
Research Plans

What is a research plan?

A research plan is an expansion of your topic proposal, a road map of the questions you need to answer 
in your paper and the sources you have identified that will help you.

Three things to keep in mind:

1. Recon...find out the lay of the land

2. Sketch the plan

3. Be efficient

How do I start?

You should start with a statement of your topic, followed by what you already know about it. If you 
don’t have much to say, perhaps a different topic would be preferable. Try turning your topic into a 
main research question...a focusing question, that is not too one-sided or simplistic. 

Your research plan should look like this:

• A statement of what you already know and feel about this topic. If you don't have much to say, 
you may want to reconsider your topic. 

• A main research question. Turn your topic into a "focusing question" that is not one-sided 
("Why must we ______?") or simplistic ("Is it better to ______ or ______?"). 

• A series of specific questions that you want to answer about your topic. What facts, examples, 
and ideas do you want to learn to answer your main question? This series of minor questions 
gives you some manageable goals as you begin reading your sources. 

• A list of 5-10+ sources that seem to be useful. These can be monographs (scholarly books), 
journal articles, MPEPIL articles, blogs, etc. It also is important to not be one-sided. Look at all 
sides of the issue.

Developing and using a custom research plan to write your paper:

1. The first step is deciding on the topic. Once you know the topic the rest will be easier.

2. The second step in the process is to decide where you can get the information about the topic. 
Will you use treatises, journal articles, other periodical articles, or government/international 
documents? How many sources do you need? What type of sources do you need? Do you need 
primary sources or secondary? How current does the information need to be? Critically evaluate
these sources. 

3. The third step in the process should be to research the topic. Force yourself to set dates and 
times and do your research. Consult with a librarian (me, for example) for help with identifying 
resources. Use indexes and databases to find sources, and once you find a source that is 
worthwhile, use the indexing subject fields to search that index/database for more sources. Use 
the library catalog! It lists more than books. Leverage the metadata others have painstakingly 
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put into it for your own benefit..

4. The fourth step in the process is reading the material in the sources you find. Use a notetaking 
system: Zotero, OneNote, Evernote, Fargo.io, etc.  Use a citation/bibliography tool such as 
Zotero, Endnote, Mandalay, RefWorks, etc. Keep track of  your research.

5. The fifth step in the process is to create a thesis statement and an outline if you haven't already 
done this. The thesis statement should be supported with several main points. In the outline 
show how the notes and quotes will be used to support the thesis statements and main points.

6. The sixth step of the process is to write a rough draft of the paper. This often means to just 
expand the outline and write the essay without worrying about spelling or grammar or citation.

7. The seventh step of the process is to revise the research paper. Check all spelling that may be 
incorrect and to check for grammatical errors. Use a checklist to do the revising.

8. The eighth step of the process is to ask someone else to proofread the research paper. 
Encourage your reader to check closely for any mistakes.

9. The ninth step is to rewrite the paper one more time. Plan to carefully check for any errors.

10. The tenth step of the process is to turn the research paper in. Then go have a lovely beverage.
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