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Starting points: 

your introduction
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A research question – or a hypothesis?
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Is it feasible? Problems with research questions
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Kinds of evidence and kinds of answer
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This chapter will help you figure out how to . . . 

•• Determine what takes you to this research area. Is it personal interest? Or is it your reading of the literature, 

which makes you feel that there are unanswered questions, uncertainty or ambiguity?

•• Decide what your research question is. This is the foundation stone for the whole project. Different kinds of 

questions will lead you to different kinds of projects.

•• Understand what sort of evidence will you seek to answer your research question.

For extra help, check out these other resources:

Becker, H.S. (2008) Writing for Social Scientists: How to Start and Finish Your Thesis, Book, or Article. Chicago: 

Chicago University Press. More for advanced students than undergraduates. Really gets you to think about 

research and what it is you are trying to do. A nice antidote to recipe-driven research.

Booth, W.C., Colomb, G.C. and Williams, J.M. (2003) The Craft of Research (2nd edn). Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press. This excellent book is about research right across the spectrum, from the sciences to the 

humanities, and gets its readers to examine the relationship of research question to research approach.

Laws, S. (2003) Research for Development. London: Sage. Focused particularly on development work.  

Chapter 5 is good on research questions and focus.

Luker, K. (2010) Salsa Dancing into the Social Sciences. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. Written less 

as a manual and more as a story or a series of anecdotes about supervising research, this is an unusual 



book. Luker interestingly and very helpfully teases out the problems students experience in formulating 

a problem to be solved in their research. She does this by distinguishing between the ‘explanandum’ (the 

thing being explained) and the ‘explanans’ (the explaining thing) – which is rather like my BIS, above, but 

more fully and technically covered.

OECD (2002) Frascati Manual: Proposed Standard Practice for Surveys on Research and Experimental Development. 

Paris: OECD. Available at: http://bit.ly/2fSgmqN. This provides a technical discussion of what research is – 

for the advanced student.

Pulman, A. (2009) Blogs, Wikis, Podcasts and More. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. It’s good to start thinking 

about the potential value of social media at this stage, right at the beginning, and this little book is a good 

introduction.

Seale, C. (2017) Researching Society and Culture (4th edition). London: Sage. An interesting compilation with 

chapters on most issues to do with social research, and a good one on research questions.

Thomas, G. and Pring, R. (2004) Evidence-Based Practice in Education. Maidenhead: Open University Press.  

A compilation looking especially at evidence and evidence-based policy and practice in medicine as well as 

in education. See Chapter 1 for my discussion of evidence, what it is and how it is used.

Thomson, A. (2005) Critical Reasoning: A Practical Introduction. London: Routledge. This contains some good 

discussion and advice on evidence.

White, P. (2008) Developing Research Questions: A Guide for Social Scientists. London: Palgrave Macmillan.  

This book concentrates, as the title suggests, on the research question in social science, its importance and 

how it can be developed.



chapter 1 Checklist

You may find it helpful to copy this table and write down the answers to the questions. Have you …

Notes

1 … done the BIS?

 • Considered the background?
 • Thought about the issue or 

problem you specifically want to 
address?

 • Reflected on the kind of solution 
that may be forthcoming – the 
kind of research that will address 
your issue?

Write a sentence or two on the background.

Outline the specific problem in a sentence or two.

Don’t write anything down yet – just think about it at this 
stage. You can be more definite only after considering 
different research approaches and methods (Chapter 5).



2 … thought about your purpose in 
doing your research?

Write down a couple of sentences.



3 … had an idea to focus on? Say how your issue or problem (above) translates into 
an idea for research.



4 … got a prima facie question? Write this down. Remember that it will change as you 
read around the area (see Chapter 4).



5 … thought of a working title? Keep it short.




