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Preface

We use language in different contexts or situations in every culture. When we talk to
children, our language is different from what we use when we talk to adults. A letter to a close
friend has a different form and content compared to a letter of application for a job. In other
words, the context or situation demands a different selection of words, grammatical structures,
and discourse patterns for the purposes of communication. Technically we can say that we are
choosing a register or a functional variety suitable for the situation concerned.

It is appropriate at this stage to distinguish a register from a genre that is also used to refer
to functional varieties. A register refers to the language used in the context of situation whereas
a genre is the use of language in the context of culture. The former is concrete, i.e. what we
experience, what we hear, what we see, while the latter is abstract, i.e. the set of ideas that are
permissible and organized in the culture for the purpose of communication. Thompson (2004:
42) equates genre with register plus purpose.

Seen in the context of the above discussion, we can consider academic writing as a variety
of language that has a specific function or purpose. The aim of this book is to describe, discuss,
and exemplify this writing for undergraduate and postgraduate students in tertiary institutes of
education. Academic writing is a skill that has to be acquired through hard work by all college
and university students. How this can be achieved is the subject matter of the following chapters.

This book is designed for students of English who need to write a BA or MA dissertation
at the end of their university studies. It can be used as either an instructional text or a reference
book. Although our target readers are Chinese university undergraduates of English, we believe
that this book is also useful for BA and MA students of English and Linguistics / Applied
Linguistics in other institutes of tertiary education.

In terms of genre type, a dissertation or a thesis is an example of academic writing, which
is very popular in the academic community. Our purpose of writing this textbook is to show the
student how research is undertaken and how the writing of the dissertation begins and ends.
Assuming that the nature of this writing is based on research, a fundamental component, we
address issues which concern both conducting the research and writing the dissertation.

The organization of the book is as follows: Chapters 1, 2 and 3 are the preliminaries which
deal with the general topics of writing a dissertation, different types of academic writing, and the
research paradigms, which lay the foundation for the discussion of the topics in the following
chapters. Chapters 4 to 7 discuss the research component, including’ primary and secondary

L]



research. Chapters 8 to 11 are concerned with the writing itself: the elements of a dissertation,
the organization of ideas, writing and revising, and avoiding plagiarism. The last three chapters,
i.e. Chapters 12 to 14, address issues concerning the preparation of the final copy, documentation
of the sources cited in the body of the dissertation, and submission and evaluation of the
dissertation. The organization of the book reflects a step-by-step approach to doing academic
research and to writing a dissertation. -

This book is based on our experiences of teaching both English as a general subject and
academic writing as a course in a number of universities in China. In 2004 we, together with
Professor Zhang Meifang, completed a booklet entitled How to Write a Research Paper ( { B
R®XE1E) ), which was published by Chonggqing University Press. The organization of that
book is centred on the number of macro-elements of structure of a research paper, while the
organization of the present book is based on both conducting research and writing the report on
it. It presents a linear approach on how to do research and analyze and write the final report or
dissertation. Although both books are concerned with academic writing, they address the same
phenomenon from different perspectives and thus are complementary. We strongly suggest that
readers use these two books together to improve their research and academic writing skills.

The project of writing this book was initiated by Dr Huang Guowen, who also produced
the first draft. Dr Mohsen Ghadessy was responsible for revising the first draft and improving
the language of presentation. This is the third book that we have worked on together, the other
two books being How to Write a Research Paper ( { FEBS AW XS ) , Chonggqing University
Press, 2004) and Functional Discourse Analysis ( { HEEIBES D) | Shanghai Foreign Language
Education Press, 2006). We would like to thank those (especially our students) who have helped
us, either directly or indirectly, in the writing of this book. As you will see later, we take examples
from our students writings to illustrate important points in academic writing. (All examples from
these sources have been slightly modified to make them consistent with the editorial conventions
used in this book.) We are also grateful to Dr Ke Zou for providing his unpublished paper as an
example of academic writing (see Appendix 2). We would also like to thank Dr R. S. Ghadessy for
reading the final manuscript of the present book and making some valuable editorial suggestions.
Finally, we would like to thank the following authors whose writings we have cited in the body of
the text:

Brown, J.D. (1988). Understanding Research in Second Language Learning: A Teacher’s Guide to
Statistics and Research Design. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Cobuild English-Chinese Dictionary ({ COBUILDZEXRARIFSL ) ). (2002). Shanghai: Shanghai

Yiwen Press.
Grotjahn, R. (1987). On the methodological basis of introspective methods. In C. Faerch
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& G. Kasper (eds.). Introspection in Second Language Research. Clevedon Avon, England:
Multilingual Matters.

Slade, C. (2000). Form and Style: Research Papers, Reports and Theses ( { A SH R X5 FE AR
£ ) ). Beijing: Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press.

Sorenson, S. (2005). How to Write Research Papers ( { EHEZFARiLX ) ). Shanghai: Shanghai
Yiwen Press.

Teitelbaum, H. (2005). How to Write a Thesis ( { &S EBMFEAR ) ). Shanghai: Shanghai Yiwen
Press.

Thompson, G. (2004). Introducing Functional Grammar (2nd ed.). London: Arnold.

Widdowson, H.G. (2000). Linguistics ( {185 % ) ). Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language
Education Press.
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1.1

Introductory remarks

This chapter deals with some basic ideas concerning the writing of a dissertation,
which is submitted to your university as a partial fulfilment of the requirements for the
degree of Bachelor of Arts (BA) or the degree of Master of Arts (MA). In the course of
your studies at the university, you will be required to write different types of papers. For
example, at the end of an academic semester or term, you may be asked to write a term
paper, a library paper, a review article, or a book review in order to demonstrate that
you have learned the necessary skills of a general academic ability in the subject taught
during the semester.

The purpose of this chapter is to distinguish between a number of terms and to
discuss the difference between a summary of information and an academic evaluation
of said piece of information. The process of writing a dissertation will also be briefly
discussed, with the purpose of identifying the various steps involved.

Thesis, dissertation

Many students and young researchers are often confused with terms such as thesis,
dissertation, paper, article, and essay because they can all be translated into Jun wen (#X)
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in Chinese. In this book, the word dissertation is used to refer to “a long essay that you
do as part of a degree or other qualification” (Cobuild English-Chinese Dictionary, p. 540
) that you are studying for — that is, a BA or an MA. The term thesis, by contrast, is
used to refer to “a long piece of writing, based on your own ideas and research, that you
do as part of a university degree, especially a PhD” (Cobuild English-Chinese Dictionary,
p- 2034). Thus, if the essay is a part of a BA or MA degree, we call it a dissertation; if
it is a part of a PhD degree we call it a thesis (note that thesis has another meaning in a
different context, which you will come across in Section 6.2 in Chapter 6). On the other
hand, if you write an essay for a certain course during your university studies, we call it
a paper. As a result, you have different terms for different pieces of writing that you do
during your university studies: a BA dissertation, an MA dissertation, a PhD thesis, a
term paper. Note that these three terms, i.e. dissertation, thesis, paper are all called lun wen
(FLieX, MLEtX, HERX, FHILX) in Chinese. The other terms, i.e. essay,

article, which are general terms, can also be used to mean /uz wen in Chinese.

The distinction between thesis and dissertation made here is in line with the British
educational tradition. It must be pointed out that in the United States of America, the
use of these two terms is the other way round, i.e. thesis is used to mean a BA Jun wen
(F LX) or MA lun wen FREILX) and dissertation to mean a PhD lun wen (E+it
30). You may prefer the American way of using these two terms; however, you should be
consistent so that you are not confusing yourself or others.

If we follow the distinctions made here, then He is writing a thesis. is to be
understood as “fMBIEFE S X” while He is writing a dissertation. as “fiIF 765 &}
X" or “fi IEE ST, On the other hand, He is writing a paper. can be generally
understood as “fi IEE S 3X”, and this is not to be interpreted as “fh IF 7 S8 +8 3"
or “MIFESWM LR or “MIEAEBARIL .

Although we make the distinction between a thesis and a dissertation on the one hand
and thesis/dissertation and paper on the other hand, it must be emphasized that in terms of
the macrostructures and the ways of doing research they have many things in common,
and the process of writing a research paper is more or less the same as that of writing a
dissertation or a thesis. The major difference between them lies at the level of originality.
If something you write is a term paper, the teacher will expect little or no originality
on your part. By contrast, if you are writing a PhD thesis, you will be expected to have
original ideas and/or original research methodology.



As a piece of academic writing, a term paper or a research article can aim at
summarizing other people’s studies in the field and presénting the ideas or arguments
put forward by other scholars. By contrast, a dissertation or a thesis requires more than
an acknowledgement of existing studies; it must involve a critical evaluation of research
information and this is where the originality of the study lies.

If your main task is to summarize existing studies in the field, you are simply
expected to present to the reader what you have read, how much you have understood,
and the way you have organized all the information that you have reviewed. You are not
expected to critically evaluate these previous studies. However, if you are expected to
evaluate the research information, you must show your ability not just in understanding
the information but also in commenting on other people’s work in a scholarly way. You
have to consider not just the what factor but also the how and why factors, in which
case your research will often involve comparison and/or contrast. Generally speaking,
presenting a summary of information is easier than writing an evaluation of research
information, and the latter usually includes the former, but not the other way round.

Here is an example. A book review can be a summary of information or both a
summary of information and an evaluation of the book. If you just inform the reader
what has been presented in the book, it is merely a summary; by contrast, if you not
only summarize what has been written but also evaluate the author’s ideas by saying why
certain points can or cannot be accepted, then you are evaluating the work as well.

In most cases, a dissertation involves both summarizing and evaluating other people’s
studies in the field. This is part of the work that is called Jiterature review (see Chapter 5).
Only when we know what has been done by others can we find a way to make our work
original and interesting.

The proc

Writing a dissertation is going through a process of doing research. There are a

Defining the Dissertation
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number of important steps in this process which can be divided into three groups: (1)
prewriting, (2) writing, and (3) editing and completion.

In the prewriting group, we can have the following steps:
® Managing your time

® Locating your interest

* Selecting a topic

* Familiarizing yourself with the research background
* Discovering existing studies and ideas

* Reading the relevant literature

¢ Taking notes

* Discovering questions and problems

* Focusing on your research

* Preparing a preliminary bibliography

e Formulating the thesis statement

e Asking the research question

* Identifying the appropriate research method

* Looking for theoretical support

* Collecting data

* Doing experiments and statistical analysis

* Conducting interviews and surveys

In the writing group, we can have the following steps:
® Identifying the macrostructure of the dissertation
* Knowing how to write the abstract

¢ Discovering major elements of the dissertation

* Organizing ideas

* Learning how to quote, summarize and paraphrase
¢ C(lassifying types of outline

* Creating the final plan

* Developing the first draft

® Revising the first draft

* Learning how to avoid plagiarism

And finally in editing and completion we have:
* Formatting the final draft

* Checking the details

* Avoiding silly mistakes
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*  Preparing the final documentation notes
* Preparing the references and the appendix

These steps will be discussed in detail in Chapters 4 to 13. The last chapter in this
book, i.e. Chapter 14, is concerned with the submission of your dissertation and the
evaluation of your work, which is also part of the whole process of writing a dissertation.

After you go through the research process once, it will be much easier to go through
it a second time and gradually you will become more familiar with the overall procedure.
As a university student, you are taught the steps involved in this demanding process as it
is typically expected from people who have received tertiary education with a university
degree. During your university life you are likely to experience both the hardship and
the pleasure of doing academic research.

Although the essential steps in the research process illustrated in this book may
seem rather straightforward and easy, this is not necessarily the case. Generally speaking,
the research process always requires a kind of yo-yo approach, which is defined by
Sorenson (2005: 7) as follows:

Suppose that you have gone through a number of steps but then realize that
you need to elaborate more on a previous step or previous steps. In this case you are
recommended to retrace your steps and consider how to improve your previous efforts.
You may want to rethink certain points, to read more on the subject or reread certain
things that you have read before, and/or to rewrite certain sections or paragraphs,
until you are happy with what you have done. All this will involve going backward and
forward similar to the movement of a yo-yo, and this process continues until you have
finalized your dissertation.

In this chapter we have defined the terms dissertation, thesis and paper and differentiated
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