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All beginnings are difficult, but each beginning is filled with a magic....: 

From topic to research question 

Metaphor: Picture of a block of granite before the sculpture takes shape. From raw material to a 

work of art.... 
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Introduction 
How can I start my action research project (ARP)? What are the characteristic starting points for 

an ARP? How can I find a starting point and how can I formulate my thoughts? What are the 

criteria for choosing a research question? How can I clarify the starting point? What is a good 

research question? Which concrete instruments are available to help me get started? The aim of 

the collection of instruments to get started with AR is to find an answer to these questions. 

It is about accompanying and supporting teachers to enter into the action research process and, 

beyond this, to give impulses and to pave the way. This introductory text fulfils several 

functions. It provides characteristic features and sources of possible starting points (section 1), 

to feasible orientation of the questions (section 2) and an overview of the first steps as the 

different instruments (section 3). These are described in detail in the appendix. 

 

1- What can I develop and research? 

 

As a language teacher you will most likely have experienced one of the following situations. You 

have thought hard about finding and introducing a method to encourage your learners to speak 

in the language classroom. Instead of carrying out the dialogues as suggested, your students 

write down the dialogues word for word and the “spontaneous” speaking situation is 

transformed into a tedious writing task. Or maybe you are convinced of the benefits of co-

operative forms of learning, but have observed that your learners do not really work together or 

take advantage of the setting to chat. Or perhaps you ask yourself why your learners do not use 

the vocabulary list you had intended as a support or why they see this a form of pressure. Such 

experiences are discrepancy experiences. In the first case the discrepancy is between the 

planning, your expectations and the reality in the classroom; in the second case the discrepancy 
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is between an idea of values or an aim and the situation; and in the third case between the way 

in which several people see the same situation (teachers, students). 

Naturally, there are challenges which teachers face at school every day. Certain topics in the 

curriculum are complex and difficult to teach, students are difficult to motivate, there are 

problems with a class or a particular learner. Or there is a puzzle that you would like to solve, 

there are surprises that you would like to understand. Or you are interested in a particular issue: 

you would like to experiment with a new method for reading comprehension, enhancing the way 

you organise group work or testing new materials. 

All these situations, “discrepancy experiences”, difficulties, puzzles, surprises and interests may 

constitute possible starting points for an ARP (cf. Altrichter und Posch: 52-53). 

2- Which direction? 
 
Some of the examples described above already contain a more systematic orientation of an AR-
question:  
• Goal orientation: Taking a more global reflection on your role as a teacher you might question 
aims in your language classroom thus reaching a new focus in L2 teaching and drawing practical 
consequences. 
• Innovation orientation: You have decided to experiment with forms of teaching that are new for 
you, to implement new ideas.  
• Method orientation: You want to question your teaching methods in general or question the 
way in which you introduce a new, complex theme and look for new approaches to make the 
content more interesting.  
• Time orientation: You are always rushing to finish what you had set out to do in your lessons 
and would like to develop and trial new forms of time management.  
• Material orientation: You are not happy with the textbook or parts of the book or find it 
difficult to deal with the parts of the book. You would like to discover more profitable ways to 
exploit the work.  
• Media orientation: You would like to update your approaches to using media in the classroom 
(films, internet, apps....) and learn how to exploit these in a critical way in the classroom.  
• Learner orientation: You are looking for ways of motivating a class or individual learners 
involving them in class activities in a more efficient way and to support their Speaking, Reading, 
Writing. 
• Collegial orientation: You would like to work more intensively in a tandem or in subject groups 
and to develop questions of professional development together. You have posed the question 
about the impact such co-operation can have on your own development.  
 (c.f. Hermes, 2001: 63) 
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