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Introduction

The process of conducting educational research, like any other research,
begins with the identification of a problem. This initial step is fundamental, as it
serves as the cornerstone for the entire research project. Similar to building a
house, a well-defined research problem provides the solid foundation upon
which the rest of the research structure is built (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A
weak or ambiguous research problem can lead to a shaky research structure
that is susceptible to collapse. Conversely, a robust and well-articulated
problem sets the stage for a coherent and impactful research study. It guides
the researcher in narrowing down the area of investigation, selecting
appropriate research methods, collecting relevant data, and ultimately

making a meaningful contribution to the field.

In any educational research, the process of identifying a research problem
and formulating clear research questions and objectives is crucial to setting
the foundation for a rigorous and meaningful inquiry. The ability fo pinpoint a
relevant, researchable problem reflects a deep understanding of the field, as
well as an awareness of the current gaps in knowledge that require

exploration. This artficle aims to guide educational researchers majoring in
|


mailto:mahmoud.abdallah@aun.edu.eg

Mahmoud Abdallah — 3 October 2024

TESOL or TEFL through the systematic process of identifying a research problem
that is both significant and manageable within the scope of their academic
pursuits. Through practical examples and theoretical frameworks, this article
provides students with the tools needed to navigate the complexities of
identifying a research problem in early-stage research design and

subsequently set a solid trajectory for their studies.

What Constitutes a Research Problem?

In essence, a research problem in the realm of education and language
learning is a clear and concise statement that points to a specific gap in
knowledge or understanding within this field. It identifies an area where current
knowledge is insufficient, ambiguous, or contradictory, necessitating further

investigation to shed light on the issue (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

A research problem is a gap in current knowledge or understanding that your
study aims to address. It is not merely a lack of information but a situation where
existing knowledge is insufficient or inconclusive to address a particular issue.
ldentifying a research problem requires careful consideration of your interests,
a thorough review of existing literature, and an awareness of practical and

theoretical considerations.

lllustrative Examples:

Imagine a language teacher observing that students struggle with acquiring
new vocabulary. This observation might lead to the following research
problem: "What is the impact of implementing mnemonic strategies on English

as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners' vocabulary retentione” (Nation, 2013)

Another example: An educator might notfice a disparity in reading
comprehension levels between students from different socioeconomic

backgrounds. This could be formulated as a research problem: "How does
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socioeconomic status influence reading comprehension skills among primary
school studentse"” (Sirin, 2005).

Sources of Research Problems in Education and Language Learning
Practical Challenges in the Classroom: The everyday experiences of educators
provide a fertile ground for identifying research problems. Language teachers
might encounter difficulties in implementing specific teaching methods,
observe persistent learning challenges among their students, or notice a lack
of engagement with certain learning materials. Educational administrators
might be concerned about declining student performance or the
effectiveness of a newly implemented curriculum. All these practical concerns
can be fransformed into researchable problems that can potentially lead to

solutions and improvements in educational practice (Borg, 2010; Burns, 2010).

For instance, a teacher might observe that traditional grammar instruction
does not seem tfo franslate into improved writing skills among students. This
could lead to a research problem such as: "To what extent does integrating
grammar instruction with authentic writing tasks enhance students'

grammatical accuracy in written production¢" (Nation, 2013).

Reviewing Existing Research: A comprehensive review of relevant literature is
indispensable for uncovering gaps in current knowledge. This process entails
scrutinising prior studies to identify areas where research is limited, incomplete,
or contfradictory. By immersing themselves in the existing body of knowledge,
researchers can pinpoint the frontiers of understanding and identify areas that

warrant further exploration (Hart, 2018; Machi & McEvoy, 2016).

Consider the concept of differentiated instruction, a pedagogical approach
that tailors instruction to meet the diverse needs of learners. A review of

literature might reveal a lack of research on the effectiveness of differentiated



Mahmoud Abdallah — 3 October 2024

instruction in EFL contexts, thereby pointing to a potential research problem
(Tomlinson & Moon, 2013).

Addressing Societal Issues: The broader societal context can also give rise to
pertinent research problems in education and language learning. Issues such
as social inequality, cultural diversity, technological advancements, and
changing educational policies all have implications for feaching and learning.
Research that addresses these societal concerns can contribute to a deeper
understanding of their impact on education and inform the development of

effective strategies to address them (Sirin, 2005).

For example, the growing prevalence of multilingualism in many societies raises
questions about the most effective approaches to language teaching in
mulfilingual classrooms (Garcia & Wei, 2014). This societal trend could lead to
research problems focused on exploring the benefits of translanguaging
pedagogies or the impact of language attitudes on language learning

outcomes.

Main Stages and Practical Tips for Formulating a Research Problem

1-Start with Your Interests: Begin by considering your academic interests and
any specific areas within your field that you find particularly intriguing or
problematic. This could be a topic you've encountered in your coursework, an
issue you've observed in your professional practice, or a question that has

emerged from your personal reflections.

2-Explore Existing Literature: Once you have a broad area of interest, immerse
yourself in the relevant literature. Read widely and critically, paying attention
to the key findings, debates, and theoretical frameworks that have shaped the
current understanding of your chosen topic. As you engage with the literature,

consider these guiding questions:
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e What are the key issues and debates surrounding this topic?

e What are the dominant theories and perspectives used to understand
this issue?

e What research methods have been employed, and what are their
strengths and limitations?

e What are the most significant findings and conclusions, and are there

any inconsistencies or contradictions?

3-Identify Gaps and Inconsistencies: The process of reviewing existing literature
should reveal areas where knowledge is lacking, where existing research is
inconclusive or contradictory, or where new perspectives are needed. These

gaps and inconsistencies form the basis of your research problem.

4-Assess Feasibility and Significance: Not all research problems are equally
feasible or significant. Consider the practicalities of your research project. Do
you have the necessary resources, fime, and access to data to conduct this
research effectively? Additionally, consider the potential significance of your
research. Will addressing this problem contribute meaningfully to the field, and

does it align with your research interests and goalse

Practical tips and applications:

ldentifying and formulating a research problem in education, particularly in
TESOL/TEFL, requires careful consideration and a structured approach. Here

are some practical fips to guide you through the process:

1. Start with Broad Reading

- Tip: Read widely in your area of interest to identify existing gaps in
knowledge. In TESOL/TEFL, this could include topics such as language
acquisition, teaching methodologies, assessment practices, or curriculum

development.
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- Application: Explore recent journal articles, books, and conference papers.
Focus on sections discussing limitations or future research directions to find

potential research problems.

2. Narrow Down to a Specific Context

- Tip: Once you have a general area, narrow your focus to a specific context
that interests you. This might be a particular age group (e.g.. secondary school
students), a language skill (e.g., speaking or listening), or a pedagogical

approach (e.g., task-based learning).

- Application: For example, in TESOL, you might focus on how authentic
materials impact listening comprehension among high school students in non-

English-speaking countries.

3. Identify Gaps or Challenges in Practice

- Tip: Speak with practitioners, educators, and stakeholders to understand
real-world challenges. Practical problems often reveal gaps between

theoretical understanding and classroom realities.

- Application: You may find that many TESOL teachers struggle to implement
technology in low-resource settings, suggesting a gap in understanding how

to integrate digital tools effectively in such environments.

4. Review Past Research

- Tip: Analyse previous studies to identify unresolved issues or limitations. Many
research problems are found in the "limitations" or "future directions" sections of

academic papers.

- Application: If past studies on the flipped classroom model in TESOL have
focused primarily on higher education, consider exploring its impact in

secondary education or in under-researched geographical areas.
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5. Ensure Practical and Theoretical Relevance

- Tip: Your research problem should not only address a practical issue but also
contribute to the theoretfical knowledge base of the field. Make sure it

advances both theory and practice.

- Application: A problem like “How can dynamic assessment foster autonomy
in EFL learners2” touches both practical classroom issues and theoretical

debates on learner autonomy and assessment.

6. Use the "So Whate" Test

- Tip: After identifying a potential research problem, ask yourself: "So whate"
Ensure the problem is significant enough to warrant investigation. It should

have implications for improving practice or informing policy.

- Application: Investigating the effect of storytelling in TESOL is interesting, but
asking “So whate” might reveal that the problem could lead to better

strategies for enhancing cultural literacy in language learners.

7. Align with Your Resources and Capabilities

- Tip: Ensure that the research problem is manageable within your resources

(time, access to data, participants, etc.) and your methodological expertise.

- Application: If you have limited access to large groups of learners, focus on
a case study or small-scale research problem, such as the influence of peer

feedback on oral proficiency in a specific group of students.

8. Frame the Problem as a Question

- Tip: Once you've identified a research problem, formulate it into a question
that reflects the focus of your study. The question should be clear, concise, and

researchable.
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- Application: Instead of “EFL learners struggle with pronunciation,” frame it
as, “How does the use of phonetic software impact pronunciation accuracy

in EFL learnerse”
9. Seek Feedback Early

- Tip: Share your initial research problem ideas with peers, supervisors, or
colleagues to get constructive feedback. Early input can help refine your

problem and ensure it is feasible and relevant.

- Application: Discussing your proposed research on how TESOL student
teachers develop cultural competence with peers might reveal alternative

angles or more refined questions you hadn’t considered.

By following these practical steps, you will be able to identify a meaningful and
researchable problem that can contribute to both theoretical understanding

and educational practice in TESOL/TEFL.

Key Considerations in Formulating a Research Problem

Precision and Clarity: A well-formulated research problem is characterized by
its specificity and clarity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It should be stated in a
way that leaves no room for ambiguity or misinterpretation. A vague problem
statement will make it challenging to focus the research effort and may lead

to inconclusive or irrelevant findings.

For example, a problem statement like "How can we improve language
teaching?¢" is too broad and lacks focus. A more specific problem might be:
"What is the impact of incorporating project-based learning activities on the
oral communicative competence of secondary school EFL learners2" (Thomas,
2000)
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Empirical Testability: The chosen research problem must lend itself to empirical
investigation (Punch, 2013; Bryman, 2016). This means that it must be possible
to collect data that can either support or refute the claims being made. A
problem that is purely theoretical or philosophical in nature may be interesting,

but it might not be suitable for empirical research.

Consider the problem of teacher self-esteem. To make this researchable, it
needs to be operationalised into measurable variables. A research problem
could be formulated as: "What is the relationship between EFL teachers' self-
reported levels of professional self-esteem and their observed classroom

interaction patternsg" (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011; Richards, 2015)

Relevance and Significance: The problem should be relevant to the field of
education and language learning, addressing a genuine gap or inconsistency
in the existing knowledge base. Furthermore, it should have practical or
theoretical significance, meaning that the findings of the research should
contribute to the advancement of knowledge, the improvement of
educational practices, or the resolution of a real-world problem (Cohen et al.,
2018).

For example, a research problem that investigates the relationship between
language learners' motivation and their use of language learning strategies
would be relevant to the field and could have practical implications for

language teaching.

Examples of Research Problems in Education and Language

Learning
Example 1. "What is the effectiveness of using online language learning
platforms to enhance the vocabulary acquisition of university-level EFL

learners?" This problem is specific, measurable, and relevant to the field of
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language teaching. It investigates the relationship between the use of a

specific technology and its impact on a measurable language skill.

Example 2: "How do cultural differences in communication styles impact the
participation of international students in university seminarse" This problem
addresses a real-world issue faced by many universities with increasingly
diverse student populations. It explores the relationship between cultural

factors and their impact on student engagement in an academic setting.

Example 3: "To what extent does the implementation of a peer tutoring
programme improve the reading fluency of struggling elementary school
students2" This problem examines the effectiveness of a specific educational
intervention aimed at addressing a common learning challenge. It focuses on
a measurable outcome (reading fluency) and a specific target population

(struggling readers).

The Importance of a Well-Defined Research Problem in Education

and Language Learning

Guiding the Research Process: A clearly defined research problem acts as a
compass, providing direction and focus for every subsequent step of the
research journey (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It guides the literature review by
narrowing down the scope of relevant studies, informs the selection of
appropriate research methods, shapes the data collection process, and

guides the analysis and interpretation of findings.

Ensuring Research Quality and Impact: A well-formulated problem enhances
the quality and impact of educational research. It helps to avoid research that
is unfocused, irrelevant, or redundant. By targeting a specific gap in
knowledge, researchers can ensure that their findings contribute meaningfully

to the field and potentially lead to improvements in educational practices.
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Promoting Clear Communication: A well-articulated research problem
facilitates clear and effective communication of research findings. When the
problem is clearly stated, readers can easily understand the purpose and
significance of the research. This is crucial for disseminating research findings
to a wider audience and ensuring that the research has a tangible impact on

educational practice.

Conclusion

Formulating a research problem is the foundational step in the process of
conducting research in education and language learning. It requires careful
consideration of practical experiences, thorough engagement with existing
research, and a critical awareness of relevant societal issues. By adhering to
the principles of specificity, measurability, testability, relevance, and feasibility,
researchers can develop well-defined research problems that lead to
impactful and meaningful research findings that contribute to the

advancement of knowledge and the improvement of educational practices.
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