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Absiract

Most academic programmes at tertiary level require a thesis or at least o project
paper as parial requirement in obtaining a degree. To fulfil this requirement,
shidents are asked to wnte a thesis from about 12,000 words o 100,000 waords
depending on the level of the depree pursued and the requirement of each academic
mstitution. Keeping that in mind, this paper iz based on a study that investigates
students® academic wnting constriscts at the undergraduate level. These students
were domg their BA in English Lanpuage Studies at a local mstitute af higher
leaming in Malaysia. The paper reports & study to to find oul whether students
who, after being exposed 1o the rezearch methodelogy and academic wniting
conrses use their own construct or the tutors' i their wrihing, The study applies
Personal Construct Theory using a Repertory Grid and interviews with the
mformants in secking answers,

Introduoction

LUnder the Bachelor of Arts English Language Studies {BA ELS} progrumme in
DKM, underpraduate students have to undergo & mandatory research methodology
course in their third year, This course entitled "Research Methodology”™ 15
conducied over two semesters, Thes course provides students wath:

[. anexposure into the basic principles of doing research m areas pertaining
to English Language Studies namely: Linguistics, Applied Linguistics
and Literature; and

2. an avenue 1o do an m-depth study into an area of their choice of research
whereby they can apply the basic principles in data collection and data
analysis,

The first objective is carried out during the first semester where the students
underpo a 3-unit course that prepares them to plan for a research project and

wrile oul ther rescarch proposals. This course provides step-by-step gaidance
on how to po about writing a proposal, at the end of which each student chooses
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an area of mterest, plans the research project, wntes the propozal and submits 1t
as part of the course requirement, The second objective iz fulfilled as a four-unit
project paper during the second semester, where stidents are assigned a supeTvisor
with whom they continue their research swdy. All undereraduates i the BA ELS
programme need to successfully complete the project i order to graduate. In this
context therefore, the tmporance of the ressarch proposal as conceptualization
of the research project should not be underestimated,

According to Philips and Pugh (1987, p. 59 there are four essential elements by
which a researcher constructs and conceptualises a study. They are:

1. the background theory, which encompasses a knowledge of the held of
study in which the researcher is waorking,

2. the focal theory, the description of the research and reasoms for i;

3. datatheory, 'the justification for the relevance and vahdity of the matenal’
used 1o support the study; and

4. the contnbution, i.¢., the evaluation of the importance of the study and
of what relevance the study is to the development of the discpline.

Taken from this pomit of view, 1o concepiiahse and construct a research smdy,
we believe students not only need 1o have a firm grasp of the above elements bul
alsoa knowledee of the disciplime, They must also be made aware that 1o academe
writing, there iz a specific writing schema that researchers are aware of and use,
This includes the knowledge of the language in order to wnite a coherent proposal
and the ability to compartmentalise and organise the text into a logical and
coherent whole.

In an effort o design a worthwhiale Research Methodology course, we realise
that one unpordant factor that nesds (o be addressed are the expectations of the
tetors and what their constrtets are versus the students’ own constructs and what
their expectations are regarding what 15 involved in the course including those
pertaining to proposal writing and camrying out a research project, When the
course was desipned, it was assumed that students” constructs would match ther
tutors’, and that by the end of the course, each student should be able 1o function
a5 a researcher with relevant conceptualisations of research projectis and research
proposils and possessing the relevant wntng skalls 1o match, However, the tutors
found to their dismay, having read the wrtlen propozals, that the students often
enler the ¢course with a different set of constructs. In additton, some do not have
the appropnate schema mn academic wnting. ‘The proposals that were submitted
varied betwesn pood ones to those thil contained not only weak conceptualisations
of the research study, but also weak lome, poor text organization and language.
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With such a scenano in mind, a study of the students” wnitten research proposals
wag camried oul o answer the followimg questions:

. Do smdents have their own constructs for writing proposals? If so, what
are they?

What are the tutors’ constructs m “doing” research proposals?

What constructs do students use when wnting their research proposal -
the tators’, their own, or the one segpested by the University?

Furpose of the stady

The objective of this paper 15 to highhieht the findings of the study based on the
rescarch questions above. In doing so, students’ as well as tutors” constructs are
highlighted. The personal constructs siudied are not assumpiions, predictions or
hypothezsis made by others, usuvally top down about what writing research
proposals are about or how to write rescarch proposals. These personal constructs
are gathered from the repertory grid adapted specifically for the Research

Methodology course offered.

The reperory grid used can be geen tn Table 1 s modified from Kelly (1955),
Riley (1985) and Jamilah {(2001). The gnd enabled both students and tutors to
explore the patterns of the deepest thoughts and feelings about proposal writing
and doing research, FPoarnhermaore, the grid elictation interviews which are open-
ended nol only encouraged students and tutors to explore their feelings and
thoughts about proposal wniting and domg research; they also venfied these
personal meanings from first person evidence through their own voices. These
arg what we call personal constructs. In the end, a bottom-up approach to the
Rescarch Methodology course development in Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia
k5 the outcome of the study, In doing so, we hope that the following wiall be gamed
especially in terms of:

helping smdenis write better proposals
belpang course tuters a design better research methadology course

Teaching Academic Writing: An Overview

Biork (2003) sugpests the teaching of text types (&.i. comparisons/contrast, canse/
effects) as general, interdisciplinary typologies in the first semester, well before
mtraducing studenis to the genres of their disciplines. Johns (2003), who
completed interviews with faculties from across the discipline, argues that we
need to begin m our classrooms with the secial constructivist theory that brought
us modern conceptions of jgenre.
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Coe (2002) puis it this way: penres embaody socially established strategies for
pchieving purposes i rhetoneal situations,  They are nof just text-types; they
mplyinvoke/create’ {re) construct situations (and conlexis}, communities, wrilers
and readers.  Thus, understanding the genre they are handling will help students
become versatile writers, able to adapt to a wide varicty of types of writing tasks
they are likely to encounter in their lives,  Kruse (2003 ) supports Coe by saying
“, v we should remember that academic wrnting 15 2 complex, 52l management
process in which students must cope with nearly all aspects of research

sirmaltineossly™ (p. 27),

Realising the fact that acadermic writing 15 2 genre that 15 complex, dynamic, and
15 sovially constructed, we need to assist students in thewr wnting of academic
papers. Thus, a step-by-step guidance on Bow (o go about writing a research
proposal 13 the approach thatl we use at the mstutution.  Where research project
proposals are concerned, tutors often find many of the proposals poorly wnitten,
and often, the research projects proposed, not workable, As a result, many students
often have 1o rewnite: their proposals doring their second semester when they
should be concentrating on the research proper, I s not unozieal 0 have cages
where degrees were withheld just because studenis fail to complete their reszarch
projects, I11s at this point that an investigation of students” written research project
proposals i deemed necessary, as i appears most of the problems discussed
above stem from the proposals. This would also provide an impetus to designing
a beller Rezearch Methodolory course.

Having discussed the above, we out-rightly recopmse the following first, there
are senous disadvandages of not taking into account students’ as well s tutors'
personal understanding of the discipline and their starling points in understanding
the dizcipline. Secondly, writing a research proposal 13 not always step-wise.
Laztly, there are diversities and similarities of knowledge pertaimng to the
discipline that tutors as well as students have. The three points given above have
heen made clear through the lens of Personal Construct Theory (PCT).

Fersonal Construct Theory and Personal Constructs

The Personal Construct Theory by Kelly {1955 15 based on the belief that people
interpret and-act upon happenings and events i the world according to their
previous experience. This technique was used by Kelly to explore hus ¢lients’
decpest thoughts and feelings through the use of a sysiem of personal perception
constructed by the persons or persons themselves. This theory emphasizes
interaction between individuals and the environment as an expeniential cycle m
which people develop therr personal construct system. Based on this theory, a
system of gnd called the Repertory Grid 12 used to frame, and 1o selectively
eode, sum up or interpret the results of the conversations.
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The term “repertory” derives from the wdea that each individual has his or her
own reperioire of personal constructions of expenence (Thomas and Harn-
Auvgstein, 1985 p. 21). The grid allows space where personal meaning can be

collected. Kelly insisted as observed by Burr and Buom (1992, .3 that . af you
wanl 10 help people to change, you must first understand the construction they
are placing on iheir waorld, the theories they hold and the guestions they ore
asking™. Thus, this theory states that reality is subjected to many alternative
constructions and allows individuals to probe the multiple meanings they have
of the zame phenomenon.

Riley (1986) claims that PCT is a "total psychology”, by which he understands its

proponents (o mean that it is both a theory of the person and a theory of knowing:
it 15, then, a mera- theoretical epistemics, a theory of the ontogenesis of meaning,

in which i1 studies indivaduals’ apprehension and cateporisation of knowledge,
The focus of PCT, then, 15 the individual, hiz forms of appraisal and his constnung

of events: the aim of Personal Construct Psvchology 15 the identification,
observation and extension of an individual s cognitive categories and operations.

The repertory gncd techngque can be accompamed by the #nd ehiotabon interview or
‘comversation’ to allow individuals freedom to express themselves Le., revelation
through their ovwn voices, their own model of knowledoe and the nature of their
model. Investgating students” and futors” personal comstructs on acadermic writing,
spectlically their personal constructs with regard (o proposal wrting and doing
rescarch allow us to see the altemative meanings they mve (o a construct thus helping
us understand how they construe the elements - for whling research progosals,

Previous Research using PCT

Kiley (L1986 uses PCT wath learners tn order 1o help them mnprove their reading
ability and efficiency and also investigate the reasons for learming o foregn
language or their needs in that lanpuapge. Olson (1980 uses the grid to understand
how teachers construed their work in relation o curriculum innovation. In s

work e showed that the fate of cumculum change depended on e sense teachers
made of 1t and that this, in tum, was dependent on how they construed their role
m the classroom. Kevill and Shaw {1980} use Repertory Grid to make teachers
more aware of ther commumcation interactions with the students. As well as
serving as & basis for self reflection, the grid also promoted genuine dialogue and
understanding between siaff and teachers and students and acted as an effective
stimulus for individual change.

Later, Kevill, Shaw amd Goodacre (1982) locked for teachers” thinking following
in-service courses. The teachess were required to construe theirteaching situation
at the beginming and at the end of their courses. They were then provided with
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detailed feedback of the analysis of the changes in their gnds which enablad
them to grain an understanding of the way events had altered their perspectives of
their everyday work and Lives.

Thas technigoe was also tried oul with a group of teachers at a South West English
Language Teaching Associaton (SWELTAY meeting m 1992 a1 the University College
of 5t Mark and 5t John, Plymouth (Jamalah, 2001} Jamalah {2001 used this technague
ijam in her research (o understand students’ response to methodological innovation.

In the present research, the gnd was used 1o elicit students’ constructs on their
vpderstanding of the wnting of research proposals. Stadents wese asked o fill in
the grid and 1o verbalise their constructs. Constructs were also ehoted from the
mtors of the course. The stedents and the tutors’ constructs were later compared

to see whether the students had ther own constructs or that they followed the
tutors” without really understanding.

Hesearch Desizn

Thig rezearch follows an mierpretive paradipm as the analysis would involve
ntorpreting human behaviour via the repertory grid technigue. Owur work amed
tr explore stidents” as well as tilors™ mental constractions -understandings,
beliefs, attitudes, opimions and so on - that may lead them to the understanding of
what rescarch proposals are, as well as, what 1z mmvolved 1 wntng research
proposals. It involved our keeping records of smdents’ and tutors” accounting for
their deciston to write the way they do and through analysing these records, 1o
understand why they did 0. The students’ as well as tutors” work would
undeubledly be laden with their own construction of knowledge, as well as their
knowledge of the languape, their assumptions, and perceptions, thus making the
research process complex and subjective n nature,

Participants and Selection criteria

The participants of the research were third year undergraduates and two tulors
mvolved m tultoning the research methodology course, There were altogether 79
students with different levels of English lanpuage profictency, different econoame
backgrounds, different school coltures, and different work cultures. From a
population of 7%, we divided them into 3 groups - the high, medial and low
performers, o allow for representativeness within each mnge, and also for tetor
vanability (each tutor teaches a minimum of 20 students). The marks allocated for
the writing of research proposal is 50% of the course, Based on that, we sclected
I1 students for sach mnge. We also selected subjects from different ethnic groups.
Because of the small size of the population, gender was not taken into accounl.
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For the purpose of this paper, becanse of the exhanstive and extensivensss of
datz, we have decided fo dizeuss two students o the 2 ends in their level of
perfommances, viz,, the high and the low, We also discuss findmgs from two tutors
who taught the course. There is a need for us to study both students and the
tutors involved because we are interested in the personal constructs of both groups
of participants, what construets students used and the effect on their written

dizcourse by comparison with the tutors’ constructs.

Dgta Collection and Instrumentation

We used a personal construct grid which is based on Personal Construct Theory by
Kelly (1955) to explore students’ and tutors™ deepest thoughts and feehings through
the wse of a system of personal perceplion constructed by the mdividual’s themselves,
The techmicue of chertimg what is from “wathin® an mdividual, 5.e., feclings, opmeons,
personal motivations, attitudes and 20 on with regard to proposal writing and doing
research 15 framed by a syvstem of pnd called Repertory Grud.

The term ‘repertory” denves from the idea that each individual has his or her owm
repertoire of personal constructions of experience (Thomas and Hami-Augstein, 1985
p- 21). The grid allows space where personal meanmgs can be collected and through
the grud elicitation mierviews, these may be further explored and conversed about,
Thus, individuals are given the frecdom to contribute their own personal meaning in
terms that they feel best 10 express their own undistoried thoogits and feelogs.

In the modified grid, elements selected are those that revolve around the cultore
of writing & rescarch proposal. Right elements were identified based on totors”
and students” input  which are deemed necessary areas and issues in wnting
research proposals and doing research (see numbers 1-8, below which cormespond
o the elements in Table 1), Seven of these are taken [rom the topic areas i the
syllabus designed for the Research Methodology course offered to the BA ELS
programme. The elements are as follows, Creating a vesearch niche (1), Objectives
and research questions {2), Theoretical framework and literatureé review (3),
Choosing research methodology (4), Analyvsis of data {(5), Reportmg the hndings
{6), Using appropriate language (7) and Tutor/supervisor feedback (8).

The grid was made available to the students and tutors, and the ynd ehetaton
mterviews were conducied. The students and tutors were instructed to randomly
combine any 3 elements in the gnd, based on random combinations of elements.
Then, the students and tulors varced out therr mental inderstandimg wiath regards
to starting and writing a research propesal. In this study, the modified version of
Kelly's gnd (1955) and Riley { 1985) as well as the grid clicitation interviews ensured
that it iz participant friendly in terms of data elicitation. The grid clicitation
interviews allow us 1o examing the: thoughts behamd the actions of students and
twiors, which were used for analvsing their actions in terms of subjective catepories,
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Az the contents of the mterviews “conversanons’ are based on the conatruces that
they themselves construe, the ehicitations are designed to leave students and wtors
free to express themselves: fully m their own way. In this way, they are allowed 1o
express personal meanmgs n the most natural way, not dilutine thetrr meanms
through terms set by us, the researchers or others inferested in them. The
interviews" conversations’ were audio fape -reconded and transerbed. Finally,
students’ actual research proposals were analysed taking mio account their
personal constructs and their written product, Tutors” feedback about the strengths
and weaknesses of their students’ proposals were also recorded and transcribed.

Table 1: Repertory Grid (Modified from Kelly (1955), Riley (1985) and Jamilah (2000}

DIFFERENCES SIMILARITIFS
n ‘i.i.
EH;I:I:l : A ;l-'-ﬂ-:" r|
Comliie | nictis {usbcen [t Lo Brvuse|Miedmiokegy | 474758 | Pistigs {Tevdbuck_| Comsiract §

L el — U — I EE Y

Analvcis of doin

Raw data was collected using the repertory grid and the grid elicitation interviews!
conversilions from both students and tutors. They were then cluster analysed 1o
reveal “what goes on with what™ in participants’ thinking. This way of analyzis 15
only one of a vanety of different pnd assembly and interpretation technegques
(zee Riley, 1985 and Thomas amdd Harmi-Augstein, 1985 for further techniques
and gnd assembly). However, the principle underiying all thess mterpretation
technigques and dilferent grid assembly 15 thal they provide the participants
(ztudents and tutors) with a sorl of "ps:,r-:h:'v: mirror” which are ohjective correlates
of their copmtive categornies in the area studied. The stedents” research project
proposals were also analvsed usmg content analysis bazed on the eight elements
stated on the grid (see Table 1)
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