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Chapter 1 Introduction

College or university students of English in China are required by
the State Program of English Educaﬁon to produce a thesis as partial
fulfillment of the requirements for the Degree of Bachelor of Arts in
English. This is usually done in their senior year. The purpose of writ-
ing a thesis is to demonstrite both the students’ comprehensive ability of
using their target language for academic purposes and their practical
competence of conducting research on the elementary level. These two
points are inseparably related in the said case because mastery of the
target language is the essential task for a student of a foreign language,
while command of the basic resea‘rch skills in the student’s special field
is an important part of the ultimate aim of our college education.

The word thesis refers to a relatively long paper written on the ba-
sis of some academic research and for the purpose of obtaining a coliege
or university degree. In other words, it is a degree-oriented research
paper. That is why the B. A. thesis is sometimes called the senior re-
search papet.

Since the curriculum of college programs of English as well as oth-
er foreign languages in China has to focus itself mainly on the training
of students’ competence of their target language and the teaching of cor-
responding literature on the introductory level, it leaves very little room
to familiarize the students with knowledge and skills as required for the
completion of a substantial research project. On the other hand, the
general lack of library resources on foreign language and literature in
most of our colleges and universities also prevents academic research
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from being a common practice for our students of English. In fact, un-
dergraduate students of English in China are tarely exposed to tesearch
practice in their course work, let alone the systems of research methods
and skills. This naturally causes problems and difficulties for the stu-
dents when they are finally confronted with their graduation pro-
ject-——the writing of the thesis in their senior year.

The purpose of the present book is to prepatre the students for this
seemingly difficult task with a simple description of the nature of a re-
search paper, an illustrative introduction to the basic research methods
and documentation systems commonly acknowledged in academic circles
in major English-speaking cultures, and some easy-to-follow samples of
the standard formats of the thesis.

Students who use this book may find that except for the first three
chapters which are intended to clarify the nature of their thesis assign-
ment, subsequent chapters of the book are deliberately arranged in an
order that foliows commonly-adopted steps of the research writing pro-
cess, simply for the purpose that students may follow these steps in their
own writing process in a likewise manner. Also for the convenience of
student-users of this book, a blank time-table for the writing process is
provided in Chapter Four. When fiiled with specific dates and months
each single sub-assignment is due, this table may well serve the students
as a reminder for the punctual completion of each important step of
their writing progression. Furthermore, each chapter of the book is fol-
lowed either by a specific sub-assignment corresponding to the step dis-
cussed in that particular chapter or by some questions or exercises pro-
vided for the students to familiarize themselves further with the relevant
ideas or methods. The appendixes at the end of the book provide the
students with some additional information they may find helpful in ac-
complishing their writing task. All these measures are meant for this
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book 1o be a “guide” to the students’ entire rescatci writing process in
every sense of the word.

It is important to note again that for the students of a foreign lan-
guage, the success of their thesis-writing partly depends upon their abil-
ity of using the target language in a proper manner and partly depends
upon their practical knowledge of the basic research methods and skills.
After all, the prime pbint of thesis-writing at the undergraduate level in
all university disciplines is to introduce students to methods and skills
for academic research rather than to expect original ideas in their re-
search writing practice.

However, it is equally important to note that a great number of
students of a foreign language in this country tend to be rather content-
ed with their competence of using the target language for nonacademic
communication and the little superficial knowledge they have of the rel-
evant cultural and literary background. They do not seem to be aware
that as college or university students, they are also supposed to be aca-
demically prepared for future work. It is obviously not enough for a
college graduate in the English language and literature to be able only to
speak and write in English and to name a few English literary figures
such as William Shakespeare. Reasonably, he or she is also expected to
have the ability of using English for the purpose of discussing ideas and
issues in the studies of the language and literature, and at the same
time, to be informed of the basic approaches and rules for doing so.

The B. A. thesis in English is assigned exactly as an opportunity
for the students to challenge themselves with an independent project
which would force them to learn about the system of research methods
and skills generally followed by professionals in their special field. The
present book helps make it easier for the students to do this. They can
find in this book most, if not all, of the methodological and technical
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information needed for the accomplishment of their theses.

Finally, prospective users of this book are advised to work with a
serious attitude toward the mechanics of the standard formats for the
thesis, or for academic papers of any other type they are likely to work
on in theit future work. This refers to an accurate disposition of me-
chanical details in accordance with the standatd formats. Careless etrots
in mechanical details such as a faulty positioning of an in-text source ci-
tation, an unblocked long quotation, or an incomplete bibliography are
strongly warned against, since such errors would inevitably be regarded
as a reflection of the author’s attitude toward setious academic work.

It is true that writing a long research paper in their target language
may be a rather difficult task for the Chiﬁese students of English. But
so long as they closely follow the instructions and advice provided here
in this book , much of the difficulty will be overcome by their own pa-

tience and cautiousness.

General Requirements for the B. A. Thesis in English

Although the thesis assighment may vaty in details from school to
school, it is generally supposed to be a research paper of about 4,000
words or approximately 20 double-spaced typed pages on a manageable
topic discussing either any aspect of the English language, ideas or is-
sues related to any of the native English-speaking countries (cultural,
social, historical, literary etc. ) , or problems observed in the fields of
education, linguistics or English-teaching methodology. Usually, topics
derived from courses the student has taken, or extended course-papers

are acceptable.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. Ask yourself for what a thesis is required of every B. A. candidate?



2. What are mainly expected of the B. A. thesis written by a student special-
ized in a foreign language and literature?

3. How do you understand the importance of mechanical details of the standard
formats for a thesis? What consequence would likely result from a careless
treatment of the mechanics?

4. According to the author of this book, much of the difficulty in writing the
thesis can be overcome by the student’s own patience and cautiousness. Do

you agree with him? Why (or why not)?



Chapter 2 The Research Paper

The term research paper naturally derives itself from the way in
which it is written. In contemporary English, research means “careful ,
systematic, patient study and investigation in some field of knowledge,
undertaken to discover or establish facts or principles. ” * A research
paper, therefore, refers to a piece of writing based partly on investiga-
tion and evaluation of othet people’s work rather than on the author’s
personal experiences and observations only.

In fact, a research paper shares many common characteristics with
an ordinary essay. Like good essays of any other type, a research paper
is, first of all, united around a central point (often called the “thesis”)
the author wants to make. It also begins with an introduction, and ends
with a conclusion. Moreover, the ways of developing a research paper
are more ot less the same as those used in developing an otdinaty essay.

However, there are some important aspects in which a research pa-
per differs from a standard essay.

First, in writing a research paper, you make your point by way of
consulting available sources related to the topic you have chosen to dis-
cuss. The purpose of doing research on a certain fopic is not simply to
collect supporting evidences for your point of view. More important
than that, it helps you find an appropriate position you should assume

in the discussion of your chosen topic. In other words, it makes you

%* See word entry of “research” in Webster’s New World Dictionary. 3rd College Ed. New
York; Simon &. Schuster, 1988.
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fully and unmistakably informed of who have so far said what about
this topic or problems related to it » so that you may proceed with a more
mature approach to the topic and a better-informed basis for the estab-
lishment of you own point. Generally speaking, the library is the major
resource for research in the fields of language and literature, especially
when it is undertaken on the undergraduate level.

Another major difference between a research paper and an ordi-
nary essay is that in writing a research paper you have to acknowledge
your debt to the people who originally provided you with the facts or
ideas you are using now for your putrpose. This simply means that for
each piece of borrowed information you are putting into your own pa-
per, you have to make clear within it where and from whom you bor-
rowed it. In the academic circle, this is commonly called documentation
of the sources.

In order to write a research paper, you have to find and evaluate a
considerable amount of sources. But eventually, you will use only some
of the sources you think appropriate either as starting points for your ar-
guments or as sppporting evidences for your points. Even so, you still
benefit from the research process as a whole. This is because in com-
pleting the éntire research process, not only have you made yourself an
“expert” on your particular chosen topic, but also acquainted youtself
with a series of practical research skills such as using library resources,
evaluating and documenting sources, and establishing view-points with
the help of relevant sources. These skills will sooner or later prove to be

useful when ydu have to write long papers in your future study or

work.

Clarification of Misconceptions
Some undergraduate students treat their research paper assignment
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merely as an academic game. They do not believe that they could realty
learn anything substantially useful in writing such a “play-game” pa-
per. Therefore, they often take a rather passive attitude toward it. In
the library, they would simply pick up anything that comes handy to
them, giving no thoughts either to its relevance to their topic or to the
best contextual position it deserves in the paper to be written. This will
inevitably result in a lack of unity or, as is more often the case, a lack
of coherence in their finished writing product. Actually, treated with a
positive attitude, the writing of a research paper, even on the under-
graduate level, can reward student-writers in many ways. For one
thing, they will definitely become more confident of their own prob-
lem-solving potential in the academic field.

Some other students tend to believe any published views which
they come across in their teading. As a result, they always find them-
selves in a self-contradictory state of mind about their chosen stand. It
is important for these students to remember that research cannot replace
their own independent thinking. In other words, they have first to con-
struct a clear purpose for their research, then to evaluate and interpret
televant sources in an objective way, and finally, to decide which of
these sources can be used to serve their purpose and in what way they
should be used. The reason is that though most published views con-
cerning a certain problem are based on mature thinking and scholastic
studies, they reflect ideas and opinions gained from different perspec-
tives, and by people with different academic concerns. For instance, in
analyzing a character in a certain literary work, a psychologist would
lay special emphasis on the influence of the psychological changes the
character has undergone upon the development of that character. He or
she may take other factors into consideration, but may also choose to
overlook some of them, because the primary concern of his or her anal-
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ysis is much likely to be the said character’s psychological aspect only.
In evaluating ideas or conclusions presented in a study like this, you
have to make sure how much thought the analyst has given to factors
other than the psychological (family, social, economic, political etc. )
that may have an influence upon the development of that character, to
what extent you could rely on these ideas and conclusions in view of the
major concern of your own study, and finally, what position you
should assume in presenting these ideas or conclusions if you choose to
use them. '

In one word, research does not mean to take for granted whatever
is found in the library. It is an evaluative, interpretive and selective
process. At its best, it functions as a mind-opener for student-writers

and a complement to their individual thinking.

Types of the Research Paper

There are different ways of classifying the research paper. But in
view of the general réquirements of the B. A. thesis for the Chinese stu-
dents of English, it is divided here into two distinctive types; the ana-
lytical paper and the interpretive paper.

An analytical paper refers to one which deals with a complex issue
by examining its component parts in order to have a better understand-
ing of it, ot reach a general conclusion about it. The sample B. A. the-
sis included in the next chapter of this book, though developed techni-
cally by means of comparison and contrast, illustrates basic characteris-
tics of analytical writing. The overall concern of that paper is to prove
the contemporary Chinese writer, Wang Meng’s contribution to the Chi-
nese way of novel-writing by using the western “stream-of-conscious-
ness” technique in one of his latest works. To do this, the author sepa-
rates his subject (Wang Meng’s use of the stream-of-consciousness tech-
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nique) into five component parts (major characteristics of Wang Meng’s
treatment of the technique): subject-matter, disappearance of the au-
thor, use of lived time, treatment of the relationship between inner re-
ality of outer would, and maintenance of a complete plot. By examin-
ing these characteristics in comparison with a stream-of—cor;sciousness
masterpiece written by one of the most influential English writers of this
century, the author of the thesis pushes his discussion to a conclusion
which is hinted at in the introduction of the paper.

An interpretive paper, on the other hand, serves an explanatory
purpose. Though it is similar to an analytical paper in some respects,
the interpretive paper works in a manner of explanatory reporting. It
can be used to present applications of an idea or theory, methods and
findings of an investigation, and the like. However, the significance of
an interpretive paper is not only in the reporting itself, but also in the
conclusion based on the author’s interpretations. A paper topic such as
“The art of questioning in the beginning English-classroom setting” well
claims itself to be an interpretive report. The student who has chosen to
work on this topic may begin her paper by introducing methodological
principles concerning the use of questioning in language teaching.
Then, she may report on her applicative experiments of these principles
with a group of beginning students of English. During the course of her
experiments, she may have felt the need to make some modifications ot
adaptations to those general principles to suit the special background of
the students and her particular teaching objectives. So, she wiil natu-
rally have to make explanations about this while reporting her experi-
ments in the papet. And finally, she may end her paper either with a
convincing conclusion that educational principles can help bring about
effective teaching only when used in accordance with the specific char-
acteristics of the students and the need of the particular teaching objec-
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