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Introduction: A Masters thesis is usually the first major attempt at an independent research project for most students, so having to perform this task can cause much anxiety.  The aim of this brief paper is to introduce students to the requirements and activities associated with researching and writing a thesis so that they can at least have some understanding of the task before starting out.

Getting Started:

1. Finding a research topic: The first challenge for a student doing a thesis is to find a topic to research.  Sometimes a Professor will have a project that they wish to have researched and they may look for a student to undertake the research under their supervision.  Sometimes a student will have an idea for a topic that comes from their coursework, their reading or their interest in particular issues in their society that may appear in the news media or be discussed in their community.  

Some students have no ideas at all for a topic, so there is a need for some strategies to be adopted.  First, it can be very helpful to approach a Professor whose courses have been on topics that the student has found interesting and to discuss with them possible topics for research.  Second, the student can look for sources of inspiration in textbooks, scientific journals or on the internet in order to try to find issues or ideas for research topics.  Often, in these sources there will be statements that more research needs to be done on certain issues or there will be ideas to apply in Georgia that have been tried elsewhere and that look interesting and relevant. Finally, the student can read theses or dissertations written in their subject field by previous TSU Masters or PhD students and see if there were issues or topics in the research that needed more investigation or that could be re-examined using a different methodology.

It is important for students to try to get the topic clarified as early as possible in the University year, and even better if they have done this during the summer University break.  This is because there are only two semesters in which to develop the project, complete the research and write it up as a thesis. It is amazing how quickly this time passes, so the earlier the topic is known the better it is for making an early start of the research project.

2. Finding a Research Supervisor: All student research has to be supervised by a University academic on the staff of the subject in which you intend to graduate.  This person should be familiar with the research related to your research topic, so that they can give you good advice and guidance as you work on your project.  The research supervisor needs to be a person whose knowledge you respect and whose guidance you will accept and follow.  It helps if you like this person, but the most important feature of your relationship with the supervisor is respecting their knowledge and skills. If you feel that they do not really know what it is you are planning to study or that they have little experience of research, data analysis, academic writing or supervising students, think carefully before you commit yourself to studying with them.  Also make sure that the supervisor is not over-committed to teaching, to lots of other research students or to university administration.

If the research supervisor is interested in the research topic you have produced, spend some time talking to him or her about it and ask then for advice on what you should be reading or where you can get information.  If they give you advice, make sure that you follow it.  Remember, it is not the job of your research advisor to set the topic, design the study, or help with data gathering.  They should be able to give you advice and encouragement, but you have to do the hard work because it is your project and your thesis.

When you find a research supervisor take some time to work out what they will expect you to do and what you can expect from them.  Be prepared to discuss how often you will both meet to discuss the project and its progress, 

3. The size and scope of the research project: A Master’s thesis is usually thought of as an exercise in demonstrating that a student can create a topic, design a project to test their ideas, gather data or information systematically, analyze the research findings, and write them up in the thesis using logical and sensible arguments.  It is not usually expected that the thesis research will be a unique contribution to the body of human knowledge, but rather that it will show that the student can do a piece of research and analyze and communicate the findings. Since students normally have only one year in which to complete the thesis, it cannot be more than a small project.  Often when students first decide on a topic, they find it difficult to think of ways to make it a small project, however with Master’s theses, small (and good) is beautiful.

Nor is it expected that the thesis will be a very large document.  In most universities the size of a Master’s thesis is determined by a maximum number of words to be written.  Usually, 50,000 words is regarded as a reasonable maximum, but your University will have its own regulations, which you should check so that you know what is required.  This maximum word limit does not mean that the thesis has to be, say, 50,000 words long, but rather that it should be no more than 50,000 words and, possibly, a little less.  What is more important than the total number of words used is that the thesis presents a well-designed and well-conducted piece of research that is written into a clear, coherent and comprehensible thesis.

4. Preparation for the thesis: Getting your ideas clarified then and writing down a brief description of the proposed topic, why you think it is important for it to be studied, how you plan to study this topic and what specific issues you will be looking at is an essential first step.  Once you have a clear idea of what you want to do you will be ready to discuss it with others.  If you do not have a very clear idea of what you want to research or do not know why that topic is worth investigating, then you will not be in a good position to convince a Professor that this research topic deserves attention.

What helps in this process of clarification most is reading about the topic by searching through textbooks, scientific journals, and searching the internet using search engines, such as Google, or websites devoted to research on the topic.  Discussing the topic with fellow students or university teachers and finding out as much as you can about how relevant the topic is to current concerns in the media or community can also be helpful.

5. Experimental Design: Regardless of whether your research is quantitative (gathers numbers for analysis) or qualitative (gathers information for analysis), it is essential to design the research in such a way that it produces systematic data and valid findings.  It is most important to have read the research of your field of study and to know which research designs are applied to the topic you have chosen. Research designs also are often described and set out in textbooks on research in your discipline or in general textbooks about social research methods. 

If your project is well planned, properly designed and if you also follow good research practice that is accepted in your discipline, then you are more likely to find some meaningful result.  This does not mean that you will necessarily find what you wanted or expected, but it will mean that whatever you find from your investigation will have been properly researched and will allow you to write about it properly.   Poorly designed research investigations are of little value and are unlikely to count as adequate for a Master’s degree.  Never start your research project without having a very clear idea of the design.

6. Methodology and Procedure: Reading related research or published research that has investigated the same or a similar topic as the one you are interested in researching will help you to understand the ways in which other researchers have approached the topic, both in terms of methodology of investigation and experimental procedures used to obtain data or information. 

In the Social Sciences, some fields, such as Experimental Psychology, are experimental and require the student to conduct an experiment or gather data in particular ways.  Others, such as Political Science, Sociology or International Relations, use different but still systematic techniques to investigate issues or explore ideas.  It is very important to know the methodology and procedures of your subject and to be able to apply them in your project.  Regardless of whether information is gathered by using experiments, questionnaires or by careful research of documents or data-bases, you have to know how to apply the correct methods and procedures. Make sure you can develop a method of investigation that is appropriate for the question you wish your research to answer, but also that the results of your investigation are able to be analyzed using the analytic methods available to you.

You need to be very clear about what you are studying and what is outside of your study.  If you are going to use a questionnaire, make sure it is properly designed so that the questions actually give you the information you want.  Try it out on some friends or family first and ask them to tell you if they can understand the instructions and the questions and whether they think the questions are related to the topic of the research.  Of course you should also get the approval of your research supervisor once you decide that you have a good questionnaire.

Only begin to gather your research data once you have a very clear written statement on your methodology and procedures and the approval of your research supervisor to proceed.  It also is a good idea to try the method and procedure out to see if you can apply them and to be sure that you know what to do before you actually start on your thesis.
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