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Preface


When I was first invited to write this guide I dutifully worked out a structure and pondered the main elements or the content, but I didn’t foresee how long the book would need to be or how much time it would eventually take me to write. Not only am I trying to offer something of value to as wide a range of subjects and disciplines as possible, but graduate and postgraduate studies exist in a rapidly changing higher education environment that defies easy generalizations. Many of these changes (though certainly not all) are for the better. One positive consequence is that ever larger numbers of students are encouraged to undertake research as part of their academic studies, a change that is even more marked at undergraduate than at postgraduate level, where research has long had a central role. At risk of repeating what I say in the Introduction, my principal aim here is to help students to make the best of all that hard thinking by turning it into an effective written document – the dissertation itself.


Because of the extra gestation time and labour this book required I have more than the usual need to make an author’s plea for forgiveness to family and friends for being unavailable or in hiding at times. This applies particularly to my family. In spite of trying to find as much time as I could around the edges of the ‘day job’ and many other commitments, I had to take myself off on two separate trips to Staithes, North Yorks – one in 2010 to get the serious business of writing under way and another in the summer of 2011 to finish it. (I was born and brought up by the sea so that’s a method that works for me.)


Some of an academic’s understanding and expertise in the area of student research come from his or her own studies and training, but the majority of it grows over many years during the supervision and teaching of students themselves. I therefore offer my grateful thanks to all of those undergraduate and postgraduate dissertation students who – unknown to themselves – have helped me to write this book by working with me in either of my roles as supervisor or research methods teacher. Their questions, interests and insights have contributed greatly to my choice of content and my awareness of what students often find difficult or mysterious. It’s always a privilege to work with students and we academics learn a great deal in the process.


I’d also like to thank our subject librarian Chris Fowler for her comments on some parts of the draft. Naturally, I am entirely responsible for any shortcomings that remain.


Steve Ball, Oxfordshire and North Yorkshire, 2010–11










Introduction


The target readers of this book are dissertation (or ‘major project’, ‘extended essay’, etc.) students in their final undergraduate year or at Masters level who want to showcase their research, thinking, analysis and hard work in the best possible way.


A secondary objective of this book is to help readers understand and apply the tone and character of academic writing in general, so it should be useful to non-dissertation students on other higher education courses. For example, I hope that many parts of the book will be of value to PhD students planning and writing up their theses. Although those students are working on a more extended timescale and creating a longer and more complex document from deeper research, many of the principles of organizing and writing up research, ideas and analysis remain the same.


I also hope that the book will be valuable to another group of students – those who have come to higher education after a long period away from formal education, or who otherwise have relatively little experience of academic writing. People in this position may also be studying part time while holding down a job or bringing up a family and have very limited time even for their main topic of study, let alone for working on extra areas such as study or writing skills. If you are one of these intrepid people, it’s likely that you are studying in an environment where students are assumed to have the right kind of writing experience already, so you may feel nervous about what you don’t know. There could be additional writing guidance and support services at your university, in which case you must investigate them, but this book will provide you with much of what you may have missed in your time away from formal education.



The idea behind this book


When I was asked to write this book I had to think about what would be most useful to the widest possible range of dissertation students at undergraduate or Masters level. I reflected on the kinds of things that distinguish successful dissertation students – those who thrived on dissertation work as opposed to those who merely plodded through it as a kind of chore, and of course those who got the best marks as opposed to those who didn’t. One obvious difference was in the quality of the research that they undertook; another, equally obvious, was how students engaged with the business of working on and writing their dissertations – did they manage their time well, were they diligent or ‘disengaged’? Another vital factor was whether they had developed into self-directed researchers who could conduct their own independent inquiry, in contrast to those who expected the dissertation to function like a taught course in which their ‘teachers’ point them towards ‘the answers’ or provide a set of ready-made material that contains ‘the answers’ within it. A dissertation tests the organization, diligence and independence of students far more than any taught course.


The third ‘independent learner’ factor may become even more significant in the coming years. The depressing price increases that students face in higher education in the UK and elsewhere could reinforce a damaging view that degree level education is some kind of ‘product’. People contemplating university may be tempted to think ‘I’m paying more so I want better service’, rather as somebody expects better service in a more expensive hotel, and demands to be waited on like a king or queen in a vastly expensive one. The problem is that the core purpose and approach of higher education cannot be abandoned without destroying its value, so for example a dissertation has to test independent study and research regardless of what students have to pay to enter the building, as it were. It can’t be meaningfully changed into something else where ‘servants’ bring you what you need. That would simply destroy it and make it pointless.


But another and very variable factor that I noted was the quality of the written dissertation itself, the ‘publication’ that conveyed all the evidence of what people had done over the preceding months and years. Very often I had seen students choose a good topic, approach it with enthusiasm, do all the right things and undertake good research, and then hand in a fairly ordinary or even poor dissertation that undermined everything they had done.


The long and complex process of actually writing the dissertation – turning your ideas, research, reading, interpretations into a structured document that is fluent and clear and also maximizes your chance of good marks – attracts relatively little attention in some research methods texts and is the subject of fewer books on its own. But the dissertation itself, this final document, is the only visible output of a process that has continued over many months or a year or more – and it’s all that the marker sees.


So these considerations convinced me that I should write about creating the dissertation itself rather than add yet another example to the number of research methods texts out there, some of which are excellent. This book will be bought by unknown readers across all possible disciplines, so I can’t do much about your choice of topic, your general level of diligence and interest, the policies of your university or department, or the particular educational environment in which you find yourself – though I can add some reminders that occur to me along the way. But it seemed to me that a concentration on writing the document would be the most useful approach for most students, if used in conjunction with research methods texts and classes. As I say, I have seen many good pieces of research fail to produce good dissertations.



You as author, you as publisher


Traditional research training can sometimes appear to take your writing ability and mastery of expressive techniques for granted. It’s as if they assume you learn all there is to know about writing at school, with perhaps a bit of extra training in the first year of university to help with academic writing in your subject area. Hence when you come to do your final undergraduate year or start at Masters level all you need to think about is the research content and process in your chosen topic plus some appropriate methods of research. Well yes, you certainly do need to think hard about those things, but they’re not enough to produce a good dissertation. You must also integrate all of this expertise and research into appropriate ways and channels of expression. You need to publish your research and analysis effectively. My perspective in this book is that your dissertation is very much a publication, albeit one with a peculiarly small and rather fussy readership centred on the people who are going to mark it. Many research methods books dip in and out of that publishing aspect, but this one deals with it head on in every chapter.


So that is where this book differs from many study guides and research methods texts. All the way through, it concentrates on planning, structuring and writing the dissertation, to make the best of all that work you are doing. It is a deceptively ambitious thing for me to try to do, because there is such a huge variety of dissertation-like study and examination across the higher education world. For example, I say on several occasions in this book that a dissertation is not really an essay, but in some arts disciplines a dissertation has a great many essay-like characteristics, and may even be called something like an ‘extended essay’ rather than a dissertation. In other disciplines, by contrast, typically in science and technology subjects, students may undertake projects and produce reports and other technical documents that are radically different from any kind of essay. In this book I have to try to say something of value for all of these kinds of study, and when I talk of the ‘dissertation’ you should accept that as a shorthand term that covers them all.


Inevitably, anybody writing a wide-ranging book like this has to draw on their own academic and other experience and then find out as much as they can about other areas of study. A law academic may struggle to write something meaningful about, say, engineering, health care or drama, and an engineer may be in a similar position with regard to history or sociology. My own background is that I studied as an undergraduate in engineering, in psychology for a while, and then in philosophy, and as a postgraduate in philosophy. Also, for many years I have been teaching and researching in an academic discipline (publishing) that incorporates diverse research elements from across the arts and humanities, the social sciences and business studies. I’m also linked with politics publishing and political studies, and for a great many years have been an academic editor in many roles and at several levels from commissioning to copyediting, meaning that I have spent a large part of my life working with academic writing as acquirer, analyst, developer, critic, author’s helpmate and more. Thinking through, and about, academic writing is second nature to me. I hope this breadth helps me to see widely enough to make a good job of understanding the range of studies covered by dissertation students, even though I have a relatively full view of some subjects and a much less complete view of others. This is true of anybody writing any kind of study guide or research methods text too.


To help generalize the value of this book I have tried to concentrate on the common elements of what makes up a dissertation or report or extended essay – those things that apply across all such studies, whatever the discipline. Once you are sure of these, then you can bring some of the more subject-specific detail from your ‘local’ circumstances: your course documentation, your prior studies in the subject, your research methods classes, and of course by talking to your supervisor and other staff. As far as possible, therefore, I look at what is generalizable – the academic ‘best practice’ that showcases your own endeavours.


My approach throughout is that the dissertation is a piece of rational evidence-based inquiry that you undertake largely on your own, and that you should aim for structural effectiveness, clarity of expression, and cogency of argument from evidence through to conclusions. I am assuming, in other words, that a dissertation is not just a rambling, opinionated lump of text that you dash off in the last few weeks or (even worse) days of the course.


But, as I say, this is not a research methods book, whether general or subject-specific, though I have to allude to research methods and approaches quite often. Nor is it a creative writing text in disguise, or a book based on everyday self-help homilies and platitudes. Although I try to include as much as possible for a large and varied range of students with different backgrounds, at the same time I must avoid reminding you too often of what you already know – which would be annoying.


So you won’t find a lot of advice about, say, how it is a good idea to turn on your desk light if it’s dark, or that it’s unwise to throw your laptop off a tall building, or that drinking a bottle of vodka before you start writing is unlikely to improve the quality of what you write. Duh! As far as methods and rituals are concerned you probably have your own strong ideas and settled customs already. By now you must know which ones work for you. I don’t mean that there aren’t more sensible and less sensible things to do, and indeed I do mention those where I think they’re germane and generally applicable.


There is one proviso, though, and I mention it here at the risk of sounding platitudinous. It is that writing a dissertation is a big deal. It’s different from shaped, taught courses, and you should treat it differently. Expect it to take a lot of time, a lot of energy, a lot of work – be prepared for all of that. It may be the only time you do something like it in your life. However, the fact that you’re reading this book suggests that you do care enough to want to do it properly.


As far as your own writing is concerned, by the time you have reached the later stages of an undergraduate course, or postgraduate studies, you’ll have developed your own settled style and habits of writing. Over several years of essays, reports and exams at school and college, you have evolved your own way of saying things and of writing them down to please people in an academic setting. One of the themes in this book is that you should take time to stand back from all this, and actually look at your writing and how effective it is as another person might see it – in particular those significant ‘other people’ who are going to mark it. Your developed styles and habits of writing may be fantastic for the purpose, or they may not: I provide some guidelines to help you see which. I’ll say more about this in Chapter 6 and also Chapter 10, but I hope you see what I’m getting at. So I hope my advice about style, structure and similar topics is not the equivalent of saying that you should find a nice chair and remember to turn on the light.


Ideally, your dissertation takes your ideas, your research, your work, and showcases them, so it makes sense to do that effectively. It is no good hoping that your markers are willing to hack their way through a jungle of awful disorganized prose to find the treasure hidden within. Don’t they know that you’re brilliant? Well, they may do, but when they come to mark your dissertation they must take what they find – what you actually say. Your printed dissertation is the only outward evidence of what you’ve been doing for the past months or years. They have nothing else to go on. You should not expect them to try to second guess what they think you might have wanted to say: ‘Hmm’, a marker might say. ‘Here’s an ambiguous sentence that could be interpreted in one of two ways. Did Alex mean this rather brilliant thing or that rather stupid thing? Ah, but we know Alex is brilliant so he/she must have meant the brilliant thing …’


No, I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. Besides, brilliant people do say stupid things just like everybody else, and sometimes gifted students make a real mess of a dissertation. When that happens we as markers can feel sad about it, but we are obliged to mark the mess and not the gift. Also, in many marking regimes dissertations are now marked blind – that is, in theory the markers do not know the identity of the students who wrote them, so there is even less chance that the marker will have an unprofessional weak moment and give you the benefit of the doubt.



Under the influence


By the time you start work on your dissertation you will already have read a lot of academic writing in your discipline, and will have written a fair amount too. But there are two particular areas of influence that I’ll mention now and return to at times later in the book because they may have a harmful effect on the character and quality of your own academic writing.


The first influence for good or ill is professional academic writing itself, the kind of thing you find in academic monographs and particularly in journals. Most of what gets written is technically excellent – or at least it is technically adequate, or we trust it would not have been published. But professional academic writing can also be stylistically abysmal and involve formulaic text that resembles a kind of insider code. It’s easy to confuse the academic voice, the appropriate medium for rational discourse of the kind that you want to use for your dissertation, with this crabbed, sterile formula-speak, which is a kind of writing that can so easily become a habit early in an academic’s career. And because you’re behaving as a kind of apprentice academic when you write a dissertation – whether or not you actually go on to take further degrees and look for an academic career – it is easy to copy that approach, to think that, ah yes, this is the way you are actually supposed to write in academic environments. Be assured that it is not: there is no necessary connection between rational discourse and hideous prose.


Alas, there are many pressures on poor old academics these days that mean that this kind of language is unlikely to go away. But you don’t have to write like that. You can write good academic prose without adopting that awful language, which is something I say more about in Chapter 6.


The second very important influence is the language of public communication, of the media and the online world, which perhaps has a more insidious effect than the stylistic formulas of bad academic writing. The reason why this may be worse is that here we are not simply talking about a matter of style but about content too. News media now appear dominated by comment rather than reportage, or the forced excitement of 24 hour ‘breaking news’. Broadcasters and journalists routinely contrive simplistic narratives that constrain complex events into sensational or dramatic forms; everything becomes a kind of soap opera.


Also ubiquitous is the related language of websites, blogs, endless comments on articles and stories (by the usually anonymous ‘commentards’ strung out beneath), of Facebook and Twitter – that vast noise ‘out there’ in what gets called cyberspace, a constant babel of voices that simply assert and declare. Canon cameras are the best in the world; Carlos Tevez is better than Wayne Rooney; the Hotel Splendide in Anytown is crap; global warming is a conspiracy and a fiction; everybody knows that the US government covered up an alien landing at Roswell; each one of us has a guardian angel; cats are better than dogs. Some of it may be informative and interesting, but much of it is negative, whining, pompous, sneering, mocking and ludicrously self-important, and a great deal of the tone is casually aggressive. Cyberspace just opens its mouth, as it were, and lets it all come pouring out.


This relentlessly declarative writing and speaking – largely unreflective and unargued in any rational sense – is impossible to avoid. It surrounds us and we hear and read it every day, so much so that it may seem ‘normal’ and have become accepted as the lingua franca of information and ideas. Whether you agree with that verdict or not, this kind of language is not appropriate for academic discourse. Yet it is so familiar that we may sometimes not be aware that we are using it. It is also close to the way we talk in everyday situations, so in many senses declarative language is ‘normal’. If we are standing at the bus stop and somebody asks whether a number 12 will come soon, we say things like ‘Yep. Should be one in ten minutes.’ We don’t say ‘Based on the following evidence [which you then list], I judge that the number 12 will come past this spot in nine minutes, and here is the reasoning and analysis that I used to come to that judgement, together with a brief critical summary of previous occasions on which I and others have assessed the likely appearance of a bus at stops such as this …’


Look, I know you are aware of this; you probably actively and deliberately engage with the ‘e-world’ through social media, or perhaps your own blog, and are not just a passive, unthinking recipient. You may have critiqued all this at school or later as part of your studies. So when you stop and think about it, you are most unlikely to think this ubiquitous loud noise is the right kind of language to use in your dissertation; but the danger is that when you are off your guard, perhaps tired or writing in a hurry to meet a deadline, you may unwittingly lapse into it. Because it is such a natural-seeming, familiar form of language it will probably survive your checking stages too, and pass under your quality-control radar to end up in your final dissertation. As I say, this is not just about the style and structure of writing (Chapter 6) but also about how that connects with what you say (see e.g. Chapter 4).



How to use this book


I hope that you will use the book in any way that suits you. One idea would be to read the whole thing through first, perhaps early in your dissertation year or during the term before, or during your research methods course. But you don’t have to do it this way. If you prefer, you can dip into chapters or sections of it when you want to look up particular things and use it as a kind of guidebook. And of course you can combine these two approaches. There is a kind of progression from the earlier to the later chapters, but if you want to read the book in reverse chapter order, or just read some chapters and ignore others, it should still be perfectly intelligible and I hope useful. Perhaps the one exception to this is Chapter 10, which contains a great many hints for self-checking but targets the later stages of your dissertation work when you have produced a draft. But even there you may want to read it early in your dissertation work, as a guide to what you can expect to do later.


Here is a note of caution, one that I return to at different points in the book. If your research methods teaching, course documentation and other guidelines and instructions differ from what I say, then you should probably follow what they say – because they’re the ones awarding the marks, not me. If you’re worried about deciding something like this, go and talk to your supervisor. They know what practices prevail in your institution and your department. I have to work at a much more general level. Hence, if in this book I suggest – even strongly suggest – that you do X, but your department or research course says you must do the very different Y, then other things being equal you should do Y. Perhaps my necessarily general account missed something important about your discipline or topic. (But you can still reflect on why I suggested that you do X, and the relative merits of X and Y.)


And one other note of caution. You may wonder whether reading this book, or sleeping with it under your pillow, will guarantee that you’ll get top marks – rather like popping a magic ‘distinction’ pill? No, that’s entirely unrealistic, and to think it would be is to miss the point about dissertation work – because in a dissertation what happens is almost entirely down to you. You set the targets, you decide how to reach them, and you create the text that informs the world about it all. This book is a tool, and I earnestly hope a valuable one, but the rest is down to you. Remember that the dissertation or project puts you in charge. More than for any other type of course, it depends on how you plan and execute your project. You can view this book as another resource that you draw on to help you with aspects of your dissertation, and I certainly do hope that it helps you to focus what you’re doing and produce a better result.


A dissertation puts your independence at a premium, with you as research director, like no other part of your studies. You’ll find that the more you assume this independent role and the more energy you put into your dissertation work, the more your staff will respond with time and interest and help. That’s what they’re there for, and it’s how higher education normally works. A student who stays passive and expects their supervisor to set everything out for them merely reduces the dissertation to a feeble kind of taught course of little value. You’ll find a lot about organizing and shaping your research in research methods books, and no doubt in your research methods courses too.


A dissertation or major project is a little scary to start with, as you contemplate all that empty space you have to fill. But you’re off the leash, so the first thing to do is to run around and get used to the freedom to do your own thing. Celebrate it, and dive into the process willingly. Or, to use that cliché that waiters often adopt when they bring you your food, ‘enjoy’!
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	RTFM










RTFM? Just in case you don’t know, this is an acronym that started out in the world of computer technical support. The R, T and M stand for ‘Read the manual!’, and the F is a well-known word that makes the message a lot more forceful.


Computer support staff know from bitter experience that vastly many of the problems that users bring to them would not have arisen had the user read the manual – the instructions – before they started using the equipment. And that is my message in this chapter. Read the instructions before you start work on your dissertation,1 then again at intervals while you are writing it, and once more before you hand in the finished work.


When I was first an undergraduate, students did not receive many detailed instructions and guidelines before writing dissertations or other major research or project-based work. There may have been a single page of notes outlining the requirements, and sometimes there were verbal instructions only. You were given a deadline, a word limit, and not much else. A lot depended on your supervisor (and your supervisor remains a very important person today).


Now things are very different. Nearly all universities and colleges produce detailed and carefully constructed documents and guidelines for work of this kind. Often these take the form of handbooks or similar multi-page documents, distributed before you start your planning and research – sometimes during the previous term or year. You will almost certainly be required to take research methods courses that should provide general techniques as well as information specific to research in your subject area. Or the courses may be optional – in which case, take them if you can. If you can’t find other information that you need in this ‘official’ documentation you will have to ask tutors and supervisors for it.


In this book I can only give general advice, general guidelines, and widely applicable writing methods and techniques that will work in most cases. What I cannot do is cover all of the particular requirements of your university, staff or subject area, which you can only discover by reading your subject’s dissertation guide. In some cases, what your subject2 or university requires may be different from what I say.




As you read this book, if you discover a clash between what I suggest you do and what your university or department tells you to do via research methods courses or their official documents, then do what they say rather than what I say!





Of course, you can always reflect on the difference and try and work out the reasons for it, which would be a useful exercise, and if you are still in doubt ask your supervisor.


Here’s a fairly trivial example of what I mean: I like the use of the first person, though only where this is appropriate and correct in the context. I hate silly expressions like ‘the present writer’ or other pseudo-objective constructions (I’ll come back to this in Chapter 6, so don’t worry if you’re not sure what I mean here). So I would say:


I interviewed ten social work staff from the medical centre.


and definitely not


The present writer interviewed ten social work staff …


or, even more tediously


Ten social work staff were interviewed by the present writer …


And so on. But – and this is the point of this example – if your dissertation manual, or your tutor or supervisor, tells you to use impersonal constructions or ‘the present writer’, then do what they say, not what I say. They are the people who have set up the criteria for your dissertation, and they are the people who are going to mark it.


This is an important point: subject areas develop particular ‘cultures’ of research and writing, and beyond that different universities and even departments will have evolved ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ ways of doing things – perhaps following the preferences of the people who first set up the standards of writing and submitting course materials. Academic staff in these disciplines have grown up in these traditions and follow these practices; they use that kind of language themselves. Like it or not, you are not going to change this (and neither am I), so do please follow their required structures, methods and use of language.


Now that we’ve established that you really must RTFM, what kinds of information and what details can you expect to find in your subject-specific handbooks, guides or manuals?3



The basics: when, how long, what to include


What’s the deadline?


The timescale for a dissertation from first activity to the point of delivery can vary. Much depends on the type and level of degree or study you are engaged in, but it is unlikely that a dissertation will take less than one term or semester to complete, and usually the time is longer – say a year (or a year’s-worth of semester or terms) for an undergraduate final year or taught MA, and perhaps over two years for research Masters courses or MPhil degrees. You may also be studying part time, in which case you need to make sure you know how this affects the timing of your dissertation work.


Your handbook will tell you when the completed dissertation must be delivered. It is a very strange handbook if it doesn’t, and in that case you must ask your dissertation course tutor or supervisor for that information. As soon as you have the date, write it in your diary – by this stage of your studies you must keep some kind of diary. In the next chapter I examine in detail how to manage the time aspects of your dissertation, but here I’m just pointing out the key aspects of the instructions. Treat the deadline as something immovable and unchangeable, an end date that you may not change for any reason.


That gives you the end date, but when does your dissertation begin? It is sometimes harder to think of a precise starting date for your project. Here’s a suggestion: it starts now, or, more precisely, as soon as you decide you will choose to take the dissertation (if it is optional), or as soon as you have finished the previous year’s work (say, after you finish your second-year coursework, if the dissertation is a third-year course). The sooner you think your way into your dissertation, the more prepared you are and the better it will be. For an undergraduate dissertation that runs over the third year, for example, this early start means that you can be thinking, planning, scheming all the way through the preceding summer – even when you’re lying on the beach or in a muddy field at a festival or selling T-shirts in a high-street outlet. To turn the same example round, it is not wise to regard a third-year dissertation as something that only affects the last term or semester of the year. I have known many students do that, and it is a recipe for a poor grade or even a fail. Remember: your dissertation starts now. Start thinking!


How many words?


This sounds fairly obvious, doesn’t it? And it is, though students can sometimes create problems for themselves by not reading the small print associated with the stipulated word length. All dissertations must have some kind of word limit, and the total will be in the handbook somewhere. But what is included in that word limit? The abstract? The bibliography?


The number of words is restricted for several reasons. One reason is that the dissertation is the end product of a course at your institution, and that means there will be a tariff for how much students can fairly be expected to write for that course. Another reason is that a fixed word count means all students are writing broadly the same amount of material, which is useful on grounds of fairness but also when making comparisons and judgements at marking.


A third and key reason is that the word limit requires that you shape and concentrate your ideas into a fixed space. In other words, it helps to form part of the discipline (in the sense of order and control) of this category of academic writing – you can’t simply ‘go off on one’ and write enough material for a college textbook or a three-decker novel. You may have done some brilliant research but it won’t help you or the rest of the world if you express it in a sprawling and chaotic way. That brings us back to the main reason for this book: it helps you to take the ideas you have, the reading you have done, and the new and independent research you have undertaken and express it all in a controlled, orderly and appropriate way. (Incidentally, this does not mean you have to write in a dry, tedious, plodding, formulaic or pretentious manner, but more on that in Chapter 6.)


So, find out what the word limit is and write it down at the start of your research notebook. Also write down what is included in that word limit – bibliographies and reference lists are a common source of confusion here; are they included in the total or excluded? And what about the ‘tolerance’ band for that word count? If the limit is 10,000, or 15,000, or 30,000, say, how far on either side of those totals are you allowed to stray? Are 29,000 or 31,000 acceptable for a 30,000 word limit, for example? If you don’t know the answer and can’t find it in the handbook, go and ask somebody who can tell you, and then write that down too.


Another ‘small print’ factor is whether you are required to show your final word count on the finished dissertation. Very commonly you are, and because almost all students now create their written work using word-processors it is an easy thing to find out; modern software calculates the total for you. If the handbook says put your total somewhere on the dissertation (usually on the title page or on an official cover sheet that you must attach), then do it. If you don’t, you may lose a mark or two – irritating enough – but you may also annoy your marker, who will then have to find out what the total is and may also be suspicious that you didn’t include it because you have not followed the word limit requirements. It is very unwise to do things that annoy the markers.


Format, covers and binding


Your dissertation must be presented in a suitable form, which means that you are not allowed to hand in a sheaf of papers casually stapled at one corner, or thrown together into a plastic sleeve, or fashioned into a paper dart. Even if these methods of submission have been acceptable for other kinds of coursework during your university or college career (possibly not the dart option), they won’t be enough for a dissertation.


I am unable to tell you precisely what these special requirements are, because they will be clearly set out in your dissertation handbook or university regulations, but I can review the main factors that these rules cover. They are usually concerned with paper size, design and typeface (font), line spacing, margins, title pages, appendices, cover sheets and binding. I’ll deal with electronic submission separately.


In European universities the required paper size is likely to be the familiar A4 rather than the standard letter size in use in the USA, but all word-processors can output to either. A frequent stipulation is that you must print out on one side of the paper using double line spacing and leaving large margins. This is rather like the traditional publisher requirements for the submission of book typescripts, and the reason is not so much for readability but to allow space between the lines and in the margin for others to add changes, comments and notes; however, not all universities encourage markers to write on dissertations now, so these spaces may not be used at all. Whether or not these details are functional or a mere relic of ancient rules, if the instructions say A4, double spaced with wide margins, then make sure you print out on A4 with double spacing and wide margins. There may also be requirements for particular typefaces and type sizes (now universally but loosely called ‘fonts’) – such as the dull but ubiquitous 12 point Times New Roman. If there are typeface requirements, write them down and follow them.


Most dissertation specifications allow, or even encourage, appendices, which are normally not included in the word limits. Make sure you know what the rules are for your dissertation before you start, and ask your tutor or supervisor if you can’t find the answer in the handbook.


Your dissertation will have a title page as a formal requirement, and also as part of the very important navigation system that helps your readers (and the markers) find their way round your work, but you will almost certainly be asked to include an official cover page too. This is normally an institutionally produced form on which you add obvious identifying details such as your name or number and the title, and perhaps the word count too, but increasingly you will also be asked to sign your name after a formal declaration about the nature of the dissertation and its originality – such as that it obeys the university regulations and is your own unaided work. Naturally, it would be foolish not to include the cover sheet (say, because you are desperately short of time at the deadline) because your work will probably be rejected and returned to you, after which you will have to resubmit it late. But you should also take very seriously your signing of the declaration: you are signing that it is your own unaided work, so you must be absolutely sure that it is (more on this in Chapter 9).


And the binding? Normally, this is specified by your institution, not just by type of binding (such as spiral bound) but also in requiring you to use your university’s official cover boards. If you want to use another kind of binding, do make sure that it is allowed first. Perhaps you are overseas when you have to deliver the dissertation and are therefore unable to use the recommended binding services. If so, you can prepare for this by taking cover sheets and boards with you before you travel.


Nor should you assume that something very extravagant and expensive is better than the standard binding and will therefore impress your marker – it certainly won’t gain you any marks. A quarter-leather craft-bound dissertation with gold blocking, head and tail bands, a silk bookmark and a gilded clasp may be very pretty, but far from impressing the markers it may even be thrown back at you because it breaks the submission rules. If you really want to do something like this, get explicit permission from the course leader first. (Of course, there’s nothing to stop you arranging for specially bound copies to give to friends or family, or to keep at home as a reward for all your hard work. Just don’t hand them in for marking.)


And – one more ‘of course’ comment – if you are asked for two copies, then submit two copies. You can ask your tutor or supervisor for advice if this means you are facing high printing costs – say, because you are including a lot of expensive full colour artwork and don’t want to pay for two versions of it. They may allow you to hand in a cheaper version for the second copy – in our example, it would be black and white only.


Electronic submission


In some subjects, you may be asked to submit your dissertation in electronic form only (say, as a word-processed file or as a PDF), but this is unusual unless the field is one in which digital forms are being studied. In most cases, you must provide the traditional paper version as two bound copies, but increasingly you are asked to submit the electronic version at the same time, or at least to keep an electronic copy and be prepared to submit it if asked. Another common requirement is that you must also upload an electronic version to a file comparison and checking system such as Turnitin (see Chapter 9). These systems have various uses but a key reason for their use is to prevent plagiarism.


I talk more about IT issues in Chapter 5, but here’s another important reminder before we move on. If you are asked to submit or retain an electronic version of your dissertation as well as your bound paper copies, make absolutely certain that the file is the one used to produce the printed version and is exactly the same in all ways. If there are any differences between them this will cause the markers to be suspicious. Unfortunately, a very small minority of villainous students have been known to submit altered files to try to conceal plagiarism or other offences, and in so doing confirm their guilt and intent to cheat: I will come back to this sad topic in Chapter 9.



Just do it


Even if you find these mundane requirements irritating – word counts, fonts, bindings and so on – just follow them. Do what they ask, and don’t risk having your dissertation returned for revision.




	Read the instructions.


	Write down the key points.


	Follow them.






Deciphering educational and academic jargon


Some of the items in the handbook will refer to the course of study that lies behind the dissertation rather than the end-product. Over time, the delivery of courses to students in higher education has grown more complex and formal, but at the same time you should have access to more and better information in terms of what you can expect from the course and what is required of you when you study it. When academics design a new course we don’t just dream up a course title and then come in and read weekly lectures from a dais. We now have to set out at length its objectives and learning outcomes and how the assessment works, as well as the more obvious elements such as the content of the course, the intended weekly programme and the reading list. These courses then have to go through a lengthy approval and quality-assurance process. What follows are a few of the terms you may encounter.


Learning outcomes


Although a dissertation is a functional piece of writing that is designed for an academic audience – particularly with the examiners in mind – the thinking behind it, and all of those hours spent planning it, researching it, writing and revising it, are extremely important. Its principal value to you during your time at college and in the years beyond is the learning and understanding you gained, and it is these that will help you to develop as a person as well as a scholar in your future studies or career. It is easy to forget this when you put so much effort in to creating the dissertation as an end-product, an object of the highest quality to impress the marker. It is also why cheats who buy dissertations off the internet gain nothing and why their degrees are worthless.


One of the formal ways in which this kind of gain is expressed is the ‘learning outcome’. A formal description of a course such as the one leading to your dissertation often contains a list of these. The following list sets out some examples that I have adapted from a series of learning outcomes from a dissertation course. The student is told ‘You will have:




	applied the skills, knowledge and understanding acquired during the course to the process of undertaking a major research project leading to an extended piece of writing


	described and commented on aspects of current research that relate to the selected topic


	made use of published materials (which will include both refereed research articles and non-refereed articles) and primary research sources as appropriate to the selected topic


	applied critical, analytical and evaluative skills to information and evidence accumulated during the investigation of the subject.’





Notice the way they are written and set out, and the kind of language they use. Learning outcomes are addressed to you, the student, and state what you will have achieved and where you will be, intellectually speaking, after you complete the course (which in our case means after you have handed in the dissertation).


The achievement terms are often written on the basis of a theoretical hierarchy of understanding known as Bloom’s taxonomy. To put it simply, the higher the level of understanding and achievement, the more the language of the learning outcomes changes to talk of reflection, critical evaluation and other terms that emphasize sophisticated levels of inquiry and the ability to review and question what you confront as a person who knows, understands and learns.


It’s easy to gloss over the learning outcomes for your dissertation when you read through the handbook. They may appear to be just random bits of bureaucracy that have to be there for formal reasons but that you can ignore. I suggest you stop and read them. If you think about the language they use it can help you understand the level at which your work on the dissertation must operate. They will remind you that working on a dissertation is an advanced mode of study. Producing a dissertation is a difficult and demanding exercise, and it is meant to be; it is not something straightforward like GCSE coursework. Remembering this may help you to feel better during times of difficulty when perhaps you have failed to make the progress you had hoped, or when some of your research plans hit problems. Yes, a dissertation is challenging: that is why it’s worth doing and why you will feel a real sense of achievement when you’ve completed it.



‘Descriptive’, ‘analytic’, ‘critical’, ‘reflective’ …


These are all terms you have probably found in the descriptions of your dissertation course and in your handbook. I am not going to deal with them at length here because they reappear frequently later on when we examine the nature of the discussion and argument in your project (Chapter 4), but it’s a good idea to be thinking about them right from the start. The learning outcomes (see above) may already have given you a clue.


When you earn a degree and take it into a workplace or further study, it stands as evidence that you have not just learnt a series of official ‘facts’, however complicated they may be, or that you have simply picked up a quantity of standard information that is appropriate to your subject area. That is a very crude and outmoded model of learning, and although it has some residual currency – you do need to know the appropriate ‘stuff’ – it is not by any means all that we do when we learn. We do not simply go to a university with empty minds and have them filled up by ‘experts’, like cars taking on fuel; the kind of ‘knowledge’ we would gain by those means might make us useful at pub quizzes but wouldn’t get us very far in our dissertation writing. A dissertation is something that comes either at the end of a first degree – as a culmination of our degree studies – or as a core component of a higher degree, and it must confront the world of ‘facts’ in a much more critical and sceptical4 way.


Incidentally, in this book I am not following some postmodern path that rejects the idea of ‘facts’ altogether, or that denies there are things that we need to know in order just to survive, let alone innovate and progress. But what we know and understand is subject to different degrees of confidence and justifiability, and we rely on both evidence and theory to inform and shape our views of the world and events. Whether their activities are part of the (usually) incremental and (always) collaborative enterprise of science or not, those involved in rational inquiry make and break theories, look for and investigate evidence, interrogate data, examine methods – both theirs and others’ – and question received opinion.


How does this affect your dissertation work? For the purposes of this chapter, I will just say that these approaches underlie what you need to do when researching and writing your dissertation. For example, it means that in order to find out what others have said about your chosen topic, whether in the past or in the present, it is not enough to search on the topic, find some articles, and simply to repeat that ‘Haverstock said A is the case, Grunwald and Snape said B is the case, and that Munnings said C is the case’, perhaps by including quotes from these worthy researchers’ writings (no, they’re not real researchers – I made them up).


If, simply on the basis of these findings, you parroted the information that A, B and C are true, you would not be acting like a sophisticated researcher. You would be uncritically repeating what others had said. Not an inspiring foundation. Quite apart from the possibility of there being another researcher that you haven’t yet read, Pollexfen, saying that A, B and C are mistaken and that instead D is the case (it is always possible for us to miss things), what about the claims of Haverstock and the others? Are they right, and how do you tell? Should you be taking what they say at face value, and hence uncritically? An example: what do you do if Jennifer knocks at your door and tells you there is a unicorn in the local supermarket car park? … Yes, all right. Let’s make the example a bit less obvious: what if Jennifer tells you that there is a boa constrictor in the supermarket car park? Do you simply say to your friends that there is a boa in the car park? You may well say that it depends on how reliable Jennifer is: if Jennifer is an old friend of yours and has been reliable and truthful in the past, then you may be inclined to believe it (though you may visit the supermarket yourself just to check the story for yourself). But if you don’t know Jennifer and she is a stranger you will be much less inclined to believe what she says; she may even turn out to be Lying Jennifer, a well-known and totally untrustworthy local character.


What we should think about Jennifer applies even more urgently to the vast amount of undifferentiated material on the Web. So much of what is out there in the array of blogs and websites and even supposedly respectable sources like repositories is largely unvalidated, to use a semi-technical term. And we are all only too aware of the way in which ideas and ‘memes’ can take hold and find a large audience via the internet. It should be clear from this that merely citing material from these sources is not in itself of any worth, and you have to critique it or justify its inclusion before it can find a place in your dissertation. For example, you might be citing Lying Jennifer’s blog.


Back to Haverstock, Munnings and friends: is what they say true, or even usable? Are they like Jennifer your good friend or are they like Jennifer the liar? If they are bona fide academics, does that mean you can accept everything they say? Is what they say, in whole or in part, something that can serve as a basis for your own inquiry? In order to answer these questions you need to read what they say critically. As far as you are able, you must evaluate what they say in the light of their own reasoning, the evidence they adduce, the theories they produce or adapt and so on. You may well have to unpick the methods they used when they conducted their experiments, interviews or whatever other actions they took in order to draw their conclusions. This is part of the everyday process of academic inquiry: you can’t make sense of anybody’s conclusions without knowing how they reached them, and you can’t do that unless you approach their work critically.


One more example before leaving this area for a while: let’s assume that as well as reading other people’s views and possible discoveries about your topic you decide to conduct some new investigations of your own. (As you probably know, this is called primary research.) Let’s imagine you decide to interview ten people – perhaps the social work staff mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. You record what they say, and then simply list it all in your dissertation – ten transcripts, one after the other – with a subheading at the top ‘Results’. Yes, this is a silly example in that few people would do something that crude – listing them in that way wouldn’t even produce a good appendix, let alone a results section. But imagine a slightly higher degree of sophistication, where you chop up the interviews with some of your own text in between, still without commenting much on what they said, or analysing it in any way, or linking it to what other researchers have discovered or claimed. This is still merely descriptive – in this case, ‘She said A and he said B and she said C …’ – and unfortunately this is close to what some students do.


It may seem odd to have to remind people not to believe everything that they are told or – in particular, in the academic environment – everything that they read, but some students seem to write dissertations in just that spirit: ‘These people said this, and these other people said that …’ – so let’s assume it’s all true? Anyway, enough of this for now. Just remember that we are thoughtful, inquiring minds, not simply absorbers of other people’s claims or putative ‘facts’. We will come back to these themes many times in the following chapters.



Don’t just read it and forget it


Before I finish with RTFM, let’s just return to a point I made right at the beginning of this chapter. I said that you should read the handbook or instructions before you start the dissertation (well, ‘Duh’, you might say), but also that you should refer to them at intervals during the course of your work to check on some of the details such as the submission date and other formal requirements; and certainly you should read them again at the time of your final run-through, at the point at which you take your last full look at your whole dissertation before you hand it in. Double check the word limits and what these cover. Double check the delivery requirements, and so on. This is in part because we only remember a certain portion of instruction books and lists of rules – probably the ones we refer to all the time – and we tend to forget the rest.


Oh yes: I said much earlier in this chapter that you should write the key details in your research notebook. This presupposes you have such a thing. But this is a theme that I’ll revisit in later chapters.


Footnote


1  In the following chapters I use the term ‘dissertation’ to refer to the kind of independent, research based inquiry and its written outcome that is the subject of this book. There are other variations that draw on the same approaches but go under different names, such as ‘project’ or ‘major project’ (with associated reflective reports), ‘study’ and ‘extended essay’, which I will mention at suitable times – but always in the sense of their being high level inquiries undertaken towards the end of university courses, not in the sense that you can do a ‘project’ at school. This saves me from having to say ‘your dissertation, project, study or extended essay’ all the time.


2  I use ‘subject’ in this book to cover what can go by other names, such as ‘discipline’ or ‘field’, in different universities and departments. So a ‘subject’ in this sense means philosophy, or physics, or English, or modern languages, or civil engineering, or law, or estate management … and so on. I use the terms ‘subject’, ‘discipline’ and ‘field’ interchangeably throughout this book unless I say otherwise for some special purpose.


3  In this book I normally use the term ‘handbook’ to cover the manual or instructions for your dissertation, partly to avoid having to talk about the ‘documentation’ all the time. Handbook, manual, course instructions, module guide are all common names for it, though it may have a different name at your university or college.


4  I am using the traditional and honourable sense of ‘sceptical’ here – that is, scepticism is that stance of systematic doubt, always looking beyond the surface and seeking evidence, that informs most styles of rational inquiry. At the very least it means ‘not credulous’. This is in contradistinction to the contemporary populist and politicized sense of scepticism in such expressions as ‘climate sceptic’, for which ‘denial’ is a much more suitable term than ‘scepticism’ as it refers to strong views against a proposition, not an open and inquiring mind about it.
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	Planning, scheduling and resources










I said in the previous chapter that it is a good idea to think of your dissertation as starting now – that is, as soon as you sign up to do it or add it to your programme if it is optional, or as soon as you have finished your work for the previous year if it is not. If you are studying for a Masters degree then it is a good idea to make ‘now’ the start of your course – especially if it is a standard one-year taught MA or MSc of the kind offered in UK universities – and some (a minority of) people have a strong idea of what they’d like to work on even before they come. You may not be working on the dissertation at the start of your MA/MSc but you can certainly be thinking about it, following up interesting leads and ideas for reading. Incidentally, planning and scheduling are areas covered in research methods courses too, and although I’m concentrating on the dissertation itself in this book rather than research methods, here is an example of a topic that I can’t talk about without bringing in the research methods aspects too.


At the risk of panicking you by saying ‘start now’, I’m also aware that many students do not have a clear idea of their dissertation area until the beginning of the course itself. Don’t worry if this profile fits you – you still have plenty of time. However, if you are an undergraduate you should take advantage of the summer vacation before your final year: it’s a wonderful time for reflecting on your dissertation or project topic and for reading around the subject. If you are a taught Masters student you may want a term or semester to orientate yourself and see what’s interesting, especially where your degree subject is very different from your undergraduate studies.
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