The Design of a Research Question

The Research question is the question that you answer in your Research Project. 
Considering a question
Consider a question that:
· is ‘researchable’ e.g. that the question involves research processes and ‘new’ learning

· is personally challenging but achievable within the time frame
· involves safe and ethical practices

· has the potential to lead to some ‘key findings’.
Defining a Research Question
The Research question should:

· clearly express what your research is about

· provide a focus to guide your investigation
· help you decide upon appropriate research processes (valid, ethical, manageable)

· determine your research outcome.
The way you phrase the question that you finally decide upon is very important. It is particularly important to have a clear link between a refined research question and your research outcome.
Question Stems

Good

How useful is….

To what extent…

How accurate…

Why…

What is the best way to…
Bad

‘What’ questions

Obvious answers or questions you know the answer to

Too broad or narrow

Questions that confirm what you think already (Why are dogs better than cats?)

For example:
Draft 1 Research Question: 
Why is there a mystery about the ship, the Mary Celeste?
· Notice that Draft 1 leads you towards a description of why a mystery exists. Whilst this is not an incorrect question, it lacks focus upon the ‘truth’, i.e. the best possible theory for the mystery that you are interested in.
Draft 2 Research Question:   What are the theories regarding the disappearance of the crew of the Mary Celeste?
· Draft 2 focuses more upon the actual theories but only requires you to outline each one. Again, this suggests a more descriptive, rather than analytical, approach.
Refined Research Topic:
To what extent is mutiny the most likely cause of the abandonment of the ship the Mary Celeste?

· The Refined Research Topic allows you to show your thinking about the theories. By asking ‘to what extent’, you are required to make a considered judgement about the mutiny theory in comparison with the other theories. This enables you to demonstrate higher order thinking skills and show the depth of your knowledge and understanding of all the different theories.
Here are further examples of how an area of interest can be translated into a Research Question:
	Subject: Mining in Australia refined to 
Research Question: How can the local environmental effects of the development of the Olympic Dam mine at Roxby Downs be better managed?

	

	Subject: Solar System refined to
Research Question: What have been the most successful solar system exploratory techniques used by National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) over the past fifty years?

	

	Subject : French Culture refined to
Research Topic: In what ways does present-day Senegalese culture reflect the fact that Senegal was colonised by France for over a century?

	

	Subject: Energy Use refined to

Research Question: What measures can my school implement to decrease energy use?



	Subject: Modern Jazz refined to

Research Question: How can I compose a piece of Jazz in the modern tradition?

	

	Subject: One-act Plays refined to
Research Question: How can I write a one-act play written around a family car trip?


Remember that your research question may change according to the direction of your research resulting in further refinements to the wording of the research topic.
Possible reasons for change could be:
· you become really interested in one particular aspect of a research question
· you are unable to find information about a major area of your research question
· the research question has become unmanageable – it takes too much time to complete or is too difficult
· the research question creates unexpected ethical and safety problems

· a new idea for a research outcome emerges.
