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Chapter One
What is this book all about?

1.1 Preview Discussion: What is this book all about?

As you will fully understand, the first chapter of a book usually tends to be the most
difficult part of the whole book. Our book is no exception. This is because there are so many
new things crammed in this part; innovative concepts you have not met before, big terms you
are not familiar with, special styles you need to adjust yourself to, and unique content
arrangements necessary for the subject matter clearly understood, to name but a few. Being
well aware of some difficulties our student researchers may have in a scientific study, we try
to adopt a balanced approach in this introductory chapter with theory and practice being
equally emphasized. What we present in this book is a systematic and informative system
concerning how to do research independently. Following this brief Discussion Preview, we are
going to introduce a kernel part called Professor’s Lecture where all important issues listed
below will be explained and discussed to some extent. Since this is the introductory part to the
book, more discussion concerning the issues such as writing purposes, theoretical
frameworks, potential readers, content arrangements, and reading instructions will also be
presented. Afterwards, we will have interesting group discussions, sample demonstrations,
and follow-up practice. For this reason, in the Preview Discussion section of this chapter, we
hope you will notice the following simple facts: 1)there are six sections in Chapter One, 2)the
focus of this chapter is the authors’ introduction to the whole book, both theoretical and
pragmatic issues being discussed, and 3) the titles for the sections and sub-sections of this
chapter are:

.1.1 Preview Discussion
1.2 Professor’s Lecture on “What is this book all about?”
1.2.1 Why should we write a book like this?
1.2.2 What theoretical considerations do we have for this book?
1.2.3 How do we organize this book?
1.2.3.1 Some basic things you should know about how to do your own research
1.2.3.2 An updated and detailed organization framework for this book
1.2.4 How can you use this book more efficiently?
1.3 Discussion '
1.3.1 Theme Discussion
1.3.2 Episode Discussion
1.4 Sample Demonstration
1.5 Follow-up Practice
1.6 Suggested Activities and Readings
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1.2 Professor’s Lecture on “What is this book all about?”

1.2.1 Why should we write a book like this?

This book aims to introduce an innovative model in thesis writing and project designing.
This new model reflects our emphasis and concern for a socio-cognitive way of learning in
general and a deconstructive way of doing research in particular (cf. Lave & Wenger, 1991).
To meet this end, we introduce a tripartite model in this book, which possesses the following
features, while a more detailed explanation of these components will be given in Section1.2.2
below.

1) A “Professor’ s Lecture” section is introduced immediately after the *Preview
Discussion” of each chapter as to highlight the major issues that will be thoroughly
discussed, illustrated, and analyzed in the remaining sections of each chapter;

2) A question-driven discourse pattern will be employed in this book so that a more
economic, direct, and efficient type of communication will be maintained between the
supervisor and the student researcher. In addition to the general arrangement of the
whole book, a good illustration of this pattern can be found in “Theme Discussion” and
“Episode Discussion” sessions;

3) A “Sample Demonstration” section will be introduced, along with other equally useful
tools such as “Follow-up Practice” and “Suggested Activities & Readings” in each of
the chapters in the book so as to get more creative, diverse and individualized input
concerning the issue of how to do research.

As you can see from this rather brief introduction to the framework of the book, we are
striving at something innovative and original in our training practice. We have used this model
of training in our linguistics program at Tsinghua University for some time. But the attempt to
write a book like this has been encouraged by many external factors. Our long involvement in
the teaching of the self-taught B.A. program at Beijing Radio & TV University is one, our
experimental participation in the research training of this program is another, our colleagues’
push is a third one, and our desire to enhance the quality of higher education in China is a
fourth one. This list of writing motivation could go on to some extent. But the most important
factor we have for completing a book like this is, however, related to our understanding of the
student researchers’ needs and our concern for a more healthy and communicative pattern of
discourse in doing research ( Firth & Wagner, 1997). Over the past decades, we have
repeatedly witnessed the tension and agony the student researchers experienced when engaged
in writing a term paper, a B. A. or M. A. thesis, or even a Ph.D. dissertation. Doing
research is not an easy job. We all know that. Doing research differs from studying in
classroom. You may say so. “Doing research is some big guys’ business but not my cup of
tea.” We disagree. The fundamental reason for us to reject the last assumption is that any
scientific research seems at a rather abstract level to reflect an understanding of the
relationship between the human being and the world. As rational adults, we have developed
our unique ways of conceptualizing this relationship. As in-service students, we are
thoroughly familiar with our own work. As university students, we have gathered enough
knowledge in a given field. Therefore, when it comes to the final stage of our university
training, we are supposed to be mature in representing our understanding of the relationship
between what we have got in work and what we have learned in class. Logically speaking,
doing research is a natural expression of oneself. Administratively speaking, doing research is
an important and indispensable process in our higher education system. Academically
speaking, doing research is a practice that has to do with different traditions and special
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requirements in theory development and methodology selection. Having said so much about
some basic features in doing research, let us now turn to a more relevant issue we want to
explore in this book. This focal issue tries to answer the question of how to become a
successful student researcher. And some big problems that are related to this fundamental
issue become our direct and major concerns of this book, which could be further summarized as
follows:

1) What are some basic things a student researcher should know all about at a meta-
cognitive level of reasoning when engaged in research?

2) How can a student researcher complete a big project by following a step-by-step
procedure in his/her research training or thesis writing?

3) What devices are available to help a student researcher fight back, or rather
demythify, some false assumptions concerning research so that a healthier heuristic
pattern could be set up between the student researcher and the subject matter
examined?

A more direct reason for us to write a book like this comes from the encouragement,
motivation and success our supervising team obtained in the year of 2001 when we were
engaged in the training program of thesis writing at Beijing Radio and TV University. The
experience we got when working with the student researchers in Beijing area and the
extensive support we received from the staff members of this program have greatly paved the
way for us to deal with the three problems identified above. The great enthusiasm, active
participation and high involvement we observed in the work of these student researchers gave
us a deep impression. More importantly, our efforts in this program received a very positive
response at the exchange conference held at the City of Shenzhen in November, 2001, which
was organized by China Central Radio & TV University and sponsored by the Shenzhen Radio &
TV University. The participants of the conference were directors or chief tutors of the English
program provided in television universities in different parts of China. We presented our
research program at the conference and the participants showed a great interest in seeking the
possibility of using this training model for thesis writing on a large scale all over the country.
A mutual agreement was finally made at the conference: We were asked to expand and develop
the training model we used in our original thesis writing program so that it would become
more flexible and practical for distance student researchers in other areas. Based on a full
understanding of the problems and the importance of the work, we set out to write a book like
this. A last but not least reason for adding one more book to the already existing collection of
works on how to do research is ignited by the great enthusiasm we felt when we were working
with our students in some interesting research projects, the Student Research Training at
Tsinghua University being included.

1.2.2 What theoretical considerations do we have for this book?

Clearly enough, the three tasks we have mentioned above are not easy ones. In fact, they
are tough and demanding. Given the difficulty and complexity of doing high qualities research,
we designed a tripartite model training framework so that the student researchers could
conduct their own scientific study independently, in most cases just by following the
procedures we will prescribe. Put another way, we want to deal with the three major
problems identified in 1.2.1 above by introducing a nested pattern of discourse. To match our
discussion with these three major concerns in research, we have developed a concurrent
organizational pattern for all the chapters of this book. You may occasionally notice some
minor changes here and there in our discussion, but the tripartite model of structural
organization we propose at the outset of this chapter will form the backbone of our
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presentation, other materials will be arranged around these main themes. For your benefit,
let us try to resume to the original tripartite model of discourse and say more about each of the
three component elements.

We will first have an important section called “Professor’s Lecture” at the beginning of
each chapter and just after the Preview Discussion. This part is designed to provide you with
some theoretical discussion at a meta-cognitive level so that you could look at a given issue in
your research by adopting a top-down perspective, namely, from something more theoretical
to something more concrete. A thorough understanding of this part is encouraged. However,
if you have a poor interpretation of some concepts or ideas discussed in this part, don’t feel
bad. Keep on your reading and you will get more supportive feedback messages from other
parts of the same chapter.

We will then introduce a question-driven model to expose you directly to those big issues

"you will immediately encounter in your research practice. As we will illustrate soon, we are
going to deconstruct the whole chunk of academic research or thesis writing into several
stages, rather, processes, each of which will become the focus of a certain chapter in this
book. More importantly, the focuses of these research issues will be represented in a question
form and your job is to learn how to address these questions in a more scientific, practical, and
meaningful way. To further facilitate the mechanisms the student researcher may encounter in
dealing with some demanding tasks in their research, we will provide some step-by-step
instructions for them to follow when they move on and try to settle each of their research
questions.

We will further introduce a special section called “Sample Demonstration”. By including a
section like this, we emphasize a data-driven model of research. Having an arrangement like
this, you will have an opportunity to read some real or “authentic” (“JR¥ JFBK”) pieces
completed by our student researchers at Tsinghua University either in their degree pursuit or
in other research engagement. More specifically, some of them are undergraduates’ pieces
completed for some big projects, while others are graduates’ theses designed for more
complex subject matters. .

It is also observed that our discussion of relevant issues in research tgkes on a strong
linguistic orientation, though one may expect to gain a general understanding of scientific
research by reading the book. Consequently, our adoption of a tripartite model like this not
only reflects an awareness of the current development in applied linguistics, but also indicates
a serious concern about the application of learning theories of various kinds to our classroom
practice. Over past decades, many important changes have taken place both in the field of
linguistic research and in the domain of language teaching and these shifts should not go
unnoticed.

Ever since the 1980s, an appeal has been made for a combination of collective work
between psychologists, linguists, and cognitive scientists (Miller, 1990). As time passed by,
more and more researchers, educators included, realized the importance of the correlation
between cognition enhancement and performance development (1% 7K #, 2002). Following
this argument, we may resume one of crucial points in research, that is, we should treat this
practice as a process of illustrating the relationship between the researcher and the world. If
you accept this presupposition, then we will proceed to introduce another expression to
characterize the nature of thesis writing by regarding doing research as a good opportunity to
illustrate how we combine the process of sharpening our mind with the process of maneuvering
our hands. Therefore, cognitive training of research skills will become necessary in this case.
This cognitive approach, which aims at bridging the gap between knowing how to write and
learning to how to think, will inevitably involve more factors at different levels than the
traditional research paradigm does. Needless to say, this combination is the very essential
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requirement to develop our performance in creativity and innovation. The Professor’s Lecture
in this book is designed to deal with research issues at the level of meta-cognition and
theoretical exploration. We hope our discussion in this section will provide a starting point to
help you take off and soar up in your sky of the interested field, rather than bore you to death
by having too many fancy terms.

During the past decades, the process-oriented method has successfully been introduced in
the writing classroom all over the world (Yang, 1995). This shift in paradigm implies a huge
change in our understanding of writing activities. Researchers observe that our writing
behavior can be regarded as a series of successive activities such as brainstorming,
prewriting, writing, rewriting and editing rather than a practice completed once for all. What
is more, there has also been a tendency to regard reading as a process-oriented activity as
well. If we believe that people read and write in that way, we may take one more step and
assume that a successful researcher should also tend to organize his/her research work in a
well-controlled process pattern, rather than a once for all practice(—BETi BL#I4TX). The
reasoning behind this assumption is that writing provides a universal structure for any type of
research and all of our projects must be presented in a written form.

A second consideration for cutting the whole research chunk into a series of intrinsic
processes comes from the belief that some resource scarcity in time, energy and mentality
forces us to use minimal efforts for maximal effects. A process-controlled model is highly
likely to make this “barter trade” possible and beneficial. Guided by a principle like this, we
emphasize in this book the importance of deconstructing a research project into a series of
meaningfully related processes. This understanding of the nature of research is also
pragmatically oriented. Doing research, quite like completing a good piece of writing, is a
rather demanding task even for an experienced practitioner. Facing this challenge, we have to
search for some strategic solutions. Qur research experience has shown that a step-by-step
controlled model in thesis writing could be one of some potential strategies we may rely on.

This conceptualization of thesis writing also has to do with our own experiment and
practice in developing a computer-assistant-device for promoting research over the last two
years (#7K#K, 2000; Yang, et al, 2000). The basic mechanism underlying this attempt is to
set up a model that could be run on a computer to help a less experienced researcher produce
an acceptable abstract text in different language situations. The framework we developed for
this software is called a question-driven and mirror-simulating model. We are going to
introduce the software in Chapter Nine “How to produce a good abstract for your thesis” and
show you how to make an abstract text for your thesis with the help of our software named
EAME, or simply dubbed “% ®” in Chinese. Over the past years, we have encouraged our
student researchers at different levels to adopt this abstract generating model and write
abstracts for their own theses. It turned out that this software has been particularly
successful. Based on the positive input we have gained so far, what we want to do now is to
show you how the framework we used for this software is related to our tripartite model
proposed for research training and thesis writing. Encouraged by our initial success in the use
of EAME, we also want to take this opportunity to show you how the two functions we have in
this software, namely, the question-driven function and the mirror-simulating function, could
be further elaborated and conveniently employed as two major tools for our thesis writing. A
few more words will be needed to show the relationship between the first function and an
innovative understanding of thesis writing, which regards thesis writing as a series of well-
controlled and prefabricated processes which are designed to answer a set of intrinsically
related questions. And the second function is introduced for showing our concern for another
component in the tripartite model and this function will substantially be realized by the diverse
sample-based demonstration throughout the book. Below are some further elaborations



