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identifying a RESEARCH QUESTION, 
guiding question, focus question, or HYPOTHESIS

What’s the difference? 

As you research your chosen topic, it is easy to be sidetracked down all sorts of interesting avenues. Before you know it, you can be snowed under with an impossible number of leads, making your task enormous, if not impossible, in the context of your other study.

Research questions, guiding questions, hypotheses, and focus questions are ways to frame your study to keep it manageable and useful, excluding aspects that are likely to distract you and get you off the point. They will help you to direct your research meaningfully, using primary and/or secondary sources. 

You will find that different subject outlines (Stage 1) or (Stage 2) use these terms interchangeably to mean slightly different things.

A research question (sometimes called a guiding question) is a general statement of the question you intend to study. Focus questions also help you to direct your research. A hypothesis is a carefully worded ‘specific statement of prescription’ that can be tested (Intro to research methods, n.d.).
Check with your teacher and the current subject outline (Stage 1) or (Stage 2) to find out whether you need to frame your question as a research question, a hypothesis, a guiding question, or a focus question, and whether or not there are any particular requirements.
What is a research question?

A research question is framed so that it yields hard facts, rather than opinions. It.can help you to focus on the problem that interests you and decide how to approach it.
To choose your topic:

· Read what has been written already.
· Identify what you want to investigate.
· Ask if there is a relationship between the parts of your question.
· Ask who, what, when, where, why, and how.
· Be sure that the question can actually be researched.
· Make sure that the question is clearly written, and each word cannot be misinterpreted.

Ryan & Case (2006) describe four steps in defining your research question:

1. State your topic idea as a question…
2. Identify the main concepts or keywords in your question…
3. Examine your keywords and think of alternative ways that you might approach the same concepts. Make a list of synonyms, include alternative (narrower and broader) terms which may help focus or define the topic…

4. Use these keywords and alternative terms as you search for research material…
(Step 2: Define the Research Question)
What is a guiding question?

A guiding question directs your research in a meaningful way so that you aren’t being distracted by unconnected facts. It gives your learning focus and structure.

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. 

(Adapted from Traver, 1998 & SACE Board of South Australia support materials)

A good guiding question allows for higher order thinking. It allows you to:

· synthesise (put together information from various sources/areas of study)
· analyse (break information down into essential components/features)
· evaluate (judge or assess the evidence you present to answer the question). 

(Adapted from What is a Good Guiding Question, 2005)

What is a focus question?

A focus question shares many of the characteristics of a guiding question. It directs your research in a meaningful way. It can be used in exactly the same way as a guiding question or research question, as the primary question for your research. But a focus question doesn’t have to be testable.

In could also be used with a research question or hypothesis to enable you to expand your thinking. Brainstorming and mind-mapping your research question or hypothesis may lead you to many other connected issues, which you then narrow down to several focus questions, from which you conduct your investigation.
Cañas and Novak (2009) recommend using focus questions to help construct a concept map, using also:

· inquiry questions, e.g. where? what? who?

· verification questions, to determine whether propositions in your concept map are true
· amplifying questions, e.g. Is there missing information? Do concepts need to be expanded? Are cross-links needed?
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