
Even though I buy a lot of books from Amazon, I have the habit of going to physical bookstores 

at least once a month. I spend time flipping through books, reading a few random paragraphs, 

and occasionally buy if it piques my curiosity. One such book that I purchased recently is The 

Joy of Search. 
 

Dan Rusell does a fantastic job of teaching how to become a great online searcher using Google 

Search and a few other tools. Every chapter starts with an interesting question. Like Sherlock 

Holmes, Dan peels the layers of onion one by one to find the solution. I found a few insightful 

excerpts that are useful not only for effective online research but also for life-long learning. 

 

Write down your questions to focus effectively 

 

Even though it’s a simple thing, just writing down the question has the side benefit of helping to 

frame what you’re about to do. I know, it sounds too simple to actually work, but it’s true. If you 

take ten seconds to write down your questions BEFORE you start your research process, you’ll 

find your process will be much, much more effective. It’s almost magical; you have to figure out 

(a) what you’re really asking, (b) what terms you’ll be searching for, and (c) what kind of answer 

will satisfy you. 

 

Triangulating from multiple sources is mandatory for doing effective research 

 

Triangulating multiple sources is a requirement when you’re doing research. As you see, there 

are reports of the tsunami being eighty feet … or eighty meters. That’s a huge difference. When 

you’re doing research like this, keep looking around; you might find different data (or points of 

view) around a topic—even things that should be easy to verify. 

 

How to be a bold reader? 

 

Reading boldly just means that you do NOT let yourself be intimidated by scary-looking titles, 

big words, or content that seems too complicated. Using a couple of online research tools, you 

can read just about anything. 

 

How can I read it and understand what’s going on in complex texts? I have a two-step process 

for making this understandable. First, I read through the article, searching for terms and 

concepts that I don’t understand. I look up these terms, usually by opening new tabs with the 

searches, both so I won’t lose my place in the original article and have several pages open for 

reference. My friend and colleague at Stanford, Sam Wineburg, calls this method “lateral 

reading,” which emphasizes understanding the gestalt by pursuing multiple searches in parallel. 

 

Second, it often helps to simplify the text into a form that I understand. That is, I go sentence by 

sentence (or paragraph by paragraph) rewriting the article in language that I can comprehend. 

This is a bit slow, but it frequently really helps reduce complicated language into something you 

can understand. Don’t be intimidated by complex language. Be a bold reader! 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07XQ66223/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07XQ66223/


 

Think in abstractions 

 

One of the basic problems I see in beginning researchers is the tendency to see only the specifics 

in what they’re doing. Thinking in abstractions is the ability to work out not JUST the concrete 

details of the research topic but patterns in what you’re searching for more generally as well. 

 

For example, when doing some research about the eating habits of a particular kind of bird, you 

might find it helpful to search for the eating habits of that genus of bird rather than just the 

species. Abstraction thinking means that you’re looking for the patterns that apply broadly 

instead of simply zeroing in on the details. 

 

Penguins, such as the chinstrap penguin, typically eat krill, small fish, and other crustaceans. 

Another penguin, the king penguin, eats primarily fish, but not krill—and oddly enough, also 

small stones. Thinking abstractly about this makes you wonder if this is true for all penguins. Do 

they all consume stones? A curious searcher can quickly find out that this is true for more than 

just king penguins; it applies also to Adélie, African, gentoo, Magellanic, and yellow-eyed 

penguins. The “abstraction step” was to think about the whole category rather than just the one 

particular kind of penguin. 

 

Another step of abstraction is to think about birds in general. Do other types of birds also 

swallow stones as they eat? 

 

You must do a short writeup for gaining deeper understanding. 

 

A useful trick to get to a deeper understanding is to write up a small essay that presents all your 

information. I’m 90 percent convinced that having to write something down (and have that 

write-up make sense) is a great method to making sure that all your ducks are in a row. If you’re 

being honest with yourself, you’ll pick up all KINDS of mistakes in your reasoning and data 

(such as when it seemed that Ross was killed before the date that I’d assumed was the day of 

their dinner!). The simplest, fastest way I know to write a short essay is to send an email to a 

friend who shares your interest. In my case, I bombard friends with emails that start out “I bet 

you didn’t know that …,” and then I write on and on about, for instance, finding Ross’s grave in 

Halifax and telling the rest of the story. The key thing is that in order to write that short essay 

(or email), you have to make sense of what you’ve found. You won’t just write gibberish to a 

friend (at least, I don’t recommend that), but you’ll see any gaps or inconsistencies in what 

you’ve discovered. 

 

 


