How to Formulate Productive Writing Questions (Ryan Wepler)
Turn plot questions into thematic questions
     Weaker question: 
Why does Walter Younger feel ashamed in Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin 
in the Sun? 
     Stronger question:
What is the function of shame in Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the 

Sun?
Turn “what questions” into “how questions”
     Weaker question: 
What is Frederick Douglass’s position on slavery in Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave?
     Stronger question:
How does Frederick Douglass condemn slavery in Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave?
Turn local questions into broader questions by contextualizing them
     Weaker question: 
What is my reading of the tableaux vivants scene in Edith Wharton’s The 

House of Mirth?

     Stronger question:
How does my reading of the tableaux vivants scene in Edith Wharton’s 

The House of Mirth relate to the novel’s overall presentation of femininity?
Contextualize your own questions (for research papers)

     Weaker question: 
What is my reading of Pearl’s character in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The 
Scarlet Letter?

     Stronger question: 
How does my reading of Pearl’s character in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The 
 


Scarlet Letter relate to what others have thought?
Note: In all four of these examples, the weaker question is not thrown out.  It must be answered first in order to formulate an answer to the stronger question.  The main difference is that an essay that only answers the weaker question will be a weak paper, while an essay that pushes further and answers the strong question will likely be a strong essay.
