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BUILDING A RESEARCH PROJECT

Identify and define a problem first, then develop a research question to help you move through your literature review and project. By responding to your research question, you will either attempt to describe it, explain it, understand it, or predict how it occurs.  

Identifying a Problem
1) What is the problem? Why is this a problem rather than a benefit?  
2) Is this a problem that needs resolution? Is it researchable?
3) Relevance- is this a problem related to public administration?
4) What potential assumptions are you making by identifying this as a problem?  

Defining a Problem
1) Write a problem statement in one sentence.
2) Key words- define each key word used.
3) What potential assumptions are you making in your definitions?  
4) So what? Why does it matter to public administration? What important purpose does your research serve?

Developing a Research Question

I. What is a research question and how do we create one? 
* A research question emerges from a problem. 
* A question is a way of stating what you would like to know about that problem. What will you understand better as a result of answering the question? The question usually has more than one potential answer.
* The purpose of a study is to gather and analyze data in such a way as to respond to the question.

II. Criteria for Evaluating a Research Question 
A research question in social science should satisfy most of the points below: 

1. Is the question free of ambiguity? Is “a” question really asking “one” question?
2. Will it maintain your interest as you proceed through the research process? 
3. Are there likely to be reasonable means available to answer the question, which are practical and ethical? 
4. Is the question within the study of public administration? Is it “relevant”? i.e., does it make important connections, try to solve a “missing link”? 
5. Is the question too “big” or too “small” or just right? Meaning, is it researchable?  
6. Is it doable within the resources available: time, funding, people, setting?  
7. Does the question imply the need for research? 
8. Does your research question lend itself to your method? (survey or focus groups or interviews)?

III. The Scientific Art of Asking Research Questions
Learning how to ask good questions will make your research and ultimate response more sophisticated and interesting to read. There are generally two categories of questions; factual and interpretive. You will select one format.    
 
I. Asking Factual Questions:   Assume your reader knows nothing about your subject. Make an effort to give them the background they need to know to understand what you will be talking about in your project.  Make a list of specific questions that ask : Who? What? When? Where?   Examples: (For a report about Abraham Lincoln) Who was Abraham Lincoln? Where and when was he born? What political party did he belong to? When was he elected president? Where did he and Steven Douglas debate?
  
II. Asking Interpretive Questions:   These kinds of questions are the result of your own original thinking.  
 
Hypothetical : How would things be different today if something in the past had been different? Examples: How would our lives be different today if the Confederate (southern) states had won the United States Civil War? What would have happened to the course of World War II if the Atomic Bomb hadn’t been dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki?  
    
Comparison: Find the similarities and differences between your main subject and a similar subject; or with another subject in the same time period or place.  
Examples: In what ways is the Civil War in the former Yugoslavia similar to (or different from) the United States Civil War? What is the difference in performance between a Porsche and a Lamborghini?   
  
Judgment: Based on the information you find, what can you say is your informed opinion about the subject? Examples: How does tobacco advertising affect teen cigarette smoking? What are the major causes of eating disorders among young women?

Prediction: How will something look or be in the future, based on the way it is now?  Examples: What will happen to sea levels if global warming due to ozone layer depletion continues and the polar caps melt significantly? If the population of China continues to grow at the current rate for the next fifty years, how will that impact its role in world politics?   
 
Solution :What solutions can be offered to a problem that exists today?  
Examples: How could global warming be stopped? What can be done to stop the spread of sexually transmitted diseases among teenagers?    

Caution: Prediction & Solution questions are the most difficult to answer because they are about the future. If you ask this form of a question, how will you measure something that hasn’t happened yet? 

 
Assignment #2 Outline

Title (5 words or less): ________________________________________________________________________

Problem Statement (one sentence): __________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Definition of terms (clearly define all of the key terms you use in your problem statement):



Why is this a problem rather than a benefit? Who is this a problem for?





Research Question (re-statement of your problem into the form of a question):





Definition of terms (from research question):




From these terms, what will you measure?



So What Statement: why does the research matter, who should care, who is the audience?




Goals Statement (start to Logic Model):



What paradigm(s) will you draw from? Why? (positivism, interpretive, critical, Native Science, your own)
Assignment #3 Outline

Who will you contact to participate in your study---your subjects/respondents--? (Be specific, be aware of “how many”)





How will you contact these people? (mailed letter, e-mail, phone, in-person) Do you have access?





What type of data do you hope to get? (your methodology: quantitative, qualitative, both) 




Which one method will you use? (survey or interviews or focus group) Why? Have you selected an appropriate method that is capable of answering your research question?




What are some possible resources you might use to collect information from for your literature review? Do you think these possible resources will help you to respond to your research question?



Logic Model: define your objectives and measurables for evaluation or planning. 
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