Choosing a topic
Choosing the right topic will make or break your paper.  However, DON’T waste time here using the excuse, “I can’t think of anything to write about.” You should spend no more than 2-3 days on choosing your topic. This is crucial!  When choosing a topic for your I-search paper, select one that has the following characteristics:
1. Interesting You will be working closely with this topic for 6-8 weeks.  Choose a topic that will make your research more enjoyable, but avoid a topic with which you are already thoroughly knowledgeable.  Choose a topic that so interests you that you want to learn more about it.  
2. Manageable A topic is unmanageable when: (a) you must wade through hundreds of periodical and book references to find information and (b) you cannot develop adequate support within the assigned length of the paper.
3. Available You must choose a topic that is available for research, for which resources are obtainable.  If you cannot find material on your topic, you cannot successfully complete this paper.
4. Worthwhile Do yourself---and your teacher---a favor by dealing with a subject that matters.  Your paper must say something of substance.  To write a paper that merely outlines the history of space exploration lacks the impact of a paper that analyzes the struggle for success in space exploration.  
5. Original  Recounting Lincoln’s biography lacks original thought, but you can show original ideas by focusing on how a single aspect of his life, like the books he read as a boy, seems to have influenced his later political decisions.
These are the characteristics of a POOR topic.
1. Too Broad Avoid the trap of choosing a topic that is too broad.  You will not be able to develop the topic adequately.  If you can find whole books on your topic, then that is a good sign that your topic is too broad and you need to narrow it.
2. Too narrow If your subject is too narrow, you will not be able to find adequate sources for your research.  Start with a general topic, like the Great Wall of China and find specifics in subheadings or in chapter or index entries, like what tourists experience when they visit the Great Wall of China.
3. Too trivial A topic that is trivial lacks worth.  Too trivial is not the same as too narrow.  How will you know you have chosen a trivial topic?  Every source you pick up will explain the process in the same way.  For example, if your paper is about the laws of the road, every driver’s manual will say the same thing.  Remember, a good research paper cannot come from a single source.
4. Too familiar While you may choose a topic that already interests you, avoid a topic about which you are so knowledgeable that you will gain no new insights as you do your research.  Boredom results.  Choose a topic that maintains your curiosity.
Checklist for choosing a topic

Use the following checklist to judge your topic choices.  
A good topic should earn an honest “yes” to each of these questions.

· Am I interested in this topic?

· Am I avoiding a topic with which I am already thoroughly familiar?

· Have I narrowed the topic sufficiently?

· Have I avoided a topic that is too technical for my personal background?
· Will I be able to find adequate resources for this topic?

· Is this topic worthwhile?

· Does this topic avoid undue controversy that may bog me down?

· Does this topic meet the requirements of the assignment?

· Can I find at least ONE face to face interviewee?

· Will this topic permit me to write a paper that shows original thought?

· Can I word this topic as a question?
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To narrow a topic, ask yourself questions that help you think critically.  Start with the 5 W’s: Who? What? Where? Why? and When? If those questions don’t help you narrow your topic, ask these questions: How did this come to be? What are the causes? What are the results? What happens next? How does this compare? How does this contrast? What is the value? These questions will help you think through the topic.
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