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Abstract  
 

This empirical study explores Chinese scholars’ conceptions of the characteristics of 
quality in research. It follows a phenomenology approach and uses four mixed 
qualitative methods (online survey, interview, focus groups and document analysis). 
Phenomenological coding strategies and Pierre Bourdieu’s field and cultural theory are 
utilised to analyse the data and achieve a theoretical understanding of the findings.  

 
It is found that the participants viewed quality via multifarious lenses and identified 

diverse actual criteria. They nominated many ‘normal’ criteria that were similar to the 
western standards of research quality, especially the methodological ones, and some 
‘abnormal’ ones which were indigenous and contextual in nature (i.e., related to the 
particular context of educational research in China). The participants elaborated their criteria 
through 3 layers: methodology (technical quality criteria), contextualisation (i.e., criteria 
that were about the relationship between the research and the context), and criteria 
related to the impact of research. The contextual issues (e.g., job title evaluation system, 
research policy and administrative interference) generated “unscholarly” criteria, and 
hindered the academics’ good intention to consider and follow the conventional criteria 
in action. They influenced the academics’ opinions of quality and their ways of 
conducting research. In the participants’ eyes, doing research in China was tantamount 
to writing papers, and it was not about assuring quality but reflected the academics’ 
struggles to meet all sorts of requests at institutional and national levels. The 
participants looked for an impact of research at the practical level (e.g., teaching and 
learning), and suggested a combination of both theoretical and practical significance of 
research. Powerful academics have not created cultural and scholarly debates to 
consider and select the criteria nominated by other academics, and have not used them 
in the government and institutional documents. 

 
In Bourdieusian terms, quality as reflected in some aspects of the habitus of 

participants has been greatly influenced by the field, the capital and the symbolic power; 
but the habitus of most scholars has not yet managed to affect the field. There is much 
in the field that could be altered to enable the habitus to affect and develop the quality 
of educational research. This current study provides recommendations for educational 
research, university-teachers’ research and practice, researcher development, as well as 
research policy and management in the Chinese context, and/or abroad.  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

 

Imagine for a moment: 

   If you were a university educator in China (mainland), how would you feel if some 

counterparts at home and overseas praised your research (papers)? How would you 

respond, if you read some works which made little sense to your own teaching? How 

would you react, when you were requested to do work that you had no time for and 

received no support and funding from your workplace? How would you feel, if some of 

your colleagues endeavoured to write something good but their voices were not heard? 

What would you do if you noticed constant misconduct in your academic community? 

If you were often exposed to criticism of academic products in your community, how 

would you feel? 

... … 

I have been there and once felt passive, pessimistic and paranoid. Now I want to try 

to understand some of this (if not all) with an open mind. 

 

1.1. Introduction  
 

   The quality of research has been heatedly discussed in recent years in China’s 

academic community and indeed worldwide. Focusing on the Chinese context, I will 

start this section with a description of the macro background. 

   

The publication “Academic Ranking of World Universities” by Shanghai Jiao Tong 

University (China) offers annually updated information about academic performance 

worldwide. According to its 2008 results (ARWU, 2008), none of China’s institutions 

ranked among the top 200 institutions in the world. Professor Yang Dongping at the 

Beijing University of Technology commented, “China’s academic level is 

comparatively low, and so is its level of original work.” (Yu D, 2008. My translation, 
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2008) Journalist Yu (2008) continued, “Although a huge amount of research and studies 

are conducted by well-known Chinese institutions, very few result in high quality 

articles.” (My translation, 2008)  

 

In addition to this problematic ranking of research performance, China’s public 

media constantly exposes research misconduct in the academic community (e.g., Liu, 

2009). Reports and blog commentaries on academic productions are commonplace. 

Some disclosed a dubious publication industry that incited writers to fraudulent 

behaviour (Zhu, 2009), and some criticised the narcissism of scientific research1 in 

China (Xiong, 2009). Whereas some extolled the exemplary scholars’ battle against 

academic malpractice and for academic fairness and integrity (e.g., Zhang M, 2011), 

some called for a ‘blue sky’ in academia (e.g., Wei et al., 2009) and for reforms of 

research policy in higher education (e.g., Liu, 2007). Publicity of China’s research 

performance also appeared in the foreign press. For example, BBC (BBC, 2010) and 

Nature (Qiu, 2010) revealed China’s widespread problem of academic ghost-writing. 

“Scientific fraud: action needed in China” reported the Lancet (2010).   

 

   Some actions were taken – in 2009 the Chinese government set up a Committee of 

Atmosphere which was particularly responsible for the containment of academic 

misconduct (China-News, 2009). Attention, however, must be paid to the trustfulness 

and representativeness of the above media reports. They have a tendency to be cursory, 

opinion-oriented and over-generalised, and they are focused on scientific research. 

Therefore, in the context of my own project on educational research, I consider them 

and the aforementioned rankings as ‘wake-up calls’ only. As Peng (2011) critiqued, the 

world university ranking “weighted heavily towards articles published in Science and 

Nature”. 

They have sent out a message though that the ‘problem’ of research quality can no 

longer be dodged; and it is high time for those responsible for that to uncover the causes, 

discover the solutions and take action. 

                                                        
1 ‘Scientific research’ is often used to refer to ‘academic research’ in China. 
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   This current project is focused on university-teachers2 (UTs), who belong to the 

community of academia, and the research they conduct is part of the continuum of 

research, which includes research done by professional-researchers, school-teachers, 

and university-teachers who do research alongside their teaching. One part of this 

community is university-language-teachers (ULTs). ULTs refer to the scholars who 

teach courses relating to foreign languages (e.g., Korean & Russian) in higher education 

institutes (HEIs), and take on research responsibilities at the same time. ULTs are an 

essential group who contribute enormously to the research performance of a Chinese 

university. One piece of evidence for this, taken from the field of humanities and social 

science (HSS) – a field that seemed to be ignored by the aforementioned rankings – is 

that a large proportion of articles published in China’s core journals (e.g., Modern 

Foreign Languages, & Studies in Foreign Education) were written by UTs. Therefore, I 

argue that the quality of university-teacher-research (UTR) indispensably contributes to 

and perhaps influences the academic level of a Chinese university, and probably by 

extension that of the country. 

 

1.2. Reasons for the study 
 

   Because academics in HEIs are often called ‘teachers’, I call their research ‘UTR’ 

and put it into the category of ‘teacher research’ in this thesis. Teacher research, 

including UTR, is generally seen as beneficial to teaching (Borg, 2006a; Hao, 1999; 

Jenkins & Breen, 2003; Wen & Song, 2006; Wen 2002), despite the extended work it 

entails. It specifically benefits the quality of teaching at universities (e.g., Borg, 2007a; 

Rowland, 1996), teachers’ professional development (e.g., Atay, 2008; Borg, 2007a, 

2007c; Szesztay, 2001; Hao, 1999), development of theory (e.g., Lytle & 

Cochran-Smith, 1989) and the production of knowledge (Pring, 2004). Many 

Chinese-language papers advocated the importance of doing research at HEIs (e.g., Li 

                                                        
2 In China, academics working at universities are usually called ‘university-teachers’ or ‘higher education institution 
teachers’. 
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YS, 2007; Liu, 2007). Many reiterated that research-type UTs were desirable (e.g., Chen, 

2006; Wang & Li, 2002; Xu & Xu, 2004). However, I suspect it is inadequate to just 

stress the importance of encouraging UTs to do research, if the universities want quality 

to be the norm. Something needs to be done to help it to happen. 

 

As a former university-teacher of EFL (English as foreign language), my interest in 

the research conducted by EFL scholars in/outside universities makes me want to 

explore more the field of educational research. In terms of discipline, ER, including 

applied linguistics research, tends to receive less attention than natural science research. 

I suspect that the aforesaid media coverage may also apply to the education field and 

therefore the government’s challenge to academics to confront the problem of research 

quality is equally applicable to the educational research field. I then suggest that 

Chinese academics engaged in educational research must be explicit about what 

constitutes quality in research, as well as promoting debate about the issue and 

potentially contributing to the improvement of quality, such explicitness would make it 

easier to identify and then address issues of quality including those of poor academic 

practice and misconduct.  

 

I am also driven by some specific questions. Many ULTs devote a considerable 

amount of time and energy to research for whatever purposes. As a vice chancellor 

stated, “(Scientific) research at foreign language institutions is very promising.” (Zhang, 

2009. My translation, 2010). This suggests that an investigation into ULTs may serve as 

an example for future inquiry into views of research quality in other fields.  

 

1.3. Research foci and aims  
 

   This project focuses on Chinese scholars working in EFL-related fields in HEIs. By 

‘related’, I mean they do not teach only the English-language, but various courses (e.g., 

western culture). They train undergraduates to become school-teachers, supervise 

postgraduates, conduct research on or write about problems in different areas (e.g., 
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English lexicology & teacher development). These scholars are at all levels of the 

hierarchy of the job titles, including renowned scholars, less experienced academics and 

newly qualified university staff. For the purpose of convenience, ‘Chinese scholars’ is 

used throughout this thesis to mean UTs in general and EFL university-teachers in 

particular.  

  
   The theme of this study is a modest one: EFL Chinese scholars’ perceptions of the 

characteristics of quality in research. The primary goal is to gain insight into their 

opinions of quality of research in/on education. The ‘research’ about which they make 

judgments may be conducted in or outside the Chinese context, by writers based in 

China or overseas, and by Chinese faculties in HEIs or other communities (e.g., middle 

schools & government research units).  

 

   This project also attempts to explore Chinese scholars’ views of potential factors 

that may impact on research quality, and to address how the promotion of research 

training can become better integrated into existing systems of research development, 

professional development and teacher education. Some basic questions are proposed as 

follows: 

 

(1) What do Chinese scholars in HEIs consider as research? (What do I as researcher mean 

by research?) 

(2) What do Chinese scholars perceive as quality? (What do I mean by ‘quality’?) 

(3) Why do Chinese scholars think the criteria they use matter to them? 

(4) What factors do Chinese scholars think can impact on the quality of research? 

(5) How do Chinese scholars think that research quality can be improved? 

 

It is hoped that this project can provide a theoretical understanding of Chinese 

scholars’ conceptualisation of research quality and make some suggestions for both 

theory advancement and practice development. 
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1.4. Significance 
 

I feel this current project is worthy of my investigation for the following reasons. 

 

   Concerning the nature of this thesis, it is research on research. Theoretical 

investigations on research are scarce in China, although there are a few PhD theses on 

natural scientific research (e.g., Zhou, 2006), and on general research about teachers’ 

profession and development (e.g., Yue, 2005; Li, 2006). Empirical research on 

educational research and on that done by UTs seems more scant. In other words, there is 

a great deal of research on/about UTs (& school-teachers), but not much on UTR. Thus, 

there seems to be a scholarship gap in terms of production of knowledge. It is this gap 

that the current project aims to fill.  

 

   In addition, based on my reading of the abstracts in five international journals (ELT 

Journal, 1999-2008; RELC Journal, 1995-2008; System, 2002-2008; Teaching & 

Teacher Education, 2000-2008; TESOL Quarterly, 1996-2008) and China’s only 

English-language journal in applied-linguistics field (CELEA Journal, 2002-2008), I 

notice that not many systematic empirical studies have been done on the quality of 

research conducted by UTs, and on factors affecting this type of research, even though a 

few have investigated teachers’ engagement in research (e.g., Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg, 

2003b, 2003d, 2006; Macaro, 2003). Here is another potential scholarship gap. 

 

   Understanding UTs’ ideas of quality can offer a significant perspective to understand 

how Chinese scholars in general conceive quality, and how their dispositions influence 

the way they conduct research. An exploration into this area may become an avenue to 

inform the academic community in China (or abroad) of how research done by UTs will 

be evaluated by their peers. This will help UTs to position themselves in their 

community of practice and may increase their chance of getting papers published and be 

successful in research bids. If I understand how others judge my work, I know what to 

do. Also, if I understand that could be critiqued, I may be able to work out what a 
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sensible quality assessment framework is. 

 

   I believe that a better understanding of research quality and of the factors that affect 

it can eventually enhance teaching quality. According to Kincheloe (2003, cited in Borg, 

2006), doing research enabled teachers to explore students’ learning processes occurring 

in their classroom and helped them to interpret the processes. If understanding the 

factors could empower teachers to get control of their own research, this empowerment 

could indirectly reinforce teachers’ enquiry into the students’ learning processes, hence 

the practice of teaching. Meanwhile, if the factors were better understood, it would be 

important to consider their implications for conducting high quality research, for 

cultivating honest authors, for training future UTs and designing effective research 

training for them. To know our notions of quality is one way to discover what research 

we want to produce, and what research we think can help to improve learning and 

teaching in universities, schools and kindergartens. Therefore, UTs may impact 

communities outside the HEIs. 

 

In respect of practice of research, if our understanding of ‘quality’ could be captured, 

it could be critiqued and developed and then might be an informative step for drafting a 

quality assessment framework for the Chinese context and for developing possible 

training programs to improve quality. Readers of Chinese scholars’ research could be 

themselves, their counterparts, school-teachers, policy makers, professional researchers 

(who work in research centres and agencies, e.g., the Chinese Academy of Social 

Science), and lay persons. Therefore, the quality of UTR may be a benchmark for the 

research done by people in other entities. UTR’s relevance to teaching and learning may 

be a key gauge for practitioners’ teaching methodology, and its implications (e.g., those 

of a large scale funded project) may be taken by policy makers as a chief authoritative 

source for policy making in education. If the quality of UTR matters, the way of 

conducting the research matters too. Generally speaking, how we do research is 

determined by how we think we should do it. Thus, our perception of quality matters.  
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Beyond HEIs and at the national level, members of the National Committee of 

CPPCC3 urge the government to reform the mechanism of research because research 

strength is the country’s one important power, which can reinforce the country’s 

competitive position (Chen & Li, 2008). Power like this is what Nye (1990) coined ‘soft 

power’ in international affairs and public diplomacy. Soft power, in contrast to hard 

power (e.g., military & economic power), is a country’s ability to affect what other 

countries want, often associating with soft power resources – cultural attraction, 

ideology, and international institutions (Nye, 1990, p.167).  

 

“Soft power” in this thesis is limited to the intellectual power emanating from the 

academic entities (e.g., universities) and the influences they have on the world. Many 

domestic authors (e.g., Zhang ZG, 2003) argued that the development of research 

intensive universities was an important index of national power. However, Nye (2006) 

stated, “China's soft power still has a long way to go. China does not have cultural 

industries like Hollywood, and its universities are far from the equal of America's.” 

Similarly, considering the worldwide Confucius Institutes, Paradise (2009) noticed that 

little academic attention was given to China’s soft power promotion of language and 

culture and to their impact (p.650). The current thesis does not attempt to prove whether 

those western views are right or wrong, but to shed light on just one soft power resource 

– educational research, and gain some insights into it. This can help to develop China’s 

soft power and thus help her to become a stronger member of the international academic 

community.  

 

At a personal level, my own experience of learning and doing research is that as a 

teacher-trainee I did not receive systematic training on conducting quality research. 

During my first three years of teaching in university, I had no opportunity to formally 

study educational research. I believed that the quality of my research could have been 

improved if I had received research training earlier, and/or received positive support 

from my workplace. In this sense this project is part of my personal journey to continue 

                                                        
3 the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 
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my own development in research and profession. 

 

1.5. Overview of the thesis  
 

This project explores educational research in the Chinese context. In particular, it 

focuses on native Chinese speakers who are English-language teachers in HEIs, and 

how this group of scholars may apprehend quality of research, and why they perceive 

research and quality the way they do. This empirical study follows a phenomenological 

methodology and adopts French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice as a 

key strategy to attain a theoretical understanding of the findings. A methodological 

triangulation is used – survey, interview, focus group discussion and document analysis.  

 

   This thesis has 9 chapters in total. Chapter 1 delineates a generic scene in which this 

study situates, the reasons why this project is conducted, and the research significance. 

Chapter 2 introduces the background to this study – the HEIs system, university 

academics’ responsibilities, general research policy and culture, and the researcher’s 

background. A review of literature is provided in Chapter 3, with a focus on the existing 

references in China and Britain. The research design is detailed in Chapter 4 – the 

rationales for the choice of methodology, the methods for data collection and data 

analysis respectively, and the considerations of ethics and rigor in this study. In Chapter 

4, the data collection consists of two sequential stages, and the data analysis includes an 

introduction to the analytical framework. The results are presented in Chapter 5, which 

is followed by a discussion of the findings (Chapter 6). Chapter 7 points out the 

limitation of this study and offers some recommendation for future work. Chapter 8 is 

the Conclusion. The thesis ends with Chapter 9 – my reflection on this PhD journey and 

on the quality of this project.  
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Chapter 2 – Background and Context 
 

 

This chapter introduces the general system of HEIs in China (including the types of 

university), the responsibilities and roles of university-teachers, and the research 

requirements and culture. The chapter also describes the researcher’s professional 

background and experiences of doing research.    

 

2.1. HEIs system  
 

   According to government resources (Ministry of Education/MOE, 2010), China’s 

higher education system consists of four sectors across the 23 provinces – institutions 

providing postgraduate programs, regular HEIs, adult HEIs and non-state HEIs (Table1).  

 
Table1 - Higher Education Structure 

Higher Education No. of Schools Fulltime Teachers 

1. Institutions Providing Postgraduate Programs 796  

  (1)  Regular HEIs 

  (2)  Research Institutes 

481  

315  

2. Regular HEIs 2305 1295248 

(1) University 

Of which: Independent Colleges 

1090 896013 

322 116218 

(2) Non-university Tertiary 

Of which: Tertiary Vocational-technical Colleges 

1215 395016 

1071 345926 

(3) Other Institutions 74 4219 

3. Adult HEIs 384 50402 

4. Non-state/private HEIs 812 17881 

(Source: MOE, 2010. Edited by the researcher, 2012)  

 

   It is difficult to fully introduce all the kinds of institutions, because the original 

source provided little explanation. It is also difficult to trace an authoritative definition of 

‘university’, because there are various ways to classify it (e.g., Qiao, 2008; Zhang, 2003). 

For example, HEIs can be classified into four types in terms of teaching and research 

function: research intensive, research-teaching oriented, teaching-research oriented, and 
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teaching intensive (Zhao & Gong, 2007, p.264. My translation, 2012).  

 

   It is worth mentioning the institutions of Project-211 and Project-985. In 1990, the 

government commenced the Project-211 to strengthen 100 HEIs in their education 

quality, scientific research, management level and institutional efficiency (CERNET, 

2001). The Project-985, initiated in 1998, includes 40 universities and aims to establish 

and develop world-class research intensive HEIs. (Project-985 may be considered similar 

to the Russell Group in Britain in terms of the member universities’ focus on promoting 

research performance.) 

 

   However, Zhang (2003) pointed out that a ‘research university’ was not clearly 

defined in China (p.42). It is difficult to distinguish the professed research-oriented 

universities from the non-research-oriented ones. For example, my former university is 

not a member of Project 211/985, but it provides master and doctoral degrees, and runs 

established research centres operating at local, provincial and national levels. It is 

unknown to me whether the government would classify it as a research-intensive body.    

  

   According to MOE data (2010), there are 117 regular and 32 non-state HEIs in 

Guangdong Province where I was based. The university where I used to work is located 

in Guangzhou, the province’s capital city (see Appendix15). In terms of the management 

system, my formal university is classified as a ‘regular HEI’ (Type2) – an institution 

under the provincial agency (not MOE) providing degree-level programs. This is useful 

referential information for me to look at other institutions. 

    

   Table1 indicates that the ‘regular HEIs’ (Type2) are a major part of the system, and so 

this thesis focuses on this type. However, considering my research purpose, my selection 

of universities for the current project would not be limited to only one type, as long as 

the institution has a division of foreign language education. (More discussion on 

selecting participants is given in Chapter4.) Therefore, universities in this thesis refer to 

state and/or private HEIs, which are officially recognised and accredited by the 
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government. They can be research institutes, comprehensive universities, teacher training 

colleges, vocational colleges, and colleges with subject specialties (e.g., aviation). These 

universities may be newly constituted or have a long history, urban or suburban. They 

may be nationally prestigious or less well-known.  

 

   Many universities subsume a college (department) of foreign languages. It is useful 

to look at the structure of a college of languages to get a generic sense of ULTs’ work 

environment. The example below is the organisation of a language faculty (Faculty Y) at 

a state university in southern China. It demonstrates only the visible structure at the 

macro level in Faculty Y. The structure at the micro level would be more complex than 

this flowchart.  

     

 
Flowchart 1 - Example of a faculty’s structure  
(Source: Chinese files provided by an interviewee via emails on 21st Feb, 2012, 5:33pm and on 31st March, 2012, 6:48pm. 

Edited/translated by the researcher, 2012) 

 

   The EFL scholars in Faculty Y are subject to not only the Faculty but also the 

University. They are based in the Teaching Units (i.e., the English department, 

College-English teaching unit & the postgraduate unit). Their work is associated with all 

the offices, and perhaps with the research centres when/if they have responsibilities there. 

For example, daily logistics of teaching (e.g., classroom arrangement for lectures) are 

normally operated by the Teaching Service office, which also copes with student affairs. 
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The Administration Office is in charge of a range of affairs (e.g., personnel). 

 

   However, the structure of Faculty Y may be different from those at other universities. 

The main purpose of Flowchart-1 is to imply that Chinese scholars’ work is involved in a 

complex administrative mechanism, which in practice is even more complex than this 

flowchart can show.  

 

2.2. University-teachers (UTs)  
 

‘Teacher’ is used as an umbrella term in China to include teachers in kindergartens, 

primary-schools, middle-schools and HEIs. ‘University-teachers’ (UTs) and ‘HEI 

teachers’ in Chinese language are both commonly used to mean academic staff. In this 

thesis, UTs refer to full-time HEI-based scholars, whose primary job description is 

teaching, and whose research is usually done as a mandate. Their responsibilities usually 

cover three parts: teaching, research and learning (e.g., in-service training) (Li & Hao, 

2009, p.27). The research responsibility is often emphasised more (Yang, 2008). 

Professional titles for UTs include assistant lecturer, lecturer, associate professor and 

professor. Some universities also have full-time researchers whose main duty is to do 

research rather than teaching. Their job-title range is researcher, vice-researcher, research 

assistant and research probationer (GDUFS, 2008; my translation, 2012). These full-time 

researchers are called ‘professional researchers’ in this thesis.  

 

   Like UTs in other disciplines (subjects), scholars of EFL conform to the same three 

parts of job duties and their job-titles fall in the same range.  

 

   Chinese scholars of EFL play several roles as part of their job. As teachers, their 

basic roles include “teachers” who provide teaching and facilitated learning, “researchers” 

who develop discipline and subject knowledge, and “suppliers” of service in society, 

politics, economics and culture (Lu & Kong, 2008, p.29. My translation, 2012). 

Regarding the subject-specific roles, a chronological view is needed here. Traditionally, 
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teachers of EFL were regarded as mediators who instilled knowledge of the language 

into learners (Bai, 2006; Lu & Kong, 2008). This role is challenged in modern days and 

evolves into several different roles, such as students’ learning advisor, student needs’ 

assessor, curriculum designer, teaching material writer, and life-long learner (Bai, 2006; 

Lu & Li, 2002; NRCFLE, 2002). These new roles appear more important than the 

traditional one, and are accordingly more demanding (Zhang, 1999). However, Lu & 

Kong (2008) revealed that among the various roles, ‘researcher’ was given lower priority 

by Chinese authors (p.31). (Note that there seems to be a contradiction: the responsibility 

of research is emphasised in the institutional evaluation on scholars’ work performance; 

in contrast, in actual daily work, ‘researcher’ as a role is less emphasised than ‘teacher’.)  

     

   EFL scholars have various backgrounds in terms of profession and qualification. 

Many of them are graduates of their own universities (Qiao, 2008, p.37) – they stay on 

after their graduation, with a doctoral, masters or bachelor degree. Some transfer or are 

promoted from private institutes, adult HEIs or state research institutes (see Table1). 

Some have teaching experience in middle schools, or are trained to be school-teachers, 

and then enter higher education via different paths. There are also some teachers who 

shift from a totally different career, such as business or accountancy. Considering the 

variety of backgrounds, some authors notice a tendency. After their own subject-area 

study at university, many EFL scholars start teaching without having taken professional 

teacher education in advance (Wang et al., 2008, p.393. My translation, 2012).  

 

   In China’s HEIs, there are two main types of EFL scholars – those who teach English 

majors and are called ‘professional English teachers’ (PETs) and those who teach 

non-English majors (e.g., mathematics & art students) and are called ‘College English 

teachers’ (CETs). Yet many scholars actually have duties to teach both groups of students. 

Despite the varieties of courses and students they teach, all EFL scholars are required to 

take up some hours of in-service education annually, and a certain amount of 

research-load, which correspond to their job titles.  
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   Regarding EFL scholars’ specific responsibilities, teaching and research are two 

principal accountabilities in the role of all job titles. Teaching obligations usually include, 

for example, lessons planning, lectures delivery, marking, preparation 

(designing/developing teaching materials), designing (invigilating/marking) 

examinations, and giving student tutorials. Each university (faculty) requires a weekly 

minimum teaching-load (e.g., 10 hours of lecture delivery). How many extra 

teaching-hours a scholar takes on depends on several factors, such as faculty needs, 

course nature, number/size of classes, and staff’s interests. Alongside these activities, 

many scholars are required to undertake administration duties, such as to attend meetings 

convened in the department (college/university), and to participate in relevant 

professional activities (e.g., student competition of language skills).  

 

   The research responsibility is associated with many more aspects and people in 

different positions. This is explained in the following section (2.3). The research with 

which UTs of EFL associate may be called ‘EFL-related Research’. However, 

‘EFL-related Research’ in this thesis is not regarded as tantamount to any single one of 

the following: ‘teacher research’, ‘action research’, ‘applied linguistics research’, 

‘TESOL research’ or ‘ELT research’. Rather it may subsume all of this. In Chapter 1, I 

have used ‘educational research’ because education subsumes language education. After 

all, it is unsuitable at this stage to limit the types of research done by UTs to one single 

label. This aspect will be further discussed in next chapter. 

 

2.3. Research policy and management  
 

   University-teachers’ annual research-load is decided by their job titles. Table2 

highlights a university’s (University-Z) regulations of rewards for academic staff’s 

research performance and output.  
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Table 2 - Research load 
Job title Annual 

research load 

Credit allocation (examples) 

Assistant 

lecturer 

8 

points 

(1) Points for projects:  

e.g., national research project – rank of points 300, 220, 150, 120.  

5 points for every ¥10,000 RMB grant income; 5 points for every ¥10,000 RMB in a 

sub-project of a national project; etc. 

(2) Points for Academic papers:  

e.g., ¥500,000 RMB reward for publication in NATURE/SCIENCE; 150 points for 

every paper published in Type-A journals; 8 points for one paper published in 

journals with CN or ISSN; etc. 

(3). Points for Intellectual Property Rights and Transferable Research Products:  

e.g., 50 points for a national invention patent; etc. 

(4) Books:  

e.g., for academic books, 3 points for every 10,000 words; etc. 

(5) Points for award-winning:  

e.g., for national award-winning, 200 points for 1st prize; etc.  

Lecturer 12 

points 

Associate 

professor 

16 

points 

Professor 20 

points 

(Source: official institutional document, 2008; provided by the researcher’s friend; edited/translated by the researcher, 2012) 

 

   For instance, at University-Z (research-intensive), a lecturer must earn at least 12 

credits (points) to complete his/her yearly research task, through whichever way as 

shown in the Table. Accordingly, if a lecturer has a paper published in an ordinary 

domestic journal, s/he can attain 8 points. The remaining 4 points needs to be achieved 

via either another paper publication or other avenues. Looking at the credit allocation, if 

a scholar successfully wins a grant for a national research project, s/he obtains 300 points 

for the year in which the project is granted. That is, s/he can earn more than enough 

credits for completing the annual research load, regardless of his/her current job title. 

Considering publication of books (No.4 in the Table), if a scholar writes and publishes 

only one academic book (not a textbook) with 50,000 words and produces nothing else, 

s/he can get 15 points. But these are not enough to enable him/her to complete the higher 

annual research load (20 points) required of a professor.  

    

   There is no available statistics showing the percentage of the completion of these 

research-tasks at University-Z. But, if the scholars ‘failed’ to fulfil the annual task, 

regardless of their job-titles, they would be deprived of the chance to be awarded the 

‘excellence’ in the final assessment that year, that is to say, their bonus and other benefits 
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cannot reach the highest grade. This indicates that a professional title means a lot to 

many scholars. 

    

   The four-ranking of professional title was developed and regulated by the State 

Council of China in 1960. The system of professional title evaluation was reformed and 

formalized in 1986 and has since been in operation (Yang, 1998). The objective of the 

professional-title evaluation is to “one, fairly and justly appraise teachers’ academic level, 

work abilities and work achievement to reasonably distribute reward; and two, assign 

clear requirements for future work…” (Guo, 2007, p.111. My translation, 2012). A 

professional title is crucial because it involves social status, salary and remuneration, 

academic reputation and even ‘the right of speech’ in the society (Guo, 2007, p.110). 

Once it is granted, it is permanent, and it has nothing to do with the scholars’ work 

positions (Wu, 2005; Yang, 1998), such as a work position as a course-leader. 

Comparing to work positions, professional titles represent and stress the assessing 

purpose and its connection to the scholars’ appointment and promotion (Guo, 2007; Wu, 

2005, p.120).  

 

   Except for some institutes which have been granted exemption by the State Education 

Commission, most universities must have their scholars’ professional titles assessed by 

the evaluation committee at province level (Yang, 1998). Considering the national 

situation in general, scholars’ teaching performance (the quality of teaching) is not taken 

as a crucial measure in the evaluation of professional titles, as it is hard to be quantified, 

whereas research performance, especially productivity and output, is highly emphasised 

(Yang, 1998; Guo, 2007). However, during the evaluation procedures (e.g., in a process 

of assessing an application for a job-title upgrade), almost no assessor is able to offer 

objective and accurate comments on the scholars’ publications, because many assessors 

are not experts in the areas in which the publications engage (Wang, 2006), but rather 

they are bureaucrats (Qiu, 2010). Thus, if the scholars succeed in meeting the request of 

the quantity of research output, it is more possible for them to succeed in the job title 

evaluation. 
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2.4. Academic community and culture 
 

   Shi and Rao (2010), who are prestigious scientists, described China’s research culture 

as ‘unhealthy’ – “It wastes resources, corrupts the spirit, and stymies innovation.” The 

problems of the ‘unhealthy’ research culture include, among others, ghost-writing, 

plagiarism, falsification or fabrication of data – exposed by Qiu (2010), who criticised the 

academic evaluation system for placing disproportionate emphasis on publications. The 

system problem – “bureaucratic interference in academic activities” is one main cause, 

another is the cultural problem – “Jigong jinli” (seeking quick success and short-term gain) 

(Qiu, ibid.). Outside the academic community, there are numerous reports about the 

‘un-healthiness’ in academy (e.g., Jia, 2006; Zhu, 2006; Lim, 2010). 

 

   Shi and Rao (2010) argued that researchers themselves became part of the problem, 

because some of them accepted the funding system despite its limitations. This is exactly 

the ‘root’ of academic corruption which was stressed by Fang Zhouzi, a famous ‘science 

cop’ who exposes academic malpractice in China. Fang urged, “Actually, it’s not that we 

don’t have regulations, it’s not that there is no mechanism of assessment and 

inspection…academic corruption has never decreased; academics who engaged in 

malpractice still go on their own way. So, it’s not about regulations, but ineffective 

compliance, a problem of ‘people’ – resolving the problem of ‘people’ and genuinely 

letting the regulations function is the way to curb academic corruption…” (Zhou H Z, 

2011. My translation, 2012) In line with Fang’s opinion, Luo (2011) argued that 

academics ought to have awareness of self-discipline, otherwise regulations would fail to 

produce efficacy as they should.  

 

   However, the ‘problem of people’ is still related to the system. As Shi and Rao (2010) 

revealed that some of the rampant problems in research funding were “attributable to the 

system and others [were] cultural”. A university is a unit system, and the scholars are 

‘unit persons’. Individuals are controlled by the unit’s rules, which pressurise individuals’ 
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values and pursuits (Wu, 2005). Culturally, scholars at the bottom of the power hierarchy 

must conform to those on the top (Qiao, 2008). Fears of displeasing the leaders and 

violating authority, among others, deter the scholars from opposing the problematic 

system, not to mention ‘demolishing’ it.     

 

   In the higher-education sector, research culture is problematic, according to Yu 

(2008). The problem comprises three aspects: “formalistic cooperation, multi-subject 

oversimplified and colony utilitarian culture”. My understanding of these aspects is that 

scholars’ collaboration is superficial in that the scholars might be willing to collaborate 

initially in order to bid for grants, but it is not a genuine team-work in the actual research 

process. If it is an inter-disciplinary project, the collaboration remains at an immature 

level and rarely goes beyond a superficial integration of the multidisciplinary strengths. 

The ‘colony utilitarian culture’ would be the same as the aforesaid ‘jigong jinli’ (seeking 

quick success and short-term gain).   

 

   In the educational field, Hu (2009) reviewed the gains and losses of China’s foreign 

language education in the last six decades, and revealed a downside in this area – the 

domestic research about theories of foreign language education and the scholars’ 

consciousness of innovation were both rather weak (p.16). Before Hu, Xia (2002) argued 

that a central problem of the reform in China’s College English teaching was still the 

‘quality of teachers’. Xia’s nation-wide survey showed that many 

College-English-teachers (CETs) had inadequate knowledge of language education 

theories and teaching methodologies. Therefore, Xia suggested that more discussion and 

action was needed on the fundamental things, such as training teachers to carry out 

systematic enquiry into their teaching practice (p.41).  

 

   Considering CETs, Yang et al. (2001) critiqued that the research performance 

(publication quantity and quality) of this type of scholars was unsatisfactory. Yang et al. 

summarised six reasons: ill-constructed curriculum and courses of English; students’ 

limited cross-disciplinary knowledge; teachers’ lack of consciousness and spirit of 
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research; teachers’ lack of time for research and an un-supporting environment of 

research; lack of research organizers and academic leaders; and teachers’ lack of a sense 

of crisis in profession and survival (My translation, 2012). Note that Yang et al. focused 

on CETs, not PETs (see 2.2).  

 

   A former colleague of the researcher said disappointedly, “Nowadays, very, very few 

people [scholars] in China would be willing to do real research; very few would brave 

the challenges and loneliness in the process of doing good research.” (Personal 

communication, 28 Feb, 2009).  

   

However, the academic community and research culture in China is not all 

discouraging and hopeless, if we look into the future. Regarding humanities and social 

science (HSS), Ke (2011) suggested that research output and achievements should step 

out of the ‘den of books’: to be made transferable to contexts and domains outside the 

academy and HEIs, and these could be fulfilled through many ways, such as establishing 

a platform where research products could be disseminated via various media. Meanwhile, 

the challenges facing ordinary scholars must be carefully considered. Zhong (2011) 

appealed that foreign language institutes carried many missions and could contribute 

greatly to introducing China’s philosophy and social science research to the world. 

 

All of the above suggest that quality of research cannot be regulated into existence. 

We need to understand how people view quality, as that can be the foundation for future 

debate about what quality of research we want to conduct, how, and what to do with it. 

As in conceptual learning generally, a starting point for developing is finding out what 

people think, and then developing that if it is sound, or challenging it if it is not. 

 

2.5. the researcher’s background & experience  
 

In the late 90s, I was trained for my first degree to become a school-teacher of 

language. In hindsight, I knew what an undergraduate thesis looked like, but not what a 
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good one should be. I continued my wish to write something better after my graduation 

from university. 

 

My first workplace was a faculty with a heavy orientation in teaching and 

examinations at a comprehensive university. The first three years of my career is a 

journey of not only learning to teach, but striving and struggling to do some ‘research’ 

(which may be called ‘action research’ or ‘practitioner research’). My pedagogy and style 

of teaching were criticised in the first year by a few students and colleagues (Xie, 2006). 

With a hope to ‘prove’ something and a strong desire to conduct research, I decided to 

investigate language teaching methodologies – chose a method, reviewed literature, 

found participants, interviewed, transcribed, wrote a paper, and waited for a chance to be 

published. This process was self-taught and little guidance was given by others, except a 

senior fellow teacher who introduced me to a western colleague who then proofread my 

paper. That was the end of the story. I have since regretted that I back then did not aim at 

a publication. I have laughed at my research motivation – learning to go through a 

research process!   

 

I became a more ambitious writer during and after my MA program. I put endless 

effort into trying to get my MA assignments and thesis published in top Chinese and 

international journals. But I gave it all up. (In retrospect, I did not know how to respond 

to journal reviewers’ feedback.) Regarding my experience of writing for Chinese journals, 

a colleague once criticised me, “I think you’re supercilious, stubborn, scorned the 

‘academic trading’ in China’s publication market…” (Personal communication, between 

2007 & 2008).  

 

In 2008, I showed my PhD proposal to three friends (academics) – two showed 

interest and gave positive feedback, but one criticised it. The criticism was that ‘research’ 

as a topic has been discussed a lot in China and so my proposal was not looking at 

something new. I took this criticism into account: it was fair in the sense that ‘research’ in 

general was not a brand-new direction, but this friend might have misunderstood my 
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research focus and purpose, as I did not aim to evaluate my peers’ research. So, I 

convinced myself that the topic was not a whim, but an idea that was built upon some 

years’ experience of teaching, self-study, observation, reading and thinking. I also shared 

my ideas with laypersons. All of us believed that the topic related to a timely yet 

sensitive problem. After all, the proposal (in 2008) demonstrated only my rudimentary 

ideas of the project, and after 2008 I continued to refine the central research questions.  

 

2.6. Summary 
 

   Chapter 1 has highlighted my research focus of this project (1.3). This chapter 

describes how the current context in China’s educational and academic system has 

influenced my focus. It shows that academic reviewing is based on quantity not quality, 

and it is bureaucrats who make judgments of quality of research, not academics 

themselves. There are many problematic aspects of research culture and policy. Many 

scholars have been struggling to meet research requirements, and at the same time to 

adapt to the national and institutional research cultural. All of this makes it difficult for 

academics to write and conduct quality research. My personal experience demonstrated 

some of those problematic aspects in the system and some that have not yet been 

explained in this Chapter. It is worth asking whether my experience is common in other 

academics’ research life, and whether they conceive the research system and culture the 

same way as I do.  

 

However, there is not a systematic report on China’s educational research, regardless 

of some introductions to history of teacher education and development in general, and 

history of ELT in China. As Hu (2009) revealed, missing statistics and resources in China 

make it very challenging to write about history of foreign language education. Thus, it 

can be imagined that it is harder to write about research on/about foreign language 

education. Therefore, I will need to continue to review pertinent literature (in both 

Chinese and English languages) as much as possible. I will discuss my reading of this 

relevant literature in more depth in the following chapter.
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Chapter 3 – Literature Review 
 

 

3.1. Introduction 
 

   This study, embedded in the milieu that is described in Chapter 2, investigates the 

two core questions below. This chapter reviews what, in the accessible literature to date, 

has been done in the field and how, and what seems to be absent or needs to be further 

studied. The review focuses on the literature in China and Britain, mainly because I 

used to work in the Chinese context and I have done my PhD in Britain.  

 

How do Chinese EFL-related academics understand the concept of ‘quality’ in 

relation to research? What factors have shaped how these academics perceive 

‘quality’? 

 

   The underscored words represent 4 broad areas, which encompass the essential 

notions that need to be considered to answer the research questions. Mind-Map1 below, 

with the central idea at heart, brings together the 4 areas but without showing the 

interconnections and multi-relationships between the various concepts. This Map 

mainly serves to depict the key terms, and does not imply that the individual concepts 

are uncorrelated.  

 

   I use this Mind-Map as a structure device to help this chapter to make sense. It is not 

that the Mind-Map was the results of all my reading of the literature; or that it was my 

initial thoughts which were developed through my further reading. Rather, I developed 

it incrementally – I kept challenging the Map as I read, and particularly organised my 

thoughts around the 4 small circles.  
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   The Map shows that this study is a piece of research on research, and specifically, 

on researchers’ opinions about the quality of research. The Map also shows the focus in 

each of the 4 areas, the scholarship gaps, and the connection between the areas and the 

thesis chapters. For example, in the area of the right circle (   “Chinese academics”), 

there is a focus on China’s academic community and on scholars in HEIs. 

 

   Chapter 2 focused on the right circle on this Mind-Map, and Chapter 4 will focus on 

the top light-green circle (   ). The current chapter looks at the left purple (   ) and the 

bottom blue (   ) circles, and is arranged into six sections – introduction, research, 

quality of research, quality of research in China, gaps in the knowledge and summary. 

 

Beginning from the purple circle, the chapter seeks to identify the position of 

university-teacher-research (UTR) in the realm of research. It then moves on to the blue 

circle to review issues relevant to judgment of quality. It continues to review some 

Chinese literature, with a focus on those about EFL-related research. The chapter will 

then take a holistic view to identify the potential gaps in the existing literature which 

has been reviewed here. The identification of the gaps will be made through four entries: 

theme, methodology, perspective and context. 

 

 

3.2. Research 

 

3.2.1. Working definition 

 

There are multiple ways of defining ‘research’. How to define it probably depends 

on the authors’ writing purposes. I find Stenhouse’s definition a suitable 

umbrella-notion for drafting my own definition: 

 

“Research is systematic, critical and self-critical enquiry which aims to contribute to the 
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advancement of knowledge and wisdom.” (Stenhouse, 1975, cited in Bassey, 1999) 

 

This definition, as Pring (2004) noted, “is broad enough to encompass not only 

empirical research, but also historical, documentary and philosophical research.” (p.7) 

Also, Morrison (2007) regarded this definition as value-laden because the readers were 

unsure about who would benefit the advancement.  

 

   Regardless of the value-laden issue, it is likely that Stenhouse’s definition is not the 

way my participants would definite research. According to my experience in China, it is 

possible that the participants refer to ‘science research’, ‘social science research’, ‘pure 

theoretical research’ and ‘empirical research’. They often use the typical term ‘ELT 

research’ (English Language Teaching) instead of ‘educational research’ (ER). 

Therefore, I need to consider some of the popular terms that I have previously 

encountered in China, such as ‘action research’ (AR) and ‘(applied) linguistics research'. 

It is also possible that the participants might refer to research outside the field of 

language education, even if they do not call them, for example, ‘psychological research’ 

and ‘sociological research’.  

 

By considering the terminological issues, it now seems sensible to first take a look 

at the classification of research.  

 

Like the definition itself, ‘research’ is classified in many ways in the west, for 

example, paradigms of research (e.g., Ernest, 1994; Hammersley, 2007a); procedures of 

doing research (e.g., Bell, 2005; Phelps, Fisher, & Ellis, 2007); the qualitative and 

quantitative logic (e.g., Cresswell, 2009; Davies, 2007; Flinders & Mills, 1993); range 

of methods (e.g., Booth, et al., 2003; Martella, et al., 1999; Ruane, 2004), genre of 

research (e.g., Brewer, 2007; Murray, 2005) and writing rhetorical (e.g., Day, 1996; 

Woods, 1999). In China, Zhao and Gong (2007) argued that ‘scientific research’ (i.e., 

academic research in the Chinese language) could take the form of ‘pure research’, 

‘basic research’ and ‘applied research’. They explained that after the 20th century the 
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differences between the latter two forms became less obvious, and the contributions that 

research made to social improvement and economic development was stressed more 

than before. Altogether, the distinctions here are about research’s focus, style, 

methodology and methods. The research in which Chinese scholars (in general) engage 

may be in any of the above forms, styles and methodologies. 

 

In a broad sense, Chinese scholars of EFL work in the area of (applied) linguistics, 

or language teaching and learning in a narrow sense. If they are regarded as researchers, 

their research would then pertain to ER. By and large, ER falls into the continuum of 

social science research (Punch, 2009, p.8-9). Moreover, EFL-scholars’ research might 

be considered inter/multi-disciplinary, for example when they collaborate with 

researchers in other disciplines (e.g., psychology).  

 

   Therefore, I will refine the scope of ‘research’ and restrict it to educational research 

in this thesis. Exploring this area will help me to understand what participants may be 

talking about and perhaps to identify aspects of educational research to which they do 

not refer. It is now sensible to envisage the position of ER in the realm of research 

through Flowchart-2 below. This flowchart helps me to organise this section (3.2) and to 

explicate my research focus of this current project.  
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Flowchart 2 – Classification of research  
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3.2.2. Educational research (ER) 
 

To define ‘educational research’ is not easy (Hillage et al., 1998, p.7). Wellington 

(2000) recognised the changing character of the concept and saw Stenhouse’s (1984) 

and Bassey’s (1995) views as “a sound working description/definition of educational 

research” (p.13):   

 

“[Educational research is] systematic activity that is directed towards providing knowledge, 

or adding to the understanding of existing knowledge which is of relevance for improving the 

effectiveness of education.” (Stenhouse, cited in Wellington, p.11) 

 

“Educational research is critical enquiry aimed at informing educational judgments and 

decisions in order to improve educational action.” (Bassey, 1999, p.39) 

 

I agree with Wellington that ‘activity’ implied the flexibility necessary to identify the 

multifarious forms of ER, and that ‘relevance’ indicated the different extents to which 

the efficacy of ER could reach. These definitions show that some ER focused on 

understanding educational issues and taking actions in educational settings, and some 

focused their attention on the purposes of ER.  

 

   BERA (2013) has recently published a briefing which offers a full definition of ER. 

Despite its political drive (campaigning for future funding), it is worth acknowledging 

some of its significant points here – ER “includes research of education – ‘blue skies’ 

research to support the development of educational theories and phenomena – as well as 

for education – a focus on ‘what works’ and a conscious contribution to 

evidence-informed policy and practice…”, and ER “questions assumptions, discards old 

myths, considers whether activities and policies are worthwhile, sets agendas and 

re-conceptualises problems…” Accordingly, ER carries many missions and purposes, 
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for example, developing theories and applying findings to practice. This seems 

consistent with Zhao and Gong’s (2007) description of forms of research (see p.37-8).  

 

   Similar to Britain, the definition of ER is elusive in the Chinese context. It includes 

investigations in many areas, such as culture studies, moral education, and traditional 

Chinese philosophies (Sun, 2011). 

 

   If ER is guided by the researchers’ aims/purposes/decisions (Morrison, 2007), my 

understanding of ER at this stage would not reach the extent, to which some issues such 

as values and political intentions are intensely involved; as I am not focusing on the 

research stakeholders based in the political regime, companies, and government 

research units. Herein leads to one of the distinctions within ER – who conducts ER.  

 

   As Flowchart-2 shows, ER can be done by teachers (in schools/universities), 

researchers (e.g., professional-researchers, see 2.2), and any others (e.g., researchers in 

commercial companies & charities). This current project focuses on university-teachers, 

and in particular, university-teachers of language.     

 

3.2.3. (University-) Teacher research (TR) 
 

   ‘Teacher research’ traditionally refers to research conducted by school-teachers 

rather than university-teachers (for a more comprehensive conceptualisation, see 

Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Lytle & Cochran-Smith, 1989).  

 

   However, there seems a potential confusion when reading the literature on TR, as 

different papers refer to different groups of teachers. In the 1990s, reports on TR mainly 

referred to school-teachers (e.g., Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Edge & Richards, 1993; 

Foster, 1999; Freeman, 1996; Kincheloe, 1991); whereas in the 21st century the term 

‘teachers-as-researchers’ has been adopted in an extended domain, ranging from 

primary school to university. Take Borg’s three articles (2007a, 2007b, & 2003d) as 
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examples: teachers in the first article were those teaching English in an institution 

(non-university); in the second paper, the participating teachers worked in a private 

institution which was part of a university; and the third paper used ‘teacher research’ in 

a general sense without clarifying the teachers’ backgrounds.  

 

   TR is seldom regarded as a content equivalence of ER in both the English and 

Chinese literature, but there is not a clear line between the two. For example, Li (2006) 

translated the Chinese topic of his PhD thesis into “study on teachers’ educational 

research”. Li conducted a “collaborative educational action research” with junior school 

teachers to find out what kind of research was suitable for school-teachers to do, why 

and how (p.6). So, Li’s participants are middle school teachers, and his ‘educational 

research’ refers to research done by school-teachers and him. There, ER seems to 

subsume TR, and ‘teacher research’ and ‘action research’ are interchangeable.  

 

Considering research content (topic), TR seems to be a loose concept in the Chinese 

context. For example, Yue (2005) viewed TR from two perspectives – ‘research on 

teachers’ and ‘research of teachers’, and elucidated that her PhD project was ‘research 

about teachers’ (p.8; italics added, 2010). According to Yue, ‘research of teachers’ is the 

research conducted by teachers, hence ‘teacher as researchers’. According to Yue’s 

distinction, my project can be classified into both perspectives. In the area of foreign 

language education, Xia (2009) defined ‘teacher research’ as “the practical research 

done by teachers on their own teaching” (p.16). According to this, university-teachers 

also conduct practical research on their own teaching. It is then unclear whether Yue and 

Xia referred to school-teachers only, or included UTs. 

 

I find Lu and Kong’s (2008) concept relevant to some of the types of research that 

this current project approaches. Lu and Kong used the term “师本研究” (shī běn yánjiū) 

– “teacher-based research” (My translation, 2012) – research derived from and rooted in 

teachers. The authors defined, “Teacher-based research is all research that are carried 

out by teachers and that relate to their teaching, education practice and education 
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activities, which involve with teaching activities, knowledge, environment, 

phenomenon, etc., inside and outside the classroom.” (My translation, 2012). They 

disapproved of the opinion that “teacher-based research” was the same as “research on 

teachers’ own teaching”, because the latter limited the scope of the content of 

‘teacher-based research’. This seems different from Xia’s (2009) definition (see above).  

 

   In the area of applied-linguistics, TR is often attached to different terms, such as 

‘action research’ (Edge, 2004), ‘classroom research’ (Edge & Richards, 1993) or 

‘practitioner research’ (Allwright, 2005; Mann, 2005). ‘Action research’ was new to 

teachers when it entered China in the early 90s (Thorne & Wang, 1996). It is a more 

popular term than TR in the area of language education in China. (Note though that 

‘classroom research’ and ‘practitioner researcher’ are other terms which need not be 

limited to AR, but are often used in ways that imply that they are seen as meaning the 

same thing as AR). More recent work directly focuses on improving actions has been 

done as Design-based Research (DBR), or as Lesson Study.  

 

   Therefore, considering the range of UTR (university-teacher-research), it may also 

include case studies and indeed any form of research. And specifically, EFL scholars’ 

research possibly comprises any type and form exemplified above and in Section 3.2.1. 

As Yu (2008) pointed out, UTs started to pay more attention to knowledge in different 

disciplines, and often used other subjects’ concepts, principles or research methods to 

solve complicated and practical problems, which was associated with multidisciplinary 

knowledge and theories (p.64; my translation, 2012). Therefore, I will need to be aware 

of what kinds of research my participants are referring to. 

    

   Drawing on the above passages, it seems that writers of TR are no longer limited to 

school-teachers, but rather, they are teachers in schools or universities. So, I suggest my 

working definition:  

 

TR is the systematic academic investigations conducted by professional teachers based not 
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only in schools but also in HEIs. Such investigation may include, e.g., undertaking 

systematic enquiries into teaching problem(s), curriculum development or policy making, 

perhaps within an action research framework; conducting historical research on educational 

attitudes and practices, etc.; undertaking fieldwork in middle schools using one or more of 

the range of methodologies; and publishing papers about the research problems in 

academic and/or professional journals in order to disseminate the research data in a way 

that is recognized by teacher counterparts, professional researchers, and those who act as 

gatekeepers for journals. These investigations can be practised through various forms, e.g., 

survey, case study, grounded theory or ethnography.  

 

   This tentative definition will be used as a basis for mapping out the research done by 

scholars of EFL and for formulating the topics/items in the methods used in this current 

project (e.g., survey & interview).  

 

   Next, this review of literature moves from the left purple circle (   ) on to the 

bottom blue one (   ) on Mind-Map1. 

 

 

3.3. Quality of research  
 

I want to emphasise that it is necessary to consult both Chinese and English 

literature. Many publications in the Chinese literature (e.g., institutional journals) tends 

to be generic introductions to a topic, self-approving arguments of an idea, and 

repetitions (duplications) of previous topics and findings. Nonetheless, they were a 

substantial proportion of the accessible resources, and somewhat exemplified the 

ER/UTR status quo in China today. As to the literature in Britain, my attention should 

be paid to its context-bound, divergent, and contested views of quality.  
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3.3.1. Research on ‘quality of research’ 
 

As Chapter 1 shows, discussion on quality of academic research is becoming 

prevalent in both China and Britain. The two contexts, however, appear to focus on 

different things. Whereas debates in the UK concentrate on developing better 

frameworks and criteria, the Chinese context has a lot of coverage of academic 

malpractice. 

 

In the west, there are a vast number of studies about ‘research’, exploring issues 

such as paradigms, methodologies, methods, and techniques. Many books include 

sections about research evaluation (e.g., McNay, 2009; Punch, 2009). Relatively few 

books are dedicated to a discussion only on quality of research. The few exceptions 

include Flick (2007), Denscome (2002) and Yates (2004). Some articles discuss the 

problems of quality, framework, criteria, and evaluation practice (e.g., Hall et al., 1988; 

Klein & Myers, 1999; Stronach, 2007). Further down the line of ER, few studies are 

conducted on research of applied linguistics, except for a handful (e.g., Barkhuizen, 

2009; Burton, 1998), which however are limited to the area of ELT/TESOL.  

 

   In the Chinese literature, including publications in Chinese and English languages, 

there are few in-depth studies, particularly of the quality of academic research. 

Regarding research improvement in HEIs, Zhou’s (2006) Chinese PhD project 

investigates scientific research in industry and management. Zhou’s quality evaluation 

model is developed from ISO9000 (International Organization for Standardisation), 

which I have not seen applied to educational research. Although some Chinese language 

papers (e.g., Wei et al., 2006; Xu & Fu, 2007) have analysed the relationship between 

academic achievement and teaching performance at universities, few studies go beyond 

an emphasis of the significance of doing research to explore the quality itself and to 

understand how quality is actually conceived.  
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3.3.2. Definition/Evaluation Framework/Criteria  

 

   In Britain, Hillage et al. (1998) pointed out that quality was the central issue of the 

debate about ‘teacher as researcher’, but they “found no single objective definition of 

what actually constituted ‘good quality’ research…” (p.25). If ‘good quality’ was also 

elusive in China, I imagine that various standards still existed, even if they were not 

constructed and publicised as eminently as those in the framework RAE (Research 

Assessment Exercise) and REF (Research Excellence Framework). But the questions 

are – what are the Chinese standards? Are they in operation, and how are they operated?     

 

Moving from definition of ‘quality research’ to assessment of research, the RAE in 

Britain followed three key criteria for annotating and assessing research – originality, 

significance and rigour (RAE, 2008a, 2008b). The REF, the new system substituting for 

RAE, inherits these criteria and gives more weight to a new element of assessment – 

impact of research (REF, 2012b), as Table3 shows.  

 
Table 3 - RAE/REF Criteria 

Framework Generic criteria/Elements of assessment 

RAE, 2008 Overall quality  Panel K  
(incl. Education)  

Research outputs 70%,  
Research environment 20%,  
Esteem indicators 10%. 

Research output Originality, significance, rigour 

REF, 2014 Overall quality Originality, significance, rigour 

Three elements of 
assessment 

Outputs 65% - originality, significance & rigour  
Impact 25% - reach & significance 
Environment 15% - vitality & sustainability  

(Source: RAE, 2008b; REF, 2012b. Edited by the researcher, 2013) 

 

Originality refers to the innovative character of the research output, and can appear 

in the form of, for example, developing innovative research 

methods/methodologies/analytical techniques, providing new empirical material, and 

advancing theory (REF, 2012b). Significance is understood as “the development of the 

intellectual agenda of the field and may be theoretical, methodological and/or 
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substantive.” (ibid, p.105) Rigor is the “intellectual precision, robustness and 

appropriateness of the concepts, analyses, theories and methodologies”, demonstrating 

such characters as integrity, coherent and consistent arguments/analysis, and due 

consideration of ethical issues (ibid).  

 

However, there is some critique of the function and effectiveness of RAE (e.g., 

Tooley & Darby, 1998). (Note that there are not yet many evaluations and critiques of 

the REF). The RAE criteria were not treated as panaceas for assessments of all types of 

research, since different sets of criteria were proposed by many writers, such as Foster 

(1999, for school teacher research) and Seale (1999, for medical research). The 

following Table presents eight sources, which provide generic (or specific) criteria for 

judging quality of research of different types (forms). For instance, considering 

qualitative research, Corbin and Strauss (2008) discussed 9 conditions that they thought 

could foster quality, and suggested 10 general criteria for evaluating research findings, 

each subsuming a series of questions.  
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Table 4 - Criteria by different authors 
Authors Criteria (framework/guideline) 

(USA) Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

qualitative research  

Conditions: 1. Methodological consistency; 2. Clarity of purpose; 3. Self-awareness; 4. Necessary training in doing qualitative research; 5. Sensitivity for 

topic/participants/research; 6. Hard-work; 7. Creativity; 8. Methodological awareness; 9. Desire to do research for its own sake. 

General criteria for quality of research findings: 1. Fit. 2. Applicability or usefulness of the findings. 3. Concepts. 4. The contextualization of concepts. 5. 

Logic. 6. Depth. 7. Variation. 8. Creativity. 9. Sensitivity. 10. Evidence of memos.  

Flick, 2007; qualitative research  

 

Traditional criteria: reliability of qualitative data, validation of the interview situation, communicative validation, procedural validation. 

Alternative criteria:  

– trustworthiness, credibility, dependability, transferability, confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 

– [research findings] Are findings grounded in the data? Are inferences logical? Is the category structure appropriate? Can inquiry decisions and 

methodological shifts be justified? What is the degree of researcher bias? What strategies were used for increasing credibility? (Huberman & Miles, 1998)  

– intersubjective transparency of the process that led to the results; indication and appropriateness of the procedures; empirical anchoring of theory 

building and testing; limitation, i.e., defining the range and limits of results; reflected subjectivity/coherence of the theory and relevance of the research 

question and the theory development (Steinke, 2004) 

– credibility; originality; resonance, usefulness (Charmaz, 2006) 

Denscombe, 2002;  

social science research 

Purpose (clear research aims); Relevance (related to existing knowledge & need); Resources (investigation within limitations); Originality (contribute 

something new to knowledge); Accuracy (precise/valid data); Accountability (justifiable data); Generalizations (findings can be generalized); Objectivity 

(open-minded/self-reflective); Ethics (recognize participants’ rights/interests); Proof (cautious about claims) 

Klein & Myers, 1999; interpretive 

research in information systems 

1. The fundamental principle of the hermeneutic circle; 2. The principle of contextualization; 3. The principle of interaction between the researchers and 

the subjects; 4. The principle of abstraction and generalization; 5. The principle of dialogical reasoning; 6. The principle of multiple interpretations; 7. the 

principle of suspicion  

Seale, 1999; qualitative research 

papers  

1. Are the methods of the research appropriate to the nature of the questions being asked? 2. Is the connection to an existing body of knowledge or 

theory clear?  

(Methods ) 3. Are there clear accounts of the criteria used for the selection of subjects for study, and of the data collection and analysis? 4. Is the 

selection of cases or participants theoretically justified? 5. Does the sensitivity of the methods match the needs of the research questions? 6. Has the 

relationship between fieldworkers and subjects been considered, and is there evidence that the research was presented and explained to its subjects? 7. 

Was the data collection and record keeping systematic?  
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(Analysis ) 8. Is reference made to accepted procedures for analysis? 9. How systematic is the analysis? 10. Is there adequate discussion of how themes, 

concepts and categories were derived from the data? 11. Is there adequate discussion of the evidence both for and against the researcher’s arguments? 

12. Have measures been taken to test the validity of the findings? 13. Have any steps been taken to see whether the analysis would be comprehensible to 

the participants, if this is possible and relevant? 

(Presentation) 14. Is the research clearly contextualized? 15. Are the data presented systematically? 16. Is a clear distinction made between the data 

and their interpretation? 17. Is sufficient of the original evidence presented to satisfy the reader of the relationship between the evidence and the 

conclusions? 18. Is the author's own position clearly stated? 19. Are the results credible and appropriate? 

(Ethics) 20. Have ethical issues been adequately considered? 

Tooley & Darby, 1998; argument of 

non-empirical research 

1. Is the argument coherent and lucidly expressed? 2. Do the conclusions follow from the premises and argument? 3. Are unfamiliar terms adequately 

defined and assumptions clearly set out? 4. Are concepts used consistently? 5. Are primary sources used? 6. If empirical propositions are introduced, are 

references given for these? 7. If controversial empirical and non-empirical propositions are introduced, is their controversy acknowledged and arguments 

given, or referred to, to justify supporting the proposition? 8. Is the relevant literature adequately surveyed? 9. Is the argument largely free of 

partisanship? 10. If addressing the work of a ‘great figure’, did the author critically examine this work? 11. If addressing the work of a ‘great figure’, did 

the non-empirical work add significantly to understanding of the empirical (or historical) work, if addressed? 12. If addressing the work of a ‘great figure’, 

when empirical (or historical) work seemed to undermine the non-empirical argument, was this noted? 

Furlong & Oancea, 2005; applied & 

practice-based research 

Epistemic (methodological & theoretical robustness): Trustworthiness; Builds on what is known + contribution to knowledge; 

Explicitness; Propriety; Paradigm-dependent criteria.  

Technological: Purposivity; Salience/timeliness; Specificity/accessibility; Concerns for enabling impact; 

Flexibility/operationalisability. 

Capacity development & value for people: Plausibility; Partnership/collaboration/engagement; 

Reflexivity/deliberation/criticism; Receptiveness; Transformation/personal growth. 

Economic: Marketability/competitiveness; Cost-effectiveness; Auditability; Feasibility; Originality. 

Scientific robustness  

 

Social/Economic 

robustness 

 

(Australia) Burton, 1998; TESOL 

research 

14 characteristics: reality, reasonableness, recognition, reflection, relativity, relevance, reliability, respect, reasonability, responsiveness, revelation, 

review, richness, robustness 
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   To understand the information in Table4, I start from Hammersley’s (2007b) 

argument about evaluating quality of social and educational research. Hammersley gave 

two definitions of ‘criteria’ – one was observable indicators that could operate as an 

explicit and concrete checklist to tell whether a study’s findings were valid; the other 

was a list of considerations, being open to revisions and serving as reminders only. 

Hammersley reviewed the implications of qualitative methodology for quality judgment. 

He pointed out that the divergences in quality evaluation were generated not only by the 

realism/constructionism divide but also by the methodological pluralism within 

constructionism. He thus suggested that guidelines were desirable.          

 

   If borrowing Hammersley’s term, I count most sets of the checklists in Table4 as the 

first category of criteria. For instance, Seale (1999) considered criteria from two 

orientations: positivist criteria, which included validity, reliability and replicability; and 

interpretvisit criteria, which subsumed constructivist and permissive criteria. This 

seemed to conform to the realism/constructionism divide addressed by Hammersley. 

Seale has provided 20 questions (see Table4) for evaluating qualitative research papers 

in general. However, whether or not Seale’s checklist was completely applicable to 

language scholars’ research remained arguable, partly because his criteria sourced from 

medical sociology (p.192).  

    

Klein and Myers’ (1999) checklist might be the only one falling in the second 

category in Hammersley’s term, because as they explained their perspective was a 

philosophical one, in particular, hermeneutics (p.68). In other words, their criteria 

appeared to have a characteristic of guidelines/reminders rather than explicit criteria. 

For example, for ‘the principle of dialogical reasoning’ (see Table4), Klein and Myers 

wrote: “This principle requires the researcher to confront his or her preconceptions 

(prejudices) that guided the original research design (i.e., the original lenses) with the 

data that emerge through the research process. The most fundamental point is that the 

researcher should make the historical intellectual basis of the research (i.e., its 
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fundamental philosophical assumptions) as transparent as possible to the reader and 

himself or herself.” (p.76) Connecting to the remaining resources in Table4, this 

particular principle looks like ‘objectivity’ in Denscombe’s (2002) list and 

‘reasonableness’ in Burton’s list (1998).    

 

Linking Table4 to Table3, both RAE/REF and these resources have a focus on 

research outputs, especially research findings. Hillage et al. (1998) suggested, “Another 

approach to the ‘quality’ question is not to look at the research outputs, but at the 

effectiveness of the quality assurance mechanisms and structures which are applied to 

educational research.” (p.27) They seemed to imply the ‘effectiveness’ of the RAE 

(Note that the change from RAE to REF took place after Hillage et al wrote their report). 

What if such mechanisms and structures are not prominent or do not operate in practice? 

 

   In contrast to UK’s diversity (divergence) of criteria, the Chinese context seems to 

lack a national assessment framework, and the circulation of ideas of criteria, which 

source from the academic communities.  

 

   A generic research assessment system, which is recognised nationwide, is absent in 

China (Ye, 2005, p.210). There seems to lack a platform (at the national/community 

level), on which quality could be judged according to publicly accepted criteria. 

Although many journals publicised their general guidelines of selecting papers, the 

actual evaluation process and their criteria remained mysterious to many article-authors. 

 

   In the HEIs sector, when he investigated the efficacy of appointment system of 

university-teachers, Wu (2005) revealed many problems in assessment of teachers’ work 

performance, including research performance. One such problem was the problematic 

criteria for evaluating humanities and social science research (HSS/R). Wu criticised 

that universities had misused four avenues of assessment: using the criteria for natural 

science research to judge HSS/R; using the criteria for administration management to 

judge HSS/R; using the criteria for marketing to judge HSS/R; and, using international 
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mainstream criteria to judge HSS/R (pp.159-160; my translation, 2013). Regardless of 

what kind of criteria to which Wu may refer, the four misapplied avenues echoed the 

research policy and culture which has been introduced in Chapter 2. 

 

   In 2004, the MOE promulgated a document of the academic specifications for 

HSS/R (MOE, 2004). This document includes basic regulations and five sub-categories 

of criteria – research process, academic reference, academic achievement, academic 

evaluation and academic critique (My translation, 2013). For instance, 

 

Academic achievement standards, e.g., 

Item 12 – Academic achievements should emphasise quality, oppose crude, shoddy and low 

level repetitions, and prevent the tendency to excessively pursue quantity.   

Academic evaluation standards, e.g., 

Item 18 – Academic evaluation should adhere to objective, fair and open principles. Scientific 

evaluation mechanism should be built and optimised.  

Item 19 – Academic evaluation should be based on the criteria of academic value or society 

benefits. Evaluation on the achievements of basic research should take academic accumulation 

and academic innovation as the main measures; evaluation on the achievements of applied 

research should emphasise the social benefits or economic benefits.  

 

Notably, this document covers only generic regulations and gives inadequate details 

about quality assessment. There is still no widespread operation of evaluation guidelines 

for judging quality of ER. However, looking at the three underlined parts in Item19, 

they are some criteria which may not be so different from the REF criteria: the first 

indicates impact of research, the second relates to literature, and the third refers to 

originality. But, without a ‘REF system’, will anyone listen?  

 

   In the meantime, there seems an on-going urge that the country must formulate an 

organisation, which should not be politically subject to the government or HEIs but an 

independent party, to inspect the quality of research. If such an independent organisation 
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is the future direction, I argue that academic scholars should consider other possible 

ways of assessing research in HEIs, partly because the academic community provides 

many constructive ideas.   

 

   For instance, Chen’s (2000) book Qualitative Research in Social Sciences (Chinese 

version) is “China’s first volume of systematic introduction to qualitative research” 

(Amazon.cn; My translation, 2012). Chen drew on Kuhn’s (1968) work about paradigm 

and introduced the perspective of ‘disciplinary matrix’. She suggested that researchers 

needed to first ascertain what disciplinary matrix was behind a study before starting 

their evaluation on its quality. Chen then introduced general criteria for positivism, 

post-positivism, critical theory and constructivism. Interestingly, Chen argued that most 

social research in China today fell into the category of critical theory in light of research 

purpose, because they aimed to “reflect on and change the current reality” (pp.380-1; 

my translation, 2012). This viewpoint raises a question: may the criteria for judging 

critical theory research be suitable for judging ER then? Thus, it seems necessary for me 

to look at the relationship between criteria and the types (genres) of research.  

 

3.3.3. Criteria and types of research  

 

   Criteria for evaluating the varieties of research (e.g., reports & PhD theses) have 

been richly canvassed in many resources. For instance, Locke et al. (1998) provided 

guidelines for how to assess research reports; and Girden (2001) presented a practical 

guide for evaluating articles of different kinds and subjects. These resources conformed 

to Hillage et al.’s (1998) point that different measures were adopted by different people 

and organisations. Hillage’s point raises a question concerning what different measures 

the same group of people would use to judge the same type of research, or what 

different measures they would employ to judge different types of research. 

     

   It is worth mentioning here the Australian context. Yates (2004) argued, “Education 

research doesn’t have a single and simple marker of how ‘quality’ is judged…education 
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is a field that has an applied object of study and broad relationship to the community.” 

(p.92) I understand the ‘applied object’ as associating with applied research, for 

example, action-research often has an aim of finding solutions to practical problems (Lu 

& Kong, 2008, p.233; Li & Hao, 2009, p.86). For instance, students’ disinterest in 

grammar might be an obstacle to their learning of a language. If a teacher investigates 

this particular problem, say, through the style of action research, what s/he finds out 

might affect her/his opinions of this problem and potentially her/his way of teaching, 

hence students’ learning behaviour in classroom. Accordingly, in this example, research 

output matters.  

 

   Treating teacher-research (TR) as both qualitative and quantitative study, Lankshear 

and Knobel (2004) introduced the challenges to the traditional positivist approach 

(validity and reliability) and the rise of a more qualitative approach to assessing quality. 

They supported two alternatives – communicative validity and trustworthiness. Freeman 

(1998), in defending TR, suggested that a teacher-researcher should address four 

categories (descriptive, ecological, interpretive & theoretical validity) to establish 

internal validity; and for external validity, research findings should not be claimed 

before the researchers (re)testing their explanations of the findings. 

 

   Regarding action research (AR), McNiff and Whitehead (2009) focused on texts to 

examine quality. They argued that the quality of writing (the rhetoric/language) was also 

a criterion for judging the quality of the whole piece of AR. I understood the ‘texts’ as 

the reports or the final products for the dissemination of AR. Note that McNiff and 

Whitehead followed academics’ point of view instead of teachers’, as they started their 

discussion from a description of four terminologies (ontology, epistemology, 

methodology & social intent). Many authors may not start from a consideration in these 

broad terms when they begin an action research.  

 

   Differently, Somekh (2006) focused on eight methodological principles of AR, such 

as “Action research involves the development of knowledge and understanding of a 
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unique kind.” “Action research involves a high level of reflexivity and sensitivity to the 

role of the self in mediating the whole process.” and “Action research locates the 

inquiry in an understanding of broader historical, practical and ideological contexts…” 

These indicate that Somekh highlighted the role of methodology in generating 

knowledge. She revealed that her understanding AR as ‘a systematic intervention’ 

presupposed that “it is possible to generate actionable knowledge which is trustworthy 

in providing the foundation for improvement” (p.27. My additional underlines, 2013) I 

see at least two criteria in here – ‘practicality’ that may refer to AR’s implications being 

able to be used by AR users; and ‘trustworthiness’, which might mean AR’s findings 

need to be truthful and reliable. 

 

   Considering quality of AR in the ELT field, Burns (2010) followed the traditional 

criteria of qualitative research and discussed three of them – credibility, objectivity and 

validity. Burns’ discussion focused on practitioners (professional school-teachers). That 

is to say, a practitioner is also the researcher – the conductor of AR. Therefore, it is 

useful for this current project to look more at the types of research in which 

practitioners engage. As aforementioned, some types of research would have an aim to 

influence or change practice. Two such are Design-based Research (DBR) and Lesson 

Study.  

 

   Indeed, DBR research is compared to AR (Anderson & Shattuck 2012). Viewing 

DBR as a methodology, Anderson and Shattuck defined a quality DBR study to be: 

“being situated in real educational context”, “focusing on the design and testing of a 

significant intervention”, “using mixed methods”, “involving multiple iterations”, 

“involving a collaborative partnership between researchers and practitioners”, 

“evolution of design principles”, “comparison to action research”, and “practical impact 

on practice”. They placed DBR in the domain of applied research, and then described 

some more features of quality DBR, such as “combined focus on theory building and 

practical, effective applications”, and the researcher’s personal skill to handle 

objectivity and bias.  
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   In the American context, DBR methods are considered important to assist Lesson 

Study to be tested in America. Unfortunately, there is not abundant existing literature on 

judging the quality of Lesson Study research. Thus, my understanding of the criteria for 

Lesson Study research and DBR needs to be drawn on some well-known articles, 

especially those in America. 

    

   Although I have never conducted DBR, I have the impression based on the literature 

I reviewed (e.g., Barab & Squire, 2004; Collins, Joseph & Bielaczyc, 2004), that DBR 

has some characteristics of finding out and generating evidences for the efficacy of a 

design (intervention) and of serving for educational practice. Therefore, it is also useful 

to take a brief look at evidence-based research and practice-based research.  

    

   Evidence-based research seems to be a different story. For teachers’ use of evidence, 

Cordingley (2004) emphasised the difference between ‘evidence-based’ and 

‘evidence-informed’. Thomas (2004) clarified that the nature and value of evidence 

mattered to enhance practice. Hammersley (2004) revealed that to politicians the value 

of evidence was its implication for policy making and practice. Taking these as a whole, 

a question emerges – how the quality of evidence is assured, and how much it relies on 

the methodology?  

 

   In relation to applied and practice-based educational research, Furlong and Oancea 

(2005) proposed a four dimensional framework (see Table4, p.49), and argued, as for 

the epistemic criteria, that “…traditional dimensions of quality, such as methodological 

and scientific robustness, still have their place.” (p.10) However, Hammersley (2008) 

called their four sets of criteria ‘troubling’ because, for example, the typology of 

research offered by Furlong and Oancea was inadequate, the mode of their argument 

lacked explicit justification for some key/controversial elements, and no sociological 

analysis was provided of their call for recognition of non-epistemic criteria.    
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   As far as the above literature is concerned, different authors have used different 

packs of standards for different types of research and to different research-users, in spite 

of the unsettle meanings of typologies of the types of research. Nonetheless, it seems 

that at least one criterion has been commonly and highly considered by all authors, and 

that is research methodology.  

 

3.3.4. Quality and research methodology  

 

   Methodology considers research methods, the logic underneath and the theoretical 

perspective of the research (Kothari, 2008, p.8; Crotty, 1998, p.5). According to Crotty, 

discussion on methodology implies claims about the philosophical stances that lay 

behind. I presume, however, even if the methodology could be pinned down, a writer’s 

ontological and epistemological stances might sometimes remain implicit, because the 

writer may not follow the concept of ‘research paradigm’. For example, 

post-modernistic writers probe a question through multi perspectives. Postmodernists 

contended that there were no appropriate criteria for evaluating qualitative research 

(Toma, 2011, p.268). Toma (2011) argued, citing Lincoln and Guba (2000), that given 

the differences among paradigms in terms of ontology, epistemology and methodology, 

quality criteria would be different in terms of which were appropriate for each (p.267).  

 

   Therefore, my argument is: if the type of research determines the criteria, it is 

essential to first identify the type. To do this, it needs to identify the methodology used 

in the research. The issue of methodology is therefore important as a criterion of quality. 

In this thesis, to discover Chinese scholars’ criteria for judging quality, I need to first 

find out to what types of research they would apply their judgments. This links back to 

Section 3.2 (& Flowchart-2) where I have explained my focus of the styles of research.  

 

Actually, a methodological point of view is what Foster (1999) followed to conduct 

his assessment of teacher-research in the 1990s in Britain. Foster scrutinised 
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school-teachers’ 41 papers (25 summaries & 16 research reports), and assessed these 

papers’ clarity, validity and relevance in order to decide whether they were research 

papers, and, if they were, how ‘good’ they were. Tying Foster’s work with my project, 

two of the differences emerge: one, whereas Foster reported on school-teachers, mine 

university-teachers; and two, whereas Foster aimed to judge and categorise the nature of 

his research subjects (data), an evaluation is not my research aim (see Chapter 4; 4.4.1). 

Nevertheless, Foster said that his assessment approach “is by no means the only basis 

on which an assessment could be made”. Therefore, I argue that a methodological 

assessment could act as a starting step of a broader evaluation process, which comprises 

more criteria for judging other aspects of a research.  

 

   Usefulness of research is even proportional to the research’s methodological quality 

(Robson, 2002). Robson (2002) argued that “the quality of the research was seen as a 

more important factor than whether the research was commissioned or 

researcher-initiated. Studies rated higher on methodological quality were judged 

significantly more useful. The need, then, is for high-quality, methodologically 

sophisticated research – both where researchers follow their own noses, and also where 

they work on others’ questions.” (p.11). However, linking to the cultural perspective, I 

have reservations about Robson’s point that quality as a factor outweighed commission, 

because ‘commissions’ to some Chinese authors are the real motive and the main goal 

of doing research (Yu, 2008, p.66). In other words, there are more factors than 

methodology influencing the perceived usefulness (and quality) of research; at least it 

seems so in the Chinese context.  

     

In short, methodology can be one way to pin down the types of research, and 

methodological quality is one important aspect of judging quality. Applying this to this 

current project, I would use methodology as one criterion to judge the literature I review, 

and on the other hand, to assure that this thesis is methodologically sound in itself. 

Additionally, I will come back to the distinction: quality in the range of research that I 

read, and quality in my own research (this thesis). 
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3.3.5. Quality and influential factors 
 

Methodological quality is pivotal in the quality of research. However, quality as an 

elusive phenomenon cannot be “pre-specified by methodological rules” (Seale, 1999, 

p.7). Therefore, it is necessary to look at the aspects outside the methodological aspects.   

 

To promote teacher research engagement, some authors investigated the reasons and 

conditions that hindered teachers’ involvement in research (e.g., Borg, 2009; Borg & 

Liu, 2011; Brew & Boud, 2009; Dai & Zhang, 2004；Xia, 2002). (Note that ‘teachers’ in 

these authors’ investigations included those in schools, colleges & universities.) Some 

influential factors are listed in Table5 below. To make them look more organised, I 

grouped them into two parts: internal and external. Internal factors refer to 

circumstances at an individual/personal level; and external to the national and 

institutional aspects. These factors are presented here mainly because they relate to 

issues outside the technical factors (research methodology).  

 

   Borg and Liu (2012), for instance, concentrated on Chinese CETs (College English 

teachers; see 2.2) and studied why their participants read and conducted research (or did 

not). They noted that the most common reason for not reading research was disinterest 

in research – an internal factor; and the second most common reason was an external 

factor, which is the same as No.7 in Table5. Regarding their participants’ reasons for not 

doing research, Borg and Liu gave four dominant factors: the difficulty of getting 

published, lack of advisors, lack of knowledge about doing research, and lack of time. 

The latter three factors look the same as the No. 9/15/16 in Table5. 
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Table 5 - Possible Extended Factors Impacting Research 
External factors 

(1) Contextual change (Berger et al., 2005) 

(2) Organizational context (absence of academic support) (Borg, 2007b; Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; Valli, 

2000) 

(3) Conflict between high living stress & low reward (Xiong, 2008) 

(4) Heavy work-load (Liu R Q & Dai M C, 2004;Luo, 2006)  

(5) Teaching/researching conflict (Xu & Fu, 2007; Murray & Moore, 2006) 

(6) Ineffective teacher training construct (Bie, 2008) 

(7) Lack of access to international literature in papers/online (Borg, 2003c; Macaro, 2003; Zhang J H, 2008) 

(8) Lack of pre-service training (Liu, 2007; Wu, 2001) & in-service training (Li & Zhao, 2007)  

(9) Lack of significant others (e.g., seasoned teachers/researchers) & collegial support (Liu R Q & Dai M C, 2004) 

(10) Corruption in the academic community (Wang, 2009) 

(11) Power/influence of the research institutions (Chen & Li, 2008) 

 
Internal factors 

(12)  ‘Distracted mind’ (Zhang J H, 2008; my translation, 2009) 

(13)  Proficiency of English-language (Huang, 2009)  

(14)  Critical thinking skills (Martella et al., 1999)  

(15)  Lack of knowledge of ELT & research process (Atay, 2008; Borg & Liu, 2012; Macaro, 2003)  

(16)  Lack of time (Macaro, 2003; Borg, 2003b, 2006; Borg & Liu, 2012) 

(17)  Work/family conflict (Cinamon & Rich, 2005) 

(18)  Principles (Shavelson & Towne, 2006) 

(19)  Social status (Li S, 2008) 

(20)  Gender/identity issues (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Brooks, 1997)  

(21)  Teachers’ attitude towards doing research (Li &Zhao, 2007) 

(22)  Teachers’ willingness in participating in research (Postholm, 2008) 

(23)  Teachers’ autonomy in doing research (Liu R Q & Dai M C, 2004, cited in Lu & Kong, 2008) 

(24)  Teachers’ openness to criticism on their research (Pring, 2004)  

(25)  Types of motivations for doing research (Luo, 2006; Lu & Kong, 2008) 

 

 

It should be noted that the authors in Table5 have not yet investigated or focused on 

the relationships between the factors and the quality of research done by their 

participants. As this line said, “This study problematizes the notion of teacher as 

researcher by highlighting many interactive personal, interpersonal, and institutional 

factors which shape the extent to which teachers can be research-engaged.” (Borg & Liu, 

2012, p.1) So, Borg and Liu’s study focused on engagement in research.  
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I cannot anticipate whether all of these factors (Table5) would directly and greatly 

impact on quality and whether my own participants would refer to the same factors. 

However, I presume that these factors may be useful for me to look beyond just the 

issue of ‘teacher engagement in research’. Therefore, a fuller picture of the possible 

relationship between these factors and research quality is needed. 

 

3.3.6. Critique of ‘quality of research’ 

 

In previous sections, I have tried to define ‘research’, ‘educational research’ and 

‘teacher research’, to locate UTR, and to review some assessment framework(s) and 

criteria, the relationship between criteria and research types, the role of methodology, 

and the possible factors impacting research. I will now take a look at the ‘problematic 

side’ of educational research in Britain to get a generic picture of the quality of ER.  

 

   The quality and effectiveness of ER has been being challenged and criticised since 

the early 90s. Hammersley (1993) distinguished ER from TR (school teacher research), 

and opposed the proposal that “the roles of teacher and educational researcher should be 

integrated” (p.227). Contrarily, Hargreaves (1996) critiqued ER for its irrelevance and 

impracticability to teaching profession and practice, and so argued that teaching should 

be research-based.  

 

   Hargreaves’ renowned article (1996) triggered a series of debates between himself 

and Hammersley (Hargreaves 1996, 1997; Hammersley, 1997a, 1997b). One main 

disagreement in the Hargreaves-Hammersley debates is that Hammersley advocated ER 

in favour of its achievement in fulfilling political purposes, whereas Hargreaves 

criticised ER because of its un-transferability to teaching practice.  

 

The debates about the quality of ER continued after the millennium year. Academic 

research was blamed also because it was likely written in incomprehensible language, 

and this was one reason that its findings were refused by practitioners and policy 
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makers (Hemsley-Brown et al., 2002, cited in Gorard et al., 2004, p.160). In contrast, 

Hammersley (1995) argued that policy makers and teachers expected too much from 

research when they assumed that research could provide solutions to practical problems.  

 

In an ‘in-between’ manner, Wilfred (2007) suggested that educational researchers 

should critically reflect on the ‘theoretical rigorousness’ and ‘practical relevance’ divide, 

and argued that these two could be a coherent combination for a successful fulfilment of 

doing ER (p.271). He also suggested that it was time for educational researchers to 

consider a wider educational community, including all participants (p.284).  

 

   Prior to Hargreaves (1996), in ELT – a narrower area within ER, McDonough and 

McDonough (1990) had already discussed the nature and relevance of classical research 

(empirical) to teachers’ classroom and teaching practice (Note that the teachers here 

refer to English-native speakers who work in TEFL – teaching English as a foreign 

language). McDonough and McDonough surveyed their participating teachers’ 

reception of what they called ‘top-down’ research (i.e., educational, linguistics & 

psychological research), as opposed to teacher-initiated research. They revealed the 

bridges between theory and practice, such as “academic research in applied linguistics 

showed unfamiliarity with practice of language teaching” (p.103). Although the authors 

did not designate the mismatch as ‘quality issues’, they specified at least three aspects 

for judging academic research – relevance to teaching practice, usefulness in classroom, 

and value of different types of research. 

 

There raises an ostensible paradox: if there is a distinction between ER, which 

normally refers to research done by HEIs academics, and TR which is conducted by 

school-teachers; ER then has received criticism from not only the practitioners (or 

policy makers) but also the HEIs academics themselves. In other words, concerning the 

quality of ER, there are three groups of HEIs academics: those who criticise ER, those 

who support ER, and those who hold a neutral stance.    
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   Drawing on the references cited here (3.3.6), what seems controversial is that HEIs 

educational researchers have criticised each other. The problem is why ER has been 

criticised by the insiders themselves. Moreover, educational researchers often 

approached and evaluated TR from an outsider’s point of view. This implies that 

educational researchers partly caused the wrong split between ‘academic research’ and 

research initiated by ‘teacher-as-researchers’. This point is in line with Wilfred’s (2007) 

suggestion (see above).  

 

   Is the picture the same in the Chinese context?  

 

 

3.4. ‘Quality of research’ in China 

 

3.4.1. Quality vs. quantity  

 

   The ‘publish or perish’ risk (Qiu, 2010) is possibly a reason for the soaring volume 

of research in recent years. The threat may have been caused by the tendency of 

“valuing quantity and belittling quality” in research management in HEIs. The dyad of 

quality/quantity and the consequences they entailed have been overly reported (e.g., 

Qiao, 2008, p.45).  

 

To get a sense of the publication volume relating to my topic, I used one of the 

biggest knowledge resource integrated databases in China – the e-publishing project 

CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure). Table6 below shows the search 

results that I found in 2010 and 2012 respectively. My purpose here is not to examine 

the quality of the resources, but to see how much (roughly) research had been done on 

‘quality of research’ in the education field, and if necessary, to follow up some resources 

to find out who conducted what investigation and how they did it. 
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Table 6 - Search results in CNKI 
Search 

Database 

Search 

Language 

Search 

Category 

Search Terms Search Domain Time 

Periods 

Hits Search 

Date 

CNKI - CAJD Chinese Subject 1. 教师科研 (= teachers’ research) Core journals (N=13) in foreign 

language field 

1990-2010 227 5 Jan 2010 

Chinese Subject 2. 高校教师科研 (= university 

teachers’ research) 

Core journals (N=13)  in foreign 

language field 

1990-2010 227 13 Jan 2010 

CNKI - CAJD English All journals 3. Teacher research All journals (N>150,000) 1970-2010 35 17 Jan, 2010 

English All journals 4. Foreign language teacher research All journals 1970-2010 1 17 Jan, 2010 

CNKI - CDFD English PhD Theses 5. English teacher research   0 17 Jan, 2010 

English PhD Theses 6. Quality of research   0 17 Jan, 2010 

English PhD Theses 7. University teacher research   0 17 Jan, 2010 

English PhD Theses 3. Teacher research  1999-2010 5 17 Jan, 2010 

CNKI - CDFD Chinese PhD Theses 8. 科研 （研究） (‘scientific 

research’) 

All disciplines (N>150,000) All years 

(unlimited) 

4337 18 Jan, 2012 

Chinese PhD Theses 9. 科研 (= research) Social science (N=11295) All years 

(unlimited) 

494 18 Jan, 2012 

Chinese PhD Theses 10. 科研质量 (=quality of 

research) 

Philosophy/humanity (N= 12300), 

Social science (N= 11295) 

All years 

(unlimited) 

3 18 Jan, 2012 

Chinese PhD Theses 11. 高校老师 (= higher education 

institution teachers) 

All disciplines (N>150,000) All years 

(unlimited) 

78 18 Jan, 2012 

CNKI - CAJD Chinese Journals 12. 教师研究 (= teacher research) All disciplines (N>7700 journals) 2000-2012 1064 18 Jan, 2012 

Chinese Journals 12. 教师研究 (= teacher research) Social science (N=4,364,196 

articles) 

2000-2012 862 18 Jan, 2012 

Chinese Journals 13. 教育研究 (= educational 

research) 

Social science (N=4,364,196 

articles) 

2000-2012 13940 18 Jan, 2012 

Chinese Journals 14. 教师的教育研究 (= teachers’ 

educational research) 

Social science (N=4,364,196 

articles) 

2000-2012 247 18 Jan, 2012 

(Note: N= number; CAJD = China Academic Journal Network Publishing Database; CDFD = China Doctoral Dissertations Full-text Database)  

 

 

In Table6, hits for search-term No.8/9 indicate that there are abundant studies about 

research in general. However, the figures display only the tip of an iceberg, as they are 

drawn only on the resources in the category of electronic-journals and electronic-PhD 

theses. Indeed, there are many publications around the topic ‘research’ beyond this 

Table, such as research ethics and regulations (Ye, 2005; Feng, et al., 2007), the 

relationship between research and teaching (Wei et al., 2006), conflicts between 

academics and politics (Hu, 2005), and the relationship between academics and 

employment system (Wu, 2005).  
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Regarding journal-papers, results for No.12/13/14 have two indications. First, there 

are numerous studies about ‘educational research’; and second, papers about/by 

teachers are many, especially in social science domain. By contrast, there were no hits 

for No.6/7 and only a few hits for No.10, including three Chinese-language PhD theses 

(i.e., Li, 2006; Yue, 2005; Zhou, 2006).  

 

In the area of foreign languages (No.1/2), the core-journals have published some 

articles relevant to ‘research’. When I changed the search-language from Chinese to 

English, the volume of research on research became deficient (No.4), even though the 

search domain extended to all journals. Looking at the hits for No.1-3, most journal 

papers were HEIs scholars’ investigations on topics relating to learning and teaching, 

teacher education and development, language acquisition, cultural studies, and English 

translation or interpretation. None of them looked particularly at the quality in the field.  

 

In terms of quantity, it seems there are some underexplored areas – the research of 

social science, the research done by UTs and school-teachers, and the research done by 

scholars of languages. In terms of quality, unsurprisingly, the quality of the resources (in 

the Table) and that of ER is under exploited. Thus, there are some scholarship gaps there 

(see 1.4). 

 

Considering the mismatch between ‘high quantity’ and ‘low quality’, I have a few 

queries: May high quantity cause low quality? Is it the critiques in publicity that lead us 

to complain about the quality of ER? Or, is it because the research products have been 

assessed and their actual quality proved to be bad? What do we actually do about 

‘quality of research’ in our daily work/life? Next, I will take a closer look at some of the 

accessible resources – what they are like and how they have been done.  

 

3.4.2. EFL-related research  
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I shall point out that it is challenging to introduce and comment upon all the 

EFL-related research individually due to the limited space in this thesis. Having done a 

fuller range of literature review, my purpose here is to single out some highly relevant 

publications to seek the scholarship gaps and contested areas, on which I can draw to 

refine my research questions and thereby inform my research methods. I shall also 

repeat that I distinguish ‘EFL-related research’ from ‘research on EFL-related research’.  

 

Lots of studies have been done about China’s EFL teachers based in schools and 

HEIs. A wide range of topics are covered, from teaching to teacher training and 

development, from teacher learning to cognition. However, teachers’ own research and 

their experiences of engaging in scholarship have not yet been adequately exploited. 

Thus, the following paragraphs will review some studies on EFL-related research.  

 

   Regarding teacher-based research (see 3.2.3), Lu and Kong (2008), drawing on a 

review of literature, provided a comprehensive introduction to research conducted by 

Chinese UTs of EFL. The authors extensively described teacher-based research’s broad 

background, status quo, themes, methods, theoretical bases and characteristics. However, 

they did not acknowledge research in other forms (e.g., PhD theses). The emphasis of 

their discussion was not on quality, though they touched on the quality of journal papers 

and teachers’ academic performance in general (relevant pages in their book are 

50/51/68). 

 

   Consistent with the figures in Table6, Lu and Kong (2008) revealed that the volume 

of publications particularly on EFL teachers’ research was limited, and the existing 

research on this particular aspect was incomplete and dissatisfactory too (p.36). They 

reviewed 9 publications – 1 book & 8 journal-papers (references to these publications 

can be provided, if necessary) – through the following categories: research ideas and 

opinions, research conditions, research content and scopes, research quality and quantity, 

teachers’ research purposes, research performance in general, and research difficulties 

and solutions (pp.47-8. My translation, 2012). More specifically, Yang et al. (2001) – 
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one of the 9 publications – surveyed the research performance of a sample of college 

teachers by counting the number of the teachers’ publications, and then analysed the 

reasons for the unsatisfactory quality of the publications. However, Yang et al did not 

explain what things had made them believe that their participants’ publications had 

‘pessimistic’ quality; nor did they justify the connection between ‘the number of 

publications’ and ‘the quality of publications’. 

 

   According to Lu and Kong’s descriptions of, and my own reading of, the 9 

publications, my observation is that each of the 9 publications employed one or two of 

the following methods: review of literature, questionnaire and interview. The 9 

publications investigated big topics, were involved in big projects, and were produced 

by well-known scholars. With an emphasis on College-English teachers (CETs; see 2.2), 

the 9 publications offered little information about the usage of methodologies and 

methods, and research procedures.  

 

Further, Wu et al.’s report (2008) of English-language teacher education and 

development in China’s HEIs has been acclaimed as the country’s great research 

achievement in language education (Hu, 2007). There is an interesting phenomenon 

though: the report’s contributors (e,g., Zhang & Wu 2008; Liu, X.H., 2008) tended to 

cite western literature and quote the same group of Chinese authors. I wonder whether 

this tendency might be partly due to the small quantity of research by home-authors, as 

Lu and Kong (2008) revealed (see above).  

 

   Altogether, what has drawn my attention most is how all of the above studies (i.e., 

the studies that are cited thus far in this section, 3.4.2) were carried out. In other words, 

it is necessary to bring back the issue of methodology and method (see 3.3.4). 

 

In the area of applied linguistics, Gao et al. (1999) reviewed 1494 articles in four 

Chinese journals (1978-1997) and examined the methods used in the articles in order to 

trace the methodological trends in that period of time. They found out that 88% studies 
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were non-empirical and 12% empirical. In the latter category, only 1% articles were 

qualitative empirical investigation, and a qualitative study did not appear until 1988. (It 

would be worthwhile to find out some updated figures for the period after 1999.)  

 

Wu and Zhang (2002) evaluated the quality of 28 experimental studies published in 

seven China-based journals in the area of SLA/FLT (Second Language 

Acquisition/Foreign Language Teaching). Their major findings included:  

 

“(1) more than half of the studies failed to provide the key information that should be 

included in an experiment, such as theoretical framework, research hypotheses, experimental 

design, and data collection procedures; and (2) more than half of the studies failed to indicate 

how various key parts of the experiments were logically linked. The absence of above 

information greatly reduces the validity of the research, weakening in the meantime the 

function of experiments as an important tool for testing a theory. The situation is regarded as 

resulting from most researchers’ failure to realize the importance of drawing upon the related 

literature, and their ignorance of the rigor required of an experiment.” (p.80; Original text)  

 

Wu and Zhang’s findings show that there were problems in how some research was 

reported and disseminated, and specifically, the transparency of the information about 

methodologies and methods. Their findings indicate that my observation of the 9 

aforesaid publications may not be completely subjective and uncommon, because the 

problems that Wu and Zhang addressed also existed in the 9 publications.  

 

Linking back to the 9 publications, the most popular method used is large sampling 

questionnaire. For example, for a national project concerning EFL teacher 

developmental needs, Zhou (20054; 2008) used a total of 960 questionnaires at 49 

tertiary institutions. She revealed that prior to the survey she did not analyse the design 

of the questionnaire items and test its validity. This might leave some readers a puzzle 

about how Zhou’s questionnaire was constructed, albeit the strength of her research (e.g., 
                                                        
4 The same research of Zhou is published in two different places: one is in a journal (2005); the other in Wu et al.’s 
report (2008). The version that Lu & Kong (2008) reviewed is Zhou’s journal paper (2005). I reviewed both versions.  
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large sample).  

 

There are problems not only in the aspect of research disseminations but also in 

some scholars’ perception (i.e., misrecognition or refusals) of different research 

methodologies and methods.  

 

From the practitioner-research point of view, Xia (2009) believed that qualitative 

approaches, such as ethnography, were most suitable for the majority of teachers to use 

(p.16). She highly commended two Chinese scholars’ research performance: one is 

Professor-A, who has carried out a longitudinal study of middle-school teachers’ 

professional development and profiled 24 case studies via narrative inquiry method; the 

other is Professor-B, who has conducted an anthropological study of a school-teacher’s 

experience of teaching reform in a middle school. Such works, Xia continued, ironically 

gained little recognition in the country. In Xia’s opinion, the reason for these barriers 

(e.g., research significance being diluted) was that research approaches, such as 

ethnography and narrative inquiry, had not yet been widely accepted and adopted by 

Chinese researchers (teachers). 

 

Xia (2009) then strongly appealed, “What’s worth thinking is: research 

achievements like this [research of Professor-A], touching, representative, full of 

anthropological and historical values, had to encounter impediments to its academic 

recognition and publication…scholars who do such type of teacher research and 

research on teaching are the ‘grass-roots heroes’, because at home they are unknown 

and undistinguished, and even the value of their research is hardly being recognised.” 

(p.19; My translation, 2012)  

 

Xia’s (2009) advocacy is thought-provoking. I wonder why some methodologies 

and methods are disfavoured. Are the methods too challenging to be practised or too 

time consuming and financially demanding? Is it because our knowledge of the methods 

is insufficient and we do not feel confident to use them? Is it because we misunderstood 



 

70 
 

those methods? Is it because publications using those methods have not been widely 

advertised? Putting this aside, I notice, however, that the two professors whom Xia 

praised are not what I would call ‘grass-roots teachers’. Instead they are senior 

academicians who very likely possess a certain power in whatever senses (e.g., grants & 

administration). So, what other problems are there? Xia (2009) revealed her verdict of 

EFL education and research in China:  

 

“For a long time, our foreign language education has been mainly relying on linguistics. We 

treasure linguistics-research, which can be done only by a small number of language scholars or 

linguists, whereas we disdain or neglect foreign language teaching research, which the majority of 

teachers are willing to, able to, should and must do. Facts have proved that they could do the 

research brilliantly. Teachers’ papers/works, which pertain to subjective characterisations such as 

feelings, experiences, events, creativity, confusions, thoughts, puzzles, appeals and achievements, 

have found little opportunity and space to be published. The diversity of foreign language 

education research has gone invisible, what have been left is only the solitariness of linguistics 

and the dominance of quantitative paradigm.” (p.19. My translation, 2012)  

 

Accordingly, there are at least three aspects of EFL-related research that are regarded as 

‘problematic’ – research topics, research methodologies, and our understandings of the 

status of ordinary teachers as researchers and of the nature of their research. 

 

Thus far, it is safe to conclude that there is not yet a systematic investigation, which 

rethinks and reflects on the quality of EFL-related research, and which is produced by 

insiders or outsiders of the academic community. Therefore, the quality of research in 

the field of language education in China today still seems an underexploited area.  

 

3.4.3. My comments on EFL-related research 
 

I will now reflect on my impressions of the EFL-related research as a whole, and of 

the research on this type of research.  



 

71 
 

 

   In general, it is difficult to determine the quality of Chinese scholars’ EFL-related 

research. There are two main reasons for this. First, I am unsure about which (what) 

system of assessment to follow. If the western system is suitable, such as publishing in 

top international journals as a norm of high quality, many Chinese authors have already 

succeeded in doing so. However, as Xia (2009) revealed, research being accepted 

overseas was not necessarily embraced at home. There comes the question about why 

there is such a mismatch.  

 

   Second, if I leave aside the distinction between western and Chinese systems, I 

could use a prevailing aspect – methodology (see 3.3.4). However, I am again unsure 

that methodology is the main crucial benchmark, because of the ‘discrimination’ against 

and dislike-ness of some research approaches. As aforesaid (3.4.2; paper by Gao et al. 

1999), empiric and qualitative approaches were disfavoured before the 90s. Studies 

using qualitative or less prevalent approaches have faced barriers in their journey to 

publication (Xia, 2009). Thus, do Chinese ULTs see studies not using the prevalent 

methods (i.e., desk-review & questionnaire) as high quality? 

    

Furthermore, ‘methodology’ may not be a fitting norm, when/if the information of 

research design and procedures are subtracted from the articles (see above; paper by Wu 

& Zhang, 2002). The omission of methodological information seems to contradict what 

some authors suggested – researchers should have a prerequisite consideration of 

‘research paradigm’ (e.g., Chen, 2000; Zhang & Wu, 2008). I am not suggesting that an 

investigation is best if it starts with the information of the research paradigm, and that 

every study must include such information. But rather, authors should be aware of the 

methodological quality, including what it is involved and how it can be achieved, even 

if we prefer not to report all the details of our research design and procedures in our 

papers.  

 

   The EFL-related research has several characteristics. First, many topics (titles) often 
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appear big or implicit, and the content seems too general or commonplace. Second, a 

dominant route is that outsiders (e.g., UTs) investigated school-teachers and students. 

For instance, Gao and Chow (2011), who investigated middle-school teachers’ 

conceptions of good quality research in China mainland, are both university scholars 

working in Hong Kong. And third, often it is the elite scholars who investigate new or 

powerless teachers inside/outside the same institution; but barely is the other way 

around.  

 

The studies that I have reviewed in the previous section (3.4.2) provide useful 

insights into the status quo of EFL-related research, in particular, scholars’ opinions of 

methodologies and ways of treating them. Those studies used review of literature as 

their main method, perhaps it is worth asking whether a diversity of 

methodology/method should have appeared in them, and more depth in their analysis of 

research findings. Still, they demonstrate a good starting in future debates about this 

area, and they deserve more academic attention. I suggest that there should be a bigger 

volume of studies like these. 

  

 

3.5. Scholarship Gaps 
 

Returning to Mind-Map1 (p.35), I do not attempt to map out a whole gamut of 

concepts, because each of the four areas contains a huge amount of information and 

many notions correlate with each other. Such information needs to be filtered so that I 

could discover pronounced gaps in previous research. Therefore, I will now summarise 

my review of the literature under four headings – theme, methodology, perspective and 

context. The questions I consider included, for example, what research has been done 

relating to the current topic? Are there any contextual boundaries or significances?  
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3.5.1. Theme (topic) gap  

 

   In Britain, research assessment system at the national level is well developed, and 

the evaluative criteria in general have been richly investigated. However, the scenes 

behind the evaluation framework and the list(s) of criteria do not appear to be 

adequately known. For example, the impact of research is given more weight as an 

assessment element in the current REF than in the RAE which preceded it. This prompts 

the questions: what things have contributed to such change, how might those things 

have shaped the stakeholders’ decisions on this and other changes, and how will 

educational researchers cope with the new criteria?  

 

Linking Table5 (p.60) to the various criteria and assessment frameworks (which are 

reviewed prior to 3.3.5), the connection between the influential factors and the way in 

which quality is judged needs to be made. That is, there is a lack of research about what 

things, other than methodological issues, might have influenced academics (if not all 

stakeholders) to construct and support their preferred criteria, and in what way these 

things have their influence. 

 

There are similar and probably more thematic gaps in the Chinese context. Quality 

assessment systems and quality criteria in general seem to be under-explored in many 

senses. Revisiting Wu’s (2005) criticisms of the misapplications of four sets of criteria 

to HSS/R (humanities & social science research) (see p.51), it shows that we know that 

there is a policy of assessing academic performance and this policy is problematic, and 

how deeply (negatively) this policy has been influencing the employment and 

appointment of UTs. However, our awareness of all of this seems to remain at a general 

and static level. To tackle the misapplications that Wu criticised, our understandings of 

the problems need to eventually come down to the specific and technical level. 

Questions that might help us to do so include: how exactly the problems inherent in the 

policy influence the way we conceive and do research, and hence how they impact on 

the quality of our research? Who exactly has the power to judge quality? Why? Whose 
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criteria are to be followed? Why? Whose voices are neglected but should be heard? 

 

   After all, HSS/R is a big domain, and ER is one member in it – albeit and important 

one. Much less research about quality has been done in the area of ER. Oancea (2007) 

reviewed the trends and practices in assessment of ER in Britain and the current wave of 

criticisms of ER, providing a retrospective way to understand the assessment system. 

However, some readers might suspect for which group of stakeholders Oancea may 

speak, as one group of research-users (i.e., school-teachers) was unmentioned in her 

article. But, it could be just my misunderstanding. In contrast, I have not yet seen any 

systematic and comprehensive comments or review articles about the assessment of ER 

in China, though there might be some government reports which I have not had an 

opportunity to access and review.  

 

Nevertheless, there are a few studies investigating Chinese language teachers, such 

as the aforesaid Borg and Liu (2012; see 3.3.5), Gao and Chow (2011; see 3.4.3), and 

Barkhuizen’s (2009) case study surveying the topics, aims, constraints of research by 

Chinese English teachers. (Note that Barkhuizen did not discuss the issue of quality). 

Unfortunately, all of this is not enough. As Xia (2009) critiqued, more than a million 

Chinese teachers worked in basic and higher education, but research with a focus on this 

group was deficient.  

 

To sum up, more attention in both China and Britain needs to be paid to research 

and quality evaluation in the areas of linguistics, applied linguistics, language education, 

and (language) teacher education and development; and more importantly, to the 

underneath ‘drives’ and ‘scenes’, which determine scholars’ conceptions of quality, 

and/or their ways of conducting quality research. 

 

3.5.2. Methodological gap 

 

   By ‘methodological gap’, I mean what methodological practices seem to be absent, 



 

75 
 

or need to be developed to improve research design and methodology in research about 

the quality of ER, or to improve the ways in which such research is communicated to 

others. If such a gap could be identified, I then consider what I could do to fill that gap. 

 

Two possible methodological gaps relate to my consideration of issues which go 

beyond technical issues.  

 

First, it is unclear whether every study must explain the philosophical stance and be 

underpinned by a theory; and whether an absence of such explanation would impair a 

study’s quality. Morrison (2007) pointed out that in the UK’s educational studies, 

disputes about the forms of enquires often linked to the level of method and technique, 

rather than to that of ontology, epistemology and methodology. She argued that the 

connections at the latter level needed to be made by the researchers, because 

information would not be transformed to data and knowledge automatically and linearly.    

 

Second, in some western journal papers, not all authors (e.g., Barkhuizen, 2009) 

rationalised their research design. Borg’s (2007b) article, which presented his findings 

about institutional research culture, did not explicate the perspective he used to interpret 

the data (It seemed to be a socio-cultural angle). Similarly, reports of much Chinese 

research often omitted information about methodology, for example, the aforesaid 

Zhou’s (2006) PhD project did not follow any theoretical framework (see p.45).  

 

The third gap is a wider acceptance of, and diverse and innovative employment of, a 

wide range of methodologies in the Chinese context. As previous sections (3.4.2/3.4.3) 

show, whereas some methodologies (methods) were favoured and became popular, 

some remained unfavourable or were even disapproved of. In this sense, methodology 

might be a contested aspect in quality evaluation. It is worth thinking about why it is so, 

and whether it is connected to other issues, such as our academic culture and tradition of 

conducting research.    
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The fourth scholarship gap is that there is little innovation at the 

methodological/technical level. The existing investigations on language scholars’ 

research tended to use three popular methods: review of literature, questionnaire and 

interview. Also, the design of the questionnaires in those studies tended to include 

content that was researcher-imposed. For instance, regarding teachers’ engagement in 

research, Borg (2007b) provided his participants with a pre-planned list of criteria 

which leaned on methodological elements. It is worth my thinking whether that is the 

‘best’ way to explore my participants’ perceptions of a phenomenon.  

 

   In sum, I could try to work towards filling the above gaps through two paths in this 

current project – theoretical framework and methodology (methods). Additionally, 

methodological quality is critical in quality evaluation, but it should not be separated 

from other criteria and the contextual background of the research and researchers. 

 

3.5.3. Perspective gap 
    

   By perspective, I mean the research angle for approaching the research questions, 

including the researcher’s role, attitude, position and style. The research perspective 

matters because it associates with the researchers’ integrity, honesty and their ways of 

handling the relationships with ethics, social issues, and so forth.   

 

   In Britain, “Where once educational research mainly focused on children and 

teachers, there is now an increasing interest in researching those who have more power 

to initiate and sustain change within educational systems. Increased contestation within 

education has led to a desire to understand the processes and politics of change through 

studies of politicians, government officials and pressure group members at the local, 

national and international levels.” (Walford, 2011) 

 

   The situation in China appears to be the opposite and similar simultaneously. On the 

one hand, UTs in general seem more powerful than school-teachers in terms of 
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opportunity of engaging in research, but at the same time they are the pressured group 

comparing to the powerful and the elite (e.g., senior scholars, editors, and government 

& administrative officials). On the other hand, what Xia (2009) called ‘millions of 

front-line teachers’ is the biggest group who need more attention from researchers, and 

what Xia called the ‘grass-roots-heroes’ should have been given more credits for their 

‘practitioner research’.   

 

   As a whole, from my point of view, what seems absent is more exercise of using a 

bottom-up channel to understand the powerful group, and of understanding the 

pressured group. I see myself as one ‘front line teacher’ and ‘grass-roots researcher’, 

and it is worth my consideration of using a bottom-up pathway in this current project to 

understand the powerless, and possibly the powerful. 

 

3.5.4. Contextual gap 
 

   Around the topic of quality of research, existing research in Britain and China share 

some similarities, but demonstrate relatively more differences. Both contexts lack 

systematic investigations on educational scholars’ academic performance and on the 

research with which they associate.      

 

   With the growing number of Chinese authors being published in international 

journals, the world gains more knowledge about the reputation of China’s academic 

research (especially of natural science), China’s language policy and education, and 

Chinese language learners and teachers, such as language learners’ conception of 

English-language (e.g., He, 2010), language teachers’ reaction to educational reform 

(e.g., Ouyang, 2000) and EFL teachers’ experience of community culture (e.g., Liu & 

Xu, 2011).  

 

However, the world has little knowledge about the aspects of the actual 

circumstance of China’s ER, and about the differences between the Chinese context and 
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the west. Further, there is a huge space for me to explore how things outside just the 

methodological issues, for example, the Chinese culture, ideology and policy might 

have influenced the way we conceive ER and quality of ER, and the way we evaluate it. 

 

 

3.6. Summary 
 

   This chapter has firstly tried to locate educational research in the realm of research 

and identified its connections with other types/forms of research. It then reviews six 

aspects about quality of research. And thirdly, the chapter concentrates on the Chinese 

context to look at the current circumstance of quality in ER in general and the 

EFL-related research in particular.  

 

The scholarship gaps seem to lay in research themes, methodology, perspective and 

context. Thematically, an under-explored area is how quality of research may be 

perceived by university-scholars in the educational field. Methodologically, usage of 

less prevalent theoretical frameworks, methodologies and methods are needed in the 

Chinese context. In light of perspectives of research, an insider’s or grass-roots 

researcher’s point of view is desirable for both Chinese and British contexts.   

 

Returning to the Mind-Map1 (p.35), looking at the circles separately, the three areas 

(‘research’, ‘quality’ & ‘Chinese academics’) have been fully explored and richly 

discussed in existing literature of either Chinese or English language. However, they 

have not yet been put together – to be seen and analysed in an integrated way, which is 

represented in the upper circle (‘What factors’). This project is an attempt to do that. 

But, little literature has provided a model or an example for how to do it. Thus, the next 

chapter is going to focus on the upper circle on Mind-Map1. 
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Chapter 4 – Research Design  
 

 

4.1. Introduction  
 

It is necessary to revisit the core research questions of this project: How do Chinese 

EFL-related academics understand the concept of ‘quality’ in relation to research? What 

factors have shaped how these academics perceive ‘quality’? 

 

Previous chapters indicate that exploring our perception of quality in research would 

not be simply to pursue a perfect set of criteria and assessment frameworks, nor would 

it be to purely evaluate our works technically, but rather, identifying the complexity 

behind our research and unveiling the complex things that might navigate our 

perception of research and quality; in other words, “letting things show themselves” 

(Heidegger, 1927, cited in Smith, 2009).  

 

This current project falls in the constructionism/interpretivism paradigm, and 

follows a phenomenological approach. I have attempted to make my understanding of 

the target phenomena as open-minded, genuine and objective as possible, rather than 

making it through a way of quantification and statisticalisation. It is hoped that the more 

aspects of the phenomena I can capture and the deeper understandings of such aspects, 

the richer my understanding of my subjective view.  

    

   For organising this chapter, I considered three resources: Hitchcock and Hughes’ 

(1995) idea string – ontology, epistemology, methodology, and instrumentation and data 

collection; Crotty’s (1998) four element process of research – epistemology, theoretical 

perspective, methodology and method; and Smith’s (2009) outline of five elements of 

philosophy – ontology, epistemology, logic, ethics, and phenomenology. 

 

   The chapter firstly explains this study’s theoretical framework and methodology, 
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and secondly describes the methods for data collection, including a description of six 

pilot studies. It then introduces my consideration of the ethical issues and reflection on 

my role as a researcher. This is followed by a description of the methods for data 

analysis. Lastly, the chapter examines the rigor of this current project.  

 

 

4.2. Research paradigm  

 

4.2.1. Constructionism/Interpretivism 

 

“True enough, the world is there regardless of whether human beings are conscious 

of it.” (Crotty, 1998, p.10) According to this, Chinese scholars’ perception of quality of 

research exists there whether I am aware of it or not. Thus, in terms of ontology, my 

view that the phenomenon is there despite my consciousness of it should belong to 

realism.  

 

   How can I know the meanings of the phenomenon which is already there? I follow a 

constructionist view whereby meanings are constructed both by the participants and the 

researcher (e.g., McMullen, 2011, p.308). A world without the engagement of people’s 

consciousness is not an intelligible world, and it can become “a world of meaning only 

when meaning-making beings make sense of it.” (Crotty, 1998) Accordingly, people’s 

perception of quality research would not be intelligible without our meaningful 

engagement with it. In other words, the meanings of their perception came from 

anything but an interaction between the researcher as a meaning-making being and 

people’s perception as an object. Similarly, Pring (2000) argued, “The reality being 

researched has to be the reality as defined by the participants.” (p.42) The reality being 

explored in this thesis is Chinese scholars’ conceptualizations of quality, and this has to 

be the one defined by the scholars themselves.  
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If I construct my knowledge of the phenomenon through making meanings of it 

together with my participants, I could do so in the form of dialogues and/or interactions 

between the participants and me, and of my interpretation of our dialogues/interactions. 

In this sense, my constructionism stance determines the interpretive characteristics of 

this present study. Therefore, “Realism in ontology and constructionism in epistemology 

turn out to be quite compatible.” (Crotty, 1998) 

 

4.2.2. Phenomenology/Bourdieu’s theory of practice  

 

Within the domain of interpretivism, I will use phenomenology as a philosophical 

framework (a diagram in a later section shows how my research methods have been 

drawn on the phenomenological ideas). I will adopt Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological 

theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992a; Grenfell & James, 

1998; Grenfell & Kelly, 1999) as a pivotal framework for my analysis and interpretation 

of data.   

 

First of all, phenomenology is seen as a “radical, anti-traditional style of 

philosophizing”, as a scientific study of consciousness and as search for essence of 

phenomena (Moran, 2000). It studies people’s different experiences, such as perception, 

memory and social activity (Smith, 2009). The current project explores people’s 

meanings, and experience, of quality research. Phenomenology’s focus on individual’s 

subjective experience and/or consciousness of something nicely frames my research 

target. The following quote accurately phrases my research purpose in 

phenomenological term: 

 

“For Giorgi, the operative word in phenomenological research is ‘describe’. The aim of the 

researcher is to describe as accurately as possible the phenomenon, refraining from any pre-given 

framework, but remaining true to the facts.” (Groenewald, 2004, p.5. My additional italics, 2011)  
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The holistic design of this study (to be introduced later) does not follow any pre-given 

framework. Actually, no pre-existing methodological framework seems available for 

duplication here.  

 

Secondly, the phenomenological principle of understanding people’s experience 

from their point of view (Crotty, 1998; Groenewald, 2004; Smith, 2009) is consistent 

with Pring’s (2000) argument about reality (see 4.2.1). That is, I shall turn to my 

participants and hear their understandings rather than impose my presumption on them. 

I shall be open to possible responses and/or experiences (Finlay, 2008), rather than 

presuppose what their perception would be like. My goal of achieving such ‘openness’ 

is one reason why I do not provide a concrete definition of ‘research’ and ‘quality’ in 

my literature review (Chapter 3).  

 

Thirdly, what a phenomenological study tries to achieve may be researchers’ 

understanding of, for example, ‘the meanings of common practices’, ‘prevailing cultural 

understandings’ (Crotty, 1998, p.83) and ‘social and psychological phenomena’ 

(Welman & Kruger, 1999, cited in Groenewald, 2004). In this study, I am inclined to 

maintain the aforesaid ‘openness’, hence my effort to capture as many aspects as 

possible from the findings. The question then is how I should understand the data and 

manifest the findings.   

     

   However, phenomenologists did not describe what methods are available for dealing 

with phenomenological data (see Zhu & Chen, 2006). Because of this, this project needs 

to employ a theory outside just phenomenology. Bourdieu’s field theory, including its 

key concepts (habitus, field and capital) will act as a provisional guide to my data 

analysis. It is provisional because unanticipated themes may arise in the process of my 

interacting with the participants.  

 

   Meanwhile, I need to pay attention to the possible tension between Bourdieu’s 

theory and phenomenology – the usage of Bourdieu’s outline perhaps conflicts with 
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phenomenology's being free from frameworks. Thus, phenomenology affects to the 

extent that I shall not rule out any potential themes emerging from the data but instead 

treat them equally in the first place; whereas Bourdieu’s ideas are used to frame all of 

the emerging themes/aspects. My strategies for data-analysis will be explained in more 

detail in Section 4.6.4.  

 

4.2.3. Methodology   

 

Phenomenology philosophy is often used to strengthen modern qualitative research 

but no research method has ever been developed by the phenomenological philosophers 

(Fleming et al., 2003; cited in Dowling, 2007). So, a phenomenological study can 

overlap with qualitative methodologies, such as ethnography and symbolic 

interactionism (Lester, 1999), and share various methods, such as interviews 

(Moustakas, 1994), focus meetings (Lester, 1999) and documentary sources (Finlay, 

2008).  

 

What method(s) are suitable for the start of this current study? Linking to the views 

of meanings/reality above, the ‘answers’ to the core research questions of this thesis has 

to be defined by the participants themselves. And specifically, the following five aspects 

have to be identified and illustrated by the participating scholars: the definition(s) of 

‘research’ and ‘quality’; the domains/types of research to be researched; the meaning(s) 

of quality of research to be revealed; the perceived factors that might impact on quality, 

and any other possible aspects around the topic.  

 

   While I shall not anticipate my participants’ responses to the five aspects, it is 

challenging for me to map out an exhaustive picture of ‘the things’ that would be 

identified by the participants as ‘research' (see 3.2) and to understand the characteristics 

of those things. Therefore, two prerequisite questions need to be considered:  
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(1) "How can I ensure that the participating Chinese scholars and the researcher (me) will be 

discussing the same topic in one conceptual continuum?" 

(2) "What things have they involved in relating to ‘research' in their daily lives/work?"  

    

   Bearing in mind the above considerations, I have decided to begin with a survey 

questionnaire. This ensures that I would first determine those things that the participants 

had actually engaged in/for their daily work which was related to research. Secondly, I 

could identify the forms of ‘the things’ (perceived research) and let the respondents 

reveal those ‘works’ they viewed as being of high quality research. I would then 

describe the provided information (i.e., the questionnaire data) as accurately as possible. 

It is hoped that these steps can help me to reach the same conceptual continuum as the 

participants, and then to decide the ensuing research methods. In addition, considering 

the methodological gaps in existing research (see 3.5.2), it is likely that any singular 

research method will not be strong enough to explore the phenomenon in question, and 

so methodical innovation should be put forward.  

  

   In the following transitional section, I will first present a diagram of the methods 

utilised in this current project, and then use another diagram to explain some 

phenomenological rationales. 

  

 

4.3. Methodological triangulation 

 

4.3.1. Mixed qualitative methods (Sequence) 

    

Flowchart-3 below shows the sequence of methods used in this study for collecting 

data. Chronologically, there are two main research stages and one subordinated.  

 



 

85 
 

Flowchart 3 – Research Method Sequence 
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Stage One of the data collection is an online questionnaire survey, which aims to 

determine the different types of resources (e.g., journals) the respondents nominate. 

Specific resources that they nominate may or may not be traceable, and if they are, they 

become the data-base for an ensuing descriptive analysis by the researcher. Both the 

questionnaire data and the subsequent analysis of the nominated resources inform the 

next methods, and form an important base for further data collection.  

 

Drawing on the findings in Stage One, Stage Two is carried out in the research field, 

and so I call it ‘Field-work’ in this thesis. It includes two parallel methods: individual 

interviews and focus group discussions (FGD). Additionally, a range of 

official/institutional files regarding research policy are retrieved for a documentary 

analysis (Olson, 2010). The collection of such documents becomes Stage Three (an 

additional research step), and their analysis mainly acts to facilitate my understanding 

and interpretation of the findings gleaned from Stage Two.  

 

   According to Flowchart-3, this study employs triangulation. Triangulation has been 

richly discussed (e.g., Creswell, 2009; Denscombe, 2003; Punch, 2009; Robson, 2002; 

Wellington, 2000). It refers to the practice of using different qualitative or qualitative 

and quantitative methods to study a research question (Bryman, 2004; Flick, 2006, p.24). 

It is sometimes called mixed methods or multimethod research (Hastings, 2010). The 

triangulation here is a combination of just qualitative methods (Bryman, 2008), and so 

being called ‘mixed qualitative methods’. 

 

Triangulation has both strength and weakness. It can enhance the validity and 

credibility of a study, provide multiple views to understand the data, and overcome 

problems of researchers’ bias (Arksey & Knight, 1999; Schwandt, 2007; Bryman, 2004). 

However, Blaikie (1991) argued that it was inappropriate to combine methods founded 

on different epistemological and ontological assumptions, and Mason (1994) argued that 

analysing the data obtained from multiple sources was a very complex exercise (both 

cited in Arksey & Knight, 1999). Also, triangulation can be expensive and time 
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consuming (Hastings, 2010). 

 

Norman Denzin outlined four types of triangulation: investigator triangulation, 

methodological triangulation, data triangulation and theory triangulation (cited in 

Bryman, 2004; Cox & Hassard, 2010; Johnson et al., 2007; etc.). The current study 

employs all but the first types.  

 

A methodological triangulation is used here because it helps to “identify different 

realities.” (Stake, 2005, p.454) Methodological triangulation might occur in the form of 

within-methods and between methods (Hastings, 2010). Strictly speaking, this current 

project follows a within-methods triangulation approach (using multiple qualitative 

methods) rather than between-methods (using both qualitative and quantitative 

methods). Although a survey questionnaire is used, its data is analysed mainly in a 

qualitative approach instead of being quantified.  

    

The triangulation of methods yields a triangulation of data. Data triangulation refers 

to the employment of multiple sources of data in one investigation (Hastings, 2010). 

There are four sub-types (Denzin, 1970, cited in Wellington, 2000; Cohen et al., 2005), 

two of which are adopted here. First type is sub-triangulation in person. If the 

questionnaire and interview seek the unrelated individuals’ thinking, the FGD seek the 

individuals’ interaction and the collective reaction if the group is seen as a holistic 

community. This sub-triangulation also means triangulation at levels for data analysis, 

viz, individual, interactive and collective levels (e.g., Cohen et al. 2005; BERA 

e-resources, 2011). The second type is sub-triangulation in space. The questionnaire 

respondents, the interviewees and the FGD members are from different 

institutions/cities/provinces. This sub-triangulation matters because it influences the 

selection of interview/FGD samplings, and helps me to see what effect the contextual 

differences might have on the participants’ responses. Further explanation for this will 

be given in later sections. 
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Theory triangulation refers to the usage of multiple theoretical perspectives in 

conducting the investigation or interpreting the data (Arksey & Knight, 1999; Hastings, 

2010). This study utilises a theoretical triangulation for the interpretation of the data. 

The two theoretical perspectives are, as aforesaid, phenomenological and sociological 

(Bourdieu’s). In the process of coding/analysing the data, these two perspectives operate 

sequentially. Because Flowchart-3 focuses on the sequence of methods, there is not 

much detail about the qualitative analysis in the phenomenological and sociological 

approaches: both will be explained in later sections. 

 

4.3.2. Phenomenological rationales of methods (Model)  

 

   Regarding the process of conducting the research, Flowchart-4 below depicts the 

above mixed methods in phenomenological terms. So, I am now taking a 

phenomenological approach to rationalise the methods. I take phenomenology as a 

philosophical guide and adapt its classic principle – ‘bracketing’ and ‘reduction’, to the 

extent which I am able to put into practice. I will now explain what adaptation I made, 

why I made it and what effect it might produce. 
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Flowchart 4 - A Phenomenological Approach in Educational Research 
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Bracketing 

    

   Husserl’s phenomenology begins with epoche (Cerbone, 2006; Moustakas, 1994) – 

the suspension or bracketing of our naturalistic assumptions about the world and the 

objects. Without this bracketing, in Husserl’s eyes, the reduction – genuine 

phenomenological insight would be impossible (Moran, 2000, p.2). However, Gearing 

(2004) revealed that many authors considered epoche, bracketing and reduction as 

synonyms and he used them interchangeably. Creswell (2007) suggested that epoche 

and bracketing be re-defined due to their impracticability in some fields, such as 

education. All of this shows how elusive the definitions of the three notions are (see the 

top oval in Flowchart-4). Philosophically, I find them meaning the same thing – holding 

presuppositions.  

 

Methodologically, epoche is considered as the central principle of the 

phenomenological method, and is performed through reduction (Smith, 2005). In some 

literature (e.g., Moustakas, 1994), epoche occurs before reduction and reduction 

subsumes bracketing; in another (e.g., Moran, 200), epoche is a part of reduction. All of 

this again echoes what Gearing (2004) said about phenomenology’s lack of fundamental 

homogeneity, which led many researchers to describe the phenomenological tradition 

(bracketing/reduction) differently to fit with their writing purposes (p.1431). To simplify 

my explanation of the trio, I place them at the macro and micro levels, with a focus on 

the former. Prior to continuing this explanation, I need to point out my refraining from 

Moustakas’ (1994) well-known model.  

 

In Moustakas’ model, the process of conducting a phenomenological interview 

includes epoche, reduction (including ‘bracketing the research topic/question’), 

imaginative variation and synthesis. I do not duplicate Moustakas’ model, because his 

bracketing responds only to interview (i.e., a suspension prior to interview) and it was 

obtained by co-interviewers. My bracketing extends to a wider research phase – the 
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whole survey process. Note though that his model will be reconsidered when I analyse 

my own interview dataset (see 4.6.4.1). 

 

In this current project, at the macro level – looking at the research process (my four 

methods) as a whole, the questionnaire survey would be bracketing the topic. By 

bracketing, I mean putting aside previous experience and suspending presupposition. 

This bracketing is necessary because it requested me to withhold my natural attitude 

(Moran, 2000, p.408), and helps me to pursue impartiality without having told the 

respondents my personal notions of quality. To be specific, instead of providing the 

survey-respondents with answers in form of multiple choices, I ask (mostly in 

open-ended questions) them to name resources and activities in which they have 

engaged before.  

 

The bracketing (the survey) is followed by a reduction. It seems that a single, 

sufficient and universal definition of reduction does not exist in any available literature 

(e.g., Husserl, 1964; Smith, 2005; Cogan, 2006). Husseral offered various kinds and 

forms of reductions, e.g., ‘eidetic’ and ‘transcendental’ (Follesdal, 1998/2003). Also, it is 

unclear how to distinguish the stages and grades of reduction (Moran, 2000, p147). For 

convenience, I quote a definition here that is easy for me to understand, 

“phenomenological reduction is the scientific process in which the researcher suspends 

or holds in abeyance his or her presuppositions, biases, assumptions, theories, or 

previous experiences to see and describe the phenomenon” (Gearing, 2004, p.1430).      

 

The reduction here is one in a methodological and practical sense – my analysis of 

the nominated resources gleaned from the survey. To be explicit, what I did is, firstly, 

read the nominated papers, put aside my personal/subjective opinions of them and then 

return to their ‘original look’ – allowing the natural features of the nominated-papers to 

come to the fore, instead of judging their quality straightaway. This reduction helps me to 

remain (relatively) unbiased towards the data in that I have endeavoured to avoid using 

my criteria to judge the respondents’ choices, that is, suspending the researcher’s actual 
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attitude.  

 

Being uncertain whether this plain description of the data is an accurate exercise of 

reduction, I take this kind of descriptive analysis as another bracketing. This is my 

essential adaptation of the phenomenological principle, epoche or reduction. Therefore, 

I locate this reduction within the ‘epoche’ in Flowchart-4, or within a ‘broader reduction’ 

which means the act of excluding the thetic positing of the world (Cerbone, 2006; 

Moran, 2000). 

 

Despite this, I still find reduction ambiguous and challenging to implement, because 

my initial understanding of the nominated resources is inevitably affected by my previous 

reading experience or personal preference. It is difficult for me to obtain an absolute 

reduction because it is not completely ‘pre-reflective’. In reality, Husserl’s follower 

Heidegger denied “the possibility of carrying out a complete reduction, insisting that we 

can only think back to our being-in-the-world, and attempting to go behind this 

phenomenon makes no sense” (Moran, 2000, p.160). Merleau-Ponty rejected reduction to 

the extent that a complete reduction was impossible because of the impossibility of 

making the account of our experience fully transparent (Smith, 2005, p.563).  

 

At the micro level – looking at my four methods individually, bracketing and 

reduction have also been attempted prior to each interview and each focus group. In this 

sense, the bracketing and reduction would appear similar to Moustakas’ meanings in his 

model. In other words, prior to entering the interview and FGD, I have isolated the 

central structures of my subjectivity and have detached from my conventional opinions 

of the issues in question (Moran, 2000); at least, this is what I have attempted to do. But 

again the reduction at this micro level is difficult to be achieved.   

 

Intuiting 
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   Husserl’s Intuiting basically means returning to what is intrinsically given in our 

intuitions (Moran, 2000, p.127). I view intuiting from two angles: researcher and 

participant.  

 

   To me, intuiting refers to being open to possible experiences/concepts – I prepare to 

welcome any topics and aspects brought up by the participants throughout the 

investigation, and I endeavourer to maintain non-judgmental towards the participants’ 

opinions. (Inevitably, like anyone else, I could not remain completely non-judgmental 

all the time.) In retrospect, my review of different types of research (Chapter3) would be 

a form of exercising intuiting – my being prepared for the possibility that the 

participants would refer to a variety of types of research. In addition, ‘being open to 

possibility’ refers to my openness in the actual interviews and FGDs and in the process 

of seeking participant samples. (That is, whoever expresses willingness to participate 

would be considered in the first place.) 

 

   For the participants, they have the right and freedom to say, or not to say, what they 

wish to say. They would be encouraged to get on with whatever ideas that come to their 

minds on the spot and that they perceive as relevant to the topic under discussion. They 

would also be suggested to voice their comments (compliments, criticism, doubts, 

worries, etc.) whenever they want to.  

    

   Intuiting in Flowchart-4 also means constructing the meanings of the reality by both 

the participants and I. Participants’ perception is not always something visible or 

tangible. It needs to be articulated or exhibited (e.g., in texts) to become known by the 

researcher. It is then conveyed in dialogues in the form of interview/FGD in this project. 

Whatever is given by the participants would be revealed in an open manner and 

constructed via communications and interactions. Gradually, participants’ meanings or 

experiences of quality are co-constructed.   

 

   Furthermore, it may seem unconventional to integrate phenomenology into the 
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design of FGD, and then to apply Bourdieu’s theory to the analysis of FGD data. On the 

one hand, FGD as a phenomenological method of investigating adults’ experience does 

not seem prevailing in educational research, though it does in health research (e.g., 

Colucci, 2007) and marketing (e.g., Groenewald, 2004). On the other hand, tying to the 

sub-triangulation in person (see 4.3.1), FGD is congruent with phenomenology’s 

“letting things show themselves” in that FGD can allow participants to take over the 

research site, such as what Kamberelis and Dimitriadis (2005) called the “interview 

space”.  

 

   The documents might be an intuiting in the form of texts. Documentary analysis 

here agrees with the point that phenomenologists also turn to documentary sources for 

their exploration in a phenomenon (e.g., Finlay, 2008; Lester, 1999). More explanation 

about my documentary analysis will be provided in Section 4.4.5.  

 

Generating & Reproducing 

    

   By generating meanings of a phenomenon, I mean the data analysis in a 

phenomenological study. The meaning-generating part would be equivalent to data 

analysis in a qualitative study. Some authors called it ‘synthesis’ (Moustakas, 1994) or 

coding ‘units of meanings’ (Bednall, 2006). In the process of analysing data, I remain 

open to possible themes arising from the data in order to describe the target phenomena 

as they are.  

 

   Phenomenologists seek to capture the descriptive and concrete content of the 

phenomena that they experience (Howarth, 1998). In this study, my phenomenological 

generation of meanings would be to provide the essences of the facts (which are 

reported by the participants) in a descriptive, particular and explicit manner. This will be 

further explained in later sections (4.6.2/4.6.4.1/Chapter 5). 
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   Since there is no pre-given phenomenology framework for my analysis, I need to 

seek an alternative frame to shape and classify the themes of my data, hence the usage 

of Bourdieu’s theory. This step is another adaptation of the phenomenological principle 

I have made for the current project – borrowing an external theoretical tool to organize 

the essences of the phenomena.   

 

   In this phenomenological study, reproducing or re-presenting the meanings of a 

phenomenon, which is co-constructed by the participants and the researcher, would be 

my interpretation of the research findings. In specific, the central essences of the 

phenomena would be retold, or theorised, through Bourdieu’s notions. Details for this 

process are given in Section 4.6.3/4.6.4.3 and Chapter 6.  

 

In next section I will elaborate how each of the four methods was carried out. 

Between the questionnaire and the interviews, there is a sub-section on the method and 

techniques of analysing the questionnaire data, because the questionnaire findings were 

the basis of and gave direction to the design of ensuing interviews and FGDs. 

 

 

4.4. Methods for data collection (two stages) 

 

Stage one: Online Questionnaire Survey 

 

4.4.1. Questionnaire 

 

4.4.1.1. The study 

 

Purpose 
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The questionnaire (for the Word version5, see Appendix1), entitled ‘A survey in 

Chinese university (college) EFL teachers' use of journals, websites and conferences in 

their work’, was formulated and distributed online via my School’s survey system6.  

 

As aforesaid (3.2/4.2.3), in order to ensure that the respondents’ concepts and mine 

are in the same spectrum of research, the questionnaire aims to seek what 

resources/activities with which Chinese scholars have engaged for their teaching and 

research, to follow up the identified-resources to see what they look like, and to sound 

out the respondents’ initial responses to my research topic. The survey addresses three 

central questions:  

 

(i.) What things have Chinese scholars been involving in relating to ‘research' in their 

daily lives?  

(ii.) What articles would they nominate as good-quality studies? 

(iii.) What are their backgrounds?  

 

There are three components in the survey: the Cover Letter, the Informed Consent 

Form and the questionnaire (see Appendix 1). The questions are arranged in five parts:  

 

(1.) experiences in reading or writing for journals; 

(2.) experiences in reading web-pages/blogs; 

(3.) engagements in conferences/conference papers; 

(4.) optional questions asking the respondents to name article(s) that were seen as high-quality 

research, and to provide referential information of that article (if memorable);  

(5.) background information, e.g., job-title and the type of workplaces.  

 

   It is hoped that the named-resources, especially the nominated high-quality articles, 

could be traced, so that I can continue to identify the features of those articles. The 

                                                        
5 Note that the Appendix looks different from the online format, which proceeds according to the respondents’ 
answers. 
6 URL: http://elac.exeter.ac.uk/limesurvey/index.php?sid=56715&lang=en 

http://elac.exeter.ac.uk/limesurvey/index.php?sid=56715&lang=en
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findings then guide me to consider how to discover why the respondents have identified 

a certain paper, and serve as a foundation for the design of ensuing research methods.  

 

Questionnaire scheme 

 

   The questionnaire scheme is not a replication of any previously established survey. 

It is constructed on the basis of several aspects which I have carefully considered: a 

review of literature, contextual background, personal experience and practical issues.  

 

“In China we do not seem to have a solid platform to evaluate research quality. For a long time, 

publication seems to be a norm for assessing people’s research, and this is particularly so to 

teachers’7 research. As to the teachers’ research in China, ‘social impact’ of the research is often 

applied as a criterion to evaluate its quality. However, social impact of the research is usually not 

easy to be identified and evaluated.” (Personal conversation with a Chinese-ethnic lecturer based 

in Britain; October 23, 2009.)  

 

This conversation struck me that publication could be a typical source to identify 

research with which the Chinese scholars had associated.  

 

   Some authors (e.g., Borg, 2001) suggested that research journals be a tool for 

promoting and understanding researcher development. Some (Day, 1996; Rowena, 2005; 

Yates, 2004) suggested that a peer-reviewed journal was one key way to disseminate 

research findings. According to this, my survey could start from the domain of journals. 

Unlike other authors, such as Tooley & Darby (1998) who provided their participants 

with 4 journals selected by the researchers themselves, and Borg (2009) who offered his 

participants a list of concepts of research beforehand, I used open-ended questions 

without having supplied any journal name. It was entirely up to the respondents to name 

whatever journal at whatever level (of quality).  

 

                                                        
7 ‘Teachers in this conversation referred to those working in China’s (mainland) HEIs. 
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   However, Cai (2010) argued that journal articles should not be used as the only 

criteria to judge China’s academic quality. Tying this point to my personal experience, 

when I was a UT, my colleagues and I sought information in various forms for our 

teaching and/or research, such as the Internet (e.g., wiki, blogs & YouTube) and 

academic events (e.g., seminars). Therefore, it is necessary to consider other forms of 

publication when I design the survey questions. If journal-papers are seen as research 

disseminated at the formal level, Part Two about Web information sheds light on 

research dissemination at the informal level. I exclude books mainly because of the 

issue of resource accessibility – electronic journals, conference proceedings and blogs 

are more available than e-books, both technically and economically.  

  

The idea of including Part Four (‘Outstanding articles’) was initiated in a 

conversation with my supervisors. The idea was tied to a presumption that the 

respondents had recently done some readings still memorable. I clearly set the questions 

of this part optional lest the informants felt that answering this part was too 

time-consuming and work-demanding. I also made sure that the content was consistent 

with that in the first three parts. I then continued to review more literature to assure that 

my design had not been created elsewhere, though one author (Yates, 2004), in the 

Australia setting, asked her undergraduate students to name their good quality papers in 

a writing course.  

 

The last part of the questionnaire gathers general background information about the 

informants. It is useful for selecting the samples for the ensuing interviews/FGD.  

 

Procedure 

 

   The whole process of questionnaire survey covers four main procedures: question 

construction, pilot studies, the actual study and the data analysis. Here I will describe 

the first two procedures.  
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Question Construction  

 

There were two preparatory tasks for the question construction. One was my 

learning of how to design a questionnaire technically; the other was to envision suitable 

questions to achieve the research objectives at this stage. The development of 

questionnaire went through at least four rounds of amendments. 

 

First, I drafted a questionnaire outline. I reviewed some literature, revised the 

outline and continued my review. Meanwhile, I started considering samplings for a pilot 

and for the actual survey by going through my repertoire of people contacts in 

China/UK. I then had the first draft of the questionnaire reviewed by a Chinese-ethnic 

PhD candidate. Drawn on this colleague’s feedback, I developed a second draft and 

continued my review of literature. I then asked a professor (English native speaker) to 

comment on this second draft. Meanwhile, I discussed with my School’s e-learning 

advisor about how to electronically distribute the survey. Considering some features of 

the e-questionnaire, I re-amended the second draft and constructed a third version. At 

the same time, I prepared for an ethical research approval application and a formal 

invitation to participation (Appendix2). The last (fourth) round revision happened after 

the pilot study.   

 

   During the processes of amendments, I also considered the following three aspects. 

The first aspect was the survey quality. Some necessary questions included, ‘How the 

invitation should be phrased and toned?’ ‘What can be done to guarantee survey validity 

and reliability?’ ‘How can a greater response rate be achieved?’ Second were ethical 

issues – ‘How should I approach the respondents and develop a rapport with them?’ 

‘Should a reward be prepared to the respondents concerning the Chinese custom?’ ‘How 

much information of my project should I tell the respondents?’ And thirdly, the data 

analysis strategy – how much data could be collected, and how it might be analysed.  

 

Pre-pilot and Pilot 
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Analysing some responses in a numeric way, this survey has a feature of quantitative 

study, so ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ are needed. However, since this is a qualitative study, 

the reliability and validity shall be measured through different criteria, and this will be 

discussed in Section 4.7.1.  

 

The importance and necessity of piloting questionnaires has been well studied (e.g., 

Cohen et al., 2009, p.341). Both the pre- and formal pilots aim to increase the 

questionnaire’s validity and reliability. Validity refers to the extent to which a study 

truly measures what it intends to measure (Miller, 2008a; Yue, 2010; Flick, 2006). There 

are different types of validity, such as face validity – “the degree to which a measure is 

clearly and unambiguously tapping the construct it purports to assess” (Bornstein, 2004), 

and construct validity – “the extent to which the test is shown to measure a theoretical 

construct or trait” (Peng & Mueller, 2004). Reliability concerns the consistency and 

stability of research findings (Ward & Street, 2010), and refers to “the extent to which 

multiple researchers arrive at similar results when they engage in the same study using 

identical procedures” (Miller, 2008b).  

 

The pre-pilot here refers to the testing in three groups of respondents. First, my 

supervisors and I examined the design of the questionnaire and assured that was 

workable. (I continued to work on the technical problems of the online version.) Second, 

a UK-based Chinese-ethnic lecturer gave feedback on the revised version with a focus 

on the cultural perspective. Lastly, the School’s e-learning advisor and I again did the 

questionnaire respectively to assure that it could run smoothly.  

 

Once the online version was ready, I started the formal pilots by sending an 

invitation to eight academics working in five Chinese universities. Two declined the 

invitation, and six accepted and made some comments upon the design of this survey. In 

particular, two of them held a Skype conversation8 with me respectively to critique the 

                                                        
8 One conversation happened on 9th April, 2010 and the other on 20th June, 2010. 
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questionnaire item by item. Our conversations produced plenty of constructive 

suggestions for developing the questions. All their comments contributed to the validity, 

especially the content and face validity. For instance, the font of the Cover Letter 

needed edition, some phrases needed clarifications and incentives should be offered. 

Taking their feedback into account, I edited the questionnaire, polished the invitation 

letter, and got everything ready for the actual participants. This is what I call the last 

(fourth) round of the question-construction. During this process, I stayed in contact with 

potential participants via less formal emails.   

 

Survey sample 

 

There was no pre-set sampling for the questionnaire, provided the participants were 

approachable via the Internet. A huge sample was not crucial at this stage because 

statistical generalisation was not the objective of this survey. There are around 0.08 

million EFL teachers in China’s HEIs (Wen & Gao, 2007). Concerning this figure, it 

seems also unrealistic to attempt a representative sample.  

 

Therefore, I followed three essential criteria for choosing the sampling: participants 

are of Chinese ethnicity; they are EFL-related academics at a university/college in 

China (mainland); and they are willing to participate. Regarding the research purpose at 

this stage, it does not matter what job-title, gender, age, and teaching/research 

experience the participants have, and whether or not they have been published. The 

types and locations (city/province) of their institutions are not crucial either.    

 

The distribution of the survey began with my personal contacts from email 

addresses. First, I emailed the formal invitation (Appendix2) to people I knew. I then 

forwarded a Thank-You email with the survey URL link to the receivers who agreed to 

participate, and one without the link to those who declined. I also employed a snowball 

tactic to ask my former colleagues, counterparts, friends, and friends’ friends to 

circulate the survey. This tactic was used because I was aware, from the pilot-study 
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feedback, that it was impossible to obtain a large sample in any one university. As one 

pilot respondent revealed that low questionnaire response rate was very likely due to 

Chinese academics’ work-load, time constraint and concerns about participation 

benefits.  

 

All respondents were invited to read the Informed Consent Form (Appendix1), and 

to express their voluntary participation before proceed to the questions. Unlike the 

hard-copy of the questionnaire (Appendix1), the online version could shift to a different 

question/part/page according to the respondents’ answers to the previous questions. 

Although the respondents were asked to provide their phone numbers, only I (the 

researcher) could access this information, and so confidentiality and anonymity were 

still guaranteed.  

 

No harm, detriment or unreasonable stress was reported throughout the survey, 

although two or three teachers expressed their lack of confidence in talking about 

research and declined to take part. Their decision was accepted and absolutely respected. 

To those who completed the questionnaire, I sent a follow-up email to thank them for 

their participation. 

 

In total, 172 invitations (including 13 email addresses that turned out to be invalid) 

and 163 survey-links were sent out. The invitation recipients worked in 36 institutions 

(excluding the unidentified ones) in 12 provinces9 (including one municipality). These 

institutions included research-intensive universities, teaching oriented faculties, 

teacher-training colleges, and vocational colleges. It was difficult to trace the exact 

number of the survey-links that were sent via the snowball avenue, approximately 40-50. 

From the survey commencement in July 2010 to the closure in September 2010 (a 

period of two and a half months), 74 people visited the questionnaire, and 33 provided 

full and valid responses. Thus, the response rate was approximately 20.2% (33 ÷ 163≈

20.2%). 
                                                        
9 China (mainland) has 29 provinces (excluding Hong Kong, Macau & Taiwan), 4 municipalities, and 5 autonomous 
regions. See Appendix 15. 
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   Next I will present some generic results of the survey data and my methods of 

analysis. There are two sequential sets of my analyses: the questionnaire data and the 

perceived quality articles nominated by the respondents. 

 

4.4.1.2. Analysis and findings of questionnaire data 

 

Analysis strategy 

 

The data would be measured mainly in a qualitative way in Excel, since they were 

given in forms of full texts (e.g., journal names & website links). I numbered all the 

nominated journals and identified the top 10 most-named ones. I sought and examined 

the online information about these journals, for instance, the journals’ ‘instruction for 

authors’ in their websites (Note the information about the journals was subject to online 

accessibility). 

    

The respondents provided some links of website/blogs. I followed them up to see 

whether they could lead to sources useful for my study. For this process, I reviewed 

some literature specifically about judging quality of online information (e.g., 

Dochartaigh, 2002; Gaiser, & Schreiner, 2009; www.vtstutorials.co.uk). For the data 

about the nominated conferences, I used Google to search them to check whether any 

information was accessible and useful (e.g., conference types, levels & themes), and 

then I took a look at the retrievable conference proceedings.  

    

   Regarding the nominated good studies, I sought their accurate and full references 

(Appendix3), and obtained an electronic copy (subject to viability). I also connected this 

part of data with the results in Part One (journals) to see whether any nomination was 

published in the top 10 most popular journals. This connection helped me decide which 

of the nominated studies should be chosen for a pilot analysis. 

 

http://www.vtstutorials.co.uk/
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General findings 

 

I highlight the findings that I thought have most influenced the design of the ensuing 

research methods.  

 

(1) Concerning what the informants read, a number of 41 journals were named, of which 13 

were named by at least 2 respondents. Among the top 5 journals (named by 5 persons or 

more), of which 3 were foreign journals and the remaining were domestic. The 

respondents mentioned 14 journals that they wanted to read but were inaccessible to 

them, and all of the 14 were overseas. There were 37 journals in which the respondents 

were published, of which some overlapped with the 41 journals, and 5 were foreign 

journals. The journals, which the participants had regularly read, tended to be those at 

the national/international levels, whereas those in which they were published fell in the 

regional/institutional scopes. Furthermore, many of the nominated domestic journals did 

not give detailed criteria for selecting papers, whereas well-known international 

journals stated theirs. (In both contexts, however, whether a paper is accepted depends 

on many factors, e.g., the editors’/reviewers’ personal criteria and preferences.) 

(2) The respondents had experience of reading journals, writing papers and attending 

conferences (at different levels). This indicates that their research activities occurred in 

various forms. 

(3) Much of the data in Part 2/3 appeared too general, random or invalid. In contrast, Part4 

data exhibited more specific and explicit sources.  

Part4 data proved that the respondents had read something which was seen as high 

quality studies still memorable for them, despite the unknown information of when, for 

what purposes and in what situation they read these resources. This raises the question 

why they chose particular papers. (More details about this part will be demonstrated in 

next section.) 

(4) The demographic data showed that the respondents’ teaching experience ranged from 1 

to 25 years, the two dominant groups were ‘lecturer’ and ‘assistant lecturer’, and their 

workplaces covered many different kinds of institutions (see ‘Survey Sample’)   
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   After examining the valid-ness of data in each part of the questionnaire, I decided to 

focus on Part4 (the nominated ‘outstanding articles’) for further analysis, because its 

data was most specific and explicit than others. It was also more pertinent and germane 

to the core research questions. Next I will introduce my method of analysis of the 

nominated-papers, the main rationales for my analytical framework, and some general 

findings.  

 

4.4.1.3. Analysis and findings of nominated papers  

 

Sample and purpose 

 

The references for the nominated good-quality-research (N=27) are listed in 

Appendix3. Twelve are domestic materials, of which nine are home-journal papers. The 

remaining fifteen are foreign materials, including papers in 11 journals at the 

international/regional levels.  

 

Six of the 27 nominations were excluded from a further analysis due to the 

unavailability of an e-copy and the irrelevance of their topic/genre. They include two 

books, one master’s degree thesis, one conference paper, one encyclopaedia chapter, one 

irretrievable paper and one journal paper with an irrelevant topic. The remaining 19 are 

journal articles and become the final sample for a document analysis.  

 

The documentary analysis here refers to delineating the original features of the 

identified articles as objectively and accurately as possible. The description aimed to 

capture as comprehensive as possible aspects of the articles, map out a virtual picture 

(look) of the respondents’ perceived quality articles, and then link this picture to the 

evaluation frameworks/criteria that I have reviewed in Chapter 3. The delineation of 

those ‘quality papers’ was produced in order eventually to form a set of descriptors, 
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which could work as some prompts for designing questions for the interviews and FGDs. 

I did not need to re-contact any respondents who had nominated the resources, and so 

the analysis of the questionnaire data brought no harm to any of the participants.  

 

Analysis framework development 

 

The 19 articles were retrieved online or as hard-copy. For future use, each of the 19 

papers was paired up with its nominator – ‘who nominated which article’. I read them 

for the first time to obtain a general impression of what they looked like. Meanwhile, I 

continued the desk-review techniques (see 4.4.1.2), and undertook a broader review of 

literature on quality assessment in order to decide my analytical strategies particularly 

for these articles.  

 

My broader review covered literature in five areas: journal websites (e.g., Applied 

Linguistics: About the Journal.); evaluation on research quality (e.g., Girden, 2001; 

HEFCE, 2009; REF, 2012a, 2012b); academic writing (e.g., AERA, August/September 

2006; BERA, March 2000; Murray, 2005); China’s government documents and 

institutional files (e.g., MOE, 2006); and some relevant works (e.g., Burton, 1998; Zhu J, 

2010; Zhu, D M, 2010).  

 

The information in those five areas demonstrated many specific aspects that had 

been used to portray the nature (& quality) of academic papers. I needed to consider 

what features of the 19 papers needed to be described, bearing in mind that my research 

purpose here was not assessing the papers’ quality. Therefore, I chose the aspects which 

tended to be descriptive rather than appraisal.    

 

Developing my own framework for analysing the 19 articles was a challenging and 

long process of nearly six months. At the beginning, two papers were selected for a pilot 

analysis, and this included a review of relevant literature on quality. The analytical 

strategy was reused (for another two papers) and revised, and then retested (for four 
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more papers) and again redeveloped until all papers were described (see Appendix4 for 

some examples of description). This incremental process synthesised and produced a set 

of descriptors (Appendix5), which helped to illustrate the nature or characteristics of the 

articles.  

 

In that process, I used some tools utilised in Grounded Theory (e.g., Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). For example, grounded theory coding often displayed features of 

inductiveness and synthesis. The coding generated the bones of the analysis, and these 

bones were then synthesized to form an analytic frame (theoretical generation) 

(Charmaz, 2006, pp.45-6). The process of describing the 19 papers portrayed such 

features – it began from coding of two individual papers and extrapolated the useful 

techniques to develop a better and fuller set of descriptors.  

 

Framework rationale 

 

I developed my own framework for analysing the 19 papers partly because I could 

not find a suitable existing one particularly for this type of analysis. “In China, 

standards for evaluating academic journals in humanities and social science have not yet 

been formulated.” (Chen J, 2010. My translation, 2010) Therefore, I needed to refer to 

literature outside the Chinese context. There were divergent and contested views of 

quality in western literature (see Chapter3). Nonetheless, at this stage I did not aim to 

assess each paper’s quality against those western criteria, but to understand what they 

looked like. 

 

The pilot analysis greatly helped to shape my framework. The initial rounds of the 

pilot analysis indicated that following any of the pre-given assessment frameworks (e.g., 

RAE/REF) or any sets of criteria (e.g., Flick, 2006, 2007; Oancea, 2007) did not seem 

suitable for the research purpose in this thesis. Although those frameworks/standards 

facilitated my understanding, there was a possibility that I ventured into an exercise of 
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judging the respondents’ choices of ‘high quality research’. The pilot analysis gradually 

led my consideration back to my research methodology – phenomenology. 

 

There is an absence of literature on how to analyse data in the form of documents, 

although Moustakas (1994) explicated an example of phenomenological analysis of 

interview transcripts. Tactic, techniques or devices for coding textual data seem elusive 

in the phenomenological approach. “The key quality in the data sought by 

phenomenologists is concreteness (Wertz, 2005)” (Cited in Finlay, 2008) Both Wertz 

and Finlay referred to interview data, not documentary/textual data. If borrowing the 

notion ‘concreteness’ in here, I interpret it as ‘factualness’ – let the data stands as it is. 

One way of doing this is to describe the data as ‘correctly’ as possible, and report it as 

least evaluative as possible. This is another reason why I developed my descriptive 

framework for the analysis of the nominated articles.  

 

General findings 

 

When the descriptions of the 19 papers were completed, three prominent features 

emerged:  

 

(1) Complexity: It was too complicated to deconstruct the papers and then convey their natural 

characteristics to the fullest extent. Although only 16 descriptors were used, each descriptor 

entailed an illustration that could grow endlessly.  

(2) Diversity: the papers appeared multifarious in terms of journal level, journal type, research 

topic, research methodology/method, language style, publication time, length, and so forth. 

For example, although almost all the nominated materials linked to the domain of 

linguistics/applied linguistics/languages, they were not limited to just ELT, instead their 

topics/content covered many sub-areas, ranging from linguistics to pedagogy, from 

language teacher education to technology in education, and to economic issues in education. 

The types of papers were also various, from theoretical to empirical, and to self-reporting 

and personal.  
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Unexpectedly, several papers that I would not regard as high quality studies have been 

nominated. This implied that there existed some differences between some respondents’ 

judgments and mine. Here raised the question of the importance of exploring the 

respondents’ own criteria for quality, rather than imposing my own.  

(3) Space: There is a large room for a deeper understanding of the papers per se. For instance, 

only two of the 19 papers mentioned ethical issues (one of the 16 descriptors). This is useful 

for my consideration of the interview/FGs questions. There is a huge space for me to further 

enquiry into the factors contributing to the diversity of features. 

 

These generic findings showed that it was almost impossible for me at this stage to draw 

out one full picture of what a high quality journal-article looked like in the participants’ 

eyes.  

 

4.4.1.4. Implications for Stage Two 

    

To summarise, Stage One – the questionnaire and the document analysis (of 

nominated papers) formed a ground for Stage Two of data-collection and Phase Two of 

this study (4.3.1/Flowchart-3). I now conclude this first stage of data collection together 

with some puzzles and aggregate implications:  

 

(1) To the respondents, did ‘research’ mean more than just reading/writing for journals? What 

meanings and connotations did ‘quality’ have in the respondents’ eyes? 

(2) If an ‘organic’ description was not enough to capture the respondents’ meanings of quality, a 

different approach should (needs to) be required. Moreover, perhaps more potential 

descriptors might emerge in the future communications with the participants.  

(3) Demographic data showed that it was necessary to approach a wider or different sample for 

the next phase of this study, because it seemed that not all survey respondents felt 

enthusiastic to continue their participation in this current project. 

(4) It was challenging for the researcher to remain non-evaluative and fully open to possibilities 

throughout Phase One, but I should at least keep the awareness of the distinction between 
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the participants’ perspectives and the researcher’s (see 4.2.2/4.3.2).  

 

 

Stage two: Field-work and Field-notes 

 

4.4.2. Interview (University-teachers) 

 

4.4.2.1 Purpose and schedule 

 

   Interviews are often used to capture personal and subjective experiences. It is a 

suitable method for this project to investigate people’s subjective perception. My 

decision to use interview is reinforced after the survey. The interview seeks answers to 

two central questions – “What would the individuals say about ‘quality of research’? 

What made them think the way they did?”  

 

   Consistent with the goals of the questionnaire (4.4.1.1) and the document analysis 

(4.4.1.3), the interviews aim to continue to discover the participants’ reactions to the 

research topic (or their comments on the survey); to explore their understandings of the 

concept of quality of research; to probe their personal stories, when/if the conversation 

circumstance is appropriate; to inquire into their reasons why they acted the way they 

did in the stories; and to seek their suggestions for future development of research 

quality. The researcher should continue to be open to possible new topics/aspects 

brought up by the interviewees. 

 

   The interview schedule (Appendix6) follows a semi-structured approach and 

addresses three main themes – ‘quality of journal papers’, ‘other research activities’ and 

‘developing research quality’. The schedule has 13 guiding questions (12 are 

open-ended) and a series of back-up questions (i.e., follow-up questions or question 
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prompts).  

 

4.4.2.2. Interview design 

 

   By semi-structured interview, I mean a data collection technique in which the 

interviewers ask a list of predetermined and often open-ended questions, and have 

freedom to add, amend or remove the questions (Ayres, 2008; Carley-Baxter, 2008). For 

instance, when asking the interviewees about their criteria, I need not follow the order 

of descriptors utilised for the analysis of the nominated papers. Instead the interviewees 

take the initiative to discuss whatever criteria and/or issues that would interest them.  

 

   Kvale’s (2007) discussion on semi-structured life-world interview perfectly summed 

up my purpose of using this type of interview (more details are discussed in 4.7.2): 

 

“A semi-structured life-world interview attempts to understand themes of the lived daily world 

from the subjects' own perspectives.” (p.11) 

“…seeks to obtain descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee with respect to interpreting the 

meaning of the described phenomenon; it will have a sequence of themes to be covered, as well as 

some suggested questions. Yet at the same time there is openness to changes of sequence and 

forms of questions in order to follow up the specific answers given and the stories told by the 

subjects.” (p.52) 

    

   Like the design of the questionnaire and the paper description, the interview scheme 

was established and modified through a long and incremental process. The framework 

was developed on the basis of several aspects that I have carefully considered: 

methodological reason, scholarship gap in literature, phenomenological issues, and 

contextual, ethical and practical factors.  

 

In methodological terms, the survey findings (see 4.4.1.3) suggested that 

open-ended questions could perhaps seek more explanations from the interviewees. The 
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first theme (‘quality of journal papers’) included the paper-descriptors and the 

subordinated questions (which emerged from the pilot interviews). The 

paper-descriptors served as my back-up tool, when/if the interviewees looked keen on a 

conversation about the quality-article(s) they had identified in the survey, or about any 

particular paper.  

 

The findings of the survey also helped to construct some interview questions. For 

example, I developed the theme ‘other research activity’ partly because the survey 

showed that the respondents engaged in various research activities (see 4.4.1.2). As to 

what exact form(s) of activities in which the interviewees engaged and whether the 

interviews should be navigated by a particular activity, it largely depended on the 

interviewees’ backgrounds and their immediate preferences, and my immediate 

responses to the actual interview scenario.  

 

In terms of scholarship-gap and phenomenological features, the format of the 

interview is not a reproduction of any pre-given model, although it was stimulated by 

some sources. Moustakas (1994) suggested that phenomenology interviewers 

considered informal interview and open-ended questions. Similarly, Crotty (1998) 

pointed out that phenomenologists tended to gather data through unstructured 

interviews and asked only open-ended questions (p.83).  

 

   Unlike these two authors, I practised formal pilot interviews and followed 

semi-structured approach. I agreed that open-ended questions were in accordance with 

phenomenology. But a semi-structured format was a better choice for this project than 

an unstructured one, because I wanted to cover the main themes of the interview 

schedule and avoid the possibility that the interviewees totally dictate the direction of 

the schedule, leading the conversation to the topics which were not the foci of my 

research. This also explains the potential contradiction between the phenomenological 

‘intuiting’ (4.3.2) and the semi-structured feature: intuiting as the researcher’s being 

open to possibilities and the semi-structured design being shaped by an outline. In other 
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words, the guiding questions were used to assure that the conversation content served 

for the research aims; and the intuiting was kept once a guiding question was asked. 

 

Given the Chinese culture – being modest in front of senior scholars (as one pilot 

interviewee suggested), I was inclined to posit a neutral tone in both asking the 

interview questions and writing the Informed Consent Form (Appendix7). I hoped that a 

non-judgmental tone and impersonal attitude could help me to give confidence to the 

interviewees to talk at ease. The pilot interviews and my reflection on them effectively 

helped to revise the interview schedule (This is the same for my construction of FGD 

schedule, see 4.4.4.3).  

 

4.4.2.3. Pilot and preparation                              

 

The pilot interviews aimed to test the schedule to increase the validity and reliability 

of the design. Drawing from a convenience sample, four pilot-interviewees were 

contacted via emails and fully informed of the purpose of the pilots. All except one pilot 

was digitally recorded (one participant requested not to be recorded). I conducted 

selective transcription for the first pilot afterwards, and then revised the draft of the 

interview scheme prior to the second pilot. All except the first interviewee offered 

feedback on the interview design. I edited the scheme each time after I received their 

comments, which were constructive suggestions (see Appendix8).  

 

   At the same time, I approached potential interviewees and considered some 

fundamental questions that could serve as good prompts for the actual interviews. For 

example:  

 

(i) What shapes their notion(s) of good quality research? Do the factors (e.g., the participants’ 

job-title, degree, student type/level, institution type, & teaching experience) matter?  

(ii) If they are educational leaders (e.g., dean of college & department director), how do they 

perceive ‘good quality’? What leads them to have the perceptions?   
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(iii) Are there any similarities in/differences between views of scholars with administrative 

responsibility and those without?  

 

   These questions helped me to select the interviewee sample, but need to be 

connected to the analytical framework (see 4.2.2). Some rudimentary examples for the 

continuation are: 

 

(a.) What do they want to achieve through research and how does this affect quality (Habitus)? 

(b.) What conditions do they need to help them? What lack of conditions hinders them? (Capital/Field) 

(c.) What do they feel they bring to their research? (Habitus) 

(d.) What personal characteristics and traits enhance/hinder their research? (Habitus) 

(e.) What rules do they feel to help or hinder them? (Field) 

(f.) Who has the power to do what? (Capital/Field) 

(g.) What do they see as the expectation of significant others in their workplace? (Field) 

 

These questions in turn need to fit in the interview questions and the data analysis. For 

instance, responses to (a) and (c) might be sought through the first interview question – 

“What purpose do you have in mind when searching/reading papers?” (see Appendix6); 

and the interview-question “Are there any other factors outside just you?” maybe can 

bring forth some answers to (b) and (e); if not, a later question “How would you think 

research quality could be improved?” might still yield some insights. 

 

4.4.2.4. Interview sample 

 

   Ten face-to-face individual interviews with Chinese scholars of EFL were conducted 

in China from May 2011 to August 2011. The 10 interviewees work in seven institutions 

which are located in three provinces (see Appendix15). Three of the interviewees have 

taken part in the questionnaire survey. Anonymous demographic information about the 

interviewees will be shown in Chapter 5.  
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   When selecting the interviewees, I considered more criteria than the survey (4.4.1.1), 

for example, willingness to participate, job title, teaching/research experience, 

type/location of the institution, power (e.g., administrative power), gender (balance at 

each level of job titles), and participation in the questionnaire. Above all, the 

interviewees’ willingness and openness were my primary consideration. As Toma (2011) 

suggested, “The decision of what people to interview is somewhat like purposive 

sampling; there is no formula for doing it. Instead, the researcher finds those people 

who are interesting, accessible, representative, and the like.” (p.277)  

 

   The survey data indicated that the respondents worked in various types of 

institutions (e.g., well-established/newer & comprehensive/vocational). At this stage, it 

was unclear how the types of the interviewees’ institutions might have influenced their 

understandings of my research topic. My purpose at this stage was to get a target sample 

of interviewees who were willing to participate; and if I got more interviewees, I then 

could consider the types of their institutions. Therefore, as long as the interviewees were 

approachable, I would consider the sampling from as many types of institutions as 

possible in the first instance. This would help to ensure that I was able to gain insights 

into a range of views that were broadly representative of academics working in all 

aspects of Chinese higher education.  

 

   The survey also proved that a snow-ball strategy worked well, whereas a top-down 

avenue seemed unworkable in China’s academic community, as a survey respondent 

said. A better way was to contact the scholars individually. So, I started from the survey 

respondents and continued the snow-ball tactic, hoping that I could eventually obtain a 

sample which was big enough not only for the interviews but potentially for the focus 

groups. (Indeed, the pilot-interviewees mentioned the challenges of finding a large 

sample of participants.)  

 

   Cohen et al. (2007) suggested that there was no clear cut answer to what a correct 

sample size was, as it depended on the purpose and style of the study, and the nature of 
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population under scrutiny (p.101-2). The purpose of my interview was to seek in-depth 

personal understandings rather than pursue highly representative opinions from all the 

target interviewees. Re-considering the number of Chinese EFL teachers, it was 

undoable for me to achieve a representative sample. Aiming to satisfy the aforesaid 

selection criteria, my original sampling was set between 8 and 12, which I saw as a 

realistic sampling. 

 

   In order to secure a minimum sample of 8, I developed a working list of 

interviewees and kept updating it according to the responses from the scholars I 

contacted. At the same time, I developed a list of back-up contacts, which included extra 

samples inside/outside my home province (Guangdong). The back-up list greatly helped 

me to remain flexible with the sampling selection. It was also useful for me to exercise 

the recruiting strategy – “exhausted available sources or is not hearing anything new…” 

(Toma, 2011, p.277).  

 

4.4.2.5. Procedure 

 

Prior to the fieldwork, I emailed the invitation to the interviewees, asking them to 

suggest an interview date/time convenient for them. Based on their suggestive times, I 

drafted a tentative holistic timetable to interlock all the individual time-slots, which 

fitted in every participant’s own schedule (the same for the focus groups). Once I 

completed this timetable, I returned to the interviewees and set up a planned interview 

date. All of this had been done before I left the UK. 

  

After I arrived in China, I emailed or telephoned the interviewees to confirm the 

date and venue one or two weeks in advance. One day before the interview date, I again 

contacted them to confirm the details. During this process, some friends and colleagues 

helped me with some practical issues, such as arranging the interview venues. Also, I 

envisioned some unexpected instances (e.g., more willing interviewees) and prepared 

some back-up plans. 
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   The interview pack included the Cover Letter, the Informed Consent Form 

(Appendix7) and the interview schedule (Appendix6), with the first two being sent to 

the interviewees beforehand and the third being kept only by the researcher.  

 

   Before and at the interview, all interviewees were informed of the recording 

necessity, method of data storage, future use of the data, and data ownership. The 

interviewees and I signed the Informed Consent Forms and kept one copy. With the 

interviewees’ consent, all the interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder. As 

to honouring the participants, I brought them a gift or treated them to a meal. After the 

interview, I sent them a follow-up ‘Thank you’ email and confirmed some demographic 

information (e.g., name of institution, job, position, degrees, years of teaching, teaching 

courses, and/or research areas). 

 

4.4.3. Interview (Journal-editors) 

 

4.4.3.1. Purpose 

 

As previous chapters showed, the publication market in China had much to do with 

the research community (Xiong, 2013; Zhou, 2013). Based on their interview with six 

Chinese journal editors, Shi et al. (2005) revealed that Chinese journals relied on the 

editors to decide which article to publish. Thus, editors can be key players, and many of 

them are also university-based academics. It is worth discovering how editors view 

quality of research and whether their views would differ from the UTs, because they 

have much influence on what sort of papers get published and so potentially shape the 

readers’ expectation of the publishable research.   

 

4.4.3.2. Pilot and preparation 
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I conducted only one pilot-interview in Britain. At the IATEFL conference in April 

2011, I had a chance to conduct an informal interview with the chief editor of a 

well-known international journal in the area of ELT. This journal happened to be one of 

the top 5 journals that were nominated by my questionnaire respondents. This informal 

interview lasted about 30 minutes, and focused on the editor’s comments on the 

manuscripts submitted by Chinese authors.  

 

Regarding what possible strategies Chinese writers could use to prepare manuscripts 

for this journal, the editor revealed that some Chinese papers were rejected, because the 

topics were too specific and their studies were too context-bound to be generalized to a 

wider group of readers. Sometime after this interview, I emailed the editor and asked 

whether my interpretation of our conversation was accurate.  

 

   Although this informal-interview did not give forth a well-designed interview 

scheme, it still had some implications. For instance, it helped me to decide whether a 

new series of questions need to be prepared for the editor-interviewees, or recycle those 

of the UTs-interviews (Appendix6). It also inspired me to develop some new questions, 

such as “what procedures did the editor follow to select manuscripts?” “Who were the 

reviewers?” “What do they do when reviewing the submissions?”  

 

4.4.3.3. Schedule design 

 

   The interview pack included the questions (Appendix9) and the Informed Consent 

Form (Appendix10).   

 

Considering the research purpose, I decided to develop the scheme on the basis of 

the UTs interviews (see 4.4.2.1/4.4.2.2). I continued to use the semi-structured strategy 

and open-ended questions. I kept some questions that I thought were essential and 

useful for further comparison with the UTs interviews, such as “why those criteria 

matter to you?” and “What is a good paper like in your eyes?” Taking the above pilot 
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into account, I also phrased some questions differently, for example, “from an editor’s 

point of view, how can the quality of research be improved?”  

 

Additionally, the scheme was actually developed in an incremental way. Prior to 

conducting the first editor-interview, I kept editing the guiding questions according to 

the UTs interviews. Between the first and second editor interview, I also went through 

the record to think about what questions could be added, deleted or altered.   

 

4.4.3.4. Sample and procedure 

 

   I considered three aspects when I selected the sampling. The first and primary 

consideration was the questionnaire data and findings. I revisited the top 10 journals 

named in the survey, and then re-checked whether any of the 27 nominated high-quality 

studies appeared in the top 10.  

 

   Secondly, I looked at the characteristics of the top 10 journals and of those in which 

the nominated high-quality papers were published. I identified some journal(s) with the 

most ‘unique’ characteristics, e.g., publication language. The third necessary condition I 

must take into account was the convenience of getting the sampling. By ‘convenience’, 

I meant the practical issues, for example, whether it was feasible for me to get the 

contact of the ‘right’ editor(s). This partly relied on my network. Alongside searching 

the online information about potential editor-interviewees, I also asked some colleagues 

and friends to identify the contacts for me. 

 

   Considering the above issues, I planned to interview no more than five editors, and 

started from three. Once I attained the accurate contacts of the editors, I emailed or 

telephoned them and then followed the procedures similar to those of the UTs 

interviews (see 4.4.2.5). At the end I managed to confirm two interviews. I did try to 

persuade the third editor to participate but I did not succeed even after a very long 

process of communication and waiting, because a mutually suitable interview date 
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could not be found. 

 

   The two editor-interviews were both conducted in China, one was face-to-face and 

the other was online. One is a core research journal in the discipline of humanities and 

social science; and the other is “academic-professional-combined” (as its editor 

described) and the only journal publishing English-language articles in the area of 

linguistics/applied linguistics. Both journals appeared in the top-10 list (gleaned from 

the questionnaire). 

 

The first editor-interview was conducted at my former workplace, and the second 

was a video interview on Skype and QQ (online chat room software in China). However, 

the second editor and I encountered huge technical problems because of the bad sound 

quality. Before and at the interview, the editors were informed of the recording necessity, 

confidentiality and anonymity, method of data storage, future use of the data, and data 

ownership. Both editors signed the inform consent form and kept a copy for themselves. 

The interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder and then transferred to my 

PC.  

 

To summarise, the two categories of interviews were conducted to pursue in-depth 

subjective views of the topic at the individual level. Next I will demonstrate how the 

FGD were produced and what ‘new’ scenes it was able to create for the current project.   

 

4.4.4. Focus group discussion (FGD) 

 

4.4.4.1. Overview  

 

Purpose 
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   The focus groups (FGs) in this study refer to focus group discussion (FGD), which 

intends to explore the interaction of the group members, rather than focus group 

interview where group members are asked the same questions in turn (Barbour, 2007). 

The FGD aimed to observe people’s communication and group dynamic, obtain 

collective opinions of quality in a complex network, and analyse the group’s 

recognizable interaction. It tried to answer a central question, ‘How would the group 

judge the quality of research?’ The data of each FGD would be first analysed internally 

and then compared with other groups. The data analysis would be then correlated to the 

interview data through the phenomenological approach and then the key notions of 

Bourdieu’s sociological outline.  

 

Reasons for the usage 

 

   FGD is used for several reasons, besides the phenomenological and methodological 

gaps (see 3.5.2/4.2.2).  

 

   Keeping with the constructionism view of meanings/reality (see 4.2.1), in the real 

world people experienced things not being completely isolated from other individuals. 

An object that we see is not solid but refracts through various perspectives and 

significances (Dunne et al., 2005, p.15). According to this, one person’s view tends to 

be inadequate to refract all substances of the object. FGs has been used to explore group 

dynamics “as relevant constitutive forces in the construction of meaning” (Kamberelis, 

& Dimitriadis, 2005).  

 

   Considering the methodological innovation, Chinese-language literature shows that 

FGs has not yet been commonly used in HEIs and among adults. It would be exciting 

and adventurous to experiment FGD in this current educational study and find out 

whether it works well among adults (UTs). However, according to some 

pilot-interviewees, the topic of this current study was rather sensitive and complex. I 

therefore needed to consider strategies of making the topic sound ‘less sensitive’ to the 
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groups. For instance, given the Chinese tradition, it is uncommon to voice one’s opinion 

in public, especially when the opinion differs from dominant opinion of the public. I 

needed to think about whether this would happen among academics.  

 

   The findings of the survey, in particular, the diversity of the nominated papers, 

indicated that even scholars in the same faculty would name articles of different quality. 

I then estimated that it would be illuminating to get the scholars in groups to exchange 

their knowledge of the topic, even if some of them did not take part in the survey. From 

the researcher’s point of view, I never practised the method before and so I felt 

enthusiastic to try it out.  

 

4.4.4.2. FGD framework development 

 

   The FGD package includes the Cover Letter and the Informed Consent Form 

(Appendix11), which would be emailed to the participants beforehand, and the schedule 

(Appendix12) which specifies the discussion steps and is kept only by myself.  

 

   The FGD aims to gather the groups’ collective views on judging the quality of 

research. Under the phenomenological philosophy – “letting things show themselves” 

(Heidegger, 1927, cited in Smith, 2009), the FGD exhibits a flexible framework, being 

consistent with the format of the interview. The framework gives the groups enough 

space to get on with the topic through explanation or debate. The design of the scheme 

also assures that the FGD can progress as planned rather than let the groups totally 

dictate the schedule. The scheme (Appendix12) originated from a conversation with my 

supervisors and emanated from four sources – accessible literature about FGD (e.g., 

Barbour, 2007; Litosseliti, 2003), the findings from Stage One of the study, the 

phenomenology and Bourdieusian notions, and the pilots of FGDs and interviews. 

 

   The FGD schedule includes three sequential activities: sentence completion, group 

discussion on criteria for judging quality, and the group’s summary of and reflection on 
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the topic.  

 

The first activity asks the participants to complete two separate sentences on colour 

cards: “Research is _” and “Good quality research is_”. The participants could choose to 

write in either English or Chinese language. This activity is not intended to request the 

groups to give perfect and standard definitions, rather, provides them with a stimulus to 

their discussion, and helps them to anticipate the topic in broadly the same way. Four 

examples of the cards are presented below. Photograph 1/2 demonstrate two participants’ 

definitions of ‘research’, and Photograph 3/4 show another two participants’ definitions 

of ‘quality research’. 

 

   In the second activity, a game played with cards is used to foster the group 

discussion – the participants first wrote their own criteria on some white blank cards; I 

took part in this step by putting in my five prepared criteria (see Appendix12). And then 

the group mixed all the cards, randomly picked up five of them, and decided whether 

these five were adequate to evaluate a research (or a paper). If not, the participants 

distributed the remaining cards, and then began to add in cards that they thought were 

necessary criteria and/or removed those that were considered as unnecessary10, as well 

as spoke out their reasons. This process, involving with the group’s negotiation or 

debate, continued until the group agreed on a final set of the cards. Photograph5 (below) 

displays one group’s agreed criteria. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        
10 This approach was inspired by the work of Graeme Clarke (1983), who developed something similar to structure 

discussion about criteria for giftedness.  
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Photograph1: FG1-M?                                   Photograph2: FG4-M?  

 

                          
Photograph3: FG1-M?                                    Photograph4: FG4-M1 

 

 
 Photograph5: FG1-Final Set of Criteria  
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In phenomenological terms, the FGD framework should not impose my 

presupposition on the group. Rather, the groups need to define their terms in the first 

place. In order to fulfil this task, an ice breaker exercise is needed. Colucci (2007) 

introduced a rich pool of activities that could be used in FG, of which one was sentence 

completion. I find it a suitable form and have adopted it for the first activity of my FGD.  

 

If the sentence completion activity has enabled me to suspend my personal 

presumption, the second activity could optimize my openness to the groups’ potential 

reactions. Given the Chinese culture, it was critical to consider how to organise the FGD. 

As aforementioned, many Chinese people preferred not to voice their opinions in a 

public setting, or feel uneasy to do so (Watkins-Mathys. 2006). This is why I arranged 

the discussion in a card-game format and used colour cards to facilitate the activities. 

The game feature could act as an icebreaker, and an unconventional format might 

enable the design to soften the groups’ potential dismay to the topic.  

 

The idea of using the card-activities is not fully original, but there is scant literature 

of using FGD activities among adults in educational research. I needed to revisit the 

data and findings in Stage One of the study, and specifically, the set of descriptors used 

for the analysis of the nominated papers. I kept the descriptors and the interview 

questions as back-up repertoire of devices, in case the card-activities fell flat. Whether 

the card-game focused on criteria for research in general or for research-articles in 

particular was decided by the groups. The group’s decision on this was expected to be 

made after the sentence-completion task. What criteria would be proposed and why so 

was entirely up to the group. I engaged in only one step the whole FGD (see above), 

because I wanted the groups to pay some attention to my criteria, which I considered as 

significant according to my analysis of the nominated-papers and the pilot interviews.  

 

In the last activity, the groups were asked to step back from the card-game and 

reflected on their discussion and/or the research topic. It was hoped that their reflective 
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summaries could reveal their immediate feelings of their participation and perhaps some 

issues that were untouched during their discussions. 

 

Additionally, the role of the researcher is essential. I tried to maintain a neutral tone 

and attitude throughout the discussions and assured the participants that they were not 

being judged. At the practical level, my role was not a participant but a moderator who 

organised and monitored the activities. Throughout the FGD, I endeavoured to retain 

my own opinions and not to intervene in the groups’ discussion flow; only when 

necessary, I stimulated the group interaction through, for example, asking some 

questions and seeking clarifications.  

 

4.4.4.3. Pilot study  

 

Two pilot studies were conducted. They played a vital role in developing the FGD 

framework, formulating the detail steps of the card-game and preparing for the practical 

issues. The key features of the pilots and some general background information of the 

participants are shown in Appendix13.  

 

The first pilot was called ‘pre-pilot’ only because of the loose structure of its scheme. 

It appeared slightly informal in that I was unable to ascertain what I should do and say 

at the pilot. Also, I did not provide this pilot-group beforehand with full amount 

information of the discussion content, mainly because I intended to seek raw responses 

from the group (Unfortunately, it was this lack of full transparency that the group 

thought I needed to amend.). With the group’s consent, the discussion, including their 

feedback on the pilot scheme, was digitally recorded. I did some selected transcription 

afterwards, wrote a reflective summary (see Excerpt in Appendix13) with a focus on the 

issue of transparency and group power, and then continued to amend the scheme.  

 

   For some unknown reasons, it took me a longer time to recruit a minimum of four 

participants (in Exeter) for the second pilot. I asked my friends and the University’s 
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different societies (unions) to circulate my bilingual post of seeking volunteers. Luckily, 

I was able to recruit seven participants for the second pilot-group. This group agreed to 

be recorded and they looked engaging throughout the discussion. Compared to the first 

pilot, this group’s feedback (see Appendix13) sounded more positive, specific, 

constructive and complimentary. Therefore, the second pilot helped me to produce a 

better FGD scheme.  

 

   In short, the pilots greatly helped me to improve the technical issues (e.g., term 

clarification & activity instructions) and the ethical issues, including information 

transparency and incentives.  

 

4.4.4.4. Group sample and procedure 

 

Group formation 

 

From May 2011 to August 2011, I conducted six focus groups in three cities located 

in three provinces (see Appendix15). Each group had four or five participants. The 

group members work in 10 institutions. (Anonymous demographic information about 

the groups will be provided in Chapter5). They included some survey informants (either 

those who completed the questionnaire or those who just accessed it), my former 

colleagues, my friends’ friends/colleagues, or my former teachers’ friends/colleagues.  

 

   The 6 groups were assembled through four ways: first was a bottom-up avenue, in 

which the researcher recruited the group; second was a top-down avenue, in which head 

of a college gathered the members; third, my friends volunteered to recruit the groups 

for me; and the fourth way was a collaboration – my former colleagues and I cooperated. 

Two of the six groups assembled outside my home province (Guangdong), because they 

were organised through the second and third avenues. In order to assure a minimum of 

four participants in each group, I got one or two back-up names ready for each group, in 

case someone withdrew.   
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   To form the groups, I took the participants’ approachability and willingness as the 

primary conditions. As long as they were happy to take part, it did not matter whether or 

not the participants had done the questionnaire. My attention was paid to not only the 

differences cross the groups but also the varieties in the same group. For instance, if one 

group was formed by all females, another group could be mixed genders. For the same 

group, many complex factors mattered, including power and job title hierarchy. For 

example, if one member was a professor and the remaining members were lecturers, 

might the power imbalance occur? Might it be a problem, if some teachers did not know 

each other before but were arranged in the same group? Questions like these could go 

on and on. In Appendix14, I explained some of my ideas of forming the FGD at the 

early stage. (Note that Appendix14 is from my research diary and so there may be some 

grammatical errors.)   

 

   It is worth mentioning that when the groups were recruited through the second and 

third avenues, I did not demand my friends/colleagues to consider the conditions as 

comprehensively as I tried to do myself. I only suggested that they try to achieve a 

gender balance at their most convenience of recruitment.   

 

Preparation and procedure 

 

The preparatory tasks were similar to the interview’s (see 4.4.2.1), but required me 

to put in more efforts. It was extremely difficult for me to fix a time that fitted in every 

member’s own timetable. Many back-and-forth communications between the group and 

me via emails or mobile-texts were required in order to secure ‘fits all’ time slots. I 

contacted at least four or five scholars for each group from the start in order to assure 

that each group had a minimum of three persons.  

 

I anticipated that I might face many challenges or potential instances in the actual 

fieldwork, for example, participants withdrew or more groups became available; 
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activities bored people; sensitive issues (e.g. political) or irrelevant topics arose; some 

participants remained silent or dominated the discussion; interruptions (e.g., phone-calls) 

occurred; imbalanced power among the members (or between the members and I) 

negatively impacted on the discussion; or, participants concerned about being judged. 

Although I did not actually encounter all of this, I did not predict that some group 

members constantly sought certainty from me during their discussions.  

 

To cope with those circumstances, I tried to be flexible and responsive. For instance, 

one participant withdrew just 30 minutes before the discussion began, but luckily the 

group still got enough members. When one participant remained quiet, I respected her 

silence and tried to encourage her to voice her opinions by asking her some questions or 

making more friendly eye-contacts with her. 

  

Every participant agreed to be recorded with two digital voice recorders. They 

signed two copies of the Informed Consent Form and kept one copy for themselves. 

Before and during the group activities, I emphasised my and their responsibility of 

making the utmost confidentiality, the team-work nature of the discussion and my role 

as a monitor. I also assured them of their freedom to bring up any topics or points all the 

way. The groups were repeatedly encouraged to argue, negotiate, debate, or even 

discord. I provided each group with soft-drinks and snacks during the discussion, and 

gave each of them a gift and/or treated them to a meal afterwards. 

 

4.4.5. Documents 

 

   Returning to Flowchart-3 (p.85), the subordinated stage of the data collection is to 

search supporting documents on the Internet and through my colleagues’ and the 

participants’ help.    

 

   A document is any kind of physically embodied text, and such texts can appear as 

written, audio and visual (Scott, 2004, p.282). Documents can be a wide variety of 
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different kinds of sources, such as diaries, email discussions, government papers, etc. 

(Wellington, 2000; Scott, 2004). It is the written and audio documents on which this 

current thesis focuses.  

 

   According to authorship, Scott (2004) and Bryman (2008) categorised documents 

into official and personal documents. The former can be subdivided into state and 

private (e.g., organization). In the broadest sense, documents used in this thesis should 

include those sourcing from the survey (i.e., the nominated papers) and the FGDs (i.e., 

cards). The data collection at the subordinated stage involves in documents of the 

following types:  

 

Private official documents: institutional files which were policy regulations being accessed within 

the institutions (in-house); a number of 10 institutional files were provided by the participants or 

my former colleagues. (A copy of these files is available, if it is required.)  

Personal documents: some participants sent me their comments through emails/online messages 

about their institutions’ research policy and about my research topic (see example in 4.7.2, p.172).  

 

   “Document analysis can provide a window into a variety of historical, political, 

social, economic, and personal dimensions of the case beyond the immediacy of 

interviews and observations.” (Olson, 2010, p.318) It is less open to the charges of the 

researcher’s bias and could give access to the past (Scott et al., 2004), although I cannot 

claim that all the documents collected for this study are able to bring that wide range of 

dimensions to the immediacy of the interviews/FGs. Document analysis also can 

provide some contextual and institutional information, which would enhance my 

understanding of the points that the participants addressed in the interviews/FGDs.   

 

   The documents were collected either when I was in the field (in China) or after my 

fieldwork. If the interviewees and FGD members mentioned some research policy or 

regulations which I thought were useful, I asked them or former colleagues to search the 

relevant institutional documents (e-version). I also explicitly explained to them that the 
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files would be used only for a research purpose. When I started coding the data and 

needed further information to back up my understanding of the data and my writing of 

this thesis, I re-contacted (via emails) some participants to see if they could find the 

relevant documents. However, not all the official files were available in all institutions, 

and those that were accessible were not always publicized electronically. And so one 

interviewee explained his institution’s research policy through online messages, and 

another had to scan the hard-copy before emailing it to me. 

 

   It is worth pointing out that a researcher’s field-notes and research journal were also 

considered as a category of documents (Olson, 2010, p.318): these are discussed in the 

following section. 

 

4.4.6. Audio/written field-notes 
 

   Field-notes in this thesis do not mean the same as notes taken by a researcher in 

interviews (Flick, 2006, p.285). Rather my field-notes are more like what Flick (ibid) 

called ‘research diary’ – the researcher’s documentation of and reflection on the 

on-going research process (p.287). Moreover, my research diary was taken in and after 

the field. In the field, my notes were recorded in a digital recorder and written in normal 

Word files. This category of field-notes is discussed in this section. The ‘after the field’ 

research diary refers to the documentation of my thinking when I started my actual data 

analysis on the transcripts and listened again to the ‘in the field’ notes. And this will be 

further discussed in next chapter (in 5.5).  

 

   In the course of data collection, I digitally recorded my ad hoc and post hoc 

thoughts about all the interviews and focus groups, and various relevant aspects of my 

fieldwork in China. What I did was to record my immediate impression of each 

interview/FG before it started and after it finished, and to record any impulsive ideas 

about the process. The types of the recording content varied – the problems, the 

challenges, the errors, etc. The records (N=100) helped me to prepare for unexpected 
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instances and adjust to new circumstances and also to recognise the similarities and 

differences among the interviews and FGDs. In a sense this was my primary data 

analysis that occurred concurrently with the data collection, according Toma (2011, 

p.273). 

  

 

4.5. Ethical Considerations  
 

Educational researchers should take ethical responsibilities to four groups of 

stakeholders: participants, research sponsors, the community of educational researchers, 

and educational professional, policy makers and general public (BERA, 2004; 2011).  

 

   Prior to undertaking the fieldwork, I completed a certificate of ethical research 

proposal which was approved by the School (my research sponsor). My participants 

were researchers and teachers at the same time, and so I regarded them as the members 

of the community of educational researchers and educational professional.  

 

   Social science researchers should make a commitment to the participants’ rights and 

to the promotion of respect for them (Wiles et al., 2006, p.284). Their rights included, 

for instance, whether to participate in or (later) to withdraw from the research (BERA, 

2011). Researchers have the responsibility of gaining voluntary informed consent and 

protecting participants’ privacy and to bring no hard to the participants.   

 

   When approaching the survey participants, my principle was to respect their choices 

to ‘accept’ or ‘decline’. I explained the purpose of the survey in more detail to every 

individual who responded to my invitation email. I sent follow-up emails to remind, to 

thank, and to ask participants if they would be willing to continue their participation in 

future studies (i.e., the interview/FGD). 
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   I kept all the emails from the survey respondents in order to get a sense of why some 

of them felt hesitant to participate. After the survey distribution, I spent more time on 

writing emails to individuals who were potential interviewees and FGD members, 

letting them know more about me as a researcher and my research direction, and 

attaining some information about their work schedule/plan. In the emails, I explicitly 

emphasised that the purposes of the interview and FGD and my non-judgmental stance. 

It was hoped that the transparency of information on the research purpose and 

procedures would reassure participants and mitigate any concerns they might have 

about their research performance being judged.   

 

   Prior to, during and after the interviews, all the interviewees were made known that 

their anonymity would be ensured, even if/when they made any personal comments 

upon China’s political or ideological issues. They were reminded that their input would 

not be released to a third party.  

 

   Anonymity and confidentiality were also obtained for the FGDs. As said earlier, the 

participants and I both signed the informed consent form beforehand, and I used 

pseudonyms in my note-taking during the group discussions (e.g., ‘FG1-M1’ 

represented ‘focus group 1 member 1’). However, it was difficult to assure the 

participants of the absolute confidentiality because everything the group said would be 

shared with the researcher and group-members (Litosseliti, 2003, p.52). It was also 

beyond the researcher’s ability to request the group members to keep the discussion 

content confidential once the FGD was finished.  

 

In the process of collecting the data, no exceptional factor which may raise ethical 

issues was found. The survey data was stored in my account in the School's survey 

website and on my personal laptop, which was password protected. Interview 

transcriptions and FGD were kept in two digital voice recorders and on the researcher's 

PC, which was also password protected. All electronic data will be eliminated when it is 

not needed any more.  
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   I also considered contextual and cultural factors that might impact on participants’ 

responses to my research. For example, the informed consent form might discourage 

some participants at the beginning because they were required to read it through (i.e., 

extra reading) before actual interview and FGD. As a researcher, I spent a lot time on 

robustly reflecting on my roles (UT, researcher & colleague). As Toma (2011) suggested, 

the researcher should address his/her position, such as ‘insider/outsider’ and 

‘inexperienced/seasoned’. I tried to remain unbiased and open-minded (e.g., I tried hard 

to contain my own emotions and opinions about certain topics). 

 

Finally, I considered the connection between ethics and my research methodology 

(phenomenology) throughout. “Phenomenology might play a role in ethics by offering 

analyses of the structure of will, valuing, happiness, and care for others (in empathy and 

sympathy).” (Smith, 2009)    

 

 

4.6. Methods for Data Analysis (for Stage Two)  
 

This project has collected triangulating data: survey, interviews, FGD and 

documents. The datasets were analysed qualitatively. Flowchart-5 below portrays the 

holistic approaches that I adopted to analyse the triangulating data.  

 

Phenomenology, as this study’s philosophical framework, underpinned my data 

analysis. The phenomenological analysis was in turn framed theoretically through 

Bourdieu’s sociological notions. 
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Flowchart 5 - Methods of Data Analysis 
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In this section, I firstly outline the qualitative approach and highlight the analytic 

features of phenomenology. Secondly, I detail the analytic steps, which are guided by 

Bourdieu’s concepts, for the interview and FGD data respectively. And then I try to 

clarify the potential tension between phenomenology and Bourdieu’s theory in terms of 

data analysis. Lastly, I will explain how the documentary data will be dealt.  

 

4.6.1. Qualitative data analysis 
 

   By qualitative analysis, I mean “a process of examining and interpreting data in 

order to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge.” (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2008, p.1) The aims of qualitative research include, among others, 

developing theory (Corbin & Strauss, ibid) and generating new explanations (Gibbs, 

2007). The purpose of my qualitative analysis is not to develop a sophisticated theory, 

but “to gain knowledge of a subject matter in order to…illustrate and draw attention to 

taken-for-granted understandings and practices…identify the basic categories of a 

subject matter for the construction of a measuring instrument for basis or applied 

research.” (Wertz et al., 2011, p.88) 

 

   Qualitative research is a matter of interpretation (Gibbs, 2007). The thematic and 

interpretive forms (Wertz et al., 2011) are suitable to be adopted here. What I did was to 

identify and record the themes emerging in the data and endeavour to represent the 

themes “through the eyes of respondents and participants” (Gibbs, 2007, p.7). Under the 

qualitative analysis umbrella, the rules of phenomenological analysis and Bourdieu’s 

framework would be merged to interpret all the volumes of the data triangulation. I will 

now turn to explain this in more depth. 

 

4.6.2. Phenomenology in qualitative data analysis 
 



 

137 
 

The idea of “viewing events, actions, norms, values, and so on from the perspective 

of those being studied” (Gibbs, 2007, p.7) is consistent with phenomenology’s principle 

of understanding participants’ experience from their perspective (see 4.2.2). 

 

Phenomenological analysis of data in educational research seems to be an 

understudied area, although it has been widely used in the psychology (e.g., Moustakas, 

1994; Wertz et al., 2011). Phenomenological analysis of interviews has been richly 

presented (e.g., Moustakas, 1994; Wertz et al., 2011), but an underexplored zone seems 

to be a phenomenological way of analysing data in the form of texts (e.g., FG cards & 

official documents; see 4.4.1.3). Considering these constraints, I used phenomenology 

as a generic and primary analytic strategy rather than a central means to frame the data.  

 

In psychology, Wertz (2011) emphasised that phenomenology used line-by-line 

analysis and a phenomenological analysis remained descriptive. It required the 

researcher to have “critical reflexivity” because phenomenology saw experience as 

“intrinsically intelligible…only in need of descriptive understanding and faithful 

conceptualization.” (Wertz, ibid, p.281) However, participants’ experience may not 

solely relate to psychological issues, but rather, social, economic, cultural, historical, or 

even geographical (Radnor, 1998; Gorard & Taylor, 2004). I argue that a faithful 

(descriptive) conceptualisation is not enough to fully understand the data, when/if the 

elements outside the psychological dimension are involved. For this reason, a 

supplementary tool is needed to better interpret and frame the data.  

 

In the same line of thought as Wertz’s, Creswell (2007) listed a 5-step 

phenomenological analysis approach similar to the Stevick-Colaizzikeen method 

reviewed by Moustakas. Creswell’s first step was that the researcher fully described the 

phenomenon in question. However, I argue that a full description of the data is 

fundamental but inadequate to take the researcher’s interpretation of the data to a higher 

level (e.g., theorising the data). Therefore, the same conclusion can be drawn that an 
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additional step to a thick description and identification of significant themes may be: to 

decode the description through a conceptual framework.  

 

My first step for the data analysis was to apply no theoretical model to identify any 

possible themes, or what Bedall (2006) called ‘units of meaning’, in order to attain 

descriptive faithful conceptualisation. Instead of using line-by-line analysis (Moustakas, 

1994), I employed cluster-by-cluster theme identification, by which I mean to pin down 

the ‘units of meaning’ (clusters) and identify the theme for each of the clusters. I then 

used Bourdieu’s framework to shape the themes. If there were themes that could not fit 

into Bourdieusian model, they would still be included and seen under the blanket of 

phenomenological analysis. 

 

At this juncture, it is worth emphasising that the integration of the 

phenomenological coding and the usage of Bourdieu’s concepts is my effort to ‘narrow’ 

the methodological gaps (see 3.5.2) in light of ways of theorising the research findings.    

   

4.6.3. Analytical framework: Bourdieu’s theory  
 

   I will now discuss my understanding of Bourdieu’s theory – why was it used, how 

was it related to (conflict with) phenomenology, and how was it used to analyse the 

data.  

 

4.6.3.1. Bourdieu’s key concepts 

 

   Bourdieu’s framework has three key concepts: habitus, field and capital.  

 

Bourdieu defined habitus in many ways, of which one was “a system of disposition, 

that is of permanent manners of being, seeing, acting, and thinking, or a system of long 

lasting (rather than permanent) schemes or schemata or structures of perceptions, 
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conception and action” (Bourdieu, 2005, p.43; original italics). A disposition was 

interpreted as attitudes, or “a spectrum of cognitive and affective factors: thinking and 

feeling…everything from classificatory categories to the sense of honour.” (Jenkins 

1992, p.76). 

 

Habitus is the product of history – the history of the individual is “a certain 

specification of the collective history of his group or class, each individual system of 

dispositions may be seen as a structural variant of all the other group or class habitus, 

expressing the difference between trajectories and positions inside or outside the class.” 

(Bourdieu, 1977, p.86; Original italic) If habitus emanates from historical experience, it 

is necessary in my data analysis to identify individual interviewees’ trajectories of 

history in relation to their research experience.  

 

Also, habitus being a social phenomenon provides people with an insightful way to 

understand social interactions (Hillier & Rooksby, 2005, p.23; Jenkins, 1992). If my 

FGD is seen as a small scale social interaction in a particular setting, the group 

members’ habitus should be useful for understanding the group dynamics and 

interaction. Thus, it is also necessary to consider the group members’ history of 

experience of research.  

 

Aspects of habitus are actualised in a field. Habitus and field mutually constitute 

each other – habitus focuses on the subjective end of the equation and a field on the 

objective end (Grenfell & James, 1998, p.15).  

 

“In analytic terms, a field may be defined as a network, or a configuration, of objective 

relations between positions. These positions are objectively defined, in their existence and in 

the determinations they impose upon their occupants, agents or institutions, by their present 

and potential situation (situs) in the structure of the distribution of species of power (or 

capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are at stake in the 

field, as well as by their objective relation to other positions (domination, subordination, 
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homology, etc.)” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992b, p.97)  

 

According to this, the field in which my study engages may be a network or a 

configuration where Chinese scholars work (do research), of objective relations between 

the scholars’ positions and/or between the institutions. Or simply put, the target field of 

my study is an ‘academic field’ (Wanquant, 2006, p.12). 

 

The “species of power” (in the above quote) were understood by Jenkins (1992) as 

“cultural goods (life style), housing, intellectual distinction (education), employment, 

land, power (politics), social class, prestige or whatever – and may be of differing 

degrees of specificity and concreteness” (p.84). Bourdieu called this power ‘capital’ and 

classified it in four forms.  

 

First, ‘economic capital’ is money or wealth (Grenfell & James, 1998, p.20). The 

second is social capital – “the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an 

individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition.” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992b, p.119) The third, ‘cultural capital’ is informational capital, also being 

called ‘academic market’ (Grenfell & James, ibid, p.21). It exists in three sub-forms – 

embodied, objectified or institutionalized (Bourdieu & Wacquant, ibid). An example of 

‘embodied cultural capital’ is people’s linguistics (language) skills (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1977). A certificate of degree would be an objectified capital. An 

institutionalized capital might mean that an elite university (e.g., a Project 211 

university; see Chapter2) may enjoy more research funding or resources than an 

ordinary university. In addition, symbolic capital is “prestige or social honour” (Jenkins, 

1992, p.85) – a form of power “as legitimate demands for recognition, deference, 

obedience or the service of others” (Schwarts, 1997, cited in Hillier & Rooksby, 2005, 

p.24-5).   

 

In contextual terms, it is necessary to mention the similarities between ‘capital’ and 
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‘guanxi’, or between ‘field’ and ‘web of guanxi’. Guanxi is a fundamental and central 

ideology of personal connections in China’s society. It is seen by many scholars as a 

social capital (e.g., Ouyang, 2004). This will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 5/6. 

            

4.6.3.2. Why Bourdieu’s theory 

 

   Bourdieu’s epistemology is a form of realism (i.e., substantial-ism) (Jenkins, 1992, 

p.94). In essence, my epistemic stance (see 4.2.1) is in line with his.  

 

   Regarding a need for theory, Bourdieu’s model is a ready tool applicable and useful 

to educational research. Biesta et al. (2009) stated that a combination of high quality 

methodologies and high quality theorising determined the quality of educational 

research, but theory received little attention. They also quoted Carr’s (2006) and 

Thomas’s (2007) opinion that “current educational research and practice are 

over-theorised and would benefit from less rather than more theory.” (p.19). According 

to this, if it was unnecessarily beneficial to create a new theory, ‘grounded theory’ 

would not be the most suitable analytical tool for this study. Instead using an existing 

theory may be more appropriate. Since the basic disciplines of education have been 

psychology, sociology, history and philosophy (Ernest, 1994, p.39); I argue that it is 

reasonable to adopt a theory of sociology for this current project.   

 

   Bourdieu’s model was recognised as having the ability to work across discipline 

boundaries (Hodkinson et al., 2006). This ability is very important for my study in the 

sense that my participants may have involved in research outside the education 

discipline and may discuss elements beyond education. Moreover, Boudieu’s theory of 

practice rests on culture and education, and educational research is a part of culture 

(Grenfell & James, 1999, p.10). Using Bourdieu’s framework for his own investigation, 

Postlethwaite (2007b) suggested that research be seen as a cultural activity and 

proposed a tool for studying research-projects. Xia (2009) suggested that educational 

research should rely on knowledge of and research in forms of philosophy, psychology, 
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anthropology, sociology, history, etc. (p.17-18). As aforesaid (in 3.1), my investigation 

is an educational research on research.  

 

   Further to the cultural point, Bourdieu’s outline proved to be a useful path to explore 

higher education environment. Lucas (2006) explained why she used Bourdieu’s outline, 

“Bourdieu’s framework of theoretical ‘thinking tools’ is applied in the current study as it 

provides a useful lens through which we can better understand the modern university 

system, organization and cultures within universities and the construction of academic 

status and identity.” (p.54)  

 

In methodological terms, Bourdieu’s theory appealed to diverse audiences and 

attempted to cover both macro and micro levels of analysis, and for this reason it was 

widely regarded as theoretical synthesis (Smith, 2001; Smith & Riley, 2009). The 

synthetically theoretical feature of Bourdieu’s theory seems to fit well with my purpose 

of remaining open to all possible, impulsive or random responses from the participants. 

Note, however, in terms of analysis, Bourdieu offered “a very open-ended approach to 

research: it is guided by a particular philosophical stance but is not methodologically 

perspective” (Grenfell & James, 1998, p.156). According to this, the “open-ended 

approach” may be compatible with the phenomenological idea – “letting things show 

themselves” (Heidegger, 1927, cited in Smith, 2009). I will return to this later. 

 

Furthermore, “Bourdieusian approach necessitates a robust form of reflexivity.” 

(Hodkinson et al., 2006) Reflexivity was strongly advocated in educational research 

(e.g., Usher & Edwards, 1994) and academic culture (e.g., Hopper, 1995). Some writers 

indeed valued the function of reflexivity and applied Bourdieu’s theory to understand 

policy making in education (e.g., Mutch, 2006). My own project, in a broad sense, can 

be seen as a post hoc reflection on my (and my participants’) understanding of the 

academic culture in the Chinese context. So, my study should be as fully reflexive as 

possible. From this point, Bourdieu’s theory demonstrates its ability to pursue adequate 

reflexivity such that can function suitably in the current project. 
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In contextual terms, in the UK, Jenkins (1992) stated, “The relationship between 

habitus and field is far from clear.” (p.90) This implies that there is space for researchers’ 

further exploration in the relationship. In China, the usage of Bourdieusian theory may 

be a useful alternative step to investigate academic research and academic culture.  

 

On the one hand, authors who used Bourdieu’s theory focused mainly on education 

in a broad sense or on teachers’ teaching practice. Wu’s (2011) project on the 

relationship between teaching and research in general involved with participants who 

were UTs of various disciplines (subjects). And so his sampling was more generic than 

mine. Both Ma (2002) who used the field theory to explore the ‘school field’ and ‘the 

underprivileged group’, and Naren (2010) who investigated modern basic education via 

a globalisation lens, did not look at the higher education sector. On the other hand, it 

seems that Bourdieusian framework has not yet been applied in any Chinese projects 

relating to language academics (teachers). For example, Borg & Liu (2011), who 

investigated Chinese College-English teachers’ engagement in research, did not utilise 

Bourdieu’s theory outline.  

 

Some authors focused their projects on the cultural capital and did so in a critical 

and comparative manner (e.g., Chen Z G, 2011). They were inclined to introduce the 

concepts, rather than testing or applying them to their own research settings. As a whole, 

works using Bourdieu’s theory had the tendency to analyse the ‘field’ in depth but not 

the ‘habitus’. Together, it is worth giving weight in my project to an analysis of habitus 

and the relationship between habitus and field (and capital).  

 

4.6.3.3. Critique/Adaptation/Combination  

 

Bourdieu’s theory has some limitations.  

 

Bourdieu’s works received criticism because of, amongst other things, the French 
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context-bound character and the heavy influence of Bourdieu’s own life experience. 

Lamont (1992) suggested that readers needed to be cautious if they intended to 

generalize from the 1960s French context to others (cited in Philip & Riley, 2009, 

p.136). For this reason, I reiterate that Bourdieu’s framework was a tool I used for data 

analysis, but other theoretical ideas may be referred when necessary, for example, a 

social-cultural theory (e.g., Lantolf, 2000) and a macro/micro sociological perspective 

(e.g., Holliday, 1994).  

 

   Gorard and Taylor (2004) argued that big theories, like Bourdieu’s, appeared to be a 

simplification of the real social world (p.158). They pointed out the vagueness of 

‘habitus’ and the difficulty in operationalization. Likewise, I feel that habitus is most 

blurry and challenging to comprehend among Bourdieu’s four central concepts, partly 

because it is inside people’s heads (Jenkins, 1992). As a product of history of 

dispositions, habitus seems to reflect people’s abstract trajectory, which I find difficult 

to be captured and reproduced in an absolutely objective manner. In this sense, 

analysing habitus appears to become the researcher’s description of people’s 

retrospection of their own experiences, hence a link to the descriptive and reflective 

characters of phenomenological analysis (see 4.6.2).  

 

Similar to the simplification weakness, Mutch (2005) noted that Bourdieu’s model 

was seen as too reductionist – the “authentic voices” and the “rich description” were 

taken away (p.170). According to this, phenomenology’s “thick description” of data 

may be a suitable strategy to overcome the reductionist issue. Meanwhile, Mutch (ibid) 

actually thought it was strength that Bourdieu’s model was descriptive, not prescriptive, 

because “it allows [ed] multiple processes and complex interplays to be described” 

rather than telling the readers how to do things.  

 

In light of descriptiveness, Bourdieu’s model is consistent with phenomenology. I 

suggest that whether or not a theoretical model enhances (restricts) the researchers’ data 

analysis relies partly on the researchers’ central research purpose and their reasons for 
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using that particular model. This current project attempts to seek people’s authentic 

perceptions and describe them as fully as possible (the phenomenological description). 

Thus, I argue that the simplification and reduction weakness could be avoided 

(comprised) by undertaking a process of phenomenology’s full and descriptive 

identification of themes.   

 

   Quoting Elster who identified an “absence of causal mechanism” in Bourdieu’s 

work, Jenkins (1992) argued that Bourdieu’s theory helped readers to see a ‘visible 

world’, but it lacked a processual element (i.e., the procedures for probing a person’s 

psychological aspects) and had a critical weakness in its capacity to cope with 

subjectivity (pp.96-7). However, I wonder: is there a theory able to perfectly circumvent 

subjectivity in research? Actually, many authors, including Jenkins himself, recognised 

Bourdieu’s attempt to overcome the dichotomy of sujectivity and objectivity and his 

“rejection of the duality of the individual and society” (Wacquant, 1992, p.xi). 

“Bourdieu goes beyond the subjectivist apprehension of practical sense to investigate 

the social genesis of its objective structures and conditions of operation.” (Wacquant, 

1992, note35, p.20) If Bourdieu’s theory can nicely deal with the 

subjectivity-objectivity dichotomy, it then may be a suitable way to comprise the 

weakness in a phenomenological approch – individual’s subjectivity, and let people 

elucidate their own life experiences in their own ways.   

 

Note, however, that Bourdieu himself criticised the ontological stance of 

phenomenology – individual’s subjectivity (for more details, see Throop & Murphy, 

2002). Now, it is necessary to take a look at the influence of phenomenology on 

Bourdieu’s ideas.  

 

Bourdieu’s rejection of the dualities (e.g., body & mind) was drawn on the ideas of 

early phenomenologists, especially Merleau-Ponty whom Bourdieu acknowledged as an 

influence (Wacquant, ibid; Grenfell & James, 2007). That said, Bourdieu’s thinking 

tools has a part of its origin in phenomenology. For instance, ‘habitus’ has been used by 
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various philosophers including Hegel and Husserl (Grenfell & Hardy, 2007). If habitus 

lays in individual consciousnesses and unconsciousnesses (Grenfell & James, 2007), 

isn't ‘habitus’ one of the things that phenomenology basically pursues? (see 4.2.2) From 

this point, Bourdieu’s theory and phenomenology are not inconsistent. As Wacquant 

(1992) explained,  

 

“For Bourdieu, sociology must subsume phenomenology not by pushing it aside, but by 

grounding intersubjectivity in historical objective structures via the genetic analysis of the 

constitution of habitus. By multiplying quotes from Merleau-Ponty to illustrate the logic of 

practical sense, I wanted to suggest that Bourdieu was his sociological heir, if one who 

innovated in ways that were sometimes incompatible with both the spirit and the letter of the 

phenomenologist’s work…” (note35, p.20) 

 

   Interestingly, there is scant existing literature on the relationship between 

phenomenology and Bourdieu in both Britain and China. I find that Throop and 

Murphy’s (2002) article, based in the field of anthropology in USA, provided a detailed 

examination of the intricate relationship. That paper argued that Bourdieu did not 

properly acknowledge the phenomenological perspectives from which his own works 

often directly drawn and his critique of phenomenology was “fundamentally flawed” 

(p.191/198). The authors believed that Bourdieu’s thinking was closer to the 

phenomenological tradition than he might otherwise like to admit (p.205).  

 

   In response to Throop and Murphy’s comments, Bourdieu (2002) justified his 

acknowledgement to “Husserl, Schutz and others”, clarifying his opinion – “it is my aim 

to integrate phenomenological analysis into a global approach of which it is one phase 

(the first, subjective phase), the second being the objectivist analysis.” (p.209; original 

italic) According to this, I attempt to combine phenomenological analysis and Bourdieu’s 

concepts in the current project in order to achieve the two phases that Bourdieu 

suggested. 
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Relating back to this thesis, one perhaps questions a potential tension between 

Bourdieu’s theory and phenomenology – Bourdieu gave me a framework that helped me 

to ask broad enough questions, whereas phenomenology required the researchers to avoid 

pre-given frameworks. However, phenomenology did not explicate what specific 

methods the researchers could use to approach the phenomena, nor did it expound the 

strategies of coping with the data (see 4.4.1.3/4.4.2.2/4.6.2). To reconcile this potential 

tension, phenomenology functioned to the extent that I shall not rule out any possible 

significant themes in the data, but rather treat them equally in the first place, whereas 

Bourdieu sequentially served to group the themes and guided my interpretation of the 

findings. I also need to ensure that my data analysis was not restricted to Bourdieu’s key 

concepts. 

 

To summarise, it is reasonable and workable to combine phenomenology and 

Bourdieu’s theory in the current thesis. The two provided ‘solutions’ to each other’s 

weaknesses in a consistent way, as the following quotes revealed:  

 

“Bourdieu has steadfastly argued the possibility of a unified political economy of practice, and of 

symbolic power in particular, that effectively welds phenomenological and structural approaches 

into an integrated, epistemologically coherent, mode of social inquiry of universal applicability...”  

“…based on a non-Cartesan social ontology that refuses to split object and subject, intention and 

cause, materiality and symbolic representation, Bourdieu seeks to overcome the debilitating 

reduction of sociology to either an objectivist physics of material strucutres or a constructivist 

phenomenology of cognitive forms by means of a genetic structuralism capable of subsuming 

both.” (Wacquant, 1992, p.4-5; original italics) 

 

“What the phenomenological approach gave Bourdieu was a theory of the social world grasped as 

and in a ‘sense activity’. Thinking about the social world itself sets up intensional structures (the 

‘s’ in ‘intensional’ standing for relational structures) which can be identified as the generating 

product of thought.” (Grenfell & Hardy, 2007, p.25) 
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4.6.4. Analytic strategies 
 

There were three main steps to my data analysis: the first step was 

phenomenological coding – go through the transcriptions cluster-by-cluster (units of 

meaning) to identify significant themes; the second step was to interconnect and 

compare different datasets and identify the conceptual patterns in a holistic way; and the 

third step was to interpret the findings via Bourdieu’s notions (This is presented in 

Chapter 6).  

 

4.6.4.1. Phenomenological coding 

 

Interview data 

 

   For conducting the phenomenological coding, I considered three authors’ 

approaches (Table7, below).  
 

These authors’ strategies shared some similarities, such as developing categories 

(themes). I adopted their strategies to my own analytic procedures: First, identified units 

of meaning (clusters) and gave them names of themes; second, compared the themes 

across the interviews; third, synthesised the similarities and differences; and fourth, 

identified salient and important themes.  
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Table 7 - Three authors’ approaches of qualitative analysis 
Author Approach 

Radnor (2001), 

6-step analysis 

techniques for 

semi-structured 

qualitative 

interviews; p.71 

(a.)  topic ordering;  

(b.)  constructing categories;  

(c.)  reading for content;  

(d.)  completing the coded sheets;  

(e.)  generating coded transcripts;  

(f.)  analysis to interpreting the data.  

Moustakas (1994), 

phenomenological 

procedures for 

interview data; 

p.118-9 

“horizonalizing the data and regarding every horizon or statement relevant to the topic and 

question as having equal value. From the horizonalized statements, the meaning or meaning 

units are listed. These are clustered into common categories or themes, removing overlapping 

and repetitive statements. The clustered themes and meanings are used to develop the 

textural descriptions of the experience. From the textural descriptions, structural descriptions 

and an integration of textures and structures into the meanings and essences of the 

phenomenon are constructed.” (original italic) 

Groenewald (2004), 

5-step explicitation 

of interview data; p. 

17 

(a.)  bracketing and phenomenological reduction;  

(b.)  delineating units of meaning;  

(c.)  clustering of units of meaning to form themes;  

(d.)  summarizing each interview, validating it and where necessary modifying it;  

(e.)  extracting general and unique themes from all the interviews and making a 

composite summary.  

 

 

   I initially chose two interview transcripts (Interview 4/6) for a pilot analysis. I used 

the ‘Review’ function in MS-Word (2007) to code the data cluster by cluster. For 

example, in Screenshot1 below, the units of meaning (Chinese) were highlighted on the 

left hand side and the themes (English) were given on the right. This pilot-coding 

snapshot shows that there were enormous amount of themes and it was difficult for me 

to aggregate them at the end, even though the themes looked rich and specific. I was 

unable to grasp the holistic picture of the coding, because it was hard to calculate the 

frequency of the themes. (Nonetheless, Screenshot1 is able to demonstrate an initial 

feature of the ‘cluster-by-cluster coding’ that I referred to in 4.6.2) Therefore, I started 

using MS-Excel (2007) to code the interview transcripts. 
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Screenshot 1 - Pilot analysis excerpt                                           Screenshot 2 – Coding in Word file 

    



 

151 
 

   Excel was used for the ‘phenomenological theme identification’, because it was a 

simple and straightforward tool being able to show the texts (transcripts) and the themes 

on the same page. Excel’s filter function could easily single out a particular theme 

subject to a particular cluster of meaning. I will now describe how Excel was used to 

code the interview transcripts.  

    

   Firstly, I read through each transcript (stored in Word) to decide what clusters of 

meaning were there under each interview question. I coloured the initial or key part of 

the cluster red, and highlighted the cluster yellow if it seemed to be a suitable direct quote 

for this thesis (see Screenshot2 above). Secondly, the clusters of meaning (stored in the 

Word file) were transferred to and put into the Excel cells, and then each cluster was 

given a theme code. The Chinese quotes (highlighted yellow in the Word file) were then 

translated into English by the researcher, whenever necessary. (More details and 

screenshots for demonstrating this coding process can be provided, if they are needed by 

the readers of this thesis. – the researcher, 2013) 

 

   Altogether, the Excel coding looks like the Screenshot3 below. Column A indicates 

the page of the transcript (in Word), Column B includes the questions I asked at the 

interview, Column C presents the interviewee’s responses (which are placed in separate 

cells to represent different clusters of meaning), and my English translation is in 

Column D after. The clusters of meaning are given the specific themes in Column E 

(‘Theme Code’). For the clusters that refer to the same topic (issue), I highlighted them 

the same colour, giving them a description in the last column, ‘Remarks’. These remarks 

helped me to identify what areas/issues related to which particular interview-question, 

what proportion a topic occupied, and whether there were any dominant topics. 
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Screenshot 3 - Excel coding example  
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Focus Group Discussion Data 

 

   The FGD data includes two types: one is the card-data which has the participants’ 

instant definitions of two concepts (‘Research is…’/‘Quality-research is…’) and their 

criteria; the other is the audio transcripts of their discussions.  

 

In existing literature, phenomenological techniques for analysing FG data were not 

as abundant and specified as those for interviews. For this reason, my analytical 

methods for the FGD had the tendency to be original and experimental. As a whole, the 

FG results were compared inter-groups and then cross-group. For the cards, I firstly 

typed the content into Word files, and then stored them in MS-Excel files. For example, 

Screenshot4 below demonstrates the results for FG1. All the Chinese texts were 

translated into English by the researcher.   
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Photograph 6:FG1-M?                                                             Photograph 4: FG1-M?  

       

 
Screenshot 4 - FG1-cards (Definitions/Criteria) 

 

Photlgraph5: FG1 criteria   
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   The methods for coding the FG transcripts were complicated. The FG transcripts 

(texts) were treated as qualitative data of group-interview. The generic procedures were 

the same as those for the interviews, except that the tool Excel was replaced by Nvivo9 

after my pilot analysis.  

    

   For the phenomenological theme identification, I conducted three pilot analyses. 

The first one was practised on a Word file, using the ‘review’ tool. But this proved to be 

an unsuitable method for the same reasons relating to the interview pilot analysis (see 

p.149). The second pilot was conducted on an Excel file. For example, FG1’s long 

discussion on a criterion would be divided into many clusters and be inserted into 

separate Excel cells, and then the clusters were given some themes codes. Excel seemed 

to work as straightforwardly as it did for the interview transcripts, but it was 

inconvenient to cope with long-texts involving concurrent conversationists, because the 

clusters of meaning could not be identified as easily as a one-to-one dialogue. (More 

details and screenshots for describing the two pilot coding processes are available, if 

they are required. – the researcher, 2013) Therefore, after these two pilot analyses, 

Nvivo9 was used to conduct the third phenomenological coding on the FGD transcripts. 

 

Nvivo enabled a completed transcript to be seen on the same screen; that is, it 

handled long and tangled texts better than Excel. As Screenshot5 below demonstrates, 

the Nodes could show different layers of the themes that I identified, and the Nodes 

were attached to their corresponding texts. That both the themes and the transcripts 

could be seen on the same page made it easier for me to check my coding back and forth. 

This convenience helped me to conform to the phenomenological analytical style – 

“…researchers may engage in reflexive analysis (Finlay, 2003, 2005) moving back and 

forth in a kind of dialectic between experience and awareness; between studying the 

parts and the whole…” (Finlay, 2008) 



 

156 
 

Screenshot 5 - Phenomenological pilot analysis example (Nvivo) 
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In addition, Nvivo could store and present audio documents, transcripts in Word 

format and visual materials (e.g., the cards in this project). It enabled me to easily 

access to different types of data relating to the same FG. The ‘annotation’ tool in Nvivo 

was also useful to identify and store the participants’ comments on my project. 

Therefore, having tested the tools of Word, Excel and Nvivo9, I decided to use Nvivo9 

as the instrument to code all the FG transcripts. 

 

Documentary analysis  

 

   As aforesaid (4.4.1.3), the phenomenological approach did not explicate how to 

analyse documentary data. So, a content analysis in terms of word/phrase counts and 

numerical measures of textual expression (Prior, 2008) has not been used in this thesis. 

Rather, the documents were treated as secondary resources for retrieving official and 

written evidences to support findings gleaned from the interviews and FGDs. As 

Clarkson (2003) said, the ‘golden rule’ of using documentary sources was to search out 

the context and why the document was created (p.82). From this point, the documents 

acted as another form of literature-review.  

 

Field-note data analysis 

 

In Section 4.4.6 (p.131), I have mentioned that I digitally recorded my verbal and 

immediate responses to the process of data collection. However, it seemed difficult to 

decide how I should exactly decode and analyse the field-note records (N=100). As Zhu 

& Chen (2006) pointed out, phenomenology was a fairly complex method without 

techniques, and it did not provide the researchers with systematic and feasible research 

procedures (pp.5-6. My own translation, 2012). Therefore, the audio notes were not 

transcribed and analysed through the same techniques as those for the interviews/FGD. 

Nonetheless, these resources could be seen as my preliminary and rudimentary data 

analysis. I have listened to them to inform or navigate my decision making in my formal 

data analysis. They will be revisited (in the following chapter) to provide contextual 
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scenes for and integrate with the formal data analysis and findings.  

 

4.6.4.2. Integrated theme identification 

 

   In the preceding section, I have explained the first step of my data analysis – the 

phenomenological coding. In this section I address the second step: compare the 

findings and integrate them accordingly. However, the device for the integration would 

be contingent on the trends and patterns arising from the comparisons. Thus, at this 

stage I can explain only the generic and provisional methods for the comparison.     

 

   Regarding the 10 interviews (UTs), I first went through each of them to identify 

potential dominant issue(s), drawing on the ‘theme code’ and ‘remarks’ (see 

Screenshot3, p.152). Secondly, I revisited the Interview-Schedule (Appendix6) to check 

what things each interview has (not) already covered. Thirdly, I re-examined each 

interview and this time I concentrated in the interviewees’ criteria. Fourthly, I compared 

all the interviews and tried to identify the universal and unique topics (issues).  

 

   As for the 6 FGs, I began from the cards (in Excel). Within each group, I checked 

whether there was a dominant way (perspective) of defining the two concepts. I 

compared the definitions across the 6 groups to identify similarities and differences. I 

continued the cross-comparison on the criteria lists. The next step was the integration of 

the Nvivo themes. Firstly, I tried to discern all the nominated criteria and ferret out all 

the topics within each group. Secondly, I put aside the Nvivo nodes for a day or two, 

and then returned to them later to try to disclose salient criteria and topics. And thirdly, I 

compared the prominent points across the groups to uncover the ostensible 

commonalities and discrepancies.   

 

   Thus far, some trends and patterns were expected to emerge from the interviews and 

FGDs respectively. I then could try to interconnect the two sets of emerging patterns to 

generate the data. For this, both the ‘Excel themes/remarks’ and ‘Nvivo nodes’ played a 
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crucial role. The correlation process was painstaking and challenging, and will be 

reported in detail in next chapter.   

 

4.6.4.3. Bourdieusian analysis 

 

   After the phenomenological blanket coding (step1) and the theme-integration (step2) 

were completed, I started considering how to shape the composite themes and my 

interpretation of them through Bourdieu’s concepts.  

 

In the course of the first and second steps of coding and analysing, I kept listening to 

the field-notes, and wrote down (and drew figures & charts) many impulsive ideas 

about how to conceptualise my interpretation via Bourdieu’s framework (see 

Photograp7 in Appendix30). This type of diary could be what Zhu & Chen (2006) called 

‘the phenomenological writing material’ (My translation, 2012). These ideas were 

useful to inform my discussion in Chapter 6. They were different from the audio 

field-notes (see 4.4.6, p.131), but the two would be compared.  

 

   To conduct a Field study, Bourdieu advocated three steps: First, “one must analyse 

the position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power.” Second, “one must map out the 

objective structure of the relations between the positions occupied by the agents or 

institutions who compete for the legitimate form of specific authority of which this field 

in the site.” And third, “one must analyze the habitus of agents, the different systems of 

dispositions they have acquired by internalizing a determinate type of social and 

economic condition, and which find in a definite trajectory within the field under 

consideration a more or less favourable opportunity to become actualized.” (see 

pp.104-5 in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992b) 

 

   This will guide me to interpret the findings (to be presented in Chapter5), and will 

assist me to sketch out a picture of the research culture in China’s HEIs (in Chapter6). 
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4.7. Rigor in this Study 
 

As aforementioned (3.3.4, p.58), I would come back to take a look at the quality of 

my own research. I will now examine what I have done for the current thesis in terms of 

research rigor.  

 

Considering the differences between and among research paradigms on questions of 

ontology, epistemology and methodology, quality criteria differ in terms of which are 

appropriate for which paradigms (Toma, 2011, p.267). I consider my project a 

qualitative one and so I use the criteria for good qualitative research to guide me in my 

thinking, researching and writing.  

 

Guba and Lincoln (2005) suggested two forms of rigor – a set of methodological 

criteria and interpretive rigorousness, that is, “Can our cocreated constructions be 

trusted to provide some purchase on some important human phenomenon?” (p.205) In 

the first form, there is a parallel set of standards – the traditional standards for 

quantitative research (i.e., validity, reliability, generalizability & objectivity) and those 

for qualitative research (credibility, transferability, dependability & confirmability) 

(Lincoln, 1995; Toma, 2011). For the second form, these authors provided some 

alternative standards, e.g., authenticity, interpretive validity, ethical relationship and 

reflexivity. Trustworthiness is equivalent to rigor in quantitative research (Lincoln, 

1995). If the 4 qualitative standards are ensured, a qualitative research can be seen as 

having ‘trustworthiness’ (Given & Saumure, 2008). I will now discuss these four in 

turn to exemplify what I have done to enhance the rigor of this study.  

  

4.7.1. Trustworthiness in qualitative research  
 

Credibility (Internal validity) 
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Credibility is “the methodological procedures and sources used to establish a high 

level of harmony between the participants’ expressions and the researcher’s 

interpretations of them” (Jensen, 2008a), or the accuracy and authenticity of the 

researcher’s findings and interpretations (Creswell, 2003). There are some strategies for 

increasing credibility. 

 

First, for example, the researcher can triangulate data sources and use various 

techniques to gather data (Creswell, 2003; Jensen, 2008a). As Section 4.4 shows, I have 

drawn on questionnaire, individual interviews and focus groups. I also sought out to 

collect data via taking the field-notes and inviting individuals to retrieve the 

documentary evidence.   

 

Second, “Pilot testing is important in generating questions and approaches to 

questioning and contribute to the credibility of the study, given that good inputs 

(questions) tend to produce good outputs (answers)” (Toma, 2011, p.278) As 

aforementioned (4.4.2.3/4.4.3.2/4.4.4.3, Appendix 8/13), I have done at least two rounds 

of pilot studies for each of my 3 research methods. The strength of each method was 

developed incrementally through the pilots that were conducted in detail, in length and 

in depth.  

 

Third, member checks – asking the participants or peers to examine the accuracy 

and consistency of the data analysis, can also advance credibility (Creswell, 2003; 

Jensen, 2008a; Stake, 1995). I did think about using this strategy but I did not at the 

end11, because I found it too time-demanding for the participants or my peers to do that. 

Moreover, I was unsure which member should be invited to check the analysis of the 

FG data. However, I did do the debriefing by sending follow-up emails to reassure the 

participants’ demographic information (4.4.2.5/5.2.1/5.3.1) and asked some of them to 

gather documents necessary for this study.  

                                                        
11 I used the member checking strategies for the pilot studies.  
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Fourth, instrument validity and reliability, as Miles & Huberman (1994) suggested, 

greatly depends on the researcher (‘information-gathering instrument’), whose skills 

represented some markers of good qualitative research, such as “strong conceptual 

interests” and “good ‘investigative’ skills, including doggedness, the ability to draw 

people out and the ability to ward off premature closure” (p.38) I would not feel 

comfortable to praise my research skills, but I would provide some comments from my 

participants. For instance, one group member said that I was very determined and 

persistent as a person and I was not easily giving up on my goals in research. Another 

participant of a different group was surprised to discover that her group-members had 

travelled a long way to the FG site, and asked me: “How on earth were you able to 

persuade people to do this [long distance travel] for you?”   

 

The fifth strategy is “conveying findings through rich thick description, clarifying 

the bias that researchers bring to the work, and presenting negative or discrepant 

information” (Creswell, 2003). I will use this strategy in the next chapter – to describe 

the phenomenon in question and represent the data as accurately and richly as possible 

(Given & Saumure, 2008).  

 

Transferability (generalizability/external validity) 

 

Transferability means that “the results of the research can be transferred to other 

contexts and situations beyond the scope of the study context” (Jensen, 2008b).  

 

A complete and thick description of the context being studied can establish 

transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, cited in Toma, 2011 & Descombe, 2002; Miles 

& Huberman, 1994). Earlier in this chapter I have tried to give as much detailed 

description as possible about the methodology and methods, including the information 

of the pilots/pilot-participants (More description of the actual participants is in next 

chapter). The ‘thickness’ of the data analysis was strengthened via my reflective 
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fieldwork-notes (in audio and written forms), which will also be manifested in next 

chapter.  

 

A study is also transferable if it is “representative in terms of key features of a 

theory” (Denscombe, 2002, p.151) – through either generating theory or theory testing. 

Although this current project is neither generating nor testing a theory, it has described 

and explained a phenomenological model (Flowchart-4) in detail, and I believe this 

model may be applicable to other studies. Meanwhile, the application of Bourdieu’s 

theoretical outline will again be expounded in a more specific manner in the discussion 

chapter. Introducing the theoretical parameters and linking it to previous works and ‘a 

body of theory’ (Toma, 2011, p.272) put this project into a bigger picture, and allowed 

the readers to judge the methodological and theoretical relevance of this project to their 

own contexts. 

 

Triangulating data sources and methods contributes to transferability (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011, cited in Toma 2011, p.272; Stake, 1995). I have gathered data in 

multiple universities, cities and provinces, and through multiple methods. Further 

information (e.g., geographic background) is given in next chapter and in appendices. 

Transferability can also be advanced if the study is reported in a manner accessible to 

others and provides “adequate translation of findings” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, 

cited Toma 2011, p.273). Plenty of translation of the findings and transcripts will have 

been provided in next chapter and appendices.   

 

Dependability (Reliability) 

 

Dependability focuses on “the process of the inquiry and the inquirer's responsibility 

for ensuring that the process was logical, traceable, and documented.” (Schwandt, 2007, 

p.299).  

 

To assure “the process of the study is consistent, reasonably stable over time and 
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across researchers and methods”, Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested 11 queries 

contributing to dependability (p.278). For example, “Is the researcher’s role and status 

within the site explicitly described?” “Are basic paradigms and analytic constructs 

clearly specified? (Reliability depends, in part, on its connectedness to theory.)”, and 

“were data collected across the full range of appropriate setting, times, respondents, and 

so on suggested by the research questions?”  

 

Regarding my role and status, I have explicitly described them in the Informed 

Consent Forms and reiterated them to all the interviewees and FGDs in person. Similar 

to Miles & Huberman (ibid), other authors (e.g., Marshall and Rossman, 2011; Jensen, 

2008c) suggested that researchers supplied full methodological information to enable 

others to decide whether or not a design was replicable. In this chapter, I have explained 

not only the research paradigm (see 4.2/4.3) but also the strategies for data analysis (see 

4.5). However, I have reservation about ‘a full range of data collection’ – how full is 

reasonably full? Not every researcher has unlimited budgets and time, and ‘doability’ in 

terms of access and expense should be considered (Toma, 2011, n15, p.279). The ‘full 

range’ in this current project had been constrained by time, budget and weather 

condition, even though there were more willing participants than the final sampling 

(4.4.3/4.4.4).    

 

That comes to the evolving nature of a research context. To enhance dependability, 

researchers need to accommodate to “changes in the environment studied and in the 

research design itself” (Toma, 2011, p.273). They need to be conscious of change and 

track all of the nuances that differ from the early draft of the research design (Jensen, 

2008c). Indeed, I have carefully recorded the changes, challenges and choices in my 

research environment, from the pilot-studies to the field-work in China (oral/written 

filed-notes), and to the pilot data analysis.  

 

However, there was not an external field-worker who would have free time to assist 

me with the data collection, and a peer reviewer being free to check my data coding and 
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analysis. I genuinely did not have that kind of asset, for the same reason as I have 

addressed above (see ‘Credibility’ on p.161).  

 

Confirmability (Objectivity) 

 

Confirmability means that the data and the interpretations of an inquiry can be 

confirmed by someone other than the researcher (Schwandt, 2007; Toma, 2011).  

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested seven aspects for checking a qualitative 

study’s confirmability – detailed description of methods and procedures; replicability of 

data collection sequence; explicit link between conclusion and data; readiness of record 

(methods & procedures) to ‘audit trail’; researcher’s awareness of roles/position; 

consideration of rival hypotheses and conclusions; and readiness to external reanalysis 

of data (p.278).      

 

Regarding the first two aspects, I have tried to provide (in this chapter) a picture of 

the research process in an as sufficient and transparent as possible manner. To be 

specific, as Toma (2011) suggested, I have given an account of what types of 

interviewees and group-members I intended to assemble, why those people, what 

difficulties I encountered to approach them and how I overcame the difficulties (see 4.4). 

I have provided information about the document collection, as a discussion of 

availability of relevant documents alongside ‘people resources’ could establish 

confirmability (Toma, ibid). Moreover, preceding section (4.5) offers examples of the 

coding process and strategies through actual screenshots, which unveil the “backstage” 

information, and so there is more transparency and confirmability (Miles & Huberman, 

ibid; Jensen, 2008d). 

 

An inclusion of products of data analysis is one form of ‘audit trail’ (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, cited in Toma, 2011; Jensen, 2008d). An audit trial of ensuring 

confirmability can be, for example, “(a) raw data, including tapes, interview notes, and 
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documents; (b) products of data reduction and analysis, including field notes, interview 

and document summary forms…(c) products of data reconstruction and synthesis, 

including category descriptions…” (Toma, ibid, p.275) This chapter has illustrated some 

photographs of the actual physical data, and some screenshots of my actual data 

analysis. I will exemplify some raw data, field-notes and category descriptions in next 

chapter and appendices. (The official institutional documents provided by the 

participants are not presented in this thesis for the consideration of confidentiality and 

anonymity. But a copy of these documents is available, if it is required for a research 

purpose elsewhere.) 

 

To conduct the audit trail, external auditors or selected participants can be called in 

to examine the research process and products (Miles & Huberman, ibid; Jensen, 2008d). 

I felt it demanding to invite my peers to co-analyse the data and verify my interpretation 

of the data for the same reasons that I addressed earlier. However, to my surprise, rather 

than being invited, some participants took the initiative to give me feedback on my 

research design and on me as a researcher. More details about this are given in next 

sub-section and next chapter. In hindsight, when (after) receiving some participants’ 

comments, I could have re-invited them for a follow-up talk about the methodical 

design or my plan of data coding and analysis. But I did not realise this possibility until 

I left China, partly because when I received the feedback from one interviewee/group, I 

was tied up with preparing for the next interview/FG, such that I could not manage the 

two procedures at the same time.  

 

4.7.2. Trustworthiness in the methods  
 

I will now discuss the rigor of the four methods – survey, interviews, FGD and 

document collection prior to introducing some alternative criteria for rigor in general.  

 

Confirmability and transferability can be enhanced if researchers address how they 

use a conceptual framework to organise the categories of questions being asked (Toma, 
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2011, p.278). As aforesaid (4.4.2/4.4.3), I explained how phenomenology had guided 

me in the design of the survey, interview and FGs, although the questions in the three 

methods were not constructed on the basis of any previous frameworks or models. 

 

Survey quality 

 

Cohen et al. (2005) argued that a representative sampling was a central issue in 

achieving reliability and validity of questionnaire survey data. Revisiting my survey 

design (4.4.1.1), statistical generation was not my research purpose. On the surface, a 

20.2% response rate seemed low, but it did not prevent me gaining the type of data that I 

had planned to, and the final amount of data sufficiently informed me of how to proceed. 

However, it is worth looking at the possible factors that contributed to the relatively low 

response rate.  

  

First of all, credibility (internal validity) was assured, because intended resources 

were provided by the respondents. Returning to the questionnaire (Appendix1), Part4 

(websites & blogs) perhaps had the lowest validity among the 5 parts, because not much 

valid, useful or new information was offered. One FG-member who had completed the 

survey said that she found it inconvenient to copy-paste the web-links. Secondly, if a 

sample of thirty was a minimum size (Cohen et al., 2005, p.101), my survey reached 

this aim. According to the data of Part5 (demographic information), the survey sample 

was representative in terms of institutional types, job-titles and teaching experiences. 

Thirdly, the survey was distributed over the summer holiday season when most UTs 

were away from the workplace and did not see their colleagues – making this snowball 

strategy less effective. Fourthly, the face validity of the online questionnaire might have 

discouraged some respondents – one interviewee who had seen the questionnaire 

mentioned that the survey looked complex and may have taken up much of her time and 

so she decide not to complete it.    

 

Interview quality 
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Traditional criteria validity and reliability in interviews (e.g., Cohen et al., 2005; 

Kvale, 2007) emphasise the objectivity in positivistic terms. I find them too complicated 

and challenging to use for evaluating the quality of the interviews in my study, because 

they involve in “audience validation” (the public), “peer validation” (the research 

community) and “member validation” (the interviewees) (Kvale, 2007, p.125). The 

three forms of validation were inaccessible to me. So, I checked what I had done and 

could do to establish the quality of my interviews against Kvale’s criteria (Table8 

below). Kvale’s criteria for assuring the quality of semi-structured interviews are used 

here because he discussed this type of interview also from the phenomenological 

perspective.  

 

   As Kvale (2007) put, “The quality of the original interviews is decisive for the 

quality of the subsequent analysis, verification and reporting of the interview findings.” 

(p.80) He also reminded: “Of the six quality criteria for a semi-structured interview… 

the last three, in particular, refer to an ideal interview – suggesting that the meaning of 

what is said is interpreted, verified and reported by the time the tape recorder is turned 

off.” (p.81). From my point of view, I have tried my best to conduct some ‘ideal 

interviews’. I will provide more interviewees’ feedback on me as an interviewer in the 

following chapter. 

 

Linking the ‘self-report’ feature to credibility, Jensen (2008a) suggested some 

questions, one of which was “Were participant responses open, complete, and truthful?” 

Two of my interviewees revealed their experiences (relating to research) and requested 

me to guarantee data confidentiality. Their requests indicated that they were giving 

rather open and truthful responses which they would not feel easy to voice and advertise 

beyond the interview setting. 
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Table 8 - Criteria for interview quality 
Criteria for semi-structured interview (Kvale, 2007) What I did 

The extent of spontaneous, rich, specific and relevant 
answers from the interviewee. 

Many interviewees said that they had never thought about some of the interview questions before. Thus, I 
viewed their responses at the interviews as spontaneous rather than prepared. 

The shorter the interviewer's questions and the longer the 
subjects' answers, the better. 

I tried hard to keep my questions simple, short and non-threatening. But many of my questions in the first 
interview were quite long (see below for possible reasons).  

The degree to which the interviewer follows up and clarifies 
the meanings of the relevant aspects of the answers. 

[The following passages were taken from my post-fieldwork diary on 28 June, 2012] 

In 5 of the 10 interviews (with teachers), I asked short questions and let the interviewees get on with their talks, 
and I rarely interrupted them. In the other 5, I constantly asked Qs and even voiced my opinions (even though I 
knew I shouldn’t) – One or two interviewees tended to give short answers or be inactive, so I felt a need to give 
more prompts/personal opinions.  
“In the 1st interview, I asked far too many Qs and interrupted the interviewee – certainly there were many 
reasons for this inappropriate way – I was still trying to organizing my Qs, I saw it as a casual conversation, I was 
too excited to talk to a colleague, I was nervous about how this first interviewee thought about my topic, etc. 
In a few interviews, the way I asked Qs seemed problematic – I rephrased the interviewees’ answers on the 
spot; I interpreted their responses and asked for reassurance…When I asked a new question, I tended to be 
fairly repetitive for fear my Q couldn’t be understood correctly. Unfortunately, I worried that while I was asking 
the interviewees Qs in a repetitive way, it was likely I already hinted them my own opinion or distract them…” 
 
[My updated comments, 2013] 
It now seems that what I did in the course of the interview – verifying my interpretations of the interviewees’ 
answers – has actually enhanced the quality of the interviews. 

To a large extent the interview is interpreted throughout 
the interview.  

The interviewer attempts to verify his or her interpretations 
of the subject's answers in the course of the interview. 

The interview is ‘self-reported’; it is a self-reliant story that 
hardly requires extra explanations. 

The design of the interviews was based on constructionism & phenomenological philosophy, e.g., ‘letting things 
show themselves’. At this point, I seem to have managed not to give many extra/purposeful explanations.  
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Considering the interviewer qualifications, Kvale (2007) argued that they “may lead 

to good interviews in the sense of producing rich knowledge and ethically creating a 

beneficial situation for the subjects.” (p.82) He listed 10 qualifications: knowledgeable, 

structuring, clear, gentle, sensitive, open, steering, critical, remembering and 

interpreting. It seemed more appropriate in my research to allow the audiences, 

especially my participants, to judge my qualifications as an interviewer. 

 

Furthermore, revisiting the interview design (Appendix6/7), I provided only a 

general theme for the interview questions. According to Toma (2011), this strategy – not 

including an interview protocol (specific questions) – reflected the flexibility of a 

design, and so enhanced the credibility and transferability. In terms of alternative 

criteria for rigor, I was “empowering the participants” (Toma, ibid, p.266) by “letting 

the research participants speak for themselves” (Lincoln & Guba, 2005, p.209). Toning 

down my ‘voice’, I believe, was in line with the phenomenological ‘suspending’ and 

‘bracketing’, which has been addressed at the beginning of this chapter. Similarly, I 

toned down my personal opinions in the course of the FGD.    

 

FGD quality 

 

Available references on the rigor (trustworthiness) of focus group discussion are not 

as many and updated as those on interviews. Chioncel et al. (2003) suggested three 

positions for looking at the quality of FGs: a radical hermeneutic position, a moderate 

interpretative position and a realistic position. They followed the third position which 

integrated positivistic elements with qualitative research. In a more straightforward and 

pragmatic way, Krueger (1993) offered 10 factors that could impact the quality of FG 

research – clarity of purpose; appropriate environment; sufficient resources; appropriate 

participants; skilful moderator; effective questions; careful data handling; systematic 

and verifiable analysis; appropriate presentation; and honouring the participant, client 

and method. Next I highlight a few that I experienced as more challenging in practice.  
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Krueger suggested that participants should be carefully recruited and random 

sampling was preferred to avoid bias. The recruitment of my participants was not 

completely random, as it was all contingent on approachableness and willingness of the 

participants. The selection was not static – I had 5 groups organised in advance, and 

another 4-5 groups as a backup. Actually the 6th group was recruited after my fieldwork 

had begun in China. I was extremely careful about group selection and composition (see 

Appendix14/Table15). For instance, the 2nd group asked why their group had no male 

teachers (I did not know any of the group’s male colleagues who would be available to 

participate). Therefore, bearing the issue of gender balance in mind, I asked the 

organiser of the 6th group to make sure there was at least one male member in the group.    

 

I began to learn to be a skilful moderator from the first pilot study in the UK. In 

retrospect, my verbal cues might have presented ‘threats’ in the FGDs in China. 

According to Krueger (1993), I realised that some of my verbal responses might have 

expressed my personal preferences, approval or values, for example, “Teacher X raised 

a very good question, what is the group’s opinion?” “That’s an interesting point, what 

do you think?” However, I responded in that way also because I wanted to keep the 

discussion moving forward by using those cues as prompts.  

 

“Quality questions typically follow a prescribed format that is intended to foster the 

permissive climate of the focus groups and also capture the nondirected nature of the 

interactions.” (Krueger, 1993, p.76) My FG schedule (Appendix12) was framed by three 

flexible activities, and it was not strictly directed only by the researcher. I did not ask 

many questions in the FGDs, and my questions were not phrased in abstract or 

philosophical terms, or over-reliant on expert logic.    

 

Regarding ‘careful data handling’ and ‘systematic and verifiable analysis’, I kept 

field-notes, produced detailed transcriptions for all the FGs and translated a great 

amount of the scripts. I did not rush to code or analyse the data; instead I carefully 

planned and tested my analytical strategies (see 4.6).  
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Note, however, that Krueger’s suggestion focused on group-interview rather than 

group-discussion, and was generated from the entrepreneurial society. Krueger’s 10 

factors concentrated on the quality of the original/actual focus groups rather than the 

validation and generalisation of the findings. While it was hard to predict the extent of 

the knowledge generalisation of my own FGs, the trustworthiness of this current project 

may be evidenced by group members’ comments. For example, a group member sent 

me an email after the discussion:  

 

“…yesterday's group discussion is quite interesting and i think you did a good job. You were 

patient, nerver pushing us to keep on the track; you were humble and sincere, revealing your 

personal stories/experiences to us; you were professional, sticking to the priciple of 

"paricipant-intiated/centered", non-interference from the researcher, and “transparency in research 

steps". ... All these merits show the qualities of a good researcher and a sound research!”  

(Note: An excerpt of an original email from a FG member; June 4th, 2011, 10:35am) 

 

Another member in the same group said that the design of my FGD was systematic and 

well-planned. A group in a different city said that my style of doing research was very 

earnest, conscientious and rigorous. (Additional examples are presented in next 

chapter.) 

 

Regarding the credibility of FGs, one member emphasised, “We are telling you our 

honest thoughts.” Another insisted, “Those things are true, I’m not lying.” This reflected 

what Jensen (2008a) called the participants’ truthful responses. 

 

Document quality  

 

   The quality of documents concerns four major factors: authenticity, credibility, 

representativeness, and meaning (Scott et al. 2004; Scott, 2004; Wellington, 2000). 

Authenticity can be judged through the document’s soundness and authorship – whether 
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the document was an original or a copy; and credibility refers to the sincerity and 

accuracy of documents (Scott, 2004).  

 

   Scott et al. (2004) argue that private documents (e.g., letters) are usually authentic 

but unrepresentative and less credible. According to this, firstly, the personal 

emails/online messages I collected for the current project can be regarded authentic. 

Because I was the intended reader of those emails/messages and their writers and I 

shared a high level of mutual understanding, it is likely that the intended meaning of the 

documents was communicated to me successfully. Secondly, the credibility in 

organisational private documents is harder to judge - the meaning of the documents 

depends on “understanding their formal business or organisational cultural content, as 

well as the internal dynamics of the organisation's members” (Scott et al., 2004, p.64). 

Accordingly, I could better understand the official/institutional documents in the current 

study, if I understood the institution’s culture content and the dynamics of the academics. 

Thus, to achieve that kind of understanding, it was necessary to conduct the face-to-face 

interviews and the FGs. In other words, my other fieldwork (interviews/FGs) in turn 

enhanced my understanding of both the private and institutional documents. 

    

   However, as Wellington (2000) argued, how the meaning of a document was 

interpreted depended on the researcher’s purpose and perspective. I was not judging the 

quality of the documents, but rather using them as a secondary source to support the 

primary sources (interviews/FGDs). Therefore, it is not prerequisite and crucial for me 

to evaluate each document in this project. After all, as Scott (2004) wrote:  

 

“The four criteria of authenticity, credibility, representativeness, and meaning should not be seen 

as separate and distinct stages in the assessment of documents. They are interdependent, and a 

researcher cannot adequately consider one without simultaneously considering the others. In this 

sense, the appraisal of documents is a never-ending process. The interpretive meaning that a 

researcher aims to produce is a tentative and provisional judgment that must be constantly revised 

as new discoveries and new problems force a reappraisal of the evidence. An understanding of 
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this is essential if a researcher is to make sensible use of documents.” (p.284) 

 

4.7.3. Alternatives: reflexivity, transparency & originality 
 

In previous sub-sections (4.7.1/4.7.2), I have discussed some traditional standards 

that are commonly used to judge the quality of qualitative research. I will now examine 

some alternatives to those traditional standards (see again p.160), but will focus on only 

three of these alternatives – reflexivity, transparency and originality, because they 

appear most relevant to my methodological perspective (phenomenology) and my 

analytical theoretical framework (Bourdieu’s field theory). 

 

Reflexivity is “the process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher, the 

‘human as instrument’” (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p.210). Dowling (2008) identified four 

types of reflexivity – reflexivity on the objectivist end, epistemological reflexivity, 

reflexivity in political and social issues, and feminist research reflexivity. According to 

Dowling, I see the ‘bracketing’ in descriptive phenomenology as a form of the first type 

of reflexivity. This type involves keeping a diary of ideas influencing the researcher’s 

methodological decision making. I did not keep consecutive records on a daily basis, 

but regular and consistent examinations (records) of every essential decision, which was 

made in the course of using my three research methods. The second type of reflexivity 

engages in journaling the researcher’s prior assumptions, beliefs and attitudes (Dowling, 

ibid). I practised this during my pilot studies and in my filed-work. However, Dowling 

(ibid) pointed out that it was the explicitness in reflexivity at the practical level that was 

called for in current literature. I will attempt to achieve this by showing my filed-notes 

in next chapter.  

 

Transparency refers to “make the research process, in its steps and in the decisions 

that influenced how data and results were produced, understandable to readers in the 

broadest sense” (Flick, 2007, p.137). That is, the researchers must be explicit, clear, 

open and thorough about methods, procedures, data management and data interpretation 
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throughout the entire research process (Hiles, 2008). The researchers can record their 

reflexivity in their own assumptions, decisions, bias, etc., and disseminate to the target 

audience. I believe that I was (am still) doing this to enhance the transparency of the 

current project.   

 

Accountability and establishment of congruence between methodology, data 

analysis and findings can be developed by being transparent in use of software (Hiles, 

ibid). I have illustrated what software I used, how and why I used it (see 4.6.4). 

Transparency can also contribute to a research’s ethical quality (Hiles, 2008). I tried to 

increase the transparency by demonstrating my considerations of the ethical issues (see 

4.5) and by examining my obligations throughout the research process, including the 

pilot studies.  

 

Lastly, I want to discuss originality of research. Originality involves the production 

of knowledge, and it “tends to concern ‘difference’ rather than ‘contribution to 

knowledge’ (Descombe, 2002). Therefore, achieving originality need not show 

evidences in all of the following five aspects at the same time: new topic, new 

methodology and method, new analysis, new findings and ‘the relationship to existing 

research and knowledge in the area’ (Descombe, ibid). Comparing with existing 

research, the current project uses a ‘different’ methodology – firstly, combining a 

phenomenological approach and a sociological theory which respectively depict a 

different strategy of analysis; and secondly, triangulating four methods, of which FGD, 

a well-established method in the West, was used in a Chinese setting where FGD had 

not been prevailingly adopted in educational research. 

   

 

4.8. Summary 
 

To summarise, drawing on the existing scholarship gaps (Chapter 3) in terms of 

research topic, methodology, perspective and contextual differences in China and 
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Britain, this chapter has introduced the philosophical and theoretical foundation for my 

research methodology. It has depicted a phenomenological approach and the rationales 

for the research methodology, and illustrated several mixed methods for the data 

collection, including the data analysis of and generic findings of the first method (the 

survey). It has explicated the methods, the techniques and the provisional framework for 

the data analysis, as well as my consideration of the ethical aspects. At the end, the 

chapter reviews the efforts I have taken to ensure the empirical rigor of the current study. 

In next chapter, I will present the analysis and findings of the datasets. 
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Chapter 5 – Analysis and Findings 
 

 

5.1. Introduction  
    

   Chapter 1 highlights a holistic scene in which the present study is situated. Chapter 

2 introduces China’s higher education system and the generic research culture. The 

literature review in Chapter 3 delineates some underexplored areas in educational 

research. It was noted that an innovative research design was required to investigate 

those underexploited domains, as there was a space for developing epistemological 

understanding and innovating methodological strategies. Therefore, Chapter 4 employs 

a phenomenological model, four mixed methods and a Bourdieusian framework; it also 

discusses my considerations of the ethical aspects and the rigor of this study.  

 

   The current chapter presents the results of Stage Two (see 4.3.1) – the 12 interviews 

and 6 FGD. I will present the analysis of the data by the research methods, along with 

some annotations gleaned from the documents and my field-notes and research diary. 

This analysis is followed by a cross analysis of various datasets to identify the salient 

themes.  

 

The major datasets include the detailed transcripts of 11 interviews (the second 

editor-interview was excluded due to the recording’s bad sound quality), the detailed 

transcripts of the FGDs, and the FGD cards. For the analysis of each dataset, I did not 

include all the questions that I asked in the fieldwork, because there is too much 

information and different questions have engendered different weights of responses. 

Rather, I first re-visited the core research questions (3.1) and then checked which 

questions delivered most significant meanings; I also checked the actual ways in which 

the participants responded. 

 

The first core research question (‘How do they perceive quality?’) would yield 
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answers to ‘what were their specific criteria’; and the second (‘What factors have 

shaped how they perceive quality?’) would link to ‘why those specific criteria mattered 

to them?’ In reality, the participants responded not in a straightforward and unequivocal 

way, but in a complex one, having their criteria, stories and the contextual issues 

intertwined. This is one of the surprising findings and leads me to arrange this 

presentation of the results through a loose outline: ‘criteria – context – impact’. ‘Criteria’ 

refers to the actual standards that the participants have nominated for judging quality; 

‘context’, the broader aspects outside the list of criteria and the participants’ direct 

explanation of the criteria; and ‘impact’, the perceived influences that a research (in 

which the participants engaged) had on the participants’ own work, and what the 

participants thought they had done resulting from the influences.  

 

   More specifically, regarding why a criterion was necessary, the participants’ 

explanations tended to contain three layers: first, explaining in technical 

(methodological) terms why they nominated specific criteria; second, further describing 

in the contextual terms what factors have made them think those criteria mattered (or 

did not matter); and third, extendedly recalling what influences the context and/or the 

identified research had and consequences it brought to the conceptualisations of quality 

and/or academic life. This last layer is what I call the ‘impact of research’, in whichever 

form and on whomever. The three layers were not neatly separated from each other but 

tightly interrelated. For the purpose of consistency and convenience, I will discuss 

‘impact of research’ in the data of the interviews and FGDs all together in Section 5.4.4.   

 

All interviewees provided some criteria, but not everyone detailed the connection 

between each criterion and quality. While they did provide the reasons for their choices, 

their explanation for the connection between particular criteria and quality was less 

substantial than that for the contextual issues. The feature of the 3-layers was more 

pronounced in the FGs – the criteria were articulated through intertwining with many 

broader themes. The proportion of the participants’ discussions on normal criteria and 

on ‘abnormal’ ones can be checked in the transcripts, the Excel and the Nvivo coding – 
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I have used the term ‘normal criteria’ to mean traditional criteria that are similar to 

western standards of research quality, and ‘abnormal criteria’ to refer to criteria that are 

contextual in nature (i.e., related to the particular context of educational research in 

China). In other words, the proportion of transcripts could show which criterion and 

which contextual issue were discussed in more depth and detail (for an example of 

Excel coding proportion, see Screenshot3, p.152; for an example of Nvivo nodes 

proportion, see Appendix24).  

 

 

5.2. Interview Data  
 

   There are four sub-sections in this part: demographic information, ‘criteria’, 

‘contextual issues’ and ‘developing research quality’.  

 

5.2.1. Demographic information 
 

The demographic information of the 12 interviewees are shown in Table9 below, 

including the two editors. The geographic information of the interviews is illustrated on 

a map (Appendix15). This Table is placed here rather than in Chapter4 (Methodology) 

mainly because the information about the interviewees’ job-titles/positions were not 

discovered/confirmed until or after the actual interviews. So, I see this information also 

as data. (This is the same as Table15 for the FGs in Section 5.3.2.)       

 

   This information will be revisited in this and next chapter, as it may be an influential 

factor in understanding the data. For example, would interviewees with different 

job-titles view quality differently? Would differences among institutions influence how 

the interviewees conceive the topic? More questions as such are useful. 
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Table 9 - Interviewees  
Interviewee Gender Degree Job Title Position Institution 

I1 

 

M PhD Lecturer 

(senior) 

MA program 

leader 

comprehensive University A, Guangzhou, 

Guangdong Province 

I2 M MA Lecturer  teacher training University B, Guangzhou, 

Guangdong Province 

I3 M MA Lecturer Deputy dean of 

college 

comprehensive University A, Guangzhou, 

Guangdong Province 

I4 F PhD Professor  comprehensive University A, Guangzhou, 

Guangdong Province 

I5 F MA (PhD 

candidate) 

Lecturer  teacher training University C, Guangzhou, 

Guangdong Province 

I6 F MA Associate 

Professor 

Vice-director, 

department 

comprehensive University D, Guangzhou, 

Guangdong Province 

I7 M MA Professor Head of college natural science University E, Nanjing, Jiangsu 

Province 

I8 F MA Assistant 

Lecturer 

 aviation College F, Guangzhou, Guangdong 

Province 

I9 F MA (PhD 

candidate) 

Lecturer Course leader comprehensive University G, Hangzhou, 

Zhejiang Province 

I10 M MA Assistant 

Lecturer 

 comprehensive University A, Guangzhou, 

Guangdong Province 

E1 M PhD Professor Chief editor Modern Foreign Languages Journal, Guangzhou  

E2 M ? ? Deputy editor Chinese Journal of Applied Linguistics, Beijing 

(Note: I = interviewee; E = editor. The interviews are numbered in chronological order.) 

 

   In addition, numbering the interviewees instead of using pseudonyms in this thesis 

may not be seen as most appropriate in a qualitative/phenomenological study. However, 

I will use a large volume of direct quotes from each of the interviewees from this 

Section onwards. For the purpose of avoiding confusion and keeping the texts simple, I 

have decided not to use pseudonyms. (Numeric codes for the FGs are used in this thesis 

for the same purpose.)   

 

5.2.2. Judging quality (research/paper/project)  

 

Reading purpose 
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   Each interviewee read papers usually for multiple purposes, for instance:  

 

“First, for my own research, [it] must be relevant to my research, and then I would read. Say, 

I now need to write a paper about grammar-teaching, and then all the papers I read were 

about teaching grammar. Second, maybe something that have guidance for my teaching, e.g., 

when I teach grammar or writing course, I want to change my teaching method… and then I 

will search online - what can be applied in my teaching - some papers that can provide 

guidance. [I read papers] mainly for these two points. Another is perhaps my interests [in] 

some newer topics and popular things - I also read these …” (I10) (The researcher’s 

additional underlines, 2013) 

 

Their purposes are listed in Appendix16 and categorised into eight salient themes – 

‘updating knowledge’, ‘reading for teaching’, ‘reading for research’, ‘learning to write 

papers’, ‘seeking information’, ‘collecting materials’, ‘preparing for seminars’ and 

‘personal interests’. All the translation from Chinese to English was done by me, unless 

otherwise stated.  

 

   ‘Reading-for-teaching’ was the most prevalent reason, being emphasised by six 

interviewees (3 lecturers, 2 assistant lecturers & 1 professor). For example, the two 

assistant-lecturers (I8/I10) sourced from journal papers to develop their teaching ideas 

and plans. ‘Learning-to-write-papers’ was the second popular purpose, such as “I want 

to learn others’ writing strategies, [and] how they write articles…I want to know 

people’s opinions on teaching, pedagogy…” (I3)  

 

   The interviewees had to read journals because they needed to write papers for 

publication. This ‘reading-for-writing-papers’ purpose seemed to stem from a powerful 

factor – the professional title evaluation. This was the strongest motive to I5. I5 

admitted that reading papers was not her interests at all. She read for the sake of it – she 

needed (& wanted) to upgrade her job title and so she had to produce publication(s), and 

so she needed to write papers, for which she had to read journals.  
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Some interviewees read western and Chinese papers for different purposes. For 

example, I8 read English papers to get inspirations and seek useful materials for her 

teaching, whereas she read Chinese papers to imitate their style in order to write 

something similar for an ‘easier’ publication inside the country.  

    

   The interviewees’ reading purposes seemed to interlink with their criteria. For 

example, surprisingly, I7 (a seasoned scholar soon to retire) stopped reading Chinese 

journal papers because he found them ‘too theoretical’, ‘useless’ and ‘rarely informative’ 

for his teaching and administrative work (as a college dean). More discussion on this 

interlink is followed in later sections.    

 

Specific criteria/Judging research papers 

 

Nominated actual criteria 

    

   Table 10 below shows the interviewees’ indicated criteria, which were accompanied 

with many aspects around the actual criteria.  
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Table 10 - Judging quality of papers 
Interviewee Criteria indicated  Key aspects indicated  

I1 Authoritativeness of journals;  

Editors’/reviewers’ quality gate-keeping 

Research project (see pp.195-9) 

- Superstitious belief; 

- Personal research interests/areas; 

I2 Research value;  

Verification of research value; 

Accuracy of research content;  

Justification in research paper;  

Research contribution;  

Actual significance;  

Authentic research data;  

Research usefulness;  

Research impact;  

- Corpus research: contribution, defects, influence on language 

learning/teaching 

- A corpus research project at his University 

- The quality of corpus research papers: content, foci, problems, etc.; 

- Chinese-language papers 

- Writing papers from the researcher's point of view. 

I3 Institutional standard (List of legal journals);  

Institutional/national recognition;  

Practical significance/practicability;  

Significance of research;  

Understand-ability;  

Closeness to life;  

Referent-iality;  

High edition requirements;  

Remaining advanced   

- Journal types & levels 

- Unknown rationalization of institutional standard 

- Research responsibility 

- Journal requirements   

I4 Empirical papers  

“high reliability & validity”;  

Reliable instruments;  

Good entry-point (scholarship gap);  

Using different methods;  

Awareness of quality;  

Rigor; 

Opinion papers 

Logical argument;  

Convincing;  

Ability to justify;  

Contribution to the field/topic;  

New ideas/perspective; 

Research project (see pp.195-9) 

- (un)concern about quality of research 

- Empirical/ Opinion papers 

- Difficulty in judging quality in China 

- Research tradition in China 

- Valuable papers 

I5 Well-known reputation of journals;  

Creative thinking;  

Originality;  

Many English-language references;  

Writers’ seriousness; 

Research project (see pp.195-9) 

- Journal information – reputation 

- Western/Chinese papers  

- Western/Chinese authors 

I6 Usefulness of the information;  

Convincing citation;  

- (un)concern about quality of research 

- Reading motivation/purpose 
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Reasonability of analysis;  

Relevance of context; 

Strong critical thinking (literature review paper);  

Depth of author’s knowledge;  

Informative;  

High level of induction;  

High rate of being cited; 

- Analytical methods 

- Experience of reading a “fantastic” literature-review paper 

I7 Only key examples are given here, owing to the length & complexity of I7’s responses. 

Helpfulness for actual work;  

Originality of ideas;  

Understandability;  

Helpfulness for students;  

Combinability of theory & practice;  

Practicability;  

Research project (see pp.195-9) 

- China’s linguistics/applied linguistics research; 

- Papers of linguistics in China: characteristics, problems, etc.;  

- Gap between theory and practice (teaching); 

- Journals in China: linguistics, applied linguistics, language education;  

- ELT research in China: inadequate research, problems, etc.;   

- His research and research experience 

- Pain & challenges facing the majority of UTs; 

- What to research in China?  

I8 Real data;  

Real research procedures;  

Research content: specific, sloganized, over 

general recap;  

(Un) clearness of research content; 

Rich examples;  

Usefulness (uselessness);  

- Personal feelings 

- Comparison between Chinese and English papers 

- (Little) experience of reading & doing research 

I9 Rigor;  

Style of discussion (rambling Chinese papers); 

Ampleness of discussion;  

Standard & regulated usage of terminologies; 

Research project (see pp.195-9) 

- Personal feelings 

- (Lack of) scientific and objective criteria 

I10 Core journals; 

Whether have theory support;  

Whether have experiment data support; 

Master degree thesis 

Systematic literature review; 

Relatively completed theoretical framework; 

- Peers’ publications  

- Academic paper vs. personal summary of experience 

- Paper publication fees 

 

 

   Four main findings (aspects) relating to this Table will be discussed here. 

   

   Firstly, the interviewees’ judgement of papers started from various lenses, such as 

authority of research/journals (I1, I3, I5, & I10), experiences of reading (I2, I6), types of 

papers (I4), teaching (I7) and personal feelings (I8, I9). They (except I4) tended to 
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implicitly express their criteria, for example, I1 began with what he called ‘a 

superstitious belief’ – his preference of international journals because of their 

authoritativeness and the editors’ and reviewers’ excellent gate-keeping of quality.   

 

Extract 1 – I1 

I1: Uh, for this I maybe have a bit of superstitious colour. First of all -  

Researcher: how to understand that? 

I1: First, for example, I quite like to read TESOL Quarterly, Studying Second Language     

Acquisition, Modern Language Journal, and Language Learning. These articles, I 

would think that they are comparatively authoritative in this field. And these, their 

editors and reviewers have already done well on gate keeping. I believe these articles 

should not have a problem. If there was a problem, it must be the problem of my ability 

of understanding. Perhaps I still choose to read articles in which I feel interested and 

which are relevant to my research area. (The researcher’s underlines, 2013) 

 

All the journals named by I1 are international (western) but none is based in China. It 

seems that the two criteria I1 followed were ‘the reputation of the journals’ and ‘the 

journals’ checklists of quality’, whatever criteria the checklists would include.  

 

Working in I1’s university, I3 also started his explanation from the authority. He 

gave a long answer about the official standards at the institutional level. I3’s 

institutional standard referred to a catalogue of classification of journals. It listed the 

journals which the University recognised as legal and whose academic level was 

represented by a specific credit (see 2.3). The catalogue was created by the University’s 

Research Unit and approved by the government. I3 and his colleagues followed this 

official catalogue to find out how ‘good’ a published article was. However, I3 explained 

that he did not know how the catalogue was formulated, and by whom. 

 

I8/I9 said that they depended on their feelings to judge quality, rather than followed 

a list of ready criteria. Instead of giving a list, both described their impressions of some 
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Chinese journal papers: 

 

“I have feelings in mind…rely on some bases that were not objective…A reputable journal 

doesn’t always have good papers, e.g., Journal XX - some papers discussed in a rambling style, 

not rigorous; some papers had an ample discussion, not bad. I don't have very objective bases to 

analyse whether or not a paper is scientific, [but] depending on my feelings - whether the paper’s 

discussion is ample, whether the terminologies are standard. I feel these issues. That’s it.” (I9) 

 

“I now have little experience, so it’s still up to my feelings [to judge]…different situations 

different. I found some papers useless - the author kept talking about something common or 

shallow. Once you start reading it, you’ll find it splendour; but you don't know what the author 

wants to teach you, what messages he wants to tell you. I personally prefer, whether it has real 

data. I’m inclined to read something specific - I think that is better. Or, it has real procedures 

rather than saying something like over-generic recap or slogan-ised style. Chinese authors would 

say something like dictum.” (I8) 

 

This shows that I8/I9 followed some ‘objective’ criteria but articulated them in an 

indirect way. For example, there were at least six indicative measures in I8’s quote: 

usefulness for actual work, novel topic/theme, clear research purpose/aim, genuine 

research data, concrete research content and genuine research steps. If decoding I8’s 

quote more deeply, specific measures may also include the depth of data analysis 

(‘shallow’) and language style/level (‘splendour’ & ‘slogan-ised’).   

 

   Secondly, each interviewee focused on different criteria and justified their focal 

criteria in various depths. For example, I5 believed that famous journals had better 

quality because of their better reputation. She stressed the importance of citing English 

references – whereas western authors had a more serious attitude towards research and 

more creative thinking than Chinese, Chinese authors “tended to imitate and did not 

produce many original works” (My translation of direct quotes throughout, 2012). 

Additionally, I5’s postgraduate tutors always encouraged her to read English materials 
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rather than domestic. Taking a historical perspective to compare linguistics and applied 

linguistics research, I7 detailed the gap between theory and practice, criticised China’s 

research for being useless for his teaching, and introduced his current research projects 

and shared his concerns as a dean. Unlike everyone else, I4 distinguished empirical 

research from theoretical research, provided specific criteria (especially for 

methodological quality) and compared the international norms with the Chinese 

academic tradition in writing research.  

 

Thirdly, the indicative criteria seemed diversified, and no two lists appeared 

identical, making it uneasy to generate a unanimous list of measures. However, there 

were many familiar measures that could be seen in existing literature (e.g., ‘rigor’ & 

‘originality’). Despite the divergence, there were some popular norms, such as 

‘reputation of journals’, ‘original ideas’ and ‘usefulness’ (including ‘helpfulness’, 

‘actual significance’ & ‘practicality’). Note that there were more similar criteria when 

the interviewees discussed the link between quality and the paper-descriptors (see later 

sections). 

 

   ‘Usefulness’ was emphasised by five interviewees, whose job-titles covered all the 

four rankings. Those who saw ‘useful for teaching and students’ as a primary condition 

found many Chinese papers were “too theoretical”, “linguistics oriented”, “flowery”, 

“vague” and “like a castle in the air – distant from the reality life” (My translation of 

direct quotes, 2012). For example, I7 (professor) disagreed that every UT should 

conduct linguistics or ‘abstruse theoretical research’, because their job was to teach 

students to learn English well – a job seldom involving theoretical content. Therefore, 

I7 did not think it helpful to the students if their UTs investigated topics in the vanguard 

of the field. ‘Usefulness’ was favoured also because of the UTs’ engagement in research. 

When she read papers, I6 would care more about which information was useful for her 

own research, such as citations and references. All of this is consistent with two of the 

purposes of reading journals – ‘Teaching needs’ and ‘Research needs’ (Appendix16). 
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   However, ‘usefulness’ was a controversial measure. I9 who excluded ‘usefulness’ 

did not think that research was done only for teaching, as it was also for the 

development of theories and theorisation of practice. But this opinion was challenged – 

“So what?” (I2) “What meaningfulness has been left if research offered little guidance 

for teaching and the students?” (I8) Many interviewees revealed that the Chinese journal 

papers were useful only when they needed to cite some handy references in their own 

writing. Thus, revisiting the reading purposes (‘Reading for research’ & ‘Reading for 

writing papers’), two types of usefulness emerged – practical usefulness and theoretical 

usefulness (papers being useful for authors who wanted to cite them and write 

something similar).  

 

   Therefore, ‘usefulness’ also linked to the interviewees’ opinions on the distinction 

between ‘theoretical papers’ and ‘empirical papers’. Indeed, as aforesaid, I4 explicitly 

used different criteria for these two types (see Table10). Moreover, a contradiction 

surfaced – the interviewees criticised Chinese journals’ ‘low quality’ for being too 

theoretical, valueless and useless for teaching; whereas they often had to imitate the 

Chinese journals in order to get their own papers published, even though they knew not 

all the models (published papers) were in high quality. In this sense, this contradiction 

became a vicious circle – reproducing the ‘low’ quality papers.  

 

   Linking to the editor-interview(s), more contentious criteria were found 

(‘contentious’ means that a criterion was not a consensus but rather caused different 

opinions among participants). E1’s journal was identified by the survey-respondents. E1 

valued submissions of ‘innovative topics’. However, the interviewees expressed a split 

opinion about E1’s journal. I5/I9 praised the journal’s high level of theorisation. 

Conversely, I7 critiqued that E1’s journal was disliked because of its ‘elite and 

highbrow topics’ and obscured language, which interested only the minority and awed 

many ordinary teachers (who found the journal far too theoretical and hard to 

understand). Thus, it seems that the interviewees and the Editor held different opinions 

of ‘interesting topics’.  
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   Therefore, E1 and the interviewees seemed to criticise each other. E1 explained that 

his journal tended to publish articles of high level of theorisation partly because he had 

received very few high-quality submissions that particularly investigated teaching 

practice. E1’s explanation, on the one hand, accorded with some interviewees’ 

observation – many Chinese journal-papers had the tendency to lack theoretical basis, 

be self-reflective and self-approval, and be reports of only personal teaching experience. 

On the other hand, E1’s point totally conflicted with what I7 said about the gap between 

‘pure research’ and ‘teaching practice’. I2/I8 pointed out the same gap:  

 

“So, speaking about the quality of papers, regarding some papers, not to mention the pure 

research - such as something about ‘Can we say 劳了动?’ - What contribution does this 

make to teaching? It's done, as long as you know how people speak. Why do we still go to 

investigate ‘why this sentence is said this way?’ ‘Why this sentence can't be said that way?’ – 

This has no significance for teaching.” (I2) 

 

I2’s extensive comments on a certain type of research in applied linguistics will be 

discussed in detail in Section 5.2.3. 

 

   Fourthly, taking a holistic view, the interviewees explained their perceived criteria 

for high-quality papers on the one hand; and more apparently, they complained about 

the low-quality of Chinese journal papers. For instance,  

 

“Considering quality, I discover, I think, I’m saying this unceremoniously - majority of the 

papers [in China] has no value.” (I2)  

 

“…there are hundreds of thousands of journals accredited by the country, but in those 

journals, very few are truly good quality papers. E.g., I was published in a journal, but I 

discovered that its authors actually didn’t comply with strict format of academic articles - 

they used no quotes, even incorrect…perhaps quality of China’s journals is quite low.” (I10) 
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I5 critiqued that some Chinese research seemed innovative but actually was an imitation 

of existing research or an adaptation from a foreign context to Chinese. Similarly, I7 

stated that China’s linguistics research lacked its own original ideas, because it actually 

was an introduction to foreign research findings. A noticeable feature of their criticism 

is the explicit and constant comparison between China and the west.  

 

Paper descriptor criteria 

 

   Not every interviewee provided a long list of criteria and full explanations, and so 

they were also asked to talk about their opinions on the paper-descriptors (Appendix5). 

Appendix17 presents the data about who discussed which descriptor and what specific 

thematic codes were assigned. The appendix also provides some examples of the 

interviewees’ opinions. Note that their responses about the descriptors were interwoven 

with those of the actual criteria (Table10), and that there are two additional descriptors 

in Appendix17.   

 

   The responses were abundant and diverse, making it difficult to identify obvious 

patterns. Not all the descriptors were considered as influential to quality, such as paper 

structure (No.1) and quality of writing (No.18). According to Appedix17, five 

descriptors received responses from more than five interviewees: literature review 

(No.5), ethical issues (No.12), ‘about the author’ (No.13), journal information (No.15) 

and paper information (No.16). 

 

   Firstly, considering ‘literature review’, I5/I8/I9 (but not I1/I10) believed that the 

quantity of references influenced quality. In I5’s eyes, a paper quoting more English 

references than Chinese had better quality because of a “more serious attitude”, as 

aforesaid. By contrast, I1 cared more about the timeliness of references and I2 

emphasised the format and style of citation in writing undergraduate thesis. 
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   I6 once read a review-paper about teacher education which she saw as a very good 

study because of its strong critical thinking, deep interpretation of existing research, 

informative content, high level of induction, and a high rate of being cited. Additionally, 

recalling her acquaintance with the author of this review-paper’s at a conference, I6 

admired the author and described the author’s identity, age, salary, PhD study, research 

interest and professional title. I6 spent a long time discussing the development of 

critical thinking in China. This shows the two layers of I6’s explanations: the five direct 

reasons why she thought the review paper was good; and the additional issues.   

 

Indeed, many descriptors were given the second and third layer of explanations (5.1), 

for example, author background (No.13) involved with ‘academic hegemony’; and 

journal information (No.15) associated with a sharp comparison between China-based 

and western journals.  

 

   Secondly, ‘funding’ (No.16) as a criterion received mixed responses. I1 did not think 

that there was a close relationship between funding and quality. I4 had not paid any 

attention to such a problem before. However, I4 did not believe that published articles 

drawing on a funded project must have represented a higher quality, because many 

authors provided the journals with the funding sources in order to show the research 

outcome to the funding body, and later to reclaim the funding more easily. I5 said, “I 

paid little attention to the funding source, it’s not my criterion”. She presumed that a 

project would not be bad if it was funded, as its author must have competed with others 

to win the grant. Also, funding-resource did not decide what papers I5 chose to read. 

Similarly, in I9’s opinion, funding was not necessarily a guarantee for better quality. Yet 

she revealed that Chinese journals did judge whether a paper was funded, and if it was, 

what level the funding was (e.g., institutional, province & national). Indeed, E1 agreed 

that funded papers normally had better quality.  

 

Thirdly, uniting Appendix17 with Table10 (p.183), it is found that ‘ethical issues’ 

(No.12) were not initiated by any interviewee (This was one reason I particularly raise 
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questions about it at the interviews). Still this criterion was unanimously recognised as 

essential and was seen from various angles: 8 interviewees discussed their opinions.  

 

   I1/I10 asked what I meant by ‘ethical issues’. I4/I9 revealed that ethics was not 

considered or reported in Chinese journal papers. Unlike other interviewees who saw 

ethics as plagiarism, I3 preferred not to talk about plagiarism. Instead he described 

novice scholars’ academic hardship – “a need to move upward and an unavoidability of 

modelling others’ research”. He called this ‘a process of imitation’ rather than 

‘plagiaristic behaviour’: 

 

“There's a process. Why? Actually, there is really no way out in China. As a teacher, you have to 

do research at the same time. If you don't do research, you're not a good teacher….  

Speaking of the relationship between teachers and research, I need to learn from others at the 

beginning. What can I do? Surely I don’t know how to write [at the beginning], so I need to read 

others’ works. From this point of view, my paper is perhaps in the shadow of many other authors.” 

(I3)   

 

Facing this dilemma, I3 explained that the hardship made it acceptable for many 

scholars to relax their academic principles. He then argued that it was unnecessarily 

one-sided to tag the scholars, especially new UTs, as “unethical researchers”.   

    

   I2 also offered detailed explanation of ethics. He compared his colleagues’ research 

with mine, and praised that my project was ethically robust and I could gather ‘real data’ 

if I assured anonymity of the participants’ input. So, in I2’s opinion, ‘confidentiality’ 

and ‘data quality’ were entwined. 

 

Perceived high-quality papers 

 

   Consistent with the content of Part4 in the survey (Appendix1), seven interviewees 

were explicitly asked to describe a ‘high quality paper’ in their eyes. Again, their criteria 
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appeared diverse. At least three interviewees nominated ‘a significant/creative topic’ 

and ‘rich/convincing evidence’. For some reasons, some interviewees (I2, I3, I7 & I10) 

seemed to describe their criteria in a more specific way than when they answered the 

question ‘How would you judge the quality of a paper?’ (Appendix6).  

 

   The interviewees made effort to recall a paper which gave them a good impression, 

and used some concrete measures to explain why they thought it was good.  

 

“First, the paper’s topic must be significant. As I said earlier, some people write a paper 

for the paper’s sake…their implication has no value. What for is the research?...Second, 

evidence should hold water, & be reliable. Logic needs to be rigorous …” (I2) 

  

“I don’t seem to have many feelings. Generally, it firstly needs to be understood by me, 

because some papers are well written but are not in my research areas…So, difficult to 

understand. If it’s in my area, if understood [by me], the most basic thing is its structure 

should be clear, complying with the standards for common academic papers…” (I5) 

 

“If I read a paper; actually there is a choice when one does everything. Choice is a very 

latent thing. If the paper suddenly gives you resonance, you feel it is very good at that 

moment. Right now it’s difficult for me to say which particular paper is good…” (I7) 

 

   To I2, a good paper must have a significant topic, reliable data, logical reasoning 

and valuable implication. Linking to Table10 and I2’s earlier comment (see p.189), the 

‘valuable implication’ referred to one for teaching and student learning, rather than 

purely for theory which made little sense to many UTs and learners. Therefore, I2 

criticised some authors who had ‘unscholarly’ motives for writing papers, and argued 

that the authors should ask themselves about their research purposes.  

    

   In line with I2’s ‘valuable implication’, I7 cared about ‘relevance of the research’ to 

his teaching and administrative work, not to his own paper-writing. Oddly, I2’s above 
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criticism might probably be applied to I5’s situation, as I5 cared less about the issues 

that concerned I2. Rather, I5 addressed ‘relevance to one’s own research’ and 

conventional rules of academic writing. This was consistent with her purpose of reading 

journals and writing papers (see Appendix16).  

 

The interviewees emphasised different criteria perhaps because of a causal link to 

the preceding question, of their evolving understanding of quality during the interview, 

of their memory of their nominated paper in the survey, or of their recent experience of 

reading or engaging in research. 

 

Mapping research activities 

 

Other than reading and writing papers, the interviewees engaged in many activities 

(see Table11 below).  

 

Not all the activities accounted for academic research (e.g., No.22), and they could 

be teaching- or administrative- oriented. Some were common accountabilities (e.g., 

No.1/3/18) and some were unique (e.g., No.5). Each interviewee took up more than one 

responsibility and they focused on explaining their unique activities. Only the activities 

that I consider most pertinent to the core research questions will be discussed in detail 

here. According to the transcripts, three activities (No.2/3/4) were discussed in more 

detail. Therefore, I will focus on these three, especially ‘engagement in research 

projects’ which was discussed by eight interviewees.  
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Table 11 - Activities relevant to research  
Other activities/responsibilities Interviewee Nature of activities 

1- Teaching: 

Undergraduate or Postgraduate  

All Teaching 

2- Research project: 

Conduct or participate  

I1, I2, I4, I5, I6, I7, I9 Research 

3- Seminar: 

Attend or deliver 

All Research, Teaching 

4- Conference: 

Attend or present 

All except I8, I10 Research 

5- Organise reading group I1 Research  

6- Class observation I4 Research, Teaching 

7- Exam invigilation All except I1, I4 Teaching 

8- Design, Mark exam-papers I4, I5, I6, I7, I8, I9, I10 Teaching 

9- Design course/curriculum, 

Course leader 

I6, I7 Teaching 

10- Group lesson planning I5, I8, I10 Teaching 

11- Compile course-books; 

Write book chapters 

I7, I8, I10 

I6 

Teaching, Research 

12- Exchange event (culture) I3, I5, I6  Administrative, Teaching 

13- Undergraduate thesis supervision I1, I2, I3, I6, I9, I10 Teaching 

14- Postgraduate supervision:  

Master 

PhD 

 

I1, I4, I6, I7, I9 

I1, I4 

Teaching, Research 

15- Student tutorials  

(Student activity, competition, event)  

I6, I8, I9, I10 Administration, Teaching 

16- Management responsibility I3, I6, I7 Administration 

17- Make institutional policy I3, I6, I7 Administration 

18- Meetings (professional/administrative) All Administration 

19- In service teacher training I5, I8 Teaching, Research  

20- Preparation for PhD study I5 Research 

21- Establish network/online teaching platform  I7, I8 Teaching 

22- Rural-area visit (charity) I10 Teaching, Administration 

23- Student-recruitment  I10 Administration 

24- Editorial work for webpages I10 Administration 

25- University evaluation I4, I10 Administration 

 

 

   For judging the quality of research projects, the interviewees emphasised different 

criteria. I1 (lecturer) explained why he joined in a national project led by his colleague.  

 

“Uh, for example, I’m doing a project with Professor Y. We’re in a teaching team. That is a 
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team of XX English Teaching. It is national level. In a team, a leader is needed. Professor Y 

is an influential figure in the country. Joining in this team gives benefits to everybody, say, 

doing research. It’s XX English, so it includes linguistic listening, speaking, reading and 

writing. Moreover, it’s a national project. Nowadays things like this are being talked a lot, 

such as levels, leaders, who are in the ‘backbone team’, what things they can produce, and 

how many years the project lasts. Actually it’s rather substantial.” (I1) 

 

Joining in a research project brought I1 many benefits: collaboration with well-known 

scholars and available funding for conducting his own research under the project’s name. 

The level and size of the project were trendy and this convinced I1 of the value of 

taking part in it. As to judging the quality of a project, I1 and I continued:   

 

Extract 2 – I1 

The researcher: …When you take part in this project, how do you judge whether the 

project’s quality is good or not? 

I1: First of all, as like reading an article, whether you’re interested in the project. A project 

needs a host. And then you feel you could get along well with the host. And then you’re 

interested in the project, [and] you are able to do something in the project. One should be 

happy to do this. That is because it doesn’t require you to complete it at one go - it could 

be two years, mid-term, four years and a completion, as such.  

The researcher: You said ‘able to do something in the project’. Can you be more detailed？ 

I1: For example, you can make stage achievements, say, have something published. It’s not, 

because it is a team, it doesn’t demand that you produce big things all at once, instead 

you can have something published in each of the small areas - having papers published. 

Having papers published can make you stay in the project. The project can provide you 

with funding. Having things published shows that your productions have sponsorship 

from this project. 

 

I1’s judgment started from whether he was interested in the topic of a project. Instead of 

giving a list of criteria, he addressed a project’s relevance to his personal research 
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interests, the importance of having a renowned host, a harmonious collaboration with 

the host and personal contribution. 

 

   I1’s measure (‘project relevance to personal interests’) was the same as I4’s first 

point. But I4 (professor) provided more information than just personal preference. For 

example, regarding her on-going project funded and managed by the government, I4 

discussed the nature of the project – an unprecedented topic (Quote1 below) and the 

methodological strength (Quote2/3), and emphasised the updated-ness of the data. 

 

“I think this project is brand-new, unprecedented.” (I4-Quote1) 

“None of the influential experiences in the field of XX has ever collected the type of data that 

our project is gathering now.” (I4-Quote2) 

“I think this is very important data…very significant…people’s research on XX was done in 

the old days, they haven’t got the awareness of such type of data…” (I4-Quote3) 

 

And then I4 described an intriguing and useful research project this way: 

 

“I feel the main point is, doing a project, what’s your research purpose? What problem do 

you intend to solve? If you can genuinely solve it, after solving it, it could truly make some 

contribution to either theory or reality. I think that is good. It’s not easy when you do it. It’s 

always difficult.” (I4) 

 

Accordingly, she emphasised ‘clear research purpose’, ‘capacity of solving problems’ 

and ‘contribution to theory or reality’.  

 

   I7, who was a professor and did many large-scale national projects, also emphasised 

‘solving problems’.  

 

“In my mind, a good project is that it very much has macro awareness - it solves a major and 

important problem; that is, a problem that is widespread and needs to be resolved urgently. It 
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is a matter of choosing topics. The guideline of topic selection has discussed this much. For 

example, to solve the problem of student internationalisation, the problem of 

internationalisation of teaching - if this is a topic, I think it’s good, because…” (I7) 

 

According to this, ‘significance of research topic’ was crucial to I7. He continued to 

introduce some projects that he had previously undertaken and explicate why he chose 

certain topics: 

 

“Many projects that I’ve done corresponded to the whole university’s teaching reform. 

Teaching reform, it’s about several thousand people’s benefits, & relates to several thousand 

people’s benefit issue, so I must choose this topic. If I did it successfully in my institution, 

there would be an example, and other universities could follow what I’ve done. Then I think 

this topic is very significant.” (I7) 

 

In I7’s eyes, two important measures included the scale of people whom may be 

affected by the project and the benefits to a large number of students/teachers. That is, 

what mattered to I7 was the impact of research, in particular, the relevance to teaching 

and learning. However, he distinguished himself from his colleagues: 

 

“Research is that everybody is living in controversy. I don’t hope our teachers to follow my 

footstep - to do it the same way as mine, because they don’t possess the same conditions. If 

they did [follow my footstep], it may influence their professional title evaluation.” (I7) 

 

   I7 was right about the ‘conditions’. Earlier I1 revealed that the prerequisite for a 

scholar to be summoned to a project was whether s/he had the right qualifications – 

professional title, degree and credentials. Indeed, not every interviewee had a chance to 

host, conduct or take part in a project, and/or bid for research grants.  

 

   That is to say, the interviewees’ qualifications would affect their engagement in 

projects in several ways. For example, I8 (assistant-lecturer) was preoccupied with 
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teaching in her early career years such that she was not involved in any research project. 

I2 (lecturer) has taken part in some projects as a participant, but he did not feel his 

participation was useful, because it had little to do with his own publication, hence its 

irrelevance to his own professional title upgrade. The ranking of job title influenced not 

only the interviewees’ eligibility to join in projects but also to apply for grants. For 

example, I10 was not qualified to apply for an institutional funding for his research 

proposal because he was an assistant-lecturer (the lowest rank of job titles).   

 

Unlike the professors (who aimed to solve important educational problems), I5 and 

I9 were both newly promoted lecturers and had experience of individually conducting a 

small-scale project funded by their institutions. Their motivations appeared different:  

 

“First, for funding, honestly. I can get an extra amount of money - this is an economical concern. 

Second, for professional title, because I know I need to upgrade to associate professor. The most 

essential condition [for the upgrade] is that you have done a project at institutional level. So, why 

do I need the associate professor title? It’s still for having more money in the future.” (I5) 

 

For I5, an ultimate motive was the financial benefit. Therefore, it seems that there were 

different purposes and motives for conducting projects. The two professors (I4/I7) 

considered the significance of the large scale projects, through which they could 

develop a model (in theoretical or teaching-reform terms) for their peers and 

counterparts. The senior scholars showed confidence in the quality of their projects, 

whereas the two new lecturers (I5/I9) self-criticised: 

 

“Boring, [my] institutional project is boring. My institution’s purpose was just to encourage you 

to try out research. Anyhow, it’s the same as writing a paper. They give you a bit of funding, not 

much, only 3 thousand. But you’re not allowed to reclaim the fund, if you produced nothing, and 

only a small portion could be allotted at the beginning.” (I9) 
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In I9’s eyes, if the research purpose or aim was ‘inappropriate’, the quality of the project 

would not be high, despite a possibility that I9 laughed at her own project because she 

wished to be modest.   

 

Now moving onto the interviewees’ engagement in seminars and conferences 

(No.3/4), one common reason was to find out the most up-to-date findings in a certain 

research area (e.g., I5/6). But not every scholar was as a keen attendee as I6, who 

willingly self-sponsored her trips to various conferences in order to “genuinely learn 

from others” and “really not for the sightseeing”. I6 made a comparison between ‘good’ 

and ‘bad’ conferences – the good ones were high class and had good organization, 

famous experts and high-quality papers; whereas the bad ones were too general, 

accepted papers on irrelevant topics and lacked a link between theory and practice.  

 

For I1, the most noticeable indicator of the quality of a seminar was the span of time 

he stayed there. He recalled an intriguing presentation that he had attended:  

 

“…There is one [seminar] about writing…The presenter was talking about writing 

course…Look, all that I pay close attention to is connected to teaching. She talked about the 

relationship between writing and reading. I'm very interested in that. She introduced ways of 

reading in America…What left me a deep impression is the content of her talk. It was 

something I have never imagined before.” (I1) 

 

Accordingly, I1 considered the relationship between the topic and his own research area, 

and whether the seminars introduced something new and meaningful. Differently, 

judging whether the seminars he had attended were good and useful, I2 emphasised 

‘practicality’ from the perspective of ‘ordinary teachers’: “Useful, for sure; [but] see 

how it works, how it works”.    

 

   Many activities in Table11 were evaluated by the interviewees, for example, I5/I8 

described some in-service training programs and reviewed whether the programs were 
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useful for their own development in research. Not all the activities are discussed here 

due to a limited space. 

 

Inconsideration of quality 

 

Previous passages have demonstrated the interviewees’ actual criteria for judging 

quality of research (papers and activities). Looking back at the beginning of the 

interviews, one finding is worth noting at this juncture.  

 

   I4/I6 revealed from the outset that they generally would not consider or evaluate the 

quality of the readings. They continued to clarify: 

 

“…as I said about my research purpose – I mainly look at what research others have done. If I 

need to cite it, I would look at its quality. When you know the situation well, and sometimes you 

read quickly, and so would not judge its quality… [I] haven’t especially, intentionally [judged], 

unless I need to cite and analyse [the paper]. When I was just reading and retrieving information, I 

wouldn’t particularly think about how the paper’s quality was.” (I4)  

 

“I seldom judge the quality - seldom evaluate how good the quality is. Usually I wouldn't consider 

that way. What I consider more is how useful the information is for me…” (I6) 

 

This seemed consistent with their reading purposes (Appendix16). I4 read papers 

because “I want[ed] to find out the research updates in xxx field…Help myself to catch 

up...”. I6 aimed to discover her peers’ research progress.  

 

It then raises a question about whether this form of inconsideration of quality was 

common and whether it existed also in conducting and publishing research. According 

to other interviewees, the inconsideration existed prior to, during, after the process of 

conducting research, as well as in the publications. 
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   In respect of reporting empirical research, I4 revealed that it was not a tradition in 

China that empirical articles would report the information about the research methods, 

instruments, and the authors’ justification of the validity and reliability, and that “this 

absence of dissemination of methodology made it difficult to judge the quality of the 

articles”. Both I4/I6 have had their papers blind reviewed by Chinese journals, but 

neither had the knowledge of how the reviewers judged their papers. Thus, they doubted 

whether the blind-review did occur. 

 

   I2/I7 questioned the efficacy of published research articles. I2 repeated that many 

scholars wrote papers for the publication sake and for upgrading professional title. I7 

critiqued that the value of research was ignored in the academic community. 

 

“…because the quantity of the paper publication already can help one to upgrade one’s 

professional title… As long as one has that work published, one succeeds and achieves his 

goal. So, how much significance the paper has? Whether it has influence on our teaching and 

other aspects? The author himself might think it has great help, but actually he wouldn't care 

about it - he has no way to verify. What on earth value this paper has? How big is the value? 

There is no way to verify it.” (I2) 

 

“What on earth effect does one paper has? No one cares and manages it. Research, you 

research one thing; everybody fights for the projects - all fight for these things. But, at the 

end, whether or not the research has value, and whether it has been applied?...” (I7) 

 

I2/I7 revealed that no one cared and managed to find out whether a paper had been used 

and what value and effect it had. In other words, no one tracked the quality of the 

research and/or the impact of the research afterwards.  

 

   Similarly, I1 revealed that one of his colleagues managed to published 9 times 

within a year in order to upgrade professional title, but the quality of the 9 publications 

has never been questioned, and no one has ever turned to any ‘law’ and inspected the 
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‘magic’ of such high productivity. I1 phrased this phenomenon ‘unawareness of quality 

of research’ and ‘unawareness of developing awareness of the quality’. 

 

   In all, whether the interviewees evaluated the quality of research consciously or 

unconsciously, it was related to their various reading purposes which were influenced 

by many contextual factors. Indeed, their explanations of their specific criteria were 

embedded in broader settings, to which I will now turn.   

 

5.2.3. Broader/Contextual issues 

 

The previous section (5.2.2) demonstrates the interviewees’ preferred standards and 

their explanations. Intriguingly, their explanations for the criteria tended to be entwined 

in a considerable number of broader (contextual) themes. These (contextual) themes are 

summarised in Table12 below. 

 

The broader aspects shared similarities and portrayed differences from interviewee 

to interviewee. They covered a wide range of themes outside just those relating to the 

methodological quality. Although the contextual aspects did not surface as specific 

criteria, they further revealed the background to the interviewees’ nominations of the 

actual criteria, and delineated some unexpected or unconventional criteria for judging 

quality. Next, these contextual aspects will be discussed from two angles – the national 

(institutional) level and the individual level.  
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Table 12 – Interview Contextual Aspects 
Interviewee Aspects  Remarks (Excel coding) 

I1 1. Academic attitude - conflict between quantity and quality; how some pursued the quantity   

2. ‘Silence of majority’ - policy making, unheard teacher voice  

- Chinese ideology  

3. Academic freedom - freedom (in the field of languages) of choosing research topics, more freedom than other fields; how the funding was granted according to topic 

choice 

- internet censorship/news release in China   

I2 1. Reading research 

 

 

- corpus research/papers about corpus: contribution, defects, its influence on language learning/teaching; a corpus research project at his university - 

including the quality, the content, the foci, & the problems 

- corpus research & his teaching 

- writing papers from the researcher's point of view 

2. Critical thinking 

 

- his habit of critical thinking - way of reading papers, chats on QQ, conversation with his family about finding a parking lot,  

- his personality (tendency of suspecting, reverse thinking & being critical) 

3. Educational system  - the system of professional-title evaluation (requirements, policy in different universities, nature of Chinese universities, university's qualification for 

evaluating professors, fear for reforms, administrative power, conflicts among share-holders) 

I3 1. Pressure of balancing research & 

administrative responsibilities 

- scholars who chose to give up on doing research; their mentality 

- influence of his administrative responsibility on his research performance & teaching; vice versa 

- people’s/his family’s comments on his research performance  

- his view of the relationship between teaching and research 

2. Guanxi in publication - conversation with an editor (how editor decided whether a paper was accepted or not) 

3. University-teacher developmental stages - how teachers at different stages wrote different papers, & why 

I4 1. Doing research projects in China - her experience of doing a project in her institute: What requirements to meet, what she did/responded in the process? Who involved? How she 

felt? Etc. 

- why project-application in China put her off (application procedures,  requirements, duration, publication request, etc.) 

- experience of having her research performance evaluated 

- her experience of doing a current nation-wide project 
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2. Research management  - how research policy changed each year, & her bad-luck in research performance evaluation 

- [Era differences] work background & environment in the past; stress for teachers 

- good luck in her career; current policy 

I5 1. Inconsideration of the paper descriptors - differences between big master scholars & ordinary teachers 

- scholars' research papers (& why she thought they were better) 

2. Changes of workplace - differences between her former & current workplaces (differences of students, her own changes, research responsibility, professional title 

evaluation, salary, & classroom environment) 

I6 1. Reading research  - experience of reading an excellent literature review, & meeting the author 

- critical thinking   

2. Hegemony in China’s language journals - the same author was published repeatedly in different journals  

- examples of the 'Academic Hegemony' in China's academic community (dominance of the powerful)   

3. Teacher learning  - the importance of 'keep learning' as teachers; comparison between foreign teachers' reading habit & Chinese teachers'; some teachers' current 

state of mind in terms of change & innovation 

- [Ending part] why she needed and desired to read more; why she couldn't stay focused (job duties, teaching load, workload); what (dis) advantage 

she had as a person 

4. Teaching & research  - ‘Why do we lean on teaching?'  

- development of her university, nature of her discipline, features & characteristics of her faculty (school of foreign languages)  

- dominance of in journal publication, process of doing research, her own experience of getting published, a colleague's experience, teacher 

motivation, etc. 

5. Publication experience - experience of getting two papers published (1st paper - what it was, how she developed it & how important her tutor's support was. 2nd paper - 

why she could find the research topic, choice of journal for publication, conversation with a professor about her choice, what data she gathered, & 

why that research topic.) 

6. Research mentoring - her experience of doing research projects, personal professional development, her reflection on the growth, building research-team/research 

culture in her university, research mentor, her dilemma in career, & challenges in life.  

7. Teaching reform & Administrative role 

 

- things she needed to do as a course leader 

- her administrative job position; the work that she most enjoyed - teaching reform, the process of making the reformation 

- experience of becoming the first tutor (with title lecturer) to teach PhDs & lead a team of professors 
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I7 1. Linguistics & Applied linguistics research - papers/readings of linguistics in China (characteristics, problems, status quo, & his preference) 

- University-teachers being misled to become linguists 

2. Individualized research, research project 

 

- teaching reform project 

- research he & his colleagues have been doing 

- how he combined teaching/work and research 

- how he has been teaching English to adult learners 

- his view of a good research project (examples; the conditions) 

3. Dean’s perspective of research 

responsibility  

- the pain that majority of teachers suffered (the failure in professional title upgrade) 

- teacher appraisement criteria 

I8 1. Reading research 

 

- compared Chinese & English papers from a college language teacher's point of view 

- read the same paper twice at different times for different purposes 

2. Process of publishing papers - the process of upgrading her professional title (getting her papers published) 

- the process of having her two papers published (motivation) 

3. Using research  - institutional culture relating to teacher's academic development 

- reasons why there was a change of research policy in her institution 

- action after publication, impact of research  

I9 1. Reading research - journal papers in translation/interpretation (report of methods) 

- the authority symbol of journals 

- difficulty in judging research value, esp. value in social science research 

2. Chatting forum - Lack academic communication with colleagues 

I10 1. Unconventional ideas, innovative topics - a research project 

- a teacher training workshop 

2. Rural-area visit (charity)  - irrelevance to teaching/research 

3. Seeking research cooperation - his un-success in finding colleagues to co-conduct a research project; possible causes    

4. Bidding for grant - qualification 
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National/institutional level 

 

   In order to portray the broader aspects consistently, it is useful to first connect this 

Table back to Table11 (p.195). Table11 shows that some interviewees (I3/I6/I7) had 

management responsibilities and some did not. Those with a management role were not 

analysing the quality of their own management, but the relationship between 

management and research responsibilities. Intriguingly, Table12 indicates that ‘research 

policy and management’ and ‘staff placement and designation’ were two areas being 

severely criticised. 

 

I3 was a deputy dean in charge of a college’s teaching affairs (e.g., regular 

inspection on teaching quality and policy-making in pre/in-service training). From a 

teacher’s point of view, he explained different mentalities about delivering teaching and 

doing research well in chorus. Regarding the causes for his discontinuation of research, 

I3 examined his own attitude:  

  

“If I now look at it from another perspective, I haven't given enough importance to research - 

I haven't paid enough attention to it. I change an angle to explain: if I paid attention to 

research in the same way as I did to my students, I may have gone to do it [research].” (I3) 

 

In an implicit tone, I3 revealed the multiple ‘invisible stresses’ he has been suffering 

(I3-No.1, Table12). First, the University required him to gain a higher professional title 

to match up to his current administration position. His boss encouraged him to pay more 

attention to his job-title upgrade (from lecturer to associate professor). I3 believed that 

his students also preferred to be taught by a professor to a lecturer. ‘Constant reminders’ 

also came from his family who wanted him to produce research outcomes more quickly 

in order to get a higher professional title. Frequent comparisons between his colleagues 

(counterparts) and himself also made him feel the extra stress.  
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I3 repeated that his administrative workload unavoidably distracted him from doing 

research and prevented him making progress in research performance (i.e., the quantity 

of publication), hence impeding his job-title upgrading. Thus, his dilemma became 

whether to maintain his commitment to administrative role, leaving the publication 

target and job-title upgrade behind for the time being, or the other way around.  

 

Being the head of a college and a professor, I7 did not encounter I3’s dilemma 

(I7-No.3, Table12). From a leader’s point of view, I7 described his strategies and tactics 

of management in research, such as subscribing to as many journals as possible with 

limited budget to provide the staff with better research resources. While revealing what 

he was (un)able to do for staff’s research development, he criticised the University’s 

academic standards: 

 

Extract 3 – I7  

I7: The University should have had realistic standards, for Chinese people’s academic 

research, for these teachers, [&] what things they are expected to do…I just hope that the 

current standards can be altered; the standards for the teachers…  

The researcher: What’s the biggest problem of the current standards? 

I7: Imposing the same requirements on teaching-type teachers and research-type teachers. 

That’s the biggest problem.  

 

I7 stressed that this research policy was not made by him and so he had no power to 

change it; instead he could only comply and requested his staff to follow it. Accordingly, 

I7 ascribed the problem to the inappropriate staff placement and research appointment. 

More specifically, the problem of placement was that all UTs must do research even 

when they were disinterested, and then the uniformed research-load discouraged those 

whose strength was in teaching. This problem engendered the uniformed standards 

which failed to supply explicit and actual guidance for different types of UTs and their 

research. Therefore, the institutional standards failed to function fairly.   
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Differently, I6 had a positive opinion of the relationship between her administrative 

role and research responsibility (I6-No.7, Table12). I6 has taught postgraduate programs 

(English) for some years for all the colleges at her University. She found the teaching 

materials outdated (and not practical), and wanted to update them and renew the course 

design. But she could not do so until she was promoted to be the director of the program. 

She felt pleased that the promotion equipped her with administrative power to access to 

decision-making in institutional teaching policy. She revealed that she could not carry 

out the teaching reform without this administrative role. At the time when she was 

interviewed, she planned to conduct an investigation of this teaching reform. She 

believed that her administrative role actually aided her to develop a foundation and 

accumulate resources necessary for her subsequent research projects. All of this shows 

that I6’s management role and administrative duty manifested a positive outcome in 

terms of her individual teaching and institutional curriculum reform, rather than a 

reform of the research management at the institutional level.  

 

   Unlike the above three interviewees (I3/I7/I6), I4 did not have an administrative role 

and management duty. She recalled the changeable research policies and regulations in 

her institute’s history (I4-No.2, Table12): for example, the credits allotted to the legal 

journals were altered almost every year. I4 was published in top international journals 

but this outcome was credited with unfair and unscholarly marks in her institutional 

research assessment. Whereas her performance was labelled as “incomplete annual 

research load”, colleagues who were published in domestic journals have 

‘out-performed’ her. I4 called this assessment result ‘ridiculous’ and jokingly attributed 

the absurdity to her ‘bad-luck’ – the year when she was successfully published in 

international prestigious journals, the University did not recognise those journals, 

whereas when she was published in journals at home, the allotted marks dropped. The 

‘unpredictable’ research management frustrated I4, putting her and many of her 

colleagues into passive and vulnerable situations, especially those who were novice UTs 

or had low professional titles. I4 revealed a historical reason:  
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“Engaging in knowledge in China, what’s the quality of these things? It’s chaotic, if evaluate 

according to the leaders. You have no way to know what things are good or bad. They don't 

have evaluation standard either. He who is in charge of the management panel makes a 

change of the rules.” (I4)  

 

She continued to describe how research management and administrators negatively 

influenced the progress and the quality of her own research projects. This will be 

discussed in more depth in later paragraphs.  

 

   According to the above passages, ‘research policy and management’ (in different 

universities) was a critical area which caused many obstacles to the interviewees’ (with 

or without a management role) research engagement, performance and outcome. In this 

area, the job-title evaluation system and administration have been significant obstacles. 

Nevertheless, this area was not the only problematic corner of the academic community. 

Table12 indicates a second holistic aspect that the interviewees discussed heatedly – the 

research environment and culture. 

 

   The interviewees explicitly pointed out that there was not much communication 

among colleagues about academics topics (doing research) on a daily basis, and there 

was little research collaboration on a regular basis and at a deep level. It seems that the 

absence of such academic exchanges had nothing to do with the interviewees’ job titles.  

 

   I9 (lecturer) and her colleagues developed a QQ-group – an online chatting forum 

(I9-No.2, Table12) where they shared ideas of teaching, information about leisure, 

among others. But rarely did they share ideas about research there. Similarly, when 

asked why his colleagues preferred not to discuss research, I1 explained, “It would be 

boring, if colleagues still talk about research after teaching.” In I8’s college, there was 

inadequate collegial communication about conducting individual investigations, 

although I8 herself got some help from the institute when she was doing her MA 

program (e.g., her colleagues searched references for her writing of assignments). I8 
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argued that some UTs’ unwillingness to share resources for both teaching and research 

resulted in a situation where ideas and progress of research were not transparent enough. 

This kind of unwillingness perhaps might have resulted from a notion that I3 described 

– ‘research was a personal pursue and a private possession’.  

 

   I10 (assistant-lecturer) described the current situation in his college – all teachers 

were solitary authors (researchers), rarely working collaboratively to conduct research 

projects and bid for grants. He once tried to seek collegial teamwork to carry out his 

investigation, but did not succeed (I10-No.3, Table12). He explained why: 

 

“Back then I was thinking to investigate the ‘burnout’ problem and the influence of the 

holistic assessment. I was thinking to look for another teacher; but, if I found someone, either 

to co-write a paper or ask him/her to do the investigation together. Actually s/he has a lot of 

work to do, and it would be unfair to him/her too. So I thought if two persons wrote together, 

s/he might be willing to do it, as one person’s strength is little. I’m perhaps familiar with one 

area, but if my investigation crosses other disciplines or other knowledge and I need to 

supplement my knowledge, my energy and time won’t be enough. So, it’d be better if a few 

colleagues and I work together to do the research, and to co-write the same paper.” (I10) 

 

   I10’s case was not an exception in terms of research cooperation. I4 recruited 

postgraduate students to help her with the projects instead of co-investigating with her 

colleagues; because all of her colleagues had full teaching loads and could not offer to 

conduct fieldwork elsewhere. I6 (associate-professor) described individual scholars’ 

experience of conducting research as “a battle of individual soldier”. This seems the 

right description of I10’s experience. Ironically, I5 mentioned that UTs must have the 

guidance of a professor or expert to produce high quality research. I6 herself had a 

research mentor; however, not everyone was in this position. (The theme about research 

mentoring will be integrated into the following passages) 

 

   Furthermore, channels for facilitating and cultivating research communication and 
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collaboration were not commonly established or encouraged. In general, each university 

has a Labour Union but not a teacher-union. However, as I1 jokingly explained, “Let 

me tell you the differences between China’s Labour Union and that in the west. 

Whereas Chinese Labour Union is to contribute movie tickets, the western one is to 

organise worker strikes.” Additionally, I2 expressed his fear of hosting a blog to share 

his thoughts and criticisms of the educational system (e.g., the job-title evaluation), 

because he was worried that if he did so he might fall into a political trap. I2’s fear and 

worries seemed to echo what I1 called ‘academic freedom’.  

 

Individual level 

 

   This section now moves on to explore the research community at the individual 

level. A pattern emerged from my analysis across the interviews, that is, how the 

contextual factors had influenced the interviewees’ engagement in research (or 

understandings of quality) in four different processes – learning to do research, 

conducting research, reading research and using research. This pattern is demonstrated 

through some instances of four interviewees (I6/I4/I2/I8). The four interviewees, 

working at four universities, had different job-titles and experienced different 

professional and research stages.  

 

   I6 (associate professor) narrated a trajectory of her growth in research and her 

experience of learning to conduct research projects (I6-No.6, Table12). After she 

returned from the UK where she studied for a MA, I6 was invited to join in a research 

project led by an experienced researcher with a PhD (who later became I6’s research 

mentor). I6 observed this researcher’s investigations, learnt how to interview and write 

reports and received feedback from her mentor on writing papers for publication. 

Emphasising the benefit of this mentorship, I6 expressed her continuing desire for a 

research mentor and her aim to become a mentor herself in the future. She valued the 

research mentorship and suggested that there should be more scholars like her mentor 

and a team-culture should be cultivated in the future.  
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   Unfortunately for her, I6’s institution failed to establish a research-team that could 

help scholars with research-development (This relates back to the problem of research 

collaboration). I6 explained that the failure resulted from several possible factors – 

many scholars were busy deflecting actual research, because many project-researchers 

were also leaders who had too many administrative responsibilities at the same time. 

These leaders may have many ideas which they wanted to put into practice (e.g., 

encouraging UTs’ collaborating learning), but in action they did not succeed in putting 

their ideas forward. I6 concluded that many scholars, especially the head of the college, 

did not have an awareness of establishing research-teams and research mentorships, but 

rather they just wanted to focus on and complete their own research projects.  

 

   I4 (professor) has been doing many projects at various levels. Considering the 

relationship between her research themes and the quality of the projects, I4 again 

criticised the research management. She encountered what she called ‘ridiculous 

administrative interference’ (I4-No.1, Table12) throughout the research process, from 

the start of fund bidding to conducting fieldwork, from the evaluation on the project 

outcome to the fund reclaim. I4 was actually reluctant to apply for projects because the 

stringent administrative procedure which accompanied the application process 

prevented her from concentrating on the research itself. For example, she was requested 

to fill in countless forms before, during and after the project, and was given very limited 

duration of time for completing the actual project. Also, she used her own funds to carry 

out the fieldwork. Once the project was completed and needed to be assessed, I4 was 

expected to produce four paper-publications; otherwise she would not be allowed to 

reclaim the grant. She then negotiated this requirement (as she called ‘unfeasible’) with 

the head of Research Unit, in vain. Finally, she had to retrieve the papers from a 

previous project which she had self-funded.    

    

   However, the closure of a funded project was not the end of the administrative 

interference. Linking to the changeable research policy in I4’s university (see p.209), 
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administration interfered also the annual assessment of research performance, because 

the assessment was handled by the administrators in several divisions (e.g., Finance 

Unit). I4’s assessment result in the same year would be affected by how many credits 

were allotted to her four paper publications. Unfortunately, when the administrators 

calculated the credits, they adhered to the University’s policy (e.g., an official list of 

journals) and to the bureaucratic procedures of assessing research outcome (e.g., 

quantity). I4 criticised the administrators’ ignorance of the nature of research and the 

level of quality of journals, as well as their ‘ridiculous interference’ in researchers’ 

academic work. Both the research management and administrative bureaucracy impeded 

I4’s research progress and quality. A part of I4’s interview summary went: 

  

“…the quality cannot be improved or whatever, it’s not because people who conduct 

research don’t have the knowledge [about it] and don’t want to improve the quality. 

Sometimes I think it’s related to the management…” (I4) 

 

This indicates that the management of research restrained I4 and/or other academics 

from considering and developing quality. This point is consistent with what Shi and Rao 

(2010) called bureaucratic interference in doing academic research (see 2.2). 

 

   I2 (lecturer) was a teacher-trainer and has been teaching student-teachers the course 

‘Language Teaching Methodology’ for many years. I2 discussed his opinions of quality 

not of any particular paper or research in general, but a specified area – corpus research 

(I2-No.1, Table12; & Table10). From a reader and user’s perspective, I2 offered 

comprehensive comments upon many aspects of corpus research and papers (see 

Appendix18). These aspects covered three main facets – contribution to knowledge, 

methodology (method) and researcher integrity.  

 

   First of all, I2 affirmed the significance of corpus research and, in particular, its 

contribution to language learning and teaching. A corpus as a tool provided both the 

learners and teachers with a huge amount of real language texts. Analyses of these 
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resources were useful for understanding the subject knowledge (i.e., English) and for 

designing and developing materials for language teaching. Accordingly, I2 emphasised 

the significance at the practical level. Furthermore, he talked about impact in light of 

excessive usage of the findings of corpus research – UTs’ dependence on the research 

implications might terminate the significance of their teaching. Therefore, to I2, the 

impact of corpus research still fell in with teaching practice. 

 

   Secondly, I2 pointed out the strength and weakness in the methods that corpus 

research used to collect and analyse data. In terms of the quality of data, corpus research 

collected real data (high authenticity). But it seemed to have low credibility (internal 

validity) in the sense that the representativeness of the data was low, because the data 

detached from the actual contexts and failed to include a great deal of authentic data in 

humans’ life. Nonetheless, corpus research seemed to demonstrate a strong 

generalizability (external validity), as the users outside the corpus developers could 

access and adopt the data. Considering papers of corpus research, I2 concentrated on 

authors’ research motive and their methods of data analysis. He critiqued that their 

methods of reasoning (justification) were sometimes problematic and misleading. This 

perhaps linked to academic ethics: author’s adherence to the nature of the data and 

meaning-making of the data. 

 

   I2 continued to try to discover why he would judge corpus research the way he did. 

He suspected it was perhaps because of his critical thinking (I2-No.1/2, Table12) and his 

tendency to ask ‘why’ questions. If I2 looked at the connection between research and his 

teaching at a macro/generic level, it would be a micro/specific level that I8 described. 

 

   I8 (assistant lecturer) revealed that she did not involve herself in the quality issue 

after her research was completed. Nevertheless, I8 was the only interviewee who 

described how she had put other researchers’ research recommendations into practice 

(This is one unexpected finding). I8 used the paper she had nominated in the 

online-survey as an example to describe how she used this paper’s findings to improve 
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her teaching and student learning. The paper was about teaching Spoken English and 

supplied suggestions for correcting learners’ errors in oral English. I8 emphasised the 

paper’s practicality and explained why: 

 

“Because I’m also doing this. I’ve been teaching Spoken English for 3 years. In teaching Spoken 

English, some people sometimes don’t know how to handle it. Students also hoped that they knew 

something about it. But in Oral English lessons, it goes without saying that students should talk 

more. So, as to the question - what’s a better position for the teachers, when I read this paper, I 

thought that the teachers played a corrector-role for at least half of the time. So, since I’ve studied 

that paper, I adopted its approach and methods quite a lot in my own classroom.” (I8)  

 

   By contrast, I8 observed her colleagues’ ways and processes of doing research, and 

noticed that her colleagues rarely tried to put the implications of their own and others’ 

research into practice for their teaching and students. (Like I8’s colleagues, I5 would 

not put what papers suggested into practice either). 

  

“It’s true that when my colleagues finished conducting their research - done, nothing followed 

afterwards. Because, if it’s for English-language teaching, if you didn’t apply it to teaching 

afterwards, what was the significance then? Because, it’s not like other things, say, produce a 

product and then take it to the market to sell it.” (I8) 

 

This suggests two things – one is that ‘relevance to practice’ and ‘usefulness for 

teaching’ were I8’s two key criteria for judging quality; and second, I8 argued that their 

research could have been more valuable if they applied their research to their teaching 

and student learning. Also, I8 revealed that her colleagues did not share their 

research-experience with others after they completed it. I8 suggested that more attention 

be paid to the problem about how research findings can be connected to students and 

learning. Thus, it is the impact of research that I8 suggested for how we can improve 

quality of research in the future.  
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   Looking across the four interviewees, the key problem seems that there was a lack 

of real communications between academic colleagues, and between academic staff and 

administrators. This lack of scholarly communication existed at every stage of the 

scholars’ engagement in research. For I4/I6, it existed throughout the process of 

conducting research projects and learning to do research. For I2/I8, it existed when they 

read research papers and observed others’ research, as well as when they considered 

furthering the efficacy of research (i.e., the impact of research).   

 

   To conclude this section (5.2.3), the interviewees knew the criteria and articulated 

them in various ways and through many examples. They complained and criticised the 

quality of Chinese scholars’ research (and/or their own papers). The conditions and the 

environment prevented them from practising and employing the preferred nominated 

criteria in their actual research.  

 

5.2.4. Developing research quality 
 

Formation of perception 

    

   Table13 below lists a summary of the interviewees’ responses to what and who had 

influenced their opinions. There were three main patterns: one, the interviewees have 

never thought about this question before; two, they believed it was an evolving and slow 

accumulation of knowledge (experience); and three, they provided some specific 

factors.  
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Table 13 - Criteria formation 
Interviewee Aspects indicated  External factors 

I1 Reading accumulation  

Immersion in the academic circle 

Awareness of how to read papers 

Developing awareness  

Postgraduate course: training & drilling  

Little collegial discussion on academic  

I2 “I don't know how they were formed.” 

Way of thinking 

School education 

Consequence of growth 

Personality 

“I can't think of what things have directly 

influenced me.” 

 

I3 Developmental stages 

Teacher needs 

Changes of reading/research interests  

 

I4 PhD study 

Research experience 

Apprenticeship (mentor), teacher’s influence 

 

I5 Postgraduate study  

Professors’/experts’ guidance  

 

I6 Comparison between Chinese & UK scholars 

UK postgraduate experience, tutors’ influence  

Personal reading experience  

Research imitation  

 

I7 Experience of learning English 

Experience of teaching English   

Teacher training (British Council) 

Postgraduate study, tutors’ influence  

Practice/opportunity in HE   

Differences of era, little external pressure  

 

I8 Tutor’s recommendation 

Careful reading of recommended paper 

Application of reading to teaching 

Tutor’s compliment on (my) own papers  

 

I9 Reading experience  

Learning from others’ ideas   

Little discussion on academic with colleges 

I10 Reading for postgraduate dissertation 

Comparison between journal papers & MA theses 

Recommendations from others  

Advices from colleagues, classmates 

Committee of job-title evaluation 

Journals approved by the Committee 

 

 

   The interviewees were not sure about what things had shaped the construction of 

their criteria. For example, I2 candidly answered, “I don't know how they were 

formed…I can't think of what things have directly influenced me.” As the researcher, I 
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wonder whether it was too difficult for I2 to capture his memories in a short period of 

time, and whether my question was not clear enough (i.e., “How were your criteria 

formed?”). Therefore, I would identify the influential factors also from the interviewees’ 

responses to other interview questions.  

 

According to the Table, the three main influential factors were ‘reading experience’ 

‘postgraduate study experience’ and ‘influence of tutors’. Although not every 

interviewee addressed the influence of tutors, they actually mentioned it when they 

answered other questions, for example, I3 described a ‘perceived good paper’ which 

was recommended by his British tutor in a MA programme. 

 

   Having done much reading and been ‘immersed in the academic circle’, I1 has 

acquired an awareness of how to read a paper. Awareness as such, he suggested, could 

be learnt from training. I1 offered an example: when he was a postgraduate, he took a 

course delivered by an American tutor who followed a ‘doctrinal’ pedagogy to teach I1 

and his classmates to cite references in academic essays. In hindsight, I1 gave credit to 

this course for its usefulness, as it taught him long-lasting knowledge of referencing. 

This links to I1’s criterion – ‘the timeliness of reference’ mattered more than ‘the 

quantity of references’ (No.5 in Appendix17). Therefore, an awareness of quality helped 

I1 to develop his own criteria, and training (i.e., postgraduate programmes) was a way 

of developing such awareness. 

 

   Considering academic essays, I6 recalled how UK tutors supervised her MA 

assignments. She followed their instruction to tutor her own undergraduate students in 

thesis writing. ‘Tutor’s influence’ was also mentioned by I8. The paper, which I8 

nominated in the survey, was one that her MA tutor recommended her to read. I8 read 

this particular paper on two different occasions – one was for writing her MA thesis and 

the other for drafting a paper for publication. In the latter occasion, I8’s tutor 

encouraged her to get her MA thesis published, and so I8 started to reread this 

nominated paper. I8’s judgement of that paper was also shaped by her practicing the 
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paper’s implications – she tried out the paper’s suggestions of teaching in her own 

classes and ensured the ‘goodness’ of that paper (see 5.2.3).  

 

As to the external factors, “colleagues’ influence” was not significant in the 

interviewees’ opinion (I1/I10/I9), although only four interviewees were asked 

specifically about the ‘external influence’. On the surface, the lack of academic 

discussion or communication with colleagues seemed contradictory, because I10 

recalled that his senior colleagues gave him some recommendations when he looked for 

a journal to submit his paper. However, this influence in I10’s example was different 

from what I1/I9 meant – the scholarly communication on a daily bases and in the 

process of conducting the actual research.  

 

   There were many unique influential factors. For example, ‘ways of thinking’ (I2) – 

“I don’t know how they were formed. I like to see things from many different 

angles…maybe because of the way of my thinking…I like to ask WHY…”; teacher 

needs at different developmental stages (I3), and experience of teaching English (I7).   

 

   To summarise, both the contextual and personal factors have historically played an 

essential role in constructing the participants’ criteria. The power of the contextual 

factors was also reflected through the participants’ suggestions of how to improve the 

quality of future research. 

 

Improving quality  

 

   The interviewees provided many generic and specific suggestions for future 

improvement of quality (Appendix19). Their suggestions covered many ideas at the 

national, institutional and individual levels. Some interviewees articulated their ideas 

through concrete examples. (A few interviewees, e.g., I6, asked me to clarify ‘whose 

research to improve’. I asked them to focus on improving quality in general.)   
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   Many suggestions related to the contextual problems at the institutional and national 

levels rather than the individual and personal ones. To simplify the great amount of their 

suggestions, five trends are identified as follows: 

- To reform job-title evaluation; 

- To reform research policy & management: administrative interferences, research incentives 

& funding, etc.;   

- To provide and/or continue research training: self-training, developing awareness of quality 

issues, developing awareness of awareness; etc.;  

- To reform research culture & collaboration: support for UTs (including researcher needs 

analysis), leaders’ leadership, research mentoring; etc.; 

- To resolve the relationship between research and teaching: work load, types of UTs, etc.; 

 

These trends reinforced the contextual aspects (see 5.2.3) and reflected again the 

problematic areas in the academic community. For the purpose of explaining the trends 

in a specific manner, I choose four interviewees on the basis of interview date, job-title, 

and institution – I2, I4, I6 and I8 (I1 was based in I4’s institute and so was not selected 

here.). These four interviewees worked in the same province.  

 

Nationally, I2 believed that it was very difficult to improve research quality because 

of the problematic educational system, in particular, the professional title appraisal 

system which was controlled and manipulated by the administrative personnel force. 

Institutionally, I4 emphasised the problems of research management, the importance of 

research training and the regularisation and formalisation of blind-review in journal 

publication. Individually, I6 paid much attention to her own ‘problems’ and conditions 

of and needs for research development. I8 concerned research issues at the practical 

level, such as how to seek a research question via teaching practice and how to handle 

the conflict between data collection and teaching workload.  

 

The four interviewees’ recommendations related to at least three aspects: education 

and research system, policy and regulations of appraisal, and research training and work 
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load. And specifically, for example, teachers could take part in training programs (e.g., 

Master/PhD) to learn to do quality research, and if such training programs were not 

available, self-training could be an alternative.  

 

   As a whole, all the interviewees knew what could help them to conduct quality 

research (or to free from research responsibilities), but they struggled with the mismatch 

between the conventional criteria and the indigenous (unconventional) ones. This 

implies that the contextual/external issues influenced the quality improvement much 

more than the personal reasons (e.g., heavy administrative responsibility).   

 

   Linking to the interviewees’ reflections at the end of the interview, it was out of my 

expectation that they continued to supply many ideas of my research topic 

(Appendix20). Their supplementary ideas covered a wide range of themes, from 

teachers’ needs (I3) to the mismatch between research requirements and research 

resources (I1), from different types of research contribution (I6) to the impact of 

research (I8). Some themes were repeated, such as the problematic research 

management (I4), practical usefulness of research (I8) and the problematic research 

system (I9). I4’s summary seemed representative,  

 

“I think: quality perhaps is not purely a problem of quality, especially in our country. This is to 

say, the quality cannot be improved or whatever, it’s not because people who conduct research 

don’t have the knowledge [about it] and don’t want to improve the quality. Sometimes I think 

it’s related to the management, as I’ve discussed just now. You conduct a project, but [they 

have] made you become impetuous, [and they gave you] very little time. So it’s impossible for 

you to do the research meticulously. I think it’s related to these issues.” (I4) 

 

This indicates that the context needed to be improved more than the scholars’ 

knowledge of the actual criteria, if we wanted to improve the quality of our research. 

Indeed, looking again at Appendix19, except for three interviewees who emphasised 

their needs for doing more reading (I9 pursued a peaceful state of mind to concentrate in 
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research, & I3/I6 needed to balance academic development and administrative 

responsibility), no one emphasised the need for increasing their amount of knowledge of 

academic research. 

 

   To summarise, the interviewees’ reflections on and suggestions for developing the 

quality of future research are very valuable and will be revisited in Chapter 7 

(Implications). 

 

Interviewees’ comments on this project 

 

The interviewees were invited to recall their reaction (understanding) when they 

were informed of the interview topic for the first time. Their initial understandings of 

my topic were various (see Table14 on next page) and somewhat out of my expectation. 

For example, I1 thought that my research topic was an under-exploited area. He 

immediately recalled his PhD students’ projects and noticed the intriguing feature of my 

topic.  

 

“So, as soon as you told me your topic, umm …None of our research students is doing this.” 

“This [topic] you are doing is very intriguing, very good.” (I1)  

 

This was opposite to my anxiety about potential disapproval of my research theme. I2 

explained why he accepted my invitation and compared Chinese researchers’ attitudes 

towards scholarship with that of western researchers: 

 

“To tell you the truth, I wouldn't accept the invitation to interview, if you're based in China. 

You're from the UK - I care about this… Something I'd dare to say to you…” (I2) 

 

Also considering ‘researcher attitude’, I5 understood that my fieldwork was a research 

step necessary in an empirical project: 
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“Being able to focus and do an interview longer than an hour, and then transcribe it. I think it 

takes up a lot of time. I think that being able to continue, it's serious attitude.” (I5) 

 

Prior to the interview, I3 wanted to prepare for his answers and imagined what 

questions I would ask him. He said he could predict some questions when he received 

my invitation to the interview, as he had completed the online survey and understood 

the connection between the two steps.  

 
Table14 - Interviewees’ initial understanding 

Interviewee Excel code 

I1 - Chinese PhD students & their research topics;  
- Influence of environment;  
- Change of the researcher (me) 

I2 Reasons for accepting the interview invitation 

I3 - What things about teachers?  
- What would be the interview questions?  

I4 - “Not much reaction.” 
- Familiarity of the research topic  

I5 - A necessary procedure in an empirical study 
- Researcher’s attitude   

I6 - “What are you doing?” 
- Research purpose 
- Participant cooperation  

I7  

I8 - “Game over for me.” 
- Reading Chinese papers 

I9 - Content/questions of the interview 
- Journal papers 

I10 - “How am I going to understand your topic?” 
- Definition of quality  

 

 

   On occasion the interviewees, including the pilot interviewees, took the initiative in 

commenting on this current project and the researcher. Their comments could imply 

what things they considered to also have contributed to the high quality of a research. 

Intriguingly, many of their comments were somewhat out of my expectation. For 

example:  
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“What you’re doing is quite good.” (I4)  

“The research topic of the project is very significant, because it reminds us of what should be 

done when doing academic research.” “The questions [of the interview] are very fresh to me. No 

one has ever asked me such questions before.” (Pilot-interviewee #4) 

 

The first quote sounded like an ‘approval’ from a professor. The second quote may be 

evidence of the significance of my research topic and the originality of the question 

design.  

 

 Like Pilot-interviewee#4, I9 explained how the interview helped her to re-organise her 

knowledge of (doing) research: 

 

“It let me organise my thinking through answering your questions, because there are bits and 

pieces of thoughts in my mind - now they are clearer. If I didn't speak them out, maybe I would 

pay no attention to them and would forget them. It's not that I won't talk about it; anyway, I may 

forget them. Sometimes it wouldn't leave you a deep impression if you don't speak it out.” (I9)  

 

It seems that our conversation enabled I9 to rethink the topic. Therefore, my research 

showed some positive impact on I9’s research development. Impact of research as a 

criterion will be discussed in more detail in later sections. 

 

   At the end of the interview, it concerned I6 that her responses may not match up to 

my expectation. I explained that my role was her listener, not a judger. She then praised, 

“You’re a very professional interviewer now.” (Direct quote) Regarding ethics in doing 

research, I2 replied: 

 

“There is so much about academic ethics…I think the way you're doing research is in a very high 

standard. In the UK maybe research is done very seriously…” (I2) 
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“I care about the confidentiality that you guarantee…the way you do this is in a very high 

standard…something I would tell only you…just between you and me.”  

“If don't name the person, the workplace, then good. You can then gather authentic data.” (I2) 

 

For at least three times I2 required me to guarantee the confidentiality and anonymity of 

our interview. Similarly, when I3 recalled some ‘sensitive or secret’ instances about his 

friend’s publication experience, he requested that our interview record should not be 

shared with a third party.  

 

   To conclude this section (5.2), if taking each interviewee’s list of criteria as a whole, 

the 10 lists (Table10) would not be hugely different from each other. To answer the 

questions raised at the beginning (5.2.1), it is not apparent that different institutes have 

led the interviewees to name different criteria. Surprisingly, professional title was not an 

apparent cause either. Interviewees at all levels of job-title identified ‘significance for 

teaching’ (e.g., both professors and assistant-lecturers nominated ‘usefulness for 

teaching’). ‘Impact of research’ was emphasised by both lecturers and assistant-lecturers. 

It was not an obvious pattern that interviewees of the same job-title always identified 

the same criteria.  

 

 

5.3. Focus Group Discussion Data 
 

This section has six parts: demographic information, definitions, criteria/judging 

research (paper), broader (contextual) issues and groups’ summaries.  

 

5.3.1. Demographic information 
 

Six focus groups were conducted, with a total of 27 participants at eight different 

universities in three provinces (Appendix15). Table15 shows some demographic 
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background information for each group member. 

 
Table 15 - Focus groups  

Note: (1) FG = focus group; M = member; FG1-M1 = focus group 1, member 1. (2) *indicates the college in which a member works. 

 

 

This information will be addressed again later, as they could be indicators of why 

participants responded a certain way. Some questions may be worth of my considering. 

For example, members of FG1 worked in the same department, would their opinions be 

prone to be similar? Would it be a problem that FG2 had only one associate professor? 

Group Institution Member (Gender) Job Title Degree 

FG1 Guangzhou, Guangdong Province;   

University A: College 1  

 

1) FG1-M1 

2) FG1-M2 

3) FG1-M3 

4) FG1-M4 

All Lecturers  All master’s degree 

FG2 Guangzhou, Guangdong Province; 

University A:  

College 2 * 

College 3 ** 

 

1) FG2-M1* 

2) FG2-M2** 

3) FG2-M3** 

4) FG2-M4* 

1) Lecturer 

2) Lecturer 

3) Lecturer 

4) Associate 

Professor 

1) MA 

2) MA 

3) PhD candidate 

4) PhD 

FG3 Guangzhou, Guangdong Province; 

College H * 

College I ** 

University A: College 1, College 4 

1) FG3-M1*(M) 

2) FG3-M2 

3) FG3-M3 

4) FG3-M4** 

All Lecturers All master’s degree 

FG4 Chengdu, Sichuan Province; 

University J 

University K * 

University L ** 

1) FG4-M1* (M) 

2) FG4-M2 

3) FG4-M3  

4) FG4-M 4** 

5) FG4-M5 

All Lecturers 1) PhD 

2) -  5)  

Master’s degree 

FG5 Nanjing, Jiangsu Province; 

University E ,  

 

1) FG5-M1(M) 

2) FG5-M2(M) 

3) FG5-M3 

4) FG5-M4(M) 

5) FG5-M5 

1) Lecturer 

2) Lecturer 

3) Lecturer 

4) Associate 

Professor 

5) Lecturer 

All PhD except 

FG5-M4 

FG6 Guangzhou, Guangdong Province;  

University M,  

 

1) FG6-M1 

2) FG6-M2(M) 

3) FG6-M3(M) 

4) FG6-M4 

5) FG6-M5 

1) Lecturer 

2) Lecturer 

3) Lecturer 

4) Lecturer  

5) Associate 

Professor 

1) MA 

2) MA 

3) PhD candidate 

4) MA 

5) MA 
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In FG3 and FG4, there was only one male participant, would he dominate the discussion? 

FG5 had most PhD participants compared to other groups; did it make a huge difference? 

FG5 and FG6 were assembled by the participants – did this matter in terms of group 

formation, as I did not know who the group members were until I met them? 

 

5.3.2. Definitions of ‘research’/‘quality’ 
 

Defining ‘research’  

 

   A triangle emerged from the FGs’ notions of research: research in general, research 

as papers, and research as ‘make a living’ (see quotes below). According to their 

definitions (see Appendix21), many members saw research as a holistic process. 

 

“Research is a type of exploration, an exploration in unknown on the basis of what's known.” 

(FG3)  

“Research is: writing papers, scraping patchwork stuff.” (FG4) 

“Research is a means of making a living, is part of the job.” (FG6) 

 

   Despite anonymity, each group had one participant who provided multiple 

definitions, and this was revealed from the identical handwriting. For example, 

 

“Research is a way to discover rules and truth.” 

“Research is a way of verifying hypothesis.” 

“Research is a way of improving teaching.” 

“Research is an essential requirement for upgrading professional titles.” (FG6-M?) 

 

These definitions indicate that this member conceived research not as papers, and s/he 

did so from multiple perspectives. The first two quotes seemed to show the nature of 

research, and the latter two revealed a practical and social purpose of research.    
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   As a whole, the groups defined ‘research’ also from various perspectives, for 

instance, research methodology (e.g., FG1 – “Research is a systematic study of a subject 

supported by some experiments or the result of the analysis about some questions.”), 

psychology (e.g., FG3 – “Research is a very painful process. Not all people like it but 

all have to do it.”) and sociology (e.g., FG6 – “Research is achieved at the expense of 

youth and beauty.”). The methodological perspective was the most popular way across 

the groups.  

 

   Many notions related to two topics – teaching and job-title evaluation and upgrade, 

e.g., 

 

“Research is an inevitable road to professional-title upgrade.” (FG4-M?) 

“Research is an auxiliary means to improve teaching quality.” (FG4-M?) 

“Research is: when discovering the problems in teaching, attempt to find out the solutions 

through such ways as reading references, observation, discussion with others, etc.” (FG2-M?) 

 

   Comparing the groups, FG1’s definitions appeared similar to FG2 in terms of the 

content of research. One representative is as follows: 

 

“Research is a process which involves data collecting and data analysis in the hope of finding 

the solution to a problem.” (FG1-M? / Direct quote) 

 

   Instead of dominantly seeing research as ‘a process of solving problems’, there is a 

variety of views in FG 3/4/5/6. For example: 

     

“Research is people's one type of interest.” (FG3-M?) 

“Research is to spend the time, which should be for educating your children, on reading 

books.” (FG6-M?) 
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Defining ‘quality research’ 

 

Consistent with the diversity of the definitions of ‘research’, the definitions of ‘good 

quality research’ looked more diverse and complex (see Appendix22). Many leaned on 

the methodological quality, for instance: 

 

“data based” (FG2/Original text) 

“Validity and credibility are two important factors.” (FG5).  

“A good quality research is: novel argument, rigor justification, has ample evidence to 

support. If it's empirical research, the subject selection must be representative, and the 

sample must be big enough.” (FG1)  

 

None was defined from a philosophical angle. Some were defined from the cultural and 

contextual perspectives. One example (the longest definition) is as follows:  

 

“A good quality research is a cooperated team, in which people who do the work is minority. 

It's acceptable if what produces is mediocre. The key is that there are one or two nationally 

famous scholars (the best is they are Changjiang scholars, certainly better if National 

Academician) and one or two 'really-something' men who can roll in money, and then one or 

two bottles which wouldn't make you drunk after a thousand glasses, and then there are a few 

relatives in the government. Having all of these, a project worth of thousands of millions 

arrives in your hand. I don't know other places, but I know at least this is the case in China. 

Of course the prerequisite is that your power can surpass ‘inept people’ as Fang Zhouzi.” 

(FG4-M1)  

(Note: (1). FG4-M1 read out his card (Chinese version) and so I can identify the writer of this definition. (2). 

Changjiang = Yangtze River)  

 

   This definition is out of my expectation not because it described something 

unheard-of but it conveyed vivid and substantial messages. Some cultural background 

needs to be explained here: Changjiang scholars refer to those in the Changjiang 
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scholars program, which is a national long-term project to cultivate discipline leading 

talents; China’s national academician is a title for experts, whose works represent the 

highest level in science, and these experts usually refer to those in Academic Divisions 

of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CASAD, 2013). It really is a very difficult, 

complex and competitive process for a scholar to become a national academician, and 

once one is granted such title, it is permanent and it means an easy access to all kinds of 

resources, including what FG4-M1 called ‘money’. Fang Zhouzi is called 'the science 

cop' in China (see 2.4). Moreover, FG4-M1’s definition seemed to embody some 

indigenous/contextual criteria which are worth decoding. This will be done and 

discussed in later sections.  

 

Looking at all the definitions more closely, many specific criteria could be identified, 

and they varied inter-/intra- groups. Some criteria were nominated by more than three 

groups, such as ‘rigor’ (FG1/2/3) and ‘innovation’ (e.g., “novel topic” FG2; “have 

awareness of innovation” FG4). Apparently, ‘significance for teaching’ was a popular 

norm. For example: 

 

“A good quality research has guiding function for future teaching.” (FG3-M?) 

“A good quality research is: have awareness of innovation, have value, and can improve 

teaching quality.” (FG4-M?) 

 

In FG6, three out of the five members mentioned practicality:  

 

“A good quality research can really answer, solve a certain problem and advance practice or 

theory development.” (FG6-M?) 

“A good quality research is scientific, practical research.” (FG6-M?) 

 

‘Practicality’ again was linked to the quality of teaching practice: 

 

“A good quality research is one that can be used in practice, e.g., in teaching activities to 
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improve teaching quality” (FG6-M?) 

 

To summarise, while individually defining ‘research’ and ‘quality’ enabled the 

participants to stimulate their personal understandings, it seemed demanding though to 

ask them to provide full definitions and ideas within a short amount of time. The 

ensuing group discussion allowed the members to not only write their specific standards 

but also articulate their ideas openly and explicitly. As aforesaid, the definitions of both 

terms will be revisited whenever they relate to particular criteria and contextual 

instances.   

 

5.3.3. Criteria/Judging research (paper) 
 

   Prior to demonstrating the groups’ nominated specific criteria, it is necessary to first 

look at some groups’ debates about what to be judged.  

 

What to judge 

 

Three groups (FG1/2/5) debated which they wanted to judge – research in general or 

research papers (Note that the second pilot-FG debated the same question. I suggested 

that the group judge research papers.). The remaining groups did not explicitly 

distinguish the two, but appeared to see research as a holistic process.  

 

There were diverse opinions in FG1 (Appendix23, Excerpt1). FG1-M1 insisted on 

‘research as a holistic process’, because it was more meaningful to consider wider 

elements (e.g., research methods, sampling size & convincing reasoning) than 

considering a paper just in terms of its language and length. By contrast, FG1-M4 

preferred ‘research papers’, because it would be better and easier to make judgement. 

Meanwhile, FG1-M4 asked whether I referred to ‘research as experiment’ and which 

direction I wanted the group to go. Differently, M3 suggested that the group not pursue 
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the format of research, because the two concepts were consistent. M2 did not explicitly 

voice her opinion. In addition, FG1-M1 raised the point about ‘to whom a research was 

good’, and then questioned, “Is it necessary for us talk about the criteria? As long as I 

can solve all the problems in my teaching…”  

 

Similarly, FG2 had some split views. FG1-M1 suggested the group look at ‘research 

as a whole’ rather than the ‘end product’ (paper), but FG1-M4 argued that my topic was 

actually about research papers. Thus, the group was inclined to judge papers rather than 

process. In addition, FG1-M2 pointed out at the end that she also realised the group’s 

tendency to make judgement on the basis of the procedures of writing academic papers.  

 

There was a complex discussion in FG5 (see Appendix24). FG5-M1 believed that 

the criteria for judging research were general in nature and differed from those for 

assessing papers. FG5-M4 seemed to misunderstand FG5-M1’s point and continued to 

exemplify his own argument. FG5-M5 recognised that the group’s discussion started 

from ‘research’ and then gradually moved towards ‘papers’. An unexpected point is that 

FG5-M1 suggested that research could be intriguing regardless of the form of being 

disseminated, and gave a complimentary remark on the group discussion: 

 

“When we discuss, like what we are doing now, research becomes very intriguing. Because 

research isn’t necessarily published, as long as it has significance, not necessarily to be 

published. That’s also research, isn’t it? Also, if to publish, it’s not necessarily in that kind of 

form, not necessarily publishing in some sort of journals, [because] all of this restraints 

people’s research.” (FG5-M1) 

 

After a long discussion, the group concluded that the product (papers) and the process 

should be integrated and be considered when they were being evaluated. FG5-M3 

summarised, 

  

“And, in China, once we talk about research, why our research is ‘writing papers’? Because this is 
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China’s status quo, isn’t it? Once research is mentioned, it’s about writing papers. So, when we 

started to discuss just now, some of us were inclined to move towards this direction.” (FG5-M3)  

 

Interestingly, returning to the groups’ definitions of ‘research’ and ‘quality research’, 

it was not obvious that they saw research only as writing papers; even their individual 

criteria did not exhibit the apparent tendency addressed in FG5-M3’s quote. However, it 

seemed to be a tendency that the groups’ discussions started from ‘research in general’ 

and then gradually moved towards ‘research papers’.  

 

Specific criteria  

 

   The groups’ discussions on actual criteria enriched their definitions of ‘research’ and 

‘quality’. Many specific criteria were nominated and they ignited heated debates and 

arguments, especially about the contentious standards. These debates could expand and 

enrich the individual interviews.  

 

The visible outcome of their discussions was six ‘final’ sets of criteria in Table16 

(which was drawn on an Excel file, see Appendix25). Each set was actually provisional 

because not every criterion was agreed by every member in the same group. Each group 

arrived at a compromise after they argued for a long time about their unanimous criteria, 

the researcher’s five nominated criteria, and the removed ones (which were seen as 

repetitive/unnecessary/dispensable). Note that the 6 lists did not include all the specific 

criteria that the members identified because some of them were indicative or embedded 

in the contextual issues. Therefore, what mattered more may not be which actual criteria 

were included and the differences among the lists, but what the group members said 

about each criterion. 
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Table 16 – FG/List of criteria 
Group List of criteria 

FG1 * ‘Whether it is a problem that is necessary to be researched?’  

‘Are the research methods reasonably designed?’ 

‘Whether it does necessary, adequate literature review’  

‘Whether it conducts necessary questionnaire, data analysis, case analysis, etc.’  

‘Whether provide proposals or gateways to solve the problem’  

‘Whether the logic reasoning is adequate & convincing’  

‘Equivalence of findings’  

‘What data to collect (How, what, & how many)’ 

‘Careful consideration in academic ethics’  

‘Selection of subjects should be representative’  

‘Select suitable research methods, best to combine quantitative & qualitative, this can compromise 

each other’  

‘Must have theoretical framework, making research more reliable/convincing’  

‘Firstly should notice the long-lasting, puzzling problems in teaching’  

‘Literature review’s breadth & depth’  

‘Implication for future research or to research question’ 

FG2 ‘Systematic literature review (references)’,  

‘Careful consideration in academic or morality issues’  

‘Rigorous research design’  

‘It chooses an appropriate topic, whether it's advanced, whether it's novel, whether it's too big or too 

small’  

‘For data analysis, whether it conducts correlated analysis’ 

‘Whether there is a close connection between research questions’  

‘Format’  

‘Language: quality of English/Chinese’  

‘Academic writing’ 

FG3 ‘Suitable research method’  

‘Careful consideration in academic ethics’  

‘Contribution to creating new knowledge’  

‘Have some innovation’ 

‘Start from actual situation, combine theory and practice’  

‘Supplement and amendment for current research achievement’  

‘Interesting, can be understood by readers, but not solely present high-toned theories’ 

‘High reliability & high validity data’ 

FG4 Realistic Criteria –  

‘Background in the official field (having somebody in the authority reign)’,  

‘Money’,  

‘Can bring in private interests’,  

‘Qualification & fame in the academic field’  

Idealistic Criteria –   

‘Contribution to creating new knowledge’,  

‘Offer practical guide’, ‘scientific’,  

‘Have research value’,  
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‘Can accelerate discipline development’,  

‘Can upgrade teaching quality’,  

‘Careful consideration in academic ethics’,  

‘Suitable research methods’,  

‘Rigor’ 

FG5 ‘Strong logic in speculation’  

‘Careful consideration in academic ethics’  

‘There is referential value or guiding significance for theory and practice’  

‘Language level of writing/Explaining profound ideas in simple language’  

‘Scientific procedure of collecting data and analytical methods’  

‘Good research design/Credibility’ 

FG6 ‘Criteria for judging a good quality research are: ①theory foundation ②whether research methods 

are scientific ③whether the selection of materials is scientific ④whether the analysis is scientific’  

‘Careful consideration in academic ethics’  

‘Have rigorous research framework and language expression’  

‘Have practicality, can improve teaching or discipline development’  

‘Standard academic format, procedure’  

‘Have independent ideas, can unearth significance in deep level’  

(Note: * the 6 italic criteria were provided by the same person.) 

 

 

First of all, the criteria on each list were not placed in any particular order (e.g., 

order of importance), as some members in FG1/3/4 said, each criterion was equally 

important, hence no order was needed. However, FG2 laid their cards in the same 

sequence of writing a research paper. FG6-M3 suggested that ‘scientific research 

methods’ should go first because it determined the direction of a study and so it was 

more important. But, the group did not agree with his opinion, arguing that it was 

difficult to decide which measure was more essential. Thinking that ordering the cards 

was the researcher’s request, FG5-M2 asked the group to arrange the cards, but the 

group disagreed with him because they did not think an order was necessary.  

 

   All the lists seemed to correspond to ‘research as a holistic process’ (see 5.3.2), 

except that FG2 explicitly decided to look at the criteria for papers. On the surface, the 6 

lists looked similar to each other, covering the traditional procedure in conducting 

research, from “choose an appropriate research topic” to “have necessary, adequate 

literature review”, from “rigorous research design” to “best to combine quantitative & 
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qualitative”, from “the logic reasoning is adequate & convincing” to “implication for 

future research or to research question”, and so forth.  

    

   All lists referred to methodological criteria (e.g., ‘Selection of subjects should be 

representative’ FG1; ‘Scientific procedure of collecting data and analytical methods’ 

FG5). Each group agreed on ‘suitable research methods’ and ‘careful consideration on 

academic ethics’. The groups seemed to favour research that could ‘combine theory and 

practice’ (e.g., “There is referential value or guiding significance for theory and 

practice.” - FG5). They all highlighted significance (value), in particular, guidance for 

teaching (e.g., “Have practicality, can improve teaching or discipline development.” - 

FG6). All groups except FG1 included ‘Contribution to knowledge’ and they used 

‘innovation’ more often. 

 

Further analysis/comparison 

    

Starting from FG1, they seemed to provide more specific criteria than other groups. 

They focused on the direct relationship between the criteria and quality, rather than 

combining the criteria with many broader issues. This perhaps was the reason they 

supplied more explanations at the first layer (5.1), and this can be illustrated through 

their discussion on methodological quality.  

 

   Although research methodology (methods) was emphasised by every group, this 

dimension did not seem to be the one that was discussed in the greatest depth in every 

group. According to the frequency of the Nvivo Nodes, discussion on this dimension 

was interspersed with other criteria and/or some contextual aspects.  

 

   Comparing with other groups, FG1 offered more specific criteria for and a longer 

discussion on judging methodological quality. Five of the 15 items on their ‘final’ list 

related to research methods and techniques, although they scattered in several places 

(see Appendix26).  
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   Regarding ‘data quality’ in particular, FG1 began from the choice of methods (e.g., 

whether it was necessary to use questionnaire, case study analysis, interview or 

experiment), to the size of sampling, and to the objectivity and authenticity of the data. 

On ensuring data objectivity, FG1-M3 suggested that researchers consider what kind of 

data to collect, how to collect it, and what criteria to follow. But she suspected the 

truthfulness of questionnaire responses in general, and used her own MA project as an 

example. FG1-M1 argued that it was a matter of empirical study, and the choice of 

methods depended on the research question. When FG1-M4 critiqued the ‘emptiness’ of 

some Chinese research (e.g., uselessness for teaching), FG1-M1 continued to argue that 

a bigger sampling was not necessarily better because the sample size related to the type 

of research, for example, a longitudinal study used one or two participants. However, 

FG1-M4 questioned the representativeness of the sample and the generalisation of the 

findings in that kind of longitudinal study, and then linked FG1-M1’s point to another 

norm, ‘the selection of participants’.  

 

   Again FG1 returned to the connection between sample and the problem(s) 

researchers aimed to resolve. FG1-M3 argued that the crucial thing was not the size of 

sample. FG1-M1 argued that it was not the amount of data either. She pointed out the 

Chinese community’s over-emphasis on quantitative research and the phenomenon of 

manipulation of data – a form of malpractice which resulted in inauthenticity of data 

and which resulted from the researchers’ causal attitude towards scholarship. At last, 

FG1 excluded ‘using questionnaire’ from their final list because it was too small a 

technical factor and should belong to the matter of research method. 

    

   By contrast, FG4 referred to the phenomenon of plagiarism and inauthenticity of 

data, instead of exploring the methodological reasons in detail. Initially, FG4-M5 

nominated ‘suitable research methods’ because ‘actual investigation was an 

indispensable part of research’. FG4-M1 disagreed with FG4-M5, and questioned how 

much data was authentic in current Chinese journals. The group then moved on to a 
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discussion on ‘careful consideration in academic ethics’, including the phenomenon of 

how some Chinese authors casually approached the participants and manipulated their 

data (e.g., faking the participants’ responses). At the end, FG4 placed ‘suitable research 

methods’ in the ‘idealistic list’ (Table16). (The features of FG4’s discussion will be 

discussed further in later passages.) 

 

In FG2, FG2-M3 emphasised the importance of methodology and argued that doing 

a PhD was actually a process of grasping research methodologies. In agreement with 

FG2-M3, M4 argued that ‘rigorous methods’ and ‘having evidences for one’s ideas’ 

were two important factors, however, ‘usefulness’ should not be used as the sole 

criterion for judgment, otherwise our research motive would fall into the utilitarianism. 

 

   In FG5, M3 nominated ‘strong logical thinking’, as it tightly connected with 

research methods (e.g., steps of doing an experiment). This criterion, FG5-M2 argued, 

seemed to lean on the structure of a paper and its argument. FG5’s discussion on ‘ways 

of thinking’ also related to research methods and is explained in Section 5.3.4.  

 

   Differently, FG6 did not discuss ‘research methods’ and ‘research significance’ until 

when they decided whether their final cards should be put in order. They argued about 

the order of these two criteria, and agreed that a lot more work needed to be done on 

developing scientific methods in China. FG6-M3 suggested a scientific path be the 

future for linguistics research, and FG6-M5 emphasised the increasing importance of 

objective analysis of data statistics and what actual significance the statistical analysis 

could bring to practice.  

 

In addition, many group members saw my way of carrying out the project as a 

model for their future work, for instance, FG2 complimented on my transparent way of 

organising the FGD and my well-thought-out design of the FG activities. The groups’ 

further comments on the current project are presented in Section 5.3.5.  
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   Looking again at the features of FG4’s discussion, one unexpected and salient 

finding of the current project was FG4’s double lists of criteria (Table16). Their 

‘idealistic’ standards looked similar to the remaining groups’ lists, but their ‘realistic’ 

standards seemed to associate more with the contextual issues that they and other 

groups discussed (e.g., ‘money’/‘benefits’ FG6; ‘qualification/fame’ FG3).  

 

   Intriguingly, it is when FG4 discussed whether the ‘ideal’ criterion, ‘rigor’, should 

be counted in their final list that they brought forward the distinction between ‘reality’ 

and ‘ideal’ (see Appendix27). They believed there was such a duo of notions in mind 

and so decided to categorise their cards this way. They called the ‘realistic list’ the 'rules' 

that people followed in real life (This notion was consistent with their tentative 

defection of research – ‘research as making a living’); by contrast, the ‘idealistic list’ 

was coined 'standards in mind' – the characteristics they believed that good quality 

research should have but were not genuinely practised in actual research/the society. It 

was also because they found it difficult to agree on each criterion, as FG4-M1 

summarised, “A thousand readers, a thousand Hamlets”. Comparing with other groups, 

it was surprising that ‘rigor’ was not a unanimous norm in FG4. (Contentious criteria in 

other groups will be discussed in later passages.)  

 

   Extract4 below demonstrates how FG4 discussed a ‘realistic’ criterion and how one 

criterion was linked to other criteria or the broader factors. This Extract further 

evidences FG4’s tendency to focus on the second layer of elaboration. 

 

Extract 4 – FG4 

FG4-M1: I’m going to add this one, ‘High quality research can bring in private interest’. Nowadays 

what kind of research is most able to attain the nation’s money? …What thing can get you 

a research project most easily? Military, high-tech stuff, e.g., radar. What are we now 

applying for? ‘Translation and research’ ‘Teaching and research’… In our country’s eye, 

these things are dispensable. They think it’s fine if these things exist, as they can use them 

to decorate the door, but they don’t think them important. They would give you only a 
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maximum of several thousand yuan to play with…But if it was new radar - some sort of 

most advanced component of a fighter, our country would let you take hundreds of 

millions of money as you pleased. 

FG4-M5: Those are the science and engineering disciplines. 

FG4-M1: …For social science and humanities, it’s as such in China. It has no right to speak 

concerning evaluation, regardless of how good it [a research] is. It’s the experts who 

decide whether you’re good or not. 

FG4-M3: It’d be the same overseas. 

FG4-M1: But their experts seem more objective. Chinese experts hold the power of evaluation, but 

they are not reliable as always… 

FG4-M3: So Chinese experts aren’t experts. 

  [All laughing] 

FG4-M1: They [Chinese experts] are experts of the level of secondary schools of technology. So, 

putting everything together here, some standards are very, and, standards for social 

science and humanities are diverse in nature, no unitary standard. So, being able to 

produce benefits is the most direct display of China’s utilitarian as such.  

FG4-M3: Why do I feel that your [FG4-M1] attitude towards the society is a little [pessimistic] - 

FG4-M2: He's [FG4-M1] right. I agree [with him]. Because, as I wrote earlier, 'Good research 

shouldn't have formalism'. And, ‘No utilitarianism’. What’s utilitarianism? It means - 

FG4-M1: Those things actually, objective researchers certainly wanted none of those things 

[formalism/utilitarianism]. But, in China, it’s an ‘Interest Group’. Interests exist in every 

research in every place [in China]. All kinds of benefits have restrained research. For 

example, the paper agent, [it makes us] pay for article publication, doesn’t it? This is 

social science. As for science, our country valued direct benefit - whether it could be 

directly transferrable to economy benefits; if so, they were willing to invest. Whatever 

translation research, whatever basic research, needless to say ‘research on translation’, 

‘research on philosophy’… 

FG4-M3: --- 

FG4-M2: But, in general, foreign countries are actually also like that. The so-called benefits can 

accelerate the development of a certain aspect.  
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FG4-M1: No. China talks private interests, whereas in foreign countries, their interests… 

FG4-M3: [unclear part] --- Someone gives money, nobody gives money; it’s OK [for me] if 

nobody gives [me] money. 

FG4-M4: Who are you going to turn to for money? 

… 

 

   To understand this conversation, it is helpful to reconnect it to FG4-M1’s definition 

of high quality research (5.3.2, p.230). In FG4-M1’s eyes, research able to bring the 

researchers’ private benefits had ‘good’ quality, and this ‘money driven’ determinant 

exactly unveiled some researchers’ utilitarian ideology. FG4-M3 did not go along with 

the ‘money driven’ opinion, and indicated her disapproval of FG4-M1’s standpoint of 

judging the academic community. FG4-M2 agreed with M1 on the utilitarian motive on 

the one hand; but on the other hand, she agreed with M3 that ‘Interest Group’ in a broad 

sense was a universal phenomenon in the world. 

 

   This conversation manifests the extended aspects more than the technical 

methodological ones, for example, research funders (government/institutes), 

disciplinary differences, research assessors (experts), academic discourse rights, 

research motivation, and kinds of interests. Actually, many of these facets were also 

discussed as contextual issues in other groups. For example, the ‘private interests’ 

associated with FG6’s tri-facets (teaching, research & money). Therefore, FG4’s 

remaining ‘realistic criteria’ will be demonstrated in the following section (5.3.4). 

Additionally, this norm (‘High quality research can bring in private interest’) also 

related to ‘impact of research’ at the private and economic level, which will be explored 

in Section 5.4.4.  

 

Contested criteria 

 

Another unexpected finding was the groups’ debates about some contentious criteria 

(Table17). As some members described, their debates were ‘heated’ and ‘inspiring’. The 
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debates seemed to demonstrate their opinions in more depth and from more perspectives 

than those on the unanimous criteria. Some of these contested criteria were included in 

their final lists, and some were eliminated. (Both contested and contentious criteria refer 

to those standards which caused the group-members’ disagreements and debates. Also 

see p.188) 

 
Table 17 - Contested criteria 

Group Contested criteria 
FG1  ‘Contribution to knowledge’;  

Meanings of ‘Theoretical framework’ & ‘Literature review’; 
FG2  ‘Format’ 

‘Usefulness’; 
FG3  Meanings of ‘newness’;  

‘Usefulness for teaching’;  
‘Cutting edge’ (Advancement) 
‘Foresightedness’;  
‘Publishing in high quality journals’;  
Meanings of ‘Originality’  

FG4  ‘Rigor’;  
‘Money’ 

FG5  ‘Understandability’;  
Meanings of ‘Language level of writing’; 

FG6  Order of criteria (esp. ‘Research methods’/‘Significance’)  

 

 

   Looking across the contestable criteria, hardly any two lists were identical, except 

that ‘usefulness’ was commented upon by more than one group. Interestingly, one 

criterion being controversial in one group was advocated in another. For example, 

FG5’s ‘understand-ability’ was included in FG3’s final list. FG4 argued about both 

‘realistic’ (‘money’) and ‘idealistic’ (‘rigor’). Surprisingly, whereas some criteria which 

were valued in the west became contentious or were eliminated in some groups (e.g., 

‘rigor’); some criteria which were not advertised in the UK were strongly emphasised 

by some groups (e.g., ‘usefulness for teaching/actual work’).  

 

   Some debatable criteria were predictable (e.g., ‘usefulness for teaching’) but some 

were not (e.g., ‘format’, ‘rigor’, ‘money’ & ‘understand-ability’). For example, although 
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I predicted that ‘contribution to knowledge’ would be contentious, I did not expect that 

FG1 members working in the same faculty would hold different opinions about it as an 

indispensable norm (see Appendix23, Excerpt2).  

 

   FG1-M4 put forward ‘contribution to knowledge’ and offered her understanding: 

innovating and creating new knowledge on the basis of previous researchers’ findings. 

FG1-M2 argued that ‘contribution to knowledge’ was similar to ‘implications of the 

future research’ (her card), because both referred to ‘enlightenment’, ‘significance’ or ‘a 

nature of uniqueness’. Having heard M4’s/M2’s definitions, FG1-M1 initially thought 

that the meaning of ‘contribution to knowledge’ was still unclear, and preferred to rule it 

out as a dispensable criterion. FG1-M3 then reminded the group of ‘review research’, 

which FG1-M2 suggested be linking to the factor of ‘value’. Thereafter, the group 

began to debate about ‘contribution to knowledge’.  

 

   FG1-M1 pointed out the distinction between ‘world knowledge’ and ‘personal 

knowledge’, and saw ‘making contribution to knowledge’ as belonging to scientists 

rather than ‘ordinary teachers’ like themselves. She argued that what FG1-M4 said 

about ‘top researchers’ and ‘step by step improvement’ was related to ‘research with 

foresight’ instead of research conducted by UTs like themselves. Nonetheless, both 

M1/M4 believed that it was difficult for them to innovate in research. The group 

emphasised a few times that their angle of seeing research was different from that of 

those, who they called the ‘big masters’ (academia with well-established academic 

records). In all, their discussion covered two main points – what was ‘new knowledge’ 

and from whose standpoint to see research. 

 

   Similarly, I did not predict that FG2 members working at the same university (but in 

different faculties) would interpret the norm ‘format’ differently.  

 

   FG2-M1 believed that format was about the appearance of the end-product, not the 

process, and so it alone could not determine the nature (actual quality) of research. 
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Conversely, FG2-M4 argued that format was very essential because it referred to 

research regulations, and her students often made formatting errors in academic writing. 

Acting as a ‘peace-maker’, FG2-M3 suggested that it be placed under ‘academic writing’ 

because ‘format’ was changeable in different institutes. But, M4 insisted on treating it as 

an independent norm because her PhD supervisor had taught her how importance was 

‘format’, for example, journal-editors would value papers written in a standard format. 

M1 then advised the group to clarify their own meanings of ‘format’. For M4, it referred 

to ‘referencing and citation styles’ rather than ‘hard/soft cover and binding of a paper 

(i.e., M1’s understanding). Finally, the group came to a ‘conciliatory’ solution: including 

three independent cards (“Format”, “Academic writing” & “Language: quality of 

English/Chinese”). Additionally, the group did not arrive on a quick agreement on 

format probably because M4 insisted on judging papers instead of process.  

 

   I was also surprised to find out FG6’s diverse opinions on ordering their two 

important criteria: scientific methods and research significance. Since all FGs 

emphasised significance and FG6 provided a bit more details of this measure, FG6’s 

conversation is summarised here. Firstly, FG6-M2 identified theoretical significance 

(e.g., literary criticism & innovation) and practical significance (e.g., improving forces 

of production). M3 recognised a third type – ‘humans’ understanding of humans 

themselves’. M4 then recapped the types of significance: visible material significance, 

spiritual significance (including psychological & societal) and theoretical significance. 

FG6 also emphasised that significance did not always produce economic effects and 

theoretical significance took a longer time to display its efficacy.        

 

Initially, FG5 was confused about my card, ‘language level of writing’, and then 

moved on to FG5-M4’s nomination ‘understandability’. M4 explained that research 

must be comprehensible to the readers in light of the content rather than the language of 

writing. FG5-M2 pointed out a dilemma: using many academic terms that conveyed rich 

information in comparison with using less academic language that was easy to 

understand for ordinary readers. FG5-M5 then offered an example: whereas a journal 
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paper aiming at specialists often provided little explanation of terminologies, a PhD 

thesis did the opposite to enable laypersons to understand it. So, M5 argued that the 

value of research should not be denied only on the basis of our own understanding 

because different genres of research needed different criteria, and this difference 

resulted in different standards for judging ‘understandability’. Finally, the group limited 

‘understandability’ to the readers within the same discipline, and revised ‘language level 

of writing’ to become ‘explaining profound ideas in simple language’.  

 

   FG3 did not seem to concord three measures: ‘newness’, ‘practicality’ and ‘cutting 

edge’ (see Appendix28). FG3-M1 stressed the ‘novel’ feature of research in light of 

theory, methods or content. But, FG3-M4 challenged M1, arguing that the birth of a new 

theory may not guarantee a breakthrough in reality. M4 strongly believed that 

‘helpfulness to teaching’ was a very important measure. Her belief, however, was 

challenged by M2 who argued that it was difficult to generalise ‘scientific research’ in 

that way, as no one has actually legitimated our research to become ‘research on/for 

teaching’. M1 then initiated a new measure ‘cutting-edge’. But, his idea was again 

challenged by both M2 and M4 for the reasons that cutting-edge ideas were difficult to 

be justified and research on such ideas would waste lots of resources.  

 

   To summarise, it seems that some criteria were contested because the participants 

viewed them from different perspectives: ordinary researchers, renowned researchers, 

and genius. They were contentious probably also because the group members held 

different understandings of the terminologies. For example, when they discussed what 

counted as ‘originality’, FG3 held different opinions about having one’s article 

proofread (language-editing) by someone else. They debated whether this kind of 

proofreading was a deception in the guise of ‘language-editing’, whether it was ethical 

if the proof-reader was not acknowledged, and how the authorship should be handled.  

 

   Another example was FG1’s long discussion on the difference between ‘literature 

review’ and ‘theoretical framework’. Each member of the group noted the importance of 
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existing literature but addressed it in different Chinese terms, which turned out to mean 

different notions to themselves (‘参考文献的广度和深度’ – ‘the breadth and depth of 

the references’; ‘研究要有理论框架 ’ – ‘research needs to have a theoretical 

framework’, ‘参考文献’ – ‘references’ & ‘文献综述’ – ‘literature review’). FG1-M1 

argued that the two notions were the same because a theoretical framework used in a 

research usually emerged from a literature review. FG1-M4 disagreed with M1 because 

references subsumed literature review and theoretical framework, and a framework 

usually was a model – a frame which was built on some kind of theory. FG1-M2 felt 

confused and FG1-M3 did not explicitly voice her opinions. Halfway through their 

debate about the two concepts, the group reflected: 

 

Extract 5 – FG1 

FG1-M4: Actually, the main point is that we have spent little time on this aspect [research]. 

FG1-M1: I’m actually feeling confused about many conceptual things. This is true. Say, 

framework, so-and-so, I’m not sure about their meanings… 

FG1-M2: I’m also feeling confused. 

    

By contrast, other groups did not provide as many opinions about ‘literature review’ as 

FG1 did.  

 

 

The researcher’s nominated criteria 

 

   It is meaningful to take a look at the groups’ responses to my five nominated cards 

(Table18 below). Note that some of my criteria were also identified by the participants 

themselves, such as ‘scientific research design’ and ‘adequate review of literature’.  
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Table18 - The researcher’s nominated criteria 
The researcher’s 5 cards Summary of group responses 

Rigor research design - All participants chose this, & they tended to focus on ‘research methods’; 

- FG4 put this in their idealist list (1 member saw it unnecessary) 

Systematic literature review - Some groups chose this. 

Contribution to knowledge - Contested criterion in FG1; 

- Seen as/replaced by ‘innovation’ in other groups  

Level/proficiency of writing: 

Chinese/English 

(= Language level of writing) 

- Revised in FG2/5; 

- Contested criterion in FG3; 

- Confusing to many participants; 

- Was not initiated by the participants 

Careful concerns of ethical issues - All groups chose this. 

- Revised in FG1; 

- Was not initiated by the participants 

 

 

   Looking across Table18 and Table16 (six final lists, p.235), all groups nominated 

‘rigor research design’ and most groups chose ‘having adequate literature review’. 

However, not all the five criteria were understood in the same way. ‘Language level of 

writing’ seemed equivocal to the groups, as some members sought my explanation. This 

was probably because the Chinese term I used on the card was not comprehensible 

enough. ‘Ethical issues’ was the only aspect which was not initiatively identified by any 

members but was unanimously supported by all the groups. 

    

   FG1 suggested I rephrase the Chinese term (‘伦理道德’ lun li dao de – ‘moral 

principles and virtue’) because they found its connotation misleading. FG1-M4 

explained that the Chinese term I used contained a meaning of ‘morality’ or ‘human 

virtue’ rather than ‘academic virtue’. They considered research ethics different from 

moral principles, and then they agreed to call it ‘academic ethics’. Consequently, I used 

‘academic ethics’ for the later groups. FG6 did not offer many opinions on this criterion 

(I as the researcher should take the responsibility for this). The remaining groups 

offered various ideas:  

 

Extract 6 – FG2 

FG2-M3: Ethics - this is quite important. 
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FG2-M4: In reality, ethics is plagiarism. I think we should write this clearly, [& be] more specific. 

FG2-M2: Plagiarism, ethical issues, plagiarism. (FG2-M2’s original text)  

FG2-M3: Inform - we need to inform, as like what she (the researcher) has done - informed us. 

[These are] ethical issues. Put everything in, plagiarism, so and so. OK, for example, 

plagiarism. 

… 

FG2-M1: Actually, ethics is quite important. If you get ethics wrong, your starting point is wrong. 

 

Extract 7 – FG3 

FG3-M2: Because this one [ethics] suits China’s national situation. 

The researcher: …how do you think it suits? 

FG3-M2: I think this card [ethics] is most representative among all the cards in my hand. So I pick 

it. 

The researcher: Why? 

FG3-M2: Because the cards we put in just now refer to the experiment itself - whether a research 

has values or foresight. But we haven’t talked about whether the requirements should 

also be made upon the researchers. I put in this one [ethics], [because] it actually means 

that when we do experiment, we must require what quality we researchers ought to have. 

So I think, I don’t think ethical issues are just China’s characteristics, they count as a 

universal issue.   

 

Extract 8 – FG4 

FG4-M4: However the wording is, it’s for expressing the same notion. That is, good research must 

have good academic ethics, because academic ethics is now exactly what China’s 

academic community lacks.  

FG4-M1: Academic ethics actually has a feature that is most central. In China, ethics is used to 

request other people [not oneself]. 

Somebody: Indeed, it is. 

FG4-M5: If you want to talk about academic ethics, perhaps no paper can be published in China. 

FG4-M3: Perhaps they (foreigners) do not understand what we’re talking about. 【FG4-M4: Right】 



 

250 
 

FG4-M1: Indeed, ethics are used to request others.  

JM: Well, I understand, because I’m Chinese. 

FG4-M2: But how can you (JM) express this [issue] to make them (foreigners) understand? But, 

many foreigners know about this nowadays.  

FG4-M3: If you; some sentences can’t be directly translated [into English], very difficult to - 

JM: That’d be my task.  

FG4-M2: Her task. 

FG4-M3: [That task is] A little be difficult.  

FG4-M1: This [research topic] involves with many societal problems in China, (&) many sharp 

problems in the academic community. 

FG4-M5: It’s also involving in whether it should be kept secret. 

FG4-M3: Ah, if you (JM) publicise what we discuss today, that is, reveal all our social background, 

perhaps you shall not consider coming back [to China] in the future… 

 

Extract 9 – FG5 

FG5-M5: Academic ethics is a very broad problem. For example, in nowadays China, we have the 

problem of academic misconduct, for example, plagiarism, etc. Right? In foreign 

countries, this aspect is handled strictly. Say, academic ethics, first, say, in a paper, just 

like the files that you (the researcher) have sent us. In China, people would directly skip 

over the step that you (the researcher) have done.  

FG5-M2: Overleap.  

 

   According to these quotes, ethical issues were considered essential (FG2) and a trait 

that researchers should have (FG3). In broad terms, the groups recognised the absence 

of ethical research in the academic community (FG2/FG4) and linked ethics to 

malpractice and plagiarism (FG2/FG5). At the practical level, the groups looked up to 

the western norms and agreed that researchers should take the responsibility to inform 

the participants (FG2/FG5) and to keep data confidential and anonymous (FG4).  

 

   Furthermore, in cultural and language terms, FG4 pointed out a challenge the 
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researcher (I) faced (see the above transcript in grey shading), and this was how I 

properly addressed the Chinese context in English language to make it understood by 

western academics. FG4 then jokingly gave me a ‘warning’ in relation to the sensibility 

of the topic of the current project. From this point of view, it seems that doing research 

ethically also requested researchers to consider how to interpret the data to audiences in 

a wider community and report the local context in a balanced manner. 

 

   To conclude this section (5.3.3), because of the groups’ conceptualisations of 

research, their criteria were prone to three orientations: research process, research 

papers and ‘making a living’. FG4’s and FG6’s unconventional definition of research – 

“doing research is matter of survival in life” seemed to coincidently harmonise with the 

composition of FG4’s double lists of criteria. This dichotomy was out of my expectation 

and raised some questions: Was there really a gap in the Chinese academic community? 

Why such mismatch existed? The ‘realistic’ list is what I consider as the indigenous, 

localised and context-bound criteria, which perhaps were able to manifest how some 

Chinese scholars conducted research behind the end-product (papers).   

 

5.3.4 Broader/Contextual issues 
 

   Prior to the transition of my analysis from the specific criteria to the contextual 

issues, it may be sensible to insert a summary of the group features here.  

 

Group individual features 

 

Table19 below portrays some unique features and styles of discussion in the FGs. 

For instance, whereas some groups (FG1/2) demonstrated a confrontational style, some 

did not (FG5/6). FG1/FG2 tended to pursue the accurate meanings of the criteria or the 

terminologies before they achieved an agreement on the card selection.  
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Table 19 – FG/Unique feature  
Group Features/styles of discussion  

FG1  Debating the meanings of terminologies/criteria;  
Debating the choice of criteria 

FG2  Arguing about the criteria; 
Voicing personal opinions openly; 
Attempting to convince others;  
Asking the researcher many questions about her research/life in the UK  

FG3  Arguing about the criteria;  
Debating (relatively) less heatedly than FG1/2/4/6; 
One member remained quiet. 

FG4  Criticising the reality/society/academic culture, etc.;  
“a complaint meeting” (FG4-M4);  
Having developed two lists of criteria 

FG5  Comparing China/western research;  
Comparing ways of thinking in China/West; 
Tending to agree with each other rather than disagree/debate; 

FG6  Criticising professional title evaluation;  
Repeating the conflict: research vs. teaching;  
Expressing stress/anxieties of UTs; 

 

 

   Some features may indicate that the researcher as a part of the fieldwork setting 

involuntarily influenced the content of the FG discussion. For example, FG2 showed an 

interest in my application for a foreign PhD program, my overseas life and my design of 

the FG method. A member, who considered herself an outspoken person, asked me 

many questions, such as “Did you spend one year studying methodology? Is the 

remaining three years for writing up the thesis?” A second member answered those 

questions for me, and another member suggested that the group confine their remarks to 

the researcher’s topic and leave the questions about the researcher herself for later. 

However, not every group displayed such discussion feature which was seen as a 

distraction or drawback by the participants themselves. 

 

   Table19 may be useful for capturing the group dynamic or understanding the groups’ 

preferences of topics. It is also worth exploring what factors might have caused the 

differences of their features. For instance, FG5-M4 mentioned their degrees and 

FG2-M2 emphasised her personality and qualification. In other words, there may be 
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factors outside the content of their discussions, such as the structure of the groups, their 

relationship with the researcher, and institutional culture. The factors may have 

contributed to the commonalities and discrepancies cross/within the groups. (Additional 

possible factors are summarised in the following chapter.) 

 

Contextual aspects 

    

   As aforementioned, the FGD on criteria were not limited to the issues about 

methodological quality. The criteria and the contextual aspects interlocked, and this 

feature seemed more apparent than that in the interviews. FG4’s explanation on their 

‘realistic criteria’ already highlighted this feature (see 5.3.3). 

    

   Table20 below lists some examples of the broader aspects. As a whole, the groups 

talked about how research was actually done in China, what factors made them consider 

the quality ‘bad’, why they were unable to engage in research or produce high-quality 

research, and so forth. They expressed their complaints, criticisms, concerns and 

disappointments about the academic community, such as about the research system and 

policy and various kinds of conflicts. 

 

   All groups, especially FG3/4/6, discussed the ‘conflict between research and 

teaching’. ‘Professional title evaluation’ was also a dominant theme (FG4/6/5). Some 

topics were unique, such as ‘ways of thinking’ (FG5). 
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Table 20 – FG contextual aspects 
Group Examples  

FG1  - Master’s degree courses; etc. 
FG2  - Doing a PhD project;  

- Questions about the researcher’s research experience; etc. 
FG3  - Experience of being proofread;  

- *Conflict between teaching & research; etc.  
FG4  - Journal publication in China;  

- Experience of being published; 
- Professional title evaluation**;  
- *Conflict between teaching & research;  
- Guanxi (personal connection/social connection) ; etc. 

FG5  - Chinese/western ways of thinking (research methodology);  
- Western research projects; 
- Professional title evaluation**;   

FG6  - Professional title evaluation**;  
- Placement & appointment;  
- *Conflict between teaching & research;  
- Journal publication in China (Personal experience of publication);  
- Guanxi (personal connection/social connection) ; etc. 

Note: */** the same aspect 

 

 

   FG6 spoke out about a possible dilemma – to teach or to research, regardless of the 

job-title evaluation (see Extract10).         

  

Extract 10 – FG6 

FG6-M2: --- because most of the time our teaching and research are two separate pieces, and in 

reality there is a risk of doing research -  

FG6-M3: Common practice, common practice is very important 

FG6-M2: Correct. For example, if you have two periods of time, you can get the money if you 

spend them on teaching. But if (you) spend them on two papers, and if (you) rely on your 

ability, 【FG6-M5: nobody wants them [the papers]】 the papers aren’t necessarily able to 

be published. Or, (if) you prepare an application for a research project 【FG6-M3: Right, 

especially writing that 】 often you’re wasting your time. The two periods of time are 

wasted. So, there is such an issue there.  
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FG6-M3: I think, it’s understandable that if you write but can’t be published. It’s common that you 

applied [for a project] but are rejected. But, the problem is that the bad ones [papers or 

applications] got accepted. 【JM: very angry】 Yes, yes, the bad papers got accepted, 

whereas the all-rounded papers were rejected – this is wrong, isn’t it? 

FG6-M2: Yes, it’s still about the system, the system - 

FG6-M3: First of all, [it] is to rectify common practice - 

FG6-M5: Then tell me which you are willing to do, teaching or doing research? 

FG6-M4: It depends which is urgent, say, I need to have my professional title evaluated right away, 

then - 

FG6-M5: No, let’s not talk about job-title evaluation. Let’s just say that we want to earn these two 

amounts of money. Are you willing to teach or? 

FG6-M4: I think, from the economic perspective, it must be teaching that earns more money.   

FG6-M3: Not necessarily. 

FG6-M2: Actually, look at what people do, we can tell. Most of the time, they are teaching. 

Actually I should have said that teaching earns quicker money. But, when it’s time to 

have job-title evaluated, some people choose not to teach, they go to write papers instead. 

At that time, for them, it is writing papers or doing research that brings him effect. - 

FG6-M4: Writing papers can’t earn money; rather it makes you lose money. If it’s a project - 

FG6-M2: No. --- After the professional title is upgraded, [it] earns more money --- /people started 

talking concurrently not quite illegible/ 

FG6-M5: We’re still thinking from the economy point of view.【FG6-M2: Yes. All tasks are about 

economy.】 Nowadays few people view research as a way of life. /FG6-M1 was speaking 

something, illegible/ 

FG6-M2: Except those who are full-time researchers. Right? 

… 

FG6-M4: But I think, we’re constantly pressurised by the outside world, we have to produce 

achievements, and this affects our interests in research. 【FG6-M5: Yes】  For example, 

I’m interested in literature, but what I mean is that it must adhere to my rhythm. I read 

when I want to read, when I don’t want to… But now they force us, we have to write up 

a paper within a few months, how much time -   
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FG6-M5: It then needs to be opportunistic - still needs to be opportunistic. 

… 

 

FG6-M2 exemplified a risk of engaging in research: ‘earning less money’. He meant 

that spending time on writing papers or applying for project grants did not guarantee a 

success in publications. But successful publications were needed for evaluation of 

research output and job title upgrade. In FG6-M3’s eyes, unsuccess of publications 

resulted from the problems of our ‘common practice’: ethos in the research community, 

in particular, the process of blind-reviewing journal papers. FG6-M3 then argued that 

the ethos must be transparent and fair.  

 

FG6-M2 described two phenomena: whereas when a UT wanted to make quicker 

income, his research made concession to his teaching; when he wanted to prepare for 

job-title evaluation, his teaching gave way to his research (i.e., writing papers). 

Nonetheless, in any scenario, many UTs’ ultimate motive was to earn more money 

within the shortest period of time. FG6-M4 then complained about the pressure that 

their University imposed on them in the process of their paper writing. FG6-M5 then 

criticised the group’s money-driven standpoint and suggested that they must get to 

know the ‘tricks of the journal trading’ well to survive in the system.  

 

FG6’s many opinions were reinforced by FG4’s ‘realistic list’ (Table16) which 

included the independent norm, ‘money’. ‘Money’ acted as a goal and a condition 

which was needed prior to paper submission and grant application. FG4 argued that 

money represented good quality in the Chinese context, especially when it involved 

applications for projects and grants. However, ‘money’ was a contentious criterion 

within the group (Extract11).  

 

Extract 11 – FG4 

The researcher: ‘Money’, what does this criterion mean? 

FG4-M1: Funding. How can we do research without money? 



 

257 
 

FG4-M4: Didn’t we need to pay for publishing and paper publication? Even for project bidding, 

you need to pay - 

FG4-M1: When we invite guests for dinner, [we] still need to pay 

… 

FG4-M3: Look, we’re talking about criteria for good quality.  

FG4-M1: In China, this thing is exactly the criterion for being good-quality. 

FG4-M2: The more money you spend, the more -  

FG4-M5: Not necessarily. Like me, I’ve done little research. However rich I’m, no one wishes to 

publish what I write.  

 

‘Guests’ in this conversation referred to panel members who assessed academic 

staff’s applications for grants of different funding bodies. FG4-M4’s opinion firstly 

happened to reflect what FG6-M3 revealed above – the problematic process of 

reviewing journal papers; and secondly, to expose ‘the trick of trading’ that FG6-M5 

described above.  

 

However, FG4-M3 doubted that ‘money’ was an appropriate criterion and FG4-M5 

suspected that ‘money’ alone could secure a paper publication. By contrast, 

FG4-M1/FG4-M2 both argued that the amount of money that the applicants invested in 

developing a good guanxi with the assessors could determine the amount of grant for 

their project, whereby a larger amount of the grant represented a ‘better’ quality of that 

project. In other words, money acted as a benchmark for the researchers’ private 

interests, rather than public ones for others and the academic community. 

 

  Regarding the conflict between research and teaching, FG6 demonstrated a form of 

the conflict – ‘to do or not to do’, ‘why or why not’. In Extract10 above, FG6-M4 

described the involuntary pace of producing research outcome. And this related to a 

contrast that FG4 made – ‘unwillingness to do research and willingness to teach’: 

 

Extract 12 – FG4 
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FG4-M2: Forcing us, forcing us to do [research]. It’s difficult to say how significant it can be.  

FG4-M1: Some do it [research] for job-title evaluation. 

FG4-M2: Ah, yes, I’ve written that down, [doing research] for job-title upgrade. But, how genuine 

the guiding significance it can have? … 

FG4-M5: It seems that we are all forced to do research, very few voluntarily [do research]. 

 

This shows that research motive and job-title evaluation navigated each other. FG4 

criticised that involuntary research could hardly deliver authentic significance for their 

teaching. This criticism leads to a second form of the conflict – the impact of research 

on teaching practice. This form of conflict was discussed by FG3 (see Appendix 28).  

 

   Inevitably, UTs who were unwilling to do research could hardly bypass the 

professional title evaluation if they wished to stay on in higher education. Ironically, 

professional title evaluation could not evade the problem of publication culture in China 

(see Extract10). The publication environment was inescapably tied up with guanxi (see 

Extract11), and with the disciplinary characteristics. FG4 complained about the small 

number of journals in the field of language education and the clear contrast with the 

large number of UTs. They also complained about the small amount of funding 

available for HSS scientists, in contrast to scientists in other disciplines (see again 

FG4-M4’s definition, 5.3.2).  

 

   Moving from the dominant contextual issues to a unique one – ‘ways of thinking’, I 

found FG5’s discussion on this aspect intriguing because they demonstrated the contrast 

between the Chinese and western traditions of thinking at a philosophical and 

ideological level. FG5 mentioned the criterion ‘strong logic thinking’ earlier (5.3.3), this 

time they went beyond the technical issues of research methods (see the following 

Extracts which were not one consecutive conversation).  

 

Extract 13 (1) 
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FG5-M4: …Things that were done via empirical ways may be useful, but sometimes people in our 

country don’t feel they are, of course unless your proposal is really good… 

… 

Extract 13 (2) 

FG5-M5: So, regarding ‘research’, it depends on how we view it. Also, I agree with what Mr. X 

(FG5-M4) has just said that Chinese way of thinking was not quite the same as that of 

foreigners. As he said, maybe foreigners did it in an empirical way, emphasising the 

empirical side, whereas we Chinese didn’t felt it was useful. 

… 

Extract 13 (3) 

FG5-M2: Yes, I agree with two of you (FG5-M4/5). Their empirical, sometimes, I’m saying, we 

China’s speculativeness, although there is the same destination, we Chinese started to 

follow speculativeness maybe from the time of Confucius. In general, social science is 

speculativeness, isn’t it? Moreover, our financial conditions are not good enough to let 

us buy equipment or do experiments. But overseas, they perhaps incline to, firstly, data 

and survey; secondly, things from the experiment labs. In Britain, one thing is that there 

are perhaps more surveys…  

… 

Extract 13 (4) 

FG5-M5: I always think that Chinese so dare to think. 【FG5-M2: Yes】 I think that we dare to think. 

But it seems that we lack empiricism, comparing with foreign countries. That is to say, 

when we finish thinking, we don’t seem to have an empirical to --- 

FG5-M2/4: Yes, yes, correct. 

 

Firstly, the background of these extracts included: FG5-M1 described his PhD 

experience in Japan and compared the way of doing research in Japan with that in China; 

FG5-M2 recalled his observation of an American professor’s academic life; FG5-M5 

retold a big empirical research project funded by the British government and doubted 

that the Chinese government would invest in the same type of project, because it would 

be conceived to produce little actual significance for teaching other than solid statistics 
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data.  

 

Secondly, FG5 noticed that a major difference between Chinese and western ways 

of thinking laid in the inquiry methods: speculativeness and empiricism. FG5-M1 

compared the two: whereas many Chinese scholars speculated a lot but did not 

investigate and prove their own speculations together with their peers; many western 

empiricists were well-trained but tended to lack cogitations upon ideas. FG5-M1 

continued to analyse that many Chinese scholars failed to be published internationally 

often because of a lack of scientific methods, and so they needed to carry out the 

empirical steps. FG5-M1 argued that the Chinese/western patterns actually shared 

similarities and should be combined to become a ‘perfect’ way of thinking. 

 

Therefore, FG5-M2/M3 concluded that team-work and group discussion were 

necessary to overcome the demerit of lacking intellectual exchange among Chinese 

scholars. This again connects to FG5-M1’s comment upon my design of the FG 

activities (see 5.3.3., p.233) 

 

   To summarise, not every group articulated and finalised their criteria in the same 

way as FG4, but what the groups described about the broader aspects actually reflected 

what FG4 explained for their ‘realistic list’. All of this illuminated a fact that the 

participants ventured into wider areas than just the technical and methodological 

explanation of the criteria for quality. The contextual aspects seemed to restrict the 

participants’ attitudes towards research and their engagement in research activities, and 

in a way they also indicated the participants’ criteria that appeared in a different form. 

 

5.3.5. Group summary 
 

Group summary 
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The group summaries (reflections on or feedback to the research topic) were 

powerful (see Appendix29), because they demonstrated the members’ extempore 

thoughts about things outside just the lists of their criteria. Their summaries either 

reinforced some of the identified criteria or re-emphasised some of the broader issues, 

or touched on a new line of thoughts. 

 

Interestingly, the summaries appeared to be consistent with the group’s styles of the 

discussion (Table19). For example, FG1 gave an interactive summary which focused on 

the specific criteria, the link between standards and the kinds of research, among others. 

FG4 summarised individually and each focused on a different aspect (not criteria), such 

as disinterests in research, teachers’ roles and the nature of doing research in China. 

 

In the dimension of actual criteria, FG1 summarised that ‘one size fits all’ criteria 

were difficult to draw, and different perspectives resulted in different criteria. From 

FG1’s point of view, ‘quality research’ was difficult to conduct, especially an innovative 

one. In the contextual dimension, there are a few dominant themes. First, the 

participants’ responsibility of teaching conflicted with that of research. Second, research 

output and job-title evaluation restricted each other; and third, there were many barriers 

to engagement in research, or to release from research responsibility. There was a strong 

urge to stop forcing UTs who were disinterested in scholarship to get involved in 

research. Regarding developing quality of future research, the groups’ suggestions 

leaned on the research culture, policy and environment, and the integrity of researchers. 

For instance, FG2 suggested that favourable conditions must be created for researcher 

development (e.g., the atmosphere should be more supporting). FG5 recommended that 

researchers’ attitude towards research should be adjusted to become more scholarly.  

 

Groups’ comments on this project 

 

During or after their discussions, the groups commented upon my project and me, 

and shared their feelings of taking part in my research project. Their comments were 
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complimentary, and implied what other things they considered to also have contributed 

to the high quality of a research. All of their remarks were recorded, and annotated and 

stored in Nvivo. In terms of the content of their remarks, there are commonalities and 

discrepancies among the groups. Instead of listing all of the remarks and analysing them 

in turn, I will discuss only four examples here.  

    

   Firstly, the way I conducted my research and the ethical rules I followed have 

received most remarks from the groups. For example,  

 

Extract 14 - FG4 

FG4-M4: I came [to this event] with a learning attitude – one reason is to have a look at your [the 

researcher] research methods. 

FG4-M3: Look at your [JM’s] Invitation Letter. I think it is, can be my future reference. 

FG4-M1: Yes! Who in China would do what you [JM] did? 

FG4-M2: In China, if one does this [invitation letter & informed consent form], people would 

think he’s magical.  

FG4-M1: People would really think it’s miraculous.  

FG4-M2: What we did was really formalistic [in our country].   

FG4-M1: These forms [JM’s invitation letter/informed consent form], let me tell you how they 

would be made in our country. They’d be made in a rigorous way, but behind them, no 

action was necessarily to be taken. [Rather] It’s a simple matter: gathering a few 

people to casually say two sentences. Nobody would be so insane to do the audio 

recording; people could just write some stuff on these cards, just write some stuff.  

 

   FG4 complimented my seriousness as a researcher, my preparation for the activities, 

and the project’s rigor that the preparation indicated. FG4-M4 pointed out, “The way 

you conducted the field work could be a model, and the invitation letter and the 

informed consent form could be a very good example for my future work.” Additionally, 

one of the pilot-groups made a similar comment: “The discussion is very exciting, 

brings up many interesting topics, especially the discussion about ethical issues in doing 
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research.” (Pilot-FG2-M5) 

    

   Secondly, the design of the focus group method, especially the participant selection 

and the group size, drew the groups’ attention and interests. For example, FG5-M5 

viewed my FG method as ‘narrative inquiry’. FG2-M2 saw it as a questionnaire. 

Considering my group sampling, both FG2 and FG5 mentioned what was the best and 

minimum size for one focus group. FG2-M2 praised me for having found the 

participants with diverse backgrounds and at various academic levels:  

 

“The activity procedures are so well designed. I can tell that you have prepared for a long 

time.” “Your selection of participants is perfect, covering all levels.” (FG2-M2)  

 

Responding to FG2-M2, FG2-M3 criticised my strategy, “But, she’s biased here. She 

focused only on veteran researchers, she’s just biased. The more diversified the better, 

so it’d be better if she could invite 6 participants…” By contrast, FG5-M1 spoke 

positively of my method, “The thing that she is doing is quite significant…” (see p. 233)  

    

   Thirdly, all groups explained why they were willing to participate in my study. They 

considered their participation as an opportunity of learning and sharing. For example, 

FG4 said they would like to continue their discussion, if it was not for a family 

responsibility (child care) in the evening when the event occurred and the teaching 

responsibility in the following day. 

 

Extract15 - FG4 

FG4-M4: We rarely had such type [of gathering], purely for academic discussions, a gathering for 

discussing something in relation to academic.  

FG4-M2: Sitting down and discussing for such a long period of time.  

FG4-M1: Rarely, rarely 

FG4-M2: Actually we didn’t have such a chance.  
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FG6 has expressed the same feelings as FG4. Furthermore, FG1-M4 suggested, 

“Actually the University should have organised more activities like this. We can gather 

to do discussions.” She then concluded that their discussion (FG1) was very heated. 
 

   Fourthly, some participants engaged in the activities in a reflexive style. For 

example, FG6-M3 was constantly checking that their discussion could confine to my 

research topic, and FG6-M4 voiced her critique of her own stance of seeing research.  

 

Extract16 - FG6 

FG6-M3: Let’s continue the following activity. We shouldn’t stray from the topic. Did we digress 

from the topic? 

The researcher: No, no, we’re discussing - 

FG6-M4: Higher education teachers’ psychological status. 

FG6-M3: So, does quality of research have a relationship with that? Right?  

FG6-M4: Told you, I already told you just now, all of our conversations reflect our impetuous 

state of mind.  

FG6-M5: What research we produced, like me, nowadays -  

FG6-M3: Actually we are after utilitarian research, having the tendency to -  

  

Again FG6’s self-criticism was actually consistent with what FG4 discussed about 

the utilitarian ideology (see 5.3.3, Extract4, p.240). 

 

   To summarise this section (5.3), the above results of the FGD dataset offer 

provisional answers to the questions addressed in 5.3.1. Firstly, regarding FG1/2, it 

turned out that the participants’ opinions were not always similar even if they worked in 

the same professional and academic setting. Secondly, there was a tendency that the 

only male member’s opinions would gain more approval in FG4, but it was unclear 

whether it was due to the gender issue or the degree (he was the only PhD in FG4). 

Third, when they were arguing about the criterion ‘format’, FG2 tended to eventually 

agree with M4, who was most senior in terms of research experience and professional 
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title. Similarly, the only non-PhD scholar in FG5 was the one with the longest teaching 

experience. FG5 tended to give him more space to express his ideas (This was probably 

because of a Chinese tradition of showing respect for seniors). Fourthly, considering the 

discussion efficacy and atmosphere, it did not make a huge difference whether or not the 

group was assembled by the researcher. 

    

 

5.4. Cross-analysis (key themes/impact of research)  

 

5.4.1. Difficulty in coding 
 

   It is necessary to highlight the difficulties that I encountered in analysing the data, 

because they influenced and informed my ensuing step of correlating different datasets.  

 

   Prominent and uniformed pattern(s) were difficult to find across the interviews, as 

there were difficult focal themes in each interview. The semi-structured interview 

design might be a contributor to such difficulty. Moreover, when coding the interview 

transcripts, I found it challenging to assign a ‘proper’ theme to each cluster of meaning, 

since it was so flexible that there was often more than one suitable theme. For example, 

an interviewee’s description of a mentor’s guidance of doing a research project could be 

labelled ‘interviewee’s reflection on doing research project’, ‘research mentor’s 

influence’ or ‘experience of doing research’. It depended on which perspective I chose 

to analyse this part of clusters of meaning – the participant or the researcher, or both.  

 

  The FG audio records were far more difficult to transcribe than the interviews, 

because there were so many concurrent conversations. In each FG transcript, it was 

often difficult to decide where a cluster of meaning (theme) ended because the content 

of a conversation was continuous and tightly connected. For instance, one group linked 

the criterion ‘consideration in ethical issues’ to many other aspects. Thus, many (sub-) 
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clusters of meaning appeared in their conversation around this criterion. It was also 

difficult to separate this part of conversation from the next one, until one member said 

“I want to add in this criteria, ‘rigor’”. In other words, the multi-layered feature of the 

FGD made the data analysis challenging and time-consuming.  

 

   The interview and FGD datasets provided both independent and similar insights into 

the phenomenon concerned. Whereas the interview data offered individual and unique 

stories, the FGD demonstrated collective opinions as well as the members’ individual 

instances. It is a challenge for me to demonstrate the commonalities and the uniqueness 

of each story at the same time and accordingly, more challenging to integrate the 

various datasets.  

 

5.4.2. Synthesised criteria   
 

   Despite the difficulties in coding, I compared the two datasets and when necessary, I 

tied the comparison to the findings of the online survey and the nominated articles 

(4.4.1.2/4.4.1.3). First, the survey data had several differences from the interviews: 

whereas several interviewees pointed out the low quality of institutional journals, three 

or four of the nominated high-quality papers were published in institution-run journals 

(see Appendix3). Second, both the interview and FGs’ findings demonstrated what 

criteria were considered and why those criteria were chosen. The two datasets could 

reflect, reinforce and conform to each other, and simultaneously, disproved and 

conflicted with each other. Considering all the commonalities and discrepancies, four 

general trends could be identified in relation to the participants’ criteria – these trends 

are what I call ‘synthesised criteria’.  

    

   One central finding of the research is that, generally speaking, Chinese UTs would 

not consider quality of research when reading and conducting research (I4/I6). “I’ve 

never thought about what research was.” said FG1-M4.  
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Secondly, research was seen in the form of research in general, research papers, and 

‘research as making a living’. It was seen as writing papers – the outcome rather than 

the process. Most interviewees focused on the criteria for judging papers (This was 

perhaps partly because the interview schedule started from journal papers). The FGs 

recognised that research in China was tantamount to writing papers, but they believed 

that it should be a holistic process, and so they were inclined to evaluate research 

process. Some participants (I1/I2/I4/I7; FG4/FG6) revealed that even when it was a 

research project, what the authority assessed was still what and how many end-products 

(papers) the researchers produced rather than how the researchers created the products 

and how good these were. 

 

Thirdly, the participants identified quality via multifarious lenses and emphasised 

different criteria. Some (e.g., I3/FG1-M1/FG4-M1/FG5-M4) explicitly pointed out the 

diversification of their criteria, e.g., “We are at different stages, so we have different 

opinions.” (FG2-M3), and “Here we’re not pursuing entirety; that is to say, each of us 

have our own evaluation standards. For example, ‘I can comprehend it’ is my own 

criterion…” (FG5-M4)  

 

Both the interviewees and FGs nominated many recognisable western measures, 

especially those for methodological quality and rigor (e.g., ‘scientific research methods’, 

‘reliability and validity’ & ‘originality’). Three paramount criteria were ‘significance’ 

(‘significance for practice & teaching’; usefulness), ‘originality’ (‘innovation’) and 

‘careful considerations of ethical issues’.  

 

   In the participants’ eyes, Chinese research was not useful partly because it lacked 

originality and innovation. Some participants criticised that many papers duplicated old 

topics, repeated ideas from the west or translated foreign works into Chinese, that the 

absence of innovative ideas and novel topics disappointed the readers, and that some 

authors tweaked the same idea (paper) and managed to disseminate it in different 

journals. Some participants condemned these ‘churn out’ articles. FG6-M5 revealed that 
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her paper was rejected by a journal but exactly the same idea bloomed afterwards in the 

same journal. Therefore, the participants called for attention to academic reviewing and 

scholarly attitudes towards this aspect.  

 

‘Careful consideration in ethical issues’ was the only criterion that no participant 

initially nominated. In general, this criterion was not considered when research was 

conducted, and even if it was reported in journals, it would be in an implicit way. 

Ethical issues were considered limited to plagiarism – something visible in papers rather 

than something behind the writing scene. At the same time, ethical issues were seen to 

relate to, for example, ‘originality and authorship’ – FG3 discussed whether it was 

unethical not to acknowledge the language proof reader’s contribution; and ‘data 

collection and researcher integrity’ – in I2’s eyes, researchers had responsibility to 

guarantee confidentiality and anonymity to achieve ‘data quality’. All of this implied 

that the participants tended to see ethics from the perspectives of the products 

(publications), the researchers (authors) and readers, rather than people being researched 

(i.e., participants). 

 

The participants admired western researchers but also pointed out the weakness of 

western research. For example, I4 believed that western research appeared ‘uniformed’ 

and ‘urbanised’. The work of western researchers was seen as ‘uniform’ in the sense that 

researchers followed a uniform approach often seeking/identified a scholarship-gap first, 

which they would strive to fill. When they did so, their ‘gap-seeking’ became a 

‘fossilised’ step and their research would be shaped mainly by embellishments. 

However, I4 believe that quality was not always about filling a topic gap, because an old 

research topic could be explored from a different perspective and then produce different 

effect (also see Appendix17, No.6). As aforesaid, FG5 recognised not only the 

‘urbanised feature’ but a perceived tendency of western way of thinking – being 

empirical and a lack of deep speculation. I7 noticed that many western researchers did 

not have enough knowledge about the Chinese language, culture and history, and 

therefore could not understand the Chinese learners well. All of this may imply that the 
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participants’ understandings of the criteria were context-bound and often differed from 

the west, even of the same western criterion (e.g., ‘ethical issues’). (Note that the 

current project is not looking at the quality of ER in the west or comparing the Chinese 

and British contexts, and so the data about the weakness of western research is not 

discussed in depth here.) 

 

Simultaneously, the participants identified many standards depicting the Chinese 

characteristics – the official list of core journals, deep thinking/speculation, “research 

not for research’s sake”, reputation of journals, reputation of authors, financial benefits, 

fame, and so forth. Apparently, these norms focused not just on rigor and 

methodological quality. Notably, the participants admired the methodological quality in 

western research, but criticised Chinese research for things other than just its 

methodological quality.    

 

   Take ‘money’ (funding) as an example. The editor (E1) in this study believed that a 

manuscript from funded research usually represented a ‘not bad’ quality. The editors’ 

standpoint was well recognised by the interviewees. However, the interviewees did not 

think that ‘fund-ability’ as an independent measure was essential for judging quality. 

Conversely, FG4’s two ‘realistic criteria’ (‘Money’ & ‘High quality research can bring 

in private interests’) were both associated with funding. This seemed to conform to I3’s 

point that we often conceived of research as a private possession (activity). In this sense, 

research motivation became a factor in making some of the participants see ‘money’ as 

a necessary criterion. I4 admitted that it was hard to conduct large scale research 

without funding, even though she managed to do so using her own money; by contrast, 

young UTs did not enjoy the same advantageous conditions and so hardly could they 

bypass the finance and administrative hurdle. As FG5 coined, most research that 

Chinese scholars conducted was regarded as ‘economy-class research’. Thus, I10 

suggested that some funding could at least serve as an incentive for scholars’ interests in 

research.  
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Fourthly, the participants’ understandings and articulation of all their identified 

criteria seemed to interlock. The interrelations of the criteria are very complex and can 

be analysed across the interviews, inter/intra the FGs, and across both methods. This 

complexity has also made the correlation between the criteria and the contextual issues 

rather complicated. The way of making sense of the correlation becomes very flexible. 

Therefore, categorising the contextual issues in the next step will make it easier for me 

to understand the correlation. 

 

5.4.3. Synthesised contextual themes 
 

   The contextual issues covered various themes and are classified into 12 areas in 

Table21 below. They are labelled ‘synthesised contextual themes’ mainly because they 

are salient aspects grounded upon synthesis of the two datasets. These contextual 

themes shared similarities and portrayed differences from interviewee to interviewee, 

from group to group. Like the interrelations of the criteria, the contextual issues 

interrelated in a complex way. Thus, the way to make sense of them is also very flexible 

– individual interviewees, across interviewees, inter-/intra- FGs, and across the 

interviews and FGs.  

 

   The first possible way of making sense of Table21 is to view one theme at the 

national, institutional and individual levels, and see how this theme interrelated to 

others. Take ‘research policy and management’ (No.4 in the Table) as an example to 

demonstrate the interrelation of the contextual aspects. 

 

   ‘Research policy and management’ (No.4) was criticised for being a major cause to 

produce research in inadequate quality. First, both the interviewees and the FGs 

complained about the annual research load (burden) which existed in all the institutes. 

 

“…we have requests for the teachers, e.g., they must attain how many points every year; how 

these points were calculated. Our university has an online system - there is even a document, 



 

271 
 

as long as you follow it, [you can figure out] this is 8 points, this is 16, so and so…” (I3) 

 
Table 21 – Synthetic themes 

1. Job title evaluation system 
Employment; Placement; Appointment; Salary/pension; Institutional environments (differences of research 

requirements & policy) 

2. Journal publication market/community/culture 
Plagiarism; Academic hegemony (I1, I2, I6, FG4); Paper agent/ghost writing/publication fees (I8, I9, I10, FG4);  

guanxi; Core journal papers vs. number of teachers; unconvincing selection criteria for manuscripts (FG6) 

3. Teaching/research conflict 
Work load (incl. administrative duty); Interests in research (types of teachers); Involuntary engagement in 

research (FG2-M1; FG4-M2; FG3-M4) (types of teachers) 

4. Research policy/management 
Research load; Assessment of research performance/outcome (‘job title evaluation system’; Completion of 

projects; Funding (job titles/system); Administrative interference; Conflict between administration & academics; 

Political power/status ; Historical reason (I4) 

5. Research culture/academic environment 
Communication (incl. between academics & academics with power); Collaboration (incl. senior/novice 

academics); Academic freedom; Silent group (I1)/right of speech (FG4); Research mentoring/mentor; Historical 

reason (I6/institutional missions)  

6. Cultural/political tradition 
Political interference [silent group/academic freedom (I1); sensitive issues (I2); right of speech/ sensitive topic of 

the current project (FG4)]; Way of speaking in papers (I1); ‘Science-cop’ (I1/FG4)  

7. Disciplinary characteristics/position/(dis)advantage 
Freedom of choosing research topics; Money/funding; Research methods  

8. Influence of the west 
Overseas study; Western tutors; Reading western papers 

9. Doing research projects [related to research management/administrative interference] & 
writing papers [related to ‘research culture’] 

Ethics; Impact; Methods (ways of thinking - FG5; academic freedom I1); Publishing papers at home & overseas 

(journal publication culture/influence of the west); Motives for doing projects (I4,7, 5, 9) 

10. Individual/personal factors 
Themselves (personal history/critical thinking - I2; lack of reading - I6; balance between research & administrative 

duty - I3/ I6; state of mind - I9); the researcher & her project (‘influence of west’) 

11. This current project/the researcher 
The design the study; the researcher’s way of conducting research; etc.  
12. The impact of research (see 5.4.4) 
The impact of the their own research/of others’ research; What sort of impact & for whom  

 

    

   Similarly, scholars of different job-titles in FG6’s university must finish a certain 

research-load every year. Consequently, they suffered the dilemma: teaching or research? 
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(No.3; also see 5.3.4) However, “Research is a means of preventing unemployment. The 

appointment and employment system in HEIs today propels everyone to do research; 

otherwise you'll be laid-off.” FG6 criticised this “irrational”, “unscientific” and 

“manipulated” policy for putting teachers into a vulnerable situation. Accordingly, 

research performance (outcome) determined employment, designation, placement and 

promotion. As aforesaid, I5 conducted a research project for the purpose of economic 

benefit and a higher professional title (see 5.2.2). 

 

   Unfortunately, the assessment of research outcomes was, for some, ‘ridiculous’ (I4). 

In some universities, the official standard was a list of legal journals. I4’s instances 

showed that administrators bowed to this official rule and such administrative 

interference badly affected her research progress (see 5.2.3). In some universities, 

research policy seemed confusing. FG4-M1 urged the group to study the ‘vague’ 

research policy at their universities prior to choosing a journal for manuscript 

submission, and warned that they might have wrongly followed the standard which was 

not employed in their institutions.  

 

   Research policy and management was regarded as ‘ridiculous’ also because of its 

inequality. I2 revealed the unfairness of appointment and job-title evaluation system: 

some institutes requested more paper publications for job-title upgrade than other 

institutes. For instance, a scholar who was unqualified to apply for a professorship in 

one institute could become a professor, if he transferred to another institute which 

enjoyed more evaluation autonomy and more relaxed requirements for job-title 

appraisal. 

  

   The second possible way to make sense of the contextual themes is to correlate the 

theme(s) and the nominated criteria. For example, the dominant norm, ‘usefulness for 

teaching’, was attached to ‘journal publication market/community/culture’ (No.1, 

Table21), partly because some core-journals favoured theoretical yet ‘less useful’ papers 

and sometimes selected papers unfairly, and many local and institutional journals 
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published self-reporting papers in a large volume in order to charge more publication 

fees. Moreover, private paper agents seized this ‘business opportunity’ and publicised 

their channels of trade. 

 

   Now that professional title appraisal and upgrade was emphasised by all the 

participants, it is unsurprising that job-titles inevitably played a crucial role in the 

scholars’ academic life. Figure3 below shows the distribution of job-titles in this study.  

 

Figure 3 - Distribution of professional titles 
 
 

Professor     I4, I7, E1 

 

Associate-professor 

   I6; FG2-M4; 

FG5-M4; 

FG6-M5 

 

    

 

Lecturer 

  

FG1, FG2, FG3, FG4, FG5, 

FG6 

I1, I2, I3 ,I5, I9 

  

   

   

   

Associate-lecturer I8, I10     

Time span 1 – 5± years 5 – 10/15± years 10/15 – 15/25 

±years 

? years 

 

 

Tying to the broader issues of interviews (Table12, p.204), the interviewees with 

different job-titles emphasised rather different contextual issues. For example, whereas 

the two professors discussed their experience of doing big projects and compared the 

old and new generations of researchers; the two assistant-lecturers emphasised their 

struggles of writing papers and the lack of opportunities to bid for research grants. 

However, it was unapparent that the levels of professional titles caused the participants 

to identify different criteria (see 5.2, p.226). It was even more difficult to capture the 

relationship in the FGs.  

 

Regarding the relationship between educational degrees and the choices of criteria, 

it was a two-fold relationship for the interviewees. Six interviewees were asked whether 
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their opinions about judging quality had ever changed in the past. On the one hand, two 

(I2/I4) did not think that there were changes of their opinions. I4 revealed that her 

criteria for research quality had not changed hugely over the years and only become 

consummated after her PhD. On the other hand, the remaining four interviewees 

affirmed that their views had changed over the years, especially after the completion of 

their postgraduate study.  

 

The relationship seemed obvious within the FGs. For example, FG2-M1 who had a 

lower degree than her group-members was more self-critical and repeated that she knew 

less about research than the group. FG5-M4 was the only member without a PhD degree 

and he said that his knowledge of research was not as rich as the group (see 5.3). 

Therefore, if postgraduate study, especially a PhD, was equivalent to accumulation of 

research experience, this kind of research experience then played a key role in shaping 

the participants’ opinions of criteria, regardless of the question whether a higher degree 

surely represented richer experience and knowledge of research.    

 

5.4.4. Impact of research (Interviews/FGD) 

 

Impact of research was not stressed in Britain until the launch of the REF (REF, 

2012a, 2012b). In the REF, impact is defined as “any effect on, change or benefit to the 

economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality 

of life, beyond academia.” (REF, 2012a) According to this, impact in the REF refers to 

the impact in general and for all the disciplines.  

 

In this study, the identified criteria and broader aspects actually also denoted the 

participants’ ideas about the impact of educational research. The participants discussed 

impact of research mainly on two aspects – ‘usefulness for writing papers’ (theoretical 

readiness) and ‘usefulness for practice and teaching’ (practicality/usability). It was the 

latter that the participants considered absent in China’s educational research. From the 
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researcher’s point of view, there was as an additional impact – the impact of the 

contextual issues.  

 

Note that some of the findings here have already been discussed in previous sections, 

they are reorganised and re-presented here particularly from the perspective of ‘impact 

of research’. I will now talk about ‘impact of research’ and ‘impact of context’ in turn. 

 

Impact of research on… 

 

According to the participants’ description, impact of research papers and projects 

could be regarded as ‘perceived’ or ‘actual’, which both affected many facets of the 

participants’ academic life. In the following passages, my original coding of these kinds 

of impact are underlined and put into round brackets after the particular examples of 

impact. Also, the idea of using ‘impact of something on something or somebody’ mainly 

originated from the linguistics usage of the word impact (see, e.g., 

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/impact).   

 

I8 found English and Chinese papers very different and she read them for different 

purposes. Western papers gave her inspiring ideas for teaching practice, for example, a 

paper’s model of teaching spoken English worked well for both her students’ learning 

and for her own teaching (Impact on teaching). By contrast, Chinese papers were 

‘useless’ for teaching, because of their ‘theoretical, doctrine, sloganised language’ and 

‘unclear research objectives and unreal data’ (Non-impact on teaching?). I8 read them 

because she needed to write something similar and get it published inside China to 

prepare for the job-title evaluation (Theoretical impact on writing).  

    

   Similarly, I3/I9/I10 preferred to imitate Chinese papers to write something similar 

and to cite them in order to increase the possibility of getting domestic publications 

(Impact on academic writing). I5 did the same even though she favoured English papers; 

however, she revealed that she usually would not practise what the papers recommended 

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/impact
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(Non-Impact on practice/teaching?). I7 stopped reading Chinese journals (Negative 

impact on academic reading) and he found Chinese papers also useless for his 

administrative work as dean of a college (Impact-less on academics’ administrative 

responsibility). Note that I7’s point here was different from what I4 called the 

administrative interference in research. Also in negative terms, I2 pointed out that some 

research lacked accurate justification of findings and they broadcast misleading effects 

on student-teachers’ learning about teaching (Negative impact on learning).   

    

   FG1 agreed that some papers by renowned scholars had theoretical value and were 

useful for being cited (Theoretical impact on academic writing), but they had little 

practical helpfulness. I1 recalled that his colleague’s publication of 9 papers in one year 

eased this colleague’s way to get herself a professorship (Impact on job-title upgrade), 

even though the quality of those papers remained unclear to the academic community. 

 

   After she experienced the ‘ridiculous’ research assessment on her international 

publications (see 5.2.3), I4 started to negotiate with the management leaders about a 

‘less ridiculous’ research management, in vain. No change had been made until a 

colleague who was also an academic and became a leader with enough administrative 

power to alter the old research policy. The new policy thereafter benefited academic 

staff like I4 (Indirect impact on research policy at institutional level).  

 

   When describing her perceived good project, I4 explained the enjoyable part of her 

on-going national project,  

 

“I’m doing it. Firstly I’m building up a research framework for them...This kind of data has never 

been gathered - I'm happy about this…I’m establishing something of/for our own…In the future 

this is going to affect teaching…this I enjoy. I think this has some actual utility.” (I4)  

(Evolving impact on teaching, research development & theory development)  

 

Similarly, I7 explained that many of his projects involved in thousands of students’ 
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learning and teachers’ teaching, and his selection of research topics could affect many 

people’s benefits. If he could succeed in conducting the project, not only could he be 

approved to bring forward some reforms in the system of examination, curriculum and 

teaching, but also setting up a model for peer universities (Actual/anticipated impact on 

educational reform).  

 

   Tying to I5’s research motivation (see p.181/199), FG4’s realistic measure ‘money’ 

referred to the “private interests” – what a funded project could bring in to researchers 

(Impact on personal benefit/community economy). The ‘private interests’ also referred 

to a higher rank of job-title and a better reputation in the community. FG6 compared 

which avenue enabled the teachers to earn more income, teaching or research. 

Differently, FG5-M5 described a UK-based project which aimed to show to the British 

government some statistical findings about which had affected African students’ (in 

Africa) performance in Mathematics tests, their Maths knowledge or their English 

proficiency (Unknown benefit to public policy). FG5 disbelieved that the Chinese 

government would favour and fund such a project, as the government would not see it 

as a significant topic (also see 5.3.4) (Unknown impact on funding?).  

 

   Unlike I4/I7/I6 who were satisfied with their own research, I5/I9/I10 felt dissatisfied 

with the quality of their own papers or projects and gave some derisive self-criticism, 

such as “boring”, “quite rubbish” and “for the sake of job-title upgrade” (Impact on 

self-evaluation). Revisiting the participants’ comments upon the current project, I 

wonder if there was a potential or temporary impact of my research on their 

understanding of quality and their way of conducting research in the future (Potential 

Impact on understanding of research).  

 

Impact of the context on… 

 

   Preceding sections already demonstrate that the contextual issues were powerful 

forces in the research community. Thus, the impact of the context on research also 
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existed, even though it was unknown (to me) how the context might have been affected 

by the impact of research.   

 

   I1/I2 felt disappointed at the job-title evaluation system and gave up on applying for 

a professional upgrade (Impact on profession). FG1-M1 claimed that some authors 

plagiarised in order to attain a higher job-title; I9/FG4-M1 revealed that some authors 

manipulated or contrived research data to ‘get things right’ in order to get quicker 

publications for finishing their annual research responsibilities in time and/or for 

job-title assessment (Impact on way of conducting research). All of this seemed to 

reflect what I2/FG1-M4/FG2-M1 suggested: “Research should not be done for 

research’s sake” (Impact on research motive).  

 

   As a dean, I7 fully understood the challenges facing the staff – the job-title pressure 

and severe competition in publication. He also recognised the differences between 

theoretical and empirical research, and he did not wish his staff to write ‘rubbish’ 

theoretical papers. Thus, he had to carefully consider his way of conveying the 

university’s research policy (Impact on execution of research policy). I3 implied that 

seeking guanxi was a normal way for getting a journal paper accepted. However, not 

everyone succeeded even after a guanxi was pursued (e.g.; FG6-M4’s case) (Impact on 

research dissemination).  

 

   Because of the administrative interference, I4 had to adjust her strategies of coping 

with the institutional assessment of research projects. She clarified that novice teachers 

rarely enjoyed the same advantageous conditions as hers (Impact on personal research 

management). I6’s access to research mentorship has affected the way she conducted 

research, the quality of her research and the possibility of getting publications (Impact 

on ways of conducting research).  

 

   Revisiting Section 5.2.2 (p.201), the inconsideration of quality was embodied in the 

phenomena that no one managed and checked the quality and efficacy of research 
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products. Thus, the research management remained unfair and unscientific (Impact on 

research management). As I2/I7 pointed out, the impact of research was not commonly 

or widely considered. Similarly, I8 revealed that after her colleagues conducted their 

investigation – contributing questionnaires in class, wrote up their papers, got the papers 

published and reclaimed their grant – they did nothing afterwards to explore the efficacy 

of their research (papers), that is, to examine whether their own research could bring 

‘usefulness to their students’ learning’ (Impact on the impact of research?). Herein I 

have a puzzle: is it ‘impact of context’ on ‘impact of research’, or ‘impact of research’ 

on context, concerning I8’s description? In short, if ‘impact’ is considered an 

indispensable part of quality, this seems relevant to I1’s suggestion – developing 

‘awareness of quality’ and ‘awareness of our awareness of quality’. 

 

   To summarise, what the participants looked for was the impact at the practical level 

(e.g., teaching & solving practical problems), though they did also recognise the impact 

at the theoretical level. (Note that I4/I7 mentioned the impact of national research 

projects on education and teaching reform at the national level, and the impact of 

theoretical development on future research and education reform.) The participants 

suggested a combination of both theoretical and practical significance, and a shift from 

a purely theoretical (academic/abstract) impact to a more practical one 

(concrete/genuine). In particular, because of the disciplinary disadvantages, educational 

research should have impact on learning, teaching and educating students and teachers. 

 

 

5.5. Field-notes  
 

   This section is arranged in Appendix30 to avoid interrupting the flow of the current 

presentation of findings. The Appendix firstly presents some examples of my written or 

audio comments which were recorded when I was carrying out the interviews and FGD 

in China; and secondly, describes some excerpts of my research diary, which 

commenced after my fieldwork and related to my impulsive and undeveloped ideas of 
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the data analysis.  

 

 

5.6. Summary 
 

   This chapter attempts to present the results as richly as possible. Given the density 

of the data, it is challenging to discuss all of the findings in depth. The nominated 

criteria were diverse and various, and were not completely separated from each other; 

and the salient contextual themes were many and interrelated in a complex way. Thus, it 

becomes challenging to correlate the criteria and the contextual themes and generate 

meanings to the fullest extent. It is not as simple as the formula that criterion A was 

caused by contextual theme A, or contextual-theme B resulted in the nomination of 

criterion B, or the non-impact of research on teaching was resulted from contextual 

theme C or not using criterion C. Therefore, it needs to adopt Bourdieusian concepts to 

frame my interpretation of the findings (see 4.6.3/4.6.4.3/Flowchart-4). 
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Chapter 6 - Discussion 
 

 

   Phenomenology “offers the prospect of authentic accounts of complex phenomena” 

and is “associated with description and not analysis” (Denscombe, 2003, p.105-6). 

Accordingly, Chapter 5 presented my description of the phenomena in a 

phenomenological style for the central research questions. The current chapter, an 

attempt to move beyond ‘description’, presents my interpretation of the findings to 

answer the core research questions through Bourdieusian key concepts. Bourdieu’s three 

steps of an analysis of a field are used here (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992b; see 4.6.4.3). 

The chapter shows how habitus and field may have constituted and influenced each 

other. 

 

6.1. Perceptions of research & quality 
 

   Some working answers can now be given to the core research questions of the 

current study: How do Chinese EFL-related academics understand the concept of 

‘quality’ in relation to research? What factors have shaped how these academics 

perceive ‘quality’?  

 

   In conventional terms, a high quality research in the participants’ eyes was one 

which was ethical, innovative, original and rigorous; it would have significance and 

value for reality, especially at the level of practicality, for example, it would inform 

student learning, the practice of teaching and scholars’ administrative work. It would be 

conducted by researchers with integrity and a serious attitude towards scholarship.  

    

   In contextual terms, quality was not normally considered in the process of reading, 

writing and assessing research. A high quality piece of research was one which could be 

published in well-known international journals, and/or Chinese core journals (which 
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were recognised in the institutional document of legal journals). It was research 

undertaken adhering to the rules legitimated by the leaders and administrators. 

Alternatively, a good quality research was one which was conducted by researchers who 

had gained renowned qualification and who enjoyed fame in the academic community. 

It was research which was backed up by official or political figures in the authority 

regime, and which could bring the researchers private interests and money.   

 

The above two kinds of perceptions of quality of research indicate a gap in the 

academic community between ‘the criteria espoused’ and ‘the criteria practised’. A 

systematic study of the conceptual parallel as such does not seem to have appeared 

before in the education research literature.  

 

   The participants demonstrated a great amount of knowledge of academic research. 

This contradicted Borg and Liu’s (2012) finding that Chinese teachers (College-English 

teachers in HEIs) lacked knowledge of doing research. In particular, the participants’ 

conceptualisation of the types of research was more inclusive than had been described 

in some existing literature. For example, some authors distinguished practitioner 

research from academic research (e.g., Hammersley, 1993), or teacher research/action 

research from scientific research (e.g., Gao & Chow, 201112). These divisions were not 

made obvious by the participants, although some participants differentiated their own 

research from well-known authors’ work, extolling the latter as ‘research of higher 

class’.  

    

   Whereas Perry (2005) argued that in applied linguistics area “research does not 

mean searching for articles to write papers.” (p.7), research was widely portrayed in that 

way by participants in this current study. I argue that if/when the participants described 

their work as just writing papers as a way of making a living, those scholars were 

intrinsically involved in research even if they did not always described their own work 

as research. This disagreed with the argument that Chinese College-English teachers 
                                                        
12 The three articles are the same study: Gao & Chow, 2011, Gao, Barkhuzen & Chow, 2011a, 2011b. Their 
participants were Chinese primary school teachers of English language. 
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had limited engagement in research (Borg & Liu, 2012). In my view, the participants 

have been engaging in research all along, in both a conventional way and a localised 

way. 

  

   My participants’ reasons for “failing” to engage in research were partly similar to 

those discussed by Borg & Liu (2012), such as disinterest in research. The participants 

reasoned in more depth what factors had shaped them to think that the quality of 

research was low: they were dissatisfied with educational research in general, and some 

of them were dissatisfied with their own research. Accordingly, I argue that more needs 

to be done to understand how they judge quality and to provide support so that their 

research can be of good quality. Therefore, I suggest that a more urgent matter be 

making an effort to better understand quality in our research, rather than examining 

whether the scholars engaged in research (e.g., Borg’s works; Borg & Liu, 2012; Gao & 

Chow, 2011) and quantifying their research output (e.g., Bai & Hudson, 2011).  

 

In terms of knowledge of research assessment, the interviewees and FGs were able 

to identify many criteria and provided their reasons in various layers. This indicates that 

they did have actual knowledge about the criteria, and it did not seem to be because of a 

lack of such knowledge that mitigated the quality of their research or inhibited them 

from carrying out high quality research, but the barriers and disadvantages that the 

external factors created. The contextual factors have hindered the academics’ good 

intention to consider and follow the conventional criteria (‘idealistic’) in action, and 

have engendered the unscholarly, disguised or concealed standards (‘realistic’).  

 

   This section now continues to demonstrate the field’s influence on the habitus in a 

different way – integrating the dispositions of five specific criteria into the field 

(‘money’, ‘reputation of journals’, ‘usefulness’, ‘originality’ & ‘ethical issues’). These 

five specific criteria are not picked randomly but rather based on the findings in Chapter 

5 (see e.g., 5.5). Of these five sets of findings, the first two are contextual and the other 

three are more closely related to western views of quality.  
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Money 

 

   I see ‘money’ or ‘funding’ as social power (Bourdieu, 1990). It was an economic 

and symbolic capital attached to research papers (projects). Symbolic capital is “nothing 

more than economic and cultural capital which is acknowledged and recognized, when 

it is acknowledged in accordance with the categories of perception that it imposes, the 

symbolic power relations tend to reproduce and to reinforce the power relations which 

constitute the structure of the social space.” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.135) 

 

‘Money’ is economic capital which the scholars aimed to attain when they bided for 

grants above the institutional level. There, this economic capital was subject to the 

scholars’ cultural capital (e.g., job-title & qualifications) which was a means to achieve 

this economic capital. The initial status of the cultural capital would not alter the 

scholars’ goal of accumulating this economic capital.      

 

However, this economic capital was extremely limited in the area of applied 

linguistics/language education, and was available to very few scholars. As some 

participants (e.g., I6/FG4) revealed, this area was marginalised and its disciplinary 

importance was undervalued by the government. This indicates two ironies – the huge 

number of English-language scholars (Wen & Gao, 2007) vis-à-vis the limited 

economic capital; and, the insufficient economic capital vis-à-vis the big number of 

unexploited and unsolved problems in this area in China. Therefore, the nature of this 

discipline (area) seemed to turn money into a symbolic capital. Government grants then 

tended to create symbolic violence: the bigger grant a project was awarded, the more a 

project could make the public believe that it had been really well-prepared and good 

enough quality to pass the grant-application evaluation; even if when that project was 

not genuinely of high quality.  

 

Accordingly, many scholars possessed little economic capital for conducting their 
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research. Instead of relying on the cultural capital to seek the economic capital, many 

scholars could only use their personal money to conduct and later disseminate their 

research. More specifically, money was personal economic capital when scholars 

prepared for publication, especially so for those who had weak cultural capital. For 

those who wished to be published in good Chinese journals, money was a prerequisite 

for developing the social capital (e.g., guanxi) with the key players. For those who had 

little social capital, money was remitted to bad journals to exchange for ‘inferior’ 

publications. Thus, it was believed that the more and bigger grants the scholars could 

attain the more able they became to pursue better quality of research. 

 

In other words, sufficient quantity of publications promised scholars increasing 

cultural capital which could consequently increase their economic capital, despite the 

quality level and reputation of the journals where scholars were published. Social 

capital helped scholars to publish and therefore gain economic capital, and vice versa. 

The initial condition of scholars’ cultural and economic capital – such as initially low 

job title and low salary – did not seem to alter the importance of the goal of publishing 

in quantity. This quantity criterion seemed to be more generally acknowledged than 

‘money’ (i.e., the award of grants) as a quality criterion. A scholar’s initial/current status 

of cultural and economic capital did not determine his/her view of ‘money’ (not) as a 

criterion.  

 

Note, however, the economic capital (grants) a project earned was not the same as 

the ‘economic impact’. In Britain, economic impact refers to what a project/research 

could bring for the society economically (Furlong & Oancea, 2005; REF, 2012b). In 

China, it tends to mean the benefit prior to the commencement of a project/research, and 

if after the completion of research, it would refer more to the personal economic capital. 

That is, money was seen by the participants as symbolic power that could stimulate, 

enhance, hinder or distort the quality of research.  
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Reputation of journals 

 

The participants had to accommodate to two Fields: the academic community inside 

China and the one outside. The two were not always incompatible though, because 

some interviewees (e.g., I4/6) succeeded to achieve suitable cultural capital to reach the 

symbolic capital in both fields.  

 

The reputation of a journal is a powerful symbol – symbolic capital, which indicates 

and represents the academics’ potential to achieve the cultural capital (i.e., the credits 

accumulated for research performance). In this sense, the reputation of a journal tended 

to do ‘symbolic violence’: a paper published in a journal that was considered as ‘low 

end’ would be given a low credit accordingly, even if that paper was genuinely of high 

quality. However, it was difficult for habitus to terminate this kind of symbolic violence, 

unless both the academic and cultural capital was strong enough.  

 

First, there was a competition between the western and the home fields. Experts at 

CAST13 stated that the low quality in Chinese journals was partly caused by the 

phenomenon that good quality papers have been submitted to overseas journals. They 

urged the academic community to discard ‘core journals as a sole criterion’ for 

academic research assessment (Cai, 2010). Why then were the good papers not 

published at home? The experts explained that it was because foreign journals had a 

better reputation, and articles published there could be disseminated in a wider sphere 

and be included in authoritative indexes (ibid).  

 

Unsurprisingly, a participant (I9) coined the Chinese core-journals “symbol of 

authority”. The level of a journal represented a paper’s value, another symbolic capital. 

This value then represented cultural capital (research performance), which settled the 

scholars’ qualification of moving up to a higher job-title. The success in the upgrade 

consequently led to an increasing cultural capital. A higher cultural capital then 

                                                        
13 China Association of Science & Technology 
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represented a higher economic capital (e.g., a higher salary). Therefore, how reputable a 

journal enjoyed often symbolised how authoritative and ‘good’ it could be in the 

public’s eyes. 

 

Unfortunately, this symbolic capital was deformed by the official list(s) of legal 

journals. The official list(s) bred symbolic violence – imposing an embodied authority 

upon the scholars who prepared to publish their research. This symbolic violence was 

even exercised in a paradoxical way – papers published in the western field earned less 

cultural capital than those in the home field. This paradox was often due to some 

administrators’ ignorance of the differences between the two fields. Nowadays some 

institutes have established a reward policy based on the number of publications in 

foreign journals – one foreign publication out-valued ten domestic publications (Cai, 

2010; Shi et al., 2005). In either situation, many ordinary scholars remained the 

receivers of the ‘symbolic violence’. 

 

There was an additional competition in the domestic field: the core journals versus 

the ordinary ones (e.g., institutional or regional). A number of 13 or 14 core journals in 

language education symbolised what Smith and Hodkinson (2005) called the limited 

‘publication space’. This small number represented limited symbolic capital, hence 

more symbolic violence. It was believed that a scholar must own competitive social 

capital to win a place in the core journals. Ironically, some participants were 

unconvinced that all papers there had high quality. Their viewpoint often resulted from 

the problem that academic hegemony (Bourdieu, 1977) – the domination of publication 

space by a small group of authors – appeared more pronounced in the core journals than 

elsewhere. However, a scholar’s high productiveness often gained admiration from the 

academic community in the home field. This rendered another irony – the quantity of 

publications embodied a stronger symbolic power than the quality.  

 

Accordingly, the reputation of the core journals could probably reflect that of the 

ordinary journals in the home field, as habitus implied a ‘sense of one’s place’ and a 
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‘sense of the other’s place’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p.131). Further, the reputation of 

home-field journals might then reflect that of journals in the field outside.  

 

Since China’s reforming and opening policy launched in 1978, many journals about 

foreign language education have been established inside China. They translated and 

imported theories of linguistics and language teaching, course-books and assessment 

methods from abroad (Gao et al., 1999). Supposedly, it was after that year14 that 

Chinese language scholars began to gain access to foreign journals. At this point, 

political changes at the national level have possibly widened academics’ habitus (e.g., 

widening expectations and preferences) in the sense that academics’ get more 

knowledge of the world outside China. 

 

At the institutional level, for instance, Chinese supervisors’ guidance carried great 

weight (i.e., academic capital). At the individual level, personal historical habitus (e.g., 

experience of reading and writing for journals) acquainted some participants with the 

characteristics of the journals in both continents. However, not all participants enjoyed 

the academic capital for accessing to international resources and for writing for the field 

outside.  

 

It is worth looking at languages, which confer symbolic power according to 

Bourdieu (1992). It seems that the participants’ assertion of a better reputation in foreign 

journals was not due to the publication language (i.e., English language). At least, none 

of the participants ascribed it to this linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992, 2009). 

Thus, it is arguable that the good reputation of foreign journals was because of this 

symbolic power (i.e., English language). This point is different from the findings in 

Shi’s (2002) project on China’s publication culture. Shi found that her participants 

(Chinese TESOL professionals) ascribed their conscious compliance with conventions 

of English discourse to the influence of English as an international language. Drawing 

on their same project (Shi, 2002), Shi et al. (2005) revealed that editors of Chinese 
                                                        
14 It was untraceable source of when exactly the first ever foreign journal in language education area became 
accessible to Chinese readers.  
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journals had low confidence in Chinese scholars’ proficiency in English writing.  

 

Flowerdew and Li (2009) showed, from the angle of academic writing, that Chinese 

scholars in HSS (e.g., philosophy & political studies) were peripheralised and Chinese 

scholarship was misrepresented in the international academy. To facilitate visibility of 

periphery scholarship, Flowerdew and Li suggested that Chinese HSS scholars increase 

communications with key players in the publishing centre to “bring about a more 

sophisticated view on their part” (p.14). My understanding of this is that symbolic 

violence was created when such misrepresentation occurred, and to stop this violence 

the academics in both fields must share the symbolic power (i.e., English language). 

The international field (the publishing centre in the west) dominated the language 

education research by preserving the publication rules in their interests (e.g., using 

English as the publication language). (However, English as the dominant publication 

language is beyond the topic that this current project aims to explore.) 

   

In short, the dispositions of this criterion (‘reputation of journals’) resulted to a great 

extent from the comparison between the domestic and western fields. But, it was not 

found in this current project that foreign journals enjoyed more symbolic capital mainly 

due to a form of symbolic power: English as the dominant language in the area of HSS.  

 

 

Usefulness (Significance)  

 

Usefulness is a criterion about relevance (Charmaz, 2006). In SLA, it is called 

‘relevance’ to and ‘utility’ for teaching (Nassaji, 2012). In Britain, if it is taken to mean 

‘practicality’ or ‘utility’, usefulness is often criticised perhaps partly in defence of 

political purposes (e.g., Hammersley, 1997a, 1997b). However, some participants of this 

current study excluded ‘usefulness’ not for the same reason, but the development of 

theories and theorisation of practice. 
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In English-language education research, McDonough & McDonough (1997) took 

‘utility’ to mean generalisability in a practical sense, and argued that empirical research 

findings had little practical use. They quoted Ellis (1994) to criticise that professional 

researchers’ research had made little value to language-teachers who found action 

research more worthwhile. This seemed different from the Chinese context. First, the 

participants were professional researchers and language teachers at the same time. 

Second, it was not the division between school practitioners and academic researchers, 

but rather the same community’s’ divergent opinions on research purpose – theorisation 

or practicality, theoreticians or pragmatists. And this divergence relates to the battle 

between theoretical and empirical articles.  

 

The theoretical type was often considered as renowned Chinese scholars’ embodied 

cultural capital. Many scholars who struggled with their own publications were awed by 

the authoritativeness of the high level theorisation in such papers. Therefore, they may 

consider theoretical papers useful for writing their own papers in terms of citations and 

references. The usefulness in the form of theorisation herein represented the symbolic 

capital of some (renowned) authors.  

 

The possession of that kind of embodied cultural and symbolic capital likely 

resulted in ‘academic hegemon’ (Bourdieu, 1977) (This term is exactly the same as what 

the participants called “学霸” xue ba). The core journals favoured this dominant group 

who pursued theorisation able to interest only a minority, and then exaggerated the 

significance of the research of this group. Consequently, authors with little such capital 

became the dominated group who were deprived of publication chances. What were 

available for them were only the ‘low end’ journals, which possessed lower symbolic 

capital (than the core ones) and yet still demanded high economic capital from the 

article authors (e.g., charging publication fees). This sharp comparison (between core 

and ‘low end’ journals) probably engendered a vicious stereotype that UTs’ research 

was inferior. A conflict then arose – the scholars benefited little from the research with 

high theorisation and encountered the misrepresentation of the research with less 
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theoretical value. As I7 reproved, the country has misled all UTs into doing linguistics 

research and becoming linguists rather than applied-linguists. 

 

   Wu (2011) stated that UTs’ behaviour betrayed their own beliefs, “Teachers had no 

choice but make research products that dissatisfy even themselves. In reality, many 

teachers conduct research not because of interest in and passion about research, but the 

professional title evaluation, academic fame, economic benefits, and so on.” (p.112. My 

translation, 2012) Wu seemed to criticise the scholars’ research motivations. This is in 

line with my participants’ nominated criterion, “research not for research’s sake”, and 

with some participants’ dissatisfaction with their own publications. Differently, Xia 

(2009) appealed for the community’s more recognition of front-line scholars’ research. 

As some participants of this current study appreciated the research of that group, 

“valuable sources for theories and theorisation”.  

 

Therefore, I argue that it would be partial or unfair to criticise UTs’ research for 

being useless or their research as being inferior to that of the hegemony group, if we did 

not consider the circumstance of the “paper publication battlefield” and the influence of 

the academic hegemony, and did not distinguish the forms of usefulness that these UTs 

valued, the types of research they did and who these authors were (i.e., the nature of 

their jobs and their backgrounds). 

 

 

Originality 

 

Originality is counted as one novelty criterion (Charmaz, 2006, cited Flick 2007, 

p.20-1). I take originality as an undetectable cachet from creativity, innovation and 

“contribution to knowledge”. Bean (2011) viewed creativity as a research’s core which 

was more important than else things (p.176). The loss of creativity caused researchers to 

repeat themselves (Bean, 2011). 
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   “The originality of a piece of research is usually evaluated by how it compares with 

what has been done before on the topic.” (McDonough & McDonough, 1997, p.60) 

Firstly, novelty was missing in many Chinese journals. At the individual level, 

duplication of existing research was an easy shortcut for some scholars who wanted to 

reap cultural capital (research outputs) more quickly in order to earn more economic 

capital. At the same time, however, a powerful group of authors managed to reserve 

publication space for certain types of articles written by them or by the key-players they 

knew in order to maintain their academic capital. These were two types of academic 

reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990), which were used by two different groups for 

specific reasons. If mechanic reproduction recycled, originality would be threatened. 

 

At the national level, ‘originality’ may be threatened by the phenomenon that many 

scholars enjoyed limited academic freedom. The scholars possessed limited academic 

freedom to decide on research themes, especially when they pursued national economic 

capital (grants), despite the possibility that the area of language education might enjoy 

more freedom in choosing topics than the area of history and politics (Quote from I1). 

There, academic power was pressurised by the political power through compromising 

the freedom in original academic ideas. Some scholars were dismayed by the Internet 

censorship (Bourdieu, 1993, p.91) and would rather not voice their criticisms of 

sensitive educational issues online.  

 

The phenomenon that the government strictly monitored academic publication was 

discussed by Shi et al. (2005). I argue that if political censorship and restriction was 

common in language education research, some creative ideas might be marginalised, 

some indigenous topics might be discouraged, and some creative authors might be 

pressurised. At the institutional level, ‘originality’ was a challenge waiting to be tackled 

in teaching and supervising thesis writing (e.g., Zhu, 2006; Xinhua, Mar 2012). 

 

Secondly, the cultural capital seemed to play a role – different conceptualisations of 

the content and degree of ‘originality’ seemed to affect how the scholars decided 
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whether a piece of work was unoriginal. Shi et al. (2005) interviewed six Chinese 

editors of journals in the language education area and revealed that ‘textual ownership’ 

was viewed differently in China in the sense that translated works were valued as 

original research (p.771). By contrast, my participants did not think that translated 

works possessed high originality. Unexpectedly, originality as a criterion for quality of 

research has not yet been fully discussed in the domain of applied linguistics (language 

education) research.  

 

 

Ethical issues 

   

The participants’ disposition in relation to academic ethics seems partial, and this 

was partly due to their amount of academic capital. That ethical issues were seen to be 

different from moral principles is in accord with the distinction explained by Pring 

(2000) and Ye (2005, p.39). The participants did not mention the political dimension of 

ethics (Simons, 1995); instead they emphasised citation regulations, plagiarism, 

misconduct, and researchers’ integrity. 

 

Academic ethics consists of many more content and dimensions, and ‘regulations of 

writing academic papers’ is only a small part of it (Wang & Han, 2007). In China, 

research misconduct is embodied in seven forms, of which five are academic 

misconduct, including plagiarism (Ye, 2005, p.40). Denscombe (2003) suggested that 

social science researchers should be ethical in three processes – data collection, data 

analysis and dissemination of findings. Accordingly, the participants’ understandings of 

academic ethics seemed to lean on the dimension of dissemination of findings.  

 

   At the individual level, cultural capital in the form of knowledge of academic 

research may be a navigator. This cultural capital is embodied in the scholars’ 

developmental stages. Young scholars often lacked social and economic capital for 

establishing their academic capital (e.g., sufficient publications), and even if they had 
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sufficient cultural capital (actual knowledge of ethics), they may not find such form of 

cultural capital necessary and useful for accumulating the crucial social and economic 

capital that could lead to a successful publication. That way, young scholars often 

discard this kind of cultural capital. This, however, does not mean that senior scholars 

would handle research more ethically. As some participants (FG4-M4/I6/I1) revealed, it 

was more often that some well-known scholars perpetrated ‘publication hegemony’, 

‘self-plagiarism’ and ‘repeated publications’. In this sense, therefore, cultural capital in 

the form of job titles would not be a proper benchmark: a higher job title may not 

always represent more/better knowledge of ethics. 

    

   At the institution level, the institutional economic capital restricted individuals’ 

cultural capital. Wen and Gao (2007) revealed, citing Mu (2004), that only 10% of the 

2,236 institutions in China were able to afford some international journals, some could 

not even subscribe to local journals (p.224). Accordingly, there was limited objectified 

cultural capital (research resources) to be shared among the scholars. “Compared to 

researchers in English-speaking countries, Chinese researchers are disadvantaged in 

access to publication in English, in both reading and submitting their written work.” 

(Wen & Gao, ibid) According to this, the competition of economic capital between the 

two ‘bigger’ fields was also a cause in a broad sense. It is very possible that many 

Chinese authors, who have limited objectified cultural capital (such as the aforesaid 

foreign resources), can write papers on topics which are as cutting-edge as those in the 

western field but have these papers published within the domestic field (i.e., published 

in Chinese language). Publication in international journals is therefore not always a 

reliable indicator of quality. 

 

In all, the dispositions of the relationship between ethics and plagiarism had been 

constrained by the institutional economic capital and the characteristics of discipline 

and subject. Nonetheless, ethical malpractice was frequent in the home field. Ironically 

there was not a convention of reporting ethics in papers, and this has not yet been 

greatly improved by the home field. 
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   “xue shu wei yuan hui” (学术委员会) (“Academic committee”) – equivalence to the 

Academic Committee/Institution Ethics Committee in Britain – was not mentioned by 

the participants. Qiao (2008) described the history of academic committees in China’s 

institutions, and criticised that such committees were operated in a way against its 

nature of function, because they were often used by individuals or small groups to gain 

private benefits and this deprived many teachers of ‘the right to speak’ in the committee 

(p.47). (Qiao did not give examples of the specific ‘private interest’.) Qiao urged the 

need to reform the committee and improve its management. According to this, the 

academic committee failed to function as it should have done – to let scholars have a 

say freely about academic issues (including ethics), but rather acted as a tool to attain 

personal social and economic capital, and had little to do with examining the academic 

ethics as it should have done. If the Academic Committee is seen as a ‘field’, this field 

then has not yet established a genuine unit which can regulate norms for ethical practice 

of research.  

 

Historically, it is unknown to the researcher when exactly academic ethics began to 

attract the government’s attention. The first government file of suggestions for 

developing academic ethics was published in 2002 (MOE, 2002). According to Ye 

(2005), the development of academic ethics falls into two categories: rationalisation and 

practice. The first official file is comprehensive but it looks conceptual rather than 

practical, and it leans on general academic ethics instead of specification for a specific 

discipline. From my reading of the accessible media coverage (e.g., Xinhua News, July 

2006; November 2006), the government’s newly formed regulations and policy tend to 

focus on natural science research rather than social science.  

 

In Britain, there is the code of ethics and standards of practice in HEIs. The 

committee system came from the west (Qiao, 2008, p.47). In terms of western influence, 

Chinese-ethnic author Jung Chang is the first person from China to be awarded a PhD 

from a British university in 1982 (Wikipedia data). Accordingly, it is from the early 80s 
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that Chinese scholars began to learn about how to conduct academic work in a British 

approach in the contemporary era, probably including the learning about academic 

ethics. 

 

Compared with the western field, the way of treating academic ethics in the 

domestic field looks different. However, this does not lead to a verdict that academic 

ethics has never been properly practised in action in China. I argue, based on my 

experience of doing the current project, that the key is not just how we should address 

and report it to what extent and to whom, but how we can handle it at the practical level 

in a particular project based in a particular place embedded in a specific milieu. As 

Burns (2010) suggested, considering action research in ELT, that “the requirements for 

ethical standards involving human participants vary in different research studies” (p.34).  

 

I believe that my above point – researchers need to pay more attention to specific 

settings and micro issues in relation to ethics – is allied to what Kubanyiova (2008) 

argued about the tension between macroethical and microethical principles in 

contemporary applied linguistics. Kubanyiova illustrated the tension in three areas – 

research design, research treatment and research relationships. Her arguments supports 

my point here, such as “satisfying requirements for technical excellence in research 

design, which is considered a macroethical prerequisite for socially beneficial research, 

may in some contexts be at odds with the principle of respect for persons at the 

micro-level.” (p.515. My additional italics, 2012), even though Kubanyiova did not 

examine the tension from a cultural angle. 

 

Therefore, I argue that academic ethics should be considered together with the local 

culture and custom of the place where participants are based. However, it may still be 

debatable whether all researchers have to comply with the western ethical standards at 

the practical level if the research is conducted in a different country or cultural setting. 

When cross-cultural research is undertaken, researchers need to consider whether they 

should require local participants to adhere to the western ethical procedures in exactly 
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the same way, and how this local culture, tradition and custom would contrast with 

western ethical principles and processes.  

 

 

Impact of research 

    

   So far I have discussed the five criteria mentioned earlier in this section (on p.283). 

Although the participants did not use the term, ‘impact of research’, or explicate what 

they were saying was in relation to impact; from my point of view, what they described 

about the efficacy of research was associated with impact (see 5.4.4). 

 

   In terms of judging impact, impact of research in the participants’ eyes appeared to 

be ‘impact of what, on what, for whom, to what extent, in what way, for how long’, 

when the participants followed their own criteria to describe impact. The impact of 

educational research then seemed to occur in the sense of being, for example, positive, 

negative, perceived, actual, subtle and invisible (see 5.4.4). 

    

   Unlike the REF in the UK, the participants stressed the benefits to students, teachers, 

teaching, learning, teachers’ research and/or their administrative work, within academia, 

but not purely within the group in HEIs (i.e., themselves & full-time professional 

researchers). Domestically, China’s HSS/R assessment requested the assessors to follow 

four indexes: ‘significance and cutting-edge-ness of research content’, ‘key innovative 

and academic value’, ‘academic influence or benefits to society’ and ‘research method 

and academic regulations’ (SINOSS, 2005; my translation, 2013). I interpret the third 

index as ‘impact’. The HSS/R assessment focused on citation rate and theoretical 

understanding, when the research outputs were disseminated in journals. Although some 

participants mentioned the visible factors (e.g., citation rate & higher salary), they 

emphasised the impact of the invisible factors (e.g., better quality in teaching, learning 

& administrative work). According to the government reports (SINOSS, 2010a, 2010b), 

the educational research being conducted at the moment produced good impact. 
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However, it seems arguable whether it produced impact beyond the HEIs and academia, 

if the academics themselves (e.g., I5/I9/I10) sometimes did not feel they could do so 

within. 

 

 

6.2. A further Bourdieusian discussion of research 

quality 
 

   Previous sections have used ideas from Bourdieu as appropriate. In this section I use 

Bourdieu’s ideas in a more systematic way to give greater depth to the discussion of my 

findings. 

 

   In contextual terms, the field of research in China was not just about following a list 

of quality standards or adhering to a consensus view of evaluative framework. Doing 

research in China was not about assuring quality, but reflected the academics’ struggles 

with all sorts of requests at institutional and national levels and with cultural and 

disciplinary barriers: it was simply about the academics’ survival in academic life. This 

research environment – research field – has influenced the academics’ opinions of the 

quality and so affected (enhanced or hindered) their ways of conducting research. 

 

   The Chinese government and the academic community have not yet developed a 

debate on quality. The echelon of powerful academics did not create a cultural and 

scholarly debate to consider and select the criteria nominated by the bottom group, and 

use them in the government and institutional documents. It was still a top-down 

mechanism in which the government and some powerful (elite) institutes decided what 

counted as research publications, what counted as qualifications for promotion, among 

others. (This mechanism could be evidenced in the official documents provided by the 

participants). In short, the government and the academic community have not yet 

created a researcher-friendly environment, as researchers were not given much 
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academic freedom in terms of willingness of engaging in research, choosing research 

topics, and so forth. 

 

A field is a structured system of social relations at a micro and macro level (Grenfell 

& James, 1998, p.16) and the social positions are occupied by either individuals or 

institutions (Jenkins, 1992, p.85). First of all, a field at the macro level, or what I call 

‘the bigger Field’, appears to subsume the aforementioned domestic field (national) and 

the western one (international). Concerning the construction of the specific criteria 

(especially the ‘ideal’ ones), some aspects of the domestic field were influenced by the 

western ideas; on the other hand, other aspects seemed unaffected by these western 

ideas in the sense that the indigenous and localised norms (e.g., ‘reputation of journals’ 

& ‘official lists of accredited journals’) remained dominant at the national, institutional, 

or even individual levels.  

 

Regarding the domestic field (the research field at home), the first step of studying 

a field is to “analyse the position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992b, pp.104-5; see 4.6.4.3). The top-down mechanism of research policy 

and the absence of a debate on quality of research (e.g., educational research) indicated 

a one-way pattern: the field has great influence on individuals’ expectation of quality. In 

the system, the power in the top hierarchy determined what and how much capital the 

scholars in the lower hierarchy must achieve to have their academic and professional 

status to be recognised in this field.  

 

   The second step of studying a field is to “map out the objective structure of the 

relations between the positions occupied by the agents or institutions who compete for 

the legitimate form of specific authority of which this field in the site.” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992b, pp.104-5) To begin with, three examples are used to briefly depict 

which agents had what concrete power to influence the participants’ opinions and 

behaviour (see Appendix31).  
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From the micro angle, the three examples (in Appendix31) show that people in 

different divisions of an institution and in organisations outside (e.g., a journal) impose 

various forms of regulations on scholars. These powerful people, excluding most 

scholars, held the ‘right to speak’ in making the rules (e.g., credits allotted to 

publications), in implementing the rules (e.g., the administrative bureaucracy), and in 

representing the authoritativeness of the rules (e.g., the official list of journals). They 

occupied the capital that helped them to maintain their ruling positions and to 

manoeuvre the capital that most scholars needed. Many scholars were deprived of the 

‘right of speech’ and must comply with the multiple forms of rules throughout the 

process of conducting their research. Those rules restricted scholars’ research processes 

and products, and conflicted with the ‘normal’ criteria that the participants of the current 

study have expected or suggested. However, many scholars would not have the 

authority to settle on those rules to make them beneficial to their research, because they 

did not possess the same capital as the powerful group.  

    

   Accordingly, this section continues to map out, from the macro angle, the power and 

function of the capital. Generally speaking, the scholars held some academic capital, 

such as knowledge of research, experience of research and a postgraduate degree (e.g., 

PhD). This academic capital was a kind of cultural capital and determined to a great 

extent the scholars’ dispositions of quality. However, it was restricted by other kinds of 

cultural capital, social capital and economic capital.  

 

   One of other kinds of cultural capital is professional titles. This form of cultural 

capital was pursued by many scholars, because the higher it became the higher 

economic capital the scholars could achieve. In this sense, a job-title was also a 

symbolic power. However, this symbolic power played a contradictory role – on the one 

hand, it was many scholars’ motive for doing research and a key lever for the leaders to 

adjust research policy; on the other hand, the job-title hierarchy did not make huge 

differences in determining the participants’ views of quality. In the latter role, it was not 

as powerful as the embodied cultural capital (experience of research) in shaping the 
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dispositions of criteria. In other words, to achieve the job titles the participants had to 

pay more attention to the criteria drawn from the field than to the criteria related to their 

habitus, and therefore the field dominated. Accordingly, I argue that an upgrade to a 

higher job-title did not necessarily make a scholar’s judgment of quality more accurate 

than before or than scholars with a lower job-title. That is, the change of this cultural 

capital (and the symbolic power it embodies) did not always consequently affect the 

quality criteria based on the scholars’ habitus.  

 

   In the process of pursuing that cultural capital (higher professional titles), social 

capital must be developed, regardless of the amount of academic capital that is already 

developed. The social capital was embodied in guanxi (reciprocity; connection) in the 

Chinese term. Guanxi could be embodied in, for example, a friendship with journal 

editors and a connection with institutional leaders. However, guanxi as embodied social 

capital was not always successfully developed for every scholar. It was not always the 

case that the failure in seeking guanxi was caused by the low cultural capital (low job 

titles). It probably related to the political or administrative power because a guanxi 

needs to be win-win reciprocity, where the scholars could offer something beneficial in 

return. Thus, it seemed that, to increase one’s social capital, having any kind of ‘cultural 

capital’ was inadequate: it must be the ‘right’ type which was tradable to meet the 

traders’ needs.  

 

   Therefore, the kinds and volumes of the capital requested by the field seemed to 

have little to do with the quality of research in which the scholars engaged. They did not 

appear to assist the scholars to deal with the issues of quality either. The academic 

capital alone hardly enabled the scholars to make any change of the field, unless it was 

strengthened through other kinds of capitals (e.g., political or administrative power), 

even though none of these other kinds of capital could actually determine the 

construction of quality criteria based on the scholars’ habitus.  

 

In summary, the participants’ habitus of quality constituted two dimensions which 
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existed simultaneously: conventional views of quality research versus contextual views 

of quality research. That is, quality criteria based on scholars’ habitus contrasted with 

those drawn on the field (social world). Their habitus were constrained by the powerful 

people in the field, and fluctuated according to the ebb and flow of the capitals.  

 

   The third step of studying a field is: “analyse the habitus of agents, the different 

systems of dispositions they have acquired by internalizing a determinate type of social 

and economic condition, and which find in a definite trajectory within the field under 

consideration a more or less favourable opportunity to become actualized.” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992b, pp.104-5; see 4.6.4.3) 

 

Previous passages have shown that habitus was affected by the field and the capital. 

However, it was a one way flow – the habitus of most scholars did not seem to influence 

the field in the same way and to the same extent as the field shaped the habitus. The 

habitus of most scholars was not structuring the field as much as that of the powerful 

group (e.g., leaders in Research Unit). Their habitus was unable to structure the field as 

extensively as it should have been, unless the agents got strong enough cultural and 

academic capital. When habitus became strong enough to affect the field, it might still 

look subtle and restrictive; however, habitus actually also affects how individuals 

construct their own understandings of the field – understandings which then shape their 

own thinking and practice.  

 

   At the individual level, habitus could influence the personal field and capital on 

condition that the individuals were willing to make a change, take risks and violate the 

rules of the field (Bourdieu, 1988). For instance, some scholars followed the 

dispositions from a western field to guide their own practice relating to research, or 

tested dispositions of good research to improve practice of teaching.  

 

Whereas many of their colleagues used ideas that were dominant in the domestic 

field to tutor undergraduate/postgraduate theses, I1/I2/I6 valued and followed ‘different’ 
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ideas drawn from the west. According to I2/I6, their students appreciated the way they 

tutored and benefited from it when I2/I6 put their standards into practice of 

thesis-tutoring. Accordingly, I2’s/I6’s understandings and applications of the standards 

of undergraduate-theses increased their capital, if students’ complimentary feedback 

was regarded as a form of social capital. I8 made a change in her personal field (i.e., 

classroom) through trying out western ideas, and this consequently increased I8’s 

capital in light of public recognition of her teaching performance, because her students 

gave positive feedback on her trial. Without violating the rules in the field, I4 took 

‘risks’: she used publications sourced from a previous project for an institutional 

assessment of her current project, for which she must produce quick 

publication-evidence to satisfy the evaluative requirements (e.g., quantity of 

publications) (also see p.213). Additional discussion is given in Section 6.3.    

 

It was more difficult for habitus to influence the field at the institutional and national 

levels, and very few participants had that opportunity to make it happen, unless they 

held suitable and strong political and administrative positions at those levels. One way 

to get this type of powerful positions was to possess a strong academic capital and 

outstanding cultural capital, and show these capitals effectively to a wider setting other 

than just one’s own classroom or department. For example, scholars (e.g., I7) with both 

high cultural and political power were able to influence the institutional or even national 

policy of reforming teaching (see 5.2.2, p.197-8), as well as helped other scholars who 

had limited administrative power to obtain more cultural capital (e.g., research 

resources). Yet, as the Dean of the college and a professor, I7 was still unable to alter the 

research policy beyond the College sphere (see 5.2.3, p.208).  

 

Two reversed examples are: first, the absence of communicative channels confined 

the habitus to individual scope; and second, government censorship and limited 

academic freedom disempowered some scholars, and silenced their criticisms of 

‘rubbish research’ and their praises for marginalised research. That is, original and 

genuine habitus of most scholars were often unheard at the institutional level and above.   
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It was probably most difficult for academics’ habitus to affect the field at the 

national level, unless the scholars were appointed by the government, such as being 

granted a MOE research project. As I4 explained (see 5.4.4, p.276), she was assigned 

the national project partly because she “has been doing something in the area”, which I 

understand as a modest way to refer to her strong academic/cultural capital – expertise 

in the discipline/subject and outstanding publications. Accordingly, extremely strong 

academic capital enabled a scholar to nationally advertise his/her dispositions of 

educational and academic issues, and then potentially to actualise the influence of these 

dispositions in a wider community. However, this kind of nation-wide influence still 

seemed to be limited to the academic and teaching community: not necessarily leading 

to an actual change of a national policy in relation to scholarship and research quality 

(see p.213). 

 

Furthermore, it was also difficult to make habitus affect symbolic violence, unless 

the scholars possessed both sound academic and cultural capital. This will be discussed 

in the following section (6.3).  

 

According to Bourdieu (1977), habitus is a historical product, and habitus structures 

habitus itself. Linking to the results about the participants’ historical dispositions of 

criteria, they either remained the same or evolved after an upgrade of degree (see 5.4.3, 

p.273-4). There, cultural capital in the form of degree or research experience mattered. 

That is, habitus related to the volume of the capitals which an agent (or research) needs 

and produces. For some scholars, there were two sets of habitus, which interchanged 

within the same field according to the amount of capital the scholars possessed, and 

which would replace each other in order to enable the scholars to adapt to a different 

field.  

 

Three examples for that are: first, FG6 described that when economic capital 

conflicted with cultural capital within the same field, scholars’ attention to and 
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engagement in research and teaching were adjusted according to their needs for 

different capital (see Extract10, p.254); second, as aforesaid, FG4 described the ‘criteria 

espoused’ and ‘criteria practised’ within the same field; and third, I4 published in both 

domestic and international fields and she received more specific reviewing feedbacks 

from the latter field than the former. I4 felt that she could learn a lot from the process of 

responding to the feedbacks from the western field, and therefore the quality of her 

paper did gradually improve. The first two examples relate to changing habitus within 

the same field, and the third example is about adapting habitus to a different field. 

 

Those ‘changing’ habitus can be nicely explained through this quote, “A habitus is 

acquired as the result of the long-term occupation of a position in the social world. 

Depending on the position occupied, people will have a different habitus. The habitus 

operates as a structure, but people do not simply respond to it mechanically. When 

people change positions, their habitus is sometimes no longer appropriate…” (Ritzer, 

2003) The ‘changing’ habitus again reflected the conflict between habitus and the field 

(This links back to the conceptual parallel in Section 6.1). It again proves that the 

habitus of quality was incrementally structured and structuring the social world. (This 

incremental characteristic is further discussed in Section 6.3.)  

 

   The last part of this section (6.2) looks at what I call ‘non-existence of habitus’ 

relating to research quality. However, this lack of consideration or awareness of quality 

itself is also a form of habitus.  

 

Habitus is invisible (Jenkins, 1999). Unfortunately, the domestic field has not yet 

created an advantageous environment to channel the habitus of agents across levels. 

First, such channel was not properly built in dissemination of research/findings, for 

example and as aforesaid, authors’ rationales for their methodologies/methods were 

often unavailable to readers – the absence of this channel made habitus of quality even 

more invisible. That the participants recognised a tradition of not explaining research 

methodology in articles is consistent with Wu and Zhang’s (2002) findings (see 3.4.2, 
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p.68). Therefore, I argue that the authors, the reviewers and the editors should take up 

some responsibility for the absence of this aspect.   

 

   Second, the channels between the scholars and the authority were missing. 

Institutional leaders (e.g., scholars with a management role) often kept their research 

agenda and resources to themselves, and have not yet developed an awareness of the 

importance of transmitting different habitus on a regular basis. That says, “The 

habitus…can be thought of as a set of internalized schemes through which the world is 

perceived, understood, appreciated, and evaluated. A habitus is acquired as the result of 

the long-term occupation of a position in the social world.” (Ritzer, 2003) Accordingly, 

the leaders’ lack of an awareness of creating formal/informal channels to help different 

habitus to become less invisible was probably a result of the leaders’ long-term 

occupation of the position as the managerial, directorial, administrative and bureaucratic 

figure, rather than professional, instructive, scholastic and disciplinary. Consequently 

and inseparably, administrators in different units (e.g., personnel & finance) would not 

concern themselves with the issue – whether academic staff’s habitus could be 

exchanged among scholars themselves, and so rarely would they acted to create 

supportive conditions for facilitating that type of exchange of habitus among academics. 

   

Third, historical habitus (participants’ previous views of research) was not shared 

among agents themselves, partly because this part of habitus related to personal 

possessions of academic capital. The idea that research or research outputs were a 

private possession has probably been internalised in some scholars’ habitus. The 

unequal possessions of social and economical capital discouraged the scholars from 

sharing different kinds of capital, exchanging their habitus of research, and making 

efforts to put quality in the first place. This relates back to the prevailing habitus in the 

field: research was about the academics’ survival in academic life (see p.298).  

    

As the investigator of this current project, I seemed to have violated the rules of the 

field being investigated, because I acted as a bridge to channel habitus among the 
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scholars themselves. I was able to do so perhaps because of the academic capital that the 

participants believed I possessed – embodied cultural capital in the form of ‘a future 

western PhD’. As a half-outsider-half-insider, my social capital embodied in guanxi 

possibly also helped me to provide for the participants an opportunity to unveil their 

own habitus of quality. Therefore, I argue that developing ‘awareness of quality’ and 

‘awareness of developing awareness of quality’ is crucial, even though I am uncertain 

whether I could really change the participants’ historical habitus, including the way they 

articulated it.  

 

   In all, habitus is shaped by our lifetime experience and by the position we occupy. It 

also shapes the way we construct our understanding of the social world. The participants’ 

habitus of quality research was shaped by their lifetime experience and by the position 

they occupied (e.g., teaching & administrative loads); their habitus of quality shaped the 

way they constructed their understanding of the research field. As Bourdieu argues, 

habitus both produces and is produced by the field (Ritzer, 2003).   

 

 

6.3. Individual fields of research quality 
 

Bourdieu (1990) posited, “The social world may be described and constructed in 

different ways in accordance with different principles of vision and division – for 

example, economic divisions and ethnic divisions.” (p.131). The field in question will 

now be explored from the vision of individual social world – such as how individual 

scholars survived in their own fields through (not) changing the rules of the fields – in 

order to gain more insight in the relationship among habitus, field, capital and symbolic 

power in a more specific way. 

 

I extend my study of the field by a supplementing step – an analysis of a sub-field 

(the field at a micro level; see p.299) – also in order to overcome the weakness of 

Bourdiensian theory (e.g., simplification): 
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“Constructing the notion of habitus as a system of acquired dispositions functioning on the 

practical level as categories of perception and assessment or as classificatory principles as well as 

being the organizing principles of action meant constituting the social agent in his true role as the 

practical operator of the construction of objects.” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.13) 

 

   I take this quote to mean seeing habitus in practice (action) and as a former of the 

field, and understanding people’s (social agent) action at the practical level can help to 

understand how a field (the objects) are constructed. So, I will look at the sub-fields, 

where individuals adjust, actively or passively, their habitus through operating their 

capital to a wider or different field.  

 

   This further discussion (supplementary step) is still consistent with the 

phenomenological philosophy. According to Pring (2004), I need to look at the 

individual participants’ subjective understanding of their contexts:  

    

“The phenomenological emphasis upon the examination of experience as such, combined with the 

claim that such experience will be filtered through one’s unique life experience, points to the 

importance of ‘subjective meanings’ or subjective interpretations of that experience in our 

understanding. One cannot get away from that subjective filtering of one’s unique and personal 

experience, feeling and understanding. To understand particular events one must see things from 

the point of view of the participants of the people who are involved – how they interpret events 

and thereby constitute those events as events of a certain sort.” (Pring, 2004, p.100)  

 

Habitus is the product of history (Bourdieu, 1977, p.82). So, the participants’ 

opinions of criteria reflected their histories of experiencing research and quality. As 

Smith and Hodkinson (2005) argued about (qualitative) researchers’ criteria, “Our lists 

are inevitably rooted in our standpoints and are elaborated through social interactions – 

or, in Gadamer’s (1995) terms, they must evolve out and reflect our ‘effective history 

[or histories] (pp.301-302)’.” (p.922).  
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In the current project, there are 39 participants in total (see Table9/15), excluding the 

online-survey respondents. It may not be exaggerating to say that there would be 39 lists 

of criteria for judging quality, with or without the three layers of explanations (see 5.1). 

It does not seem feasible for me to examine the 39 habitus (and sub-fields) one by one. 

Therefore, only four participants (interviewees) and their salient incidents are discussed 

here: further insights combining four cases and a Bourdieusian perspective. (Note that 

the refer-back pages in the parentheses in the following four headings are given to help 

readers of this thesis to relate my discussion here back to the relevant findings in 

Chapter 5, and make sense of my discussion in Bourdieusian terms.) 

 

 

I6 (see p.209, p.212-3) 

 

   A brief trajectory of I6’s professional and research experience needs to be revisited 

here. There were two key stages in I6’s trajectory: before and after her promotion, and, 

before the teaching reform and after. 

 

I6 recollected the reasons that the leaders had promoted her – her outstanding 

English-language proficiency, excellent teaching ability and serious attitude towards 

work. In other words, the authority offered I6 the political/administrative role on 

account of her strong embodied cultural capital, in particular, the symbolic capital – 

linguistics skills. The ‘official nomination’ is a ‘socially recognized qualification’ 

(Bourdieu, 1990, pp.135-6). However, the official promotion was symbolic violence at 

the same time, because by the time when I6 was promoted she has not yet possessed 

another form of symbolic capital: a title of associate-professor and/or a PhD certificate 

required of that kind of official promotion in a university. This official promotion 

reflected that I6 has surmounted the conventional promotion rules to reach higher social 

and symbolic capital.  
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Therefore, after the promotion, I6 encountered the symbolic struggles on the 

objective level (Bourdieu, 1990, p.134) – she was trying to “take action in the form of 

acts of representation” on both the individual and collective levels. Individually, as a 

team-leader of a group of associate-professors and professors, I6 had the lowest rank of 

job-title and degree, and she felt embarrassed about it. She saw the need to enlarge her 

social and cultural capital at speed to better represent her, despite the symbolic capital 

she already possessed. Collectively, she was told about the authority’s pressure of 

having created the symbolic violence (i.e., promoting I6 despite her currently 

inadequate job-title & degree), and she was required to better represent the team’s 

strength and cohesion, which existed visibly in the field (Bourdieu, ibid). 

 

To overcome the symbolic struggles, I6 had to first obtain an objectified cultural 

capital – publications, which must be disseminated in journals with strong symbolic 

power (see pp. 286-9). To produce the desired research outcome at full speed, I6 made 

good use of her social capital (guanxi) to enable herself to engage in big research 

projects, through which she extended her social network and enhanced her academic 

capital via research mentorship (see p.212). She eventually achieved enough objectified 

cultural capital to earn the required symbolic capital – the title of associate-professor.  

However, the role of economic capital in this process was unknown to the researcher.  

 

Prior to being able to make any significant change in the field, I6 gained publicly 

recognised social capital (political and administrative power). The possession of 

existing and newly-gained symbolic capital provided I6 with confidence to continue 

exercising her criteria for judging quality (which she had learnt from her western tutors) 

when she supervised undergraduate and master degree theses (also see p.303). There, 

habitus of quality seemed to have influenced the field at both the institutional and 

individual levels, when the necessary capital was ready. The success in putting forward 

a teaching reform in turn provided I6 with necessary academic capital (e.g., resources & 

data) for her ensuing research project which investigated this reform of teaching.  
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I4 (see p.209-10, p.213-4, p.222, p.278) 

 

In the trajectory of I4’s academic life, the aspects of the field – the unpredictable 

research policy and management and administrative interference, were the main barriers 

to I4’s research progress. Comparing I4 with I6, if I6 relied on a political and 

administrative position to have violated the rules of the game in her field (see p.209), it 

was the robust academic and social capital (e.g., extremely outstanding research 

performance) on which I4 counted to endure those barriers.     

 

   “Academic capital is obtained and maintained by holding a position enabling 

domination of other positions and their holders, such as all the institutions entrusted 

with controlling access to the corps…” (Bourdieu, 1988, p.84) In I4’s institutional field, 

the division of administration restricted and often reigned the academic division. The 

administrators served their Faculty and University policy (however changeable it was), 

operated it at their own convenience, and rarely gave way at the practical/operating 

level to the scholars. I4 explained her tactic to deal with the administrative bureaucracy 

– ignored the words of staff in the Research Unit and played along with the research 

director and the administrators in order to avoid the bureaucratic regulations that have 

impeded her research projects.  

 

There, I4 managed to maintain her academic capital (e.g., research progress) not by 

holding any administrative or political position (I6’s case), but withstanding the 

symbolic struggles (Bourdieu, 1990, pp.134-5). On the subjective level, I4 initially did 

not seem to do what Bourdieu (1990) described, “…act by trying to change the 

categories of perception and evaluation of the social world, the cognitive and evaluative 

structures.” that is, to change the words and names that the authority used to impose the 

legitimate principle of the administration division. Rather, I4 tried not to change or 

violate the current legitimate principle (i.e., required quantity of publications) through 

having retrieved her historical academic capital (i.e., using previous articles for current 
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assessment of research outputs) (see p. 303 & p.213).  

 

I4 has been possessing solid objectified cultural capital – the publications in both 

international and domestic fields – which portrayed her outstanding symbolic capital. 

This contributed to the establishment of stronger economical capital for the cost of I4’s 

other research activities: helped her to temporarily exempt from the bureaucratic 

procedure. Meanwhile, I4 possessed a stronger symbolic capital – being a holder of 

government and national research projects which embodied strong economic capital 

(grants). I4’s historical academic capital was all socially and academically recognised 

qualifications. The accumulation of all of her qualifications enabled her to pull through 

the political changes at her University over the years. However, although I4 overcame 

the symbolic struggle on the individual and subjective level, she still needed to face one 

at the higher level. 

 

On the collective and political level, I4 wanted to reject the old policy and the unfair 

rules that often threatened her and some colleagues’ benefit. She urged the management 

board of research to adapt the research credit allocation to fit in the international field. 

She eventually succeeded in doing so through her strong social capital (see p.276). A 

colleague, who held both sound expertise as an academic (in the same research area as 

I4) and a top political position able to take suggestions outside the administration 

division into account, supported I4’s suggestion and altered the old research policy and 

settle the new one, which became beneficial to him, I4 and similar scholars.  

 

   “Those who dominate the field have the means to make it function to their 

advantage; but they have to reckon with the resistance of the dominated agents.” 

(Bourdieu, 1993, p.88). The administrative interference would not cease or weaken until 

a small number of academics managed to obtain higher political positions and were 

willing to step in to make the policy operate in a way that was advantageous to the 

scholars who did/could not possess the same administrative power.  
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I8 (p.215-6, p.275, p.185-6) 

 

   “To change the world, one has to change the ways of making the world, that is, the 

vision of the world and the practical operations by which groups are produced and 

reproduced.” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.137). I8 did not possess the same type and amount of 

academic capital as I4; neither did she hold the same volume of symbolic capital as I6. 

Therefore, I8 did not sound keen to reject the research rules in her institute; nor could 

she do what I4/I6 managed to do – change the ways of making the academic world at 

the institutional and national levels. 

 

   For I8, it was the change inside the micro field that mattered more to her 

professional life and that she could manage to make. In I8’s situation, the thing able to 

make the micro changes was related to impact of research, and specifically, the 

operational techniques for learning and teaching in the classroom. This kind of usability, 

for I8, was a symbol of the value of an educational research. Thus, symbolic capital in 

her eyes was different from that in the elite scholars’ eyes (see p.289). Furthermore, I8 

believed that empirical papers embodied that kind of symbolic capital more than the 

theoretical ones, and so she preferred to read and write empirical papers for her own 

teaching and research. 

    

   Unfortunately, there was limited institutionalised cultural capital for I8’s writing of 

either type of papers. She must turn to her social capital – asking her friends in different 

universities to help her to get access to the research resources that she needed for her 

writing. However, field is a network (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p.97) and the 

publication field in China is a net of guanxi. The lack of I8’s social capital and the 

‘weak’ symbolic capital embodied in I8’s own papers did not enable her to obtain the 

objectified cultural capital – publications in Chinese core journals. If social capital was 

not available (i.e., a successful guanxi with key-players, e.g., journal-editors), economic 

capital (money) was called in: to pay a journal for a publication space. This is why I8 
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needed to depend on her personal economic capital to achieve the cultural capital 

necessary for her survival in the institute. 

    

   Differently, I4’s publications in domestic and international fields never cost her own 

economic capital. In I4’s case, the social capital, guanxi, need not be a prerequisite asset 

to her outstanding publications (see p.303). This delineated a key distinction between 

seasoned and young scholars. Therefore, I8’s disposition of the impact of research might 

affect the institutional field to a certain degree, if she presented socially recognised 

qualifications as I6/I4 (e.g., a political promotion or outstanding publications). In other 

words, I8’s ideas about the symbolic capital of educational research (i.e., usability) 

might have been accepted by her colleagues and the institutional leaders.  

 

 

I2 (p.214-5, p.193, p.202) 

 

   Habitus can be fossilised. “Once acquired it underlies and conditions all subsequent 

learning and social experience…” (Jenkins, 1992, p.79)  

 

   In retrospect, I2 recognised his influence of his family, especially his father, on the 

construction of his personality and a habit of critical thinking. He was aware of his 

tendency to ask ‘why-questions’ all the time, from childhood to adulthood, including the 

time when he read journal papers and participated in research projects. Accordingly, the 

historical trajectory of I2’s habitus has moulded his current habitus of judging quality.   

 

   I2 used a metaphor to explain his disposition with a difference: “So, as I told you 

just now, I’m a person who knows how to plant apple trees, I’m a person knowing how 

to grow apple trees. But, some people merely plant, [even when] they don’t know how 

to plant, and they don’t care about whether or not the apples are tasted, usable. They 

simply plant, plant nonstop, planting apples in this way. They constantly plant over 

there in this way.”  
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   This quote describes the two different dispositions that I2 and his colleagues held 

when they tutored undergraduates in writing dissertations (see p.303). I2’s ‘unique’ 

disposition was noticeable in his institution. However, he preferred not to try to change 

the disposition different from his, and declined his colleagues’ suggestion about sharing 

his opinions in public online forum and setting up his own blog. Accordingly, I2 forsook 

the chance to advertise his habitus mainly because of the academic freedom restriction 

and the government’s Internet watchdog, as he indicated at the interview (also see 

p.212). There, I2’s habitus has shaped his behaviour and his expectation of the field: he 

did not believe a blog could help to change any problematic aspect of the system (the 

field), instead he may get into “trouble” (Direct quote). This links to the problem of how 

one’s habitus could affect his/her understanding of the field, others’ understandings, and 

possibly the field.  

 

   Therefore, I2 gave up on ‘changing the world’ (in whatever sense at whatever level), 

including his own ‘academic world’, because he abandoned one kind of the dominant 

cultural capital – a higher professional title. He believed that such academic capital 

failed to represent the genuine quality of research and so it was not something he 

wanted to pursue. In reality, I2 was not the only participant (scholar) holding this 

viewpoint outside his university. Thus, there must be some other capital that helped I2 

and the scholars in a similar context to survive in the academic field, even if it was not 

in terms of research performance and output.   

 

To summarise, the scholars’ habitus of research and quality had little chance to be 

taken into account by the authority above the individual level, from reading research to 

doing research, from writing research to disseminating research, from assessing research 

to using research. Their habitus could hardly change the field other than adapted 

themselves to the field. Whether or not the participating scholars engaged in research in 

the same way as the UK scholars, their experiences might be summarised through the 

following passage by Smith and Hodkinson (2005):  



 

316 
 

 

“…educational research can be seen as a field in the sense described by Bourdieu (e.g., Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992). That is, academics strive for distinction in that field, using whatever capital 

(resources) they have at their disposal. One of the major activities in such a field is that people work 

to support, preserve, or strengthen those rules (or lists of characteristics) that they approve of or are 

in their interests and/or to change the rules (or lists) in a direction that favours their interests.” 

(p.923)  

 

6.4. Possible reasons for differences in data 
 

There is some subordinate data outside the data I have presented and analysed in 

Chapter 5. It can also be analysed through Bourdieusian notions to demonstrate what 

else have possibly affected the current project itself. 

 

Considering what factors have shaped how the participants perceive my research 

topic, I notice two perspectives – the participants and the researcher. For instance, some 

interviewees (e.g., I7/I10) queried about whether they had provided answers that were 

useful to my project and were able to meet my expectation. Therefore, some possible 

reasons include: the researcher’s background (e.g., change of status/personality, & 

monitor skills); the relationship between the participants and the researcher; the 

institutional and demographic background; the participants’ background (e.g., 

personality, job-title & experience of research); the group dynamics; the formation of 

the groups (e.g., FG5 was organised by a dean of college); and the choice and sample of 

the interviewees (e.g., willingness to participation). 

 

In terms of a physical field, the geographical differences did not seem to make a 

huge difference in the participants’ responses about national research policy and 

management. Although my participants were from only three cities in China, the 

geographical differences did not seem to be a factor that rendered their criteria different 

(see 5.2, p.226). However, some institutions were research-intensive and some were not. 
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Different (institutional) fields would give different weights on research, and they had 

various requirements for upgrading professional titles. In consequence, the importance 

of research and research performance to the scholars varied at the institutional level. 

Therefore, I suggest that a large sample of participants may not be a key factor to 

enhance the generalizability of the findings in the current study.   

 

The participants’ habitus of themselves – how they viewed their individual 

differences – seemed to account for their immediate articulations of their opinions of 

quality. These differences included qualification, personality, research experience, and 

so forth.  

 

Professional titles may be a form of academic/cultural capital. From my point of 

view, this type of capital did not determine the participants’ choices of criteria (5.4.3, 

p.273). But it did in the participants’ eyes. Some FG members recognised their various 

backgrounds, for example, FG2-M2 explicitly pointed out her “inferior research level 

and experience”. Although FG2-M3 disagreed with FG2-M2’s self-criticism, M3 argued 

that a UT’s developmental stages determined how s/he understood research (see 5.3.5). 

 

If the participants’ preceding participation in the current study was seen as 

experience of engaging in research, it is worth interconnecting that part of experience 

and their later responses. It seems that their participation in the online questionnaire has 

partly influenced some interviewees’ responses. For example, I10 revealed that he had 

been able to anticipate some questions because he noticed the connection between the 

survey and the interview, giving him a space to plan his answers. It is unknown though 

whether the participation in the survey has been a contributor to the FG dynamic. None 

of the FG5/6 members has done the questionnaire, but few striking differences in their 

responses were captured only because of that. Only one member in FG4 did the survey 

but no obvious difference appeared either. 

 

It is contentious that gender difference is associated with capital to help the 
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participants to deliver a better research performance, and is a factor that has caused the 

participants to conceive the criteria differently. Wu’s (2011) thesis has one conclusion: 

female teachers preferred teaching, male teachers preferred research, and research was 

more suitable to male teachers (p.132). My project does not show such a finding. 

 

On the contrary, whereas four male interviewees (e.g., I1/I3/I2/I7) had a major 

responsibility of teaching or administrative work; four female interviewees (e.g., 

I4/I5/I6/I9) showed a great passion about research, including strong motivation for more 

progress in research and publications. Regarding the FGs, for example, male teachers in 

FG6 did not show a stronger interest in research than their female colleagues; and if 

publication quantity was seen as evidence of research achievement, the female teachers 

outperformed the male. Therefore, I would not agree with Wu (2011) that research was 

more suitable to males than females. Nonetheless, my sample may not be big enough to 

support my argument; second, there is not enough evidence to show that the research 

quantity vis-a-vis quality was a suitable benchmark; and third, my research focus is not 

on the relationship between research and genders.   

 

6.5. Summary  
 

This chapter attempts to use Bourdieu’s culture and field theory to interpret the 

results and findings, which have been previously decoded and presented through the 

phenomenological strategies in Chapter 5. Firstly the chapter tries to answer the central 

research questions through a discussion on the perceptions of research and quality from 

the perspective of context and in the Bourdieusian terms as appropriate. It then uses the 

Bourdieu ideas to discuss the findings in a more systematic way. The chapter continues 

to give further insights combining four cases and the Bourdieusian perspective. The last 

part of this chapter steps back from the main datasets provided by the participants to see 

what factors and features of the current project itself might have influenced the ways the 

participants elaborated their responses. The following chapter will look at what 

implications can be drawn on the basis of this chapter.  
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Chapter 7 – Implications and Limitations 
 

 

This chapter presents the implications and the limitations of this study, and offers 

some recommendations for future research.  

 

7.1. Implications  
 

At this point, I find myself unable to avoid thinking of the recommendations from 

both theoretical and practical perspectives. I am skeptical about the implications being 

read and considered by policy-makers or leaders in HEIs in China. This cynical view of 

my own research leads me to focus on academics’ perspectives, including scholars who 

have administrative roles, and on the participants’ suggestions for improving quality of 

future research.   

 

For theoretical understanding 

 

The fact that the participants raised numerous issues around the topic evidenced the 

complexity of the field (China’s academic community). The complexity and the 

non-academic interference indicated that a ‘one size fits all’ assessment framework and 

a national set of evaluative criteria may be found infeasible in practice. This reflects 

how non-academic aspects affected our habitus (conceptualisation of quality), hence our 

assessment of quality. In other words, the field affected our habitus to a greater extent 

than our historical habitus.  

 

The domestic and western fields both shaped our habitus and did so via different 

ways. However, “criteria must be thought of not as abstract standards but rather as 

socially constructed lists of characteristics.” (Smith & Hodkinson, 2005, p.922). 

According to this, neither a complete copy of the UK REF nor a completely different 
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and new model can fit perfectly in the Chinese context. Simultaneous sets of standards 

existed in China: ‘the criteria espoused’ and ‘the criteria practised’; and, criteria in 

prestigious scholars’ eyes and those in ordinary scholars’ eyes. Having double standards 

within the same community will not assist to develop the community’s integrity, nor 

will it help to better integrate itself into the international academy. Therefore, a 

disciplinary or subject-specific model of quality assessment seems more feasible and 

reasonable. 

 

“A risk-averse, judgmental, assessment-oriented environment focused on short-term 

gains will have a negative effect on creativity.” (Bean, 2011, p.176) Creativity, or 

innovation, of research is what was appealed for in/from the Chinese context. “The 

official lists of journals” and “the quantity outweighs quality” measures were the 

distorted forms of assessment, and they negatively affected our judgment of creativity. 

Therefore, we must be clear about the distance and discrepancies between the world’s 

consensus on quality standards and the localised (indigenous) regulations in China: to 

better understand the habitus in the international field and that in the home field.  

 

On the surface, HEIs scholars’ perceptions of quality were affected by the 

methodological and/or philosophical assumptions and deep down they were also 

influenced by the social, economical and ideological beliefs of value of academic life in 

China. These beliefs were not divorced from the capitals the scholars already possessed 

and wanted to pursue. To understand what these capitals meant to the scholars will be 

useful to help them to improve not only the quality of their research, but also that of 

their academic life. I call this a holistic disposition, because it sees the scholars not as 

‘teaching machines’ or ‘research robots’. 

 

Therefore, there is much in the field that can be done to create encouraging 

environments and conditions (e.g., capital in various forms) for developing the agents’ 

habitus of quality of research. 
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For practical understanding 

 

For scholars (UTs) 

 

The participants offered many constructive suggestions and strategies for improving 

quality of research (see 5.2.4/5.3.5 & Appendix19/20/29).  

 

Since ‘postgraduate study experience’ and ‘influence of tutors’ were influential on 

the participants’ conceptualisation of criteria, research training is regarded as crucial. 

The course design of the postgraduate programs matters too. For example, participants’ 

understanding of research ethical issues was partial and sometimes inaccurate. Thus, 

regular provision of short-term training courses or seminars about conducting ethical 

research might be necessary. It is also useful to demonstrate a comparison between the 

conceptualisation of ethics in China and that in the west, at the theoretical, cultural and 

practical levels.  

 

However, not every university allows its staff to undertake a full-time doctoral 

degree programme and keep the teaching post at the same time, that is, not every 

scholar has the chance to take part in long-term research training. For these scholars, 

program tutors’ influence may not be apparent. Thus, tutors outside the programs 

become important, and such tutors can be colleagues inside or outside the institutes. 

Therefore, the networking within and across faculties/universities becomes essential and 

should be fostered advisedly.  

 

However, because of the lack of collegial communications about scholarship, 

another mechanism is needed in order to establish the network at different levels. One 

such mechanism might be research mentoring, or researcher development programs, for 

scholars who need academic guidance for their developing career. Institutional leaders 

must construct an awareness of developing a team culture and a team of 

research-mentors in the first instance. Additionally, whereas formal mentoring programs 
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are costly, informal and personal mentorships are contingent on actual networks among 

the scholars (Xie, 2006).  

 

Therefore, informal and self-training is of importance to the same extent, other than 

the formal forms of training and mentoring. I suggest that the training focuses not only 

on learning research methodologies and methods but also developing ‘awareness of 

quality’ and ‘developing awareness of our awareness of quality’ (I1 suggestion) and 

‘critical thinking’ (I2/I6 suggestion), as well as better understanding the research context 

inside China, and/or abroad. 

 

The ‘awareness of awareness of quality’ probably can start from thinking about 

some generic questions, such as ‘What research we should/can conduct, for what and 

for whom, how, and probably, what impact?’ ‘What can be significant research topics 

and how to find one?’ ‘What counts as original and innovative ideas?’ 

 

I suggest that ‘critical thinking’ can effectively be learnt through group activities, as 

like the FGD in the current project. Group activities ought to be tied up with academic 

issues, which can reflect the puzzles, difficulties, challenges and discoveries in UTs’ 

teaching, research, administrative work, or even personal life. For instance, the issue of 

applying for research project grants concerned some participants, and probably this can 

be a potential discussion theme. Moreover, it is suggested that the arrangement and 

content of such group activities are made transparent to the leaders and administrators in 

order to avoid potential administrative interference and political constraints. 

 

This kind of group activity is perhaps also an effective way to increase more 

communication among academics, as well as letting the voices of ‘less powerful’ 

scholars be heard in relation to research policy making and research management. I am 

not suggesting that the criteria involved in this current study are perfect for educational 

research in the Chinese context, but it is worthwhile hearing scholars’ voices on 

academic issues and ways of developing the quality of future research.  
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In whatever forms of training, communications of all kinds on a regular basis are 

much needed. Many participants in the current project yearned for opportunities to 

engage in an actual research process, in person and in a genuine way. They believed that 

the opportunities, such as participation in the current project, enabled them to voice 

opinions, achieve inspirations, reflect on academic experience and learn to do research, 

rather than purely attaining economic benefits. This indicates that the participants did 

learn something through their participation in the current project (see quotes in 

5.2.4/5.3.5).  

 

The participants needed models to observe solid and authentic research procedures 

undertaken by other researchers (other than themselves) in order to distinguish the 

differences between what they have witnessed and experienced before and what others 

have demonstrated. Therefore, those who undertake on-going projects or possess more 

resources are recommended to try to involve ordinary/less powerful UTs in their 

research more regularly, openly and transparently. 

 

Therefore, collaborative rather than solitary learning is needed. It needs to be 

learning to learn together about research, learning to collaborate on research projects 

and papers, as well as learning to develop the ‘awareness of quality’ and ‘awareness of 

awareness of quality’.  

 

   Learning to read and discuss research is not enough. Learning to collaborate may be 

a breakthrough approach to improve quality: in particular, a scholar’s collaboration with 

other scholars who have the same job-title rank and are at similar stages of research 

development. The awareness of the importance of collegial collaboration must be 

trained at the initial stages of such cooperation. If the collaboration is with scholars 

having different job-titles and/or research experience, research mentorship may be one 

way to maintain the partnership and then to enhance the quality of the research.  
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   Considering my role (the researcher), what I might possibly contribute to help the 

above happen is a potential collaboration. If Design-Based Research (DBR) is used to 

realise intervention in practice of teaching (see 3.3.3), it might then be transferrable to 

an ‘intervention’ in the setting of learning to do quality research. That is, I use DBR to 

find out what works for UTs to learn about research (including ethics), to conduct 

quality research, and to make their research have more impact on the practical level (if 

this is what the UTs pursue). Linking to Somekh’s point (2006, p.27) – action research 

(AT) aims to generate ‘actionable knowledge’, and to my participants’ criterion 

‘usefulness’, if I8 practised the implications of a paper that she had read before into her 

own teaching, that paper then generated some actionable knowledge for I8. Accordingly, 

I might integrate AR into my DBR: the potential intervention in UTs’ research practice 

may be actualised through conducting a piece of AR by both the UTs and the researcher. 

(AR is further discussed in Section 7.3) 

 

All of the above suggestions/conditions are for developing knowledge of research. 

But the contextual conditions are equally crucial to improving quality. From my point of 

view, what seems less likely to happen is a change in the research management 

personnel; yet it is critical. 

 

For research management personnel 

 

The power that administrative staff executed over academics should be determined. 

Non-academic issues, such as the administrative interference in scholarly affaires and 

decisions, must be restricted. To make this happen, the scholars should be empowered, 

and essential academic factors should be understood by non-academic staff. Research 

management (e.g., head of research unit) and associate administrators should be ‘trained’ 

to learn about the complicated features/procedures of academic work and accordingly 

how to support scholars. This kind of ‘training’ can be delivered by the leaders 

themselves or by the scholars with some knowledge of the administrative work.  
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However, such training cannot be realised without a research policy that respects the 

nature of research and speaks for the scholars instead of dominantly for the powers that 

be.  

 

If it is impossible to immediately weaken/eliminate ‘the official list(s) of journals’ as 

a quality criterion, the composition of such list must be more objective and scholarly. It 

should be made fairly and transparently by seeking advice from a sample of scholars (if 

not all) in the institute, especially seasoned researchers, on what journals to 

include/exclude and what marks to assign. Before it is put into effect, it should be 

reviewed at least by the faculty and department directors and publicised to the academic 

staff for a long enough time.  

 

The policy and system of examining research projects, including the procedure of 

reclaiming research cost, should be simplified, flexible and respectful. The research 

process should not be overpowered by the administrative convention and bureaucracy, 

and the scholars should not be forced to pursue easy productivity in the shortest period 

of time. The assessment of projects should not be run mainly by administrators (who 

have inadequate knowledge of scholarship). The assessment procedure should be 

adhering to the natural processes of research publications, not to administrators’ 

observance of the institutional regulations. The quantity of publications should not be 

the central benchmark for the completion of a project and for the reclaim of research 

funds. The measures of the research impact should be adjusted according to the types of 

and the research purposes of the projects.  

 

For policy makers 

 

   To bring about the above changes in research management, a prerequisite change 

must be carried through to the top echelon of the system.  

   

The rules and requests for scholars’ annual research production should be relaxed, 
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such as the quantity of yearly research outputs. Attention should be paid to differences 

among disciplines, in particular, how the significance of a research should be identified 

and examined. For instance, when judging language education research, the impact of 

research at practical level should be taken into account, instead of focusing only on the 

citation index and publication place/source; and if resources permitting, should it be 

carefully followed up, including what value and benefits it brings to students, teachers, 

learning and teaching. However, this suggestion is tentative because impact of research 

is an under-explored area in both China and overseas. 

 

Considering the limited publication space in the field of language education – the 

lack of core-journals for the thousands of scholars, developing a new academic journal 

might be a possibility. However, it is difficult to establish a brand new journal because 

of government restrictions in China (Shi et al., 2005). A possibility may be to launch the 

new journal outside China, but again it must be recognised by the Chinese government. 

The journal-establisher’s attention must be paid to such challenges as financial sponsor, 

experts’ support, political barriers, and legitimate issues. 

 

   Currently, it is impossible to detach research assessment from the employment, 

placement and job-titles of academics. A more humanistic policy should be encouraged 

by listening to the scholars’ choices of what types of university-teachers they prefer to 

become. Gao et al. (2000) categorised their participants (Chinese EFL teachers) into 

four types – researcher, teacher researcher, researching teacher, and teacher. Some 

universities have already developed regulations that assign research responsibilities and 

tasks according to the types of scholars. For example, a comprehensive university in 

southern China divides its academic staff in the School of foreign languages into three 

types: full-time researcher, teaching/research type, and teacher (source: the official 

document provided by I2). I personally think that the three-type approach is better than 

Gao et al.’s four-types, because it seems simpler and more explicit. However, the 

difficulties in practicing such a policy may include developing a transparent placement 

and salary system in order to be fair to different types of scholars. 
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7.2. Limitations  
 

This project has some drawbacks, which I hope can be overcome in the future if a 

similar project is conducted.  

 

Distribution time of the online questionnaire was not perfect – July and August were 

between the end of the term and the holiday, and probably hindered the response rate. 

The avenue of distribution (emailing) might be another issue. The QQ (a Chinese online 

chatting tool, similar to Hotmail MSN) should have been used more, but not all scholars 

have a QQ account. For future questionnaires, other possible paths include notice-board 

on campuses, MSN, tell-phone, traditional post and distribution in person. Another 

possibility is via guanxi – to contact the heads/deans of universities, or even people in 

the Bureau of Education at province level, and ‘implore’ them to help with the survey 

distribution.  

 

Too much time was spent on the pilot analysis of the survey’s nominated-papers to 

develop the set of descriptors, which perhaps could have been gleaned from existing 

literature rather than through my meticulous coding of those papers. I might have lost 

sight of the holistic picture at some point, but the value of the lengthy coding process (& 

the survey) should not be overlooked and criticised. Further, the sample of focus groups 

may not be diversified or representative to the best extent, because none of the groups 

included only male scholars, and there were not enough professor and assistant-lecturer 

participants. 

 

Regarding the editor-interviews, the usage of the Skype/QQ software for the second 

editor was problematic. Because of the bad sound-quality of the recording, the data of 

this online-interview had to be eliminated, hence the loss of one type of insight into my 

research questions.      
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The conflict between the phenomenological focus on personal experiences and the 

researcher’s non-judgmental position may not be handled as skilfully as I wished to. I 

could have purposefully probed more into the participants’ personal experiences and 

instances of publishing their papers in real life, but I let them choose whether or not to 

move to that direction in order to avoid making them feel they were being evaluated 

(Fortunately for me, many participants were still delighted to share their personal 

stories).  

 

Owing to the nature of the research questions and that of phenomenological 

approach (subjectivity), there is a tendency of descriptiveness in the presentation of my 

data analysis. If descriptiveness was considered one drawback of research, the criticality 

in some places of this thesis may be criticised by some readers. However, it is not that I 

was unable to deliver criticality of the literature I reviewed and of the data I collected, 

but it was because I attempted to get a balance between my criticality and the 

phenomenological descriptive characteristic. 

    

 

7.3. Possibilities for future research   
    

If a similar programme of research is conducted again or in a different 

context/setting, some alternatives may be worth my consideration in light of 

methodology and methods.  

 

If the same methods are to be used, a larger scale questionnaire may involve ratings 

of criteria, short comments on research quality and information of recent research 

experience, and if necessary, quantitative analysis of the data might be used if statistics 

results are crucial. For the focus groups, video recording may be used to look at the 

group members’ facial expressions, reactions, and the dynamics between them. The 

analysis of the video data then may be correlated to the members’ personalities and 
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demographic background. Regarding the correlation between the survey and the 

findings of the later stages, nominated quality papers can be reused for the interviews 

and FGs, for example, to discuss the differences between empirical and theoretical 

papers – a comparison addressed by the participants of this study.  

 

Anthropological and ethnographic methods, which request the researchers to stay in 

the field for a long enough time, may be an option in order to observe how Chinese 

academics conduct their research, not just how they conceive quality; and how they 

pursue and ensure quality. This option is a complicated one though. First, UTs’ research 

and teaching are involved. Second, outsiders may not be welcomed to join in the 

research procedure, such as accompanying the scholars when they carry out fieldwork 

in schools/classrooms (which is unlike an observation of teaching in classroom). Third, 

their research process is often invisible in the sense that it involves with lots of thinking 

and writing behind the teaching practice. Fourth, there will be some sensitive issues, 

which I as a researcher will need to confront, such as guanxi. Fifth, it will be very 

demanding of the voluntary scholars being observed, such as lots of back-and-forth 

communications that may be seen as extra work-load for the UTs. Finally, it is 

questionable whether an ethnographic methodology can be conducted with a large 

sampling.        

 

If all the challenges are carefully considered beforehand (or resolved comparatively), 

the method of observation is achievable in action. I can follow and observe 

scholar-volunteers in concurrence with their research. For instance, when the scholar(s) 

carries out an academic study, such as writing an article for publication, I watch and 

record how this scholar works on the article from the phase of deciding a research topic 

to that of having the article published (if that is the final outcome). During this process, 

the scholar and I would constantly have conversations about the factors that influence 

his/her academic work (paper-writing). I need to remain objective throughout the 

process and confirm the influential factors with the scholar before recording. This step 

will help me to thoroughly examine the influential factors impacting the process of 
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doing research, hence the quality. 

  

However, it is difficult to conduct observation over what will very often take several 

months or longer. Therefore, observation in person seems ambitious and will be treated 

as ideal yet dispensable. A more practical strategy may be to invite willing participants 

to keep research journaling, and then I discuss their journaling with them regularly. 

Alternatively, I design a ‘virtual’ observation: a non-participant observation (not in the 

normal sense as introduced in Punch, 2009; Cohen et al., 2007) in which while a 

volunteer-scholar is undertaking a research, s/he provides me with his/her 

reflection-in-action journaling and relevant documents (e.g., diaries, institutional 

memoranda, reports and government pronouncements. – Punch, 2009, p. 159). I then 

analyse this scholar’s journaling and the relevant documentaries. 

 

If the observational ethnography approach is not involving the researcher’s 

participation, action research (AR) could be participatory. Here is one scenario: if I 

carry out an action research in the classroom/school/university, I may settle in a target 

academic community, conduct a piece of research in collaboration with Chinese 

scholars, write up the research report and then disseminate the research findings in a 

form that is recognised in the community. During this cooperation, I am not an observer 

in the ethnographic sense but one of the action-practitioners. Thus, being ‘in’ the field is 

my chance to be an insider to understand how Chinese academics perceive quality 

throughout the whole collaborating process. At the end of this action research, I may be 

able to work out the scholars’ perceptions of quality research (in the style of AR). 

 

For all of the methods above, Personal Construct Theory (PCT) (Kelly, 2003; Pope 

& Denicolo, 2000), a technique used in the field of medical studies and psychology, 

may be useful to explore people’s psychological aspects about quality of research. 

PCT’s abstract and content-free orientation makes it a flexible technique. It has been 

applied to people and problems of all sorts, and it “focused on the general processes by 

which people made sense of, and navigated, the social world.” (Fransella & Neimeyer, 
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2003, p.27) Its instrument, repertory grid, “represented a creative and flexible set of 

methods… allow[ed] qualitative data to be quantified ” (ibid). It is possbile that I use a 

repertory grid to ask the participants to comment on research projects or articles that 

they have recently read, either their own works or others.  

 

Whatever methods and instruments to be used, attention must be paid to the issue of 

transparency – what information should the researcher share with the participants 

beforehand and how? The nature of the research topic must be articulated to the 

participants, even when they are academics. In language education research, the 

researcher must let the participants choose their preferred language to articulate their 

thoughts and to carry out the activities.  

 

In terms of ethical issues, what I might do differently at the practical level is to 

probably leave out the covering part of the invitation letter (see Appendix7/10/11) and 

just keep the informed consent form, or make the invitation letter shorter without 

informing the participants of too much information about the content of the 

interviews/FGD, providing I comply the convention of PhD thesis in the UK. 

 

I believe there are more potential topics which can delve from the current project, 

such as an investigation of the history of educational research in China and/or the UK, 

or a comparative study of the two contexts, or of education leaders’ views of good 

quality research.    
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Chapter 8 – Conclusion 
 

 

This thesis has explored how a sample of Chinese scholars based in HEIs 

conceptualised quality of research, how they evaluated the quality in educational 

research, and what factors made them conceive and judge the way they did. The thesis 

adopted a phenomenological approach to construct the holistic research design, and 

used four mixed qualitative methods (survey, interview, focus group & documentary 

analysis) to collect data. The thesis adopted a phenomenological technique – units of 

meaning – to code the data cluster-by-cluster in the first instance to capture the findings 

as richly and authentically as possible; the key findings were then interpreted through 

sociological notions – field, habitus and capital from Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory. 

  

A key contribution of this project relates to the participants’ deep and 

comprehensive thinking about their criteria. The current study addressed the contextual, 

cultural, historical, political, economical and personal dimensions of Chinese academics’ 

understandings of quality of research, rather than only the methodological/technical, 

philosophical and epistemological dimensions of the criteria. The study has found 

something that is not represented in the literature today: the perceptions of the scholars 

about what is actually and currently being used as the bases of quality judgement and 

what they think should be used. This distinction is something the study is adding to the 

literature. More importantly, the participants responded to questions about research 

which they had never been asked before and which they considered fresh and significant 

to them. This might become a contribution, if “Research is a type of exploration, an 

exploration in unknown on the basis of what's known.” (FG3-M?): on this basis alone, 

the thesis makes an important contribution to the field. 

 

 As the researcher, I strived to hold back my personal opinions when interacting 

with the participants, while also reflecting, analysing and challenging my own thinking 

and judgment. I was inspired not just by the participants’ enthusiasm for the research 
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topic and activities, but also the considerable number of issues which appeared to shape 

their conceptualisation of quality in research. More than academic factors like actual 

knowledge of research methods, these issues gave evidence of the complexity of the 

phenomenon in question, involving sociological, political, psychological, educational, 

and economical factors.  

 

On a personal level, I believe that among those complicated aspects, the two 

essential ones would be the problematic systems (including the professional title 

evaluation, research quality evaluation and journal publication), and the scholars’ 

awareness of the potential, power and ability they possess for improving the quality of 

research. For many scholars, the former aspect apparently is out of their control, and the 

latter is something that I believe they can establish, change and improve, either 

theoretically or practically. 

 

Despite the limitations of this research, it is hoped that this thesis can provide 

insight into the factors that may impact the quality of research in the Chinese context, 

offer some useful ideas for enhancing the quality of future research, and raise some 

questions that those responsible for quality improvement may ask. The latter include 

how to facilitate scholars in conducting quality research (e.g., through 

research-mentoring) and how research training can be better integrated into the current 

teacher development system in China. It is also hoped that the findings from this study 

will resonate in the many contexts where educational scholars encounter similar 

experiences – outside the three Chinese provinces that this thesis investigated, and even 

beyond China. Methodologically, I am hopeful that the phenomenological model 

(Flowchart-4) will be found useful for and transferable to others’ research.  

 

There are some problems and points that were addressed by the participants but 

have not been discussed in enough depth in this thesis, for example, philosophical and 

ideological influences on Chinese ways of thinking (e.g., speculativism and 

Confucianism), scholars’ educational trajectory and personalities (e.g., family influence 
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& critical thinking), and academic freedom in terms of ‘right to speak’, ‘right of 

discourse’, and academic censorship (Bourdieu, 1993). Many nominated criteria are 

worthy of continued exploration but were beyond the scope of detailed consideration in 

this thesis, including ‘criticality’ and ‘impact of research’.  

 

In all, this thesis provides a phenomenological model of and a Bourdieusian 

perspective of viewing quality of (educational) research in the Chinese context, and 

raises some questions that are worth my, or other researchers’, further consideration and 

exploration of quality of research in China, or beyond China.  
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Chapter 9 – Reflective Notes 
 

 

When I was a teacher, I tended to reflect on (and during) my teaching. This reflexive 

habit has been carried on to my PhD study. So, I will now look back upon my PhD 

journey and this thesis, with the goal of showing the readers a little more about what I 

have thought and done “behind the scenes”. 

 

Why reflect? 
 

My practice of reflecting on/during teaching has improved my professional 

development and teacher learning. This PhD is my learning experience of conducting a 

small scale academic study. Accordingly, a reflection on this can also improve my 

learning as a researcher.  

 

Methodologically, as a researcher learning to see things via the phenomenological 

and sociological lens, I am doing what I should do. As Larrabee (1990) suggested, 

“Phenomenology is a reflective enterprise, and in its reflection it is critical.” (cited in 

Crotty, 1998, p.82) The reflective characteristic within this seems to be in line with 

Bourdieu’s philosophy of reflexivity (an effort to integrate sujectivity and objectivity).  

 

What to reflect?   
 

From the beginning of this research project, I actually already started to reflect in 

the process. For example, when writing the review of literature, I kept asking myself 

whether I read comprehensively enough, whether I understood the references and 

critiqued them objectively, and whether I logically connected them to my own topic. 

When I designed the methodology and methods, I asked myself many questions, 

including “What methodology works best for my research purposes? Why?”; “What 
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methods fit in the holistic design? Why?”; “In what sequence should they be?” I was 

constantly checking whether I presented the research design in a coherent and 

reader-friendly way. As Chapter 4 demonstrated, I also had reflected in/on the data 

collection process.  

 

In retrospect, I now look again at the quality of this thesis, my roles and this 

research journey. 
 

Quality of this study 

 

Since this study is a research on research, it is impossible to avoid self-examining its 

quality.  

 

I have discussed the rigor of the present study in Chapter 4. There, concerning the 

qualitative and interpretive nature of this study, I used five generic criteria – 

rigorousness, trustworthiness, originality, transparency and reflexivity. Toma (2011) 

suggested that Creswell (1998) and Lincoln (2005) were right to say that “drawing what 

is useful from various approaches to ensuing rigor in qualitative research.” (p.269) 

 

Revisiting Chapter 2, the vast volume of the literature seems daunting. Thus, I 

would temporarily categorise the resources into six areas as follows: first, criteria for 

evaluating research in general, including qualitative research (e.g., Chen, 2000; Punch, 

2009; Denscombe, 2002); second, interpretive research (e.g., Klein & Myers, 1999; 

Guba & Lincoln, 2005); third, frameworks of assessing research in HEIs (e.g., 

REF/RAE); fourth, criteria for judging a phenomenological study (e.g., Creswell, 2007); 

fifth, measures of good educational research (e.g., BERA’s writing guidelines; AERA’s 

standards; Paechter, 2003); and sixth, guidelines for writing quality PhD theses (e.g., 

e-resources at the University of Exeter, 2011).  

 

A combination of the phenomenological approach and Bourdieusian framework was 



 

337 
 

a methodological experiment in itself. Conducting that experiment was also an 

incremental learning process for me as a young researcher. The phenomenological 

approach influenced how I chose the methods; it also fitted my personality in that I was 

inclined not to critique participants’ opinions. In this way I was able to deliver the FGs 

in a better way than I had anticipated. In terms of the developmental stages of the 

researcher, as my skills improved, so did the quality of this project. 

 

Given what I now know about quality in research, how might this project be judged 

in the Chinese context?  

 

According to the findings of the research, my integrity would perhaps be given more 

attention, such as my attitude towards scholarship and my ethical principles. I was well 

aware of the shift of my identity, the culture being investigated and its differences from 

the west, the ‘taboo topics’ the participants pointed out for me, and so forth. I 

intentionally learnt to develop my criticality of the western norms – I applied what I 

learnt in the west to my own work to see what worked well and what not. For example, 

the informed consent form was my effort to balance the phenomenological idea (i.e., not 

imposing presumptions upon participants) and the western ethical tradition. The reward 

(gifts/meals) for my participants was my adaptation of the western rules to the local 

custom/tradition. 

 

   This project may also be judged by using my participants’ nominated ‘normal’ 

criteria – ‘significance’ (e.g., usefulness for teaching), ‘originality’ (‘innovation’) and 

‘careful consideration of ethical issues’ (see 5.4.2). If these are the conventional criteria 

that this group of educational researchers (my participants) would use to judge quality, I 

have then already reflected on some of them myself (see 4.7/4.5). Actually the current 

project has already been evaluated by the participants. To me, the participants’ 

complimentary comments (see Chapter5, Appendix8/13) on the project and on me as a 

researcher are a big reward for the efforts I have put in to the project.  
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Additionally, while it is difficult to anticipate the specific impact of this PhD project, 

there might be some helpful reminders at the individual, practical and micro levels. For 

instance, the participants thought highly of the research methods I used, appreciated the 

ethical principles I followed, and expressed interests in modelling me. Thus, I only raise 

some questions for my or others’ consideration:  

 

- To whom is this project meaningful? Is it only within the academy and the discipline in which it 

is conducted?  

- Might this project help enrich other researchers’ knowledge about educational research (e.g., in 

the area of applied linguistics)? 

- Would this project be useful for other researchers’ research, teaching or administrative work?  

- Could this project help Chinese academics better understand the researcher-status in me and in 

them?  

- Could this project manage to help the Chinese academics to further understand the academic 

community culturally? 

- Could this project offer western academics a ‘clearer’ picture of the (educational) research 

community in China? 

 

My roles 

 

I was playing a triple role in the journey: researcher, teacher and learner.  

 

To the participants, I was probably an outsider and insider at the same time: a 

Chinese-ethnic colleague explored a Chinese context using some western ideas. 

Although I could not be absolutely objective as a researcher, I tried to play down my 

status of a doctoral candidate while remembering that I was also a teacher like my 

participants. I tried to be an unassuming, attentive and reflective listener and observer 

throughout the research process because I wanted to learn from the participants about 

how to carry out investigations. 
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I was self-observant throughout the whole project. When I encountered the 

difficulties in finding suitable participants for the survey and the practical problems in 

organising the interviews/FGs, I might have wrongly ascribed the difficulties to my 

status as an ordinary teacher with little power. It seemed to me that that was a matter of 

dealing with social, cultural, economic, political and personal issues – Was it the 

educational/institutional system’s problem? Was it a problem relating to my personality? 

Did I not have strong personal ties to make the process easier? It seemed like a test of 

my ability to confront complexities in the research field, of my skills of building social 

networks, of my courage to practise what I had learnt, and of my confidence in the 

decision-making process.  

 

I felt I may have over-analysed my roles and worried too much about every little 

detail. Oddly, I also felt that the journey turned out easier and better than I had imagined. 

For example, the data collection worked out better than I had anticipated. Was it 

probably because I positioned myself as a learner rather than a judger? There are issues 

that are worth my further consideration.  

 

The research journey 

 

This thesis may be just a tip of the iceberg of my research journey, but it may 

indicate the rebellious trait in me as a person – wishing and trying to be different from 

others. I am lucky to have two supervisors who have accepted my stubbornness to 

pursue my own goals and my eagerness to achieve independence. I am lucky to have so 

many willing participants who have cooperated with me in a friendly way. It is luck to 

have colleagues and friends who have assisted me with this project in many different 

ways. The biggest piece of luck is the quiet and powerful support and love from my 

family without whom this journey would be one without an ending.  

 

What next? 
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To reflect is to plan the future. I have done my best at this stage for this PhD and I 

am hopeful that I can continue to grow as a researcher, teacher and learner. 
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Appendix 1 – Online survey pack 
 
 

Survey Cover Letter 
A survey in Chinese university (college) EFL teachers' use of journals, websites and conferences in their work 

 
Dear colleagues, 

I am Jianmei Xie (谢建媚). I am currently a PhD candidate at the University of Exeter, UK, and I 
recently contacted you about my doctoral research on university teacher research in China. I am 
most grateful for your interest in my work and for being willing to participate in this brief survey.  

This short questionnaire is simply obtaining factual information about what journals you read, what 
websites you access, and what conferences you hear about. It is the first - step of my PhD project 
and forms an important base for further data collection. It also will inform the next step in my 
research. Your response will be very important for the research.  
 
There are five parts in this web-based questionnaire: 
 Part One – Journals  
 Part Two – Websites & blogs 
 Part Three – Conferences 
 Part Four – Outstanding articles 
 Part Five – Demographic information 
 
All you need to do is to follow the instruction, choose the option(s) that suits your case best, give 
answers to the questions in Chinese (or in English if you wish), and submit your questionnaire when 
completed. It will take only 10-15 minutes of your time to complete. (An unfinished survey can be 
saved, and resumed and completed at a later time.) Your participation in this survey is voluntary, 
and your anonymity will be assured. You also have the right to withdraw from the survey for any or 
no reason at any time. All the information you provide will be completely confidential, and will be 
used for research purposes only.  
 
I would be grateful if you could complete and submit your questionnaire within 2 weeks. I would 
also be appreciated if you could pass my Invitation Email which has the survey link on to your 
colleagues (or friends) who are also English-language teachers at Chinese universities (colleges), 
and invite them to participate in this survey. 
 
I hope that you will find answering the questionnaire an enjoyable experience.  
Thank you very much. 
Kind regards, 
Jianmei Xie 
02 July, 2010 
 
 
Please read the Consent Form below and answer the question at the end before moving on to 
the survey: 
 

University of Exeter, Graduate School of Education 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 
I have been fully informed about the aims and purposes of the project. 
 
I understand that: 
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 there is no compulsion for me to participate in this research project and, if I 

do choose to participate, I may at any stage withdraw my participation 
 

 any information which I give will be used solely for the purposes of this 
research project, which may include publication 

 
 If applicable, the information, which I give, may be shared between any of the 

other researcher(s) participating in this project in an anonymised form 
 

 all information I give will be treated as confidential 
 

 the researcher(s) will make every effort to preserve my anonymity  
 
 
If you have any concerns about the project that you would like to discuss, please contact the 
researcher: 
Jianmei Xie (谢建媚) 
Email:  emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn; or emiliaxie@gmail.com   
Phone number: 13662506208 (China); 07552137279 (UK)  
……………………….………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Data Protection Act: The University of Exeter is a data collector and is registered with the Office of the Data Protection 
Commissioner as required to do under the Data Protection Act 1998. The information you provide will be used for research 
purposes and will be processed in accordance with the University’s registration and current data protection legislation. Data will be 
confidential to the researcher(s) and will not be disclosed to any unauthorised third parties without further agreement by the 
participant. Reports based on the data will be in anonymised form. 
 
 
Now please answer the question below: 
 
I have read the Consent Form and agree to take part in the research. 
□ Yes  
□ No  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
The survey system will move on to the questionnaire if participants choose ‘Yes’; and it will go 
straight to an exit page if they choose ‘No’. The exit page would say: 
  
You have declined to take part in the survey.   
If you wish to reconsider this decision please press ‘Previous’ at the bottom of this page, and 
then choose ‘Yes’ to continue the survey. 
If you are sure that you do not wish to participate, please kindly leave your email address in 
the box below. I will then record your decision and ensure that I do not contact you again. 
Thank you for considering my request to participate.  
 
 

Part One – Journals 
 
1. Do you read journals for your teaching and/or for writing papers? 

       Yes                 No  
 
 Help: If chose ‘No’, please turn to Part Two (websites/blogs) by clicking ‘Next’ on the bottom of this page. ‘Journals’ 

in this questionnaire refer to both professional and academic journals. These journals can be in the form of 
paper-version and/or electronic. They can be journals published in Chinese and/or in English.  

mailto:emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn
mailto:emiliaxie@gmail.com
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2. What journals do you read? 

Please list the full names of 3 journals that you read most often (or you are most 
familiar with):  

 
2(1). What journals would you like to read but cannot access? 
     Please name 1 or 2 journals: 

 
3. Have you had papers published? 

          Yes                 No [If chose this, please answer Question 3(2)] 
 
3(1). Please share the names of the journal(s) where you are published: 

 
3(2). Are there journals that you would really like to be published in but have not 

done so to date?  
If yes, please name 1 or 2 journals:    

 
  

Part Two – Websites/Blogs 
 
1. Do you access papers posted on websites? 
             Yes            No (If chose this, please continue from Question 3) 

 
Help: ‘Papers’ refer to those relating to your teaching and/or research, and they are not necessarily formal academic 

articles. ‘Websites’ here do not include homepages of e-journals, but web-pages which provide teachers with 
a space to post comments, opinions or ideas about teaching, learning, research and education.  

 
2. What websites (web-pages) do you look up to read resources relating to your 

teaching or research? 
Please provide the URL links of 1 or 2 websites that you use often: 
 

Help: a URL link shows where an identified resource is available. For example, the URL link for the webpage of TESOL 
association’s community newsletters is http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/seccss.asp?CID=165&DID=1635. I 
sometimes read resources on web-pages like these: 
http://www.jyb.cn/Theory/bjjy/201004/t20100411_352494.html; & 
http://www.gwnews.net/article.php?ID=59393. Thus, the web-page links you are expected to provide here 
are NOT search engine (e.g., Google & Yahoo) but particular URL paths where you have read resources relating 
to your teaching and/or research.    

 
3. Have you had papers posted on websites?  

  Yes            No (If chose this, please continue from Question 4) 
 

3(1). Please give 1 or 2 URL links where your papers were posted: 
 
Help: a URL link shows where an identified resource is available. For example, the URL link for the webpage of 
TESOL association’s community newsletters is http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/seccss.asp?CID=165&DID=1635. 
 

4. Do you access papers posted in blogs? 
             Yes            No (If chose this, please turn to Part Three) 
 
        Help: Blogs can be those owned by individuals, communities or organizations.   
 

http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/seccss.asp?CID=165&DID=1635
http://www.jyb.cn/Theory/bjjy/201004/t20100411_352494.html
http://www.gwnews.net/article.php?ID=59393
http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/seccss.asp?CID=165&DID=1635
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5. What blogs do you read? 
Please give the URL links of 1 or 2 blogs that you have read often: 
 
Help: a URL link shows where an identified resource is available. For example, the URL link for the webpage of 
TESOL association’s community newsletters is http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/seccss.asp?CID=165&DID=1635. 

 
 

Part Three – Conferences 
 
1. Do you hear about conferences relating to your professional & academic fields? 
             Yes                 No (If chose this, please turn to Part Four) 
 
        Help: In this questionnaire, ‘conferences’ refer to formal conferences for professional and/or academic 

purposes, and  can be at regional, national and international level.   
 
1(1). Please list the names of your top 2 or 3 conferences that you know about: 

 
2. Have you delivered a presentation in any conferences?  

           Yes                 No (If chose this, please turn to Question 3) 

 
2(1). Please name 1 or 2 conferences where you delivered presentation: 

 
3. Have you attended any other conferences except those listed above? 

          Yes                 No (If chose this, please turn to Part Four) 

 
3(1). Please name 1 or 2 conferences you have attended: 

 
        Help: When ‘attending a conference’, you take part in the conference as an audience, not necessarily as a 

speaker. 
 
 

Part Four – Outstanding Articles 
 

1. (Optional question) Please provide references of 1 or 2 articles that you have 
recently read and that you think as ‘good-quality’ studies, which relate to your 
teaching practice, your profession or your own research.   

 
Help: These articles can be written in either Chinese or English. If you really cannot remember the exact name 

of the article, you can write in its approximate name or its topic, or its author. 
 
2. (Optional question) Please name 1 good paper from the websites, if any have 

been mentioned in Part Two (websites/blogs) of this survey. 
 

Help: if you really cannot remember the exact name of the paper, you can write in its approximate name or its 
topic, or its author. 
 

3. (Optional question) Please name 1 outstanding conference paper that you know 
about. 

 
Help: if you really cannot remember the exact name of the paper, you can write in its approximate name or its 
topic, or its author. 

 
 

http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/seccss.asp?CID=165&DID=1635


345 
 

Last, to help me to analyze your answers statistically, may I ask you a few questions 
about yourself? 

 
Part Five – Demographic information 

 
1. What is your job title?  

           Professor / Associate Professor / Lecturer / Assistant Lecturer 
           Other (please clarify__________________________________)    
 

2. How many years have you been teaching at university (college) level? 
       ___________ year(s) 

 
3. What does your role consist of at the university (college)? (Check that any apply) 

Teacher / Researcher / Administrator /  
Other (please clarify__________________________________)    

 
Help: Your option can be more than one, if appropriate. 
   
4. What is the level of your students? (Check that any apply) 

          College level / Undergraduate / Master / Doctoral / 
                Other (please clarify__________________________________________)  
 
Help: College level student-大专学生（2年或3年制）. 
 
5. What type is your university (College)? 

__________________________________________ 
 
Help: For example, Research intensive university/研究型大学; Comprehensive university/综合大学; Teacher 

Training College/师范院校; Vocational College/职业学院; Etc.  
 

6. Dear colleagues, this is the last question of the survey. Thanks a lot for your 
participation! If I need to contact you in the future for an interview around this topic, 
would you like to provide me with your E-mail address and telephone number now?  

  
 

Extra Page – Comments on the Survey 
 
Dear colleagues, if you have any comments on the survey, please put them here. If 
not, please press ‘Submit’. Thank you very much! 
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Appendix 2 – Invitation-letter to survey 
 
 
 

First E-mail Invitation  
 
 
Dear colleagues, 

I am Jianmei Xie (谢建媚), a former English-language teacher at Guangdong University 
of Foreign Studies (Guangzhou, China). I am currently a PhD candidate at the University 
of Exeter, UK; and my PhD project will investigate university teacher research in China. 
Soon I will conduct a short, simple questionnaire to obtain factual information about 
what journals Chinese university (& college) English-language teachers read, what 
websites they access, and what conferences they hear about. Information gleaned 
from this first-stage questionnaire will inform the next step in my research. Therefore, 
this questionnaire is a fundamental, first-step of my PhD project.  
 
I would like to invite you to take part in this questionnaire survey, which will only take 
10-15 minutes of your time. It will be a web-based questionnaire, and all you need to 
do is to click a survey URL link, follow the instruction to answer all the questions in 
Chinese (or in English if you wish), and then submit it online. Your participation in this 
survey is voluntary, and your anonymity will be assured. All information provided will 
be treated as confidential, and will be used only for research purposes.  
 
I would be most grateful if you would be prepared to take part in the first stage of this 
research and to complete a questionnaire. I will shortly be sending further details of 
the questionnaire and an invitation to participate. If you are not able to participate, 
please email me at: emiliaace@yahoo.com.cn. 
 
Thank you in advance for your time and work. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
Jianmei Xie 
28 June, 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:emiliaace@yahoo.com.cn
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Appendix 3 – References of nominated good papers 
 
Article 1 
Chen, Huiyuan. (2010). A study of the writing performance measures and their attributes. Modern Foreign Languages, 33 (1), pp. 72-80. Accessed on 11 August 2010, at 
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=146&CurRec=1 [陈慧媛 (2010) 。英语写作表现测量指标的类别及特性研究 。现代外语, 33(1), 第72-80页] 
 
Article 2 
Gu, Yueguo. (1992). Politeness, pragmatics and culture. Foreign Language Teaching and Research.  Vol. 4, pp. 10-17. Retrieved on 11 August 2010, from 
http://acad.cnki.net/Kns55/detail/detail.aspx?QueryID=45&CurRec=3&dbCode=CJFQ [顾曰国 (1992) 。 礼貌、语用与文化 。 外语教学与研究, (4), 第10-17页]  
 
Article 3 
Huang Jing. (2007). Teacher Autonomy in Second Language Education. Teaching English in China: CELEA Journal (中国英语教学), 30 (1), pp. 30-42. Accessed on 11 August 
2010, at http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=15&CurRec=1 
 
Article 4 
Huang, Guowen. (2001). On Functional Discourse Analysis. Foreign Language and Their Teaching. 12, pp.1-4&19. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
http://d.wanfangdata.com.cn/Periodical_wyywyjx200112001.aspx [黄国文。（2001）。 功能语篇分析纵横谈。外语与外语教学， (12), 第10-17页] 
 
Article 5 
Xiong, Wei. (2008). The model of teaching business English under the teaching/learning theory of constructivism (My translation, Nov 2010). Market Modernization, Vol.29, 
pp.178-180. Retrieved 11 Aug 2010, from http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=4&CurRec=1  [熊伟. (2008)。《建构主义教学理念下商务英语教学模式》，商场
现代化， 第29期,  第178-180页]  
 
Article 6 
Gao, X.S. (2008). Teachers’ professional vulnerability and cultural tradition: a Chinese paradox.  Teacher and Teacher Education, 24, 154-165. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
doi:10.1016/j.tate.2006.11.011 
 
Article 7 
Gan， Zhengdong; Humphreys， Gillian; & Hamp-Lyons， Liz. (2004). Understanding Successful and Unsuccessful EFL Students in Chinese Universities. The Modern Language 
Journal, Vol.88, Issue2, pp.229-244. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=4A2DB52E229C659DE8ED 
 
Article 8 
Pennington, M. C. (1996). The cognitive-affective filter in teacher development: transmission-based and interpretation-based schemas for change. System, Volume 24, Number 3, pp. 
337-350, Retrieved 11 August 2010, from http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=PBH6RX0C4E6BJKUVV6RQ 
 
Article 9 
Schmitt, Norbert. (2008). Review article: Instructed second language vocabulary learning.  Language Teaching Research, 12(3), pp.329-363, Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 

http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=146&CurRec=1
http://acad.cnki.net/Kns55/detail/detail.aspx?QueryID=45&CurRec=3&dbCode=CJFQ
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=15&CurRec=1
http://d.wanfangdata.com.cn/Periodical_wyywyjx200112001.aspx
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=4&CurRec=1
http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=4A2DB52E229C659DE8ED
http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=PBH6RX0C4E6BJKUVV6RQ
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http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=49AD9D382D4F6A4D8C06 
 
Article 10 
Truong Anh Tuan & Storch, Neomy. (2007). Investigating group planning in preparation for oral presentations. RELC Journal, April, Vol38, No.1, pp104-124. Retrieved 11 August 
2010, from DOI:10.1177/00336882076162 
 
Article 11 
Pöchhacker，Franz. (2005). From Operation to Action: Process-Orientation in Interpreting Studies. Meta: Translator's Journal, vol. 50, no.2, 2005, pp. 682-695. Retrieved 11 
August 2010, from http://www.erudit.org/revue/meta/2005/v50/n2/011011ar.pdf 
 
Article 12 
Brock, C. A. (1986). ‘The effects of referential questions on ESL classroom discourse’. TESOL Quarterly, No.1, pp.47-59. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from http://0-
www.jstor.org.lib.exeter.ac.uk/stable/pdfplus/3586388.pdf 
 
Article 13 
Rea-Dickins, Pauline. (2001). Mirror, mirror on the wall: identifying processes of classroom assessment. Language Testing, 18(4), pp.429–462. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=494BB96D0359D3827A05 
 
Article 14 
Rod, Ellis; Shawn, Loewen; & Erlam, Rosemary. (Jun 2006). Implicit and explicit corrective feedback and the acquisition of L2 grammar. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 
Vol28, No.2 pp.339-368. Retrieved 11 August, 2010, from  http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=4698A9D8DE954A31E935 
 
Article 15 
Gu, Yongqi & Robert Johnson. (1996). Vocabulary learning strategies and language learning outcomes. Language Learning, 46(4), pp.643-679. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-1770.1996.tb01355.x/abstract 
    
Article 16 
Lyster, R. & Ranta, L. (1997). 'Corrective feedback and learner uptake: negotiation of form in communicative classrooms’. Studies in Second Language Acquisition. 19 (1), pp.37-66, 
Retrieved 11 August 2010, from http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=4F059D86C84C611D9A0B 
 
Article 17 
Zhang, Rui & Zhou, Haiyan. Using corpus in teaching college English (My translation, Jan 2011). Journal of Changchun University of Technology (Higher Education Study Edition), 
Vol.3, pp.87-88, Retrieved 11 August 2010, from http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=75&CurRec=1 [张锐，周海燕。 (2009)。 语料库在大学英语课堂教学中的

应用。 长春工业大学学报(高教研究版) , 第03期，第87-88页] 
 
Article 18 
Xing, Liping. (2007). A comparison of teaching English in international joint programs (My translation, Jan 2011).Teaching and Management (18), pp.60-61. Retrieved 11 August 
2010, from http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=148&CurRec=1 [邢理平。 （2007）。 国际合作办学项目下中外英语教学比较研究。 教学与管理（理论

http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=49AD9D382D4F6A4D8C06
http://www.erudit.org/revue/meta/2005/v50/n2/011011ar.pdf
http://0-www.jstor.org.lib.exeter.ac.uk/stable/pdfplus/3586388.pdf
http://0-www.jstor.org.lib.exeter.ac.uk/stable/pdfplus/3586388.pdf
http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=494BB96D0359D3827A05
http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=4698A9D8DE954A31E935
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-1770.1996.tb01355.x/abstract
http://0-ejournals.ebsco.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk/direct.asp?ArticleID=4F059D86C84C611D9A0B
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=75&CurRec=1
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=148&CurRec=1
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版），第18期，第60-61页] 
 
Article 19 
Ye, Guang-huang. (2007). A Comparison and References of Different Teaching Characteristics in Sino-Foreign Joint Education. Journal of Jimei University/Education Science 
Edition, 8(3)， pp.81-85, Retrieved 11 August 2010, from http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=219&CurRec=1  [叶光煌。 （2007）。 中外合作办学教学特点的

比较与借鉴。集美大学学报/教育科学版，8（3）， 第81-85页]  
 
(Irrelevant) Article 20: paper about economy   
Partovi, M. Hossein & Michael Caputo. (2004) "Principal Portfolios: Recasting the Efficient Frontier.". Economics Bulletin, Vol. 7, No. 3 pp. 1−10. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
URL: http://www.economicsbulletin.com/2004/volume7/EB−04G00003A.pdf 
 
(Irrelevant) Article 21, Chinese paper read by a participant for her MA in Chinese 
(On the Types of Plural Making of Personal Pronoun in Chinese.). 方言(Dialects),（3）[李 蓝. 2008 汉语的人称代词复数表示法]  
 
(Unavailable) Article 22, information inadequate:  文秋芳: 英语专业学生的写作与思维特点 
 
(Unavailable) 23: Chapter in encyclopedia: Liying Chen. (2008). WASHBACK, IMPACT AND CONSEQUENCES. In Encyclopedia of Language and Education. Part 7, pp. 
2479-2494.  
 
(Opt out) 24: Conference paper   
He Bin. (2004). Applying Collaborative Learning and BBS in Peer Review in Teaching Writing. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=10&CurRec=1  [何冰.合作学习和网络论坛在Peer Review中的应用). 全国大学英语教学改革暨网络环境下外语教学学术研

讨会论文集(Conference).]   
 
(Opt out) 25: Book  Jordan, G. (2004). Theory Construction in Second Language Acquisition M]. Amsterdam/Philadelphia:John Benjamins. 
 
(Opt out) 26: Book  Jack C. Richards. (Ed.) (2002). Methodology in language teaching: an anthology of current practice. Cambridge University. 
 
(Opt out) 27: MA thesis   
Li, Hongmei. (2007). Peer Review in EFL Writing Class in High School. Unpublished MA thesis. Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=78&CurRec=1  [李红梅.同伴修改在高中英语写作课上的运用] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=219&CurRec=1
http://www.economicsbulletin.com/2004/volume7/EB−04G00003A.pdf
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=10&CurRec=1
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=78&CurRec=1
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Appendix 4 – Description of nominated good papers 
 
(Note: There are five Tables in total for describing the 19 nominated good papers. Only one Table – Table 5 – is provided here due to a limited space in this thesis.) 
 
TABLE 5 

Article  Title 
 
 
Descriptive Aspects 

 17 
Using corpus in teaching college English (My 
translation, Jan 2011) 

18 
A comparison of teaching English in international 
joint programs (My translation, Jan 2011) 

19 
A Comparison and References of Different Teaching 
Characteristics in Sino-Foreign Joint Education 

1） Source of article 张锐，周海燕。 (2009)。 语料库在大学英语课堂

教学中的应用。 长春工业大学学报(高教研究版) , 
第03期，第87-88页。 
[Zhang, Rui & Zhou, Haiyan. Using corpus in 
teaching college English (My translation, Jan 2011). 
Journal of Changchun University of Technology 
(Higher Education Study Edition), Vol.3, pp.87-88, 
Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=7
5&CurRec=1]  
 

邢理平。 （2007）。 国际合作办学项目下中外英语教

学比较研究。 教学与管理（理论版），第18期，第60-
61页。 
[Xing, Liping. (2007). A comparison of teaching English in 
international joint programs (My translation, Jan 
2011).Teaching and Management (18), pp.60-61. Retrieved 
11 August 2010, from 
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=148&Cu
rRec=1] 
 

叶光煌。 （2007）。 中外合作办学教学特点的比较与借

鉴。集美大学学报/教育科学版，8（3）， 第81-85页。 
[Ye, Guanghuang. (2007). A Comparison and References of 
Different Teaching Characteristics in Sino-Foreign Joint 
Education. Journal of Jimei University/Education Science 
Edition, 8(3)， pp.81-85, Retrieved 11 August 2010, from 
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=219&Cur
Rec=1] 

2） Structure  
 

（前言） 
一、 语料库与词汇教学 
二、 语料库与语法教学 
三、 语料库与听力教学 
（参考文献） 
 
*[My Translation below, Jan 2011]* 
(Introduction) 
1. Corpus & vocabulary teaching 
2. Corpus & grammar teaching 
3. Corpus & listening teaching 
(References) 

（前言） 
一、 学生学习英语的动机和方法 
二、 教学方法的比较 
三、 教学材料的比较 
四、 评估手段的比较 
五、 讨论 
“参考文献本刊略” 
 
*[My Translation below, Jan 2011]* 
(Introduction) 
1. Students’ English learning motives/methods 
2. Comparing teaching methods 
3. Comparing teaching materials  
4. Comparing assessment strategies 
5. Discussion 
“References are minus in our journal.” 

（前言） 
一、 比较与分析 

（一） 教学环境 
（二） 教学内容 
（三） 教学过程 
（四） 交流手段 
（五） 质量控制 

二、 启示与借鉴 
（一） 以人为本的教学理念 
（二） 启发创造的教学方法 
（三） 注重学生能力的培养 
（四） 客观全面的学业考核 

三、 结语 
参考文献 
 
*[My Translation below, Jan 2011]* 
(Introduction) 
1. Comparison & analysis 

(1) Teaching environment 
(2) Teaching content 
(3) Teaching process 
(4) Communication tools 
(5) Quality control 

http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=75&CurRec=1
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=75&CurRec=1
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=148&CurRec=1
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=148&CurRec=1
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=219&CurRec=1
http://epub.cnki.net/grid2008/detail.aspx?QueryID=219&CurRec=1
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2. Revelation & reference 
(1) People-centered teaching notions 
(2) Enlightening/creative teaching methods 
(3) Ability-focus training 
(4) Objective/all-round performance assessment  

3. Conclusion  
References 

3） Field 
/Topic 

Corpus & linguistics  International joint teaching programs; 
English teaching 

 
Sino-foreign joint education;  
high education; 
/teaching characteristics  

4） Research  
questions 
/Focus 

 

It focuses on applying corpus in teaching College 
English in the Chinese higher education, but there 
is not a stated research question. 

A clearly stated research question is not given.  
It mainly compares the differences between British & 
Chinese (English) teaching methods, teaching concepts & 
students’ learning methods in the background & context of 
UK/China joint programs.  

 
There is not an explicitly stated research question. 
It focuses on “a comparison and references of different 
teaching characteristics in Sino-foreign joint education”.  
 

5） Research  
aims 
/Reasons 

Research aims/reasons are not stated 
straightforwardly/explicitly, but the Abstract says that 
corpus is useful and should be used in teaching 
English in order to reform current teaching method 
and increase teaching effectiveness.  

 
“…aims to provide revelations for future English teaching, 
for British/Chinese teacher collaboration and for students’ 
development of English learning” (My translation, Jan. 
2011)  
But it’s not sure this is the reason for this current paper, or 
for the research (on English teaching) co-organized by the 
Chinese/British partners.  

It’s not sure what exactly the research aim(s) is, although the 
author introduces some background of the topic, such as the 
definition & purpose of joint education and the benefits it can 
bring to China’s higher education. 
The research reason may be “there exist some problems in 
higher education in China and Sino-foreign joint education 
provides valuable revelations and references for the reform of 
higher education in China.” 

6） Literature 
review/References 

There is not a review of literature, though some 
background information is given at the beginning and 
a couple of previous studies are mentioned. 
15 references are listed. Two works are quoted in the 
text but one of them cannot be found in the reference 
list.  

The journal has omitted the reference list.   
Review of the literature is not apparent, but intervened through 
Section1 & 2.  
5 out of 7 references quoted are from China’s institutional 
journals which are similar to the one in which this current 
paper was published.  

7） Research  
trend/Scholarship 
Gap/Contentious 

area 

 
There are a few places in which readers can find a 
generic introduction to the definition & importance of 
corpus and its application in teaching English (to non-
English majors in China).  

A review of literature is not provided.  
Research trend/scholarship gap are not acknowledged, 
although two scholars’ works are mentioned (yet the 
references of their works can’t be found in the paper).  

 
Up-to-date research trend or gap of this topic is not discussed, 
although some literature was used to support the author’s key 
points. 

8） Research 
design/Data collection 

&analysis strategies 

 
Non-empirical.  
 
Information of research method and strategies of data 
collection & analysis is absent, though the authors 
mentioned one of their previous (empirical) research 
about a comparison between traditional teaching 
method and integrating corpus & traditional method.  
 

Non-empirical.  
 
Neither the research method nor the strategies of data 
collection & analysis are talked about.  

Non-empirical.  
 
The author does not explain in detail the research method and 
strategies of data collection & analysis. He said that “based on 
experiment and observation”, he was going to compare and 
analyze the differences of teaching. But readers can’t find 
what exactly the experiment/observation the author has done 
but only assume it was personal experience and reflection on 
the topic concerned. 

9） Method 
of inquiry/reasoning 

It is hard to say whether the paper follows an 
inductive or deductive approach of reasoning. 
It shows a tone of introductory, or summative, or 
synthesized.  

It is hard to say whether the paper follows an inductive or 
deductive approach of reasoning.  
The paper is more like an introductory summary, or a brief 
report of a certain study. 

 
It is hard to say whether the paper follows an inductive or 
deductive approach of reasoning.  
It chiefly follows a pattern as “A-B-A+B”, which means 
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‘macro background’ – ‘what is it that is under discussion’ – 
‘So, in this background, we should…’.  

10）Building of argument 
/Consistency 

/Cohesion 

 
It’s not difficult to see what the authors have argued.  
But, it seems that most key points made in the paper 
are not fact-based, rather, drawn on personal 
experience & perceptions mainly. 
The 3 sub-sections appear to be 3 independent 
summaries. 
It lacks of depth/transparency when the authors talk 
about their previous study relating to this paper, 
because readers cannot get from the paper adequate 
details about what exactly the authors have 
researched.  

 
On the surface, the research focus [see No.3 above] has been 
fulfilled.   
 
But, it is not sure whether the author’s argument is drawn on 
findings of his previous research, others’ research or his own 
personal experience & perceptions. 
 

 
It seems the research focus [see No.3 above] has been 
achieved.  At this point the argument seems consistent. It does 
use some literature to support the research focus. But, it is not 
sure whether the author’s argument is drawn on findings of his 
previous research, others’ research or his own personal 
experience & perceptions. 
The paper looks like a summative report of some teaching 
experience 

11）Findings 
/Limitations 
/Recommendation 

/Significance 

 
The authors mentioned the findings in their previous 
study.  
Limitations are not discussed. 
It reiterates the usefulness of corpus and asserts that a 
teaching method that is based on corpus is superior to 
one that is not corpus-based.  

It’s not sure whether ‘findings’ exist in the paper.  
Limitations are not discussed. 
Generic suggestions about teaching English are made in the 
last paragraph. 

What can be viewed as findings may be the presentation of the 
author’s key points about the differences of teaching 
characteristics.  
 Limitations are not discussed. 
Generic suggestions are offered in the Conclusion but sound 
like some ‘old stories’ in a new look.  

12）Readership       
Perhaps the paper aims at universal readers 

Maybe program developers 
School headmasters  
English teachers  

 
Maybe program developers  
English teachers 

13）Ethical issues  
It has not been discussed.  

 
It has not been discussed. 

 
It has not been discussed. 

14）Role of author  Researchers  Researcher  Researcher 

15）Paper Information: 
Language/ 
Length/Funding 

Chinese-language paper, 
2 pages long; 
The journal doesn’t tell whether this paper has been 
funded. 

Chinese-language paper, 
2 pages long; 
The journal doesn’t tell whether this paper has been funded. 

Chinese-language paper, 
2 pages long; 
The journal doesn’t tell whether this paper has been funded. 

16）Journal Information: 
Name     /Publisher/ 
Region or 
Country/Journal type 

Journal of Changchun University of Technology is an 
institution host journal in China.  
http://c.wanfangdata.com.cn/periodical-ccgydxxb-
gjyjb.aspx 
It may not be regarded as highly academic journal, 
but not completely professional either.  

http://baike.baidu.com/view/1751921.htm  “面向国内外

公开发行的教育类学术期刊”- Journal of Teaching and 
Management is an educational academic journal in 
China 
http://www.cqvip.com/qk/91308X/200004/#  
“读者对象为中小学校长、教师、师范院校师生及从事

基础教育研究的教育科研人员。”- Readers are 
primary/middle school headmasters, teachers, student 
teachers, and educational researchers of basic education.   

Journal of Jimei University (Education Science Edition) is an 
institution host journal in China.  
http://xuebao.jmu.edu.cn/jy/jianjie.asp 
“本刊刊发教育科学领域的理论研究和应用研究成果

的学术性刊物”- “This is an academic journal which 
publishes theoretical and applied research in the field of 
education.”  

 
 

http://c.wanfangdata.com.cn/periodical-ccgydxxb-gjyjb.aspx
http://c.wanfangdata.com.cn/periodical-ccgydxxb-gjyjb.aspx
http://baike.baidu.com/view/1751921.htm
http://www.cqvip.com/qk/91308X/200004/
http://xuebao.jmu.edu.cn/jy/jianjie.asp
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Appendix 5 – Paper Descriptors 
 

Descriptors Tentative Categories 
1. Source of article 

 
 
 

2. Structure 
 
 
 
3. Field/Topic 

 
 

4. Research questions/Focus 
 
 
 
5. Research aims/goals(reasons) 
 
 
 
6. Literature Review/References 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. Research trend / Scholarship gap / Contentious area 
 
 
8. Research design/Data collection & analysis strategies 
 
 
9. Method of inquiry/of reasoning 

1) Journal name  
2)  Publication periods: 80-90’ [1], 90-95’ [1],  95-99’ [3], 2000-2005 [4], 2006-2009 [9], 2010 [1] 

 
(1) Traditional empirical structure [8] 
(2) Content-oriented structure [11] 
(3) Mixed? 
 
1) Specific or general topic 
2) People-focus [3], entity-focus [12], mixed [3] 
 
(1) Specific Qs, clearly stated: central Q / guiding Qs. [6] 
(2) General terms or domain, not clearly stated Qs. [10] 
(3)  In-between: specific problem but not explicitly stated Qs. [3] 
 
Aims/Goals: (1) stated (2) not explicitly stated (3) general (4) too many aims (5) unclear 
Reasons: (1) stated (2) not stated 
 
1) Exist or not;  
2) Presentation of the review;  
3) author’s stance: critical, descriptive etc  
4) number of references;  
5) references’ resource information;  
6) references’ languages/types/levels/domains/ranges of years/regions, quoting big figures/self-quoting 

 
(1) Acknowledge it: whether repeat the gap, & where 
(2) Not acknowledge it;  
(3) Partly acknowledge relevant gap;  
 
1) Not provide;  
2) Provide: empirical/non empirical, qualitative/quantitative, explicit/implicit 
+ What methods are used? 
 
(1) Inductive 
(2) Deductive 
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10. Building of argument / Consistency / Cohesion 
 
11. Results/Findings/Limitation/Recommendation/Significance 
 
 
 
 
 
12. Readership 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13. Ethical issues 
 
 
14. Role of author 
 
 
15. Paper information: language/length/funding 
 
 
 
16. Journal information: name/publisher/region or country/Journal 

type  

(3) Not clear 
 
1) YES: why consistent, how it works & to what degree [much, partly]?  
2)  NO  
 
(1) NO, not mention.  
(2) YES, have discussed. 
Results/Findings: consistent or not 
Recommendation: what sorts? [Theoretical, practical, both] 
Limitation: mentioned/absent 
Significance: mention or not, where 
 
1) Teachers;  
2)  Researchers;  
3) Universal;  
4) Teachers & researchers;  
5) Others;  
6) Unclear 
 
(1) Mention. [2] 
(2) Not mention. [17] 
 
1) Researchers: insiders/outsiders;  
2) Teachers + researchers 
 
(1) Language: English/Chinese;  
(2) Length: 1-10pages /11-20 / 21-30 / above 30;  
(3) Types: traditional /thesis basis / conference basis;  
(4) Funded or not 
  
Area: China base (national, institutional) / Regional / International.  
1)  Journal’s publication focus 
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Appendix 6 – Interview Schedule  
 
 
Questions for semi-structured individual interviews  
1) welcome/thank you note 
2) distribute cover letter & informed consent forms 
3) repeat purpose, confidentiality, etc. ( cover letter) 
4) sign informed consent form (before or after) 
5) repeat instrument (record) 
6) repeat interview sections: 
There are three broad parts in this interview: 

- Part One: quality of journal papers 期刊文章的质量 
- Part Two: other research activities其他研究活动及其质量 
- Part Three: developing research quality 提高研究质量 

 
What I want to do is to have a sincere conversation with you about ‘research quality’, and to 
understand how you think about that. We are not going to evaluate your research and work 
performance; we are not going to judge your comments on this topic either. But it will be great if 
you are willing to share your personal stories of writing research papers and getting them 
published. So, I hope we would feel open to talk about it, and you would say whatever in your 
mind. Thank you! (我的出发点是，对于研究质量这个话题，我希望和你做一个诚心的交谈，了解

你内心的想法。我们的谈话不评价个人的研究业绩和工作表现，也不评价你对这个话题的观点。

如果你愿意分享个人的写作和论文发表等等的经历，那是最好不过了。所以，希望我们可以放开

来讨论，心里想到什么说什么。谢谢！) 
 
 

PART ONE 
The quality of journal papers 期刊文章的质量 

 
我们先从期刊文章的质量谈起：我想了解你对‘有质量的文章’的看法。‘Let’s start with 
thinking about the quality of journal articles. What counts quality there? I’d like to understand 
how you think about that. 
这部分大概有3-4个主要问题。There are 3/4 key questions in this part. 
 

1. 当你选择文章来阅读的时候，你读文章的目的是什么When you select papers to read, 
what’s that reading for?  

- 你选择的原因是什么？What are you selecting for? 
- 当你搜索阅读文章时，你的目的是什么？What purpose do you have in mind when 

searching/reading papers? 
  

2. 当你找到一篇文章时，你怎么判断它的质量？When you identify the paper, how would 
you judge the quality of the paper?   
 

- 你会如何描述一篇质量好的文章？How would you describe a good-quality paper? 
 
*现在我们进一步讨论你提到的、、、If the interviewee comes up with a list, I can then follow 
up his/her list and ask further questions relating to the list. If his/her list doesn’t include the 
key descriptors that I wish to discuss in my thesis, I will then need to bring up those 
descriptors and continue asking for his/her opinions. 

 
 
 
 

Descriptors                Categories examples 
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1.Structure 结构 
 
 
 
2. Field/Topic 领域/题材 

 
 
3. Research questions/Focus 研究问题/
焦点（重点） 

 
 
 
4. Research aims/goals(reasons)  
研究目的/目标/原因 

 
 
5. Literature Review/References  
文献回顾/文献参考 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Research trend/Scholarship gap/ 

Contentious area  
研究趋势/研究缺口/争议性领域 

 
7. Research design (Methodology & 

Methods) /Data collection & analysis 
strategies  
研究设计（研究方法）/ 数据搜集和

分析策略 
 
8. Method of inquiry / of reasoning  
调查方式/推论方法 

 
 
 
 
9. Building of argument / Consistency / 

Cohesion  
立论一致性/连贯性 

 
 
10. Results/Findings/Limitation/R

ecommendation/Significance  
调查结果/局限性（不足）/研究提议

/研究意义 
 
 
 
 
11. Readership 读者群 

 
 

12. Ethical issues 道德问题 
 
 
 

13. About the author (reputation, 

 
(1) Traditional empirical structure [8] 
(2) Content-oriented structure [11] 
(3) Mixed? 

 
(1) Specific or general topic 
(2) People-focus [3], entity-focus [12], mixed [3] 

 
(1) Specific Qs, clearly stated: central Q / guiding Qs. [6] 
(2) General terms or domain, not clearly stated Qs. [10] 
(3) In-between: specific problem but not explicitly stated Qs. 

[3] 
 
Aims/Goals: (1) stated (2) not explicitly stated (3) general (4) too 
many aims (5) unclear 
Reasons: (1) stated (2) not stated 
 

(1) The role of liter.rev in a paper? 
(2) Liter.rev should be in every paper? 
(3) Connection between Liter. rev & the 

methodology/discussion 
(4) Presentation of the review;  
(5) author’s stance: critical, descriptive etc  
(6) number of references;  
(7) references’ resource information;  
(8) references’ languages/types/levels/domains/ranges of 

years/regions, quoting big figures/self-quoting 
 
 

(1) Acknowledge it: whether repeat the gap, & where 
(2) Partly/ Not acknowledge relevant gap it;  
 
 
(1) Not provide / Provide: empirical & non-empirical, 

qualitative/quantitative, explicit/implicit 
(2) What methods are used? 
(3) Paper types: summative/introductory/too general? 

 
 

(1) Method of inquiry/analysis, reasoning method important?  
(2) Inductive / Deductive/ Not clear 
(3) Practice-based papers and theoretical 
(4) Two categories: empirical/theoretical; how to tell a 

theoretical paper is good? 
 

(1) YES: why consistent, how it works & to what degree 
[much, partly]?/ NO 

(2)If without own standpoints, just reflection on practice, its 
quality lower? 

 
(1) Has a conclusion but no theoretical/practical implications or 

recommendation, acceptable? 
(2) NO, not mention. / YES, have discussed. 
(3) Results/Findings: consistent or not 
(4) Recommendation: what sorts? [Theoretical, practical, both] 
(5) Limitation: mentioned/absent 
(6) Significance: mention or not, where 
 
(1) What do you think about a paper’s readership? 
(2)Teachers/Researchers /Universal/Others/ Unclear 
 
(1) Your views on ethical issues? What is it in your eyes? 
(2) Ethical issues, a must or depends? (Mention. Not mention) 
(3) Some authors omit ethical issues but have other things 
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social status, position, background 
etc.)  
作者是谁/名声/身份/地位/背景， 
等等 
 

14. Source of article  
文章出处/来源 
 
 

15. Journal information: 
name/publisher/region or 
country/Journal type  
期刊信息：名字/出版商/地区（国

家）/期刊类型（级别）等 
 

16. Paper information: 
language/length/funding  
文章信息：语言/长度/资金 等 

 
 
 
17. Knowledge contribution  
对知识的贡献 

 
18. Quality of writing / Language 

proficiency   
文笔文法水平/质量 

(1) Authors’ roles matter?  
(2) Teachers + researchers / Researchers: insiders/outsiders;  
(3) Question famous authors’ papers  
 
 
 
(1) What do you think of where the paper is published? 
(2) Journal name  
(3) Publication periods:  

 
(1) Area: China base (national & institutional)/Regional/ 

International. 
(2) Journal’s publication focus  
 

 
 
 

(1) Language: English/Chinese;  
(2) Length: 1-10pages /11-20 / 21-30 / above 30;  
(3) Types: traditional /thesis basis / conference basis;  
(4) Funded or not: research & funding, financial, related? 
(5) A project/report/research funded, better quality? 
 

 
- When reading journal articles, from what aspects you read them? 
- Research design, solid or not, literature rev 
- The role of liter.rev in a paper? 
- Connection between Liter.rev & the methodology/discussion 
- Liter.rev should be in every paper? 
- Not mentioned controversial issues? 
- Practice-based papers and theoretical  
- Suppose divide two categories: empirical/theoretical…how to tell a theoretical paper is good? 
- If without own standpoints, just reflection on practice, its quality lower? 
- Method of inquiry/analysis, reasoning method important? 
- Ethical issues, must or depends? Your views on ethical issues? 
- Some authors omit ethical issues but have other things 
- Authors’ roles matter? 
- Does it matter where to publish? 
- Author matters? Where to publish, matters? 
- Question famous authors’ papers summative/introductory/too general? 
- A paper has conclusion but no theoretical/practical implications or recommendation, acceptable? 
- Linking research to funding, financial, related 
- A project/report/research funded, better quality? 

 
3.为什么你刚才所提到的关于期刊文章质量的标准对你重要？Why those criteria matter to you? 
(whether the factors are social, cultural, technical, political, personal, structural, academic 
judgments, etc, either internal or external ) 

- 你是怎么形成刚才所说的那些标准？How do you come up with those criteria? 
- 那些标准是怎么形成的（来的）？How have your criteria been formed? Where do your 

criteria come from? 
 
If people didn’t mention any specific factors, then ask them: 
 

4. 是否还有内因之外的外部因素呢？Are there any other factors outside just you?  
 

PART TWO 
The quality of other research activities 其他研究活动及其质量 
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刚才我们讨论了期刊文章的质量，现在我们面访的第二部分。We have just talked about the 
quality of journal articles. Now we move on to the second part of the interview. (Broader 
aspects of research) 
 
5. 读写文章固然是做研究两个很重要的部分。作为研究者来说（同时又是大学老师，学者，或

者研究生导师），除了阅读文章，还需要做什么事情？Writing papers and the quality of 
papers are certainly two important parts of research, apart from reading papers, what 
kinds of things researchers (at the same time, as university teacher, scholar, or 
postgraduates’ supervisor) need to get involved in? 

 
- 除了读写文章，（作为研究者）你还参与其他什么研究活动？What else activities as a 

researcher you’re engaging in? 
- 除了读写文章，你觉得，还要做什么跟研究有关联的事情？What else do you feel would 

be involved in research?  
- 对于做研究，除了读写文章，还有什么事情对你很重要？What else matter to you in 

doing research? 
 

6. 你为什么选择参与这些研究活动？When you select those forms of research activities to 
engage, what are you selecting for? 

 
 Depending on what activities the interviewee comes up with on the spot. 

 
- 你参与这些研究活动的目的是什么？What are your purposes?  
- 你所选择参与的那个研究活动为的是什么？What’s that activity for, when you 

select/participate in it? [important context];  
 
*Be careful here: it depends on how many research activities the interviewee comes up 
with. If more than one, I need to discuss them one by one. 

 
7. 你所参与的这些研究活动的质量怎么样？What kinds of quality in those research activities 

that you have participated in before?  
 Maybe one by one, depending on how many else activities the interviewees talk 

about. 
 
- 你怎样判断这些研究活动的质量？How would you judge the quality of those research 

activities?  
- 怎样才算是有质量的研究活动？What counts quality in those activities?  

(Impact of professional colleagues, impact of policy makers, networking, HE policy, 
funding)? [Maybe one by one, depending on how many else activities the interviewees 
come up with] 
 

8. 为什么那些标准对你很重要？Why those criteria matter to you?  
 

- 对于、、、那些标准是怎么形成的（来的）？As to activity name, how have your 
criteria been formed? Where do your criteria come from? 

- 你是怎么形成刚才所说的那些标准？How do you come up with those criteria? 
 
 

PART THREE 
Developing research quality提高研究质量 

 
刚才我们谈论了期刊文章的质量，和其他研究活动的质量。现在，我们转到面访的第3部分，也

就是最后一部分。我们一起想象一下未来：We have talked about the quality of journal 
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articles, and that of other forms of research activities. We now move on to the third part of 
the interview, that is, the last section. Let’s think about the future: 

 
9. 你认为怎样去提高科研质量？How would you think research quality could be improved?  

 
- 期刊文章的研究质量（你自己的文章，别人的文章） the quality of journal articles (your 

research papers, others’ research papers) 
- 提高个人的研究能力 to develop individual’s research ability 
- 提高研究活动的质量，例如，研讨会，讲座，等等 to develop the quality of research 

activities, such as conferences, seminars…  
 

- Plagiarism, corruption in recent years in China? Why is that? 
- In China, pay publishers, get publication…directly influences quality? 
- They know how to judge quality but not practise, or they simply don’t know how? 
- If people, those in the lower hierarchy, know how to judge quality but refuse to discuss it, does it 

influence the academic reputation/quality of the institute, province, country? 
- Can we change it? People change, how? 
- How about leaders/press from the above, personal connection? The reasons for not making a 

change? 
- How to start making a change if from people?  
 
*Be careful here: it depends on what factors the interviewee comes up with. If they 
mention only internal elements, I can then ask # 10: 
 

10. 是否还有内因之外的外部因素呢？Are there any other factors outside just you?  
 

11. 我们回忆一下，你觉得你对研究质量的看法有没有改变过？Do you think your view of 
research quality has even changed? 

 
- 比如说，从你开始工作之后，在你读完研究生之后 for example, after you started your 

job, after your postgraduate study 
 

12. 我们倒回去想想，在面访最开始的时候，或者当你刚刚被告知面访的主题的时候，也就是，

如果被问到你对科研和研究质量的看法，其实，你心里的第一反应是什么? Now, let’s look 
back: What’s your first reaction to the concept ‘research’ and ‘research quality’ when 
you were asked this at the beginning of this interview, or when you were told for the 
first time about the theme of our conversation? 

 
13. 最后，关于研究质量这个话题，你还有其他想说的吗？Is there anything else you would 

like to say about research quality? 
 
 
Thank you very much! Before we end our conversation, let me emphasize the informed 
consent form 知情同意书, confidentiality保密, anonymity匿名, data ownership/request 
and so on.  
Sign the Informed Consent Forms. Before or after. 
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Appendix 7 – Interview Informed Consent Form 
 
 

Cover Letter (Individual Interview) 
 
Dear colleague, 
 
Thank you very much for your interest in taking part in my PhD project about Chinese 
university teachers’ opinions on quality of research.  
 
Purpose of the project 
This research aims to develop a better understanding of Chinese university teachers’ (relating to 
English language teaching & learning) perceptions of what constitutes quality in research in the 
field of education. It is not intended to evaluate the quality of research of any individual teacher, 
nor is it to judge any participant’s conception of and comments on the topic. 
 
Procedures of the project 
What you are going to participate in is a face-to-face interview with me (the researcher).   
The focal aim of this one-to-one interview is to hear your opinion on how to judge quality of 
research in general. The questions the researcher will ask will be impersonal and quite universal. 
No preparation will be needed. All you need to do is to address whatever comes up in your mind 
on the spot. The interview will be conducted in Chinese Mandarin. It will take between one to 
one and half hours, and will be digitally recorded.   
You can withdraw at any stage of the project. In the event that you withdraw from the interview, 
you will be asked to choose whether the record of the interview to that point can be used in the 
research. If you decide that it should not be used, any record made of the interview will be 
deleted from the machine and no copy or transcript will be kept.  
 
Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Your participation is voluntary. All the information you give in the interview will remain 
confidential. Your anonymity will be preserved, that is, your identity will not be released to any 
third party.  
The digital record and transcript of the interview will be kept securely in the researcher’s own 
computer, which cannot be accessed without a password.  
 
Benefits  
You will receive a book voucher after the interview as a ‘Thank you’ for taking part.  
It is hoped that the interview will provide us with an opportunity to have a look at how we 
actually view research quality, and perhaps to help ourselves to think about how in the future we 
may make research more meaningful/useful for our teaching and daily lives as university 
teachers.  
 
Data management 
You have the right to ask for a copy of the digital record when the project is finished. The 
copyright of the data collected in this interview will be held by the researcher.  
 
Informed Consent Form 
The form enclosed in this letter will be printed out and be signed by you and me before the 
interview.  
 
Thank you very much! 
Jianmei Xie (谢建媚) 
PhD candidate 
University of Exeter 
Graduate School of Education 
May 2011 
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Informed Consent Form 
(Individual Interview) 

 
I hereby agree to participate in an interview with Jianmei Xie for her PhD project about quality 

of research. 
I understand that: 

1. there is no compulsion for me to participate in this research project and, if I do choose 
to participate, I may at any stage withdraw my participation 

2. any information which I give will be used solely for the purposes of this research 
project, which may include publications 

3. all information I give will be treated as confidential and therefore stored securely  
4. my participation will be anonymous 
5. one copy of this form will be kept by the participant; a second copy will be kept by the 

researcher 

 
Interviewee signature:.................…………….. / Interviewee printed name ……………… 
Phone No: ............................…………………………. 
Email (MSN, QQ, Skype, etc., if applicable): ............................……………………………… 
Address: ............................…………………………………………………………………….. 
               ............................…………………………………………………………………….. 
Consent Date: ....................../......................./..................... 
 
If I have questions about the project or procedures, I can contact Jianmei Xie (谢建媚) at: 
Phone No: (China) 137 1025 6932; (UK) 075 5213 7279;  
Email: emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn; jx219@exeter.ac.uk   
Address:  

University of Exeter 
Graduate School of Education 
St Luke’s campus 
Heavitree Road 
Exeter 
Devon, UK 
EX1 2LU 

 
Interviewer signature: ............................................................. 
Interview Date: ......................./......................./...................... 
Venue: ................................................................................... 
 
 
Data Protection Act: The University of Exeter is a data collector and is registered with the Office of the Data Protection 
Commissioner as required to do under the Data Protection Act 1998. The information you provide will be used for research purposes 
and will be processed in accordance with the University’s registration and current data protection legislation. Data will be 
confidential to the researcher(s) and will not be disclosed to any unauthorised third parties without further agreement by the 
participant. Reports based on the data will be in anonymised form. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn
mailto:jx219@exeter.ac.uk
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Appendix 8 – Pilot Interviews  
 

Pilot 1 2 3 4 
Interviewees Interviewee A: Chinese ethnic 

lecturer based in UK 
Interviewee B: Chinese ethnic 
lecturer based in UK 

Interviewee C:  Chinese PhD 
candidate, worked in a publisher in 
northern China 

Interviewee D: lecturer based in 
southern China, the researcher’s 
former colleague 

Time /Venue 12:30 -13:30 pm, 9th March 
2011; University of Exeter, 
UK 

2:15-3:15 pm, 15th March 2011; 
University of Exeter, UK 

1-4 pm, 23 March 2011;  
Exeter, UK. Skype online 

1hr18’45’’,  28th March, 2011;  
Exeter, UK. Skype online 

Purpose/Instrument 1st draft schedule, different 
framework 

1st draft of a revised scheme 2nd draft of the revised scheme 3rd draft of the edited scheme 

Remarks Pre-pilot, face-to-face Face-to-face.  
Another appointment at 3:30-4:00 
pm 22nd March 2011, Interviewee 
B commented on the interview 
design  

Full online interview. 
Interviewee C gave feedback after 
the interview  

Full online interview. 
Interviewee D gave feedback after 
the interview 

Selected feedback from 
pilot-interviewees 

 1). To provide interviewees with a 
specific context/situation 
2). To prepare for a scenario that 
interviewees don’t know much 
about ‘research’  
3). Try not to use the term 
‘research’ frequently 
4). Shouldn’t rephrase the 
questions 

1). Significant research topic, fresh 
interview questions; 
2). Some terms needed to be 
rephrase, e.g., ‘ethical issues’ 
3). Should slow down when asking 
questions; 
4). Connection between questions 
needed more work; 
5). Some questions were repetitive, 
e.g., ‘Why those criteria matter to 
you?’ 
6). Should make it clear whether I 
wanted the interviewees to share 
personal experience 

1). Some questions needed to be 
more explicit and targeted;  
2). Better if there was a copy of the 
interview; 
3). Better if remind interviewees of 
the focus of each part of the 
interview, esp. when transiting 
from one part to another;  
4). Needed to consider very 
carefully about how open teachers 
would be to tell me what they 
really think in mind.  
5) Remember to continue to show a 
modest attitude at teachers 

Key changes of the 
interview schedule 

Changed into a framework 
with 3 parts 

Specified some questions Revised the opening passage of the 
schedule 

Prepared a detailed cover-letter, not 
a hard-copy of the interview 
outline  
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Appendix 9 – Editor-interview Questions 
 
 
Questions for semi-structured individual editor-interviews  

1) welcome/thank you note 
2) distribute cover letter & informed consent forms 
3) repeat purpose, confidentiality, etc ( cover letter) 
4) sign informed consent form (before or after) 
5) repeat instrument (record) 
6) repeat interview sections: 

 
What I want to do is to have a conversation with you about ‘research quality’, and to 
understand how you as an editor think about that. I am not intended to evaluate your 
own work performance and the journal quality that you edit. I am not going to judge 
your comments on this topic either. But it will be great if you are willing to share your 
personal stories of writing, reviewing and publishing journal papers. Thank you! （我的

出发点是，对于研究质量这个话题，我希望了解你作为一个编委的内心的想法。我们的谈话不评

价个人的工作表现，不评价你所编辑的期刊，也不评价你对这个话题的观点。不过，如果你愿意

分享个人的写稿、审稿和发表出版论文的经历和故事，那是最好不过了。所以，希望我们可以放

开来讨论，心里想到什么说什么。谢谢！）  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 
1. What is the process of getting papers published? (Say, from receiving a submission 

of a manuscript to having the paper published) 发表文章的整个流程怎么样？（编辑部

从收到稿子到发表） 
2. What is an editor’s responsibility? Role? 主编的任务是什么？角色？ 
3. What things do you consider after you receive a submission? 拿到稿子后，你要考虑

什么东西？ 
4. When you start reading a paper, how do you judge whether it can be published (in 

your journal)? 当你开始阅稿时，怎样判断那篇文章是否可以发表？ 
 When you read a paper in your own journal or in other journals, how would you 

judge the quality of the paper? 
5. Why those criteria matter to you? (Where did your criteria come from?) 
6. What is a good paper like in your eyes? 你心目中好的稿子是什么样的？ 
7. What form does your journal use to review papers? (Say, blind-review, peer-review, 

or in-house-review. What is the process of that form of reviewing?) 贵刊以什么形式

审稿？（盲审、同行审稿或内部审稿是怎样一个操作？） 
8. What criteria do reviewers use? 审稿者的审稿标准是什么？ 
9. What does your journal require reviewers to do? 贵刊对审稿者有什么要求？ 
10. What would be the reasons if a paper is returned (or rejected)? 一篇投稿被退稿（拒

绝），是什么原因？ 
11. What do you think submitters can do to increase the possibility (rate) of being 

accepted? 你觉得怎样提高文章的录用几率？ 
12. What is ‘page charges’ (in publication in China)? 版面费是怎么一回事？ 
13. From an editor’s and reader’s point of view, how can the quality of a paper be 

improved? 从编辑者的角度出发，怎样提高文章的质量？ 
14. From an editor’s point of view, how can the quality of research be improved? 从编辑

者的角度出发，怎样提高研究的质量？ 
15. Are there any other factors outside just you?是否还有内因之外的外部因素呢？  



364 
 

16. What do you think about the connection between famed-writers and the journal? 
你对有名的学者和期刊之间的联系有什么看法？ 

17. Do you think your view of research quality has even changed? 我们回忆一下，你觉得

你对研究质量的看法有没有改变过？ 
- 比如说，从你开始当主编之后， for example, after you started your editing job 

18. Now, let’s look back: What’s your first reaction to the concept ‘research’ and 
‘research quality’ when you were asked this at the beginning of this interview, or 
when you were told for the first time about the theme of our conversation? 我们倒

回去想想，在面访最开始的时候，或者当你刚刚被告知面访的主题的时候，也就是，如果被

问到你对科研和研究质量的看法，其实，你心里的第一反应是什么?  
19. Is there anything else you would like to say about research quality? 最后，关于研究

质量这个话题，你还有其他想说的吗？ 
 
 
Thank you very much! Before we end our conversation, let me emphasize the informed 
consent form, confidentiality, anonymity, data ownership/request and so on.  
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Appendix 10 – Editor Interview Informed Consent Form 
 

Cover Letter (Editor Interview) 
 
Dear editor, 
 
Thank you very much for your interest in taking part in my PhD project about Chinese university 
teachers’ opinions on quality of research.  
 
Purpose of the project 
This research aims to develop a better understanding of Chinese university teachers’ (relating to 
English language teaching & learning) perceptions of what constitutes quality in research in the field 
of education. It is not intended to evaluate the quality of research of any individual teacher, nor is it 
to judge any participant’s conception of and comments on the topic. 
 
Procedures of the project 
What you are going to participate in is a face-to-face interview with me (the researcher).   
The focal aim of this one-to-one interview is to hear your opinion (as a journal editor) on how to 
judge quality of research in general and on quality of journal-papers. The questions the researcher 
will ask will be impersonal and quite universal. No preparation will be needed. All you need to do is 
to address whatever comes up in your mind on the spot. The interview will be conducted in Chinese 
Mandarin. It will take between one to one and half hours, and will be digitally recorded. You can 
withdraw at any stage of the project. In the event that you withdraw from the interview, you will be 
asked to choose whether the record of the interview to that point can be used in the research. If you 
decide that it should not be used, any record made of the interview will be deleted from the machine 
and no copy or transcript will be kept.  
 
Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Your participation is voluntary. All the information you give in the interview will remain 
confidential. Your anonymity will be preserved, that is, your identity will not be released to any third 
party.  
The digital record and transcript of the interview will be kept securely in the researcher’s own 
computer, which cannot be accessed without a password.  
 
Benefits  
You will receive a book voucher after the interview as a ‘Thank you’ for taking part.  
It is hoped that the interview will provide us with an opportunity to have a look at how we actually 
view research quality, and perhaps to help ourselves to think about how in the future we may make 
research more meaningful/useful for our teaching and daily lives as university teachers.  
 
Data management 
You have the right to ask for a copy of the digital record when the project is finished. The copyright 
of the data collected in this interview will be held by the researcher.  
 
Informed Consent Form 
The form enclosed in this letter will be printed out and be signed by you and me before the 
interview.  
 
Thank you very much! 
 
Jianmei Xie (谢建媚) 
PhD candidate 
University of Exeter 
Graduate School of Education 
July 2011 
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Informed Consent Form 

(Editor Interview) 
 

I hereby agree to participate in an interview with Jianmei Xie for her PhD project about quality 
of research. 
I understand that: 

1. there is no compulsion for me to participate in this research project and, if I do choose 
to participate, I may at any stage withdraw my participation 

2. any information which I give will be used solely for the purposes of this research 
project, which may include publications 

3. all information I give will be treated as confidential and therefore stored securely  
4. my participation will be anonymous 
5. one copy of this form will be kept by the interviewee; a second copy will be kept by the 

researcher 

 
Interviewee signature: ............................………… / Interviewee printed name ……………… 
Phone No: ............................…………………………. 
Email (MSN, QQ, Skype, etc., if applicable): ............................……………………………… 
Address: ............................…………………………………………………………………….. 
               ............................………………………………………………………………………. 
Consent Date: ....................../......................./..................... 
 
If I have questions about the project or procedures, I can contact Jianmei Xie (谢建媚) at: 
Phone No: (China) 137 1025 6932; (UK) 075 5213 7279;  
Email: emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn; jx219@exeter.ac.uk   
Address:  

University of Exeter 
Graduate School of Education 
St Luke’s campus 
Heavitree Road 
Exeter 
Devon, UK 
EX1 2LU 

 
Interviewer signature: ............................................................. 
Interview Date: ......................./......................./...................... 
Venue: ................................................................................... 
 
 
Data Protection Act: The University of Exeter is a data collector and is registered with the Office of the Data Protection 
Commissioner as required to do under the Data Protection Act 1998. The information you provide will be used for research purposes 
and will be processed in accordance with the University’s registration and current data protection legislation. Data will be 
confidential to the researcher(s) and will not be disclosed to any unauthorised third parties without further agreement by the 
participant. Reports based on the data will be in anonymised form. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn
mailto:jx219@exeter.ac.uk


367 
 

Appendix 11 – FGD Informed Consent Form 
 
 

Cover Letter (Focus Group Discussion) 
 
Dear colleague, 
 
Thank you very much for your interest in taking part in my PhD project about Chinese university 
teachers’ opinions on quality of research.  
 
Purpose of the project 
This research aims to develop a better understanding of Chinese university teachers’ (relating to 
English language teaching & learning) perceptions of what constitutes quality in research in the field 
of education. It is not intended to evaluate the quality of research of any individual teacher, nor is it 
to judge any participant’s conception of and comments on the topic. 
 
Procedures of the project 
What you are going to participate in is a focus group discussion with 4-6 other participants.   
The discussion includes three sections: (1) a warming-up individual activity; (2) a structured group 
discussion of possible criteria for research quality; and (3) a summary of the discussion. The 
questions that the researcher will ask will be impersonal and fairly universal. No preparation will be 
needed. All you need to do is to address your opinion on how to judge quality of research in general, 
and/or to say whatever comes up in your mind.  
The discussion will be conducted in Chinese Mandarin. It will take between 30 minutes to one hour, 
and will be digitally recorded. You can withdraw at any stage of the project.  
 
Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Your participation is voluntary. All the information you give in the discussion will remain 
confidential. Your anonymity will be preserved, that is, your identity will not be released to any third 
party. Meanwhile, you are expected to try to protect the anonymities of other participants in your 
group. 
The digital record and transcript of the discussion will be kept securely in the researcher’s own 
computer, which cannot be accessed without a password.  
 
Benefits  
You will receive a book voucher after the discussion as a ‘Thank you’ for taking part. 
It is hoped that the discussion will provide us with an opportunity to have a look at how we actually 
view research quality, and perhaps to help ourselves to think about how in the future we may make 
research more meaningful/useful for our teaching and daily lives as university teachers.  
 
Data management 
The copyright of the data collected in this discussion will be held by the researcher.  
 
Informed Consent Form 
The form enclosed in this letter will be printed out and be signed by you and me before the group 
discussion.  
 
Thank you very much. 
 
Jianmei Xie (谢建媚) 
PhD candidate 
University of Exeter 
Graduate School of Education 
May 2011 
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Informed Consent Form 

(Focus Group Discussion) 
 
I hereby agree to participate in a focus group discussion with Jianmei Xie for her PhD project about 
quality of research. 
I understand that: 

1. there is no compulsion for me to participate in this research project and, if I do choose to 
participate, I may at any stage withdraw my participation 

2. any information which I give will be used solely for the purposes of this research project, 
which may include publications 

3. all information I give will be treated as confidential and therefore stored securely  
4. my participation will be anonymous 
5. there are other participants engaged in the same discussion and their participation will also 

be anonymous 
6. one copy of this form will be kept by the participant; a second copy will be kept by the 

researcher 

 
Participant signature: ............................…………….. / Participant printed name ……………… 
Phone No: ............................…………. 
Email (MSN, QQ, Skype, etc., if applicable): ............................………………………………… 
Address: ............................……………………………………………………………………….. 
               ............................……………………………………………………………………….. 
Consent Date: ................/................../................ 
If I have questions about the project or procedures, I can contact Jianmei Xie (谢建媚) at: 
Phone No:  (China) 137 1025 6932; (UK) 075 5213 7279;  
Email: emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn; jx219@exeter.ac.uk  
Address:  

University of Exeter 
Graduate School of Education 
St Luke’s campus 
Heavitree Road 
Exeter 
Devon, UK 
EX1 2LU 

 
Moderator (researcher) signature: .................................................... 
Focus Group Discussion Date: ................../..................../................. 
Venue: ............................................................................................... 
 
 
Data Protection Act: The University of Exeter is a data collector and is registered with the Office of the Data Protection 
Commissioner as required to do under the Data Protection Act 1998. The information you provide will be used for research purposes 
and will be processed in accordance with the University’s registration and current data protection legislation. Data will be 
confidential to the researcher(s) and will not be disclosed to any unauthorised third parties without further agreement by the 
participant. Reports based on the data will be in anonymised form.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:emiliaaace@yahoo.com.cn
mailto:jx219@exeter.ac.uk
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Appendix 12 – FGD Schedule 
 
Plan/Focus Group Discussion (FGD)  
Time:  
Venue:  
Language: Mandarin Chinese  
Moderator: Jianmei Xie (the researcher) 
Group No:                              
Group participants:  

Name Gender Institution Job Title Degree/ Subject 
1.      
2.      
3.      
4.      
5.      
6.      
 
Outline: 
Section One, Introduction  
Section Two, Warm-up individual activity 
Section Three, main activity - structured group discussion, ‘How do you judge the quality of 
research, e.g., a research paper?’ 
Section Four, Summary 
 
 
Procedures: 
 
Section One, Introduction -  

1) welcome note, thank-you note  
2) repeat the research purpose, confidentiality, anonymity, storage/use/ownership of the 

data 
3) distribute the Informed Consent Form (prepare extra copies) 
4) (both parties) sign the Informed Consent Form 
5) repeat the procedures, instrument (digital recorder/MICs) 
6) emphasize the role of the moderator: to monitor/coordinate/organize, NOT to 

evaluate/judge/criticize  
7) test digital recorder(s) 
8) lay/distribute blank cards, pens, highlighters 
 

Section Two, Warm-up individual activity -  
1) explain the purpose/procedures of this step: 

- purpose: leading to the field of educational research 
- write one idea on each card 
- write as many cards as you wish 
- no need to write down your name 
- write in Chinese or English, up to you 
 

2) Participants complete Sentence (a) ‘A research is…’ 
3) collect their cards  
4) Participants complete Sentence (b) ‘A good-quality research is…’ 
5) collect their cards, & put them aside 
   

Section Three, main activity/group-card-game, ‘How do you judge the quality of 
research, e.g., a research paper?’ 

1) explain the purpose/procedures 
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- One central theme: how we as group judge the quality of a research paper 
- Purpose: to form a group opinion on the topic 
- General procedures: write your own criteria/standards  put together all criteria  

group discussion/debate/negotiate  decide/conclude collective set of criteria  
 

2) Pick blank cards and write your criteria individually 
- Question: ‘How do you judge the quality of a research paper?’ 
- write one idea on each card = one criteria on one blank card 
- write as many cards as you wish 
- no need to write down your name 
- write in Chinese or English, up to you 
- Moderator also writes her answers on the spot (4-5 cards, which have been 

selected carefully prior to the FDG, and which the moderator thinks are significant. 
E.g., Knowledge contribution; Systematic literature review; Rigor research design; 
Level/proficiency of writing; Careful concerns of ethical issues.) 

 
3) Mix their cards with mine 
4) Shuffle all the cards (participant volunteer to do this) 
5) Ask the group to discuss how to start (Tentative! Adjust according to participants’ 

compulsive responses) 
6) Ask the group to decide how many cards to start with – random selection (Moderator 

can suggest a number that is the same as the number of the group members; i.e., if there 
are 5 participants, then start with 5 random cards; if 6 participants, then 6 cards…) 

7) Each participant picks one card   
8) Lay the cards on the table – separated from the rest of the cards  

 
9) Ask the group to discuss the selected cards (criteria), and decide whether there are 

enough criteria (Tentative! Adjust on the spot.) 
10) Ask the group to discuss how to cope with the random cards. (Moderator can suggest 

the group keep the random cards) 
11) Distribute the rest of the cards to everyone (either volunteer distributes or each 

participant picks in turn until all the cards are distributed). NOT including moderator, 
who should step back throughout the group discussion  

12) Ask the group to read through the cards in their hands 
13) Ask the group to focus on research papers, discuss whether to add (any one of the 

cards in their hands) or remove (any of those selected earlier), and explain why – It can 
start from the Moderator: add/remove a card in order to show an example how the 
process moves on.  

14) The group continues to discuss + ask them why so-and-so cards (criteria) - (Moderator 
needs to capture the salient cards, participants’ responses, and stimulate debates, if 
necessary.) 

15) Ask the group to discuss how to formulate the (final) selected cards in whatever order, 
e.g., order of importance/hierarchy/pyramid, etc  

16) Ask the group to review/reassure the final selection of the cards (and their 
order/hierarchy if any) 

17) Take a photo of the final set of criteria  
18) Ask the group for further comments on the cards and/or on the research topic.  
 

Section Four, Summary 
1) thank-you note,  
2) check whether all participants sign the Informed Consent Form 
3) inform them that they may be re-contacted for clarity of their comments in the 

discussion, if there is a need for clarification of their responses 
4) distribute incentive (e.g., a book voucher) to each participant  
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Appendix 13 – Pilot Focus Group Discussion 
 

 Pilot 1 2 
Time /Venue  Venue: group-work room, 

library, St Luke’s Campus, 
University of Exeter, UK. 
Time: 2:30-3:40 pm, 25th 
March 2011 

Venue: group-work room, library, St Luke’s Campus, University 
of Exeter, UK. 
Time: 4:00-5:30 pm, 21st April, 2011 

FGD members 4 participants 7 participants 
Purpose/Instrument 1st draft schedule; 

Asked the group to try out 
the plan and sought their 
suggestions on the design 

2nd draft schedule; 
Tested the new scheme, esp. technically 

Remarks Pre-pilot, formal; I knew 
all the participants 

Formal; I didn’t know any of the participants except one 

Selected feedback 
from interviewees 

More transparency of the 
pilot purposes and 
procedures needed 

M1: 
1). A lack of Informed Consent Form (ICF) for this pilot study would 
prevent me reporting the data of this pilot in the thesis.  
2). The focus of Step Two of the discussion was confusing because 
‘research’ and ‘journal articles’ were two different concepts such that 
participants were not sure about which to talk about.   
3). The definition of research is not clear, and this caused the argument in 
the group.  
4). It needs considers about how to organize this focus group. Concerning 
the sample of the participants (for this pilot) and their background, and if 
my design of this research step attempts to achieve empirical evidence, no 
conclusion can be drawn from here. Also, most members of this group 
study social science and have never done any academic research 
independently.  
M3: 
1). Overall design of the discussion was clear; interesting activity. 
2.) Some steps of the discussion needed to be rearranged in order to make 
the instruction clearer; 
3). Clearer instruction for the participants needed.  
4). Wonder if my actual participants (university teachers) would be as 
active/collaborative as this pilot group (post-graduates, willing to follow 
researcher’s instructions)  
M5: 
1). Funny, exciting & interesting instrument. It’s a sense of achievement 
for the group to come up with a list of criteria at the end – very 
interesting part. 
2). This instrument (FGD) very useful/universal, and can be used in many 
different areas; 
3). Very exciting discussion, & brought up many interesting topics, esp. 
the discussion about ethical issues in doing research.  
4). Be aware of culture differences (i.e., Taiwan & China mainland)  
5). Suggestions: the instruction should be more direct, explicit & 
straightforward, such as what specific/detailed steps of the discussion 
participants needed to follow. 

Key changes of the 
interview schedule 

Added in detailed 
procedures; 
Carefully drafting a cover-
letter for actual fieldwork  

Finalized the schedule framework; 
Revised Informed Consent Form 

 
Pilot FGD 1 Gender Degree Discipline/Subject Region 

M1 F 4th  year PhD  
 
Education 

 
 
Taiwan 

M2 F 1st year PhD 
M3 F 2nd year PhD 
M4 F 3rd year PhD 

 
Pilot FGD 2 Gender Degree Discipline/Subject Region 

M1 M 3rd year PhD Sociology/Genomics China mainland 
M2 F Current MA Finance management China mainland 
M3 F MA English interpretation China mainland 
M4 F MA Business? (accounting) China mainland 
M5 F 4th year PhD Drama Taiwan 
M6 F 4th year PhD Drama Taiwan 
M7 F 1st year Ed.D Education Taiwan 
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Appendix 14 – An example of ideas on forming the FG 
 
 
groups based in my province;  

 

… my primary concern was institution base, as people in the same institution know each 

other (whether very well or not), and presumably they would feel less anxious about 

what they are going to say in the discussion, i.e., they may probably be more open. 

Secondly, their job titles, say, lecturers in the same group. Thirdly, teaching experience 

and power hierarchy, I’ll try to make them more homogeneous, especially the latter 

issue. Next, levels of the institutions, FG1 [+ 1 back-up] in my previous college 

(tertiary, definitely not research intense, teaching/exams oriented ); FG2: 1(females) + 

1(males) in English faculty (research oriented) of my former university; FG3: 1mixed 

gender/institutions – for convenience & for finding differences among different 

institutions, but it will be difficult to get hold of this mixed group, one they work in 

different places, two, some know each other some don’t.  

 

Another concern is that some members have taken part in the online questionnaire last 

year, some did not. So, in forming the groups I also consider that at least 1 group who 

didn’t complete, 1 group who all complete, 1 group mixed. 

 

Groups in other provinces were very difficult to organise, also expensive, but I don’t 

wish to pressurise people (whom I know) in other provinces to help me to find members 

and form the group. I shall not too demanding, and only told my friends who helped me 

to recruit the groups the very essential criteria, which I used in choosing survey 

participants. However, I told them to balance gender number 

 

What special features of each group?  
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Appendix 15 – Demographic information (Map of China) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: Nations Online Project., from http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/china_administrative_map.htm  
Accessed on 29 January, 2012) 
 
 

Nanjing City, Jiangsu Province, One FG & 
One interview: University E Chengdu City, Sichuan Province, One FG: 

University J, University K, University L 

Beijing, One editor 
interview, online 

Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, the researcher’s 
home province; 
Four FGs: University A, H, I, M 
Eight interviews: University A, B, C, D, F, G 
One editor interview: E1 
 

Hangzhou City, Zhejiang Province, 
One interview, University G. 
Conducted in Guangzhou, 
Guangdong Province 

http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/china_administrative_map.htm
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Appendix 16 – Purposes of reading papers 
 

Interviewee Reasons  Salient Themes  
I1 “Update my knowledge, not let myself become outdated, and left behind.” 

“When and if I read papers, it is usually related to my interests, my teaching, and knowing what others are doing.” 
1. Knowledge update (I1; I4;I6) 
2. Research needs (I4; I9) 
3. Writing needs (I3; I4; I5;I8; I10) 
4. Teaching needs (I1; I2; I3;I7;I8; I10) 
5. Meeting/conference needs (I5)  
6. Information seeking (I6) 
7. Collecting materials (I9) 
8. Personal interests (I10) 

I2 “Firstly I read articles relating to my field. Usually I’d not read those unrelated to my field.” 
“Additionally, what I perhaps read more is the front-line articles about teaching. That’s something I’m interested.” 

I3 “Learn about strategies of writing papers from other people, or learn their methods” 
“Learn about other people’s opinions on foreign language teaching.” 
“[Read] for paper publications, to know about relevant situation, and about papers written by people of different 
identities, or by people at different universities…” 

I4 “See what the research updates are in XX field.” 
“Keep myself catching up” 
“I need to read a lot when I write a paper” 

I5 “Read for writing papers, writing for professional title upgrade.” 
“At usual days I’m not interested in this aspect.” 
“Or sometimes for meetings; our university hold some small-size conferences, I’d read some relevant papers.” 

I6 “Get information…” 
“Pay attention to what research others are doing…”  

I7 “Papers related to my work, my teaching, or China’s teaching…” 
“In the past when I was a student, what I read was more linguistics because it was requested by the specialty…” 
“Now I rarely read these articles because they are very theoretical.” 

I8 “I read when I need to write a paper.” 
“When reading English articles I want to look for some inspirations for my teaching.” 
“When I need to write a paper, I incline to read more things written by Chinese people in order to write something 
similar.” 

I9 “Collect materials…” 
“Collecting materials is mainly for doing research…”  

I10 “[Read] for my research…I now need to write a paper.” 
“[Something] can guide my teaching.” 
“Also, perhaps my interests, some new topic, something popular.”  
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Appendix 17 – Perceptions of descriptors  
 

Paper-Descriptors  Interviewee/Theme code Examples of Excel Quotes   

1. Structure  I1 – Uniformed structure I1: “I think that an abstract nowadays is usually written in an urbanized language…Article’s [structure], would there be a big 
difference in those journal papers?” 

2. Field/Topic  I1 – West vs. Chinese 
I3 – Hearsay story; Novel topics 
I5 – Unconcern about the link 
I10 – Innovative topic 

I10: “Actually there aren’t many novel topics. Basically, those are things that have been researched by others. Same old stuff, 
being done again. Actually nowadays it’s very difficult to see some relatively innovative topics, issues that have never been 
researched. Few.” 

3. Research 
questions/Focus  

I1 – Paper titles  The researcher: For example, some journal articles’ topics are very big. Do you think its purpose/target is related to the quality of 
the paper? 

I1: Uh, I don’t think so. I haven’t seen that there was a mismatch between western journal papers and their contents. I don’t 
think that there should be a problem. There is one point I feel interesting: if western journal-articles were translated into 
Chinese, and put into China’s context for publications, they wouldn’t be published.  

The researcher: Why? 
I1: Because their articles, their titles are expressed in an interesting way, whereas ours appear obscure. 

4. Research aims/goals I2 – Research value; Writing motivation The researcher：Is it also related to the research and writing purpose? 【I2: Yes】 Why one writes that paper?  
I2: It’s second important as to why one writes it. Most important, I think is what value this paper has for us. I consider this more.  
The researcher：Does it means implication, i.e., what contribution the paper makes to teaching? 
I2: Let me tell you, some papers were written to refute others and done so for the sake of it. There were papers like this type 

sometimes. 
The researcher: How to understand this? 
I2: To disagree with others for the sake of disagreement.  

5.  Literature Review, 
References 

I1 – Timeliness of reference, not number of references; 
I2 – Knowledge of format; Student thesis;  Citation & 

reference number;  
I5 – Influence of reference quantity;  
I8 – Reference quantity & paper quality; Authoritative 

reference; Chinese vs. western context;  
I9 – Reference quantity & research quality; 

Independent thinking; Authoritative references;  
I10 – Necessity of review of literature; Length 

irrelevant to quality 

I6: “I once read a literature-review paper by XXX, because I personally think it’s hard to write literature review…XXX was not only 
well-read, she did read lots of books for this review, but also very strong critical thinking. She could digest the stuff, and then 
explained those things from her own perspective, to expound. I felt other people were so capable. This type of papers 
sometimes makes you admire. I’m not sure whether this is an evaluation.” 

6.  Research trend, 
Scholarship gap , Contentious 
area 

I4 – Scholarship gaps The researcher: Is it acceptable if the paper didn’t mention the gaps in the field? 
I4: Do you mean the paper makes no contribution to the field?... So you mean it doesn't discuss where the gaps are, how they are 

formed? I don’t think it’s related, because sometimes I feel that research overseas is a bit urbanized, always seeking a gap. 
Actually there’s not necessarily a gap. Someone has researched this, but if I have a different research perspective, different 
effect, I think it’s still OK. 

7.  Research design 
(Methodology & Methods), 
Data collection & analysis 
strategies 

I4 – no tradition to report this in China; 
I1 – Availability of research instruments 
I9 – Lack research on research methods in translation 

area; Unmentioned research methods; Unconcerned 

I1: I often select the type of papers with an appendix which includes the experiment instruments, I would like it more. 【The 
researcher: experiment instrument? 】 Right. E.g., questionnaire, interview questions, etc. Not everything though. I always 
have this line – I would think – if I’m going to supervise students in the future, if they need some instruments, I would 
recommend some articles. If there are some experiment-instruments they can adopt and learn, it is more or less a shortcut 
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for research methods for them. 
8. Method of inquiry, of 

reasoning 
Empirical/theoretical papers – I3, I4, I5 
I9 – Empirical papers; Speculative papers 

I3: “When young teachers started to write papers and do research, they often write something relating to their actual lives, e.g., 
if they teaching Listening Course, they write about it... When they have done some research, they wanted to go beyond 
practical instances around them, instead, to look at big aspects from a high level, a theoretical high level... I think that people 
at different stages read different papers, and people at different stages produce different-staged papers.” 

 
I9: “I feel nowadays more and more people like ‘empirical’, aren’t they?” 
The researcher: Why? 
I9: “Because it seems Chinese people pursue trends, I think. Now many think that it’s easy to get an empirical paper published. 

But me and my colleagues said, those who used empirical, the statistics were not accurate, they redressed the data in order 
to prove their hypothesis correct…” 

9.  Building of argument, 
Consistency, Cohesion 

I4 – Logic of argument  I4: “If it’s opinion-paper, judging its quality, I think its argument needs to be good, convincing, able to justify itself. Not especially 
[judge] on purpose, unless I need to cite it and analyze it, if it’s just for seeking information, I wouldn’t especially consider its 
quality.” 

I4: “Famous authors’ papers, sometimes you would find its logic weak.” 
10. Results, Findings, 

Limitation, 
Recommendation, 
Significance 

I2 – Research value 
I5/I8– Implications not practised 

I2 (see quote above, No.4) 
 
I5: “Most of the time, I wouldn't practise what the papers suggested, especially journals that are not famous. What they said in 

the papers is actually, first, I've already been using it; second, I really don't feel it necessary [to try out their ideas]; third, 
when we read theories, we aren't reading for improving our teaching, but mostly for writing papers.” 

11.  Readership I7 – An example of a Chinese journal 
I9 – Journal reader types 

I7: “Journal XXXX is criticized hugely. People don’t understand its papers…I talked to the editor 10 years ago… ‘Nothing readable 
in your journal’. Indeed…But, abstruse things get few readers. Depends on how you see this problem…” 

 
I9: “Each journal has its own style…Journals in translation don’t have specific reader groups. I think translation is a new thing 

itself. ” 
12.  Ethical issues I1 – Meanings of ethics; Awareness of academic 

regulations/rules 
I2 – Chinese & the west 
I3 – High/low brow; Imitation process; Writing starters; 

Academic ethics; Plagiarism; Good teachers; 
Research responsibility; Teacher & research; etc. 

I4 – Unconcerned in Chinese journals; Anonymity; 
Deliberate plagiarism; Citation; Ignorance of ethical 
issues; Acknowledgement; 

I5 – Plagiarism  
I8 – Postgraduate assignment;  
I9 – Plagiarism; Unmentioned ethical issues in papers 
I10 – Meanings of ethics; 

I3: “Academic ethics and the like, I think, as long as it's not copying; I cite, I think that generally those who do academic research 
are mostly intellectuals, at least having received higher education. Certainly there are some people who plagiarize, but we're 
not going to talk about that.” 

  
I10: “Ethical issues, do you refer to plagiarism and the like?...To a great degree, it’s to decide what plagiarism is, to cite others…If 

it’s morality, in China, ethical issues mainly are the problems of plagiarism…” 

13.  About the author: 
reputation, social status, 
position, background, etc. 

‘Big figures’ – I1, I2, I4, I6, I7 (positively), I8 (search), I9, 
I10 

I6: “…I personally feel I could learn something, but does [his paper] match his fame? Not necessarily…Some of their [famous 
authors] papers have new opinions, some cutting edge, maybe…Sometimes they guide their PhD students to write those 
papers…Do I feel ‘benefit a lot’ from each paper, or each of them is advanced, insightful? I don’t see it…” 

14.  Source of article I1 – Publication period;  
I4 – Chinese vs. west; Famous Chinese authors; etc. 

I4: “Must check [where the paper is published]. If it’s a good journal, a journal with good reputation, you know its quality is 
better…” 

 
I9: “It would influence, certainly influence, [if published] in core journals, I think in general the quality can pass…I still read core 

15.  Journal information: 
name, publisher, region or 

I1 – Chinese VS western journals; 
I2 – Chinese papers; Research value 
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country, Journal type I4 – see No.14  
I5 – Core journals; Journal levels 
I6 – Journal reputation; Institutional journal; Core 

journal 
I7 – Problems of Chinese journals  
I8 – Comparing Chinese/English papers 
I9/I10 – Core journals in China 

journals more…”  
 
I6: “…as a whole, famous journals are more standard; e.g., they emphasize research, want ‘empirical research’, want data, look 

more scientific…But, our institutional-based journals have mixed qualities…not many ‘facts’ and ‘evidence’…The so-called 
core journals have higher quality… ” 

16.  Paper information: 
language, length, funding 

I1 – Obscure language; Tendency to  complexity;  
Majority – funding not criterion  

I1 (see quote above, No.3) 
 
I5: “I don’t pay much attention to it [quality of writing]. Mainly, if it can be understood, I think it's pretty much so, I wouldn't 

appreciate the paper as how beautiful the language is.” 
 
I9: “Journals care about the funding source and level…But I wouldn’t think a funded paper is necessarily in better quality…” 

17. Knowledge contribution  I4 – Contribution to knowledge I4: “A valuable paper is like your PhD thesis, that is to say, you’re doing this thing, you make a bit contribution to this area and 
this topic.” 

18. Quality of writing, 
Language proficiency 

I1 – Obscure/complex style; Chinese vs. west  
I5 – Unconcern 

I1: Language expression, language fluency. Uh, there may be [a relationship]. Sometimes I read a paper, I would feel – where 
should be said in a simple way is written in an obscure way – I would probably give up [on reading]. But, as a whole, I still 
think western academic journals express in a relatively simple way.  

The researcher: Would it happen, say, publishing a paper in China, if one writes simply, editors or the editor board think---?  
I1: A difference between the east and the west, I still think that is a difference between the east and the west. Chinese people 

like to complicate simple things, the west simplifies the complicated. I interpret one thing from my angle; my ideas may be 
very novel, very cutting-edge and hard to be understood. But they [the west] can use very simple words to say it clearly. We 
[the east] are doing exactly the opposite… 
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Appendix 18 – Transcript (Excerpt) I2 
 
I2: …If talking about quality, I find out, I think, without being polite, most papers have 

no value. 
JM1: Papers in which place? 
I2: Especially in China, inside China, China’s domestic papers, most of those which are 

written in Chinese language, most of them have little value. Sometimes there are 
even errors. Of course regarding this thing [making errors], I now can’t give a 
specific example. Sometimes, some papers, e.g., in the area of corpus research; I 
once saw that they couldn’t even justify their own points.    

JM: A little bit confusing 
I2: Even a suspect phenomenon, [those research] perhaps have misled students, making 

their understanding of teaching backward into the early 20th century.  
JM: Misled. 
I2: I sometimes think, but not many, misleading papers like those aren’t many. Let’s say 

corpus research, whoops, this sounds like I’m attacking corpus research, not good. 
Corpus research makes a great contribution, contribution is big. For example, what’s 
its biggest contribution? Its biggest contribution is that it let people learn things 
which are in common use, because corpus has a search function, e.g., which 
collocation is mostly used, how many collocations in every 10 thousand words. 
Give you an example, but I can’t think up one all of a sudden. I remember there is 
one example in the course book. Wait a little bit, and see if I can think of one. There 
are several expressions, could be searched in the corpus. This expression is used 
most; this collocation is used most, whereas another one is used less. Then, if things 
are as such, would be useful for us to compile teaching materials, very useful for our 
teaching. And then we would not teach students to speak words that are hardly used; 
we don’t need to teach that type, do we? Thus, this is corpus’ biggest contribution. It 
helps people to see the current situation of languages when people use the 
languages. Of course this depends on, depends on what? Say, the sources of corpus. 
If the source is classical novels, it would be different (from), if the corpus source is 
modern people’s speeches and discourse, then different; and more, if it’s internet 
language or daily life language, different. So, corpus research needs a huge amount 
of resources to support. Therefore, I now discover, that is to say, there are not many 
resources which can really have this practical significance, because many of them 
are from the Internet, but the Internet language is hugely different from actual 
language. First, the Internet publishes more articles that are relatively standard, i.e. 
academic articles. Second, there are many Internet languages, but many languages 
in our life cannot enter the Internet. So, this is corpus research’s drawback. But, 
corpus research, such as the one in University A by Professor B was quite 
significant. What was he researching? He recorded many actual teaching lessons and 
stored them. That was good, if the research was about ‘teacher talk’ in the class. 
University C was also using the corpus that was developed in University A, they 

                                                             
1 ‘JM’ refers to the researcher, throughout this thesis. ‘I2’ means Interviewee 2.  
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also used this corpus for their own research. But, I wouldn’t say that all of those 
recorded lessons were typical, very typical. After all, they were real, all came from 
the classrooms. But, many of those recorded lessons were open presentations, i.e., 
some were for teaching competition, some were for demonstration and assessment 
of teaching. He was not recording covertly and every day. Do you understand what I 
mean? 

JM: I see. 
I2: We can’t say that these lessons are typical lessons in China’s classrooms, but they 

are real after all, e.g., the video of the lesson which won the first prize in a teaching 
competition. So, Professor B’s students helped to import the lesson. 

 
JM: Something like the demonstration lessons? 
I2: Correct, correct, similar to the demonstration lessons. Thus, this has value. At least 

you can see that in such demonstration lessons the teacher-talk is so and so. Right? 
Regarding the corpus research articles, I once read some which led the readers to 
overly consider language structure, pay too much attention to the structure, because 
a corpus can’t show the context of a sentence, the language context can’t be 
searched. We can know only what the last and next sentences are, but not the 
context; those visible things can’t be seen [in the corpus]. That is to say, the 
teacher’s body-language can’t be seen, OK. Also, the text that you see is in a text, in 
a certain domain, but if you listened to this text in the actual scene, it would become 
different, doesn’t it? So, it [corpus research] has a drawback, lacking language 
context. So, how are the corpus research papers? Many of them analyse structures, 
e.g., which word and which word collocate, what forms of ‘went’ and ‘done’ to be 
sued, how frequently, so and so. Of course, if it [any corpus research] was done 
well, it can contribute to our teaching, can be useful. For example, for students’ 
learning, we use 3 icons – language, content and form; at least a language icon is 
helpful to students. It may be of help in terms of content, schema content, but quite 
limited. So, sometimes the person who writes the paper, I sometimes say to myself, 
he writes the paper for the publication’s sake. To say it boldly, write for publication 
and write for upgrading professional title, because the quantity of paper publication 
already can help him to upgrade his job title. Then he writes it for publication, as 
long as he has that work published, he succeeds and achieves his goal. So, how 
much significance his paper has? Whether it has influence on our teaching and other 
aspects? He himself might think it has great help, but actually he wouldn't care 
about it. He doesn’t have any way to verify either – what on earth value this paper 
has? How big is the value? There is no way to verify it. I used to read some papers 
which really were misleading. They misled the readers into texts, the so-called 
discourse analysis, so-called discourse analysis, misleading the readers to the 
structuralism. That’s the area in early 20th, even the 19th century, even a brain-
washed type, not to mention the language function, they utterly didn’t pay any 
attention to language function; because a corpus and its search can’t show the 
function, it can only tell the readers the collocations, only collocations – what’s in 
front and what’s behind.   

JM: But lack - 
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I2: Right, right, right 
JM: The whole scene 
 
I2: So, I sometimes, firstly I’m sure about corpus’ contribution, and such kind of work 

must carry on, because the better and more completed the work is done, the more 
contribution it can make to human beings’ language teaching research. But, at the 
same time I warn my students not to let their teaching overly rely on corpus 
research.   

JM: Not to go extreme-  
I2: Sometimes I’d remind them of this. E.g., in our teaching, we must integrate 

language into people’s communicative activities. And this is not embodied in a 
corpus – corpus can record the text, but not everything in the scene; so it becomes 
challenge for it, if it’s in an exaggerating context; true you can search the words in 
corpus but it still has a limitation. It does well in terms of collocation, as I just said. 
But, for a teacher, if his/her teaching depended on a certain type of machine, then 
s/he was over, because humans’ communicative activities are abundant and 
complicated, involving with social issues, people’s psychological issues. OK. This 
cannot be demonstrated in a corpus. OK. So, it’s that simple. So, speaking about the 
quality of papers, regarding some papers, not to mention the pure research, such as 
something about ‘Can we say 劳了动?’ What contribution does this make to 
teaching? It's done, as long as you know how people speak. Why do we still go to 
investigate ‘why this sentence is said this way?’ ‘Why this sentence can't be said 
that way?’ – This has no significance for teaching. 
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Appendix 19 – Improving quality 
  

Interviewee Aspects related   External factors 
I1 - Alter rigid regulations 

- Time consuming research 
- Involuntary research, quantity VS quality (3) 
- Motivation behind regulations, regulations VS laziness 
- Research policy, research load, research resources 
- Research production, quantity VS quality 
- Big figures, Chinese characteristics 
- Teaching VS research  
- Ivory-tower research 
- Combination of research & teaching 
- Reading journals  
- Attend seminars, widen horizon   

 

I2 - Problems/complexity of educational system 
- Institutional autonomy, professional title evaluation, 

paper publication  
- University levels, university qualification, evaluation 

authority 
- Nature of Chinese universities 
- Conflicts between assessed & assessors  
- Administrative leaders, policy of evaluation   
- Institutional policy, policy differences in universities 
- PhD graduates, professional title upgrade 
- Publication requirement, conditions for professional title 

upgrade 
- Requirements for PhD graduation in China (2), UK context  
- Journal editors 
- Requirements for being UTs 
- UK tutors 
- Thesis marking in UK & China   

 

I3 - Willingness to do research 
- Benefit from research, self-improvement, improve 

teaching, professional title upgrade 
- Reasons for being unable to do research, teaching load, 

family & children 
- Teacher attention to research  
- Mentality of abandoning research  
- Ownership of research, salary, professional title, teaching 
- Views of professional titles 
- Other people’s comments, university promotion, 

students’ expectation 
- Administrative responsibility, impact of administrative 

workload, research performance 
- ‘Unfinished’ research 
- Influence on teaching, teaching performance, attention 

to teaching 
- Views of teaching & research (2) 
- Initiative power 
- Family support 

- Comparison with peers (2), invisible stress 
- Family reminder 
- Colleague encouragement  
- Requirements for administrative 

positions, professional titles 
- stimuli to teachers’ research engagement 
- Teacher being postgraduate, writing 

assignments 
- Self-imposed writing tasks, stress levels, 

attention levels 
- Professional titles, university demand, 

faculty policy & regulations 
- Ownership of research (2) 
- Requirements of research, research 

performance evaluation, professional title 
downgrade  

- Stress, teachers at low professional title 
rank, loss of opportunities  

- University’s purpose 
- Teachers’ primary responsibility 
- Leader’s research responsibility 
- Reasons for non-engagement in research 
- Work-excellence evaluation system 
- Attention to research, teacher mentality   

I4 - Research training, awareness of quality 
- Research management, feedback on quality 
- Journals, feedback on quality, western journals  
- Research training programme 
- Self-research-training  

- Journal review, feedback training 
- Inspection on quality (2) 
- Community culture 
- China’s academic community  

I5 - Research training courses 
- Developing interest in research 
- Collegial discussion on readings 

- Research atmosphere 
- Leader’s opinion 
- Institutional policy  
- Reform of professional title hierarchy 
- Placement & quota designation 
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I6 - Reason for reading 
- Need for reading (2), reading amount (2) 
- Need for mentoring 
- Need for time, job responsibility 
- Leader expectation, teaching load 
- Developmental space, teacher motivation 
- Lack of time, job responsibility, teaching load 
- Ability of balancing duties 
- Teacher collaborative learning, teacher autonomy 

learning, teacher continuing education 

 

I7 - UTs with less enthusiasm, encouraging teachers to read 
- UTs with more experience of engagement/theorizing  
- Practice & theory 
- What to read, combing readings & own ideas 
- Revise standards for teachers 
- Teaching type UTs, research type UTs, requests for 

different types of UTs 
- Good teaching performance, difficulty in paper 

publication 
- Teaching ability VS publishing ability  
- Qualification & teaching performance  

 

I8 - Research about students, teaching spoken English, 
careful collection of student errors 

- Record of students’ progress, discovery from portfolio 
- Discovery from teaching, discovery from data collection 
- Difficulty in collecting data along teaching 
- Time restriction, teaching load 
- Marking load 
- Arranging research resources  

- Reduce teaching load 
- Research load 
- UTs’ tutors 
- Resource accessibility  

I9 - Research & writing papers (2) 
- Writing papers & writing essay, resources & opinions 
- Needs for peaceful state of mind (2) 
- Knowledge accumulation, meeting new people 
- Resource availability, knowledge accumulation, future 

development 
- Unready conditions for PhD 

- Creating conditions for better research 
- Social science scientists 
- Chinese tutor’s influence 
- Try to spend time on research, self-

discipline 
- Self-discipline 
- Young teacher’s research forum, expert 

seminar 
- Content of the forum 
- Importance of exchange (communication) 
- Drawback of (teaching) course   

I10 - Lack research collaboration 
- Seeking teacher-collaboration, fairness in collaboration, 

co-authorship, colleague collaboration 
- Importance of statistics, quantitative VS qualitative, 

qualitative research & innovation  
- Need for institutional incentive funding, writing for job-

title upgrade, quality of papers for job-title evaluation, 
regulation/management of funding, incentive to research 
engagement  

- Application for funding, professional title rank 
- Assistant lecturer applicant, low success rate, need for 

guanxi 
- Little chance to collaboration, nature of teacher’s work, 

irrelevant of teaching courses 
- Professional title level & motivation for publication, 

research requirement for upgrade 
- Number of professors in China    

 

Note: The number behind certain aspects represents the frequency of being discussed by the same interviewee.  

 
 



383 
 

Appendix 20 – Interviewees’ supplementary comments 
 
Interviewee Aspects related  Excerpts of quotes 

I1 - UTs’ burden, pressurizing UTs, interest & research, 
rebellious mentality 

- Involuntary research responsibility, research pressurization, 
interest in research 

- Research as teacher’s burden, research as extrinsic entity 
- Personal factor, external factor 
- Responsibility in academic field 
- Guidance VS pressurization 
- Alter simple/rigid regulations 
- Mismatch between requirement & resources, limited 

resources, 
- Unimproved research conditions, static requirements 
- People in power, areas receiving investment  

I1: “If let me think, I’d probably still say, if we don’t have many, because teachers’ burden is 
so heavy, don’t pressurize people. Something can be produced if it started from 
interests. Uh, this kind of rebellious mind-set sometimes exists. When request ---  

The researcher: Rebel what? 
I1: When it regulates that you must finish how-much [research task] in how-many years, uh, 

[you’d be] reluctant to do it. Because you do it only because of this pressure, you’re 
unhappy while you’re doing it. When you have some feelings, want to say something, 
nobody can press it down.  

I2   

I3 - Research performance 
- Administrative file drafting 
- Research performance, needs for development  

“…you also know that I haven’t done research well. But, after all, I have read something, 
something by other people…certainly not something about research…I need to write a lot 
about administration…need to revise others’ writing…so I also practise my writing, but not 
research-writing...To be honest, because I’ve not done research well, even though I have 
much experience and stay in higher education institution for a long time, and I’m in charge of 
teaching [in the college], these are my personal opinions, purely personal, but I still need to 
improve myself.” 

I4 - Nature of quality in China 
- Researchers’ difficulties 
- Research management & quality 

“I don’t think quality is purely a problem of quality, especially in China. That is, sometimes 
when the quality is unable to improve or whatever, it is not the case that the researchers 
don’t know how and then don’t want to improve it. Sometimes I think it’s related to 
management, as I said just now. You’re asked to do a project, making you very impetuous, 
[because of] short project duration, you just can’t do it meticulously. I think it’s related to 
these things.” 

I5 - Teacher’s hopes, teaching load, work & family  
responsibility 

“I can only hope that I will have less teaching hours, my child will grow up fast and go to 
school. This is better; otherwise, it’s very difficult to balance.” 
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I6 - Research in general, research value, research contribution 
- Research about teaching, research usefulness, research 

significance, research value 
- Positioning research  

“Every research, or university teacher's research, we all need to consider what the value is. I 
think that quality should be considered from the perspective of value. E.g., for the 
improvement of the whole society, what's its contribution? It's not necessarily implication 
for teaching. E.g., to create a product, for improving people's living quality, to decrease the 
pain of a disease...” 
“Regarding research about teaching, I think that eventually we need to consider how useful 
it is for teaching, where is its inspirational significance, its guiding significance. I don't think 
those pure linguistics research has much significance for practice. I personally dislike that 
kind of research. As for quality of research, what's your final value?” 

I7   

I8 - Non-engagement in research quality 
- Applying research for students 
- Research generability 
- Research value, applying research for students 
- Ways of increasing generability, dissemination of research, 

publicity of research findings 
- Research & teaching, significance  

“After the research, I didn’t involve in the quality per se. But I think that my School produces 
so much research, after the research, it seems that none is applied for our students. Every 
time I saw my colleagues doing their filed-work, I saw it, asking the students to do the 
questionnaire…then they become busy with paper publication, completing the research 
report, apply for research funding, all of this can be seen, but at the end, I didn’t see them 
employing it for the students. These teachers did their research, did their surveys, and they 
said there would be something universal [in their research]. Not.” 

I9 - Low research quality, foreign language field 
- Bad research system, ‘fast-good’ type research, research 

value, professional title evaluation 
- Disadvantages of research system, learn from western 

system 
- My project, Chinese VS western  

“China's research quality as a whole is not high, especially in the field of foreign languages.”  
“I don't think the system is good. That is, everyone needs to eat but everything is fast-food, 
which gives us an impression that there isn't much real value. And then once the outcome is 
out and have your professional title upgraded, you throw it [research]. This system is one 
that pushes you.”  

I10 - Understanding/Clarification of this question 
- Administrative responsibility  

“How to define it; it seems difficult to define ‘quality of research’.” 

Note: I2 & I7 were not asked to give a final reflection only because their interviews already overran. 
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Appendix 21 – Definitions of ‘research’  
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Appendix 22 – Definitions of ‘quality research’ 
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Appendix 23 – Transcript Excerpts/FG1 
 
Excerpt 1 
 
JM: This question has no standard answers. I don’t have standard answers. Say, I may write, ‘A 

paper shouldn’t be too short.’ This is one criterion for me to judge the paper’s quality.  
FG1-M4: Um, um, um 
JM: For example, this paper, its… 
FG1-M4: Can’t plagiarize. /laughing/ 
JM: Right. It’s one criterion. Or, say, ‘the paper’s language is not good’, or ‘good language 

level’ is one criterion.  
FG1-M1: But what you say is ‘academic paper’. What we are talking about now is the whole 

research, not about - 
FG1-M2: She is giving examples. 
FG1-M1: You’re telling examples, aren’t you? 
JM: Yes. And the theme is this. I think your [FG1-M1] question is very good. If you feel this is 

too big, too many criteria, you could limit it to research paper. 
FG1-M4: Right. Which on earth are you talking about, the research, or emphasising the 

research result, the paper? Is it? 
FG1-M1: Yes. 
FG1-M4: Maybe- 
 
FG1-M1: If it’s paper, you can comment on its language, its view and all aspects- 
FG1-M4: Right, right, right. Or, refers to research? 
FG1-M1: Or does it refer to research per se? 
JM: This is decided by the group. Do you feel like focusing on research paper or-? 
FG1-M4: a process. 
JM: Right, or a whole research process- 
FG1-M1: Research method, it could be a problem of research method.  
JM: Right. The group decides whether we focus on one research paper or the big domain of 

whole research.  
FG1-M4: I think perhaps it’s better to write about a research paper, isn’t it? I think. That is, is it 

a bit better for us to comment on a research paper?   
/FG1-M2 muttering/ 
FG1-M1: I think this, should this be a research? 
/FG1-M2 speaking indistinctly to FG1-M3, due to the long distance she was sitting, recorder 
failed to record her voice legibly/ 
FG1-M1: One wouldn’t say this academic paper; we wouldn’t just discuss how well this 

research paper is written, would you? Should be the research, say, is it convincing, or 
its sample of interviewees is too small, should it? That’s to say- 

FG1-M2: Right. /agreeing indistinctly/  So, it’s the research process. 
FG1-M4: Then, research process it is. Your [JM] meaning? Or, does it refer to its experiment, 

for example, doing an empirical research, the process of the whole experiment?  
FG1-M3: /speaking indistinctly/ Some elements in the process of doing this experiment, or - 
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FG1-M4:  Why is there a confused feeling in my mind now? 
FG1-M1: So to say, it seems there is not such a common or- 
FG1-M4: Right, right. 
FG1-M1: One and only evaluation standard, is it? [It] can only be called ‘good research; 

perhaps this research is good to me, but many others may not agree. There is also a 
situation as such. For example, like case study; you investigate only one or two or a 
few students of yours, like this case. I’m not saying that my paper, this research of 
mine; perhaps not many people benefit from it, maybe not. But, for me．．．．．, I have 

solved a difficult problem of my teaching, or some of my puzzles and the like. So, it 
seems difficult to say-   

 
JM: Then let’s decide; to focus on a research paper【FG1-M1: OK】 or the whole research. 

We can vote. 
FG1-M3: It seems consistent.  
FG1-M1: Right, should be consistent. 
FG1-M3: When you complete your research, your paper is perhaps almost done too. 
/Everybody started speaking, voicing their views/  
FG1-M1: But if from the paper perspective, [we] would discuss its structure --- you would say 

its language --- Is it too limited? 
FG1-M4: You would talk about its language --- if research process then it doesn’t involve with 

the language problem --- right.  
FG1-M2: - Limited. A bit off the topic. 
FG1-M3: No. Do we need to pursue the format of this thing? I think it’s more- 
FG1-M1: No, what I said is if we said it was-  
/At the same time, FG1-M2 muttering indistinctly; FG1-M4 starting something/ 
FG1-M4: - speaking of the whole research process, the process of doing a research, then 

perhaps it doesn’t involve in the language problem, not involve in the problem about 
whether the paper is too long or too short. Is it? 

FG1-M2: Yes. 
JM: Not, not, writing the paper, the paper in fact is the whole research process’ - 
FG1-M4: An outcome. 
/Again everybody started speaking. Illegible at the beginning/  
 
FG1-M1: Then maybe there is a problem about being convincing. The paper is too short, 

perhaps it’s not convincing enough. There is also a certain relationship. That is, the 
research is not deep enough.  

/FG1-M2 speaking indistinctly/ 
FG1-M1: Paper length must be able; of course you must have a certain, say, the longer the 

deeper, the shorter the shallower, this is for sure. You do a research, must 
investigate relatively thoroughly and deeply. If it is short, say, only 2/3 thousand 
words, then what problem can you explain clearly? That must be, also related to, 
paper’s length. Say, your doctoral thesis, /some of us laughing/ already can be a 
book, it shows its depth. So, a good research should base on, that’s to say, its large 
data [statistics], of course inside this- 

FG1-M4: But data [statistics] is only one criterion. It’s empirical research, so it involves with 



389 
 

data [statistics].  
/FG1-M2 speaking indistinctly/ 
JM: Right, right, right. So, there are many. Then we look at the whole research or only a 

research paper? I- 
 
FG1-M4: What do you, your purpose, want us to write now? You need to have a- 
FG1-M1: It doesn’t matter. She [JM] is now exploring our views on this problem; she doesn’t 

have the answers either. /FG1-M2 speaking indistinctly at the same time; it sounded 
that she was agreeing with FG1-M1/  

JM: Right. I don’t, either. 
FG1-M1: She [JM] doesn’t have the answers either. She is now intended to understand.  
JM: Right. I don’t have the answers either. It’s decided by the group, because I don’t have a 

standard answer for you. /FG1-M2 speaking indistinctly at the same time; illegible/ I’m 
also not requesting that you have to do so-and-so. 

FG1-M1: Right, right, right. 
JM: It’s a group decision. Ah, if we the group decide on paper, then paper; if we decide on the 

big process of research, then discuss criteria for that process- 
FG1-M1: Then I still think we should discuss the research process. 
/Again everybody speaking. Illegible/ 
 
JM: Let’s vote. 
FG1-M1: I think (discussing) research process is more significant.  
FG1-M2: Yes. 
/some nodding; some speaking, Illegible/ 
JM: Then? OK, ok? Good, I like it. Then we decide to look at the research process. There may 

be many criteria, one criterion on one card. I’m going to write too, you’re writing. 
Chinese or English, up to you.  

/some starting to giggle/ 
 
FG1-M1: It now turns out a bit difficult. 
/All laughing/ 
FG1-M4: Feel like this is more difficult than our teaching on usual days. 
FG1-M2: [I] forget many - 
FG1-M1: Really, judging a good research- 
FG1-M3: Many standards-  
FG1-M1: Really, it is to look if it has a theory- 
FG1-M4: Support, theoretical basis- 
FG1-M1: Support, is it? Data [statistics], whether it is relatively ample. Is it? 
JM: Right. [we] can write this down. We write down whatever criteria we can think of; that’s 

OK.  
/FG1-M3 starting indistinctly/  
FG1-M1: Method- 
FG1-M2: Emphasize one, is that it must have a relatively suitable research topic. 
JM: Right. 
FG1-M2: You need to firstly decide research question- 
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FG1-M4: Yes, yes. 
FG1-M2: What topics to choose, then data collection, and the like. 
All:  No need to write - /Everyone saying something, indistinctly/ 
JM: Writing these is OK. Also, our ultimate purpose is not to find a set of complete perfect 

criteria. Anyhow, at this moment, which criteria [we] feel are most important, or how 
many I can think of, then OK. Because we really don’t have standard answers. I’m 
writing too. You can also do bilingual. 

/Some smiled/ 
 
 
Excerpt 2 
 
FG1-M4:  Again I’m putting in a card. 
/All laughing out loud/ 
FG1-M4 & FG1-M2:  “Contribution to knowledge” 
FG1-M4:  That is to say, your research has a certain - 
FG1-M2:  Significance. 
FG1-M4:  Right. 
FG1-M3:  It should be related to - 
FG1-M2:  Implications, implications. 
FG1-M4:  Its results, it is. 
 
JM:  You lay a card, everyone agrees with that? We lay a card, everyone agrees with that? 
FG1-M2: It’s close to the meaning of my card. Implication is exactly one final finding of a 

research. 【FG1-M4: oh, implications】 Does it have enlightenment? Does it have 
significance?  

FG1-M2:  - similar - /not completely legible/ 
FG1-M4:  They don’t seem completely similar, do they? 
FG1-M1:  “Contribution to knowledge” 
 
JM:  Do you think these two2 are the same? 
FG1-M4: This one is ‘implications of the future research’.  
FG1-M1: “Contribution to knowledge”, I don’t think this one is quite clear. 
FG1-M2: The definition doesn’t seem clear. 
FG1-M1: [We] can only say the research can, what, increase?   
FG1-M4: Have contribution for creating new knowledge.  
FG1-M1: Ooh, creating new knowledge. 
FG1-M4: That’s to say, your research result must not be research that has been done by others, 

and instead, it has reached a certain height, making one step further on the basis of 
others. 

FG1-M2: Has a nature of uniqueness. 
FG1-M4: Have unique opinions, should be this meaning. Is this the meaning? 【JM: Right】 
 

                                                             
2 “contribution to knowledge” (“对知识有贡献”) and “implications of the future research”  
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FG1-M1: Ooh, right. But I don’t think. This is not necessarily a criterion.  
FG1-M2: Not necessarily.  
JM: Why? 
FG1-M3: Maybe there is one type, a summary of previous research or something. 
FG1-M2: You can confirm, you can verify, say, this is previous discovery, previous question is 

maybe still effective to the same or similar group. Or, say, my findings actually 
aim only at this problem of mine, and I have found effective ways. And then this 
does not necessarily have, to knowledge and to the whole 【FG1-M4: to the 
whole discipline，to the innovation】 not necessarily have particularly big 
significance. But it also has values, I actually think.     

/Some laughing/ 
FG1-M2: As long as you conscientiously do it.  
FG1-M1: You were saying, big or small value  
FG1-M4: Her meaning is, there is innovation, and it belongs to the criteria. She hasn’t --- is it? 

It’s a criterion. In the discipline, there is a more innovative finding, isn’t it? It’s also 
counted as a criterion, it should be. 

  
JM: If everybody thinks it, as you said, a criterion【FG1-M4: not very important criterion】 

but whether it is a necessary criterion, if the whole group doesn’t think it necessary, you 
can put it aside. /Everybody started to speak/ This is not the final answer, you can put it 
aside - 

FG1-M4: From our, from the perspective of our level - 
FG1-M2: We from our point of view - 
FG1-M1: We all think from our point of view, we feel it’s very difficult to break through, is it? 

Breakthrough means that something previously existed … 
/FG1-M4 & FG1-M2 speaking concurrently; FG1-M2 indistinctly/ 
FG1-M4: To surpass others, to be innovative, it’s surely very difficult for us … 
FG1-M1: [We] can only say, it’s for us, we ourselves become more well-informed3. 
 
JM: when you were more well-informed, might it be a new knowledge? As to you or for many 

others too, it is new knowledge? The problem is how you define ‘knowledge’, right? 
Maybe… 

FG1-M1: Yes. You’ve done the research; certainly you have had a possibly deeper 
understanding of the problem. Is it? Relatively deep and thorough, because you did 
the research, not just, not just a general understanding, maybe deep, because of a lot 
of data, is it? Just like a long-term research. But, this knowledge, is it a world 
knowledge, or just a problem of your own knowledge? For you, you must have 
become more insightful, this is for sure, is it? You must have had a deep 
understanding of this problem, this is certain.  

JM: Anyway you think - 
FG1-M1: But, if you say making a contribution to the world, knowledge contribution, I think 

that would be like scientists! 
FG1-M4: Maybe it’s the top, in a certain filed, he is the top. 

                                                             
3 Original words 
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FG1-M2: Top 
FG1-M1: Top? Then you tell me, how many persons can be top? 
JM:  If, can put it [the card] aside. 
FG1-M4: If from our point of view, if speaking of our knowledge… /FG1-M2 & FG1-M3 

starting concurrently; FG1-M3 indistinct; FG1-M2 initially indistinct/ 
FG1-M2: …I’d be more realistic, my opinion is very general, as long as the implications target 

this thing, as long as it aims at your research question, including… 
FG1-M4:  Then take it [“contribution to knowledge”] away!  
 
JM:  Yes, this is the group’s, doesn’t matter! 
FG1-M2:  You look into your future, you want to engage this field… 
FG1-M1:  Have inspirations 
FG1-M2: Correct, if have inspirations, it then has significance; it’s good, it’s good, has 

significance… 
FG1-M1: That’s for you, yourself. So then we are talking from the teaching perspective.  
FG1-M2: Then…yes, because I… 
FG1-M4: It depends on the height at which you stand to say this. 
FG1-M1: Correct. 
FG1-M4: If you view from your own angle, at our current level, it’s impossible for us to reach 

innovation, that is to say, 【FG1-M1: right, right】  but, concerning the whole 
research, it summarizes previous researchers’, then you have a little bit innovation 
【FG1-M1: yes, yes】 then this can be called, maybe not until then, it can be called 
real research, 【FG1-M2: in terms of real significance, real value, research with 
bigger values】  more valuable.  

JM:  All of you decide 
FG1-M4: That is to say, the research, in reality, can move forward only when someone 

innovates. My understanding.  
FG1-M1: I know, I know. That’s the having foresight type of research. It is to… 
FG1-M4: It is that step by step everyone crawls forward a little, and then it becomes higher and 

higher. This is what it means. I understand it as this.  
FG1-M1: I know I know. 
JM:  [we] can put it aside first 
FG1-M1: I think it’s reasonable to some extent. Is it? 
FG1-M2: Not certain, should be, but, whether or not it’s necessary, whether or not it is a 

criterion for good research; this is what we are now discussing. 【FG1-M1: is 
through…】   /FG1-M1 speaking concurrently; indistinctly/ 

JM: Yes, yes, if disputed, put it aside, because now is for adding in cards…  
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Appendix 24 – FG5/Extract - research or research papers  
 
 
FG5-M1: Standards for good quality research have a character of being general. Are the 

standards for good research or for a paper? [If the latter] you then evaluate a paper, 
good or bad. 

FG5-M3: It seems here we should talk about a research, not about writing. One, it’s not just 
about problems of writing. Say, because I didn’t seem to think that way when I talked 
about research, didn’t I? [People started talking concurrently – a little bit difficult to 
distinguish]  

FG5-M2: Regarding a research, you need to, if you want to, to arrange your research into a 
paper. Actually it’s included. If it’s not arranged and only in mind, or it’s the process 
of an experiment - 

FG5-M5: No, the research that was mentioned just now, I don’t think it exists; maybe it should 
have been about the research we do ourselves. Now it’s pushing research towards a 
paper, towards the direction of publication. 

FG5-M4: Here we’re not pursuing entirety; that is to say, each of us have our own evaluation 
standards. For example, ‘I can comprehend it’ is my own criterion, not limited to - 

FG5-M1: So still you’re talking about a paper, aren’t you? 
… … 
FG5-M3:  Actually research and writing a paper, it’s the research product, isn’t it? Say, when we 

do research to a certain degree, we need to make it a final product, to summarise it, 
at this time, all the previous things are called research. 【FG5-M1: Right】 That 
process, that thinking all should be called research. 【FG5-M1: Yes】 The paper that 
was finally published was just 【FG5-M2: an outcome】【FG5-M4: further】 a 
product, isn’t it？ 

… … 
 
 
 
(Note: This extract is only one proportion of FG5’s long discussion about which they wanted to 
judge – research in general or research papers. The screenshots on the following page illustrate 
the Nvivo nodes which may give a sense of the complicated layers of the group’s discussion.) 
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   Appendix 25 – FG/Lists of criteria 
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Appendix 26 – FG1/research methods 
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Appendix 27 – Transcript Excerpt/FG4 
 

FG4-M5: Add in one more, add in one more. I think ‘rigor’ must be added in. When engaging in 
scholarship, it’s not acceptable without ‘rigor’. 

FG4-M1: Actually I wish there were more scholars like you [JM]. Many experts started to ‘play’ once 
they became famous. 

Somebody: Yes, indeed. 
JM:  I feel I’m flattered. 
FG4-M1: And it’s still expected that people on the bottom- 
FG4-M3: Life is bitter and short, you can’t blame them, right? 
FG4-M1: No, they began to do something at sixes and sevens. 
FG4-M3: Should, should let- 
FG4-M1: In China, there are two periods that are most painful, first is doing a PhD, and second is 

upgrading from associate professor to professor, is most painful.   
JM: … 
FG4-M1: … 
JM: Does the group agree to add in ‘rigor’? 
FG4-M4: I agree, I agree. 
FG4-M1: I disagree. I think this counted little in China, too many fake things. 
FG4-M3: Actually it should be divided, really. The frameworks about research in our minds are 

different. 
FG4-M2: How should we describe it? Is it reality or ideal?  
FG4-M1: Right. Ideal big principium, we can all talk about.  
FG4-M2: Right. Ideally, ‘rigor’ it is. 
JM: The problem is, our thoughts, what we are thinking about it right now. 
FG4-M2: Then, it’s ideal. 
JM: --- 
FG4-M3: In a human’s mind, it isn’t, there are now two things in our minds, and they are completely 

separate. That’s to say, in our minds, there is possibly one idealistic research – a so-and-so 
notion; and then when it isn’t an idealistic research, what notion it is. Then, research in real 
world and idealistic research are actually different. That’s what it looks like. So, you need, 
actually what’s one criterion for research? What’s this criterion? That is, you need to give us 
one standard… 

FG4-M1:  Also, it’s impossible to reach everyone’s standards. 
JM: This I must, let me clarify, I haven’t got a standard for us, because this is a group discussion, result, 

and then you said we could perhaps have one real, one ideal to evaluate -  
FG4-M3: OK, let’s divide this way: if it’s idealistic research value, what would this research look like, 

and then put them [cards] on this side; if it’s not idealistic, what we think research looks like 
in life, in actual situation, put them [cards] on this side. Then two results appear, and then 
it’s OK. 

JM: What does the group think? 
FG4-M4: We can 
FG4-M3: Otherwise- 
FG4-M2: Very disorganised.  
FG4-M1: A thousand readers, a thousand Hamlets. We are only a few people; we’ve already got so 

many opinions. 
JM: How is this suggestion? 
FG4-M4: OK. But I just now, I felt just now, for example, in terms of rigor, we are now discussing 

good research, supposedly, good research is like, as we said, those in the core-journals in the 
field of foreign languages; at least they seem OK on the surface, 【FG4-M2: still not bad】 
something can be shown, not those messy things which you can casually got published 

FG4-M2: Right. It’s the things in those 14 kinds [core journals], we still quite trust that they are 
relatively good. 

FG4-M4: Right, right. 
/People speaking concurrently, not quite legible/ 
FG4-M1: The key is being able to muddle on. Also, they [core journals] will check your job-title, and 

qualification. The “double-heights”, it must be ‘double heights’, if you don’t pay [for 
publication].  
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Appendix 28 – Transcript Excerpt/FG3  
 
FG3-M1: Just now I wrote a word, ‘new’. I think that methods, 【FG3-M2:  conclusion】 content, 

conclusion, the content needs to be novel, the methods need to be _ _. In short, it’s OK 
when anyone of these aspects is novel, that is, one aspect becomes outstanding; because 
he [any researcher] has a theory that no one else has, that’s already one step forward - 

FG3-M4: It’s not necessarily a new theory; it’s acceptable if an old theory is applied to an area that 
has not been explored by others.  

FG3-M1: Right, it can be. The conclusion maybe is new, and it’s not seen by previous people. 
FG3-M4: Don’t imply that things will become so and so once a new theory is proposed.  
FG3-M1: Old theory, is it? Old method to explore the same problem; but the result you get perhaps 

is different.  
FG3-M4: It’s also possible that you are able to explore some problem which hasn’t been explored 

by others just yet. 
FG3-M1: This is one kind of ‘newness’, isn’t it? 
FG3-M3: Perhaps it is a different angle, a different aspect. 
 
FG3-M4: Also, it’s possible, here, whether or not the research effect is really helpful to teaching. I 

think this is a very important standard. For example, whether or not its data is useful, or 
accurate. But the problem is whether it has actual guidance for teaching, that is, for 
teachers who practise on the front line. 

FG3-M2: Its actual significance. 【FG3-M4:  Right.】 But, no one has regularised that your 
research must be research on teaching. 【FG3-M1:  Right】 We can’t generalise, 
scientific research. 

FG3-M4: But actually investigate, different fields 
FG3-M2: Must have some actual significance.  
FG3-M4: Correct. That’s to say, science’s research, for example, agriculture, perhaps for the 

country’s agriculture development, such as this, and then it’s acceptable.   
 
FG3-M1: Practicability is certainly most urgent, but it may be cutting-edge, it’s hard to say, isn’t 

it? Many aspects have the cutting-edge feature. 
FG3-M4: Cutting-edge, correct; correct.  
FG3-M1: Cutting-edge is tantamount to unfolding for people an unprecedented, pointing out a 

direction, a method. I think this should be more difficult in research, shouldn’t it?  
JM: I don’t have the standard answer.  
FG3-M1: Darwin is a genius. Einstein proposed the theory of relativity, making people open a 

huge door all of sudden---   
FG3-M2: But, this type of cutting-edge feature is one that because your current technology level or 

your current level is unable to reach, people perhaps say that you’re unrealistic. On what 
do you rely to claim that your cutting-edge feature is accurate? - 

FG3-M1: From the public point of view, things with the cutting-edge feature probably are hard to 
be accepted by the public. 

FG3-M2: Moreover, how are you going to verify it? 
FG3-M1: Such verification can be done through self-justification.  
FG3-M2: Ooh, self-justification. 
FG3-M1: Self-justification. One proposed such method himself; one then surely has his own 

theory to support it, his theoretical speculation, rigor reasoning, he can absolutely self 
justifies it.  

FG3-M4: Still it really has to come back to reality. Research done by some people is really very 
boring. The research was created only in order to get the research funding. And then the 
stuff that was produced had no contribution to reality.  

FG3-M1: Reality life is like this. Most of us remain at this level.  
FG3-M4: Right. But I think it wastes energy and financial resources.  
FG3-M1: It does.  
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Appendix 29 – FG/Group summary 
  

Group Nvivo coding   Member Examples of quotes 
FG1  M3 “It’s very difficult to do quality research.” “The most difficult is innovation.” 

M1/3/4 M1: I think it’s difficult, that is, to find, uh, really all-rounded criteria as such; or say, very difficult to find out one real set 
of standards to measure what research is good. I think it really needs to base on different research 【M3：Types】 
projects to do the judgment.  

M4: Different research purposes  
M1: Correct, research purposes, research topics. So I think, there are some commonalities, no matter what kind of 

research, it should reach a certain basic standard, and then after that, how it is to be judged needs to depend on 
the specific situation of the research topic. But, there must be some commonalities, e.g., the academic 
conventions that we just said, academic virtues, or its theoretical support, isn’t it? And, whether it has some value 
of use…   

M1/4 The researcher: … as you [M1] said ‘commonalities’  
M1: Only relatively, not absolutely, e.g., the final result is relatively representative, have certain commonality, 

generalizability, or the like, but I still think ---  
M4: Specific analysis for specific problem. E.g., ‘big masters’, like Professor X, their research and ours, [we] definitely 

can’t use the same standards to judge them.  
M1: Right. So, ultimately it’s whether one can answer and solve one’s own puzzles. If one can, I think it’s a good 

[research].   
FG2 - Creating good conditions 

- Difficulty in doing research in China 
 - Scarcity of journals 

- Emphasis of ethics 
- Parallel 

 - Improvement of quality of research  
 - Researcher’s exploratory &   
developmental process 

- Source of quality 
- Supportive atmosphere (community)  

M1 
 

“I also don’t have much to add, but I would emphasise the ethics, something underneath. What I hope is, what is the 
source of the quality, the atmosphere is very important 【M3: Yes, community is very important】 whether there is 
something supportive, instead of forcing you to do 【M3: Correct, correct】 Then, it creates good conditions for you, let 
you do, let those who are interested do 【M2: Correct】 Then there is a type of objective and fair standards, or more 
encouragement.” 

FG3 - Interest in research 
- Painful process 

 - Interest in research  
 - Involuntary 

- Professional title upgrade 
- Research & Teaching 
    - Division 
         - Position of status 

M1 “After our discussion, I think that research is a solemn matter. [All were laughing out loud] That’s my feeling. Everyone 
thinks so, concerning ethics, methods, etc., it can be summarized that research is a serious thing. Because of its 
seriousness, to me, the process of practice is especially difficult.” 

M2 “After the discussion, after we proposed so many standards, I think that it becomes more hopeless for me to be 
promoted associate professor.” 

M4 M4: I speak first, research is a painful process. 
The researcher: Where do you think most painful? 
M4: The most painful thing is that I don’t want to do it, but I’m force to. [Some laughing] 
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    - Income 
    - MoE assessment 
         - Employment 
    - Teaching quality 
-Seriousness  
    - Difficulty in research implement 
- Teacher development 
    - Disciplinary differences 
    - Research interests 

M3 “I also think that interest in research is most important, one must be interested in it. Or, you’d be in pain; you feel the 
pain of cutting skin.” 

FG4 - Actual experience 
- Basic living needs 
- Interest in research  
- Professional title upgrade  
- Research & teaching 
- Research & work 
- Research & writing papers 
- Scholarship trade in China 

 - Chinese context 
 - Chinese journals 
 - Disciplinary limitation 
 - Individual people’s needs 
 - Official standards 
 - Western context 

- Involuntary   

M5 “If you don’t have actual experience, what you say is empty, it’d be coping this coping that, other peoples’ words, or 
combing people’s things. Certainly what we are saying now refers to writng a paper, mainly refers to the matter of 
writing papers, social science, social science is like this intrinsically, to demonstrate research via articles, articles or 
something like monographs...” 

M4 “Currently, for me, research is forced, because of the job-title evaluation, it’s mandated. Then, if want to stay in higher 
education institutions, must upgrade the job-title. Although it’s forced, I still hope to try my best to combine research 
and my work, i.e., serves the teaching. This is my summary, that is, it can improve the quality of teaching.” 

M3 M3: Research is ‘I like it’ ‘I want to find something from it’, I then go to do it. 
M1: So you’re doing research. 
M3: Yes, I’m doing it. But my life, the basic material life conditions must be guaranteed.  

M2 “I’m in a split state, unclear of what’s going on. [Laughing] Because I don’t think I have clear aims, unwilling to do such 
thing. Why do I do this thing? I don’t think I have a clear idea even now, so I’m moving forward in small steps, in a state 
of being forced.” …  

M1 “In China, scholarship is more of, much more of a trade than, a trade for interest rather than pursue for truth.” (Original 
words)  

FG5 - Academic attitude  
- Academic value & practical significance 
- Research per se 

- Reliability 
- Scientific methods 

- Research topics & significance  

M4 
represented 

“I’m speaking from the macro perspective, it has some academic value and the significance for practice, certainly these 
two are not compatible simultaneously, and sometimes it’s hard to be able to do both at the same time. And then choice 
of research topic…Of course all of this is built upon the very upright academic attitude, upright academic environment. 
This is my feeling, not summary.”  

FG6  
 
 
 
 
 



401 
 

Appendix 30 – Section 5.5. 
 
 
5.5. Filed-notes  
 
   This section firstly presents some examples of my written or audio comments that 
were recorded during the time when I was carrying out the interviews and FGD in 
China; and secondly depicts some excerpts of my research diary, which commenced 
after my fieldwork and which related to any undeveloped ideas of the analysis of the 
data. Note that there were grammatical errors, as they were my impulsive thoughts. 

 
5.5.1. Notes in the field 

 
   My in-field notes reflected on a wide range of aspects, from the design of the methods 
to the immediate findings of the data, from the difficulties (e.g., weather) I encountered 
to my role as a researcher. The following excerpt was my reflection on the first 
interview:   
  

“1st interview…He seems friendly, down-to-earth, open-minded, patient, knowledgeable (& 
not fussy, not arrogant, not swellheaded) – linking back to my criteria for interviewee 
selection – his style/personality makes me feel less nervous at the interview. 
… 
After 1st interview I somewhat feel more confident in taking phenomenology (= openness to 
phenomena) as a philosophical stance, and Bourdieu’s theory as a framework for 
understanding the data, because (a.) the interview design seemed able to allow the 
interviewee to talk about whatever he wanted to (b.) the interviewee discussed numerous 
issues in relation to social capital, personal ties, ideology, culture, politics etc, which seem to 
fit in Bourdieu’s theory. Yet I’m wondering how objective/acceptable is it to use a western 
philosophy/theory to comprehend an eastern ideology.” (27th May, 2011) 

 
I took a bird’s eye view of all the interviews to achieve a holistic idea of this method: 
 

“…These teachers are my former tutor/head, alumni, friends, colleagues, friends’ 
friends/colleagues, etc. Approximate average length of the interviews is 1 hr 20 mins… My 
impression is: the interviewees normally didn’t concern about quality of research (some of 
them spoke out this phenomena), and over the conversations they touched on many different 
topics other than ‘research quality’. These in a sense tell me that I shall take into account 
their working contexts/personal backgrounds when I start coding the data. On the side, I was 
quite disciplined following up all ethical/technical conventions in data collection, whereas I 
wonder whether my preparation for the interviews was over transparent, as some of the 
interviewees who did the online questionnaire said they could somewhat figure out what 
questions I would ask – however, it’s far too complex to analyse the factors underneath.”  
(13th August 2011) 

 
At the time when I hesitated to conduct more focus groups, I took many things into 
consideration:   
 

“In July…I decided not to follow up three groups in three other cities (provinces) mainly due 
to unpleasant weather conditions, long travel distances and my finance circs. When the 6th 
focus group was done, I started to feel that 6 groups should be enough, as most groups have 
discussed what they called ‘the biggest problem in China’s academic world’ – negligence of 
research quality and misconduct. I truly enjoyed all the discussions despite the occurrence 
that I had to clarify/reiterate at times that I didn’t have a standard set of criteria for evaluating 
research and had no intention to pump particular answers from the participants. It took quite 
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some efforts to reassure them that they had the freedom to discuss whatever issues the group 
was leading to. I can predict the challenges in record transcription and the complexities in 
data coding, as there were lots of concurrent multi-debates/negotiations.” (13 August 2011) 

 
I recorded my ideas right after the first editor-interview, and the below excerpt is part of 
the rough-transcription: 
 

“The editor interview was conducted at my former university… 
The journal is one of the top Chinese academic publications in social science, and was 
identified by the online-questionnaire respondents last year. The criteria this editor focused 
on seemed different from the teachers’ and perspective he used to look at the issue of 
research quality also seemed different…” (13 August 2011) 

 
 

5.5.2. Notes after the fieldwork 
 
   After my fieldwork in China and when I started to transcribe the digital records, I also 
began to keep a research diary. I continued doing so in the process of transcribing, pilot 
coding and analyzing the data. The snapshot below (Photograph7) shows two example 
pages of what my diary looked like. 
 
   My diary mainly involved in my analysis of the data, but there was a major part of my 
reflection on myself as a researcher and on the quality of this present project. For 
example:   
 

“Overall, I did better in FGs than interviews, in terms of containing my own opinion. Among 
the 10 interviews, in half of them I talked little and just let the interviewees talk, in the other 
half I talked/interrupted too much, especially at the first interview, I interrupted I1 too many 
times – maybe I was still organising my research questions, or I was too excited. 
One year ago those I would say ‘good questions’ would now be things I regret asking, or not 
asking. For some occasions, I interrupted their responses on the spot or I asked a very long, 
repetitive questions. I frequently rephrased their answers before I moved onto the next 
question – maybe because I wanted to check that I understood them correctly or it was just 
my habit, or I just took a conversational style for the interviews. 
In the FGs, I contained my opinions quite well but a few times I spelled out my personal 
comments, which I shouldn’t… 
Reasons: Some interviewees got on with the questions and kept going; some offered short 
answers or tended to think a few moments before answering, leaving me wonder whether I 
did not ask clear questions, or they were not interested in the questions, or they wanted to 
give me answers they thought I wanted. When I sensed this, I gave prompts, re-address my 
questions in different phrases…” (25 June 2012) 
 
“Validity in this present study – I feel I was asking people to talk about something that they 
were not normally concerned. I also feel I asked them some questions that they had never 
thought about before, as some of them said FG1-M4, ‘I’ve never thought about what research 
is’ …I4 ‘I never concerned about this issue’. I8 (and others) might never thought about the 
relationship between reference’s number and quality of research – I asked her this question, 
and it took a while for her to understand my question, or it took me a while to get myself 
understood, as I sounded quite verbose…”  (19th July 2012)  
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Photograph 7 - Diary, 21 June 2012 
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Appendix 31 – Three examples of the relative structure 
 
 
   First, when asked for his criteria, I3 looked up to his university’s standard – a 

catalogue of classification of journals. The catalogue was created by the university’s 

Research Unit and approved by the government. It listed the legal journals and specific 

credits (marks) they were labeled: where a scholar was published stood for what mark 

s/he achieved for the annual research performance assessment. Not knowing how the 

university’s standard was formulated, I3 and his colleagues followed it to get a sense of 

‘how good’ an article demonstrated.  

 

    Second, I5 saw a journal’s good-reputation as a representation of high-quality in 

papers. In her eyes, the more references in English-language were cited the better 

quality an article had, because foreign authors seemed to be more serious researchers 

than Chinese. This idea had been formed since I5’s postgraduate tutors had encouraged 

her to focus on reading English-language materials. By contrast, it was that kind of 

articles that her current fellow-teachers have not got a chance to assess; consequently, 

they did not have the knowledge of where to find good resources and how to develop an 

academic paper. Thus, I5 concluded that a scholar must be guided by experts if s/he 

wanted to write something good. 

    

   Third, FG4 suggested that ‘rigor’ was eliminated from the ‘real life’ list, because few 

Chinese authors genuinely carried out the research procedures seriously, and journal 

editors would not really care about the rigorousness. It was ‘money’ that mattered: 

scholars needed to pay the ‘paper agent’ for ‘ghost writing’; they needed to pay for 

meals when seeking a ‘connection’ to journals; they needed to purchase wines when 

bidding for the government funding, and so on. FG4 mocked at the poverty in the area 

of language education, as opposed to the wealth in other disciplines (e.g., military 

technology), which were favoured by the government.  

 
 
 
(Note: the italics indicate what agents were involved in relation to scholars’ opinions and practice of 
research in their actual contexts. – the researcher, 2013) 
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