3.6 Transcript
0:03
INSTRUCTOR: In this video, we’ll be looking at research questions. We’ll look at what a research question is, why you’d want to have one, how to create one and check to be sure it’s good, and what can you do with it once you have one. First, what’s a research question? A research question is an actual question you ask yourself about your topic. It’s some aspect of the topic that you’re interested in and want to find out more about. All good academic research starts with the research question. The research question doesn’t usually show up in the final paper, but we can see evidence that there was one.
0:38S
In this article, the authors state the goal of their article– to assess the factors that make people willing to pirate digital music. They don’t tell us what their research question was. But based on their goal, we can assume they had one. And it was something like, why do consumers pirate digital music? You’ll almost never be asked specifically to create a research question as part of a research paper. But you should always start with one anyway. Now that you know what a research question is, why do you need one? Most students find a topic, then start working on their research paper. Let’s assume your topic is the number of women in politics.
1:16
A topic is a starting point for a research question. You ask a research question about a topic. On our topic, we could ask the research question, why do some countries have more women politicians than others? There are lots of possible questions you could ask about any topic. For example, we could also ask, does having more women politicians lead to better laws for women? Picking a question helps you focus and gives you an angle to approach your topic. This helps you streamline your research and writing, which will save you a lot of time and make your papers better. Next, we’ll look at how to create a research question. We’ll follow some steps. First, pick a topic you’re interested in.
1:58
Then find one aspect of the topic you want to focus on. Think of some questions you could ask about that aspect of the topic. Pick one. Then focus it to be sure it’s a good question. We’ll go through these steps using our example. First, pick a topic you’re interested in, like women in politics. Next, think of different aspects of the topic you can focus on. Here, I’ve made a concept map of some of the different aspects of the topic women in politics. One might be women voters, how they vote, and whether they vote for women politicians. Another might be women politicians, differences from male politicians, how many there are, and what affects that.
2:39
Once you’ve thought about what aspects of the topic there are, pick one of them to focus on. Let’s pick numbers of women politicians and what affects that. Now try to think of some questions you could ask about the aspect of your topic that you’ve chosen. On our topic, we could ask things like, why do some countries have more women politicians than others? Or what kinds of barriers hinder women who are entering politics? Once you’ve thought of some questions, pick one to work with. Let’s pick, why do some countries have more women politicians than others? Finally, look at your question to be sure it’s specific and clear.
3:18
Make sure your question is clear about who, what, where, and when you’re talking about. Let’s see how we can make our question more specific. We don’t want to know about women politicians at all levels of government, so we’ll specify the national level only. Some countries is also quite vague. We should focus on some specific countries to compare, like Canada and Sweden. In this case, our more specific question would be, why does Sweden have more women politicians at the national level than Canada? Now you know how to create a research question. But how do you know if it’s a good question? A good question focuses on only one issue and doesn’t try to fit in too much.
4:01
It requires analysis and thinking and doesn’t have an obvious yes or no answer. How and why questions are best for this. A good question is specific and focused, and can be answered in the space you have to write about it. The shorter your paper, the more specific your question needs to be. A good question is also clear with all the vague words, like some countries, defined or made more specific. Let’s look at this question, how does the media represent Islam? It’s focused on one issue, which is good, and requires some analysis. But it’s not a good question because it’s not specific enough. It should be clear who, what, where, and when it’s talking about.
4:42
For example, media could be newspapers, TV, music videos, or advertising. It could be media in Canada, South America, or India. Islam could mean the religion, some aspect of the religion, or people who are Muslim. A better question would be, how have newspapers in the US represented Muslim women since 9/11? You don’t usually put your question into your final paper. So what do you do with it? Basically, you do research to find the answer to your question. Having a research question helps you focus your research since you’re looking for information that helps you answer your question. For our question on why Sweden has more women politicians than Canada, we might need some statistics to tell us whether that’s actually true.
5:27
We’d also need to know the reason Sweden has a lot of women politicians. Then we’d need to know what’s different in Canada. Knowing what information we need to answer a question helps make the research more efficient. We know what kinds of sources we need and what we’re looking for in those sources. Your research question also helps you create your thesis. Your thesis is the answer to your question summarised in one sentence. For example, our thesis might be, Sweden’s electoral system encourages the participation of women in politics better than Canada’s. The rest of your paper would support the thesis with more detailed arguments.
6:06
Your whole paper will focus on answering your research question, which helps give structure and focus to your paper. Try it yourself. Create a research question using the steps we discussed. Pick a topic, narrow it, brainstorm some possible questions. Then pick one and make sure it’s clear, focused and specific.

