
	


	


1. Title of case study: 
The development of a third-year undergraduate research-based module in English Language. 
Keywords: Research, English language, dissertations

2. Contact details 

	Name and address:
Dr Catherine Watts and Dr Angela Pickering
University of Brighton

School of Language, Literature and Communication

Telscombe House

Falmer

East Sussex BN1 9PH


	Tel: 01273 643519 (Watts)
01273 643347 (Pickering)

Email: c.watts@brighton.ac.uk
a.pickering@brighton.ac.uk



3.  Classification Category:  
Number 3 (using teaching and learning processes which stimulate research processes)
4. Context:

Course/unit/module title: BA Language Studies

Course title: English Language Research Project

Level: 3rd-year undergraduate
5.  What does the teacher do? 
The end result of this single-semester compulsory module is an individual dissertation of 4,000 – 5,000 words which is worth 100% of the total marks for the module. It is offered in the second semester of the third year of our undergraduate BA in Language Studies, which in 2006-7 had a cohort of around 100 undergraduates. 

This academic year the module has been based around two plenaries on identifying research questions and using various research methods followed by individual and small-group tutorials (depending on the number of students and their topic choices). This coming academic year, the plenaries will be increased to four, based around the same themes. These four plenaries will be shared with another second semester module which requires a media-based dissertation, thus combining staff time/resources and offering students a more comprehensive introduction to the research methods involved.  
Staff involved need to be able to:
1. offer the four plenaries on research methods;

2. conduct individual and small group tutorials on a reasonably wide range of topics (the more staff involved, the greater the range of topics that can be accommodated);

3. read drafts of students’ work and provide feedback. (an issue under discussion is whether the module can accommodate a first draft being handed in by a given date and awarded 10% of the total marks followed by a second draft being allocated 20% of the total marks. The remaining 70% would be allocated to the completed dissertation once submitted. With smaller groups (up to 30 students) this has proved an effective model but with a large cohort the marking burden may prove too onerous.);

4. provide a steer regarding quality control and ethical issues especially as outside bodies may be approached to help with data-collection. 

5. offer advice, help and support regarding approaching gatekeepers and designing research instruments.

6. Hot tips and things to look out for: 
* Set the module up well in advance (this could be even before the module starts). 

* Signal the module to students at an early stage so that they can begin to think about a topic that really interests them, probably arising from coursework or lecture programme.
* Provide examples of the type of work expected (difficult in the first year as there are no models until the second year (students need to give written permission for their work to be used in this way). 
* Encourage students to use their coursework in other disciplines, i.e. place the emphasis on interdisciplinarity and reflecting on personal experience in formulating the questions.
* Set tight deadlines for drafts and feedback.
* Stipulate to what extent staff are prepared to read drafts or parts of drafts especially if there are large numbers of students.

* Clarify to students what to expect from tutorials and how to get the most out of the same.
7. Does it work? 
Student evaluations at end of first year very positive. Here are some typical comments:

The best part of the module was …..
“the option to choose what you wished to research.”






“ the chance to improve my knowledge in an area that I didn’t know a lot 




about. Also I appreciated the opportunity to work so much on my own.”






“ how accessible my tutor was and how we had the freedom to do 




whatever we wished.”

Some of the students used their dissertations to further their interests in their future plans following graduation. These included, for example, one student choosing to research the impact on the English Language of the King James Bible for her dissertation and then doing a PGCE with relious education in the coming academic year. Another student worked as a volunteer at Lewes Castle in the 19th century archives using this material to inform his dissertation with a language focus and then going on to work as an archivist for Hampshire County Council. A third student considered aspects of English Language Teaching and Learning prior to leaving for South America as an ESOL teacher, whilst a fourth was planning to work for one year for Voluntrary Service Overseas (VSO) and studied the role of English as a world language for his dissertation. 
8. What problems/issues have arisen?

i) Many students were having to be supported in identifying ‘researchable’ questions to a greater extent than anticipated. 

ii) Student engagement was a problem if the module was not introduced to students early enough. However, the fact that students were able eventually to independently identify their own research areas meant that as their research progressed they tended to be drawn in to the process through their ownership of the topic.
iii) Topic choice and supervision were sometimes problematic. Supervisors needed to be flexible and embrace a wide range of topics underlining the nature of the teacher/student joint journey
iv) Some students found it hard to cope with the flexibility and freedom that such a module offered and needed more help from tutors, which was burdensome to tutors involved.
v) Students found it challenging to come to terms with the notions of knowledge in the context of research. They needed to accept the uncertainty of knowledge and their own role in the creation of new knowledge, and the need to discuss their findings in context, approaching these critically and tentatively.
vi) Tone/style/structure of a dissertation is different from other types of undergraduate work, as students are having to build an evidence-based argument at some length.
vii) The need to ensure that students are not re-jigging previous work, i.e. they are moving on rather than just reusing previously completed coursework. 

viii) A tendency to rely on web-based materials which were not refereed and were of questionable value.
9. Details of support material/course work/assessment methods 
The aims for this module are set out in the module description (see Appendices). Skills which are emphasised there refer to the importance of the development of autonomous and reflective practice, as well as to the need to synthesise areas of interest which fall within the umbrella of English Language.

Indicative research topics are listed in the module description. These are drawn from interests in language of media, literary styles, and from a more sociolinguistic perspective. There is also a place for a more vocational focus, with topics having the potential to relate to texts for language teaching and learning, the language of journalism, or the analysis of historical documents. As this was the first year for the running of this module, it is anticipated that a wider range of indicative topics will be available for next year’s cohort to look at.
Learning outcomes for the module specify the need for the student to undertake research, and that this should be driven by a topic of interest to the student, who is asked to identify a researchable question or questions, and to support their research by independently conducting a relevant literature search. The final product, a 4-5,000 word extended essay or dissertation should present the evidence gleaned from reading and their own research to support a clear rationale and argument, and it is expected that such findings should enable the student to come to demonstrably valid conclusions.
To help the student achieve these outcomes, plenary sessions were offered, together with one-to-one or group tutorials, as appropriate. Before the plenaries, student were given initial information (see Appendices), outlining the dates of the plenaries and the content of the plenaries: specifically, research methodology, methods and the identification of researchable questions. The handout in the Appendix also refers to a lecture students are advised to attend to help them identify interests. This was part of a series of lectures offered to the BA LAST students, taking place throughout the year, and given by experts in particular fields, such as place names, slang and plain English.
Students were also asked to bring with them to the second plenary a completed ‘area of interest’ proforma (see Appendices) to enable tutors to assign students with a supervisor. The proforma included indicative topic, indicative research questions and sources of information to be consulted. Before the supervision process began, students were sent a summary of the module assessment criteria, as well as a number of deadlines: the final deadline for submission, and two further (informal) deadlines for drafts to be handed in to supervisors.
The assessment criteria were listed as follows:
1. The selection and development of a piece of personal research on some aspect of the English Language 

2. Judicious selection of data and quality of research

3. Quality of analysis and argumentation. 

4. Fluency of expression and authenticity of discourse

5. Quality of bibliography 

Using the above criteria, completed dissertations were marked first of all by supervisors and then a selection were second marked by other tutors working on the module, with marks being finally agreed at a moderation meeting of all tutors involved in supervising the module.

10. Relevant references  
Each topic involves different references but the following generic references for research methods proved useful. 
Bassey, M. (1995) Creating Education through Research: a global perspective of education research for the 21st century. Newark: Kirklington Moor Press in conjunction with BERA.

Bell, J. (1993) Doing your research project (2nd edition) Buckingham: Open University press (There is a more recent edition of this one now).

Birley, G. & Moreland, N. (1998) A practical guide to academic research. London: Kogan Page.

Brown, S. (1990) Planning small-scale research. Edinburgh: SCRE.

Bryman, A. (2001) Social Research Methods. Oxford: OUP 

Cohen, L. & Manion, L. (1994) Research Methods in Education (4th Edition) London: Routledge (There is a more recent edition of this one now).

Drever, E. (1995) Using semi-structured interviews in small-scale research: a teachers’ guide. Edinburgh: Scottish Council for Research in Education.

Harlen, W. (1994) Planning and writing a research proposal: a guide for teachers doing research. Edinburgh: SCRE.

Heather, P. & Stone, S. (1984) Questionnaires. Sheffield: CRUS guide.

Munn, P. & Drever, E. (1997) So you want to do research! Edinburgh: SCRE.

Munn, P. & Drever, E. (1995) Using Questionnaires in small-scale research (revised edition). Scottish Council for Research in Education.

Powney, J. & Watts, M. (1987) Interviewing in Educational Research. London: Routledge (sadly this book is out of print and Routledge do not plan to reprint it. I found it an absolute gem so if you can get hold of it and it is relevant to your work, please do so!)

Youngman, M.B. (1984) Designing Questionnaires in J. Bell et al (Eds. ) Conducting Small-scale Investigations in Educational Management  (pp156-176) London: Harper & Row.
The Scottish Council for Research in Education website address is:

http://www.scre.ac.uk/
An interesting article on using focus groups in education research can be found on: http://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/materialsbank.aspx?resourceid=2404
British Educational Research Association: Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research. Edinburgh: BERA. Available from:

http://www.bera.ac.uk/guidelines.html
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