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1 Tackling a dissertation or
project report

How to make the best possible start
Dissertations and project reports are extensive exercises in
researching and writing and they usually contribute significantly to
module and degree classification grades. It makes sense, therefore,
to tackle them professionally and with energy. This chapter offers
strategies that will help you to start off well and demonstrate
your full potential by producing an excellent submission.

Key topics

● Starting off well
● Making sure you work efficiently and effectively
● Avoiding the common pitfalls

Key terms
Effectiveness Efficiency Learning objective Learning outcome
Perfectionism

Looking proudly at the finished version of your dissertation or project
report will probably be one of the highlights of your undergraduate
academic career. In most cases, its production will be the result of
many months of serious work. The final document will represent the
pinnacle of your achievements at university and provide concrete
evidence of your advanced academic skills in your discipline.

In carrying out the necessary research, thinking, writing and
presentation, you will be delving deep into the subject material of 
your chosen discipline and stretching yourself in the production of a
piece of original work. In some cases, the skills involved may be very
closely allied to those you will use in the workplace: employers will be
interested in seeing your work because it represents your full potential
in the working environment. Your university tutors will demonstrate
the perceived importance of dissertations and reports by allocating 
a high proportion of marks from them towards your final grade.
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These are all good reasons for trying to produce the best possible
product and, to do well, you will need to be focussed from the start
and disciplined in your effort.

● Starting off well

In this chapter, the emphasis is on starting as you mean to go on, and
establishing good working habits. Many students drift aimlessly at the
start of their project or research-based studies, so one of the most
important things you can do is to become focussed on the task right
from the beginning. To ensure this happens you should:

● Make sure you understand precisely what you are being asked 
to produce, and how. You can do this by reading the supporting
material in the course handbook or regulations (particularly the
learning objectives or outcomes), or by speaking to your supervisor
or a potential supervisor.

● Try to make the initial connection with your research or source
material. Sometimes this will appear bewildering in its breadth,
obscure in its jargon or genuinely difficult to master. The best 
way to overcome this is to immerse yourself in the topic, read
background material and ask questions. The sooner you take this
step, the better.

● Try not to luxuriate in the comfort of having a deadline many
months away. Graduates will tell you that every part of the 
process took longer than they estimated, and that, if they had 
to do it all again, they would try to organise themselves better. 

Taking account of the task you have been set

While there are many similarities in the production of dissertations and
project reports, there are also some key differences. Throughout this
book, we have tried to provide generic material wherever possible, 
but have also written chapters and sections that focus on tasks and
outcomes relevant to specific types of document. You should select
the material of relevance both to your personal needs and the
approach required in your discipline.

✔
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The time will quickly evaporate, and the earlier you start the more
likely you will be to avoid stress near to the end. Details of the
component elements of any extensive writing task, and advice 
for good timetabling and project management, are provided in 
Ch 4 and Ch 6.

● Do something active to kickstart your work. Appropriate actions
will depend on your subject, but will probably include taking notes
of your background reading, or creating a plan of action or
timetable. In some research projects it will involve making initial
observations or setting up a pilot experiment; in others getting 
your hands on the right textbooks and references.

Starting off well also means understanding what constitutes good
working practice and avoiding common pitfalls. There follows a quick
summary of these aspects, as they apply to the research and writing
phases of your dissertation or project.

● Making sure you work efficiently and effectively

Efficient working means using your time well. If you can do this, 
it will mean you have more time available for thinking and 
relaxing, creating a virtuous cycle that will result in a better 
end product. 

How motivated are you?

Getting started and maintaining momentum depend on your
motivation to succeed. It may be assumed by friends, family and 
tutors that you are highly motivated. If this is indeed true, use this
feeling to energise your start to work, and tap into your motivation
whenever things get difficult. If you feel that you lack motivation, 
you should speak to someone about this: some supervisors are
excellent at motivating students; staff in support services such as
counselling and the careers service will also be able to help.
Sometimes all it takes to rekindle an interest in a subject is to immerse
yourself in it. Recognise this fact and use it to push yourself over any
initial barriers.

?
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The keys to working efficiently are:

● thinking and planning ahead for each day or part of a day;

● understanding what you are trying to achieve during each day or
part of a day;

● getting down to work as quickly as possible;

● prioritising tasks appropriately;

● avoiding distractions;

● keeping your papers and workplace well organised; and

● taking breaks when you need to rest.

Effective working is effort that brings meaningful results. It involves
having a continual focus on the end product and making sure that for
each subsidiary task undertaken you keep this in mind. The keys to
working effectively are:

● getting started;

● focussing on the end product;

● minimising unproductive work;

● identifying things that are barriers to progress;

● finding ways to overcome obstacles to progress; and

● making sure you complete each component, even if this means
some loss of quality.

Effective working in a nutshell

This involves smart working, rather than putting in extra effort. This
means identifying SMART goals, that is, those that are:

Specific (What am I aiming to achieve in this work episode?)

Measurable (What milestones can I set myself for this period?)

Attainable (What can I achieve in the time available?)

Realistic (Have I created a goal that is achievable?)

Tangible (Will I be able to see the progress I’m making?)

✔

Efficient working in a nutshell

This means cutting out wasteful or unproductive effort, and focussing
on using your time to maximise productivity.

✔
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● Avoiding the common pitfalls

Your dissertation or project report will probably be the most extensive
piece of writing you will have to complete on your course. In addition,
it will require and test some demanding skills, in relation to both
research and presentation. Because of this, you should be aware of
potential risks so that you can take steps to avoid them:

● you may underestimate the time it takes to carry out the research;

● your initial reading may be aimless;

● your writing skills may be rusty;

● you will need to organise large amounts of information;

● you will need to keep records of research sources so you can cite
them properly;

● you may need to carry out advanced forms of data analysis;

● you may need to adopt a professional approach to data presentation;

● you may underestimate the time it takes to write, or you may suffer
from writer’s block;

● you will need to be aware of copyright infringement and plagiarism;
and employ strategies to avoid them;

● you may need to allow time for your supervisor to provide feedback;

● you may need to allow time to take your supervisor’s feedback into
account; or

● for longer pieces of work, you will need to allow time for your
dissertation or report to be typed, or, if you need this service, 
for graphics to be produced or printed, and for binding, if this is
required by your department.

Suggestions on how to avoid most of the common problem areas are
provided in subsequent chapters.

Try not to be a perfectionist

Many projects never get started, stall or fail to be completed because
the people involved are aiming for perfection, when this is either
impossible or impractical. Often, achieving perfection would be a 
waste of resources. If you identify this as a potential characteristic in
yourself, try to accept that fact, and focus on minimising the larger
flaws in your work and on completing the task despite any minor 
faults you believe are present.

✔
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Practical tips for starting your dissertation 
or report

Engage with the subject as soon as possible. Read a basic text to 
gain background; create a personal glossary of specialist terms; 
ask questions of your supervisor or tutors; find out about current
research in your area; explore online databases to begin your
literature search.

Allocate a substantial period of time to carry out initial reading
around your subject. Try to distance yourself from distractions and
make sure you take notes as you go. Keep a meticulous record of all
material you consult because you will need this for citations in your
text and for compiling your reference list.

Clear the decks. Finish other tasks that are outstanding; tidy your
work area; make it clear to others that you may not be available for
socialising as frequently as before; make sure you have a good stock
of all your stationery and other study requirements.

Start note-making. This is a form of writing that ensures that 
your reading has a purpose. Research into academic writing has shown
that the act of writing is part of the thinking process, so creating
isolated paragraphs on the basis of what you have read or on what
you think about what you have read can help you to clarify your
thoughts. These short pieces of writing can form the basis for further
development once you have undertaken further reading and may fit
within a structure that is decided later. However, even if you are
unable to use what you have written, as an exercise it will probably
have contributed to your understanding of your topic, so the effort 
will not have been wasted. There is the added advantage of providing
you with the opportunity to find your own writing ‘voice’, that is,
where you position yourself in relation to the topic, and this signals
your development as an academic author.

Work through the rough patches. Some days go well; some just do
not. Accept that this is simply part of the research process. Once you
start writing, you’ll find that sometimes the words will flow almost
effortlessly. At other times, every paragraph, sentence or even word 
is a struggle. That’s all part of the thinking process and will eventually
contribute to a fresh stream of high-quality writing.
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Make sure that you are keeping on track. Review each day as it
passes. Ask yourself:

● What have I achieved?

● What went well?

● What could have gone better?

● Am I keeping up with my timetable?

● What do I need to do next?

● What do I need to do to ensure the next session is better?

1.1 Reflect on your previous experience in research and
writing. What limited your progress and ability to start and to
complete the task? Were these factors under your control or 
the outcome of other influences? What were the good and bad
aspects of your work or study practices? What aspects of your
approach would you change? Try to continue good practice and
reduce or eliminate poor approaches.

1.2 Make lists. There are two important lists: those things 
you need to do before you can start properly and those things
that can safely be put to one side to tackle once the project 
is finished. Focus all your efforts on making sure that the
preliminary tasks are achieved and be self-disciplined about not
undertaking the post-project tasks as a displacement activity 
that distracts you from working on the project.

1.3 Make an appointment to meet with your allocated
supervisor or a potential supervisor. Discuss what might be
achievable goals for your work, and what might be profitable
avenues to pursue. You might also want to consider, with your
supervisor, the order in which you should do things and also ask
for guidance about the first directions.

And now . . .GO


