
Approaching the dissertation
Dissertation. A big word, and often a scary one. Alfie, a
Student Ambassador, looks at ways to make it slightly less
intimidating.

Perhaps  the  culmination  of  your  time  at  university  and
exceptional (circumstances notwithstanding), also the longest
piece  of  academic  writing  you  will  have  created  to  date.
Sounds like a lot – and let’s not mince words, it is a big
task and not one to be taken lightly. However, with the right
preparation, forethought, and enthusiasm, it is as enjoyable a
project as any other. It should represent the sum of your
passions and interests that you have cultivated over your time
studying, or perhaps afford you a chance to further explore
areas you have not yet had the chance to investigate. Simply
put, it is a fantastic opportunity to hit your stride as an
aspiring academic, or to cap off your university experience.

When it comes to the dissertation, it is never too early to
start planning. I’m not suggesting that you should be coming
out of your first year lectures and taking an abundance of
notes  on  potential  topics  and  sources  to  use,  rather  if
something grabs you early on, maybe it could be something
worth  considering  for  the  future.  If  a  particular  topic,
method, or concept catches your eye, take notes! Remember it
for later, and by the time that third year rolls around and
the question is being asked, you’ll have some ideas for what
you’ve got planned.

It is worth bearing in mind that third year is an optimal time
to start your planning, especially over the summer break. At
this point in your studies you will have likely covered a
great  deal  of  content  and  –  hopefully  –  will  have  found
something you enjoy writing about. If this is the case, take
notes from any courses you have around the subject area and
try  to  explore  them.  Consolidate  reading  lists,  discuss
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material with suitable academics, and read around the subject
if you have time. Naturally, this isn’t something that you
need to have done by the first day of fourth year, but it’s
something worth preparing if you have the time to spare. In
addition, try to identify an appropriate member of academic
staff to act as your dissertation supervisor – someone who is
ideally familiar with the topic, so that you can discuss ideas
accordingly.

Writing the dissertation is a separate beast and surprisingly
manageable if you like to break things down into sections. A
dissertation will often have a literature review that examines
contemporary  academic  thought  on  a  topic  and  is  not  too
dissimilar from discussions of readings done for seminars.
This is often a large portion of your dissertation, so be sure
you’re comfortable doing the reading to follow through. Other
key chapters are your introduction where you’ll outline your
subject, structure, and points for consideration, and your
discussion, where you can make a deep dive into the content,
highlighting your own ideas and opinions, as supported by or
in opposition to existing thought. Be sure to give ample time
for the writing of all this, as it can seem quite demanding,
but rest assured that you’ll be able to intersperse this with
meetings with your supervisor who can discuss your progress.

When it comes down to it, the dissertation is quite a big
process, but one to (hopefully) be enjoyed. The freedom to
pursue your own academic interests and supplement your own
research with the aid of university professionals is a great
opportunity  to  develop  your  own  researching  capability,
perseverance,  and  self-motivation,  all  desirable  and
transferable skills for postgraduate study and beyond. While
it is a big challenge, it is one that you’re not undertaking
alone, as all other undergraduates will be in the same boat as
you. So don’t worry, do your best, and remember to engage with
the stuff you’re passionate about – it’s all plain sailing
from there.


