THE ENGLISH DISSERTATION & INDEPENDENT PROJECT
(Levels 5 & 6)
2019–2020
CHOOSING A RESEARCH TOPIC & GUIDELINES FOR THE PROPOSAL
The first step in the dissertation or independent project is the selection of a topic. This can be done in different ways. The taught modules you have studied at level 4 and possibly 5 and those you will study aim to enhance the development of research skills, for example, through the selection, analysis, integration, and interpretation of textual material or information of one kind or another. They may involve a significant amount of time spent in the library, developing practical as well as intellectual research skills. So the link between learning and conducting research is maintained and developed throughout your undergraduate degree programme. One aim of this is to encourage inquiring open-mindedness about the generation of knowledge, concepts and values within your discipline. As a result of completing taught modules of your programme, it is hoped that you will be both inspired and equipped to undertake successfully the dissertation component of the programme. So when you begin to select a topic for your dissertation or project, reflect on the research skills you have developed – intellectual and practical – as well as the discipline-specific knowledge and understanding you have gained, and your awareness of various critical, theoretical and scholarly approaches.

Careful thought needs to be given to the selection of a topic, and you are advised to take the following into consideration:

1) The topic should be specific; you should be cautioned against very general topics as these are likely to be too broad in scope and unmanageable within the context of an undergraduate dissertation (10,000 words) or independent project (5,000 words), though scope for the former is proportionally greater than that for the latter.

2) It is important to identify a problem or question within a specific topic as the focus for your dissertation or project. You may proceed to generate a subordinate set of research questions.

3) Availability of information/resources: It is important at the outset to establish that the necessary resources are available to meet the aims of the project.

The selection of a topic should be done in consultation with the dissertation and project modules co-ordinator. This can be done in several ways.  (1) Students might explore the descriptors of modules that are taught and approach a module tutor about supervising a dissertation or independent project based on some aspect of a particular module.  The module should be one that the student has not already taken and is not taking in their current year.  (2) The student may devise a topic based on a subject that interests them and that they would like to explore and research as part of their undergraduate degree. This may be related to a topic they have studied on a module on their programme, but it should not merely seek to reproduce the learning acquired previously. The aim of consultation is to prepare a proposal which will be submitted shortly after the commencement of the First Term of the year. (See the Timetable for dates.)
The proposal should consist of at least two pages of A4, setting out the provisional title and subject of the proposed dissertation or independent project; the aims and objectives of the research, which should relate to the problem, question(s) or issues that the dissertation or project aims to address; and the method or approach that the dissertation project will follow.  In setting out the subject of the dissertation, the proposal should identify the aims and value of the topic, i.e. why is this of particular interest? In other words, you should make a case for your reasons for wishing to pursue your chosen research topic.

Only through an informed familiarity with not only the primary texts for your research, but also the scholarship in your chosen field, will you know which are valid questions to ask and whether you are likely to be able to answer these questions. This familiarity should develop through the process of independent study and regular supervision. Please understand that it is not expected that this familiarity will have been developed at the proposal stage.

Methodology is the way in which you propose to approach your topic, undertake your research, and answer your research questions. This may, but need not, involve the critical use of a theoretically informed approach, such as Lacanian psychoanalytic or cultural materialist. Most importantly, the choice of methodology should be appropriate for the research you propose to undertake and the questions your research aims to answer; you should try to demonstrate an awareness of its potential limitations.

The proposal should be followed a week later by an annotated bibliography of some of the material that the dissertation or project will use, for example, the titles with full bibliographical details (place of publication, publisher, date of publication) of the works of an author, along with some of the secondary materials that will be consulted, all accompanied by notes on relevance to the project and how these materials contribute to academic debates in your chosen subject.
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