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DEVELOPING A RESEARCH QUESTION

Today we are going to talk about how to craft a good research question. We will 
discuss:

Introduction

The types of questions we ask when we do research

What a research question is, and the research question’s place within the 
research process

How to craft a strong research question

How our research question can evolve over time, and how it will guide 
our work.
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The process of crafting a 
research question is critical for 
in-depth research projects such 
as essays or presentations.
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The act of crafting a research 
question is an opportunity to 
connect personally with a topic.
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What kinds of questions do 
we ask when we do 
research?
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Pupil’s Record. City of New York: Department of Education, 31 Jan 1919. Brooklyn Public 
Library, Center for Brooklyn History.
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Pupil’s Record. City of New York: Department of Education, 31 Jan 1919. Brooklyn Public 
Library, Center for Brooklyn History. (back)
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Report Card. City of New York: Board of Education, Apr 1915. Brooklyn Public Library, 
Center for Brooklyn History.
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What kinds of questions do we ask when we do research?

Based on these sources, we could ask:

• When did Mabel Schoennmann graduate? 
• What factors may have contributed to girls’ education in New York 

City? 
• What was the impact of education on girls in early 20th century New 

York City?
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What kinds of questions do we ask when we do research?

Based on these sources, we could ask: Let’s reflect:

• When did Mabel 
Schoennmann graduate? 
• What factors may have 

contributed to girls’ education 
in New York City? 
• What was the impact of 

education on girls in early 20th 
century New York City?

• Which of these questions could 
we respond to by looking at a 
single source? 

• Which question would require 
us to construct a response 
using both sources?

• Which question is not possible 
to answer with these sources?
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Mabel Schoenmann graduated in 1919, and we can answer this question 
by looking at a single source. 

Attendance, health, and personality may all have contributed to both Mabel and 
Judy’s education, and we can construct this response by looking at both 
sources. 

We can’t see the impact of education on girls in early 20th century New York 
City by looking at only these two sources; we will need to examine a variety of 
sources.
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What kinds of questions do 
we ask when we do 
research?
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• Are very simple. 
• They might have a yes / no answer. 
• They often start with a question stem like who, what, when, 

where, or why. 
• They always end with an answer. 
• We can usually answer a guiding question by looking at one 

source. 

Guiding Questions



DEVELOPING A RESEARCH QUESTION

• When did Mabel Schoennmann graduate? 

Guiding Questions
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• makes us think more. 
• We will have to search for the answer, and we may have to 

analyze one or more sources in order to craft a response. 
• An essential question needs at least one full sentence for an 

answer.
• We will often need more sentences in order to explain our 

answer. 

Essential Questions
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• What factors may have contributed to girls’ 
education in New York City? 

Essential Questions
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• The overarching question that guides our 
entire project. 
• We will only have one main research question, 

although it may lead us to ask many other 
questions.

Research Questions
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A research question is clear

A research question is focused

A research question is arguable
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• What was the impact of education on girls in 
early 20th century New York City?

Research Questions
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This is not a good research question:
Did Jackie Robinson play for the Brooklyn Dodgers?

• There is only one answer to this question
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This is not a good research question:
“Why is visiting historic places helpful?”

• This question is not focused
• This question uses unclear language
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The act of crafting a research 
question is an opportunity to 
connect personally with a topic.
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To craft my research question, I should reflect on 
aspects of my research topic that are personally 
interesting to me, and things I want to know about my 
topic.
I might ask:
• What classes did New York City students take in 1919?
• How many schools were in New York City in 1919?
• Did girls and boys attend classes together in the early 20th century?
• How did girls’ school attendance increase or decrease during the 20th century?
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Next, I choose one of these questions and transform it 
into a research question.

My research question should be clear, focused, and 
arguable.

We have some words that we often use when we 
transform questions into research questions. They 
are: • Cause

• Effect
• Compare

• Impact
• Change
• Influence
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Let’s take the question:
• How did girls’ school attendance increase or decrease during the 20th century?

• How did changes in girls’ school attendance in New York City during the 20th 
century impact their opportunities in life?

I’ll change it to:
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Now it’s time to plan my research:
Research Question:
How did changes in girls’ school attendance in New York City during the 20th century 
impact their opportunities in life?

Information to look up:
• Girls’ school attendance numbers in New York City in the 20th century
• Changes in the rate of women’s participation in the workforce in New York City in the 

20th century
• Changes in the types of jobs available to women in New York City in the 20th century
• Changes in the amount of money women earned in New York City in the 20th century
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My question isn’t 
as focused as I 
thought!
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Let’s focus my question more:
I previously wrote:
• How did changes in girls’ school attendance in New York City during the 20th 

century impact their opportunities in life?

• How did changes in girls’ school attendance in New York City in the 1920s and 
1930s impact the jobs they were prepared for in the 1940s and 1950s?

I’ll change it to:
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Let’s plan out our research again:
Revised Research Question:
How did changes in girls’ school attendance in New York City in the 1920s and 1930s 
impact the jobs they were prepared for in the 1940s and 1950s?

Information to look up:
• Girls’ school attendance in New York City in the 1920s and 1930s, as compared with 

previous decades
• Jobs that women were eligible for in the 1940s and 1950s, which may not have been 

available to them previously
• Factors aside from education that may have helped women gain these jobs in the 

1940s and 1950s
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Let’s start our research!
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Today we talked about how to craft a good research question. We learned about:

Wrap-Up

• The types of questions we ask when we do research

• What a research question is, and the research question’s place within the 
research process

• How to craft a strong research question

• How our research question can evolve over time, and how it will guide our 
work.



THANK YOU!
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