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The Dissertation

Cheri Shone

Developmental objectives

This chapter explains:

· dissertation format

· exploring your resources

· planning

· reading

· writing

· presentation.

What is a dissertation?

The culmination of most degrees in the United Kingdom would include a dissertation. The form of dissertations varies across different subjects but essentially all are pieces of independent work in which students are required to ‘collect, organise and analyse information on a title of their choice and come to conclusions based on solid argument’ (Walliman, 2004: 3). The process of writing can be difficult for any student and an extended piece of writing that involves a lot of reading and takes a lot of planning can cause panic for a dyslexic student. The good news is that the strengths associated with a dyslexic profile listed below are those that can make your work innovative and exciting:

· Approaching academic issues from unusual perspectives.

· Making unusual connections.

· Being creative in producing new ideas easily.

· Being good at ‘what if’ problematics.

· Being good at following a passionate interest (Cooper in Pollak, 2009: 66).

This chapter and others in this book will help you deal with those aspects of the process of dissertation writing that you find more problematic.

Choosing your topic

This is often the hardest thing for many students. As it is going to require a lot of your time and effort, it is important that you are fully engaged with it and so choose something you care about and to which you are very committed. Other things to consider about the topic are:

· Is it manageable in terms of size with consideration to both time and resources? (Don’t choose something that is too big to handle.)

· Is there sufficient material available for a literature review?

· Is it unique but within a recognisable context?

· Will it help your future development and career?

· Is it acceptable to your supervisor?

· If it is not a subject on which your supervisor is knowledgeable or interested, you will be on your own: are you prepared for this?

Dissertation format

The next thing that you need to consider is the format of the dissertation. Each discipline will have its own requirements; an arts dissertation may require images and critical reflection whereas scientific report writing (see Chapter 7) has a required format that is prescribed. It is important that you are well versed in these requirements.

One way of keeping this format clear in your mind and ensuring that you develop the argument within the word count parameter is to create a template of the structure of your dissertation. This will allow you to get a clear idea of the word count, the development and structure of your argument.

GO to Example Dissertation Structure Template

Thus far we have considered a written dissertation but in some universities it is also possible to ask to be allowed to present your work in an inclusive or alternative assessment format if you feel that your dyslexia would prove a serious barrier to a piece of written work (see Symonds, 2008a). One of the options available is a Viva Voce, which is essentially an oral presentation of your work (see Introduction, Inclusive or alternative assessment). It would be a mistake to think that this would be a ‘soft’ option. The presentation would still have to fulfil all the academic criteria of a written dissertation and it could be argued that it would require more work than a written dissertation because it is not yet that common a format and as such would need more input from both the student and department. If this is an option you want to consider, it would be advisable to start talking to your department well in advance to explore if this would be a viable option for you.

GO to Viva Voce Student Guide and Staff Handbook in Chapter 12 resources

Exploring your resources

As with any other task you face in the course of your study the more effectively you utilise your resources the better the quality of the work you are going to produce. There are many resources available to you; one of the most important relationships is with your supervisor. Think about who will be supervising your dissertation and whether their teaching and communication style suits yours. It is important that you have a good idea of what you both expect from each other.

· How often will you be meeting up?

· What level of support can you expect?

· What is the best way to keep in touch with each other?

If you have a Dictaphone or smartphone/tablet App that can make recordings (see Chapter 4) it is a good idea to record the sessions so that you have a record of what was said. (Always check that your supervisor is happy with this.)

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Recording’

Case study

Lucy had chosen her dissertation topic with little thought to her dissertation supervisor. She had worked with him in the past and sometimes found his instructions difficult to follow but had not thought about how this would impact on her, in relation to her dissertation. The supervisor was often in a rush, which made it difficult for Lucy to make clear notes on the sessions they had together. This made Lucy feel anxious. Lucy needed clear guidelines to structure her work and found that some of the guidance she received from her dissertation supervisor was unclear. She said that in retrospect she felt that she should have given more thought to her choice of supervisor and how that relationship would impact on her work.

Think about areas of the dissertation you would find problematic and then see who would be in the best position to help you. For example, your supervisor may be in the best position to help you with questions about the topic of your dissertation and your dyslexia tutor could be the person to ask about planning.

If you are anxious about writing, your university may offer courses on dissertation writing or have a writing course you could attend. It is worthwhile looking at dissertations from previous years to get an idea of format and writing styles.

Resources also mean the books, journals, websites and any other material you use. It is worth approaching the staff of the library to see if they can offer you help with accessing books, journals and online resources in the library (see Introduction and Chapter 5). Make sure the resources you use are credible. It is never acceptable to use sites such as Wikipedia in an academic context.

Be creative about your use of assistive technology (see Introduction). For example, use software such as Inspiration®, Mindview or XMind (free) to create a Mind MapTM, or a word processor document with all the email addresses you need, such as the library, your supervisor, journal links and people you want to contact for research.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Mind MapTM‘

Planning: time management and organisation

A dyslexic student may have problems with ‘sensing the passage of time, sequencing over time and planning time’ (Cooper in Pollak, 2009: 66–7), all of which are essential to work effectively on a dissertation. Students often think that study is unremitting hard work and any activity that does not have you sweating blood can seem like displacement activity. Planning and organisation of your workload (see Chapter 1) can often be fun. Identify what you need to do and decide which activities will require a lot of concentration (reading and writing) and those activities that are less onerous (making a list of journals you want to source, making graphs of your results, updating your bibliography). You will then be able to intersperse the easier tasks with those that are more difficult in order to work more effectively. Increasing the time you spend at the desk does not necessarily increase the amount of work you complete. The written work you produce when you are tired often takes longer to write and is less coherent. Plan your work with your work pace in mind rather than that suggested by the dissertation schedule. It is possible to ask for an extension dependent on your SpLD diagnostic assessment report and your university’s policies (see Introduction, Reasonable adjustments), but bear in mind that if you do have an extension for your hand-in dates it may interfere with other work that you have to do.

Plan for bad days and feelings of panic. They happen to everyone and they can get in the way of the best work schedule. If you are panicking or having a bad day, give yourself a break, call a friend, have a bath, go for a walk. Plan breaks and rewards into your schedule.

Case study

May was a textile student who was assessed as dyslexic in the final year of her degree.

‘I found that planning helped me to manage my dissertation. I learned how to develop a timetable that suited me and this improved my time keeping. Having a timetable listing important dates and hand-ins for the months leading up to the final submission was essential. I also developed a weekly time planner, listing more specific tasks for that week; this made each stage of the dissertation feel much more manageable and less overwhelming. Once you have mastered a structure that works for your day-to-day life, you begin to appreciate that factoring in breaks and not dedicating the whole day to one specific task, but breaking it up with different tasks can actually help you to achieve more, because you are more focused.’

Understanding the module handbook

The briefs and instructions for a dissertation can often be a text-dense document with important information often not clearly identified; instructions such as word counts, formats and submission dates can easily be overlooked by the dyslexic reader. You can identify the key information using a highlighter or highlighter function in your word processing software. The practical information on submission dates and room numbers can be included on a timetable or colour-coded assignment list (see Chapter 1). It is important to include all significant dates and the commitments you have over this period; this will give you an idea of the timeline. Other information such as the structure and layout of the dissertation can be conceptualised using a Mind MapTM or word processor document.

Figure 13.1 is an example of part of a Mind MapTM plan for a dissertation proposal identifying some of the key points taken from the dissertation brief.

The following are some of the things you may need to consider:

· binding

· font

· line spacing

· cover page

· abstract (for some dissertations)

· contents page

· page numbers

· number of copies

· headings

· images, tables, statistical results

· appendix

· formatting of references and bibliography.

Figure 13.1 Dissertation plan Mind MapTM. (Created using Inspiration® 9, a product of Inspiration® Software, Inc. Inspiration® is a registered trademark of Inspiration Software, Inc., registered in the U.S. and other countries.)

Some dissertations, for example a PhD, include a viva. Viva dissertation supervisors often require a poster, PowerPoint or Prezi presentation (see Chapter 12) of your dissertation topic. Make sure you know well ahead of time what sort of resources you will need and where to find them. It is a good idea to practise your presentation so that you can make sure you are within the time limit.

GO to Viva Voce Student Guide and Staff Handbook in Chapter 12 resources

Reading

You will be expected to demonstrate criticality when writing about the reading you do for your dissertation. See Chapter 8 on critical thinking before embarking on the reading if you have not done so already.

A dissertation requires a significant amount of reading, which can make it difficult to manage. The ability of students with dyslexia and other SpLDs to make unusual connections, and difficulties with processing information (see Introduction), can make it difficult to stay focused on the narrow remit of the dissertation topic. A disciplined approach to reading, however, will help you stay on track. There are two stages to reading:

· Background reading to identify and firm up topic areas (see Chapter 5). At this stage it is a good idea to Mind MapTM the ideas and concepts that you are reading so that you get an overview of your topic area.

· The second stage is more focused reading once the key research questions of your dissertation are defined. At this stage it is a good idea to keep a copy of the dissertation title in a prominent place so that you can constantly refer to it to confirm that the reading you are doing is relevant.

It is important to organise your reading in a way that makes it easy to find the information you need when you come to write. There are a number of ways you can do this:

· You can identify the various topic areas you are going to address with either colour or images (e.g. everything to do with a particular theory identified with a red tag or a blue highlighter).

· Keep a running reference list using the Microsoft Word referencing tool or software such as Zotero, Mendeley or RefMe (see also Chapter 5, Referencing).

· Use free Voice Recognition software built into your computer, tablet/smartphone, Voice Typing in Google Documents: http://bit.ly/GoogleDocsVoiceTyping, the free Dictation.io website: https://dictation.io or Dragon Naturally Speaking (PC) or Dragon Dictate (MAC) commercial software to capture quotations you want to use, capturing reference information including the book title, date of publication and page numbers (see Chapter 6).

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Referencing’ and ‘Voice Recognition’

· Capture referencing details for photocopies that you make – include a photocopy of the page with referencing details or write the details on the front of your copy.

As it is likely that you will be grappling with unfamiliar terms and new words it is useful to keep a list of these and explanations of what they mean. It is also useful to have a list of link words such as therefore, however, moreover, etc. (see Chapter 6). It is also useful to have access to a thesaurus, an online version such as www.thesaurus.com/ or a smartphone/tablet application (App). A thesaurus gives you groups of words with similar meanings (synonyms), which will help you to find alternative words so that you do not end up repeating the same words and phrases.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Dictionary’ for Thesaurus resources

Literature review

Most dissertations require a literature review (see also Chapter 7). Some, for example in history, theology and English literature, consist entirely of a literature review. This is a review of the reading related to your dissertation topic and is an ideal opportunity to demonstrate your ability to analyse, synthesise and evaluate the material you have read. This is the section of the dissertation where you show the marker the reading you have done, why you have chosen the reading and how this reading underpins your dissertation. You are essentially giving the reader a flavour of the literature related to the topic under investigation, identifying:

· What is known about the subject.

· What is not yet known.

· How this relates to your topic.

· Any controversy in the literature.

You are not listing the material related to the topic but presenting a critical analysis, synthesis and evaluation (see Chapter 8) of the writing in the area, identifying themes and trends in the literature and how they are related to your area of investigation. You need to ask yourself:

· Have you read widely enough from a variety of sources?

· Are the sources you have used reputable?

· Is the material you have used relevant to the topic you have chosen?

· Have you included views opposed to your own?

The key is to be critical about the reading you are doing, so ask yourself questions about the authors’ perspectives:

· What is the point they are trying to make and how well are they making it?

· What are their biases?

· How do the ideas relate to other work in the field?

Chapter 7 has further guidance on writing literature reviews. In addition, the University of Toronto’s writing website provides a list of questions to ask yourself about your literature to ensure that you include all the elements that you need: http://bit.ly/TorontoLiteratureReview.

Research methods

The research method section is there to either inform the reader how the research was conducted so that they can evaluate the quality of the research or to enable the reader to replicate the research to test the findings. Understanding the following will make writing up your research much easier!

1.
Understand the analytical framework and terminology of your research method.

2.
Think about how the analytical framework relates to what you are investigating.

3.
Create a framework that maps your research to the analytical framework (see Figure 13.2).

4.
Get a good basic textbook on your field’s research methods requirements.

5.
If using a statistical package, be clear about how it operates (explore YouTube tutorials).

6.
Know the format that the research should be presented in for your particular discipline.

7.
Create a template of the format.

Figure 13.2 Mapping research theory to your research question created using Inspiration® 9, a product of Inspiration® Software, Inc. Inspiration is a registered trademark of Inspiration Software, Inc., registered in the U.S. and other countries.)

Understanding the theory behind the analytical framework you are using and what the terminology means allows you to talk about your research in a coherent manner. It is worth setting aside some time in your dissertation timetable to read up on this before you start your research. The presentation of your research often uses a prescribed format and language – ensure you know what these are. You will get marks for the layout of your methods section and the correct presentation of your findings and labelling of tables and figures so it is important to get it right! Make sure all graphs and figures are correctly labelled and explained in the context of your research. A useful tip: journal articles for your subject area will usually present their findings in the format that your discipline requires.
Writing

Structure

You will have a rough idea of your dissertation in the form of notes, Mind MapsTM, research papers, books and online material. You now have to arrange your research into a coherent linear structure that demonstrates your ability to analyse, synthesise and evaluate your chosen topic. Cooper says that there is ‘an obvious differential between conceptualising and understanding an argument on the one hand, and written expression, organisational structure and writing on the other’ (in Pollak, 2009: 68). Students with dyslexia and other SpLDs often experience difficulty constructing the linear structure of an academic argument. One way of dealing with this is to conceptualise the structure of your dissertation graphically, breaking it up into its constituent parts (see also Chapter 6). For example, Table 13.1 shows the basic structure for a 10,000-word dissertation on sustainable food production.
Table 13.1 Basic dissertation structure

	
	Introduction: 1500 words – What you are going to say

Could be written last
	

	Three main topic areas

You can colour-code your reading to correspond to the topic areas
	Chapter 1: 2000 words – Sustainable Food Production
	9 paragraphs of 250 words

	
	Chapter 2: 2500 words – Current Food Production Practices
	8 paragraphs of 250 words

	
	Chapter 3: 2500 words – The Way Forward (New Practices) 
	9 paragraphs of 250 words

	
	Conclusion: 2000 words – Drawing a conclusion from your evidence
	


Although this may not be exactly how you will distribute your word count in the final draft, it will give you an overview of the structure of your dissertation and help you keep track of your argument. If you then break up your word count for each chapter into paragraphs, it will give you some idea of the word count you have to develop each particular part of the argument.

Breaking the task down like this can make it seem less daunting. An added benefit is that making the structure of your dissertation clear and explicit enables you to concentrate on one element at a time and can help to keep you focused on the information that will help you develop your argument. It also means you don’t have to start writing on a blank page. You can embed a copy of this structure in the draft document or put it up on your wall to keep you on track.

GO to Example Dissertation Structure Template

Referencing

If you have not started your reference list while you were reading it is a good idea to start it when you start writing (see also Chapter 6, Referencing). Make sure you know the preferred referencing format of your academic department. Build your reference list as citations appear in your text – use the Microsoft Word referencing tool or software such as Zotero, Mendeley or RefMe. Alternatively, if you choose to type in the reference list manually put an example of the format at the top of the page to refer to.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Referencing’

Proofreading

It is good practice to proofread any piece of written work you do. There are a number of ways you can do this. You can print a hard copy and read it through, or you can use text-to-speech software such as TextHelp or ClaroRead (see Chapter 5) to read it back to you, as it is often easier to hear than see the mistakes. You could also ask someone you trust, such as a family member or friend, to proofread it for you. There are also proofreading services, although these can prove costly. Make sure your work is backed up! (See Chapter 1).

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Text-to-Speech’ 

Presentation

If your dissertation looks professional it will make a good impression!
You can now use the checklist you made when you were decoding your dissertation brief to check that you have fulfilled all the requirements of the dissertation brief. Decide if you are going to print your dissertation yourself, use the university printers or have it professionally printed and bound. If you are going to print it yourself:

· Make sure you have enough paper.

· Make sure you have enough ink.

· Make sure you have everything you need to bind your dissertation.

· Make sure you are clear about the format required.

· It is good practice to include some sort of identification such as your student number in a header or footer.

· If you are using the university printers or a printing service, remember other people may be using these, so they are likely to be busy. Plan ahead!

· Additional information and guidance on dissertation writing can be found in the University of Southampton ‘Writing your Dissertation’ guide: http://bit.ly/SouthamptonDissertationGuide.

Points to remember

· Get as much help as you can from your dissertation supervisor and the other resources provided by your institution.

· Make a plan and stick to it.

· Use a reading strategy and note references as you read.

· Read widely and write a clear literature review to increase your knowledge and establish your line of argument.

· Good presentation is worth marks.

Please go to the Digital-Download accompanying this book to find the following documents:

Example Dissertation Structure Template
Word Document

Viva Voce Student Guide and Staff Handbook in Chapter 12 resources

Chapter web links

	Diversity and Ability – Assistive technology resources
	www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ Search for:

· Mind MapTM

· Text-to-Speech

· Voice Recognition

· Dictionary for Thesaurus resources

· Referencing 

	Google Documents Voice Typing

Dictation.io – free voice recognition
	http://bit.ly/GoogleDocsVoiceTyping

https://dictation.io

	Toronto University Guide to Literature Reviews

Southampton University – Writing Your Dissertation 
	http://bit.ly/TorontoLiteratureReview

http://bit.ly/SouthamptonDissertationGuide 


