Academic Discourse Practices: A Critical Approach – Term 3, Session 4
What you are aiming for….
EXAMPLES OF TUTORS’ COMMENTS 
(For examples of complete feedback, see pp 2 - 4)
Positive comments

1. Writer’s voice is evident

2. Evidence of personal/political commitment to topic

3. Own findings integrated well with research

4. Evidence of ethical data collection 

5. Non-directive sympathetic style of interviewing

6. Thorough, varied  and extensive research

7. Engaging (interesting) topic

8. Wide ranging lit review

9. Diverse amount of data

10. Clear links between LR and own data

11. Clear account of research process

Some useful criticism

Lit review
12. Avoid only description 

13. Writer’s opinions don’t reflect literature

14. Lacks a proper literature review

15. Don’t be governed by the status quo but look for other possibilities

Research 

16. No adequate justification for the methodology 

17. No details of why or how you conducted the data analysis

18. Examine the implications of your results

19. Include a reflective discussion of the research process 

20. Discuss your reasons for choosing methodology and techniques

21. Discuss the literature around the methodology

22. If your observations differ from existing notions of ‘reality’ it’s OK

23. Explain connections between your work and the models you use
24. Check appropriate sample size (with supervisor, other similar studies)
25. Keep a focus on the RQ

Cohesion & Coherence

26. Include interim summaries

27. Make sure you avoid typing/ punctuation errors

28.  Don’t forget the abstract and clear contents page

29. Ensure links between paragraphs /sections are logical

30. Include a clear introductory section (mapping out the outline)

General

31. Avoid general terms which may have several meanings

32. All visuals should be of good quality

33. Layout, presentation and organisation matters
…. and how to get there
SOME ADVICE OFFERED BY PAST STUDENTS
1. Talk to your supervisor / your friends / classmates.

2. Do a pilot study.

3. Have a narrow focus.

4. Don’t worry if your findings are different from previous researchers’ findings or from what is suggested by the theory – this may be a GOOD thing!

5. Start writing drafts quite early – you can adapt and change as the dissertation develops.

6. The literature review should be based on themes linked to your research area, not just a list of writers.

7. Make sure you can justify your choice of methodology.

8. The structure should be clear, systematic and coherent.

9. The writer’s voice should come through.

10. Work out a mock outline of the dissertation when there is still plenty of time so that you have time to make adjustments if necessary.

11. A tentative division of chapters helps you work within the given word limit.

LAEL DISSERTATIONS - TUTORS' COMMENTS

A (first marker)
This is a very interesting, readable and spirited dissertation documenting an important topic: the development of rural women's literacies and literacy practices. Your own voice comes through strongly - good. I am unsure as to whether this sort of ethnographic work has been done before in this context (you don't say), but the study seems to me to be a very original one. In particular, you address the social nature of (lack of) literacy and the complexities of literacy education for women, and use the existing literature well in this respect. I like the way you integrate your findings with the views of published writers in the field (e.g. in Chapter 5). The women's voices come through well. What comes across clearly is the impossibility of generalising about women in a particular context, or about the attitudes of those around them -which are clearly diverse. 

You have worked hard on collecting your data, and have done so in an ethical way. I enjoyed your non-directive and sympathetic style of interviewing. Good transcription /translation work . Analytically, the study is weaker, being mainly descriptive. The reader is left with a picture of diversity (which is important), but without much idea of, for example, whether literacy education promoted work outside the home, or whether work outside the home prompted literacy, or the specific ways in which literacy actually helped the women in their paid work. 

Something that I would have liked a little more of in the dissertation is I think the literacy curriculum itself: aims and objectives, and what a 'typical' lesson might look like (texts, activities). 

The dissertation could have benefited from closer reading by a native (postgraduate!) speaker of English, not because of grammatical inaccuracies or misspelling but more because ideas are occasionally oddly linked together. Contents pages promise well (though I am unsure at this stage how Chapter 4 will fit in). 








(55-59%)
A ( second marker)

This is an interesting account of a women's literacy programme in rural_____. I particularly liked the way your project was characterised by a real personal and political commitment to the topic. 

There are, however, a number of weaknesses. On the content side, there is much that you say about the value of literacy, which I am not sure is always an accurate reflection of what has been said by scholars writing on the subject (see e.g. p. 9). On the presentation side, I found the overall structure at times confusing. You do not seem to provide a proper literature review in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3, you do not provide adequate justification for your methodology and choice of informants. Chapter 4 seems oddly out of place (and should probably have been incorporated into Chapter 1). And although the analysis in Chapter 4 is interesting, you haven't really said much about why or how you actually chose to analyse the data.









(55-59%)
B (first marker) 

A thorough and engaging piece of extensive, varied research with a large number of good theoretical concepts well-linked to many perceptive insights into your data. While there are one or two relatively minor "mechanical" details that need fixing (e.g., please provide an Abstract), and perhaps more could have made of some of the implications of your findings, I found this illuminating both in terms of what it revealed about the type of interaction under focus and the research process itself-well done!  
















(71%)
B ( second marker) 

This was a thoughtful and well written study, which makes it only too clear that EAP classes on 'seminar skills' don't (can't?) come close to representing the real world as it is. You demonstrate well, in fact, how many real worlds there are, even within one department never mind across disciplines and in the world beyond the university setting. Congratulations on making contacts you needed and establishing the trust that was so necessary for you to be able to observe and record so much interaction. The transcripts are fascinating and I hope that you will be able to go deeper into the data and provide us all with more insights into the challenges that your subjects have been facing. My main suggestions would be that you explain more clearly that you have used the models you refer to  (especially Canale and Swain), that you summarise a bit more frequently (lots of trees, and we need to see more wood), and that you tidy up some of the typos, problems with punctuation and bibliography etc. Well done, though. Your dissertation was a real pleasure to read. 









(71%)
C 

This is a small-scale self-contained study of a reasonably well-defined linguistic minority community, carried out carefully and written up in an appropriate amount of detail. The discussion of methodology is generally good, but I felt that there was not enough discussion of the questionnaire -which was by far the most important instrument in the study -and why the particular questions were chosen. In many questions the participants were asked to agree or disagree with particular statements or attributes and more explanation was needed of why these statements or attributes were chosen to use in the study. Also more discussion was desirable on the method of questionnaires itself, its validity for use in cases like this (especially with children and adolescents) and what kind of conclusions can reasonably be drawn from a questionnaire study. 

The introduction seems to have become lost somehow -although the background information is there in the first chapter, there is not an actual introductory section. 

The photos in the Appendix are potentially a nice touch (though the quality of the reproduction is poor) but they need captions to explain them and link them to the text. 

Overall a well carried out study but falling a bit short in terms of the amount of reflection on the process and method by which it was done. 

















(66%)
E (first marker)
This is an excellent dissertation, very well and clearly presented, suitably organised, with a lot of complex data carefully summarised, an appropriate use of appendices and a creative attempt to relate non-ELT literature to an important topic in ELT which is under-researched (or not at all researched) in ELT at present. You should certainly think about publishing all as well as selections of this work, and disseminating and discussing the findings once you are back in Russia. I was a little disappointed in the conclusions, which I think you could have taken further (for example, what exactly would focus groups, interviews and observations add in terms of insight that you have not already gathered? What would you focus on in follow-up research? What remains to be learned about leadership in ELT?) But this comment should not detract from the fact that you have clearly done an enormous amount of work, have gathered very rich and useful data, have presented it in user-friendly form and you have definitely contributed to the field. Well done, and please do not stop here: you should continue to explore this field and build on your achievements. 

Chapter I is a good, succinct and personalised introduction. Chapter 2 identifies and presents clearly important relevant literature and combines this well with the interviews you conducted (although at times it was only because I knew the informants that I could tell which was an ELT source and which came from the literature). Chapter 3 is a clear account of the research process, although I would like to have seen a clearer connection made between the results of the interviews and the content of the questionnaire. Chapter 4 clearly tabulates, presents and summarises a large data set, and makes suitable reference to appendices. The one limitation was that you do not define (e.g. pages 25 and 27) what you mean by "the majority", "several" and "more than once". I think you will see, once you have achieved a distance through time from the detail of the dissertation, that Chapter 5 could have drawn out the themes merging from the data a little more synthetically. 
However, it may indeed be the case, as appears from your analysis that there was much common ground among the different informants. Might it be that because of the lack of opportunity to probe that you were not able to elicit divergent or controversial opinions? Like much of the management literature, many of the findings appear rather "rosy" or "counsels of perfection". However, you do also explore briefly what a bad leader is, and maybe that should be the topic of follow-ups, through case studies and in-depth interviews. 

I really do hope you take this further: it is a rich field ripe for further exploitation and publication. Well done and good luck in further work.                                                                       
72% (final mark 68%)
E (second marker) 
A lot of qualities in this – a very wide ranging literature review, with all your main readings succinctly summarised; a similarly wide ranging “net” of data, gathered via an appropriate variety of means; and lots of very thorough analysis of your findings. However, in addition to these strong quantitative merits, I would have also liked from time to time to have seen evidence of greater boldness in wielding some kind of dissecting scalpel, to bring greater qualitative understanding and insight into the analysis. I think this might have been helped at times by, for example, making use of the theoretical framework of Buchanan and Boddy, as some of my other comments indicate, or in one way or another, by your bringing to bear a higher degree of generalisation and pattern-seeking. However, although I feel that this is an important dimension that might have been further developed, this was in all other respects a very good piece of work - well done! 
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