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Conducting original research is a standard component in the latter stages of most degree programs
worldwide, but the matter of who chooses the research question varies across educational cultures.
Some allow students to decide the research area for themselves while others require students to in-
vestigate a question set by the supervisor. This paper examines the pros and cons of both approaches
and conducts a study among freshman and sophomores (N=54) at a private Japanese university to
examine their preferences. The quantitative and qualitative data are discussed with reference to
Deci & Ryan’s (1980) Self-Determination Theory. It was found that 85% of the sample (n=35) prefer
to be allowed to choose their research question for themselves, citing various reasons relating to
motivation, academic performance and emotional health.
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Introduction

The inclusion of a research dissertation or thesis
in which the student writes up a piece of independent
and original research is a common aspect of most
degree programs in most countries and is seen as the
culmination of several years of study in the student’s
field, intended to showcase what they have learned and
the skills they have developed.

It is probably generally true that in Western
universities, students are required to choose their
general research area and specific research question
for themselves, even at the Bachelor degree level.
However, within the Japanese university context, it is
not uncommon for the seminar teachers who generally
supervise their students’ graduation research to de-
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cide, or even dictate the research area and question to
their supervisees.

Within the Department of International Liberal
Arts (DILA) at Chugokugakuen University (CGU),
the Bachelors degree dissertation is referred to as
‘graduation research’ and is supervised in the junior
year during Technical Seminar I and II, and in the
senior year during Technical Seminar I and IV.
Currently, the department has 11 full-time teachers
accredited to supervise these subjects. Of these, some
choose their supervisees research areas for them,
while others allow their supervisees the freedom to
decide their research area for themselves.

Rather than advocating for either practice, the
purpose of this paper is to examine students’ pref-
erences between these two opposing options and to
discuss the pros and cons of each and related quantita-
tive and qualitative data. This will then help to better
inform supervising teachers’ decisions as to which
practice to apply in order to best meet the needs of
their supervisees, department and institution.
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The pros and cons

When a supervisor selects the supervisees’ re-
search topic(s), this can confer several advantages.
The first is that from the outset, both parties know
what the research question is and can start to work
towards answering it from the first lesson. Also, the
research has been approved by the supervisor so it is
appropriately scaled to be sufficiently large and com-
plex to meet the requirements of the degree but not so
large or too complex as to be impracticable within the
permitted timeframe or other available resources.

If the supervisor is using the same topic each year,
this allows them to re-use the materials, activities,
etc. year-on-year, making for a more efficient use of
the teacher’s time. It also allows the teacher to refine
their approach, materials, activities, choice of field
trip venues, etc. year-on-year to provide a higher
quality educational experience. Furthermore, in cases
where there are two or more students in the seminar
class, they will all do the same topic and so can work
in pairs or groups and can form study teams. Finally,
since the senior students will have already completed
their junior year, they can provide peer support for
the juniors following behind them.

These advantages are mirrored as drawbacks when
a supervisor allows students the freedom to choose
their own graduation research theme. Even with the
guidance of the supervisor, it can take several les-
sons for a student to settle upon a research question
that is sufficiently broad and complex without being
impractical. Since each student will likely select a
different content area, supervisors cannot recycle
materials or activities year-on-year but must instead
create a new course of study for student. One way to
reduce the burden this creates might be to apply a
schedule of work which students adhere to regardless
of their content area or research question. Also, since
each student’s research question is unique, pair work,
group work and peer support from seniors becomes
problematic. However, peer support can be utilised
if applying the Process Writing approach whereby
students review and offer formative feedback on each
others’ writing. Allowing students to choose their own
research topic also requires a teacher to be able to su-
pervisor a range of themes using a variety of research
designs and data collection methods. To some extent,
this can be resolved by matching the student with a
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suitably knowledgeable supervisor, but this may not
always be possible.

The advantages of allowing students the freedom
to choose their graduation research question draw
heavily on Deci & Ryan’s (1980) empirically-based
Self-Determination Theory (SDT). This examines
various types of motivation and demotivation and how
their presence or absence can be used to predict the
extent to which individuals will or will not perform
on, or engage with a task, form positive relationships
with others and experience beneficial or detrimental
psychological health. It also incorporates the issue
of intrinsic and extrinsic life goals and aspirations.
In particular, SDT emphasises the importance of
autonomous motivation and controlled motivation in
determining these factors and how the prevailing so-
cial context can impact those motivations, and hence
performance, relationships and psychological health.
Deci & Ryan conclude that these are determined by
the extent to which basic psychological needs for au-
tonomy, competence, and relatedness are supported
or frustrated. In short, SDT posits that self-determi-
nation, in this context learner autonomy exhibited by
the freedom to choose one’s own graduation research
question, leads to positive motivational, psychological
health and performance outcomes. If this theory is
correct, it might be better to allow students the free-
dom to decide the direction of their research rather
than imposing one upon them.

Method

This study used a mixed data questionnaire admin-
istered to a convenience sample, as set out in more
detail below.

Setting, Timing and Participants

This study was situated within the Department of
International Liberal Arts at Chugokugakuen Univer-
sity during week five of the spring semester, with 23
freshmen and 31 sophomores from that department
participating. These years were selected because the
conclusions drawn from this research can then feed
directly into their subsequent junior and senior years’
Technical Seminar I-IV studies and would also be of
use to those teachers acting as graduation research
Supervisors.

A decision was made to exclude existing juniors
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and seniors from the study for two reasons. Firstly,
the simplest way to collect data from these students
would be via their Technical Seminar classes, but
asking these students about their research theme
decision preferences while in the Technical Seminar
class itself, with their supervisor present, might have
caused friction both between the supervisors and the
researcher, and between the supervisors and their
supervisees in cases where the latter's research theme
decision preference did not match their supervisor’s
pedagogic practice. Secondly, given that the supervi-
sors would be present when the participants completed
the form, the latter may have felt pressured to answer
in line with their supervisor’'s pedagogic practice, even
if it did not match their actual research theme decision
preference. Thus, including juniors and seniors in the
study would have introduced a methodological weak-
ness into the research design.

Materials

The five-item questionnaire shown in the appendix
was developed to collect data on the participants’
preferences relating to dissertation research theme
choice. Item 1 asked which grade the participant was
in. Item 2 asked whether the participant had already
decided their program course, and if they had, which
they had chosen: English, Business or Culture. Item 3
inquired whether the participant had already started
thinking about their graduation research area. These
first three items were included to highlight any dif-
ferences among or between years, courses or those
making early research area decisions which might
inform the discussion of the results of the principal
items 4 and 5. Item 4 asked whether the participants
preferred to choose their Technical Seminar graduat-
ing research theme themselves or if they would prefer
their supervisor to decide it for them. Finally, item 5
was a qualitative follow-up item asking students to ex-
plain their response to item 4 and could be answered
in Japanese or English.

Procedure

The questionnaire was distributed among the two
teachers of the Integrated English A course for fresh-
man and the three teachers of the Integrated English
C course for sophomores. These teachers then distrib-
uted the questionnaire among the students in their re-
spective groups at the start of their lesson. They then
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explained the questionnaire’'s purpose, as shown at
the top of the form, and asked students to answer the
questions if they were willing. The questionnaire took
approximately five minutes to complete. Those who did
not wish to participate simply returned a blank form.
To maintain anonymity, the forms were then collected
by a student in the class and returned immediately to
the teacher, who then returned them promptly to the
researcher.

Analysis

The quantitative data were input into a Microsoft
Excel (2007) file with separate columns for data cor-
responding to items 1 to 5. The quantitative data for
items 1 to 4 were tallied manually as absolute values
and also calculated as percentages rounded up or down
to the nearest integer.

For item 5, of the 54 participants, 50 wrote their
response in Japanese, one in English and three gave
no response. The Japanese responses were translated
into English by a Japanese teacher of English within
the Department of International Liberal Arts. These
translations were then coded using a process adapted
from Saldana (2013, pp. 13, 53) in which the partici-
pants’ responses are placed into conceptual themes and
categories which emerged as the dataset was analysed
and which could be fine-tuned into sub-categories as
coding progressed. This helped the researcher to gen-
erate an overarching description and interpretation
of the qualitative dataset, which in turn could support
interpretation of the quantitative results.

Results

The results for item 1 were that of the 54 partici-
pants, 23 were freshmen and 31 were sophomores.

For item 2, of the 54 participants, 43 indicated a
preferred course of study. Of these, 20 participants
(47%) selected the English course, 12 (27%) chose the
Business course and 11 (26%) opted for the Culture
course.

The results for item 3 showed that none of the
freshman had yet started to think about their graduat-
ing research theme, while ten (32%) sophomores had.

The key quantitative result for this study was that
for item 4 relating to whether participants preferred
to choose their graduating research theme themselves
or for their supervisor to decide. These results are
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19
(36%)

Figure 1
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B Freshman (Myself)

OFreshman (Supervisor)

dSophomore (Myself)

O Sophomore (Supervisor)

Results for item 4 = Who should choose the graduating research theme ?

Figure 2

presented in figure 1 above in terms of number of re-
spondents (percentage).

Figure 2 above shows the frequency of the various
explanatory themes drawn out from the qualitative
data collected via item 5 which were offered by those
students who prefer to choose their own research area
(n=45), while figure 3 below shows those for students
who prefer their supervisor to select their research

Frequency of themes elicited from item 5 for self-selected research

area for them (n=9). Some students offered more than
one explanatory theme.

Discussion

Cross-referencing the results for items 1 and
4 shows that very similar percentages of freshmen
and sophomores prefer to choose their graduation
research theme for themselves, which suggests that,
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Figure 3 Frequency of themes elicited from item 5 for supervisor-selected research

at the start of the academic year at least, the partici-
pants’ year does not seem to influence their research
theme decision preference and that, instead, other
determinants are at play.

Crossreferencing the results for items 2 and 4
suggests that there is no substantial relationship be-
tween whether or not a student makes an early deci-
sion on their choice of course and whether or not they
prefer to decide their research area for themselves.
Similarly, there is no sizeable relationship between
a student’s choice of course and whether or not they
want to choose their research topic for themselves.
Thus it seems that the main finding, that most students
want to decide their own research question, applies
more or less equally to English, Business and Cul-
ture course areas. This is a particularly important
finding for the teachers of the Business and Culture
courses, some of whom currently dictate the research
theme to their students, which according to Deci &
Ryan’s (1980) Self-Determination Theory could have
detrimental effects on their supervisees motivation,
performance and emotional health with respect to their
Technical Seminar I-IV studies.

The results for item 3 showed that no freshman
had given any consideration to their graduation re-
search topic, though this is not surprising given that
they had only just started their four-year degree
program. Conversely, all ten of those who had started
to think about their research topic were sophomores,
but this is unsurprising since their 3rd-year Technical
Seminar I is drawing nearer, which would tend to
focus their attention on choosing a research topic.
Perhaps the most surprising point to be drawn from
these results is that they show that most sophomores
had not yet given any thought to their research area at

this stage, despite having commenced Basic Seminar I
which aims to achieve exactly that goal.

This study’s primary finding, related to item 4, was
that 45 students representing 83% of the sample want
greater autonomy in deciding their research question.
This proportion holds true for both freshmen and
sophomores separately. That a large majority of both
freshmen and sophomores prefer to decide their grad-
uating research theme for themselves is very much in
line with, and can be explained with reference to Deci
& Ryan’s (1980) Self-Determination Theory in that
the freedom to choose brings with it several affective
benefits. The qualitative responses to item 5 indicate
that students would find self-selected research ques-
tions more interesting, motivating, enjoyable, reward-
ing, worthwhile and easier, that they would offer a
greater sense of achievement and relevance to future
studies and work, and that students would work harder
on their research than if the theme was decided by
the supervisor. Conversely, the majority of those who
responded that they would prefer their supervisor to
decide their research theme for them also indicated
that they had no research ideas of their own at this
early stage. However, this could change as they pro-
gress through their Basic Seminar I and II studies,
at which point they too may prefer greater autonomy.

Some senior students and graduates have ex-
pressed to this researcher their dissatisfaction with
having a research theme forced upon them, stating that
they are or were not that interested in the topic which
their supervisor required them to study or that it is or
was not useful for, or relevant to their intended career
path, and that it was selected primarily because it is of
keen personal, academic and/or professional interest
to the supervisor. Again, this dissatisfaction relates
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to Self-Determination Theory. When autonomy is re-
moved, it can result both in demotivation which may
adversely impact academic performance, and poorer
emotional health exhibited in the form of dissatisfac-
tion, and possibly even resentment.

Finally, a limitation of this study might be the tim-
ing of the data collection itself. Had the questionnaire
been administered at the end of the academic year, as
freshmen approach their sophomore year and sopho-
mores have worked through their Basic Seminar I
and II subjects, the responses may have differed.

Conclusion

This paper examined preferences among freshmen
and sophomores within the Department of Interna-
tional Liberal Arts relating to whether they should
be allowed to choose their own Technical Seminar
research theme or whether the supervising teacher
should decide or dictate it.

The results of the quantitative analysis showed
that a large majority of these students prefer to
choose their graduation research topic for themselves.
The reasons offered by the participants for this stance
were that they want a greater degree of autonomy and
that a self-selected research question would bring a
range of affective and performance-related benefits.
This preference would likely remain stable over time.
Conversely, a small minority of the participants stated
a preference for their supervisor to decide their re-
search area because they had no idea or were finding
it difficult to decide a theme. However, this preference
might, and indeed should change as they work through
their Basic Seminar I and II courses.

There are some pedagogic advantages in having a
supervisor determine the direction of students’ grad-
uation research, particularly in terms of recycling
of materials and activities which can save time, and
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also in terms of peer support. Furthermore, requiring
supervisees to choose their own research area and
question can take up some time at the start of the
Technical Seminar I course while they work through
the decision-making process with support from their
supervisor. However, once this initial barrier has been
overcome, the enhanced motivational, performative
and emotional health outcomes predicted by Deci
& Ryan's (1980) Self-Determination Theory could help
the student to successfully complete the graduation
research with fewer affective issues.

Perhaps as with many dichotomies, the best prac-
tice may be to form a hybrid approach in which the
general research area is determined by the supervisor
but within that theme, each student can choose one
aspect to work on, at times independently and at oth-
ers in collaboration. This in turn brings complications
with respect to assessment, but that is a topic for
another paper.
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Appendix: Student survey

Choosing your Technical Seminar theme

Professor Moritoshi is researching the topic of whether or not students prefer to choose their own research
theme for their 3™ and 4" year Technical Seminar I-IV courses. He would like your opinions about this. If it is
OK with you, please answer the questions below. The questionnaire is anonymous, so you can give your honest
opinion. Please check the correct answer for each question.
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