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By research methods and practices we mean the burdens of academic reading and writing. For instance, where does the research process begin? With a text, a passage, or a close reading? A theoretical problem or cultural issue? An academic debate? How do you identify a problem you want to pursue and from there, how do you begin to pursue it? Do you begin by reading, writing, or researching, or note taking, or somewhere else? What do all of those processes entail at the beginning/middle/later stages of your project? Do you go into the archive, scour the internet, or simply read the text in question again and again? How do you take notes, how do you effectively utilize those notes? How do you know when to stop reading and begin writing or, conversely, how do you know if you need to read more or to research more? Finally, how do you know when you are finished? When it is time to send in the paper or defend your dissertation? 

I want to thank Professors Dan O’Hara and Miles Orvell and our graduate student representative Jen McKim for their participation and permission to reprint their excellent advice. 

Dan O’Hara began his presentation by sharing with us his current research process for his upcoming book on revisionism. He passed around several handouts containing excerpts from St. Paul, Nietzsche’s The Gay Science, and Emerson’s Representative Men. Prof. O’Hara described his research method as “broadly philological, focusing in on a word or term that is in dispute, key to on-going debates, about the meaning and significance of a writer or critic’s life-work of revisionism. My interest is less in the status of the word as a representation than its generation. Not that the word’s connections to the historical system of representation is not important, it is, but that my primary stress is on what can be done with it, and what critical debates it has inspired and continues to inspire. The understanding of the meaning of texts as revisionary acts of the imagination is the goal.” He further explained that he comes upon these key terms, or words, not arbitrarily, but by pondering ambiguities within texts: key scenes, key words, elements of a text that cause confusion, and so forth. Starting here, O’Hara described how he builds upon that ambiguity and confusion exploring how it manifests itself critical and literary history as well as more contemporary debates in academia. 

Whereas Prof. O’Hara focused on his methodology for a new project, Jen McKim offered advice from the perspective of a graduate student finishing her dissertation. McKim stressed three pieces of advice: 1) using the primary text, 2) deadlines, and 3) how to navigate the pitfalls of scholarship. First, McKim explained the origins of her dissertation on Milton and the importance of never losing sight of the primary text or texts that one is writing on. The argument of the dissertation should come out of a problem identified in that text and one should continually, throughout the dissertation writing process, return to that text, reassessing that problem and reinterpreting the material so as to maintain focus, preventing the project from unraveling, and also to continually see the original problem in light of continued reading and writing. The dissertation reading and writing speaks to her third stress about navigating the pitfalls of scholarship. As McKim rightly suggests, one’s exams should introduce one to the field in which they will write. The exams should allow the student to see how other scholars discuss the primary literature within the field and expose the student to the history of critical interpretation. One, of course, must continue to narrow the focus once the dissertation idea comes into perspective, but McKim advised that one could put down a certain scholarly monograph, or begin to write, once he or she is about summarize the debates and enter into the scholarly conversation. In other words, can you summarize the larger trends and important works of scholarship in Milton studies? Then it is time to enter into that conversation rather than read through every nuanced study, unless, of course, that study is crucial to the dissertation. Reading this scholarship, she exclaimed, is important insofar as it help you, the novice critic, “find a language to talk about what you see occurring within your primary text.” You want to prevent your dissertation from becoming a book report and only extra from your readings what you need to enable your own argument. 

From here, McKim moved to a discussion of note talking and organizational techniques that she has found helpful. Notebooks, she advised, are a great place to begin brainstorming, write summaries of what you read, and draft sample material for the prospectus such as chapter summaries, and so forth. Writing long hand can get the blood flowing and slows you down forcing you to make conscious decisions about what notes to take, rather than a computer which allows you to sometimes inundate yourself with notes. 

Prof. Miles Orvell also corroborated much of this advice on note taking and added that he finds it useful to argue with yourself during the note taking process.  Orvell suggests, to prevent yourself from becoming lost in your notes, that you tag them with keywords, try and organize them, and provide your own commentary on the material on which you are taking notes. Notes are for retrieval he emphasized and it is useful to also record your initial reaction to the material. This can help you make connections between disparate materials, allow you to shape your argument as you engage with a certain book, and, moreover, help you find your own critical voice.  This will, in turn, aid in your actual writing.
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