DEPARTMENT OF LINGUISTICS AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE

GUIDELINES FOR WORKING ON YOUR  MA DISSERTATIONS 2007/2008
The following guidelines are intended to help you plan and undertake your dissertation work during term 3 and up to mid-August when you will submit the completed work.

1.
You are embarking on a research project, of which the dissertation is the end product. The whole process can be elating: you deepen your understanding of the issues which most interest you.  Equally, you may find things don’t always go the way you planned, and you tend to find more questions than answers. Your supervisor is there to see you through the frustrations, and if possible help you enjoy the experience too.

2.
We have tried unsuccessfully to specify exactly what makes the difference between a good dissertation and a not so good one. The criteria differ according to the topic.  All the dissertations stored in the M.A. Reading Room were successful: the best you can do is read some in your general topic area and learn from them.

3.
It is your research, not your supervisor’s: you must take the lead.  The more you bring to your meetings, the more you are likely to get out of them. Please note that you are entitled to a total of FIVE hours of supervision with your supervisor. Please take advantage of this!

4.
Research doesn’t have to be lonely. Help each other. As soon as possible make arrangements to work with one or more other students with similar interests.  You can help each other throughout the process by discussing your ideas and sharing difficulties. While you are writing the dissertation you can read each others’ to see whether they make sense, and in the final stages you can proof-read for each other.

5.
Before your first meeting with your supervisor you could be working on some aspects of your proposal:

a)
Think about your Research Questions (RQs) in the light of your reading and discussions with colleagues, while checking that you have a good idea what you can do to answer them..

b)
Work on your bibliography. Make a list of any readings which you have done and intend to do which are in any way related to your topic. Set up a system for keeping a record of your references, on card or on disk. This will save you time later as missing references may take a long time to track down.

c)
Decide what you need to discuss with your supervisor: be prepared for that first meeting. 

6.
By your second meeting you should have decided on exactly:-


a)
what data you are planning to collect,


b)
how to collect it

c) 
roughly how to analyse it

d)
a precise timetable for your work.


From as soon as your supervision process begins, you will be busy setting up the details 
of your study, working on the theoretical background, thinking about the data you will 
use and how you will analyse them. However, if you are going to collect empirical data 
(which many of you will do), bear in 
mind that you will need to secure access to your 
informants beforehand, and that you rely on their time and availability.  Thus, even before 
formal supervision has begun, it is good to make preliminary contacts with them in order 
to secure their co-operation and to establish a rough timetable for the research.


On the other hand, however, before embarking on the actual data- gathering, it is also 
very important to wait until you have done the necessary planning in consultation with 
your supervisor.  This is in order to ensure that the research questions, overall research 
design and data-gathering instruments are all thought through properly beforehand.  If 
data are collected before this stage, the research often becomes unsatisfactory.


Thus, it is normally later on in May (and in parts of June) that you will be busy collecting 
data and that you will have begun or be in the middle of the process of data analysis.  It 
helps to be in touch with your supervisor throughout this process. It might be particularly 
useful to discuss with them specific examples of how you are interpreting your data. 
Remember that any theoretical concepts you draw are only useful if they allow you to 
illuminate certain things in your data. Theory is ‘good’ if it reveals something interesting 
about your data.
7.
Finally, think carefully about how you are going to produce your final version so that you can hand it in by the final deadline. Remember to leave sufficient time for writing. Writing usually takes longer than expected! Your supervisor is likely to be away for some time over the summer; find out when that will be and make plans accordingly. Do not make unreasonable demands of your supervisor, such as asking him/her to comment on something you have written within a day of returning from three weeks abroad!  The supervision process is a personal and individual matter, and the most suitable approach therefore varies from case to case.   Please do not expect staff to read a draft version of your dissertation. 
8. 
Remember that correct referencing is important. Do not leave it to the last moment to check your references. Consult the document ‘Managing Citation and Referencing in Assignments and Dissertations’, which is included in your Welcome Pack. Consult your supervisor if you have difficulties with specific cases.

9.
10 days before the final deadline you should be proof reading and polishing. From now on there will be more pressure on printers and photocopiers. We suggest you allow at least four days for photocopying and last minute jobs.
10.
Submission guidelines are enclosed. You should follow these instructions carefully.
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