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Introduction

Collins Academic Skills Series: Research will give you the skills you need for to select, read and use academic source material effectively.

Designed to be used on a self-study basis to support English for Academic Purposes or study skills courses, it is intended for students on pre-sessional or Foundation courses as well as for first year undergraduate students. It will also be useful for more experienced students who want to improve their library-based research skills.

The book has thirteen chapters covering the key stages of the research process from start to finish. You will learn how to:


[image: ]   frame a research question

[image: ]   find library and online resources

[image: ]   choose appropriate source materials

[image: ]   read efficiently and critically

[image: ]   cite and reference correctly

[image: ]   plan and write your essay



At the back of the book there is:


[image: ]   a list of the prefixes, suffixes and root words common in academic English, and a checklist to help you read critically

[image: ]   a glossary of key terms

[image: ]   a comprehensive answer key



Chapter structure

Each chapter includes:


[image: ]   Aims – These set out the skills covered in the chapter.

[image: ]   A self-evaluation quiz – By doing this you are able identify what you already know on the subject of the chapter and what you need to learn.

[image: ]   Information on academic expectations – These sections will help you understand university practices and expectations so you understand what is required.

[image: ]   Guidelines on academic skills – These help you develop the skills to succeed at university.

[image: ]   Practical exercises – These help you to develop the skills to succeed at university. You can check your answers and consult model essays at the back of the book.

[image: ]   Tips – Key points are highlighted for easy reference and provide useful revision summaries for the busy student.

[image: ]   Glossary – Difficult words are glossed in boxes next to where the text appears in the chapter. There is also a comprehensive glossary at the back of the book.

[image: ]   Remember sections – This is a summary of key points for revision and easy reference.



Authentic academic reading texts

The book uses authentic examples of academic reading texts and essays in different academic subjects to help you apply what you learn to your own essay, whatever your subject.

Glossary boxes [image: ]

Where we feel that a word or phrase is difficult to understand, we have glossed this word/phrase. All definitions provided in the glossary boxes have been taken from the COBUILD Advanced Dictionary. At the end of the book there is a full alphabetical list of the most difficult words from the book for your reference.

Using Research

You can either work through the chapters from Chapter 1 to Chapter 13 or you can choose the chapters and topics that are most useful to you. The Contents page will help in your selection.

Study tips


[image: ]   Each chapter will take about five hours. Take regular breaks and do not try to study for too long. Thirty to sixty minutes is a sensible study period.

[image: ]   Regular study is better than occasional intensive study.

[image: ]   Read the chapter through first to get an overview without doing any exercises. This will help you see what you want to focus on.

[image: ]   Try the exercises before checking the Answer key. Be an active learner.

[image: ]   After doing the exercises in the book, try them again using your own research topic and reading materials. If possible, ask a more experienced researcher to give you feedback on your work.

[image: ]   All university departments are different. Use the information in the book as a guide to investigating your own university department.

[image: ]   Write questions you can ask to find out how your department expects you to do research.

[image: ]   There is no one correct way of doing research. Use your experience of doing the exercises to learn what works best for you. Adapt the suggestions in this book to suit your learning style and context.

[image: ]   Learning to do research is an on-going process, which means you need to practise the same skills many times. Revise regularly.



Other titles

Also available in the Collins Academic Skills Series: Writing, Lectures, Numbers, Presenting, and Group Work.


1 [image: ] Getting started


Aims


[image: ]   understand the purpose of research

[image: ]   learn how your research will be marked

[image: ]   learn about the research process

[image: ]   interpret set essay questions

[image: ]   write an essay question of your own






[image: ]


Quiz

Self-evaluation

Read the statements, then circle the word which is true for you.





	1   I understand why I need to do research as part of my course.

	agree | disagree | not sure



	2   I understand how my research will be marked.

	agree | disagree | not sure



	3   I know how to plan a research project.

	agree | disagree | not sure



	4   I can easily understand set essay questions.

	agree | disagree | not sure



	5   I know how to write a good essay question.

	agree | disagree | not sure






What is research?

In simple terms, when you do research, you are looking for information in order to answer a question. In academic settings, research can take many different forms depending on the subject discipline and the kind of question you want to answer. If you are studying a scientific subject, your research may take the form of an experiment to answer a question which begins with the phrase: ‘What will happen if … ?’. If you are studying a social science, your research may take the form of a survey of a group of people’s thoughts, feelings or experiences. In any case, no matter what your subject discipline, at some point you will have to do some research which involves investigating what other scholars have said about the topic you are interested in. In other words, you will have to do some library based research.


Glossary

subject discipline
In an academic setting, a subject discipline is a particular topic or specific area of study.



Why do you have to do library based research?

When you do library based research, you usually have to work on your own. This gives you the opportunity to become a more independent learner and to show that you can think for yourself. These are qualities that are highly valued in academic settings within the English speaking world.

However, working independently does not mean that your research is not connected to the work of other people. One of the main purposes of universities is to produce knowledge, that is, to create, evaluate and disseminate new information and ideas. Producing knowledge usually involves many scholars working in different times and places. When you do research as part of your course, you are learning skills which will allow you to participate in that wider effort. You have the opportunity to develop the ability to:


Glossary

evaluate
If you evaluate something or someone, you consider them in order to make a judgement about them, for example about how good or bad they are.

disseminate
To disseminate information or knowledge means to distribute it so that it reaches many people or organizations.




[image: ]   Create a research question and an argument to answer it.

[image: ]   Evaluate the research that has been done by others.

[image: ]   Disseminate your research by writing it up and submitting it for a mark, and, in some cases, by sharing what you have learned with other students on your course.



How do you know if your research is good?

In some parts of the world, students are judged according to how well they retain information given to them. In the English speaking world, when your essay paper is being marked, the marker will normally use other criteria for judging how well you have demonstrated the skills involved.

These are the questions the marker may ask themselves:


1Has the student understood the question?

2How well does the student know what other scholars have written about the topic?

3How skilfully has the student evaluated the work of other scholars?

4To what extent has the student synthesized the information and ideas available to produce a convincing argument?

5How clearly has that argument been conveyed?

6Has the student learned what they were supposed to learn from the course?




Glossary

synthesize
If you synthesize different ideas, you combine these ideas.



Some of these criteria may be more important than others, depending on the task you have been set. However, in most cases, students who are good at 3 and 4 tend to receive higher marks. That is because they demonstrate good critical thinking skills.

Generally speaking critical thinking involves viewing issues from multiple perspectives and weighing up the strengths and weaknesses of arguments. When you do this you demonstrate that you can make fair judgements and take an independent stance.

For more information on critical thinking skills, see Chapter 7.


Tips


[image: ]   Find out what criteria will be used to mark your paper.

[image: ]   Make sure you know what you need to do to get a higher mark.

[image: ]   As you do your research, check that what you are doing meets the criteria.





The research process

Doing research is a complex process, so it can be helpful to divide it into tasks. How you break down the process depends on your assignment, your preferred ways of working, and your strengths and weaknesses as a researcher.

Remember, in practice, doing research can be a ‘messy’ process. You may do some tasks, such as making an outline plan, more than once. Or, you may do some tasks at the same time, for example, you will probably continue reading while writing your first draft. However, in general, if you are new to research, you should probably aim to spend about 50% of the time available preparing and gathering information, and 50% writing up. As you gain experience, you can adjust the length of time you spend on each stage. However, students who spend more time preparing tend to score higher marks.


[image: ]
Exercise 1

Imagine you have 30 days to write a 3,000 word essay on a topic related to your course. The tasks you might do are listed in the table below. Tick the tasks that you think are important. For each task you have ticked, write approximately how much time you think it would be reasonable to spend on that task.



	Stage
	Tasks
	✓
	Time



	1   Preparation

	Think about the research topic and the instructions given.
	 
	 



	Find out what information is available – do some background reading.
	 
	 



	Devise a rough outline plan.
	 
	 



	2   Gathering information

	Gather books and articles from the library or online.
	 
	 



	Read and take notes.
	 
	 



	3   Writing up

	Write a more detailed plan.
	 
	 



	Write a first draft.
	 
	 



	Revise your first draft.
	 
	 



	Write a second draft.
	 
	 



	Proofread your second draft and make corrections.
	 
	 






When your essay has been marked and returned, set aside time to carefully consider the feedback given. This will give you useful information about how to approach your next essay. If you do not understand the feedback given, it is important to seek clarification and advice. Although lecturers cannot always provide one-to-one meetings, your university is likely to have study advisors who can help.


Tips


[image: ]   Think carefully about your essay question and why it is worth asking. This will help you choose a worthwhile focus for your paper.

[image: ]   Do some initial background reading. If you discover that there is not enough information to support your chosen essay focus, you can choose another essay title.

[image: ]   Write a rough outline plan before you start reading and taking notes. This will help you read efficiently and with a clear purpose.





Understanding the essay question

Sometimes set essay questions can be difficult to interpret. You may not know exactly what you are expected to do. However, if you break the question down into parts, you will find it easier to answer.

Essay questions can generally be divided into two parts:


Glossary

trait
A trait is a particular characteristic, quality, or tendency that someone or something has.



1The topic – this tells you the general area of your research.

2The focus – this tells you what you need to find out about the topic.

[image: ]

It is important to pay careful attention to the focus of the essay question because this indicates the boundaries of your research. The question ‘Is generosity an innate human trait?’ limits your discussion to the issue of whether human beings are generous by nature. You should not be tempted to discuss at length other issues such as whether generosity is morally good or bad.


Glossary

boundaries
The boundaries of something such as a subject or activity are the limits that people think that it has.



Notice also that the question requires you to focus on generosity in humans. You may find it useful to make comparisons, for example to behaviour in animals. However, you should keep your focus on human beings.

Once you understand the topic and focus, you need to think about how you are expected to approach the question, that is, what you need to do to answer it.


[image: ]
Exercise 2

Choose the option a, b or c which best describes how you should approach the question.


Is generosity an innate human trait?

a   You should answer ‘yes, it is’ or ‘no, it isn’t’ and give your reasons.

b   You should evaluate the arguments for and against the notion that generosity is an innate hum an trait and come to a conclusion expressing your opinion.

c   You should write everything that you have been able to find out about generosity in human beings.





Instruction words in essay questions

Sometimes essay questions contain an instruction word or expression which indicates the approach you should take.

[image: ]

In this case, you are instructed to make judgements about the media coverage. You might ask yourself: How good or bad was it? Or: To what extent was it fair, accurate, or thorough?

Notice how changing the instruction word changes the approach.


For example: Analyse media coverage of the 2008 banking crisis.



This question requires you to study media coverage in order to come to an understanding of why it was the way it was. This might involve looking for patterns or dividing it into categories in such a way that allows you to understand it more deeply. You might ask yourself questions such as: How frequently was the banking crisis mentioned in the news? Which aspects of the crisis were given most attention? What sort of language was used to describe the crisis?


[image: ]
Exercise 3

Instruction words often appear in the introductions to essays and reports. Complete the essay extracts below by underlining the most appropriate word in italics.


1   Section 1 will discuss/justify racial stereotyping with regard to the ‘big five’ personality traits. Section 2 assesses/examines the interplay between cultural stereotypes and media representations of minority ethnic communities.

2   This essay compares and contrasts/outlines the main components of the government’s poverty reduction strategy… A final evaluation will trace/assess the extent to which government measures to reduce child poverty have met targets set in 2000.

3   This study will trace/justify the one-thousand-year history of the Catalan language. It will then outline/compare and contrast Spanish policy on minority language protection with that of the Scottish government in relation to Gaelic.

4   This essay will argue that there is little evidence to justify/outline arguments in favour of state intervention.






[image: ]
Exercise 4

Eight common instruction words and expressions along with examples are given in the table below. Match each expression with the correct definition a–h.



	Instructions
	Definitions



	1   Assess the European Central Bank’s response to the Eurozone financial crisis.

	a   Give a description or explanation of something




	2   Compare and contrast social media use among young people in the United States and in China.

	b   Describe how something happened or developed




	3   Discuss the principal factors that are commonly thought to influence a person’s choice of life partner.

	c   Describe the similarities and differences between two or more things




	4   Examine the impact of management style on teamwork in organizations.

	d   Give reasons and evidence in support of an opinion




	5   Give an account of the role of ribonucleic acid in protein synthesis.

	e   Investigate closely and in detail




	6   To what extent should parents be held responsible for criminal acts committed by their children? Justify your view.

	f   Make a judgement about something, for example how good or bad it is




	7   Outline the key components of the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction.

	g   Consider a topic from different points of view in order to reach a decision about it




	8   Trace the history of the comic book.

	h   Describe the main features of something








[image: ]
Exercise 5

Write definitions for the instruction words in bold below.


1   Comment on the key components of the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction.

2   Illustrate the impact of management style on teamwork in organizations.

3   Relate the principal factors that are commonly thought to influence a person’s choice of life partner to Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.





Describing versus presenting an argument

Some essay questions require you to describe, that is, to display knowledge without necessarily giving your opinion about it.


For example: Which regions of the world are most seriously affected by conflict over access to water resources?



This question asks you to list and describe the parts of the world where there are the most serious conflicts over lack of water.

Other questions require you to present an argument, that is, to give your opinion backed by supporting evidence.


Glossary

supporting evidence
Supporting evidence is information that is used to prove something.

notable
Someone or something that is notable is important or interesting.




For example: How can conflicts over Nile River water resources best be resolved?



To answer this question you need to give your opinion about the best way or ways to deal with conflicts over access to Nile River water. You need to give reasons for your opinion and supporting evidence, that is, examples and data to prove your point. You also need to show that other ways of dealing with the problem are or have been less effective.

Often essay questions ask you to both describe and argue.


For example: What have been the most notable conflicts over water resources over the last ten years and what are the most effective approaches to resolving these types of disputes?



To answer this question you have to list and describe and present an argument based on your evaluation of the evidence. Be careful! It is often easier to describe than to evaluate. Less experienced students often focus too much on displaying information and not enough on developing an argument. Instruction words can also be categorized in terms of whether they require mainly description or mainly argument in the response.


Tip


[image: ]   Remember that to achieve higher marks it is usually necessary to critically evaluate information and present a strong argument.






[image: ]
Exercise 6

Look again at the instruction words a–l below and answer questions 1–3.



	a assess

	 
	b compare

	 
	c contrast

	 
	d discuss

	 
	e examine

	 
	f give an account




	g justify

	 
	h outline

	 
	i  trace

	 
	j  comment on

	 
	k illustrate

	 
	l relate






1   Which require mainly description?

2   Which definitely require you to give your opinion?

3   Which instruction word is most common?





Note that the answers given in the answer key are suggestions only. In practice, you should interpret each assignment task in the context in which it has been set. Remember that certain instruction words, for example, ‘compare and contrast’, sometimes require a more descriptive response and sometimes a more evaluative response.


For example: Compare and contrast horizontal axis design wind turbines and vertical axis design wind turbines.



This instruction requires a straightforward description of the similarities and differences between two types of wind turbine.


For example: Compare and contrast electricity generation from wind power versus electricity generation from hydropower in terms of efficiency, value for money and environmental impact.



Here you have to describe the similarities and differences between two forms of electricity generation in order to make judgements about them.

Understanding long and complex essay assignments

Sometimes essay assignments can be wordy and complex. However, these too can be broken down into parts:


Glossary

preamble
A preamble is an introduction that comes before something you say or write.




1   The preamble: background information about the context of the question.

2   The question (or questions): what you need to find out.



[image: ]

The preamble gives you important information about the topic and its limitations. Notice that you need to focus your discussion on secondary school pupils (not primary school pupils or university students) and their performance in three subjects: language, mathematics and science.

Note that there are several questions that need to be answered.

Question 1 requires you to describe similarities and differences and to analyse the two sets of figures in order to identify the most significant trends.

Question 2 requires you to evaluate the evidence that the trends you have identified were caused by changes to national educational policy. Here you need to present an argument.

Question 3 requires you to consider at least one other possible explanation for the trends you have identified. Here too you need to present an argument.


Tips


[image: ]   Divide long assignment instructions into parts: the preamble and the question or questions.

[image: ]   Study the preamble for information about the topic.

[image: ]   Analyse each question separately.

[image: ]   Make sure you answer each question when you do your research.





Writing your own essay question

Sometimes you may be asked to write you own essay question. This is more likely to be the case towards the end of your course when you have had some experience of writing research essays. To write an essay question you can follow steps which are similar to those involved in interpreting a set essay question. Select:


1   The topic: the general area you want to investigate.

2   The focus: what you want to find out about the topic.

3   The approach: how you are going to investigate it.



Choosing a topic

You will probably spend a lot of time and effort on your research, so it is important to pick a topic that interests you. However, your topic should also be relevant to your course. You need to use your essay assignment to demonstrate that you can think more deeply about an issue covered in your lectures and/or reading.

If you have difficulty identifying a suitable topic, try looking at your course outline and lecture notes. List the topics that are most interesting to you and that seemed important to your lecturers. Put your list away for a time. When you come back to it, see what grabs your attention most.

Narrowing the topic down

Once you have chosen a topic, you need to narrow it down until you have a focus. If you write about a topic without first identifying your focus, you will probably end up conveying a lot of information without examining it in any depth.


Glossary

impact
The impact that something has on a situation, process, or person is a sudden and powerful effect that it has on them.



Before you start your research, you need to think about what aspect of the topic is most interesting to you. For example, if you want to write about the topic of the internet, you may decide to focus on: the impact of the internet on how people relate to others.

This is a good start, but the topic is still rather broad. One method for narrowing your topic further is to highlight the key words and list specific words under those categories:


For example: the impact of the internet on how people relate to others

Under internet you might list: online gaming, social networking, or access to information.

Under people: children between six and ten, adolescents, young men from disadvantaged backgrounds, people who spend more than five hours per day online, etc.

Under relate to others: form friendships, maintain face-to-face social networks, perceive authority figures, see themselves in relation to others, etc.



This method can generate more than one focus from which to choose:



	For example:
	the impact of online social networking on how adolescents form friendships.



	or:
	the impact of online gaming on how children between six and ten see themselves in relation to others.




However, make sure that you do not narrow your question down too much. If your focus is too narrow, you may not be able to find enough information to research it properly.


[image: ]
Exercise 7

Imagine that you are interested in researching why some  films  become very  successful .

Narrow down the highlighted key words.


1   What type of films could you focus on?

2   What are the different ways you could define ‘successful’?





Choosing an approach

Once you have identified your focus, you need to decide on your approach, that is, how you are going to investigate it. To do this, it is helpful to rewrite your focus as a question. Sometimes there are several possible questions. The type of question that you ask will determine your approach.

For example, you could write the phrase: the impact of online social networking on how adolescents form friendships as the question: Does online social networking affect how adolescents form friendships?


Glossary

notion
A notion is an idea or belief about something.



This question requires you to present an argument. You need to evaluate the evidence for the notion that online social networking has an effect as well as the evidence against and come to your own conclusion.

Alternatively, you could rewrite the question as: How does online social networking affect the way adolescents form friendships?

This question assumes that there is an effect. Your task is to analyse and explain that effect.

When deciding your approach, it is helpful to consider the context of your assignment. Discuss your title with people who are familiar with your course. Do some preliminary reading to find out what sorts of questions other scholars are asking about the topic.

You may also find it useful to break your focus down into several related questions:


For example: Does online gaming affect the way children see themselves in relation to others?

If so, to what extent does online gaming affect …

In what ways does online gaming affect …




[image: ]
Exercise 8

Write an essay question of your own following steps 1–4 below.


1   Choose a general topic that interests you.

2   Identify your focus – write down what aspect of the topic interests you most.

3   Narrow down the topic by replacing very general words with more specific words.

4   Rewrite your focus as a question.





Remember


[image: ]  Learn how your essay will be marked.

[image: ]  When you receive your assignment, plan what you are going to do when.

[image: ]  If you are new to research, aim to spend about 50% of your time gathering information and 50% writing.

[image: ]  Prepare adequately by thinking carefully about your essay question.

[image: ]  For set essay questions, notice the limits of the topic and identify the approach you need to take – make sure you know how much you need to describe and how much you need to argue.

[image: ]  Divide long or complex essay questions into parts – analyse each part separately.

[image: ]  To write your own essay question, identify a topic and a focus – make sure your focus is not too broad or too narrow.

[image: ]  Decide how you are going to approach your research topic by rewriting it as a question.




2 [image: ] Accessing information


Aims


[image: ]   find information in the library

[image: ]   use databases

[image: ]   search effectively with key words

[image: ]   make the most of the library

[image: ]   make good use of the internet for research






[image: ]


Quiz

Self-evaluation

What do you think is the most useful way to find information for an essay? Rate the activities below from 1 = least useful to 4 = most useful.





	1   Go to your university library.

	agree | disagree | not sure



	2   Surf the internet using a search engine such as Google™.

	agree | disagree | not sure



	3   Look through your course reading list and handouts.

	agree | disagree | not sure



	4   Use an academic database.

	agree | disagree | not sure






Starting with what you already have

Before looking for information of your own, it is useful to think about what you already know about the topic. Make some notes of your ideas and any key information you have learned.

Then look at what information you already have about the topic from your course. Check your course reading list. If you have been told to read a ‘prescribed’ or ‘recommended’ book for your course, you may find it helpful to read or re-read any sections related to your essay topic. Check the references at the end for other articles or books that might be relevant to your topic. Highlight or make a list of the texts you want to find. Do the same for any photocopied course readings you have been given for your course. Finally, look through your lecture handouts and notes for any references to readings that are related to your topic. Add these to your list. Because these references have been recommended for your course, they are likely to be of good quality and suitably academic.

For more information on choosing suitably academic material, see Chapter 3.

Finding information in the library

You may be able to find some of the items on your list on the internet. However, you are more likely to find them in your library, either in paper or electronic form. When you have been set an essay topic, it is important that you go to the library as soon as possible as you will be competing for paper-based reading materials with other students on your course.

Most British and American university libraries are ‘open-access’, that is, users can access the shelves directly. Finding your way around the library can take a little time, so it is a good idea to get to know your library as quickly as you can. University libraries differ from place to place, however, most will work in a similar way.

Library catalogues

The first step is to familiarize yourself with the library catalogue. A library catalogue is a list of all of the materials in the library. You can access the catalogue online in the library and sometimes outside the library through the internet and/or intranet. The library catalogue will list a wide variety of materials: books, e-books, journals, e-journals, newspapers, doctoral theses and so on. For most essays assignments, you will need to access books and journal articles.


Glossary

intranet
An intranet is a network of computers, similar to the internet, within a particular company or organization.



Before searching for the items on your list, make sure you know what sort of texts you are looking for. In reading lists and bibliographies, books will normally be listed under the author’s name and will usually include the date of publication, the title, the place of publication and the name of the publisher.

[image: ]

A chapter or article within a book will normally be listed under the name of the writer of the chapter and will include the title of chapter as well as the name of the editor of the book and the title of the book, the place of publication and so on.


Glossary

editor
An editor is a person who collects pieces of writing by different authors and prepares them for publication in a book or series of books.

volume
A volume is a collection of several issues of a journal, for example all the issues for one year.

access
If you access something, you succeed in finding it or obtaining it.



An article in a journal will normally be listed under the name of the author of the article and will usually include the title of the article, the name of the journal, the volume number, the issue number, and the page numbers of the article.
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An online article will also normally be listed under the author’s name and will include the URL of the item as well as a date for when it was accessed.
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Exercise 1

Imagine you have items 1–4 on your reading list. Match each item with the type of text a–d.



	1   Bialystok, E. (2009). Bilingualism: The good, the bad, and the indifferent. Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 12(1), 3–11.
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Searching for books by title and author









Searching for journals by title












	 
	Type of publication
	Search terms



	1
	 
	 



	2
	 
	 



	3
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Searching the library catalogue by key words












































Accessing e-books and e-journals








Borrowing print books and journals


















Using a database








For more information on abstracts, see Chapter 4.














Advanced keyword searches


Searching for phrases














Truncation


















Boolean operators





























Making the most of the library










Using the internet for research









For more information on choosing suitably academic material, see Chapter 3.






Remember
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