
Beat the Research Paper 

DEVELOPING RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Beginning with your Plebe English and History classes and continuing throughout your time 

at West Point, research papers will be a constant presence in your life, regardless of whether 

you major in the humanities and social sciences or in math, science, and engineering.  

I’ve found it can be easy to 

become overwhelmed by a 

research paper assignment. 

Deciding what to write about, 

finding enough sources, and 

meeting the word count is a time- 

consuming process. The 

temptation to dive immediately 

into writing your research paper, 

hoping that it will make sense as 

you go along, is strong.  

Yet this mindset has 

victimized me and others time 

and again. Usually it leads to 

stressful late nights, where 

students ‘plan’ as they write, and 

ultimately the results are sub-standard.  

To avoid such fates, take the time up front to develop your research question. With a 

finely focused research question, you will create a roadmap for writing your research paper 

more effortlessly—and effectively—than you ever thought possible and get started on the 

right foot. 

CDT Vincent Vu (’17) 

First step: Get to the Library and the Mounger Writing Center! 

By coming to Jefferson Hall early in your writing process, you’ll see better results. Even before 

you have written an outline, coming in to talk with librarians (including those who specialize in 

your subject area) about the resources you could consider will get you on the right path.  

Similarly, booking an appointment at the Writing Center and bringing in just the assignment 

guidance, some sources, any notes you’ve taken, and some strong initial ideas can be extremely 

effective. We’re more than happy to help you brainstorm ideas and build the foundations of your 

paper in order to get ahead in the end.  
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Map Out Your  

Research Paper.  

The planning process 

(see “Always ask 

‘Why’”) is most useful 

when you can visual-

ize the path your pa-

per will take. Consid-

er a graphic like this 

to get started... 

Always Ask “Why?”  

To determine your research question, examine the topic 

you’ve been assigned (or are interested in!) and find a con-

cept or event that you want to explain that pertains to it.  

For example, if you’re writing a research paper on the Civil 

War, a possible research question you could answer in your 

paper is: “Why did the Union win the Civil War?” Actually, 

that question might be too broad—depends on your assign-

ment. (Always make sure your question is narrow enough to be explored thoroughly in 

the space you have.) Regardless, the point is this: questions that begin with “why” 

prompt you to make an argument by supporting your answer to your research 

question. Thus, avoid starting your research question with 

“who,” “what,” or “when” because the answers to those 

questions will be facts that you cannot make an argument 

out of.  

Use Your Research Question 

Throughout the Process 

Your research question should 

inspire the rest of your research 

paper. It will be the foundation 

upon which you build your paper: 

your answer to your research question 

becomes your thesis; the reasons you use 

to support your answer become the topics 

for your body paragraphs; and the evi-

dence you find through your research to 

prove your thesis will be analyzed by you, 

the writer, in your body paragraphs. It is also possible to 

plan your paper in the opposite direction: you can extrap-

olate related pieces of evidence found in your research 

(using resources from the library) to support a statement 

that could be used to answer a research question. Either 

way, you’ll be developing a logical, relevant argument. 

Remember: Planning Is ESSENTIAL... 

especially when writing papers that tend to be broad in scope and require 

many hours to research. Formulating a concise, viable research question at 

the outset is crucial to narrowing your work and determining your thesis 

statement. Knowing the premise and rough organization of your paper be-

fore you write it will set you on the path to crafting a logical, well-supported, 

and compelling essay. Good luck! 


