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A teaching activity for developing
research-writing skills
ROBYN WOODWARD-KRON and ROGER HURCOMBE – 
The University of Melbourne

Aims
The aim of this activity is for international postgraduate and honours students
to develop their understandings of research design, research processes and
research writing by investigating their own assumptions and expectations
about research supervision, as well as supervisors’ expectations of students.
This activity is designed to be suitable for international postgraduate 
students undertaking introductory academic programs, English for
Academic Purposes, or bridging programs to develop their research and
advanced academic writing skills, but the general procedure can be adapted
for use in a range of contexts.

Rationale
Misunderstandings about the degree of assistance expected from supervisors
and the degree of academic independence expected from students can nega-
tively impact on the supervisory relationship; therefore, it is important for
students to identify potential mismatches in expectations and assumptions
so that these can be addressed. A mini student-directed research project
focusing on these areas provides an economic way of inducting students
into research processes while simultaneously raising their awareness of
supervisors’ expectations.

Overview of activity
In the first phase of the activity, students complete an ‘academic culture quiz’,
and the students’ supervisors or other participating academics/colleagues
complete the same questionnaire. The second phase of the activity is the
research component, which involves students working in groups to analyse
and interpret the findings of the questionnaire, and to write up the mini
research project. The different groups should present their sections (for
example, introduction, methods, results, discussion) to the whole class in
the form of PowerPoint slides or overhead transparencies. The activity
requires two or three two-hour sessions.
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For teachers who only have a small number of students (for example,
<10) and/or who work in contexts without access to academic colleagues,
the results from the academic culture quiz conducted in a bridging program
at the University of Melbourne have been included (Appendix A) for use as
the basis for the second phase of the activity.

Materials
Prepare a structured questionnaire on academic culture. This questionnaire
should include questions that tease out different educational and cultural
attitudes to learning. For example, the sample questionnaire (Appendix A)
seeks responses to do with expectations and assumptions about time man-
agement (five questions), supervisors’ expectations (11 questions) and study
commitment (five questions). Responses can be on a four-point scale
(‘agree’, ‘partly agree’, ‘partly disagree’ or ‘disagree’) or simply ‘agree’ or 
‘disagree’. For the research component phase of this teaching activity, a
teaching space that can accommodate group work is required. It should also
ideally have a computer(s) and data projector, whiteboard and/or overhead
projector.

Procedure
Questionnaire phase: Distribute the academic culture quiz to students in
class and collect. Advise students that their responses should be anonymous.
To distribute the survey to academic colleagues, ask for student volunteers
to draft an email to participants explaining the purpose of the questionnaire
and requesting their participation. The questionnaire can be distributed to
supervisors/colleagues via email.

Research phase – preparing the ground: For this stage of the activity to
proceed well, it is necessary to ensure that students have sufficient under-
standing of basic research design and research writing. For example, you can
introduce the research question and briefly discuss why this question is
important (that is, background), how the questionnaire was distributed and
to whom (methods), what the students found out from both questionnaires
(results) and what they think the results mean (discussion) (see sample slide,
below, ‘Reporting on the findings of the academic culture quiz’). Students
should then be divided into groups or allocated a particular research task,
for example, collating the results. Sample task group divisions are provided
on the slide below (‘AMS students researching assumptions and expectations
of academic culture’). Groups should nominate a spokesperson. If the class
is to end at this stage, the teacher should record the names of group 
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participants so that a task sheet can be given to the group spokesperson 
during the next lesson.

Task sheets: To effectively scaffold this task, it is helpful to have a tailored
task sheet with prompt questions for each group. The group(s) responsible
for collating the questionnaire results should also be provided with a blank
questionnaire to record the results.

Sample slides for ‘preparing the ground’ in the research phase
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Getting down to work: Two full hours are needed for the groups to write
up their sections of the research project, collate and display results, and
report back to their colleagues. During this activity, the teacher should move
between groups to assist discussion and clarify concepts. Laptop computers
and memory sticks, if available, are a useful addition at this stage, as 
students can easily transfer their drafts to a main computer to display via the
data projector for full-class discussion. Note: the group responsible for
brainstorming how best to display the results (for example, bar chart) has a
challenging task, as there are a number of variables: that is, four or two pos-
sible responses, approximately 20 questions, and a larger number of student
questionnaire responses than academics’ responses. Therefore, this group
may need additional guidance to assist them with their problem solving.

Reporting back: Group spokespeople present their groups’ work to the
whole class. The presenters should be encouraged to use multimedia in their
presentations, and the class should provide constructive feedback. The
group representatives should email the revised presentations (incorporating
the class feedback) to the lecturer for the following class. The lecturer 
collates the research report to distribute in a later session.

Discussing the findings, disseminating results: In the final session of this
activity, students receive a copy of the draft research report, as well as the
collated responses of the participating academic staff, prepared either by 
the teacher or a volunteer student. One option for discussing and comparing the
findings is for the teacher to guide a whole-group discussion. Students can
then individually or in pairs write up the discussion section of the research
report. A draft of the research project prepared by students in a bridging
course at the University of Melbourne (Appendix B) provides a model 
for comparative and/or analytical purposes. Depending on your teaching
context, you may also find it useful to discuss the results of the question-
naires with the students’ future supervisors or with academic developers.

Conclusion
This teaching activity for developing research-writing skills provides numer-
ous motivating learning opportunities: students can actively engage in
meaningful research and writing tasks, apply their knowledge and current
learning, and work together in groups to solve problems. Furthermore, the
results from the academic culture quiz can yield valuable material for discus-
sion with supervisors and students. This academic culture research activity was
well received by students at the University of Melbourne and rated highly in
an informal evaluation. Students commented that they enjoyed the group
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work involved in the task, the data analysis and writing the methods section.
One student commented that he/she enjoyed ‘doing the “adventurous”
group work task’. These responses show that international students can value
and enjoy group work, a finding at odds with many lecturers’ apparent
assumptions about international students’ preferred learning styles.
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Appendix A

ACADEMIC CULTURE QUIZ1

Do you agree, partly agree, partly disagree, or disagree with the following
statements?

Agree Disagree
students n=46 / staff n=6

students staff students staff

Time management

It’s acceptable to be 10 minutes late to a class. 61% — 39% 100%
I will not lose marks for missing a class. 70% 67% 30% 33%
It’s a good idea to have a timeline for my project. 100% 100% — —
Meetings with my supervisor can go on as long 
as necessary. 83% 50% 17% 50%
My supervisor will check my attendance in 
the laboratory. 80% 50% 20% 50%

Supervisor expectations

My supervisor can always make time to see 
me if I drop in. 74% — 26% 100%
Because English is not my first language, my 
supervisor will correct my written 
academic English. 91% 16% 9% 84%
It’s disrespectful to call supervisors and 
lecturers by their first name. 52% 16% 48% 84%
Before meeting supervisors, I should let them 
know by email what I need to discuss with them. 3% 100% 7% —
If my supervisor is away from Melbourne, I can 
do nothing on my own before he or she returns. 22% — 78% 100%
It’s okay to answer my mobile phone in a 
supervision meeting. 17% — 83% 100%
I can talk about my research work on my mobile 
phone instead of going to a supervision meeting. 50% — 50% 100%
If I email my work to my supervisor on a Friday 
night, I can expect to get feedback by 
Monday afternoon. 87% 16% 13% 84%
My supervisor is responsible for making sure 
I succeed in my studies. 65% — 35% 100%
My supervisor will be annoyed if I miss a 
supervision meeting. 91% 100% 9% —
My supervisor is interested in my 
informed opinion. 98% 100% 2% —

Continued …
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Agree Disagree
students n=46 / staff n=6

students staff students staff

Study commitment

My study and project work will be 
9.00 am – 5.00 pm, Mon. to Fri. 72% — 28% 100%
It’s okay to leave class to make or take 
a phone call. 65% — 35% 100%
I don’t need to start writing up my project till 
the last three months. 2% — 98% 100%
After writing my literature review, I won’t need 
to refer to those studies again. 4% — 96% 100%
It can be helpful to discuss my project with 
other students. 96% 100% 4% —

NOTE

1 The results from a University of Melbourne bridging course for Indonesian medical
students undertaking an Advanced Medical Science year at the University of
Melbourne have been included as a teaching resource.
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Appendix B

Sample research report [incomplete]
Investigating the research expectations and assumptions of Australian academics
and Indonesian medical students studying in Australia.

UNIVERSITAS INDONESIA STUDENTS,THE UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE

Introduction
Different cultures tend to adopt different attitudes to learning mainly
because of cultural variation. Cultural variation may affect people’s attitudes
to knowledge and approaches to learning. As noted by Ballard and Clanchy
(1996), students from Asia, in this case Indonesian medical students, may
sometimes take a ‘reproductive’ approach to learning, whereas in Australia, a
more ‘analytical’ approach is valued. One’s approach to learning may affect
one’s attitude to learning, but little is known about Indonesian medical 
students who study in Australia. Therefore, in this study we would like to
explore and compare perspectives as well as expectations among students
and academic staff towards learning. The students are a group of 46 medical
students from University of Indonesia. The academic staff are 7 personnel
from the University of Melbourne. Each individual was asked to complete a
questionnaire in order to identify any differences as well as similarities in
terms of expectations and assumptions about academic culture and
approaches to learning.

We believe that this research will increase the awareness of both parties
of each other’s expectations. This would help bridge any kind of differences
between students and the academic personnel to ensure a good continuity
to the current program as well as in years to come.

Methods
The cross-sectional study was conducted at the University of Melbourne
during a Bridging Course for Universitas Indonesia students. The partici-
pants were the 46 Universitas Indonesia students attending the bridging
course and 7 academics associated with the bridging course and supervision
of the students’ research projects. A structured questionnaire was distributed
to the students in class on the first day of the bridging course while the same
questionnaire was distributed to the academic staff via email. The student
participants returned the survey in class while the academic staff returned
the survey via email to a student representative.

The questionnaire consisted of 21 questions to do with academic 
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culture. The questionnaire was divided into three subgroups: time manage-
ment (five questions), supervisor expectations (eleven questions), and study
commitment (five questions). There were four answer options for each
question: agree, partly agree, partly disagree, and disagree. Moreover, ethical
issues had also been considered by keeping the responses anonymous. This
was done to ensure participants’ confidentiality. Data analysis was carried
out manually by the students and recorded. The data are stored by the
bridging course coordinators.

Results and discussion
[Students discussed a range of options for representing the findings, and
realised that the number of variables presented quite a challenge. To write
the results and discussion section was beyond the scope of the classroom
activity as it was designed.]
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