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Introduction to Choosing a Research Topic  

It is natural to stand at the beginning of a research project and feel overwhelmed by the amount 

of published research that exists in databases, literature reviews, and reference pages. At the 

same time, each new research project brings the hope of discovering something new. 

Overwhelming though a project may be, starting at the foothills of a new thread of research is a 

great privilege, and is best approached as an opportunity to learn. As a researcher/writer, you 

have the chance to dive more deeply into less frequently encountered pools of knowledge. 

Depending on the topic or scope of your research, it is also natural to spend many days and 

weeks - and in some cases months and years - searching. No matter how great or small the scope 

of research is, the serious researcher needs to reserve adequate time to perform a thorough survey 

of published articles. For an undergraduate course project, finding five or six sources might seem 

like plenty of material to review, but graduate-level writing projects typically involve up to 20 

sources minimum. 

One of the joys and privileges of research is being able to follow your curiosity; if you are truly 

curious about your topic, and authentically driven to find out as much as you can, then even the 

articles you don't find interesting will be useful for a future project, and no energy will be 

wasted. 

Choosing a Specific Topic in Three Steps 

During the first three steps, you chose a topic. For some, this topic may seem like it's ready to be 

written about, but the level of precision required in the context of academic writing requires 

writer-researcher to go through a few additional steps. 

1. Choose any topic or topics in the universe. - "e.g., something about working-class women" 

2. Be a little more specific about your topic. - "e.g., wage differentials for working women" 

3. Be a lot more specific about your topic - "e.g., gender labor markets in factory employment 

and the impact on women’s wages" 

In other words, many articles have already been written that describe various aspects of working 

women, so we must narrow down our chosen topic so that we can focus our research efforts on a 

more precise question or thesis statement. 

4. Repeat these three steps three or more times to give yourself a very specific topic Essay 

writing and research is an ongoing process.  Don’t be afraid to change and modify your topic and 

questions as you develop your research.   
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Finding A Research Question  

The research paper assignment is an opportunity for you to make an informed argument about a 

sociological problem of your choice. To do this you need to research background articles on your 

topic, and your research should be guided by strong “critical” questions.  

A good research question seeks to explain “why” something happens exactly the way that it does 

and not some other way. You want to develop an analysis, or explanation, that can be developed 

into an argument (more on this later). “Why” questions give you a proper footing to develop an 

answer that can make for a strong argument.   

For example, if researching striking working women in Lowell MA, an obvious question is why 

did they strike? Bu this does not make a strong research question because the answer is factual.  

Once we learn that workers went on strike to protest a wage cut, we can say nothing more about 

the strike.  We can’t really explain, “why” in a sociological sense, the strike happened. 

Since there are many types of questions which produce a variety of answers, it would be helpful 

to go over the difference between a "critical" question and a "simple" question: 

 

1. A simple question... 

� can be answered with a "yes" or "no" (this is not helpful when trying to elicit further 

questions, discussion, or analysis). 

� contain the answers within themselves. 

� can only be answered by a fact, or a series of facts 

2. A critical question... 

� leads to more questions 

� provokes discussion.  

� derives from a critical or careful reading of the text  

� addresses or ties in wider issues 

3)     Ask a question that has more than one plausible answer. Your task in this paper is to make 

a case for your position; you can only do this effectively if the other possible positions are real, 

viable alternatives. Avoid making your argument by setting up straw-man opponents. 

To return to the striking women workers of Lowell, a better question is to ask why did women 

strike, and not quit, or simply ask for higher wages? These series of questions demand further 

questions, interpretation, and an explanation.  For example, was it class consciousness that 

enabled women to organize and fight back? Or maybe feminist consciousness?  Or just fear of 

downward mobility?  There are many possible answers here, with many more questions.  This is 

what sociological and historical study so interesting and exciting.    

 


