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Chapter 2        
Designing your Research Question 

and Research Methods
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Steps in Designing a Research Project
This chapter covers Steps 1 to 3 (developing your topic, research question, and data collection method). The next chapter 
will focus on Step 4 (how to do your research in an ethical way).

There are four steps in designing a research project:

 Step 1: Identify the topic/issue you want to research.  

 Step 2: Develop a specific research question that relates to the topic and is feasible to do within the time and with the 
resources available. 

 Step 3: Design the appropriate data collection methods to generate the answers to your research question. Step 3 
involves five sub-components.  

 Step 3.1: Decide which overall method you are going to use for your research (quantitative, qualitative, arts-
based or mixed method). 
   Step 3.2: Determine your research study sample and sampling technique. 
   Step 3.3: Decide on your recruitment strategy. 
   Step 3.4: Determine the research instruments (focus groups, interview, surveys, etc.).
   Step 3.5: Determine the logistics involved in your research. 

 Step 4: Ensure that you carry out your research in an ethical way

Step 1: Identify Your Issue/Topic  
The topic to be researched may be one that your team: is concerned about (e.g. bullying, discrimination, student govern-
ment, student-teacher relationships); wants to research more (e.g. how students feel about a new program); or wants to 
affect change or generate more support (e.g. arts club, mentoring program, LGBTQ student group).  

Discuss with your team members the different issues/topics that they are proposing to research. Openly sharing as a 
team allows you to learn a lot. That is the benefit of working collaboratively. While many ideas flow, the team can select 
the best one.  

In order to generate the best idea, listen carefully to the ideas and issues presented, which may help you remember other 
important issues. Explore how your idea/issue connects with those proposed by your teamWmates. Build on each other’s 
ideas and thoughts identifying issues and solutions, in a generative process. Your goal is not to push your own idea but 
as a team to develop the best idea. As a result, team members will feel a sense of co-ownership and commitment to the 
topic, regardless of who first proposed it. 

How to do step 1: Ask each member of the team to think about and write down all the issues in which they are interest-
ed. Each member can use the Tool: Mapping Important Issues: Template (see the Worksheets Section, page 62) to visu-
ally map the issues that are important and to help generate ideas. You can also simply use a blank sheet to record (draw/
write) important issues in your own style. Think about why those issues/topics are important. 
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Home

Me

Classroom

Mapping Important Issues - Template

Then, as a team, share your issues/topics; discuss why the issues/topics are important, and which ones you want to find 
out more about. Remember not to focus solely on your own issues/topics but add/build on the issues/topics that other 
team members have identified. Then, as a team, you can use the Tool: List of Research Issues (see the Worksheets Sec-
tion, page 64) to make a list of all the ideas in a table, with four columns. In the far left hand column, record the issues/
topics; in the second column, for each issue, record why it is important; and in the third column, record what you want 
to find out about the issue/topic. In the fourth column, record any additional notes about each topic (e.g. there is an 
overlap of two topics; a team member feels passionate about the topic) or any decisions that you and your team make 
about an issue/topic. 

List of Research Issues
Issues/Topics Importance What more do we need 

to know about this issue/
topic?

Notes

E.g. Bullying We have noticed that there 
has been an increase in 
bullying in school in the last 
year.

Why has there been 
an increase in bullying 
and how is it impacting 
students?

John feels really passionate 
about this topic.

E.g. Software programming 
club

A growing number of 
students are interested in 
learning how to develop 
software.

Why is there this grow-
ing interest and how 
can this be supported in 
school?

There is very little infor-
mation about this topic, 
so it will be very useful to 
conduct this research and 
share the results.  
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List of Research Issues
E.g. Effective student gov-
ernment

We have noticed that many 
student voices are not 
represented by the Student 
Council.

How can the Student 
Council include the voices 
of all students?

Each Student Council has a 
constitution that it may or 
may not follow.

E.g. Environmental aware-
ness

Schools teach environmental 
awareness but don’t neces-
sarily practice it or teach 
students how to practice it.

How can we practise what 
we learn in school about 
environmental issues?

Very practical. 

Once you have this list of good ideas, as a team, choose one topic/issue to focus on for your research project. This pro-
cess can be challenging, so you can follow this two-step process:

 Determine where there are overlaps in issues/topics and combine them. For example, three of you might have 
listed bullying. You might connect the issue with anti-discrimination and create one issue: ‘how to make schools 
more inclusive’. This process of removing overlaps or combining related issues may cut your list of issues/topics in 
half.  

 Discuss and prioritize the topics/issues, based on a number of criteria that are important to your group. Your 
team may prioritize topics based on which ones: need urgent attention, can make the most impact, represent issues 
that many students want to see improved, represent topics about which many students know little and should know 
more represent topics that a school principal or Ministry of Education contact identified as needing student input. 
Always keep in mind the scope and feasibility of the project. You have only a few months to do your research. Your 
team may decide on an engaging research topic that cannot be done in the time available to your team. You must 
postpone it for now and choose one that can be done in the time frame.

Your goal as a team is to discuss and decide on the one important topic for this specific Students as Researchers project, 
given its scope and resources. When discussing topics as a team, disregard the originator of the idea and focus instead 
on developing each topic further, assessing why it is important, and then identify the one topic that is the most fitting. 
The process of open and constructive discussion and selection is consensus-based decision-making. If this process does 
not work for you, try the voting system, reaching a decision based on which topic gets the most votes. All team mem-
bers need to respect the team’s decision and to take ownership of the topic even if it was not your first choice. It is a good 
idea to have a second topic as a back-up. 

Guiding questions for step 1: 
 What are the issues or concerns that you are interested in finding out more about?
 Why is it important to find out more about this issue or concern?
 What do we need to find out more about on this issue or concern? Why will finding out this information be 
helpful?  
 Out of all the topics, which one do we want to research for this particular Students as Researchers project? 
Why? (Assess each topic based on urgency, impact, meeting a need, filling an information/knowledge gap, and feasi-
bility.) 

Step 2: Develop Your Research Question 
Once you have selected your topic/issue, the next step is to convert the topic/issue into a question format which is re-
ferred to as a research question. Developing a specific research question related to your topic/issue will help you figure 
out what exactly you want to find out about on the topic/issue. Changing your topic/issue into a question format also 
gives it an investigative framing, to focus your project on finding answers rather than discussing random facts about 
the topic/issue. For example, the topic of bullying is very broad. As a team, you must convert this topic into a specific 
research question, depending on what exactly you want to find out about. 
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If the overall impact of bullying on school performance is your focus, your research question could be: ‘How does being 
bullied impact on student participation in classes and in extracurricular activities?’ You can also focus your research 
question on impact on grades specifically: ‘How does being bullied impact student grades?’ You may want to narrow the 
focus further for younger students: ‘How does being bullied impact grades for students who are in grades 7 and 8?’ If 
you are interested in cyber bullying in particular: ‘How does cyber bullying impact student performance in school?’

How to do step 2: Figure out as a team, what exactly you want to find out about your topic/issue. Then frame that into a 
research question using the guide called ‘What Makes a Good Research Question’ (see below). Your goal is to develop a 
question that helps you clearly define your research goals and the subject matter of your research, in a way that generates 
curiosity and leads to rich answers, but is specific enough and feasible to do within the time frame and with the resour-
ces you have.

Video: Rachel Ryerson talks about designing your research question

Your research question is the overall question that you want to answer in your research project. It is the framework that 
shapes the other steps in your research project, including who you are going to ask, how you are going to ask them, and 
which specific follow-up questions you will ask. 

What Makes a Good Research Question?
Focus
•	 Ensure that the issues that you want to find out more about are mentioned in your research question (e.g. bullying 

and the role of teachers in stopping bullying, and the impact of bullying on emotional health). 

•	 Ensure that the key parameters of your research are mentioned in the question, such as study population, location of 
study, and time frame, if relevant (female students, from grades 7 and 8, in the Durham district).

Clarity
•	 Ensure that your research question is written in plain and simple language. 

•	 Ensure that your research question does not include words or terms that people may not understand.

Richness
•	 Frame your research question in an interesting way to make people curious enough to participate in your research.  
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•	 Ensure that your research question is not too general or narrow. 

•	 Use questions that start with ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ to ensure 
a rich research process and answers, i.e. not only ‘yes/no’ or 
‘either/or’ questions. 

•	 Ensure that your research question does not contain unproven, 
negative or stereotypical assumptions, such as: ‘why are immi-
grant students always causing trouble in school?’ There is no 
proof of this, and the question is discriminatory. 

•	 Ensure that your research question is not ‘leading’, i.e. gen-
erating only one type of answer. As a researcher, you need to 
determine all points of view. If your research question is ‘What 
are the negative impacts of video games on studies?’, you may 
gather information on only the negative impacts and not the 
benefits. It is better to ask ‘What are the impacts of video games 
on studies?’, to elicit both negative and positive responses.

Relevance and impact
•	 Ensure that your research question is about issues that are important to you and the people involved in your project. 

•	 Frame your research question in a way to elicit useful answers and information that can make the world a better 
place. 

Feasibility
•	 Determine that it is possible to find answers to your research question within the time frame and with the resources 

available.  
Determine that you can find the people you want to interview and elicit the answers/information you want.

Note: Your research question can consist of two or three related questions, as long as the connections are clear and the 
research is feasible.

What about hypothesis testing? 

In your science class, you may have learned 
about hypothesis testing. This is another way 
of doing research. Instead of developing a 
research question, you propose a hypothesis or 
assumption about the topic and then try and 
prove or disprove it. For the topic of bullying, 
you may propose this hypothesis: ‘Students 
who are bullied receive poor grades’. Then, you 
collect information to either prove or disprove 
it. Hypothesis testing is more commonly used 
in scientific experiments in labs. For research 
about humans and society, most researchers 
now prefer to use the ‘research question’ frame-
work. 

Examples of good research questions:
 
Your topic: Cyber bullying
Your research question: How are youth (from grades 7 and 8) in our school impacted by cyber bullying? How do 
they respond to cyber bullying?
Your topic: Environmental awareness and practice among students
Your research question: How do school events about climate change influence students in the lifestyle choices they 
make about environmental issues?

Video: Caitlin talks about her research question
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Step 3: Develop Your Data Collection Method 
Once you have developed your research question, determine the steps required to find the answer to your question. This 
is the data collection method or research method/protocol. There are five sub-components of developing your research 
method or data collection method. 

Step 3.1: Overall method. As a team, decide what type of data you want to use and the overall method/framework of 
collecting data. Determine which method to use:

•	 Quantitative method (uses numbers and captures overall trends);
•	 Qualitative method (captures people’s feelings, experiences, and views, in more detail); 
•	 Arts-Based method (makes research fun and creative and captures photographs and photovoices); 
•	 A combination of the methods (uses strengths from each of the methods).

Each method leads to different types of data and has different strengths and limitations. See Chapter 1 to refresh your 
knowledge on research methods.  Also, consider the following when selecting the overall method for your research:

 Which method is feasible and achievable, within the time frame for this project?
 Which method suits your team members’ skills?

Step 3.2: Research study sample. Decide whom you are going to interview, why these people specifically, and how 
many. This is identifying your research study sample, using a specified sampling technique. Depending on which meth-
od (quantitative or qualitative), your sampling technique and sample size will vary (see below). 

 Who are we going to interview? Why them specifically?
 How many people are we going to interview? Why this number of people?

Sampling is a strategy to identify who you are going to interview from among the target community/population. The 
first step is to define your population of interest. The people whom you choose to interview in your research are the tar-
get population or community of interest. Since it may not be possible to talk to everyone in your target population, your 
team must select a smaller number from your target population. This smaller number of people is your research study 
sample. 

There are two different sampling techniques: 

1. Probability (random) sampling: Select people at random from the group, giving everyone an equal chance to be 
selected for participation in your research.  

2. Non-Probability (non-random) sampling: Select your sample population for specific reasons to answer your re-
search question. There are three different types of Non-Probability (Non-random) Sampling:

•	 Convenience sampling: The process of interviewing anyone who expresses interest in the issue or topic. When you 
post a flyer to determine interest in a topic, it is a response-driven sampling technique. Analyzing the people who 
express interest in talking about the issue, based on your flyer, may be useful also, e.g. perhaps only male students 
responded to the flyer.  

•	 Purposive sampling: Researchers have a clear purpose in reaching out to a specific group, e.g. teachers or education 
ministry staff who have experience in and opinions about teaching. Purposive sampling can also take into account 
the diversity and heterogeneity (age, gender, race, class, sexual orientation, religion, marital status) of the research 
study participants. Ensuring that excluded groups are included in your research is referred to as Sampling for di-
versity or heterogeneity.  
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•	 Snowball sampling: Reaching out to potential research interviewees who then refer you to other candidates 
(friends). With this type of sampling, you do not have as much control over who you interview but it can work well, 
when you want to reach a very specific sub-group (who know each other well) or a hard-to-reach group and can win 
their trust, e.g. LGBTQ students.

Step 3.3: Recruitment strategy. Once your team has identified the sampling technique and sample size, identify how 
you are going to reach the interviewees, enlist them, and screen them to ensure that they fit the inclusion criteria for the 
study. This is the recruitment strategy and it can be the most difficult and time-consuming part of your research, so it is 
important to plan this step well. 

In order to develop your recruitment strategy, identify the inclusion criteria for your research project. This lists all the 
requirements that participants must meet to qualify for participating in your research. Inclusion criteria are based on the 
goals of your research and the study sample and can help focus your research. At the same time, if your inclusion criteria 
are too specific, it may be challenging to recruit interviewees. For example, inclusion criteria for your research may 
include the following:

 16 years and older
 Has been studying in your school for at least 2 years
 Is involved in at least one arts club

Your team will need to develop effective recruitment tools and steps, such as:

 Posting a recruitment flyer/poster (best practices include a QR code to link to an on-line survey)
 Holding an information session about your research
 Sending email or mail invitations
 Obtaining referrals for potential participants from teachers or friends
 Posting your recruitment information on internet and social media sites (i.e. Facebook or Twitter)
 Sharing with school through morning announcements 
 Sharing by word of mouth.

All tools are equally impactful and you will probably want to use most of those listed above, in order to recruit as many 
study participants as possible for your research. Your recruitment materials should include a brief summary about the 
focus and goals of your research, the participants you are seeking, and contact information for more information. 

Remember to think of your safety when doing recruitment:

 Do not post recruitment flyers or provide presentations on your own.  
 Do not include your home or cell number in the recruitment flyer/information. Create a separate email account 
for this research, for all team members to access, and include only that contact information in the recruitment mate-
rial. 

Conduct several mid-point check-ins with your team to see how recruitment is progressing. If you are having a hard 
time recruiting, then try new strategies. 

The more trust you build with potential interviewees; the more likely they will participate in your research. If you 
explain the goals of your research in person, people may be more willing to take part in your research. If you are using 
snow-ball sampling, build trust first with a few participants and then ask them to help recruit additional participants. 
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Example of a Recruitment Flyer

Research Project: Stop Bullying  

We are looking for students to talk with us about how bullying in school has impacted you and how it can be 
stopped. The results from this research will be used to create recommendations to teachers, the school principal, 
the school board and the Ministry of Education, on how to prevent bullying in school. We want to hear from you 
because your voice is important! 
You can participate in this research study if you are:

•	In	grades	7	to	12,	have	been	attending	this	school	for	more	than	3	months,	and	have	experienced	bullying.	

If you would like to participate in this research, please contact ____________________________________   by 
email at: ________________________________ 

This research has received ethics approval from the school district ethics review board and from the Principal. 

Step 3.4: Research instruments. Develop your research instruments or data collection instruments specific to your 
research method. If you are using quantitative methods, develop a survey questionnaire. If you are using qualitative 
methods such as interviews and focus groups, develop your focus group guide or interview guide. 

Developing your research instruments involves creating specific follow up questions to include in your survey question-
naire or interview guide to help you answer the broader research question and meet your research goals. 

For a survey there are two ways of asking respondents questions. The first, close-ended questions include a list of pre-
set response categories from which participants can choose. Surveys generally use close-ended questions. In contrast, 
open-ended questions allow respondents to express their opinions, attitudes, ideas, thoughts, and feelings in more detail. 
Open-ended questions are generally used when you are interviewing people or having a focus group with a group of 
people. You can always add a few open-ended questions to your survey. You can also ask your interviewees to complete a 
short survey with a few closed questions about their background and other facts you want to capture for a quick snap-
shot.

An advantage to including open-ended questions in a survey is that respondents can remain anonymous, so they might 
be more comfortable expressing their thoughts freely. Because open-ended questions are not coded as numbers they can 
be coded and analysed as qualitative research. Below are two examples of close-ended and open-ended questions.

When designing the survey questionnaire or interview/focus group guide, remember that the sequence and flow of 
questions can affect the responses that people provide. Do not begin with sensitive questions. Design the questionnaire 
or guide using one of these three structures: 

•	 Structured: The flow of questions is very important and should not be changed. 
•	 Semi-Structured: The interviewers can adjust the flow and sequence of questions, based on the responses from par-

ticipants, as long as all the key questions are asked. 
•	 Unstructured: There is no set flow or structure to the questions. 
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Close-ended questions (most commonly used in 
surveys)

How often do you face bullying? (Select one)
 Every day
 Once or twice a week
 Once or twice a month
 Occasionally  

What do you usually do when bullied? (Select one)
 I talk to my teacher about it
 I talk to my parents/guardian about it 
 I talk to my friends about it
 I don’t do anything
 I don’t know  

What is your opinion about this statement: Current 
anti-bullying programs in my school are working 
(Select one)
 Strongly Agree
 Agree
 Neither Agree or Disagree
 Disagree
 Strongly Disagree  

Open-ended questions (most commonly used in inter-
views/focus groups)

How often do you face bullying? (probe for where, when, 
and other details)

What do you do when bullied? (probe for outcome; probe 
if the way they respond has changed over time)

What are your views about the current anti-bullying pro-
grams at our school?

Step 3.5: Research logistics. Determine the logistical issues, such as the type of interaction you want to have with 
research study participants (e.g. face-to-face, telephone, or online). If using face-to-face interaction, then determine 
where to interview them (e.g. hallway vs. closed room), which team member will interview them (e.g. only female team 
members might interview female participants). Determine the time of day for the interviews (e.g. morning or after 
school). Remember that every step can have an impact on the type of answers/information you collect. As a team, use 
the guiding questions below to consider and make thoughtful decisions about each step.  

 What type of interaction will we have with the participants (e.g. face-to-face, by telephone, online)?
 Where will we interview the participants (e.g. hallway, playground, closed room, library)? 
 Which team member will interview which participants (e.g. match by gender, age, experience)? 
 What recording device will we use (e.g. paper/pencil, computer, digital recorder)? 
 Who is going to buy the supplies/equipment? Where will we store them?
 When we finish collection (surveys, interviews), where will we store the data? How will we ensure its safety and that 
only our team members access it?
 How often will we meet as a team to determine how the data collection is proceeding?

Now that you have determined the research methods, let us examine in the next chapter how research is conducted in 
an ethical way. 
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Video: Hélène Grégoire introduces and talks about the ethics process.







