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CHAPTER THREE

From Topics to Questions

In this chapter, we discuss how to use your interests to find a topic,
narrow it to a manageable scope, and then generate questions that will
focus your research. If you are an advanced student and already have a
dozen topics that you would like 10 pursue, you might skip to Chapter
4. If, however, you are starting your first project, you will find this
chapter useful,

3.1 INTERESTS, ToOPICS, QUESTIONS, AND PROBLEMS

l¥ YOU ARE FREE to pursue any research topic that interests
you, that freedom may be frustrating—so many choices, so little
time. Finding a topic, though, is only the first step, so do not
assume that once you have a topic, you need only search for infor-
mation and report what you find, Beyond a topic, you have to find
a reason (other than completing your assignment) for devoting
weeks or months to pursuing it and then for asking readers to
spend time reading about it.

Researchers do more than just dig up information and report
it. They use that information to answer a question that their topic inspired
them to ask. At first, the question may intrigue the researcher alone:
how good was Abe Lincoln at math? Why do cats rub their faces
against us? Is there such a thing as innate perfect pitch? That’s how
most significant research begins—with an intellectual itch that only
one person feels the need to scratch. But at some point, a rescarcher
has to decide whether the question and its answer might be signifi-
cant, at first to the rescarcher alone, but eventually to others—to
a teacher, to colleagues, to an entire community of researchers.

At that point, the researcher must view his task differently: he
must aim not just at mmwrring a question, but at [msing and snlving
a problem that he thinks others should also recognize as worth solving.
That word “problem,” thuugh, has a meaning so special in the
world of research that it is the topic of the whole next chapter. It
raises issues that few beginning rescarchers are ready to resolve
entirely, and that can vex even an advanced researcher. So do not

35



316 Asking Questions, Finding Answers

feel dismayed if at first you cannot find in your topic a problem
that others might think worth solving. But you will never even J
approach that point unless you strive to find in your topic a question

that at least you think worth nﬂking.

In this chapter, we focus on the steps leading to the formulation
of a research question. How do you transform an interest into a
topic for research? How do you hind questions that can guide your

research? Then how do you decide whether those questions and
answers are worth pursuing, at first just to you, but then to your
readers? The process looks like this:

I. Find an interest in a broad subject area,

2. Narrow the interest to a plausible topic.

3. Question that topic from several points of view.

4. Dehine a rationale for your project.

In the next chaptcr we address the more vexing matter of turning

your questions into a research problem.

3.2 FROM AN INTEREST TO A TOPIC

Exwrienml researchers have more than t:nnugh interests Lo purs

sue. An interest is just a general area of inquiry that we like to

explore. The three of us have our current favorites: society and
language, textual coherence and cognition, ethics and research, But

while beginning researchers also have interests, they sometimes find

it difhicult to locate among them a topic appropriate tor academic

research. A mpic 1S an interest spﬂ-ciﬁc ennugh to support research

that one mighl plausihl}' report on in a book or article that hulps

others to advance their thinking and untlumtamling: the Iinguistic |

signals of social change in Elizabethan England, the role of mental
scenarios in the reader's creation ol coherence, the d::gn:u to which
current rescarch is motivated by under-the-counter payments.

If you are free to explore any topic within reason, we can offer
only a cliché: start with what interests you most deeply. Nothing
will contribute to the quality of your work more than your sense
of its worth and your commitment to it. Start by listing four or
five areas that you'd like to learn more about, then pick one with
the best potential for yielding a topic that is specific and that might
lead to good sources of data. If you are in an advanced course, you
are likely to be limited to matters of interest to those in your field
of study, but you can always find more by looking in a recent

|
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textbook, talking to another student, or consulting your teacher.
You might even try to identify an interest that will provide a topic
for work in another course, either now or in the future.

If you are still stuck, here is a way to search for topics that
might pan out: If this is your first research project in a writing
course, find in the reading room of your library a general biblio-
graphical resource such as the Reader’s Guide to Periedical Literature
or the Bibliographic Index (we will discuss these resources in more
detail in Chapter 5 and in the Quick Tip after it). If you are an
advanced student, locate a specialized index in your particular field,
such as Philosopher’s Index, Psychological Index, Women's Studies Abstracts.
Now skim its headings until you hnd one that catches your interest.
That heading will provide not only a possible topic, but also a list
of sources on it.

If you are writing your first research paper in a particular field
and have not yet settled on a topic, you might head over to the
library to hind out where its resources are particularly rich. If you
pick your topic first and then alter considerable searching discover
that the sources are thin, you will have to start over. By identifying
areas with promising resources, you learn the strengths and weak-
nesses of your library and can plan this and future projects more
thoughtfully. (If you are really stuck, look at the Quick Tip at the
end of this chapter for more suggestions.)

3.3 FromM A BroaD Toric TO A NARROW ONE

At this point, you risk picking a topic so broad that it could
be a subheading in an encyclopedia article: “Space fHlight, history
of "y “Shakespeare, Problem Plays”; “Natural kinds, doctrine of.”
A topic is probably too broad if you can state it in fewer than four
or five words. If you hnd \uurwlhtrugghnb with that kind of topic,
narrow it:

Free will and historical inevi- The contlict of tree will and
tability in Tolstoy’s War and —>  historical inevitability in Tol-
Peace stoy's description of three bat-
tles in War ond Peace

The history of commerical avi- The contribution of the mili-
ation tary to the development of
the DC-3 in the ecarly years
of commercial aviation
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We narrowed these topics by adding modifying words and
phrases. In particular, we added four nouns of a special kind: conflict,
description, contribution, and development. Those nouns are special be-
cause they are each related to a verb: conflict, describe, contribute, and
develop. At some point, you will have to move from a phrase that
names a topic—"free will and historical inevitability in Tolstoy,”
“history of commercial aviation”—to a sentence that states a po-
tential claim. If you narrow your topic by using nouns derived from
verbs, you will be one step closer to a claim that could be challeng-
ing enough to interest your readers. Compare these:

Free will and historical inevi- There is both free will and
tability in Tolstoy's War and =»  historical inevitability in

Peace Tolstoy's War and Peace.

The conflict of free will and Tolstoy describes three battles
historical inevitability in Tol- in a way that makes free will

stoy’s description of three bat- it conflict with historical inevita-
tles in War and Peace. bility.

The history of commercial avi- Commercial aviation has a
ation. = history.

The contribution of the mili- The military contributed 1o
tary in the development of il the way the DC-3 developed
the DC-3 in the carly years in the carly years of commer-
of commercial aviation. cial aviation.

These may not be particular]}-' interesting claims yet. But since you
will build your hnal project out of a series of claims, you should,
from the beginning, take every opportunity to work toward the
kinds of claims you will eventually need.

The advantage of a specific topic is that you more easily recog-
nize gaps, inconsistencies, and puzzles that you can question. That
will help you turn your wpic into a rescarch question. (IF you follow
our later suggestion to begin with an index or abstract, your topic
will already be restricted by its headings.)

Caution: you narrow your tupi:: oo scvuruly when you cannot
casily find sources.

The hintur}* ol commercial aviation

|

Milit.lr:.- support lor dm-c-lnpnw.nt of the DC-3 in the carly vears of LLS, commer-
cial aviation

' |
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The decision 10 lengthen the wing tips on the DC-3 prototype as a result of the
military desire to use the DC-3 as a cargo carrier

3.4 FRoOM A NARROWED ToPIC TO QUESTIONS

Once the beginning rescarcher hits on a topic that feels both
interesting and promising, perhaps snmﬂhing like “the political
origins and development of legends about the Battle of the Alamo,”
she typically begins searching out sources and collecting informa-
tion, in this casce versions of the story in books and films, Mexican
and American, nincteenth century and twentieth. She might then
write a paper that summarizes the stories, points out differences
and similarities, contrasts them with what modern historians think
really happened, and concludes,

Thus there are interesting differences and similarities between . . .

In a first-year writing course, such a paper might earn a passing
grade. It shows that the student can focus on a topic, find data on
it, assemble those data, and present them coherently—no small
achievement for a first research project. But for anyone who wants
her research to matter, such an achievement would fall short of the
mark.

While the writer may have learned something from the exercise
of searching out and reporting on the Alamo stories, she offers only
information. She asked no question that she or her readers might think
worth asking, and so she can offer no answer significant enough to
change how she or her readers should think about those stories or
their development.

Once you have a topic to research, you should find in it ques-
tions to answer. Questions are crucial, because the starting point
of good research is always what you do not know or understand but feel
Yyou must, Start by barraging your topic with question after question,
first with the obvious standing questions of your field:

Do the legends about the Battle of the Alamo accurately reflect our best
historical accounts? Do the historical accounts dyﬁr?

Ask the standard who, what, when, and where questions. Record your
questions, but don't stop for their answers.
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You can organize your questions from these four perspectives:

I. What arc the parts of your topic and what larger whole is
it a part of?

2. What is its history and what larger history is it a part of?

3. What kinds of categories can you find in it, and to what
larger categories of things does it belong?

4. What good is it? What can you use it for?

(Don’t worry about getting the right questions in the right catego-
ries; the categories serve only to stimulate the questions.)

3.4.1 |dentify Its Parts and Wholes

* Question your topic in a way that analyzes it into its compo-
nent parts and evaluates the working relationships among them:

What are the parts of stories about the Battle of the Alamo? How do
they relate 1o one another? Who were the pariicipants in the stories?
How do the participants relate to the place, the place to the battle, the
battle to the participants, the participants 1o one another?

* Question your topic in a way that identifies it as a working
component in a larger system:

What use have politicians made of the story? What role does it have in
Mexican history? What role does it have in our hisrmy? Whe rold the

stories? Who listened? How does the nationality of the teller affect the
srmy?

3.4.2 Trace Its History and Changes

* Question your topic in a way that treats it as a dynamic entity
that changes through time, as something with its own history:

How did the battle develop? How have the stories developed? How have
different stories developed differently? How have audiences changed? How
have the storytellers changed? How have motives to tell the story changed?
Who first told the stories? Who told them later? Who were the earliest
readers and listeners? Who later?

* Question your topic in a way that identifies it as an episode in

a larg::r hisl.ur)-:

crom Topics to Questions 4|

What caused the battle, the stories? What did the battle and the siories
then cause? How do the stories ﬁl into a historical sequence? What else
was happening when the stories appeared? When they changed? What

forces caused the story to change?

3.4.3 Identify Its Categories and Characteristics

+ Question your topic in a way that defines its range of variation,
how instances of it are like and different from one another:

What is the most typical story? How do other stories differ from it? Which
one is most different? How do the written and oral stories differ from the
movie versions? How are Mexican stories dﬂ‘ erent from ours?

* Question your topic in a way that locates it in a larger category
of things like it:
What other stories in our history are like the story of the Battle of the
Alamo? What other stories are very different? What other societies have

the same kinds of stories?

3.4.4 Determine Its Value
* Question your topic in regard to the value of its uses:

What good are the stories? What use has been made of them? Have they
helped peup.'e? harmed them?

* Question your topic in regard to the relative value of its parts
and features:

Are some stories better than others? What version is the best one? the
worst one? Which parts are most accurate? Which least?

3.4.5 Review and Rearrange Your Answers

When you run out of questions, group them in different ways.
In the Alamo example some questions relate to the development
of the stories; others address their quality as fact or fiction; others
highlight differences between versions (nineteenth- and twentieth-
century, Mexican and American, written and movie); other ques-
tions address political issues, and so on. Such lists can provide
scores of research topics. If they are freewheeling enough, they can
have the exhilarating effect of opening up worlds of research.

The next step .requires more careful judgment. First, identity
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questions that need more than a one- or two-word answer. Ques-
tions that begin with who, what, when, or where are important, but
they ask only about matters of fact. Emphasize instead questions
that begin with how and why. Then decide which questions stop
you for a moment, challenge you, spark some special interest. At
this point, ol course, you can’t be sure of anything. Your answers
may turn out to be less surprising than you hoped, but your task
now is only to formulate a few questions whose answers might be
both plausible and interesting.

When you've done all this, you have taken your first big step
toward a project that goes beyond just collecting data. You have
identified something that you don’t know but want to, and what
you want to know drives the earliest stages of your research. You
are ready to gather data, a process we'll describe in L‘haph:r 5. But
cven though you can now begin gathering data, the process of
focusing your project is not yet complete.

3.5 FroM A QuEesTION TO ITs SIGNIFICANCE

Even if you are an experienced researcher, you may not be able
to take this next step until you are well into your project, perhaps
even close to its end. And if you are a beginning researcher, you
may feel this step is especially frustrating. Once you have a question,
you have to ask and try to answer the further question, So whar?

So what if I don’t know or understand how snow geese know where to
go in the winter, why the Titanic was designed <o badly, how fifteenth-
century violin players tuned their instruments, why Texans tell one story
about the Alamo, Mexicans another? So what?

This question vexes all rescarchers, beginners and experienced
alike, because to answer it, you have to know how significant your
research might be not just to yourself but to others. Instead of
asking that question straight out, though, you can get closer to its
answer if you move toward it in steps.

3.5.1 Step |: Name Your Topic

In the earliest stages of a research project, when you have only
a topic and maybe the first glimmerings of a few good questions,
try to describe your work in a sentence something like this:

L]
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[ am learning about/working on/studying
fill in the blank with a few noun phrases. Be sure to include one

or two of those nouns that you can translate into a verb or adjective:

I am studying repair processes for cooling systems,
| am working on the motivation of President Roosevelt’s early

5;:::{111{'5.

3.5.2 Step 2: Suggest a Question

As early as you can, try to describe your work more exactly
by adding to that sentence an indirect question that specihes some-
thing about your topic that you do not know or fully understand,

but want to:
[ am stud)'ing X because | want to _ﬁnd out who/ what/ when/

where/ whether/ why/ how

You now have to fill in the new blank with a subject and a verb:

[ am 5lu:11,'ing repair processes for cmiing systems, because I am
trying to find out how expert repairers analyze failures.

| am working on the motivation of Roosevelt’s carly speeches,
because | want to find out whether presidents since the '30s have
used those :~:pceches tO announce new pu]lc}r.

When vou can add that kind of because-I-want-to-find-out-how/
why L'I-‘ILIM‘,*}*{]II have defined both your topic and your reason for
pursuing it. If you are doing one of your first papers and you get this
far, congratulate yourself, because you have defined your project in
a way that goes beyond the random collection of information.

3.5.3 Step 3: Motivate the Question

There is, though, one more step. It's a hard one, but if you
can take it, you transform your project from one that interests you
to one that makes a bid to interest others, a project with a rationale
explaining why it is important to ask your question at all. To do
that, you must add an element that explains why you are asking
your question and what you intend to get out of its answer.

In Step 3, you add a second indirect question, this one intro-
duced with in order to understand how, why, or whether:
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I. T am studying repair processes for cooling systems,
2. because I want to find out how expert repairers ana-
lyze failures,
3. in order to understand how to dcﬁign a computerized
system that could diagnose and prevent failures,

I. I am working on the motivation of Roosevelt’s early
speeches,

2. because | want to discover whether presidents since
the *30s used those speeches to announce new
policy,

3. in order to understand how generating public support
for national policy has changed in the age of tele-
vision,

Assembled, the three steps look like this:

1. Name your topic:

| am sturh'ing :
2. Imply your gquestion:

because | want to find out who/how/why 4

3. State the rationale ﬁ.’nr the question and the project;

in order to understand huwz’wh}' what

Rarcl:r can a rescarcher flesh out this pattern fu||_',* betore she h::gins

gath{!ring information. In fact, most can't complete it until lh{'}"rﬂ |

nearly hnished. Too many, unfortunately, publish their results with-
out havin_g thuught lhrnugh these steps at all.

Even though at the beginning of your project you won't be
able to state these steps fully, it is a gmxl idea to test your progress

every so olten b:.' seeing how close you can come. Better: Have

someone else—roommate, relative, or friend—force you to flesh

out this progression. Your wnlving description will help you keep

track of where you are and keep you focused on where you may

still have to go.

It may be that in your first try at rescarch you will not find a |

question whose answer has much signiﬁmm‘r to anyone but your-
self. But do that much and you will dciight vour teacher, As you

move through your project, though, do what you can to fill out

the pattern; try to find a reason for asking your question, a way to
make its answer seem significant to you, maybe even to others.

Fro
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Remember, your eventual object is to explain,

« what you are writing about—your topic.

+ what you don’t know about it—your question.

* why you want to know about it—your rationale,
When you can achieve these three objectives, you will have articu-
lated a motive for your project that goes beyond just meeting a
requirement. You will know that you have an advanced rescarch
project when what follows the in order to understand is important
not just to you but to your readers as well.

It is when we begin to consider our readers that we must
change the terms of our project from posing and answering a ques-
tion to posing and su]ving a problem, the subject of our next
chapwr.



