
 

Hit the Books to Make Change:
Dig Deeper to Find Out How You Can Help!

1.  Choose one issue to research at a time. It may relate to other issues, but focus your research 
and learning by narrowing it down to one subject or topic. You should be able to describe your 
issue in one sentence. For instance, “On January 12, 2010, a powerful earthquake struck Haiti, 
injuring and killing thousands of people, damaging buildings, and leaving more than 300,000 
people homeless.”

2.  To guide your research, ask and then look for answers to several “fat” questions about your 
issue. Fat questions call for long answers that may involve details, explanations, reasons, and 
opinions. “Skinny” questions call for short, factual answers. 

 a.  Skinny questions can be answered with just one or two words, like “yes” or “no,” or a date or 
name. Here’s a skinny question: “When did a destructive earthquake strike Haiti?” The answer 
to this question — January 12, 2010 — doesn’t give much useful information about the problem.

 b.  Fat questions are open-ended. An answer to a fat question is thoughtful and includes lots of 
information, and can sometimes even lead to more questions. Here’s a fat question: “Why did 
the earthquake in Haiti cause so much damage and destruction?” Answering this question 
will lead you to discover that, because of extreme poverty, many Haitian people aren’t able 
to build sturdy buildings, and they use wood as their main source of fuel. This has led to 
deforestation and the erosion of topsoil in Haiti. Unstable buildings, fewer trees, and less 
topsoil magnify the impact of natural disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes. This answer 
already suggests one possible strategy for lessening the impact of possible future disasters: 
education and tree-planting in Haiti.

3.  Visit your library, read some books, and surf the web (see the tips about Internet research on 
the next page) to get some answers to your questions. Make sure that you use at least two 
different sources of information.

4.  As you find answers, write them down, and record other information that you learn about the 
issue (the next page explains how to make a “gathering grid”).

To read more about a process you can follow to research a topic, see “Writing Classroom Reports,” in Write on Track: A 
Handbook for Young Writers, Thinkers, and Learners by Dave Kemper, Ruth Nathan, and Patrick Sebranek, published by 
International Thomson Publishing in 1998.

GOAL: To research a problem in order to find ways to work towards solving it.

Many of the world’s problems don’t have easy answers. To learn how to really help make the world a 
better place, you might need to do some background research about the situation that concerns you. 
The knowledge you gain from doing research will help you decide the best action that you can take 
to improve the situation. Use this process to help you dig below the surface to get to the root of the 
problem. Then start working towards solving it!
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Do Your Research to Make Lasting Change
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Don’t Believe Everything 
You Read on the Internet!

The Internet is a great place to 
do research, but you need to be 
careful. Lots of websites include 
false or misleading information 
that can steer you in the wrong 
direction. Follow these tips when 
doing research on the web:

•	 	Identify	the	person	or	
organization that put the 
information on the website.

 o Is it clear who they are?
 o  Are they experts on the 

subject?
 o  Are they biased, or do they 

have a reason to make you 
believe something that 
might not be true?

•	 	Determine	whether	the	
information is reliable and 
recent.

 o  When was the information 
posted?

 o  Does the writer use 
emotional or inflammatory 
language or images to try to 
convince people?

 o  Does the language 
seem to be hateful or 
discriminatory?

•	 	Compare	the	information	to	
things that you have read on 
other websites and that you 
already know from books and 
other sources of information.

Organize Your Research on a “Gathering Grid”
On a big piece of paper, draw a grid with boxes big enough 
to write plenty of information in them. Write the questions 
in the boxes in the first column. Record the answers that 
you find in each different source of information in the boxes 
under the name of that source. Here‘s an example row:

Don’t Just Research; Do Something!
Every issue is different, but there is always something 
that you can do to make positive change (at first, it might 
just be finding out more and spreading the word about 
the problem). Some of the things that you can do about 
local and global problems include:
•	 join	an	organization	working	to	solve	the	problem
•	 design	informative	posters	to	spread	the	word
•	 write	letters	to	government	officials
•	 write	letters	to	the	editor	of	the	newspaper
•	 hold	rallies	and	make	speeches
•	 write	petitions	and	organize	awareness	events

For more ideas about how to take action to improve a situation that you are 
concerned about, check out Take Action! A Guide to Active Citizenship by 
Marc and Craig Kielburger, published by Gage Learning Corporation in 2002.

Process for creating a “Gathering Grid” for organizing research notes about a 
topic taken from “Writing Classroom Reports” in Write on Track: A Handbook 
for Young Writers, Thinkers, and Learners by Dave Kemper, Ruth Nathan, and 
Patrick Sebranek, published by International Thomson Publishing in 1998.
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Why don’t many 
girls get to go 
to school in 
Afghanistan? 

Before 2001, the 
Taliban didn’t let 
girls over eight go 
to school. 

Their families need 
them to work to 
make money for 
food.

How to Design a Cool Poster to Spread the Word
Posters use words and images together to send a clear 
message. Good posters have these features:
•	 	an	eye-catching	and	attractive	image	or	images
•	 		a	main	message	communicated	in	a	catchy	slogan	or	

attention-grabbing phrase
•	 details	and	explanations	in	smaller	print

Criteria for an informative poster taken from “Say It in a Poster!” in Nelson 
Literacy 4a (British Columbia) by Jennette MacKenzie, published by Thomson 
Nelson Publishing in 2007.


