
 

The Art of Topic Development 

1. Developing a topic is an art. Moving from a vague idea of what you’d like to 
research to a strong, specific topic that defines your paper is a process. One that 
requires patience and persistence.  

2. As you research, you will keep refining your ideas. Expect your topic to go 
through several stages of change as you read and learn more about it.  

3. Give yourself enough time to search and think while you are getting to know your 
subject. Your paper will be easier to write and better to read.  

4. And there will be periods when your topic seems frustratingly fuzzy and 
undefined. Expect it. This is a normal part of the research process. 

5. There are several tactics you can use to develop your topic. In this tutorial, we’ll 
look at four of them:  

a. Refining your topic  

b. Using citations to explore a topic 

c. Using visual search  

d. Rotating your viewpoint  

6. Let’s begin with refining your topic. Choose the database you’d like to explore: 
the health professions database, CINAHL, or the education database, ERIC via 
EBSCO. 
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7. The best tool for developing your topic? A database. Here’s why. 

8. Let’s say you’re interested in writing your paper on autism spectrum disorder. 
Enter that into the search box and click Search. 

9. You’ve gotten hundreds of results! This is where a lot of people get overwhelmed. 
But remember—you’re in charge. You can use the search functions to find a more 
defined topic. 

10. Look through the first two or three pages of results. See what subjects intrigue 
you—like how autistic individuals interact in social settings. Enter “social skills” 
into the second search box. 

11. Results have dropped to less than 20. Narrow these even further by entering a 
third search term—“play.” 



 

12. And don’t be afraid to experiment. Try different combinations of search terms and 
test out synonyms for the concepts you’re researching.  

13. CINAHL provides other quick ways to narrow your search. Take a look in the 
left-hand column of your results page. 

14. This list of Subjects is a series of live links that can help you narrow your focus. 

15. You can also cut down on the number of articles you retrieve by clicking on Age 
and limiting your search to specific populations. 

16. And the articles themselves can lead you to more research. 

17. Article records are full of live links. If you find one article you love, clicking on 
the author’s name is a quick way to find out if they’ve published more on this 
topic. 

18. Or email the author with specific questions rising from your research. 

19. Sometimes journals have theme issues where every article is on a specific topic, 
like autism. Click on the journal name to see. 

20. Here are the subject areas explored in this article. Click on these for more 
references, new concepts or different ways of expressing your topic. 

21. Read through the abstract. You might find more ideas or new terminology that 
will help you in your research. 

22. References can be a real goldmine. Clicking “Cited References” takes you to a list 
of the articles the authors used when developing their paper. 

23. And clicking “Times Cited in this Database” takes you to a list of articles that 
have cited this article in their references. 

24. Another good way to focus your topic is CINAHL’s visual search option. You’ll 
find the link under the search boxes. 

25. As you can see, clicking on each heading brings up narrower, more defined 
subheadings. The number of results drop and your topic becomes increasingly 
fine-tuned. 

26. You’ll see one to three small squares in the corner of each article listing. These 
indicate the level of relevance the article has to your search.  

27. One square indicates the least relevance, three squares the greatest. Clicking on 
these squares brings up the abstract of the article in the sidebar. 

28. You also have the option of filtering your results by date, so you can see only the 
most recent research. 
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29. The best tool for developing your topic? A database. Here’s why. 

30. Let’s say you’re interested in writing your paper on autism spectrum disorder. 
Enter that into the search box and click Search. 

31. Over 1,000 results! This is where a lot of people get overwhelmed. But 
remember—you’re in charge. You can use the search functions to find a narrower, 
more defined topic. 

32. Page through the first two or three pages of results. See what subjects intrigue 
you—like how autistic individuals interact in social settings. Enter “social skills” 
into the second search box. 

33. Results have dropped to less than 100. Narrow these even further by entering a 
third search term—“play.” 

34. And don’t be afraid to experiment. Try different combinations of search terms and 
test out synonyms for the concepts you’re researching. 

35. ERIC provides another quick way to narrow your search. Take a look in the left-
hand column. 

36. This list of Subjects is a series of live links that can help you narrow your focus. 

37. And the articles themselves can lead you to more research. 

38. Article records are full of live links. If you find one article fits your topic perfectly, 
clicking on the author’s name is a quick way to find out if they’ve published more 
on this topic. 

39. Sometimes journals have theme issues where every article is on a specific topic, 
like autism. Click on the journal name to see. 

40. Here are the descriptors—the subjects—explored in this article. Click on these for 
more references, new concepts or different ways of expressing your topic. 

41. Read through the abstract. You might find more ideas or new terminology that 
will help you in your research. 

42. Citations are another great way to advance your research. First, open an article 
you love and look at its references list. Use articles you find there to locate even 
more information on your topic. 



 

43. Another way to use one article to find more is to copy and paste the article title 
into Google Scholar, which you’ll find at scholar.google.com 
(http://scholar.google.com/ ). 

44. Before you click Search, set your Google Scholar preferences to search San Jose 
State’s databases. To learn how to do this, you can watch the tutorial 
“Customizing Google Scholar.”  

45. Now, click Search and Google Scholar will provide you with a link to other 
articles that have cited your original article in their reference lists.  

46. And a link to related articles on this subject. 

47. Let’s leave Google Scholar and return to ERIC to see one other good way to focus 
your topic: ERIC’s visual search option. You’ll find the link under the search 
boxes. 

48. As you can see, clicking on each heading brings up narrower, more defined 
subheadings. The number of results drop and your topic becomes increasingly 
fine-tuned. 

49. You’ll see one to three small squares in the corner of each article listing. These 
indicate the level of relevance the article has to your search.  

50. One square indicates the least relevance, three squares the greatest. Clicking on 
these squares brings up the abstract of the article in the sidebar. 

51. You also have the option of filtering your results by date, so you can see only the 
most recent research. 
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52. So far we’ve discussed how you can use a database to help you think about and 
refine your topic, but you also need to consider a more conceptual approach. 

53. What is your approach to your topic? If you’re looking at autism spectrum 
disorder, are you looking at only 

a. Screening? 

b. Deficits? 

c. Interventions? 

d. Programs? 

e. Outcomes? 



 

54. Instead of using just one of these to narrow your search, think about using several 
of them in combination. In other words, rotate your viewpoint. By exploring the 
whole landscape of the topic and looking at it through the lens of a different 
approach, you’ll be able to enhance your initial concept and find a new set of 
articles.  

55. Consider approaches such as assessment, environment and impacts on different 
populations. Then pair these up with your topic. 

56. For example, Autism spectrum disorder AND  

a. children 

b. repetitive behaviors 

c. social participation 

57. By changing your search topic and keywords, you can search from every point of 
view and discover what research is available. 

58. Topic development is a process. It can take you from frustration to despair to 
elation in a single week or a single afternoon. 

59. And remember the tools you can use on your journey: 

a. Refining your topic  

b. Using citations to explore a topic 

c. Using visual search and 

d. Rotating your viewpoint  

60. Good luck and enjoy the trip! 
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