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Unit 1

Overview of Research
Articles
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Objectives

® To learn the functions and the structure of research articles.

® To learn the language features of research articles.

Introduction

In academic journals and conference proceedings, you can find different types of research

publication, such as research articles, theory papers, review articles, response papers, or short
communications. A research article (henceforth RA) is a written paper reporting the findings of an
original study. It tends to be empirically oriented, based on evidence, data, and fact. In contrast, a
theory paper presents logical argumentation or theoretical analysis of an observation. A review article
is the review of a scholarly book, and a response paper comments on or reacts to an earlier publication.
A short communication, or a technical note, usually takes the form of a mini RA.
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Being the most representative academic writing, RAs are regarded as the jewel on the crown
of academic English papers. As we know, writing and publishing English RAs are the required
academic tasks for both junior and senior scholars. These tasks have become increasingly
challenging in the modern academic world where publication is very competitive among
international researchers and degree students. In this regard, this textbook takes RAs as the
sole mission. It aims at alleviating your pressure of writing English RAs and satisfying your
professional requirement of publication.

The nature of research explains the features of RAs. Scientific research is known as a systematic
process of collecting and analyzing information in order to discover or establish facts or principles.
Therefore, an RA is not personal thoughts or ideas without factual or experimental bases. Nor is it
the idea of others or a series of quotations. Instead, an RA presents and interprets an original study,
acknowledging all the sources referred to.

However, like all the writings, the purpose of writing an RA is always closely connected with
audience. Therefore, you should analyze the audience of a target journal or conference, or identify
the audience by reading the Guide for Authors, which will in turn help you decide what and how
to present and interpret, and to what extent. For instance, if the audience is fairly narrow, mainly
consisting of the scientists from related disciplines, your RA should aim at informing the audience
of the specialized details of the research. However, if the audience is fairly broad, your RA should
also provide basic and sufficient background details so that the audience can comprehend and
evaluate the research.

The functions, structural features, and language features of an effective RA are outlined below.

Functions

The primary function of an RA is to advance knowledge in a certain academic field. By writing
and publishing RAs, researchers make their studies public to the academic community. In this way
they contribute to the understanding of the phenomenon under study. At the same time, they also
learn about the latest or the edge-cutting research by reading their peers’ RAs, which will in turn help

develop their own investigations.

Structural Features

1. Sections of RAs

RAs follow a somewhat standard format with which writers present their research in an orderly
and logical manner. The following table shows the sections of an RA and their essential functions

responding to different research information.
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Table 1 The sections of an RA and the research information they convey

Sections Research information
Title What is the subject matter of a research?
Who did the work and wrote the paper?
Awihar(s) Who made substantial contributions?
Abstract and Keywords What did the study do in a nutshell?
; ?
Introduction What is the research background?

What is/are the research question(s)?

Literature Review

Which previous studies are related to this research?

Methods How did the author(s) answer the research question?
Results What did the author(s) find out?

Discussion What do the findings mean?

Conclusion What is the significance of this research in a larger context?
Acknowledgements Who helped the author(s) with the research?

References Whose work did the author(s) cite?

Appendix What extra information did the article provide?

Title and Authors, Abstract, and Keywords are the front components of an RA; Introduction (1),
Literature Review (L), Methods (M), Results (R), Discussion (D), and Conclusion (C) constitute the
body part. The frequency of the sections in the body of an RA is shown in the following figure.

100.0%

88.5%

Figure 1 The major sections in RAs

(Note: [RD] means the merged part of Results and Discussion)

This figure illustrates that I is an obligatory section, M and C appear in most of the RAs, and D, L, and

R can be found in around half of the RAs. It should be noted that [RD] section plays an important role

in RAs as well.
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Different disciplines adopt different major sections. For example, in the RAs of applied linguistics,
I, M and R are the most common sections, but in computer science, I, R and D/C occur most

frequently.

2. Headings of RAs’ Sections

There are three types of section headings, namely, standard, functional, and content headings.
The standard headings refer to those conventional labels, such as Introduction, Literature Review,
Method, Results, Discussion, and Conclusion. The functional headings are the variations of
standard headings. For instance, “Discussion and critique”, “Comment”, “Beyond the evidence”,
“General discussion”, and “Interpretation of the findings” are the functional versions of the standard
Discussion in RAs. Content headings are the theme related headings, such as “An example from the
tobacco litigation”, “Use of humor in the meetings”, and “Learning effort comparison”. These sub-
titles perform the same functions of traditional headings but explicitly indicate the topics of these
sections.

Disciplinary variation in the headings of RAs’ sections is remarkable. For example, in medical

areas, the heading of “Results” is often replaced by “Observations”.

3. Structural Patterns of RAs

Originating from lab reports, the conventional RAs followed the layout of IMRD in the body part;
however, other frameworks have also evolved over time. The prevalent structural patterns in modern
RAs include ILM[RD]C, IM [RD]C, IMRDC, and ILMRD, as shown in Fig. 2.

ILM[RD]C 21.0%
ILM[RD]C

IMRDC

ILMRDC

ILMRD

Others 19.7%

Figure 2 The macro-structural patterns of empirical RAs

The structure of an RA is a reflection of disciplinary nature. The most prominent pattern, ILM[RD]C,
is often adopted in engineering and social sciences, while the traditional IMRD pattern is frequently

used in many applied science disciplines and some social science disciplines, and rarely employed
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in engineering and humanities disciplines. Given the differences in subject matters, disciplines, and
journal requirements, you are strongly suggested to examine the structural patterns in the RAs of your
specialized area.

Although RAs may follow different organizational patterns, these patterns share a prominent
feature of information flow, i.e., “general-specific-general”. This movement of information means that
an RA starts with general information of the research area, narrows towards the body part, and widens
after it, as demonstrated in the following diagram.

Introduction General
¢ Specific
Results F
+ Specific
Discussion l
General

Figure 3 The information flow of RAs

Language Features

So far, you must have been familiar with or even proficient at essay writings. An RA in fact shares
many similarities with common essays, such as a well-focused topic for the whole paper, adequate
support for the topic or sub-topics, and the use of transitional signals throughout the paper. However,
some language features do distinguish an RA from an ordinary essay. The features to be discussed here

are formality, complexity, objectivity, precision, and stance taking (37.375215).

1. Formality

To report scientific studies academically, RAs prefer formal expressions to colloquial and informal
ones. Colloquial expressions such as “stuff”, “a lot of 7, “thing”, or ““sort of ”’ should be avoided. Although
informal elements do exist, the large percentage of formal elements is still a distinctive feature of RAs.
Particularly, English has such a large vocabulary that there are usually different ways to express an idea.
You are suggested therefore to choose formal forms whenever possible to reduce informality. Examples of

formal words and expressions are italicized in the following Abstract of an RA.
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Kissing right?
On the consistency of the head-turning bias in kissing

(Published in Laterality, 2011)

The present study investigated the consistency of the head-turning bias in kissing. In
particular we addressed what happens if a person who prefers to kiss with the head turned
to the right kisses a person who prefers to kiss with the head turned to the left. To this end,
participants (N=57) were required to kiss a life-sized doll’s head rotated in different orientations
that were either compatible or incompatible with the participants” head-turning preference.
Additionally, participants’ handedness, footedness, and eye preference was assessed. Results
showed that a higher percentage of participants preferred to kiss with their head turned to
the right than to the left. In addition, the right-turners were more consistent in their kissing
behaviour than left-turners. That is, with the doll’s head rotated in an incompatible direction,
right-turners were less likely to switch their head to their non-preferred side. Since no clear
relationships between head-turning bias and the other lateral preferences (i.e., handedness,
footedness, and eye preference) were discerned, the more consistent head-turning bias among
right-turners could not be explained as deriving from a joint pattern of lateral preferences that
is stronger among individuals with rightward as compared to individuals with lefiward lateral

preferences.

The formal words in RAs are known as academic words. They are more formal than general English,

but unlike technical terms, they are not specific to any disciplines. Take the following pairs for example:

Table 2 Pairs of informal and formal words

Verbs Adjectives Nouns Others
Informal | Formal |Informal| Formal Informal Formal Informal| Formal
go depart |wrong |incorrect |help assistance at first initially
tell inform |whole complete |understanding |comprehension |besides |additionally
get obtain |enough |sufficient |sight vision SO therefore
keep retain  |better superior |house residence next subsequently
stop cease empty vacant chance opportunity atonce |immediately

To express an action or occurrence, a single verb tends to be chosen over a phrasal or prepositional

verb (verb + preposition) in order to increase the degree of formality. For example,

® The present study investigated the consistency of the head-turning bias in kissing.

Cf. The present study looked into the consistency of the head-turning bias in kissing.



Unit 1 Overview of Research Articles

More examples of formal verbal alternatives are given in the following table.

Table 3 Pairs of informal and formal expressions

Informal Formal Informal Formal
set up establish put off postpone
go up increase carry out conduct
come across encounter find out discover
go up and down fluctuate cut down reduce
get rid of eliminate come up with create

Furthermore, RAs conform to the following grammatical conventions in order to reduce

informality:

e Refraining from contractions such as “can’t”, “doesn’t”, “won’t” and “shouldn’t”

E.g. It is alarming to note that the source of nearly 30% of viruses can’t be determined.
(Informal)

Cf. It is alarming to note that the source of nearly 30% of viruses cannot be determined.
(Formal)

e Limiting the use of “run on” expressions such as “and so on” and “etc.”

E.g. Hydrogen can be used in gas turbines, fuel cells, ete. (Informal)

Cf. Hydrogen can be used in gas turbines, fuel cells, and other applications./Hydrogen can
be used in a number of applications, from gas turbines to fuel cells. (Formal)

e Limiting the use of informal negative forms “not ... any”, “not ... much”, and “not ...
many”

E.g. This emerging social disaster has not received much attention. (Informal)

Cf. This emerging social disaster has received little attention. (Formal)

e Limiting the use of direct questions in hard sciences

E.g. Why does the brain function that way? (Informal)

Cf. Many studies have examined the reason why the brain functions that way./It remains
unclear why the brain functions that way. (Formal)

e Limiting starting a sentence with conjunctions such as “and”, “but”, and “so”

E.g. Most notably, this is the first study to investigate the effectiveness of extended
psychosocial intervention. And our results provide compelling evidence for long term
involvement, suggesting that this approach appears to be effective in counteracting stress.
(Informal)

Cf. Most notably, this is the first study to investigate the effectiveness of extended
psychosocial intervention. Our results provide compelling evidence for long term
involvement, suggesting that this approach appears to be effective in counteracting stress.
(Formal)
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e Placing adverbs within verbs rather than at the beginning or end of the sentence
E.g. The self-report questionnaire was developed by Eccles et al. (1983) originally. (Informal)
Cf. The self-report questionnaire was originally developed by Eccles et al. (1983). (Formal)

2. Complexity

In general, RAs are complex both lexically and grammatically. The words in RAs are longer,
denser, and more varied than those in common essays. Proportionately, more lexical words are
used than grammatical words. Another salient feature of RA’s vocabulary is the prevalence of

nominalization whose formation can be summarized below:

Table 4 Summary of the formation of normalized words

Suffixes (52 ) Examples
-tion reproduction, adaptation, rotation
-ity ability, similarity, complexity
-ness blindness, darkness, preparedness
-ment development, encouragement, unemployment
-ery robbery, bribery, bakery
-ance assistance, resemblance, performance
-ing selling, developing, evolving
-ism activism, skepticism, alcoholism

Grammatically speaking, RAs employ more clauses than general essays in order to express
complicated ideas. Take a sentence from the Abstract on page 8 as an example: “In particular we
addressed what happens if a person who prefers to kiss with the head turned to the right kisses a person
who prefers to kiss with the head turned to the left.” The embedded clauses such as “what happens ...”,
“if a person ...”, and “a person who prefers ...” apparently increase the complexity of this sentence.

RAs also display an overwhelming occurrence of phrasal modifications, in particular noun phrases
with multiple levels of phrasal embedding. This is known as structural compression, as shown in the

following table.

Table 5 Categories of typical noun phrasal modifications and examples

Grammatical features Examples
Adjective as noun premodifier a large number, unusual circumstances
Noun as noun premodifier surface tension, liquid manure

(continued)



