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Part I: Understanding the Universe of Research Questions

There are lots of ways of constructing a good research question – but at the core of it, all of them will answer both a ‘what’ (descriptive work) and ‘so what’ (new insight/analytical work that gets us to something bigger). Notice how this happens in the examples. 


1. At one pole, we have the most die-hard of qualitative research questions: descriptive-exploratory
· Can study a change over time (narrative/historical), personal meanings or feelings about a place (phenomenological) or some shared feature of a cultural landscape (anthropological)
· Rarely use or think in the language of the hard sciences: “hypothesis” “independent variable” “dependent variable,” etc.
· Pure inductive work: you don’t generate knowledge by starting with a theory and “testing” it. You begin with data. Then observe, interpret, and make statements to arrive at new knowledge. 
· That said, a lit review is still important to provide a roadmap and help you narrow your field of inquiry into something interesting and new. 
· Your goal here is still to generate an interesting analytical argument – after all, you aren’t just writing the Wikipedia article on your topic! 

Examples? Sure
· How have outdoor recreational facilities in Philadelphia’s public schools changed over time? (And what does that tell us about shifting ideas about the proper role of outdoor play in children’s development?)


2. At the other pole, we have questions generally found in hard-core quantitative analysis: causal (can be predictive)
· X causes Y. Sounds simple – right? But in order to make sure Z doesn’t actually cause Y, you have to control for that variable. And the best way to do that is with a sample of many cases… so here, you get large numbers, multiple variables, and model generation and testing
· You cannot but think in the language of the hard sciences (and the positivist social sciences, for those keeping score): hypothesis testing, variables, and testable data in the form of data sets. 
· Inductive reasoning is considered non-rigorous: you are not ‘exploring,’ but rather ‘trawling’ your data (sounds violent, no?). In this mode, you should start with a hypothesis, test it, and then reject or don’t reject.

Example:
· To what does the quality of elementary school playgrounds at Philadelphia public schools correlate with the wealth of its catchment? (And what does this tell us about sociospatial inequality in America’s poorest big city)
3. Somewhere in the middle, we find ever-popular relational research questions. You are looking at a relationship between two (or maybe three – but let’s not go overboard here) things. This type of question could be just as well served by qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods.
· You don’t know if there is a causal relationship, but these things seem to be very highly correlated. 
· This is very often case-study research and can be heavily comparative in nature

Example:
· What are the differences in parent involvement in the construction and maintenance of elementary school playgrounds in Philadelphia and Lower Merion Township? (And what does this tell us about the differences in local governance and the nature of citizen participation in the city and suburb?) 

Ok, so these are all great ways of constructing excellent research questions… there are also a few things to make sure you avoid


Part II: The Universe of Not Research Questions

Watch out for these common traps
· Don’t try to study something that doesn’t exist. Sounds simple, right? But many people want to ask about the future or ask fundamentally prescriptive questions (ie, ‘How can we fix the crisis of dangerous or degraded play space for Philadelphia’s schoolchildren?’). This is fine – even great! – in the conclusion. But you just can’t make a whole study of this
· Similarly, people sometimes want to study a negative case. For example: Why did the playground upgrading project at Jenks elementary school fail? You just won’t be likely to get good empirical data – meaning that you’ll be predicting or speculating, rather than explaining. Not a good place to be.
· Don’t do something that has been exactly, precisely done before – but do let this inspire you. For example, there is already a 300-page book on the activism of the Chinese-American community in Philly’s Chinatown around the original Vine Street Expressway construction. That topic is done just too well – there’s no new ground to break. Could you study the activism around the new stadium proposed for the same area? Maybe – if there’s enough that’s already happened. Otherwise, see the first point above. 


Part III: Next Steps – Put Your Cart Behind your Horse!

‘Who, What, Where, When’ Descriptions Lead to ‘How,’ ‘Why,’ and ‘So What’ Analysis. Sounds simple – but with two BIG implications:

· You should do deductive and inductive work concurrently in this early stage. (What does this mean?)
· If you have an answer before you’ve asked your question, you’re doing it wrong! 
