Developing Research Questions

[Adapted from Booth, W., Colomb, G., & Williams, J. (2008). The craft of research (3rd ed., Chicago guides
to writing, editing, and publishing). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.]

Brainstorm

1. Consider constraints: time, assignment guidelines, etc.
2. Start with what interests you the most and make a list of potential topics.

3. If your topic ideas are only 2 to 5 words long, they are probably too broad. Narrow the topic
by adding an action or relationship (e.g., “The history of commercial aviation ® The
contribution of the military in developing the DC-3 in the early years of commercial
aviation” (COR, 39)). Try that for the most promising topics below.

4. Turn your focused topic into a focused question. Using the standard journalistic questions of
who, what, when, and where, with a special focus on how and why, draft a list of questions
(without answers). Focus on history, composition, and categories (see accompanying
handout).

5. Once you have your questions, evaluate the good ones by imagining answers. Which
questions, when answered, would be significant and avoid being settled fact, speculative or
a dead end?

6. Once you have a research question, its significance can be developed by working through a
3-step process:
6.1. Topic: I am studying _______________________

6.2. Question: because I want to find out what/why/how _____________________

6.3. Significance: in order to help my reader understand _______________________

6.4. Sometimes the significance will be “pure” research, sometimes it will be “applied”, and
sometimes it will be both. Example is from COR, 59.
6.5. Topic: “I am studying the electromagnetic radiation in a section of the universe”
6.6. Question: “because I want to find out how many stars are in the sky,”
6.7. Significance (pure): “in order to help my readers understand whether the universe will
expand forever or collapse into a new big bang.
6.8. Practical Significance (applied): “so that astronomers can use data from earthbound
telescopes to measure more accurately the density of electromagnetic radiation.”

