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Research Papers: How to begin thinking about them
During Winter Quarter, you’ll be writing a major research paper for this program.  This exercise focuses on one of the most important of college-level skills.  Besides that, research on a topic of your interest is likely to be the most fun work you’ll ever do in college!

It comes with some potential stress, however, and you do have to learn some new ways of doing things.  Today we’ll work on just one aspect of writing a research paper.  This exercise will help you fulfill a Fall Quarter assignment due in Week 9: preparation of a research proposal.

The hardest part of all research projects is figuring out what to research and write about.  We can’t take all of the agony out of answering this question.  After all, if it were an easy question, you wouldn’t have to come to college to learn how to do it.  The following steps, however, will help you think about the issues you face in picking an research topic and getting started.
Step 1:

PAM


You have to think about what you want to accomplish, to whom you want 


to write, and what your basic message is.  Write it out.
Step 2:

Asking a question/developing a working thesis


You need to exercise your curiosity and decide, “I need to know the 


answer to this question.”  Why?  Well, because you’re curious.  That’s 


why people do research.



As you formulate the question (an iterative process), you should work on 


developing a working thesis, which is an answer to your question.  This is 


what you think the answer might be.  It may turn out your first answer is 


wrong.  (Remember, that’s why you’re doing the research.)  Then you 


reformulate your answer to fit what the data and information show.

Write out your question and your working thesis.  Develop a working title to capture the main idea of your question/thesis.

Step 3:

Framing: placing your question in context


In this step you’re trying to explain why the question is worth answering?  


What information or problem led up to the question?  Of what use is 


getting an answer?  Who will care?  Why?  How does your question relate 


to other questions or knowledge?

Step 4:

Scope: what information is relevant to your research?


No researcher or writer ever answers all the possible questions or gathers 


all of the information that can be found.  You have to sort through what’s 


going in the paper and what’s going out.  These are judgment calls.  


“Right” answers aren’t to be  found.  What you find are “useful” answers: 


the information that goes in is useful to supporting the answer to your 


question.  Other interesting, important information stays out.  (And maybe 


you decide to write a second paper.)

Step 5: 
Get a good writing guide!
An exercise in identifying research questions.

1. Divide into groups of three.  (No more than three, please.)

2. Use Dietrich’s book or Starr’s, as directed.

3. As a group, find a subject (in the book) that stimulates a question to which you’d like to know the answer.

4.  Do as much as you can on Steps 1 – 4.  Step 4 will be the hardest, because you’ve not yet done any research to try and answer your question.  Nevertheless, you may be able to spot now issues that are interesting and important yet you think shouldn’t be included.

5. Come back together for selected reports.

6. Write your thoughts as best you can (and as neatly as you can) on a sheet of paper.  Turn in at the end of class, with each member of the group’s name.  Then one of the group should go to a computer and email me the results of your work, with the names of people in the group.  I’ll use the email version to respond.  Send it to perkinsj@evergreen.edu.
