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The purpose of this resource is to provide you with some information about:
1) developing and refining research questions; and
2) types of research questions

Research questions (RQ) can take on the form of:

· questions;
· propositions; or
· hypotheses.

What are Research Questions? 
· RQs pose questions that are vital for addressing key concerns of the research.
· They pinpoint exactly what the researcher needs to find out.
· RQs are precise and specific.
· They move things from abstract to concrete.
· They transform the debates and ideas highlighted in the literature (abstract) into a format that can be investigated empirically.
· RQs give an explicit vision of the kind of data that will be collected in the empirical phase of research.
Developing and Refining Research Questions
                                                            










Example:
Major Research Question:
To what extent is academic integrity practised in universities?

Subsidiary Research Questions:

What proportions of students in the Division of EASS at UniSA regularly reference their tasks?
What proportions of students in the Division of EASS, UniSA demonstrate academic dishonesty in the production of assignments?

What proportions of students in the Division of EASS actively seek out information about applying the appropriate referencing conventions in their writing?
Types of Research Questions
Research questions can be formulated in more than one way, namely:

· Questions;
· Hypotheses; and
· Propositions.
Questions
· Start with the standard ‘Ws’ – what, when, where, who.
· You can also add ‘do’ to the list:
· These are good for producing questions that help descriptive or exploratory research where the focus is on finding out what the situation actually is.
· For example if you want to investigate the efficiency of the L3 Academic Skills workshops run at EASS, in particular the number of students who attend the sessions, initially you would need some evidence to base your conclusions.

· The research questions in this instance will directed towards finding out what the situation is and describing things ‘as they are’ currently.
· The research questions in this instance might take the following form:




· Other questions lend themselves better to finding out about the causes of things and explaining why situations exist (‘why’ and ‘how’ useful in this context).
· ‘Explanatory’ research questions about student attendance in workshops might include:
· Why do students not attend the L3 Academic Skills workshops?

· How can students be encouraged to attend the L3 Academic Skills workshops?

Hypotheses
· Propose a relationship between two or more variables based on previous theories and findings.
· Propose a relationship that is testable.

· Hypotheses state very precisely what is going to be observed or measured.

· The subject matter to be investigated has to allow specific variables to be identified.

· Commonly linked with the use of quantitative data and statistical analysis.

· Hypotheses predict a relationship between particular variables.

· Important to be clear about the nature of the relationship that is being predicted.
· E.g. If the research is about ‘EASS students’  and ‘workshop attendance’, the hypothesis should be clear about whether the link will be:

· Non-directional: The efficiency of the EASS L3 Academic Skills workshops is linked to student attendance.

· Directional: The efficiency of the EASS L3 workshops increases when student attendance increases. 

· Causal: The efficiency of the EASS L3 Academic Skills workshops is the result of high student attendance.

· Correlational: The efficiency of the EASS L3 Academic Skills workshops varies in accordance with the proportion of student attendance.
· Hypotheses are based on theories and are logically derived from previous knowledge in the field.

· Hypotheses set out to test whether some relationship exists.
· They predict a relationship between variables in a way that can be empirically supported or refuted.

Propositions
· Declarative statements that propose things that can be checked to determine whether or not they hold true.

· They formulate the research question in a way that involves a positive statement about something the research might expect to find.
· Do not necessarily need to meet all the conditions that apply to hypothesis.

· Can be based on a hunch or inspiration rather than firmly established knowledge about the topic

· E.g. Increasing student attendance at the EASS L3 Academic Skills workshops will 
        improve the efficiency of the workshops.

        Student attendance at the EASS L3 Academic Skills workshops influences learning 
        outcomes.
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6) Separate major and subsidiary questions





5) Examine the scope of the question





4) Expose assumptions





3) Separate ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions





2) Review the list of questions





Write down every question you can think of





Once the list of questions has been reduced to a manageable set, further work can be done.


Separate the major and subsidiary questions.


Major research questions will form the core of the research project (key questions to be answered)


Research projects may only have one major question and a combination of subsidiary questions
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Examine the scope of questions.


Identify how many groups of question, and questions within groups can be tackled in the project.


Decide what is going to be manageable within the time and the other resources available





Use the results of your reading and imagination to record every question that occurs to you.


Brainstorm on your own or with others.


Note down questions when they occur to you.


One question will stimulate other questions (they should all be recorded).


The purpose is to expose all the ideas you have about the topic.
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Check each question to see what it assumes.


It is important to expose the ‘what’ question that must be answered before a ‘why’ question can be asked or formulated.


‘How’ questions may presuppose both ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions.


A research project may need to answer all three types of questions.
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Separate the ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how questions.


The wording of ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions requires careful consideration as the way it is stated can be deceptive (what and why questions can begin with  ‘How’ and ‘how’ questions can begin with ‘What’.


Word each question clearly and unambiguously as a ‘what’, ‘why’ or ‘how’. question.





Review the list of questions once you have exhausted all the ideas on the topic.


Group the questions under similar themes or topics (this will allow you to eliminate and consolidate).


Set aside questions that seem to be outside your area of interest (you can review these questions later if you change the direction of research).
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What is the frequency of EASS students attending all the L3 Academic Skills workshops?


When does the attendance for the L3 Academic Skills workshops significantly decline?


Where do the EASS L3 Academic Skills workshops promote optimal student engagement?


Who are the EASS students that attend all the L3 Academic Skills workshops?


Do the EASS L3 Academic Skills workshops impact on student learning outcomes?
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