How do I begin choosing a research paper topic?

Copy down the underlined tips in your notes.
1) Take some time in choosing your topic.

Choosing a topic for your final research paper is a very important process, and you may find yourself going through many twists and turns before you end up with a topic with which you're happy.  Even after you think you've found a suitable and interesting topic, you may end up changing your topic altogether or at least changing the focus, or what we call the research question.   

2) Choose a topic you are sincerely interested in.

One reason that choosing a good topic is important is because you'll be spending a lot of time thinking, researching and writing about it.  For most people, it is incredibly agonizing and boring to work on a topic that they don't have any real interest in or one in which they have lost interest.  This means that to retain your motivation and enthusiasm throughout the research and writing process, you have to anticipate that you might get bored with a topic in which you were initially interested.   

3) Don’t choose a topic because you know a lot about it.

Because you are choosing a topic for a research project, you should not automatically choose something about which you already know, in the hopes that this will reduce the amount of work that you have to do.  At the same time, you should not automatically discard a topic on which you have some prior knowledge or even expertise; still, you should only choose such a topic if you are genuinely curious to learn more than you already know and if you feel that you can be genuinely open to altering your starting views and beliefs, based on the research and perspectives that you will run across.   

4) Choose a topic you’ll learn from.

A main point to keep in mind is that you are not producing an informational paper.  Your purpose is not merely to inform your audience of information, data, or even analyses that have already been published someplace else.  Your job is actually to create new knowledge!  Please don't be daunted by this expectation:  I recognize that the newness and originality of your contribution can only be fairly modest in such a short course as ours.  Also, while some of the newness will come from the modest original research study (e.g., survey, case study, field observation, etc.) you propose, your analysis (overall argument) and research question itself will contribute new angles and insights that other writers and researchers haven't already explored fully.   

5) Read some articles to see if you’re interested before settling on the topic.
While it is crucial not to delay beginning the process of finding a suitable and ideal research topic, surprisingly there may be merit in a short delay in making the final topic selection.  This might appear like a strange and contradictory statement:  You shouldn't dilly dally in thinking about possible topics and even beginning initial, targeted reading on several topics in the library, databases, or the internet, but you should make sure you are allowing yourself the time to consider several real topic possibilities before tying yourself down to one for the rest of the quarter! 

6) Is this a researchable topic?
What information, data, and resources are available with regard to my topic?  Have I done a preliminary review of available resources to determine that there will be enough for me to proceed?  Will I be able to find scholarly sources (e.g., academic journal articles) relating to my topic and research question? 

7) Is this a meaningful topic?  Is this an important issue to explore?  
The "So What?" question:  You are going to gather, examine and generate data and evidence, but this will not be enough.  You will also have to interpret what you find and tell us why it's significant, how it changes our thinking about something, perhaps how what you find allows or invites us to see or do something differently as a result.  In choosing your topic and research question, do you think you'll be able to respond to the "So What?" question? 

