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Introduction

To the student ’ ]

Do you panic when asked to write a research paper?
Perhaps you do, because almost everybody does. But
you will agree that being able to write a good research
paper in English will give you many advantages in this
competitive world, where English is becoming, in a
sense, a global language. Research writing becomes
easier once you know how to do it. It is the purpose of
this book to introduce to you the basics of “how to do it.”
These basics include:

Essential components of a research paper
Strategies for organizing a research paper
Language skills you need in writing a research paper
Proper ways of citing and referencing sources

What Is a Research Paper?

A research paper is a paper that reports the result of your research — whether it is the analysis
of a perspective or the argument of a point. The Oxford English Dictionary defines research as “a
search or investigation directed to the discovery of some fact by careful consideration or study of a
subject; a course of critical or scientific inquiry.” Therefore, the paper should present the writer’s
own thinking, backed up by other people’s ideas and information obtained through research; and
the research results should be presented in the required format.

You have probably written in English quite a few essays that present your thoughts, feelings, and
opinions. While writing these essays, you did not have to go beyond your personal knowledge or refer
to any source of information. With research writing, in contrast, you have to do much research before
you can develop a studied opinion. You do a lot before you start the first draft, exploring ideas, solving
problems, or putting forward arguments in relation to what others have written. That is, it involves
using materials beyond your personal knowledge. As a result, it requires sustained effort, interest and

=
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patience.

Research can be classified into two basic types: primary research and secondary research.
Primary research involves the collection of new data through various means such as interviews,
surveys, observations, questionnaire surveys or tests. For instance, investigating changes in farmers’
income in a remote village is a primary research project. Secondary research is also called library
research because it is usually done in libraries where the writer searches for the information already
available in previous reports, journals, books, magazines, newspapers, and online sources. Studying
the real meaning of the “rectification of names” in Confucianism is a typical library research
project.

Researchers in the humanities rely heavily (but not exclusively) on library research, while
researchers in social sciences rely heavily (but not exclusively) on primary research.

When you write a research paper, you have to consult many sources. A source is a book, an
article, a document or a person that provides you with information. There are two types of sources,
primary sources and secondary sources.

Primary sources, in the humanities, are first-hand accounts, for example, historical documents
(letters, speeches, and so on), literary works, archival/museum/library materials, oral histories,
interview records and so on. Primary sources, in social sciences, are the data collected by the writer
himself or herself through tests, interviews, observations and so on. Collecting and analyzing
original data is, in fact, a major tool for social scientists in their efforts to interpret and analyze the
world.

Secondary sources are also crucial for writing research papers. As the name suggests, secondary
sources are the second-hand information about the subject under study, that is, any commentary
about a primary source, be it a summary of an issue, an account of an event, an interpretation of
a literary work or an historical event. Secondary sources are major tools for researchers in the
humanities when it comes to interpreting and analyzing a text or a work of art. For researchers
in social sciences, they are also important because they can provide supporting evidence for an
argument, ideas for analysis, background to a problem, and evaluation and summaries of related
studies.

This discussion of different types of research and different types of sources should not give an
impression that research papers are wildly different. They are not. In general, they all follow certain

routines and rules, and these rules are broadly similar although may vary slightly between different
fields.

Research papers can be divided into several types according to the purpose and the
method employed in writing them. Most commonly in humanities and social sciences we

would find:
e Historical papers o Interpretive papers o Analytical papers
e Argumentative papers @ Reports

A historical paper in any field of the humanities is characterized by the historical
approach it uses in examining some human experience of the past to produce clearer pictures
and better understanding. It presents information and analyzes events, people, places or ideas
of the past. For instance, you may study patterns of math education in China in the first
three decades of the 20th century.

An interpretive paper, also written in the disciplines of the humanities, tries to interpret

i .
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the intended meaning of a text or its impact on the readers. The text can be a work in
literature, history or philosophy. The writer makes a claim as an argument and then supports
the claim by citing evidence from the text. Such a paper often asks and answers questions
about what, why and how. For instance, the Declaration of Independence was an important
document in U.S. history, but why was it written the way it was? You may interpret the
document little by little to reveal how it served the interests of certain people.

An analytical paper, as its name suggests, makes extensive analysis about a subject. The
writer breaks down the topic into parts and examines each in detail through careful analysis.
Different from an argumentative paper, the means to achieve the goal in an analytical paper
is objective analysis instead of opinioned argument. The writer analyzes the strengths and
weaknesses of a claim, and asks critical questions to evaluate the evidence. Teachers in the
humanities often ask students to write such a paper about a reading he or she has finished.
Reviewing a book, for instance, may require that you look into every aspect of the book and
develop a paper with detailed analysis.

In an argumentative paper, the writer takes a stance and tries to persuade the readers
to accept this stance by providing evidence and knocking down counter-evidence. The
evidence can be other people’s views, facts, data or any other information the writer has
collected through research. Going back to the example of Confucianism, you may write a
paper arguing that the “rectification of names” suffocated free thinking.

Reports are used widely in various disciplines of the social sciences to give an account
of findings from empirical studies. A report informs the readers of an investigation, whether
into a problem, a case or a hypothesis. It follows a rather fixed sequence of introduction,
methodology, result and discussion, and uses clear, exact and objective language, free of
emotional expressions sometimes allowed in humanities writings. For example, if you
have investigated changes in farmers’ income in a remote village, you should write up your
findings in a report.

|
Pause to review

You probably have already learned what components an essay normally has.
What is the general format? How many parts are there usually in an essay? What are
they? What is the function of each part? You may answer these questions in your
group or with any of your peers.

What Are the Main Components
of a Research Paper?

Almost all writings share the following three-part organization:

Introduction




¢ Introduction

e Body

e Conclusion

The Greek philosopher Aristotle said in his famous work Poetics: A whole is that
which has beginning, middle, and end. This remark applies to research papers, too. A
research paper should have fully integrated introduction, body and conclusion. While the
introduction is always there for any writing, the body and conclusion parts have several
variations depending on the discipline and/or the kind of paper one is writing. The historical,
interpretative, analytical or argumentative types of paper usually have various ways of
constructing the body part, while a report always has in the body part methodology and results,
and then concludes with a discussion.

This textbook will talk in detail about the functions of these three parts and the ways of
writing them in Units 1, 2, 3 and 4. Just briefly, an introduction is to present the background
for your research — what the issue or problem is, what has been said or studied on this issue
or problem, and what is the writer’s view, assumption or hypothesis. For argumentative and
analytical papers, the writer usually ends the introduction with a thesis statement, that is, the
writer’s own opinion on the topic. In the body part, the writer addresses the topic in detail,
either by logical reasoning and analysis in a few or many paragraphs (or sections or chapters),
or, as in the social sciences, by presenting researched information step by step until an
answer is found. Then the writer concludes the topic either by summarizing the arguments
and restating the thesis, as in most analytical and argumentative papers, or by discussing
implications and suggesting possibilities for further research, as in experimental reports.

Another very important characteristic of research writing is the citations that scatter
throughout the paper. By definition, a citation is a reference to a published or unpublished
source that the writer uses in the writing. The source here could be a person or document
that supplies information. A citation can be any of the following:

e A direct quotation of words from the source

® A paraphrase (i.e., indirect quotation) of words from the source

e A summary of the major point(s) of the source

With a quotation, you record the material exactly as it appears in the source, word for
word, and you put it in quotation marks. With a paraphrase, you restate the material in your
own words as you do not need the exact wording. With a summary, you mention the general
idea of a large amount of material.

Providing citation is the writer’s way of informing the readers where the ideas come
from and where the writer’s research is in the field. If a paper does not cite any outside
source, it means the writer is isolated and not informed of any development in the academic
community. The paper is, therefore, worthless. Besides, providing citation is also a way of
acknowledging the help the writer has received during the process of research; therefore,
this shows his or her integrity and honesty.

However, some students may use ideas or copy long paragraphs from a source without
making any due acknowledgement, that is, without mentioning the contribution of the
source. This theft in the academic world is called plagiarism (%]%3), that is, the use (both
intentional and unintentional) of somebody else’s words or ideas without giving them
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credit. A charge of plagiarism in many countries can have serious consequences, including
expulsion from a university or loss of a job, not to mention a loss of credibility. As students,
in addition to being honest and upright, we should also learn to avoid unintentional
plagiarism. There are many ways to avoid it.

Research writing follows many rules that beginning writers are not aware of or do
not know how to apply, and many of these rules have to do with proper citation and
acknowledgement. Familiarity with these rules and methods is critically important.
Therefore, Unit 5 introduces how to integrate the language of outside sources with one’s
own through quoting, paraphrasing and summarizing. Units 6 and 7 will introduce, in some
detail, the two most widely used styles of presenting sources, the MLA (Modern Language
Association) style for humanities majors, and the APA (American Psychology Association)
style for social science majors. Your research writing will be much strengthened once you
grasp the skills of referencing.

What Is the Process of Writing a Research Paper?

Research writing usually proceeds through the following steps, with some steps more
important than the others:

Finding a topic — Researching the topic — Narrowing it down to form a proper title — Searching
for materials — Taking notes of useful information — Planning the organization of the paper —
Drafting — Researching more and reading more — Keeping drafting — completing the first draft —
Revising for more drafts — Editing — Producing the final draft

As can be seen, the whole process involves much research and critical thinking. Two of these
steps deserve a close look here.

The importance of a good topic can never be overemphasized. It is the very beginning
of your research writing, and a proper topic sets up the steer for the whole journey. In order
to have a good title, you may consider taking the following substeps:

Substep 1: Think of a topic that you are interested in and that you already have some
knowledge about.

Substep 2: Explore the topic from different angles (typically ask questions about who,
what, why, how, when, and where), try to understand the context of the topic,
see how this topic relates to other things that you know, and then narrow it
down to a more specific one that fits your purpose, required paper length
and time limit.

Substep 3: Search for related materials and see if you can find enough resources for
your topic.

Substep 4: When you have enough ideas about your topic, develop a title that reflects
your thesis (i.e., your opinion). This title will also be the controlling idea of
your entire paper.
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