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Learning Unit 1 – Academic Research

Reading Material 

In scholarly essays you are expected to strike a good balance between your own engagement with the primary text(s) and your secondary reading, especially of critical works. Cultural and historical background and/or biographical information may also come into play. It is best to read and reflect on the text carefully for yourself before turning to critics, but you should also use them as a source of further ideas (always duly acknowledged). Similar considerations about the balance between your thinking and the ‘experts’ apply to many types of linguistic work, in the sense that you need to engage with linguistic data and problems for yourself and not merely take over published analyses or theories without understanding them. 

1. Immerse yourself in the texts and make notes on that which is most exciting and relevant. 


2. Draw up a working bibliography--listing all the relevant monographs, collections and journal articles which may be of relevance to your research project. A good library search on one topic should take at least half a day: doing searches in the library catalogue and using such databases as FirstSearch; finding the books and articles in the library; skimming them to see if they are relevant to your research project; ordering in texts using inter-library loans. 

3. Browsing through indexes and bibliographies of critical texts can also be helpful in finding relevant material for a specific essay topic. 

4. Read all these texts, making notes which are relevant to your research project. Get a grasp of the central issues concerning this topic and who are the key critics and theorists. This may involve you returning to the library to find other books and articles which have come up in the course of your research. 

5. Taking notes plays an important part in the reading you do for your essay. While it is not required when skim reading or doing general background reading on your subject, it becomes crucial for those texts you read critically. Not only does note taking prevent you from forgetting why certain passages are relevant, it also focuses your reading, and frequently contributes to determining the structure of your argument. 

6. Once you have decided on an essay topic, you should keep it in mind as you read, and note down relevant information. It is much easier to take notes with a specific purpose in mind. People have various approaches to note-taking, but whether you use a research notebook, note cards or even your laptop, you should try and develop a system that allows you to make sense of your notes when you read through them later. Always make sure to write down the bibliographical details and page numbers for later reference. As far as the content of your notes is concerned, it is usually not very helpful to just copy whole passages. Copying whole passages is often a sign that you haven’t clearly understood the author’s argument. The direct quotations you note down should ideally be the ones you intend to use in your essay. Even in your notes, you should identify direct quotations as such by putting them into quotation marks. Sometimes, simply writing down keywords and phrases as you read can be enough to get a clearer sense of what your argument will be. 
Learning Outcomes

Having read the material and completed the assignments you should have:

1. acquired a basic knowledge of what constitutes academic research

2. understood the importance of note-taking

3. familiarized yourself with ways of structuring your notes

Academic Research - Assignment 1A (for Literature Students)
Read the extract with the following essay question in mind: “Discuss Conrad’s portrayal of women in The Heart of Darkness”. Write a summary of the useful points from this extract which you would use for this essay topic. Your summary should be between 150 and 200 words.

Extract

Kurtz’s native woman appears to Marlow as a wild and gorgeous apparition. She is savage and superb, he tells us, wild-eyed and magnificent. She treads the earth proudly, her body covered with barbarous ornaments, her hair arranged in the shape of a helmet. For Marlow she embodies the spirit of the dark forests: ‘[a]nd in the hush that had fallen suddenly upon the whole sorrowful land, the immense wilderness, the colossal body of the fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pensive, as though it had been looking at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul’. She regards the pilgrims on Marlow’s steamer without a stir, ‘like the wilderness itself, with an air of brooding over an inscrutable purpose’(p. 99). 

If we compare this splendid savage with Kurtz’s European fiancée, his Intended, it may seem that we are setting side by side dynamic energy with sterile hypocrisy, life with death. The savage is tragic and fierce; we may take it for granted that Kurtz has enjoyed sexual orgies with her in his role as a worshipped god to whom human sacrifices are offered. Her Dionysiac passions might seem more attractive in their vitality than the living tomb the Intended has created for herself in Brussels. As often in Conrad, objects associated with human beings take on appropriate characteristics. The Intended lives in a house in a street as still and decorous as a well-kept alley in a cemetery. Her tall marble fireplace has a cold and monumental whiteness, and her grand piano gleams like a sombre and polished sarcophagus. She has chosen for herself a graveyard, where she can exist in comfort only through a lie; her condition symbolizes that of Western Europe. In contrast, the savage lives out her sexual urges as naturally as if she were a wild beast. 

Yet there is something detestable, even loathsome, about this primitive creature. The youthful Russian, whom Kurtz befriends in the forests, tells Marlow how she wanted him killed for taking rags from the storeroom to mend his clothes. The unspeakable rites in which she has participated presumably include torture and killings. Co-habitation with this superb but mindless creature degrades Kurtz; for Conrad’s total response to her, as to the wilderness, mixes together the attractive and the repellent.

Cox, C.B. Joseph Conrad: The Modern Imagination (London: J.M. Dent, 1974), pp. 45-46

Academic Research - Assignment 1B (Language and/or Linguistics Students)

Read through the extract, with the following essay question in mind: “How did popular media contribute to the spread of English as a global language?” Write a summary of the useful points from this extract which you would use for this essay topic. Your summary should be between 150 and 200 words.

Extract

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, a combination of social and economic factors led to a dramatic increase in the use of advertisements in publications, especially in the more industrialized countries. Mass production had increased the flow of goods and was fostering competition; consumer purchasing power was growing; and new printing techniques were providing fresh display possibilities. In the USA, publishers realized that income from advertising would allow them to lower the selling price of their magazines, and thus hugely increase circulation. In 1893 McClure’s Magazine, Cosmopolitan and Munsey’s Magazine all adopted this tactic, and within a few years, the ‘ten-cent magazine’ had trebled its sales. Before long, publications in which over half of the pages were given over to advertising became the norm from the turn of the century increasingly in colour, leading eventually to the arrival of the wide range of glossy magazines and newspaper supplements available today. Two-thirds of a modern newspaper, especially in the USA, may be devoted to advertising. 

English in advertising began very early on, when the weekly newspapers began to carry items about books, medicines, tea, and other domestic products. An advertising supplement appeared in the London Gazette in 1666, and within a century advertisements had grown both in number and in style — so much so that Dr Johnson was led to comment caustically about their ‘magnificence of promise and.., eloquence sometimes sublime and sometimes pathetic’. During the nineteenth century the advertising slogan became a feature of the medium, as did the famous ‘trade name’. ‘It pays to advertise’ itself became a US slogan in the 1920s. Many products which are now household names received a special boost in that decade, such as Ford, Coca Cola, Kodak and Kellogg. 

The media capitalized on the brevity with which a product could be conveyed to an audience — even if the people were passing at speed in one of the new methods of transportation. Posters, billboards, electric displays, shop signs and other techniques became part of the everyday scene. As international markets grew, the ‘outdoor media’ began to travel the world, and their prominence in virtually every town and city is now one of the most noticeable global manifestations of English language use. The English advertisements are not always more numerous, in countries where English has no special status, but they are usually the most noticeable. 

In all of this, it is the English of American products which rules. During the l950s, the proportion of gross national income devoted to advertising was much higher in the USA than anywhere else: in 1953, for example, it was 2.6 per cent, compared with 1,5 per cent in Britain. Nearly $6,000 million were devoted to advertising in the USA in 1950, and this rapidly increased as advertisers began to see the potential of television. Other languages began to feel the effects: in Italian, for example, a single verb sums up the era: cocacolonizzare, based on coca cola and colonize. Macdonaldization is a more recent example. 

The impact was less marked in Europe, where TV advertising was more strictly controlled, but once commercial channels developed, there was a rapid period of catching up, in which American experience and influence were pervasive. The advertising agencies came into their own. By 1972, only three of the world’s top thirty agencies were not US-owned (two in Japan and one in Britain). The official language of international advertising bodies, such as the European Association of Advertising Agencies, is invariably English. 

Crystal, David, English as a Global Language, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 93-95.
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