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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk 
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most imporantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.
         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
         
 
         You can do direct to www.writing-your-dissertation.co.uk which is part of the main How To site.
         
 
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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            Preface 
 to the Third edition
            

         
 
         Almost every higher education course in the country requires a thesis, dissertation or research project of some considerable length in full or partial fulfilment of its qualification. Such an undertaking often strikes terror into the average student, who is typically assumed to be able to work alone, to understand all the principles of research and to have high-level reading and writing skills. Where these have been acquired is not always apparent.

         Some institutions offer excellent research methods courses and impeccable support; others, sadly, leave students to sink in a sea of panic which leads to high rates of non-completion or drop-out.
  
         There are many top grade books on research methods but most assume that the researcher is a professional with unlimited time and resources. This book is based on the real experiences of students who do not match such a description but who need ideas for planning and producing a good piece of work without stress and total disruption of their personal life.
         
 
         The basics are: asking a question, finding the answer and reporting the answer. It sounds easy: it can be easy and enjoyable but only for the organised and committed student.
         
 
         Only minor changes have been necessary to this edition. Student feedback suggests that the book fulfils its purpose of providing signposts to the most direct route through what, for many, remains a daunting task.
 
         Mature students especially will appreciate the pragmatic approach which still makes no concessions to the quality and integrity of the final product.
 
         The temptation to expand this book into a ‘great tome’ of research methods has been resisted! There are quantities of advanced texts in every library and new styles of interactive study, internet usage and co-operative publishing have emerged.
         
 
         Despite this, hardly a week goes by without a report of some ludicrous, contradictory research into an aspect of diet or medicine carried out at enormous expense.
 
         This book remains committed to the practical fundamentals of useful inquiry undertaken with honesty and integrity by ordinary students.
 
         Derek and Ruth Swetnam
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            Before You Start

         
 
         CHECKING THE REQUIREMENTS
 
         Congratulations! You have been accepted for a higher-level course or have reached the stage where a taught course moves into the dissertation, project or extended study phase. There are over 5,000 postgraduate courses alone offered by universities and colleges in Great Britain and countless other courses demanding at some stage a potentially daunting individual research study.
 
         Research is inquiry into some aspect of the physical, natural or social world. It must be systematic, critical, empirical and have academic integrity. All students should assume that their work will be subject to public scrutiny and whatever approach is used readers must be convinced that all the recommendations and conclusions are firmly grounded in meticulous work.
 
         You would certainly not have been admitted to your course if the staff did not think that you could pass. The greatest danger is not failure but non-submission and some courses which appear to have high failure rates in fact reflect the latter.
 
         This book is about planning, strategy and keeping your sanity while producing good work.
         
 
         Although every educational organisation has its own idiosyncratic requirements they have many features in common and general principles apply to all. Apart from the very best PhD work all student research is a compromise between what is desirable and what is possible. Mature, part-time students will need to keep a fine balance between the demands of job, family and course.
         
 
         Mature students have special problems which they are often very reluctant to share. They have a high ego stake in the qualification, especially if they are already in a senior post. There may be other more junior members of staff who have already achieved the qualification. They often feel that their academic writing skills have atrophied and that they will be overwhelmed by the phenomenal brain power of the other students. Almost by definition the older student is more prone to marital, family and health problems.
 
         Few of these fears are ever realised and are usually more than compensated for by the wisdom and motivation that comes with age. Whatever problems you may have it is certain that someone else has experienced and overcome them. Beware of rationalising difficulties: that is blaming home, job, health and family unfairly for your lack of progress. Confide in your supervisor and most will move heaven and earth to assist. 
         
 
         Assessing your abilities
 
         If your course is optional and especially part-time you will almost certainly have terrible butterflies in the stomach about your ability to see it through. This is absolutely normal. Try the following self-assessment:
 
              
            	Do you have the motivation and commitment?
     
            	Can you cope with the demands of your job and family as well?
     
            	Do you have the reading and writing skills?
     
            	Can you face the travelling and possible evening work?
     
            	Can you afford the course fees or obtain funding?
     
            	Can you work on your own?
     
            	Do you respond to pressure and deadlines?
 
         
 
         If that all seems a bit gloomy try this:
 
              
            	Are you looking for an exciting and rewarding experience?
     
            	Do you want to expand your thinking powers?
     
            	Do you want to meet stimulating people?
     
            	Are you ready to enhance your career opportunities?
     
            	Do you want to feel proud of your achievement?
 
         
 
         Convinced? Here is a tip from one of my students who had every possible personal problem during her research. Do not associate your dissertation too closely with your work or professional life. Regard it as an escape from stress, not as an addition to it; it really helps. 
         
 
         Building your confidence
 
         A great preventer of progress is lack of confidence and the insecurity that results. To start your confidence-building programme check all the details of the requirements and regulations as follows:
 
         
            ♦ What is the exact date of submission?
 
            ♦ What wordage is required?
 
            ♦ Are there any intermediate specified dates, eg literature review completed by?
 
            ♦ How must the work be presented?
 
            ♦ What are the rules about format?
 
            ♦ What tutorial support is available?

         
 
         It is quite helpful to see actual examples of previous student work, available from the department or library, if only to convince you that you can do better than many of those that were accepted!
 
         It is strongly advised that the house style and format is adopted from the outset (see Chapter 6). Even if the student is a computer expert, re-formatting many pages of text, especially if desperate for time, can be a frustrating task.
 
         The wordage in research projects varies from about 10,000 up to 60,000 or more for a high-level pure research degree, the average at master’s level being 25,000. There has been a distinct tendency in recent years for these figures to be reduced. If the numbers produce a sick feeling in the stomach be reassured that exceeding the limit is a far more common problem than the reverse.
         
 
         The crucial issue of using tutors will be returned to later.
 
         CHOOSING A SUBJECT
 
         This apparently simple process can be agony. Usually only general parameters are given, yet great precision is expected. You will be seriously handicapped unless the topic is one in which you are interested enough to spend up to a year or more and to sustain that interest during hours of work. The dissertation should be ‘about something’: the days when rambling, discursive essays were accepted have long gone and you must never start without a detailed plan, preferably also a title, even though this may be subsequently modified.
 
         The selection process
 
         The process is rather like sharpening a pencil, for example:
 
         
            ♦ General area of study – sociology
 
            ♦ Particular interest – groups of old people
 
            ♦ More specifically – community care
 
            ♦ Especially – in residential homes
 
            ♦ Precisely – in warden-controlled homes
 
            ♦ Draft title – ‘The management of community care in warden-controlled residential homes’.

         
 
         The eventual fine point is the working title which may be further refined or limited to one exact location. From this stage another useful technique is to develop an ideas list which covers about 30 possibilities for the research, to be edited down as the research questions are developed. Some students do a personal brainstorm or draw multilegged spiders with an idea on each leg. If you have access to others on the course that is a useful stage at which to exchange views with them and/or arrange an initial tutorial meeting.
         
 
         CHECKING FEASIBILITY
 
         The title and the ideas may sound wonderful but are they possible? However worthy it may be to survey 50 local authorities, can you support the postage, cost and travel that such a project implies? One undergraduate proposed researching the roles of Thomas Hardy and Arnold Bennett as regional novelists in six months: at least 15 novels to be read!
 
         It is more important for you to achieve the qualification and stay sane than to impress the academic world with an amazing work of erudition. If appropriate, high-level scholarship may be developed later from the work in hand.
         
 
         Many of the ideas on the first list will have to be crossed out on the grounds of impracticability. Check the following:
 
         
            ♦ Is the project physically possible in time, distance and volume of work?
 
            ♦ Can it be afforded? 
            
 
            ♦ Do you have, or can you develop rapidly, the skills needed for the research?
 
            ♦ Will you be permitted to gain access to the suggested sites?
 
            ♦ Can you find the necessary literature?
 
            ♦ Are there any ethical or moral problems?
 
            ♦ Will the topic remain ‘live’ over the period of the research?
 
            ♦ Would you have the support of the college and/or your employer?

         
 
         Do not assume anything. If in doubt about access get written confirmation. A burning issue in schools or the health service can be extinguished by legislation. Many education students have had their research made virtually worthless by government legislation on such matters as school examinations and governorship.
         
 
         Be particularly careful if you plan research involving children; parental permission will be required. Any unsupervised research activity with children will also involve you in a Criminal Records Bureau check. Discuss such plans with your tutor and take their advice.
         
 
         While most employers are helpful and cooperative some can be jealous or obstructive, especially if the work may reveal defects in an existing system. 
         
 
         WATCHING ETHICAL PRACTICE
 
         Students may be surprised when they are given a written policy on the ethics of research and even asked to sign that they have read
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            	Hybrid animals within a species live longer than pure bred ones.
     
            	Boys who play the flute and girls who play the drums are more likely to be bullied at school than children who take up instruments considered ‘more appropriate’ to their gender.
     
            	Prisoners should not be kept more than two to a cell.
            
     
            	Intrapartum asphyxia is a major cause of cerebral palsy.
     
            	St Lucy’s High School needs a marketing policy.
     
            	Open-cast mineral extraction has detrimental social and economic effects on the immediately surrounding area.
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         CASE STUDIES
 
         Paul chooses a subject close to home
 
          
         Alison’s topic is work-related
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