Suggestions for Writing the Capstone Project or Thesis
(A supplement to the EEA650/655 or EGC600/640 Project Chapter Guidelines)

Writing Conventions

Follow the APA guidelines for writing as outlined in the 6th edition of the APA manual. 
The project or thesis is usually divided into five chapters, each of which has a specific purpose and each of which is connected to the other chapters in a logical, progressive fashion. The structure of the project or thesis mirrors the entire theory into research orientation: you begin with the problem or issue and develop a specific research question or thesis statement that you wish to explore (chapter 1), you then discuss the theoretical work that has been done around this problem or issue and that can serve as a guide for research (chapter 2), you then develop a research methodology to explore your problem or issue (chapter 3), then discuss and analyze your findings (chapter 4), and then offer your conclusions, the implications of your findings and how they might be applied, and any recommendations you have to offer (chapter 5). Any data such as tables, charts, and additional material that does not fit into any of the five chapters is placed in appendices at the end. You also create a reference list formatted to APA guidelines. The APA manual (5th or 6th edition) gives you a lot of information on how to write up your paper and format it; you should consult the manual for additional guidelines. Students are expected to adhere to these guidelines.  

Do not expect to write your project or thesis in just one draft. Budget your time so you will be able to revise it, both to improve the technical aspects of the writing and to bring further clarity to your exposition. It is not uncommon for well-written theses to go through two or more revisions. 

Here is a brief outline of these five chapters and any appendices you might have. If these suggestions run counter to any advice you have received in your courses, particularly the research course, then follow that advice. 
Abstract

The abstract is a short précis of your entire project or thesis. It succinctly states the research question, issue, or problem, how you have approached the issue in terms of research and methodology, your main findings, and your conclusions and recommendations. Abstracts are usually about 150-250 words in length.

Chapter 1—The issue/problem
Although all the chapters are important, the first chapter is perhaps the most important. If it is not clear and strong, it is more likely there will be problems with the rest of the project or thesis. You need to be very clear about the research question or topic or problem you are researching. Once you have developed your research question or thesis statement, keep it in mind and let it be your guide as you proceed through the writing (some of the best advice I received as a graduate student was to write out the research question or thesis statement on a sticky note and attach it to my computer monitor: it was always there to help me maintain my focus).  
The first chapter serves as both an introduction and an opportunity to state the issue. You first want to introduce your topic in a sentence or two. The next task, which can take several paragraphs or a few pages, is to offer some background information about this issue: historical information about the issue and how it has existed or developed; reasons why this is a significant or important issue; the impacts this issue has on the lives of students, families, teachers, administrators, staff, or others involved in the educational system.  The information here can be general or more specific. All of this background material “frames” or provides context for the issue you are exploring. 
You then want to state your research question or thesis statement, explaining that this is what you wish to explore. As mentioned above, it is really important that this be stated clearly; this is the single most important sentence or couple of sentences in your entire project/thesis. (Of course, it has to be the same as or very closely aligned with what you listed as your research question on the IRB submission.) You conclude your first chapter with a one-paragraph “road map” for the reader that briefly states how you are going to proceed in the rest of the project/thesis (“In the next chapter, I will review the relevant literature regarding [your topic]. In chapter three, I will discuss my research methodology and [any specifics having to do with the methodology]. In chapter four ….”). 
You may find that you return to revising your first chapter at the end of all your writing for the entire project/thesis; this is not uncommon as students find that working through the entire document helps bring clarity that can be brought into clarifying the opening chapter. 

Chapter 2—The Literature Review

This can be a fun chapter to write and it is important to demonstrate that you have a good understanding of the scholarly work that has been done around this issue or topic—both the theoretical work and any quantitative and qualitative research.  Through your review of the literature, you will experience the collegial exchange of scholarly resources and support in refining your search. Scholarship is by definition a collective, collaborative endeavor, and your responsibility as a scholar is to demonstrate your familiarity with the literature. You want to become familiar with the scholars and others who are doing or have done work in your research area so that you can outline all the work that has been done in the past. You want to note the theoretical work, any research findings, and any of the limitations of the existing theory or research work. See your work as not only addressing a specific, local issue but also as a contribution to ongoing scholarship.
In this chapter, you will also select the theory (theoretical perspective or orientation) that you have selected to guide your work. This requires you to make choices: you cannot possibly cover all the theoretical possibilities, so you want to select whatever seems most appropriate and defend your decision to use that theory.  There is likely a group of scholars working around a particular theory or theoretical orientation or doing research in that area, and you will want to become familiar with the work of these particular scholars. Your chapter should end with you outlining the details of the theoretical orientation you will be working with, as well as the relevant research findings. Again, you want to see your own particular research project as being part of ongoing scholarly inquiry.  Be sure to “Ask a librarian” if you are having any difficulties! Even if you are not, using the help of the librarians in finding resources is a really, really smart idea. Go here: http://www.cityu.edu/about/services/library_ask.aspx 
In searching through the relevant literature, be sure to look for both books and journal articles. As well, you may become aware of trends and changes in the particular field you are investigating, so become aware of the more recent theoretical developments and research findings. You have learned how to use the library resources of book catalogues and journal and government databases. You can also find relevant material by looking at the reference lists of essays you find particularly helpful, relevant, or central to your research topic. 
The Literature Review report should be able to answer the following questions:

· Does the review contain up-to-date, relevant studies? 

· Is there an emphasis on primary sources (i.e. actual studies, rather than other review articles)?

· Are the sources properly cited according to APA standards in the review?

· Is there a critical review or a summary of findings for each source?

· Is the literature review logically or conceptually organized?

· Does the review clearly relate previous studies to the current research problem?

· Does the review help establish the importance of the research?
· Does the literature review point forward to the methodology you have chosen and that will be outlined in chapter 3? (One way of pointing forward to methodology is to make sure you have outlined a theoretical perspective you are using which “suggests” a particular methodology.)
Chapter 3—Methodology

In this chapter, you will outline and describe the research methodology you will be using, both in general and specific terms. You will also justify your choice of methodology, based on what the literature tells you and the nature of your research project or issue. An effective methodology design attempts to prove the researcher’s research hypothesis or answer the research question.  The material here should be thorough enough that the reader can plainly see that you were thorough in your methods and that the methodology you utilized was sound; it should demonstrate that you took various variables into account and that you can be reasonably assured that the results are accurate.
Note: A capstone project will have a different chapter 3 based on a suggested research project to investigate the subject. See the Project Chapter Guidelines document for more details
The  chapter should address or include: 
(a) a description of the research context or site, 
(b) delimitations (the limits or boundaries of your specific research project—what it includes and does not include or cover), including the validity and reliability of your research findings, 
(c) your subjectivity as the researcher (i.e., situate yourself in the research topic, provide background about your experience, interest, and professional connections), 
(d) description of the subjects or participants,  
(e) a clear and detailed description of and justification for the procedures (methods) followed, 
(f) a description of the instruments used and reasons for choosing them, 
(h) limitations or possible weaknesses of the research design or findings (no design is perfect!), 
(i) assumptions that are present about the research or research subjects (we have all kinds of assumptions we made, but may not be aware of). 
The chapter should naturally lead the reader to the next chapter on the research findings. Other or similar questions you might want to consider: 
1. Is evidence for validity and reliability clearly presented and adequate?

2. Is there a clear description of the instruction and how it was used?

3. Is there a clear description of the procedures for collecting the information?

4. Is it likely that the subjects would fake their responses?

5. Are interviewers and observes trained (if used)?

6. If appropriate, what are the norms used to report percentile rank and other results?

7. Are there any clear weaknesses in the design of the study?

8. Are the procedures for collecting information described fully?

9. Is it likely that the researcher is biased?

Chapter 4—Findings and Discussion (this chapter not necessary for the capstone project)
Here, you present your findings. This will include your statistical analyses of any numerical data (in quantitative research) or your interpretations and conceptual analyses of any qualitative findings (in qualitative research). In a mixed-methods approach, you could have both quantitative and qualitative data. 

Your data can be both descriptive and comparative (for example, doing a correlational analysis if you have quantitative data).  After you have presented the data and have done any statistical analyses (for quantitative data), you can then discuss the significance of the findings, answering the important “So, what?” question; show your reader the significance of your findings. A qualitative analysis of obviously much different, and it contains more subjective material: your and others’ interpretations of the data. Again, keep in mind that you want to be able to answer the question: “What are the data telling us?”  Remember to make connections to the literature you reviewed: as a researcher, you are both attempting to connect and add to the existing scholarly literature and knowledge and seeking to apply the scholarly knowledge (both the existing literature and your findings) to improving an existing situation.  
Chapter 5—Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
In your final chapter, you can briefly summarize the project and what you covered in your previous chapters; note that this should just be a brief summary—about a page or so. After that summary, you carry on the discussion you began in chapter four (or chapter two, for a capstone project), discussing the meanings and implications of your findings. If the data support (or not) your thesis statement or research question, what will you then do as a result? How will your findings impact what you teach, how you teach, or policy in your school or district? What recommendations will you make on the basis of your findings and ideas? Extending your thoughts outward from your specific circumstances, what are the broader implications arising out of your study for the education of students? Also, in your role as a researcher, what additional research recommendations can you make? What further studies are required? How might your research design be expanded/improved/modified? What additional things do we still need to learn?
Reference List
Reference lists and citations exist to help readers access the resources you list. To facilitate that, your citations and reference list need to be formatted correctly and accurately. The reference list should be formatted in APA style. Be sure to know and follow the guidelines for referencing (and citing in the body of your essay) so you don’t lose marks unnecessarily!  Pay attention to details! Again, the librarians can help you with this, so don’t hesitate to ask for help! Aside from the APA manual—check it first!—there are a number of good online resources:

OWL—Purdue University Online Writing Laboratory
APA Guide--Simon Fraser University
APA Guide—University of British Columbia
Diana Hacker’s APA Guidelines
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