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Developing and Refining a Research Question

The following steps walk you through the process of developing and refining a research question. Please complete all the tutorials in the research question lesson before beginning this worksheet.  

Enter your responses directly on this worksheet. Save your document using the following file naming protocol: 

LastNameQuestion. My file name would look like this: MatthewsQuestion. 

Note that you have to do research in order to select and narrow a topic and develop a research question. 

Step #1: Pick a Topic

ENTER YOUR ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE HERE: 

What topics in your field interest you and provoke your curiosity? Does your professional association have an “Advocacy” page where it identifies current topics of controversy in your field? Have you read a major newspaper to see if there are any current issues that directly involve your field? 

Enter three potential topics in your field here: 

Step #2: Narrow the Topic. Of those three topics, which one idea interests you most? Choose that one. Next, narrow that topic by answering these questions. NOTE: You may need to do some cursory research to answer these questions. 

· What idea does this topic present that you want to investigate?
· Why do you want to investigate this topic/idea?
· How does this topic address a current and unresolved issue in your discipline or future profession?
· Does this topic have identifiable stakeholders, or people/groups with decision-making authority over it? 

List one of the topics you listed in Step #1 and narrow it by answering the questions above. 

1. 

Step #3: List some tentative questions. List some questions that you think would be the most interesting and the most appropriate focus for the topic you just narrowed. 

· Begin with “What,” “When,” and “Where” questions to figure out what you need to know.
· Make sure these questions are open-ended and cannot be answered by “Yes” or “No” or a simple number. 
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Step #4: Build a new list of questions from your tentative questions. This will help further narrow your research question.  Write three “narrowing questions” in the space below. 

· Make sure you ask questions about an issue in your field that are debatable, specific, measurable, and have consequences. Write several of your research questions in the space below.
· To do that, ask only “How” and “Why” questions for this step. This will help you get at the “So What,” or “why is this important,” aspect of your topic and research question. 
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Step #5: Write a purpose statement. What do hope to learn by answering this research question? To help you craft a purpose statement, you can consider framing the question within certain kinds of implications.   

Here are a few:
· Legal implications
· Ethical implications
· Professional implications
· Multidisciplinary implications

Enter your purpose statement in the space below and be specific. Do not just say, “legal implications” without explaining what you mean: 

1. 



Step #6: Revised and Narrowed Tentative Research Question. Given the focus of your purpose statement, revise your research question again. This time, incorporate these additional narrowing strategies:

Time Frame: You must work with a current issue (12-18 months) but what, exactly, is the time frame for it? For example, a piece of legislation may be the centerpiece of your issue, but when was it introduced into the legislative body and when did the last action taken on it? 

Place: anchor your subject in a particular location—be specific. For example, “Europe” is too broad, but the CRISPR research center in London would be appropriately specific. 

Enter the final version of your research question in the space below. It must be formulated as a “how” or “why” question, include both the time frame and place, and reflect the intent of your purpose statement. 

Enter your revised and narrowed research question here: 
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