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unt 1

UNDERSTANDING RESEARCH

Unit Objectives

At the end of the unit you will

1. understand the fundamentals of research,

2. know what the main types of research are, and

3. have learned what is required for ‘conducting
research.
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PART | INTRODUCTION

A graduation thesis bears much resemblance to a research paper in many ways. Therefore,
we think it appropriate to discuss the essentials of research and some general requirements
for research in Unit One. “

Group Work

Look at the following situations together, and then answer the questions that follow.
e Situation One: choosing a college

e Situation Two: looking for a part-time job _

e Situation Three: reading a book and then writing a book report

e Situation Four: studying how children learn to speak

Questions:

1. What does each situation involve doing?

2. Based on your answer to the first question, can you summarize the common features of
these four situations?
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PART Il EXPLANATION

The activity in INTRODUCTION may have already given you some idea as to what research

is. This part aims to clarify ydur thoughts and provide you with further explanation about
what research is.

Questions

What is research?

What are the primary features of research?
How is research categorized?

What does research require?

ol -

Fundamentals of Research

In order to understand what research is, we would like to start with a few definitions:
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Definition One:  Research involves curiosity about a phenomenon and the posing of test-
able questions about relationships among observed phenomena.

Definition Two: Research involves serious, systematic activity, requiring hard work,
dedication, and perseverance.

Definition Three: Research is planned, systematic investigation. It attempts to study phe-
nomena through careful description and identification.

Definition Four: Research concerns obtaining knowledge about something unknown or
making a discovery .

You may notice that there are some italicized words in the above definitions. If you
care to pick out those words, then you can form an idea of what we call research. What
motivates you to carry out research is your curiosity or interest in something unknown;
there is a desire to know more about something that you don’t have much knowledge
about. In research, questions or hypotheses have to be asked or established. And then
there is a design that plans out how the questions or hypotheses are to be answered or test-
ed: what research methods are most suitable for the research purpose, how data are to be
analyzed and discussed, etc. In other words, a research scheme has to be worked out to
ensure objectivity and reliability. Research does not stop short of drawing conclusions
based on the findings. In actuality, this is the most important outcome of research —
gain knowledge about something previously unknown. Research cannot be complete with-
out making conclusions concerning your research questions or hypotheses.

To sum up, we can make the following points about the features of research:

1. Research is conducted systematically.

2. Research requires asking good questions or establishing valid hypotheses

3. Research involves seeking to describe, identify, and control relationships among

phenomena in order to study them.

4. Research requires attempting to interpret study findings in a convincing and justifi-

able manner.

5. Research requires attempting to generate conclusions that throw light on phenome-
na formerly unknown.

Types of Research

Research activities can be classified into different categories according to research intention
and source of information.

1. Research intention
According to what a particular example of research attempts to eventually achieve, re-
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search can be divided into basic or theoretical research and applied research. Theoretical
research involves attempts to construct theoretical models. For instance, theoretical
research may attempt to establish some universal or abstract language rules that can be
applied to all human languages. Applied research may, on the other hand, seek to investi-
gate the applications of these universal language rules to one particular language. Though
theoretical research and applied research differ in their research intention/purpose and thus
may result in different research questions or hypotheses, each category often contributes
to revision of the content and structure of the other. For example, findings or discoveries
in applied research may lead to the revision of theories proposed in theoretical research.
Thus, the relationship between the two is two-way rather than unidirectional.

Theoretical research > Applied research

2. Source of information
According to the source of information a research activity draws upon, research can be
classified into primary research and secondary research.

Primary research, sometimes called empirical or field research, is the study of a sub-
ject through firsthand or original information obtained from observation and investigation.
For example, you may conduct a language proficiency test in order to investigate the level
of language proficiency of the subjects. You may interview some students in order to find
out their attitudes or opinions about some phenomenon. Or you may analyze a literary or
historical text, carry out a lab experiment, etc. These sources of information are called pri-
mary sources, as they come from your own investigations or observations rather than from
published books or articles.

Secondary research, on the other hand, is the examination of studies that other
researchers have made of the subject of your interest. Thus, it is sometimes called library
research. Examples of secondary sources include books, articles, and other kinds of publi-
cations that concern your chosen field.

Primary research and secondary research, though drawing on different sources of
information, are not mutually exclusive. In fact, they are complementary. Most academic
papers, including graduation theses, contain a combination of the two. For instance, Liter-
ature Review, which is an important part of a research paper, usually requires the resear-
cher to conduct library research by examining relevant reference materials. The outcome of
library research is the identification of research questions, which can be investigated by
either primary research or secondary research.

No matter what type of research or combination of research you decide to use in your
graduation paper, you need, firstiy, to learn how to investigate, observe, and collect data
in a systematic way. Secondly, you need to learm how to identify, analyze, review, and
effectively use information, ideas, and opinions of other researchers. Remember: iden-
tifying, locating, assessing, and assimilating others’ research findings and then developing
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and elaborating your own idea are exactly what constitutes research paper writing, in-
cluding graduation thesis writing.

Requirements of Research

As we have seen, inspiration for research may come from everyday situations. For exam-
ple, a lot of advertisements nowadays target the younger generation. You may want to find
out what impact advertisements have on the young, in what way(s), and to what extent.
However, research activity is not the same as everyday activity, for the former requires
certain qualities or skills in order to accomplish the research task. In this section, we will
have a brief survey of the basic requirements for research.

1. Learning to ask questions

The ability to develop for the beginning stage of research is your ability to ask questions. In
order to pin down something worth your research effort, you need to learn how to ask
questions about what potentially interests you. While asking a series of questions from dif-
ferent angles, or at different levels, you are, in fact, identifying, examining, and evaluat-
ing its worth for your effort. If something is really worth doing, then asking questions can
further help you clarify your thoughts, formulate your proposition, and stlmulate your own
thinking about possible research plans.

The following is a list of suggested questions:

¢ Questions concerning your familiarity with the topic/subject: Am I sufficiently inter-
ested in my question or topic to keep me interested over the necessary time period? Do 1
know something about it? Have I read about this topic/subject before?

¢ Questions concerning your academic background or training: Is the topic/subject
within my academic area? Is my current research interest related to my academic research
in general? Does my current research interest build on my past research studies? What is
the relationship between my research interest and current work in this subject area? Is my
academic background or training adequate for my potential research interest?

* Questions concerning the availability of library sources: Are there sufficient reference
materials to further my research interest? Do I have access to the relevant reference
materials? What books or articles do 1 know that address my main proposition?

e Questions concerning general evaluation of a given text or book: What is most im-
pressive about this book? Is the book up to date? Is the author’s argument convincihg?
What is lacking in his proposed model or theory? How does the author elaborate on his
main argument? What are the main features of his theory? How is his theory compared to
others’? What is the main message/theme?

» Questions concerning detailed study of a given text or book: By what means, stylistic
and other, does the author attempt to establish the character of the narrator in the text?
Which types of character in the text use irony? And why?

¢ Questions concerning formulating your proposition/main argument: What are the
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questions I wish to answer in my graduation paper? What is the main or central question
that I wish to address in my paper?

e Questions concerning outlining your thesis: What kinds of answers am I looking for?

What methods will help me find answers?

There can be as many questions as you can possibly think of. Our main purpose here is
not to provide you with a complete list, but to bring your attention to its importance. We
want you to be aware that asking questions can help you develop critical, analytic thinking
and be inquisitive and discerning in mind, which are the essential qualities of being a good
researcher.

2. Knowing how to focus on a topic
Every researcher has to decide what to write about at the early stage of any research
project. The decision-making process should include the following activities:

a) Following your interests
Once you start thinking about what to write, you will probably find that there are many
subjects you would like to explore. One way to begin to choose a subject is to recall what
interests you already have, to think about what you already know, and to consider how to
build on what you know. Before you commit yourself, it is wise to take time to consider
the possibilities. You may want to make three lists:

— a list of subjects that you already know something about

— a list of new subjects you wish to explore

— a list of those items on the first two lists that are appropriate for you.

b) Breaking down large subjects
Subjects are too broad to be covered at length in a paper, so it is of great importance that
you know how to break down a subject. A subject usually refers to a field of study or a
discipline, such as linguistics, literature, history, economics, etc. In contrast, a topic is a
specific area within a subject, representing one thesis or central idea.

The following example illustrates how a subject can be narrowed down to a topic.

Subject Topic
Psycholinguistics Linguistic factors can affect some cognitive processes.
Literature Green has a symbolic meaning in The Great Gatsby.

3. Knowing the format of a research paper
There are standard formats for a research paper. For example, a paper should include the
following elements: (1) Title, (2) Abstract, (3) Introduction including Review of Litera-
ture, (4) Methods, (5) Results, (6) Discussion, (7) Conclusion or Recommendations, (8)
References or Works Cited, and (9) Appendices.

Moreover, a paper should follow standard outline formats: number-letter sequence or
decimal sequence. The following example is a number-letter sequence:



