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A SUGGESTED WRITING FRAME FOR A DISSERTATION 

The main body of the dissertation should be subdivided into chapters.  Sub-headings within chapters allow for greater clarity and coherence.  It is unlikely that there would be less than five chapters and generally not more than eight.  A typical arrangement of chapters might be:

Chapter 1: 	INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT
Chapter 2: 	REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE	
Chapter 3: 	METHODOLOGY
Chapter 4: 	ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
Chapter 5: 	CONCLUSIONS AND	RECOMMENDATIONS
References: 	
Appendices:	Research instrument(s)
Examples only of raw data must be provided
			
It should be possible to read the Introduction (Chapter 1) followed by the Conclusions (Chapter 5) and for these to make a coherent whole.

Variations on the above are obviously permissible, the most common being a merging of the Introduction and Review of Literature to form the first chapter and an expansion of chapter 4 into two e.g. a chapter containing the results, followed by a discussion of the results and their relationship to other work.  The aim is to provide a balanced collection of chapters.






This guidance, in the form a writing frame, is on how to conceivably construct the chapters for your Dissertation. By using the writing frame it will ensure that all elements that are required for a successful dissertation are included.  This is only a suggested writing frame and is in no way meant to suppress your creativity in structuring your study.  However, it is advisable to check any proposed structure with your dissertation supervisor.
Writing successfully at this level requires wide reading.  Keeping all materials current as well as a collection of relevant articles and detailed records of where useful references can be found.  It is vital that you manage your research study in a coherent and systematic fashion.  It is crucial that all direct quotes used in your dissertation are, immediately before or after the quote, given a year and page number in the text and that all the references used appear in the Reference Section at the end.  Therefore, you must devise a system to keep records of all sources used.  

You must pay great attention to the presentation of your research, as this is as much a part of the process as the actual empirical research work. Check for correct spelling, punctuation and grammar. Get a ‘critical friend’ to read the finished research study and give you an honest opinion about the technicalities of the writing but more importantly, about the coherence and structure of the research and its presentation.  An independent eye is invaluable here.  You cannot expect to rely on your research supervisor to do the ‘proof reading’; the onus is on you.
Express yourself as clearly and precisely as possible in Standard English using the normal conventions of punctuation and grammar. Use side headings to help to structure your narrative.  If you use acronyms make sure you put the full title when the name is first used, followed by the letters in brackets e.g. Local Authority (LA).  A glossary of acronyms/initials should be included after the index page.
The word length for the research study is 15,000 words.  The guidance given is only a suggested approximate number of words for each section.  Students are expected to adjust these to suit the requirements of their individual research study.



Choose a Title
Choose a working title that you might refine later as your work evolves.  The final title should be brief, but should convey the purpose and context of the study.   Make sure you are clear as to what the scope and major focus of your research will be. 

Abstract (250-300 words)
Although the abstract is placed at the front of your dissertation, it is generally the last thing that is written.  The abstract should provide a brief synopsis of the study of approximately 250 - 300 words.  It should state the type of research that has been carried out; its purpose; the methods used. It should focus on the major findings and outcomes, i.e. what, why, who, when and how.  The abstract is not an introductory chapter, nor a list of tasks that have been carried out. 

 Chapter One: Introduction (approx. 2000 words)
Note that all chapters should begin with an introduction that outlines the structure of the chapter and conclude with a summary.  Linkage between the chapters should be explained in the summary of the preceding chapter.

Introduction
In Chapter 1 you will outline the background and context of your study.  Provide a detailed rationale for the study to being undertaken and relate this to both the national and the local context. This chapter is the place where you can make the reader aware of what you have taken into account in producing this work (e.g. any particular constraints, any particular theoretical position) and is also the place where you can provide a brief justification for the approach you have decided to take. You need to make very clear your aims, the scope of what you will cover and how you intend to approach your research. 
A considerable amount of time spent getting right the detail of the introduction can provide the necessary discipline for ensuring that the rest of your assignment is relevant and coherent. A draft introduction can make a useful focus for a discussion with your supervisor. Keep regular contact with and use your supervisor.
Context
Describe the context of the study in some detail.  This should put the research study within an appropriate setting and provide background information essential to its understanding.   Explain the relationship of your study to local and national contexts.  
Describe your school/institution (anonymously), your role within it.  It is advisable to state what you intend to call the institution in the research, and then use it consistently, for example, The School, The Organisation.  

Rationale
This is a detailed justification for what you want to investigate in the study, indicating both the micro and macro contexts that are affecting your particular piece of research.  It should provide a justification of the value of the study both in theoretical and practical terms.  Explain what contribution the dissertation is likely to make to your institution and your own practice.  If it is part of your Institutional Development Plan or Performance Management targets, give details.  The rationale should be underpinned by literature.  It could make reference to one or two key studies that are relevant to the research investigation and may have been inspirational.  These should be developed further in the literature review.

Aims
The aims of the study should be clearly articulated; three or four at the most are advised.  These should be constantly used as a reference point for the study and will form the framework for the literature review, methodology, analysis and conclusions.  If you are formulating a general research hypothesis it should be stated here.

Summary
This chapter could end with one or two paragraphs that explain how your dissertation is structured.  Then conclude by summarizing the main points in this chapter and by introducing the literature chapter. 



Chapter Two:  Literature Review (approx. 3500 words)  
The main purpose of the literature review is to: investigate, scrutinize, question, consider and explore what others have written about the subject, thus providing an indication of the originality of your own research, i.e. you have identified a ‘gap’ in the knowledge; establish a theoretical framework for the study, thus setting it within the context of current knowledge; present a detailed analysis of the key texts that you have used to explore recent research/thinking in the study area; using quotations as appropriate both in content and number. This chapter should begin with an introductory paragraph that explains how it is structured and why. 

This chapter is a organized review of the literature relevant to your research theme. Use a range of up-to-date texts, journal articles and computer-based sources to conduct a literature search of relevant published research. The sources should be critically and analytically examined; key ideas and themes need to be debated and compared, not simply listed and described.  Consider where other academics have identified gaps or weaknesses, where they have challenged the basic premise of a particular theoretical position. Rather than a ‘source by source’ approach; adopt a theme-by-theme style that reflects your theoretical framework.  Being clear about your theoretical framework at this stage will help you determine the main areas to be covered by the literature review, and this will break the writing down into manageable chunks.
To ensure a balanced approach as well as assisting in being able to critically analyse the literature, do not rely heavily on one or two sources.  Synthesize your reference material where possible, often different writers will be making the same or a similar point and these can be blended together.  A poor style is when chunks of material are simply lifted from different sources and are linked together with a brief comment.
It is advisable to keep your literature review as up-to-date as possible, as education changes fairly rapidly.  However, some of the older literature may well include influential writings, notable reviews of pertinent issues, or are of historical relevance and, therefore, are valid sources of material.  
When discussing your own experience of your organization, you might wish to comment on different theories and their uses or deficiencies when applied to the real life situation being researched. You should not be using theory to merely support your ideas - again remember to take a critical perspective and disagree as well as agree. If you present your own opinions in this section, make it clear that these are your own, and ensure that no unsubstantiated statements are made.

It is unlikely that coverage of the Literature Review will be exhaustive and consequently reading should be informed, selective and current.  However, the areas must be interlinked and the reasons for the choice of your theoretical framework (and hence your literature) should be clearly articulated in the introduction to the literature review. 
Remember to keep detailed, accurate references (including page numbers) for all the materials used as well as cite and reference them using Harvard Referencing.  
Sub-headings may be used to help structure your chapter.  Again, end with a summary and a link forward to the next chapter. 

Chapter Three: Methodology (approx. 2500 words)
The main purpose of the Methodology chapter is to: justify the overall research strategy or methodological approach to the study.  This should be supported by evidence of appropriate reading. Again using a range of sources.  Give an explanation of the techniques used to enhance the reliability and validity of the study. Outline a clear indication of the expected sequence of events/activities used in the conduct of the research. You need to show how you plan to conduct the background research to ensure that it is both innovative a viable. Describe, explain and justify your choice of methods. Explain their strengths and limitations for your purposes.  Your chosen methods of investigation should be supported by evidence from key research methodology texts. Explain how you plan to analyse your data.
Be aware that you are writing in the ‘past tense’ about the research you have undertaken.
Areas that could be covered are:
Research Aims
The aims of the study should be repeated here; these should be constantly used as a reference point for the study and will form the framework for your methodology, analysis and conclusions.  It is important to briefly outline which methodologies you are using to meet each aim.
Research Methods
This section should not only clearly identify the methodology you intend to use, but also justify its selection within the broader context of a research strategy or theoretical approach.  It should demonstrate how you planned your piece of research, giving detailed and well argued and theoretically underpinned reasons for choices of research strategy, i.e. action research, case study, survey, experiment, ethnography. 
Analyse your chosen methods of quantitative or qualitative data collection, for example: observations, questionnaire, interviews, focus groups, documents and acknowledge the possible limitations of those methods.  You should back up your chosen method(s) with some theoretical underpinning from research methodology writers.
Multiple Methods and Triangulation
Triangulation involves bringing various interpretations of the same event, or an aspect of it, into some relationship with each other so that they can be compared and contrasted. The accounts may be elicited through interviews, the submission of written reports, photographs etc.  Triangulation is where more than one method is used to extract different types of data from the same sample. You are encouraged to use triangulation where possible.
Research Schedule
Outline the sequence of events you planned at the outset of the research to ensure that it is organised in a professional and manageable way.  It is important that you look at the data collection points, and ensure that they will fit into your research time scale.  
Pilot study
This is an initial, very small study used to test the clarity and reliability of data collection instruments. Have a critical friend(s) assist you by giving you feedback on your research instrument.  Indicate what changes have been made to the research instruments resulting from the pilot study.


Sample
One important aspect of the research study is deciding exactly who will be studied.  This will almost certainly require some form of sampling because researchers do not have the time to, for example, study all the schools in an LEA, or to observe all the maths lessons in a school, or to interview all the students on a course in a College.  Therefore, you must explain the number of respondents in your study and the method by which they have been chosen to represent the potential ‘total population’ of the study.
Ethical issues
A MA Course should ensure that students should apply the highest ethical standards to both practice and their research.  In the interests of confidentiality, do not state the name of your organisation, or to name any respondents within the dissertation.  It should be stated very clearly within your research that you are not using correct names for ethical reasons. State if pseudonyms or codes are going to be substituted for the correct names and be consistent in their use.
State what introduction was given to the respondents before commencing the research and give details in this section.  Respondents should not be coerced into taking part in your research study, and should have the right to withdraw at any time.  It is important that you gain the consent of all parties who are directly or indirectly involved in the research study.  For example, when interviewing teaching staff it is necessary to get the head teachers’ consent, as well as the staff themselves.  To get advice on whose consent to ask, consult your research supervisor.  
Give full details of what measures you have taken to follow ethical principles in your research.
Conduct of the Research
Here you provide an evaluation of the way in which your chosen methodology was finally implemented, including any steps taken and changes made; problems encountered; or limitations imposed.  You must include a copy of your research instrument(s) - questionnaire, interview schedule etc. - either in this section or in an Appendix.
Research Analysis Methods
It is important that theoretically grounded research analysis methods are used to analyse data.  These should be determined at the stage of designing your research to ensure that they meet the needs of the proposed method.  For example, computer-aided analysis for students using quantitative methods may use, the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) while qualitative data can be analysed using the NUD*IST. Other non-computer-aided methods that can be used to analyse qualitative data include: thematic approach, content analysis, discourse analysis. 
It is essential that data be collected in an appropriate manner for analysis.  
Presentation of Data Collected 
Include one or two examples of your raw, unprocessed data and/or field notes in an Appendix.  These will be scrutinized for validity.

Chapter Four: Analysis of your findings (approx. 3500 words)
What is important is that the findings are presented in a logical, coherent fashion, with a clear introductory section, which explains your approach and leads the reader through the results.  Structure your findings according to your aims, your theoretical framework and/or key themes that emerge, rather than by the methodologies you have used (i.e. don’t present as ‘findings from the questionnaire’ then ‘findings from the interviews’).  The themes can be used as side headings to combine your findings, although there is no one standard method that applies to every dissertation.
Select the best methods to present your findings – this may include tables, graphs and diagrams and quotations.  It is important that a large number of examples from the data are clearly presented in this section.  There is no need to present your results in more than one format - for example, use a table or a diagram – whichever is more appropriate.  In your text, there is no need to repeat all the data shown in any table or diagram – allow the reader to interpret this and then summarize the key features.  Use verbatim quotations from interviews where appropriate. These help provide the reader with a ‘rich picture’ of your findings.
It is crucial that you discuss and analyse your findings. Analysis has three principal elements:
· Classification – aggregate and present your data as an entity
· Comparison – compare aspects of your data, difference sources, response from different groups. This section might also include comparisons with research reported in the literature
· Interpretation – analyse using concepts or models derived from the literature.  For example, a report on collegiality might compare your findings in a school with the main principles of this theory:
· Do senior managers facilitate staff participation in decision-making?
· Does the school acknowledge the authority of expertise of professional staff and use it in the decision making process?
· Does the staff have a common set of values leading to agreement about the aims and policies of the school?
· Are decisions reached by consensus or compromise rather than by imposition, division or conflict? 

Critically interrogate your findings, synthesizing the main issues, and underpinning these with relevant literature.  If new literature relevant to your study has appeared since you wrote the literature review, you can bring it in here. 
Your findings should be discussed in the institutional, local and national context.    Blend your discussion of theoretical principles and research findings into the analysis of your professional practice, and its organizational/national/local context, in order that direct comparisons and contrasts can be made and that issues, tensions and debates can be drawn out.
The evaluation of your findings needs to indicate how your chosen methods may have affected the validity and reliability of the data.   End the chapter by summarising your key findings according to your original aims, highlighting any contradictions that are unexpected.  Make a link to your final chapter.  

Chapter Five: Conclusions and Recommendations (approx. 2000 words)
In this chapter you provide an overview of the main outcomes of your study, linked to your aims and to the literature.  You can set out your plans or recommendations for change or development based on your findings. Provide a brief synopsis of how this investigation has assisted your own practice. 
Aims
Revisit each of the aims of the research study and summaries the findings in relation to each aim
Recommendations or Implications arising from your research
Extend your findings into a logical set of proposals your school/institution might need to prioritise in future.  Ensure that these are feasible and perhaps suggest a time scale for their implementation. 
Professional Development
Describe what you have learned from undertaking the research and how this might have helped your own (and others’) professional development. Explain how you have applied your learning to evaluate and inform your professional practice.
Personal Development
Most students experience some personal development through undertaking the study.  These could be better oral/written communication, an improved understanding of organisational issues and perhaps more confidence to contribute to institutional meetings/discussions/debates. You could briefly comment on this, and the prospect of any promotional opportunities arising from your MA study.
Dissemination
It is hoped that you will have the opportunity to share the findings of your research study with colleagues, local interest groups and even in some instances to a national audience. Give details of the dissemination strategies you intend to use to reach as appropriate an audience as possible.
Publication of the findings of the research study is a useful dissemination tool, and this can be written jointly with your research supervisor for publication in a relevant journal.  
Evaluation/Suggestions for Further Research
It is traditional to complete the dissertation by giving some suggestions for further research and/or how you might have done things differently in retrospect.

This can be both an enjoyable and rewarding experience. 
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