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How can I synthesize source materials? 
A common strategy for planning a research paper and synthesizing sources is to create a 
research grid. To create a research grid, follow these steps, and review the example on the 
bottom of the page. You can create your own grid in Microsoft Word, Microsoft Excel, or in a 
research notebook or journal. 
 

Þ Begin by developing a primary research question. A good research question should be 
open-ended. (The source materials you find may shape your overall argument/thesis). 

 
Þ Use the research question to begin researching the topic via the library databases. 

 
Þ As you read through source materials found in your search, note the words or ideas that 

repeat themselves; identify conflicts or contradictions in the information. 
 

Þ Make a list of how the research responds to your research question. Make sure your 
answers account for both the contradictions and repetitions you discovered. Turn this list 
into categories for your grid. 

 
Þ Create a grid using authors’ names and categories as organizing features. 

 
Þ Fill in the grid with details from the sources. A grid allows a writer to group source 

material into specific categories. These categories can help the writer organize the paper 
into body paragraphs which synthesized sources to provide evidence. 

   
Sample research question: What are some drawbacks of virtual learning at the college level? 
 
Categories developed after review of research: Peer interaction, assessment and grading, 
technology issues, course completion, and student motivation. 

Sample Grid 
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