
FIND A TOPIC
� Which Topics Work (and Which Ones Don’t) 

� The Right Topic for You

� Narrow Your Topic

� Schedule Your Work
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If your teacher has already chosen a topic, your first job has been

done for you. But many teachers leave this job—or at least part of

it—up to you. Your teacher may give you an assignment such as,

“Write a research paper on any topic you choose.” Or, she or he may

give you a general topic but leave the specific topic up to you: “Write a

research paper on a topic related to the American Revolution.” You are

not expected to find out everything about the American Revolution, of

Writing a research paper

is a big job. However, you

can make it easier by

breaking it into smaller

parts. The place to start is

by answering the question,

“What’s it all about?” 
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4 How to Write a Great Research Paper

course. Rather, your teacher expects you to think about what you’ve

already learned about this large, general topic and then focus on some

specific part of it in your paper. 

Although choosing your own topic is more work than having a topic

given to you, the extra thought allows you to find a topic you’re truly

interested in and will enjoy learning and writing about. Try to think of

it as having a world of possibilities at your fingertips.  

Which Topics Work (and Which Ones Don’t) 

The job of choosing a topic for a research paper is bigger than it

sounds, especially if your teacher has given you free range. You 

can make it easier by keeping these simple guidelines in mind. 

What Interests You 

Some students think that the best way to choose a topic is to find one

that sounds easy. Choosing an easy topic may backfire, however, if the

topic doesn’t interest you all that much. Remember that you’ll be living

with this assignment for several days, or even weeks. Think how sorry

you will be after four or five days of thinking, reading, and writing

about a topic that you find boring.

What can you do if the assigned topic just doesn’t grab your 

interest? One alternative you can try is talking with your teacher about

writing your paper on a similar topic in the same subject area. First,

write down an alternative “assignment” to show your teacher. Then, tell

your teacher that if he or she approves, you would like to write your

paper on this similar topic. (Be sure to make it clear that you are 

willing to do the original assignment, even if the teacher does not

approve your alternative approach.) If the teacher does not approve

your suggestion, he or she has a good reason for that, so try to be

understanding.
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Many students are surprised to find that they become more inter-

ested in a topic after they’ve learned more about it—even when they

did not expect to enjoy it. If you’re stuck with a topic that makes your

eyes glaze over, try discussing the topic with others who may help you

find a more interesting angle. You also might try thinking about what

makes this topic interesting to other people. As you find out more, you

may discover something there that interests you after all. 

What You Can Handle 

Some topics are hard to handle because they are too large, or broad.

“The American Revolution” is an example of such a topic. Seasoned

scholars have written volumes on this subject, but no single person can

cover every aspect of this major event in just one paper. Instead, focus

on narrowing down your topic to answer favorite questions you may

Find a Topic 5

K
E
Y

1

c01.qxd  6/3/04  10:33 AM  Page 5    (PANTONE Reflex Blue U plate)



have about the topic, such as “The Causes of the American Revolution”

or “The Battle of Lexington and Concord.” 

Another example of a topic that is too broad is “Plants.” The study

of plants—also called botany—is a whole branch of science in itself.

Someone who wants to write about plants, however, might pick a nar-

rower topic such as “Carnivorous Plants” or “Plants of the Arctic.”

(You’ll learn more about how to narrow a topic later in this chapter.)

Choosing a topic that is too narrow is hard to do. (Most topics—

even very narrow ones—seem to get bigger as you start finding out

more about them.) However, some topics can be too limiting. For

example, while you could probably find plenty to say about “Cacti” 

and even about one particular kind of cactus, such as “The Saguaro

Cactus,” you might have trouble writing more than a page or so on

“Comparative Heights of Saguaro Cacti.” Picking a topic that’s too nar-

row is unlikely, but watch out for it anyway. 

What You Can Find Enough Information About 

Suppose you’ve identified a topic that you find interesting and that

seems to be neither too broad nor too narrow. Before you say, “This is

it!” ask yourself the question, “Can I find enough information on this

topic?” For example, maybe you read the science section of your local

newspaper last week and were fascinated by an article on new findings

about the planet Mars. Even though that topic could be the basis of a

great paper, the only information available might be the article you

read and one highly technical report written by a group of space 

scientists. 

Another pitfall is that you might choose a topic that’s interesting to

so few individuals (besides yourself) that only a few experts have writ-

ten about it. For example, if you chose to write about your neighbor’s

newest invention, you would find very little written about it other than,

perhaps, your neighbor’s own personal writing. Either way, choosing a
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topic you can’t find out enough about can cause you more work than

you bargained for. 

How can you know whether you’ll be able to find enough information

about a topic? This is the time to do some preliminary research. Start

with a good encyclopedia, which you can find in the library or online. If

your family owns its own encyclopedia, start there. Look up your topic

to see if there is a good-sized article about it. If so, this is one sign that

you can find sufficient information. Another important sign to look for is

a list at the end of the article, one that includes related subjects in the

encyclopedia. If you find such a list, look up some of the related subjects

to see if they yield other useful information. 

Next, check out your school or local library catalog. Finding at least

three books about your topic is another encouraging sign. Take a little

time to look through some of the books you find listed. (If you need

help locating books in the library, you can ask a librarian.)

This is not the time to read a whole book or start taking notes, but

you can decide now whether the available information on your topic is on

the right level for you. A good way to judge the writing level of a book is

by looking at the first page and then opening the book at random to pages

in the middle and toward the end. By skimming several pages, you should

be able to see if the book is on your level—not too easy or too hard. 

Finally, log on to the Internet. Use a search engine to do a keyword

search, with your topic as the keyword. See what comes up. Are there

many Web sites? Read the descriptions of some of the available sites.

Do they sound promising? Visit a few of the sites that you think might

be helpful. Are they well organized and easy to follow? Do they give

information you can use?

If the books and Web sites you find are too difficult or too tech-

nical, or if you don’t find enough information on your topic, then the

topic is probably not right for you. It’s time to go back to square one

and look for a new topic.
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The Right Topic for You

Choosing the topic that is right for you is crucial. By following 

these steps for finding a topic, you will be able to find one on 

which you can gather plenty of information, that you find interesting,

and that is neither too broad nor too narrow. 

An Idea Web 

You may have made an idea web before and referred to it as a “cluster”

or an “idea map.” Because a web is a way of organizing your ideas 

visually, it’s one kind of graphic organizer. An idea web can be an

extremely efficient tool for finding a topic that interests you. It works

on the assumption that one idea leads to another. 

To make an idea web, you need a blank sheet of paper that’s at least

81/2" � 11" (the size of a standard sheet of notebook paper). Begin by

drawing a circle in the middle of your paper. Then, in the circle, write

the first topic you can think of, even if it’s not a topic you’re actually

considering. As other related topics come to your mind, write them in

smaller circles surrounding the original circle. Draw lines leading from

the original circle to the smaller circles. But don’t stop there! 

The ideas in the small circles can lead to yet more ideas, which you

can write in even smaller circles. Eventually, you’ll write an idea in a

little circle out near one of the corners of your paper. That idea will

click for you. 

Brainstorming 

Have you ever sat down with a group and talked until you’ve come up

with an idea for a project you are working on, whether it was to plan a

trip or organize a party? Then you were brainstorming. As all of you

kept talking, group members may have up come up with new ideas that
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