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Part One
How to Write An Academic Essay



Chapter 1
Writing the Research Proposals and Reports

* Variation in formats

* Organizing the proposal/report
(DIntroduction

(©Method—subjects, procedures, analysis
®Results and discussion

(DFront and back matter—title page, abstract, references, appen-
dices

Variation in Formats

Writing a plan for the research is the first chance we have to put all
the pieces together. It can serve as a rough draft of the final research re-
port. Therefore, you can save time and effort if you use the same format
for the proposal as you will ultimately use in the final report.

The research proposal will answer the questions that any critic might
ask when you first say that you have a question or questions that you want
to address:

* What is/are the research question(s)?

* What has already been done to answer the question(s)?

* What evidence do you expect to gather to answer the question(s) ?

* What are the variables in the study and how are they defined?

. 2 .



* Where or from what Ss (or texts or objects) do you expect to gath-
er the evidence?

* How do you expect to collect the data?

* How will you analyze the data you collect?

* What do you expect the results to be?

* Exactly how will the results you obtain address the question?

% What wider relevance (or restricted relevance) does the study
have?

* Are there any suggestions for further research? Where can the re-
Iated literature: be found?

* If new materials, tests, or instruments are proposed, what does
a sample look like?

* If funding is sought, what are your qualifications (your curricu-
lum vitae)?

(DTimetable for the research

(@Budget for the research

This list looks formidable. Whether you will need to answer every
question depends on the purpose for which you prepare the proposal.
However, even if you don’t write out an answer to each question, you
should consider all questions carefully. For example, you may not apply
for funding and the budget may not need to be specified. That does not
mean you shouldrt think about it in preparing your plan.

If you prepare the proposal for anyone other than yourself, the first
thing to do is to inquire whether there is a set format that you should
follow.

Your department, if it is like ours, may give graduate students a
detailed outline for thesis and dissertation proposals. You may be re-
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quired to give not only an extensive description of the study but a list of
relevant course work and a detailed timetable for completion of the pro-
ject. Whether the format is open or extremely detailed, the same ques-
tions will need to be answered.

If your proposal is to be submitted in one of the more common for-
mats such as the APA (American Psychological Association) format, the
MLA (Modem Language Association) format, or the Chicago style
sheet, computers can be very helpful. Personal computer software pro-
grams offer you a choice of many of these formats. In addition, most u-
niversities have mainframe programs where a special software program for-
mats the text in exactly the style required by the university. Once you be-
come acquainted with such programs, they are invaluable—they make re-
search more feasible by saving you time and money.

Practice 1.1

(D Obtain instructions for writing a proposal from your department,
university, or grant agency. Look at the instructions. How similar ‘is
the format to that given in this chapter? In what order do questions ( those
that must be answered in all research projects) need to be presented?

@ Check the range of computer software { and hardware) available
for report writing and for data analysis. In your study group, evaluate
the software available for your use. Which programs are best for your word
processing needs? Do these programs also offer possibilities for data analy-
sis?



Organizing the Proposal/Report

* Introduction

Typically, proposals and research reports begin with a short intro-
duction. In most research formats, the introduction is not labeled as
such. Rather, the writer begins with a bref statement that shows the
question is timely and of importance. Because novice researchers some-
times find it difficult to break the “writer's block”, it is worthwhile to
pay attention to the almost formulaic phrasing of these opening sentences.
You may not want to use them yourself, but they are always available to
get you started.

Recent research has suggested xxx. Such ( research,
work , an interpretation) has many strengths but . . .

The issue of xxx is one which has puzed researchers for
many years. Recent work, however, has offered interesting
ways in which we might approach this issue.

A number of proposals have been made in regard to xxx.

Contemporary research into the nature of xxx emphasizes
the role of xxx factors. A large part of this research has been
based on the idea... However, in spite of the diversity/a-
greement of . . . exacily how we might xxx is not well defined.

The notion of xxx commands a central position in ( theo-
ry, research, instruction). While... there is considerable
controversy regarding . . .

One of the most hotly debated topics in xxx has been the

Researchers and teachers have been interested in X and Y

. 5 .



throughout the twentieth century, but only recently have. . .
Although xxx has always been recognized , scientific inter-

est in this topic has developed slowly/rapidly over the past x

years .

xxx and yyy are, for the (applied linguist, educational
psychologist, language teacher), two of the most interesting

Jacets of . ..

After the opening lines, the researcher provides a brief review of the
most relevant research reports on the question. At the end of the review,
it should not only be clear why the question is “interesting”, but also
why previous research has failed to answer the broad research question
(e.g. not enough research to answer the broad research question; the
research was somehow flawed; the research involved Ss that differ from
those you wish to select; the procedures you wish to use will overcome
previous threats to validity; and so forth) .

Near the end of the introduction, the research questions are stated.
Interestingly, some review committees (whether grant committees or de-
partment committees) as well as some journals prefer that the research
question not be stated in the null form. The reason is, we believe,
stylistic. Be sure to check with your advisor (or look at past issues of the
journal) before deciding on the precise form of the research question.
Operational definitions of terms may also be given here. And, at this
point, the researcher may also place disclaimers to show limitations on
the scope of the research.

If you are preparing a proposal for a thesis or dissertation, it is like-
ly that the introductory section will be extensive. Typically, committees
expect that you will review all the background studies in the research area
as evidence that you are thoroughly prepared to undertake the study. This
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review may form a chapter of your final document. In rewriting the docu-
ment as a journal article, only the research most directly relevant to the
study would be used. Thesis proposals often give much more
documentation to the importance of the study, the original contribution
the study will make to the field, and its relevance to theory or practice.
Again, this is evidence that the author is qualified to undertake the re-
search. In preparing a journal article on this research, the author, with
a few brief sentences, can make the connection between research and

theory for readers.

Practice 1.2

@ Select one of the research articles. Ousline the introduction section
Jor this study. Where are the research questions posed? How detailed is
the introduction? How extensive is the literature review? Where are the re-
search questions posed? Are formal hypotheses stated for the questions? Is
there a “ limitations to this study” section in the introduction? Are opera-
tional definitions given for the key terms in the research?

@ Compare the results in your study group across all the articles sur-
veyed. How much variability is shown across the studies? How might you
account for this variability?

* Method

The introduction tells us what the study is about. The method sec-
tion tells us how the study will be carried out. The method section will,
of course, vary according to the type of study. Typically, though, it
begins with a section describing the data source—the “ unit of
observation” (the Ss and their characteristics, or the schools/classes and

their characteristics, or the text classifications and charactenstics, or the
. 7 .



classes and characteristics of objects from which the data are drawn).

1. Subjects

The description of the data source should be as complete and precise
as possible. In journal articles, we do not expect that every detail will
be mentioned-journals do not have that kind of space nor do readers want
to know every tiny detail. We do, however, expect that details will be
given for variables that are important to the study. The major criteria in
evaluating these descriptions are precision and replicability. When re-
search is replicated, it is not unusual to consult the original author for
further details. However, readers of articles also evaluate descriptions
using these criteria. If the descriptions do not allow replication, then in
some way they are not precise enough to allow the reader to interpret the
results. As an example, consider each of the following fictitious descrip-
tions. Is sufficient information given so that replication and/or interpreta-
tion of results would be possible?

Subjects

Thirty native speakers and 30 normative speakers of Span-

ish will serve as subjects/ or this study. The normative speakers

are enrolled in an advanced Spanish conversation class at Hous-

ton Community Adult School. The non-natives have English as

a fust language. Three of these have studied other foreign lan-

guages in addition to Spanish .

Comments on description of data source:

This description of Ss is complete in terms of information on number
of subjects and their First language. While we know they are enrolled in
an “advanced” Spanish class, we do not know much about how fluent

. 8 .



they are in Spanish. We need an operational definition of “advanced”
from the author. Other demographic data (e.g. age, sex, travel to
Spanish-speaking countries) might be needed, depending on the re-

search question.
Texts

The texts for tins study are 30 200-word samples randomly
selected from five short stories by American authors. The short
stories appear in EFL: Vol 8, a reading textbook for advanced
EFL students .

Comments on description of data source:

We do not know how the random selection was camied out. For a
detailed description of random sampling procedures using a table of ran-
dom numbers, you might consult Shavelson (1988, pages 10 ~ 11).
We do not know how representative these stories are of American short
stories. We do not know if the stories are original or were adapted (sim-
plified) . We do not know whether the sample size is sufficiently large to
contain examples of the variables being studied. Whether these are im-
portant issues could only be determined by reading the remainder of the
article.

Practice 1.3
Comment on the following descriptions.
(A) Classes

The classes selected for this study include five fourth-grade
bilingual classrooms located in a lower middle-class area where
little residential mobility has been noted . - The control classrooms

.9 .



