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Abstract



This paper reports on the thought processes engaged in at the early stage of conducting a piece of educational research. Using her own PhD study as an example, the presenter will outline in three separate sections how to choose a broad topic to investigate, select a suitable research methodology, and narrow the focus of the investigation. The first section discusses a number of ways to identify a research topic and argues that an appropriate topic is one which takes the role of educational research into consideration. The second one focuses on the thinking involved when selecting a methodology to use once a broad focus has been decided upon, and the final section demonstrates how a broad research focus can be narrowed down to a specific investigative level.







Part 1 Choice of topic





Finding a topic on which to conduct a piece of educational research is often a difficult task when the role of educational research is taken into consideration. The essential functions of educational research are to generate knowledge and promote educational practice. Hitchcock (1989:12) reflects that ‘research and its products should facilitate reflection, criticism, and a more informed view of the educational process which will in turn help to improve professional practice.’ Corey (1969:33) reflects that ‘the worth of all educational research is judged by its contributions to the improvement of educational practice.’ 



Blaxter, Hughes & Tights (1996:31) suggest ten ways to think of a research topic, as follows:

	1. Ask your supervisor, manager, friends, colleagues, customers, clients or mother.

	2. Look at previous research.

	3. Develop some of your previous research, or your practice at work.

	4. Relate it to your other interests.

	5. Think of a title.

	6. Start from a quote that engages you.

	7. Follow your hunches.

	8. Draw yourself a picture or a diagram.

	9. Just start anywhere.

	10. But be prepared to change direction.





The above suggestions are useful; however, they are insufficient to comply with the main purpose of education research. Educational research, as the term suggests, is basically a practical activity. A good piece of educational research should be directed towards advancing knowledge and promoting progress within the profession. Consequently, the research conducted must be useful for the researched and meaningful to the researchers. This makes it difficult to find an appropriate topic.



One useful way to start the investigation is to locate a problem. Very often, this can be attained by reviewing literature and/or discussing with academics. However, researchers might find it easier to identify a problem in an experience, either their own or somebody else’s. Using my own research as an example, I shall delineate how a problem was identified from an experience and how this subsequently developed into an educational research topic.



When I was employed as a part-time teacher at a school in the UK, I met a group of overseas students from Hong Kong. These students, aged 12 to 18, had all started to learn English as a second language at about 5 to 6 years of age in Hong Kong. However, when they first arrived at this school, they all had difficulty in using English. Sharell (pseudonym) was one of the five students with whom I had some initial contact. She told me that she cried in the biology lesson on her second school day in the UK because she did not understand the English the teacher used in the lesson. In his Chinese essay, Roy (pseudonym) wrote, ‘I find it difficult to understand the spoken English here. They [English people] speak very fast. It’s nothing like the English [we heard] in the lessons when I was in Hong Kong.’ When Anna (pseudonym)  first studied in Ireland, she said that she had problems with understanding spoken English and she found it very difficult to express herself in English. Beth (pseudonym) said that she was quite used to listening to English before she came to England because she attended an international school in Hong Kong. However, when she first arrived, she had problems in understanding the local accents. In addition, her vocabulary was not adequate for communicating with English people. Dorothy (pseudonym), a sixth former who had been at the school for half a year, felt her English was not good enough to sit for the A-level English exam. Consequently, she would have to take the Oxford Exam for overseas students. Although the Oxford Exam was relatively easy, she found it difficult and had to work very hard to prepare for it.



The initial contacts with these five students gave me the impression that they generally felt distressed and despair at not being to cope with their second language in their new learning environment. I felt that there was a need to understand their English learning experiences at the school before any solutions could be put forward to help them. Research into this could shed light on educational practice, and consequently be useful for the researched and meaningful for the researcher.



Having identified the broad focus for investigation, I looked for a suitable research methodology which would assist me with my investigation.



Part 2 Adoption of suitable research methodology





I reviewed the literature regarding the principles underpinning the two most prominent research paradigms, namely, the scientific and interpretative.



Ernest (1994:22) explains that the scientific research paradigm ‘is concerned with objectivity, prediction, replicability, and the discovery of scientific generalisations or laws describing the phenomena in question.’ Theoretically, by employing a scientific approach to education issues, general laws to predict future educational outcomes will be found, and people will be in the position of controlling educational products.



The scientific approach is based on a hypothetico-deductive approach, which basically adopts a 3-step process of: proposal of hypothesis, deduction from hypothesis and assessing deduction by observation on experiment (Carr & Kemmis 1986:63). In other words, it adopts a systematic enquiry into hypotheses for the generation of knowledge. The empirical step-by-step procedures to test the hypotheses are dealt with in a cautious manner. The forms of enquiry include methods such as surveys and comparative experiments, which rely heavily on quantitative data.



The scientific research paradigm has the strengths of clarity, precision, standardisation and generalisability (Ernest 1994:32). However, it is not without criticisms. One major criticism is that understanding human beings as individuals in their entirety and their proper context is neglected, resulting in a partial, distorted picture of social reality. Since my investigative intention was to understand the group’s English learning experiences in their school learning environment in the UK, the scientific research paradigm did not seem to be appropriate for my investigation. I subsequently looked into the interpretative research paradigm.



The central concern of the interpretative research paradigm is understanding human experiences at a holistic level. Researchers of this kind interpret the complexities embedded in these experiences to seek meanings and illuminate their significance. Ernest (1994:24) holds that ‘The interpretative research paradigm is primarily concerned with human understanding, interpretation, intersubjectivity, lived truth (i.e. truth in human terms).’ Interpretative research is often conducted in natural settings, and thus is sometimes called naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba 1985). Human experiences are shaped in contexts and best understood as they are found, in other words in their natural settings. It is in natural settings where human behaviours can be truly reflected and the meanings of these behaviours can be well interpreted. Maykut & Morehouse (1994:45) concur that ‘the natural setting is the place where the researcher is most likely to discover, or uncover, what is to be known about the phenomenon of interest.’ Edson (1988:46) also feels that ‘qualitative research is context-specific, that is, it posits that ideas, people, and events cannot be understood if isolated from their contexts’. Studies concerned with human interaction are often conducted within this paradigm. Qualitative research is particularly suitable for school based research (Hitchcock & Hughes 1989:35), where human activities and relationships are intricately interwoven.



A comparison between my intentions and the central ideas of the interpretative research paradigm made me realise that this approach would be useful for my investigation. My main concern was to discover how a group of Hong Kong Chinese students learn English; I wanted to understand their English learning experiences in a natural setting - their school context. Having decided on the research paradigm to use, the next step was to familiarise myself with the research methodology relevant to this particular approach. Hence, a wider literature review was needed. 



�Characteristics of interpretative research (often referred to as qualitative research)



Sherman & Webb (1988) identify five characteristics of interpretative research, which are summarised below:



1. Events can be understood adequately only if they are seen in context. Therefore, a qualitative 	researcher immerses her/himself in the setting.



2. The contexts of inquiry are not contrived; they are natural. Nothing is pre-defined or taken 	for granted.



3. Qualitative researchers want those that are studied to speak for themselves, to provide their 	perspectives in words and other actions. Therefore, qualitative research is an interactive 	process in which the persons studied teach the researcher about their lives.



4. Qualitative researchers attend to the experience as a whole, not as separate variables. The 	aim of qualitative research is to understand experience as unified.



5. The methods used in qualitative research are those that are most appropriate to the aims of 	such research. There is not one general method of enquiry.





Method of enquiry



Although there is no general method of enquiry, there are some procedures, which are usually followed by qualitative researchers. Such researchers approach their research with the question  'What is going on here?' (Spradley 1980:73). They do not attempt to verify a pre-determined idea. Instead, they explore details in order to achieve a holistic understanding of the complexities embedded in that which is studied, to interpret meanings and look for new insights from their discoveries. Ernest (1994:25) explains that  ‘The interpretative research paradigm starts from an opposite position (bottom-up), and explores the unique features and circumstances surrounding a particular case.’ At the beginning of the enquiry, the researchers do not know directly what they are looking for. The researchers may start the research with a broad focus in mind, which could be derived from literature, personal experience or other means. The broad focus is initially open-ended, allowing for important meanings to be discovered or uncovered (Maykut & Morehouse1994:43). 



Once a broad focus is identified, researchers may start the investigation by collecting data from a sample group. The sample group is selected on the grounds that the researchers think it represents the range of experience within the phenomenon of interest (Maykut & Morehouse 1994:56). At this stage, data should be analysed as soon as they are collected. Qualitative research does not adopt a linear form of procedure: collecting data and then analysing them. Instead, collecting data and analysing take place simultaneously in a circular form (Conrad 1978:105-7). When potential topics emerge during/after analysis, the researcher may expand or ‘tease out’ the variables that emerge to look for new directions. The researchers should be prepared to change directions as new themes emerge. As the collecting and analysing data procedures are carried out, the researchers compare data and look at the relationship among the variables from time to time until a core variable emerges. The core variable should illuminate the ‘main theme’ of the participants’ behaviour and explicate ‘what is going on in the data’ (Glaser 1978:94). Hutchinson (1988:133) suggests a way to identify the core variable, as follows:





�The core variable has three essential characteristics: it recurs frequently in the data; it links the data together; and it explains much of the variation in the data. This variable becomes the basis for the generation of the theory. The categories, properties, phases, and dimensions of the theory are inextricably related to the core variable.





Having identified the core feature for investigation, the researchers read literature related to the theme because data should not be collected/analysed in a vacuum. After that, data will be collected systematically in accordance with the new direction. Researchers should pull data and literature together in order to look for meanings and insights. The insights gained from the investigation will lead to the implications of the research.





Instruments for exploration



Because of the nature of qualitative research, investigations related to this methodology are often connected with methods such as in-depth interviewing, participant observation and the collection of relevant documents, which in turn generate qualitative data such as transcripts or text. Maykut & Morehouse (1994:46) state that:





The data of qualitative inquiry is most often people’s words and actions, and thus requires methods that allow the researcher to capture language and behavior. The most useful ways of gathering these forms of data are participant observation, in-depth interviews, group interviews, and the collection of relevant documents. Observation and interview data is collected by the researcher in the form of field notes and audio-taped interviews, which are later transcribed for use in data analysis. There is also some qualitative research being done with photographs and video-taped observations as primary sources of data (see, for example, Erikson and Wilson 1982, Wagner 1979).





Miles & Huberman (1994:10) point out one major tenet of well-collected qualitative data is that ‘they focus on naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural settings, so that we have a strong handle on what “real life” is like.’







Part 3 Narrowing down of investigative focus





A number of research-focusing techniques have been suggested in the current literature. For example, Blaxter, Hughes & Tight (1996:34-42) recommend six ways: identifying your research questions and hypotheses; defining the key concepts, issues and context; using the doughnut and jam roly-poly models of research; sketching a research outline or proposal; trying it out on a non-specialist and explaining your topic in simple language; and informal piloting. These techniques usually share common underlying procedures - setting general ideas and then rationing these into precise questions you want your research to answer. This paper suggests that collecting data from a sample group is particularly useful, demonstrated as follows:





�Instrument used for narrowing down the focus - In-depth interviewing



Following the suggestions of literature reviewed in the last section, I used in-depth interviewing as an instrument for narrowing down the investigative focus. This type of interview involves asking informants open-ended questions, and probing wherever necessary to obtain data deemed useful by the researcher. For interviewing techniques, please refer to Berry (1998:33-42).





Interviewing the sample group 



To explore the topic for further investigation, I selected five students (Henceforward labelled as S01, S03, S10, S13 & S17) from the group for a one-to-one in-depth interview, ranging in time from 15 to 30 minutes each. This sample group represented five different age groups, ranging from 14 to 18 when they were interviewed. They arrived at the school at different times and were placed in different forms according to their academic level. 



Following the interviewing procedures suggested by Tuckman (1972) and other researchers (e.g. Patton 1987; Cohen 1994; and Kvale 1996), I conducted the five interviews with S01, S03, S10, S13 & S17, discussed as follows:





Interview 1 

I interviewed S01 first. S01 was chosen primarily for her amiable personality and high degree of articulation in her first language. When she first arrived at the school, in September 1994, she was fourteen years old and placed in the third form (equivalent to secondary 3 in Hong Kong). By the time I interviewed her, which was in March 1995, she had been studying at the school for about half a year. Analysing this interview revealed several interesting areas, which it was felt could be worth looking into, as follows:





1. Her problems in using English on first arrival at the school:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘Very often, English students can spell new words by listening to their 	pronunciations. They can also guess what they mean from the context. In comparison, I take 	longer to guess their meanings. In fact, most of the time, I fail to do so.’



2. The methods (strategies) S01 adopted to deal with her problems in using English:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘If I chose the story books which were only one level above my English standard. 	Then there were only a few words I didn’t know from the text. I could possibly guess the 	meanings of the new words. If I failed to do so, I looked up their meanings in the dictionary. 	However, I only checked those new words which appeared frequently in the book because 	they might reappear later.’



3. The methods (strategies) S01 chose to learn English:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘I used different methods to remember different things. For grammar, I found the 	more I listened to English, the more I could remember.’



4. Making use of the people in the school environment to improve her English:

    English people in general:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘I could also listen to people speaking in English as I walked past them.’



    English students in general:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘I made friends with them [English students] quite naturally. I knew them from the 	house or in class.’



    Her school-mates:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘Those in the other classes were merely acquaintances. We said 'hello' when we 	bumped into each other. When we talked, we mostly talked about school work.’



    Her class-mates:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘For example, at the beginning of the term, I didn't know the right way to ask my 	classmates for something. I said 'Do you got any....?' Then, repeatedly, I heard my 	classmates say 'Do you have any.....?' In time, I changed my sentence to be the same as 	theirs.’



    Her house-mates

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘My house-mates liked to play on the sounds of the words. They mispronounced 	some of the words deliberately.’



   	Her room-mates 

   	For example:

   	S01 said, ‘I knew I needed to learn English so I listened intently to my room-mates and 	friends when they spoke English. In this way, I found that I could remember the expressions 	they used more often.’



5. Improving English in all subject lessons:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘I could improve my listening in the lessons.’



6. Improving English by watching television:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘I watched TV [to improve my tenses].’



7. Learning English unconsciously:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘Nothing in particular. But I could remember those expressions people used 	repeatedly. For example, at the beginning of the term, I didn’t know the right way to ask my 	classmates for something. I said “Do you got any……..?” In time, I changed my sentence to 	be the same as theirs.’



8. Learning formal and informal English:

    	For example:

    	S01 said, ‘…. I could learn some “real” English in class. “Real” English means 	grammatically correct English. Not the type of English they [English students] used at home. 	My house-mates liked to play on the sounds of the words. They mispronounced some of the 	words deliberately. In comparison, my classmates spoke English using the proper 	pronunciation…… I need to learn both [formal & informal English].’



9. Her beliefs in learning English:

    For example:

    S01 said, ‘You need to speak more. Speaking and listening are the most important things in 	order to learn a language.’



The above can be summed up in the table, as follows:





Table 1  Variables which emerged in S01’s interview



Variables which emerged in S01’s interview�No. of incidences found��1. Problems in using English on first arrival at the

    school�7 ��2. Methods (strategies) adopted to deal with the 

    problems in using English�16��3. Methods (strategies) chosen to learn English�20��4. Making use of the people in the school environment 

     to improve English�29��5. Improving English in all subject lessons�1��6. Improving English by watching television�5��7. Learning English unconsciously�1��8. Learning formal and informal English�1��9. Beliefs in learning English�1��

S01’s interview had revealed 9 aspects (variables) in connection with her English learning. To understand more about how English was learnt by the group, I interviewed S03.



Interview 2

I met S03 through S01. He also was studying in the third form but had arrived at the school in January 1989, much earlier than S01. He was 15 when he was interviewed. Using the variables which had emerged from S01’s interview, I analysed S03’s.







Table 2  Variables which matched those found in S01’s interview



�Variables which emerged in S01’s interview�No. of incidences found in the interviews���S03�S01��1. Problems in using English on first arrival at the

    school�6 �7��2. Methods  (strategies) adopted to deal with the 

     problems in using English�20�16��3. Methods (strategies) chosen to learn English�35�20��4. Making use of the people in the school environment 

    to improve English�3�29��5. Improving English in all subject lessons�0�1��6. Improving English by watching television�0�5��7. Learning English unconsciously�0�1��8. Learning formal and informal English�0�1��9. Beliefs in learning English�1�1��



�New variables emerged in S03’s interview, as follows:



10. Improving English at the EFL Centre:

      For example:

      S03 said, ‘Sometimes [I found extra English lessons I had at the EFL Centre useful]. I got 	mixed up with tenses. I found them difficult.’



11. Extra-curricular activities:

      For example:

      S03 said, ‘I play all sorts of sports. At the moment, I’m playing in the 1st (school)   

      teams for rugby, cricket, hockey and tennis….. I’m very good at squash and table-tennis, 	too…… After the game, we talked about who played well, who had fouled too many 	times, who gave a great shot…. I supposed it helped improve my English a little bit.’



12. Personality:

      For example:

      S03 said, ‘I’m very outgoing. I can get along with both English and Chinese people. I can 	mix well with the English boys because I enjoy “exciting” games, like them.’



13. Motivation: 

      Negative motivation

      For example:

      S03 said, ‘I was interested in Physics and Maths. I was more attentive [in these lessons]. 	[English is] Very boring. I don’t like it at all.]





Table 3  Variables which emerged in S03’s interview



Variables which emerged in S03’s interview�No. of incidences found ��10. Improving English at the EFL Centre�1��11. Extra-curricular activities�1��12. Personality�2��13. Motivation�2��

S03’s interview had revealed 4 more variables. In the next 3 interviews, similar procedures would be used to explore the topic for further investigation.





Interview 3

S10, aged 16, was a fifth form student when she was interviewed. She arrived at the school in September 1992. The analysis of the data from her interview was based on the variables that emerged from S01’s and S03’s interviews. Again, as with S03, some new variables emerged.





�Table 4  Variables which matched those found in S01’s & S03’s interviews



Variables which emerged in�No. of incidences found in the interviews��S01’s & S03’s interviews�S10�S01�S03�� 1. Problems in using English on first arrival at the

     school� 4�7�6�� 2. Methods  (strategies) adopted to deal with the 

     problems in using English�10�16�20�� 3. Methods (strategies) chosen to learn English�35�20�35�� 4. Making use of the people in the school environment 

     to improve English�8�29�3�� 5. Improving English in all subject lessons�1�1�0�� 6. Improving English by watching television�1�5�0�� 7. Learning English unconsciously�0�1�0�� 8. Learning formal and informal English�0�1�0�� 9. Beliefs in learning English�1�1�1��10. Improving English at the EFL Centre�1�0�1��11. Extra-curricular activities�0�0�1��12. Personality�3�0�2��13. Motivation�1�0�2��



Variables which emerged in S10’s interview



14. Improving English in English lessons:

      S10 said, ‘I had normal English lessons, too.’



15. Extensive reading:

      S10 said, ‘When I was free, I would borrow some books. I would hardly put a book down 	before I finished reading it. I sometimes finished reading a book in just one day.’



16. Watching videos:

      For example:

      S10 said that she watched videos to improve her English.



17. Listening to tapes:

      For example:

      S10 said that she listened to the stories on tapes to improve her English.



18. Learning English in Hong Kong and the UK:

      For example:

      S10 said, ‘I could not memorise English so I did not do well. I failed in the tests [in the 	UK]. I got an average of 30 %, which was well below the general standard of  70%. But in 	Hong Kong, I always passed my English tests and exams.’





�Table 5  Variables which emerged in S10’s interview:



Variables which emerged in S10’s interview�No. of incidences found ��14. Improving English in English lessons�1��15. Extensive reading�1��16. Watching videos�1��17. Listening to tapes�1��18. Learning English in Hong Kong and the UK�2��





Interview 4



S13 was a lower sixth former who had arrived at the school in September 1994. When interviewed, she was aged 17 and had been studying at the school for half a year. I analysed S13’s interview following the previous analysing procedures.





Table 6  Variables which matched those found in S01’s, S03’s & S10’s interviews



Variables emerged in�No. of incidences found in the interviews��S01’s, S03’s & S10’s interviews�S13�S01�S03�S10�� 1. Problems in using English on first arrival at the

     school� 2�7�6� 4�� 2. Methods (strategies) adopted to deal with the 

     problems in using English�3�16�20�10�� 3. Methods (strategies) chosen to learn English�48�20�35�35�� 4. Making use of the people in the school environment 

     to improve English�14�29�3�8�� 5. Improving English in all subject lessons�1�1�0�1�� 6. Improving English by watching television�0�5�0�1�� 7. Learning English unconsciously�0�1�0�0�� 8. Learning formal and informal English�0�1�0�0�� 9. Beliefs in learning English�2�1�1�1��10. Improving English at the EFL Centre�0�0�1�1��11. Extra-curricular activities�0�0�1�0��12. Personality�2�0�2�3��13. Motivation�2�0�2�1��14. Improving English in English lessons�0�0�0�1��15. Extensive reading�0�0�0�1��16. Watching video�0�0�0�1��17. Listening to tapes�0�0�0�1��18. Learning English in Hong Kong and the UK�0�0�0�2��



Variables which emerged in S13’s interview



19. Living up to the expectations of the teachers:

      S13 said, ‘Because my teacher expected us to take notes. I couldn't do this if I didn't 	know what's going on. By asking, I could at least write something down to show my 	understanding.’



20. Realisation of language progress since arrival at the school:

      S13, ‘(Feeling rather excited!) In the second term, I noticed that I had made dramatic 	progress! The first term was demoralising. I understood very little English. I can 	understand much more now. It's perhaps that I'm more used to the English sounds. I 	feel more comfortable speaking English now because I had lots of opportunities to chat 	and discuss in English with my room-mate.’



21. Previous learning experience (Hong Kong):

      S13 said, ‘My teacher in Hong Kong always reminded us to pronounce the final 	consonant sounds. I noticed that English people merge these sounds in  speaking 	naturally. I paid attention to some last consonant sounds such as -ded, -ted, t, etc.’





Table 7  Variables which emerged in S13’s interview



Variables which emerged in S13’s interview�No. of incidences found ��19. Living up to the expectations of the teachers�1��20. Realisation of language progress since arrival at 

      the school�1��21. Previous learning experience (HK) �1��





Interview 5



S17, aged 18, was studying in the Upper 6th when she was interviewed. In September 1990, her parents sent her to Ireland to further her education. After attending the summer school at King Peter’s School in 1992, she decided to continue her studies at the new school. When interviewed, she had been studying at the school for two and a half years. I analysed her data using the same procedures as in the previous interviews.





�Table 8  Variables which matched those found in S01’s, S03’s S10’s & S13’s 

                   interviews



Variables which emerged �No. of incidences found in the interviews��in S01’s, S03’s, S10’s & S13’s interviews�S17�S01�S03�S10�S13�� 1. Problems in using English on first arrival at the

     school�3�7�6� 4� 2�� 2. Methods  (strategies) adopted to deal with the 

     problems in using English�4�16�20�10�3�� 3. Methods (strategies) chosen to learn English�33�20�35�35�48�� 4. Making use of the people in the school 

     environment to improve English�4�29�3�8�14�� 5. Improving English in all subjects lessons�0�1�0�1�1�� 6. Improving English by watching television�1�5�0�1�0�� 7. Learning English unconsciously�0�1�0�0�0�� 8. Learning formal and informal English�0�1�0�0�0�� 9. Beliefs in learning English�0�1�1�1�2��10. Improving English at the EFL Centre�0�0�1�1�0��11. Extra-curricular activities�0�0�1�0�0��12. Personality�0�0�2�3�2��13. Motivation�0�0�2�1�2��14. Improving English in English lessons�0�0�0�1�0��15. Extensive reading�1�0�0�1�0��16. Watching videos�0�0�0�1�0��17. Listening to tapes�0�0�0�1�0��18. Learning English in Hong Kong and the UK�1�0�0�2�0��19. Living up to the expectations of the teachers�0�0�0�0�1��20. Realisation of language progress since arrival 

      at the school �0�0�0�0�1��21. Previous learning experience (HK) �0�0�0�0�1��



Variables which emerged in S17’s interview



22. Boyfriend:

      For example:

      S17 said, ‘My boyfriend often phoned me so I had a lot of chances to speak     

      English. I believe my English can be enhanced by speaking a lot.’





Table 9  Variables which emerged in S17’s interview



Variables which emerged in S17’s interview�No. of incidences found ��22. English-speaking boyfriend�5���



Table 10  Variables which emerged in the 5 interviews with S01, S03, S10, S13 and S17







Variables which emerged in 

S01’s, S03’s, S10’s, S13’s & S17’s interviews�Categories�No. of incidences found in the interviews�Total no. of incidences found in�No. of students who mentioned����S01�S03�S10�S13�S17�the interviews�the variables�� 1. Problems in using English on first arrival at the school�English problems�7�6�4�2�3�  22�5�� 2. Methods (strategies) adopted to deal with the 

     problems in using English�Language learning strategies�16�20�10�3�4�53�5�� 3. Methods (strategies) chosen to learn English�Language learning strategies�20�35�35�48�33�171�5�� 4. Making use of the people in the school environment to  

     improve English�School learning environment�29�3�8�14�4�58�5�� 5. Improving English in all subject lessons�School learning environment�1�0�1�1�0�3�3�� 6. Improving English by watching television�Watching television, partly school learning 

    environment�5�0�1�0�1�8�3�� 7. Learning English unconsciously�Unconscious language learning�1�0�0�0�0�1�1�� 8. Learning formal and informal English�Formal/informal English�1�0�0�0�0�1�1�� 9. Beliefs in learning English�Beliefs�1�1�1�2�0�5�4��10. Improving English at the EFL Centre�School learning environment�0�1�1�0�0�2�2��11. Extra-curricular activities�School learning environment�0�1�0�0�0�1�1��12. Personality�Personality�0�2�3�2�0�7�3��13. Motivation�Motivation�0�2�1�2�0�5�3��14. Improving English in English lessons�School learning environment�0�0�1�0�0�1�1��15. Extensive reading�Extensive reading, partly school learning 

    environment�0�0�1�0�1�2�2��16. Watching videos�School learning environment�0�0�1�0�0�1�1��17. Listening to tapes�School learning environment�0�0�1�0�0�1�1��18. Learning English in Hong Kong and the UK�Learning English in Hong Kong and the UK�0�0�2�0�1�3�2��19.Living up to the expectations of the teachers�School learning environment�0�0�0�1�0�1�1��20. Realisation of language progress since arrival at the 

      school�School learning environment�0�0�0�1�0�1�1��21. Previous learning experience (Hong Kong) �Previous learning experience (HK)�0�0�0�1�0�1�1��22. English speaking boy/girl friend�English speaking boy/girl friend�0�0�0�0�5�5�1��

�Results & discussion



Analysing the five interviews resulted in the emergence of the core variable: language learning strategies. The identification of a core variable is based on the suggestions by Hutchinson (1988:133), as follows:





(i) The core variable recurs frequently in the data



All five interviewees used language learning strategies to improve their English. A total of 171 strategy incidences were found in the five interviews, S01 with 20,  S03 (35), S10 (35), S13 (48) and S17 (33) incidences.





(ii) The core variable links the data together



All five interviewees were found to use learning strategies to deal with their English problems. For example, when S10 had difficulty in understanding different accents, she dealt with the problem by using the strategy of ‘Practising [naturalistically practising]’. She said, ‘I picked up little bits by talking with the English girls.’



All five interviewees were found to make frequent use of people in their school language environment to improve their English. S01 mentioned this 29 times, S03 (3), S10 (8), S13 (14) and S17 (4) times. They also made use of their lessons (mentioned 3 times), the EFL Centre (twice), extra-curricular school activities (once), English lessons (once), watching videos provided by their school (once), and listening to the tapes provided by the school (once). When making use of the school learning environment to improve their English, all five interviewees were found to use language learning strategies to assist them. For example, S01 used ‘inferencing strategy’ to guess the meaning of a few words from the whole context while listening to people’s discussion. She said, ‘Sometimes, I didn’t understand a few words. In this case, I had to guess the meaning by listening to the whole discussion.’



Other variables which emerged in the five interviews also link directly or indirectly with language learning strategies. For example, S13 believed that correct pronunciation was important; therefore, she paid attention to some final consonant sounds such as -ded, -ted, t. Her belief led her to exercise the strategy ‘directing attention’ to improve her English. 





(iii) The core variable explains much of the variation in the data



The data collected from the informants showed a wide range of variables - 22 in total, among which were some distinct individual differences in execution. The core variable was found to account for the variation in the data. For example, S03 had a very out-going personality, which explained why the strategies he used were largely connected with people. S10 was very confident and believed that she did not need to use any particular methods to enhance her memory of the newly learnt language. Consequently, she used a number of ‘rote-memorising’ strategies in improving her English.



Analysing the 5 interviews resulted in the emergence of 22 variables, which were subsequently grouped into 11 categories according to their characteristics (see Table 10). Among these, the variable ‘language learning strategies’ was found to recur frequently, link the data together and explain much of the variation in the data, thus emerging as the core feature for my investigation. The data also revealed some secondary features, namely school learning environment, and problems in using English when the interviewees first arrived at the school. Consequently, my research focus was narrowed down to language learning strategies, with special attention being paid to learners’ school learning environment and their language problems. Other features that emerged, such as beliefs, would also be taken into consideration during the data analysis in order to achieve a holistic understanding of the learning behaviours of the group investigated. 



With the more specific focuses, I collected further data by interviewing twenty Hong Kong overseas students and the staff at the school, observation, collecting relevant documents such as teachers’ comments and students’ course work. Data analysis took place as soon as data were collected. Simultaneously, new focuses were explored, leading to a refinement of the investigative focus.







Conclusion





The above is only an example of how to decide on the choice of topic, adoption of suitable research methodology, and narrowing down of investigative focus. Undoubtedly, there are many other ways to achieve these purposes. When considering the topic for investigation, it must be borne in mind that research should comply with the purpose of educational research, namely, promoting educational practice. This paper suggests that identifying a problem from an experience can be a good starting point for a piece of educational research. Once the broad focus has been decided, the next step is to look for a suitable research methodology to assist with the investigation. This is best achieved by comparing one’s research intentions with the underlying principles of different research paradigms, followed by an exploration of the related methodology and methods. To narrow down the investigative focus, one useful method is to collect data from a sample group and tease out the interesting areas from the data. However, a further tightening of the focus is usually needed during the actual data collecting.
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