ALLIANCE MANCHESTER BUSINESS SCHOOL

Practical help in writing

an undergraduate dissertation
Developing and writing an undergraduate dissertation is not an easy task.  You can expect to be writing and researching for a long period of time, much longer than you have ever done before.  There will be no-one telling you what to do, and your classmates are unlikely to be able to help you, because it is your personal dissertation.  Hence, you must develop a measure of self-discipline and generate a sense of pride in your work.  This document is designed to help you in that quest.

Some preliminaries

Your aim should be to write a very good dissertation.  You should seek to impress your assessors with the skills and knowledge that you have developed during your research.

Title Page

The title page must be laid out formally, detailing University of Manchester (in full), AMBS (in full) the name of your degree, the full title of your dissertation, your own name, the name of your dissertation supervisor, and the date the dissertation is to be submitted.

The title should be concise, but exactly specify the subject.  Check this by looking for keywords — doing this, you may find some remaining words are redundant.  You should normally not exceed twelve words.  Some writers recommend two, or even three-part titles — the general subject followed by the specific aspect or approach being reported.  As an example: “Riveted Joints: an Evaluation of Design and Test Methods.”

Statement of Originality

The statement of originality should be worded thus: "This dissertation is my own original work and has not been submitted for any assessment or award at University of Manchester or any other university".

NB See the dissertation website for some important notes on plagiarism

Plagiarism is a serious offence, involving the copying of another person’s work and passing it off as your own.  This includes the unattributed use of parts of books or articles, as well as copying from other students. The Board of Examiners regards plagiarism as a very serious offence.  If a prima facie case of plagiarism arises it will be scrutinised by internal examiners, and, if confirmed, it will be reported to the Chairman of the Board of Examiners.  Subsequently, a Committee of Moderators will hold an enquiry.  The student will be invited to attend the meeting together with a representative, and the results will be reported to the Board of Examiners.  Where plagiarism is confirmed, the Board will take the most appropriate action.  Remember, if you allow your work to be copied by another student, you may be similarly penalised.

Acknowledgements Page (optional)

Here you can make specific reference to the people that you feel have supported you during the period of your dissertation.  You can also dedicate your dissertation to a special person if you wish.

Abstract

The abstract is one of the most vital parts of your dissertation.  Readers will turn to your abstract to decide whether to invest their time and energy in reading about your work.  Hence, your task is to provide the reader with enough information to reach this decision without swamping him or her with information.  A good abstract rarely exceeds two paragraphs.  Whilst an abstract is put at the beginning of the dissertation, it should, however, be written last.  Your task is to provide the minimum of information necessary for someone to fully comprehend what you did.  At the end of the abstract you should finish by outlining your main conclusions – those conclusions you arrived at from your discussion, and not in any way “afterthoughts” having already gone through the process of writing-up your results.

You may wish to ask yourself some questions to assist you to write your abstract.  As an example:

· What was the problem you were investigating?

· What did you do?

· How did you go about it, and what were your main findings?

· What do the findings mean; what conclusions can be drawn?

· What are your recommendations for future research or theory?

Contents Page

The Table of Contents provides the reader with a comprehensive guide to the structure of all the remaining parts of the report (i.e., do not include the Summary and the Contents in the Table).  Section and sub-section numbering begins after the Contents section (normally a decimal system: Section 1, sub-section 1.1, sub-sub-section 1.1.1. etc.).  Indenting the sub-headings may help clarify the dissertation structure.

Chapters

A suggested chapter format is:


Introduction to the subject, e.g. reason for the study.

In the introductory chapter you should try to convey to the reader why you decided to undertake the dissertation.  You should also, if possible, try to provide the reader with a view on the logical progress of your dissertation.  A useful tactic here is to consider developing a type of “flowchart” which plots your progress through the main stages of your research, from theory into practice.  Once you do this, it is usually much easier to plan out the chapters for your dissertation.  Using this method, your thesis will tend to be more narrative, making it easier to read.

Detail/data on the company or industry being studied.

Generally, after the introduction, it is customary to develop a type of literature review.  This review should consist of two parts: (i) A review of background material relevant to your study, and (ii) An outline of the problem you chose to investigate.  If you are so inclined, you might also outline the results predicted by your experimental hypothesis or research question, if you have one.  Following this pattern, your introduction should follow a natural progression from the general (i.e. what has gone before) to the specific (i.e. a discussion of your own study).

The "theory" or concept(s) forming the basis for your study

The number of chapters you choose to put in your thesis prior to “moving on” to the methodology will depend very much on the nature of your study.  Hence, after a brief literature review, you may choose to report past trends on a company or industry.  You might also formalise your questions and objectives in a separate chapter.  Most important is that your dissertation has logical flow.  You will not gain extra marks by having a longer dissertation.  A “kitchen sink-and-all approach” is STRONGLY discouraged. It is far better to summarise your thoughts and to convey your arguments coherently.  You should NEVER be “woolly” and use five pages to express an idea or argument that could have been expressed in a few lines.  The number of words your thesis uses is not at all important – the quality of the arguments you use, and the way you convey them is important.
The methodology (or theory underlying the research)

Here you should report on all the factors that are relevant to the way you carried out your study.  For example, if you carried out a survey, you would report on the nature of the sample, how the sample was collected, how the questionnaire instrument was developed etc.  You should also report on any pilot studies.  The idea is to include here all information relating to the subjects of the study, the sampling methods, the materials used, (e.g. survey instrument) and the procedure that you followed.  You should think of the methodology section as rather like a recipe.  Ideally, you should be aiming to provide the reader with the information necessary to be able to repeat the procedures you used in your dissertation should he/she choose to do so.

Presentation of the results

If you carried out fieldwork, you should report your results systematically, and dispassionately.  Concentrate on the key facts and figures.  Measurement accuracy must be considered, and reflected in the number of significant figures used in the results.  Trends and relationships may best be shown as graphs (numbered as figures).  Ensure that you include all facts required as the basis for your subsequent analysis, conclusions and recommendations. 

The discussion follows.  You may choose to report the discussion in the same chapter as the results, or you may choose to discuss the results separately.  The focus here is on interpretation, inferences, implications, comparisons and contrasts, differences, speculation about cause-and-effect, leading to conclusions and possibly recommendations.  Assess the validity of your results, comment on their significance and relate them to previous work.  Analyse discrepancies.  Ensure that facts, inferences and judgements or opinions are clearly distinguishable. Speculation must be founded on clear observation and be subject to test.  Explain any problems that you encountered and discuss how you overcame them.

Discussion/critical assessment in relation to objectives and/or work of others

In this section you could discuss the implications of your work, possibly including a critical assessment.  You may discuss the accuracy of your work, its completeness, its comprehensive nature etc.  You should also try to tie in this analysis with the work of previous authors.

Conclusions and recommendations

You might like to include here some subjective comments on what you have learned from your research, also offering recommendations for the future.

NB References in the text

The normal style of referencing is of the form “as reported by Scott (1997)”, or “as discussed by several authors (e.g. Scott, 1997; Berridge, 1996; and Lewis, 1995)”.  If you are quoting verbatim from any of the above sources, you should also provide the page number, e.g. (Scott, 1997, p23).  All Tables and Figures should have reference sources cited, e.g. “from Scott (1997)” if they are not of your own construction.  You should avoid footnotes and endnotes wherever possible.

Bibliography and Other Sources Consulted

You should use the American Psychological Association (APA) style for references.  If you are in any doubt about appropriate referencing you should refer to the dissertation website.  Here you will find PowerPoint slides that take you step-by-step through the process of proper academic referencing (known as the APA format).
Books and reports (in alphabetical order)
Scott, A. (1997), The Art of Underwater Bicycling. 2nd edition. Oxford; Blackwell.

Chapters of Books (in alphabetical order)

Nisbett, A, (1993) "A Brief History of Underwater Bicycling in North Manchester", in Scott, A. (Eds.), Peculiar Folk Customs of Lancashire, New York, Beaumont Publishers, pp.66-83.

Articles in Journals (in alphabetical order)
Broome, N. (1995), "Underwater Bicycling NVQs Explained”, Journal of Pennine Sports, Vol. 6, No. 2, pp.121-130.

If an official report (without a named author) is cited, quote the issuing body, newspaper, government department, etc. as author.  Before you submit your dissertation, you should make sure that you double check your references both ways, i.e. that every reference in the text is given in full in your bibliography, and vice versa.  If you have used additional sources which are not cited in the text, you should develop a new section entitled: “Other Sources Consulted”.

Appendices

Summarised questions for your study:

Abstract

· What was the problem you were investigating?

· What did you do?

· How did you go about it, and what were your main findings?

· What do the findings mean; what conclusions can be drawn?

· What are your recommendations for future research or theory?

Contents page

· Is the entire content of the dissertation identified in the Table of Contents? 

Introduction to the subject

· Have you identified the past research?

· How are you planning to extend thinking and ideas in this area?

· Have you formed an outline objective? 

Research questions

· What are the key questions to be answered in this dissertation?

· Are the answers to these questions found/addressed in later chapters? 

Reporting the results

· What are the key outcomes of the study?

· Were there any limitations in your methods?

Conclusions and recommendations

· What differences has this study made?

· How would you do things differently?
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