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Introduction

In the preceding chapter of this Handbook we took a detailed look at the academic research article (RA), the most influential form of published writing in the academic world, generally speaking. Our purpose in doing so was to provide a way of thinking about thesis/dissertation (T/D) writing. 

As mentioned previously, the RA and T/D are not the same thing, but they are similar enough for the RA to serve as a handy and helpful model for thinking about, understanding, and preparing to write a T/D.

There are in fact several problems with describing the T/D as a distinct, identifiable form of writing that is completely independent of the RA. Perhaps the biggest problem is that, unlike the RA, the T/D is not a form of writing that most of us typically have very much experience with - either writing it or reading it. Even the most successful PhD thesis writers typically write only one thesis in their lifetimes, and in many fields it is unusual to spend much time reading others' T/Ds, unless they later appear in published form.

A second problem is that the T/D is a semi-private academic exercise, and for this reason there is much less opportunity for the processes of regularization, or standardization, of language and organization to take place than in a highly public, mass-produced form of writing like the RA. This means that there is considerable variation in the way T/Ds are written and presented in different fields. In fact, there is probably so much variation that it would be unwise to make generalizations about T/Ds of the kind that we made in Chapter 3 about RAs. 

Thirdly, T/Ds tend to be substantially longer - and often many times longer - than RAs, and longer texts are typically much harder to analyze and describe. 

For all these reasons the T/D is a form of writing which is much less discrete and much less easily describable at a general level than the RA. 

In this Chapter, we therefore describe the T/D comparatively, by reference to the better-understood and better-studied RA. Let us point out once again, however, that we discuss the RA only as a "thinking tool" to help you to understand our main topic: How to plan and write a thesis/dissertation. The rest of this chapter is therefore divided into two sections - Section 4.1 considers the issues of size, purpose, and audience in the T/D as compared to the RA, while Section 4.2 deals with organizational and linguistic features of the T/D as compared to the RA. 

4.1
Size, Purpose, and Audience in the T/D as Compared to the RA

4.1.1
Size
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Working at Hong Kong University, Bunton (1996) found that the average length of seven PhD theses in science and technology was 173 pages, while the average for six humanities and social science theses was 305 pages. Bunton compared these averages with two US studies (Cone & Foster, 1993; Davis & Parker, 1979), which found the median length for theses from psychology to be 174 pages, and those from sociology, business, economics, and English literature to be 225 pages. 

The intermediate place of psychology here - at 174 pages - between the hard sciences and the social sciences is interesting, given that psychology, from several points of view a social science, also has a highly experimental side to it. It is also interesting to note that Bunton, in the article cited here, came to the conclusion that social science theses in Hong Kong may be too long!
So one very tentative generalization we can make on the basis of these studies is that PhD theses may run anywhere from norms of around 175 pages to 305 pages, with those in the "hard" sciences and technology generally being substantially shorter than those in the humanities and social sciences.

Many academic journals, on the other hand, ask for RAs of between 3,000 and 5,000 words - the equivalent of between 12 and 20 pages of double-spaced text. Although some journals publish longer papers, it is rare to find many that accept papers beyond 8,000 words (around 30 double-spaced pages). One immediate and obvious difference between RAs and T/Ds, then, is size. However, the size difference is also a result and indication of several other differences, as we will discuss later on in this chapter. 

To begin thinking more seriously about the size issue, we might start with the seemingly obvious questions asked below in Activity 4A. Just because a question seems obvious, however, does not mean that answering it will not be a worthwhile exercise, nor that the answer itself will necessarily be a simple one. We will discuss the significance of these questions below.
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Activity 4A
Answer the following two slightly different questions. Try to give at least three reasons in response to each question:

1) Why is a T/D usually so much longer than an RA? (Hint: If you have trouble answering this question you might think about why people write RAs.)
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2) Why is an RA usually so much shorter than a T/D? (Hint: Same hint as above, except substitute "T/D" for "RA".)
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One very obvious but not very satisfying answer to the first question in Activity 4A - an answer which does not take our hint into account - might be: T/Ds are longer because much more time is given to writing them, and this itself is because T/Ds are much larger pieces of work. 

A more satisfying version of this answer - and one that does respond to our hint - might be: T/Ds are longer because they are supposed to demonstrate that one has the academic skills and knowledge to carry out a large, complex research project. This answer starts to get at a second important issue regarding the T/D - its overall purpose.
[image: image7.png]


[image: image8.png]



Activity 4B
[image: image9.png]


Get between 5 and 10 T/Ds that have recently been written in your department or field. Analyze these T/Ds according to how long they are overall, and how long each chapter is. Write down the results. Discuss and compare these results with a partner. 

4.1.2 Purpose

In several places in this Handbook we have mentioned the purposes writers and readers are likely to have when preparing and using T/Ds. But let us focus specifically on the purpose question here. To do so usefully, however, we need first to consider a broader question of the sort we also introduced in Chapter 1. This is question #1 in Activity 4C.
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Activity 4C
Part I: Please spend a few minutes thinking about your reasons or purposes for doing your MPhil or PhD degree. Then answer question #1 below. Please note that this question is not specifically about writing a T/D, but rather about the whole degree process.
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As with all tasks - especially very large tasks like completing an MPhil or PhD - your motivation and purpose for completing the task strongly influence the ways in which you go about completing it. This is why we ask you to consider this question here.

1) Why are you doing an MPhil/PhD degree? Please try to list at least three reasons.
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Part II: Now think for a moment about your reasons for writing a T/D. Compare this mental list with the list of reasons you gave above for doing an MPhil/PhD degree. As they are likely to be different, please answer the following question:

2) What reasons do I have for writing a T/D that differ from my reasons for doing an MPhil/PhD?
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Part III: We discussed RA writing in the last chapter, and in this chapter we are directly comparing the T/D and the RA. Therefore, please answer question #3 on why people write RAs.

3) Why do people write RAs?
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It is likely that the reasons you gave as answers to each of the above three questions varied substantially. But reasons for engaging in these different activities could also be quite similar. In the following paragraphs we look at some of the more popular reasons for doing each of these activities, as a way of helping us focus especially on purposes for writing the T/D.

Possible reasons for doing an MPhil/PhD degree: 

1. To get a better job

2. To gain prestige in your field

3. To make yourself and your family happy

4. Because you want to do serious research

It is notable that all of the reasons given above - although these are certainly not the only reasons for doing MPhil or PhD degrees - involve doing something you want to do - to gain prestige, get a better job, do serious research, etc. Now compare this list with the following one, which concerns possible reasons for doing T/Ds. 

Possible reasons for doing a T/D:

1. To provide a written record of the research work which you have carried out as a requirement for your MPhil/PhD

2. To show that you are a competent member of your profession by carrying out and writing up a large research project

3. To share what you have done and learned with others - to contribute new knowledge to your field.

The reasons given here are rather different than those given for doing an MPhil or PhD degree. Perhaps the most important difference is that, whereas the first list focused on what the MPhil/PhD student wants to do, this second list focuses (except perhaps for #3) on what the student is required to do. There, therefore, seems to be a difference in how one views the two different activities - in the case of the degree itself we see it as something desirable, but in the case of the T/D we see it as something necessary. 

For comparison's sake, let us now compare these lists to possible reasons for writing RAs.

Possible reasons for doing an RA:

1. To share your work and have influence in your field

2. To get academic job promotions and other rewards

3. To continue the research traditions of your teachers

Although they are complex, these possible reasons for writing an RA seem to combine the motivations for doing MPhils/PhDs and those for doing T/Ds. In other words, they seem to combine what the researcher wants to do - such as sharing her work and having influence in her field - and what she needs to do - such as write professionally for the purpose of academic promotion. 

Certainly, this distinction between what we want to do and need to do is not absolute, but it can provide us with a way of seeing that our purposes for academic writing and degree-taking may differ substantially, and it may explain to some degree why T/D writing sometimes seems so difficult - even impossible - to accomplish.

4.1.3
Audience

All writing is carried out for a reader - even if that reader is only ourselves. All writing is designed to convey feelings, thoughts, ideas, opinions, actions, intentions etc. from the mind of the writer to the mind of the reader through the written word or character. Different texts, naturally, have different readers, which in turn leads to different ways and styles of writing. Effective written texts are therefore designed with the audience of readers strongly in mind. 

Who is the audience for your T/D? See if you can define this audience clearly by answering the questions in Activity 4D.


Activity 4D
1) Who do you expect to read your T/D once it is completed? List the types of readers you expect to read your T/D.


2) As we said earlier, you may have already published RAs, or have been encouraged to think about doing so. Now list the types of readers you would expect to read an RA written by you.


By comparing these two short lists, you can begin to see the similarities and differences between the audiences for these two types of text. One truly unique aspect of writing a T/D is that it may well be the largest document you ever write for the smallest audience you ever write for! 

As we have mentioned already, the T/D is as much an academic exercise as it is a public written text - this is the main reason the audience is so small. As we also pointed out in an earlier chapter, this audience may also read for somewhat different purposes than other academic audiences - it is their job to evaluate you on the basis of your T/D as a new member of your discipline or field.

The following people are those who are most likely to read your T/D: 

· your supervisor(s)



· your examiner(s)


· other research students (maybe)


In some fields, you may be able to publish your T/D as a book if it is exceptionally well-received. In this case the potential audience will be much larger and more diverse. It seems to be rare, however, for T/D writers to take this audience into account when writing their original T/D.

Your supervisor, of course, plays a special role or roles in the writing of your T/D, although these roles of course vary somewhat according to her personality, as well as what areas she feels you need help in. 

Some typical roles that supervisors play are: 

· as your supporter and encourager;

· as a member of the planning team of your MPhil/PhD research project;

· as a critical reader of different versions or drafts of your T/D chapters; 

· as a kind of substitute examiner - in the sense that she reads for the kinds of problems that examiners might look for, in order to help you to avoid such problems in the final version of your T/D. 

Your supervisor also acts as your guide through the whole complicated degree-getting process. 

Examiners, on the other hand, play quite limited roles: as inside and outside judges of the competence of your T/D as a contribution to research and knowledge in your field/discipline. 

The third possible audience we mention above - other research students - is often neglected when considering T/D audiences, but it is one that can provide important support at crucial moments. 

Peers can be excellent critical readers of T/D chapter drafts, and are one of the best sources of emotional support and understanding during a difficult and lengthy writing process. Sometimes, you may even feel that your fellow T/D writers are the only ones who can understand you at all.

Most RAs that you write for refereed journals are likely to have much wider audiences than your T/D. The audience in this case might include:

· journal referees and editors

· other researchers in the field



· other research students

· academic evaluators and hiring committees


· others

The first category here is, of course, the most important - if the referees and editor do not accept the paper for publication, it will not appear at all. For this reason it is quite important to study not only what kind of RAs are published in the journal you plan to submit your paper to, but how those RAs are written. 

The second category - other researchers - is of course the main audience you want to communicate with, and the largest audience numerically. 

Other audience categories may also be important for specific purposes - such as getting a job or a job promotion - but we won't describe them in further detail here. 

The main point we would like you to take away from this section of the Handbook is that T/Ds have their own requirements and expectations for length, purpose, and audience, and those requirements and expectations have an important influence on how T/Ds are written. Writing your T/D will be a substantially smoother process if you take these factors into consideration from the beginning.

4.2
Features of Organization and Language in the T/D as Compared to the RA

4.2.1
Introduction Chapters of T/Ds Compared with RA Introductions

Although the general purposes of T/D introductory chapters and RA Introductions are broadly similar - to introduce the reader to the research project being reported on - there are also often large, significant differences. Some of those differences relate to size; others may relate to a combination of audience and purpose.

The size issue is important here because, as noted above, T/Ds tend to be much longer than RAs. And the longer they are, the more they tend to require a separate chapter that introduces and/or summarizes what can be found in the rest of the text. As we noted above, T/Ds in social science and humanities tend to be substantially longer than those in science and technology, so this would suggest that introduction chapters summarizing the T/D would be even more important in social science/humanities T/Ds.

The audience and purpose issues may also influence the T/D introductory chapter. As mentioned already, a major purpose of T/Ds is to display the knowledge you have gained as a postgraduate research student. This purpose fits closely with your main audience as well - your examiners. As a result of these two influences, T/D introduction chapters frequently include sections on the theory behind the research, or overviews of the framework for analysis. These and other aspects of T/D introduction chapters are directly related to the audience and purpose issues already described above.

Let us now change the focus of our discussion to consider various features of language, organization, and the writing process that may commonly occur in T/D introduction chapters. We describe them here in order to raise your general awareness of their importance, rather than to provide a kind of recipe book for writing the T/D (see Introduction of this Handbook for more comments on the approach that we have used in this book).

· Writing introductory chapters after everything else is finished - A very common pattern of writing T/D introductory chapters is to save them for the end of the T/D writing process. This approach has a strong logic in that you cannot write in a summative or introductory way before you know what you are summarizing, and you cannot know what your are summarizing before you have substantially completed writing up the research project.

· There are also some T/D writers, however, who write introductions at the beginning of the T/D writing process as a way of planning and designing the whole T/D. This can also be an effective approach, but only if the writer understands that T/Ds typically change in the course of writing them, and that introductory chapters written early in the process may therefore have to be revised radically later on. RA Introductions, for their part, are also often written at the end, rather than the beginning, of the RA writing process.

· Advance organizers, concluding summaries, and repetition - Advance organizers are sentences or sometimes paragraphs which tell the reader what will be discussed in an article, chapter, chapter section, or sometimes simply a series of paragraphs. Advance organizers were discussed in Chapter 3 as occasional features of RAs. However, they are more important in T/Ds, because they serve to organize large amounts of information, and T/Ds are usually much longer than RAs. 

Advance organizers come in different forms and sizes, but typically appear at or near the beginning of the chapter, chapter section, or paragraphs they are supposed to organize and introduce. Advance organizers are important because they provide an overall "map" of what a text will be about. They therefore allow the reader to relate parts of text to each other, and to construct a "big picture" of the text's content in her mind. Much psycholinguistic research shows that such textual big pictures are important for full comprehension of complex texts. 

A few of the more popular ways of introducing advance organizers are:

In the following paragraphs, I will discuss…

In this chapter, I describe the results of…

This study concerns….
Quite often, advance organizers also included numbered points, as in the following:

In this chapter, I will review the literature in five areas that are particularly relevant to this study: 1) Japanese women and the Japanese language; 2) gender and asymmetry in interaction; 3) conversational dominance in L2; 4) frameworks for analyzing dominance in conversation; and 5) features of interactional asymmetry. 

[Itakura, H., 1998. "Dominance in L1 and L2 conversation: A study of Japanese male and female learners in English", PhD Thesis, University of Hong Kong.]

Just as advance organizers are important means of helping readers know what to expect in a text - a way of helping readers to construct a "big picture" understanding of how pieces of text will fit together - so do concluding summaries aid readers in constructing a final picture of what a piece of text was about. Often, at the end of a chapter or chapter section, readers have been presented with so much information that they sometimes lose sight of why the author has provided that information, or what it all means. 

A concluding summary is simply a restatement of the main purpose or content of a piece of text to help the reader keep in mind what the text was about. Psycholinguistic research into text comprehension also shows that readers find texts more memorable if they can connect them to such larger meanings and purposes. Here are a few common expressions that introduce concluding summaries:


In this chapter, I have discussed…

To conclude, this section has introduced…

In conclusion…

To summarize, this chapter has considered…




Activity 4E 

Using your imagination if necessary, write a concluding summary for either 1) a future chapter of your T/D; or 2) the thesis literature review chapter for which we gave the advance organizer immediately above. If you choose option 2), you must also adapt the language of this advance organizer so that it is not simply a copy of that language.

Advance organizers and concluding summaries both represent major examples of a larger principle of T/D writing - frequent repetition. Because of the length and complexity of most T/Ds, frequent repetition plays an important role. That is, when writing you should try to provide frequent summaries, restate complex ideas where necessary, provide advance organizers and concluding summaries, and in general you should understand that frequent repetition is useful. 

As discussed in Chapter 2 of this Handbook, reader-centred writing is writing which gives careful consideration to the reader, and one important way in which readers need to be considered is how much extra work they need to do to understand a text. Repetition - especially of difficult points, and at the ends and beginnings of chapters and chapter sections - makes the task of understanding much easier.

4.2.2
Literature Review Chapters of T/Ds Compared with RA Literature Reviews
Literature reviews in RAs most typically appear in their Introduction sections. RA literature reviews (RA/LR) are also often quite short, and highly purpose-oriented. Rather than providing a broad view of a topic area in a field, RA/LRs often focus on a few studies that are immediately relevant to the research project being reported on in the RA itself.

T/D literature reviews (TD/LR), on the other hand, often appear in their own chapters. This is partly because whereas RA/LRs have a narrower purpose, TD/LRs perform additional functions as well. Let us briefly consider the main functions of TD/LR chapters here.

In some fields, especially perhaps in mathematically and technically-oriented fields like computer science and electronic engineering, T/D literature reviews occur in separate sections of the introduction chapter rather than in their own separate chapter. Such T/Ds are often also generally shorter than T/Ds from other fields.

Functions of T/D literature reviews

· A first, primary purpose of TD/LR chapters is quite similar to that of the RA/LR: to justify the author's own research as reported in the T/D. In this sense, we can say that TD/LR chapters, like RA/LR, are primarily purpose-oriented. Thus, the T/D writer works hard to construct a "web of meaning" out of the literature on her topic or research problem - a conceptual framework which reviews but also critiques the past literature in the author's area of research, and which leads smoothly to the identification of a gap in current work on the topic, as described in Chapter 3 of this Handbook for RA Introductions. 

Perhaps the main difference between RAs and T/Ds in this case is that the TD/LR will be more extensive - it will cover a wider content area around the research problem.

Without adopting a clear, purpose-oriented focus, a T/D writer will typically find writing the LR an almost impossible task. Part of what makes it impossible is that there is so much literature in most academic fields today that you could not possibly cover all of it, even in some relatively narrow research areas. A Chinese PhD student in English literature at an American university who suffered from not having a clear, purpose orientation in his academic work in general was described as follows:

Li…was in many respects an extremely proficient speaker and writer of English… In reading his dissertation drafts, I was repeatedly struck again by the breadth of Li's reading, but noticed too that almost every sentence…was an occasion for either a literary allusion or a reference to a literary critic… While many of the references and allusions in Li's drafts were clearly connected to his arguments, others appeared gratuitous; their sheer density had the effect of overshadowing Li's own contribution to such a extent that one could justifiably wonder what indeed his contribution was…. In the words of Li's dissertation advisor, a Chinese American, Li was like traditional "old style" Chinese scholars who read to accumulate facts and wrote mainly to display them… One year [later] I discovered that Li had left the university and taken a job far from academia. (Belcher, 1994, pp. 27-28)

As this case of an unsuccessful graduate student makes clear, and given the vast amount of published literature across academic fields today, a major principle of T/D writing should be: 

It is just as important to decide what not to review, as it is to decide what to review in preparing to write a TD/LR chapter.
· A second, primary purpose of TD/LR chapters is one that is not shared with the RA/LR, and may in fact be somewhat opposed to it. This difference relates to the different audience characteristics and expectations of the T/D. As we have already pointed out, unlike RAs, T/Ds are still in many ways student evaluation exercises. In other words, like tests, T/Ds are used to indicate that you as a candidate for the MPhil or PhD have the right amount and right kind of knowledge, in this case to qualify you to be a professional in your field. 

Strictly speaking, this is only true of the PhD thesis; the MPhil dissertation has traditionally had somewhat lesser expectations attached to it. However, in many fields MPhil dissertations are currently being treated as junior theses, and so they are at least to some degree evaluated by the same criteria.

A second purpose of the TD/LR section is therefore to convince examiners that the student writer has both enough knowledge and the right kind of knowledge of the research literature to enter the field as a capable professional. It should be noted, however, that this second point is in tension with the first point - that an LR should be purpose-oriented. 

In a strong sense, then, we could say that a good LR indicates both that the writer has a commanding knowledge of research writing in her field, and that she knows what parts of that literature to select to construct a purpose-based, critical "web of meaning" for her own research project. 

· A third purpose - or perhaps, more accurately, an effect - of writing TD/LR chapters is to help you to construct and clarify your research questions. That is, in some fields you often begin a literature review with a rather vague idea of what you want to research. This can be called the "discovery mode" of reviewing the literature. 

As you read more and begin to write, you are at the same time obtaining a clearer idea of what research problem or aspect of that research problem you want to study. More often, however, by the time you are really ready to write an acceptable LR chapter, you have already decided on your research questions, and the TD/LR chapter is therefore less discovery-oriented than this third purpose might seem to suggest.
Structure of T/D literature reviews

There are different ways of actually organizing TD/LR chapters. Most of them involve breaking down the overall research area into subtopics, and then treating each subtopic in a different section of the literature review. Beyond that, most TD/LR will be highly specific to the particular research problems treated in the T/D, and the writer's perspective on them. To give a few examples:

· A Hong Kong University PhD thesis in Education on the different ways men and women dominate conversations in English (Itakura, 1998), already cited above, has a 61-page literature review which is divided into six sections.  Three of the sections review literature in different content areas (e.g., the role of gender in conversational dominance; conversational dominance in English as a second language); one section reviews theoretical frameworks for studying dominance in conversation; and one section reviews methods for studying such dominance. 

Each of these five sections contains a concluding subsection called "Summary," several of which point to problems or gaps that are unexplained 

in the literature reviewed. The last section is an overall summary of the chapter. This summary problematizes the research reviewed, creating a gap and providing a "research space" in which the author of the thesis can do her project. 

· A Hong Kong Polytechnic University PhD thesis in Management (Ding, 1998) has a three-page literature review as part of its 12-page introduction chapter. This review focuses on different approaches to the "time-dependent problem" in management, and is organized on the basis of different mathematical formulations of the problem. Each formulation is given one or more paragraphs, in which studies are reviewed which tested or used that particular formulation of the model. The thesis itself is 115 pages long.

· A Hong Kong Polytechnic University PhD thesis in Nursing and Health Science (Szeto, 1999) has a 50-page literature review chapter entitled "Literature review and background to study." The topic of the thesis is the medicinal use of various kinds of plants with antioxidizing potential for preventing disease. 

The literature review chapter is divided into 15 short sections: three discuss the plant species and how to grow them; six discuss oxidizing and antioxidizing agents; 1 discusses diseases associated with oxidization; 2 discuss the roles antioxidants play in lowering the risk of chronic diseases; 2 discuss methods of analysis used in this study; and 1 summarizes the literature review and states the research questions addressed in this study.

Linguistic and organizational features of T/D literature reviews
· Verb tenses are important considerations in TD/LR chapters. The verb tense most commonly used with the main-clause verb for reviewing literature in English is the simple past tense.

The simple past tense in English is marked by placing -ed onto the ends of what are called "regular verbs" (e.g., talked, used), and by various other forms in what are called "irregular verbs" (e.g., wrote, thought). The function of the simple past tense in English is typically described as expressing past, completed action.

The simple past tense can be used to indicate that what a researcher found was limited to her study. It is typically used with a "reporting verb" (e.g. reported, found, showed, suggested) in LR chapters. The following are examples:

1. Lincoln (1) reported that heart rate was a poor predictor of drug sensitivity in patients taking NSAIDS.

2. Excellent examples of pressure-induced pumping accidents were described in a recent article (13).

3. Fuchs (1996) demonstrated recency effects in memory experiments involving 18-month old infants through the use of High Amplitude Sucking (HAS) techniques.
It should also be pointed out, however, that the function of limiting the findings discussed to the study being reported - the main function of the simple past tense described above - can be modified if there is a second verb in a "that clause" in the sentence. Thus, in comparison with example 1 above, the following sentence - which is exactly the same as example 1 except for the change of tense in the second verb - suggests that the findings of the study can be more widely generalized:

1b. Lincoln (1) reported that heart rate is a poor predictor of drug sensitivity in patients taking NSAIDS.

A second verb tense that commonly occurs in TD/LR sections is the present perfect tense. As with its non-technical usage, the present perfect is often used in TD/LR chapters to indicate some kind of special relevance to the present moment or present investigation. It is also often used to refer to multiple research studies, rather than a single study:

1. Several researchers (1,2,3) have reported that multicolinearity exists among the following variables: ….

2. The feminization of Japanese men's speech has also been noted by Lebra (1976: 6) and Loveday (1986b: 301).


3. In recent research, Li (3) has found that almonds grown in the Central Valley of California are less resistant to pest invasion than those grown in other locales.
· Citations occur in different forms in T/Ds. One way of discussing these different forms is in terms of "author-prominence" versus "information-prominence." Author-prominent citations are those in which the author's name is stated in the grammatical structure of the sentence, usually in subject position. This is the case for two of the three text examples (#2 and #3) given above.

Textual ownership: An issue that concerns all T/D writers is how to use the writing of others in ways that are legal and academically acceptable. This 

· issue is commonly treated under the term plagiarism, but we prefer to call it textual ownership here.

Basically, whoever originally wrote a text - and in many cases also the company or organization which published it - owns that text. Just as one would not normally steal another's money, car, clothes, or jewellery, in the same way one should not steal another's text. Unfortunately, however, what qualifies as "stealing" in the case of texts is not very clear. But the charge of academic stealing is so serious (and could even end your academic career) that it is important to act cautiously. 

Here are a few guidelines to help you to be cautious when using others' texts: 


These guidelines are not provided as substitutes for University regulations on plagiarism, nor do they have any legal standing. They are merely provided here to help you to treat texts written by others in an academically accepted manner while writing your T/D.

1. Use direct quotations sparingly, and when you do use them be sure to acknowledge them in an immediately following or preceding citation.

2. Paraphrasing, even of single sentences and phrases, should be done with caution and care, and should typically be followed by a citation. 

3. Basically, plagiarism includes not only using language which is the same or similar to that of another text, but also using the ideas expressed in another text without proper acknowledgement and citation. So when in doubt, cite!

4.2.3 
Methods Chapters of T/Ds Compared with RA Methods Sections

T/D Methods chapters are typically much longer and more detailed than RA Methods sections, but otherwise they have many characteristics in common with them. We discuss a few of the major ones here.

Connecting sentences in T/D Methods chapters

There are special ways of connecting sentences in both T/D Methods chapters and RA Methods sections. These special ways of connecting are often somewhat different from those used in other T/D chapters and RA sections, although scientific and perhaps engineering fields may be more likely to use these special ways than humanities and perhaps social sciences. Let us demonstrate with an example, which we will then discuss:

Observations on the muscles and nerves were made either from freshly dissected animals or from limbs fixed in Bouin's fixative and then dissected in 70% alcohol. The nerves were studied by immersing the preparation in solutions of 5% methylene blue diluted with seawater (Pantin 1946). Preparations prepared in this way were kept in a refrigerator at 5oC for several hours. The staining solution was then replaced with fresh seawater and the preparation examined under a binocular microscope. 

[Cited in Atkinson, D. (1999). Scientific discourse in sociohistorical context: the philosophical  transactions of the Royal Society of London 1675-1975.]

In other T/D chapters and RA sections, sentences are frequently connected using what are called "sentence connectors" - words and expressions like However, On the other hand, Additionally, First/second/third, etc. They are also connected by using such linguistic devices as the definite article (i.e. the), and demonstrative pronouns and adjectives (e.g. This; This method). 

Even in the example given above we can see occasional instances of these kinds of sentence connectors and definite articles and demonstrative pronouns - the last sentence in the example includes the sentence connector then, which marks the relationship between the sentence in which it appears and the one which it follows in a "before-after" time sequence. 

Additionally, the next-to-last sentence includes the phrase "in this way," in which the this refers to the method of preparation used in the preceding sentence.

But the main way of linking sentences in the Methods description given above is different. Rather than using sentence connectors and demonstratives or definite articles to mark relationships among sentences, this description uses two other ways of connecting sentences: 

1. parallel grammatical patterning across sentences; and

2. exact-word repetition or synonym repetition between sentences. 

In the first case, the parallel grammatical patterning in the text example given above is demonstrated in Table 4.1. 
Table 4.1
Grammatical patterning in one Methods description

  Sentence #
Noun
Verb Phrase
(preposition)
  Noun phrase

         1
Observations
were made
      from
    animals

         2
Nerves
were studied
      by
    immersing

         3
Preparations
were kept
      in
    refrigerators

         4
Staining solution
was replaced
      with
    seawater

In this case, the sentences of this description are connected or "held together" into a text partly because they are similarly patterned.

In the second case - the use of repetition of exact words or synonyms to connect sentences - the pattern can be illustrated as follows:

Observations on the muscles and nerves were made either from freshly dissected animals or from limbs fixed in Bouin's fixative and then dissected in 70% alcohol. The nerves were studied by immersing the preparation in solutions of 5% methylene blue diluted with seawater (Pantin 1946). Preparations prepared in this way were kept in a refrigerator at 5oC for several hours. The staining solution was then replaced with fresh seawater and the preparation examined under a binocular microscope.  

[Cited in Atkinson, D. (1999). Scientific discourse in sociohistorical context: the philosophical  transactions of the Royal Society of London 1675-1975.]
As can be seen in this illustration, each sentence contains at least one word which is repeated either exactly or in synonym form in the sentence following it. This way of connecting sentences usually appears together with the use of parallel grammatical structure mentioned previously as a special way of connecting sentences in T/D and RA Methods descriptions.

Citing standard methods/procedures in Methods descriptions

At least in the harder sciences and probably engineering as well, both T/D and RA Methods descriptions also often depend on the citation of standard methods or procedures. Standard methods/procedures are approaches to collecting or analyzing data which have become standard in a field. Because they are accepted as standard, they can be cited briefly rather than having to be described in detail. 

In the example given above, regarding ways of connecting sentences in Methods descriptions, we see reference to what appears to be a standard procedure - "solutions of 5% methylene blue diluted with seawater (Pantin 1946)" - although the "standardness" of the procedure is not absolutely clear from the passage itself. A clearer example of standard procedures is given in the following example, taken from an RA:

Tetrahexylammonium fluoride (THAF) was prepared according to the method of Dermeik and Sasson [18]. Tetrahexylammonium tetraphenylborate (THATPB) was prepared as described elsewhere (19).

[Reprinted from Journal of Electroanalytical Chemistry, 483, Y. Kong & T. Kakiuchi, "Electrochemical determination of the lipophilicity scale of arenediazonium ions based on the ion transfer across the liquid | liquid interface", p. 23, Copyright (2000), with pending permission from Elsevier Science.]

Here, the first sentence contains a reference to a standard method, "the method of Dermeik and Sasson." On the other hand, the second sentence includes a reference to a method or procedure developed by the authors of the article themselves. An article in which this method is described in detail is also simply cited here, rather than going to the trouble of redescribing the method. 

Past tense, passive voice verbs

As noted in Chapter 3, the verb form that is the favour in many RA Methods sections is the simple past tense, passive voice. This feature is demonstrated in the text example given above, in our discussion of ways of connecting sentences in T/D Methods chapters. As seen in Table 4.1, each of the four sentences in this example has a simple past tense, passive voice verb in its main clause. In fact, this heavy use of past tense, passive verb forms is a substantial part of what connects these sentences together, as described above. 

Although the frequency with which this form is used in methods descriptions may vary somewhat according to the field of the T/D writer - there being a higher frequency of use in the harder sciences - all fields and disciplines appear to rely on past tense, passive voice verb forms in their Methods descriptions.
4.2.4
Results Chapters of T/Ds Compared with RA Results Sections

T/D Results chapters are typically the longest of any of the chapters in a T/D. It is also the case that T/Ds often contain more than one Results chapter. As this is the case, very large numbers of results are frequently presented in T/Ds, and so it is especially important for you to have a clear strategy for organizing these results so that the reader can understand them efficiently. 

Organizing results

One way of organizing results efficiently - and a way that is commonly followed in T/Ds and RAs in the harder sciences - is to summarize results in visual form. There are two kinds of visual representations of results: 

1. those that are then explained and analyzed in detail in the written part of the T/D or RA; and

2. those that are not further explained in detail in the T/D or RA. 

The second kind of results, which we will call "stand-alone results," are perhaps less common in the T/D than the RA, but they still occur in both kinds of texts. Like other RA sections, RA Results sections are severely limited in numbers of words and pages, so the more data that can be included in visual form without having to be explained in the text itself, the better.

We have already mentioned the use of advance organizers and concluding summaries to provide efficient guidance for understanding the large amounts of text we commonly find in T/Ds. It appears that advance organizers and concluding summaries are important in T/D Results chapters as well, as a way of guiding the reader through the large numbers of results that are likely to be reported there. We therefore recommend their use at the beginnings and ends of most sections of T/D Results chapters, as well as internally in those sections where they are needed.

Pointing language

We discussed language which is used to refer readers to figures and tables, as well as other visuals, in the section 3.3.3 Results Sections of Chapter 3. Our discussion there generalizes also to T/Ds, where substantially the same language is used. 

Statements of results

As discussed in Chapter 3 in relation to the RA, there are many ways of organizing results descriptions, and these depend substantially on the specific nature of the research - especially the methods used and the types of data collected. Still, we were able to give in Chapter 3 a description of some general principles for organizing results in the RA, and that description is also a reasonable guide for reporting results in the T/D, as well. 

However, in many cases there will be an important difference in the sheer numbers of results that will be reported - in the T/D this number is likely to be much greater. It is probably therefore the case that the categories given in Chapter 3 for organizing results descriptions will have to be (re)cycled several times in a T/D. Although such (re)cycling also happens in RAs, their much shorter length often prevents too much (re)cycling. For a more detailed discussion of (re)cycling, please see our comments on (re)cycling in T/D Discussion and Conclusion chapters later in this Chapter.

4.2.5
Discussion and Conclusion Chapters of T/Ds Compared with RA Discussion Sections

Almost all T/Ds contain Discussion and/or Conclusion chapters that relate the results of the study to other work that has been done in your field. Often, these occur together as the last two chapters of the T/D, but in other cases just one of them appears. While Conclusion chapters tend to be short, Discussion chapters are frequently longer in many fields. However, they can also be very short - as little as four or five pages in some cases. In such cases the chapter usually provides a brief summary of the findings of the study, rather than discussing these findings in any detail. There has often been substantial discussion of the findings in the Results chapter when the Discussion chapter - and Conclusion chapter, if the T/D includes no separate Discussion chapter - is a brief one.

It frequently happens that research students run out of time and energy near the ends of their T/Ds. This is especially true if they are working to a close deadline. This may be another reason why T/D Discussion and Conclusion chapters sometimes appear to be underdeveloped. Ideally, however, your Discussion and/or Conclusion chapters should relate your work to that of others in your field in some detail, as well as describe both the limitations of the study and its implications for future research.

In cases where both Discussion and Conclusion chapters exist in the same T/D, there is typically a division of labour between them. The Discussion chapter typically focuses on what we called the "earlier elements" (Weissberg & Buker, 1990) of RA Discussion sections in Chapter 3: 

1. a brief summary statement regarding the overall purpose of the study, or a restatement of the research questions to be answered in the study; 

2. a brief review of the major findings;

3. interpretations and explanations of findings. 

The Conclusions chapter then focuses on we called the "later elements" of the RA Discussion section: 

1. general implications of the study - how what was found fits into the “wider world” of research;

2. recommendations for future research and/or practical applications of what was found. 

The Conclusions chapter also commonly includes a brief general summary of the study, sometimes presented as a list of points. A final item that was placed with the "earlier" elements of the Discussion section - possible limitations in the data or the way the data were collected - can be included in either Discussion or Conclusion chapters, though it may most typically occur in the Conclusions chapter.

Using language to protect yourself when you discuss
Researchers on scientific language (e.g. Latour, 1987) have sometimes portrayed the act of scientific writing as an act of war, or at least an act of defense. This is true not only for writers in the hard sciences, however, but for those in all empirical fields and disciplines - it is important in all cases to use language that does not allow others to criticize you too easily or too strongly.
Perhaps the most popular means of protecting yourself in T/D Discussion chapters is to use language that is speculative and imprecise. Please note that we are not suggesting that you use language sloppily or imprecisely here - rather, the strategic, controlled use of imprecise language is in some cases very important, as a way of protecting yourself from criticism. Activity 4F asks you to analyze excerpts from T/D Discussion or Conclusion chapters for uses of deliberate imprecise and speculative language.


Activity 4F
Analyze the following three passages from Discussion chapters or sections of T/Ds for imprecise language. Underline any language which you think indicates imprecision or speculation. Then discuss and compare the results of your analysis with a partner.

(1)

The hypothesis that either pure cognitive or pure muscle relaxation training will be as effective as the mixed relaxation training was supported. Both cognitive and muscle components of a relaxation technique when treated in isolation are effective in lowering blood 

pressure. The effect of relaxation is thus not likely due to an interaction between the two procedures and for clinical purposes either approach seems sufficient. However, they probably share a component which is necessary for the blood pressure reducing effect and the present results again indicate that this relates to the relaxation of muscles, however achieved. 

[Yung, P., 1996, "A comparison of the efficacy of cognitive and physical relaxation training in the reduction of borderline hypertension", PhD Thesis, p. 135, Hong Kong Polytechnic University.]

(2)

In this study, the in vitro effects of individual tea antioxidants and other antioxidants on DNA were also investigated. Surprisingly, many of the polyphenols found in tea showed a pro-oxidant effect instead of a DNA-protective effect. Results indicate that quercetin, caffeic acid and a-tocopherol are protective against oxidant stress. Ascorbic acid at low concentration showed a trend of protection but this did not reach a statistically significant level. Uric acid and ascorbic acid at high concentrations…caused increasing DNA damage. Results imply that the apparently protective effect of antioxidant-rich diets may be mediated by a small number of antioxidants only. Some antioxidants may have an undesirable DNA damaging effect. This may also be the reason that the effect of drinking tea is not conclusive for epidemiological studies since different teas have different polyphenol profiles (Kohlmeier et al 1997; Wiseman et al 1997). 

[Szeto, S., 1999, "Antioxidant potential of selected dietary and medicinal agents: Implications for improving in vivo antioxidant status", PhD Thesis, p. 163-164, Hong Kong Polytechnic University.]

(3) 

The comparison of self-oriented informatives or elicit:agrees and other-oriented elicit:informs therefore suggests that the former may have a stronger degree of control than the latter. If so, the degree of dominance for the two male speakers, who tend to use self-oriented informatives, in L1 may in fact be stronger than the results of my quantitative analysis suggest, while the degree of dominance for the two females speakers, who tend to use other-oriented elicit:informs, in L2 may be weaker. However, it is not clear how to determine different degrees of control for self-oriented initiations…There also appear to be different degrees of control within self-oriented initiations and within other-oriented initiations…
(Itakura, H., 1998, "Dominance in L1 and L2 conversation: A study of Japanese male and female learners of English", PhD Thesis, p. 217, University of Hong Kong.]

The imprecise or speculative language used in T/D Discussion chapters can be described under six categories, given below with examples. Examples of most of these categories can also be found in the text examples given in Activity 4F above.

1. Imprecise or speculative verbs 

suggest (that); imply (that); infer (that); interpret; assume (that); appear (that/to); lead; seem to; support…(that), etc. 

Examples: 

· These findings suggest/imply that…

· This point can be interpreted to mean that

· It can be inferred from these findings that

· These results lead us to infer that
· This conclusion appears to suggest that
· These data seem/appear to support the interpretation that…   

2. Modal verbs 

may/might; can/could; would; should

Examples:

· These findings may/can/could be interpreted as follows

· This may mean that

· It can be inferred from these results that… 

The modal verbs in English - may/might; can/could; will/would; and shall/should - have various functions in English. In academic writing their primary function is often to lessen the strength of a statement or proposition.

3. Hedges of the "possible or likely" variety

almost certain; possible; likely; probable; conceivable, etc. 

Examples:

· One possible/probable/likely explanation is that

· It is/appears likely/probable/possible/conceivable that

· These results could possibly be interpreted to mean that

· It is probably true that…
Hedges are words that make a statement or proposition less precise. Grammatically speaking, many hedges function to modify verbs.

4. Hedges of the "substantially or partly" variety 

mainly; largely; substantially; typically; basically; partly; probably; to some extent; more or less, etc. 

Examples:

· It is largely/substantially true that

· These data can partly be interpreted to mean that

· Our data basically support the hypothesis that… 
5. Frequency adverbs 

generally; usually; frequently; often; sometimes; occasionally

Examples: 

· It was often the case that

· Our results generally indicate that

· Proof of this point is sometimes suggested in our data. 

· It was frequently found that…  
6. Other words and expressions

are in agreement with; general; partial; suggestion; indicate; allow (to), etc.
Examples: 

· These data are in partial agreement with
· There is general support for our hypothesis

· These findings may indicate
· These values allow us to generalize…  

As seen above in both the examples and text excerpts, imprecise and speculative language features are often used in combination, i.e. they are frequently combined together in the same statement or proposition. Using imprecise and speculative language to defend your views and interpretations effectively is partly an art, and can best be learned through extensive reading and writing in your field.

Recycling moves

In a study of MSc dissertations in Biology done in England, Hopkins and Dudley-Evans (1986) found that, as opposed to the research findings on RAs, Discussion sections of MSc dissertations tended to recycle various moves, or information elements, rather than organizing them in a single linear order. A certain category or group of results would be discussed and explained from start to finish following a linear sequential pattern, and then the linear pattern would be applied again for another group of results. 

The sequential linear order that Hopkins and Dudley-Evans identified was the following, with statements of results being the only move that occurred in all the dissertations they looked at:
1. Background information/purpose of study

2. Statement of results

3. (Un)expected outcomes: whether results were expected or unexpected

4. Reference to previous research: comparing results to those in literature

5. Explanation of unsatisfactory results: if results were unexpected, reasons why they might exist

6. Exemplification: examples supporting #5

7. Deduction: a generalizability claim based on results

8. Hypothesis: a more general claim based on results

9. Reference to previous research: literature cited to support # 7 or 8

10. Recommendations for future work

11. Justification of recommendation: reasons why #10 was made

Although this exact set of moves may or may not generalize well to T/Ds, Hopkins and Dudley-Evans' finding that discussion moves are recycled makes sense when we consider the larger number of results - and therefore the need to discuss those results - that are an important feature of dissertations even at the Master's level. In a much larger work such as an MPhil or PhD T/D, we would expect even greater recycling of such moves. 

Language used for expressing limitations on generalizability 

One common feature of T/D Discussion and/or Conclusion chapters is the explanation of why one or more groups of results may not be generalizable. This is a conventional feature of T/Ds in part because MPhil/PhD research is still very much a learning exercise, and you are frequently expected to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of your research at the end of your T/D. Some expressions that are commonly used for this purpose include:

· These results do not show any clear pattern. This may be due to the fact that…

· It is impossible to generalize from these results, based on the fact that…

· Although these results show interesting trends, they do not clearly reveal any overall pattern.

· These results are suggestive, but they are difficult to interpret in the present context.

· What this interpretation does not explain is….

· This study has various shortcomings, but…
Such expressions as these frequently introduce much more elaborate explanations of why a result may not be generalizable. Critical descriptions of research methods are often included in this kind of discussion. Imprecise and speculative language also often plays an important role in this kind of discussion. 

It can also be noted from some of the above examples that, although these expressions introduce problems or shortcomings in the research, they also sometimes try to balance those problems by expressing positive evaluations as well. This is why such words as suggestive, trends, and but play an important role in such statements. The second example above ("It is impossible to generalize …")  contains a brief discussion of some limitations on the generalizability of the research reported there.

Suggestions for future research
An important part of most T/D Discussion and/or Conclusion chapters is suggestions for future research, or possible applications of the study. This is often the last major part of the Discussion or Conclusion chapter. The following are expressions that are frequently used to introduce such statements:

· Possible implications/applications of this study include:

· Future research should examine this question more closely.

· Future research could focus on the following areas:

· This is an area of research that needs to be further developed.  

· It is clear that much more research needs to be conducted in this area.
Conclusion

In this chapter, we have attempted to describe certain important features of the T/D, and to relate them to what is known about the academic RA. We began by discussing three "big picture" issues regarding the T/D: Size, audience, and purpose. We then described various features and issues concerning the different chapters of the T/D: Introductory chapters, LR chapters, Methods chapters, Results chapters, and Discussion and Conclusions chapters.

Our aim in this chapter has been to raise awareness and increase understanding of some important T/D features, rather than to provide a recipe book or template for how you should actually write your T/D. Obviously, these features need to be taken into account when preparing to write and actually writing your T/D, but writing a T/D is a much more complex task than any single description of features can allow one to accomplish.

In closing, we would like to say that we hope you have found this Handbook useful. It has been a great joy and tremendously rewarding to work with many postgraduate research students over the past two years as part of the EEPRS programme at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University, and we hope that some of what we have learned from these students has been captured in this book. 

Much more needs to be known about the thesis/dissertation as a form of academic writing - much research remains to be done in this area. But in the end most of what you need to learn will be learned only as you write your T/D - a Handbook like this one can only serve to guide you in a more or less useful way, and to help to make the process more efficient. And once you have finished your T/D and gained the great amount of knowledge that such a complex task will inevitably bring you, we hope that you will also share it with those future research postgraduate students who follow you.
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