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SMARTER STUDY SKILLS

Instant answers to your most pressing
university skills problems and queries

Are there any secrets to successful study?

The simple answer is ‘yes’ — there are some essential skills, tips
and techniques that can help you to improve your performance and
success in all areas of your university studies.

These handy, easy-to-use guides to the most common areas where
most students need help, provide accessible, straightforward
practical tips and instant solutions that provide you with the tools and
techniques that will enable you to improve your performance and get
better results — and better grades!

Each book in the series allows you to assess and address a particular
set of skills and strategies, in crucial areas of your studies. Each

book then delivers practical, no-nonsense tips, techniques and
strategies that will enable you to significantly improve your abilities and
performance in time to make a difference.

The books in the series are:

How to Write Essays & Assignments

How to Write Dissertations & Project Reports

How to Argue

How to Improve your Maths Skills

How to Use Statistics

How to Succeed in Exams & Assessments

How to Cite, Reference & Avoid Plagiarism at University
How to Improve Your Critical Thinking & Reflective Skills
How to Improve Your Memory for Study

How to Write for University: Academic Writing for Success
How to Research & Write a Successful PhD

For a complete handbook covering all of these study skills and more:
e The Study Skills Book
Get smart, get a head start!
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We’re delighted that you’ve chosen How to Complete a Successful
Research Project and we’d like to think it’s because this book promises
insight into the research experience. Our aim has been to provide

a highly practical guide to the planning, researching and writing up

of a research project. The target audience is primarily advanced
university and college students — for example, those taking on a
penultimate or final-year dissertation, carrying out an honours project
or conducting masters-level research. It should also suit those studying
for baccalaureate or professional qualifications where research is
required. The outcome of these exercises may be termed differently

— for example, dissertation, report, paper or thesis. Readers should
interpret our generic phrasing (for example, ‘write-up’) according to
their situation.

At all levels of study, we feel that similar principles apply when
conducting research, but at these advanced levels the stakes may be
higher and the expectations of lecturers, tutors and examiners rather
more demanding. Thus, there will be a need for greater accuracy

in obtaining, summarising and presenting results; a requirement

for deeper thinking in relation to ideas, positions and conclusions;
and more exacting criteria in relation to referencing, editing and
presentation. Guidance on these matters will often be valuable, if not
essential, to ensure that the best possible grades are obtained.

We have tried to write material that will apply across subjects, although
inevitably some of the content will be more relevant to certain subjects
than others. This will also apply to its significance for students as
individuals, who may have different experiences and training before
arriving at this stage. For example, a student studying an arts subject
might be quite familiar with the ways of arriving at and presenting

a position on a topic (Ch 17), perhaps from practise during tutorial
work, whereas a sciences student might gain hugely from reading
about relevant approaches and methods. Similarly, a student of a
maths-based science would probably find the content of the ‘number
crunching’ chapter (Ch 19) rather simplistic as a result of their studies
for past qualifications or modules, whereas an arts student may

Preface xiii



benefit greatly from a ‘refresher’ on this topic. The material is therefore
presented so that each chapter is self-contained and the book can be
dipped into as needs emerge.

Regarding the writing itself, we have adopted the tried-and-tested
approach of our other books in the ‘Smarter Study Skills’ series. That
is, we have aimed for a direct and no-nonsense presentation. We’ve
tried to avoid jargon, have used devices such as bulleted lists and
have kept the main text uncluttered by placing examples and tips in
boxes, tables and figures. Our goal is to allow readers to assimilate
the key points rapidly and be able to apply relevant guidance to their
manuscript.

If we were asked to give one overarching piece of advice it would
probably concern the need for compromise during your research
project. Put bluntly, your project will never reach perfection — for a
variety of reasons, including limitations of time, resources and even
bad luck. Only effective planning and time management can allow you
to get acceptably close to your ambition for the work, so full attention
needs to be paid to these skills. Hence, it is essential that you tone
down any perfectionist tendencies and accept certain flaws in your
work if it is to be of even quality and presented on time. Do not feel
guilty about this; it happens in every piece of research. Our hope is that
by reading this book, you will be able to minimise flaws and optimise
each aspect of the final report.

We wish you well in your research and would be pleased to hear
your opinion of the book, any suggestions you have for additions and
improvements and especially if you feel that it has made a positive
difference to the way you have approached your studies.

Kathleen McMillan and Jonathan Weyers
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Each chapter in How to Complete a Successful Research Project has
been organised and designed to be as clear and simple as possible.
The chapters are self-contained and deal with particular aspects of the
subject matter so that you can read the book through from beginning
to end, or in sections, or dip into specific chapters as you need them.

At the start of each chapter you’ll find a brief paragraph and a Key
topics list that lets you know what is included. Within each chapter,
the text is laid out to help you absorb the key concepts easily, using
headings and bulleted lists to enable you to find what you need.
Relevant examples are contained in figures, tables and boxes that
complement the text. The inset boxes are of three types:

Smart tip boxes emphasise key advice that we think will be
particularly useful to you.

Information boxes provide additional information that will broaden
your understanding by giving examples and definitions.

Query boxes raise questions for you to consider about your
personal approach to the topic.

BB

Finally, the Action points section provides three suggestions for
possible follow-up activities as you consider ideas further.

How to use this book xv
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TAKING ON A RESEARCH
INVESTIGATION

How to approach the challenges
of project work

Embarking on a research project can be exciting but also
challenging. To succeed, you will need to understand fully what’s
required of you and set about your work with the right expectations
and attitude. This chapter introduces the key phases of research,
outlines the activities necessary at each stage and covers the skills
you will need to develop.

KEY TOPICS
=> What’s expected in a research project?
=> Approaching a research project

We are assuming in this book that you have started or are about to
begin what might be termed a ‘high stakes’ undergraduate or master’s
research project. That is, one that accounts for a large proportion, if
not all, of the grade or degree you hope to achieve, and, moreover,
one that will involve an extended period of study and, as a result, a
formal write-up. The aim of this book is to assist you in producing the
best possible outcome from this period of study, by explaining the

Models of research study ﬂ

Various models apply to project work. Your project may be carried out
alongside lectures, practicals, tutorials (and associated assignments),
or you may be allocated a dedicated period of time to carry out your
research and write up your account of the project. The length of time
allocated to the process may be weeks, months or even a full year.
Regardless of the precise details, there are certain principles and
approaches that apply in all situations.

1 Taking on a research investigation 3



processes, expectations and most effective approaches to project
work, while also warning about difficulties you may encounter.

WHAT’S EXPECTED IN A RESEARCH PROJECT?

This is the first question you should ask yourself before starting

your study. You may already feel you know part of the answer from
information received during your previous studies and assignments,
when the techniques used to establish received wisdom in your
discipline may have been introduced. You may also have experienced
‘tasters’ in the form of brief projects or coursework carried out in
earlier years of study. However, in all probability, none of this can
prepare you for the authentic experience of advanced research. You
will have to work at a new, higher level, paying meticulous attention to
detail, technique and methods of analysis. Your work will need to be
original and, ideally, will make a genuine contribution, however small,
to knowledge in your field. You will also have to write up your work
to the highest standard. For some, that particular aspect may seem
harder even than conceiving new ideas or using advanced analytical
techniques.

One way of finding out about the academic expectations for your
project is to examine the learning outcomes (or objectives) associated
with your programme of study. These can normally be found in the
course handbook or within online resources. Typically they will cover
general aspects such as:

planning work and managing time

making literature searches

learning new research techniques

applying theory and/or technology

problem solving

conducting research

working ethically and safely

adopting professional standards

carrying out data interpretation and analysis

evaluating your own and published work

writing your findings up in a formal account.
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Each of these terms means something different in any given field of
study and not all will be relevant in your specific subject.

In addition to these academic outcomes, your department, supervisor
and, more importantly, those who will assess your completed project
will expect to see certain personal qualities, including:

the dedication of time and energy to complete your project on time
the application of intellectual integrity to your research task

active participation in meetings to review the work in progress

an approach involving a questioning and open mind

the capability to demonstrate original thinking

the stamina and application required to be productive in the conduct
of your research and its write-up.

All this may sound like research is a demanding experience, and it will
be. However, the hardship is balanced by rewards that are worth all
the effort. You will, of course, have deepened your understanding of
the topic and overall subject area. You will also have developed hugely
as a person and, with luck, the work you have done will contribute to
a grade or degree that will allow you to move forward towards your
chosen career aspirations.

The endpoint of research project work ﬂ

The most important tangible product of any project is the report that
you will submit for assessment (in some cases, it may be called a
paper, dissertation or thesis). This document will summarise your
findings and it must normally be presented in the standardised
format that applies to your discipline or department. In rare cases,
your work may even be published in the academic literature (journals)
of your field. However, there are other major outcomes that are less
tangible. These are related to the development of your intellect,
thinking, skills and ambition. In some cases project work can be
life-changing — and it will certainly contribute to changing your
personality and outlook.

1 Taking on a research investigation 5



APPROACHING A RESEARCH PROJECT

To be successful, and in particular to report on your investigation

on time, you will need to be clear about your overall aims and the
approaches required to achieve them. It will not be possible to map
out all your work accurately and in detail (if this were the case, then
perhaps the research would not be worth tackling). Nevertheless, you
should try to anticipate what skills you need to develop. You should
also be proactive in arranging the necessary meetings and visits in
gaining access to research materials and facilities. Possibly most
important of all, you will need to understand the need for ‘closure’
(most research is, after all, open-ended with no ‘right answer’) and be
willing to accept the compromises required for completion in terms
of the formal write-up. Most students experience highs and lows as
they progress through what is necessarily uncharted territory. It will
be important to remain upbeat during episodes when things may go
less well than you hoped. Recognising this aspect of project work and
remaining well-motivated is a vital key to successful research study.

Balancing your effort

No single part of your research effort should dominate over any of the
others, or the overall quality of your work will suffer. Typical faults are:

B spending too much time on initial reading before getting down to work
B being obsessed with getting a ‘perfect’ set of results

B heading off down a blind alley that is not relevant to your main
theme

B avoiding the writing-up phase.

To avoid these failings, create a work plan (Ch 5) and review your
progress frequently.

Understanding how a project develops through time is vital if you are
to organise yourself and submit high-quality work on the required
submission date. Table 1.1 shows some of the key stages in a
research project, with typical work activities and the skills required to
perform them. With so many component parts, most of which could
be open-ended, good time-management and planning are essential.
Chapter 5 provides tips on this aspect of research study.

6 Introduction



How can | gain an understanding of the quality of E
work required?

Firstly, consult the marking criteria for the project and associated
write-up (usually published in the course handbook). These may
indicate for example, the emphasis placed on originality or on
presentation. Submissions produced by students in previous years will
help you gain a sense of style and standard - but don’t feel intimidated
by apparently sophisticated structure and style in these completed
examples. Achieving this standard did not happen spontaneously. Your
starting point may not be at this level, but the learning process will very
likely result in a similarly high standard of document.

ACTION POINTS

1.1 Consider your personal strengths and weaknesses in
relation to the challenges of research activity. This self-
understanding may also help you to take anticipatory action — for
example, by considering how you might need to develop skills
such as calculating and interpreting statistics, data presentation,
referencing or academic writing.

1.2 Review the timeline for research study shown in Table 1.1
and create a set of targets for yourself. Think about where you
would like to be in your research at different times. Some research
projects are completed in a hurry at the end of the study period,
but you can avoid this by planning your work carefully and giving
yourself the best possible chance of completing on time, avoiding
a last-minute rush.

1.3 Get yourself organised. Regarding the points made in 1.2
above, one of the keys to meeting targets is being organised in
your work, so ensure your filing (both computer and hard copy)

is in good order right from the start — and periodically review its
status, giving it an overhaul from time to time. Always remember to
back up your files.

1 Taking on a research investigation 7
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1 Taking on a research investigation






PLANNING YOUR

RESEARCH PROJECT






CHOOSING A RESEARCH TOPIC

How to decide on a theme
for your investigation

The correct choice of project topic will improve the chances of a
successful outcome. It is important to weigh up relevant issues as
you select among the possibilities.

KEY TOPICS

=> Deciding on your personal research interests
=> Taking account of the options open to you
=> Making a final decision

The precise topic you choose to research has a great influence on how
well you succeed in carrying out the investigation and in writing up
your work. A crucial factor is whether you have a genuine interest in
the subject, as this will motivate you to complete the task to the best
possible standard. In addition, many practical matters need to be taken
into account, such as the feasibility of the intended investigation, or the
availability of relevant resources.

DECIDING ON YOUR PERSONAL RESEARCH INTERESTS

For any research project, it is essential that there is enough about the
topic that is novel and challenging for you. If this is the case, then
your levels of motivation will be high and may sustain you through any
problems you encounter. If not, you will be liable to become bored or
disillusioned, and this will hinder your ability to complete and write up
your work.

By the time that you’re considering a potential research topic, you
will almost certainly have an above-average interest in the broader
field of study. However, you may never have thought rigorously about
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your true underlying interests. Now, when you are forced into making
a decision, these will need to be considered quite deeply. For some,
stating a primary interest might be easy, but for many, it will be quite
difficult to commit their efforts to one highly focused subject, or to
settle on which option on a list interests them most. There may be a
range of possibilities, each with a balance of attractions and negative
aspects.

Rewind your past experiences to focus your views

Reflect on those areas of your course where you found your curiosity
and interest being fired. Remind yourself about appealing issues that
arose in debate in the lectures, tutorials, seminars or practicals. This
may help to give you some direction in selecting a topic.

TAKING ACCOUNT OF THE OPTIONS OPEN TO YOU

In many cases, you may find that the project topics are prescribed

or restricted. The decision is not so much what you would like to
research, but more which topic you will choose from a list of options
provided by academic staff. A variation on this closed-option list is the
semi-closed list, where academics provide a list of broad topics but
leave the student to choose the detailed perspective that they wish to
pursue.

Constraints such as these may feel limiting, especially at first when
you do not know the details of the topics outlined. However, they

are generally designed to provide you with a degree of freedom

within parameters controlled by those who will need to supervise and
assess the finished work, and who will have carefully considered the
practicalities of each option and the chances of obtaining a successful
outcome.

Where your choice is restricted, or from a fixed-menu of options,
consider each option in turn. Do not reject any possibility out of hand
until you know more about it. Obtain background information where
necessary and if a reading list is offered, consult this. Rank the options
according to how they appeal to you.
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Make your decisions with speed but not haste

If a list of research options is presented, find out the details as quickly
as possible, as there may be competition for specific topics or for
particular supervisors. However, make sure you take all relevant
factors into account in a deliberate decision-making process, rather
than hastily choosing under pressure. You should give the matter high
priority and allocate time and attention to activities that may help you
make a decision, such as library or internet searches and discussions
with potential supervisors.

A less restricted approach to the selection of research project topic
may occur. In this case, no list is provided and you are asked to
choose not only the topic but the specific research question to be
addressed. In this open-choice case, you will be expected to make

a selection largely on the basis of your personal interests within the
discipline. These might have developed from your personal experience
or from previous consideration of related topics arising from your
course of study — for example, from reading carried out for coursework.

If you have this type of open choice, then one approach might be to
brainstorm possible topics and sub-topics within your subject and then
to rank these in order of your interest. You could do this in phases,
moving sequentially from broader subject fields to more closely
specified research areas, until you can narrow down the choices and a
set of favourites emerges.

MAKING A FINAL DECISION

While you may have distinct preferences for specific areas of study,
you should still consider the options at a finer level before making a
final decision. Many factors will influence your ability to complete your
studies to a high standard, and they should all be borne in mind as you
weigh up different possibilities.

Potential research approaches

Is it possible for you to identify the approach that might be required?
Is there a question to be answered, a problem to be solved or an issue
to be debated? How will you restrict the potential areas to cover? How
exactly will you set about researching the topic? You may alter this
‘research angle’ through time, but refining your thoughts at this stage
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