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Formulating Questions 
adapted from “Successful Papers,” Academic Writing Program, University of Illinois 

When we are first beginning to think about writing a paper, we usually think in terms of a topic. 
You might, for example, start by naming your topic as the reading you have been assigned:  

“I am writing my paper about the character of Dr. Styx in Peggy Blackwood’s novel Also 
Known as Gertrude.”  

That’s a start, but only a small one. What you now need to do is identify what in particular about 
the reading you intend to discuss. So here’s your first step:    

STEP ONE: NAME YOUR TOPIC 
Identify the specific aspect of the reading that you will discuss:   
   

“I am writing about the reading _____.  In particular, I am writing about _____.” 

For example... 
   

“I am writing about the character of Dr. Styx in Peggy Blackwood’s novel Also Known 
as Gertrude. In particular, I am writing about his relationship with Mrs. Bogart.”   

When you take this step you do not yet have a question, but at least you have identified what it is 
you want to ask about.   

If you do not know what to put into the second blank, you may have to make an arbitrary 
decision and select something just in order to get started. But before you do that, you might look 
ahead and ask yourself what topic might yield good questions. Here are few questions you can 
ask to help yourself decide:   

• Was anything in the reading puzzling or difficult for your classmates? If you can answer their 
questions, then you know that you have at least a few readers who will think your paper worth 
their while.   

• What in the reading was most puzzling or difficult for you? If you found something hard to 
understand or explain, then the chances are you can find a good question to ask about it, one 
your classmates will be happy to have you answer for them.   

• What in the reading was most exciting or interesting for you? For your classmates? This does 
not assure that you can find a good question, but at least you will enjoy working on your topic.   

• What in the reading seemed to be of most interest to your teacher? Did he or she leave any 
open questions? Did he or she answer a question in a way that seemed to you mistaken?   

• Is there something in the reading that is like the kinds of things you talked about in class but 
that did not actually come up in class?  
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Once you have chosen a topic, you now have to find a question:   

STEP TWO: STATE YOUR QUESTION 
Add an implied question, beginning with “how,” “why,” “who,” “what,” “where,” etc.:  

“. . . because I want to find out who/how/why _______.” 

For example... 
1. Name your topic:  
   

“I am writing about the character of Dr. Styx in Peggy Blackwood’s novel Also Known 
as Gertrude. In particular, I am writing about his relationship with Mrs. Bogart.” 

   
2.  State your question:   
   

“. . . because I want to find out how he could have become involved with one woman 
when he was so obviously interested in another.” 

   
NOTE: if possible, try to formulate questions that begin with “how” and “why” rather than 
“who,” “what,” “where,” and so on. When it comes time to write your paper, you’ll find that 
“how” and “why” questions give you more to talk about and explain.   


