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Undergraduate occupational therapy programmes in South Africa
require students to demonstrate competence in developing a research
proposal and conducting the proposed research using appropriate
methodologies.!"! Research methods, therefore, form a significant part of
the curriculum. Groups of students are assigned a supervisor and research
topic, and then embark on the research process. However, students generally
perceive research as a daunting process. Some of the difficulties that the
author has observed over the years resonate with those reported in the
literature, such as limited understanding of the research process,” working in
a group and handling group dynamics.>* Students have also reported feeling
overwhelmed by the increased workload associated with the research process,
particularly when coupled with other course and life demands.” The research
proposal is a genre, with specific textual features. Elements of the introduction
part of the proposal that are often challenging for students are: (i) the focus
of the research, which informs the background; (ii) the research problem;
(#ii) the rationale; and (iv) the significance of the research.

Approach

In preparation for the initial supervision meeting with the group assigned to
the author, the students had to individually submit a written task. The task
comprised questions outlined in Table 1.

Outcomes
Using accessible language made it easier for students to handle the textual
features that define the structural form of an introduction to a research
proposal. The supervisor facilitated a process of aligning students” responses
with relevant textual features of the introduction. For instance, question 1
established the students’ interpretation of the research focus. In the initial
meeting, perspectives were shared, and through discussion, the group reached
a common understanding. Responses to question 2 indicated the students’
views of the importance and relevance/significance of the study, which
motivated them to invest in the research process. Question 3 enabled refining
of the research problem and differentiating between the broader societal
problem and the specific problem that necessitated the research. Lastly, the
assumptions shared for question 4 shed light on the researchers’ positionality.
As an innovation in teaching, the task demonstrates a scaffolding
approach that uses everyday language to facilitate handling of textual
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Table 1. Research introduction task

Task question Genre feature

1. What is the research trying to establish? Focus of research

2. Why is this topic important for: Rationale and
« occupational therapy in South Africa? significance
« occupational therapy as a profession?

3. What problem exists, that motivated this Research problem

research? and background
o the societal problem
o the research problem

4. What assumptions do you have about the Assumptions

topic or focus of this research?

features of genre. Through this task, the supervisor introduced the proposal
development process in a non-threatening manner that drew on students’
prior knowledge. The outcome was early completion of the introduction of
the proposal. Students stated that the task increased their confidence and
facilitated group cohesion, and feedback from assessors of the proposal
presentations indicated that the students were more eloquent about their
research, and answered questions with greater ease.
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