• Context

• Who is that?

• What’s going on here?

• Clues to find out more

CDV of Circus Performer Col. 
Noah Orr, "The Ohio Giant“ 

Cowan’s Auctions



Public History



Skills and Strategies



Research is a Process

1. Identifying a Research Problem

2. Reviewing the Literature

3. Specifying a Purpose and Research Questions

4. Collecting Data

5. Analyzing and Interpreting Data

6. Reporting and Evaluating Research 

Creswell, J.W. (2008). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative and qualitative 
research (3rd). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. 2008.



Research Skills

• Plan Your Research Approach

• Are there sources for my topic?

• What are the best sources?

• What keywords will I use?

• Ask a librarian!

Research Like a Librarian: Using "Big6 Skills" for Better Grades! 
http://www.nypl.org/blog/2013/11/18/research-using-big6-skills-better-grades



Research Skills

• Location of Sources

• Where are the best sources?

• Can I access them?

• Can I access them online, or will 
I need to visit the library?

• Is there an index? 

Research Like a Librarian: Using "Big6 Skills" for Better Grades! 
http://www.nypl.org/blog/2013/11/18/research-using-big6-skills-better-grades



Research Skills

• Explore, Evaluate and Extract

• Read, consider, reread

• Does the source support my thesis?

• Take notes

• Keep track of citations

Research Like a Librarian: Using "Big6 Skills" for Better Grades! 
http://www.nypl.org/blog/2013/11/18/research-using-big6-skills-better-grades



Research Skills

• Synthesize

• Organize multiple sources

• Draw conclusions

• Revise!

• Present information

Research Like a Librarian: Using "Big6 Skills" for Better Grades! 
http://www.nypl.org/blog/2013/11/18/research-using-big6-skills-better-grades



Smarter (Re)Searching:

Tips and Tricks



(Re)Searching Online

• There are an estimated one trillion Web pages*

*Kelly, Kevin. 2010. What technology wants. New York: Viking.



(Re)Searching Online

• Visible Web (Good information vs. Good enough)

• Invisible Web (not indexed by Google)





How (We Think) Google Works

• Crawls the surface of the web, reads indexed 
pages and ranks results for relevance

How We Build Research Databases

• Many hierarchical layers of unindexed data



Myth of the Digital Native

• “Just because you’ve grown up searching things 
in Google doesn’t mean you know how to use 
Google as a good research tool.” - Anthropologist 
Andrew Asher, Bucknell University

What Students Don't Know, Inside Higher Ed, August 22, 2011 
ERIAL (Ethnographic Research in Illinois Academic Libraries) Project

http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/08/22/erial_study_of_student_research_habits_at_illinois_university_libraries_reveals_alarmingly_poor_information_literacy_and_skills
http://www.erialproject.org/


Myth of the Digital Native

• The prevalence of Google in student research is 
well-documented, but the Illinois researchers 
found something they did not expect: students 
were not very good at using Google. They were 
basically clueless about the logic underlying how 
the search engine organizes and displays its 
results. Consequently, the students did not know 
how to build a search that would return good 
sources. 

What Students Don't Know, Inside Higher Ed, August 22, 2011 
ERIAL (Ethnographic Research in Illinois Academic Libraries) Project

http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2011/08/22/erial_study_of_student_research_habits_at_illinois_university_libraries_reveals_alarmingly_poor_information_literacy_and_skills
http://www.erialproject.org/


Searching: Where to Begin

http://www.google.com/
http://www.google.com/


Reality Check



Reality Check

Using Wikipedia Responsibly

• Understand what it is and how it works

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia

• Look (critically) at the citations

• Links to more information?

• Caveat: Don’t cite Wikipedia. Seriously.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia


Wikipedia

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Iwo_Jima
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Iwo_Jima


Super Resource Round-Up



Ohio History Connection

142,555 
Books

85,000 Rolls 
of Microfilm

14,000 Cubic 
Feet of Gov’t 

Records

15,000 
Maps

20,000 Volumes 
of Newspapers

45,000 Cubic Feet of 
State Archives, 
Manuscripts, 

Photographs, and 
Special Collections

1 million Historical 
and Archaeological 

Artifacts and Natural 
Specimens

Over 50 Historic 
Sites



Going Local



Going Local

• Ohio Local History Alliance

http://www.ohiolha.org/members/

• Local Chapters of the Ohio Genealogical Society

http://ogs.org/chapters/index.php

• OPLIN Find a Library:

http://www.oplin.org/content/find-a-library

http://www.ohiolha.org/members/
http://ogs.org/chapters/index.php
http://www.oplin.org/content/find-a-library


Know Before You Go

• Procedures

• Hours

• Costs

• Copy/Photo/Scan 
Policies

• Cash/Credit?

• Restrictions?

• Items Available?



Going National

http://www.archives.gov/research/
http://www.archives.gov/research/


Library of Congress

http://www.loc.gov/
http://www.loc.gov/


Chronicling America

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/


Smithsonian Institution

http://collections.si.edu/search/
http://collections.si.edu/search/


Digital Public Library of America

http://dp.la/
http://dp.la/


Family History Pals



US Federal Census on Ancestry



US Federal Census



Heritage Quest

• OPLIN Free access with an Ohio library card

• http://www.ohioweblibrary.org/heritagequest



Find A Grave



Family Search

http://familysearch.org/
http://familysearch.org/


Ohio Digital Resources

• Ohio Memory

• OhioPix

• Cleveland Memory

• Cleveland Public Library Digital Gallery

• Columbus Memory

• Public Library of Cincinnati and Hamilton County 
Virtual Library

• Southeastern Ohio Digital Shoebox Project

• Toledo’s Attic

• And so much more!

http://www.ohiomemory.org/#ad-image-0
http://virtuallibrary.cincinnatilibrary.org/virtuallibrary/
http://www.digitalshoebox.org/


Too Much Information?



Contact us!

Research Services
Ohio History Connection
800 E. 17th Ave.
Columbus, OH 43211-2474
614.297.2510
reference@ohiohistory.org
www.ohiohistory.org

mailto:reference@ohiohistory.org
http://www.ohiohistory.org/



