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Bibliographies and references
The Bibliography of your dissertation includes texts, journal articles and all other sources that have been referred to in the body of the dissertation. It does not include peripheral or background reading. The bibliography is the final selection of your dissertation and is normally located after the appendices, except where the appendices are bound separately, when the bibliography should be placed at the end of the main body of the dissertation. Bibliographies at the end of chapters are unnecessary.

The examples which follow are fictitious, deliberately written to show how to go about writing bibliographic references. Don’t try to locate them in your library! Any resemblance to the names or authors or publishers, living or dead, is entirely coincidental!

For references in the form of a real bibliography, please see the ‘Further Reading’ at the end of this book – though that is in fact not a bibliography as such, as the sources listed there are not referred to in this book, but are added as further reading. (Don’t add further reading to your dissertation, however!).

In order to identify a particular text clearly and accurately, it is necessary to have certain minimal reference information. This information primarily consists of:

· the name of the author;

· the year of publication;

· the title of the publication;

· the place of publication;

· the name of the publisher.

Further detail is dependent upon the nature of the publication being referred to. While there is more than one standard way of presenting this bibliographical data, it is important that consistency in referencing is maintained by keeping to one system. The system described here is generally known as the ‘Harvard system’ and although it appears to be complicated it is remarkably simple to use once the habit of applying it has been acquired. The following examples illustrate the use of capital and lower case letters, italicisation, punctuation marks and layout, all of which have a specific function. In manuscript form or in typescript, underlining is used to indicate typographical italics.

Books

The simplest reference form is that for books that have been published as single editions.

Arlington, P. (2003). Drama Education: Its Philosophy and Psychology. Minneapolis: Franks and Hobday.

Green, R. (2003). The Pickleberry Fragment. Hobsforth: Hobsforth Press.

When books have been published in subsequent editions it is important to specify the edition number as there are often considerable differences between editions. The edition number is shown in parentheses after the title.

Hill, L.T. (2004). Business Capitalisation (3rd edition). Andover, Plymouth: Macdonald and Burger.

Lowenfeld, V. and Brittain, L. (1970). Creative and Mental Growth (5th edition). New York: Collier Macmillan.

Collected works

Publications that consist of collections of writings by a number of authors are identified under the names of the editors. Listings, indexes or collections of abstracts are similarly identified by the names of editors. The editors are designated by the abbreviations (Ed.) or (Eds.) after the name.

Wellington, T. D. (ed.). (1999). Culture and Critical Theory. Isleworth: Seagull.

Pockington, E.W. and Bardell, D.W. (eds.). (2006). Readings in Drama Education, London: Gunn  Baxter.

References to specific chapters or articles in edited collections are identified under the names of the particular authors and then reference is made to the whole publication as above.

If the date when the specific chapter was originally published differs from that of the collected edition it is necessary to include both dates.

It is standard practice to give the page numbers of the article and, as the whole publication is the primary source of reference, it is the title of the whole publication that is italicised or underlined to indicate italics.

Fairbrother, J. (2000). Personnel Relations. In Weingartner, T.D. (ed.) (2001). Human Resource Management. Isleworth: Gannet. 107–135.

Kerrigan, I. (2001). The Art of Curriculum Design in the Engineering. In Erlingham, E.W. (ed.). Confronting Engineering Reform. Philadelphia: Baker Black and Co. 91–112.

Articles in journals

Articles in journals are always the most difficult to locate so it is essential to have complete bibliographical data. The actual journal in which an article appears is the major reference source and so it is the name of the journal that is italicised. Most learned journals tend to have long titles and so for bibliographic purposes these are reduced to standardised abbreviations. Journals differ in the ways in which the different issues are designated but the most popular form is the attribution of a volume number, which quite often relates to a particular year of publication, and then an issue or part number within a volume. The numbers of the pages on which the article appears are also given.

Timpson, E. B. (2003). The Artist as Critic. J. Aesth. Meditation. 7, 1, 50–58.

(In this example the article is in Volume 7, Part 1 of the Journal of Aesthetic Meditation on pages 50 to 58).

Flannigan, J. A. (2004). Fragmentation in Restorative Dentistry: The Case for Polyurethane Fillings. Dentistry Rev. 28, 2, 317–32.

Unpublished material

Material that has not been published in the senses described above, such as theses or dissertations submitted for academic qualifications or papers read at conferences, is identified by the name and nature of the material as well as the source or location.

Ewins, R. (2004). The Butterflies. Unpublished paper. Second Annual Anderson Lecture. University of Littlehampton.

Hancock, T. (1999). Creativity in Gymnastics – A Selective Review. Unpublished M.A. thesis, University of Poppleton.

Non-English texts

Texts and other materials written in languages other than English are given the appropriate bibliographical reference in the language of origin but a translation of the title is included in parentheses after the title itself. The parenthesised title is not italicised.

Galliero, T. W. (2000). Teoria Estetica (Aesthetic Theory). Lisboa: Edico-es 90.

The references for texts written in languages that use characters other than those in the Roman alphabet, such as Russian or Japanese, are given in the full English translation.

Non-authored texts

References are normally identified in the text of the dissertation and listed in the bibliography under the name of author or authors. However, some texts or other works, such as reference books and journals, do not have a specific author and are not able to be referenced in the standard format. In these cases, the texts are referenced using the title as the identifier, in place of the author’s name. When reference is made to a particular issue of a journal, the year of publication is given along with the volume and issue number.

Howards English Dictionary (3rd edition). (2001). Edinburgh: McTaggart Publishers.

Hypertalk Beginner’s Guide: An Introduction to Scripting (1989). Cupertino, CA: Apple Computer, Inc.

Journal of Interventions and Exchanges 15, 2. (2006). Oxford: Blackbull Publishers.

References in the text of the dissertation to non-authored texts are made similarly, using the title, or the first two or three words of the title, as the identifer, along with the date of publication and page number(s).

… whereas a ‘dissertation’ has been defined as ‘a written thesis, often based on original research, usually required for a higher degree’ (Howards English Dictionary, 2001, p.454).

The Hypertalk words constitute a scripting language (Hypertalk Beginner’s Guide, 1999, p.24).

Non-print media

References to texts or other material available in non-print media follow the same format as print-based publications. The medium and other identifiers are specified within the reference.

Macdonald, R. (Director) (2001). Beautiful Forests. (Film). Broadmoor, UK: Pineforest Studios and Channel 12.

Collings, R. (2002). Jasper Varley’s Garden Design Programme 3. (Videotape). London: ATV.

Eglington, W. (1995). Effective Mentoring. (Audio Cassette Recording). San Francisco, CA.: Audiotapes.

Electronic media

References to material transmitted or available electronically, such as computer games, CD-ROM, the Internet and e-mail, follow the same format as print-based materials but with minor variations. In all cases, specific identifiers should be included in the sequence to show access routes.

Computer programmes

Computer programmes that have been used in the research or have been referred to as data sources need to be identified either as an authored text or by the name of the programme.

Consumer Satisfaction Survey Software (2003) Gloucester: Survey Solutions, plc.

CD-ROM

Material published on CD-ROM, whether reference works or interactive programmes, is reference in the same form as non-book media.

MacFarlane, S (2003). Introduction to Highway Design. (CD-ROM). Wellingborough: British Transportation Society.

Internet

References to articles and other material accessible online via FTP (file Transfer Protocol), WWW (World Wide Web), or Telnet Sites must specify the pathway for access. Sites may not be permanent and so the date the site was visited needs to be given. It is of interest to note that the symbol ~  in a reference indicates that the site is a personal site.

Frantz, G. D. and McConnell. S. K. (1966). Restriction of Late Cerebral Cortex Progenitors to an Upper Layer Fate. Neuron, 17, 1, 55–61.  http://www.cell.comneuron/abstract/j0437.html (24 June 1996)
Li, X. and Crane, N. (1995). Bibliographic Formats for Citing Electronic Information.

http://www.uvm.edu/~xli/reference/estyles/html. (15 July 1996).

E-mail

Articles or other texts sent to subscribers via an e-mail List-serv, including journals published electronically, should indicate the access route and procedure to be followed to gain access. The date the message was received needs to be given.

Worden, S. (1996). Networking in art and design (Summary).

Design-Research@mailbase.ac.uk. (24 July 1996.)

Available e-mail: mailbase@ac.uk. Message: ‘Subscribe Design-Research’

Getting your citations right

To a significant extent, the quality of your dissertation will be judged by examiners by the rigour and consistency of your referencing and bibliography compilation (and of course your choices of references). Comprehensive reference to relevant work of other authors is an essential part of research presentation. Such reference indicates the author’s knowledge of the field in which the research is located and is also used to provide an appropriate context for matter arising in the research itself.

References to the work of others need to be made with discretion. It is important that all references are directly relevant and pertinent to the research project and are not included simply to demonstrate the breadth and extent of the author’s reading. At any oral examination or viva, you are likely to be questioned on your knowledge and understanding of the work you have referred to, so it is unwise to include references just for the sake of demonstrating wide reading.

References are primarily included as evidence relating to or supporting points, issues, trends and so on, that have been identified by the author. This function should be evident in the way references are made.

There are a number of ways of making specific reference to the work of other writers. It is self-evident that, as full information on every source is included in the bibliography, it is only necessary to identify each reference to the extent that enables it to be found in the bibliography.

As a rule it is unnecessary and inappropriate to include any information in the text that can be found elsewhere in the dissertation, as would be the case in the following example:

‘… whilst Sir Cyril Burt pointed out in “Mental and Scholastic Tests”, published in England in 1921, that…’. All that is required in the text is the author’s surname and the date of publication of the reference. However, there are several ways in which references can be made.

1. When the author is being referred to within a sentence construction, only the surname is used and the date of publication is parenthesised.

While Burt (1921) pointed out that…

2. References can be made without actually including the author in the construction of the sentence.

… an early attempt at formulating a stage theory (Burt, 1921) may be seen as a precursor                 to…

3. When reference is made to more than one author, authors and dates of publication succeed each other in chronological order within the parentheses, and are separated by semi-colons:

… and some attempts at developing stages (Wittgenstein, 1995; Brown, 2002; Lowenfield, 2004) may be seen…

4. When the flow of the text is uncomfortably interrupted by making references in this way, the reference may be made at the end of the sentence or paragraph providing the direct connection can be recognised.

… although earlier attempts at developing stages did not make this apparent (Burt, 1921). Recently there…

5. Occasionally, when a specific point has been made by an author it is necessary to inform the reader of the exact page in the text where the point was made. In this case, the page number follows the data within the parentheses.

… in discussing the role of the imagination, the point made by Robinson (1996, p.114) that…

6. When reference is made within the text to a work by two authors, the names of both authors are given. If the reference is parenthesised to identify a particular point or quotation, the ‘and‘ is replaced by an ampersand (&). For example, ‘… Hogwarts and Alterio (2003)…’ would be used within a sentence but ‘… (Hogwarts & Alterio, 2003)…’ would be used as an identification.

7. When the reference is to the work of three or more authors, the names of all the authors are given in the first reference to the work but subsequently only the name of the first author is given along with the abbreviation et al. to indicate other authors.

For example, ‘… Douglas, Newby and Jones (1998)…’  would be a first reference while subsequent references would be ‘… Douglas et al. (1998)…’ or ‘… (Douglas et al., 1998)…’ if used as an identification.

8. References to organisations or bodies with recognised acronyms or initials are made using the full title for the first reference to the work but subsequently the acronym or initials may be used.

For example, ‘… Department for Education and Skills (2003)…’ would be the first reference while subsequent references would be ‘… DfES (2003)…’.

Some organisations, such as Unesco, use the acronym as the official name and in such cases the initials are not punctuated with periods or full stops. It is worth looking at recent examples of (successful) dissertations in your area to find out more about the abbreviations and acronyms which are regarded as acceptable, and how these are normally handled.

Bibliography Compilation

When compiling sources of reference into a bibliography the entries are listed in alphabetical order of the names of the authors. If reference is made to more than one work by the same author the entries are listed in chronological order of the dates of publication. 
Smith, A (1997)….

Smith, A (2000) …

Smith, A (2002)…


and so on.

In cases where you have cited more than one source by a particular author in a given year, you need to show which is which, by including letters in the dates, as follows:

Smith, A (2000a)…

Smith, A (2000b)…

and in such cases when you cite their work in your text you need to use (Smith, 2000a) and so on.

Compiling a bibliography can be a tedious task and it can also be frustrating when, for example, new references need to be slotted into a partially compiled bibliography. Some problems can be obviated if, throughout the research, a record of each reference is kept which is accurate and complete and in the form in which it will appear in the bibliography. It is also helpful to have a workable system for organising the records, such as on index cards that can be sorted and stacked. Even more helpful is a computer database programme, which can be added to as necessary, and which, when required, can sort and print out the entire bibliography ready for inclusion in the dissertation. In all cases, it is wise not to have the bibliography word-processed in its final form until after the whole dissertation has been completed.

Bibliographical entries are typed single spaced. In order to make the entries in a bibliography clearly identified, the second and subsequent lines of each entry are indented, and double spaces are left between entries. The ‘Further Reading’ list at the end of this book is laid out in the form typically expected for a bibliography.

Capturing your research

This book is not essentially about planning your research. There are several much more comprehensive sources available to you, going into detail about research methods, drawing up a research proposal, choosing a supervisor, and so on, including several listed in the ‘further reading’ at the end of this book. The main aims of this book remain helping you to turn your research into a dissertation, and to do so well enough that this in turn earns you the research-based qualification you are aiming towards.

This section of the book is essentially about the key processes involved in turning your research into a dissertation, whereas the first and last sections of the book are about the bits and pieces which will make up your dissertation itself.

For a start, this section on ‘Capturing your research’ is about making sure that the findings of your research start off on their way to becoming embodied in your dissertation.

Keep files, not piles!

If your research findings are spread around on loose sheets of papers, arranged in piles rather than filed systematically, all it takes is for the piles to get overturned or shuffled and your evidence could be irretrievably disarrayed. It’s worth the extra few seconds it takes every now and then to staple related jottings and papers together, and put a title on them, so that they don’t become separated. Better still, use a good supply of cardboard wallets or plastic pockets, and write on them enough detail of what’s in them to be able to find what you may be looking for, quickly and easily, weeks or months ahead.

Put dates on everything. Make sure that you record the date (and even time) that key results were gathered, the dates where you first analysed the results, the dates where you abandoned particular results, and the dates of absolutely everything you did – whether in the final analysis it could prove to be important or not. It only takes a few seconds to add the date to a piece of paper, but it could be quite impossible to remember when you did something even a few weeks later without that date.

Try to get one little bit ‘ready’

Some things you can write long before you start bringing the final form of your dissertation together. In particular, it’s useful to write out details of your experimental methodology almost as soon as you’ve done each part of it, while it’s still fresh in your conscious mind. Months later, it would take much longer to write the same account, and it would not be nearly so good. 

Don’t just do your research, log it

One of the biggest dangers with research is that you can become so busy doing it, that you don’t take the time to stop and make notes of what you’ve done. Writing it all up later may seem an attractive proposition when you’re busy pressing on with the research, but in practice it can take much longer to write it up when the important details have faded from your conscious memory. Furthermore, if you train yourself to write things up as you go along, you don’t have to carry nearly so much in your memory – you’ve ‘captured’ the ideas, processes, details, thoughts, questions, and so on all the way along.

Don’t feel, however, that as you log your research that you should be choosing words so carefully that they will survive until the final edition of your dissertation. Trying to write down ‘final’ commentary or analysis is a daunting task. Remember that the notes you make along the way are just that – notes – and that you can continue to edit and improve them beyond recognition on the way to your final dissertation. But if you hadn’t made the notes, it would be a much harder job – all sorts of details, thoughts, ideas, questions could have evaporated away long before you started to put them all into words.

Always have your pen or pencil at the ready – or if you’re more comfortable with fingers on keyboard, make sure that you capture your thoughts and ideas on disk really often. Even two hours later, a bright idea which occurred to you could have evaporated away again if you hadn’t taken the trouble to put pen to paper or fingers to keyboard.

Start thinking about the wording, as you make notes

At the end of the day, your research is only reckoned to be as good as the words you use to express it. You need in due course to communicate your thoughts, findings, ideas, hypotheses, and so on to other people, not least your examiners. So as you practise capturing your research, keep experimenting with the wording. Do your best to say exactly what you mean in language which is quite self-explanatory. At the very least, this will help you to make sense of your thoughts and ideas when you revisit them later. At best, you’re paving the way to writing your dissertation fluently and convincingly.

Copy everything important

What if there was a fire, and all your data and results went up in smoke? What if someone stole your computer and your floppy disks? Why put yourself under such pressure? For the cost of some photocopying, you can have everything important in more than one place. All the better if it is properly labelled with dates, titles, and so on, so that you can still make sense of it even if the originals have gone for ever in that fire, accident, theft, or whatever.

What if my research gets ‘stuck’?

Welcome to the world of real research. Research is like that. There are good days, good weeks, but also bad ones. Sometimes you will feel that you’re heading up a blind alley, bashing your head against a brick wall, or trying to whisk treacle with your research. Why do you think there are so many metaphors about it? Because it happens to everyone.

There is however one well-tried remedy. Just try something else. Explore a different aspect of your research. Go off on a tangent – even for a short while. It’s surprising how often these little diversions turn out to be important – perhaps even more important than the original target where the blockage occurred.

Overall, you need to stick within reason to your carefully planned research programme, but leave yourself freedom to follow-up interesting-looking diversions. Some of these are quite likely to turn out to be more interesting than some of your original research targets – and more worthy of including in your dissertation in due course. 

Remember that it’s all finite!

You haven’t got one million words for your dissertation – nor 100 years to write it all up in. One of the vital research skills you will need to develop is about deciding what not to do, what not to include, what not to read, and so one. In practice, digging too deep in research often leads towards blind alleys. It’s best to capture your thoughts on what is reasonably close to your research agenda, and resist the temptation to try and make notes of absolutely every little detail which may eventually turn out to have some importance. Many of the details can be ignored, at least until you establish why they may indeed be important. And if they are important, you should be able to find them a second time round. So first-time-round, concentrate on what seems to be important, and don’t go overboard with detail yet.

Don’t become a hermit!

Talk to people about your research as you do it. Talk to your supervisor of course. But also talk to any fellow-researchers around you. Talk to other human beings too. Explaining what you’re trying to do to a complete ‘lay person’ who has no knowledge at all about your particular subject, can be mind-opening for you. The very act of explaining what you’re trying to do helps you yourself to put it into perspective, and to work out what’s most important. Talking to fellow research students is really beneficial – for you as well as for them. You’re all fighting the same battle – to find something worth writing down and analysing, to write it down to the standards required, and to be able to defend your ideas in the presence of experts. The more you’ve argued your case with fellow students, the better you’ll become able to argue the same case to your external examiner in due course.

Don’t stop reading

Keep reading the literature around your field of study. It changes fast. It can change daily in some areas. At the end of the day (in other words your viva) it is really important that there’s nothing relevant and new that you haven’t seen – and not only seen, but mentioned in your own work. While it’s tempting to spend quite a lot of time on a literature review, then to press on with your own work, it’s never safe to leave the literature to itself hoping nothing important will be added to it. Keep doing your web-searches, your scans of the most relevant journals each time an issue comes out, and so on. In any case, your literature ‘top-up’ activities can feel like a welcome break, now and then, to your own researches.

Writing it up – getting started, and keeping going

Get started writing, straightaway

It’s easy to convince yourself ‘no point starting writing yet, I’ve not done enough yet’. However, that road just leads to trouble. There are some things you can start to draft out towards the final content of your dissertation, even quite early in your research. For example, the parts about the research methods you chose to adopt, and why, can be drafted out quite early. You can write a draft account of what you actually did, and why you did it that way, almost before you’ve finished doing it. You can capture the detail of what you did far more easily while it’s still fresh in your mind.

Confront your ‘writing avoidance strategies’!

These can manifest themselves in several forms, some of them quite sophisticated. For example:

· “It’s too early to start to write anything up yet”.

· “I think I’m going to find something really important tomorrow, so I’ll not start writing anything up just yet”.

· “I haven’t got anything worth writing up yet – I’ll wait till I have”.

· “The dissertation deadline is a long way away, no point starting writing anything yet”.

· “I still don’t really know what I want to write – I’ll need to think about it a while longer”.

· “I haven’t yet cracked the research question I set out to tackle – I’ll start writing about it when I’ve cracked it”.

· “I can’t afford a pen, and I’ve run out of paper”.

All of the above have one thing in common – they’re excuses for not starting writing, not reasons for not starting writing. In any case, you’ll feel better when you’ve captured even a little of your research thinking on paper. It will be a start towards your dissertation. If you don’t start, you’ll never finish it. Starting is actually much harder than finishing.

It’s much easier to edit and improve, than to start from scratch

You’ve probably heard the expression ‘blank sheet fright’? It’s actually quite hard to make the very first written draft of anything. Once that first draft is on paper (or on disk or on screen), it becomes very much easier to improve it, to expand it, to develop it, to tighten it up, and gradually to make it worthy to appear in the final version of your dissertation. But you can’t do any of these improvements until you’ve got something to improve, so don’t be frightened of the blank page – just get on filling it with Draft 1. There’s then plenty of opportunity and time to turn it into that final Draft 37.

Start your literature review as soon as you’ve started to review the literature

This is something that you can start on really early, on your way to putting together a good dissertation or thesis. Your literature review will be an important part of the final thing. It’s much better if the version which your external examiner sees is Draft 37 than Draft 2. The longer you live with your literature review, the better it becomes. It is something to keep editing, adjusting, condensing, expanding, until it is fit for purpose for your dissertation. Even before you’ve started on your main research, you’re likely to have had your first stab at making sense of what’s already been written in the area, and so already have at least some of the material that you will need to refer to in your literature review at the end of your research. Don’t leave it all till later. Imagine the satisfaction which comes with  “well, at least I’ve made a start on putting together my literature review chapter”. This satisfaction is yours for the taking. This satisfaction helps your confidence to grow. Your confidence helps to assure the success of your work. It’s an upward spiral, if you choose it.

Work on several things at once

Don’t take the view that each section of your dissertation has to be written, fine-tuned, honed, polished, edited, and finished one-by-one in turn. It’s much less stressful to work on two, three, or more sections alongside each other. This means when you get bored with writing up Section 3, or even stuck stone dead with writing Section 3, you can switch your focus to Section 4 or Section 2 and so on. A change can be as good as a rest – but is much more productive than a rest. Sometimes after even just half-an-hour working on Section 4, returning to section 3 becomes ‘unblocked’, and you can proceed smoothly with it.  

Don’t start writing at the beginning

In several parts of this book, the idea is put forward that the last place to start your dissertation is at the beginning! This is because you can only really write a good beginning to your dissertation when you already know exactly where it is going, and where it ended up. Such an introduction will, naturally, be ‘lived up to’ by what follows. If you write the introduction too early, the chances are that your dissertation will only get some way towards the promise outlined in that introduction. In fact, you can’t really write a convincing introduction until you already know what your conclusions have been, or what the answer to your research question turned out to be. 

‘I’ve started, so I’ll finish’!

Whatever your dissertation does or does not do, it needs to come to a good finish. Don’t forget that your dissertation ending is the last thing your external examiner is likely to read before switching into ‘judgement’ mode, and starting on the task of working out the overall worth of your dissertation. So if you started out with a research question, an answer will be expected here. If you started out to review the state of the art in a field, this is where the conclusions of your review need to come across loud and clear. If you started off on a pathway leading towards a decision between various options, this is where your decision should be clear and unambiguous. 

This doesn’t mean that your dissertation needs to be the very end of the road in the subject you’ve addressed. Almost always, there will be further questions that have arisen in the course of the work, and these are often usefully listed towards the end of a dissertation, so that others are able to pick up some of the questions and run with them. You may even do so yourself in the next stage of your own career, if given the opportunity. 

The main thing is that your dissertation doesn’t ‘fizzle out’ towards the end. This doesn’t lead to good ‘last impressions’ for your examiners. So it’s never too early to start thinking about how in due course you will express your conclusions. In fact, it can be worth drafting out your conclusions even before you’ve reached them – just for practice, you understand!

Also, it’s worth ensuring that the last stages of your dissertation don’t look as though they’ve been stitched together under pressure at the last minute. That impression doesn’t exactly inspire confidence in your conclusions or decisions.

All this means that it’s useful to start paving the way towards expressing your conclusions convincingly, and robustly, quite early on in writing up your dissertation. The earlier you start practising communicating your conclusions, the better they will come across in your final version.

Keep showing people your drafts

It’s never too early to get feedback on your early drafts. In fact, it’s much better to get feedback on your first thoughts, than on your twenty-first thoughts. The earlier you get feedback, the less defensive you’re likely to be about what you’ve done. The less defensive you are, the more likely you are to respond wisely to useful feedback, and develop your writing accordingly. 

More importantly, showing people your drafts will help you to find out much more about who best will give you useful feedback. There’s little value in the feedback “this all looks very good to me, thank you”. The really useful feedback comes from people who question your ideas now and then, and have suggestions about how you may develop your ideas. These are the people to use again and again – if they’re willing – to give you feedback on your draft writings. But you’ll need to earn their continued support – what can you do for them in return?

Organising  your files

Earlier on in this part of the book came the suggestion ‘keep files, not piles’. In this section, it’s computer files that you should be thinking about. Most people heading towards preparing a dissertation keep some or all of their data, results, literature review elements, draft chapters, and so on as word-processing files on computers. The suggestions which follow are based on experience – and particularly experience of getting things wrong. Learn by other people’s mistakes, and follow the advice which follows.

Keep saving your work – as different files

Suppose you’re presently drafting Chapter 3 (long before, of course, you’re writing your introduction or your abstract). Save it now as ‘chapter 3.1’, then save it shortly afterwards as ‘chapter 3.2’ and so on. Don’t just keep pressing ‘save’. Before you’ve finished Chapter 3, you may well get to ‘chapter 3.23’, but that doesn’t matter. What does matter is that if you happened to have a really useful idea in version ‘chapter 3.17’, but which got edited out in ‘chapter 3.19’, you can still get back to that original bright idea, and bring it back into ‘chapter 3.22’ and keep it in thereafter. There’s no point throwing away what might turn out to be good ideas for the sake of a bit of disk space. When your dissertation has served its purpose, and you’ve got your qualification as a result of it, you can always delete all the preliminary drafts of your thoughts and ideas, or better still, you can simply copy them to floppy disk or CD-ROM (twice!) and then clear the files from the hard disk of your computer.

Use separate files for separate sections

At the end of the day, you’ll need to collect your various chapters and appendices into a single version of your dissertation on computer. Alternatively, you’ll need to paginate the separate files to that when printed out they make a complete dissertation. But during the course of production, it’s really useful to have all the various bits and pieces as separate files, so that you can continue to work up each part independently until it is ready to take its place in the overall product. Make your filenames easily identifiable. You may well end up with dozens of separate files before you start to stitch them together to make up your final dissertation, and it can waste a lot of time if you have to puzzle over what filename means what file. 

Back your work up

Just as it’s important to keep copies of important paper-based evidence of your research, it’s vital to back up your electronic records too. What would happen if the computer hard-disk corrupted and lost everything on it? What would happen if your laptop was stolen, along with the box of floppy disks beside it? Go for peace of mind, and have all of your important files in at least three places – for example on a floppy disk at home, on another at college, and on a hard disk somewhere else. If possible, email them to yourself too as attachments, so that if all else fails they’ll still be held on a server somewhere in the universe.

Keep records of dates too

Computers automatically save the date at which a file was last saved, but this may not be enough. It can be useful to add by hand at the start or finish of a file the actual date on which you last worked on it (and not using the ‘insert field’ command which may automatically update the date every time the file is opened). Such precautions can really pay off when you need to go back to a particular file to edit it up, rather than work on the more recent versions which you may have since made, but decided to reject because the earlier version turned out to be more appropriate for your dissertation.

Don’t just work on-screen

Just about anyone who writes using a word-processor will tell you that it’s still worth printing out versions now and then, and seeing how they look on paper. There are some editorial matters that can only be noticed on paper, and would not be noticed on-screen. Also, printing out your drafts on paper allows you to pass them on to other people who can give you useful feedback on them, not least regarding spelling, punctuation and grammar. Such things seem to be areas where it is harder to notice mistakes on screen than on paper. The problem with writing ‘on-screen’ is that you can’t so easily see the ‘big picture’ of your work, and it’s dangerously easy to end up repeating yourself, in ways which would come to attention quite quickly when seen on paper.

It’s also useful to start keeping printed copies of important files, as you get towards having final versions of separate chapters of your dissertation. It is useful to start carrying these print-outs around with you, and having a red pen to edit and improve your work at times when you can’t get to a computer, so that you can make changes to your files next time you are able to work on the machine.

File your files!

If you save, as suggested, just about anything which you may need to return to, you could end up with hundreds of files. It can be helpful to create folders for ‘discarded bits’, ‘current bits’, or ‘latest versions’, or ‘still to work on’ and so on, so that you still have access to your old files, but they don’t fill up your desktop when you open a folder. This also means that if you are just working on a particular part of the overall task, you could simply copy the ‘current bits’ folder to floppy disk if you wanted to work on a different machine, perhaps at home.

Get to know how to search for a file

Even with the best of intentions, from time to time you’ll ‘lose’ files. They may have been saved to the wrong folder, or have got themselves entirely hidden in some remote corner of the computer’s system. If you know what the file was called, you can usually find it quickly by using the ‘search’ or ‘find’ options of the computer. When found, immediately save it to where you expected it to have been in the first place, so the problem doesn’t arise again.

However, sometimes you will have forgotten what you actually called the file. If you happen to remember the date on which you were writing that file last, you may be able to find it by using search-by-date options. But if you’ve forgotten what it was called, you may well have also forgotten when you worked on it. Then you’re going to need the ‘Advanced Search’ options on your computer. For example, you can search for a file using the ‘containing words’ tool. It’s then best to narrow down the type of file you’re searching for, for example to ‘Microsoft Word Documents’ (if that was the software you were using). You can then enter words in the same way as you would for an internet search, for example ‘results+survey+Lewisham’ so that all files containing those three words would be summoned up. If too many files are then identified, you can add more words to your ‘search string’ until you find the exact file you’re looking for. All this takes some time, but not nearly as much time as going round all of the possible files manually, opening them and closing them looking for the missing file.

Getting ready to be examined on your work
This section covers some of the processes you will need to attend to towards the final stages of putting together your dissertation, and preparing for the oral exam or viva which you are likely to have on your work. After all the work needed to put together a dissertation, you might have expected this section to be called ‘winding yourself down’, but you actually need to be steadily getting thoroughly conversant with everything you’ve written, ready to answer questions on it all in due course. The time to wind yourself down is after your viva, when you know your work has been accepted, and has achieved its main purpose; then winding down is not difficult (though feels quite strange to many successful students).

Build in time to change your work

Any external examiner will tell you that far too many dissertations and theses contain abundant evidence that they were put together in a rush at the last minute! All sorts of symptoms can give this away, including:

· spelling mistakes;

· typographical errors;

· punctuation errors;

· grammatical errors;

· mis-matches between Figures and the ‘List of Figures’;

· mis-matches between Contents and the ‘Contents page’;;

· references included in the text, but not included in the bibliography

· references in the bibliography but no longer in the text (probably having been edited out at some stage);

· pagination irregularities;

· errors in headings and sub-headings (for example something missing between 2.3 and 2.5);

· unfinished sentences;

· inconsistencies between what was proposed in Chapter 3 and what was concluded in Chapter 6.

There is one further symptom of last-minute work which is even more of a giveaway – bibliographical errors – in other words, not getting the references exactly right in the bibliography. Elsewhere in this book is a detailed discussion of how to do this properly, but it’s not just a matter of knowing how to do it, it boils down to leaving yourself sufficient time to devote to doing it properly, and applying a great deal of patience and persistence till you are quite certain that you’ve got your bibliography exactly right.

Get lots of feedback

Particularly when you’re working your way towards the final version of your dissertation, get as many as possible ‘fresh pairs of eyes’ to look at it, asking people to scribble onto the drafts any comments and suggestions, and particularly to indicate each and every little error they spot – spelling, punctuation, layout, anything! It’s really difficult to spot one’s own errors, because when you look at your drafts, you tend to see what you meant and don’t always see what you actually wrote. 
Don’t feel that you have to take notice of every suggestion, however. Work out which are the most important suggestions, and act on them first. Sometimes you will get conflicting suggestions from different people, and you’ll need to decide which to act upon, and which to dismiss. 

Get feedback from different kinds of people. For example, try to find two or three of the following categories of people.

· Ask for feedback from fellow research students in research fields similar to your own, who are also going about the task of putting together their dissertations or theses, and who will be in a good position to give you comments about how well your drafts match up to the locally accepted traditions for a dissertation. They may also be able to give you at least some feedback on subject-related issues. In turn, you may be able to offer to reciprocate, and help them with their own drafts.

· Consider asking other researchers in quite different subject areas. They won’t be able to help you with feedback about your subject matter itself, but may well be willing to say which parts ‘read easily’ and which parts are more ‘dense or difficult’, and it could be useful to use this feedback to address the latter areas. Again, you may be able to offer them the same kind of feedback on their drafts.

· Use your supervisor, of course. Supervisors are likely to be close enough to your subject area to give you authoritative feedback on the content of your dissertation. They too will have written a dissertation or thesis, and may have useful views on the overall presentation, layout and structure of your work.

· Try to find one or more people who are simply skilled at spotting typographical errors, and mistakes in spelling, grammar and punctuation. If you happen to know a copy editor working for a newspaper, magazine or journal, such people can be ideal. However, almost anyone can find errors of this sort, if asked to look carefully for them, and it’s useful to have someone who knows little about your subject area doing this to help you, as they won’t be so easily distracted by getting too absorbed with your dissertation to notice the mistakes.

Talk about your work to everyone who will listen!

This is really good practice for your forthcoming viva or oral examination. Get used to the sound of your own voice explaining what you’ve done, justifying what you’ve decided, and summarising what you’ve concluded. Get used to thinking on the spot. Find out which parts of your work you feel really confident about, and also identify those areas where you feel less comfortable – they are going to need some extra practice before your viva.

Practise answering questions on it all.

This, of course, is what you’ll need to become really confident about, in your forthcoming viva. Write down lists of questions to use for practice. Try to think of just about everything that anyone could possibly ask you about your work. Get other people to help you with this too – ask those who know your subject area to suggest questions about the content of your work, and ask other people to suggest general questions you could be asked.

Then get other people to use your long list of questions, and fire questions quite randomly at you, to give you vital practice for thinking on the spot when you’re questioned in your viva. Research students often work in threes and fours, giving each other mock vivas countless times before their real ones come up. They often then report that their real vivas were much easier than some of their practice ones, and that the practice had helped them to become much more confident about the real vivas.

Confront what you don’t know.

Naturally, your dissertation is mainly about what you do know. It is easy to answer questions at your viva on things you know well. But there will always be at least some questions on things you don’t yet know. Sometimes, it is useful to include a section in your dissertation summarising the matters arising from your research, and especially the things which still need to be investigated, perhaps in your own future research, or alternatively by other people who read your work. It is better to have included some ‘questions not yet answered’ in your dissertation, than to have your external examiner fire exactly these questions at you in your viva. 

Expect some quite surprising questions. Sometimes, you could be so close to your own work, that you don’t anticipate the sort of questions which will be asked by someone looking at it from a broader perspective. 

Don’t be thrown by what may seem to you to be obvious questions, or simple questions. Sometimes, external examiners include some very straightforward questions to help to put the candidate at ease in a viva. Sometimes, a question may seem quite simple for you to answer, but may have been asked because the external examiner simply did not know the answer, not being as close to your research as you are. So when you answer, at your viva, what seems to be a simple question, make sure you don’t give the impression that the question is far too simple to be important.

