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Variety is the Spice of Life! 

Different Schools…                                  ….Different Rules 
 
– Can you use ‘I’ in an academic text? 
– Should an essay have section headings? 
– How long is a report? 
– Do you use primary or secondary research? 
– Footnotes, endnotes or no notes? 
– Harvard style referencing or MLA? What about APA? 
 

Which school are you in? What is acceptable and what is 
unacceptable in your field? 

Always check in your module handbooks or with your 
tutor if you are concerned about appropriacy 
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Advanced Dissertation Writing Aims 

 

— Things to consider when forming a dissertation title 

 

— Strategies for forming and developing a viable and focused 
argument 

 

— Strategies for sustaining a coherent structure for a dissertation 
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Starter Task 

Answer the true or false questions on the next slide. If you have 
already attended the five week dissertation workshop series, you 
should know all the answers! 
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True or False? 

 
— You need to have a 50/50 balance between description and analysis 

• False 

— You need to come up with a realistic and academic research topic 
• True 

— Your argument must be 100% original 
• False 
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Common Concerns 
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I can’t seem to 
form a title 

which is 
focused 
enough 

How do I 
know if my 
argument is 

clear? 

How do I 
sustain a 
coherent 

structure? 
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Research Questions 

According to O’Leary (2010:60), a good research question needs 
to be: 
 
— Right for you 

— Right for the field 

— Well articulated 

— Doable 

— Approved 

 

 

Why do you think this is? 
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Forming A Working Title 

 
— Don’t feel that you have to finalise your dissertation question straight away.  

— Discuss any provisional ideas you have for your title with your tutor/lecturer 
– explain your thinking and give justifications. 

— Think of this as your ‘working title’ during the early planning stages 

— Tweak the title as your ideas/scope become more refined 

— Make sure to keep your tutor/lecturer aware of any changes you make to 
your title 
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Research Question Strategies 

Here are some questions to consider when forming your research 
question/Dissertation title: 
 
— What key terms are central to your Dissertation? 

— What is the scope of your Dissertation? 

— How viable is your topic / working title? 

 

 

 
Remember, you can always discuss these issues with your tutor if you aren’t 
sure. 
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Seminar 

With the person next to you, discuss any ideas you have for your 
Dissertation. Think about: 
 

— Key Terms 

— Scope 

— Viability  
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Forming A Research Question 

The kind of writer you are and the type of argument you have may affect how 
you decide to construct your research question / Dissertation title. You may 
prefer a city, the country-side or even the jungle – they are all equally 
interesting, after all! 

 
— Do you favour writing in support of / against a clear position? 

— Do you prefer having a question which directs you/your reader in a specific 
way? 

— Do you prefer to explore a range or interrelated issues regarding a specific 
topic? 
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Forming Your Dissertation Title 
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Statement Title Question 

Your argument might be of a slightly 
wider scope 

Expectation of a clear argument which 
directly answers the Dissertation 
question from start to finish 

Allows you greater flexibility to form an 
argument which is more of a ‘discussion’ 

Helps you frame your response early on 

The question is more open to 
interpretation 

Helps you to keep focused on the 
question 

Highlights you skill at discussing a 
variety of interrelated issues while still 
relating everything back to the research 
question 

Highlights your skills as an 
argumentative writer 



© Middlesex University 

Examples 

Consider the two dissertation titles below. Which do you prefer 
and why? 

 
— As the growing popularity of social networking sites led to the rise in 

university students studying for degrees in computer science? 

— An exploration of the relationship between the growing popularity of social 
networking sites and the rise in university students studying for degrees in 
computer science 
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You may find the LDU’s 
Understanding Assignment 
Briefs workshop helpful when 
creating your own question 
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Argument 

What is an argument? 

 

“An argument is the position which your dissertation defends” 
(Hughes and Lavery, 2004:330). 

 
What does this mean? 
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Carving Out Your Argument 

— Give background / context to your argument 

— Use formal language 

— Use the correct terminology 

— Breakdown the complex ideas into manageable chunks 

— Avoid overly long sentences – keep it clear and simple! 

— Locate your argument within existing critical paradigms 

— Highlight the value of your argument – socially, academically, politically… 

— Justify your argument 

 

JUSTIFICATION IS KEY!  
WHY? 
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Practice 
The thirty second pitch 
 

Try to explain your argument as clearly as possible using formal 
language in thirty seconds 
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Sustaining A Coherent Structure 

Having a coherent structure is one of the most vital elements when planning 
and writing your Dissertation. Why do you think this is? 

 

Here are some tips to help you structure your work: 

— Clear signposting (‘therefore’, ‘however’, ‘building on’ etc) throughout 

— Keep it simple and clear – a Dissertation isn’t a  mystery novel! 

— Think of your assignment as a road map, and you are the SAT NAV 

— Direct your reader so they know where you are taking them 

— Academic writing does not like surprises – pre-empt changes in focus 

 
Think of your introduction as an inverted triangle 
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Introduction 
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Context, 
background to 

your topic 

Brief overview of 
dominant 

arguments relating 
to your topic 

Research Question  
/  

Hypothesis: How 
does your argument 
locate itself within 

the critical 
paradigm?  

Signposting the 
structure of your 

dissertation 
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Introductions 

The triangle on the previous slide is a basic template to help you think about 
focusing and structuring your introduction. However, there are other strategies 
to consider too: 

— Play around with the structure of your introduction so that you are happy 
with how it reads 

— Be aware of school specific rules regarding structure, format, referencing 
and layout 

— Draft and redraft your introduction to get thinks as clear and concise as 
possible 
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Task 

Re-arrange the sentences below so that they form a structured introduction. 

1. While some authors argue that the influx of tourists was based primarily 
on the popularity of the games, others argue that the rise in the number of 
visiting tourists was due to good publicity. 

2. This project begins with a detailed discussion of the selected types of 
social media which will be considered. The dissertation then moves on to 
examine the effects which social media can have on people, and whether 
this was evident during the 2012 Olympics. 

3. The 2012 London Olympics not only raised the social morale of Britain, but 
also helped to greatly improve the country’s economy as a result of 
increased tourism. 

4. This dissertation focuses on the latter perspective and considers the extent 
to which publicity of the games through social media influenced tourists’ 
decision to visit London. 
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Task 
1. The 2012 London Olympics not only raised the social morale of Britain, but 

also helped to greatly improve the country’s economy as a result of increased 
tourism. 

2. While some authors argue that the influx of tourists was based primarily on 
the popularity of the games, others argue that the rise in the number of 
visiting tourists was due to good publicity. 

3. This dissertation focuses on the latter perspective and considers the extent to 
which publicity of the games through social media influenced tourists’ 
decision to visit London. 

4. This project begins with a detailed discussion of the selected types of social 
media which will be considered. The dissertation then moves on to examine 
the effects which social media can have on people, and whether this was 
evident during the 2012 Olympics. 

What do you think of this introduction? Think about the inverted triangle, linking 
words and clarity. How do you think it could be improved? 

 

 

 

 

Advanced Dissertation Writing |  21 



© Middlesex University 

Possible Improvements 

— A Dissertation introduction would be much longer 

— More background information would be needed to ground the topic in 
context 

— References would help to highlight dominant arguments in the field 

— The hypothesis (argument) of your Dissertation needs to explored in more 
detail 

— Your signposting would also be more detailed as you may have more than 
one or two chapters. 
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Sustaining A Coherent Structure 

Headings and subheadings 

— How many? See past dissertation? 

— What kind of headings should you have? It should say something about the 
upcoming section 

 

How should I end each section of my Dissertation? 

— Summarise main points 

— Be reflective 

— How can/will the discussion continue to be developed? 

— How does the next section help to further develop your Dissertation? 

— Signposting 
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Concluding Thoughts 
 

— Pick a topic which interests you, one that is viable and is suitable for the 
field 

— Refine your working title, keep in mind your scope and choice of key words 

— Phrase and structure your title depending on hour you prefer to write 

— Practice carving out your argument 

— Draft and redraft your introduction 

— Make sure to sustain a clear structure throughout your Dissertation 
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Where now? 
— Need more detailed assistance? Book a tutorial! 

— Want feedback on a specific section? Drop in to Getting Your Assignment 
Ready! at the StudyHub 

— Want somewhere quiet to write, and get on the spot assistance? Try The 
Writing Space! 

— AWL Open Workshops can be booked here! 
• Suggestions: 

– Dissertation Writing 
– How to Write a Proposal 
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Advanced Dissertation Writing 
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