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What is an independent study (dissertation)?

The aim of the module is:

· To provide students with the opportunity to engage in a substantial self managed project, in a field of study related to their degree. 
· For students to build on concepts, skills and techniques developed in previous modules, and to demonstrate the ability to direct their own studies. 


Overall purpose of the dissertation

The dissertation is a substantial piece of independent research work. It is an excellent opportunity for you to demonstrate a degree of individuality in the selection of a topic and for showing enthusiasm for your subject. It assesses your capability of organising yourself to develop an initial idea right through to a well produced finished product. The importance of the dissertation is worth a third of the credits for the final year. To emphasise how important this piece of work is, please refer to the way that your final degree classification is calculated.

This module provides an opportunity for you to demonstrate, and have assessed, the extent and quality of your capabilities in:

· selecting a suitable topic for independent study;
· justifying the relevance of your chosen topic;
· selecting, devising and applying appropriate methodological and analytical approaches;
· achieve ethical approval for the study;
· sustaining independent study;
· anticipating and solving problems in pursuit of that study;
· identifying key findings and issues in that study.


Deciding on your area of study

Here are some points to bear in mind:
What interests you? You are gong to spend a long time with this topic and you will have to keep working away through some aspects of the project that may not be very exciting. The whole process will be considerably easier if the topic is going to remain interesting to you.

Are there any areas that you have already studied as part of your course which you have found interesting and would like to investigate further?

What career do you want?
If you have a definite career in mind such as teaching or health promotion then you may want to ensure that your project is in that area. Getting a job is a competitive business and being able to list your project topic on you Curriculum Vitae may help you to stand out from other applicants with a similar degree. Many students take their dissertations to interviews to indicate their potential and it may give the interviewer something specific to discuss.





Formulating a question

One method of generating a question (possibly the ideal one) is for it to be prompted by some aspect of your previous academic studies. You may have addressed a particular problem of issue in a lecture and have realised that you have an idea as to what the solution to that problem may be based on some information that you already have. You could then go and test your prediction of the relationship or difference out in the field. Another way of generating a question would be to examine a set of theories in light of a specific question to test the theories and suggest any changes that could be made. If you are intending following this route you should already be thinking of potential questions as you do the different modules of the course.

A different way of approaching your dissertation (much more common in reality) may be that you feel that you would like to do something relating to strength training, barriers to exercise or hooliganism in sport. You think that such a topic may be interesting but are not quite sure why. If this is the case it is a good idea to follow the following procedures:

1. Write down everything that you know about the topic (this may not be very much at this stage, but it will be a starting point). Write down why you thought of it in the first place – what makes it interesting.
2. What questions does the topic raise? Write these down (however odd they seem).
3. You should have come up with some possible questions which you can go away and read around the subject to see what has already been done in the area. The question may be very interesting but may have been “done to death” and the answers may be blindingly obvious once a bit of reading has been done. 
4. Once you have found a question with scope for further research you should discus this with a potential tutor for further advice.

This second approach can take longer as some ideas may lead to dead ends! There is no substitute however for reading literature around the subject area as this may lead you to ideas that you had not previously even considered.

The more time you give yourself to find an area you are interested in and a viable question, the better.

Once you have an idea it is important to speak to a tutor as they will be able to advise you whether the project is suitable for an undergraduate study. A weak question and design will make gaining a very high mark almost impossible. Your tutor will be able to tell you if the topic is too broad as this is a common problem where students underestimate the amount of work required. Also it is useful to find out what technical, statistical or theoretical knowledge will be required before it is too late.

Keeping a record of your readings, ideas and tutors comments can be a very useful way of keeping everything together and act as an aide-memoir as the project progresses.

Originality

Whilst it is very difficult to undertake completely original research that no-one has ever done before, this does not mean that you should simply repeat a previous research study. There are several ways in which originality can be shown and could be in terms of:

· repeating the research in a different place or setting, 
· using team rather than individual athletes, 
· using participants of different ages, 
· using males or females, 
· examining different activities or sports, 
· using different levels of athletes, 
· using a different inventory,
· using qualitative research instead of quantitative or visa versa.


In general, if you follow the above advice you should be able to avoid a situation where at the end of the dissertation you have interpreted your results you are not left thinking ‘so what?’ or ‘why did I bother?’. Overall the study should present some interesting, useful and worthwhile findings.


Empirical Research

The major sections of your dissertation and the order in which they should appear are as follows: 
· Title Page
· Declaration Page
· Contents
· Abstract
· Introduction
· Review of Literature
· Method
· Results
· Discussion
· References
· Appendices (if any)

You may also have an acknowledgements page following the title page to recognise any persons or institutions who were of key importance in realising the finished work.




Section content

Title

The title should be informative and succinct. What was the focus of the study? Many students write the title last and in somewhat of a ‘hurry’ and so it is important that the title accurately reflects the content of the dissertation. 

Declaration Page
See appendix 4. This sheet should be completed, signed and included in your dissertation following the title page.

Abstract

The abstract provides a brief summary of the research and should not normally exceed 250 words.  It should state what it was about (the aims or purpose), what you did (method), what your general results were and what you found.  (You can add a sentence on implications, but this is not essential.)  One sentence on each, maybe two on results is all that is needed. The abstract should include group numbers, abbreviations where necessary, group means (and standard deviations) and which statistical test(s) was used and what the results were (e.g. p. values).  The abstract helps you to organise your thoughts and get clear in your own mind what the research was all about.  It also helps readers to be prepared for the details to come, to know if it is a piece of work relevant in their interests or to focus attention on particular aspects of the research. Read journals and see how authors structure abstracts.

Introduction

In the introduction the research area is defined and the specific hypothesis is derived.  You should start by introducing the general area of inquiry, e.g. skill and ability in sport, drug use in elite athletes.  You need to tell the reader how your research fits into the overall context and why your research was done. The introduction should lead the reader towards the specific issue with which your research is concerned. So throughout the introduction you move from general to the increasingly specific. If the subject area / topic has a particular relevance to you personally (i.e. you are an ex-elite swimmer who is interested in why people drop out of the sport) you can mention this here.   You will need to select some relevant material to help develop/present a rationale for doing the present study. Take care not to evaluate and discuss the research in detail rather than providing a brief overview as you will be doing this in the next section (literature review). At some point you will need to inform the reader of the specific aim or purpose of the study. 

Review of literature

This section should build on the concepts and issues introduced in the previous section. In this section the selected resources need to be expanded upon and critically reviewed. Hence the literature review gives a more substantial theoretical underpinning and review of previous research findings. You will have conducted a literature search in the formulation of your research question and your findings should have played an important role in the design of your project. Presenting the information that you have found is important however you should not overload the reader with absolutely everything that you have found. The purpose is to provide the reader with the necessary information to ensure that the reader understands why you have done what you have. This normally involves giving the reader information about existing research and why it is incomplete or unsatisfactory. By critically reviewing the existing research this enables you to show how your own study will contribute to the area or problem. The last paragraph or so should serve as the transition to the specific details of your own study and can include your research aims.

When you are referring to theory and/or research, this must be of the form "Name (Date) states/found/studied" or if you say "several studies found X (name date, Name date, Name and Name, date)".  Although this format is found in most books and journals, some students still add the book title or journal name or leave out the date. Please make sure that you are not making one of these common errors as it does detract from the content of your work (Look at books and journals for format). The full reference goes in a section at the end of the paper, so name and dates are usually enough to identify a particular article in a text. When you have read the literature review the reader should be familiar with the major theoretical and research work on that topic.  




Methodology

It is in this section that the precise details of what was done are presented.  It is, therefore, purely descriptive, but must be precise.  You must leave nothing out and state all variations as clearly and accurately as you can.  You should present the information in enough detail to permit someone else to replicate your research.  Remember to write in the third person and in the past tense (this may not apply to some Outdoor Education dissertations – please check with your supervisor). This section should normally be divided into sub-headings. These sub headings can include participants, design, instrumentation, procedures, reliability, validity, data analysis amongst others. Your tutor will be able to assist you in deciding which sections are relevant for your study. Below are some general rules for the participants, instrumentation and design sections of a methodology.



Participants
The first thing to do is to describe the sample.  How many subjects were in each group? Say what population they come from, e.g. housewives, pensioners, BSc students, what age range and sex distribution you had and any other characteristics which were considered in selection, e.g. non-basketball players, if your task involved teaching the lay-up to beginners.




Instrumentation
Next describe the apparatus/questionnaire used in the study. Use common-sense. Simply stating a list is not acceptable (e.g. a stop-watch, paper, pencil and datasheet).  A diagram of the experimental set-up is often a great help, saving difficult verbal description if verbal description is problematic.  If you have any visually or verbally presented material such as detailed instructions, photographs, lists of items to choose from, present them in an Appendix.

Design
You are now in a position to describe the design of the experiment and the specific conditions. Again, a common sense decision must be made: your object is to communicate as efficiently as possible the precise nature of the experiment.  Sometimes a description of the basic task followed by a separate explanation of how each Treatment varied from it will be the shortest most effective approach.  On other occasions, a general statement of the design, e.g. Group N had no feedback and Group VF had Visual Feedback, followed by a precise description of experimental conditions in each case, may be necessary.

When you read your method sections in journal papers, you should be able to picture each condition in your mind, and, more importantly, you should be able to go back to your laboratory and reproduce those conditions (if you have the equipment!).  Findings only become "laws", "rules" or "principles" when they are consistently replicated; research reports should provide information of sufficient detail that precise replication is possible.  Again, when writing papers you must aspire to this aim. Precise description of methods also aids the observation of weaknesses or problems of which the researcher may be unaware.

Results

This section of the report presents the results you obtain from your experiment and the outcome of any statistics you have applied to these results. A clear, logical and informative results section is essential to any aspiring report. You may use graphs, figures and tables, however, these must be clearly presented and explained. The results section should be a smooth blend of verbal description and visual illustration: too much of the former can make conceptualisation difficult; too much of the latter can be overwhelming, confusing or both.

The first results presented should be descriptive.  In deciding what to present you must use your intelligence again.  Normally raw data (individual scores) are placed in an Appendix, and mean scores ( S.D.) only are presented in the results section.  If however, the raw data are the focus of the study, they must be presented (probably in the form of a table or graph, e.g. if trial by trial changes as in performance curves are of interest), but this is very rarely the case.


An example of data presentation is given in Table 1.




Table 1:  Mean Choice Reaction Time (in milliseconds) for Visual, Auditory and Tactile stimulus modality on three consecutive days (N=10).

	DAY
	VISUAL
	AUDITORY
	TACTILE

	1
	300
	250
	290

	2
	297
	245
	278

	3
	298
	240
	280



Note that each Table has a number and a title.  The units of measurement, in this instance milliseconds are indicated.

Having introduced the Results section in words, described how the raw data is reduced to the descriptive statistics presented in the table, referred to the table, and presented it, you don't just leave things there.  Continue the description by commenting on major characteristics of the table.  This leads to the introduction of any inferential statistics employed.  Sometimes descriptive statistics make blatantly obvious what is occurring, but on many occasions trends or differences are not immediately obvious. 

The results section then introduces the appropriate statistical test and cites results from it, usually in quite simple and succinct terms e.g. a paired t-test showed significant differences between footballers and non-footballers on the ball juggling skill task (p< 0.05).  If you use the terms significant, differences, correlations, relationships it implies you have used an appropriate statistical test. If you have, always follow a statement with probability values in brackets, like the example shown above. Where statistical tests have been carried out, NEVER include SPSS printouts as your results. Do not draw conclusions or interpret the results in this section: merely note the results of the tests.


Discussion

It is essential that you present this section well, using a clear structure and precise language that is unambiguous.  Often readers flick to the discussion section without reading the rest in detail and it is this section which is most likely to be cited or quoted.  A common error for undergraduates is to use terms such as we found or I expected this, this style is unacceptable and should be avoided. Write in the third person only throughout your dissertation.

The first sentence in the discussion should briefly describe the most important result you obtained. Did the result support your hypothesis or not? State the conclusion(s) in clear, precise, unambiguous language.  Remember you have not ‘proved’ anything, you merely support or reject hypotheses / theories / previous research. This is a direct interpretation of your statistical test results, however do not simply re-state what is said in the results section. In many ways the discussion is the most important section in a paper and is where many marks are won or lost. To reflect the importance of the section it has a high percentage of the available marks allocated to it. The main emphasis in this section should lie in relating your results to previous work in the area and/or in discussing the theoretical implications.  You will normally at this point need to relate back to the previous work and theoretical positions outlined in your introduction and review of literature.  A general rule is to never cite research in your discussion section which has not appeared in your introduction or literature review. If it is worthy of discussion at this point it should also have been introduced previously! Try not to make broad generalisations in your writing, you may only suggest reasons for your findings, not categorically state something caused them. You may also wish to discuss your experiment in broader terms; say why you may not have got the results/effect you anticipated i.e. sample size too small, not enough control of extraneous variables or  inappropriate measures of performance. Finally, you may wish to suggest the implications of the results for practical situations and suggest avenues of future research in the field.

When you read journal papers, you expect them to attempt to explain their results and place them in context - so must you.

References

You should give full references for all resources cited in the report. There are several  different styles or referencing, however the required format can be found in the following essential text:


Pears, R., and Shields, G. (2013) Cite them right: The essential referencing guide. 9th edn. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

See page 20 of this text for useful summary table of what to include in your reference list.  



















Use of appendices

Any material which would interrupt the smooth flow of the report, but which need to be available to the reader are placed in this section.  Raw results might form an appendix, as might the working of statistics, so that there are two Appendices. In some cases, it may be that you have no appendices.




Presentation – final thoughts
To conclude, the communication of ideas, methods, tests and measures, results, analytic techniques, and conclusions and implications is critical.  Good work, that is well designed, conscientiously executed and thoroughly analysed can be lost because of poor written transmission.

Library Based Dissertation

This is often (mistakenly) seen as an easy option due to not having to gather any empirical data. The library based dissertation is often much more difficult as your review and analysis of existing data has to be very good to compensate for the fact that you have not conducted your own research. 

The initial step is to decide upon a subject or topic for research. This often entails a considerable amount of time and initial exploration. It is important to think about the topic early on and find one that really interests you. Unless you are really interested in the topic, it is hard to keep motivated and the dissertation will probably demonstrate this. There are a number of things that you should think about such as making sure that there is sufficient available literature in the area – some topics in the area of sport, health, physical education and outdoor education have not been adequately researched and it will therefore be very difficult to base a library paper on them. 

Ensure that there are enough quality research papers in the proposed area of study as the quality of your work will be compromised if you have to rely on poor websites or non peer-reviewed articles. It is therefore very important that you establish the type and amount of literature that has been published prior to starting your review. In addition, you need to ensure that the subject is at a level of difficulty which you can cope with (i.e. complex physiological systems / psychological theory).

Do not select too broad a topic. If you are considering a chapter from a textbook as a starting point you need to be aware that textbooks usually only provide a brief overview of the area and it may not be evident that there have been 500 quality research papers published on the topic. If this is the case, the idea should not be dismissed out of hand, rather you could focus on a more focused aspect of the topic such as a particular age-group or sport.  







What makes a good library dissertation?

1.	Choice of topic
	1.1	Originality of topic:
Does the topic indicate insight and forethought or is it merely an off the shelf old question that has been repeatedly addressed? The topic should be inherently interesting and its potential to add to the existing knowledge on the subject must be evident. A good dissertation is 	therefore one which fills a gap in the existing knowledge, integrates existing theories or extends an existing theory.
1.2 Level of difficulty:
Are the aims and objectives realistic but challenging enough and 	appropriate to the expected level? In other words, does the dissertation constitute a substantial independent piece of academic work which demonstrates high analytical and critical abilities?

2.	Aims and objectives
The aims, questions or issues to be addressed by the dissertation must be 	derived from existing research or theories. Moreover, the reader must not find 	it hard to discover and understand the aim of your dissertation or the questions 	it seeks to answer. They must therefore be clearly and succinctly stated. 

The whole dissertation should be structured around its aims and this must be 	clear from the literature review that you carry out. The individual sections of 	the dissertation and the way they link together to form a whole must clearly 	indicate that the student is familiar with, and has a good knowledge and 	understanding, of the literature related to the chosen topic.

3.	Literature review, analysis and discussion

	3.1	Definition of terminology
		Consideration must be made for the fact that the reader may not be 					familiar with the technical terms and concepts dealt with. The terms 		and 		concepts must therefore be clearly defined when they are first 					introduced.

3.2 Relevance of the literature
The literature review must be comprehensive and provide an accurate 	coverage of the dissertation topic. A very good literature review will be 	selective and yet still provide the reader with a full and accurate picture 	of the state of knowledge of the subject matter. Inclusion of irrelevant 	material will gain you no credits. On the contrary it will weaken your 	dissertation. Therefore, omission of irrelevant material and the inclusion of relevant works is an important part of the dissertation 	process. 	

3.3 The quality of the critical review and analysis
A dissertation that merely lists and describes what has been read is not going to gain a good mark. The dissertation must show that the student 	has understood the theory and research evidence upon which the theory has been constructed. The dissertation questions must derive from and be consistent with the theory and the research which has been reviewed. 
		
Any arguments must be clearly expressed. Readers must not find 	themselves struggling to understand them. In short, your writing must 	show skill and demonstrate a depth of understanding and insight into the theoretical issues related to your research. The material must be 	covered in an organised and structured way and the dissertation questions must be focused on at all times.

3.4 Use of sources
The use of primary sources such as original papers and journal articles is strongly encouraged; heavy reliance on secondary resources (e.g. X 	or Y in Sarafino, 2008) will reduce the quality of the dissertation. Rather than reviewing the research yourself, by doing this you are 	taking someone else’s interpretation of the research. Sources should be up-to-date and relate to the most recent advances and development in research and theory in the field. Journal articles provide new evidence and up-to-date knowledge.


4.	Conclusions and recommendations
	The conclusion(s) must be drawn from, be consistent with, and be supported 	by the literature that has been critically reviewed and discussed. They must be 	logical and coherent.

5.	Overall presentation
	The reader should find it easy to understand the rationale behind the 	organisation and structure between and within the different parts of the 	dissertation. Style, grammar, spelling and clarity of expression are important. 	Good ideas and arguments are not enough; they must be coherently and clearly 	expressed. 

Writing the final document

The final report should be 10,500 words in length (excluding contents pages, acknowledgements, indices, tables, figures, appendices and reference lists. It does include all other text (i.e. titles, subheadings, references within the text). 

It may seem like a large amount of words at this point however most students struggle to keep their word count down. To avoid being over the amount you should consult with your supervisor prior to writing large chunks of work to prevent the miserable situation of having to cut large sections of your hard work out at the end! 


A word-count is to be included on the Declaration Form that accompanies the final submission.  

Paper: Print your dissertation on one side of good quality white or cream paper.

All typescript should be 1.5 spaced, New paragraphs begin after an empty line. Preferred fonts are Times New Roman (12 point) /Arial. Allow time for correction, re-typing and printing. Ensure that the print is of good quality. 

Margins: Top 2.54 cm, Left 4 cm, Right 2.54 cm, Bottom 2.54cm (allows for binding)

Page numbering: Page numbers should appear centred at the bottom of the page.

(i) Starting with the abstract page, through the general text, references and appendices. Numbers run throughout and finish at the last page of the References (1, 2, 3 . .  . ).

Spacing: Leave one space after commas and semicolons; one space after internal full stops in first and middle initials in the reference list and one space after the end of sentence full stop.

Tables and figures: Where these are presented, each table and or figure should be numbered consecutively and consistently and each should have a title which accurately reflects the content. 

Retaining all raw data

All students must retain all raw data for inspection if required, to include the following;
· All raw data (questionnaires, data files, interviews, diaries, logbooks recording sheets)
· Interview tapes (of each individual interview conducted) and transcripts
· Video files / DVD’s of observations
· Informed consent forms
· Contact details of participants 

When participants are invited to be involved in the dissertation it is vital that participants are aware that both yourself and your supervisor will have full access to the data that they provide. All raw data should be retained until your final results are received as if required you may be asked to produce this material at any stage of the marking process. 


Extenuating circumstances:


Please see the student regulations guide.




Feedback on drafts

Although tutors can offer advice on sections of the report they cannot mark it as they might a practical report or essay. Your supervisor can indicate which sections are weak and why but only in general terms. You cannot return each chapter four or five times to your supervisor in order to get a perfect report! It is important to note that, even if you follow the advice of a tutor, this does not automatically mean that you will receive a high mark. It could be that the work was inadequate to start with and has only improved to a satisfactory standard. 
Your supervisor will not:

· Outline the exact design and method for conducting your investigation
· Design materials for you in detail
· Calculate your statistical analysis for you 
· Interpret your statistical analysis for you
· Comment on your draft in detail such that you are told exactly what to write
· Look at more that one draft of any chapter of your report

Marking procedures

After being handed-in, dissertations are first-marked by the supervising tutor using the marking criteria specific to the particular category of dissertation. Following this, a second member of staff will also blind second mark the second copy of your work. Where there is substantial disagreement between the first and second marker, a third marker shall be called on to additionally mark the work. The final stage of the process involves External Examiners, who read a sample of dissertations across the range of marks awarded.

It must be emphasised that this process is time-consuming, reflecting the importance placed on the dissertation by the School, and the effort put in by you, the student. In effect, no marks are finalised until the Final Examination Board, which occurs just before your Degree results are published.

.


Time management

Do not postpone or procrastinate; manage your time over the coming months so that you do achieve your targets. A common mistake made by students is to under-estimate the time that is required for:

· Gathering relevant literature
· Obtaining, preparing and piloting questionnaires, interview guides, etc…
· Piloting experiments / procedures and establishing reliability and/or validity
· Waiting for replies to requests for information
· Arranging appointments or times for testing with participants
· Photocopying materials
· Writing
· Typing
· Drafting, redrafting, redrafting
· Arranging appointments with supervisors
· Transcribing tapes / scoring inventories 
· Analysing field notes and diaries 


To aid the successful completion of the whole project you need to establish short and long-term goals, and regularly revisit these goals in the light of progress made.


Outside Agencies

No liaison with any outside agency (this includes requests for data or information) should be entered into without the prior approval of the supervising tutor. Outside agencies should be formally approached in writing and any communication should be authorised by the supervising tutor

Marking criteria 

The assessment criteria for a dissertation are the student’s ability to:
· articulate the aims and context of the dissertation project, including its relationship to existing research 
· design and carry out an independent programme of research
· demonstrate an informed understanding of the dissertation topic
· present research results in a comprehensible and clear fashion
· appreciate and demonstrate the importance of the dissertation research











Plagiarism

See programme of study handbooks and University Regulations (online)  




Dissertation Declaration Certificate






Undergraduate Dissertation Certificate



Name of the Programme of Study:

Name of Student (Capital Letters):



DECLARATION

I certify that the whole of this work is the result of my individual effort, and that all sources have been acknowledged.

Signed ............................................................... (Student)

Date     ...............................................................




DECLARATION

I am satisfied that this work is the result of the Student’s effort.

Signed .............................................................. (Lecturer)

Date     ..............................................................










Tystysgrif Traethodau Hir Israddedig


Enw’r Rhaglen Astudio:

Enw’r Myfyriwr (Llythrennau Bras):



DATGANIAD

Rwyf yn cadarnhau mai ffrwyth fy ymdrech unigol yw’r holl waith yma, a bod pob ffynhonnell wedi ei gydnabod.

Llofnod   ............................................................... (Myfyriwr)

Dyddiad  ...............................................................




DATGANIAD

Rwy’n fodlon mai ffrwyth ymdrech y Myfyriwr yw’r gwaith yma.

Llofnod   .............................................................. (Darlithydd)

Dyddiad  ..............................................................
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