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study.  Part III describes the overall structure of a thesis/dissertation and 

what is expected to be included or not included in different chapters.   

This book is written in an accessible style and interactive manner so 

that the readers can follow the text without too much difficulty.  The book 

has cited various examples from theses and papers written by Chinese 

scholars and graduate students in order to facilitate the understanding of 

abstract terms and the research process.  Moreover, unlike books on 

research methodology published in the western context, this book has 

particularly focused� ��� �������� ��������� ���������� ������������� ����
����������������������������������������������������������������������������
����� ��� �� ��������� ���� �� ������� ��� ��������� �������� ��� ����� ���
������������� �������� ��� ����� ��� �� ���������� ����� ���� ����������� ��
������������������������������������������� 
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Part I is an introduction consisting of two chapters.  Chapter 
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1. What is Research? 

If someone asks you to make a cake, you should know what kind of  

cake s/he wants.  To look for a key, you must know what a key looks like.  

Without a good understanding of the outcome you intend to obtain, you 

will experience a lot of frustrations and even failures.  The extreme case is 

that you might have spent your lifelong time and efforts doing a piece of 

work but the eventual results you have obtained are not what you desired 

at all.  Similarly, once you make up your mind to make a commitment to 

���������� ���� ������ ����������� ��������� ���� ������� ���� ��� ������ ���
����������� � ���� ����������� ��� ����� �� ��������� ��� ����� ������������ ��� ����
�������������������

�
A MAN LOOKING FOR FRUITS 

There was once a man who lived in a country that had no 

fruit trees.  This man was a scholar and spent a great deal of time 

reading.  In his readings he often came across references to fruit.  

The descriptions of fruit were so enticing that he decided to 

undertake a journey to experience fruit for himself. 

He went to the market and asked everyone he met if they 

knew where he could find fruit.  After much searching he located 

a man who knew the directions to the country and place where he 

could find fruit. The man drew out elaborate directions for the 

scholar to follow. 

With his map in hand, the scholar carefully followed all of 

the directions.  He was very careful to make all of the right turns 

and to check out all of the landmarks that he was supposed to 

observe.  Finally, he came to the end of the directions and found 

himself at the entrance to a large apple orchard.  It was 

springtime and the apple trees were in blossom. 

此为试读,需要完整PDF请访问: www.ertongbook.com
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The scholar entered the orchard and proceeded immediately 

to take one of the blossoms and taste it.  He liked neither the 

texture of the flower nor the taste.  He went to another tree and 

sampled another blossom, and then another blossom, and another.  

Each blossom, though quite beautiful, was distasteful to him.  He 

left the orchard and returned to his home country, reporting to his 

fellow villagers that fruit was a much overrated food. 

Being unable to recognize the difference between the spring 

blossom and the summer fruit, the scholar never realized that he 

had not experienced what he was looking for.                             

             From Halcom’s Evaluation Parables  

 

The scholar mistook a blossom for the fruit simply because he did not 

know at the beginning what fruit was.  We hope you can bear this parable 

in mind as you learn about the nature of research. 

DEFINITION OF RESEARCH 

��� �������� �������� ��������� ������������ ����������� ��� �������� ��� ���
����������������������������������������������������������������������������
���� �������� ����� ���� �������� ������ ���� ������������ ���� ���� ��� ����� ����
���������� ��� ���� ��������������� ���� ������� ��������� ����� ��� ���� ��
���������� ������������� ��� ������ �������� �� �������� �������� ������ �����
��������� ���� � ��� ����� ������������ ���� ���� ����� ����� ��������� �����������
����������������������������������������������������������������������������
������� �������������� ��� ����������� � ���� ���� ��� ����� ��� �� ����������
����������� �������� ��� ������ ���� �������� �������� ��������� ��� ���
����������� ��������� ��� �������� �������� ��� ����������� ���� ���� � � �����
������������������������������������������������������������������������������
���� ������� ��� ���������� � ��� ����������� ������ ��� ������ ���������� ��������� ����
���������� ����������� �� ����������� ���������� ���� ��������� � ���� ���� ����
�������������������Purpose��������������Process ������������������������
����Product�������������������������������
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  Purpose                            Process                                Product 

  (Questions)           (Systematic approach )                  (Answers) 

      

Figure 1.1: A simplified model of research   

 

The above three elements are interrelated to one another. All research 

starts with questions.  Without questions in the first place, there will be no 

research.  Does a good question guarantee a systematic approach used in 

the research?  No way.  The selection and construction of an approach 

needs another set of skills which are different from those required by 

developing good questions.  Without them, the methods chosen are most 

likely inappropriate, and can never find valid answers. Even if researchers 

have good research questions and follow the procedures without errors, 

valid answers may not be natural results since the interpretation of the 

findings could be illogical or untenable.  Therefore, each of the three 

elements in the definition should be paid equal attention to.  If there is any 

flaw in one element,  the whole piece of research will be ruined.  The 

following sections will describe each of the three elements. 

Having Good Questions 

Good questions ensure the research goes in the right direction, delimit 

the research boundary and keep you focused on what you intend to do.  

To have questions may not be that difficult but to have good questions is 

not easy at all.  What kind of questions can be qualified as good 

questions?  The qualifying features can be illustrated by three adjectives: 

significant, original, and answerable. 

A significant question must be of practical and/or theoretical value.  

���������� ��������� ����� ���������� ���� ����������� �������� ����� ������
������������ ��������� ��� ��� ������������� ����� ����� ����������� �����������
������� ����������� �������� ������� ����� ������ ������������ ��������� �����
����� ����������� ��������� � ���������� ����� ������� ��� ������� �����������
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writiers.  Therefore, the question is trivial since the answer is self-evident 

and the findings can neither help improve teaching and learning nor 

contribute to theory-building.  However, if you change the question into 

����� ��� ����������� �������� ������� ����� ��������������� �������� ���
������������ ����������� � ���� ������� ����� ��� ��� ������������ � ����� ����
���������� ������ ��� ������ ���� ��������� ������ ����� ��������� �����������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������
��������������������������������������������������������������������������
������ �������� ��������� ��� ���������� �� ������ ���� ��� ��������������
������������������������������������������������������������

����������������������������������� original ����� ��� ������������������
���������� ������ ����� ����� ������ ��� ������ ������������ ��� ���� ��� �����
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������
��� ���� �������� ����� ��� ����� ����������� ���� ��� ����� ���������� � ��� ������
������� ������������ ������������������ ����� ������ �������� ����� � ��� ���������
�����������������������������������������

���answerable�������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������ ����������� � �������������������������������
��������� ��������� ����� ��� ����� ��� �������� ����� ����� ��� ��� ���������������
���������������������������������������������������������

��������������������������������������������������������������������������
��� ���������� � � �������������� ���� ����������� ��� ��������� ������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������� ������������� ���������������������������� �����������
����������������������������������������������������������������������������
���� ������� ����� ��� ������� ����� ���� �������� � ��� ����� ������� ���� ��� ������
����������������� �������� ������������� ������� ������������� ��������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������
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Employing a systematic approach 

By using a systematic approach, we mean that research should 

follow a set of procedures which are clearly described and can be fully 

justified.  The research procedures in some cases are predetermined in the 

sense that they are decided before the data-collection while in other cases 

they are developed during the research process.  In either case, the 

procedures used for selecting subjects, data-collection and data-analysis 

should be recorded and reported to other researchers.  Furthermore, the 

reasons why certain procedures are adopted should be explained in terms 

of established principles in the discipline.   Being transparent and 

justifiable, the procedures thus can be easily replicated by other 

researchers.   

One thing is worth mentioning here: no approach is perfect, 

particularly when the research is to study human beings.  Thus a 

systematic approach should not be understood as an impeccable approach. 

Actually, it is common for  researchers to admit there are limitations in 

their studies. 

Obtaining valid answers 

The answer to a question, the last element in the definition but not the 

least important, must be of high validity.  Validity is an essential yet 

difficult concept that cannot be explained in one or two sentences.  You 

will understand it gradually through reading this book.  At this initial 

stage,  I will explain it in a very simple way.  When an answer is said to 

be valid, it means that the claimed answer is the only answer we can 

obtain.   If there is any alternative answer, the validity of the study will be 

called into question.  For example, one study attempted to find out 

���������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������ ����� ����������� ����� �������� ����� ����� ����������� �����
���������������������������������������������������������������������������

此为试读,需要完整PDF请访问: www.ertongbook.com
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appears to be reasonable and logical.  However, an experienced researcher 

read the report very carefully and found that the vocabulary test was not 

scientifically designed.  In this case, it is not sure the found relation was 

caused by the reading amount or due to the poorly-designed test.  In this 

case, there are two competing explanations for the said relation.  

Therefore, people have the reason to say that the answer is not valid.  

Another study aimed to find out whether there was any gender difference 

in L2 learning. The study revealed that female English majors 

outperformed male English majors in an English proficiency test and thus 

it was concluded that females are more talented than males in L2 learning.  

Obviously we can find a dozen alternative answers to account for this 

fact, such as females spending more time learning than males; males 

being less serious about testing than females; the most talented males 

usually going to the science stream rather than majoring in foreign 

languages.  Since all these alternative explanations are plausible, the 

validity of the answer is thus doubtful. 

VISUALIZING THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

Very often, people visualize the research process in various ways and 

from different perspectives.  In this section, two alternative views are 

described.  The first one is proposed by Rudestam and Newton (1992) 

who visualize the research process as a wheel.  The second one is 

suggested by the author who depicts a research process as a flow chart in 

which a series of tasks are presented in a sequence. 

The research wheel 

According to Rudestam and Newton (1992), we may use a wheel as a 

metaphor to describe the stages of the research process.  The metaphor 

indicates that a series of steps are repeated recursively over time.  To be 

simplistic, the research process consists of at least two cycles and each 

cycle contains four stages (See Figure 1.2).  The sequential activities 

within the first cycle include: empirical observation, developing a 
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proposition, constructing a theoretical framework and generating specific 

research questions.  Those within the second cycle are data collection, 

data analysis, referring the results back to the conceptual framework and 

generating further research questions for additional studies. 

Rudestam and Newton maintain that both induction and deduction 

are essential for the whole research process.  The activities on the left-

hand side involve a process of inductive logic and the activities on the 

right-hand side, a process of deductive logic. 

The first cycle 
���������������������������������������������������� �������������� ����

����������� �������� �� ������� � ���� ����� ������ ��� ���� ��������� ������ ��� ���
���������������������������������������������������������������������������
�������� �� ���������� ������������������������ ���� �������� ��� ���� ����������
���������������������� ����� ���� ������ ������� ���� ����������� ������� ������� ����
��������������������������������������������������������������������������
����� ������ ������ ��� �������� �� ������������ ����������� ������ ��� ���������
��������� ���� ��������� ��������� ��� ������ ���� ������������ ���� ��� ���������
���� ������� ����������� �������� ������ ����� ����� ���� ����� ���������� ����
������� ������� ��� ���� ������� ��������� � ������� �������� ������� ���� �������
���� ����������� ��� ��� ��������� ��������� ��������� ����������� � ����� ����
��������������������������������������������������������������������

The second cycle 
���� ������� ������ ������� ����� ����������� ����� ����� ��������� ����������

������������������������ ��������������������������������������������������
��� �� ����� ��� ���������� ������������� � ����� ���� ����� ���� ���������� ����
����������������� ����������� ������������������� ��� ���� �������������������
�������� �������� ����� ���� ��������� ���� ���������������� ����� ��������
����������� � ����� ���� ���������������� ���� ������� ��� ���� �����������
�������������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������

�
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Figure 1.2: The research wheel 

 

The wheel metaphor can successfully capture the dynamic aspect of 

research.  However, it has been built up on only one type of research, that 

is quantitative in nature aiming at testing hypotheses.  If a study is 

qualitative, the sequence is not the same as the one described above.  This 

issue will be clarified later. 

The flow chart 

Compared with the research wheel described above, the flow chart 

(See Figure 1.3) is much simpler and less technical.  It focuses on the 

activities a researcher must undertake rather than on how these activities 

interact in the process of research.  It is particularly suitable for helping 

novice researchers understand what they are supposed to do in their 

research. 
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According to Figure 1.3, research involves six tasks: developing 

research questions, reviewing the literature, selecting a research design, 

collecting data, analyzing the data and writing up a thesis.  The arrow that 

links the last task with the first one means that once you finish your 

thesis, you may develop new questions for further research.   

 

 

 

  

 

                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3: The flow chart for research 

  

The six tasks each have their own role to play in the research process 

and none of them can be overlooked.  If one task is not undertaken 

adequately, the whole study will be put in jeopardy.  Furthermore, the 

tasks are logically interrelated and the sequential order cannot be changed 

in many cases.  For example, data collection cannot be undertaken before 

Reading the literature 

Collecting data 

Writing thesis/dissertation 

 

Analyzing data 

Selecting research designs 

Developing research questions 
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the development of research questions.  Similarly, a thesis cannot be 

written before the analysis of the data.  However, the sequence is not 

always rigidly fixed.  In some cases, there may be options.  For example, 

developing research questions, reading the literature and selecting 

research designs are not necessary sequential in practice as presented in 

the flow chart.  You may have a rough idea about your research interest 

and then go to read the relevant literature.  Based on the existing 

literature, you specify your research topic and narrow down the scope.  

Then you go to read the relevant literature again to develop general as 

well as specific research questions.  The selection of research designs is 

determined not only by research questions but also by the methods used 

in previous studies.  Therefore, at the stage of constructing your research 

design, you also need to read the literature.   The above description clear 

shows that the three activities presented in the flow chart are not 

happening in a linear fashion and always in a fixed order. 

As a would-be researcher, you had better follow the sequence first.  

Once the cycle is on the track, you are encouraged to be flexible and 

move back and forth ���������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������������������
��� ������ ������� ������ ���� ������ ���� ���������� ��� �������� � ��������� �����
��������������������������������������������������������������������������
�������� ���������� ��� ���� ������ ��� ���� ������������ ��� �������� ���� ������� ���
��������� ���� ������ �������� ����� �������� � ������������� ���� ������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������

CLASSIFICATIONS OF RESEARCH 

����� ���� ����� ������ ��� ��������� ��������� ���� ���� ����� �������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������
����� �������������� ������ ������ ���� ������������ ���������� ����� ���
������������������������������������������������
�
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Classifying features Types of research 

Aims of research Theoretical /practical 

Source of data Primary/secondary 

Table 1.1: Classifications of research 

Theoretical and practical 

In terms of different aims, two types of research can be identified:  

theoretical and practical.  Theoretical research is primarily concerned with 

constructing theories or testing existing theories.  Practical research is 

usually conducted by people who are directly involved in L2 teaching, 

such as L2 language teachers, L2 textbook compilers or L2 test designers.  

The major aim of practical research is to seek a practical solution to a 

problem in our daily life.   In the following section, theoretical and 

practical research will be discussed one by one. 

Theoretical research 
Theoretical research aims at developing or testing theories rather than 

at resolving practical issues.  For example, the work undertaken by 

������������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������������

�
The acquisition-learning hypothesis 

The natural order hypothesis 

The monitor hypothesis 

The input hypothesis 

The affective filter hypothesis 

�
��������������������������������������������������������������������

�����������������������������������������������������������������������
������ ���� ���� �������� ������ ������������ ��� ������� �������� � ��������


