
Research Questions 

The formulation of a problem is often 
more essential than its solution, 
which may be merely a matter of 
mathematical or experimental skill. 

Albert Einstein 

Purpose of Research Questions 

The purpose of a research question is 
to communicate what will be studied in 
clear, concise, and unambiguous terms. 

Researchable vs. Non-Researchable 

Researchable questions imply the 
possibility of empirical investigation. 
• Which approaches taken by American colleges 

are most effective in increasing the recycling 
rates among its undergraduate students? 

• What is the effect of knuckle-cracking on the 
development of osteoarthritis among adult men 
and women in the United States? 

• How are recent graduates with double majors 
perceived by employers in the United States? 

Researchable vs. Non-Researchable 

Non-researchable problems include 
explanations of how to do something, 
vague propositions, and value-based 
concerns. 
• Is democracy the best form of government? 
• Can crime be prevented? 
• Should cell phone use while driving be banned? 
• Should sex education be taught in public schools? 

Sources of Research Questions 
• Casual observation 
• Deductions from theory 
• Literature related to a current investigation 
• Current social and political issues 
• Practical situations 
• Personal interests and experiences 
• Replication of previous studies 
• Clarification of contradictory research results 



Quantitative 
Research Questions 

Three Categories of Questions 

•  Descriptive 
•  Correlational / Comparative 
•  Experimental (Causal) 

Description of Research Designs 
• Descriptive: Information about the frequency or 

amount of something. 
• Comparative: Descriptions of the differences 

between groups. 
• Correlational: Description of the relationship 

between variables. 
• Experimental: An investigation characterized by the 

direct manipulation of one variable (the cause) so its 
effect can be seen on another variable (the effect) 
while controlling for other extraneous variables.  

Quantitative Research Q Formula 

The question identifies specifically: 
 1. the variables, 
 2. the relationship between them*, and 
 3. the subjects. 

* type of study (i.e., correlational, causal, etc.) 

Examples of Quantitative Questions 
• What is the median household income for 

residents of Nashville? 

• What is the relationship between final grade 
and overall course evaluation for Vanderbilt 
students in 2011? 

• What is the effect of consuming Airborne 
Effervescent Health Formula on the incidence 
of colds and flu among UCLA undergraduates? 
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Conceptual Definition 

A conceptual definition uses words or 
concepts to define a variable. 
• Achievement: A measure of the 

knowledge or skills one has learned from 
formal instruction. (Backward-looking) 

• Aptitude: A measure of one’s innate 
ability—often for learning. (Forward-
looking) 

Operational Definition 

Operational definition is an indication of 
the meaning of a variable through the 
specification of the manner by which it is 
measured, categorized, or controlled 
• Weschler IQ Score 
• Socioeconomic Status 

Independent & Dependent Variables 

• Independent variables act as the “cause” 
in that they precede, influence, and 
predict the dependent variable. 

• Dependent variables act as the effect in 
that they change as a result of being 
influenced by the independent variable. 

Extraneous Variables 

Extraneous variables are those that affect 
the dependent variable but are not 
controlled adequately by the researcher. 
• Not controlling for socioeconomic status of 

students involved in a study of the effects of 
instructional strategies. 

• Not controlling for the keyboarding skills of 
students in a study of computer-assisted 
instruction. 

Qualitative 
Research Questions 

I do not pretend to start with precise 
questions. I do not think you can start with 
anything precise. You have to achieve such 
precision as you can, as you go along. 

Bertrand Russell 



Characteristics 
• Focus on a single, central phenomenon 
• Open-ended 

- No idea where the research may go. 
• Evolving 

-  The question may change as data is collected and 
analyzed. 

• Neutral as to what will be learned 
- No predictions; no hypothesis. 

• No expected outcomes 
• Written in “how” or “why” format 

Qualitative Research Q Formula 

The question identifies specifically: 
 1. the central phenomenon, 
 2. the participants, and 
 3. the site. 

Identifies a Central Phenomenon 

• Examples of issues 
-  Drug abuse in high schools 
-  Teacher burnout 
-  Feelings of inclusion among minority students 

• Examples of processes 
-  How the focus of instruction changes as a result of 

new assessment standards 
-  How students incorporate their teachers’ feedback 

into subsequent work 

Examples of Qualitative Questions 
• What knowledge, skills, and dispositions do 

U.S. employers value most in recent graduates? 

• How is the HOD major perceived by Vanderbilt 
undergraduate students in Arts & Sciences? 

• Why do teachers with less than three years 
teaching experience choose to leave the field? 
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My greatest strength as a consultant is to 
be ignorant and ask a few questions.  

Peter Drucker 
Management Consultant 


