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Writing Research and Guiding Questions 

Research Question: 
Your research question will be the basis for any substantial writing you do on 
historical topics (or any academic topics for that matter). A research question 
should be debatable, interesting, and manageable within the time constraints of 
the assignment.   It is important to be able create research questions that are 
neither too broad, nor too narrow.  In other words, you are looking for the 
“Goldilocks” of research questions.  Here is a checklist from “The Writing Studio” 
of Colorado State University showing things to keep in mind when you are writing 
a research question: 

o Is the scope of your question appropriate: not too wide, not too narrow? 

o Is it manageable within the time constraints allowed? 

o Will the answer fit the page and word requirements of the assignment? 

o Can you find sufficient and timely information in the library? 

o Will Internet, Web, and field research produce more source material? 

o Is your question simple enough to seek just one answer, not several? 

o Is it specific enough that your audience will understand your objective? 

o Will the results be interesting? Does it concern a real and debatable issue? 

o Does your question really interest you? Do you honestly crave the answer? 
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Practice:  Look at the chart below.  With your shoulder partner, discuss how to correct the 
problem described on the left-hand side, then write a new research question on the right-hand 
side of the chart.

Too narrow:   What is the childhood obesity 
rate in Phoenix, AZ?    

This is too narrow because it can be answered 
with a simple statistic.  Questions that can be 
answered with a "yes" or a "no" should also 
typically be avoided.

Less narrow:   

Unfocused and too broad:  What are the 
effects of childhood obesity in the United 
States?  

This question is so broad that research 
methodology would be very difficult and the 
question is too broad to be discussed in a 
typical research paper.

More focused:   

Too objective:  How much time do young 
children spend doing physical activity per day?  

This question may allow the researcher to 
collect data but does not lend itself to 
collecting data that can be used to create a valid 
argument because the data is just factual 
information.

More Subjective:   

Too simple:  How are school systems 
addressing childhood obesity?  

This information can be obtained without the 
need to collect unique data. The question could 
be answered with a simple online search and 
does not provide an opportunity for analysis.

More Complex:   
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Guiding Questions: 
Use guiding questions in order to address your main Research Question.  These 
questions should be questions that relate to your big question, but that are more 
specific.  Think in terms of “What do I need to know about my topic in order to 
fully answer my Research Question?”  Here are a few suggestions of how to 
write guiding questions from the SACE Board of South Australia: 

When trying to phrase a guiding question, begin with the starter words: 
who, what, when, where, how, and why — especially what and how. 

When you have a possible guiding question, refine it by checking that it: 

● Is clearly related to the issue you have chosen 
● Is open-ended (i.e. the answer isn’t given or suggested within the 

question), and yet also focuses your investigation 
● Is non-judgmental, and encourages you to think and ask other questions 
● Will encourage discussion and debate 
● Is challenging, and will lead you to learn new things and possibly generate 

new ideas 
● Is clearly structured and phrased in as few words as possible.  

Practice Questioning Activity: 
From your textbook, choose a topic for a hypothetical research project which is 
neither too big nor too small.  Write your topic here:  

Now, write out one Research Question and three guiding questions that will help 
target your research. 
Research Question: 

Guiding Questions:  

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Source Types & Research 
What is the difference between a Primary & Secondary source?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Lunchroom Fight! 
DIRECTIONS: Imagine that you are the principal of a school and you just found 
out that there was a fight in the lunchroom during lunch. You’ve asked many 
students and teachers who witnessed the fight what they saw so you can figure 
out who started it. Unfortunately, you have received many different accounts that 
disagree about who started the fight, who was involved, and when it started. It’s 
important to remember that NO ONE is lying. 

In your group, answer the following questions. 

(1) How could there be different stories of the event if no one is lying? 

(2) Who are the different people who might have seen this fight? (Example: 
friends of those involved; people who don’t know the kids who were fighting; 
those who were fighting; teachers; students.) 

Primary Sources Secondary Sources
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(3) What might make one person’s story more believable than another person’s? 

After completing the Lunchroom Fight activity, respond to the following question:  
Why is it important for historians to look at multiple sources when researching an 
event or topic? 

Evaluating Sources 
1. Historical Question: Who was present at the signing of the Declaration of 
Independence?

Source 1: Hollywood movie about the American Revolution made 2001.

Source 2: Book written by a famous historian who is an expert on the American 
Revolution, published in 1999.

Which do you trust more? Why? 

2. Historical Question: What was slavery like in South Carolina?

Source 1: Interview with former slave in 1936. The interviewer is a black man collecting 
oral histories for the Federal Writers’ Project.

Source 2: Interview with former slave in 1936. The interviewer is a white woman 
collecting oral histories for the Federal Writers’ Project.

Which do you trust more? Why? 
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3. Historical Question: What was the layout of the Nazi concentration camp 
Auschwitz?

Source 1: Interview with 80 year-old Holocaust survivor in 1985. 

Source 2: Map of concentration camp found in Nazi files. 

Which do you trust more? Why? 

Online Practice: 
On Google Classroom, you will complete the following Assessment Tasks to practice 
evaluating sources: 

Website Reliability Assessment 

Website Comparison 

Researching a Claim 

Creating an Argument 
DIRECTIONS: For each of the scenarios below, explain how each piece of evidence 
corroborates the initial account. Then choose the piece of evidence that would make a 
stronger case and explain your selection. 

Scenario A 

On the night before the big game between your school’s team, the Panthers, and 
your biggest rivals, the Bears, the Bears’ locker room was vandalized. Many of 
the players from the Bears are accusing members of your team of committing the 
vandalism. The Panthers say that they couldn’t have vandalized the locker room 
because they were all out for pizza when the locker room was raided. Additional 
testimony: 

Account A: 

Statement by the Panther quarterback’s older sister saying that she drove them 
to the pizza place on the night the locker room was vandalized. 
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Account B: 

Statement from the Bears' running back saying that he saw the Panthers at the 
pizza place the night the locker room was vandalized. 

Questions 

(1) How do both Account A and Account B corroborate the Panthers’ account? 

(2) Which of the two pieces of testimony would make their case stronger?
Explain. 

Scenario B 

You are a principal who is trying to figure out the truth about a lunchroom fight. 
The fight was between Justin and Max. Justin is a new student. He is shy and 
doesn’t have many friends. Max is a popular student who is known for his 
friendliness. 

Account A: Justin 

“Max started it. I was just standing in line waiting to pay for my food, and he 
shoved me super hard. And for no reason! He just freaked out on me. I don’t 
even know the kid, and he’s been weird to me ever since I started going to this 
school. Him and his friends glare at me in English class for no reason.” 

Account B: Max 

“That kid is psycho. He turned around and punched me out of nowhere. Me and 
my friends were standing in line just joking around, and he turned around and 
punched me for no reason. He’s messed up and creepy. Ask anyone.” 
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Account C: Jamie (student who has class with Max and Justin right before lunch) 

“I wasn’t in the cafeteria today, and I’m not friends with any of those guys, but I’ve 
seen Max and his friends be mean to Justin in the hallways and in class when 
the teacher isn’t looking. Not physical or anything, but they’ll like say jokes under 
their breath and then laugh and stuff like that. They make him uncomfortable." 

(3) What does each account say about who started the fight? 

(a) Account A: 

(b) Account B: 

(c) Account C: 

(4) Based on these three accounts, can you determine who started the fight? 
(Choose One.) 

(a) Yes 

(b) No 

(5) Explain your answer to question #4 (above): 

(6) What does each account say about how Max and his friends treat Justin? 

(a) Account A: 

(b) Account B: 

(c) Account C: 
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(7) Based on these three accounts, can you determine how Max and his friends 
treat Justin? 

(a) Yes 

(b) No 

(8) Explain your answer to question #7 (above): 

(9) Why does Jamie’s account (Account C) help you build a stronger case than if 
you just had Max's and Justin’s accounts? 

 How can we use the examples from Scenario A and Scenario B as a guide for 
doing research on controversial topics?  For instance, how do the two scenarios 
illustrate a need for looking at multiple sources and looking at the reliability of 
those sources?  (Talking chips) Then write your response below. 
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Argument Analysis Task: 
A major news website published an article about Yik Yak, a social media application that 
allows users within a 1.5-mile radius to read and post comments anonymously. Some 
schools have had problems with students using Yik Yak to harass and threaten their 
peers. The comments below were posted in response to the article. 

Question: Did rabbits882 or fortuneseeker3 make a stronger argument? Explain. 
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Comments: 

rabbits882 Kalamazoo, MI • 4 days ago 

I think Yik Yak is worse than old school forms of gossip. As reported in the article, Yik Yak 
employees have had to disable Yik Yak at nearly all American middle schools and high 
schools. Plus the article states that Yik Yak “has been used to threaten mass violence on 
more than a dozen college campuses.” It says that these threats have even led to police 
investigations! Even though old school gossip can hurt, I think the fact that people can post 
on Yik Yak publicly and anonymously leads it to affect entire schools much more easily and 
much more dangerously. 

fortuneseeker3 New York City, NY • 2 days ago 

There’s nothing wrong with Yik Yak. For ages humans have gossiped and said cruel things 
about one another. As Prime Minister Winston Churchill said, “Criticism may not be 
agreeable, but it is necessary.” This app is simply the newest technology young people are 
using to do the same thing. If you prefer not to read what others think of you, you’re not 
obligated to download the app. The government collects citizens’ private phone and Internet 
records all the time, but we’re worried about some little app? 



Evaluating Evidence Task:  
On March 11, 2011, there was a large nuclear disaster at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant in Japan. This image was posted on Imgur, a photo sharing website, in July 
2015. 

Fukushima Nuclear Flowers                                                                                            
by: pleasegoogleShakerAamerpleasegoogleDavidKelly • a month ago 

Not much more to say, this is what happens when flowers get nuclear birth defects 

Does this post provide strong evidence about the conditions near the Fukushima Daiichi 
Power Plant? Explain your reasoning. 
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Citing Sources 
Use this section as a guide for citing sources in all classes when you are required to do 
research and write about your topic.  You should ALWAYS cite sources for any 
assignment in which you use outside information that was not common knowledge.  You 
WILL BE REQUIRED to cite outside sources for every assignment in Individuals and 
Societies this year. 

Citing Books: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name.  Book Title.  Publication Location:   
Publisher, Copyright Year. 

Practice: 

Citing Magazines: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Article Title.” Publication Title. Month and Year 
of Publication Date:  Page Number(s). 

Practice: 

Citing Newspapers: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Article Title.” Name of Newspaper [City] Day 
Month Year of Publication, Edition if available: Section and Page Number(s). 

Practice: 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Citing Encyclopedias: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name (if available). “Article Title.” Encyclopedia Name. 
Edition. Number of total volumes, place of publication: Publisher, Year. 

Practice: 

Citing TV Programs: 

“Title of Episode.” Title of Program. Name of Network. Call Letters, City of Local Station 
(if any). Broadcast Date. 

Practice: 

Citing Films: 

Title, Director. Distributor, Year. 

Practice: 

Citing People (Interviews): 

Last Name, First Name. Type of Interview. Date of Interview. 

Practice: 

Citing Internet Sources: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name (if available). “Article.” Page Title.  Date Assigned 
to Site (if available). Institution or Organization affiliated with the Site (if 
available). URL. Date You Accessed the Site for the Information. 

Practice: 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Using Notecards for Note-taking 
SOURCE CARDS:

NOTE CARDS:

PRACTICE :  Directions:  Use blank notecards to create a source card and notes cards 
on the following question:  “Why did colonists challenge the status quo, and leave for 
the New World?”  You must have at least 2 source cards and at least 2 notes cards per 
source. 

                                                                                                                               
Source Number:                                                                           
(#1, #2, #3, etc.) 

Bibliographic Information (Source Author, Title, Publication 
information, etc.)

                                                                                                                                                               
Source Number 

Relevant information from the source: 

-Keep notes short 

-Restate all fact in your own words, or use quotations to 
denote when you used the exact words from your source.
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Responding to a Research Question 
Once you have done your research and you are ready to respond to your main research 
question, you should come up with a thesis statement that offers three key pieces of 
support for your statement.  The formula for this statement is SS3R (Subject, Stand, 
Reason 1, Reason 2, Reason 3).  This statement provides you with an outline for your 
essay.  If you are only responding in paragraph form, then each of your three reasons 
will serve as your star points for your paragraph.  Practice by writing a thesis statement 
for your question “Who is one person, real or fictional, that you admire?” 

Thesis Statement: 

Now that you have your thesis statement, you will be using your note cards and source 
cards to write a complete paragraph response to the question “Who is one person, real 
or fictional, that you admire?”  You must completely cite your sources in an alphabetized 
bibliography at the end of your paragraph, and you should have specific evidence from 
the readings in class to support your answer to the question.  On the following page is a 
planner to help you with planning other research projects. 
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Planning your writing: 
Thesis statement: 
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Conclusion:_______________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 

      Key Point #1 

     (Transition)

Evidence/Explanations                              
- 

- 

-

      Key Point #2 

     (Transition)

Evidence/Explanations                             
- 

- 

-

      Key Point #3 

     (Transition)

Evidence/Explanations                        - 

- 

-
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Glossary: 
Annotated Bibliography:  A bibliography in which each citation is followed by a 
note that provides more information about each source.  For instance, in this 
class, an annotated bibliography will explain if each source is primary or 
secondary, biased, reliable, and what kind of information is available in each 
source.  

Bibliography: A complete list of sources used in order to complete a written work.  
Sources are listed in alphabetical order and follow a specific format such as MLA, 
Chicago, or APA. 

Citation: One entry in a bibliography.  This lists the author, title, and publication 
information of your source.  A bibliography is made up of many citations. 

Guiding Question:  A question that helps to gather more information related to a 
Research Question.  Guiding Questions help to focus research and often lead to 
more questions about a research topic. 

Primary Source:  A source that was created during the historic period one is 
researching. They are firsthand accounts of an event or era written or created by 
the people who lived through them.  Examples are newspapers, letters, journals, 
diaries, photographs, autobiographies, and historic artifacts. 

Research Question:  The main question to be addressed by a research paper or 
essay.  This question should be debatable, open-ended, and neither too broad 
nor too narrow. 

Secondary Source: A source that was created after the historic period one is 
researching.  They are accounts written by someone who has researched a topic 
and is interpreting it from their own point of view.  Examples include textbooks, 
essays, academic journal articles, and the school papers you write. 

Thesis Statement:  A specific statement usually located at the end of your 
introduction that lays out the argument for an essay or research paper.  In our 
class, the thesis statement follows the following format: Subject, Stance, Reason, 
Reason, Reason or SS3R.   
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Citation Quick Reference Sheet 
Citing Books: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name.  Book Title.  Publication Location: Publisher, Copyright 
Year. 

Citing Books (Two Authors): 

Author Last Name, Author First Name and Author First Name Last Name.  Book Title.  
Publication Location: Publisher, Copyright Year. 

Citing Books (More than Three Authors): 

Author Last Name, Author First Name, et al.  Book Title.  Publication Location: Publisher, 
Copyright Year. 

Citing Magazines: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Article Title.” Publication Title. Month and Year of 
Publication Date:  Page Number(s). 

Citing Newspapers: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Article Title.” Name of Newspaper [City] Day Month Year 
of Publication, Edition if available: Section and Page Number(s). 

Citing Encyclopedias: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name (if available). “Article Title.” Encyclopedia Name. Edition. 
Number of total volumes, place of publication: Publisher, Year. 

Citing TV Programs: 

“Title of Episode.” Title of Program. Name of Network. Call Letters, City of Local Station (if any). 
Broadcast Date. 

Citing Films: 

Title, Director. Distributor, Year. 

Citing Internet Sources: 

Author Last Name, Author First Name (if available). “Article.” Page Title.  Date Assigned to Site 
(if available). Institution or Organization affiliated with the Site (if available). URL. Date 
You Accessed the Site for the Information.
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