What is your research question?


It was a long time ago, but I still remember the moment. It was the first time I attended an academic conference during my Ph.D. program and a lady approached me for a chat. We exchanged some greetings and suddenly she asked me: “What is your research question?” I continued to talk about my research work, but strangely her responses did not feel very positive. As a result, this interaction left a lasting impression on my mind. It took me some time to understand what the she meant by “research question” and how researchers get to know others’ work using research questions. At the conference, she wanted to communicate with me by focusing on research questions and gave me an opportunity to learn the “research question process" by repeating iterations of formulating and answering these questions through our conversation. This experience left me an important lesson that learning scientific research process requires a switch from “studying hard” to “research question process”. As my knowledge of materials and optic / photonics expanded throughout my research career at NASA, I cultivated my research skills by using the question method. Moreover, I had a great opportunity of meeting a number of exceptional, cutting-edge researchers. From my working experiences with them, I learned that they use the research question method by formulating three questions, “What” / “How” / “What if” to organize their research structure clearly.

Now my primary goal as an educator is to provide my students with a toolkit of knowledge and skills that can be applied to their studies and their everyday lives through the research question process. Based on my experience at NASA as a student, mentor, researcher, and educator, I would like to share my experience to help students build their creative, critical, and logical thinking process and effective research proposal / journal paper writing skills. The point of writing is that it is like a construction process that eventually builds up to a great building. If I keep using the analogy, presentations and lectures are similar to creating small rooms and facilities inside your building. But only with writing, you can organize them into a huge building. 

You can write “Smart”, not “Hard” after the series of talk based on my unique experience and tactics on writing and tactics
Hyun Jung Kim (4th February 4, 2021)
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