15 Research Writing

Despite the growth of qualitative methods especially, and the inevitable impact this growth has had on the way research documents are written, it is worth remembering that the ‘old formula’ for writing a research report still has value.  This formula has these general sections:

·  Introduction (including problem and research questions)

·  Methods

· Results

· Discussion.

Indeed, it is surprising how many social science and education research journals still report in this basic format.   It underlines the idea that the reader of a research report wants to know, as quickly and as efficiently as possible, what was done, how it was done, what was found and what it means.

I find that beginning research students need considerable discussion and direction when it comes to research writing.  I begin with readers’ expectations, as noted above, and I stress that these expectations mean that proposal and dissertation writing is not like writing ‘just another university paper’, and is certainly very different from writing essays.  In other words, that the sort of writing required in this area of postgraduate work is different from their previous writing experiences.  

It follows from this that the research writer’s responsibility is to communicate, through the proposal or dissertation, as efficiently as possible.  It is the writer’s job to ‘make it clear’, rather than the reader’s job to ‘figure it out’. It is interesting how this sort of writing and reading is different from other sorts – e.g. novel, fiction and creative writing.  ‘Making it clear’ means first, organizing for understanding, and second, writing as clearly as possible.     

Organizing for understanding means having sections and subsections.  I insist on a table of contents for proposals as well as for dissertations, and I spend class time discussing the important role of tables of contents.  I describe them as road maps and navigation tools, and relate their use to the way a reader reads a research document.  Such reading is very seldom straight-through sequential reading; rather it is backwards-and-forwards-reading, cross checking and rereading.  This means that finding your way around the research document quickly and easily becomes a priority.  Thus there is much more to sections, and tables of contents, than meets the eye.

I also spend class time going in detail through how I, as a reader, read a proposal and dissertation.  (I assume many other readers follow the same pattern).   I explain what I do when I first get the document, and how important first impressions are formed from ‘flicking through’ and skim reading.  It follows that presentation is important – if I’m working with teachers, I point out that this is very probably how they first deal with assignments from their students.  I point out the importance of title, abstract, table of contents, and references in this process.  Regarding tables of contents, I stress that the reader should be able to see the logical structure of the document just from reading the table of contents.

From this point on, I focus mainly on proposal writing, since students I am working with are being trained for research.  But I point out that all of the points also apply to dissertation writing.  I also point out the connections between proposal and dissertation, and I stress especially the contribution of a well developed proposal to the eventual dissertation.  

The suggested proposal sections (p.330) follow from the model of research, and are intended to give a symmetry and connectedness to the front and back ends of the book.  In fact, I introduce this section of the chapter by going back to the model of research presented in Chapter 1 (section 1.7).  When working through each proposal heading, I pay particular attention to titles and abstracts, and to introductions, for two reasons.   First, the content of other proposal sections follows from what is said in earlier sections; second these things are important, but are not much written about in the literature.

I then describe, explain and stress the idea of the proposal (and dissertation) as an argument, and relate this to the original meaning of the term ‘thesis’ (even though thesis has now so often – including here – been replaced by dissertation).  I also explain and stress that proposals need to be both convincing, and stand-alone documents.  

In discussing strategies and tactics for academic and research writing, I stress the need for revision and the role of shortening.  I also point out that good academic writing invariably means several drafts, substantial revision, and a good deal of hard work.  

In my experience, students usually find section 15.3 – writing to report versus writing to learn – both interesting and useful.  I share my own writing experiences with them, showing them that writing itself is part of both organizing and analyzing.    
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