5 steps to a good dissertation

Writing a good dissertation depends on many factors. 
1
How can I decide on a topic? 
Your first task is to determine the topic area of your study. Do keep your dissertation simple: you need to be very clear about exactly what you intend to look into. You should also be genuinely interested in the area, as you will spend a considerable amount of time working on this project.

Now formulate your objectives. These must be clear, showing your reasons for undertaking the study. If you try to undertake a dissertation without doing this, you will find that you have amassed a collection of data and reading that you cannot organise in a coherent way nor analyse effectively. 
Choose a fairly narrow, focused question so that you can manage the work easily. It may seem far too narrow to you to begin with, but the most common problem in dissertation-writing is having too much to explore. Less is more!

2
What sort of research will I do?
There are several different types of dissertation you can write. Some of these are detailed below:
· an empirical study, which is based on the systematic gathering and analysis of data with reference to some questions to be answered or a hypothesis to be tested. 

· an historical study, which involves an examination of an issue or development based on historical enquiry and normally involves the use of first-hand sources from archives and libraries; 

· a critical study, consisting of the examination of a concept, issue, dispute or theory, involving library based research; 

· a comparative study, consisting of the exploration of an issue, question or theory in relation to more than one country or state (library based research).

You should discuss your initial ideas with your supervisor and your research methodology should then become much clearer.

3
How will I find information on my topic?

You will need to use the Library (of course!) and maybe other university libraries or professional organisations to track down information. Journals are also extremely important, as can be CD-ROMs, videos, the Internet, etc. Use electronic databases too. Carry out your research systematically and thoroughly. The Academic Liaison Librarians are invaluable too and will help direct you to areas of relevance.

It is VITAL that you arrange an ATHENS password at the Library to allow you to access journals from home. The librarians will help you with this.

Do remember to keep a record of the sources you use as you go along. Index files are useful and you may find it helpful to photocopy key articles. You don’t want to finish writing your dissertation and then find you don’t have a record anywhere of the sources you referred to!
4
How is a dissertation ‘taught’?  

You should be allocated a supervisor. The first thing you should do is get in touch. Your supervisor won’t be pursuing you – the onus is on you. The first job you will do together is to hone your question and ensure the area you are researching is suitable. 

Prepare for a meeting with your supervisor by jotting down questions beforehand – it is really easy to get sidetracked and forget the main purpose of the meeting. Your supervisor needs to know from you, the best way to help you. 

5 The nitty gritty: actually doing it!

Start writing quite early

One of the biggest hurdles to get over when doing a dissertation is to actually start writing. It’s much less threatening to read, read, read and then read a little more. Reading is vitally important, but, at some point, you have to put down your books and start thinking and writing! Not being adept at writing is not an excuse. When you write dissertation, you will practise your writing skills and improve as you move along. 

Write an outline of your proposal, showing the bare bones of what you intend to do and then ‘flesh it out’ with more detail until you have a fairly detailed plan. This will help to keep your thinking on track. 
Using data

Remember that you need to analyse any data and findings. This is arguably the most important part of your dissertation. Do not rush it! Analyse the data in terms of the purpose of the investigation. Comment in detail on the data. Show that you have interpreted the data, not just described it, using evidence from the data to support the analysis. Look back at your discussion of the literature to develop and inform the analysis, comparing your findings with others where and if appropriate. Then, finally, discuss implications that can be drawn from the analysis of the data.

Keep in mind: 
· Your dissertation must have a logical structure and should be clear and coherent.

· Charts, etc should be used where appropriate, but make sure you explain their significance. All data should be clearly presented.

· References must be complete and consistently presented.

· Use appendices where relevant. These must be clearly numbered and should not usually total more than 2000 words or the equivalent. (Check this with your supervisor).
· Bibliography. This must be in accordance with academic conventions. See your Programme Handbook for details. You should include a wide range of sources and a substantial number of texts.

