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Abstract 

Every Master and PhD student at the Open University of Tanzania (OUT) has to make a 

research project as one of the requirements for completing their degree programmes. 

However, most students at the OUT face challenges in their research writing process due to 

lack of the research writing skills. This paper discusses the research writing skills and other 

challenges which the Master and PhD students face at the OUT. The challenges were learned 

from the researcher’s personal experiences of five years in supervising and training students 

on research methodology course for Master and PhD students at the OUT. Foremost, this 

paper presents the sections of the research proposal and research report which are mostly 

problematic to students and the author provides the suggestions on improvements. These 

sections include background information, the problem statement, research objectives, 

theoretical and empirical literature review, the research gap, research design, approach, 

strategy and philosophy, variables and measurements, data analysis, results and interpretation 

and conclusion and recommendations. Secondly, the paper also discusses other challenges 

which hinder students’ theses and dissertations timely completion at the OUT which include 

insufficient research orientation, lack of reading culture lack of facilitation methods’ 

integration for research course trainers, lack of awareness on students-supervisors 

responsibilities, lack of research completion strategy, low level of English language 

proficiency and lack of funds and health problems. Finally, the paper presents conclusions 

and recommendations for improvements.  

Keywords: Research projects, research writing skills, and students’ research writing 

challenges 
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1. Introduction 

The Open University of Tanzania (OUT) is a full-fledged public institution of higher learning 

that was established in 1992. It conducts academic programmes leading to awards of 

certificates, diplomas, undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications through Open and 

Distance Learning (ODL) delivery system. Since 1999-2018 OUT has admitted a total of 

5,196 postgraduate students in postgraduate diploma, master and PhD programmes (OUT 

Facts and Figures, 2018). 

The requirement for writing a thesis or dissertation before completion of Master or PhD 

degree is set at the OUT and other higher learning institutions so that the students may 

improve among others, the research information searching, organizing, evaluation, and self 

expression skills (Whitaker, 2009). Furthermore, Vijayakumar and Vijayakumar (2007) argue 

that PhD thesis results should make an original contribution to the knowledge while the 

conclusions and recommendations of these studies should contribute to the economic and 

social improvement of the society’s livelihood. Smith et al. (2008) declare that while the 

Master dissertations make students to transform the theoretical aspect in a practical way; the 

PhD thesis is designed to make a student to be more theoretical equipped with enough 

argumentative skills.  

However, in order to produce a good research report, a postgraduate student needs a variety 

of skills such as writing skills, language skills, relationship management skills and other 

skills (Tichapondwa, 2013; Fareed, Ashraf, & Bilal, 2016; O’Neill & Gravois, 2017). 

Possession of these skills by students is essential because they help students on not only to 

write the research report on time but they are equally important for maintaining the good 

relationship with their supervisors (Blicblau et al., 2009). 

The empirical literatures assert that students face difficult in writing their dissertations and 

theses in countries which the language of research writing is English but the students’ mother 

language is different from English (Iftanti, 2016; Fareed et al., 2016; Alfaki, 2015; Shang, 

2013). Arguably, in these countries students fail to write and express their ideas confidently 

using the English language. Apart from the writing skills, Tichapondwa (2013) mentions 

other challenges which restrict postgraduate students not to accomplish their studies on time. 

These challenges include: poor relationship between students and supervisors, ethical and 

malpractice issues (dishonesty and untrustworthiness), supervisor/candidate change, failure to 

adhere and respect the institutional house style, and differing expectations among supervisors. 

Phillips and Pugh (2005) add that boredom and frustration also affect PhD students when 

writing their theses. Thus, this paper is designed to assess the writing skills and other 

challenges faced by postgraduate students at the OUT, during the process of writing their 

dissertations and theses. 

2. The Problem Statement 

Despite the standard completion time for Master and PhD students at the OUT being two and 

three years respectively, majority of students (more than half) goes beyond the stipulated 

standard minimum completion time (OUT Graduation Booklet, 2018). Therefore, it is 
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obvious that most of the students either lack the required writing skills or face other 

challenges in the process of writing their dissertation/theses. These challenges which are 

faced by students, either increase the supervisory burden or instigate conflict between 

students and supervisors, which ultimately hinder timely completion of students’ studies. 

Therefore, this paper identifies and discusses the writing skills and other challenges which 

hinder the theses’ and dissertations’ timely completion for postgraduate students at the OUT.  

3. Methodology 

This paper uses the researcher’s experience gained from supervision of more than 50 Master 

and 15 PhD students from 2014 to 2019. The author also uses the experience gained from the 

face to face and online teaching the course on the research methodology to more than 300 

postgraduate students. The analysis of information is done by using experience sharing 

analysis. The analysis is based on research concepts presented by students, in their proposals 

and research reports compared to the standard on what they were supposed to present. The 

paper also presents other challenges which inhibit students to complete their research projects 

on time at the OUT.  

4. The Literature Review 

4.1 Theoretical Literature Review 

This article uses both social cognitive theory and cognitive-behavioral theory. Akers (2018) 

asserts that the social cognitive theory describes how person’s actions, personality and 

circumstances are controlled by individual thoughts. When both personal thoughts and the 

physical environment influence the behaviour, actions, personality and circumstances of an 

individual, the theory is called social cognitive-behavioral theory. However, the mood disorder 

may make an individual fail to control his thoughts. Also criticism from other people may 

influence the thoughts of an individual and make an individual to think beyond his thoughts. 

The initial ideas of cognitive theory were originated from Holt and Brown (1931) who 

theorized that if a person is imitated, then he can learn to imitate others. Miller and Dollard 

(1941) expanded the imitation theory by asserting that learning of a particular behaviour by an 

individual depends on the level of motivation. Moreover, the social learning cognitive theory 

was contributed largely by Albert Bandura who wrote several articles and books to explain 

what motivates and modifies the personal behaviours. By using the children toy (Bobo) 

experiment, Bandura established why and when children show destructive behaviors after 

watching the doll. In 1977, Bandura established the relationship between a person's perceived 

self-efficacy and behavioral change where he revealed that a person's perceived self-efficacy is 

a result of performance accomplishments, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and 

physiological states. The social cognitive theory was officially established by Bandura in 1986 

by revealing that human behavior is influenced by personal, behavioral and environmental 

factors. In 2001, Bandura established that watching programmes on TV may influence an 

individual to acquire and adopt behaviour while in 2011; Bandura extended the application of 

the social cognitive theory to health and urgent global issues such as environmental 

conservation. 
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The author perceives that social cognitive theory and behavioural theory are correlated with 

the way students at the OUT carry out their researches because writing of a good research 

report by the postgraduate students depends on myriad of factors. Indeed, the completion of 

the research by Master and PhD students depend on factors that are related with the students 

themselves, their supervisors and the academic environmental exposure of students. The 

implication is that, if the students are not motivated to do their researches, neither the 

supervisors nor the environments can boost the students to complete their theses or 

dissertations on time. This also is true if students do not possess the required skills because 

they will not present correctly the research concepts. Therefore, the quality of good research 

reports depend on the students thoughts (skills), experience in research matters and conducive 

environments which motivates students to learn and apply the learned skills.  

While the previous studies such as Holt and Brown (1931), Miller and Dollard (1941), 

Bandura (1977; 1986; 2001; 2011) and Akers (2018) have linked the social cognitive theory 

with education and other fields, to the best of the author knowledge, none of the study has 

linked this theory with the way the research is carried out, especially for postgraduate 

students in higher learning institutions. That is why the paper uses this theory as a lens to 

delineate how the social learning theory may be used to improve the research completion 

time for postgraduate students at OUT and possibly to other higher learning institutions. 

4.2 Empirical Literature Review 

Due to the research writing problems in universities and higher learning institutions, the 

literatures disclose various strategies which may be used to improve the writing skills 

amongst postgraduate students in these institutions. The suggested strategies include writing 

regularly the journal articles (Iftanti, 2016), use of photography, autophotograhy and music 

(Pesik, 2010), referring wikipedia when writing the academic assignments (Miller, 2014), 

blogging daily (Lin et al., 2014), writing regularly in the facebook, using smartphones 

(Sulisworo et al., 2016) and adequate level of teachers’ preparation, teaching and providing 

students many opportunities to learn the foreign languages (Chokwe, 2013).  

Other strategies include building students’ competence, motivating them and allocating them 

the supportive research mentors (Tan, 2007), fostering good relationship between the students 

and their supervisors (Blicblau et al., 2009), building good perceptions between staff and 

students on what constitutes the good academic writing (Itua et al., 2014), students to spend 

adequate time in reading and writing academic texts, journals and referencing materials and 

using the blended learning (Adas & Bakir, 2013; Ho, et al., 2015), students’ reflections, 

feedback and writing and revisions of completed and draft assignments (Farrah 2012; 

McNaught & Benson, 2015; O’Neill & Gravois, 2017; Lumpkin, 2018), use of automated 

essay scoring software (Kellogg, 2008) and use of word processing, spelling checkers, word 

prediction and speech recognition (MacArthur, 2009). 

Other scholars also report that writing dissertations and theses by university students is 

hindered by low level of English proficiency (Fareed et al., 2016; Sersen, 2011; Alfaki, 2015; 

Shang, 2013; Nik et al., 2010; Sajid & Siddiqui, 2015). These scholars therefore propose 

several strategies which may be used by students to improve their English language 
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proficiency. These strategies includes, encouraging students to read more vocabularies, 

improve their writing practices, training teachers on the best ways of teaching language, 

improve the examination system’s and organizing the writing competitions (Fareed et al., 

2016), students’ writing and correction of mistakes regularly by teachers (Sersen, 2011), 

composition writing and correction of spelling mistakes by using dictionaries or 

spellcheckers (Alfaki, 2015), practicing the peer revision and formation of small students’ 

discussion group (Shang, 2013), teaching students English language (Nik et al., 2010) and 

use of English language since the primary schools (Sajid & Siddiqui, 2015).  

While the previous papers such as Iftanti (2016), Sulisworo et al. (2016), Miller (2014), Lin 

et al. (2014) and Chokwe (2013), just to mention a few, describe the skills needed to write a 

good research articles and provided the suggestions on what to do to improve the writing 

skills; this paper discusses how the research skills can help the OUT’s student to write the 

good research articles, proposals and research reports. The paper also identifies and discusses 

other challenges which influence on time completion of theses and dissertations by students 

at the OUT.  

5. Results and Discussion 

5.1 Writing Skills Problems in Students’ Theses an Dissertations at OUT 

This section presents and discusses the findings which are from the author’s experience. The 

findings are based on the way the postgraduate students at the OUT present the research 

concepts when writing their theses and dissertations. The author presents only the 

dissertations’ and theses’ sections which seem to be the most problematic to students.  

5.1.1 Background Information 

Some scholars call the background information section as an introduction. However, these 

two terms differ slightly because the background information presents more detailed 

information than introduction section (Jilcha, 2017). The author has noted that many students 

write anything they want in the background of the problem. But in facts, the students can’t 

write the section of the background information properly if they have not completed the 

chapter of the literature review which covers the theoretical and empirical sections. Therefore, 

the background of the study is the “Summary of the chapter of the Literature Review” (Shay, 

2015). Actually the background information should indicate the significance of the study. The 

students should also present in a narrative way, existence of contradicting results (if any), 

gaps to fill (both empirical and theoretical), and if there are untested theories or hypotheses 

on the topic (Bavdekar, 2015). However, the background information is just a summary; 

therefore, it should not be overloaded by unnecessary information such as many figures and 

tables (Bavdekar, 2015). The author proposes that the background information, if the font is 

double spaced, it should not exceed two and half pages. 

5.1.2 The Problem Statement 

Problem statement is the evidence that a certain problem which requires research exists in a 

particular area (Fischler, n.d). Usually it is not worth to conduct a research, if the research 
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will not solve a specific problem. However for students, this is the area which is not 

understood by most of them. It should be noted that, the research problem consists of two 

parts; the first part presents the existence of the problem while the second part is the research 

gap (Fischler, n.d). However, most students present only the second part which is the research 

gap and forget the first part which requires them to present the problem and its magnitude. 

The author emphasizes that the problem should be drawn from the area of the research. The 

students usually present the problem widely focusing the national or international scope 

without presenting the problem which has been originated from the area of the research. For 

example, a student may argue that there is a problem of job turnover in his working place but 

does not present the turnover data say of three or more years to justify that the turnover 

problem exists in a particular study area. 

5.1.3 Research Objectives 

Most students do not understand what constitute the research objectives. Objectives of the 

research are questions that the students are required to answer at the end of their studies 

(Farrugia et al., 2010). In order to answer these questions, the objectives should be SMART 

(Specific, Measurable, Realistic and Time bound). In addition, many students fail to link 

between the general and specific objectives. For example if the students’ general objective is 

to assess the factors affecting job turnover, in the specific objective, the students should state 

those factors. The factors may be written either in the form of groups or individuals. For 

example, social-cultural factors and monetary payments are group and individual factors 

which may affect the job turnover in a particular organization respectively. Furthermore, 

students should note that there is an existing relationship between the objectives, theoretical 

analysis, conceptual framework, the research gap, variables and measurement and the 

questionnaire. 

5.1.4 Theoretical Literature Review 

The theoretical literature review comprises of definition of terms, historical literature review, 

policy review, explanations of the concepts based on objectives and the theoretical 

framework. The common students’ practice is to include these concepts without arguments or 

systematic flow. Usually the students would like to include everything in this section without 

explaining why these concepts are important as far as their studies are concerned. For 

example in the definition of terms, the students are advised to define terms that are only 

found in the title of the study because the experience show that most students would like to 

define every term which they think is relevant. In this section, students should also critique 

the concepts, policies or theories. In the policies, the students should explain if the policies 

are still valid or there is a policy gap. In the theoretical section, the student should present 

only few theories which are relevant to their study; probably one or two. However, some 

supervisors prefer presentation of many theories and then the students are requested to 

specify the relevant theories for the particular study. In some incidences, Supervisors would 

like to present only one or two theories that are closely related with the objectives of the 

study. The author agrees with the later approach, that the students should outline only the 

theories that will be used in their studies. This is emphasized, because at the end of the study, 
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the students should explain how their studies have contributed to the theories, which 

sometimes becomes difficult to the students; if they have used many theories. While, the 

theory is the statement which explains the relationship between particular concepts, situations 

or phenomena (Mouza, 2018); most students fail to present neither the originator nor the 

statement of the theory. Moreover, most students fail to indicate the theoretical gap and the 

link between the theoretical gap and their study objectives. The theoretical gap includes the 

variables of the theory which have not been covered by the previous authors. Furthermore, 

according to Nakano and Muniz Jr (2018), theoretical gap(s) refers to a missing point in the 

current knowledge on a subject or any identified information caused by improper discussion 

of the literature review. However, before presenting the theoretical gap, the students should 

present the development of the theory. The development of the theory covers the variables 

introduced to the theory apart from the variables of the principle author(s) of the theory.  

5.1.5 Empirical Literature Review 

While the theoretical literature review presents the statements of the concepts, theory or 

policy; the empirical literature review presents findings from the previous studies done to 

assess a particular problem (Kumar, 2011). The students usually present the findings of the 

particular studies without critiquing them. In the standard research writing, the presentation 

of the empirical literature review should go hand in hand with critical analysis of the same. 

Critiques in this context means how the students can find a gap from the previous studies 

after composing their titles and specific objectives of their studies. Critiquing should include 

what is missing from the previous studies when students connect with their current studies. 

Critiquing usually is done based on the sample size, sampling methods, geographical location, 

objectives and method (s) used for data collection and analysis.  

5.1.6 The Research Gap 

The research gap is derived from the research question which has not been addressed 

properly from the previous studies (Farooq, 2017). Usually for every study, there should be a 

gap to be covered. As stated in the previous sections, the gap may be contextually, 

methodologically, geographically and theoretically. Researchers should explain clearly what 

gaps will be covered in their studies. Moreover, studies may be conducted to verify the 

previous studies where weaker methodologies may be replaced with stronger ones. In order to 

fill the gap, students may wish to increase the sample size or expand their studies into broader 

coverage to validate the previous studies. 

5.1.7 Research Design, Approach, Strategy and Philosophy 

Students usually tend to confuse these research methodological terms. The research design 

describes the approaches through which data will be interpreted. The major types of the 

research designs are exploratory, descriptive and explanatory or experimental designs (Kumar, 

2011). The exploratory design is applied when the problem is not known while the 

descriptive design is done to describe the situation and explanatory or experimental design 

gives the chance of explaining the relationship between the variables. When the descriptive 

design offers an opportunity to explain the relationship between variables, it is called 
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descriptive correlational. However, descriptive correlational design can’t explain fully the 

cause-effect relationship between variables as in experimental design (Stangor, 2011). There 

are also the types of the research designs which explain if the study done at once (cross 

sectional design) or is repeated (longitudinal design) or if the study concentrates only at a 

particular location (case study design). Therefore, a student may use multiple of the study 

designs. The tendency of most students is to use the descriptive design without arguing its 

strengths, weaknesses and justification on how the weaknesses have been mitigated. Students 

should avoid using a particular design just because it is very simple to use. 

When it comes to research approach, strategy and philosophy also students have a tendency to 

confuse these concepts. However, According to Sudeshna and Datt (2016), research approach 

is a plan and procedure that guides data collection, analysis, interpretation, and reasoning. The 

approaches for data collection are qualitative, quantitative or mixed while the approaches for 

data analysis or reasoning are inductive or deductive. The other major problem for students is 

failure to ascertain when and why the mixed research design is used. Also students fail to 

disclose the types of the mixed research design whether are sequential/concurrent or 

multiphase or iterative mixed methods designs and fail to specify their categories. According to 

PHWT (2018), the sequential mixed research designs are categorized into exploratory and 

explanatory mixed method designs while the concurrent mixed designs are classified into 

convergent and embedded or nested mixed method designs. 

Saunders et al. (2012) assert that selection of an appropriate research strategy helps a 

researcher to answer the research questions in a systematic/logical way. Therefore, most 

researchers use the research approach and strategy synonymously. The research philosophy is 

the assumptions from groups of previous researchers about how the good research should be 

conducted. Therefore, the research philosophy expresses the assumptions about the way the 

researcher views the world. The assumptions relates with human knowledge and about the 

nature of the realities and shapes the way the researcher understands the research questions 

and ultimately they will determine the methods for interpreting the findings (Saunders et al., 

2012). In this context, students may choose to adopt either positivism, interpretivism, 

pragmatism or any type of philosophy, provided that they give the justifiable reasons for 

choosing a particular philosophy.  

5.1.8 Variables and Measurements 

While a variable is anything which can vary (Lunsford, 1993), the experience shows that 

most students fail to present properly the section of the variables and measurement. 

Greenstein (2006) by citing Kaplan (1964) proposed the three ways things that can be 

measured. These include direct observation, indirect observation and using the construct 

creation for the things which can’t be observed directly or indirectly. Moreover, it is 

important for the researcher to include operationalization of the variables and this translates 

the abstractions into tangible measurements. 

According to Greenstein (2006), the variables can be measured into four levels. Firstly; by 

using nominal level where order consideration is not important. This can be used in 

classifying, for example the marital status of the respondents where any point in the likert 
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scale can be used to indicate the marital status of the respondents. Secondly, by using the 

ordinal level where order consideration is important. Example of this is the level of education 

where the researcher can’t categorize starting the middle point. Thirdly, by using the interval 

scale, where there are intervals between one scale and the other and the decimal point is not 

allowed. Fourthly, ratio scale which combines nominal, ordinal and interval scales and in this 

level of the scales, decimal points are allowed.  

In using the four level of variables’ measurement, the variables can be explained by using 

data analysis methods such as descriptive quantitative statistics (frequency, mean, mode, 

median, standard deviation, range) or inferential statistics such as chi-square, correlation, 

regression or any other inferential methods. Moreover, after categorizing data into the four 

levels, variables can be measured by using the International standard scales of measurements. 

For example, the company performance may be measured by using the financial and 

non-financial measures such as profitability, growth, customer satisfaction, employee 

satisfaction, social performance, and environmental performance (Santos & Brito, 2012). 

5.1.9 Data Analysis, Results and Interpretation 

As indicated in the previous sections, most students use descriptive statistics but only few 

present the strengths and weaknesses of this method. The biggest problem of the descriptive 

statistics is its failure in explaining the causative nature between variables (IPFS, 2016). 

Hence, the results from the descriptive statistics have low degree of validity. Another big 

problem for students is to present data without discussing them so that readers of the research 

report may understand the meaning of the data. Discussion of data should explain the results 

implications and the students should compare and contrast the results with previous studies 

(Hess, 2004). In some types of the studies (mostly in the science based studies), the chapter 

of data presentation and discussion is separated while in social science it is usually combined. 

This however, will depend on the instructions of the journal article or the university reporting 

format. Nevertheless, combing results and discussion requires enough skills and care, because 

it poses chances of unnecessary repetitions. 

5.1.10 Conclusion and Recommendations 

This is always the last chapter of the study. The chapter of conclusion and recommendations 

usually covers the summary of findings, conclusion, recommendations, the study implications, 

contribution, and the direction for the future studies. The major problem for the students is to 

write this chapter without adhering to the flow of writing. For instance, the students may start 

conclusion without first summarizing the findings. Another problem is to present 

overcrowded information in the conclusion section. San Francisco Edit (2019) emphasizes 

that the conclusion should be written in a summarized form. The author recommends that it 

should not exceed two paragraphs or more than a half of page and if necessary, it should not 

exceed one page. In fact, students should be aware that the conclusion section is the summary 

of the “summary of the findings.” The conclusion of the study is normally preceded by the 

recommendations of the study.  

The major weakness for the students while writing recommendations is to recommend some 
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of the issues which a are not coming from their studies. Principally, the recommendations 

should emanate from the findings of the study (Hess, 2004). Another weakness is that the 

students forget to write the contribution of the study to theories which have been outlined in 

the chapter of the literature review. The recommendations should also cover the theoretical, 

practical and policy implications in a narrative way. The students also should present the 

limitations of the study. These are the weaknesses of a particular study which include small 

sample size, little geographical coverage, weaknesses in data analysis methods and other 

challenges which will guide readers to use the findings of the study cautiously. The students 

also should state the direction of the future studies. These may be the gaps which have been 

revealed by the researcher during data collection but they were beyond the scope of the study. 

Hence, the students should direct other scholars to search more details of these variables in 

the future studies.  

5.2 Other Challenges Hindering Students to Accomplish Timely Their Theses and 

Dissertations  

Apart from students’ inadequate writing skills, there are other challenges which hinder 

students’ theses or dissertation timely completion at the OUT. Some of the reasons are 

presented below: 

5.2.1 Insufficient Research Orientation 

Mostly in Tanzania research is not taught from the primary schools. Since research is a 

systematic knowledge, it is difficult for the students to learn it in a short period of time say 

two weeks, one month and even two months and understand the research concepts and 

processes. It should be noted that, in Tanzania some of the postgraduate students learn 

research while they are at university, when they are pursuing their bachelor degrees and even 

some of the students learn research when they are at a master level. In this way, it is difficult 

for them to understand the research concepts for a short period of time. For example, and 

surprisingly, when I was training our master students the research methodology course and 

particularly when sharing their understanding of a research gap one student revealed that it 

was from that day she understood what a research gap mean (the gap of what has been 

researched and what has not been researched), because previously she thought that a research 

gap, is just leaving a gap between paragraphs when writing the proposal! Therefore, because 

of these inadequate research skills, students don’t know what to write. Moreover, it should be 

noted that, despite of the establishment of many soft skills research courses which geared 

towards improving the research writing skills to students at OUT; many students don’t 

consider this as an opportunity for improving their research writing skills. Nenty (2009) 

affirmed that lack of research orientation caused low motivation for postgraduate students in 

Botswana to carry out their researches as planned. This hindered their choice of research 

problem and lowered the understanding on the importance of research skills for their future 

works. 
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5.2.2 Lack of Reading Culture 

In this era of information and communication technology, at least all the information which 

describes how to conduct a credible research is available on the Internet. However, despite 

such opportunity, students fail to write the research concepts correctly. This is probably 

caused by lack the reading culture for some of the OUT’s students. There is joke in Tanzania 

that, “if you want to hide gold, put it in the middle of the book.” Therefore, because of lack of 

reading culture, students usually give many excuses on why they have not presented correctly 

the research concepts such as being too busy, they were sick, etc. Gordon and Lu (2008) 

found that low achievers students hated reading at the State University of New Jersey because 

they struggled to read. The strategy of reading the popular titles novels was devised to 

promote the reading attitude for these students. 

5.2.3 Lack of Facilitation Methods’ Integration for Research Course Trainers 

Most of instructors use only the lecturing method when training research courses to 

postgraduate students where power point presentation is used in delivering the materials. The 

author is in the view that, using this method alone is not suitable for aged students because 

power point presentations make students not to comprehend well the research concepts. The 

author recommends that the combination of both theoretical and practical training methods 

could foster the understanding of the research concepts to students. To cement this point, 

Wade (1996) found that the factors that contributed to training effectiveness were experience, 

training, personality, attitude and organizational support. These factors may also be used to 

promote more students’ research course understanding at the OUT.  

5.2.4 Lack of Awareness on Students-Supervisors Responsibilities 

Squarely, students should understand that they are the owner of the research they are making. 

Therefore in terms of portions, the percentage of responsibilities between the supervisors and 

students; students may have the role of more than 70% of making their studies successful. 

However, some of the students do not understand this truth. They think that only a supervisor 

can determine their studies’ accomplishment. Sometimes lack of knowing the 

supervisor-student responsibilities is the cause of the conflicts between the students and the 

supervisors and this usually delay the accomplishment of research projects because the 

students do not spare enough time to read on how to write the good research reports (Blum & 

Preiss, 2005).  

5.2.5 Lack of Research Completion Strategy 

Based on the way the students write their theses or dissertations, the author perceives that 

students do not have strategies which could help them accomplish their studies within the 

prescribed standard time. Some of these strategies may include reading the research 

procedures, reading the previous related research proposals and reports, consultation with 

colleagues who have already completed their theses or dissertations timely, dealing with 

supervisors’ comments and other things. Wilfrid Laurier University (2009) has proposed 

various strategies which promote students’ timely completion of their researches projects. 

One of the strategies is for students to set the due dates for their research completion. This 
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strategy promotes the time management and helps the students to track the dissertation and 

theses completion progress and time. 

5.2.6 Low Level of English Language Proficiency 

English language proficiency is the problem for Tanzanian students because while the 

research writing language is English; the mother tongue is not English. For most Tanzanians, 

English is the third language (The first language is vernacular, second Kiswahili and third 

English language). Therefore, most students have English writing problems and this hinders 

their effective writing of the good research proposals and reports. Due to language barrier, 

students fail to present and argue their research concepts and ideas. Some of the students even 

fail to construct good sentences when writing their research proposal and reports. Due to poor 

English language proficiency, some supervisors withdraw from supervising students because 

they do not understand what students write. It happens in some cases that students fail to link 

the concepts in the sentences and paragraphs. Furthermore, due to low English language 

proficiency, students fail to write the original research articles and reports. Hence, students 

are tempted to copy and paste materials from the Internet and if the university tests the 

plagiarism level, students are prohibited to graduate unless they reduce the plagiarism to the 

required tolerance levels; and this sometimes becomes a tedious task to students. Low level 

of English Language proficiency has been reported as a problem for students who write their 

reports by Iftanti (2016), Fareed et al. (2016), Alfaki (2015), and Shang (2013), just to 

mention a few. 

5.2.7 Lack of Funds and Health Problems 

Few students face the challenges of lack of funds which hinder carrying out their research 

activities and payment of the tuition fees. Some students also fail to complete on time their 

research projects due to health related issues. 

6. Contribution of the Study to the Social Cognitive Theory and Behavioural Theory 

This article contribute to both social cognitive theory and cognitive-behavioral theory in the 

following ways: students should understand that research skills are gained through the 

practices of reading and writing frequently and they should take initiative to understand both 

the writing language and familiarize themselves with the research concepts and processes. 

Therefore, students should diligently study on how to conduct a good credible research and if 

they succeed, they will be imitated by others. In addition students should not be depressed by 

the various challenges they face when making their master and PhD research projects such as 

unfriendly supervisors, low language proficiency, inadequate experiences on research, etc but 

they should be creative to devise strategies to overcome these challenges to facilitate their 

researches completion. The position of this paper implies that the social cognitive theory and 

cognitive-behavioral theory do not focus on variables such as creativity, diligence and 

endurance. The author is in the opinion that these variables can also promote learning.  

7. Conclusion and Recommendations of the Paper 

The analysis shows that both writing skills and other outlined challenges impede the 
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postgraduate students to complete their theses and dissertations on time at the OUT. 

Moreover, the paper shows that the social cognitive theory and behavioural theory as a lens 

are related with strategies which may be used by students to improve their research writing 

skills and may be used to overcome other challenges which hinder timely completion of 

theses and dissertation at the OUT. In order to improve the research writing skills and 

overcome other challenges for postgraduate students at the OUT and other higher learning 

institutions in Tanzania, this paper recommends the following; the research skills should be 

trained since primary schools. Furthermore, attending the soft skills research courses should 

be mandatory for all students before their proposals’ presentation and during the research 

report writing. In addition, the reading culture among Tanzanians students should be 

promoted. The research instructors should be trained on adult trainer facilitation courses and 

they should combine both theoretical and practical methods during training to enhance the 

students’ understanding of the research concepts and processes. Likewise, the 

students-supervisors responsibilities should be defined at the beginning of the research and 

the students should devise strategies that will help them accomplish their research timely. 

Finally, students should increase the English proficiency by reading English articles and 

reports, attend the English courses and communicate using English language regularly.  
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