Lecture 3: Notes

Getting Started

Overview

The purpose of this lecture is to help you move from the position of having decided to do a piece of research to having a good idea of what you are going to do. This lectures offers more commonly used techniques from choosing a topic to developing an outline and organization for your research project. 

Review points:
1. You have a wide choice of topics for your MA thesis/dissertation. Almost any area of study is possible, as long as it is related to the subject of your study. Ideas may come from many sources, including:
· Your course syllabus

· Lectures or course notes

· Books or articles you have read

· Other dissertations

· Discussions with colleagues

· Your previous experience

· Your sponsors or teaching institution

· Topical issues in the media at home

2. Note every topic, however, is suitable for dissertation. Here are some of the criteria you must consider:

a. Interest: you will be working on the thesis for a long time, so make sure you choose something which will hold your interest.

b. Scope: choose a topic which will allow you to say something new; your thesis must contain more than just the regurgitation of ideas from lectures or reading.

c. Time: choose something that can be completed in the time available—not too ambitious, but not too narrow either.
d. Availability of information: consider where you are going to gt information on the topic. Are there written materials available, and can you get access to them? If you need to make visits, conduct a survey or hold interviews, will you be able to do this?

e. Cost: How much will it cost for you to complete the research? Will you need to pay for special materials, photocopying, postage or travel? Check that you can cover any necessary research costs.

f. Technical skills: Make sure that you have the skills needed to carry out research properly. Kepp to areas of study where you feel fairly confident of your own abilities.
g. Value of research: will the research be useful to you, your institution. Many theses produce some practical results—perhaps a set of recommendations,  a course design or some teaching materials.
h. Sensitivity of topic: it is quite acceptable for you to make criticisms where appropriate, but be careful to avoid sensitive issues that may cause offence or embarrassment to your institution.
3. NARROWING THE TOPIC

a. At first you may have only a rough idea of a topic, or a list of several possibilities. In order to make further progress, you will need to do a little exploration. The most useful step is to preview your reading sources by looking for books, documents and articles which may be relevant to your topic. When you find something of interest, glance at it briefly to see what it covers. You do not need to read it in full or to make notes on it, but you should record the bibliographical details so that you can come back to it later. This previewing can help you in three main ways: it gives you  a better idea of what is included in your topic area, it allows you to start your bibliography, and it will provide a warning if you have chosen a topic where there is not enough information available.

b. After this previewing you should be able to define your topic quite precisely. Discussion with friends and colleagues may also help you clarify your ideas. A vague general topic will be difficult to research properly, so you need to be quite specific.

c. At this stage you may want to state your topic in the form of a provisional title or a research statement, or perhaps both.  The title should be a noun phrase not a sentence, eg.

The English language needs of undergraduate students at COMSATS Islamabad: Proposals for a course design.

d. A research statement expressing your aim, usually in a little more detail than the title; nit should begin with an infinitive, eg. 

To analyse the English language needs of undergraduate students at COMSATS at Islamabad, and to put forward a proposed course design
e. To 
4. DECIDING ON CONTENT

What are you going to include in your thesis? It may not be possible to answer this question fully, as you have not yet done any research. However, you should have a good idea of the sort of information you want to include, so that you know what to look for your research. Consider your title or research statement; what are the key phrases included in it? For each of these key phrases, it is useful to think of as many points as possible. You can begin by brainstorming; this means making a rough list of ideas without worrying at all w2hether they are sensible or relevant. Just produce the ideas; you can tidy them up later. For example, your title for the thesis might be: Approaches to teaching mixed ability English language classes in COMSATS in Islamabad: Policy and practice. The key phrases are:
· Approaches to teaching

· Mixed ability

· EL classes

· COMSATS
· Islamabad
· Policy

· Practice 

For the key phrases, think of as many related points as possible. You can jot them down in a list, or you can use a spray chart on the key phrases. 
5. Preparing an outline:

After brainstorming you will have a large number of points that may be suitable for your thesis. However, you now need to eliminate anything which is not directly relevant, and to arrange the ideas in a sensible order. This will give you an outline for your thesis, but it can only be a starting point. You may change your ideas during the research or the writing, so you must be prepared to change your outline as necessary. In other words, the outline is flexible.
The outline should show the heading for each chapter, and then sub-headings or notes to indicate what is going to be included in that chapter. Subsections are numbers 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, and so on. 

