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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

 

論文名稱:英語教學在職專班研究生論文寫作困難與對策 

指導教授: 黃怡萍博士 

研究生:許柔恩 

 

論文題要內容: 

    過去研究顯示，以英文為第二語言的研究生，無論在以英語為第二語言或是以

英語為外語的環境下，都會在進行研究和論文寫作時遇到困難(Bitchener & 

Basturkmen, 2005; Buckingham, 2005; Dong, 1998; Lee, 2008; O’Connor, Greene & 

Anderson, 2006; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006; Reeves, Herrington, & Oliver, 2005)，然

而，相關研究卻缺乏探究在以英語為外語的環境下，同時身為研究生和在職教師的

這群學生們所遭遇的困難，及其如何利用可取得的資源去解決論文寫作上的難題。

本研究旨在藉由質性個案研究方式，以社會文化學習的角度，特別是 van Lier (2004)

的擴充式建構理論(expanded ZPD)，取得更多關於身為學校老師的在職研究生在論文

寫作過程中遇到的困難以及解決對策的詳細資訊，以期對論文寫作教學以及論文指

導上有所貢獻。本研究共邀請到三組指導教授與研究生，每組包含一位教授與他們

的兩位研究生。資料來源包含與所有研究參與者的訪談內容、論文寫作相關書籍，

以及學生的論文草稿，最後經由對比原始資料得出研究結果。 

研究結果顯示學生在寫論文前遇到的困難是研究設計與處理資料，而在寫論文

各章節時，他們會同時遇到文字上以及文體格式方面的困難。根據各章節的文體要

求，學生們認為文獻回顧、研究發現，以及討論研究結果是最困難的章節，而結論

是困難度最小的章節。而這些困難可歸因於學生為非母語寫作者，以及他們對於學

術規範的不熟悉。此外，本研究也發現，在職班學生可取得的資源包括同儕、專家、
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學術出版品，以及自身。 

    基於上述發現，本研究提出研究所課程的教師應提供學生更多閱讀學術論文的

機會，以及在課程中融入讓學生可應用課堂所學的任務。指導教授也能事先提醒學

生論文中較為困難的部份，以及告訴學生有哪些可取得資源是有助於論文寫作的。

未來，需要更多人誌學以及日記研究法的方式研究，以期能更深入了解在職研究生

在論文寫作上的需求。 
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Abstract 

 

Though a number of studies have revealed that both the L2 graduate students in 

English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts 

may encounter difficulties in conducting research and writing theses (Bitchener& 

Basturkmen, 2005; Buckingham, 2005; Dong, 1998; Lee, 2008; O’Connor, Greene& 

Anderson, 2006; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006; Reeves, Herrington& Oliver, 2005), 

research about how the graduate students who are also in-service teachers in EFL settings 

cope with the difficulties in thesis writing by making use of the sources available still 

lacks. Thus, this study aimed to have an in-depth understanding of the difficulties this 

group of students faced in the process of thesis writing and the ways they adopted to deal 

with the problems via a qualitative case study and with the social cultural perspective of 

learning, especially the framework of expanded ZPD (van Leir, 2004) . Three 

advisor-advisee pairs were invited to participate in the present study, and each pair was 

comprised of one advisor and two advisees. Data for analysis were collected from 

multiple sources, including semi-structured interviews with the participants, the textbook 

of the thesis writing course, and the drafts of theses. Data were analyzed by constant 

comparative method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The results showed that the students faced 

difficulties about research design and compiling the data even before writing theses. 

When writing each section of a thesis, they had troubles both at the linguistic level and 

the rhetorical level. According to the rhetorical regulations of each section, Literature 

Review, Results, and Discussion were viewed as the three most difficult sections and 

Conclusion the least difficult section for the students. Hence, the unfamiliarity of 

academic conventions and the lower English writing abilities contributed to the 

difficulties the students faced during thesis writing. Moreover, the findings disclosed that 

the sources available for the students as in-service teachers included human resources 
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such as peers and experts, material resources such as academic publications, and inner 

knowledge from self.  

Based upon above findings, it is suggested that the courses of graduate schools 

should provide students more opportunities to read academic texts extensively and 

practice what they learn in class. Also, the advisors should remind students of the 

problematic area of a specific section and tell students the resources available in the 

academic context. In the future, more ethnographic and diary studies are needed to 

explore what challenges the students who are also in-service teachers encounter in the 

thesis writing processes and how they solve these problems because this group of students 

may have different needs in thesis writing   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The introduction section provides an overview of the present study, including the 

background of the study, the purpose of conducting the study, and four emerging research 

questions.  

 

1.1 Background and Rationale of the Study 

Large amounts of studies have examined the L2 graduate students’ research writing 

processes for two reasons (Bitchener & Basturkmen, 2005; Buckingham, 2008; Cho, 

2009; Dong, 1998; Gosden, 1996; Lee, 2008; Yeh, 2010). First, these studies assume that 

equipping the skill of thesis writing is a prerequisite for graduate students because the 

goal of graduate education is to cultivate independent researchers and competent research 

writers (Mullen, 2001). Second, English is a dominant language in research fields (Johns 

&Swales, 2002). To present one’s research for people around the world, the researchers 

have to write their articles or theses in English.  

According to previous studies, writing theses in both ESL and EFL settings may 

pose difficulties about conducting and writing research for the L2 graduate students 

(Bitchener & Basturkmen, 2005; Buckingham, 2005; Dong, 1998; Lee, 2008; O’Connor, 

Greene& Anderson, 2006; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006; Reeves, Herrington& Oliver, 

2005). For the students conducting their research in ESL environments, they have 

challenges about designing research (i.e., finding a feasible context to conduct the study, 

selecting the analytical procedure, etc.), analyzing the obtained data, writing by using 

correct words and sentences, and writing to meet the academic conventions (Bitchener & 

Basturkmen, 2005;Dong, 1998; O’Connor, Greene & Anderson, 2006; Onwuegbuzie & 
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Leech, 2006; Reeves, Herrington, & Oliver, 2005). Likewise, the studies conducted in 

EFL contexts revealed that the L2 students may face the difficulties about handling the 

obtained data in data analysis, and choosing appropriate words/ sentence patterns and 

meeting the rhetorical structure of each section of a thesis in writing (Buckingham, 2005; 

Lee, 2008).  

Though prior studies have shown that the graduate students in both ESL and EFL 

settings may encounter similar difficulties before and during the thesis writing process, 

literature suggested that the sources available for the students to cope with the difficulties 

may differ in different contexts. For example, the material sources (e.g., relevant articles, 

books and theses) adopted to deal with the above difficulties are more accessible for the 

students in ESL environments (Lee, 2008). The reason is that most academic publications 

are published in ESL countries. What’s more, the students in ESL settings have more 

native peers and thus have more opportunities to ask for those native peers’ help to solve 

the linguistic obstacles in thesis writing (Dong, 1998). As for the students in EFL settings, 

though with limited resources, they still utilize the sources at hand to cope with the 

difficulties they encounter in the writing process, including reading academic texts and 

discussing with peers and experts (Buckingham, 2008; Ferenz, 2005; Lee, 2008; Yeh, 

2010).    

In addition to the resources available for the students who write in ESL or EFL 

settings, whether the writers are full-time students may influence their coping strategies 

of the challenges faced in thesis writing (Buckingham,2008; Ferenz, 2005). For the 

students who have other jobs, the sources available for them to deal with the writing 

problems are not only from their graduate school, but also their working place. According 

to previous studies, those students’ colleagues can also be the peer reviewers who provide 

suggestions for the students to cope with the writing difficulties (Buckingham, 2008; 

Ferenz, 2005). Thus, the L2 students’ writing contexts need to be taken into consideration 
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when we explore how the students overcome the obstacles encountered in thesis writing.   

Since prior studies have shown that it is inevitable for the L2 graduate students to 

interact with others to overcome the obstacles in thesis writing (Buckingham, 2008; Dong, 

1998; Ferenz, 2005), it is necessary to investigate how the students write a 

conventionalized thesis with the assistance of the people who involved in the students’ 

thesis writing processes with expanded ZPD, the theory related to social cultural 

perspective of learning (van Leir, 2004). According to Vygotsky (1978), learning takes 

place when learners interact with other people within the same learning context, even 

when receiving scaffolding from more capable others. However, learners not only learn 

from experts, but also people with equal or lower ability, and self (van Leir, 2004). Thus, 

the acquisition of the knowledge of thesis writing, including the academic writing 

conventions and skills, should be explored by investigating the roles of all the people 

involving in the graduate students’ writing process. 

 Despite the prevalence of research on the challenges faced by the L2 students 

writing theses in ESL and EFL contexts and relevant coping strategies (Bitchener & 

Basturkmen, 2005; Casanave & Hubbard,1992; Cho, 2009; Dong, 1998; Buckingham, 

2008; Ferenz, 2005; Lee, 2008; Yeh, 2010), few studies have investigated students’ 

difficulties in writing each section of a thesis respectively. From the limited research on 

the problems the L2 research writers may face in writing specific sections of a thesis, the 

findings reveal that students have different rhetoric troubles when writing different 

sections for the rhetorical structures and conventions differ among sections (Bitchener & 

Basturkmen, 2005; Hsu & Kuo,2006; Lee, 2008). Hence, more research is required to 

explore the challenging parts of each section for the L2 graduate students.  

In addition, since the prior studies employing quantitative or mixed methods fail to 

provide detailed information about what difficulties the students may have in writing each 

sections of their theses and how they solve these problems (e.g., Bitchener & Basturkmen, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

4 
 

2005; Dong, 1998), this study adopted a qualitative inquiry. By doing so, more in-depth 

understanding about how the L2 students complete their theses can be attained through 

exploring both the students’ and the advisors’ perspectives about thesis writing. 

 

1.2 The Purpose of the Study  

Since the studies on the thesis writing processes of the graduate students as 

in-service teachers in EFL contexts are still lacking, this study aimed to examine how 

those students overcame the difficulties encountered during their writing processes with 

expanded scaffolding, the framework proposed by van Leir (2004). By knowing the 

problematic parts for those students and the sources available for them to solve the 

troubles, more insights could be offered to the instructors of academic writing, the 

advisors, even the administrator of the school department in adjusting the current 

curriculum design and providing the assistance more in need for the students.  

    

1.3 Research Questions 

Based upon the purpose stated before, the present study intends to address the four 

research questions.  

1. What difficulties do the graduate students as in-service teachers perceive while 

composing different sections of their thesis theses? What factors may influence their 

perceived difficulties? 

2. How do they cope with these difficulties? 

3. What are their sources of assistance? 

4. What roles do the human resources play in students’ thesis writing? 

 

1.4 Definition of Terms 

(1) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 
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   ZPD is defined as the distance between the learners’ current cognitive level and the 

potential developmental level. In the current cognitive level, the learners can work 

independently whereas in the potential development level, the learners need more 

capable others’ assistance to accomplish certain tasks. 

(2) Scaffolding 

   Scaffolding represents a tentative coach provided by others and will be removed later 

when one achieves the target skills. Also, this instructional behavior is interactive in 

nature and it occurs within ZPD. 

(3) Mediation 

Mediation means regulating one’s action to participate in cultural activities (i.e., 

publishing books, writing articles, etc.) via the interwoven cultural artifacts (e.g., 

books, paper, computers, etc.) and cultural concepts (e.g., self, literacy, etc.) 

To state more clearly, the cultural artifacts are mainly concrete objects and the cultural 

concepts are comprised of signs and symbols and the learner can facilitate their 

learning goals by utilizing both material and symbolic tools.   

(4) ETMA students 

   ETMA students, by definition, are the in-service teachers who further their graduate 

studies in the English Teaching in Master of Art (ETMA) program. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.0 Introduction 

In this chapter, the social cultural perspective of learning, the frame to examine 

graduate students’ acquisition of academic writing, will be elaborated first. Then, studies 

about the difficulties L2 graduate students may encounter in the process of thesis writing, 

including the obstacles before and during thesis writing processes, will be shown. Also, 

the factors contributing to these difficulties will be discussed. The strategies used to 

address to the problems faced in thesis writing, especially the assistance from the human 

resources, will be examined from the framework of social cultural theory. Finally, the 

need to investigate the thesis writing process of graduates who are also in-service teachers 

in an EFL setting is presented, followed by four research questions.   

 

2.1 Learning within Social cultural Perspective  

Vygotsky’s (1978) social cultural theory was adopted as a framework of the present 

study; in particular, three significant concepts were used to examine the process of 

learning. The first and the basic concept is that cognitive development is socially 

constructed. That is, learning takes place while interacting with others. Secondly, 

mediation is necessary to reach learning goals. Mediation means regulating one’s own 

behavior to participate in cultural activities (i.e., publishing books, writing articles, etc.) 

via the interwoven cultural artifacts (e.g., books, paper, computers, etc.) and cultural 

concepts (e.g., self, literacy, etc.)(Ratner, 2002). For example, people can interact with 

each other by using physical tools such as pens and symbolic tools as language to mediate 

the learning of a new concept (cf. Aı´da, 2006) 

Third, learning takes place in specific areas, that is, Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD), the distance between current development levels which allows one to work 
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independently and the potential development level which needs the assistance from more 

capable others to accomplish work. Connecting with the notion of mediation, ZPD is the 

plane where people mediate jointly by materials and signs to overcome the hardship 

encountered and reach the learning goals (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Since knowledge and 

abilities are acquired after interpersonal interaction and there is need of others’ guidance 

to reach the potential development level, the notion of scaffolding in ZPD is further 

proposed. According to Vygotsky (1978), scaffolding is temporary assistance provided by 

experts or more competent others and will be removed when the subjects improve. 

However, scaffolding can not only be the interaction between expert and novice, (Lantolf, 

2000). It can also occur among people with equal knowledge and ability, such as a group 

of learners working cooperatively in order to complete a task (Donato, 1994; Gibbons, 

2002; van Lier, 2004).  

Expanding the concept that scaffolding can be offered simply by more 

knowledgeable others, van Leir (2004) has proposed the concept of “expanded ZPD,” as 

shown in Figure 2.1. In expanded ZPD, providers of scaffolding include experts, peers 

with equal or lower ability, and self. When receiving assistance from experts, learners can 

get models of learning and direct information of the desired knowledge. If cooperating 

with peers of the similar level, knowledge will be co-constructed through the process of 

interaction. Learning even occurs when assisting less capable learners because doubts will 

be clarified and knowledge will be reorganized by teaching these people. Also, learning 

happens when one activates internalized knowledge and existing sources.  
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Figure 1. Expanded ZPD (van Lier, 2004, p158) 

Based upon the notion of expanded ZPD, this study assumes that the acquisition of 

academic conventions for those graduate students who are new comers of academic 

community may occur in the same way. These novice researchers may mediate their 

learning of academic literacy and conventions from material and human sources. 

Graduate students as school teachers, in particular, require human assistance for they are 

in the transition process of being school teachers to student research writers. Hence, the 

study aimed at exploring the difficulties in-service graduate students faced and the source 

of assistance required in attaining the knowledge and skills of thesis writing in Taiwan.   

 

2.2 Before writing theses 

2.2.1 Difficulties and factors 

Though studies conducted in English as a Second Language (ESL) settings revealed 

that the research writers may have troubles before writing theses for the insufficient 

experience of conducting research (O’Connor et al., 2006; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006; 
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Reeves et al., 2005), limited evidence was found in the English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL) settings(Lee,2008). According to the prior studies which were done in the ESL 

environments, the challenges encountered before writing theses may include difficulties 

about designing research (i.e., finding a feasible context to conduct the study, selecting 

the analytical procedure, etc.) and analyzing the obtained data. For example, 

Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2006), the researchers in America, discussed the function and 

types of research questions in quantitative and qualitative studies and the analysis 

techniques used to elicit the answers of these research questions. They indicated that no 

matter what kinds of studies the researchers conduct, the challenge in designing research 

is to link research questions to relevant analyses. The students who conducted 

quantitative research may not be sure what types of analytical procedures they should 

adopt though having taken courses about statistics. Likewise, for the students who do 

qualitative inquiries, they only know the constant comparative analysis and they do not 

adjust the way of analyses to the types of their research questions. The reason can be: first, 

the instructors introduce each analyzing technique/method respectively, not in an 

integrated and holistic manner (Newman & Benz, 1998; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2003); 

second, the textbooks about research methods do not present the statistical analysis and 

correspondent research types together (e.g., Gall, Borg, & Gall, 2003; McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2001).  

The studies in both ESL and EFL settings have shown that students may have 

problems in processing the obtained data. The ESL students who conducted quantitative 

studies may face the challenges about how to compile large amounts of obtained data 

using statistic tools (O’Connor et al., 2006). Similarly, Lee (2008) investigated the EFL 

graduate students’ difficulties in the thesis composition process via interviews and 

observation and indicated that the troubles faced by the qualitative researchers was in 

transcribing the data and translating it to English. Although the students in both ESL and 
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EFL settings may have problems in processing the data, the literature suggests that the 

students conducting qualitative research in EFL contexts may feel more challenging to 

translate data because the lower level of language proficiency.  

 

2.2.2 Coping strategies 

Though studies have shown the graduate students’ difficulties designing research 

and analyzing data, few of them further explore how these students cope with such 

challenges (O’Connor et al., 2006). The limited literature has revealed that the students 

tend to cope with the problems about research design by seeking the experts’ assistance. 

As the elementary school teachers who conducted action research in their graduate studies 

in America in O’Connor, Greene and Anderson’s (2006) survey indicated, the 

instructions provided by the professors in their program helped them overcome the 

obstacles in research design.  

 

2.3 While Writing Theses 

2.3.1 Linguistic Difficulties and the Factors  

Previous literature has shown that the L2 students in both the ESL and EFL settings 

may encounter linguistic difficulties at the lexical level, sentential level, and discourse 

level when they have to complete their own theses and the factors that attribute to these 

linguistic troubles may include: (a) the lower level of English proficiency and (b) the 

unfamiliarity of the English writing styles (Allison, Cooley, Lewkowicz & Nunan, 1998; 

Buckingham, 2008; Casanave & Hubbard, 1992; Dong, 1998; Gosden, 1996; Lee, 2008; 

Silva, 1997).  

The linguistic difficulties at the lexical and sentential level, according to the prior studies 

conducted in the ESL and EFL settings, include word choices and the correctness of 

grammar and sentences patterns. The difficulties at the lexical level for the non-native 
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postgraduates, as showed in Dong’s (1998) survey of the students and their advisors’ 

views about thesis and dissertation writing in science in the US, was in choosing 

vocabulary suitable in academy. The evidence that L2 graduate students may have 

linguistic difficulties at the sentential level was found in Cho’s (2009) study which 

investigated both the L2 graduates and professors’ perceptions in journal article writing 

by adopting survey and interviews in South Korea. The results revealed that sentence 

structures were the most problematic linguistic area for graduate students when they 

composed journal papers. Resulting from the lower English proficiency levels (e.g., 

inadequate repertoire of vocabulary, insufficient understanding of grammar, and unvaried 

sentence patterns), the above linguistic problems at the lexical and sentential domains can 

further contribute to the hardship in describing results explicitly, stating convincing 

claims (Dong,1998; Flowerdew, 1999), expressing ideas precisely in English, and 

plagiarizing (Bitchener& Basturkmen, 2005; Cho, 2009; Dong, 1998; Quian& 

Krugly-Smolska, 2008).  

For the research investigating students’ difficulties in writing specific sections of a 

thesis, the findings, though limited, also revealed that the non-native students may be 

hindered in linguistic domains. Exploring L2 graduate students’ perceived difficulties 

writing the Discussion section via survey in the ESL setting, Bitchener and Basturkmen 

(2005) discovered that language problems (e.g., using right words and implementing 

correct grammar) was the most frequently mentioned challenges. Likewise, Quian and 

Krugly-Smolska’s (2008) investigation of the obstacles students encountered while 

writing Literature Review in the EFL setting also showed three kinds of linguistic 

challenges: selecting words from limited vocabulary repertoire, using suitable sentence 

structures to express ideas clearly, and paraphrasing.  

Regarding the writing difficulties at the discourse level, the problems become how to 

arrange the sentences logically (e.g., the use of transition words) to express the ideas 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

12 
 

clearly. The L2 students face these difficulties, for the English writing styles (i.e., 

cohesion, argument structure) are different from those of native languages (Allison, 

Cooley, Lewkowicz & Nunan, 1998; Buckingham, 2008; Silva, 1997; Cooley& 

Lewkowicz, 1995; Dong, 1998, Lee, 2008). Cooley and Lewkowicz (1995) surveyed the 

L2 graduate students’ perceptions of difficulties when composing thesis in Hong Kong, 

and the findings showed that the students were confused about organizing the ideas 

coherently to convey the precise meanings in English. For the Taiwanese TESOL 

graduate students in Lee’s (2008) study, they also mentioned their difficulties in 

presenting arguments logically because they are unfamiliar with the English writing 

styles.  

 

2.3.1.1 Coping Strategies 

Previous research has shown that to deal with the linguistic difficulties, the students 

may take self-regulated strategies by utilizing resources available in academy, including 

reading the publications of research, and asking for the assistance from peers, colleagues, 

or teachers (Buckingham, 2008; Dong, 1998; Ferenz, 2005; Lee, 2008). Though similar 

strategies can be adopted by the students conducting research in both the ESL and EFL 

contexts, the sources available for the L2 students in the two settings to cope with the 

linguistic difficulties may differ. For example, the ESL students may have accesses to 

more publications than those EFL students, for the most of the academic texts are 

published in ESL countries (Lee, 2008). Even so, the students in the EFL contexts still 

take the existing texts as models for appropriate linguistic usage (Hsu, 2010). As in 

Okamura’s (2006) qualitative study, the Japanese research article writers deal with their 

difficulties caused by limited vocabulary by “reading research articles extensively, 

increasing experience in writing research, and collecting useful phrases they have ever 

seen” (p. 69). 
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As for the human resources, peers who have similar background knowledge and 

experiences of thesis writing are available for the L2 graduate students in the EFL 

contexts (Buckingham, 2008; Ferenz, 2005). For the L2 graduate students who were not 

full-time students, they also mentioned the assistance from their colleagues (Buckingham, 

2008; Ferenz, 2005). The peers and co-workers served as reviewers and provided 

feedback in the linguistic domain. Hence, the L2 graduate students could raise their 

awareness of the linguistic errors and enhance the clarity of expressions. As for the 

students conducting their studies in the ESL settings, though having more native peers to 

help them with linguistic problems, the research has found that they were unwilling to 

interact with their native peers, for they were afraid that the language barrier may hinder 

communication (Dong, 1998).  In addition, advisors can be another type of human 

resources. Previous studies have revealed that whether in the ESL or EFL contexts, 

advisors as reviewers help students with the wording of theses, such as correcting the 

errors on word choices and grammar (Buckingham, 2008; Dong, 1998; Yeh, 2010).  

 

2.3.2 Rhetorical Difficulties and the Factors 

In addition to the language problems, the L2 research writers, no matter in the ESL 

or EFL settings, may have rhetorical difficulties (e.g., what content to be included in each 

section of theses and how to organize ideas in these sections) since the conventionalized 

rhetorical structures differ across different sections (Buckingham, 2008; Cooley & 

Lewkowicz, 1995; Dong, 1998; Hsu & Kuo,2006; Jenkins et al., 1993; Lee, 2008). 

Meeting the rhetorical requirements of every section can be a hard task for the L2 

graduate students because of (a) the lack of the skills required in writing, (b) cultural 

differences, and (c) the inadequate knowledge about the genre of a specific section 

(Gosden, 1996; Pennycook,1996; Dong, 1998; Paltridge, 2002; Swales, 2004).  

Among the sections of a thesis, researchers have been interested in how L2 graduate 
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students compose Introduction by following the rhetoric structure of this section, such as 

giving a brief review of the literature and stating the purpose of one’s study by filling the 

niche of existing literature (Hsu & Kuo, 2006; Swales, 2004). In Hsu and Kuo’s (2006) 

study, they examined the graduate students’ troubles in writing Introduction by employing 

survey and interviews in Taiwan. The results of the analyses showed that these writers felt 

meeting the genre requirements of Introduction was challenging, for they needed to be 

able to summarize and paraphrase relevant literature. Likewise, the Turkish graduates in 

Buckingham’s (2008) study also noted the challenges in writing Introduction because 

they had to present their ideas in a concise manner.  

In addition to Introduction, previous studies have also shown that Literature Review 

posed the greatest difficulties to L2 students for the skills required in doing source-based 

writing (e.g. proposing one’s own ideas by examining previous studies critically, 

borrowing others’ statements to support one’s claims) (Lee, 2008; Yeh, 2010). Probing 

into the reason why the students may be unskilled in writing Literature Review by 

referring to the prior studies reviewed, cultural difference is the main factor. As Gosden 

(1996) argued, novice non-native research writers from China and Japan may have 

difficulties in forming their own stance by criticizing previous studies, for they tend to 

respect and follow predecessors. L2 research writers’ difficulties in borrowing others’ 

words legally and appropriately could also be ascribed to cultural factors. Since the 

notions of authorship and ownership of texts come from the Western culture, students 

with other cultural backgrounds may feel confused about the essence of citation and are 

more likely to commit plagiarism (Pennycook, 1996). For example, in the Chinese culture, 

students are used to memorizing significant predecessors’ works. They will not be 

accused of plagiarism when they incorporate a famous saying in their works without 

citing it. It will be unnecessary to cite because members within the context share the same 

knowledge. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

15 
 

Also, researchers have believed that writing Discussion is more cognitive demanding 

for the students because they had to relate their research findings to the literature by 

restating the findings of their studies and previous research in order to fit the rhetorical 

requirements of Discussion section (Bitchener& Basturkmen, 2006). According to 

Bitchener and Basturkmen (2006), the main problems in writing Discussion were at the 

linguistic and rhetorical levels, for the students had a lower English proficiency level and 

the lacking knowledge of the genre of Discussion. As proposed by Paltridge (2002) and 

Swales (2004), the limited knowledge of the genre of thesis writing can contribute to the 

obstacles in writing different sections of a thesis. Thus, to familiarize the conventions and 

meet the expectations of academic writing, the L2 research writers need to interact with 

the members and texts of the target academic community (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 

Ferenz, 2005). By doing so, the L2 writers may gradually gain an understanding of the 

regulations and genres of thesis writing and involve in the academic communities (Lea & 

Street, 1998). 

 

2.3.2.1 Coping Strategies 

The L2 research writers in both the ESL and EFL settings may adopt self-regulated 

strategies as utilizing the internalized knowledge attained from reading research papers 

and seeking for others’ help to deal with the rhetorical difficulties. However, the students 

in the ESL settings seem to have more opportunities to acquire the knowledge about the 

characteristics of different sections of a thesis from relevant papers for the studies of 

thesis genre come from the ESL contexts (Samaraj, 2002; Swales, 2004). Though not 

every publication is accessible, the students in the EFL environments also try to attain the 

understanding about thesis genres from limited texts (Buckingham, 2008). In the 

interviews of Buckingham’s (2008) study, the Turkish graduate students considered 

reading broadly could facilitate them to write independently, broaden vocabulary, attain 
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useful chunks or expressions, and learn the academic organization and styles. The results 

suggested that these students took texts as models to learn word usage, ways of 

composing each chapter, and the conventions of their academic communities. In other 

words, they resorted to the texts to cope with their difficulties from the linguistic level 

(i.e., using appropriate words) to the genre level (i.e., writing the Introduction, Discussion, 

and Conclusion sections). Despite working alone, the students utilized the inner resources 

internalized from texts or their own writing experiences to scaffold themselves while 

encountering the rhetorical troubles, which corresponds to van Leir’s (2004) expanded 

ZPD that self can also be the provider of scaffolding.  

In addition to dealing with writing difficulties by themselves, previous studies have 

shown that students also ask for help from peers and experts. For the students who have 

other jobs, the peers accessible for them are not only the classmates in graduate schools, 

but the colleagues in their work places (Buckingham, 2008; Ferenz, 2005). By discussing 

with peers, the ideas of writing will be stimulated and doubts will be clarified through the 

feedback given by them (Ferenz, 2005). Thus, the peers play the role as reviewers and 

facilitators in students’ theses writing processes. As proposed by van Leir (2004), the 

knowledge about thesis writing is attained from the advisors or co-constructed by 

interacting with others learners.  

Though there are several ways students may adopt to cope with their writing 

problems, the most common one is resorting to teachers. The findings in Lee’s (2008) 

qualitative research disclosed that the advisor played the role as “checker”(p. 81) to make 

sure the students’ theses were on the right track, especially focusing on the ideas 

presented in each section of theses rather than the linguistic errors. To help students write 

the sections which fit the conventional rhetoric structure, the roles of advisors can also be 

facilitators who provide professional suggestions about the contents and organization in 

each section and the instructor who teach the students directly how to write a satisfactory 
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section (Lee,2008). Similarly, in Dong’s (1996) investigation of how L2 science doctoral 

students proposed their own claims in the introductory chapter of dissertations, the 

students indicated that the instruction given by the advisors was helpful for them to form 

innovative claims based on previous literature. 

 

2.4 Identifying the Gap 

From the literature about the L2 graduate students’ difficulties in thesis writing and 

the strategies they adopted to cope with these troubles, three gaps can be derived. First, 

little research has shown the L2 students’ sources of assistance in the EFL settings, 

especially those graduate students who are also in-service teachers. Although the 

difficulties faced by the L2 students in the ESL and EFL contexts are the same, it is still 

necessary to investigate the L2 graduate students’ writing processes in different writing 

contexts, such as the in-service students in the EFL settings because the sources available 

for the students to facilitate their thesis writing may differ from those in the ESL contexts, 

as shown in Buckingham (2008) and Ferenz’s (2005) studies. In addition, since the 

writing circumstances of the students as in-service teachers include their working places 

and the graduate school, the sources available for them to deal with the obstacles in thesis 

writing may be different from those regular graduate students. As such, more studies on 

exploring how the Taiwanese in-service graduate students accomplish their theses are 

needed to facilitate their writing. Second, since the previous studies showed that the 

students’ difficulties in writing each section of a thesis differed because the rhetorical 

structures vary among sections, exploring the writing difficulties students faced when 

composing every section of a thesis respectively is in need. Third, most of prior studies 

employing survey as the data collection method failed to provide detailed information 

about the types of difficulties the students may encounter in writing each section of a 

thesis and the coping strategies correspondent to different kinds of troubles. The reason is 
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that the participants cannot express their ideas freely in answering the fixed questions in 

the questionnaire. To compensate for the drawback of quantitative studies, qualitative 

research designs with interviews should be adopted. During interviews, the participants 

can feel free to share their thoughts and experience. Thus, more in-depth information 

about how the students accomplish their theses can be attained from the interviews.   

 

2.6 Purpose 

Given the lack of studies on the thesis writing experiences of the L2 graduate 

students as in-service teachers, this study aimed to attain a complete picture of the ways 

they completed their theses with a particular focus on the difficulties they faced in writing 

each section of a thesis and the sources available for them to overcome such difficulties. 

In addition, the types of strategies employed to cope with the difficulties were examined 

with van Leir’s (2004) expanded ZPD, which is in line with social cultural perspective of 

learning (Lantolf, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978 ). By so doing, the current study can provide 

insight to the instruction and the assistance required for the graduate students as 

in-service teachers in the EFL contexts. 

 

2.7 Research Questions  

To guide the current study, the following research questions were proposed:  

1. What difficulties do the graduate students as in-service teachers perceive while 

composing different sections of their thesis theses? What factors may influence their 

perceived difficulties? 

2. How do they cope with these difficulties? 

3. What are their sources of assistance? 

4. What roles do the human resources play in students’ thesis writing? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

3.0 Introduction 

In this chapter, the research design－a qualitative case study methodology used to 

address the four research questions will be discussed first. Then, the description of the 

research site and the participants will be presented. Third, the data collection methods, 

including the interviews, artifacts, and the procedure of collecting the data will be 

displayed. Fourth, the constant comparative method, a way to analyze the obtained data 

proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) will be introduced and then how the researcher 

implemented this analyzing method in the study will be showed.   

 

3.1 Research Design 

A qualitative case study was adopted in the present study because previous relevant 

studies conducted quantitatively could not provide elaborate information about students’ 

perceived difficulties in thesis writing. To complement the deficiency of quantitative 

studies, this study employed a qualitative case study, for a case is contextualized in nature; 

thus, data can be gathered from multiple sources and the information derived from it may 

provide complete description of the case chosen (Yin, 2009). Based on the research 

questions, the case here refers to graduate students who are English in-service teachers in 

the English Teaching in Master of Arts (ETMA) program. By investigating this group of 

graduate students with a qualitative manner, we attained detailed information about how 

these in-service English teachers complete their theses in English by coping with the 

difficulties they encountered in thesis writing.   

 

3.2 Context 
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The study was conducted at a well-known public university in northern Taiwan. The 

reason of choosing this university lay in that more data was accessible to the researcher. 

Since studies have shown that writing thesis in English may cause difficulties for L2 

graduate students and the present study aimed to explore how graduate students as 

in-service teachers deal with their difficulties in thesis writing, the ETMA program in this 

school was chosen based on the following reasons: First, the graduate students in this 

program have to write their thesis in English. Second, the researcher has more 

opportunities to get accessible data from this program. Third, the researcher was more 

likely to get the participants’ trust and then attained rich data for she had similar 

experiences of thesis writing.  

The ETMA program in the target university was established in the late 1900s to meet 

the need of professional development of teachers. The purpose of this program is to 

enhance teachers’ English ability, English teaching techniques, and ability in conducting 

research. Hence, this program requires students to take courses about English teaching 

and utilize what they learn in graduate school in conducting their own research and 

writing theses. To equip students with the knowledge of research, two courses are 

included in the curriculum design of the ETMA program. The first one is the required 

course－EFL Research Methods. The other course, Experimental Design and Statistical 

Inference, was designed as an elective course to enhance students’ ability in conducting 

quantitative research. This course will be available for the students every two academic 

years and the students can acquire the knowledge about the ways of data analysis 

commonly adopted in quantitative research (e.g., t-test, Analysis of Variance). Aiming at 

preparing students with the capability of composing their theses, Research Paper Writing, 

another elective course available for the students every two years, was part of the 

curriculum design of the ETMA program. In the Research Paper Writing Course, the 

instructor will let students know how to compose the thesis section by section and then let 
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students practice the concepts learned in class (i.e., the keys of each section) by writing 

thesis proposals.     

 

3.3Participants  

The participants recruited in this study included six students and three teachers. 

Since the purpose of this study is to explore the graduate students as in-service teachers’ 

thesis writing experience, the student participants were recruited by the following criteria: 

first, they must have completed their thesis within three years to make sure they wouldn’t 

forget their writing process and the curricular design of the thesis writing course they took. 

Second, they needed to take the thesis writing course so whether this experience 

facilitated their thesis writing process could be revealed.  

Regarding the teacher participants, they must be the advisors of the student 

participants. Also, one of them was the instructor of the thesis writing course. The reason 

of setting the criteria of choosing teacher participants could be two. First of all, since this 

study attempted to attain data about students’ writing problems from multiple sources, the 

advisors could provide information about the difficulties the student participants 

encountered in writing theses from their views. Second, the statements of the course 

instructor could be used to triangulate the student participants’ ideas about the thesis 

writing course. In short, these teachers were invited to join this study as a way to validate 

students’ perceptions about the course they took and the writing difficulties they faced. 

Therefore, three advisor-advisee groups, including two students and one supervisor in 

each group, were recruited. That is, a total of nine people partook in this study. The 

background information about the students and the teachers is displayed in Table 3.1 and 

Table3.2. Pseudonyms are used to identify individual participants.  
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Table 3.1 Demographic Information of the Student Participants 

 

Table 3.2 Demographic Information of the Teacher Participants 

 

 

From Table 3.1and Table 3.2, we know that Professor A, Lynn, and Claire were the A 
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group; Professor B, Helen and Ken formed the B group; the C group was comprised of 

Professor C, Helen and Sherry. In the A group, Professor A was one of the senior teachers 

in the English department, and she has taught courses about English teaching methods in 

the ETMA program since the program was established. She has advised the ETMA 

students for ten years. Though also teaching the regular graduate students in the Teachers 

of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) program, Professors A tended to 

advise the ETMA students, for she was more interested in the research topics of these 

students.  

Lynn, one of Professor A’s advisees in the present study, has been an elementary 

school teacher for seven years. She entered the graduate school, for she wanted to acquire 

more knowledge about teaching theories after having years of teaching experience. Her 

master’s thesis was a quantitative study which examined the effects of a specific teaching 

method on the elementary school students’ oral reading fluency. She spent almost a year 

to complete her thesis, including conducting the study and writing the thesis. Recalling 

the thesis writing process, she thought Professor A was more like a lighthouse who 

directed her the right way of writing.  

Claire, the other student in the A group, has also taught in elementary school for 

seven years. Her motivation to study in graduate school was that she wanted to enrich the 

academic knowledge about English teaching. She conducted a quantitative study about 

the effects of certain vocabulary exercise on the students’ vocabulary acquisition. In her 

thesis writing process, Claire also considered professor A as a lighthouse, i.e. a person 

who could lead her to the right tracks.      

As to the members in the B group, Professor B was the instructor of the two courses 

in the ETMA program: statistics and experimental research design and the teaching of 

reading and writing. He has advised the ETMA students since seven years ago. One of his 

advisees participated in the present study, Fiona, has been a junior high school teacher for 
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seven years. She furthered her study in graduate school, for she believed the theories 

taught in the graduate education may be helpful for her teaching. Her study was about the 

effects of English learning magazines on junior high school students’ listening and 

reading comprehension and it was quantitative in nature. In the process of thesis writing, 

Professor B served as an authority for Fiona, and thus she kept adjusting and revising the 

drafts of thesis based on Professor B’s suggestions. Ken, the only male student participant 

in the study, was also Professor B’s advisee. He has taught in junior high school for seven 

years and decided to be a graduate student, for he thought studying in graduate school 

was a trend for the school teachers in Taiwan. For his master’s thesis, he explored 

whether vocabulary proficiency and gender affected the junior high school students’ 

vocabulary learning strategies with a quantitative method. Knowing how busy Professor 

B was, Ken especially appreciated Professor B for examining his drafts carefully.    

Considering the members of the last group, Professor C, an expert in academic 

writing, has been the instructor of the “thesis writing” course in the ETMA program for 

many years. He represented the advisor who had years of advising experience as well as 

the instructor of the thesis writing course in the present study. Helen was an elementary 

school teacher who had eight years of teaching experience. She studied in graduate school 

because she desired to know the theory of specific teaching method and broaden her 

social network by interacting with the teachers from other schools. Her study focus was 

on the effects of particular class practice on the learners’ oral expression. For her, 

professor C was a shy gentleman who was not too close to the students. However, he 

played as a consultant who was an authority of academy and provided Helen the direction 

of thinking. Sherry, the other advisee of professor C, was the only student who had the 

experience of teaching in junior high but was a senior high school teacher now. In 

addition, she was the only student participant who conducted a qualitative study to 

explore the influences of the instruction of cohesive device on the coherence of the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

25 
 

writing of lower achievers. She spent almost two years to complete her thesis for she 

needed more time to collect and analyze data than her peers who did quantitative 

research.  

With respect to the procedure of finding the participants, all participants were 

recruited by the following process: Firstly, E-mails about a brief introduction of the study 

and the consent form (See Appendix A for the teacher’s consent form) were sent to the 

professors of the ETMA program. Fortunately, four professors showed their willingness 

to participate in the study, containing the instructor of the thesis writing course. After 

interviewing the professors, the researcher sincerely asked the professors’ help for 

introducing two of his/her advisees by stating the criteria of the student participants 

required in the study. However, one of the professors, professor D, only remembered her 

latest advisee’s name and this student did not meet the criteria of this study. Considering 

the difficulties in finding appropriate advisees, the researcher decided not to adopt 

professor D’s interview data. As to the other three professors, they were willing to 

introduce two of their previous advisees to the researcher and even forwarded the mail 

contained consent form (See Appendix B for students’ consent form) to their students. 

After receiving the mail of agreement, the researcher made appointments with individual 

students to do the interviews. Finally, all the participants needed in the study were found. 

 

3.4 Data Collection Method 

The data for analysis was collected from multiple sources: (a) semi-structured 

interviews with each ETMA student, (b) individual interviews with advisors and the 

course instructor, and (c) students’ drafts, theses, and the textbooks of the thesis writing 

course. That is, the data were drawn from interviews and relevant artifacts and the two 

methods of data collection will be discussed in the following section.  
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3.4.1Semi-structured Interviews 

Interviews were adopted in the present study because the benefit of interviews is to 

elicit “dialogical data” which meet the scope of study (Carspeken, 1996). For the 

interview type, semi-structured interviews were implemented; that is, the interview 

questions were created by following the issues the researcher desired to explore but 

remaining maximum room for interviewees to express their ideas. Thus, an interview 

protocol should be constructed to guide direction of the interview but allow flexibility 

during the interview (Carspecken, 1996). The interview protocol, according to 

Carspecken’s (1996) guideline, includes topic domains (the focus of the inquiry), lead-off 

questions (an opening of a specific topic domain), and follow-up questions (related 

questions of the lead-off question).  

 

3.4.1.1 Student Interviews 

One semi-structured interview was conducted with each student for approximately 

two hours. Chinese, the native language of both the interviewees and the researcher, was 

used to convey information in order to decrease the chance of miscommunication. The 

interview aimed to understand students’ problems in constructing different sections of 

thesis and the strategies addressing to these problems. To attain this information, topic 

domains in the 1
st
 interview protocol comprised students’ academic experiences, 

particularly literacy experiences, perception about teacher’s roles, and the thesis writing 

course (See Appendix C, for the first student interview protocol).  

After the initial analysis of the first interview, the second interview was conducted if 

missing information still existed in the interview conducted earlier. The second interview 

was taken about an hour and was personally designed depending on each student’s 

answers of the first interview to compensate for the information neglected in the first 

interview, such as the criteria of choosing peer reviewers.  
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After developing the tentative interview protocol, the researcher conducted pilot 

interviews to make sure all the questions were answerable and to see the practicality of 

the present study. Hence, the questions in the current interview protocol were revised 

based on the pilot interviews. The protocols for the student and teacher interviews 

adopted in the present study were the revised version (See Appendix C, for the first 

student interview protocol).  

 

3.4.1.2 Teacher Interviews 

Since the function of teacher interviews was to triangulate data and the teachers had 

limited time, teacher interviews were conducted once and about one hour. Also, Chinese 

was used for mediating information in the interviews since it could facilitate 

communication among the interviewees and the researcher. The interviews designed for 

teachers aimed to know teachers’ perception of students’ thesis writing so as to triangulate 

data. The topic domains in the protocol of teacher interviews included the course 

instructor’s teaching experience and teaching methods, teachers’ views about the 

challenges they felt students faced in thesis writing, and their ways to assist students (See 

Appendix D & E, for the teacher’s and the course instructor’s interview protocol).  

 

3.4.1.3 Artifacts 

In addition to the interviews, artifacts including students’ writing drafts, teacher’s 

feedback, theses, and textbooks or other materials used in the thesis writing course were 

collected. These artifacts served as evidence in justifying what the interviewees said 

during the interviews and helped students recall what they had done in thesis writing 

processes.  

 

3.4.2 Procedure for Data Collection 
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The researcher underwent four stages before deciding the interview protocol used to 

collect data for further analysis. At the first stage, the interview questions were designed 

based on the research questions and previous relevant studies.  

At the second phase, pilot interviews were conducted to one of the student and 

teacher participants. The advisor of the researcher examined whether the interview 

questions were appropriately asked and if desired information could be derived from 

these questions. After revising the interview questions by following the advisor’s 

suggestions, the researcher completed the preliminary protocol. Third, to make sure the 

current protocol was feasible, the researcher interviewed one of her peers who was 

writing his thesis. During the interview, the researcher found some questions were not 

clearly elaborated so the interviewee had to check his understanding with the researcher 

again. After the interview, the researcher also asked the peer about his feelings of the 

interview and his suggestions. The statements of some questions were revised again to 

make the questions more easily understand and answerable. Fourth, the researcher found 

one student of the ETMA program to conduct the pilot interview. Since the interviewee 

could answer all the questions and their answers were worthy for the study, the final 

interview protocol was decided. As to the teachers’ protocol, the interview with professor 

D, who was the first interviewed teacher, was viewed as a pilot interview for her 

interview data was not adopted in the study. For the questions professor D were confused 

with, the wording was changed.  

Fifth, after deciding the final version of students’ and teachers’ interview protocols, 

the researcher began to conduct her research. The professors were recruited and 

interviewed first, for the researcher needed their recommendation of the student 

participants. As long as the students showed their willingness to take part in the study, the 

researcher made appointments with them and embarked on the interviews. Besides, the 

researcher had to remind the student interviewees of taking the drafts of their theses to the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

29 
 

interviews. Then, these interviewees could show the researcher the evidence of their 

expression (e.g., the problematic part of their theses and the feedback given by their 

advisors). The researcher could also preserve the copy of the drafts to serve as the record 

of the difficulties students encountered in thesis writing and the assistance they received. 

Finally, the students may take the follow-up interview if some points were neglected 

during the interview or the participants’ statements were worth exploring. The process of 

the interviews was recorded so as to be transcribed for further analysis. Later, the 

transcripts served as the evidence of the research findings were translated from Chinese to 

English. These English transcripts were checked by the peer reviewer and the advisor of 

the researcher to make sure these English excerpts were close to the meaning of the 

original data. All in all, the procedure from designing the interview protocols to practicing 

them in order to attain desired data is visualized in Figure 2.  
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Figure2. An overall picture of the procedures of data collection 

 

3.5 Data Analysis 

To generate the categories relevant to the focus of inquiry from the obtained data, the 

constant comparative method (Lincoln& Guba, 1985) was adopted as the way of analysis. 

Coding, namely the work of comparing the bits of information (e.g., ideas, objects, people) 

in the data to derive the desired categories, was the heart of the constant comparative 

Designing the questions for 

teacher and students’ interviews 

Revising the questions according 

to the thesis advisors’ advice 

Practicing the interview with a peer 

and then revising the questions again 

Conducting pilot interviews with one of the 

advisors and students of the ETMA program 

and re-modifying the interview questions 

Interviewing the professors who agreed to 

participate in the study and attaining 

information about suitable student participants 

Interviewing the students 

Conducting follow-up interview 

with the students if necessary 
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method (Westbrook, 1994). With the progress of analysis, there were three kinds of 

coding (Strauss, 1987). At the initial stage, the researcher embarks on open coding, which 

means that the researcher interprets the data with an open mind. In the end of the open 

coding, the main categories emerge from the data little by little. Then, selective coding 

can be implemented. When the core categories gradually emerge from the process of open 

coding, selective coding begins. When applying axial coding, each category will be 

examined respectively from its features and then the research can have in-depth 

understanding of the category. Moreover, the subcategories and related categories of the 

category under examination become clear to the researcher. As Mellon (1990) proposed, 

“By constant comparison of all current incidents in a category, the researcher begins to 

develop ideas about the category, its dimensions and limitations, and its relationship to 

other categories” (pp. 72-73).  

In the present study, the preliminary analysis started from three ways: in the first 

place, the researcher began her analysis during the interviews because she had to induce 

the information relevant to the research questions from the interviewees’ statements and 

check it with the interviewees. Second, the initial analysis began while the notes of the 

interviews were organized (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). That is, the researcher made notes 

about the expression significant to the study when conducting the interview and then 

summarized these notes right after the interviews. Third, some categories emerged from 

the process of transcription. Since the conversation in the interviews must be transcribed 

for detailed exploration, the researcher also pondered on the students’ perceptions in 

writing thesis while transcribing the data.  

After the preliminary analysis, the researcher coded the data in the following 

procedure: In the beginning, she examined all the lines and tried to explain or infer the 

interviewees’ ideas from each line (open coding). Thus, initial codes appeared from the 

first check of the transcripts. By examining the lines more clearly, the researcher could 
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further analyze and categorize the lines related to the research questions (e.g. thesis 

writing experience and the interaction between the student and his advisor) (selective 

coding). For the statements about the strategies employed to deal with the writing 

difficulties, the researcher particularly examined them with the perspective of expanded 

ZPD (van Leir, 2004) to see who helped the students realize how to compose satisfactory 

theses.  

After recursive refinement, several categories were developed from the original data, 

and then axial coding was adopted. In axial coding, the researcher endeavor to uncover 

the essence of each category, including its subcategories and relation to other categories. 

Take the difficulties encountered during the process of thesis writing for example. Several 

subcategories, that is, the difficulties faced in each section of a thesis were derived from 

the category respectively. What’s more, the researcher found the types of difficulties 

might influence the coping strategies adopted. Thus, the relation between the category of 

“difficulties in thesis writing” and “coping strategies” was disclosed. Finally, salient 

themes, such as the symbolic and physical tools adopted to address the difficulties and the 

types of providers of scaffolding, were derived from the relationship between categories. 

As for the data attained from teacher interviews, the researcher analyzed it in the same 

way; that is, through open coding, selective coding, and lastly, axial coding. 

Each student participant’s interview data were coded and then compared with 

teachers’ data because that the main purpose of this study was to investigate students’ 

perceptions about thesis writing and the data from teachers was served as a kind of 

validation. Therefore, codes derived from teacher interviews were added in the 

comparison and contrast after the same work was done on teachers’ data.  

 

3.6Validation 

To enhance credibility of the present study, several techniques were adopted 
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(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The first one was triangulation via multiple sources. When 

multiple sources, that is, “difference sources of the same information” (p. 305) were 

gathered, the possibility of deriving credible finding will be increased. In the study, the 

researcher compared students’ perceived difficulties with the problematic parts of their 

drafts marked by the advisors and the advisors’ viewpoints. Secondly, a peer with 

experience of conducting qualitative research and writing thesis was invited to go with 

the process of conducting the research. The researcher shared and discussed her ideas of 

research design and data analysis with the peer, including developing interview protocol, 

deciding the number of advisor-advisee pairs, and coding. In addition, she asked for the 

peer’s help when she had linguistic difficulties, such as the correctness of grammar and 

sentence patterns. Through peer debriefing, bias and doubts, if any, were identified and 

clarified. The last technique was member check. In other words, all the information and 

interpretation were checked by the student participants who created the original data. By 

doing so, the researcher had the opportunity to correct errors and attain more precise 

information. 

 

3.7 Roles of the Researcher  

During the interview, the researcher played the role as an attentive listener to let the 

teacher and student interviewees felt respected and avoid interfering their expression of 

ideas; meanwhile, she was thinking about the missing information from the interviewees’ 

statements to ask follow-up questions. Also, the researcher showed her empathy to the 

student interviewees because she had similar experiences about taking the Thesis Writing 

Course and undergoing the process of thesis writing. By listening attentively while 

theinterviewees were talking and showing empathy to the student interviewees’ 

experiences, the researcher attained the interviewees’ trust and built a good relationship 

with them. Thus, the researcher could analyze the data with an insider’s perspective.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

34 
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

4.0 Introduction 

Chapter Three describes the methods implemented to obtain the desired data and 

address the research questions. The purpose of Chapter Four is to answer the focal 

inquiries of this study by reporting the results of data analysis. Therefore, information 

about the difficulties ETMA students encountered in thesis writing, how they utilized 

available sources to cope with these problems, and what roles their advisors played in 

their writing process derived from analysis will be presented in the following chapter.  

 

4.1Difficulties in the Process of Thesis Writing  

In this study, the ETMA students had difficulties writing up theses and preparing for 

thesis writing. These difficulties will be discussed section by section because the the 

ETMA students’ challenges varied across sections. The ETMA student participants 

expressed Literature Review the most challenged, Discussion the second, Results the 

third, Introduction the fourth, and Conclusion the least. Within each section, the difficult 

parts are discussed from two levels: the linguistic and discourse difficulties. Also, both 

students’ and advisors’ perceptions of the ways to cope with these self-perceived 

difficulties in different sections of theses will be shown. Finally, how the students coped 

with these self-perceived difficulties in different sections of theses will be discussed. 

 

4.1.1 Difficulties in Literature Review 

4.1.1.1 Students’ Perspectives 

Literature Review was regarded as the hardest section to write by most students 

(except Fiona). As Ken expressed, “I keep thinking how to convey predecessors’ ideas in 

my own words and how to organize this chapter, I was stuck in Literature Review for a 
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long time.” From the results of analysis, students’ perceived difficulties in composing 

Literature Review include (a) difficulties at discourse level such as how to organize the 

literature reviewed and then lead to the gap logically and (b) linguistic difficulty as 

restating predecessors’ ideas by one’s own views. 

All students in the present study brought up their discourse difficulties in writing 

literature. These problems are of three types: (a) making sure the quantity of literature 

required to derive the gap, (b) finding relevant literature to the known gap, and (c) 

rearranging the literature reviewed. The first one was about the uncertainty of the quantity 

of literature needed in order to derive the gap worth for exploring. As Helen noted:  

 

You’d wonder, “Do I read enough literature?” In the very beginning (of writing 

theses),you’d wonder how I could convince others with so little literature reviewed  

or you may worry if there are other viewpoints to overthrow your conclusion while 

writing. (S1IN-Helen- P13) 

 

From the above excerpt, Helen showed her concern about the appropriateness of the gap 

found from the literature at hand. She was wondering whether the studies reviewed were 

enough to derive the present gap.   

Aside from the difficulty in collecting adequate and appropriate literature for the 

unknown gap, the second problem is to find related literature to bridge the known gap. 

Sherry is the only student who began her research from a known gap; that is, she decided 

to conduct her study by perceiving an existing gap, and then she attempted to find related 

literature to prove the gap. In the interview, she particularly pointed out that was hard for 

her to make connection with the gap and the literature. As she said“ 

The difficulty in the second chapter is how to connect the missing information from the 

information in the literature because I started searching literature by making sure the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

36 
 

missing link.” According to Sherry, the reason why she was hindered in relating literature 

to the gap was that she adopted another way of composing Literature Review, meaning 

that she started the research from gap already known.  

Despite finding satisfactory literature, students encountered the challenge of how to 

organize the literature at hand. Lynn, Claire, Ken, Helen, and Sherry remarked their 

difficulty in rearranging the literature reviewed to address the topics of their studies. 

Helen, for instance, had problems presenting the literature in a way to lead to the gap 

reasonably. In other words, she considered it a hard task to construct the literature with 

specific logic and then lead to the gap in order to convince the readers the necessity of 

conducting her research. Helen further indicated her difficulty in creating her own style of 

organization in Literature Review, as shown in the following excerpt: 

  

I think the difference between writing the second chapter and other sections is that 

you know what to be included in each part in writing other chapters because other 

chapters have their whole structures. But in writing the second chapter, for example, 

when you want to add something, it may be a great piece of information, such as 

more general literature. That’s the only difference between the second chapter and 

other chapters. That is, I think the whole organization of the second chapter is not 

clear to me because you have to create it by yourself, but the organization of other 

chapters is easy to handle. (S1IN- Helen-P14)  

 

From the excerpt, the challenge in composing Literature Review could be due to no 

definite organization to be followed. That is, students cannot refer to the subtitles of 

others’ Literature Review but have to develop their own arrangement of the concepts of 

previous studies according to their focus of inquiry. Another example came from Sherry’s 

statement. Regarding to the difficulty about organization, she thought ensuring the 
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coherence within this section was a challenge for her. “Because the range of the issues I 

want to discuss is broad, I have to connect these issues or I can’t keep writing this section,” 

she said. Namely, how to relate different topics within Literature Review became Sherry’s 

main concern, for she had to cover many topics in her study.  

Although all the student participants felt it was difficult to reorganize literature in 

order to justify their own thesis projects, Ken was the only student who also mentioned 

the linguistic difficulty he met in composing Literature Review. For Ken, the hindrance 

could be paraphrasing. That is, restating others’ ideas with his own words. The following 

excerpts showed why Literature Review posed difficulties to Ken. 

 

Example1: I feel that the difficulty in writing the second chapter is to turn others’ 

ideas into yours, and using collocation and paraphrasing are so hard; that is, you 

don’t know when to use these writing skills, you may not use these skills well, and 

the presentation, it’s super difficult to restate others’ words by using your own 

expressions and state them beautifully. (S1IN-Ken- P13) 

 

Example2: I was concerned with plagiarism, yes, I was afraid of it very much. And I 

was also concerned that my words couldn’t convey the meaning and didn’t express 

others’ ideas well because the works I read all come from masters. It was hard to 

restate such masters’ ideas with few words, super hard. (S1IN-Ken- P14)    

 

Every time I read others’ [papers], I felt trapped [because] I felt my writing was 

more like others’. I picked up one concept from here and there. For me, this way of 

writing was not good because the writing does not come out naturally. It was like 

copying the patterns from others’ works and then you rewrite it again, something like 

that. (S1IN-Ken- P15) 
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According to Ken, the problem may arise from one’s limited writing skills and vocabulary 

repertoire. Lacking the above knowledge, students may face such obstacles as the 

inability to make articulate expression of others’ ideas by using their vocabulary and 

sentence patters. As Ken emphasized, he was afraid he could not use his own words to 

convey the ideas of predecessors precisely and simultaneously get rid of the writing style 

of the original authors.  

 

4.1.1.2 Teachers’ Perspectives  

Although only professor A also believed that Literature Review was the hardest 

section as the students did, they all agreed that how to present ideas in this section could 

pose difficulties for students mainly at the discourse level, as exhibited in the following 

excerpts:  

     

    Professor B: The problem in the second chapter is that students do not know how             

    to discuss the literature; that is…students are used to writing down all the people’     

    works, and that’s all. This is the most common problem: not knowing that when you 

write down all the works, you have to make…a summary about which one you 

believe to be right or wrong, or you have to come up with your own ideas about 

whether they are appropriate or not, or you have to summarize others’ ideas. These 

are always the bigger problems in writing. (A1IN-Prof. B-P8) 

 

Professor A: … that is also the biggest problem for Chinese students, what he wrote 

is a kind of display of knowledge. He thought, “I read this and that article, and I 

wrote the result of each article.” He doesn’t make efforts to summarize and 

synthesize, nor does he criticize the previous literature. (A1IN-Prof. A- P10) 
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In the excerpts, both professors noted that students simply summarized what they 

read without critically examining how it was related to their studies. What was 

unmentioned by students was, the problems were not synopsizing previous studies and 

reviewing the literature with critical angles. In particular, Professor A attributed students’ 

inabilities to criticize previous studies to culture factors. “The problem may relate to our 

tradition of education, like in the tests of art fields, you have to memorize the contents of 

tests and write them down during the tests,” she said. In other words, students were used 

to showing their knowledge by following others’ ideas for they had been trained to do so.  

 

4.1.1.3 Advisor- advisee Pairs  

When it comes to the consistence of the views among the advisor-advisee pairs, only 

Helen and Sherry, the advisees of professor C, had the same ideas with their advisor. 

However, no correlation between advisor and advisees was found in the other two pairs. 

Helen said she had difficulty in reviewing the literature logically to show the gap and 

professor C also thought it may be hard for students to organize the literature to convince 

the readers the rationality of conducting specific study. As to Sherry, she conveyed her 

trouble in ensuring the coherence among the concepts in Literature Review. Likewise, 

professor C indicated that how to present the literature fluently and logically could be an 

obstacle for students. As for the other two pairs, there is no consensus between the 

advisors and advisees because the advisors only remembered the problems most students 

have, not focusing on the students in the present study.  

 

4.1.1.4 Coping Strategies  

4.1.1.4. 1 Students’ Perspectives 

Since students faced linguistic and discourse difficulties while composing Literature 
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Review, they came up with self-regulated strategies to overcome these difficulties. In the 

present study, the self-regulated strategies contained assistance from (a) their advisors, (b) 

peers and (c) self. All the students benefited from the aid provided by their advisors. 

Regardless of the linguistic or discursive problems, advisors were the most common 

sources of assistance for students. Lynn, Clair, Fiona, Ken, and Sherry accepted their 

advisors’ suggestions about the arrangements and contents of Literature Review. Ken 

recalled that his advisor asked him to read specific articles and added the ideas of these 

articles to his draft. Not accepting the advisor’s suggestions passively, Helen and Sherry 

were more involved in discussing the advisor’s feedback before accepting it. Helen 

discussed with her advisor when there were problems in her draft. Before revising the 

draft, she would check whether she really understood what her advisor said. Until her 

ideas reached the advisor’s agreement, she would begin to revise the draft again. Sherry 

said she could not revise her draft directly based on the advisor’s feedback for her advisor 

did not give her any concrete feedback. Instead, she had to think further about the hint 

given by her advisor before she started to revise. 

 The ETMA students not only relied on the feedback provided by their advisors, but 

also sought peers’ help to deal with the difficulties at the discourse level. Unlike the 

students who coped with difficulties mainly by consulting advisors, some students also 

attained useful information from their peers. As illustrated by Sherry, “ I will go to the 

peers who are willing to share their ideas or conduct similar studies as mine and ask them 

the suitable organization and contents to be contained in Literature Review.” By 

discussing with peers, she attained ideas about how to improve this section.  

Aside from seeking help from others, students also tried hard to solve the problems 

on their own. The students attained the information useful for dealing with their 

difficulties by (a) reading the Literature Review section of other theses; (b) reading books 

about how to compose Literature Review section of a thesis; and (c) reading more 
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literature to attain more inspiration of writing.  

 

Claire: Basically, the solution was to examine how the researcher who conducted  

a similar study like mine made the choice about the concepts to be included in 

Literature Review. (S1IN-Claire-P11) 

Lynn: My first way was to read the predecessors’ papers and then wrote every 

paragraph, the outline of literature review, observed how he arranged his 

presentation of topics. Then the second way was, I searched for the books about how 

to write literature review. The third way was that I used the tool I said 

before, …Endnote to electronically arrange the things I collected, and then arranged 

it to be an outline I think I can present. Bearing with general organization, I started 

to write. (S1IN-Lynn-P6))  

 

According to the excerpts, Claire mentioned she had difficulties not finding enough 

literature relevant to her study so she coped with this problem by seeing how other 

researchers selected the concepts to be discussed in Literature Review. Lynn provided 

more detailed information about how she dealt with the difficulty encountered in 

composing Literature Review. The evidence showed there was a sequence of the 

strategies she may adopt. At first, she would refer to the Literature Review sections of 

previous studies and tried to infer the rules of composing this section from these works. 

After reading some examples, she read books to get knowledge about conventions of 

thesis writing directly. When she knew how to compose Literature Review, she utilized 

particular instrument to facilitate her edition.  

The third way of acquiring the required information was reading more literature. 

Sherry and Helen were the two students adopted such a strategy to cope with the trouble 

at the discourse level. By doing so, Sherry thought she would attain more knowledge 
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about the ideas to be written and then she was capable to compose the literature her own 

study. For Helen, reading more literature would be helpful for solving the problem in 

writing Literature Review. Every time when she read the literature related to her research, 

she could expand or synthesize her Literature Review section right away.  

 

4.1.1.4.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

Like their students, the teacher participants also considered the strategies could be 

self-regulated. The strategies regulated by self could be physical kind of mediation to 

solve the discourse difficulties, namely, material resources as articles, theses and books. 

For example, all the professors thought students should read more papers to familiarize 

the conventions in how to organize Literature Review, which in turn may facilitate their 

writing of this section. As Professor B expressed, “Students have to pay attention to how 

others compose their Literature Review when they read papers. Then students would 

know the writing rules gradually and they were able to write their own theses. 

“Furthermore, reading more texts could enrich students’ academic knowledge. For 

instance, professor B considered if students equipped with more knowledge about the 

concepts or theories of their studies, the chance to be blocked in deciding the organization 

or contents of Literature Review would decrease. He noted: “I will list some books and 

ask students to read these books and add the ideas in these books to their drafts and then 

they can come to me again.” Therefore, he would recommend some books relevant to 

students’ research when he found the students did not really know what specific idea was 

required to be included in the section.  

 Other self-regulated strategies were provided by advisors and peers as well. All the 

teacher participants felt that most students still needed their feedback for synthesizing and 

criticizing the literature gathered and deciding the concepts to be subsumed in this section. 

They thought that these problems originated from the negative influence of the Chinese 
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education that students got used to presenting knowledge in exams. As Professor A noted, 

“Students usually don’t evaluate previous studies when they hand in the drafts to me. I 

have to remind them so they will know what is the right way to compose the second 

chapter.”  

Aside from solving the problems from advisors’ help, Professor A also believed that 

peers could be the providers of assistance. As she expressed:  

 

I also encourage students to discuss with each other; for example, Claire finished her 

Literature Review, and she did it well; then, to the present advisee, I would say: “you 

can also discuss with Claire when you are free.” It means you use peers as 

scaffolding;  the three advisees I am advising at the same time can discuss with 

each other. (A1IN-Prof.A-P20) 

 

From the excerpts, professor A considered peers should also be the source of knowledge. 

Therefore, she encouraged her advisees to form a community with peers and the doubts 

and troubles would be eliminated and more ideas would be attained from discussion.   

 

4.1.1.5 Summary  

Literature Review was viewed as the most problematic section for almost all student 

participants, for they might encounter discourse difficulties: searching papers to ensure 

the gap, finding literature related to the known gap, and reorganizing the literature 

logically to the gap and linguistic difficulties as paraphrasing. The factors attributed to 

these problems could be individuals’ habits of writing Literature Review from a known 

gap or an unknown gap, the topic under investigation which was seldom conducted before, 

and poor English abilities. To complete their theses, students developed their own 

strategies to cope with these difficulties. The source of assistance of these self-regulated 
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strategies could be advisors and peers, both of whom provided suggestions about how to 

make the organization of Literature more fluently. The difference was that the advisors 

examined the students’ drafts as experienced researchers, not readers with equal ability. 

Also, self could also be the sources. Students read texts, including books, journal articles, 

and theses to attain more knowledge about the concepts related to their studies and how to 

compose Literature Section of theses.  

 

4.1.2 Difficulties in Discussion  

4.1.2.1 Students’ Perspectives 

Discussion is the second most difficult section for students. The ETMA students had 

both linguistic and discourse difficulties. They had linguistic difficulties (e.g., word 

substitution and paraphrasing) for they had to describe the findings again. For the 

difficulties at the discourse level, three kinds of problems can be derived from the 

interview data: searching more literature to serve as the evidence of one’s findings; 

comparing the literature with one’s study and synthesizing the literature; and being unable 

to distinguish Discussion from Results.  

Among the two types of challenges, most students perceived their problems at 

discourse level. The first kind of difficulties was searching relevant literature to support 

one’s interpretation. Sherry, for example, found it difficult to find related literature to 

prove her explanation of results before presenting the result of analysis. Lynn also had 

difficulty convincing the readers the significance of her research, that is, to prove the 

meaning of her findings by providing related literature.   

Even when finding satisfactory literature, the problem became how to relate it to 

one’s findings. Take Claire for example. She thought she had to make efforts to read 

related literature and then compare it with the result of her study. As she stated: 
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 [Writing Discussion] is as checking whether there is same thing between your study 

and others’… for example, there should have been differences but actually there is 

not. Then in the part of writing, you should review previous research relevant to your 

own study again; then, do the comparison again. It will take some time. 

(S1IN-Claire-P15)   

 

Since the essence in composing Discussion is to discuss one’s research results by 

contrasting it to previous studies, Claire had to read and outline the similarity or 

difference between her investigation and others’ inquiries. However, she felt restricted in 

making comparison among the studies. The reason why Claire considered synthesizing 

literature as a hard task was revealed from the following excerpts: 

 

Because there was too detailed information in related literature; for example, the 

researchers may have senior high students or elementary students in their 

experiments. When reading too much, I felt confused [about]which study was about 

junior students, which one was about elementary students, or which type of 

instruments was used—textbooks or story books. So you had to make a table and 

then list the participants, tools, duration of the study, and how many vocabulary tests 

were implemented by this researcher. After making a table, you could compare and 

contrast the similarities and differences [across studies]. (S2IN-Claire-P6)  

 

According to Claire, the difficulties in Discussion arised from the variety of literature 

searched. There were still differences among the studies with similar topics; thus, much 

work had to be done with comparing the literature reviewed before writing up this 

section.  

When it comes to presenting one’s research findings in the thesis, students might 
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encounter the obstacle in discussing results systematically. For Ken, this difficulty can be 

attributed to his research method, for he designed 60 vocabulary learning strategies to 

know the strategies adopted by junior high school students of different proficiency and 

genders. In other words, there was large quantity of findings and he had to think about his 

own way to discuss these findings.  

Aside from the problem in making comments with a specific order, students might 

mix Discussion with Results section. Ken, for example, recalled that almost twenty pages 

of the drafts of Discussion were deleted by his advisor for he presented the findings again 

in Discussion section. He attributed this trouble to the texts he read, saying: “I wrote in 

this way because I remembered when I read others’ theses, there is something overlapped 

between the results and discussions of these theses.”  

Students also faced the linguistic difficulty about paraphrasing in Discussion. As 

Helen said, “The words, sentence structures, and the organization of these sentences 

should let people feel different (to the previous section); I felt this was the bigger 

challenge. In other words, she thought how to convey the ideas mentioned previously by 

using different words, sentences, and arrangement of the sentences was a hard task. For 

the reasons of having such difficulties, she noted: 

 

I think the academic word usage for us…for example, this word is colloquial and         

some words are not appropriate in academic writing. Sentence patterns and words, 

oral and formal usage in academy, I think that’s the confusing part for me. 

(S1IN-Helen-P17) 

  

From Helen’s statement, this problem can be attributed to the limited knowledge required 

in academic writing. She thought she was more familiar with the words and structures 

used in spoken language but she knew this usage was not suitable to be adopted in the 
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academic world.  

 

4.1.2.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

When being asked about the problems students may encounter in composing 

Discussion, all the professors mentioned that the students had the discourse difficulties, 

such as not discussing based on the literature, that is, comparing and contrasting one’s 

findings to the previous studies and then explaining the causes of the research findings. 

As Professor A said, “When showing your results, you have to compare with predecessors’ 

research, then analyze the possible reasons. And analyzing and speculating possible 

reasons are the difficult parts for students. ” Another example came from Professor B. He 

considered that students tended to come up with their interpretation without referring to 

the literature. As he illustrated, “In the discussion section, students may write: teaching 

method X is effective for learning so we should implement this method in teaching. This 

kind of writing cannot be viewed as“discussing.” Professor B further provided an 

example of how to write Discussion, as shown in the following: 

  

For example, the teaching method adopted in my study is not helpful in this part, 

why? Maybe comparing with the previous studies I can say the method is not helpful 

for students in my study, but someone’s study shows that it is helpful for students. 

The difference between my study and his is that his study examined high graders and 

mine studied middle graders, so the teaching method may be different for students of 

different levels. You have to discuss the results from this point, not simply writing 

down what you think. (A1IN-Prof. B-P13)  

 

In the excerpts, professor B emphasized the importance of comparing one’s own findings 

with others and then drawing the conclusions. In other words, the research writer cannot 
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only make the conclusion base on the findings of his own study but he has to find some 

literature support. Professor B suggested a better way to compose Discussion, “So you 

have to summarize important findings and then you can say something. And how to say it? 

Compare with the previous research,” he said.  

Comparing students’ views with teachers’, both of them agreed that explaining the 

research findings by contrasting or comparing with prior studies in order to provide 

literature support was the most difficult part when the students wrote Discussion.   

 

4.1.2.3 Advisor-advisee Pairs 

Comparing the views within each advisor-advisee pair, the evidence showed that 

there was no resemblance between advisor and their advisees. Delving into the reasons 

that advisors’ opinions did not correspond to students’, the researcher found that the 

advisor were not aware of the difficulties students encountered in Discussion. In the 

present study, the most common problem for students was finding relevant literature and 

connecting likeness and dissimilarity between their research and previous others’ studies. 

Since this challenge happened during writing up the draft and was solved before handing 

in the written work, the advisor would not discover such trouble unless their students 

confessed it. The strategies students chose to deal with their writing difficulties in 

Discussion will be presented in the following section.  

 

4.1.2.4 Coping Strategies to the Difficulties in Discussion 

4.1.2.4.1 Students’ Perspectives 

   To cope with the problems in writing Discussion, the students took self-regulated 

strategies (e.g., consulting their advisor, searching for relevant studies and books). Sherry 

and Ken were the two students mentioned the assistance of advisors when they were 

obstructed in writing Discussion. As presented in the earlier section, Sherry had 
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difficulties interpreting results based on the correspondent literature. Recalling the 

interaction with her advisor, she stated, “My advisor never interfered in how I discussed 

the results, he just reminded me of the conventions of writing Discussion. He said there 

should be clear likeness and discrepancy between research findings and literature and the 

possible reasons.” In this way, Sherry could keep in mind the rules of discussing the 

findings by referring to relevant literature. Ken, the other students accepting his advisor’s 

help, handled the trouble about how to present the results by discussing with his advisor. 

In the interaction between Ken and his advisor, his advisor provided suggestions about 

the way to organize Discussion. “My advisor asked me to synthesize the findings to 

several categories and only discussed salient parts category by category,” he said. 

In addition to advisors’ help, the students would try to deal with the obstacle by 

themselves before going to the advisors. The most frequently adopted strategy was 

reading texts. Take Sherry for example. She compared and contrasted her Literature 

Review and Result again to overcome her difficulty about interpreting her research 

findings based on the previous literature. Some students even solved the problems by 

themselves and thus they needed little assistance from their advisors, as expressed by 

Lynn and Claire. Lynn said she had trouble convincing the readers the significance of her 

study, and she coped with this problem by reading the papers used in Literature Review 

again and searching new papers to support the significance and difference of her research 

results. Claire also mentioned her difficulty about explaining her findings based on the 

existing literature and reorganized the literature reviewed. To manage this challenge, she 

stated: 

 

     Basically, I spent some time finding previous literature and then wrote the draft.  

For example, I listed two domains: whose experimental results were the same with 

my experiment, and what was the difference, and then I organized my article after I 
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listed these points. (S1IN-Claire-P15) 

 

From these excerpts, Claire developed some steps to deal with the writing problem: 

searching for relevant literature, outlining the similarity and discrepancy, and making 

draft according to the outline. 

   

4.1.2.4.2 Teachers’ Perspectives  

Examining data from the professors’ interviews, the researcher found that the 

professors had the consensus with students about the types of strategies to cope with 

difficulties in writing Discussion. The strategies regulated by self, according to professors 

A and B, included reading texts of relevant topic and theses written by senior student, 

consulting the advisors. Professor A said she would introduce the theses with clear 

organization to her advisees when she found the student was not familiar with the 

conventions of constructing Discussion. Also, the authors of the model theses suggested 

by professor A were senior students. For the reason of choosing these theses, she said: 

“Because these theses meet the criteria of our department and the authors within the same 

department may have similar ability with the advisee. I think my advisees are more 

willing to read the theses written by senior students.” Professor B thought students 

couldn’t make satisfying work, for they lacked knowledge about the contents they wrote 

as well as the rules of thesis writing. Thus, he would suggest students some texts to read. 

Then, it became students’ job to figure out the concepts related to the focus of their 

studies or the conventions of thesis writing from the texts.  

In addition to reading texts, as the students expressed, all the professors considered 

students need their advisors’ help to overcome the problems and accomplish their theses. 

The professors agreed that students required the advisor to give them the direction to 

revise the draft of Discussion. Take professor A for example. She said she would check 
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whether the content under discussion was required or the arrangement of this section was 

logical as the role of an expert. Since the students are novice research writers and they 

may neglect some points in writing, they still need the advisors’ feedback to improve their 

theses. Professor B also stated the reason why students required their advisors’ advice: 

“Maybe students do learn how to write Discussion in the thesis writing course, but they 

are not familiar with the rules due to their lack of writing experience. That’s why they still 

need instruction.”  

 

4.1.2.5 Summary 

When writing Discussion, students might encounter the following discourse 

difficulties: finding literature to support research findings, checking likeness and 

difference between one’s investigation and previous studies, making discussion 

systematically, distinguishing Discussion and Results, and the linguistic problem (e.g., 

word choice and paraphrasing). They encountered the difficulties at the discourse level 

due to  fewer studies related to one’s findings, the variety of literature searched, large 

quantity of results derived from data analysis, and the unfamiliarity with the conventions 

of writing Discussion. As to the trouble at the linguistic level, it resulted from students’ 

lacking knowledge about words and sentences used in academy. However, teachers’ ideas 

about the difficulties encountered in writing Discussion were different from the students’. 

They thought the problem in students’ Discussion section was that students didn’t really 

“discuss” their results of analysis based on the previous studies. Also, there were no 

common points about the writing difficulties between the views of advisors and their 

advisees for the advisors may not fully understand students’ troubles when composing the 

drafts. Though facing such obstacles in writing, students adopted self-regulated strategies 

to deal with them. The students may consult or discuss with the advisors to get 

suggestions to improve their Discussion section. Aside from seeking for people’s help, the 
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students would search for more papers to support the explanation of their research 

findings.  

 

4.1.3 Difficulties in Results  

4.1.3.1 Students’ Perspectives 

Presenting the research results in written words also posed difficulty for students. In 

this section, all the students only mentioned their difficulty at the discourse level for 

their main concerns became how to exhibit the data after analyses. According to the 

obtained data, the obstacles under discussion included four types: (a) how to choose the 

significant results of analysis to be reported in the thesis, (b) how choose the appropriate 

types of figures and convert numbers or tables into statements, (c) how to show findings 

systematically, and (d) how to differentiate Results from Discussion.  

The first difficulty the students encountered after analyzing data was to decide which 

findings related to the research questions and worthy for exploring. Among the six 

students, Ken, Fiona and Sherry all mentioned such difficulties, for they attained large 

quantity of data from analysis. Ken, for instance, was confused by how to classify and 

show his results, saying:  

 

The difficulty encountered was that…after all I was preparing for the next chapter, 

so whether to present something or not [was the difficulty I encountered]. 

Sometimes I presented too many findings and the advisor thought I could simply 

show the directions-five general directions instead of too many details of each 

strategy [his research focus].  He wondered why I presented the findings in detail 

rather than showing them by aspects. But each strategy was different, if I don’t talk 

about them respectively, it was strange. (S1IN-Ken-P19)  
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From this statement, we know that Ken faced a dilemma about how to select and present 

the findings to be included in Result.  

After deciding the results to be displayed, the students may encounter another 

problem, that is, how to show the data collected. As Ken illustrated, 

  

    In presenting the fourth chapter, I didn’t know how to make tables because I always 

referred to others’ tables and my advisor thought there was something wrong with 

the tables I took from others’ theses. So I had to revise it. My advisor felt better 

about the revised table. Like the bars used in my thesis, these were suggested by my 

advisor. These were all technical problems, and it was time-consuming. 

(S1IN-Ken-P18)  

 

In the above excerpt, Ken expressed his difficulty in showing data in specific forms. He 

tried to solve this problem by referring to other theses. However, the advisor thought Ken 

could not take the format of the tables from others’ findings, for the topics of other theses 

were not the same with Ken’s. In fact, the advisor had his criteria of the format of the 

tables, bars, and any graphs, and he wanted Ken to follow it. Thus, the difficulty in 

summarizing and synthesizing findings in particular forms may arise from the request of 

the advisor. Fiona, the other student with the same advisor, also mentioned her trouble in 

presenting her research findings in graphs, for she had to meet the advisor’s standard. 

“My advisor insisted in some points, taking tables for example, it’s okay to exchange the 

contents of the rows and columns, but my advisor will ask me to put specific content in 

rows and in columns. And all the things have to….he has his own rules, and he will ask us 

to follow it,” she said.  

The other problem students might have in converting data in statements was 

describing the data by using written words. For instance, Fiona also believed converting 
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the numbers analyzed by the statistic software to written statements was a challenge to her. 

She thought it was hard to express numbers explicitly in words, and she didn’t know what 

kinds of statements were appropriate to describe the numbers. Helen also had the problem 

in stating data, as she said:   

 

 For example, in the beginning, I wrote, “variable A doesn’t affect students’ 

speaking fluency and variable B is helpful for students,” But the advisor thought I 

had to write in a way close to real life; that is, put the statement within the context 

and said “variable A makes students more blablabla when telling stories,” not saying 

complexity; that is, the literal meaning…… (S1IN-Helen-P14)      

 

The excerpt suggested that Helen tended to convert data directly into statements the first 

time she wrote the draft of Result. Not until receiving the advisor’s feedback did she 

realize that she had to describe the numbers within her research design to the readers.  

Aside from the difficulty in changing numbers into statements, the problem 

encountered in writing could also be how to organize this section. Take Sherry for 

example. She indicated her problem of reporting findings logically. As exhibited in the 

following statement: 

 

My problem was how to arrange lots of results in order because I found many results 

to answer each research question. In the beginning, I could analyze the results to my 

heart’s content as long as the results could answer the research questions. But as to 

the order of arrangement in the end, I had to consider whether it connected to the 

earlier section and led to the latter part to make the article coherent. 

(S1IN-Sherry-P2) 
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The evidence showed that Sherry had difficulties arranging large amount of data to be 

reported in Results. Thus, she should pay much attention to considering the order of 

presenting the research findings and the coherence between Results and other sections.  

When it comes to writing up Results, some students were confused about the 

conventions of constructing this section. Thus, they could not differentiate Results from 

Discussion section. As Helen noted: 

 

There was a small problem in the fourth chapter. Because the textbook “Writing Up 

the Research” combines the fourth and the fifth chapter and some journal articles 

also do that, I feel confused. That is, I thought I should include comments in my 

fourth chapter, so I kind of compared with previous literature in the fourth chapter 

and my teacher said I shouldn’t have done that. This was a small problem and the 

reason was that the textbook used in the Thesis Writing Course offered examples 

from journal articles, so I was confused. (S1IN-Helen-P15) 

 

As revealed from the expression, Helen mixed the component of the “Discussion” to 

Results section, for she referred to examples of Results and Discussion in the textbook of 

the Thesis Writing Course. With respect to the factors attribute to this problem, the 

evidence that Helen was unaware of the mixed results and discussion in the textbook, 

suggested that she was unfamiliar with the conventions of writing Results.  

 

4.1.3.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

Regarding professors’ perceptions about the writing difficulties the students may 

encounter in Results, the professors in this study pinpointed three kinds of challenges: to 

perceive the data worthy to present, to interpret data by statements, and to identify Results 

and Discussion. For the first trouble, as professor C stated: “ when many people wrote, 
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the contents of the fourth chapter (Results) do not directly relate to the answers of the 

research questions.” In other words, students tended to present all the results of the 

analysis and did not examine whether these findings correspond to their focal inquiries.  

In addition to showing all the findings, some students may be unaware of the data 

worthy to display in their theses, as indicated by Professor B. He mentioned that students 

only exhibited the numbers positioned in the first and last three places and then ignored 

the number change of other items. As he expressed:  

 

The biggest problem [for students] is being unaware of the data. Take percentage for 

example. It’s easy for people to find the first three and the last three places and that’s 

all. They are likely to state the findings superficially, but seldom do they notice… it 

improves or regresses a lot, the only thing is that it doesn’t rank in the first three or 

four places. People do not notice things like these when they are reading data. 

(A1IN-Prof.B-P12) 

 

In his view, the data which changed greatly in the posttest also deserved to be discussed. 

However, students always neglected these numbers. Due to students’ limited writing 

experience, they only discussed the numbers ranking as the first or last few places from 

the result of analysis. As expressed by professor B: “How can you identify which 

numbers should be sated and which are not? Maybe it relates to experience. I have read a 

lot, so I can catch the points right away.”  

For teachers, the third problem is that students could not distinguish Results from 

Discussion. The same with Helen’s ideas presented earlier, professor A thought that 

students tended to mix results and discussion in Result chapter, and the evidence is shown 

as follows:  
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Students may not know there is much repetition in thesis, yes, a very big problem is, 

they may think there is too much repetition and they don’t really know the essence of 

repetition. You already state your findings in Results, and you mention the findings 

again in Discussion… how to distinguish them with different levels and not completely 

repeat the words? While writing toward the final parts of the thesis, you need to write 

in a more general way. (A1IN-Prof.A-P15) 

 

From professor A’s expressions, lacking knowledge about the degree of repetition in 

Results and Discussion could bring about students’ difficulty in composing Results. Since 

the research findings have to be presented in sections of Results and Discussion 

respectively, students cannot recognize the difference between the findings displayed in 

the two sections. 

 

4.1.3.3 Advisor-advisee Pairs 

Among the three advisor-advisee pairs, we can only find the consensus in professor 

B’s group. Like Fiona’s and Ken’s opinions, professor B also thought the obstacle for 

students in Results was converting numbers into written words. For the students utilizing 

specific software to compile the data, they had trouble explaining the numbers or 

percentage calculated by the software even if they attained the results. “Students have no 

idea about how to compare the data analyzed by the statistic software,” professor B said. 

As to the other two groups, there was no agreement between advisors and advisees about 

the writing difficulties for two reasons: first, the teachers forgot the challenges the present 

students encountered in writing Results. Second, the students coped with the difficulties 

well before they consulted their advisors so they were not aware of the troubles faced by 

students.    
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4.1.3.4 Coping Strategies to the Difficulties in Results 

4.1.3.4.1 Students’ Perspectives 

Though students might face difficulties when composing Results, the evidence also 

revealed that students would take strategies to deal with these problems. Basing on the 

sources of the strategies, these strategies could be others (e.g., experts and peers) and self 

(e.g., knowledge acquired from papers or books).  

Regarding the aids provided by others, advisor was the main source of assistance. 

For solving the difficulty in deciding the results of analyses to be reported in the thesis, 

Sherry showed her gratitude to her advisor:  

 

My advisor gave me great room to bring my ideas into full play. When I found many 

ways  do not work, I consulted the teacher which way was more suitable. By 

discussing every possibility with the teacher, I induced the answers by myself and 

not until then did the teacher tell  me whether it was reasonable. (S1IN-Sherry-P2) 

 

From the excerpt, the advisor inspired Sherry’s thinking by offering hints about how to 

resolve doubts and left room for her to derive her own idea. Finally, she overcame the 

hindrance by finding answers from the discussion with her advisor. As to the troubles in 

selecting the forms to present data, Fiona, for example, dealt with this difficulty by 

revising the drafts based on the advisor’s feedback. The reason was that she attributed this 

problem to the requirement of her advisor, and she thought following the advisor’s rules 

would be the best solution. To cope with the problem in describing data in written words, 

the students also sought for their advisors’ help. For instance, Helen relied on the 

feedback provided by her advisor to solve her trouble in not describing findings within 

research context and don’t know the difference between Results and Discussion. 

Recalling the meeting with her advisor, she said the advisor would suggest her how to do 
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revision, and then she tried to state what she knew in Chinese to let the advisor check 

whether she understood his feedback or not. After the meeting, she revised parts of the 

draft and then contacted the advisor to make sure her revision met the advisor’s 

expectation. From the obtained data, we could say that Helen kept making appointment 

with her advisor to ensure the draft would not go astray from a qualified section of 

Results. 

  In addition to the assistance provided by the advisor, two of the students also 

received help from their peers. According to the obtained data, the students tend to choose 

the peers who were their close friends or who were familiar with their research topic. 

Fiona remarked that she discussed with one of her classmates when she was stuck in how 

to state the findings in words. “I will show the draft to my classmate because he has 

general ideas about what I am writing but don’t know the details. So if he can understand 

it, there might be no problem,” she illustrated. When being asked about why selecting 

specific peer, Fiona said she always discussed with the same person in her graduate 

education. Likewise, Sherry’s peers provided her with their suggestions about how to 

display findings logically to make Results more comprehensible and reader- friendly. 

Sherry also had some criteria of choosing the peers. As she reported, “I would discuss 

with the one who had intimate relation with me or the one who conducted similar study.” 

Not only coped with the writing difficulties by the aid of others, students also try to 

solve the problems by self. They adopted strategies like reading texts to see related 

concepts or to induce the conventions of Results section. The kind of texts students chose 

to read and their emphases on reading were shown in the following:  

 

Fiona: What’s more, because there are some theses related to my research topic and 

method, I will observe how to state, and then appropriate their words  and  ways 

of description. (S1IN-Fiona-P12)  
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Helen: The problem in the fourth chapter was, as what I just said, I didn’t discuss 

within the context. I spent time understanding and imitating how the advisor  

discussed his findings within the context of his study. (S1IN-Helen-P17) 

Sherry: The solution was to check how the literature related to my research dealt 

with the problem I encountered, and together with the books about qualitative 

research design, I found the ways suitable to me. (S1IN-Sherry-P2) 

 

From the above excerpts, Fiona and Sherry deemed it effective to read the papers related 

to their studies. Having trouble expressing data in written words, Fiona paid attention to 

the word choice and the way to narrate findings. Sherry put emphasis on the organization 

of Results of the relevant studies to cope with the difficulty in arranging findings orderly. 

She also read books of qualitative inquiries to find information about how to display the 

results. When being told having the problem in stating research findings, Helen decided 

to get information from real examples. Thus, she read the papers whose author was her 

advisor and examined how her advisor constructed the Results section.  

 

4.1.3.4.2 Teachers’ Perspectives  

Concerning teachers’ views, they also thought students should cope with the writing 

difficulties by the help from others as well as from themselves. For the assistance from 

others, it could be provided by peers and advisors. Peers could help the students manage 

the trouble about stating the data. As Professor A expressed, “sharing the drafts with your 

peers, and they can tell you if they understand your description (of the data) or not, as the 

role of readers.” By letting peers read the drafts, students would have another opportunity 

to attain suggestions to make the drafts more reader-friendly. In addition, the advisors 

believed students still needed excerpts’ help to facilitate the process of solving the writing 

problems, as illustrated by professor B: “Students usually present the superficial 
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findings … for me, I browse the data and I can circle the worthy part right away…this 

might relate to experience.” That is, students needed their advisors to remind them of 

which data were significant to be reported, for they were still novice researchers. As to 

strategies regulated by self, all the professors thought students need to read extensively 

and take the texts from journal articles, theses, or books written by the masters of specific 

research topic. Take professor A for example. She considered that students could refer to 

senior students’ theses when they faced the challenge about conventions of writing (i.e., 

not knowing how to display data in tables and mingled Results and Discussion when 

writing Results section).   

    

4.1.3.5 Summary 

When it was time to composing Results, students might encounter problems: 

deciding the data to be in displayed in this section; presenting data in tables and in written 

words; showing the findings orderly; and distinguishing Discussion form Results section. 

From teachers’ perceptions, they thought students had difficulty in perceiving the data 

worthy to present from lots of findings; converting data to statements; and discriminating 

Results from Discussion. According to the results of analysis, student participants 

believed these difficulties could be due to their lack of experiences of conducting research; 

the complexity of one’s study; the requirement of their advisor; and the unclear example 

in the book about thesis writing. As to the teachers, they believed the writing difficulties 

in Results related to the insufficient experience in examining the data and inadequate 

knowledge about the rhetorical structure of Results. Though facing such troubles, 

students initiated the self-regulated strategies by seeking help from others or utilizing 

internalized knowledge. The human sources of assistance mentioned by students were 

peers and advisors. Students attained suggestions about how to make their theses clear 

and easy to follow from those people. In addition to the aid from others, students 
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attempted to cope with the challenges by reading papers or books to increase knowledge 

about how to report data in words. Likewise, the advisors also thought the obstacles could 

be overcome by consulting with advisors and peers and reducing the patterns of writing 

from the papers read.      

 

4.1.4 Difficulties in Introduction 

4.1.4.1 Students’ Perspectives 

Concerning the problems encountered in writing Introduction, except Lynn and 

Fiona, other four students mentioned their linguistic and discourse difficulties. All of 

them noted their difficulties at the discourse level, and Ken was the only student who also 

had the obstacle at the linguistic level. According to the results of analysis, the discourse 

troubles included (a) organizing concepts from general to specific ones and (b) presenting 

literature logically to lead to the gap and research questions.   

The first kind of challenge was constructing Introduction by introducing the theories 

relevant to one’s study from broad to particular ones. As Helen said,  

 

[The difficulty in]the first chapter I thought was the cutting point; that is, sometimes 

you felt this cutting point was too broad, and then when you narrowed down and 

zoomed in, the teacher said this cutting point was too narrow. (S1IN-Helen-P9) 

 

The evidence showed that Helen couldn’t distinguish the general concepts from the 

specific ones and then led to the focus of her inquiry. For the factor attributed to this 

problem, she thought that her habit of inspecting information in detail contributed her 

difficulty in identifying “common” ideas and “specific” ones.  

For the second trouble about displaying literature orderly to guide readers to one’s 

topic of research, as expressed by Sherry: “The difficulty in the beginning was about how 
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to convey my ideas by following the structure of this section, and later it became how to 

lead to my research questions fluently.” She indicated that she had such difficulties 

because she started her study from a known gap. In other words, she already decided the 

research questions, and her job became finding the literature which was correlated with 

these inquiries. As she said, “I needed to examine my research questions with a broader 

view points; that is, expand the questions to related studies. Then I could find desired 

literature.” 

Aside from discourse difficulties, Ken was the only student who also had trouble at 

the linguistic level when composing Introduction. As he expressed,  

 

The teacher mentioned that when writing Introduction, you could state from galaxy 

to universe, that is, to write more specifically and finally present your topic. I think 

this is super difficult because the range of English words is very broad. I cannot 

imitate others’ [writings] and write the same with others, so I think [to state] from 

general to specific and to present the things you want to discuss naturally is very 

difficult. (S1IN-Ken-P12) 

 

From the excerpt, Ken stated not only challenges at the discourse domain but also 

linguistic difficulties. He considered paraphrasing statements was a hard task, for there 

was wide repertoire of English words to choose from and he was worried about not 

conveying the meaning appropriately and fluently. “I felt like my sentences could not 

express meanings concisely like the sentences made by native speakers, and the feedback 

given by my advisor further strengthen this feeling,” he said. 

Among the six students, Lynn and Fiona believed Introduction was the section with 

fewer difficulties since they knew the structure of Introduction. Lynn didn’t face many 

difficulties in Introduction, for she already had a clear structure of her study when writing 
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this section. Based on the knowledge about thesis writing acquired in the graduate school, 

she didn’t write Introduction first. “Because the instructor of the Thesis Writing Course 

emphasized that Introduction is a summary of the second (Literature Review) section and 

third (Method) section, I composed the first section (Introduction) the last (in proposal),” 

she said. The other student, Fiona, thought she knew the conventions of writing this 

section well, that is, to write from general to specific ideas and then find the gap. Hence, 

Introduction didn’t pose any difficulties for her in thesis writing.  

 

4.1.4.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

Regarding the difficulties students may have in writing Introduction, the teachers 

pointed out two kinds of problems: (a) arranging the literature from broad ones to specific 

ones and then showing the reason of conducting the present study and (b) deciding the 

research questions correspondent with the literature reviewed. 

The first kind of obstacle the students faced in Introduction was organizing the 

paragraphs in order to lead to the reason of conducting their research. Take Professor C’s 

ideas for example. He thought Instruction should be composed by introducing the general 

theories to the concepts more relevant to one’s study focus. Finally, the writer guided the 

readers to understand that the present research was a prerequisite to be conducted. 

However, teachers believed that some students failed to do that because they did not come 

up with research questions after reviewing literature. As professor B expressed,  

 

Nowadays students do it reversely; that is, first they think about which research topic 

they’re going to conduct, then their research questions, then how to design, what the 

research tools are, and how to answer the research questions. They postpone thinking 

the contents to be included in the second chapter later, so this is the converse way. 

Therefore in the first chapter, most students encounter the problem about whether the 
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research questions are suitable or not. (A1IN-Prof.B-P6)  

 

The above excerpts showed that the most common trouble for students became keeping 

considering whether the research questions were appropriate because students nowadays 

do not derive research questions after reviewing the literature.  

 

4.1.4.3 Advisor-advisee Pairs  

Regarding the consistency among students and their teachers, two groups of 

advisor-advisee pairs had consensus about the obstacles in writing Introduction (except 

Professor B’s group). Tracing the evidence of students’ perceived difficulties presented 

earlier, Helen mentioned her trouble in organizing concepts from general to specific, and 

this idea corresponded to the problem pointed out by professor C. The other group, 

professor A and her students all agreed that Introduction was the section with fewer 

difficulties. Lynn, one of the advisees of professor A, commented that Introduction was 

not a challenging section for her because she wrote this section the last. Likewise, 

professor A considered students should postpone writing Introduction to the last and said, 

“Not many problems are faced in Introduction because the students know what they are 

writing about in the end.” However, there was no similarity between advisor and advisees’ 

ideas in professor B’s group, for the teacher only mentioned the difficulties faced by most 

students in his advising career but not focused on the present students. 

 

4.1.4.4 Coping Strategies 

4.1.4.4.1 Students’ Perspectives 

To overcome the difficulties discussed earlier, the evidence showed that students 

may develop their coping strategies. Based upon the obtained data, advisors, peers, and 

self were the sources of the self-regulated strategies. All the students who encountered 
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challenges in writing Introduction noted that their advisors helped them overcome the 

obstacles. For instance, Sherry said she checked whether her way to lead to the research 

questions in the drafts of Introduction was right or not by consulting the advisor. Then, 

her advisor would give her some hints about how to revise the drafts. Moreover, Ken also 

disclosed that the feedback offered by his advisor helped him solve the trouble at the 

linguistic level. As he expressed, “How to solve this problem? Well, I wrote the drafts and 

then revised them based on the advisors’ feedback.” He reported that his advisor would 

check his drafts carefully, such as substitute his words, change the sentence structure and 

switch the position among sentences on his drafts. Thus, the linguistic problems were 

solved by following the detailed feedback provided by his advisor. Another source of the 

other-regulated strategies was peers. Sherry, for example, stated that she would discuss 

the peers who were willing to share their ideas with her about the organization of 

Introduction. By attaining more information from discussion, she could derive her own 

way about how to arrange Introduction and raise the research questions naturally.         

In addition to receiving aids from others, self could also be the source of assistance. 

The students read texts (e.g., textbooks of coursed taken before, and papers) to attain the 

knowledge useful for clarifying their doubts in writing Introduction. Sherry and Claire 

both mentioned that they reviewed the textbook about thesis writing used in Research 

Method course when facing difficulties. Also, Sherry said she would read papers to see 

how other researchers raise their research questions, for her problem was presenting 

Introduction coherently to lead to the research questions.  

 

4.1.4.4.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

For the difficulties about organizing Introduction and deciding the research questions, 

teachers considered students could handle them by reading books or papers. As 

mentioned by professor B, “The problems in the first chapter were small because 
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everyone would take theses in the field of linguistics as resources.” Professor C also 

thought students had to read books about how to compose Introduction or take others’ 

theses as examples to solve the troubles about arranging the topics to be discussed from 

broad to specific ones.  

Since the teachers believed writing Introduction did not pose great difficulty to 

students, they thought students could manage these subtle troubles by themselves. If 

students made efforts to deal with the problems by reading material resources but still 

could not get the solution, the teachers would give them suggestions about how to revise 

the drafts.     

 

4.1.4.5 Summary  

To make a brief summary of this section, students had two kinds of problems writing 

Introduction: the discourse problems (i.e., how to construct this section from general 

ideas to the topic of their research, how to present gaps reasonably and then convince the 

readers the rationality of conducting the study) and linguistic problems as paraphrasing. 

However, students commented that the obstacles in this section were small when 

comparing with the difficulties encountered in writing other sections. In the teachers’ 

perceptions, they observed that students had some troubles: presenting concepts in the 

order from general to specific ones and defining the research questions. Similar to 

students’ ideas, they also indicated that these problems were not so big as to hinder 

students’ writing. To cope with the problems, students would seek for others’ assistance, 

including advisors and peers. Furthermore, they would try to attain information about the 

difficulties they faced the by reading books or theses. The teacher also believed that the 

students had the ability to deal with the troubles if they read more texts.      

 

4.1.5 Difficulties in Conclusion 
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4.1.5.1 Students’ Perspectives 

Among the sections of a thesis, Conclusion is the section with the least difficulties. 

No matter the students faced problems in Conclusion or not, they agreed that writing 

Conclusion was not difficult when comparing with other sections. For the students had 

trouble writing Conclusion, two kinds of problems were mentioned: (a) the discourse 

difficulties about making a summary of the whole thesis and (b) the linguistic challenge 

about paraphrasing.   

Students in the present study perceived their difficulties in synthesizing the main 

points of the whole study concisely. Lynn and Ken mentioned the difficulty about finding 

the keys and making a conclusion of their studies. As Ken stated, “Regarding the 

difficulties in Conclusion, sometimes it may be difficult to find the main points from lots 

of information.” That is, he didn’t know how to synthesize this section in a precise way.  

In addition to the difficulties in the discourse domain, some students had problems 

about paraphrasing, for they had to restate the information showed earlier. For instance, 

Helen said, “the last chapter I thought there was a small problem: paraphrasing because I 

think the sixth chapter was not the main point of a thesis, so it was about your ability of 

summary and paraphrasing.” In other words, Helen thought the difficulty faced in 

Conclusion was “small” for only academic writing skill, such as paraphrasing and 

summarizing were required.  

For the students who didn’t consider writing Conclusion a hard task, they thought 

they could compose this section based on the information presented in previous sections. 

The following statements revealed their ideas about writing Conclusion: 

 

Sherry: [The difficulties about writing] Conclusion…Because I recorded [contents 

could be included in] suggestion and limitation when writing previous chapters, I felt 

[writing Conclusion] was OK for me. (S1IN-Sherry-P2))  
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Ken: This chapter was the easiest chapter for me because it was the end [of my 

thesis]. Because you have written [your thesis] for a year and you are familiar with 

the things you write, what you have to do is to outline the main points [of your thesis 

when writing] this chapter. (S1IN-Ken-P20) 

   

From the excerpts, Sherry said she didn’t encounter difficulties in this section, for she had 

the habit of recording information which could be contained in Conclusion while 

composing previous sections. Ken believed writing Conclusion was not so hard because 

he only had to find the key points from what he had written before and wrap up his 

research. Since all the information about their studies was well-presented in previous 

sections, the only task became summarizing the study by writing the keys. Thus, students 

felt writing Conclusion was simple when comparing with other sections. 

 

4.1.5.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

Different from students’ views, all the teachers thought students encountered the 

problems about not knowing what sections to be included in Conclusion and how to write 

these sections. Take professor C for example. He indicated that students didn’t know 

Conclusion was composed of several sections, such as the implication of the present study 

and the suggestions for future research. Even though students knew the sections required 

in Conclusion, they could had troubles in writing each section. For instance, professor A 

thought students had no ideas about how to state the limitation of their research 

appropriately. As she noted, “Sometimes the students would say there were not enough 

samples, the time of experiment was not long enough, etc. Then nothing good was left in 

their studies.” According to professor A, students had to realize that something happened 

definitely in the process of conducting research and these things cannot be called 

“limitation.” Another example came from professor B. He thought students had difficulty 
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writing the sections of implication and direction for future research, as illustrated by 

professor B: 

 

Sometimes students do not make correspondent suggestions in the sixth chapter; that 

is, sometimes they make the suggestions because everyone writes in this way and 

they simply follow it. In fact, this is wrong. You [students’ suggestion] should base 

on your results, what comes out from your discussion and then  make the 

suggestions.(A1IN-Prof. B-P14) 

  

In the above excerpt, he reported students’ problem about not making suggestions of 

implication and future research based on their discussion of research findings. Instead, 

students tended to follow the suggestions made by other researchers or just state general 

suggestions, as shown in the following statements:  

 

For example, you suggest others implement this teaching [method], you have to tell 

them how to implement it [because] this [teaching method] is not  suitable to 

everyone. When implementing mine- if the teachers want to enhance students’ 

language [abilities], my research is suitable for middle graders. However, you have 

to tell others how long each period is and which textbook is suitable. You have to 

express in this way rather than to argue that every teacher should adopt it [this 

teaching method] , no, this is impractical suggestion.(A1IN-Prof. B-P14) 

 

From the excerpt, professor B provided a clear example about how to write “implication” 

section of Conclusion. In his view, students made the mistake of not offering suggestions 

of implication relevant to their own studies.  
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4.1.5.3 Advisor-advisee Pairs 

From the information presented earlier, students faced both linguistic and discourse 

difficulties when composing Conclusion. However, the professors only mentioned the 

difficulties at the discourse level, especially the difficulties in writing certain section of 

Conclusion. Thus, no consensus was found between each pairs of advisor and advisees. 

The reason of such a discrepancy could be two. First, the professors answered the 

interview questions based on their advising experiences and not focused on the present 

students. Second, the professors forgot the present students’ writing difficulties, and they 

could only memorize the common problems of most students.   

 

4.1.5.4 Coping Strategies 

4.1.5.4.1 Students’ Perspectives 

The strategies adopted most frequently by students to cope with the difficulties about 

writing Conclusion was self-regulated ones. For the students who noted their problem in 

making a conclusion of the whole study, they read paper to see how other writers 

compose this section and list the main points of their won study. Finally, they tried to 

connect these points and write the draft of Conclusion. For instance, Ken believed the 

only way to deal with the obstacle about drawing a conclusion from his study was to go 

over the previous sections and then find the keys.  

 As to those who encountered linguistic difficulties, they said they would take the 

words or sentence patterns used in the Conclusion section of others’ theses as the 

substitution of vocabulary and structures when restating ideas presented in previous 

sections. Lynn, for example, showed how she overcame the problems at the linguistic 

level, saying: 

 

Because when I took the courses before, there was a teacher who reminded us of 
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leaning others’ word usage. When reading papers, you had to see what kind of verbs, 

adjectives, and adverbs the writers used. Thus, I listed the verbs, adjectives, and 

adverbs I could use in the fifth chapter when reading others’ papers. When I was 

writing, because [writing this section] had to paraphrase frequently, I would re-read 

the things I listed before and used them in [writing Conclusion]. (S2IN-Lynn-P1-2) 

   

In this excerpt, Lynn stated that she had formed the habit of recording the words and 

expressions suitable to be implemented in each section from others’ papers since one of 

the course instructor told her the points of reading papers. Since she already prepared the 

repertoire of vocabulary and structures, she did not encounter linguistic difficulties when 

writing Introduction.  

 

4.1.5.4.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

The same with students’ ideas, the teachers also thought the problems faced in writing 

Conclusion could be solved by self-regulated strategies. To deal with the troubles about 

not knowing the sections within Conclusion and how to write these sections, teachers 

considered students should read more theses and then they could induce the conventions 

of writing Conclusion from these resources. As professor A said, “When I found students 

were not familiar with the rules of composing Conclusion, I would say: go to read senior 

students’ theses.” From her point of view, students would realize the writing conventions 

more quickly when there were real examples. In addition, professor C also suggested 

students review the textbook of the thesis writing courses. “The students may forget what 

they learned from the class because they were not full time students. Thus, they could 

browse the textbook to recall their memory of the points of each chapter.” He believed 

that the textbooks could also serve as useful reference books when students had to write 

their own theses.     
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4.1.5.5 Summary 

Conclusion was the least challenging section for students. Though writing 

Conclusion was not a hard task, students still faced linguistic difficulties, such as 

summarizing and paraphrasing and discourse difficulties, like drawing the key points 

from the whole study. The reason was that the greater difficulties had already been 

overcome in previous sections and the only work in writing Conclusion was to sum up the 

whole study. From the teachers’ perceptions, they also thought Conclusion did not pose 

great difficulties to students. However, students may have trouble about the sections to be 

included in Conclusion and how to write these sections. To solve the difficulties 

encountered, both teachers and students thought self- regulated strategies as reading 

papers or books were the best ways.   

 

4.2 Difficulties in the Preparation of Writing  

Not only encountering difficulties when writing theses, students were also restricted 

before they started to write, for they lacked writing ideas. Unlike the difficulties they 

encountered while writing theses, they did not mention any language-related problems 

before writing. This section aims to discuss the challenges (e.g., the design of instruments, 

how to practice data analysis) they faced while writing the research design and data 

analysis of thesis proposals. The former difficulties contain thinking about one’s research 

design and putting the design into practice. The latter difficulties are further categorized 

into deciding the analytic ways and managing the statistic software. Within each section, 

both students’ and advisors’ aspects are presented.  

 

4.2.1 Difficulties about Research Design   

4.2.1.1 Students’ Perspectives 

When thinking about how to conduct research, three of the students, Claire, Helen, 
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and Ken had troubles in deciding the number of participants and designing the 

instruments because they lacked the experience of designing research. Ken, for example, 

expressed his concern about the number of students participated in his study, saying: “I 

was worried about the number of my sample was not large enough to represent the whole 

population.” What he said shows that he had knowledge of research criteria he needed to 

use to evaluate his own studies, and the question he posed reflects a common question 

asked by novice researchers, as mentioned in most research books (Nunan, 1992).  

With respect to the problem about instruments, it was correlating the reliability and 

validity of the instruments adopted in one’s research to previous studies. All the students 

knew that they needed to increase validity and reliability of their studies by correlating 

their own studies with the previous ones, but they could not do so because they faced 

difficulties in finding related literature. Take Helen for example. She recalled that 

ensuring the reliability and validity of every instrument used in her study was a great 

challenge to her. The reason was that not all research writers stated the reliability and 

validity of the research instruments explicitly in their theses and then it would be hard to 

correlate the reliability and validity of the instruments to previous studies.  

 

4.2.1.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

      Similar to students’ perceived difficulties, professors in the present study thought 

the problematic parts for students in research design included: (a) being unfamiliar with 

the conventions about conducting quantitative research (b) selecting and designing 

instruments, and (c) ensuring the validity and reliability of the data collected from these 

instruments. The convention of an experimental design of research in need of setting the 

experimental group and comparative group was neglected by the students. The following 

example was provided by professor B: “Some students may forget to set experimental 

group and comparison group when conducting experimental studies or neglect the 
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sampling method of experimental group and comparison group.” In other words, it seems 

that the students were not familiar with the design of quantitative studies. 

Regarding the second challenge about instruments, as professor B mentioned:  

 

After deciding my participants, [what are] my tools? How can I derive [the answers]? 

But…the problems [you may encounter] depend on the types of research. 

Because…if you conduct an experimental study, the problem you face becomes how 

to design your teaching. If your study is [to collect data from] questionnaires, the 

bigger problem is how to design the questionnaires. Whether the questionnaires were 

suitable? If you solve the [above] problems, then the problem is whether these 

instruments are suitable or not, and this relates to reliability and validity.(A1IN-Prof. 

B-P6) 

 

According to professor B, students may encounter a series of challenges while designing 

a study. In the beginning, they may not sure what kinds of instruments were suitable to 

elicit the answers of their research questions. Even though deciding the instruments to be 

taken in their studies, students may not know how to design the instruments such as 

questionnaires. Finally, the obstacle became proving the reliability and validity of the data 

obtained from these instruments. As professor C said, “Students always neglect to 

describe the reliability and validity of their tools. Hence, I will ask them to make sure this 

part or the reliability of their data will be questioned in the oral defense.” The above 

evidence suggested that the students faced such difficulties, for they were novice in 

designing the research. 

 

4.2.1.3 Advisor-advisee Pairs 

Comparing the advisors’ expression with their students’, we found only professor 
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C’s ideas had something to do with Helen’s perceived difficulties because the students of 

the other two groups didn’t encounter the difficulties most students had in research design. 

As presented earlier, Helen thought proving the reliability and validity of the instruments 

implemented in her study was hard because these instruments were designed by herself 

and she hardly found evidence to support their reliability and validity from previous 

studies.  

 

4.2.1.4 Coping Strategies 

4.2.1.4.1 Students’ Perspectives 

To solve the troubles about the number of samples and instruments design, the 

students tended to seek for their advisor’s help and also tried to find the solution by 

themselves. Helen, for example, utilized the source of assistance from her advisor as well 

as self to cope with her difficulties about research design. First of all, she took the draft of 

Method to her advisor, and her advisor pointed out that her problem was not providing the 

evidence of the reliability and validity of her research instruments. Then Helen searched 

for previous studies which adopted the same instruments and tried to find support from 

those studies. However, it was hard to find the proof for most researchers did not state the 

reliability and validity of their instruments in their papers. Helen consulted her advisor 

again and this time her advisor suggested her some hints about how she could utilize the 

literature at hand to correlate the reliability and validity of her instruments. Finally, her 

trouble was solved by the assistance of the advisor. 

 

4.2.1.4.2 Teachers’ perspectives 

Likewise, in the teachers’ views, the appropriate strategies to cope with the 

difficulties about research design were also provided by self and others. For example, 

professor B thought the students who implemented experiments in their study should read 
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more studies which had the same research design. As he said, 

 

My habit is that I will remind them, and ask them to read relevant research definitely. 

Relevant studies are not only relevant in topics but are also relevant in research 

method. [Then you can] find out…such as the patterns of research method. For 

example, the reason why there are two groups in the experimental design and 

compare the pre-test with the post-test. If you want to do similar research, there must 

be two groups in experimental research, that’s called patterns, fixed patterns. 

(A1IN-Prof. B-P11) 

 

In this excerpt, professor B considered that students should familiarize how to design 

studies by reading papers which adopted the similar research method. That is, the students’ 

troubles in research design stemmed from insufficient knowledge and they could solve it 

by taking other theses as models and attaining the required information from others’ 

studies. 

Aside from the assistance from self, teachers believed that the students also needed 

excerpts’ help about checking the appropriateness and feasibility of research design. As 

illustrated by professor A, “Because students are novice researchers, without doubt, they 

may have some problems when designing their research methods. At that time, they could 

ask any professors in this program. I think these professors will be willing to help them.” 

Also, all the teachers agreed students could seek for their advisors’ aids. By doing so, they 

would attain feedback which was focused on their research and know how to adjust their 

ideas to meet the conventions of academy.     

   

4.2.1.5 Summary 

Before writing the theses, students encountered difficulties in designing their 
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research (i.e., deciding the population of sample and designing the instruments). Within 

the problems about instruments design, students had the troubles such as setting the time 

of the tests and proving the reliability and validity of instruments designed by themselves. 

Similarly, the teachers also thought designing the instruments was the challenging part for 

students. In the teachers’ views, the concerns for students could be two: how to design the 

instruments to derive satisfactory answers of the research questions and how to ensure the 

reliability and validity of the data collected by using the instruments. As to the solution of 

the problems mentioned above, both the students and teachers believed reading papers or 

books and discussing with advisors to get more information about research design were 

good ideas.   

     

4.2.2 Difficulties about data analysis 

4.2.2.1 Students’ perspectives 

Regarding the difficulties about data analysis, two types of difficulties can be 

derived from the obtained data: (a) selecting the types of analysis and (b) managing the 

data collected. The first challenge was about deciding the ways to analyze data. Claire 

and Ken both reported their concerns in choosing suitable kind of data analysis in order to 

answer their research questions. As Ken expressed, “I wanted to know whether students’ 

gender and vocabulary ability affect their choice of the vocabulary used. Should I use 

t-test or were there any other ways to help me attain the desired answers?” The expression 

from Ken suggested that the reasons resulted in such difficulty could be: several kinds of 

analysis could be adopted, not sure about what he desired to attain from analysis, and 

inadequate knowledge about each way of analysis.       

Though deciding the way to analyze data, the second difficulty became how to handle 

the data at hand. This obstacle could be discussed from two domains: For the student who 

conducted qualitative research, she felt it was hard to decide the coding schemes, for there 
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were lots of codes. Sherry, the only student who did a qualitative inquiry, noted that her 

difficulty was to find the codes which could be adopted as the coding schemes of her 

study. For the students conducted quantitative studies, most of them(except Fiona and 

Helen) thought managing the statistic software to do a specific analysis was a hard task 

because of the lacking knowledge about each type of analysis and the experience of 

manipulating the software. As Ken stated, “I wanted to get this results, and what could I 

do by using “Statistical Product and Service Solutions” (SPSS)? And there were many 

analyzing ways like Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), how to manage the software to do 

this analysis?” The following expression also showed Lynn’s concerns at that time: 

  

I think it could be… what were the things I wanted to compare? I had to understand… 

I want to proceed this [way of data analysis], and what were the things I had to 

compare? What did I anticipate? So for the statistical part…when I did not quite 

understand the t-test, I could not know what I should compare and what my 

anticipation was. (S2IN-Lynn-P5). 

 

From the above statements, Lynn admitted that even though she adopted t-test as data 

analysis, she didn’t know how to choose the data to be compared and contrasted in this 

kind of analysis because she did not totally understand the core of t-test. 

 

4.2.2.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

Consistent with students’ perceptions, the teachers also considered the difficulty 

students encountered in data analysis was choosing the analyzing ways which 

corresponded to one’s focus of study. As professor C stated, “Students may have no ideas 

about the suitable ways to analyze data because the kinds of data analysis vary case by 

case. That is, students have to select the analyzing way based on their research questions.” 
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Also, professor B indicated that students didn’t know what types of data analysis could 

help them get the answers of their research questions, for they lacked knowledge about 

statistics, saying: 

 

Because basically [in] quantitative studies, you have to know what each way of 

analysis is, what’s its purpose? what is it used for and how to do it? But students 

encountered the problem as “whether I have to compare the two [data] or not, if yes, 

should I use t-test or anything else?” (A1IN-Prof. B-P7) 

 

Students may hesitate to decide the types of data analysis to be used after collecting the 

data, for they did not totally understand the essence of each kind of data analysis in 

statistics. Delving into the reason why students lacked the understanding of the ways of 

analysis, it was that they attain common knowledge about each kind of analysis but didn’t 

know how to realize it in their studies. As professor B stated, “Because the statistics 

students learned was superficial, and they were not sure about the concepts (in statistics). 

But I think it was because that the students did not read relevant studies (which adopted 

statistic analysis).”That is, to know how to relate specific data analysis to a certain type of 

inquiry, students need more examples by reading the papers with statistic analysis. 

 

4.2.2.3 Advisor-advisee Pairs  

From both teachers’ and students’ perspectives of the difficulties about data analysis, 

we found there was consensus in professors B and his advisee, Ken. In other words, both 

professors B and Ken thought deciding the way of data analysis was a problem. Ken 

finally selected the mixed way to analyze data because he attained professor B’s 

suggestion. In professor B’s views, he also believed that students needed some advice and 

instruction, for their knowledge about statistics was insufficient. As to the other two pairs, 
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there were no common points between the advisors and advisees. The reason could be the 

advisors were only impressed in the troubles most students met, but the present students 

did not have the same difficulties.     

 

4.3.3.4 Coping Strategies 

4.2.2.4.1 Students’ Perspectives 

When facing the difficulties about data analysis discussed earlier, students cope with 

them via self. The self-regulated coping strategies contained attaining information from 

Internet, texts, and experts. For instance, Lynn tended to search for how others manage 

SPSS on the Internet. Another example came from Clair. She said she would search for 

the papers with similar research questions and see what types of analysis methods the 

authors adopted to answer their questions. For Ken, the resources used to deal with the 

problems in managing statistic software were books about statistics. As he sated, 

      

When using the statistic [software to manage the data], I faced some difficulties. So 

you had to read books [to know] how to carry out statistics to derive the desired 

results. So I leaned statistics by myself, I couldn’t rely on others and the professors. I 

just learned it by myself. (S1IN-Ken-P22) 

 

According to Ken, he believed it was the students’ own responsibility to familiarize the 

keys in each way of analysis and how to handle the software. Thus, he read books to 

acquire the knowledge about statistics. 

Aside from dealing with the challenges by the internalized knowledge provided by 

self, the students also received aids from others. The people who provided assistance to 

the present students included colleges who had the experience of conducting quantitative 

studies and the experts of statistics. As illustrated by Lynn, “I asked the colleges who also 
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used SPSS to analyze data and already completed their theses. I didn’t ask my graduate 

school classmates because they came back to work and we worked in different place 

“Information disclosed from the statement was that the student participants may seek 

assistance from those available and thus their choices about whom to ask for help may 

depend on the context in which they face the challenge. Another student, Claire, said she 

went to the “Teaching Development Center” of her college and consulted the Ph.D. 

students who mastered statistics. “I asked him how to manage the software and at the 

same time I made notes of the steps. Then I practiced it again when I came home,” she 

said. Furthermore, students discussed with their advisors to get more ideas about data 

analysis. As Ken expressed,   

  

The problem was…… for example, how could I analyze data? I thought this[way] 

was okay, for example, I thought it was okay to use t-test, but the teacher said, “Is 

this [way] okay? It’s  more than that.”  So I adjusted it, and see which way was 

better and tried a lot. In the end, it was a combination of all I’d experimented. 

(S1IN-Ken-P18) 

 

This evidence showed that Ken faced the difficulty in determining the kind of data 

analysis which was appropriate for his study. After receiving the advisor’s hints, he 

thought about more possible ways to analyze data and finally decided the type of data 

analysis to be taken in his study.     

 

4.2.2.4.2 Teachers’ Perspectives 

The same with students’ perceptions, the teachers also considered that students could 

cope with the difficulties by adopting the self -regulated strategies. Within the 

self-regulated strategies, the provider of assistance could be self and others. Regarding 
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self as the source of aids, the teachers thought the students could read texts to clarify their 

doubts in data analysis. For example, professor B suggested his students focus on the 

“data analysis” section when reading others’ theses. By doing so, the students would 

gradually know what types of data analysis could be used to derive the answers of their 

research questions. Moreover, professor B thought students had to read some books 

relevant to statistics, for he believed that the students had inadequate knowledge about 

statistics. As he stated, “Students’ understanding about statistics was at the surface level. 

Maybe this relates to each student’s background knowledge and the curriculum design of 

the ETMA program. I think what they can do is to enrich their knowledge by reading 

more.”  

As for the assistance came originated from others, the teachers believed students 

could ask for the experts’ help. Professor A, for instance, said she would suggest her 

students consult other professors who mastered in statistics. As presented below: 

  

If a student wants me [to be his advisor], I will tell him that what I can do for help 

and to what extent. Also, I will tell him what I am not good at. I will tell him I am 

not clear with the [ideas] about statistics. When you have statistical problems, you 

have to ask others, or I introduce others to you. But maybe you cannot attain too 

much information [about statistics] from me. (A1IN-Prof. A-P19) 

 

In this except, professor A expressed that she could not answer the questions about 

statistics for this is not her expertise. Thus, she would suggest the students ask the experts 

in statistics. Recalling the statistical difficulties encountered by the students in the present 

study, she mentioned that she never introduced one of the professors in the department of 

English to Lynn. In Lynn’s case, Lynn did not know how to manage SPSS when the 

number of participants differed between the pre-test and the post-test. Finally, she solved 
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this problem by discussing with professor X, who was a master of statistics. In addition to 

introducing other professors to her advisees, professor A mentioned there were other 

human resources in the campus, saying: “I don’t know whether they know there was a 

statistical consultant in our school, but I will still ask them to contact this department.” 

  

4.2.2.5 Summary 

In short, the students commented that deciding the ways to analyze data and 

managing the data by using the statistic software were hard tasks. For the teachers, they 

believed students had problems about selecting the types of data analysis and this idea 

was the same with students’. To deal with these troubles, the students tended to cope it by 

self like reading information from typed texts and the Internet. Also, they needed more 

experienced research writers’ help, such as colleges, doctoral students, and their advisors. 

Likewise, the teachers thought the students could find answers from material resources 

(e.g., books and papers) as well as human resources (i.e., excerpts of statistics).      

 

4.3 Role of Experts  

From the evidence presented in previous sections, we know that students may need 

their more capable others’ assistance when they faced difficulties before and during thesis 

writing. In this section, we further discuss the roles the advisors and the experts of 

statistics played in students’ writing process. Based upon the results of data analysis, three 

types of roles perceived by all the advisors and students in the present study will be 

displayed: (a) advisors as guides, (b) advisors as consultants, and (c) advisors as 

reviewers. As to the profession of statistics, the advisors played as consults when students 

had troubles about data analysis. Furthermore, within each advisor role, both students’ 

and the advisors’ perceptions will be showed. 
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4.3.1 Advisor as a Guide 

4.3.1.1 Students’ Perspectives 

As guides, the teachers led the students to accomplish their theses when the students 

were hindered in how to design and write their research by (a) giving them the direction 

of thinking and (b) reminding them of the conventions about research design and thesis 

writing (e.g., to correlate the reliability and validity of the instruments adopted to 

previous studies and to distinguish Results and Discussion). In the study, all the students 

agreed that their advisors played the role as guides in the process of thesis writing. While 

the students were designing the research, the advisors asked them to ponder if it was 

necessary to conduct a pilot study and if there were any other ways to analyze data. Not 

explicitly telling the students how to do so, the advisors posed some questions or 

provided hints, functioning both as a way to stimulate students’ thinking and a way to 

provide guidance. As Ken said, “I wanted to use t-test as the way of data analysis and 

then the teacher asked: “Is that OK? There may be other ways.” So I went home and tried 

other ways of data analysis.” Ken’s statements disclosed that his advisor’s words inspired 

him to think about more appropriate ways to analyze data and helped him attain desired 

results of his research questions. 

Moreover, the students indicated that their advisors led them to write the theses 

which meet the conventions of academy by reminding them of the keys of each section. 

Take Sherry for example. She reported how her advisor guided her to write Discussion 

and Conclusion, as shown in the following:  

Excerpt 1: 

Sherry(S): My teacher asked for the rightfulness of the structure of this section and 

respected my findings and discussion. But he kept emphasizing that I couldn’t 

depart from the standard organization.)    
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Researcher(R): What was the organization demanded by the teacher?  

 

S: That is, there should be clear research findings, the similarity and difference between 

the findings and the literature, and the possible reasons. (SI1IN-Sherry-P3) 

 

Excerpt2: 

S: (The final chapter was to review the previous chapters and summarize it, and there 

were no other great difficulties [in writing this chapter]. In this chapter, the teacher 

reminded me to follow the fixed organization, and other things were the same. That is, 

for the part I was quite sure, he respected my ideas.)   

 

R: What did the teacher remind you in this chapter? 

 

S: He said I had to write summary, implication, limitation& suggestion in this chapter. 

(SI1IN-Sherry-P3) 

 

According to Sherry, her advisor reminded her of the patterns of Discussion and 

Conclusion to ensure her draft would follow the conventions of thesis writing. That is, the 

advisor guided her to write a thesis which was satisfied in academy but still left room for 

Sherry to report her research with her own perspective.  

 

4.3.1.2 Advisors’ perspectives 

Similar to the students’ ideas, the advisors also mentioned that they would remind 

their advisees the rules of designing research and writing each section of a thesis. By 

providing hints, the advisors thought they could lead the students to complete the theses 

acceptable in the academic world. As illustrated by professor B,    
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Concerning the problem about research design, I would remind him directly that  he 

should pay attention to this one and that one. [For example,] you wanted to see the 

two [variables], were there any problems about the sampling of your participants? I 

would remind him. That is, let him think, or raise few problems of this design. Then 

the student would think about whether they need to revise or not. (A1IN-Prof. 

B-P11) 

 

In this excerpt, professor B noted that he would remind his advisees of the ignored part 

about research design. However, he still left the students decide how to improve their 

initial design. Since professor B provided the advisees suggestions about research design 

as an experienced researcher, he guided the advisees to make a feasible study plan.  

In addition to leading students to design their studies, the advisors guided the advisees 

to compose theses which conformed to the regulation of academy. To help their advisees, 

the advisors would remind them of the keys in writing different sections of a thesis. For 

instance, professors A tended to tell the students to write parts of Discussion. If the 

students’ draft revealed that they didn’t know the keys of writing Discussion well, 

professors A would give them some information to guide them to accomplish this section. 

“From my experience, l know most students would face problems in Discussion. Hence, I 

ask them to write the first few paragraphs and then I could know whether they have 

correct understanding (of this section),”she said.    

   

4.3.2 Advisor as a Consultant 

4.3.2.1 Students’ Perspectives 

From the students’ point of view, their advisors also played the role as consultants. 

The difference between consultants and guides lies in that as consultants, the advisors 
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would tell the students the solutions of the problems directly rather than just point out a 

direction to think. When the students felt they were hindered in (a) designing research and 

(b)not sure if their draft met the conventions of thesis writing, they could communicate 

with their personal consultants, that is, their advisors. For the students, the advisors were 

the people who were the professions in the realm of their studies. Thus, the advisors could 

provide professional suggestions to help them complete the theses of particular topics. 

Facing the difficulties about research design, the students would consult their advisors. As 

expressed by Claire,  

 

I took my original research plan to my advisor, and she thought it was too 

complicated and it would be hard to put the study in reality. So she gave me 

suggestions such as decreasing the variables to adjust the contents of the experiment. 

(S1IN-Claire-P8)   

  

In the excerpt, Claire consulted her advisor to make sure she could realize her design. 

And she attained ideas about how to increase the feasibility of her study by consulting her 

advisor. In other words, Claire viewed her advisor as a consultant because her advisor was 

an experienced researcher. 

Regarding the troubles in writing the theses, students may attain information about 

how to solve the problems by consulting their advisors. As stated by Helen, 

 

The sentence patterns and words and the oral and formal academic application were 

the confusing parts for me. So the solution was that the teacher would say: 

“ you type and quote the phrase [you had doubts] and search it on Google. If there 

are many corresponding items, it represents that this phrase is commonly used by 

native speakers and it is less problematic.” (S1IN-Helen-P16) 
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According to Helen, she was more familiar with colloquial word usage; thus, she was not 

sure whether the words and structures she used were suitable in academy when writing 

her thesis. Finally, she solved this trouble by taking her advisor’s suggestion: checking 

the appropriateness of the phrases and sentences by surfing the net.  

 Also, students may try to cope with the difficulties they encountered first and then 

wrote drafts. Then, they took the drafts to consult their advisors. Ken, for example, 

mentioned that he contacted with his advisor when he finished part of Literature Review, 

saying:  

  

    I asked my advisor about where and how I should revise, and what to be included. 

And my advisor ever said [my draft of thesis] was not okay in the end (of my thesis 

writing), so I deleted [parts of my writing] and added the [ideas in the] articles he 

suggested me read and expand my thesis. (S1IN-Ken-P15) 

 

The evidence showed that Ken tended to consult his advisor to clarify his doubts about 

whether his draft corresponded to the criteria of a qualified thesis. By doing so, he would 

attain information about how to improve the current drafts.  

 

4.3.2.2 Advisors’ Perspectives 

Similarly, the advisors also said the students would consult them when the students 

faced challenges in the process of writing their research. Then they would provide 

professional suggestions to solve students’ problems based on their advising experience 

or the experience of conducting research. Take professor A for example. She recalled that 

when the students were blocked in research design and asked for her help, she would 

provide several solutions for them to choose from. As reported in the following: 
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As to the problems in research method like how to group [the participants], maybe I 

would suggest several ways and you could make your own decision. Or maybe let 

him decide it by himself…I though the ways you thought were all feasible, but only 

you knew which one was the most appropriate. So most of the time I respect their 

decision. (A1IN-Prof.A-P18) 

 

From professor A’s statements, we know that professor A would let students think about 

several solutions of the problems they encountered and then let her check whether these 

opinions were practical. Thus, not only giving suggestions directly, professor A also made 

judgment about the ideas proposed by students. When she made sure there were no 

problems in the students’ ideas, she would let the students decide the way they would like 

to adopt in their own studies. Furthermore, when the students faced challenges and came 

to consult with the advisors, the advisors suggested other resources for them to deal with 

the troubles. As professor B said, “When my students had problems about research design 

and came to me, I would suggest them read more theses or read the theses of my other 

advisees.”   

   

4.3.3 Advisor as a Reviewer  

4.3.3.1 Students’ Perspectives 

According to the obtained data, we found that all the students in the present study 

needed their advisors to help them review their drafts of theses. The reason was that, the 

students would receive the advisors’ feedback at the linguistic level (e.g., vocabulary and 

structure) as well as at the discourse level (i.e., definite organization of specific sections). 

Therefore, the students could revise the drafts and make their theses better based on the 

feedback given by their advisors. For instance, Ken noted that his advisor gave him 
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detailed feedback about his linguistic errors, including the words and structures used to 

convey meaning and the arrangement of sentences. “For example I wrote this (sentence), 

and then he would circle it and write the more correct one next to it, or draw an arrow to 

signal me to move this sentence from here to there,” he said.    

As to the feedback about the contents of each section, the findings revealed that the 

feedback given by the advisors differed across sections because the conventions of 

writing each section were different. Based upon the results of analysis, students received 

the most feedback in Literature Review and Results section. Since the points in writing 

Literature Review were choosing the theories to be presented, arranging the literature, and 

finding the gap from the literature reviewed, students would obtain feedback about these 

points. For instance, Helen remarked that her advisor asked her to add the general 

literature in this section for the literature she reviewed was too specific. Another example 

came from Lynn. As she stated, “My teacher helped me change (the order of literature), 

like circling this one and shifting it to the front.” Concerning the feedback received in 

Results, it was about how to exhibit the research findings. As illustrated by Claire, “The 

fourth chapter…because my teacher preferred the concise way, you’d better show your 

research questions, and then after compiling the statistics, you stated your answers right 

away.” In other words, the advisor wanted Claire to display the findings after the research 

questions. Ken also mentioned that he obtained feedback about the presentation of 

findings, saying: “My teacher thought I did not present [findings] systematically, and he 

suggested me organize the findings by categories.” In this case, Ken derived so many 

findings from the analysis, so his advisor provided him a way to synthesize these findings 

and make the presentation easier for the readers to follow. 

 

4.3.3.2 Advisors’ Perspectives 

Since the evidence showed that the advisors interacted with their advisees by giving 
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the students feedback based on the drafts of theses, all the advisors in the present study 

had the experience of reviewing the students’ drafts and then providing feedback to them. 

According to the advisors’ statements, the feedback could be categorized into linguistic 

and discourse one. In regard to the feedback at the linguistic level, professor C said he 

would signal the problematic words and sentences for students. As presented below:    

 

My belief is that students should deal with the linguistic problems by themselves 

[…]. Because sometimes the student may use similar structure or make the same 

error in the beginning, middle, and the end of their articles, [the linguistic errors] 

revised by me could serve as an example and let them notice which part they should 

pay attention to. (A1IN-Prof.C-P12)  

 

In this excerpt, professor C noted that he would highlight the linguistic error once so as to 

let the advisees notice this kind of error and check whether there were still the same errors 

in their theses.  

Concerning the feedback at the discourse level, the feedback given to students was 

related to the regulation of writing each section. For example, Professor C indicated the 

importance of the literature chosen in Literature Review section. Thus, when reviewing 

the students’ draft, he would check whether the literature reviewed was reasonable to lead 

to the gap. The same with students’ expression, advisors also provided feedback about the 

presentation of results. As professor A commented, “I usually ask my students to write 

parts of the Results section to make sure their organization is right because students may 

not know how to show the findings orderly.” Another advisor, professor B, would 

examine if the students presented significant findings. “Students lack relevant experience 

(of conducting research), so they are not aware of the data worthy for presenting. That’s 

why they need our advice,” he said. Hence, he would ask the students to add the data he 
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thought to be displayed in Results when he couldn’t find it in the students’ drafts.   

 

4.3.4. Experts of Statistics as Consultants 

As revealed from precious sections, the students who conducted quantitative 

research would consult with the experts of statistics when they faced the difficulties about 

data analysis. The experts of statistics, including (a) the professors specialized in statistics 

in the ETMA program and (b) the doctoral students in the “Teaching Development Center” 

of the college. As consultants, the experts would tell the students how to solve the 

statistical problems directly. In Lynn’s case, while compiling data, she didn’t know if she 

could adjust the number of participants in the pre-test to the same number of participants 

in the post-test because few students dropped out in the post-test. She consulted her 

advisor but her advisor was not sure about the answer. Then, her advisor asked her to 

consult the professor who had expertise about statistics within the same department. “I 

met Professor X and he told me that I didn’t have to change the number of students,” she 

said. Finally, the problem was solved by Professor X’s assistance.  

Some students tended to utilize the resources on campus; that is, consulting the 

doctoral students who majored statistics in the “Teaching Development Center” rather 

than the professors in their department because they thought they had to try every 

possible solution before they consulted with their advisors. Likewise, the doctoral 

students would provide answers to the students’ questions directly. Claire, for example, 

indicated that not until the doctoral student instructed her did she know how to manage 

the statistic software. As the evidence presented previously, she said the doctoral student 

modeled the steps of compiling data for her, and then she could analyze the data collected 

by using the statistic software independently.  

 

4.3.5 Summary 
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In brief, the advisors serve as guides, consultants, and reviewers, and the experts of 

statistics could be consultants in the advisees’ process of thesis writing. As guides, the 

advisors reminded the students of the conventions of conducting and writing down the 

research. By doing so, they led the students to accomplish the theses which were 

acceptable in academy. Being consultants, the advisors provide suggestions to solve the 

advisees’ problems about research design and writing. When playing the role of reviewers, 

the advisors reviewed their students’ drafts of theses and then provide feedback at the 

linguistic level and the discourse level. In other words, they would check whether the 

words and sentences used were appropriate in academic writing and if the contents of 

each section corresponded to the rules of thesis writing. As to the experts of statistics, 

they could be the professors or doctoral students who were mastered in statistics but they 

all acted as consultants because they would tell the students how to solve the statistical 

problems explicitly.   

  

4.4 Role of Peers  

In addition to the experts, the students needed assistance from peers to deal with 

their writing difficulties. Since the teacher participants did not give detail information 

about how the peers helped the students overcome the obstacles encountered, this section 

only present students’ perception about where and how to choose peers and the role the 

peers played in their writing procedure. The obtained data uncovered that the students 

chose the classmates of the graduate school or the colleagues within the same workplace 

as peers based on the peers’ relationship with them. Among those peers who had close 

relation with the present students, the students had other criteria of selection: the peers’ (a) 

personality, (b) experiences of conducting and writing research,(c) English abilities, and(d) 

writing abilities. Then, these peers played the roles as (a) reviewers (b) facilitators of 

ideas in the students’ thesis writing process. The definition of the two roles together with 
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the criteria of choosing these peers will be presented in the following paragraph.   

As a reviewer, the peer would provide feedback after reading the students’ drafts of 

theses. That is, the students let the peers review their sentences or ideas in the drafts in 

order to attain suggestions and improve the theses. For example, in the excerpts below, 

Fiona mentioned some points her peer would focus on while reading her drafts of each 

section. 

  

Fiona(F): We would show [the drafts] to each other after completing a specific chapter.  

 

Researcher(R): What kind of suggestions would he give you? 

 

F: For example, he would tell me that I didn’t state clearly, so he could       

not understand. Or reading my thesis as an outsider, that is, a person who doesn’t 

know[my research] , there may be some questions. He would raise some questions and let 

me think how to revise them.) 

 

R: So, did he focus on the expression of sentences or whether the concepts were clear or 

not? 

 

F: [Both. He also focused on concepts. Take the presentation of ideas for example. He 

might said, “will it be better when comparing this one and that one or discussing this 

one first? In this way, it will more likely correspond to the reading habits of common 

readers.”He would also say that. (S1IN-Fiona-P20) 

 

The evidence revealed that Fiona’s peer would check whether the statements conveyed 

clear meanings and whether the required contents were all included in the drafts. Fiona 
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believed that her peer examined the drafts with the view of a reader and then made her 

thesis more reader-friendly.  

What’s more, she illustrated why classmate X became her peer reviewer: “there were 

two reasons: first, his written assignments were always praised by the instructor of the 

Thesis Writing Course; second, I used to discuss with him in my graduate study. That is, 

she chose classmate X as her peer reviewer for X had better English writing skills and a 

close relationship with her.  

In addition to enhance the clearness of the concepts to be expressed, the peer 

reviewers could also help the students reduce the linguistic errors. As Helen said, “ when 

I was not sure if the words or the sentences used were right, I asked one of my colleagues 

who was the native speaker and who had the experience of writing thesis.” In Helen’s 

case, she resorted to the peer with higher levels of English proficiency  and more 

experiences in academy to deal with her problems at the linguistic level. 

The second role of the peers was the facilitator of ideas; namely, they could 

stimulate the students’ inspiration of writing (i.e., the suitable research design and the 

organization of the concepts in certain section) by discussion. Lynn, for example, said 

when she was blocked in data analysis, she discussed with one of her colleagues who had 

conducted quantitative research. Then she got the insights about how to deal with the 

change of the number of participants between the pre-test and the post-test.  

The other example came from Sherry. “Facing the difficulties in research design and 

writing, I discussed with my peer and then I had better ideas about how to solve them,” 

she said. From the writing difficulties showed in previous sections, we know that she had 

the problems about how to present the literature related to her study clearly and logically 

and the suitable way of data collection. Thus, she discussed with peers to attain more 

ideas to deal with these troubles. That is, for Sherry, her peer provided her the directions 

of thinking during the discussion. As to the reason of selecting specific peers to discuss 
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with, Sherry said: “of course I would choose the person who was willing to share his 

ideas with others because some people tend to keep what they know in mind. I also 

discussed with the classmate who was close to me or conducted the similar study.” This 

expression disclosed that instead of choosing peers with higher ability like Fiona and 

Helen did, the selection for Sherry was based on the peer’s personality, relationship with 

the student, and knowledge of certain research topic.   

 

4.4.1 Summary 

From the students’ statements, the peers could serve as (a) reviewers and (b) 

facilitators of ideas in the students’ thesis writing process. The peers were reviewers for 

they reviewed the students’ theses drafts and provide suggestions for them to improve 

their theses. As facilitators of ideas, the peers shared their ideas with the students and then 

stimulate the students’ thinking. Moreover, the students found these peers who were also 

their close friends from their graduate school and workplace depending on the following 

criteria: the peers’ (a) personality, (b) experience of conducting and writing research, (c) 

English ability, and (d) writing ability.  

 

 

4.5 Self Role 

Though the above paragraphs have discussed the role of others, this study also 

discovered that the research writers themselves , also played important roles as (a) the 

provider of knowledge and (b) the agent of action. First of all, the students could be the 

provider of the knowledge required in their own theses. The students may receive 

knowledge about the topic of their studies and thesis writing from books, papers, and the 

courses in graduate school. They internalize the knowledge by understanding the concepts 

expressed by the authors or the instructors. When designing their own research or writing 
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theses, they could retrieve related information from their memory. All the students agreed 

that they utilized the knowledge about research design and thesis writing acquired from 

the coursed taken in graduate school when they had to conduct and write down their 

studies. Lynn, for example, thought stating the validity of the experiments adopted in 

experimental research clearly was important, and she said this understanding was from 

the instructor of the Research Method Course. In regard to how to compose a thesis, the 

students attained the information mainly from the Thesis Writing Course. As Helen stated, 

“The teacher told us the organization and keys to be noticed from the first to the sixth 

section. For example, you have to point out the missing information between previous 

studies and you study in the first chapter. ” 

When the inner knowledge was not adequate to deal with the challenges, self could 

play as the agent who thought about the coping strategies and took action. The coping 

strategies of the writing difficulties discussed in previous sections uncovered that some 

strategies were regulated by self. Hence, when feeling hindered in writing certain parts of 

thesis, the students themselves would initiate the action such as searching relevant 

information from the Internet, papers or books to deal with the obstacles encountered in 

thesis writing. For example, Lynn developed her own strategies to solve the difficulties 

writing each section. As she illustrated, “The first way, I would read other’s paper to see 

how he organize specific section. Second, I checked how to compose this section from the 

books about thesis writing. Then the third way, I utilized OneNote to organize my ideas.” 

According to Lynn, she endeavored to think about the ways she could overcome the 

troubles by herself and then took actions. 

 

4.5.1 Summary 

In one’s thesis writing process, self acted as the role of the provider of knowledge 

and the agent of action. Being knowledge providers, the students integrated what they 
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already knew to their theses. The knowledge useful for writing their own theses was 

acquired from the courses of graduate school and the texts about the focus of their studies, 

research design, and thesis writing. In addition, self could also play the role of the agent 

of action. That is, the student would initiate the action to deal with the challenges 

encountered.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

 

5.0 Introduction 

Chapter Four reveals that the ETMA students faced problems before and while 

writing their theses and they would take some coping strategies, such as dealing with 

these troubles by enriching one’s knowledge or seeking for others’ assistance. In this 

chapter, the research questions will be showed and discussed.  

 

5.1 Research Question One 

RQ1: What difficulties do ETMA students perceive while composing different sections of 

their theses? What factors may influence their perceived difficulties?  

 

5.1.1 Answer of the Research Question 

The findings of the students’ perceived difficulties in the process of thesis writing 

and the factors attributed to these problems are presented in Tables 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3. As 

shown in the tables, the ETMA students faced problems before and while writing their 

research. Before writing the theses, students had obstacles about designing the upcoming 

studies and analyzing the obtained data. Even though they had collected satisfactory data 

and completed the data analysis procedure, their troubles became how to compose each 

section of a thesis. Within each section, the students encountered difficulties at the 

linguistic level (i.e., word choice, sentence patterns) and rhetorical level (e.g., the rhetoric 

structure of specific section). Then, four topics emerging from the findings will be 

discussed in the following sections: (a) Students faced difficulties even before they started 

to write their theses; (b) Students might have both linguistic and discourse difficulties in 

writing each section; (c) The top three hard sections to write were Literature Review, 
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Results, and Discussion and the least difficult one was Conclusion; (d) Factors attributing 

to students’ writing difficulties lay in that they were novice researchers and L2 writers. 

Table 5.1 Difficulties encountered before writing the thesis 
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Table 5.2 Difficulties in Writing Each Section  
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Table 5.3 Factors Attribute to the Difficulties 

 

 

5.1.2 Difficulties before Writing Theses 

Unlike all the previous research that showed students’ linguistic or rhetorical 

difficulties in thesis writing (Bitchener& Basturkmen,2005; Buckingham, 2008; 

Casanave& Hubbard, 1992; Cho,2009; Dong, 1998; Gosden, 1996; Hsu&Kuo,2006; Lee, 

2008), this study uncovered that the students had already encountered challenges before 

they embarked on writing the theses. The difficulties before writing the theses comprised 

designing the oncoming research and analyzing the data collected. They faced such 

difficulties due to their lack of knowledge and experience in conducting research. Also, 

the students commented that the course design of the statistic courses they took did not 

integrate the types of analysis with related research questions. This is congruent with 

Onwuegbuzie and Leech’s (2006) argument that the students may not know the analytical 

way appropriate to their focus of inquiry. As for the troubles in analyzing obtained data, 

most students in the study mentioned their difficulties in handling the statistic software 
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because they were unfamiliar with this software, as showed in Lee’s (2008) research.  

 

5.1.3 Linguistic and Rhetorical Difficulties within the Same Section 

The previous research has shown that students encountered either linguistic or 

rhetorical difficulties (Casanave& Hubbard, 1992; Cho, 2009; Cooley & 

Lewkowicz,1995; Dong, 1998; Gosden, 1996; Lee, 2008; Jun& Kruly-Smolska, 2008). 

However, this study uncovered that the students faced both linguistic difficulties and 

rhetorical ones at the same time because they were unfamiliar with the conventions of 

word usage and rhetorical structures in the academic world. In this study, the common 

challenges at the linguistic domain was paraphrasing, that is, restating others’ ideas with 

one’s own perspective by substituting the words and sentence patterns. This finding is 

congruent with the previous research examining whether language difference had impact 

on the L2 research writers’ writing, showing that L2 students did encounter linguistic 

difficulties (e.g., difficulties about the expressing ideas clearly by choosing appropriate 

words and sentence structures, the coherence among sentences) when writing research 

articles or theses (Cho, 2009; Cooley & Lewkowicz,1995; Dong, 1998; Hsu& Kuo, 2010; 

Jun& Kruly-Smolska, 2008). 

 In addition to the linguistic difficulties, the students also mentioned their rhetorical 

challenges in each section of the thesis. Since the students had to present the literature 

reviewed logically to lead to the gap and then let the audience know the significance of 

their studies in Introduction, they felt writing Introduction was difficult. When 

constructing Literature Review, searching satisfactory literature and arranging the 

literature with the order which corresponds to the scope of one’s research was the 

challenging part for the students. Regarding writing Results, the problem becomes how to 

select and display the results of analysis. In Discussion, the point of writing is to 

demonstrate the findings based on relevant literature and the students also indicated their 
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difficulty doing this task. The same results were also reported in Lee’s (2008) study, 

which disclosed the L2 graduate students’ writing difficulties in every section of a thesis.  

 

5.1.4 The Top Three Difficult Sections and the Least Difficult Section  

    Different from the prior studies which just revealed students’ general linguistic or 

rhetoric difficulties in the process of thesis writing (Bitchener & Basturkmen, 2005; 

Buckingham, 2008; Cooley& Lewkowicz, 1995; Dong, 1998; Quian & Kurly-Smolska, 

2008), this study found that some sections posed more difficulties to the students. Since 

specific skills and abilities were needed to meet the section-specific rhetorical structure, 

some sections may be more cognitive demanding for the students. As such, Literature 

Review was viewed as one of the hardest sections because the most skills were needed, 

including the ability of searching for relevant research, synthesizing and examining 

previous work critically, and reporting the literature with one’s own arrangement to show 

the gap of prior studies. The same idea was proposed by Bruce (1994), Gall, Borg, and 

Gall (1996), who identified the skills required in writing Literature Review. Results, 

another difficult section to write, posed the challenges about what and how to present the 

findings to students, for the rhetorical requirement of this section was to show the results 

of the analysis with statements together with graphs. This finding echoes prior researchers’ 

claim that students may have difficulties expressing results accurately, organizing them 

logically, and presenting them with appropriate figures or tables (Dong, 1998; Lee, 2008; 

O’Connor, Greene& Anderson, 2006; Okamura, 2006). Also, students considered 

Discussion the problematic section because of the effort paid in utilizing writing skills to 

organize the section by finding support from previous literature, as the findings revealed 

from the study of Bitcher and Basturkmen (2005) and Lee (2008).  

Nevertheless, Conclusion was the least troublesome section, for the ETMA students 

believed that only one academic writing skill was required when writing this section, 
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i.e.,summarizing. The same finding that the difficulty in writing Conclusion was about 

how to express ideas in a concise manner was also reported in Buckingham’s (2008) 

investigation.   

 

5.1.5 Difference between the Teachers’ and Students’ Perspectives 

Though the obtained data revealed that the teachers’ perception about the problems 

students may have in writing Literature Review and Conclusion differed from the 

students’, these difficulties all resulted from (a) the cognitive demands of meeting the 

rhetorical structure of each section, and (b) the lacking understanding of the thesis genre. 

In writing Literature Review, the students considered the difficulty lay in the effort paid in 

searching, synthesizing and reporting the literature with specific logic, as asserted in prior 

studies (Bruce, 1994; Gall, Borg, &Gall, 1996). As for the teachers, they thought the 

problem was that the students didn’t review previous studies with critical perspective. 

This perception corroborates a number of studies which demonstrated that the Chinese 

graduate students tended not to evaluate previous studies critically (Cadman, 1997; Dong, 

1998; Gosden, 1996). However, the factors attributing to the students’ and the teachers’ 

perceived difficulties were the same- the deficiency of the abilities required to write the 

sections with appropriate rhetoric structures. 

As to Conclusion, the unfamiliarity of the conventions and the lacking skills of 

writing this section contributing to the writing problems were noted by the students and 

the teachers. The students mentioned that they had difficulties summarizing the whole 

studies in a succinct way whereas the teachers believed the students were uncertain about 

the contents and the rhetoric organization of this section. In the students’ view, the 

difficulty in writing Conclusion was due to the writing skill needed- the ability of 

summarizing, as proposed by Lea and Street (1998) that the academic writing skills are 

required in writing acceptable papers in academy. As to the teachers’ perspectives, they 
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are reaffirmed by prior research which noted that students had limited understanding of 

the genre and conventions of individual sections (Bitcher& Basturkmen, 2005; Cooley & 

Lewkowicz,1995 Dong, 1998; Paltridge, 2002).    

 

5.1.6 Relation between the Writing Difficulties and the Novice and L2 Writers  

Research has shown that L2 graduate students may face obstacles in writing English 

theses mainly due to the cultural factors (e.g., not having the habit of writing with critical 

perspectives) and the lower English proficiency levels (Bitcher& Basturkmen, 2005; 

Casanave, 2002; Casanave &Hubbard, 1992; Jun& Kruly-Smolska, 2008; Paltridge, 

1997). Similar to the claims of prior investigations, this study revealed that the ETMA 

students had linguistic writing troubles because they were L2 writers. Nonetheless, the 

students also attributed the difficulties they encountered before writing theses and the 

rhetorical obstacles to their unfamiliarity of the conventions of thesis writing and the 

inadequate academic writing skills. These reasons are consistent with previous studies 

which argued that the problems in thesis writing could be attributed to the lack of the 

ability needed in writing specific section (e.g., synthesizing ability in Discussion, 

summarizing ability in Conclusion) and insufficient understanding of the genre of each 

section (Bitcher& Basturkmen, 2005; Lee, 2008). Hence, the troubles faced in writing 

thesis proposals and theses result from the students’ identity as novice researchers and 

non-native writers, not as in-service teachers. Therefore, to improve the ability of English 

writing and acquire the knowledge required in academy, the students as emerging 

academic English writers and researchers need to read the publications of the academic 

community and interacting with community members (Dong, 1998); that is, the 

acquisition of the skills and regulations of writing thesis in English is a socialization 

process (Lea & Street, 1998; Paltridge, 2004).  
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5.2 Research Question Two to Four 

RQ2-4: How do they cope with these difficulties? What are their sources of assistance? 

What roles do the people as human resources play in students’ thesis writing? 

 

5.2.1 Answer of the Research Questions 

Since the answers of the second and the third research questions, including the types 

of coping strategies and the origin of assistance overlap, they are integrated and showed 

in Figure 5.1. According to Figure 5.1, the strategies taken to deal with the writing 

difficulties are all initiated by self. The students could ask for others’ help (i.e., discussing 

with peers, consulting advisors and other experts) or utilize the internalized knowledge 

(e.g., the information attained from the courses, internet, books, and papers) to overcome 

these difficulties. For the last research question, the answers will be presented in Table 5.4. 

As shown in Table 5.4, the roles of the people involved in the process of thesis writing 

include guiders, consultants, reviewers, facilitators of ideas, knowledge providers, and 

agents of action. Finally, the discussion of the emerging assertions will be shown: (a) the 

sources available for the EFL graduate students who are in-service teachers may be 

material and human resources and the inner knowledge acquired from the above two 

resources; (b) interacting with more experienced others, the peers with equal or higher 

ability, and self is the key to overcome the difficulties. 
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Figure5.1 Types of Coping Strategies and Sources of Assistance 
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Table5.4 Roles of the Human Resources 

 

 

5.2.2 The Relation between the Strategies Adopted and the Types of Difficulties and the 

Available Resources  

Though prior research has shown the coping strategies of the writing difficulties the 

L2 students may adopt (Bitchener & Basturkmen, 2006; Buckingham, 2005; Dong,1998; 

Frenz,2005; Flowerdew 1996; Gosden,1996; Hsu, 2010; Lee, 2008; Okamura, 2006; 

Shaw 1991), the current study further disclosed that the strategies taken to deal with the 

difficulties were based upon the kinds of difficulties encountered and the resources 

available. Thus, the strategies the students chose to deal with the obstacles encountered 

before and while writing theses may be different.  

To solve the difficulties about research design and data analysis, the ETMA students 

tended to consult the experts, including advisors who are experienced researchers and the 

professors of statistics. Namely, these experts were the human resources available within 

the students’ present academic community. This finding resonates with O’Connor, Greene 

and Anderson’s (2006) and Lee’s(2008) claims that the students did need professional 

researchers’ aids or explicit instruction in research design and conducting research.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

111 
 

With respect to the coping strategies of the problems at the linguistic level, the 

students would utilize the inner resources acquired from texts, let the peers or colleagues 

review the drafts, and ask for the advisors’ help to check whether there were still 

linguistic errors in their writings. That is, the resources available for the students were the 

material resources from on-line database, libraries, and the courses taken in graduate 

school and the human resources as peers, colleagues, and advisors. This finding is 

congruent with previous studies which argued that the L2 thesis writers in EFL contexts 

may familiarize the linguistic forms in academy by reading research articles or other 

theses extensively to know the wordings suitable for thesis writing, and let the peers or 

advisors review their drafts of theses to receive feedback about the correctness of words, 

sentence patterns, and organizations (Dong, 1998; Frenz, 2005; Flowerdew, 1996; 

Gosden,1996; Hsu, 2010; Lee, 2008; Okamura, 2006). 

Likewise, the students would utilize the material resources available (e.g., the 

publications about thesis writing, research papers, theses) and employ the human 

resources (i.e., peers, advisors) to deal with the writing challenges at the rhetorical level. 

These material resources could function as the source of knowledge and the model of the 

rhetorical structures of the sections within a thesis, as supported by Buckingham (2008). 

For the assistance from human resources, as Ferenz (2005) argued, the peers and the 

advisors could both provide feedback and suggestions about the contents to be included in 

each section. Furthermore, the advisors could also give direct instruction about how to 

write the sections that meet the rhetorical requirements of a thesis, which is congruent 

with Dong (1998) and Lee’s (2008) findings. 

  

5.2.3 The Role of the Human Resources in the Students’ Thesis Writing Process 

This study discovered not only the experts’ roles mentioned in the previous research 

(Dong, 1998; Ferenz, 2005; Lee, 2010; Yeh, 2010) but also the role of other human 
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resources employed to overcome the obstacles in thesis writing, including peers, and self. 

Interacting with others was common in the process of completing one’s thesis. That is, the 

graduate students need to communicate with the people who are familiar with conducting 

research or writing theses to attain more inspiration and knowledge about thesis writing. 

Thus, writing theses can be viewed as a socialization process due to the necessity of 

interacting with the members within one’s academic community (Duff, 2010; Lea & 

Street, 1998). However, the findings showed that the ETMA students in the current study 

only interacted with others who have more and equal abilities of conducting research and 

thesis writing. No evidence was found that they have interaction with less capable others.   

 

5.2.3.1 Role of the experts 

Among the members of the academic community, the ETMA students usually 

resorted to the experts, including the professors in graduate school and one’s own advisor 

to solve the challenges faced before and during thesis writing process, for the experts 

knew the conventions of the academic community well and they had professional 

knowledge that could clarify the students’ doubts. However, the advisors play more 

important roles in the students’ process of thesis writing than other professors because the 

students can consult their advisors regularly and obtain the feedback fine-tuned to their 

studies and writings (Ferenz, 2005). For the reason why the students preferred to discuss 

with their advisors about how to conduct research, the finding is reaffirmed by Lee (2008), 

who claimed that it was because the students believed the expertise of their advisors in 

the research field. Hence, the advisors played the roles as guides, consultants, and 

reviewers in the students’ thesis writing process. The results of this study corroborate 

many previous studies which revealed the assistance provided by the advisors to help the 

students overcome the difficulties faced while writing theses (Buckingham, 2008; Dong, 

1998; Ferenz, 2005; Lee, 2008).  
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As guiders, the advisors gave the students some hints to think and then led them to 

write the theses which meet the academic regulations in an inexplicit manner. This 

finding is consistent with Lee’s (2008) argument that the advisors always provide students 

the direction of thinking but not tell the answers directly. However, the advisors could 

also be consultants who instruct the students how to do explicitly when the students were 

hindered in conducting research or writing, as supported by Dong (1996) and Lee (2008). 

Finally, the advisors served as reviewers who read students’ drafts of theses to see 

whether the vocabulary, grammar, sentence patterns, and rhetoric structures conform to 

the conventions of thesis writing. This result echoes Dong’s (1998) finding that “the areas 

of correct word usage and grammar and mechanics were most frequently designated as 

areas in which advisors provided assistance” (p. 377).   

 

5.2.3.2 Role of peers 

In addition to experts, this study also shows the significant role peers may play in 

inspiring the students’ ideas of writing and reviewing the drafts. In particular, the ETMA 

students may choose their peers as initiators of ideas or reviewers based on the following 

criteria: (a) peers with equal research and writing ability but who are willing to share their 

ideas, have a close relationship with the participant, or conduct similar studies, (b) peers 

with higher English proficiency, and (c) peers with better English writing ability. Since 

the present students were also in-service teachers, the peers available for them included 

the classmates of the ETMA program and the colleagues from their working place. As 

Ferenz (2005) argued that the interaction within one’s social network may facilitate the 

acquisition of academic literacy, the finding of the current study also revealed that 

communicating with the members of their social environment could facilitate the finding 

of the solution of the difficulties in thesis writing and the acquisition of the knowledge 

about how to write satisfactory theses. Furthermore, by identifying the criteria these 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

114 
 

students used in selecting the peers who can facilitate their process of thesis composition, 

this research contributes to the teaching of thesis writing that the instructor can ask 

students to form study groups in class.   

 

5.2.3.3 Role of the self  

Unlike the preceding research which focused on the interaction with others (i.e., 

experts, peers) to deal with the writing difficulties (e.g., Buckingham, 2008; Ferenz, 

2005), this study also disclosed the significant role of self in one’s own process of thesis 

writing. Self could serve as the provider of the knowledge required in thesis writing; that 

is, self would retrieve the information attained from a teacher’s lecture, textbooks, or 

other research publications while writing theses, as van Leir (2004) advocates, self can be 

inner resources which provide the knowledge helpful for completing certain tasks. When 

the obstacles in thesis writing could not be solved by the inner knowledge, the ETMA 

students played as agents of actions by utilizing available resources. That is, they took 

actions, including reading relevant texts and discussing with experts and peers to deal 

with the difficulties. As discussed earlier, the students did need experts and peers’ 

assistance to accomplish their theses and these people did play specific roles (e.g., 

reviewers, consultants, etc.) in their writing process. 

 

5.3 Summary  

This study has identified the challenges the graduate students in Taiwan may face in 

thesis writing and how to cope with these difficulties by utilizing available sources. The 

findings of the present study corroborate the prior research findings that the L2 graduate 

students may encounter linguistic difficulties or rhetoric ones in thesis writing and they 

may take some strategies to cope with such difficulties (Bitchener & Basturkmen, 2005; 

Buckingham, 2008; Casanave & Hubbard, 1992; Cho, 2009; Dong, 1998; Gosden, 1996; 
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Hsu & Kuo, 2006; Lee, 2008). However, the contribution of the study was that the 

students encountered not only the writing difficulties but also the problems about research 

design and data analysis. Furthermore, the students had both linguistic and rhetoric 

obstacles when writing different sections of a thesis. What’s more, the sections posed 

different degree of difficulties to the students, for the cognitive demands needed to meet 

the rhetorical structures of different sections varied.  

Since the students faced linguistic and different rhetoric troubles while writing 

different sections, they employed correspondent strategies by utilizing available materials 

as academic publications and human resources like peers, colleagues, and experts in their 

environment to deal with above problems. Using van Lier’s (2004) notion of expanded 

ZPD, the students received the assistance from not simply experts but also from more 

capable peers, peers with equal ability, and even the self. The researcher also found that 

the ETMA students tended to deal with the difficulties they encountered before and 

during thesis writing by self; that is, reading relevant texts. If the problems were still 

unsolved, they came to discuss with peers or consult experts.     

 

5.4 Pedagogical Implications 

To facilitate the L2 graduate students’ thesis writing process in EFL contexts, this 

study yields five important pedagogical implications. First of all, providing more 

opportunities for the ETMA students to read academic publications extensively in the 

courses is suggested, as the research about graduate students’ theses composing process 

(Shaw, 1991) has resonated the necessity of designing curriculum based on students’ 

learning strategies. According to the findings, the students tended to deal with the 

linguistic and rhetorical difficulties in thesis writing through reading relevant books, 

research articles, and theses to attain knowledge about their research topic and thesis 

writing directly or deduce the conventions of thesis writing. Thus, the curriculum design 
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of the courses in graduate school should base on the strategies the ETMA students 

adopted to achieve their learning goals. In addition, as Shaw (1991) argued, the teachers’ 

role is to create environments for the students themselves to develop their own 

understanding and uncover the regulations of thesis writing from the academic 

publications.  

Second, the difficulties before and during writing indicated by the students suggest 

the need of enhancing the chance of practicing these problematic parts, such as how to 

manage the statistic software to analyze data and how to arrange the literature logically in 

Literature Review in class. Given that the L2 graduate students need more practice, 

especifically in the sections of a thesis which are perceived to be more challenging to the 

students than other sections (Buckingham, 2008), the instructor of the thesis writing 

course should put more emphasis on these challenging sections and let students utilize the 

knowledge learned from the class by practicing writing a complete thesis or research 

article instead of simply writing a thesis proposal. It follows that more credit hours should 

be given to teach this course, through which to make teachers have more time available to 

assign the task of writing a complete thesis to students. Furthermore, the instructors of 

thesis writing courses can consider the findings of the study, including the difficulties 

students may have in writing each section of a thesis, factors attributing to these 

difficulties, and correspondent coping strategies when designing the curriculum and in 

practical teaching. Since the students also mentioned their troubles in designing research 

and analyzing data, the instructor of the statistic class should make sure the students know 

how to relate the way of analysis to specific research questions and know how to manage 

the statistic software to do specific kind of data analysis by providing some hands-on 

practice to them.  

Third, the findings that the students do need more instruction from the experts to 

accumulate the understanding of the conventions of thesis writing suggest that 
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personalized feedback or consulting on the assignments of thesis writing practice in the 

thesis writing course is needed, as claimed by Yeh (2010). By doing so, the students may 

not only receive feedback fine-tuned to their own writings from their advisors but have 

more opportunities to obtain personalized suggestions from other experts. Furthermore, 

the problematic parts of a thesis may be diminished during the personalized consultation 

with the course instructor and then the students can write in a smooth manner when they 

have to write their theses independently. 

Fourth, since the study revealed that the students would ask help from peers, the 

course instructors are suggested to implement group discussion as part of curricular 

design or to encourage students to form study groups in or after the class. According to 

the criteria of choosing peers disclosed from the findings, the course instructors can group 

together the students who have homogeneous or heterogeneous English and research 

writing abilities or the students who conduct similar studies. By doing so, the difficulties 

the students encounter may be solved by the assistance of more capable peers or 

alleviated by the shared ideas of peers with equal ability. 

In addition to the implications for the course design of graduate schools, this study 

also yields suggestions to the advising process. According to the data obtained from 

teachers’ and students’ interviews, the graduate students who are novice research writers 

needed their advisors’ assistance to meet the genre expectation of the academic 

environment. Hence, the advisors should remind their advisees of the general problematic 

parts of specific sections before the present advisees begin to write. Then, the advisees 

can avoid making the common mistakes. What’s more, based upon the needs of their 

advisees, the advisors should suggest some useful and available resources to those new 

comers of academic community, such as the senior students’ theses provided by the 

program and the writing centers of the university. 
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5.5 Limitation of the Study 

The main limitation in the present study is that some of the students could not provide 

detailed information about their perceived difficulties in the process of conducting 

research and writing and related coping strategies. That is, the students could only recall 

the greatest difficulties they had encountered and the general strategies they adopted to 

cope with these difficulties, presumably because of (a) the students’ graduation time and 

(b) the students’ identity as in-service teachers. Since the students invited to participate in 

the study had graduated for at least half a year, they might have forgotten some detailed 

information about the obstacles faced in thesis writing and how they overcame these 

problems. In addition, after graduating from the graduate school, they converted their 

attention to their teaching. Hence, they forgot the events happened during the thesis 

writing process easily and gave obscure expression of the writing difficulties and related 

coping strategies. Although the detailed information about how the thesis is completed 

may be missing due to the memory span, it does not mean that the current study is not 

valid or not trustworthy. The fact that we can discover the same patterns of the writing 

difficulties in the ETMA students’ recalls indicates how important they may be as to the 

individual student.  

Also, the findings suggested that a difference between the students’ and the advisors’ 

perceptions about the obstacles faced before and while writing theses and the assistance 

provided by the advisors. Yet such a mismatch has not been confirmed by the teacher 

interviewees because these teachers were interviewed first and no follow-up interviews 

were conducted. In order to ensure the kinds of difficulties and assistance and enhance the 

credibility of the study, follow-up interviews with the teachers should be conducted in the 

future.   

 

5.6 Suggestions for Future Research 
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To compensate the limitation of this study and fill the gap of prior studies, two 

suggestions for future research are presented as follows. First, ethnographic studies are 

suggested as future research, for they are longitudinal and contextualized in nature. 

Employing an ethnographic research design, the researcher can follow the students’ 

proposal and thesis writing process by interviewing and observing them regularly and 

collecting relevant material data. In addition, since no evidence was found from the 

present study that the students may learn from the less capable peers, future research will 

benefit from exploring how the students interact with the people within their social 

network via ethnographic studies. Second, diary studies may solve the limitation that the 

students may forget the difficulties they encountered in proposal or thesis writing. By 

keeping diaries, the participants can record the activities and events they have 

experienced in their own words (Corti,1993). Thus, the diaries provide a record of 

thoughts and actions in the thesis writing process and the researcher can attain more 

in-depth understanding about how the student accomplish his/her thesis.  

 

5.6 Conclusion 

Since prior studies suggested that the graduate students who are not full-time students 

may adopt different resources to cope with their difficulties in theses writing and little 

research has focused on these students, this study aimed to understand if the graduate 

students as school teachers have different needs in thesis writing by investigating the 

difficulties these students face and the resources they adopt to address different 

challenges with expanded ZPD (van Leir,2004), which is consistent with social cultural 

theory of learning (Lantolf,2000; Vygotsky,1978). According to the findings, the 

linguistic and rhetorical difficulties these students encountered were not different from 

those regular students. They had linguistic difficulties, such as paraphrasing, and the 

rhetorical ones like meeting the conventionalized structure of each section because they 
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were novice research writers and L2 writers, not because their identity as teachers. 

However, the findings that these students coped with the troubles in thesis writing mostly 

by self and then consulted with experts, peers, and even the colleagues revealed that their 

attitudes toward the problems they faced and the ways they chose to solve the troubles 

may differ from those regular students. Thus, it is necessary for future research to explore 

how these students who are also in-service teachers overcome the obstacles to complete 

their theses.   

 In light of these findings, some suggestions are given to the course instructors of 

graduate schools and the advisors. For the course instructors, they could provide exercises 

for students to practice how to write a thesis or how to analyze data they have learned 

from classes. In addition, personalized feedback about the students’ assignments is 

needed. As to the advisors, they should remind their advisees of the points to be noticed in 

specific section beforehand and provide information about the resources available. Since 

the current study has shown the significance of investigating the graduate students as 

in-service teachers, it is suggested that future research can be ethnographic ones which 

focus on the impact of the participants’ social network on their writing, especially how 

the members within the same social environment assist them. By so doing, we can attain 

an overall picture of the needs of the in-service teachers as graduate students in Taiwan 

and the professors in graduate education will know how to provide necessary assistance 

for this group of students to complete their theses.  
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Appendix A 

 Consent Form (Teachers) 

 Department of English, National Chengchi University  

 

You are invited to participate in a research about ETMA students’ difficulties and coping 

strategies in thesis writing. The purpose of the study is to attain more in-depth 

information about the graduate students’ thesis writing process and then provide insights 

for the course design of the graduate education for in-service teachers in Taiwan.    

 

In this study, you may have on interviews. The interview will last about 1.5 hours. The 

interview will focus on your advising experience. This interview will be audio-recorded 

for future analysis. For any information missed in the interview, the researcher will ask 

follow-up questions via e-mails. Also, you can take the drafts of your advisees’ theses to 

recall your memory about the students’ difficulties in thesis writing and serve as evidence 

of your statements.  

 

All the data collected in this study will be used in research analysis and report only. Your 

identities will not be revealed. 

  

If you have any question about this study or concern about your right, please contact 

Jou-en Hsu via email: joyce-2s@yahoo.com.tw or 98551017@nccu.edu.tw or cell phone: 

0933759043. 

 

                                          MA-TESOL student, Jou-en Hsu 

                                          Department of English,  

National Chengchi University 

 

 

 

□ I have read this consent form and voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 

 

___________________________ 

participant’s signature      date 

 

                                           

 

 

 

mailto:joyce-2s@yahoo.com.tw
mailto:98551017@nccu.edu.tw
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Appendix B 

 Consent Form (Students) 

 Department of English, National Chengchi University  

 

You are invited to participate in a research about ETMA students’ difficulties and coping 

strategies in thesis writing. The purpose of the study is to attain more in-depth 

information about the graduate students’ thesis writing process and then provide insights 

for the course design of the graduate education for in-service teachers in Taiwan.    

 

In this study, you may have at least two interviews, including the first the interview and 

the follow-up interview. All the interviews will last about 1.5 hours. The interview will 

focus on your experience of thesis writing and thoughts about the instruction or assistance 

received from graduate school. The interviews will be audio-recorded for future analysis. 

Also, you can take any texts helpful for your thesis writing or the drafts of your thesis to 

recall your memory about the events happened in thesis writing and serve as evidence of 

your statements.  

 

All the data collected in this study will be used in research analysis and report only. Your 

identities will not be revealed. 

  

If you have any question about this study or concern about your right, please contact 

Jou-en Hsu via email: joyce-2s@yahoo.com.tw or 98551017@nccu.edu.tw or cell phone: 

0933759043. 

 

                                          MA-TESOL student, Jou-en Hsu 

                                          Department of English,  

National Chengchi University 

 

 

 

□ I have read this consent form and voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 

 

___________________________ 

participant’s signature      date 

 

                                           

 

 

mailto:joyce-2s@yahoo.com.tw
mailto:98551017@nccu.edu.tw
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APPENDIX C 

First Interview Protocol 

For students 

I. Introduction 

I am Hsu, Jou-en, a TESOL graduate student in National Cheng-chi University. 

Thank you for your time to share your experience and ideas about thesis writing. 

This interview will take approximately ninety minutes. Firstly, we would like to ask 

you about your demographic/educational backgrounds related to academic writing. 

Then, questions about thesis you are writing now/just finished will be asked. We 

would add a particular focus on how you compose individual section of thesis, 

including your perceived difficulties and related coping strategies in writing each 

section. At the end of the interview, we would like to know your comments about 

teachers’ role in your thesis writing. 

II. Demographic information 

Before we start our interview, could you briefly introduce yourself? 

1. Did you major in English at college? If not, what makes to be an English teacher? 

2. Since you are a(n) elementary/ secondary school teacher, what motivated you to 

enter graduate school? What do you expect to attain from graduate education?  

3. What’s your study habit in graduate school? What did you do before each course? 

How did you review the content of each course? How did you prepare for the 

mid-term/final exam? How did you prepare for the course presentation? How did 

you complete the course assignments?      

III. Key questions 

A. Topic Domain 1: Educational backgrounds 

IQ1: At first, we would like to know your language/educational background. Now please 

recall the English writing instruction you have received. Could you briefly talk about 

your experience about English writing? 

Follow-up questions: 

1. When was the first time you write in English? Please describe this experience (e.g. 

what did you write? What did you learn from this experience?). Did you have 

other experience of writing in English? If yes, please describe these experiences.  

2. Have you received any instruction of English writing? When did it happen? 

How/what did the teacher teach? What was your feeling then?  

3. Have you received any instruction of thesis writing? If no, do you want to take 

this course? Please state your reasons. If yes, when did it happen? How/what did 

the teacher teach? What was your feeling then? What did you learn from that 

course?  

4. How do you evaluate the thesis writing course you took in graduate school? Is the 
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knowledge learned in the course helpful for your own thesis writing? If yes, in 

which part? If no, please explain why. 

5. Is there any suggestion given to the course instructor? If yes, what are they? If no, 

please explain why. 

6. What’s the focus of your study? How do you decide your study focus? 

Covert categories 

(1) Knowledge about English/thesis writing 

(2) Efficacy of English/thesis writing courses 

B. Topic domain 2: Personal experience in proposal writing  

IQ2: Since you had written a thesis proposal before conducting your research, could 

you recall your writing process and describe how you write your proposal? 

Follow-up questions:   

1. What did you do before you started to write your thesis (your preparation)? How 

did you read previous works? What section of the papers will you pay more 

attention to? How did you decide your topic? 

2. When you just started to write, what kind of problem did you have? How did you 

cope with this problem? 

3. What was the order (of sections) when you composed your proposal? Could you 

tell me the reason?  

4. Since you started by writing____ section, what linguistic and rhetorical 

difficulties did you face when writing this section? What was the factor attribute 

to this problem? What makes you think so? How did you deal with it? / What was 

your coping strategy? What did your advisor do when you face difficulty in the 

beginning/end of writing this section? In general, how did you compose this 

section? Why you compose this section in this way? 

5. In the process of writing the secondary section, what linguistic and rhetorical 

difficulties did you have in this section? What was the factor attribute to this 

problem? What makes you think so? How did you deal with it? / What was your 

coping strategy? What did your advisor do when you face such difficulties? 

In general, how did you compose this section? Why you compose this section in 

this way? 

6. For the last section you wrote, what linguistic and rhetorical difficulties did you 

face when writing this section? What was the factor attribute to this problem? 

What makes you think so? How did you deal with it? / What was your coping 

strategy? What did your advisor do when you face such difficulties? In general, 

how did you compose this section? Why you compose this section in this way? 

Covert categories 

(1) Difficulties 
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(2) Factors 

(3) Coping strategies 

(4) Assistance of advisor 

(5) Understanding of the genre of specific section 

C. Topic domain 3: Personal experience in thesis writing 

IQ3: Now please give me more information about how you compose your thesis 

after proposal. 

Follow-up questions:  

1. After proposal, did you do any revise? What was that? How did you revise?  

2. In the remaining sections (Result/Discussion/Conclusion), what section did you 

start to compose? Could you tell me the reason why you start to write from this 

section? In general, how did you compose this section? Did you encounter any 

difficulties when composing this section? If yes, please give me some examples. 

What were the factors attribute to these difficulties? How did you cope with these 

difficulties? What did your advisor do when you face difficulty in the 

beginning/end of writing this section?  

3. What was the next section you compose? In general, how did you compose this 

section? Did you encounter any difficulties when composing this section? If yes, 

please give me some examples. What were the factors attribute to these difficulties? 

How did you cope with these difficulties? What did your advisor do when you 

face difficulty in the beginning/end of writing this section? 

4. In general, how did you compose the last section? Did you encounter any 

difficulties when composing this section? If yes, please give me some examples. 

What were the factors attribute to these difficulties? How did you cope with these 

difficulties? What did your advisor do when you face difficulty in the 

beginning/end of writing this section? 

So among the three sections, _____ is the most difficult section for you and the 

reason is_____. You coped with this difficulty by_____ and your advisor also 

helped you by____.  

5. On the whole, what problem did you face in the beginning of thesis writing? What 

problem did you face in the end of thesis writing? What makes the difference? 

6. On the whole, what are the factors contribute to the writing difficulties? Please 

explain why.  

7. On the whole, what’s the most challenging section for you? Please state your 

reasons. 

8. On the whole, what is the most efficient strategy in coping with the difficulties 

mentioned before? Please state your reasons. 

9. On the whole, what is the most effective assistance from your advisor? Please 
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state your reasons. 

Covert categories 

(1) Difficulties  

(2) Factors  

(3) Coping strategies 

(4) Assistance of advisor 

D. Topic domain 4: teacher’s role in thesis writing 

IQ4: Could you recall a typical way you contact your advisor in the process of 

thesis writing?     

Follow-up questions:  

1. In what way did you contact your advisor (e.g. by e-mail, on-line discussion, 

personal meeting)? How often did you mail/meet your advisor? What did you 

and your advisor do in every communication? / What was the pattern of your 

interaction? What was the atmosphere in every meeting? What was your 

feeling? 

2. What kind of instruction did you receive from your advisor before writing each 

section? Did you think the information useful in composing each section? If no, 

what kind of information will be useful for you? If yes, how did you implement 

these ideas when composing each section? Please give some examples. 

3. What kind of feedback did you receive from your advisor after giving your 

draft of each section? How do you respond to the feedback? Do you think the 

feedback useful for you? Why or why not? If you were the advisor, what kind 

of feedback will you give to your student? 

4. Did you perceive other assistance from your advisor? If yes, what are they? 

5. What is the role of your advisor in your thesis writing? What makes you think 

so? 

6. In addition to your advisor, did you get any help from other teachers? if yes, 

what are they? What did they do?  

7. Aside from people’s assistance, how about the courses you took in graduate 

school? Do you think the knowledge you attain from the courses can facilitate 

your thesis writing? if yes, in what courses? What did learn from these courses? 

If no, please state your reasons  

Covert categories 

(1) Role of teachers 

(2) Student-advisor relationship 

(3) Course design 
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APPENDIX D 

First Interview Protocol 

For advisors 

I. Introduction 

I am Hsu, Jou-en, a TESOL graduate student in National Cheng-chi University. Thank 

you for your time to share your advising experience. This interview will take 

approximately one hour. Information about how you lead your student to complete their 

thesis and will be elicited from the interview questions. Also, we would talk about 

students’ difficulties in thesis writing and pay particular attention on how you assist your 

students in solving the difficulties they encountered in composing individual section of 

thesis. At the end of the interview, we would like to know your perception about students’ 

needs in thesis writing. 

II. Key questions 

A. Topic domain1: advising experience 

IQ1: When did you start to be an advisor? Could you talk about your first 

advising experience? 

Follow-up questions: 

1. What’s the procedure you lead your student to complete his/her thesis? In 

what way? In the beginning/middle/ end stage of writing, what did you do? 

How did you interact with your student? 

2. Did you change your advising procedure since then? If yes, could you talk 

about a typical procedure you instruct your students? How did you interact 

with your students during the procedure? 

3. How many advisees have you instructed?  

4. Since the present study focuses on in-service teachers, could you tell me 

when did you start to instruct in-service teachers? Could you talk about a 

typical procedure you instruct in-service teachers? How did you interact with 

him/her? 

5. Is there any difference between the instruction given to regular graduate 

students and in-service teachers as graduate students? Could you tell me what 

makes this difference?/why there is no difference? 

6. Is there any difference between the reaction to the instruction received 

between graduate students who enroll in TESOL program and in-service 

teachers as graduate students? If yes, what are they? What makes this 

difference?  

7. Is there any difference between the ability/goal of thesis writing of graduate 

students who enroll in TESOL program and in-service teachers as graduate 

students? If yes, what are they? What makes this difference?  
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Covert category 

(1) Advisor-student relationship 

(2) Advising procedure 

(3) Similarity and difference 

B. Topic domain2: ETMA graduate students’ difficulties in thesis writing and 

related factors 

IQ2: According to your experience, what are the main difficulties students may 

face in their process of thesis writing? 

Follow-up questions:  

1. What are the factors attribute to these difficulties? 

2. For each section, what kind of linguistic and rhetorical difficulties did 

students face in composing Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? What are the factors attribute to the linguistic 

and rhetorical difficulties in writing Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? 

3. What’s the most challenging section for students? Why they may face such 

difficulties?  

4. What are the difficulties students may face at the initial/final stage of thesis 

writing? What are the factors attribute to these difficulties? 

5. Is there any change between your perception about students’ difficulties in 

thesis writing when you just started to instruct students and now? If yes, what 

are they? 

Covert category 

(1) difficulties in thesis writing 

(2) factors attribute to these difficulties 

C. Topic domain3: the present student’s difficulties in thesis writing and related 

factors  

IQ3: For the present advisee, what are the main difficulties s/he faced in thesis 

writing?  

Follow-up questions: 

1. What are the factors attribute to these difficulties? 

2. For each section, what linguistic and rhetorical difficulties students may face 

in composing Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? What are the factors attribute to the 

difficulties in writing Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? 

3. What’s the most challenging section for students? Why they may face such 

difficulties?  
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4. What are the difficulties students may face at the initial/final stage of thesis 

writing? What are the factors attribute to the difficulties happened in the 

initial/final stage of thesis writing? 

5. Is there any difference the difficulties faced by regular graduate students and 

in-service teachers? If yes, what makes these differences? 

Covert category 

(1) difficulties in thesis writing 

(2) factors attribute to these difficulties 

D. Topic domain4: ways to assist students 

IQ4: Now please recall the process of instructing the present student (in-service 

teacher) to complete his/her thesis. Could you tell me any detail information 

about that? 

Follow-up questions  

1. In what way do you instruct your student? (by personal meeting, e-mail, 

Skype, etc.)  

2. What was the instruction given in every meeting and telecommunication? 

3. In the first meeting, what would you tell your student?  

4. Generally speaking, what is the process of instruction during each meeting?  

5. How did you instruct her in writing Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? What concept would you tell/remind her 

before writing Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? What kind of suggestion/feedback did you 

give her after reading her draft of Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? 

6. How did your student respond to your feedback? What’s the interaction 

between you and your students during each meeting? 

7. How was the advisee’s revised Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? Did the revised version meet your 

expectation? If not, what’s the problem in the revised version? How did you 

direct her to compose a more acceptable work?  

Covert category 

(1) Advisor roles 

(2) Thesis writing instruction 

(3) Student-advisor relationship                                                             

E.  Topic domain5: in-service teachers’ needs in thesis writing 

IQ5: From your experience of being advisors and interacting with students who 

are in-service teachers, what kinds of assistance do they need in thesis writing? 

What makes you think so? Could you give some example? 
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Follow-up questions:  

1. What’s the most effective assistance for students to complete their thesis? 

How do you perceive that? 

2. Did you provide any assistance you think your students need? How did you 

provide these assistance/ in what way? What’s students’ writing performance 

after receiving this assistance? 

3. Is there any difference about the need of assistance in thesis writing between 

graduate students as in-service teachers and other TESOL graduates? If yes, 

what are the differences? / What causes these differences? If no, what makes 

you think so? 

Covert category 

(1) Advisor roles 

(2) Needs of graduate students as in-service teachers 
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APPENDIX E 

Interview Protocol 

For the course instructor 

I. Introduction 

I am Hsu, Jou-en, a TESOL graduate student in National Cheng-chi University. Thank 

you for your time to share your advising experience. This interview will take 

approximately one hour. Information about how you instruct your student in the thesis 

writing course will be elicited from the interview questions. Also, we would talk about 

your perceptions about students’ difficulties in thesis writing. In the end of the interview, 

we would like to know your perception about students’ needs in thesis writing. 

II. Key questions 

A. Topic domain1: teaching experience 

IQ1: When did you start to teach in the course of “thesis writing” for in-service 

teachers? How long do you teach that course? 

Follow-up questions: 

1. Recently, how do you teach the course of “thesis writing” for in-service 

teachers? What are the contents of the course? What made you construct 

the course in this way? 

2. How do you teach students in writing each section of thesis? What do 

you remind them in writing each section of thesis? 

3. Are there any activities in the course? If yes, what are they? What is the 

reason to implement these activities? 

4. What is students’ reaction (about the content you instructed and the way 

you teach) then? How do you interact with your students in class? 

5. Is there any difference between the course you taught before and now? If 

yes, what are they? What causes the change? 

6. Generally, what’s your teaching procedure in a typical thesis writing class 

(for in-service teachers)?  

7. Will students raise questions during the class? If yes, what are they? Why 

they have such questions? How do you clarify their doubts? 

8. What are the assignments of this course? Could you tell me why you 

want to give students these assignments? What do you expect students to 

learn from completing these assignments? 

9. How was students’ performance on these assignments? Did it meet your 

expectation? 

10. Could you give me an example of a student’s work and what kind of 

feedback you gave him/her? 

11. Now we’re talking about how you teach the course of “thesis writing” for 
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in-service teachers, have you ever teach the same course for TESOL 

graduates (not in-service teachers)? If yes, what are the contents of the 

course? How do you teach students in writing each section of thesis? 

What do you remind them in writing each section of thesis? 

12. Is there any difference between thesis writing designed for TESOL 

graduate students and the graduate students as in-service teachers? If yes, 

what is the difference? What cause this difference? 

Covert category 

(1) Course design 

(2) Rationale of teaching thesis writing 

(3) Students’ difficulties (in the course) 

B. Topic domain2: ETMA graduate students’ difficulties in thesis writing and 

related factors 

IQ2: According to your advising experience, what are the main difficulties 

students as in-service teachers may face in their process of thesis (proposal) 

writing? 

Follow-up questions:  

1. What are the factors attribute to these difficulties? 

2. For each section, what linguistic and rhetorical difficulties the students may 

face in composing Introduction/Literature Review/ Method/ 

Result/Discussion/Conclusion? What are the factors attribute to the 

difficulties in writing each section? 

3. How do you suggest your students solve these difficulties? /In your 

perception, what ways are more appropriate for the students to solve these 

difficulties?   

4. What’s the most challenging section for students? Why this section posed the 

greatest difficulties to the students?  

5. What are the difficulties students may face at the initial/final stage of thesis 

writing? Are there any difference? What causes this difference? What are the 

factors attribute to these difficulties? In your perception, what is the 

appropriate way for the students to solve these difficulties?   

6. Is there any change between your perception about students’ difficulties in 

thesis writing when you just started to teach in-service teachers how to write 

thesis and now? If yes, what are they? 

7. What are the linguistic and rhetorical difficulties the regular TESOL 

graduates (not in-service teachers) may face when writing each section of a 

thesis? What do you think the factors attribute to these difficulties? 

8. Is there difference between the difficulties faced by in-service teachers and 
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regular students? If yes, what is it? Why there is such difference? 

Covert category 

(1) Difficulties in thesis writing 

(2) Factors attribute to these difficulties  

(3) Coping strategies    

(4) Genre of each section of a thesis              

C.  Topic domain5: in-service teachers’ needs in thesis writing 

IQ3: From your experience of teaching thesis writing and interacting with 

students who are in-service teachers, what kind of assistance do they need in 

thesis writing? What makes you think so? Could you give some example? 

Follow-up questions:  

1. What’s the most effective assistance for students to complete their thesis? 

How do you perceive that? 

2. Did you provide any assistance you think your students need? How did you 

provide these assistance/ in what way? What’s students’ writing performance 

after receiving this assistance? 

3. Is there any difference about the need of assistance in thesis writing between 

graduate students as in-service teachers and other TESOL graduates? If yes, 

what are the differences? / What causes these differences? If no, what makes 

you think so? 

Covert category 

(1) Needs of graduate students as in-service teachers 

(2) Assistance provided to the in-service students 

(3) Coping strategies 

 

 


