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INTRODUCTION

         




         Writing a dissertation or thesis is a long process in which writers can face intellectual and emotional challenges at every step. Among the questions you may have to wrestle with are: What’s an acceptable topic? What literature should I read? How can I organise my literature review? What writing conventions should I use? What’s my supervisor’s role in the process? What are the components of a methods section? How can I present my results? How can I relate my findings to previous research?




         One of the purposes of this book is to provide initial answers to these and many other questions that you might have about the dissertation and thesis writing process. While everyone’s situation differs to some degree, our experience tells us that almost all dissertation and thesis writers encounter certain predictable challenges. Thus, we’ve tried to provide you with strategies and ideas that you might find useful when you encounter those challenges. While no textbook can solve your problems for you, we believe that the ideas in this book will at least provide you with ways to keep moving forward, and that’s one of the keys to successfully completing a dissertation or thesis!




         A second purpose of this book is to help you become a more autonomous dissertation or thesis writer. While it’s natural to depend on your supervisor to a degree, you’ll probably find that your supervisor is extremely busy and can offer you limited guidance. We hope that the ideas in this book will allow you to become more independent and will support you in your attempts to formulate responses to the challenges that you face. This will also allow you to approach your supervisor with plans and possible solutions, not just questions, when you speak with him or her. This will clearly show your supervisor that you’re engaged in perhaps the most important task of any dissertation or thesis writer – becoming an independent researcher.




         The third purpose of this book is to support you with the affective challenges that you are likely to face. While some dissertation or thesis writers seem to have ‘smooth sailing’ from start to finish, that is not the norm. In fact, as we’ve already hinted, because of the unfamiliarity, complexity and length of the dissertation and thesis writing experience, most people will go through periods of frustration, anxiety or stress. One way to minimise these kinds of negative feelings is to be in control of your own destiny, and the way to do that is to formulate and enact a plan that you believe in. We hope that this book will support you in your efforts to do that.




         So what’s in this book? Chapter 1 alerts you to some of the challenges that you’ll face and provides you with some ideas on how to deal with them. In addition, we let you know a bit about becoming a member of an academic community, and how to work with one very important member of that community, your supervisor. Chapter 2 provides you with information that you should think about before you put pen to paper, including finding an acceptable topic and determining an effective research approach. Indeed, careful planning is one of the most crucial keys to doing good research. Chapter 3 presents some of the fundamentals of clear and effective writing. This is one of the greatest challenges that dissertation and thesis writers face because writing academic papers at a highly professional level is difficult for all but the most talented and experienced writers. In Chapter 4 we walk you through various parts of a research paper. While you may not include all of these parts in your dissertation or thesis, you’ll find them useful because they’ll help you to think about your study from a wide variety of perspectives. Finally, in Chapter 5, we’ll give you some information about important issues that occur at the end of the process: selecting examiners, preparing for a successful oral examination and publishing your research.

         




         Although writing a dissertation or thesis is a time-consuming and sometimes difficult process, it can be a fascinating one as well. In the best cases, students find it to be a peak intellectual experience during which they had the opportunity to explore and understand an issue of interest to them in greater depth than at any other time in their lives. So don’t forget that it’s OK to enjoy the experience, and good luck!




         Neil Murray and David Beglar
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            ACADEMIC RESEARCH: AN OVERVIEW


         


         This chapter looks at what is involved in conducting academic research: the demands and expectations it brings with it, the kinds of decisions required of you, the intellectual and personal challenges it can present, and strategies for dealing with those challenges. It will help ensure that you not only complete your research successfully but also enjoy the process itself and feel enriched for having engaged in it.
         


         The chapter will cover:
         


         
    
            	
conducting academic research: common concerns
            

    
            	
the similarities and differences between a thesis and a dissertation
            

    
            	
developing independence as a researcher and finding your voice
            

    
            	
meeting the challenges of academic research
            

    
            	
becoming a member of an academic community
            

    
            	
choosing and working with your supervisor
            

    
            	
the upgrading process.
            


         


         

            
USING THIS CHAPTER
            


            If you want to dip into this section
            


            Conducting academic research: common concerns
            


            The similarities and differences between a thesis and a dissertation
            


            Developing independence as a researcher and finding your voice
            


            Meeting the challenges of academic research
            


            Becoming a member of an academic community
            


            Choosing and working with your supervisor
            


            The upgrading process
            


            If you want to try the activities
            


            1.1 Your strengths and weaknesses as a researcher
            


            1.2 Different challenges you will face and strategies for dealing with them
            


            1.3 Support networks to help you become part of an academic community
            


            1.4 Considering the best supervisor for you
            


         


         

            
CONDUCTING ACADEMIC RESEARCH: COMMON CONCERNS
            


            Conducting research for the first time represents an important milestone in a student’s academic career. For many, though, it can be a daunting prospect and one that’s often approached with some trepidation. Typically, concerns centre around one or more of the following:


            
    
               	uncertainty about what research actually is and what it entails

    
               	lack of understanding about the research process itself – how to carry out research

    
               	inability to identify a suitable research topic and focus

    
               	lack of knowledge of research methodology and research study design

    
               	lack of ability to take control of a project and work autonomously

    
               	little sense of the time commitment required.


            


            All of these concerns are perfectly understandable and it can be reassuring to know that, despite appearances to the contrary, most researchers – including the most seasoned and capable – have at some point experienced similar feelings. The fact is that the more research you do, the better you become at doing it. It gradually loses its mystique and becomes an accessible, engaging and stimulating activity; for some, it becomes the basis of their whole career.


            The purpose of this book is to help de-mystify research by talking you through all the aspects involved in preparing for, designing, conducting and writing up a research project. We have tried to present the material in a way that is accessible and that answers the concerns of those of you, in particular, who are about to engage in research for the first time. To this end, the material has been organised serially so as to mirror your progress through the various stages of your project. The idea is that while we would recommend you read the complete book prior to setting out, particular sections can be referred to as and when they become relevant. The examples are an important part of the book in that they will help to clarify the ideas discussed and, by making them more concrete, give them greater meaning. The tasks give you the opportunity to consolidate your knowledge and test your understanding through applying the ideas presented. As such, we strongly recommend that you take the time to read the examples and work through the tasks.


            The chances are that you have picked up this book because you will shortly be embarking on an undergraduate or postgraduate dissertation, or perhaps a PhD thesis. Therefore, before looking in more detail at what research means for you as an individual and some of the challenges you will face as you begin your research project, let’s clarify the distinction between a dissertation and thesis.


         


         

            
THE SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN A THESIS AND A DISSERTATION
            


            Despite having different names, a thesis and a dissertation are, in fact, very similar in most respects. First, both are expected to follow the principles of sound research design and implementation – aspects we will return to in greater detail in Chapter 2, Preparing your research. Both also follow the same principles of good academic writing style and are written up in much the same way, sharing as they do similar structure, organisation and formatting conventions. Finally, both require you, as a researcher, to produce a piece of work that is original and adds to the body of knowledge in the field with which your research is associated. One university’s book of rules and regulations for PhD research students puts it like this:
            


            

               
Criteria for examination
               


               Examiners shall examine the candidate’s thesis according to the following criteria:


               

                  
    
                     
        
                        
            
                           	(a)
            
                           	Capacity to demonstrate critical analysis and original thought in all aspects of the study;
        
                        

        
                        
            
                           	(b)
            
                           	The extent to which the thesis makes a significant original contribution to knowledge and/or the application of knowledge within the field of study.
        
                        

    
                     

                  


               


               (University of South Australia, 2008)


            


            And here’s another example:


            

               The thesis shall form a distinct contribution to the knowledge of the subject and afford evidence of originality by the discovery of new facts and/or by the exercise of independent critical power.


               (King’s College London, 2006)


            


            Having read this, students often ask the question, ‘How original does my research need to be?’ or ‘When can a contribution be said to be “significant”?’ Although both originality and significance are, admittedly, difficult to define and measure in anything other than vague terms, they do nevertheless provide one basis for distinguishing a thesis from a dissertation. Although both types of research project should offer original and significant contributions to their fields, the extent to which they are expected to do so differs. A dissertation will normally be submitted as just one of a number of written requirements of a Bachelors or Masters degree (BA, BSc, MA, MSc, MEd, MPhil) and may well be the product of only two or three months’ work. As such, it will be shorter than a thesis (typically 10,000 to 15,000 words), probably contain a simpler design and methodology, and report on a smaller-scale project that is more manageable given the greater time constraints. Its originality may be limited to replicating a previous study in a somewhat different context, or perhaps employing a slightly different methodology, for example. In contrast, a PhD thesis is generally the product of three or more years’ work, and often considerably more. It will normally extend to at least 100,000 words and constitute the sole written requirement for the PhD degree. It is reasonable to expect, therefore, that the study will be more in-depth, the design and methodology adopted more sophisticated, and the insights generated more profound and far reaching than those of a dissertation.
            


            This is not to say, of course, that all PhD research is earth-shaking in its impact! Instances where research findings are profound enough to shake the foundations of a field, trigger a paradigm shift or even provoke the re-evaluation of a major principle or theory are few and far between. Indeed, in the vast majority of cases doctoral research is much smaller scale in the sense that it is far more focused, has less ‘reach’ and serves to add one tiny piece to the jigsaw puzzle that provides a picture of the state of the field and where it is in its evolution. However, this does not mean that the research is not original and significant. It will probably have involved intensive and detailed work and/or perhaps employed a unique methodology or technique in an effort to shed new light on an area previously unnoticed or neglected. Furthermore, its findings may subsequently provoke new avenues of inquiry or have other implications that were not necessarily anticipated. Similarly, while a dissertation will be much shorter, its impact may be considerable, particularly if it gets published in a well-respected journal.


            

               
TIP
               


               When you submit your thesis or dissertation proposal, your supervisor or receiving department will give you guidance on whether or not your study is suitable in terms of its size and scope, given the academic degree toward which you are working.


            


            Originality, then, is a key criterion against which your research is evaluated. There are, however, a number of other expectations that apply to both dissertations and theses, some of which are listed below. Once again, though, in certain cases, these expectations are subject to differences of degree according to whether your research project is a dissertation or a thesis. This is true, for example, of item 3 in the box opposite – your review of the literature (see Chapter 5, p. 158) would need to be more extensive in the case of a thesis.
            


            

               
TIP
               


               Although you do not need to commit it to memory, we would nevertheless strongly urge you to familiarise yourself with the content of your university’s book of rules and regulations concerning the conduct and submission of research.


            


            

               
Some requirements of a dissertation/thesis
               


               
    
                  	Capacity to demonstrate critical analysis and original thought in all aspects of the study.

    
                  	The extent to which the thesis makes a significant original contribution to knowledge and/or the application of knowledge within the field of study.

    
                  	Ability to demonstrate a comprehensive and detailed knowledge of the literature and theoretical understandings relevant to the field of study.

    
                  	Capacity to apply appropriate research methodologies.

    
                  	The quality of the presentation of the dissertation/thesis, including:
        
                     
            
                        	the clarity of expression

            
                        	the accuracy and appropriateness of presentation of results

            
                        	the quality and relevance of illustrative material (such as graphs, tables, illustrations)

            
                        	the relevance and accuracy of citations, references, etc. and the development of a coherent argument where relevant to the field of study.

        
                     

    
                  

    
                  	The quality of artefacts, if any, including:
        
                     
            
                        	the conceptual understanding of the relevant field

            
                        	the ideas and/or imagination demonstrated

            
                        	the technical competence

            
                        	the resolution of the artifacts, and

            
                        	the complexity and difficulty demonstrated.

        
                     

    
                  

    
                  	The worthiness of the dissertation/thesis for publication in any appropriate form.


               


            


         


         

            
DEVELOPING INDEPENDENCE AS A RESEARCHER AND FINDING YOUR VOICE
            


            Developing independence is an essential and integral part of becoming an effective researcher, and there are two key ways in which that independence will need to be demonstrated. First, you will be expected to ‘carry’ your project; in other words, to exercise initiative and a considerable degree of autonomy in its design, implementation and final presentation in the form of a dissertation or thesis. In the case of research degrees in particular, what gives these degrees value in the eyes of future employees is not merely the fact that you have demonstrated the ability to conduct a substantial study, but have also shown yourself capable of leading a project, operating independently and on your own initiative, and bringing it to a successful conclusion. In this respect, successful research says almost as much about the researcher as it does about the quality of the study itself. Yes, your supervisor will be there to support you and help keep you on the straight and narrow, but they will expect you to run the show and keep them informed of your progress.
            


            As we saw on page 2, this idea of having to take control of a research project can be a source of real anxiety for many students, the majority of whom will be facing this situation for the first time. However, there are ways of alleviating this anxiety, some of which we’ll visit in the following sections.
            


            The second way in which you will need to show independence is in the way you approach ideas. What do we mean by this? Although an important objective of university education is to nurture individuals who are able to think critically about ideas rather than simply take them at face value, it is nevertheless true that much of what students actually do during the course of their university careers consists of locating, reading, selecting and making notes on information obtained from journals, books and lectures, often with a view to writing an essay or perhaps presenting a summary of that information. While there may be some critiquing of the content, this is often minimal and the process of writing becomes, in reality, little more than a process of regurgitation, of showcasing what they have read and learnt. Although, on occasions, this may be precisely what they have been instructed to do, more often than not it is the result of a lack of self-confidence and an aversion to what is seen as risk taking, when the stakes can be unacceptably high. The thinking is that it is better to do a rather tame assignment and get a moderate mark than to stick your neck out and risk a poor one because your ideas are naïve, misguided or misinformed. Furthermore, students often feel that they do not have the authority to question or take issue with respected and prolific scholars whose names grace the covers of books and journals. As a researcher embarking on a dissertation or thesis project you simply cannot afford to approach ideas in this way.


            If your research is to be original, interesting and exciting to read, and if you are to gain the respect of your peers, it is crucial that you ‘find your own voice’. In other words, you must be prepared to adopt a critical view toward those ideas with which you come into contact, and decide where you stand on particular issues in your field of study, especially those that relate to the subject of your research. As a researcher and a true scholar, you cannot simply accept the word of others at face value; you must evaluate it on the basis of evidence and sound argument and be prepared to disagree and criticise. This is a fundamental part of what it means to exercise your independence and autonomy, and as we’ve seen, it requires self-confidence. Let’s consider, for a moment, what underlies such self-confidence.


            Most importantly, for you to feel comfortable advocating a particular position, and to legitimately criticise the stance taken by others, you need to be well-informed. Your knowledge of the relevant literature and your understanding of the concepts involved needs to be comprehensive – an issue we will revisit in Chapter 5, p. 158. Furthermore, your own position needs to be well thought out and cogently argued, for it too will be subjected to the scrutiny of others. Its intellectual and methodological rigour will be tested and it will need to prove itself robust enough to withstand such critical appraisal.
            


            

               
TIP
               


               This ethos of peer evaluation and critical appraisal serves an important purpose: ultimately, it forces disciplines to evolve and progress by maintaining their academic integrity. Develop your ability to consider ideas critically but fairly from the moment you set out on your dissertation or thesis.


            


            ‘Finding your own voice’ means more than positioning yourself and having a clear perspective on ideas. It refers also to the way in which you express that perspective and ‘voice’ your views. In other words, finding your voice is, in part, about developing your own style – your distinct writing identity, if you will. This, of course, is not something that happens overnight, but it is something that you should nonetheless strive towards as it helps to give you an ‘academic personality’, something which helps set you and your work apart. The way in which any of us writes is a product of everything we have ever read: however, it is a fact that those writers whose work we particularly enjoy and admire are more likely to influence our own writing style. Often, unwittingly, we incorporate elements of their particular style into our own writing, ending up with a hybrid of sorts. It can be a useful exercise, therefore, to try and identify a scholar whose work you particularly respect and to consider what gives their writing its particular tone. What makes it readable, accessible and enjoyable? Although we would not suggest that you strive to emulate it (the idea is certainly not to copy), the process of noticing its particular characteristics may influence your own style, one that is unique to you but coloured by some of the qualities you find particularly effective in the writing of others. Without forcing it, you will gradually find yourself merging styles and naturally creating a style that is yours and which will eventually also come to represent what you stand for.
            


            

               
Activity 1.1 Your strengths and weaknesses as a researcher
               


               Below is a list of ways, discussed above, in which you can develop yourself as an independent researcher. Which do you consider to be your strengths and weaknesses? Decide how you rate on each one by ticking the appropriate box.




                  
[image: Activity 1.1 Your strengths and weaknesses as a researcher]



               


            


         


         

            
MEETING THE CHALLENGES OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH
            


            We have looked at two key and related aspects of conducting research: the need to work independently and the importance of finding your own voice. We have also noted that these things can present significant challenges, particularly for the novice researcher who may well lack confidence and feel insecure, particularly in the initial stages of their project.


            In this section, we will consider some other types of challenges you may face during the course of your research and look at ways of coping with them. Of course, different individuals will perceive these challenges differently and have their own strategies for dealing with them, and our purpose in presenting them to you is certainly not to increase your levels of anxiety but to help prepare you. The fact is that all too often students undertake research unaware of the kinds of difficulties they will come up against in the weeks, months or years ahead and, as a result, sometimes react badly – and often over-react – when they hit a difficult patch. Their reaction can range from mild surprise or frustration, to panic and despair. In extreme cases, they may feel unable to continue with their studies and consequently withdraw. This is always sad and disappointing for all concerned, particularly as, in most cases, their problems are actually commonplace, not as severe as they may think, and frequently solvable. So, our thinking in putting together this section is to pre-empt any feelings of negativity you may have further down the line, thereby offsetting their potentially damaging effects to your confidence and sense of perseverance. Our basic message is: forewarned is forearmed.


            

               
TIP
               


               Partly as a result of anxiety, insecurity and lack of confidence, research students’ perceptions of their challenges often exaggerate those challenges; their response, therefore, tends to be disproportionate. It can be reassuring to know that all students face similar such challenges, whether or not they choose to show it. When you face difficult moments, try to remember that you’re in good company!


            


            Many of the issues touched on below will be addressed in greater detail in other contexts later in the book.


            

               
Intellectual challenges
               


               Needless to say, the job of conducting research can be an intellectually demanding one and the challenges that present themselves can come from a number of quarters, including the following.


               

                  
Identifying a problem
                  


                  Identifying a problem or research question is one of the first pressure points a new researcher will experience. While this is discussed in detail in Chapter 2 (see p. 38), it is worth pointing out here that in order to identify a gap in the literature which your research might address, you first need to have a comprehensive overview and understanding of that literature so as to be sure that there is indeed a gap, that the problem you wish to address is indeed a problem, and that by addressing the problem you have added something significant and worthwhile to the body of knowledge which constitutes your field of inquiry (see also the first section of this chapter on p. 3).
                  


               


               

                  
Understanding concepts
                  


                  Clearly, before you begin any process of inquiry, you need to have an excellent grasp of the concepts pertinent to that inquiry; to feel intellectually in control of the material with which you are dealing. In certain cases, where concepts are particularly abstract or complex, this can be an extremely demanding task. However, it’s an essential one, because if concepts are not clear in your own mind your research will almost certainly be vague, ambiguous and disorganised – qualities that will subsequently be reflected in your dissertation or thesis, the writing of which will be a painful and probably fruitless process.


               


               

                  
Designing the research
                  


                  As we shall see, the most critical factor governing the success of any research project is the soundness of the design of that research; after all, the findings generated by your study are only as valid as its research design is sound. In other words, if your methodology is flawed, then your results will necessarily be called into serious question and the study fatally undermined. If that is not to occur, then considerable energy and intellectual application needs to go into the process of designing a study that is rigorous in every respect and as elegant, suitable for purpose and effective as it can possibly be. This, as we shall see, is something your supervisor can play a key role in ensuring.


               


               

                  
Resolving unexpected problems
                  


                  One of the things you can always count on as a researcher is that things will never go entirely according to plan; this is a fact of life that you’ll need to come to terms with early on! The unexpected can, of course, happen during the course of your data collection (if you’re doing an empirical study) or it can happen while you’re pondering the project or writing it up, or when you come across a new idea – possibly in a journal article of which you were previously unaware, or at a conference. One quite common scenario is for a student suddenly to spot an inconsistency in their thinking. This can be very disconcerting and really can cause momentary panic, although, the ‘collateral damage’ usually proves, subsequently, to be fairly minimal and such inconsistencies can be resolved or at least neutralised. Whatever the circumstances though, you will need to have the intellectual wherewithal to face such problems head on, perform some mental acrobatics and, hopefully, resolve them.


               


               

                  
Breaking new ground
                  


                  The very fact that your research seeks to be original means that, to a degree at least, you will need to think beyond what is already known, what has already been discovered. This means that you’ll not only need to know what’s already out there and to understand it, you’ll also need to have the vision to analyse it, to deconstruct it, to see its strengths and weaknesses, and to perceive where there are gaps and where there would be value in pursuing research. Although all research is derivative to some extent and originality does not necessarily mean a radical new direction, nevertheless in certain cases a project can represent a major departure in thinking and you will need the intellectual capacity to work it through in your mind and the confidence to trust in your own critical faculties. This would be the case, for example, if you were constructing and applying a unique methodological approach or analytical technique – a situation in which there would be few points of reference, or ‘anchor points’ in the literature.


               


               

                  
Making sense of large bodies of complex and often conflicting literature
                  


                  As you read around your subject you will probably hit a number of problems. First, the work you read may contain ideas that are inherently complex and require intense mental application and a very clear and organised mind to penetrate them. There will be occasions when you find that you are simply not up to the task. Rather than struggling fruitlessly, it is usually best to move on and return to it later with a fresh mind.


                  Then there are occasions when articles – even books – are written in a way that is dense and inaccessible. It can be a struggle to get through them and to understand the ideas their writers are attempting to convey.


                  Sometimes, concepts you thought you had clear in your mind suddenly become confused as you read the literature and find that different writers understand them differently. On occasion, different takes on the same idea may actually conflict and contradict each other, leaving you pulling your hair out in frustration. This can be particularly problematic for new researchers who often mistakenly believe that everything ‘out there in the literature’ is black and white and neatly packaged, and all they need to do as researchers is familiarise themselves with it and then build on it in some way. Not so! You will need to learn to tolerate ambiguity and to understand that there are inconsistencies, inaccuracies and contradictions evident in the literature which can be the result of bad writing, personal agendas, poor research or carelessness. Do not assume that because something appears to you to be inconsistent or unclear, for example, you must be misunderstanding it or lacking the necessary insight or background knowledge. While that may be true of course, it may equally be true that the inconsistency or lack of clarity is real. While you will need to follow up such cases, learn to have confidence in your own perceptions. Just because something is in print doesn’t mean that it’s faultless and unquestionable. Clearly, this issue of confidence bears strongly on the idea of developing independence as a researcher and finding your own voice, as discussed in a previous section (see p. 5), and it’s one to which we’ll be returning at a number of junctures in this book.
                  


               


               

                  
Making sense of your findings
                  


                  Having completed your research, you will face the task of having to make sense of your findings; to interpret them and evaluate their significance. Once again, this requires the ability to step back and be objective. You will need to be able to analyse the data you have collected, to determine the best means of doing so, and perhaps have the wherewithal to perform statistical analyses. You will also need to think about the implications of your findings and the ways in which future research might usefully build on them.


               


               

                  
Mastering ‘research tools’
                  


                  Students new to research often express concern over their ability to work with research tools such as statistical packages used for analysing data. Most of their anxiety comes from never having worked with such tools before – a fear of the unknown. It may be that you will need to master a number of such instruments in the course of your research, and this is something your supervisor may be able to help you with. Alternatively, departments and schools will often hold a series of research seminars designed to introduce the new researcher to the process and demands of conducting research. Such programmes frequently include seminars on working with particular types of research tools. Furthermore, there are numerous ‘An Introduction to …’ and ‘The Idiot’s Guide to …’ sort of publications available – as well as more scholarly works – designed to address the concerns of the uninitiated! Once you are familiar with them, you will find that many of these tools are actually quite simple and straightforward to use.


               


               

                  
Organising information logically
                  


                  As we’ll see in Chapter 3 (see p. 76), if your research is to read well, carry conviction and ‘carry your reader along’ with it, then it needs to develop a powerful argument structure. It can only do this if it has been very carefully thought out and the information it presents bolted together in a way that is logical and gives your work coherence, fluency and flow. In long dissertations and theses, this can present a particular challenge as the amount and complexity of information tends to be greater. The trick is to ensure that you:
                  


                  
    
                     	have a complete understanding of what you are writing about and how the various elements relate to one another

    
                     	have a clear vision at the outset of how you intend to structure your discussion

    
                     	have the audience for whom you are writing in mind. Always put yourself in their shoes and ask yourself whether you have presented your information in a way that is most easily understood.


                  


               


            


            

               
Emotional challenges
               


               It would be unrealistic to discuss the challenges of conducting a research project without making some reference to the emotional ups and downs you are likely to experience from time to time. And you will experience ups and downs. When your project is progressing well you will enjoy a real sense of satisfaction, achievement and even excitement. This, after all, is something of your own creation and over which you have ownership, something original that will, hopefully, bring new and unique insights to your field. Every time you have a new insight, solve a problem, conclude a particular part of your research or complete a section of your dissertation or thesis, you will get a buzz. As you feel things coming together and the goal of completion and a degree looming on the horizon, your sense of anticipation will increase. It is these moments that make research worthwhile and you need to savour them and remind yourself of them during those periods when things are not going as smoothly as you would wish.
               


               So what kinds of things might present you with emotional challenges during the course of your research? There are, of course, a myriad different things that might crop up and it would be impossible for us to cover them all here. However, it is possible to identify a few broad areas where problems tend to arise and lead to feelings of disenchantment, doubt or even depression. Obviously, one of these is the project itself; the kinds of intellectual challenges discussed earlier can, on occasion, be so acute as to lead to a sense of losing control of your research. Suddenly it feels as though everything is unravelling, and this can be very unnerving, particularly for a novice researcher who has not experienced it before. At these moments it is important to remind yourself that you are breaking new ground and that unforeseen problems are an inevitable part of the process – it’s a very rare research study that goes exactly according to plan, without any hitches!


               Research requires great dedication, particularly in the case of a research degree lasting three years or more. For it to come to fruition and not drag on forever takes great discipline and single-mindedness and this can often present a problem, particularly for those who have families. For these individuals, time spent on their research can mean time not spent with their partners or children, and this sometimes leads to feelings of guilt or failure, regardless of how supportive their families may be. In other words, creating a research–family life balance can prove difficult. For those who are not partnered, they risk cutting themselves off from their social circle – a situation which can be unhealthy and bring its own emotional challenges. One solution is to be well-organised and to schedule time to be with friends and family. And remember, getting away from your research periodically is important as it allows you to refresh yourself and see your project with ‘new’ eyes.


               Loneliness and isolation can be a cause of distress for both researchers who have family around them, as well as those who do not. As we have seen, conducting research with a view to obtaining a degree involves working alone and this sometimes leads to a feeling of dislocation and isolation, of being in your own world, one that no one else is privy to and fully understands. To a certain extent this is inevitable as you are working on a project over which you have sole ownership and which, to some extent at least, is isolating by virtue of its originality. Only you fully understand what it is you are doing; only you are truly immersed in it and fully aware of its strengths and weaknesses (and their significance), the joys and the problems it presents and their effect on your feeling of well-being. The fact is that while, as we shall see in moment, there are ways of mitigating the effects of these things, research is essentially a very private pursuit in the context of a degree and can therefore be a very cloistering experience, one where you may feel out of touch with those around you and frustrated – even disturbed – by the fact that others do not really have a window into your world or know what you are going through.
               


               Sometimes, students experience a crisis of confidence. Suddenly, for a variety of different reasons, they lose faith in themselves and feel they are simply not up to the task; it is beyond them. It is all too easy, particularly for more tentative students, to believe that they have fluked it up to this point, and to convince themselves that they’re neither capable nor worthy of the degree toward which they are working. They believe either that they must somehow have duped the system or that the department’s screening process somehow failed to weed them out at the time of their application for entry to the degree programme. As we shall see, it is at these times that the support and reassurance of those around us can be crucial, and often it’s all that’s needed to get us back on track and into the correct mindset. It is also important to keep faith with yourself and believe in the system – chances are you’re there because you deserve to be there. Others have faith in you, so you should have faith in yourself.


               Although it is unlikely, one final emotional challenge you may face concerns your relationship with your supervisor. As we we’ll see in a later section (see p. 19), your choice of supervisor can be absolutely critical to your development as a researcher and the success of your project; as such, you need to select your supervisor very carefully indeed. Unfortunately, even then, this important relationship can run into problems and be a cause of great stress and anxiety.
               


               Whatever problems you face, you will have access to your university’s counselling service. Here, you can talk through and get advice on how to deal with your problems in the knowledge that whatever you choose to discuss will remain confidential. Many students use this service for a wide variety for reasons and there’s no stigma attached to it. So, if you feel you need to offload some of your problems or anxieties and may benefit from the advice of a trained counsellor with an alternative perspective, don’t hesitate to use it.


            


            

               
Motivational challenges
               


               Particularly for longer research projects, it can sometimes be difficult to maintain momentum, especially if you have many other commitments in your life. We have already looked briefly at the difficulty of balancing your research commitments with those of your immediate family, but research students typically come with an enormous range of other pressures each of which can potentially distract them from their academic work. Typical scenarios include a death in the family, a family member who needs to be cared for, health problems, visa difficulties, work-related problems such as the loss of a job or a significant increase in workload, financial difficulties and accommodation problems. Each of these things can and often will interrupt your research, forcing you to disengage with it and, in extreme cases where you may not be able to re-engage for weeks or even months, distancing you from it. This latter situation is a particularly challenging one because you will have to ‘waste’ time re-familiarising yourself with what it was you were doing and what you were thinking prior to the interruption, and it can be difficult to ‘get back into the groove’. In the worst case, you may actually forget exactly where you left off and what was in your mind at the time and have to continue on a slightly different track. This can be unnerving, to say the least.
               


               All of these things can greatly affect your motivation level. But the story does not end there. There may well be other forces at work which similarly threaten to sap your enthusiasm for your project. Intellectual dead-ends of the kind mentioned above can leave you feeling disillusioned or disheartened, as can emotional problems arising from tensions between you and your supervisor. At times you may feel that your project is getting bogged down, that you are making little progress or that the findings at the end of it will not really be worthwhile or significant. You may struggle with the collection of your data or find that the data you have is invalid and will need collecting again. This kind of situation is not uncommon but it has the potential to seriously undermine motivation.


               

                  
Organisational challenges
                  


                  Given the commitment that conducting research involves and the many, often conflicting academic and personal demands on your time, organisational challenges are sure to present themselves. If you are to keep your head above water and avoid, as far as possible, that sense of intense frustration that this kind of situation can provoke, you will need to be very disciplined and systematic in the way in which you respond to it. First and foremost, stay calm and try not to panic! Prioritise your commitments and try to work out (and write down) a schedule that reflects those priorities and leaves you enough time to keep engaged – at some level at least – with your research. You may well have to accept that during certain periods other commitments may have to take priority for a while. What is important is that you are comfortable with the way in which you’ve prioritised those commitments, realistic in your scheduling, and unwavering in your implementation of the schedule. Even if you’ve only scheduled three hours for your research in that particular week, be sure to devote the allocated time to it. This will help you keep engaged with the project. You will also be in a better position psychologically, knowing that you have also met your other commitments as far as possible. If you are not organised, you tend to make very little significant progress in anything, and it is that sense of failure and lack of achievement overall which can be lethal to your state of mind and ultimately to the progress of your project.
                  


                  As you will have realised by now, it’s a pretty safe bet that at some point during your research you’ll face one or more of the difficulties we’ve looked at in our discussion. It is important, therefore, to be psychologically prepared and have strategies in place to counter their potentially detrimental effects on you and your research project. Here are a few suggestions:


                  
    
                     	Choose a research topic that really inspires you and is likely to keep you interested and motivated to see your project through regardless of the obstacles that will inevitably present themselves.

    
                     	Know exactly what you are doing and do not tolerate vagueness and lack of clarity. If your research aims, the concepts with which you are working, the structure of your dissertation or thesis, etc. are in any way fuzzy and ill-defined, do not proceed on that basis for you’ll be building your house on sand. Take a step back, take the time to reflect on things, and be absolutely certain that everything is squared away in your own mind before proceeding any further. Time invested now will bring enormous returns later in terms of your productivity and the quality of research.

    
                     	If possible take a break from your research for a few days – even two or three weeks. Switch off completely and don’t feel guilty about taking time out. Sometimes, putting a little distance between yourself and the project can have a very positive effect by allowing you to recharge your batteries, attend to other matters, and come back to it refreshed and with new ideas.

        While it can be very beneficial to take breaks periodically, try to avoid over-extensive breaks as it can be difficult to reconnect with your thinking and reengage with the project when you return to it. As your research takes shape and you become increasingly immersed in it, you naturally develop an overall sense of ‘how it works’, how the pieces fit together and where it’s going. Lengthy breaks can cause you to lose touch with this sense and it can take time to re-establish it. Sometimes it’s impossible to do so, and you effectively end up approaching your research from a slightly different angle or perspective. While this need not necessarily be a problem, in many cases it has the potential to be one.

        Even more crucially, putting your project on hold for a long period of time can result in it getting overtaken by developments in the field and becoming redundant and irrelevant.
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