
Examples of Fat Research Questions 

Debatable, Thought-provoking, Research-required 

 

– Fat Research Questions usually start with: 

– HOW?   

– IF? 

– SHOULD? 

– WHY? 

– WHAT IF…? 

– SUPPOSE or IMAGINE? 

 

 Which New England city is the best to live in?  Why? 

 What if the Declaration of Independence had abolished slavery? 

 Should we clone humans?  Why? 

 How did dinosaurs became extinct? 

 In what ways are the life-cycles of chickens and frogs similar? 

 What are some possible consequences if people do not recycle? 

 What would life be like in America if the Revolutionary War had not been fought? 

 Who is an American? 

 Have the attitudes of Americans been influenced by the movies over time?  Explain.   

 If you were a pioneer on the Oregon Trail what would you take with you in order to survive the trip?  

Why? 

 Should Columbus Day be discontinued in favor of a new post-colonial perspective? Why? 

 Imagine what North America would be like today if Columbus had not made his journey in 1492?   

 Should the American government return land to Native Americans?  Why? 

 Should Christmas, Easter, and other religious observances be national holidays?  Why? 

 Should women be allowed in military combat?  Why and to what extent? 

 Does advertising perpetuate racial or gender stereotypes? Why or why not? 

 Can advertising be unethical?  Why or why not/ 

 Should the subtle advertising embedded in movies, film, and other media be controlled? Why or why 

not? 

 Should advertising and selling be permitted in schools?  Why or why not? 

 Should the modeling and/or advertising industry be responsible for providing healthy, realistic physical 

role models for young women?  

 How have reality shows changed television viewing?  

 Would the US be different if the North had not won the Civil War?  Explain. 

 Should celebrities have ethical responsibilities to set good examples for young people? 

 Should teams with potentially offensive logos and nicknames (like the Cleveland Indians and 

Washington Redskins) change their names to be more racially sensitive? Why or why not? 

 Should women be allowed to play in professional sports leagues that have no female league equivalent 

(the NFL, NASCAR, the NHL)? Why or why not? 

 Should criminals have rights?  Why or why not?  

 Should elementary schools omit cursive writing from their curricula? Why or why not? 

 Should English be made the official language of the United States? Why or why not? 

 

 



      

 

Fat Question Skinny Questions 

Only One Fat Question  Lots of Skinny Questions 

Open-ended  Fact-based 

Creative - Bring out original ideas Can be regurgitated from another source 

Asks for an opinion  

Has more than one answer Can have one answer 

Must be answered in at least a paragraph 

or an entire essay. 

Can be answered in a word or a sentence 

Must be analyzed  Information questions 

Must be defended, justified,  and judged  

Must understand the pros and cons of a 

situation. 

 

Starts with Why, How, Should, What If, 

Imagine, Suppose 

Starts with What, Who, Where, When 

Cannot be Googled 

 

Googleable 

Drives your paper or project Leads you to the place where you can 

effectively think about the answer your 

Fat Question 

The answer to your Fat Question turns 

into your thesis statement 

Skinny Questions form the basis of the 

outline for your paper  

 The answers to some of your Skinny 

Questions can become Topic sentences 

for your body paragraphs 

 Order your skinny questions from most 

basic to most complex 
      

 

        

        

       

          



 



Name: _____________________________ 

It’s your turn to create some Fat Research Questions about your topic. 

Successful questioners make sure they spend a lot of time with the presearch 

process.   

1. They read or skim through encyclopedias, books, videos, databases or other 

online sources.  

2. They brainstorm with classmates, parents, or teachers. 

3. They sleep on it because they know creativity takes time to process. 

4.  When they have finished presearching and brainstorming they use this 

guide to help them write a few questions and then they choose their best. 

Topic _______________________________________ 

How? 

 

 

What if? 

 

 

Imagine or 

Suppose? 

 

Why? 

 

 

Should? 

 

 

 

My best Fat Research Question is: 

 

 

 

 

 

My teacher has approved this Fat Research Question  _________(teacher initials) 
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    Structured Inquiry: Infectious Disease Project 
What actions could help eradicate infectious diseases? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We can tell from the circle graphs above that our society has made large strides against infectious 
diseases in the last century. However, infectious diseases still make a lot of people sick and cause 
many deaths worldwide. In this project, you will research and become an expert in one infectious 
disease in order to propose some actions that could be taken to reduce its transmission. In addition, 
from your peer’s projects you will develop a basic understanding of the cause, transmission, 
prevention and treatment of infectious disease in general. 
   

A. Use Noodle Tools for 
1) Bibliography to cite your informational and image sources 
2) Outline to organize the information that needs to be presented about your disease 
3) Notecards to record your research of required information 

 
B. Create a Poster to present your disease which must include: 

1) your thesis that proposes an action plan of at least two strategies and reasons why 
2) the researched information about your particular disease  
3) a high-quality microscope image of your disease’s pathogen 
4) other relevant, meaningful images to support the other information about the disease 
5) evident pride in your work 

 



 

Fat Research Question:  

What actions could reduce the incidence of infectious    disease? 

Thesis: __________________________ and __________________________ could 

reduce the incidence of (your infectious disease). 

 

Topic 
Background Information 

(Recorded in Notecards) 

Disease Information 
(Organized in Outline & Poster) 

Cause 

a. What kinds of pathogens 
cause infectious disease?   

b. What is a scientific name? 

a. What kind of pathogen causes my 
disease? 

b. What is the scientific name of the 
pathogen that causes my disease? 

Transmission 
How can pathogens be 
transmitted? 

How is my disease transmitted? 

Risk Factors What does susceptible mean? 
What risk factors increase someone’s 
susceptibility to the disease? 

Infection  

 
a. What does incubation period 

mean? 
b. What is a symptom? 

a. Does my disease have an incubation 
period? If so, what is it? 

b. Where and how does the pathogen 
damage the body? 

c. What symptoms does my disease 
produce? 

Occurrence 

a. What does endemic mean? 
b. What does prevalence mean? 
c. What does outbreak mean? 
d. What does epidemic mean? 
e. What does pandemic mean? 

a. Where is your disease endemic? 
b. How prevalent is your disease? 
c. Where has there been a recent 

outbreak/epidemic? Describe it. 

Prevention 
 
What is a vaccine? 

a. How can the disease be prevented? 
b. Is there a vaccine? If so, when and 

how is it received? 

Treatment What are antibiotics? 
a. How is the disease treated? 
b. Can antibiotics cure the disease? 

Other info to 
help develop 
thesis? 
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GUIDED INQUIRY MODEL 
 

Name_______________________________________              Date_______________________________ 

                Section_____________________________ 

Refugees Presearch Strategies 
6th Grade English 

 

In this project, you will begin to develop some understanding about refugees and immigrants 

especially those from Ethiopia, Eretria, and Sudan so that you can have a context for reading 

and understanding the biography, Of Beetles and Angels by Mawi Asgedom.  

SECTION 1 - Presearch 

The first step of presearch is to get a general overview of your topic.  Encyclopedias or overview 

articles in databases are the best place to get basic information.   

SECTION 2 – The Fat Research Question 

The Scenario:  You and your family live in Eretria, Ethiopia or Sudan.  You have become 

refugees.  You need to relocate to a different country.  Explain in detail why you are refugees 

and why your family is relocating.  After investigating living conditions of various countries, 

decide which country you would prefer to live.  Choose a place to resettle.  Compare and 

contrast your old country and lifestyle with your new one.   

The question that is driving my research project is called a Fat Research Question.  

The Fat Research Question for this project is:   

Why is my family relocating and what are the similarities and differences between my old 

home and country and my new one? 
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The Skinny Questions:   

I need to generate fact or information-based Skinny Questions in order to help me develop the 

answer to my Fat Question.   

Some skinny questions to consider that will help me develop an answer my Fat Question are: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

14. 

15. 

SECTION 5 – Organizing my Skinny Questions 

On another piece of paper I will organize my skinny questions into categories.  Within each 

category I will organize them from the most basic (the answers to which should be put in my 

introduction) to the most complex. 

I will determine which of my skinny questions, when answered, can be turned into topic 

sentences for my PowerPoint slides.  I will label them with a “T” for Topic Sentence.  
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SECTION 6 – Creating an Outline in NoodleTools 

I will type all my organized skinny questions into an outline so I can organize my slides.  I will 

start with an Introduction which would include a lead, hook or wow fact, and some basic 

overview information and will end the Introduction slide with my thesis statement which is the 

answer to my Fat Research Question.  Be sure to answer your Fat Question in the presentation!   

Make sure to end your presentation with a conclusion which restates your thesis statement.    

Section 7 - Thesis Statement 

My thesis statement is the answer to my Fat question with at least three good reasons. 

Example for writing a thesis statement: 

My family is fleeing ________________ and relocating to __________________ because 

Reason1: 

Reason 2: 

Reason 3: 



6th GRADE OPEN INQUIRY EXAMPLE 

 
THE NEW ST. LOUIS ZOO PROJECT 

 

Pretend the St. Louis Zoo was completely destroyed in a tornado.  The New 

Zoo Director is starting all over again building a zoo and choosing animals to 

exhibit.  Since it is the first year after the tornado, and funds are limited, 

he will only be able to purchase, build exhibits, and care for sixteen animals.  

Over sixty zoologists (you and your classmates) have been asked to research 

and recommend animals that they think are the most important to be 

included in The New Zoo.  You need to justify to the New Zoo Director why 

your animal should be one of the sixteen chosen and why it is more important 

to exhibit your animal rather than the animals other zoologists will 

recommend. 

 

WHAT ARE THE TASKS? 

 

1.  You will choose an animal and write a persuasive letter to the 

Director of the New St. Louis Zoo answering the question: Why 

should my animal be included in the New Zoo?  You will need to 

explain why your animal should be chosen based on the research and 

information you have found and how it ties into the New Zoo’s mission.  

You will have to sift through a lot of information and choose only the 

information that you feel needs to be shared in order to support 

justify your claim.   

 

Address questions the zoo keeper might have.  For example, the 

zookeeper may think that an elephant enclosure will be too expensive 

to build or that big cats are too expensive to feed.  In your letter, try 

to guess what some of the New Zoo Director’s concerns might be.  For 

instance, you might explain that even if the elephant enclosure is 

expensive, the elephant is a necessary animal to exhibit in the zoo 

because…  Think about what makes your animal important and special 

and why your animal supports the New Zoo’s Mission.   

 

The New Zoo’s Mission is: 

1. To support animal conservation 

2. To rehabilitate animals 



3. To provide research opportunities for zoologists 

4. To educate the public 

5. To entertain visitors 

 

The letter should be typed in proper business letter format. Your 

letter should be a five paragraph essay.  

 

Your introductory paragraph will: 

1.  Introduce your animal with a good lead sentence and  

a wow fact. 

2.  Give brief background information about your animal, the 

who, what, and where.   

3.  Include a thesis statement (which is the answer to your Fat 

Research Question).  Your thesis statement will state the three 

most important reasons why your animal should be included in 

the New Zoo.  Your most important reason should be listed 

first.  Your least important reason should be listed last. 

 

Each of your three body paragraphs should correspond to one of the 

reasons from your thesis statement.  Each paragraph should start 

with a topic sentence and have at least three facts with good details.   

 

Conclude your letter by explaining why this animal is special and why it 

must be chosen by the Zoo Director to be included in the zoo because 

of how it supports the Zoo’s mission. 

 

2.  You will build an enclosure for your animal which will show what you 

have learned about your animal and what it needs to be physically and 

mentally healthy living in captivity.   

 

3. Each class of sixth graders will be paired with a fifth grade class.  

Fifth graders will assume the role of zoo directors.  The letters you 

write will be posted anonymously on blog or wiki site. The classes will 

be split in half so half the students in each class will be asked to read 

half the letters.  The fifth grade students will vote on their top two 

choices from their half of the letters. 

 



OPEN INQUIRY  
 

6th Grade Zoo Presearch Strategies 
 

In this project, you will research a zoo animal.  This packet will help you develop your ideas 

and get you started.  First you will choose an animal.  Follow these steps to find an animal 

that you are interested in, is researchable AND is exhibited in the Saint Louis Zoo. 

SECTION 1 - Brainstorming 

My top three choices for a zoo animal to research are:   

1. 

2. 

3. 

SECTION 2– Narrowing your choices and choosing a just right topic. 

In order to narrow my choices: 

1. I will make sure the animal I choose is currently on display at the St. Louis Zoo.   

2. I will read a couple of overview articles in an encyclopedia or two about the three 

animals I’m interested in.   

3. I will see how many books the library has about my animal.  Knowing whether the 

library has information will help me choose an animal that will be “just right” and is 

researchable. 

4. I will browse the databases to see how much information is available to me.   

 

After doing some background reading and finding out from the library how much research 

materials are available to me, my “just right” animal is:   

 

_______________________________________ 

 

 

 



SECTION 3 – Key Words and Search Terms 

Keywords can 'unlock' your research by moving you away from dead ends.  
Begin with a list of keywords, from broad to narrow that relate to your topic. 
 
For example, if you are researching the cotton top tamarin and do not find specific information 
about that animal, it does not mean that there is no information.   Using your keyword list, 
move to the broader term "tamarin." If you still don't have any results, move to the even 
broader term "monkey."     
 
Example 2: 

Search Term Spectrum 

Broad            Narrow 

Primate__________________Monkey______________Tamarin________________Cotton Top Tamarin 

In an encyclopedia article about my animal I found some Key Words and synonyms that I can 

use for possible Search Terms when I am searching for information.  They are: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

 

Please categorize your potential search terms and organize them from broad to narrow on the 

spectrum. 

Search Term Spectrum 

Broad           Narrow 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 



SECTION 4 – The Fat and Skinny Questions 

The question that is driving my research project is called a Fat Research Question.  The Fat 

Research Question for this project is:  Why should my animal be included in the New 

Zoo?  Hint: A strong persuasive letter to the New Zoo Director will need explain how 

choosing your animal connects to the Zoo’s Mission.   

I need to generate fact or information-based Skinny Questions in order to help me develop the 

answer to my Fat Research Question.   

Please think of and write some of your own skinny questions.  These will help you develop an 

answer your Fat Research Question.  Think about your animal and the mission of the zoo in 

developing your own skinny questions: 

1.   

2.   
 
3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

14. 

15. 

 



SECTION 5 – Organizing my Skinny Questions 

First, I will look at my skinny questions (and the questions provided for me from my teachers) 

and categorize them.  For example, I will label all my questions which will be in my Introduction 

paragraph with and I.   

Next, I will sort my questions into categories.  For example, I will label all my questions that 

have to do with Conservation with a C. I will label all my questions that have to do with 

Educating the public with an E, etc. 

Within each category I will sort my questions from the most to the most complex. I will 

determine which of my skinny questions, when answered, can be turned into topic sentences 

for my persuasive letter.  I will label them with a “T” for Topic Sentence.  

On a separate piece of paper I will rewrite my organized skinny questions.  I will make sure that 

my Body Paragraphs (which are headed by my Topic Sentences) include sub-questions that will 

help me find the evidence and details to support the topic sentence in each paragraph.  

These are my Basic Skinny Questions  - (the who, what, where, when) which will be answered 

in an Introduction paragraph: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

 

 

SECTION 6 – Creating an Outline in NoodleTools 

Since I will be writing a persuasive letter to the New Zoo Director, I will type my organized 

skinny questions into the NoodleTools Outline. My Outline will start with an Introductory 

Paragraph, including three Body Paragraphs and a Concluding Paragraph.  (See the sample 

outline on the Library Project Page). 


