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Chapter One General Introduction to Research
Paper Writing

We live in a scientific age, and like to show, by the words we use, that we think
in a scientific way.

—— Pauline Perrin

The research paper (hereinafter referred to as RP) naturally derives itself
from the way in which it is written. In contemporary English, research means
“careful, systematic, patient study and investigation in some field of knowledge,
undertaken to discover or establish facts or principle.”(See word entry of
“research” in Webster’s New World Dictionary. 3rd College Ed. New York: Simon
& Schuster, 1998.) “Research Paper” usually conjures up images of hoards of
books and journals piled on top of each other as one undertakes the unenviable
task of scanning ideas and arguments from numerous different sources.
Regardless of the picture that this term creates in our mind, it is almost certain
that a research paper is a presentation of facts which are based upon reading or
consulting several specified sources, presented according to a standard method
of procedure, limited to a relatively narrow phase of a subject, and original in
selection, evaluation, expression, and conclusion. What distinguishes a research
paper from an ordinary review of a subject or a summarization of the various

ideas related to a topic is its analytical and argumentative approach. No matter



which field our paper focuses on, it ultimately highlights our own views on a
particular subject that are supported by factual proofs derived from existing
ideas and arguments. To draw a parallel, a lawyer writing a research paper on
a specific case will read up case histories of similar nature to support his or
her ideas; while a scientist may rummage through numerous case studies to
establish his/her idea about a scientific principle. Thus, ideally we can define a
rescarch paper as an extended essay that represents or reflects the writers’ own
evaluation or interpretation of a specific facet of a subject.

A research paper shares many common characteristics with an ordinary
essay. Like a good essay of any other type, a research paper is, first of all,
united around a central point (often called the “thesis”) that the author wants
to make. It also begins with an introduction, and ends with a conclusion.
Moreover, the ways of developing a research paper are more or less the same as
those used in developing an ordinary essay. However, there are some important
aspects in which a research paper differs from a standard essay.

First, while writing an ordinary essay we try to bring forward our own
ideas and opinions about the topic in question; whereas in a research paper
we attempt to develop our own knowledge about the topic in question and
deliberately attempt to find out what other competent people know and feel
about the subject, that is to say, we make our point by way of consulting
available sources related to the topic we have chosen to discuss. The purpose of
doing research on a certain topic is not simply to collect supporting evidences
for our point of view. More important than that, doing research might help us
find an appropriate position we should assume in the discussion of our chosen
topic. In other words, it makes us fully and unmistakably informed of who
have so far said what about this topic or problems related to it, so that we may
proceed with a more mature approach to the topic and a better-informed basis
for the establishment of our own point. Therefore, a research paper involves
surveying a field of knowledge in order to find the best possible information
in that field. And that survey can be orderly and focused, if we know how to
approach it.

Another major difference between a research paper and an ordinary essay




is that in writing a research paper we have to acknowledge our debt to the
people who originally provided us with the facts or ideas we are using now for
our purpose. This simply means that for each piece of borrowed information we
are putting into our own paper, we have to make clear where we borrowed it. In
the academic circle, this is commonly called documentation of the sources.

In one word, research is an evaluative, interpretive and selective process.
In order to write a research paper, we have to find and evaluate a considerable
amount of sources. But eventually, we will use only some of the sources we
think appropriate either as starting points for our arguments or as supporting
evidences for our points. Even so, we still benefit from the research process
as a whole. This is because in completing the entire research process, not only
have we made ourselves an “expert” on our particular chosen topic, but also
acquainted ourselves with a series of practical research skills such as using
library resources, evaluating and documenting sources, and establishing view-
points with the help of relevant sources. These skills will sooner or later prove

to be useful when you have to write longer papers in our future study or work.

Research paper is often hard to read. Most people assume that its difficulties

are born out of necessity, out of the extreme complexity of professional
concepts, data and analysis. We argue here that complexity of thought need not
lead to impenetrability of expression; we demonstrate a number of rhetorical
principles that can produce clarity in communication without oversimplifying
professional issues. It is held that improving the quality of writing actually
improves the quality of thought.

The fundamental purpose of academic discourse is not the mere
presentation of information and thought, but rather its actual communication. It
does not matter how pleased an author might be to have converted all the right
data into sentences and paragraphs; it matters only whether a large majority
of the reading audience accurately perceives what the author had in mind.
Therefore, in order to understand how best to improve writing, we would do

well to understand better how readers go about reading. Such an understanding
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has recently become available through work done in the fields of rhetoric,

linguistics and cognitive psychology. It has helped to produce a methodology
based on the concept of reader expectation.

Readers do not simply read; they interpret. Any piece of prose, no matter
how short, may “mean” in 10 (or more) different ways to 10 different readers.
This methodology of reader expectations is founded on the recognition that
readers make many of their most important interpretive decisions about the
substance of prose based on clues they receive from its structure.

This interplay between substance and structure can be demonstrated by
something as basic as a simple table. Let us say that in tracking the temperature
of a liquid over a period of time, an investigator takes measurements every
three minutes and records a list of temperatures. Those data could be presented

by a number of written structures. Here are two possibilities:
[First Approach]
t (time) = 15', T (temperature) =32°C; t=0', T=257C;
t=6', T=29C; t=3" T=27C; t=12', T=32C; t=9", T=31C

[Second Approach]

Time (min) Temperature (C)
25
27
29
31
2 32
5 32

— e \O ON WO

Precisely the same information appears in both formats, yet most readers
find the second easier to interpret. It may be that the very familiarity of the
tabular structure makes it easier to use. But, more significantly, the structure of
the second table provides the reader with an easily perceived context (time) in
which the significant piece of information (temperature) can be interpreted. The
contextual material appears on the left in a pattern that produces an expectation
of regularity; the interesting results appear on the right in a less obvious

pattern, the discovery of which is the point of the table. If the two sides of this




