
Developing a research question 

All students, regardless of the subject chosen, must frame their research question as a question. 

A hypothesis or statement of intent is not acceptable. The reason for this is that a question helps 

students to retain focus throughout the essay.  

A research question is a clear and focused question centred on a research topic. Research 

questions usually emerge when questions are asked about a particular issue that a student is 

interested in or curious about.  

A research question helps to focus the research, providing a path through which students will 

undertake the research and writing process. A clear and well-focused research question, which 

has a specific aim, will allow a student to work towards developing a reasoned argument within 

the scope of the task, rather than the kind of “all about” essay that an unfocused research 

question can lead to.  

Sometimes students may need to revise their research question; therefore, a research question 

should always be considered provisional until they have enough research data to make a 

reasoned argument.  

 

Examples of topics 

These examples are for guidance only. Students must ensure their choice of topic is focused 

(left-hand column) rather than broad (right-hand column).  

Focused topics  Broad topics  

An examination of the economic reasons that led to the 

overthrow of the Tokugawa Shogunate in Japan  

The overthrow of the 

Tokugawa Shogunate in Japan 

An evaluation of the success of denazification carried out in 

the US zone of Germany 1945–48  

Denazification in Germany 

after the Second World War 

An examination of the extent to which the Holodomor in the 

Ukraine 1932–33 was a failure of Stalin’s policy of 

collectivization  

The introduction of 

collectivization in the Soviet 

Union 

An examination of the extent to which the overthrow of 

Allende in 1973 was the result of external factors  
The coup against Allende 1973 

 

  



Five steps to developing a research question 

  

Choose a subject and topic that is of interest.  

Deciding on a subject and topic that is of interest and in which the student is personally invested 

is important if their motivation is to be sustained throughout the process. The student should be 

able to identify, in a broad sense, what it is that they are interested in and why.  

 

Carry out preliminary reading.  

After deciding on a topic of interest students should undertake some general reading around the 

issue. Questions they must consider at this stage are:  

• What has already been written about this topic?  

• Was it easy to find sources of information?  

• Is there a range of different sources available?  

• Is there a range of views or perspectives on the topic?  

• What interesting questions have started to emerge from this reading?  

 

Consider the emerging questions.  

The student should now begin posing open-ended questions about their general topic. These 

questions will usually be framed using the terms “how”, “why” or “to what extent”.  

 

Evaluate the question.  

Once possible research questions have been posed they should be evaluated. This evaluation 

should be based on whether the research question is clear, focused, and arguable.  

Clear: Will the reader understand the nature of my research? Will it direct the research being 

undertaken?  

Focused: Will the research question be specific enough to allow for exploration within the 

scope of the task (that is, the number of words and time available)?  

Arguable: Does the research question allow for analysis, evaluation and the development of a 

reasoned argument?  

 

Consider research outcomes.  

Once a provisional research question has been decided upon students should start thinking about 

the direction their research might take. This could be in terms of:  

• suggesting possible outcomes of the research 

• outlining the kind of argument they might make and how the research might support 

this  

• considering options if the research available is not sufficient to support a sustained 

argument.  

 


