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“Best Activity Quick Share”: Favorite ENGL 110 Activity 
 
 

Lesson: Begin With a Question: Crafting Well-Developed, Research-able Questions 
 
 

Learning Objective: To write a question whose answer can be researched and developed in a  
7-8-page research paper 
 
 

Context of Class: I focus on research in my sections of ENGL 110. The course’s scaffolded 

assignments include an annotated bibliography, position paper, research essay, and multimodal 

presentation/video. We begin with the TQS formula: Topic, Question, Significance (from Kate 

L. Turabian’s Student’s Guide to Writing College Papers). I explain that one of the first steps in 

any research project is to find a good research question. The question usually transforms as 

students progress through the course’s assignments.  
 
 

“Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.” 
 —Zora Neale Hurston 

 
 

“All of us who try to do this thing called scholarship…are fully aware that asking the 

right questions is the most important part of the process.” 
 —Elsa Barkley Brown 

 
 

In “Cupping the Spark in Our Hands: Developing a Better Understanding of the Research 

Question in Inquiry-Based Writing,” Bernice Olivas argues that “the inquiry-based research 

question should be treated as a text in its own right and as such should be approached through 

process writing. Students should be encouraged to pre-write, draft, and revise their research 

question before they begin their research project” (64). As she notes: “a great question isn’t 

written in one try any more than a great essay, article, or story” (66). 
 
 

Olivas also mentions how a good question can lead to better engagement with scholarly sources: 

“Dealing with information, particularly finding and utilizing sources were clearly areas of 

difficulty for many students, but the students who articulated a good line of questioning often 

seemed to use those questions as a way of interacting with their sources” (68). 
 
 

Readings: none for students; instructors should read Bernice Olivas’s “Cupping the Spark in Our 

Hands: Developing a Better Understanding of the Research Question in Inquiry-Based Writing” 

(The following instructions borrow ideas and language from this source) 

https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1075&context=mcnair_journal
https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1075&context=mcnair_journal


 
 

What It’s For: Preparing students to research for, to write, to organize, and to revise the 

research paper 
 
 

How It Works: Before students are introduced to the UD library’s resources, I discuss the 

purpose and importance of a research-able question, the syntax and language used in creating 

such questions, and the ways a well-developed research question can help guide the research 

process. 
 
 

I have students brainstorm a list of questions about their chosen topic they want answered.  
 
 

We then discuss some of their questions and work on transforming surface, short-answer, and 

answerable only by opinion or speculation questions to more complex, research-able ones. 
 
 

We go over examples of questions that need revision, such as “Is college good?” or “Is college 

empowering to women?” or “Are drugs causing dropouts?”  
 
 

I ask them to look through their list for questions that begin with “is” and “are” and to revise 

them by using phrases such as “in what ways?” or “what is the relationship between” or “how 

might x cause y?” 
 
 

We note that good research-able questions aren’t easy to answer, aren’t a yes or no, aren’t a 

big/broad question; should be relevant; should have sources. 
 
 

We then discuss how some questions can be revised. For example: “Is college empowering to 

women?” can be revised to read “In what ways can a college education empower a woman in the 

job market?” This revised question contains a demographic (women) and a relationship (college 

and the job market) but was open enough to allow for exploration and interpretation. 
 
 

They then look at their questions and see if they can answer the following questions: 
Who is the question about? 
What relationship, phenomenon, situation, or aspect of the “who” is the question about? 
What kinds of information might you need to explore this question? 
Where might you find this information? 
How can this question help you organize your paper? 
 
 



Students rewrite their question. 
 
 

I then have students work through the prompt reproduced below intended to get them thinking 

about their interests, curiosities, and topics. At the end of each prompt, they rewrote their 

question.  
 
 

Prompt: We draw inspiration from personal experience and from the things that are important to 

us. Jot down ways to make your research important, relevant, and significant to your life, 

opinions, and beliefs. Tell me why you want to write about your topic then rewrite your research-

able question. Has it changed? Why or why not? 
 
 

Students turn in their revised question (or explain why they didn’t revise) after the following: 
the annotated bibliography 
the first draft of the research essay 
their revision following the peer review 
our one-on-one conference 
final submission of research essay in their reflection 
 


