
•  Finding and Focusing the Research Question  

Part I:  Finding and Focusing the Research Question 
One of the things that you may struggle with when working with a research topic is 
narrowing your focus. Too often, you may have great ideas but no clue how to make 
your topic manageable to work within the page-length criteria requirement. Making an 
argument concerning drunk-driving laws is a large topic for a 2-3 page paper, for 
example; narrowing your focus to drunk driving laws in the state of Ohio is a lot more 
manageable.  

This exercise has you working through your ideas and narrowing your focus into a 
manageable and accessible topic for research.  

1. Begin by drafting a list with questions about one of the themes in which you 
plan write. In the above example, a list of questions might include: what are the 
drunk-driving laws in relation to new drivers?  Or, how do drunk-driving laws impact 
insurance rates?  Attempt at least ten questions. (With ten questions, you will begin 
to see that by the last few questions you are already narrowing your focus.)   

2. Once the list is complete, revisit your list and highlight the questions that most 
interest you. 

3. Next, choose one question from the revised list. 
4. In this step, build a new, focused list of questions based on your single question 

in the previous step. 
5. Now, narrow your focus, yet again.  Choose one question from your focused list of 

questions from the previous list.  This is your Research Question.   
6. Your final list is based in on your Research Question.  You will notice that this 

list is very narrow—and possibly very different—compared to the original list you 
made when you started this exercise.  This list might better be drafted by the prompt, 
“What are all the things I need to know to answer my Research Question?”   

 
Part II:  Making an Argument 
Using the Research Question you created in Step Five and the brainstorming list you 
made to answer that question in Step Six, create a proposal—an argument that has a 
purpose and something that calls for action.  State your argument as a possible paper 
title. 
 
For this part, you will draft only one list and this list is from things you already know and 
learned from Part I of this exercise. 
 
1. Make a list of what you have learned or already know on your subject.   
2. At this point, you should be ready to draft a working thesis.  Your thesis might 

change as you begin your draft but by the end of this exercise, you should have a 
narrowed focus of your topic, a list of things to research as you head into the library 
and a working thesis. 


