AVEEEaa Yo ¥Y Al G daallf Guadd) Alaal [ dwaldd) ddad) |, da)ticwal) cibad jall dlaa

Problems of Outlining a Scientific Plan of Graduate Research by

Iragi EFL College Students
Lecturer: Sahab Salih Fenjan

University of Thi-Qar/ College of Arts
sahab.salih@utg.edu.ig

Abstract:

This paper is an analytical study of the Iraqi EFL college students’ capacities to
prepare a scientific outline of a graduate research in English. It investigates the
problems that they face in outlining a scientific research. As Arabic is the first
language for Iragi students and English is a second or foreign language for them,
problems arise because of the differences between the two systems of organizing the
outlines according to the criteria of languages. However, language barrier and
challenges such as grammar and composition are not within the domain of this study.
The problem of this study resides in the need to investigate the proper outline by using
a scientific plan of graduation research by EFL learners of Iraqi EFL college students.
It questions the problems that the Iragi EFL students have in preparing a scientific
outline of a graduation research and probes their deficiencies in writing an
introduction, literature review and conclusion in addition to some of the important
issues of preparing the outline of a research paper such as: reference citing, dots
placing, and so on.

The study is a primary data analysis of two questionnaires set for two samples
of students and lecturers chosen from the University of Thi-Qar. There are two
questionnaires prepared for collecting data for this paper. The first one is a test done
on a sample of Y+ students to probe their abilities to write a scientific outline of a
research paper in English. This test consists of two parts: theoretical and practical. The
practical part takes about two hours. The other questionnaire is set for chosen sample
of Y+ lIraqi lecturers to check the problems of their students face in preparing the
required outline. The results of the study on the samples reveal that Iragi students face
a lot of problems and have so many weaknesses in scientific writings. Solutions have
been suggested by the lecturers in the sample according to their experience and views.
Those will be presented in the findings of the study.

Keywords: (problems, outlining, scientific plan, Iragi students).
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V. Introduction

First of all, it is good to identify some of the terms pivotal to this study. The
“research paper” is “a written and published report describing original research
results.” (Okoduwa, Y +)71: ). Outlining is the basic stage of writing any research, be it
graduate or post-graduate. If we check the definition of the word, “outline” is defined
in Oxford Dictionary of Current English as: a “rough draft”, “summary”, or a “sketch
consisting of only contour lines.” (Thompson, Y34Y, p. 1¥+) In an article published in
the official website of the University of Washington under the title “How to Make an
Outline”, a research outline is defined as “a formal system used to think about and
organize your paper.” It is necessary for the researcher to make an outline to be able to
clarify the whole picture of the research (Outline, n. d.).

However, the academic outline of any research paper cannot be done
arbitrarily. It should follow a certain format and adhere to certain unified instructions.
That is to say, the research paper outline should “identify the topic” by summarizing
the main points of the paper in a sentence, clause or phrase, “identify the main
category” which means the first thing the researcher or student wants to identify, it
might be a definition, a clarification of a term, etc., and “create subcategories” which
are listed under each main category according to the information that the author wants
to cover (Outline, n.d.).

The basics of the research outline as cited in the previously quoted study in the
University of Washington are listed as: title, introduction, main topics and subtitles.
The research problem and methodology should be clarified in the outline as in the
research paper (Outline, n.d.). However, there are so many important details that need
to be followed such as the placement of dots, how to cite quotations, how to use
numbers, be they Roman, Arabic numbers or even letters. These details need a special

attention from the student as well as the supervisor or even the researcher in the
B!
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academic writing according to the style of the paper, be it APA, MLA or whatsoever
required in the paper.

As this paper questions the problems faced by Iraqi students in EFL colleges in
preparing the graduation research and fathoms their abilities in that process. There are
certain issues that should be taken into consideration regarding this special case. It is
worth mentioning that the first language in Irag is Arabic and the system of this
language is totally different from English language system, unlike the European
languages which might have some points in common with English. Thus, the Iraqi
students have to overcome the language barrier, system barrier and even lack of a
good reference, a guide or ability to understand some points. Hence, this paper sheds
light on these problems that are related to the content of the research paper outline and
its format. The study analyzes data collected directly from the tests made for the Iraqi
EFL college students and views of the lecturers and supervisors. The primary data
collected, their due analysis and the original findings endow this study its originality

and importance.

Y. Literature Review

Previous studies tackled the problems of Arabic- speaking students of EFL, and Iraqi
students in particular. However, those studies would dwell on the skills of language
acquisition such as speaking, reading, and writing. They attributed the weakness of the
students in academic and research writing to their weakness in English and their
inability to use the language skillfully to organize and arrange their thoughts.

A study on a sample of ¢9 Iragi graduate students from University of Kufa
shows that the students have problems on “individual level” and “institutional level”
and most of the challenges they face are related to writing due to linguistic
incompetence (Abu-Shnein, Y:Y.: YY), Students depend on their first language and
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word by word translation (p. YY). The lack of “critical thinking” and focus on
memorization are major factors that lead to the problems of writing for Iragi EFL in
addition to the scarcity in “effective” and motivated learners among the students. The
skills in writing are to be stirred through competition, focus on the “targeted culture”
with its abundant vocabulary and linguistic rules and critical thinking that sustains
imagination (p. Y'Y - ¥¢).

The challenges that EFL students face in writing are related to pedagogy,
cognition, linguistics and psychology (Hyland, Y+ +Y). The students face difficulties in
the sources of information, in adaption to the proper academic writing and adhering to
the right style. Besides, the gap between learners and educators due to the insufficient
time of classes in the educational system and lack of visual aids would result in
problems of academic writing. Hence, the students have less confidence in their
writing capacities (Fareed, Ashraf & Bilal, Y+)1). Students also face challenges
because of first language interference, deficiency in reading and lack of motivation
(Haider, Y+\Y). Therefore, the Iraqi students encounter diverse hardships in the

academic writing. They are related to school system, cognition, pedagogy and

psychology.

In research done on the difficulties of academic writing that Iragi post-
graduate students in Malaysia face, a primary data analysis was done for a survey and
interview made for a sample of Iragi students studying in Malaysia. The “lack of
competency” in academic writing in English was clear in the Iraqi students due to their
educational background in addition to the change of system as the Iragi system is
“course-based”. The lack of skills in writing in English was to be attributed to their
undergraduate system (Keong & Mussa, Y+ )°). That is to say, English is considered as

only one subject of many in the Arab countries and have few classes which lack the
YA
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proper method of teaching. Hence, students in English speaking countries face
challenges in doing academic assignments, paraphrasing or writing theses that need
higher skills in language (Rabab’ah, Y+ ).

A paper that fathomed the problems of academic writing in English faced by
Arab students tackled a sample of post-graduate students in King Saud University. The
paper classified the problems that Arab students face in academic writing in English
into four sorts: the gap that students have between spoken and written English, their
inability to prepare an outline before writing a draft paper, lack of knowledge in the
proper skills of writing and the vagueness in their use of the words and phrases
(AlFadda, Y+ YY: VYY),

A paper entitled “Investigating the Relative Difficulties of Iraqi EFL Learners
in Academic Writing”, the researcher, Naseer Shukur Hussein chose a random sample
of e+ students at the department of English in Al-Kadhum University College to
explore the difficulties that those students face in academic writing. The findings show
that the text-books should be reconsidered in order to meet the students’ needs with
consideration of the linguistic and non-linguistic elements that the students need for
academic writing. The study reveals that the students have problems in vocabularies,
grammar and reading in addition to the need that they should have more “language
exposure” (Hussein, Y+ YY: Y1-1V)

In fact, writing a good and right way in English proves to be a great challenge
for “non-native” students. Nasser’s research paper that was applied on EFL Iraqi
students in the university of Baghdad, investigates the students’ problems in writing in
English. It finds out that students lack a lot of skills related to writing in English.
(Nasser, Y+Y4) Tuan (Y+)+) emphasizes the importance of practice in enhancing the
writing skills for the students. According to the researcher the students lack the skills

of writing as well as the confidence needed to write. Actually, the writing skills, as
ERE!
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Pangaribuan and Manik (Y« +YA) confirm, needs proficiency in grammar, vocabulary,

spelling, punctuation, etc. which are the fundamental basics of language.

In fact, writing a scientific-research needs not only mastering the skills of
language, but also the style and elements necessary for the academic writing. Thus, the
literature review reveals that the previous studies mostly concentrate on the linguistic
problems as well as the difficulties of communication in English for non-speakers of
English, be they from Iraq or other countries. However, these problems are to be
considered in academic writing and enhancing effective methods of teaching research

writing.
Y. Methods & Methodology

This is an analytical research paper of the problems that EFL Iragi students in
EFL colleges face. It depends on primary data analysis of select samples of Iragi EFL
college students at the University of Thi-Qar. The study explores the problems and
challenges that the Iragi students face while preparing a scientific graduation paper. It
dwells on their incompetency in mastering the academic style and lack of reference in
addition to the mistakes they commit in quoting or reference indexing. Data are
collected from two questionnaires, the first is test that is made for ¥+ students from
EFL Colleges at the University to assess their abilities in outlining a scientific research
paper and their deficiencies. This test has theoretical and practical questions to
evaluate the students’ performance in research outlining. The second questionnaire is
set for Y+ lecturers and supervisors of the same university to check their views and

assessments of the students’ performance.
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¥.) Discussion & Findings

In each one of the two questionnaires prepared for this study, Y+ individuals
have been selected, i. e., Y+ students of EFL colleges at the University of Thi-Qar. The
percentage of respondents for each question is V«:Z, the thing which endows
reliability to these questionnaires, as Waters put it, in order to assess the consistency of
the answers (Waters, Y+ +Y). The questions and responses to the questionnaires as well
as the results and percentages of the choices are revealed in details in this section.

Questionnaire No.):

This questionnaire which is composed of theoretical and practical parts was made to
evaluate the Iraqi EFL College students’ abilities and check their weaknesses in
outlining a scientific plan of graduate research paper. The questions and results are

exposed as follows:

Q). Read the following passage carefully and then do what is required:

" Online education is beneficial for low-income students because it gives them a better
access to education resources, trains their online learning skills, and eliminates the
need to travel abroad”

A. Define the thesis statement
B. Put a title for a suitable topic of graduation research

Table ): Students’ performance of the first question

Students (Responses) No. | Statement NO. | Right | % wrong | %

A

A Y % YA ary

B AR vy Y4 vy

ARRA
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O Right 6.7% O Right 6.7%
B Wrong 93.3% B Wrong 93%

Results of Statement (A) Results of Statement (B)

The results show that the majority of Iragi students in EFL colleges can hardly define
thesis statement. Only Y students out of Y+ could define it. Less than half of the
students could put a suitable title to the topic of graduation research. However, the
number of students who could put a title exceeded the number of those who could
define a thesis statement. Hence, we can conclude that the students face great
challenges of defining the thesis statement of research which results in a failure in

outlining the plan of the research.
QY. Write (true) or (false) next to the following statements:
A. The use of the three periods as (...) is to denote stopping.

B. Long citation with more than three lines can be included between inverted commas

().

C. The et al. is an abbreviation used in reference indicating the work of four or five

authors.

YY\VY
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TableY: Students’ performance of the second question

Students (Responses) No.
\” .

Statement No. | Right | % wrong | %
A YV q. ¥ Y.
B Y. SR ER YY¥FY
C VY Y YY [V 01 Y

Students answers to this question were better than the previous question due to the
students’ good theoretical knowledge of research and literature. So, 4 + 7 of the answers
were right to statement no. A, and more than half of the students chose the correct
answer to statement B. But more the majority, with ©1.1VZ, had the wrong choice for
statement C. This indicates that the students can master the theoretical capacity due to

the theory-based courses but commit mistakes in some sensitive points due to the less

100 -
80 -
60 -
40

201

Statement Statement Statement

A B

practice they have in research writing.

QY. Answer the following questions:

A. How do we cite a reference for two authors?

C

O Right
B Wrong

B What is the gap in the problem that the research deals with?
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C. If you put a quotation without citation, what do we call this?

TableY: Students' performance of the third question

Students (Responses) No. | Question No. Right % wrong | %
Y. A Yy viay | v YY oYY
B Yy Vil | v YYYY
C YA 3. O Y 1Ay
100
50@ B Right
0 Right B Wrong
QA QB QC

Question no. Y depends on the theoretical study of research methodology in English.
Hence, the results of the sample show that students lack knowledge in the terms used

in research methodology, such as “plagiarism” in QC., needs a better comprehension

of the research parts as well as practice.

Q¢. Correct the following reference citation according to APA style:

DeSpain, Jessica, and Jennifer Travis, ed. Digital Humanities: Tools and Methods for
Nineteenth-Century American Literature. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, Y «)A,

Tablet: Students' performance of the fourth question

Students (Responses) No. Right % wrong %
v ) V. q Y.

ViV
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@ Right 70%
B Wrong 30%

In Question no. ¢, the majority of the students of V7 of them gave correct answers.
This reveals that the students study the APA style and have knowledge about reference
citation in bibliography. Hence, the students can perform duly according to the
explanation and practice they get in classes. In fact, indexing the reference can be done
by the students as they can check the internet and find the answers easily. Thus, the
performance in this question cannot give truthful information about the students
competency in research style unless they do it in front of the supervisor without

depending on any external source.

Qe°. Outline the following research topic according to what you have studied in your
textbook ' Writing Research Papers: A Practical Guide' taking into consideration your
supervisor's instructions:

" Difficulties in Using punctuation by Iraqi EFL Learners in writing"

Tablee: Students' performance of the fifth question

Students (Responses) | V. Good | % | Good | % Fair | % poor

%

No.Y -« . . A\f 1Ay s YY.YY | Y

\'
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@ V. Good 0%
B Good 6.67%

O Fair 23.33%
0O Poor 70%

This question is a complete test of the students’ abilities to write an outline of the
graduation research according to their textbook. However, the outlines of the students
reveal that the students have very poor competency in making a successful outline of
the research paper. That is to say, the majority of the students, V-7 of them, have poor
performance and no one of them has a very good performance. Hence, we can
conclude that supervisors have to give more instructions to the students and check
their outlines till they are able to write a good outline of the research.

Questionnaire No.Y:

This questionnaire is made as a survey to assess the lecturers and supervisors’
assessments of the Iraqi students’ abilities to prepare a graduation research outline. It
also assesses the lecturers’ competency in guiding the students in research outline. The
sample consists of Y+ lecturers of EFL colleges from the University of Thi-Qar. The
questionnaire is set as follows:

As a lecturer in Iraqi universities and supervisor of graduate students' research, please

answer the following questions by tagging the choice you state:

Q). Is Writing Research Papers: A Practical Guide by Bailey Powell &Shuttle a
good reference that caters to the requirements for preparing research writing?

YES/ NO/ Not Familiar
RS
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Table : Results of the first question

Respondents’ No.

Question No.

YES

%

NO %

Not Familiar

%

A

\

A

YyY.Yy

1 A\

V¢

R

O Yes33.33%

B No 20%

O Not Familiar
46.67%

The results reveal that the majority of the lecturers in the sample have no idea about

Powell and Shuttle’s reference which is important to read in research methodology.

Hence, the insufficient knowledge can be deduced in the responses of the lecturers to

the first question.

QY. Is it suitable for the purpose of enhancing understanding and awareness in the
Iragi EFL College students to prepare them for the graduation research writing stage?

YES/ NO/ Not Familiar

Table Y: Results of the second question

Respondents’ No.

Question No.

YES

%

NO %

Not Familiar

%

Yo

',

(]

Y1y

X ¥y

V¢

€11

Yy
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oA
B
oc
oD

As contrary to the requirements of graduation research in most of the international
universities, many lecturers, Y1.1V7 of them suggested not to prepare the students to
the writing stages of preparing research. Very few lecturers confirmed the necessity of

these stages, while the majority of them had no certain answer about this.

QY. What are the most noticeable problems in preparing a graduation research plan by
your students?
A. A complete failure of outlining a scientific plan of the research

B. A partial failure of outlining a scientific plan of the research

TableY: Results of the third question

Respondents’ Question No Item Answers No. | %

No. No.

Y. ¥ A K Ty
B V4 AR

YAVA
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0 A36.67%
B B63.33%

The majority of the answers asserted that the students’ problem is their partial failure
of outlining a scientific plan of the research which means that the students have some

information and practice but need more guidance.

Q¢. What are the most common challenges for the students in the research writing
stage?

- introduction

- literature review

- conclusion

- all of the previous items

Table ¢: Results of the fourth question

Respondents’ No. | Question No Item No. Answers No. | %

v ¢ A Y Y.

Yiva
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B o Yy
C . .
D Yy YY.YY
0 A10%
B B16.67%
0OCco%
0D73.33%

Most of the responses show that the students have challenges in all the three parts of

the research, i.e., introduction, literature review and conclusion.

Qe°. What is the percentage of plagiarism in your students' research?
- A very large percentage
- Quite a proportion for the purpose of quotation only

Table °: Results of the fifth question

Respondents’ No. Question No. Item No. Answers No. | %
‘) [ A Y Yo

B ) Y

YA
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O A70%
B B30%

Accordingly, students have a lot of plagiarism in their writings and this is a

threatening percentage that show students’ inadequacy of writing a research paper on

their own without stealing from sources.

Q7. What types of research do you often select for your students?

- A type of report
- A type of persuasive (applied and practical research)
- Both types
Table 7: Results of the sixth question
Respondents’ No. | Question No. Item No. Answers No. | %
Y. 1 A VY on Y

B ¢ \YYY

YA
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‘ B A56.67%
' W B13.33%

. ‘ 0 C30%

Most of the responses to this question reveal that lecturers would choose the type of
report for the students and very few would prefer the applied and practical research,
while Y+ 7 choose both types of research. Actually, the report is easier for the students
to understand than practical research that needs special skills and comprehension

abilities from the student.

QY. Do your students have knowledge of analytical and statistical methods?

YES/ NO
Table V: Results of the seventh question
Respondent No. Question No. | YES % NO %
Yo N V'Y 13 YA T

a O Yes40%
B No 60%

e
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The majority of the lecturers in the sample answered that their students did not have
knowledge of analytical and statistical methods which are necessary for every
researcher or graduate students. Only VY of the ¥+ lecturers answered by “Yes”. This
is an indication that there is a gap in research methodology of EFL for Iraqi college
students. It might be ascribed to the difficulty that the student faces in comprehending

the basics of statistics and analytical methods in research.

QA. How would you evaluate the using of indentation and punctuation by your

students in their research writing?
Very Good -Good - Quite Average - Poor

Table A: Results of the eighth question

Respondents’ No. | Question No. | Item Answers No. | %
% A Very Good ¢ YEYY
Good 1 h g
Quite Average 4 \ g
Poor AR Y.y
@ Very Good

13.33%
B Good 20%

O Quite Average
30%

O Poor36.67%

YYAY
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The majority answered that students were poor in using indentation and punctuation
with Y1.1v7 while the average level got Y7, with few responses for very good and
good. Hence, punctuation and the right use of indentation arise as a challenge for Iraqi

students in EFL colleges.

Q4. What recommendations do you find necessary to improve the level of the student

in the graduation research stage?
A. Changing the textbook to a more appropriate and comprehensive modern source

B. Taking training courses annually from the first semester of the stage of the

graduation research project

C. There is no benefit from both of the previous ways because the big responsibility

rests with the supervisor and his/ her duties to follow up and modify research

Table 4: Results of the ninth question

Respondents’ Question No. Item No. Answers No. %

No.

Y a A Y Ly
B ' oy Y'Y
C VY ¢

YYAE
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0 A.6.67%
B B.53.33%
O C. 40%

The majority of ©Y.¥V/, recommended training courses for the students, while ¢-%
asserted that it was the supervisor’s responsibility to follow up and modify research
for the students. Very few, 1.1V7 suggested to change the textbook.

Thus, this questionnaire clarifies that the Iragi students of EFL colleges face
many problems in research such as identification of the basics of research, inability to
write on their own, and lack of knowledge in the research methodology. However, this
might be attributed to many factors as the questionnaire reveals such as the
educational system which is theory-based mostly, the lecturers’ insufficient knowledge
and wrong choice of the style that caters to the students’ needs, and the students face
inclination to take the easiest way even by depending on plagiarism that strips the
scientific research of its worth.

¢. Conclusion and Recommendations

In conclusion, the study proves beyond any shadow of doubt that the Iraqi
students of EFL colleges face a lot of challenges in preparing and outline of the
scientific research plan. These challenges can be attributed to the type of system in
education that is theory-based, lack of practice on the part of the students, insufficient
knowledge of research methodology and lack of lecturers’ proficiency in teaching and
guiding the students. Training courses might be a good solution for the lecturers first

VYAe
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then for the students. The students show partial failure in outlining a research plan.
Thus, they miss the right knowledge for preparing the outline of the research and
guided practice. This study is culminated by highlighting the necessity to reconsider
the courses and to support the Iraqi students with the textbooks, guidance and practical
means that cater to their needs. Yet, this study is limited to the EFL students of EFL
colleges at the University of Thi-Qar. The sample is restricted to one university. It
does not extend to have samples from different samples of Iragi EFL students.
However, it paves the way for more comprehensive future studies that might include
more samples from other Iragi EFL colleges and elaborate on the findings of this

study.
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