Ten steps to get you off to a good start
1. You need a supervisor 

Even professional researchers with years of experience find that their work benefits from access to another person who can challenge and encourage their thinking. For students or beginning researchers, the absence of a good supervisor, providing face-to-face, one-to-one feedback is a major handicap. In busy university departments, you may need to use your initiative to secure guidance specific to your needs. Even a 10-minute conversation in the corridor with an experienced researcher can make all the difference – provided you’ve identified beforehand the issues to focus on.

2. You should expect to talk things over with your peers

This can be done either in an organised class group or informally and it’s an excellent way of improving your performance. Some groups of students, enthused by the research process, organise their own get-togethers with each other so that they can share their experiences and offer supportive criticism. Doing this takes you across the divide from ‘being a student’ into something close to the working world of the professional researcher.

3. Accept that criticisms may be useful 

In discussion with your supervisor or with colleagues, you should be prepared to invite, not just appreciative remarks, but tough observations, critical reactions and awkward questions. You may not find it easy to hear negative comments (even when you’ve invited others to give you an opinion), but such responses may warn you either that your research question isn’t as sharp and as focused as it might be or that the design lacks tightness and discipline. At the planning stage, you must learn to tolerate and value bracing remarks and resist being too defensive in response. Of course, you don’t have to accept or act on what other people suggest, but you should always think carefully about it before you reject their thoughts out of hand.

4. Start out with a clear understanding of resource issues
· How much time are you realistically going to be able to devote to your project? 

· Are there likely to be any costs involved, and can you meet them? 

· Limitations of time, money and logistics mean that you will be restricted so far as geography is concerned: you must reconcile yourself to the fact that your study will be specific to a particular time and place – and your design and the conclusions you draw will need to take account of that. 

5. Don’t firm up your project plan too soon

In the very early stages of planning, don’t commit yourself precipitately to the nature, shape or title of your project. Before you’ve even begun, you may well have some ideas of what you want to do. But it is wrong to have too fixed a commitment to a particular way forward. It’s fine to have an idea (and much better than not having one), but you must leave some flexibility for thinking it through in practice during the planning, preparatory, exploratory and pilot stages.

6. But you do need to settle on a research topic

If you have absolutely no idea what you might do, then you should begin to think about topics that could motivate you. Many students tend to choose subjects either close to their hearts (typically, for example, with gender, age-related or ethnic identity implications) or they look to the course teacher for guidance. That, certainly, is what teachers are there for, and, if you are really stuck, you may need to press your claims for some personal attention. Alternatively, you could set up an informal brainstorming group session with Colleagues.

7. You should pre-plan your working systems

You can do this gradually while you are settling on your topic and methodology:

· Some researchers advocate the value of keeping a detailed research diary in which to note everything that occurs in chronological order; if you like that idea, you should start it right away. 

· Others recommend the use of a flexible wall chart, which maps out the progress of your study so far and outlines the timing of future stages. You can use a blackboard, whiteboard, flip chart or computer file. Again, it is perfectly feasible to start this before you know where you will end up; indeed, it will help your thinking process from the very beginning. 

· If your project is going to involve the use of hardware of various kinds – audio recorders with free-standing microphones, video equipment or significant quantities of stationery – you need to be sure that these will be available when you need them. 

8. Make sure you stick to the requirements of your course


It is important that you aim to plan your research project in such a way that it conforms to the methodological approaches that you have been taught. They may be highly specific, requiring you, for example, to gather data that will require statistical analysis or to deliver detailed transcripts from three focus groups that present problems of linguistic content analysis for you to solve. It would be a brave or foolhardy student who ignored such specific requirements.

9. Stay in touch with your favourite textbooks

There will be times during your project when you will need to refer to other relevant textbooks– either in your discipline or in research methodology. Make sure that you have them easily to hand. They will give you ideas about topic, method and procedure, and they will work creatively with you as you move through the various stages of your project.

10. Plan your timetable

You should draw up a project timetable as soon as possible; you can always adapt it and update it as go along. It should allow for all the various stages of the process. It isn’t just your own time that you need to take into account. You will find that the process of gaining access and obtaining permission for your work can take far longer than you might initially have anticipated, and those elements should be built in to your timetable.

Source: Adapted from  Davies (2007)
