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WAYS OF IMPROVING STUDENTS’ WRITING
A RESEARCH PROPOSAL

Nguyen Thi Minh Hanh!

Abstract — Writing a research proposal
is one of the crucial stages for students to
get acquainted with solving their studying
issues scientifically. Simultaneously, this cre-
ates inspirations for students to do scientific
research. Writing a research proposal also
requires a lot of knowledge and some skills
that students have collected from other sub-
jects and even from their daily lives. How-
ever, the survey of research proposal writing
from 84 students of English language, 17
(2017 — 2021) showed that students made
some common mistakes such as too broad
topics, unclear research questions, poor lit-
erature review and writing style. These mis-
takes affected the students’ ways of choosing
research methods for their problems. This
article presents mistakes that most of the
students made and analyzes the factors caus-
ing these mistakes. It also presents practical
ways to help students write better proposals
and help them have more motivation and self-
confidence to do research activities.

Keywords: research proposal writing, stu-
dents of English language, students’ writing
improvement.

I. INTRODUCTION

Learning how to write a research proposal
is one of the subjects that second-year stu-
dents of the English language study in the
second semester. Writing a research proposal
is a source of anxiety for most students who
may feel lost in the face of the novelty of
the process, pressured by time restrictions
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and stressed by the prospective evaluation
of their work [1]. However, it is essential
to know how to write a research proposal
because it helps students conduct research.
As Best [2] puts it, no proper research can
result from the absence of a designed pro-
posal. The survey of 84 research proposals of
84 students of the English language, Course
17 at Quang Nam University showed some
mistakes that students made. The causes and
some suggestions will be presented with the
hope of sharing some useful experiences with
the teachers teaching Research Methodology.
The research findings and ways of improving
will be able to contribute to helping students
spend their time more suitably on preparing
a better research proposal.

II. PREVIOUS STUDIES

Writing a research proposal has been a
difficult task for students. Therefore, many
researchers have carried their studies to find
out the reasons why students find challenging
to write a good proposal and suggest some
solutions. A number of studies have been
done to find the reasons and solutions to help
students write a good proposal.

Hadi [3] presented some key ideas which
are worth learning by those undertaking un-
dergraduate thesis so that they can start work-
ing on their proposal quickly. This study only
suggested some ways to write a proposal
without investigating any difficulties from the
students.

Samaya and Suryadi [4] presented the re-
sults of using mind mapping to guide 25
students of the Economics Faculty of Tridi-
nanti to write a research proposal. The results
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showed that students’ writing skills of re-
search proposal increased after being taught
by using mind mapping learning models in
cycle I, cycle II and cycle III. In this study,
an experiment was carried out on applying
the mind mapping into teaching students to
write a proposal without telling us about the
difficulties of students when they write a
research proposal.

Xia and Luxin [5] explored how six grad-
uate students of an English as a foreign
language (EFL) program learned to write
their master’s thesis proposals in English in
a graduate course. Data analyses showed that
the students encountered in selecting a re-
search topic, designing the proposal research,
grasping the genre of the thesis proposal,
and doing a critical literature review. The
survey also suggested some coping strate-
gies, namely negotiations with supervisors
and interaction with peers to help students
adjust themselves to the conventions of doing
research and writing a thesis proposal.

Firza and Aisiah [6] investigated errors in
the use of writing procedures when writing
research proposals written by students taking
courses in educational research methods in
January-June semester of the academic year
2017/2018. The results of the study showed
that errors that occurred in writing scientific
papers were on the written systems (let-
ters, words and sentences) and contents. This
study listed specific errors in writing research
proposals without suggesting the solutions.

There have been some writings in Viet-
namese [7], [8] about how to write a proposal
in writing a research proposal, but they are
common guidelines for everyone who wants
to do scientific research.

In conclusion, the previous studies showed
that the researchers either analyzed the mis-
takes or suggested some ways when stu-
dents wrote research proposals. Therefore,
this study was conducted to find out some
common mistakes and the reasons why stu-
dents made the mistakes right after they
finished their course of research methodol-
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ogy. Simultaneously, some ways of improv-
ing their writing research proposals were
included.

III. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
A. Definition of a Research Proposal

A research proposal is a “formal written
plan which communicates ideas about a pro-
posed study in order to obtain approval to
conduct the study or to seek funding” [1].

The definition shows that a research pro-
posal is to persuade others that a writer has
a significant research project and that he/she
has the work-plan to complete it. It also
shows that a research proposal should contain
all the main elements involved in the research
process and include sufficient information for
the readers to evaluate the proposed study.

B. Components of a Research Proposal

Regardless of whether the proposal is for
a graduation paper or a master’s thesis, a
doctoral thesis or a high-level project, there is
broad agreement that its content and structure
are mostly similar. A research proposal in-
cludes six possible components: Title, Intro-
duction, Literature Review, Methods, Results
and Discussion, Conclusion and Suggestions.

1) Topic: Summarizes the main idea or
ideas of the study. A good title contains
the fewest possible words that adequately
describe the contents and/or purpose of the
research paper. If the title is too long, it usu-
ally contains too many unnecessary words.
On the other hand, a title which is too short
often uses words which are too general.

2) Introduction: Includes Rationale, Aims
and Objectives, Research Questions, Scope
of the Study, Significance of the Study, and
Organization of the Study.

3) Literature Review: Includes Theoretical
Background and Review of Previous Studies
related to the research.

4) Methods: Includes Research Design,
Research Methods, Data Collection and Data
Analysis.
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5) Results and Discussion: Include the re-
sults of the research and discussions.

6) Conclusion and Suggestions: Include
conclusions and solutions to the problem

IV. METHODOLOGY

A. Data Collection

Data sources came from research propos-
als written by 84 students of the English
language, Course 17. During their course
of Research Methodology at the university,
students were asked to write the components
of a proposal and finish them at the end of
the course.

B. Data Analysis

The aim of this study was to find out
the mistakes students made in their writing
research proposals, so the qualitative analy-
sis played an important role. The qualitative
analysis helped to find out the characteristics
of writing mistakes from the students’ pro-
posals. In addition, quantitative analysis was
so necessary because it helped to identify the
number of students made writing mistakes
and identify which mistake the majority of
students made.

This study also adopted descriptive and
analytic methods. The descriptive analysis
was used to describe the common mistakes
of students at Quang Nam University made
in their writing. The analytic method was
used to analyze the reasons why the majority
of students had the same mistakes in their
writing proposals.

V. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

After collecting and analyzing the data, the
results are presented in different themes such
as Common mistakes students made in their
research proposals and the reasons causing
these mistakes; Ways of improving students’
writing a research proposal.
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A. Common Mistakes Students Made in
Their Research Proposals and the Reasons
Causing These Mistakes

The survey of 84 research proposals
showed that students made many mistakes in
their writing. However, there were common
mistakes such as too broad topics, unclear
research questions, bad literature review and
writing styles.

1) Mistakes in Identifying a Topic: The
topic is the first indication of the content
of the proposal and thus “should summarise,
succinctly and precisely what the research is
about”, reflecting the nature and scope of the
work [9]. However, the findings showed that
26/84 students had a too broad topic for their
research. That made students have difficulties
in collecting data for their study. For instance,
the following topics “Early marriage and its
consequences for Vietnamese adolescents”,
“Influences of Facebook on the learning ac-
tivities of students at Quang Nam Univer-
sity”, “How does Wrestling attract new fans
around the world?”’, “The effects of traffic
jam on the quality of life”, “English commu-
nication skills in the 4.0 era of Vietnamese
students”, “Unemployment of students after
graduation”...are the ones that have large
scopes of study.

2) Mistakes in constructing research ques-
tions: A good research question is essential
to guide the research paper, project or thesis.
It pinpoints what the researchers want to find
out and gives their work a clear focus and
purpose [7]. As shown in Table 1, 66/84
students made mistakes in writing research
questions.

Questions were disordered

Some students could identify the key parts
of the study, such as problems, causes and
solutions, but they could not put the questions
in the logic order. For instance, with the topic
"Common Grammatical Errors in Writing
Sentences of the First-year English Major
Students at Quang Nam University", the stu-
dent should have made the question with
three aspects in order: common grammatical
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Table 1: Mistakes in constructing research
questions

Mistakes in Constructing
Order Occurrences

Research Questions

1 Questions were disordered 24

Questions did not reflect the main

2 23

contents of the study
3 The number of questions was not 14
suitable
Yes/No questions were used 5

Total 66/84

errors, causes and solutions. However, stu-
dents put the questions in an inappropriate
order:

1. What are the common grammatical
mistakes made by the first-year students in
writing sentences?

2. What are effective solutions for students
when making grammatical mistakes?

3. What are the causes of these mistakes?

There were 24/84 students who put the
research questions in wrong orders. It seemed
difficult for some students to make the re-
search questions. Although they could iden-
tify the main contents of the topic, they
felt confused to give out questions. Some
students did not master the rules that the
orders of the questions were the logic parts
of their study.

Questions did not reflect the main contents
of the study

The topic summarizes the main idea or
ideas of the study. The research question
states the specific issue or problem that stu-
dents will focus on. However, 23/84 students
wrote questions that were not closely related
to the topic. For example, a student wrote
the following questions although she had a
clear topic "Effective methods of learning
grammar for the first-year students of English
at Quang Nam University?"

1. What do you usually do to improve your
English grammar?

2. Why do you choose to study English?
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3. What do you think about the importance
of English grammar?

Another student made the same mistakes
with the topic “Advantages and challenges of
the Internet in learning English of the first-
year English major students at Quang Nam
University”. Instead of making questions of
advantages, challenges and solutions, the stu-
dent made four questions as follows

1. What benefits do you have from the
internet for your study and research?

2. What time do you use the internet to
study in a day?

3. How did you learn English on the inter-
net?

4. What is the negative effect of the inter-
net on your learning?

These above ways of making questions
point out that some students could not iden-
tify the objectives of the study or they did
not have enough time to think about the
questions, so the research questions did not
reflect the main contents of the study.

The number of questions was not suitable.

Most students chose the topics with three
issues needing solving: real situations, causes
and solutions. Therefore, the most suitable
numbers of questions for them were from
three or four. However, some students made
either two questions or more than five ques-
tions. For example, a student made two ques-
tions for the topic "Environment pollution at
Tam Thanh Beach today."

1. How should people be aware of the
protection of the marine environment?

2. What are the roles of state agencies in
protecting the marine environment?

In another example, a student wrote nine
questions for his topic "Benefits of learning
English online for the second-year English
major students at Quang Nam University":

1. Why is learning English online increas-
ingly popular?

2. How is the English course online?

3. Is learning English online necessary for
students? Why?
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4. Would you like to hear and understand
what foreigners are saying?

5. Why will studying English well help you
have a dream job?

6. What are the difficulties when you study
English online?

7. What are the benefits of learning En-
glish online?

8. What should people who have not got
the concept of learning English online do?

There were 14 students who made either
two questions or more than five questions
for their studies. The reason why they could
not make better questions is that they did
not attend the classes regularly. In addition,
some of them did not listen to the guidance of
making research questions from the teacher.

Yes/No questions were used.

A research question is the focus of a study
and guides all stages of inquiry, analysis and
reporting. It usually begins with who, what,
why and how [10]. Although students knew
that, five students made mistakes. For exam-
ple, the student wrote two yes/no questions
for his topic "Possible factors cause uncon-
fidence in communicating with foreigners of
the second-year students of English at Quang
Nam University":

1. Are you worried or scared when com-
municating with foreigners?

2. Do you think your knowledge is enough
to communicate with foreigners?

Or, another example of Yes/No question
in the study with the topic "Using pictures
inspires students to learn vocabulary for the
first-year English major students at Quang
Nam university." Do you think learning vo-
cabulary is important in studying English?

The students who made mainly yes/no
questions in their research questions did not
pay attention during their lesson, or they
forgot what they learnt.

3) Mistakes in Review of Previous Studies
related to the research: A literature review
is by far an important section of any re-
search paper. This tells readers how much
time and effort the author has spent towards
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Table 2: Mistakes in constructing research
questions

Mistakes in Writing Review of

Order Previous Studies related to the Occurrences

research

Previous studies were not closely

related to the contents of the study

Numbers of previous studies were 15
not suitable

There were no conclusions of 28
previous studies

Total 54/84

understanding the problem and investigating
the work done so far [11]. For students, this
part is the most difficult one. As required
by the course, students had two weeks to
finish this part of the research proposal, but
they finished later. The findings (Table 2)
showed that 54/84 students made mistakes in
writing the review of previous studies related
to the research. Some students listed all of
the previous studies which they could search
or read and put all of them in their writing.
Some students wrote and analyzed only one
or two previous studies because they could
not find out any materials for their title. The
most popular mistake in writing the previous
studies was that students did not find out the
differences and similarities from the previous
studies compared to their topics. Therefore,
they could not identify research gaps for their
topics.

4) Mistakes in writing styles: As showed
in Table 3, 70/84 students made mistakes in
their writing styles. They had a lot of gram-
matical mistakes and used speaking style in
their writing.

Grammatical —mistakes The findings
showed that 54/84  students made
grammatical mistakes in their writing.

Firstly, many students used incorrect tenses
for their writing, or they made wrong
sentences. For example, they could not make
a research question such as "How to improve
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Table 3: Mistakes in constructing research
questions

Order Mistakes in writing styles Occurrences

54
16
70/84

1 Grammatical mistakes
2 Using speaking style

Total

French listening skill?” or “How technology
4.0 brings benefits to students?”

Secondly, they were confused about using
parts of speech such as singular or plu-
ral nouns, linking words, adjectives. Thirdly,
they misused punctuation marks and relative
pronouns. For example, in the Introduction
of the topic “Difficulties in learning French
listening skills for the first-year English ma-
jor students at Quang Nam University”, a
student wrote: “When learning a language
there are four skills and listening skills that
are considered to be the most difficult skill
for students studying foreign languages at
Quang Nam University. It requires constant
training hard work; listening is a process
where the listener understands a message that
helps her master communication. If they do
not understand it they will be less likely to
respond effectively". In this paragraph, the
student made many mistakes of using punc-
tuation marks and relative pronouns. Besides
that, her ideas were not clear and logic.

Using Speaking Style

Students need to use the academic words
or British writing style for their writing.
However, they used a lot of expressions in
speaking, or they wrote in Vietnamese ex-
pressions. For example, many students used
the phrase ’As you know’ in their writing.
Another example for the Vietnamese expres-
sions from the part of Introduction with the
research topic "Difficulties of the first-year
English major students at Quang Nam Uni-
versity when they communicate with foreign-
ers":

“Come to Quang Nam University, is a first-
year University major student. It is difficult to
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communicate because they are so accustomed
to traditional teaching and learning methods
with a passive approach in high school. The
high students only focus on learning vocabu-
lary, structure and grammar without focusing
on listening and speaking skill. Study too
much theory and practice less, so students are
not confident in speaking English well, and
it lasts when they become foreign language
students."

Some students did not practise using aca-
demic writing style. In addition, they did not
spend time reading materials to learn how to
use the academic writing style.

B. Ways of improving students’ writing a
research proposal

Students will have better research propos-
als when they master the theory of writ-
ing parts of the proposal. Booth et al. [3]
suggested some ways of identifying a topic
and making questions. Some suggestions are
drawn from the teacher who taught Research
Methodology. There are also some ways for
students to improve their writing styles via
some useful websites.

1) Ways of identifying a topic: According
to Booth et al. [3], there are two stages to
choose a topic for research.

Stage 1: Students should find a topic in a
general writing course

Students can start by listing as many in-
terests as they can that they would like to
explore. Then, they can choose the one or two
that interest them most from the list of topics.
After that, in the library, they can look up
their topic in a general bibliography and skim
the subheadings. They can use subheadings
for ideas of how others have narrowed their
topic. On the internet, they can google their
topic, but they should not surf indiscrimi-
nately. They also use Wikipedia to find ideas
and sources, but they should always confirm
what they find in a reliable source. When
they know the general outline of their topic
and how others have narrowed it, they should
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try to narrow theirs. They can browse through
journals and websites until the topic becomes
more clearly defined.

Stage 2: Students should make a focused
topic from a broad one

A topic is probably too broad if students
state it in four or five words. So, they must
narrow it by adding words and phrases.

Ex: Broad topic: Free will in Tolstoy

Focused topic: The conflict of free will
and inevitability in Tolstoy’s description of
three battles in War and Peace [3].

2) Ways of writing research questions:
Once a focused topic is made, students can
start with the standard journalistic questions:
who, what, when and where, but they should
focus on how and why. To engage their best
critical thinking, they should systematically
ask questions about their topic’s history, com-
position and categories. Then they can ask
any other questions they think of or find
in their sources. They can record all the
questions, but they should not stop to answer
them even when one or two grab their atten-
tion. Students can also look for internet dis-
cussions on their topic. They should record
questions that spark their interest. They can
post questions on the list if they are specific
and narrowly focused. When students run out
of questions, they can evaluate them, because
not all questions are equally good. Finally,
they should look for questions whose answers
might make them think about their topic in a
new way. They should avoid questions such
as Yes/No questions because the answers for
this kind of question are the settled fact that
they could just lookup. They also should
not use questions beginning with How many.
For example, How many black cats slept in
the Alamo the night before the battle? The
answers for this kind of question are dead
ends. It is a question that’s probably not
worth asking.

They should use questions asking how, and
why because these questions invite deeper
thinking than who, what, when, or where,
and deeper thinking lead to more interesting

80

VAN HOA - GIAO DUC - NGHE THUAT

answers.

Students should point out the objectives
of their study. Basing on the objectives, they
can make better research questions and can
decide the number of questions. However,
there should be at least three questions for a
topic and less than five questions. The orders
of the questions should follow the orders of
the objectives.

3) Ways of Writing Review of Previous
Studies related to the research: It takes stu-
dents much time to write previous studies, so
students should spend more time reading ma-
terials, books or surfing the internet to collect
the necessary information for their topic.
They can use the keywords in relevant online
databases such as Google Scholar, PubMed
to search for information. After the relevant
literature has been reviewed, it should be or-
ganized thematically or chronologically [12].

The number of previous studies depends
on the popularity of the topic, but students
cannot mention only from one to two previ-
ous studies. Moreover, they should include a
comparison and contrast of different studies.
Finally, they must point out the main gaps
that needed to be worked upon.

4) Ways of Overcoming Mistakes in Writ-
ing Styles: To overcome grammatical mis-
takes, students should use Spelling and
Grammar on Microsoft Word or the website
Grammarly.com after their typing. They can
self - correct some mistakes of vocabularies,
sentences, punctuation marks. Besides that,
they can use websites such as Grammar
Flip.com or dailygrammar.com to practise
their grammar because these websites pro-
vide them with a lot of grammatical exer-
cises.

Students can use the Four Square Writing
Method (FSWM) to improve their writing
paragraph. According to Bartholomae et al.
[2], FSWM is a method that uses graphic or-
ganizer in helping students to organize facts,
thoughts and ideas. The main principles of
FSWM are topic box, reasons, supporting
details, vivid language, and conclusion. The
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Topic box consists of a short sentence or
phrase stating what students’ paragraph or
essay will be about. Reasons are directly
related to the topic. Supporting details must
support the topic and give more explanation,
and description of the topic discussed. In
the discussion of vivid language, students
are allowed to work on their word choice
and their voice. They can use five senses to
elaborate the writing and express emotion by
using adjectives. The design of FSWM can
be seen in Figure 1.

r ™
2. Detail 3. Detail
1. Topic
4. Detail 5. Sum. Sent.
o 4

Fig. 1: The design of FSWM

VI. CONCLUSION

With the aims of finding out the mis-
takes and causes from the research proposals
written by students of the English language,
course 17 at Quang Nam University, the
survey showed that there were four groups
of mistakes that students of English lan-
guage, course 17 made during their writ-
ing the research proposals. They were mis-
takes in identifying the topic, writing re-
search questions (disordering the questions;
questions do not reflect the main contents
of the study; numbers of questions are not
suitable; using Yes/No questions), reviewing
of previous studies related to the research
(previous studies are not closely related to
the contents of the study; the number of
previous studies are not limited; there are no
conclusions of previous studies), and writing
styles (grammatical mistakes; using speaking
style). There were some reasons why the
students made some mistakes in their writing.
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Firstly, the students did not master the rules
or the theory of writing a proposal. Some
students did not spend enough time preparing
the ideas for their writing. Secondly, the
results of checking class attendance during
the researcher’s teaching showed that some
students did not attend the class regularly, so
they did not listen to the lessons. Thirdly,
many students made grammatical mistakes
and used speaking style because they did
not spend time practising grammar exercises.
Besides that, they did not use software or
websites to check their grammar and spelling.
They did not read more to learn the academic
writing style.

From the students’ mistakes, the paper
presents some solutions suggested by Booth
et al. [3] and other researches. The results
of the survey can help students know some
common mistakes they might make in their
writing a proposal. Moreover, some useful
ways of improving their writing are suggested
with the hope that students will write their
proposals better.
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