
ARCHIVAL RESEARCH
Culture is elusive. It passes secretly, often silently, telepathically…it ripens, untended, often unconsciously in 
dreams, suddenly unexpectedly to reveal itself in an expression or a turn of phrase…or, at another level, in our 
musical and pictorial preferences, in the narratives we construct about ourselves and others or to which we 
turn for understanding. It may arise by accident, from a half-remembered memory, from fi ngers or hands idling 
with instruments or tools.  – ROBERT CANTELL

What are archives?
Culture is elusive—hard to capture and even harder to retain. One way people capture culture is by assembling archives—collections 
of documents and artifacts. An archive can be a shoe box of mementos from your volleyball career, a storage trunk of letters from 
an uncle who fought in Vietnam, your grandmother’s attic, a room in your town hall showing maps and photographs of the town’s 
historical development, a large metropolitan museum, the Internet, or a library. Archives can be personal or family archives, institu-
tional archives, museum archives, or electronic archives. Simply, an archive contains important “stuff” so that family, ethnic, local, or 
national cultures and subcultures don’t pass secretly, silently, or untended.

Why do archival research?
In fi eldworking, archival work, including traditional library research, strengthens fi eldwork through triangulation. Researchers use 
the term triangulation to discuss ways they validate, check, confi rm, or disconfi rm data. And, of course, accumulating and analyzing 
multiple data sources can make fi eldstudies more persuasive.

How should I include archival research in my project?
Well, I encourage you to explore archives of all kinds in hopes of fi nding glimpses of culture relevant to the subculture you are study-
ing. This might mean you visit local museums, historical societies, or personal collections. Perhaps, it means you use the world’s 
largest public archive, the World Wide Web, to visit online museums, libraries, and collections of documents and artifacts. Consider 
exploring the many electronic archives available to you: web sites, databases, newsgroups, e-mail, chat rooms, and other electronic 
communities. Or maybe visit your regional National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) offi ce. There’s one on the south 
side of Chicago by the way. It’s amazing the important “stuff” that is out there free for your access if you look a little. There are many 
places where you can fi nd archival research. Perhaps the best place to start is the place we walk by everyday—the MVCC library. 
This is where I want you to start. The library on campus houses a fi ne collection of books, periodicals, pamphlets and so on. The 
library also subscribes to many powerful full-text databases that allow you to access popular and scholarly writing of all kinds, thus 
expanding the archival collection of the library far beyond the confi nes of its walls. And the best part of the library at MVCC are the 
reference librarians. They are wonderful people and professional researchers who would love to help you with your archival search 
for culture. Just ask. It’s as simple as that.

What is my task for this assignment?
For this assignment, I want you to create an annotated bibliography. An annotated bibliography is one useful way to represent the 
source materials for your fi eldwork. This provides your reader with more information about the published sources you’ve used than 
just the basics of author, title, date, and place of publication. An annotated bibliography is a list of citations to books, articles, websites, 
and other source materials. Each citation is followed by a brief (usually about 150 words) descriptive and evaluative paragraph— the 
annotation. An annotation is NOT the same thing as an abstract or a summary. Abstracts are the purely descriptive summaries often 
found at the beginning of scholarly journal articles or in periodical indexes. Annotations, on the other hand, are descriptive and criti-
cal; they expose the author’s point of view, clarity and appropriateness of expression, and authority. The purpose of the annotation is 
to inform the reader of the relevance, accuracy, and quality of the sources cited. 

What process do I follow to complete an annotated bibliography?
Creating an annotated bibliography calls for the application of a variety of intellectual skills: concise exposition, succinct analysis, 
and informed library research. First, locate and record citations to books, periodicals, and documents that may contain useful infor-
mation and ideas on your topic. Briefl y examine and review the actual items. Then choose those works that provide a variety of per-
spectives on your topic. Cite the book, article, or other document using the appropriate style—MLA for this course. Write a concise 
annotation that summarizes the central theme and scope of the book, article, or other source document. Include one or more sentences 
that (a) evaluate the authority or background of the author, (b) comment on the intended audience, (c) compare or contrast this work 
with another you have cited, or (d) explain how this work illuminates your research topic.
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What are the requirements of this bibliography?
The following requirements apply for this assignment:

• For this assignment, choose at least three sources that you think might be helpful in triangulating your fi eld research

NOTE: The sources you choose at this preliminary stage in the process may not necessarily be the ones you use in your fi nal pa-
per. Research writing is a developmental process; your ideas will evolve and take shape as you progress. Therefore, the sources 
you fi nally select to best synthesize with your ideas and to triangulate your fi eld research may not be all of the same sources you 
are currently reviewing. This is just a snap shot of where you are in the process at the time you complete this bibliography.

• Word process your bibliography and double-space throughout (every line is double spaced and no extra spaces are skipped be-
tween bibliographic entries)

• Use a half inch hanging indent (see the sample and/or ask if you need clarifi cation)
• List the entries in alphabetical order by author (or the fi rst element of the bibliographic entry if no known author exists)

How will you evaluate my annotated bibliography?
Your grade for this assignment will be based on (1) the quality and relevancy of your selected sources, (2) the quality of your an-
notations (see “The Process” above), and (3) your adherence to MLA format. (Refer to your SF Writer for a complete guide to MLA 
format for works cited. Be precise. Don’t guess. The answer is right there in the book. Look it up!)

Due Dates
Consult your syllabus for a schedule of due dates.

Sample bibliographic entry for a journal article
The following example uses MLA format for the journal citation:

Goldschneider, F. K., L. J. Waite, and C. Witsberger. “Nonfamily living and the erosion of traditional family orientations among 

young adults.” American Sociological Review 51.3 (1995): 541-554.

The authors, researchers at the Rand Corporation and Brown University, use data from the National Longitudinal Surveys 

of Young Women and Young Men to test their hypothesis that nonfamily living by young adults alters their attitudes, 

values, plans, and expectations, moving them away from their belief in traditional sex roles. They fi nd their hypothesis 

strongly supported in young females, while the effects were fewer in studies of young males. Increasing the time away 

from parents before marrying increased individualism, self-suffi ciency, and changes in attitudes about families. In con-

trast, an earlier study by Williams cited below shows no signifi cant gender differences in sex role attitudes as a result of 

nonfamily living.
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