
 
Political Investigation Research Papers  

 
 

In 11th grade you will be writing a Historical Investigation paper (the HI). The HI is an analysis of 
an historical question through an analysis of multiple perspectives. To help prepare you to write 
the HI next year, the goal for this year is to: 
 

 Learn how to develop a research question; 

 Identify two trustworthy, reputable sources on that question; 

 Identify 1 scholarly source; and 

 Evaluate the perspectives that are presented in those sources through the OPCVL 
process 

 
Step 1: Choose a Policy 
 
For a list of current policy issues, check out: 
 
https://www.isidewith.com/polls  
 
You can pick a current policy issue that you are passionate about even if it is not on the list. 
 
Pick three (3) current policy issues that you would like to research further and read about them. 
 
 
Step 2: General Background Research 
 
Some suggestions for your background research: At this stage, your goal is to become an 
expert in your chosen policy, not to find and evaluate scholarly sources (yet). A good place to 
start can be research institutes (Visit the GCM library US/VA Government Resources page and 
look at Step 2 for a list of resources). 
 
Focus of Research in Step 2: At this early stage of the project: 
 

 After researching your three policy choices, narrow your focus to one that you think you 
will be able to find good sources for. 

 

 For your chosen policy: 
 

o What is the context? When did this arise as a political issue? What has been 
done in the past? What is happening currently with your issue in today’s 
government?  
 

o What is the problem? Identify different arguments or perspectives on your topic. 
 
You will use the information gathered here to write a brief policy overview to submit with 
your final OPCVL on one of the policy issues. Keep track of the places where you find 
information so that you can cite them in your final submission. 
 
 

https://www.isidewith.com/polls


 
 
Step 3: Identify a Scholarly Debate and Formulate a Research Question 
At this stage, you will move from general background research to reliable and trustworthy and 
then scholarly research. For the first two Research Papers, both of your sources must be 
trustworthy and reliable. For your third and final Research Paper, at least one of your sources 
must be scholarly.   
 
Identify a Scholarly Debate 
Remember, your OPCVL is not a recitation of facts; it is an evaluation of a scholarly source’s 
distinct perspective about your chosen research question. Therefore, it is important that you 
identify at least two distinct perspectives that you will be able to find trustworthy and eventually 
scholarly sources to defend. 
 
Formulate a Research Question 
Once you identify a scholarly debate within your topic, you can frame it in terms of a question for 
investigation. Your question must be one that invites analysis of differing perspectives, not 
merely factual recitation. 
 

 Good Questions – these questions require you to analyze differing perspectives: 
o Should Social Security be privatized?  
o Should embryotic stem cell research be prohibited?  

 

 Bad Questions #1 – these questions just call for a recitation of facts: 
o What does the second amendment say? 
o What is Obamacare? 

 
 
Step 4: Identify Two Trustworthy Sources 
 
Identify two trustworthy sources (see “Guide to Scholarly Sources” below) that demonstrate 
conflicting perspectives on your chosen policy research question. You will need to choose ONE 
of those sources to OPCVL. 
 
 

Guide to Trustworthy and Scholarly Sources 
 

What is a Trustworthy Source?  There are two hallmarks of a trustworthy source: 
 

 Trustworthy sources are written by experts or groups of experts and published in 
reputable news outlets or publishing companies. Trustworthy sources are written by 
journalists, government leaders, researchers, or scholars who have significant training or 
a background in the topic discussed. This could be academic or professional training, or 
extensive experience as a journalist.  

 

 Second, trustworthy sources are those considered by the authors’ peers (other experts) 
to be factually accurate and analytically sound.  

 
 
 



 
 

What is a Scholarly Source?  There are two hallmarks of a scholarly source: 
 

 First, scholarly sources are written by experts who have studied the primary source 
documents and the work of other experts to write about the event. Scholarly 
sources are usually written by professional historians, scientists, doctors, professors, 
lawyers, or economists.  

 

 Second, scholarly sources have been read, evaluated, and duplicated or approved by 
other scholars in that field. They have the highest level of factual accuracy and 
analysis. 
 

Where Do I Find Trustworthy Sources?  
 

 There are many trustworthy sources of information on the internet. These can include: 
 

o Newspapers (New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington Post) 
o Think Tanks (Heritage Foundation, Pew Research Group, Center for American 

Progress) 
o Interest Groups (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the 

Fraternal Order of Police) 
o Government Agencies (Congressional Budget Office, Department of Justice, U.S. 

Army) 
 

How Do I Know if Source Is “Trustworthy”? 
 

 Trustworthy sources on the World Wide Web have certain things in common. 
Specifically, excellent sources of information will include: 

o An organization name, such as a college or newspaper. 
o Authors’ names with credentials, degrees, or experience 
o Other sources written by the same author or group 
o Up to date links 
o Explanation of Reliable Sources from Georgetown University 
o Explanation of Reliable Sources from George Mason University 
o Video on reliable internet sources 

 

 Definitely NOT trustworthy: tabloid websites such as TMZ, sources written for a young 
adult (YA) audience; Wikipedia or Buzzfeed; news aggregators such as Drudge Report, 
websites with broken links, or unidentified websites. 
 

Where Do I Find Scholarly Sources?  
 

 On the GCM Library website, click on Databases, then US/VA Government. Use one of 
these 2 databases to find scholarly sources:  

 
o EBSCO Host – MasterFILE Premier 
o Proquest 

 
 

http://www.library.georgetown.edu/tutorials/research-guides/evaluating-internet-content
https://mason.gmu.edu/~montecin/web-eval-sites.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PLTOVoHbH5c


 
 
How Do I Know if Source Is “Scholarly”? 
 

 For Articles: These articles will almost always be scholarly sources. Articles are 
considered scholarly is they are “peer reviewed,” meaning that other experts within the 
discipline have read the article to ensure its accuracy and academic scholarship before 
publication. 

 

 Definitely NOT Scholarly: Encyclopedias; news media articles, whether in print or on a 
website; articles appearing on non-governmental organization websites (i.e., Heritage 
Foundation, Brookings Institution); sources written for a young adult (YA) audience; 
Wikipedia; unpublished works; student thesis papers and dissertations. 

 
  



Step 5: Read, Write, Repeat!!! 
 
Reading Trsutowrthy and Scholarly Sources 
 

 For all sources: Read with a critical eye. Ask yourself: How does the author know that? 
What evidence supports that statement? Why does that evidence support that 
statement? Are there other ways to interpret that evidence? What sources does this 
author rely upon? 

 

 For trustworthy sources: 
o Read the publication date, author and organization. This immediately tells you if 

the information on the site is current and reputable. Use a separate tab to search 
the author if you do not recognize them.  

o Read the introductory section. The author will often tell you what question he/she 
is investigating and a short background of the issue. 

o Read the concluding section. The author will summarize his/her conclusions and 
the supporting evidence and suggestion solutions. 

o Read the article. Use headings and subheadings to help you understand themes 
and concepts the author believes are important. 

 

 For scholarly articles: 
o Read the abstract. This provides a summary of the article, explains the author’s 

thesis, and summarizes the evidence the author found relevant in reaching 
his/her conclusions. NOTE: The abstract is NOT part of the article, so don’t cite it 
in your paper. 

o Read the introductory section. The author will often tell you what question he/she 
is investigating and how he/she intends to go about the investigation. 

o Read the concluding section. The author will summarize his/her conclusions and 
the supporting evidence. 

o Read the article. Use headings and subheadings to help you understand themes 
and concepts the author believes are important. 

 
  



Step 6: Write Your Political Investigation Research Paper 

 

Part A: Policy Overview – this is where you use the information that you gathered in your 

general background research to briefly explain your policy. End with your research question. 

 

Part B: OPCVL – this is where you evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of ONE of your two 

sources. The two sources must have differing perspectives on your policy question. In IB 

parlance, strengths are assessed as “values;” weaknesses are assessed as “limitations.” Both 

values and limitations are assessed by referencing the origin, purpose, and content of a source. 

See OPCVL Guidelines (below) for more detail. 

 

 Origin – notes who wrote the source, what the source is, when the source was written, 

and where the source was written.  

 Purpose – notes why the author wrote the source. 

 Content – notes the perspectives and evidence contained in the book 

 Value – assesses how the source helps you answer your question 

 Limitations – assesses the weaknesses of the source 

 

 
  



OPCVL Guidelines 
 
The OPCVL is an assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the main sources that you 
use in your investigation. The two sources you choose should have differing perspectives on 
your question. In IB parlance, strengths are referred to as “values;” weaknesses are referred to 
as “limitations.” You should assess the values and limitations of your sources with reference to 
their origin, purpose, and content. 
 
Origin:  

 What is the document’s origin?  

 Who wrote it and where was it written? 

 What are the credentials of the author – what makes him/her an expert? 
 
Purpose: Why was the document written? Some possibilities (not exhaustive): 

 To explain an idea or view 

 To compile evidence on a topic 

 To persuade the reader that a particular view is correct 

 To oppose another author’s view 

 To challenge a prevailing view 

 To defend a particular point of view 
 
Content: What is included in the book or article? 

 What is the author’s perspective? 

 What evidence does the author rely upon to support his/her perspective? 

 What evidence is included? 

 What evidence is excluded? 

 What assumptions does the author make in choosing or emphasizing evidence? 
 
 
Value: What contribution does this work make to dialogue or scholarship in this area? 

 What are the scholar’s credentials? (reference the source’s Origin) 
o What makes him/her an expert in his/her field? 

 Degrees from colleges or universities? 
 Their present or past job(s)?  
 How did he/she become an expert in his/her field? 

o Has he/she published extensively in this field? 
o Has the author or the source itself won awards for work in this field? 

 

 Does the author make a significant, new contribution to the scholarship? (reference 
the source’s Purpose/Content) 

o Does the author have access to historical information that has not been 
available to other authors (i.e.: newly declassified information; opening of the 
some archives of the Department of Justice) 

o Is the author the first to examine a particular question or topic? 
o Is the author the first to question the prevailing view on a topic? 

 

 How do other experts regard this author’s work? (reference the source’s Origin 
and Content) 

o Do other scholars consider the author to be an expert in the field? 
o Do other scholars cite the author in their own books and/or articles? 



 Check Google Scholar 
o Is the author considered a top expert in the field -- someone whose views are 

nearly always cited in other sources? 
 

 Does the author have a unique perspective that enhances the value of the source? 
(reference the source’s Origin, Purpose, and Content) Some possibilities (not 
exhaustive): 

o Does the author have particular first-hand experience (i.e., a former military 
officer, diplomat, CIA operative who was involved in an event)? 

o Did the author personally witness or experience an event? 
 

Limitations: What factors might limit the usefulness of the work? 
 

 Is the author’s scholarship limited? (reference the source’s Origin) 
o Is he/she writing outside of his/her field of expertise? 
o Is this the only work he/she has written on the topic? 
o Is he/she new to the field and still developing expertise? 
 

 What has the author failed to consider? (reference the source’s Content) Some 
possibilities (not exhaustive): 

o Writing about states’ rights in the United States without considering 
segregation and Jim Crow laws. 

o Writing gay marriage without considering similar court cases, such as Loving 
v. Virginia 

o Writing about political efficacy without considering the impacts of the Electoral 
College 

 

 Has the author’s work been criticized by others? (reference the source’s Content) 
If so, 

o What is the basis for the criticism?  
 Mere disagreement? 
 Flawed methodology? 
 Inaccurate facts? 
 Plagiarism? 

o Have other authors written to defend the 
views/methodology/sources/interpretation of your source? Or is the criticism 
pretty unanimous? 

 

 Is the author biased? (reference the source’s Origin and Purpose) 
o Do the author’s personal background and/or beliefs influence his/her ability to 

write objectively about a topic? 
o BE CAREFUL WITH THIS ONE: 

 A source whose family owns a private prison might be biased against 
sentencing reform 

 A source who comes from a military background might well be biased 
in favor of military solutions to problems 

o HOWEVER: 
 An author is not necessarily biased because he/she is an African-

American writing about events in Ferguson, Missouri. 



 An author is not necessarily biased because he/she is a Chilean 
writing about gun laws in the United States 

 

 Is the author’s view influenced by lack of perspective? (reference the Origin, 
Purpose, and Content) 

o Was it written in the immediate aftermath of an event? 
o Has the passage of time altered how an event is perceived (i.e.: the specter 

of communist infiltration of the US government in 1950s)? 
o Has new information altered the perception of an event? 

 
 
 
 


