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1 Length of final dissertation
The main text of the dissertation should be 10,000 to 12,000 words (i.e. excluding abstract, table of content, acknowledgements, appendices and references, but including words in tables and illustrations that lie within the main text). If the main text of your dissertation exceeds 12,000 words it will incur a marking penalty; if it is grossly over length it will not be read and will therefore fail. Please note that it is not acceptable to dump core material in appendices in order to evade the limit. You must include a word count on the final page of the main text.
2 Guidance on dissertation structure

2.1 Structuring your dissertation

It is good idea to try and roughly work out as early as you can how you will apportion your words between chapters. Quite apart from anything else, it forces you to think about just what will be in those chapters: it’s quite possible to write a plausible research proposal, yet have little idea of what the resulting dissertation will look like after chapter 1! It is a good idea to look up past year dissertations in your discipline to get a feel for what a dissertation looks like and how it is typically structured. These are stored in the Resource Centre room, but the ones awarded a B or an A are also searchable online by logging in at: https://web.sbe.hw.ac.uk/currentstudents/dissertations/search_login.php?pane=1. 
You are likely to write more than you intended, so aim for less than the 12,000 word limit in the first instance. Avoid chapters which are of very different lengths. Your introductory and concluding chapters need not be very long: allow perhaps 1,500 words for each to start with. Your review of how far you can answer your initial research question from the literature is in contrast likely to be several thousand words long, and could be in one or more chapters. You should justify and describe your research design and methods in one chapter. You will need at least one chapter for results and their analysis, and this might be more than one (see 10.5 below). 

The work should proceed logically through self-contained chapters. There is no single way of structuring a dissertation, because there is no single way of doing social science or engineering research: the key things are that your structure is logical and that it is clear to the reader. Most dissertations follow a structure similar to that described below.

2.2 Abstract

There must be an abstract of around 200 words. The abstract is not the introduction to your dissertation, but a summary of it. Write it when you have finished the dissertation. Summarise your aims, methods, findings and recommendations.  Be brief. Be precise.  
Abstracts are often the least considered but most important part of any paper. Most readers of a journal will read most of the abstracts, but very few will read the full papers. Perhaps 95% of readers will read only the abstract. The need for abstracts to be concise often causes difficulty and can taint what is otherwise a perfectly acceptable style of writing.

Abstracts often mistakenly read like introductions.  Following the few simple conventions can create a favourable impression of your work. A good abstract creates a favourable first impression of your dissertation, not least by the examiner. It is worth taking time and care in writing the abstract, following a few straightforward principles, when you have completed the dissertation. 

The abstract should not be a table of contents in prose, neither should it be an introduction. It should be informative. Tell the reader what the research was about, how it was undertaken and what was discovered, but not how the paper is organized. The main findings must be summarized. If there are too many of them, then just exemplify them in the abstract. The essential elements of the abstract are:

· Background: A simple opening sentence or two placing the work in context.

· Aims: One or two sentences giving the purpose of the work.
· Method(s): One or two sentences explaining what was done.
· Results: One or two sentences indicating the main findings
· Conclusions: One sentence which draws together the main findings..
The following guidelines have been extracted from recent criticisms of real abstracts. This may help to overcome some of the most frequent problems:

Do not commence with "this paper…", "this report…" or similar. It is better to write about the research than about the paper. Similarly, do not explain the sections or parts of the paper.

Avoid sentences that end in "…is described", "…is reported", "…is analysed" or similar. These are simply too vague to be informative.

Do not begin sentences with "it is suggested that…", "it is believed that…", "it is felt that…" or similar. In every case, the four words can be omitted without damaging the essential message.

Do not write in the first person in any form. Thus, not only should you avoid "I", but also "we", "the author", "the writer" and so on. Again, this is because the abstract should be about the research, not about the act of writing.

Finally, here is a spoof abstract which contains some of the worst practices in abstract writing:

This paper discusses research which was undertaken in the author's country. A theoretical framework is developed from a literature search and this is used by the authors as the basis of an analytical model. The researchers collected data within this framework and analysed it according to the precepts laid down by earlier researchers in the field. The data is used to demonstrate that our understanding can be significantly increased and this is discussed in the light of previous work. Conclusions are drawn and it is shown that these may be useful for practitioners.

2.3 Introduction (first chapter)

This chapter tells the reader what the dissertation does, why it is worth doing, and how it does it. A typical structure would be:

· your topic, its context and why it is worth investigating
· a formal statement of your initial research question or aim, and 

· your general research design, which might typically list the objectives you will meet in order to answer your question/meet your aim
· In addition, students taking planning-related courses (ie UPPD) should also explain the relationship of your topic to your specialism– see Appendix 2)

Topic and context: Give the reader immediately an idea of what sort of thing the dissertation is about. Place the topic in its intellectual, policy or commercial context. Keep it brief. You are quite likely to start by cutting and pasting this bit from your research proposal, and then go on to expand it as you delve deeper into the literature. You will probably end up transferring some of it to later chapters. Return when you have completed your dissertation to rewrite it, making sure that it lines up with where your dissertation actually ended up going, and that it says what is needed and only what is needed.
Research questions, aims, objectives, hypotheses: The key to your research and dissertation. Don’t be surprised if your supervisor keeps sending you back to firm this up before they are happy. See section 11.1 below on this.

It is strongly recommended that you express your research design in two stages: an overall approach in chapter 1, and more detail in chapter 3 after your review of the evidence on your research question in the published literature (chapter 2) has helped you to refine how you are going to proceed from there. In particular, if your dissertation includes substantial primary research, you will want to make a detailed statement and justification of your methods before you present the results of that primary research. See section 11.2 below for more. 

Safety and ethics are important considerations which can arise at any level of research design from the impact of your overall findings and how you interpret them down to the details of data collection methods. You should consider them explicitly in your research design.  If your work involves anything that might put you or others at risk, e.g. interviewing alone in people’s homes, or entering contaminated land, see section 8 of the School Dissertation Guide regarding risk assessment. You need to know about the requirements of data protection law, and be sure that your research is ethically acceptable. For these issues see Appendix 6 at the end of this document. 

2.4 Existing evidence on the research question (the ‘literature review’)
The purpose of this chapter or chapters is to establish how far you can answer your original research question from the published literature. Good literature reviews do not only present a summary of relevant literature; instead they compare and contrast various studies and points of view, noting similarities and divergences in the focus of research attention, findings and interpretation.

The literature review should bring you to a point where, in the light of your analysis of the literature, you can refine that question, or maybe re-orientate it, or maybe split it into more than one question, and maybe formulate a hypothesis to test. The conclusions of your review of existing evidence should be the logical jumping-off point for the rest of your dissertation. See section 9.3 below for more.
2.5 Research Methodology

The research design is often the part students spend too little time thinking about, and too few words describing in their dissertation. You are advised to read some textbook material on research design and methodology to give you an intellectual framework about different approaches to research design.  A short, very accessible and practically-orientated text is Colin Robson (2002) How to do a research project: a guide for undergraduate students, Blackwell.  There are several copies in the Heriot-Watt University library, and it’s cheap to buy. 

2.6 Report on your further research 

The design of this part of your dissertation will depend on what you did. There are many different forms that your original research can take. Typically it involves ‘primary’ work generating some sort of new data, by survey, interview, observation or experiment. But it could use ‘secondary’ sources, e.g. databases already available, such as the Census or property values. Or it could use entirely literature sources, perhaps rethinking a theory by comparing different writings. As mentioned in 10.3 above, you should preface this report on your further research with a detailed method statement. 

How should I structure my report of further research? Often a simple solution is by source or by method. Suppose you used a public database to obtain data, and also interviewed some people to obtain their views on what you concluded from your analysis of those data: then you might have a chapter on the database stuff and one on the interview stuff. 

Should I include the analysis of results with the presentation of results? This is a matter of choice. Some students may choose to discuss the interpretation of their results in the same chapter as they present the results. Others may choose to pull together different findings and discuss them in another chapter titled ‘Discussion of results’. Yet others may choose to discuss the results in a final chapter titled ‘Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations.’ The important points to remember here are that you should:

a) Present your results clearly and transparently and in a neutral way. 

b) Link the interpretation of your results to your research aims and objectives, explaining what you have learnt from your research project.
Should I present raw data? That depends on its nature. Often the answer will be no. For example, you are most unlikely to want to present the raw transcripts of a string of interviews, though you might want to include a few direct quotes to illustrate your analysis of the raw material. 
It is good practice to include any research instrument that you have used, for example a questionnaire or interview guide so the reader can see what you actually used to collect data; but this should go into an appendix to keep down your main text length. The key thing is to enable the reader to understand where the raw information came from and what you have done to it before you present it in the main text, so that they believe what they read.

How much context should I describe? As much as is needed to enable the reader to understand the specific issues that you are investigating. Apply the need-to-know test: what is relevant to your research aims and objectives? For example  if you have a case study on, let’s say, waterfront regeneration in a port town, don’t waste a chapter telling us all about the town before you get down to the issue at hand.  It’s just padding and the examiners will dismiss it as such.
Don’t even think about inventing data: do you want to fail?

2.7 Conclusions, recommendations and limitations (last chapter)

In this chapter you draw the findings of your study together and present them in a structured way that allows the reader to see that you have addressed the question(s) or aim(s) that you set yourself. Make links with the main research aim, and your research objectives. If you posed a hypothesis, the conclusions should state as decisively as possible whether the results positively support it, refute it, are at least compatible with it, or are simply inconclusive. 

Conclusions should present no new data. You are encouraged to relate your findings to the work of others that you have reviewed in earlier chapters. This may involve stating how your findings support, or contradict findings in the literature, as well as new insights that you have gained from your research. 

As discussed above, you may find it helpful to have a separate discussion section, which leaves you free to discuss related matters in a less constrained format than that required of conclusions and recommendations.  

Review the limitations of your study, though you won’t want to duplicate anything you may have said in the methods chapter or section, and you don’t want to shoot yourself in the foot. Quite often you can say something positive about what further research your own findings suggest would be worthwhile.

See section 11.5 below for more.
3 Assessment: criteria for marking the final dissertation
Each dissertation will be independently read and assessed by two members of staff (For CPM, BS and QS students, this will include your supervisor). An agreed mark is then reported to the final examination board. As the research dissertation is equivalent to two courses, it will obviously have a significant influence on the degree classification you achieve. What follows is intended to supplement section 10 above by helping you to understand what dissertation markers are looking for. 
Assessment is not a mechanistic process, but we do try and make it as standardised and transparent as we can within the limits of academic good sense. There is no specific allocation of marks to any single criterion or group of criteria. On the other hand, some criteria will carry more weight than others: for example, research question and design are likely to carry more weight than presentation.  

3.1 Development of research question, aim, objectives, or hypothesis 

Aims, objectives, research questions, hypotheses: which of these should I use, and how to relate them to each other? Is there a received model for doing so?

The answer is no, but the good news is that they are up to a point different ways of doing the same thing: describing what you are trying to find out in your research project. Suppose you are interested in whether congestion charging would affect shops’ turnover and therefore rents. You could express your purpose in at least three ways:

· As an aim: To determine the effect of congestion charging on shop rents in charge areas.

· As a research question: What effect would congestion charging have on shop rents in charge areas?

· As an hypothesis: Congestion charging will reduce shop rents in charge areas (null hypothesis = there will be no effect).

You do not have to pose a hypothesis, though you may chose to do so. If you use the term hypothesis, you generate in many readers an expectation that you will apply the full scientific method to testing it. Many research topics do not lend themselves well to such an approach, often because the topics are intrinsically not susceptible to such rigorous testing: it’s a messy world out there, and you can do little to control your research environment. If you are attracted to this form of expressing your purpose, you could opt for a term which carries less explicit expectations, such as ‘proposition’.
However you choose to express what you are trying to do, here are some principles you should follow:

Focus! You are much more likely to run into trouble by trying to do several things than by being too narrow. For example, if you are using the ‘aims and objectives’ way of expressing your purpose, you would be well advised to formulate just one aim, rather than several aims that are likely to compete and to diffuse your effort. If you have more than one aim, how will you prioritise your research time, and how will you organise your dissertation? If your research journey has more than one final destination, how will you arrive at any of them? A good test of focus is whether you can state your aim in a single, short sentence. You can then go on to define several objectives, which are targets you have to reach in order to attain your aim. These are multiple, but the point is that they are subordinate to the one aim, and all lead to it. 

Be specific! This is related to the above principle, but not quite the same: it is more about the rigour of your thinking. One of the commonest criticisms examiners make about dissertations is that the author never specified what they were trying to do tightly enough to be able to come up with an answer. If you don’t know where you are going, you are not likely to get there.

Be clear in your head, and make it clear to the reader, what is the functional relationship between whatever aims, research questions or hypotheses you state. Aim, research question and hypothesis were presented in the example above with equal status, but they need not be. For example, you might state an initial research question or aim, then, as a result of reviewing how far you can answer it from the literature, formulate a specific hypothesis about the topic covered by the initial question, which you will test in your original research.

Try to think how your specific piece of research might contribute to answering a wider question of conceptual interest. Suppose you were interested in planning for wind farms. You could just focus on wind farms, but your dissertation is not likely to be of interest to anyone who isn’t into wind farms. Or you could frame that topic within a more general theoretical issue, using it as a case study of whether planning is e.g. capable of addressing environmental justice, or of what is the planning regime’s role in implementing government sectoral policy. That wider question could be tackled in many ways, so you will have to justify why you have chosen to do so through examining the planning of wind farms. This sort of approach will enrich your work in two ways: first, it will widen the relevance of your findings, which should be an aim of all academic research; and second, it will help to define an ‘angle’ on your chosen topic, which should help you to create a rigorous research design to examine it.

Putting the last two paragraphs together, you get a picture of a process of defining your purpose, in which you home in on a topic that interests you; then working both outwards to identify bigger questions which it could help to address, and inwards to focus on research action you can achieve in the time and resources at your disposal. 
3.2 Appropriateness and rigour of research methods

You should familiarise yourself with a range of quantitative and qualitative research methods through your reading of research-based work. A reading list is provided in Appendix 8.  Which methods are you using and why?  It is not enough just to say that you will use a case study. You need to think whether a case study is the most appropriate way to find out about your topic. Similarly the selection of a sample, or the choice of a case study, needs to be explained – e.g. is the case study meant to represent a typical example, or to demonstrate something exceptional, or to illustrate ‘best practice’ in some sense? If you are comparing two situations, why is it these two, and why two, not four, for example? What are the criteria that you are using to compare the case studies? Why have you chosen these criteria? Of course you have limited time and funds at your disposal and these will legitimately influence your choice of methods, but it remains important to relate your methods to your aim, and to show that they will be the means to reach your aim. 

Any qualifications or limitations to your research, caused by the methods adopted, confidentiality of sources, or the data obtained and analysed, should be clearly stated and acknowledged. Such an approach demonstrates awareness of the research process and is not a sign of weakness in your work.  

3.3 Synthesis and analysis of literature on your research question or aim
Search out not only government and professional sources on your initial research question, but also academic ones, including not only textbooks but also articles in refereed academic journals. It is highly unlikely that there are no relevant journal articles, and one of the first things an examiner will do is scan your reference list to get an idea of how far you have delved into the academic literature. It is here that you are most likely to pick up and develop ideas, concepts and theories that will help you establish an intellectual framework for your research. You need to develop electronic searching skills, but you’ll be surprised how much you can find from simply scanning the contents lists of hard copies of relevant journals in the library. Look at recent dissertations here in your subject (see Section 10.1) – they’ve done a lot of the work for you! 

Don’t rely on your supervisor to identify relevant literature for you. First, it’s not their job but yours. Second, even if they have expertise in your niche topic, they are unlikely to know all the up-to-date literature.

Be critical, not narrative or descriptive (though there may be a need for some description, e.g. of the policy, commercial or technical context). Don’t simply accept what you read at face value. Do you believe it? Do you agree with it? Why? 

Try to structure your review by issues, not by sources. Instead of telling the reader what Bloggs said, then what Smith said, then what Jones said and so on, extract from these sources the points that they make, and weave these into a logical structure – maybe an argument – drawing on the sources as you make the points. 

3.4 Interpretation and analysis of research evidence

It is not enough just to describe a situation: you must analyse information, whether quantitative or qualitative, to draw out its significance in relation to your aims and to the wider literature. As indicated in Section 10.5 above, the amount of analysis required to draw conclusions from your results will vary widely between studies. The examiners will look at how far you have pushed your evidence. If your conclusions are weak, and could have been stronger if you had made more of your evidence, that will count against you. 

In some circumstances it will be appropriate to use statistical probability tests to analyse quantitative data.

Be rigorous. While you should push your evidence as far you can, don’t push it further than logic permits. Could the evidence be open to different interpretations? If there is no good reason to favour one interpretation over another, admit it. Never interpret evidence to suit your purpose: you won’t fool your examiners!

3.5 Strength of conclusions and how they relate to aims and objectives

Good conclusions…

· address the research question or aim you set out in the beginning. The examiner will love you for identifying by number which sections of the dissertation each of your conclusions is based on. After all, why should they have to do the work to check whether they believe you? That’s your job. 

· are supported by evidence. In drawing your conclusions, pull together both the findings of the literature on your research question with those of your own further research. Are the findings of your further research consistent with what others have written? If not, then why not? 

· are as precise as your evidence permits.

Base recommendations explicitly on conclusions. You will be marked down for making recommendations unrelated to your findings. Frame recommendations precisely, and address them to relevant agents (e.g. recommendation to the RICS, Scottish Enterprise, or planning authorities).

It is also good research practice to provide a discussion of the limitations of your study. No research project is perfect and most are rather narrowly defined. You should outline what can and cannot be concluded based on your research findings and associated methods. You could indicate what further research is suggested as a result of your findings; as well as the questions that follow from, but which were beyond the scope of, your own piece of work. It is not a failing but a strength to be able to define the limits of your own work. 

3.6 Appropriateness of dissertation structure

The mark of a good structure is that the dissertation flows logically, yet each chapter is self-contained. Good signposting can do a lot towards this: each chapter should start with an introduction which says what the chapter will do; and each chapter should end with a short conclusion, or possibly a summary if that is more appropriate.  If no conclusions can be drawn, then you should ask yourself what was the point of the chapter.

The conclusion should also point forward to the next chapter. 
3.7 Acknowledgement of sources and correct referencing technique

A general point that applies to all parts of your dissertation is that you must always back any statement or assertion with evidence. In the introduction, or in reviewing literature sources, this will usually mean secondary sources of some sort. Have you followed good practice in ensuring that all ideas/arguments/data that are not originally yours are attributed to your source? 

All sources must be acknowledged within the text. Please check the Library referencing guidance for further help if needed (http://isguides.hw.ac.uk/c.php?g=366672). Any direct quotation must be in quotation marks and referenced with a page number. All authors cited in the text of the dissertation must be listed in the reference list at the end. Do not divide your reference list by type of source (book, journal, Web…): it should be a single list ordered alphabetically by author. Materials that you have read but not specifically cited in the text should not be included in the reference list, though you can add a separate list of ‘other material consulted’. We don’t want a bibliography, which is not the same as a reference list.

Beware of the quality of material sourced from the Internet. There is a lot of stuff out there which is not quality-assured, for example sites run by lobby groups. Some of it may even try to pass itself off as having official status when it does not. Use your head, and protect yourself when in doubt by diligent referencing and cautious use of the material. At all costs avoid plagiarism, which is a very serious offence. It is tragic to see a good dissertation brought down by a thoughtless act of plagiarism. 
3.8 Style/Grammar/Presentation

You must achieve a level of presentation that is appropriate to a professional piece of work - i.e. one that can be read and understood by others, and that will not irritate them. The spelling, grammar and punctuation must be correct and the style should be clear and fluent, not disjointed and waffly. Similarly the word processing must be to a proper standard.  Make use of the word processing functions that can help you, such as autotext, autocorrect, styles (e.g. headings), table format choice, etc. The required formatting and layout for dissertations is given in the School Dissertation Guide.

Good quality graphics and use of relevant photographs will always enhance a piece of work. Maps, diagrams and graphs will often be the best way to communicate some of the information, especially quantitative findings.  
4 Assessment: procedure

Two staff members independently assess your dissertation and each completes a mark sheet, before they confer to agree a joint mark and comments.  If the two markers cannot agree a mark, then your dissertation will be passed, together with their mark sheets, to a third marker, whose decision is final. For CPM, QS and BS students one of the markers will be your supervisor, while for UPPD students neither of them will be your supervisor. 

The marking sheet for UPPD students is available in Appendix 4, and the one used for CPM/QS students is available in Appendix 5. While the requirements for dissertations in both disciplines are the same, the assessment for CPM/QS students also includes the level of engagement of the student with the supervisor.

We do not use external examiners to assess individual work: their role is to moderate our marking standards overall. In that role, they view a sample of dissertations, typically fails, borderlines and distinctions.
5 Assessment: what grades mean

Your dissertation will be assessed against the criteria listed above. What qualities equate with what marks? The comments below indicate expectations and are intended to help you to perform to the best of your ability, and to ensure consistency amongst the examiners.

Grade A (over 70%): Explicit aims that are fully realised by the methods adopted. Strong thread of argument linking all parts of the dissertation, and deriving from a real understanding of concepts and theories and an in-depth grasp of planning, housing or urban environmental development issues, policies and practices. Effective definition of a researchable topic, backed by a wide review of literature, which underpins a rigorous analysis of original information, and leads to conclusions and recommendations that demonstrate imagination but are firmly based on that analysis. Fluently written and appropriately illustrated with original maps, diagrams and photos that are used analytically through notation and discussion in the text. Examiners should be prepared to award a mark of well over 70% if they feel the work is really outstanding.

Grade B (60-69%): Explicit aims that are substantially realised through the methods adopted. Coherent argument overall, though it may not be sustained through every chapter. Clear reference to concepts and theories and to current issues in policy and practice in the field, though the insight and ability may be uneven. Literature review will be well focused. There will be effective collection of information, and careful analysis leading to defensible conclusions and recommendations. Writing and graphics will be of a good standard. The mark may reflect a relatively limited subject done thoroughly or an ambitious subject that shows insight and creativity, but is not consistently sustained.

Grade C (50-59%): Aims are stated but they may be vague and/or not consciously reflected in the choice of methods. There will be an argument in the dissertation but at times it may get lost in descriptive detail, and/or not really be supported by the evidence. Literature review may not be comprehensive and have significant omissions, and the dissertation is likely to be more driven by description of examples and case studies than by awareness of wider concepts and issues. Analysis will be strong on secondary material or may have limited amount of original material which is not always carefully assessed. Some valid conclusions, though these may have omissions or fail to distinguish between key points and secondary detail; few or predictable conclusions and recommendations. Relevant photos, diagrams, tables or maps may be missing, and there may be use of vague phrases or repetitive wording, but overall the written and visual communication will be clear.
Grade D (40-49%): Aims are likely to be implicit, loose or verbose. There will be some conscious use of methods but they may not be explained in relation to aims, and may not be carried out fully and effectively. The dissertation is likely to be dominated by description of a particular case, with little connection to wider ideas and policy, and probably only a short literature review. The final chapter is likely to be short, and though it offers conclusions these are likely to be a reaffirmation of what was already known at the start rather than an addition as a result of the research. Recommendations may be lacking or not entirely defensible in relation to evidence and argument. Written presentation may be marred by spelling and grammatical errors, and bibliography and referencing are unlikely to meet the requirements. Relevant visual material my be absent or presented in a casual manner - e.g. photocopied without colouring or careful annotation.
Grade E (35-39%): .Very poor consideration of research aims or methods. Demonstrates limited knowledge or understanding of the context for the research, and key concepts and issues. Findings illustrate that some relevant data was collected but this is poorly presented and analysed. Inadequate discussion with very weak or unsupported conclusions, and recommendations which do not logically follow from conclusions. The dissertation is poorly structured and presented. Writing may be difficult to understand in several places, with some grammatical inaccuracies and typological errors.
Fail (below 35%): Not adequate to gain credits. Likely to be no statement of aims or explication of methods, with largely a series of assertions not backed by evidence or references. May simply be extracting material from one or two sources without really adding to it. Unlikely to have been any sustained attempt to collect information, and no real evidence of awareness of relevant policies or practices or concepts, let alone theories. Conclusions likely to be inconsistent with the preceding chapters or absent. Lacks recommendations. May be serious problems with writing, e.g. exceeds target word length; poor spelling, punctuation and grammar. Illustrations lacking or marred by untidiness and inaccuracies.. 
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