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Introduction

Don’t panic!
These are the words inscribed in large friendly letters on the cover of Douglas Adam’s

The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (HHGTTG). Alas at some point (if not already

experienced) panic may well saunter unabashed into your reality during the disserta-

tion process. Such panic may be minor apprehension (‘Should I use Arial or Times

New Roman?’; ‘Should I list the cat in the acknowledgements?’) to earth-shattering

distress (‘It is due in three weeks and I haven’t started!’, ‘I wondered why you kept

telling me to ensure my files were backed up on the computer …!’). Indeed, I have

heard these among many others since supervising my first dissertation and noth-

ing now comes as a surprise. Yet the mantra that keeps me sane (Oh yes, … and

that of my students) are the two distinct, if not rather humble words at the top of

this page.

In keeping with the HHGTTG, use this humble book you are now holding in your

hands as a guide. Extract what you find useful (which I hope is most of it) and leave

aside the parts that are not relevant. Although this book will not tell you the best drink

to numb your senses after a stimulating day of studying (a Pan-Galactic Gargle Blaster

according to the HHGTTG), it is offered to you as a handbook to the dissertation

process, a handbook which will lead you gently by the hand as we meander through the

chapters in order to enable you to achieve a completed masterpiece.

Talking of masterpieces, this is an update of the original book authored by Nicholas

Walliman, a book I have recommended to many students as the core text for helping to

structure and complete their dissertations. Indeed it is my honour to be able to work with

Nicholas on producing a specifically tailored guide for education students, whether you

are in teacher training, education studies, early childhood or any other educationally-

related degree programme.

Although it may seem that ploughing through another book may distract you from actu-

ally getting on with your dissertation, reading this book should enable you to complete

your dissertation more quickly and more easily, and is more likely to result in your

obtaining a good grade (alas, no money back guarantee, however). The main consider-

ation is that you will be conducting a research-based written exercise of this scale for

the first time, resulting in a lot to learn and implement over a relatively short duration.

Furthermore, there will be little room for making errors with this process as the deadline

cannot be postponed indefinitely. This is where this book will be of invaluable use to you

in helping you plan, organize and conduct your work: it may even reduce the number

of other textbooks you will need to consult to glean necessary information from here
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and there. Research methods textbooks do not come with a health warning but they are

generally a heavy read. With this in mind, it would be worth defining what this book

is … and what this book is not:

• It is …
◦ A guide to completing a dissertation, looking at the whole process from start to finish.

• It is not …
◦ A research methodology book, although research methods are discussed. There are

numerous books on the market that could however, be recommended.

This book has been structured by grouping various chapters into different sections which

relate to the different phases of your dissertation. The chapters have been kept short

(that is why there are so many of them) in order to focus on answering one particular

question at a time. You should easily be able to pick out whichever question interests

you at the moment. It is therefore not necessary to read through from the beginning

to the end. However, I have tried to put the questions into the same general sequence

as they appear when you progress through your research project, so you should find

navigating the process easy enough. This also results in some elaboration later on in the

book of topics that were raised earlier, consistent with your growing understanding of

the issues.

• Section 1 introduces the dissertation and the structure, while also discussing key aspects
of educational research and preliminary issues to consider before embarking on the
process.

• Section 2 is based on establishing a focus for your work, structuring a proposal and
writing an introduction.

• Section 3 discusses how to explore the background of your topic, specifically focussing
on literature and forming sound arguments.

• Section 4 explores different aspects of practically conducting your research, focussing
on specific research methods.

• Section 5 provides suggestions on how to make sense of the data you have collected
and discussing the implications of this.

• Section 6 concludes the book by looking at practical suggestions for surviving the
process, for example using tutorials effectively, time management and presenting work.

It appears to be a growing trend that textbooks provide a lot of exercises to complete in

order to practise what you have read and to test yourself on whether you have understood

the main points raised. In general it could be questioned whether these are completed

as they may seem remote from your specific focus, and that the reason for reading a

book is to gain information, not to be asked ‘what do you think?’ Instead, I would urge

you to constantly reflect on what you are reading, how this influences your thoughts in

relation to your dissertation, what you will do and how you will do it. In this way, you

will be able to decide what is relevant to your own work and where you will need to

follow-up on issues in more detail in other literature. In order to prompt you to make

some decisions at the end of each chapter, there is a section on ‘what to do next’. Again

what you will do will be directly linked to your own research focus, so you will not waste

any time completing these generalized academic exercises. Furthermore, at the end of
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each chapter are a number of references where you can find more information on the

topics discussed if you need to.

This book has been written in order to give a basic introduction to the main factors in

writing an undergraduate dissertation in education. What this book will also help you

to do is decide just what further information you require. Of course, background and

specific information about your subject will need to be gathered independently by you,

irrespective of the research approach you take.

Ultimately, I hope that you find your dissertation a useful experience, where you learn

a lot about a subject in which you are interested and end up getting the good marks you

deserve.

A word about language
Education covers a variety of contexts. Throughout this book, examples have been pro-

vided across different educational settings. For brevity however, please note that where

I use ‘pupil’ or ‘child’ this could stand for any learner aged 0–99. Furthermore, where

‘school’ has been mentioned, this could refer to any institution, whether formal (college,

pre-school, organization) or informal (the home, outside, etc.).
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