Research (Exploration and Communication): Lesson 6

LESSON 6: How to Create a Research Question

MATERIALS:

Large chart with 8 columns with the following headings: Who, What, Where, When, Why,
How, Which, and Other

Sticky notes for student use

Closed and Open Questions Table (Teacher Resource)
Question Flowchart (Teacher resource)

Good Research Question Criteria Checklist

Sample Think Aloud (Teacher resource)

Choosing Good Research Questions (1 per student)

Choosing Good Research Questions Answer Key

Research Question Chart (1 per student)

Asking Research Questions handout (1 per student, if needed)

OBJECTIVES:

N
LI

Research is an organized and systematic way of finding answers to questions.

Purposes and perspectives influence how readers and writers interact with

text.

BIG IDEA
Students will be able to:

= Use an organizational system to focus on the specifics of a topic
» Determine the difference between thick and thin questions
= Identify appropriate purposes in reading texts for information

SEQUENCE: TEACHER NOTES:
OPTIONAL: Mini-Lesson If students
have not
Students may be used to thinking of two types of questions as received
“right there” or thin questions—meaning that the answers can @ instruction on
be found verbatim in the text—or inference or thick questions types of
that engage the reader’s thinking. Tip questions,
(this kind of instruction about
If students have not learned about these two general types of questions usually occurs in
questions, this mini-lesson is suggested. regard to students learning to

ask questions about their

Let students know we will be thinking about questions in terms | reading), implement this mini-
of two major categories: thin and thick. Introduce students to the | lesson to introduce them to the
following key facts about these types of questions. basic idea.

High-consensus, “right there,” thin questions
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Fact

One answer

One viewpoint
Consensus on answer
Answer found quickly

Low-consensus, inference, thick questions
Multiple facts

Many answers

Multiple viewpoints

Many sources necessary

Many opinions about answer
Answer found over time

You may want to remind
students about the closure
activity you did in Lesson 3
(Fact vs. Opinion). “Are dogs
colorblind?” would make for a
thin question. However, “Do
dogs make good pets?” would
require the student to research
the facts but also consider
multiple viewpoints and
multiple sub-questions.

If you think students need
additional instruction about
determining appropriate
research questions, use the
Closed and Open Questions
table to guide students in
recognizing closed and open
guestions.

INTRODUCTION

Say: So far we 've thought about our topics—what we know
about that topic and what we hope to learn. We ve also
explored various types of texts and how they can be used as
sources in our research. As a result, we know where we can find
information and how to determine if that information is reliable.
We've learned the essential steps for starting our exploration,
so now it’s time to narrow down our research topics and come
up with good research questions. First, we’ll try the process of
coming up with good research questions together as a class.
Then you’ll have time to work on your own questions.

Today, students will learn how to cultivate strong research
questions. Tell the class: We re going to use what we already
know about questions to help us learn to write the kind of
question that will guide us in our research projects.

Use the Question Flowchart as a mental guide for this activity.
You will be guiding the class through the flowchart steps as
group using an example topic.

If students need additional
reinforcement, you can
demonstrate this process using
“your” question: Who really
discovered America? (or topic
of your choice)
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Select a topic of interest for the students to guide

'/)ECE the exploration of research questions. It should
2.7 /%?3 be a topic on which they will have quite a bit of
KN

:/’ég background knowledge.

(A sample chart for the Question Flowchart
uses Luray Caverns as an example.)

Part 1: Have the students brainstorm words associated with the
topic. Remind students of the rules of brainstorming — come up
with as many ideas as you can, piggyback on the ideas of
others, be freewheeling, and defer judgment. (Brainstorming
associated words will promote fluency and extend their thinking
about the topic. You may also change the topic to reflect your
students’ interests as the brainstorming process continues.)

Record their ideas on the board or a sheet of chart paper. Follow
up the brainstorming with some convergent thinking about
which words are important to the topic. You may want to
underline or highlight the words deemed “important.”

Part 2: Distribute sticky notes. Ask students to think of
questions they want answered about the topic, using the
“important” words that remain from the brainstorming session
and other words as they wish. Ask students to record their
questions on the sticky notes, one question per note.

Post the large chart you made with 8 columns. Have students
place each of their questions in the correct column of the chart
according to its “question word” (usually the first word).

Add your own questions to empty columns; fill in with
questions that match/don’t match the “good research question”
criteria on the Checklist, so that there are examples and non-
examples with which to work. Thinking of questions in advance
that fulfill and don’t fulfill the criteria will help facilitate a rich
discussion.

Tell the class: Remember that we have
learned that research is an organized and
systematic way of finding answers to
questions. Based on what we have learned so
far about research, what kinds of questions do
you think would be the best kind to research?

TOOLS

' Note that not
all good
<o research
p— questions are
“why” and

“how” questions and that not all
“where” or “when” questions
make poor research questions.
Depending upon the level of
insight demonstrated by your
students, you may introduce
questions that challenge such
dichotomous thinking, such as
“Who really discovered
America?” “Who really
invented the automobile?” or
“Where can the oldest remains
of prehistoric humans be
found?” These are examples of
questions that, despite
beginning with “who” and
“where,” are open-ended
because of the amount of
controversy they generate and
the number of possible answers
to be found, depending on
different points of view.

In general, however, the use of
question words such as “what,”
“who,” “where,” “when, “and
“which” indicate a request for
one simple, correct answer.
Some questions beginning with
these words can be answered
with one or a few words, while
questions beginning with
“why” or “how” generally
require much longer answers.
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Also, be certain that children do
not confuse questions that are
difficult to answer with those
that would be suitable for
research. For example, the
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Use the questions on the chart to help students discover features
that would/would not make good researchable questions.

You might highlight the questions in different colors, or use
different color dots to mark them — one color for those questions
that the students think might be good to research, another for
those they think are inappropriate for research, and another
color for those questions they are unsure of or about which there
is disagreement.

Establish these baseline qualities of a research question first:

= The question is one the student is interested in answering.

= The question is one to which the student does not already
know the answer.

= The answer to the question is one that cannot be stated in
one or a few words.

Let students discuss the questions with a small
group (shoulder partners, or tables of 3-4
students) and then ask for volunteers from
each group to pull off any questions that do
not meet the criteria.

GROUP
P Ask: What do you notice about the categories
f} ’Jﬁ of questions that are left? (They are mostly
Ed i “why” and “how” questions.) Why would these
’L\j,@ be the best questions to research? Guide
T students to the realization that a complex,

open-ended question will help give a focus to
their reading. Ask: Do we need to add more
criteria to this checklist? See if students have
other ideas for criteria or other ways to word
the criteria.

Distribute Choosing Good Research Questions checklist.

Ask: How does the list of criteria we came up with as a class
match with this list? Is there anything we missed? Is there
anything important from our list that we should add to this one?
For the most part, the two lists (the good research question
checklist and the brainstormed class list) should align. If there is

question, “How many people
live on the earth?” is difficult to
answer, because it changes
every second, and because there
is no way to count physically
all the people on earth at one
time. It would not be a good
research question, however,
because there is one correct
answer; we just don’t know
what it is.

Another way to guide student
thinking about difficult versus
researchable questions is to ask
them to imagine that they
actually could figure out the
answer — i.e., that there was a
way to count all the people on
earth in one second. What
would be the point of research,
then? The answer would be just
a number. There would be no
need to synthesize information,
no further questions to explore,
no difference of opinions or
viewpoints. Such a question
does not require use of the
research process. You may also
discuss or bring up the debate
about the Census Bureau
counting every person by going
door to door, or by estimating
by mailing forms.
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misalignment, point out the criteria students missed from the
checklist or add the new student terms to the list if you need to.

APPLICATION: Choosing Good Research Questions

Say: It’s important to have a good research question to guide
your reading. Now, I'm going to give you a chance to practice
your skills at determining good research questions. | have
assigned you to different groups. You will examine 10 possible
research questions. (Heterogeneous grouping would work well
here or pairing students by their level of understanding).

Using the Choosing Good Research Questions checklist, look at
each question and decide as a group whether it meets the criteria
for a good question or not. If you think it is a good research
question put a check mark M in the box beside the question. If
the question is not a good research question, mark an X in the
box [X] beside the question. On the lines below the question, see
if you can make it a better research question.

(Be sure to check student answers before proceeding to the next
activity.)

Sample think-aloud: If you find students need additional
support in analyzing and creating research questions, use the
sample think-aloud to model how you might determine the
merit of various questions about a topic.

CLOSURE

Distribute the blank Research Question Chart

Students will use the chart as they attempt to write a research
question with their own topics. By now, students should have
one or two remaining topics (from the “Who am I?” inventory
and other brainstorming opportunities). Tell students that the
categories — who, what, etc. — are there to help them brainstorm
questions. Once they come up with a lot of questions, be sure to
have them put their name on it and put it back in their notebook.

NOTE: Teachers should review students’ attempts at research
questions and make comments. Asking for students to volunteer
their questions (so that the group can discuss and revise them as
appropriate) would be an optional closing activity or warm-up
for the next lesson.

If you notice that students are
proposing research questions
that are not “thick” enough to
warrant spending the next
several weeks researching
them, refer students to the
Closed and Open Questions
table, then use the Asking
Research Questions handout to
help students evaluate their
three top research questions to
determine whether they are
closed or open.
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This is a key lesson for students. With your support, they should
determine their research questions at this point in the unit. You
may need to conduct one-on-one conferences with students who
are still having trouble deciding.

Once you have approved their questions, have students write
their final research question on Step 1: Task Definition in their
Big6 Research Handbook. This will be the research question
they move forward with for the remainder of the unit.

PREPARATION

You will need to reserve the library, a computer lab, or laptop
cart for the next lesson.
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