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WEEK 5 
On finding your question(s) 

 
Fellow humans! You’ve now had conversations about the fundamentals of any research project – 
what matters to you? what brings you pleasure? what kinds of sources do you want to spend time 
with, and how might you think about what a “source” is, for your project? – and we’re ready to take 
a step forward by pausing to make a map. That is to say, now that you have a sense of what might 
be out there and available to you in the course of your research, it’s time to figure out how to start 
navigating that field.  
 
One of the most challenging aspects of any research project is figuring out what not to look for or 
look at, what not to take on, what not to work with. We are humans, with human lifespans, and we 
operate according to Earth time and the associated time-space continuum. We have mortal bodies. 
Put another way, we have real constraints on what we can do, as humans. We have to find ways to 
make work manageable. And when plopped into an archive – which can be defined any number of 
ways – we have to learn how to navigate a path through what might otherwise be an overwhelming 
amount of Stuff.  
 
This is where your research question comes in. (Maybe you have more than one question! That’s 
fine!) Think of this as your lantern, your map, your guide through the terrain of your research. What 
do you want to understand about the area you’re interested in? What do you not already know that 
your research might help you to understand? And what materials might help to you do that? People 
come to, and frame, their research questions any number of ways. You might already have a clear 
sense of what drives you and orients you in a sea of potential sources, and you might not. Either 
way, this community is here to help.  
 
Please come to our seminar meeting having given some thought to your question(s), using the above 
framing as a prompt. If you had to articulate your research question right now, what might it look 
like? If you’re not sure what your research question might look like right now, that’s also fine: we’ll 
talk, together, about how to find your way to that. (Or at least, how to begin.)  
 
This week, since you have a draft of writing due soon, you *do not have to write anything on the 
discussion board before class*! You can feel welcome to use the Week 5 discussion board space 
to exchange ideas with each other before we gather, but you have the week off from discussion 
posts.  
 
Instead, by 10 am on Monday February 14 (note the extension, relative to what it says in the 
syllabus!), please email me the first part of the draft of your research proposal that we’ll be 
gradually putting together and revising over the course of this semester. This should include the 
following components: 

(a) Introduction: Introduce your project for your reader: What field are you working in, 
what problem(s) are you interested in within that field, what are the stakes of research 
into that problem?   

(b) Question(s): What is the major research question (or questions) motivating your work? 
How will that question (or those questions) help your work to contribute to the larger 
field and problem(s) you described above? 
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(c) Sources: What primary sources will you be working with in order to explore (even if 
you’re not ultimately in a position to fully answer) those questions? 

 
Please don’t stress about this: this is a first draft to get the gears moving, and we’ll have lots of 
opportunities to edit and refine (or to transform!) this as the semester progresses. This does not 
need to be more than a few pages. Take the space you need. 

 
 

 


