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PART I

Introduction
  PartIisanintroductionconsistingoftwochapters.
ChapterOneaddressesthequestions“Whatisresearch?”
and “How are differenttypesofresearch classified?”
ChapterTwointroducesfundamentalconceptsinvolvedin
research.Bystudyingthispart,youwillbeableto:

• Understandthebasiccriteriaforgoodresearch.
• Haveanoverviewoftheresearchprocess.
• Differentiatedifferenttypesofresearch.
• Graspthefundamentalconceptsinvolvedinresearch.



1. What is research?
Ifsomeoneasksyoutomakeacake,youshouldknowwhatkind

ofcakes/hewants.Tolookforakey,youmustknowwhatakeylooks
like.Withoutagoodunderstandingoftheoutcomeyouintendto
obtain,youwillexperiencealotoffrustrationsandevenfailures.The
extremecaseisthatyoumighthavespentyourlifelongtimeandefforts
doingapieceofworkbuttheeventualresultsyouhaveobtainedarenot
whatyoudesiredatall.Similarly,onceyou makeupyourmindto
makeacommitmenttoresearch,thefirstlegitimatequestion you
shouldaskis:“Whatisresearch?”Theimportanceofsuchaquestionis
wellillustratedinthefollowingparable:

A MANLOOKINGFORFRUITS
Therewasonceamanwholivedinacountrythathadno

fruittrees.Thismanwasascholarandspentagreatdealoftime
reading.Inhisreadingsheoftencameacrossreferencestofruit.
Thedescriptionsoffruit weresoenticingthathedecidedto
undertakeajourneytoexperiencefruitforhimself.

Hewenttothemarketandaskedeveryonehemetifthey
knew wherehecouldfindfruit.Aftermuchsearchinghelocated
amanwhoknewthedirectionstothecountryandplacewherehe
couldfindfruit.Themandrewoutelaboratedirectionsforthe
scholartofollow.

Withhismapinhand,thescholarcarefullyfollowedallof
thedirections.Hewasverycarefultomakealloftherightturns
andtocheckoutallofthelandmarksthathewassupposedto
observe.Finally,hecametotheendofthedirectionsandfound
himselfattheentrancetoalargeappleorchard.Itwasspringtime
andtheappletreeswereinblossom.

Thescholarenteredtheorchardandproceededimmediately
totakeoneoftheblossomsandtasteit.Helikedneitherthe
textureoftheflowernorthetaste.Hewenttoanothertreeand
sampled another blossom,and then another blossom,and
another.Eachblossom,thoughquitebeautiful,wasdistasteful
tohim.Helefttheorchardandreturnedtohishomecountry,
reportingtohisfellow villagersthatfruitwasakindofmuch
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overratedfood.
Beingunabletorecognizethedifferencebetweenthespring

blossomandthesummerfruit,thescholarneverrealizedthathe
hadnotexperiencedwhathewaslookingfor.

—From Halcom’sEvaluationParables
Thescholarmistookablossomforthefruitsimplybecausehedid

notknowinthebeginningwhatfruitwas.Wehopeyoucanbearthis
parableinmindasyoulearnaboutthenatureofresearch.

DEFINITION OF RESEARCH
InCollinsEnglishLanguageDictionary,“research”isdefinedas“a

detailedstudyofasubjectoranaspectofasubject.Ifyoudoresearch,

youcollectdataandanalyzefactsandinformationandtrytogainnew
knowledgeornewunderstanding”(p.1231).Althoughthisisnota
technicalexplanation,itgivesreadersageneralpictureaboutwhat
researchis.Bythisdefinition,youmayknowthatresearchactivities
includedata-collectionanddata-analysis,andtheirpurposeistoobtain
abetterunderstandingofsomething.Nowletuslookatatechnical
definitionoffered by Hatch and Farhady (1982):Researchis “a
systematicapproachtofindinganswerstoquestions”(p.1).This
definitionisshorterthantheoneprovidedbythedictionary,yetit
touchesthenatureofresearch.Itimplicitlytellsusthreeessential
elementsofresearch:questions,asystematicapproach,andanswers.
Youmayuse “PPP”tostandforPurpose (questions),Process (a
systematicapproach)andProduct(answers)(SeeFigure1.1).

Purp →ose →Process Product
    (Questions)  (Systematicapproach)  (Answers)

Figure1.1:Asimplifiedmodelofresearch

Theabovethreeelementsareinterrelatedtooneanother.All
researchstartswithquestions.Withoutquestionsinthefirstplace,
therewillbenoresearch.Doesagoodquestionguaranteeasystematic
approachusedintheresearch?Noway.Theselectionandconstruction
ofanapproachneedanothersetofskillswhicharedifferentfromthose
requiredbydevelopinggoodquestions.Withoutthem,the methods
chosenaremostlikelyinappropriate,andvalidanswerscanneverbe
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found.Evenifresearchershavegoodresearchquestionsandfollowthe
procedureswithouterrors,validanswersmaynotbenaturalresults
sincetheinterpretationofthefindingscouldbeillogicaloruntenable.
Therefore,eachofthethreeelementsinthedefinitionshouldbepaid
equalattentionto.Ifthereisanyflawinoneelement,thewholepiece
ofresearchwillberuined.Thefollowingsectionswilldescribeeachof
thethreeelements.

Having good questions
Goodquestionsensurethattheresearchgoesintherightdirection,

delimittheresearchboundaryandkeepyoufocusedonwhatyouintend
todo.Tohavequestionsmaynotbethatdifficult,buttohavegood
questionsisnoteasyatall.Whatkindofquestionscanbequalifiedas
goodquestions? Thequalifyingfeaturescanbeillustratedbythree
adjectives:significant,original,andanswerable.

A significantquestion mustbe ofpracticaland/ortheoretical
value.Consider,forexample,thisquestion:“Doproficientwriters
make fewer grammatical mistakesin L2 compositions than less
proficient writers?”Surely proficient writers should make fewer
grammaticalmistakesthanlessproficientones.Otherwisetheycannot
becalledproficientwritiers.Therefore,thequestionistrivialsincethe
answerisself-evidentandthefindingscan neither helpimprove
teachingandlearningnorcontributetotheory-building.However,if
youchangethequestioninto“Howdoproficientwritersdifferfrom
non-proficientwritersingrammaticalaccuracy?”theanswerwillbeof
importance.Fromthepracticalpointofview,thefindingsmighthelp
teachersunderstandspecificdifferencesbetweenproficientandless
proficientwritersandthustheycan help bothlessproficientand
proficient writers to improve their grammatical accuracy more
effectively.Fortheory-builders,thefindingsmightprovideevidenceto
constructamodelforL2interlanguagedevelopmentinsupportofor
againsttheexistingmodel.

Aresearchquestionisregardedasoriginalwhenitisdifferent
fromquestionswhichhavebeenaskedbyotherresearchersinoneor
moreaspects,suchasdifferinginlearningcontexts,orintypesof
learners,orinthemethodsusedindatacollectionandindataanalysis.
Inotherwords,anoriginalquestiondoesnotneedtobetotallynew.In
4
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reality,originalitycanbeamatterofdegree.
Ananswerablequestionisonethatcanbetackledbytheresearcher

withinthetimeandresourcesavailable.Thisrequirementmayappear
tobe unnecessary orthe easiestto follow.However,almostall
beginningresearchstudentsfailtomeetitbecausetheytendtobeover-
ambitiousandtheylacktheexperiencetoanticipatedifficulties.

Tosatisfytheabovethreecriteriaisinvariablythemostdifficult
partofresearch.Nevertheless,theimportanceofchoosingappropriate
questionsisoftenunder-estimatedandthedifficultyindoingsois
usuallynotfullyrecognized.Doingresearchisliketakingalong
journey.Askinganill-formulatedquestionisthesameastravelingin
thewrongdirectionandcanresultonlyinwastedtimeandeffort.In
thissense,“itisworthspendingasmuchtimeasisnecessarytogetthe
questionright”(Nunan,1992:211).How youcan develop good
research questions will be further discussed in Chapter Three
“Developingresearchquestions”.

Employing a systematic approach
Byusingasystematicapproach,we meanthatresearchshould

followasetofprocedureswhichareclearlydescribedandcanbefully
justified.Theresearchproceduresinsomecasesarepredeterminedin
thesensethattheyaredecidedbeforethedata-collectionwhileinother
casestheyaredevelopedduringtheresearchprocess.Ineithercase,
theproceduresusedforselectingsubjects,data-collectionanddata-
analysisshould be recorded and reported to other researchers.
Furthermore,thereasonswhycertainproceduresareadoptedshouldbe
explainedintermsofestablishedprinciplesinthediscipline.Being
transparentandjustifiable,theproceduresthuscanbeeasilyreplicated
byotherresearchers.

Onethingis worth mentioninghere:noapproachisperfect,
particularly whentheresearchistostudy human beings.Thusa
systematic approach should not be understood as an impeccable
approach.Actually,itiscommonforresearcherstoadmitthatthere
arelimitationsintheirstudies.

Obtaining valid answers
Theanswertoaquestion,thelastelementinthedefinitionbutnot
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theleastimportant,mustbeofhighvalidity.Validityisanessential
yetdifficultconceptthatcannotbeexplainedinoneortwosentences.
Youwillunderstanditgraduallythroughreadingthisbook.Atthis
initialstage,Iwillexplainitinaverysimpleway.Whenanansweris
saidtobevalid,itmeansthattheclaimedansweristheonlyanswerwe
canobtain.Ifthereisanyalternativeanswer,thevalidityofthestudy
willbecalledintoquestion.Forexample,onestudyattemptedtofind
outwhetherthereisarelationbetweenL2learners’vocabularysizeand
theirreadingamountundertheassumptionthatthemoreL2learners
read,thebiggervocabularysizetheyhave.Thefindingfromthisstudy
saidthattheamountofreadingdidaffectthesizeofvocabularyas
expected,whichappearstobereasonableandlogical.However,an
experiencedresearcherreadthereportverycarefullyandfoundthat
thevocabularytestwasnotscientificallydesigned.Inthiscase,itis
notsuretherelationfoundwascausedbythereadingamountordueto
the poorly-designed test.In thiscase,there are two competing
explanationsforthesaidrelation.Therefore,peoplehavethereason
tosaythattheanswerisnotvalid.Anotherstudyaimedtofindout
whethertherewasanygenderdifferenceinL2learning.Thestudy
revealedthatfemaleEnglishmajorsoutperformedmaleEnglishmajors
inanEnglishproficiencytestandthusitwasconcludedthatfemalesare
moretalentedthan malesin L2learning.Obviously wecanfinda
dozenalternativeanswerstoaccountingforthisfact,suchasfemales
spendingmoretimelearningthanmales;malesbeinglessseriousabout
testingthanfemales;the mosttalented malesusuallygoingtothe
sciencestream ratherthan majoringinforeignlanguages.Sinceall
thesealternativeexplanationsareplausible,thevalidityoftheanswer
isthusdoubtful.

VISUALIZING THE RESEARCH PROCESS
Veryoften,peoplevisualizetheresearchprocessinvariousways

andfromdifferentperspectives.Inthissection,twoalternativeviews
aredescribed.Thefirstoneisproposedby Rudestam and Newton
(1992)whovisualizetheresearchprocessasawheel.Thesecondoneis
suggestedbytheauthorwhodepictsaresearchprocessasaflowchart
inwhichaseriesoftasksarepresentedinasequence.
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The research wheel
AccordingtoRudestamandNewton(1992),wemayuseawheel

asa metaphortodescribethestagesoftheresearchprocess.The
metaphorindicatesthataseriesofstepsarerepeatedrecursivelyover
time.Tobesimplistic,theresearchprocessconsistsofatleasttwo
cyclesandeachcyclecontainsfourstages (SeeFigure1.2).The
sequential activities within the first cycle include: empirical
observation,developing a proposition,constructing a theoretical
frameworkandgeneratingspecificresearchquestions.Thosewithinthe
secondcyclearedatacollection,dataanalysis,referringtheresults
backtotheconceptualframeworkandgeneratingfurtherresearch
questionsforadditionalstudies.

Figure1.2:Theresearchwheel

RudestamandNewtonmaintainthatbothinductionanddeduction
areessentialforthewholeresearchprocess.Theactivitiesontheleft-
handsideinvolveaprocessofinductivelogicandtheactivitiesonthe
right-handside,aprocessofdeductivelogic.

The first cycle
Thefirstcyclestartswith“empiricalobservation”throughwhich

theresearcherchoosesatopic.Thenextstageoftheresearchwheelis
toformulateaproposition,whichdescribesanestablishedrelationship
intheformofastatement(e.g.Learningpurposesarerelatedtothe
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choiceoflearningstrategies).Atthethirdstage,theresearchershould
relatethepropositiontoaconceptualframework.Inotherwords,the
researcheratthisstageneedstoproposeatheoreticalframework,
based on relevant theories and previous studies,in which the
propositioncanbeplaced.Thenoviceresearcherusuallyfindsthistask
themostdemandingandtaxingaspectofthethesisprocess.Moving
forwardaround the wheel,the researcheristo generatespecific
researchquestions.Oncethequestionsarespecifiedandstated,the
firstcycleisfinished.

The second cycle
Thesecondcyclebeginswithcollectingdatathatdirectlyaddresses

theresearchquestions.Thedata-collectionprocesscanalsoberegarded
asaformofempiricalobservation.Oncethedataaregathered,the
researcher needs to analyze the data according to the research
purposes.Resultsyieldedfromtheanalysisaregeneralizationsmade
through induction. Then the generalizations are linked to the
conceptualframeworkandfurtherresearchquestionsandimplications
foradditionalstudiesarerecommended.

Thewheelmetaphorcansuccessfullycapturethedynamicaspectof
research.However,ithasbeenbuiltupononlyonetypeofresearch,
thatisquantitativeinnatureaimingattestinghypotheses.Ifastudyis
qualitative,thesequenceisnotthesameastheonedescribedabove.
Thisissuewillbeclarifiedlater.

The flow chart
Comparedwiththeresearchwheeldescribedabove,theflowchart

(SeeFigure1.3)ismuchsimplerandlesstechnical.Itfocusesonthe
activitiesa researcher mustundertake ratherthan on how these
activitiesinteractintheprocessofresearch.Itisparticularlysuitable
forhelpingnoviceresearchersunderstandwhattheyaresupposedtodo
intheirresearch.

AccordingtoFigure1.3,researchinvolvessixtasks:developing
research questions,reviewing the literature,selecting a research
design,collectingdata,analyzingthedataandwritingupathesis.The
arrowthatlinksthelasttaskwiththefirstonemeansthatonceyou
finishyourthesis,youmaydevelopnewquestionsforfurtherresearch.
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Developingresearchquestions
⇩

Readingtheliterature
⇩

Selectingresearchdesigns
⇩

Collectingdata
⇩

Analyzingdata
⇩

Writingathesis/

←

dissertation

Figure1.3:Theflowchartforresearch

Thesixtaskseachhavetheirownroletoplayintheresearch
processand noneofthem can beoverlooked.Ifonetaskisnot
undertakenadequately,the wholestudy willbe putinjeopardy.
Furthermore,thetasksarelogicallyinterrelatedandthesequential
ordercannotbechangedinmanycases.Forexample,datacollection
cannotbeundertakenbeforethedevelopmentofresearchquestions.
Similarly,athesiscannotbewrittenbeforetheanalysisofthedata.
However,thesequenceisnotalwaysrigidlyfixed.Insomecases,there
maybeoptions.Forexample,developingresearchquestions,reading
theliterature and selecting research designs are not necessarily
sequentialinpracticeaspresentedintheflowchart.Youmayhavea
roughideaaboutyourresearchinterestandthengotoreadtherelevant
literature.Basedontheexistingliterature,youspecifyyourresearch
topicandnarrowdownthescope.Thenyougotoreadtherelevant
literature again to develop general as well as specific research
questions.Theselectionofresearchdesignsisdeterminednotonlyby
researchquestionsbutalsobythe methodsusedinpreviousstudies.
Therefore,atthestageofconstructingyourresearchdesign,youalso
needtoreadtheliterature.Theabovedescriptionclearlyshowsthat
thethreeactivitiespresentedintheflowchartarenothappeningina
linearfashionandalwaysinafixedorder.

Asawould-beresearcher,youaresuggestedtofollowthesequence
first.Oncethecycleisonthetrack,youareencouragedtobeflexible
andmovebackandforthwithinthesequence.Rememberthat“real
researchisinevitablygoingtobearathermessyprocess”(Blaxteret
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al.,1996:7).Inotherwords,thesesixtasksarerecursiveinnature.
However,this recursiveness cannot be captured by this two-
dimentionalflow chart.Oneobviousadvantageofthechartisits
simplicity:itenablesthereadertorememberthetaskswithoutmuch
effort.Furthermore,thetasks described can be appliedto both
quantitativeandqualitativestudies.

CLASSIFICATIONS OF RESEARCH
Whenyoureadbooksonresearch methodology,you maycome

acrossvariouskindsoftermsdesignatingresearch.Inthissection,I
willdefinesomecommonly-usedtermsalongtwoclassifyingfeatures:
aimsofresearchandsourceofdata(SeeTable1.1).

ClassifyingFeatures TypesofResearch

Aimsofresearch Theoretical/Practical

Sourceofdata Primary/Secondary

Table1.1:Classificationsofresearch

Theoretical and practical
Intermsofaims,twotypesofresearchcanbeidentified:theoreti-

calandpractical.Theoreticalresearchisprimarilyconcerned with
constructingtheoriesortestingexistingtheories.Practicalresearchis
usuallyconductedbypeoplewhoaredirectlyinvolvedinL2teaching,
suchasL2languageteachers,L2textbookcompilersorL2testwriters.
Themajoraimofpracticalresearchistoseekapracticalsolutiontoa
probleminourdailylife.Inthefollowingsection,theoreticaland
practicalresearchwillbediscussedonebyone.

Theoretical research
Theoreticalresearchaimsatdevelopingortestingtheoriesrather

thanatresolvingpracticalissues.Forexample,theworkundertaken
byKrashen (1985)forconstructingthe “Monitor”theorycan be
regardedastheoreticalresearch.Hismodelconsistsoffivehypotheses
asfollows:

(1)Theacquisition-learninghypothesis
(2)Thenaturalorderhypothesis
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(3)Themonitorhypothesis
(4)Theinputhypothesis
(5)Theaffectivefilterhypothesis

Theabovetheory wasnotinvented by Krashen himself.For
example,theInputHypothesiswasfirstproposedby MacNamarain
1972(Krashen,1985)andtheNaturalOrderHypothesis,byCorder
(1967).Krashenconstructedthetheorybystudying,analyzing,and
synthesisingtherelevantliteraturecoupled with hisownempirical
studies.

Examplesofsuchresearchcanbeeasilyfoundininternational
journalssuchasLanguageLearning,AppliedLinguisticsanddomestic
journalssuch as Linguistics and Applied Linguistics and Foreign
LanguageTeachingandResearch.Let’slookatsomeexamples.

ExampleOne
Thestudyintendedtomeasuretheeffectsofculturalbackground
knowledgeonL2readingcomprehension.Theresearcherchose
twopassageswhich werebasedondifferentculturesbutwith
similarlinguisticdifficulty.OnepassageisabouttheChinese
Mid-AutumnFestivalandtheotherisabouttheThanksgiving
DayintheUnitedStates.Sixtysecond-yearnon-Englishmajors
readthesetwopassageseachatatime.Oncethereading was
over,thestudentstookacomprehensiontest.Eventually,the
scoresonthetwocomprehensiontests werecompared.The
resultsshowedthatthestudentsdisplayedabettercomprehension
inreadingapassageaboutthe Chinese Mid-Autumn Festival
(Ye,1994).

ExampleTwo
Thestudy aimed at finding outto what extent students’
pragmaticknowledgewasrelatedtotheirlanguageproficiency.
90second-yearEnglish majorswererequiredtotakeatestof
pragmaticcompetence.Thenthestudentsweredividedintothree
groupsaccording to their overall English proficiency:top,
middleandbottom.Astatisticalprocedurewastakentocompare
thesethreegroups’pragmaticcompetence.Theresultsindicated
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thatstudents’ L2 proficiency was closely related to their
pragmaticknowledge(Wu,1998).

The abovetwo examplesboth attemptedtotestthe existing
hypotheses.It is generally agreed by researchers that cultural
backgroundknowledgeisanimportantfactoraffectingthequalityof
readingcomprehension.InExampleOne,Yetestedthisassumptionin
herstudyin whichnon-English majorswereinvolvedandtheresult
confirmedthe assumption.In Example Two, Wu examined the
hypothesisthatpragmaticknowledgeandL2proficiencyareclosely
relatedtoeachotherandherempiricaldatawereinsupportofthe
hypothesis.Althoughthefindingsfromtheabovetwostudieshave
implicationsforL2teachingandlearning,theyarenotdirectsolutions
toanypracticalproblems.

Foran M.A.orPh.D.student,itisrareto writeathesis
exclusivelyontheoreticalresearchsincethiskindofresearchrequiresa
profoundunderstandingofthetopicyouareinvestigating.

Practical research
Practicalresearchattemptstosolveconcreteproblemsinclassroom

teachingorlearningorsomeothersituations.Thefindingsfromsuch
research usually can be directly tried out by practitioners.The
followingaretheexamples:

ExampleOne
Thestudytriedtoseetowhatextentalanguagelaboratorycould
beusedtoteachspokenEnglish(Wen& Wu,1998)inorderto
findapracticalanswertothequestion:“Howcanwemake30to
40studentsactiveinaspeakingclass.”29second-yearstudents
whoparticipatedinthisexperimentwerefromthesameclass.
Theyhadtheirspeakingclassinalanguagelaboratoryforfour
months.Attheendofthesemester,thestudentswereaskedto
answeraquestionnaireanonymouslytomakeanevaluationofthe
speakingclass.Thequestionnaireitemsconcernedfouraspects:
(1)thestudents’attitudetowardsthespeakingclassinalanguage
laboratory;(2)theamountoftheirparticipationinthelanguage
laboratoryincomparisonwiththespeakingclassinanordinary
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classroom;(3)theirdegree of nervousnessinthelanguage
laboratoryincomparison withthespeakingclassbefore;(4)
theirrate of progress in spoken English this semester in
comparison with their previous learning. Based on their
responsestothequestionnaire,weconcludedthatalthoughthe
students noticed the limitations of the language laboratory
setting,theymadeapositiveevaluationofthespeakingclassina
laboratory.

ExampleTwo
Thestudyintendedtosee whetheraspokenEnglishtestina
laboratoryisfeasibleasalarge-scaletestformat(Wen,1999).
Theexperiments were held forfive yearsconsecutively,in
whichseveralaspectswereexamined:(1)thecontentandthe
difficultylevelofthetest;(2)theadministrationofthetest;
(3)theevaluationofthetapes.Thetotalnumberofsubjects
involvedin the experiment was3,300 second-year English
majorsfrom 60differentuniversitieswithinfiveyears.After
eachexperiment,theresearchersmademodificationsbasedonthe
students’andtheteachers’responsestothetest.Finally,sucha
testformathasbeenadoptedastheEnglishspokenTest-Band4
forEnglishmajorssinceMay1999.

The two exemplary studies mentioned above are primarily
concernedwithpracticalproblems.InExampleOne,theresearchers
wantedtofindamethodtoteachspokenEnglishmoreeffectivelyina
largeclassandinExampleTwo,theresearcheraimedatdevelopinga
large-scalespokenEnglishtestforEnglish majorswhospreadoutin
differentpartsofChina.Althoughtheresultsfromthetwostudiesall
hadadirectimpactonactualteachingandlearningorsyllabusdesign,
ortesting,thereisnotheoreticalbasisforustoclaimthatteaching
spokenEnglishinalanguagelaboratory,ortestingspokenEnglishina
languagelaboratoryisbetterthanotherforms.Actually,thesolutions
areselectedonlyduetopracticalconstraints.

Aims of research: Discrete categories or a continuum?
Intheabovediscussion,Itriedtogiveyouvariousexamplesto
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illustratethedifferencesbetweentheoreticalandpracticalresearch
accordingtotheiraims.You mightgetanimpressionthatsucha
distinctionisclear-cutandeasytoidentify.Actuallyitisnotalways
true.Inreality,suchatheoretical-practicaldivideisdefinedonlyina
relativesense.Theydonotformdiscretecategoriesbutacontinuum.
Moreover,inpractice,onepieceofresearch moreoftenthannot
fulfilsadoubleortriplepurpose.Itisnotuncommonfortheoretical
researchtohavepracticalimplicationswhilepracticalresearch has
theoreticalvalue.Thetheoretical-practicaldistinctionissometimes
blurredandtheydifferindegreeratherthaninkind.

Primary and secondary
Thedistinctionbetweenprimaryresearchandsecondaryresearch

dependsuponthesourceofdata.Bysayingprimaryresearch,Imean
thedataarecollecteddirectlyfromourlivedexperiences.Thesedata
havenotexistedinanydocumentsbefore.Theyarefirst-handand
originalinformation.Secondaryresearchisakindofstudy which
makesuseofdataindocuments,booksandjournals.Thesedatahave
beencollectedbyotherpeoplefortheirownpurposes.

Secondary research
Secondary research is often called documentary or library

research.Letusfirstconsiderthefollowingexampleofatermpaper.
Supposeasarequirementofthecourse,MAstudentsareaskedto

writeatermpaperonthetopic“Selecttwolearnerfactorswhichyou
thinkaremostimportantinaccountingforindividualdifferencesinL2
learningoutcomes”.Toaccomplishthetask,thestudentsuselibraries
tosearchforthe written wisdom ofotherscholars.Supposethe
studentsselect“motivation”and“learningstrategies”.Firstofall,they
maysearchthebookswhichincludethesetwovariablesandthenfind
outthepaperswhichhavereportedempiricalstudiesonthem.They
thensynthesizediverseviewsfromthesesecondarysourcesandvarious
findingsrelatedtotheissue.Theresultingwork,ifnottoobad,can
providesomeusefulideasaboutthetopicathandandthebestpapers
candevelopcreativeandproductiveinsightsintoagiventopic.

Areviewpaperisatypicalexampleofsecondaryresearch.The
researcherreviewsthe recent work in a defined area and then
41
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summarizes,analyzes,evaluates,orsynthesizesinformationthathas
alreadybeenpublished.Althoughthematerialstheresearcherreviews
arenotnew,thebestreviewpapersareinsightfulinthesensethatthey
offernewsyntheses,newideasandtheories.Forexample,apaper
entitled“Researchonlanguagelearningstrategies:Methods,findings
andinstructionalissues”writtenbyOxfordandCrookall(1989)isa
review which intends to “survey research on language learning
strategies(LLSs)”.Theauthorsdescribeandevaluatevariousprimary
researchstudieson LLSsaccordingtotheresearch methodsused.
Finallytheyputforwardsomevaluablesuggestionsforfutureresearch
onthetopic.

Primary research
Primaryresearchisalsocalledempiricalresearchbecauseitsdata

arederivedfromtheprimarysource(e.g.studentswhoarelearninga
secondlanguageorteacherswhoareteachingasecondlanguage),in
contrasttosecondaryresearch,whichdependsonsecondarysources
(e.g.booksaboutL2learningandteaching).Primaryresearchcanbe
theory-oriented or practice-oriented. The following hypothetical
studiesareallprimaryresearch.

ExampleOne
Inordertofindouthowgoodlearnersandpoorlearnersdifferin
readingstrategies,theresearcherasked 60 second-year non-
English majorstoansweraquestionnaire whichcontained25
statementswithafive-pointscalerangingfrom “Thisstatement
isneveroralmostnevertrueofme”to“Thisstatementisalways
oralmostalwaystrueofme.”Theresponseswerecomparedby
statisticalanalysis.

ExampleTwo
Inordertofindouthowgoodlearnersandpoorlearnersdifferin
readingstrategies,12students,dividedevenlybetweengoodand
poorlearners,wereaskedtoreadonepassage whilethinking
aloud.The wholeprocesswasrecordedindividuallyandthen
transcribed.Theirreadingstrategiesthatwerethusidenditifed
werecategorizedbasedontheverbalprotocolsandthecategories
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werecompared.

ExampleThree
Theresearcheraimedatexaminingto whatextentsecond-year
EnglishmajorsusedL1intheprocessofL2writing.50students
wereaskedtoansweraquestionnairethatcontained15items
concerningwhetherL1wasusedatdifferentstagesofwriting.
Eachitem wasrespondedtoonathree-pointscale,i.e.never—
sometimes—usually.Theresponsestothequestionnaire were
analyzedfirstbystatisticalprocedures.Thenthe8studentswho
werereportedtouseL1mostfrequentlyandtheleastfrequently
wereselectedrespectivelyoutofthe50forinterviewing.Inthe
interview,theyeach wereaskedtodescribetheirL2 writing
processindetail,andtoexplainhowandwhyL1wasusedinthe
process.Theinterview data werecategorizedandreportedas
supplementstotheresponsestothequestionnaire.

Recently,duetotheadvancementofcomputertechnology,quitea
fewlinguisticcorporahavebeendevelopedathomeandabroad.These
corporacanprovidetheresearcherwithrecordedauthenticspeechor
writtentexts.Itisveryconvenientforabeginningresearchertowork
withanexistingsetofdatasinceitisextremelydifficultforany
individualresearchertocarryoutlarge-scaledatacollectiongiventhat
timeandfundingarelimited.Dowecallthiskindofresearchprimary
orsecondary? The datainthesecorpora werecollected by other
people.However,theycontainrawdatainthesensethattheyhave
notbeenanalyzed.Inmyopinion,thiskindofresearchisstillprimary
bynature.

Intheabovediscussion,Itriedtoexplaintoyouhow primary
researchisdifferentfromsecondaryresearch.Actually,theyeachcan
hardlybeconductedinisolation.Secondaryresearchcanonlyexiston
thebasisofprimaryresearch,whileprimaryresearchmuststartwith
secondaryresearch.

Requirements for graduate students
Asgraduatestudentsinappliedlinguistics,youmightask,“What

kindofresearchareweexpectedtodo?”Youareexpectedtolearnto
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do allofthe above:theoretical/practicalresearch and primary/
secondaryresearch.Foryourtheses,youhavetocarryoutprimary
researchthatissupportedbysecondaryresearch.Inthecaseofwriting
aterm paper,youusuallydosecondaryresearch bysearchingthe
library,which mayfocusonfindingsfrom theoreticalorpractical
researchorboth.Onethingthathastobementionedhereisthata
doctoraldissertationshouldreportprimaryresearchwhichmusthave
theoreticalvalue.

SUMMARY
Researchisdefinedasasystematicapproachtofindinganswersto

questions.Forapieceofworktobequalifiedasresearch,itmustmeet
threerequirements:(1)questionsthataresignificant,originaland
answerable;(2)explicitandtransparentresearchproceduresthatcan
bejustified in terms of established principles in the discipline
concerned;(3)answersthataddressthequestionsbeingasked.The
processofresearch maybemetaphoricallydescribedasawheelora
flowchart.Themetaphorofawheelemphasizesthedynamicaspectof
researchwhiletheimageofaflowchartstressessixdistinctactivities
thathavetobecarriedoutinasequence.A noviceresearcheris
recommendedtofirstfollowthesequenceoftheseactivitiesandlater
show flexibility.Research can be classifiedin terms of aimsas
theoreticalor practicalorintermsofitssourcesasprimary or
secondary.Postgraduatestudentsareexpectedtolearntodovarious
typesofresearch.However,inMaster’sorDoctoralthesesforapplied
linguisticprograms,primaryresearchisusuallythemajorcomponent.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1.Howdoesthedefinitionofresearchinthisbookdifferfromyour

owndefinition,andfromthedefinitionsyouhavereadinother
books?

2.Findoutoneresearchpaperinarecently-publishedinternational
journalanddiscussthefollowingquestionswithyourclassmates:
1)Whataretheresearchquestionslistedinthepaper?
2)Whataretheproceduresdescribedinthepaper?
3)Whataretheanswerstothequestions?

3.Whatistherelationamongthethreecomponents:questions,a
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systematicapproachandanswers?
4.Comparethetwographicrepresentationsoftheresearchprocessand

identifytheirsimilaritiesanddifferences.
5.Whattasksdoesaresearcherhavetoaccomplishifapieceof

researchisconductedeffectively?
6.Howdoestheauthorclassifydifferenttypesofresearch?
7.Useexamplestoshowwhatistheoretical/practicalresearch.
8.In what wayscan primaryresearch besupported bysecondary

research?
9.Ifyouareaskedtocarryoutsecondaryresearch,whatareyou

expectedtodo?
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