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Introduction & Welcome 

Welcome / Welcome back to the School of Computing 

The School is located at Edinburgh Napier’s Merchiston Campus, in the vibrant area 

of Bruntsfield. It is the largest School of Computing in Scotland. The School is a 

member of the Scottish Informatics and Computer Science Alliance (SICSA): 

http://www.sicsa.ac.uk/. 

We offer you a unique opportunity for pursuing your research in a diverse community 

of research staff and students working in different disciplines in computing and 

informatics. As a School, we are committed to training you in your chosen subject area 

as well as encouraging you to become an outward looking researcher willing to engage 

with scholars, practitioners and professionals from other disciplines, inside and beyond 

academia. As a research degree student you will be contributing to and benefiting from 

the research community within our School, where research is often inter-disciplinary, 

reflecting a wide range of subject areas. Furthermore, we encourage you to take your 

work ‘into the world’, by presenting your research at conferences and engaging with 

external communities, organisations or companies.  

Undertaking your research degree is an exciting opportunity. You have the opportunity 

to explore an issue in real depth, reach a profound understanding of it and to become 

one of the world's leading experts in your area. On the other hand, it can also be 

frustrating and challenging. You will need to take responsibility for your research, 

initiate and follow up ideas yourself, evaluating your progress, projecting and sticking 

to targets and schedules of writing. This intellectual autonomy is one of the most 

rewarding features of postgraduate research, but it can also feel isolating. 

We want to mitigate these challenges in every way possible and help you make your 

journey successful and joyful. We aim to specify as clearly as possible the nature of 

the relationship between you and your supervisor(s), the nature of your responsibilities 

and the School’s reciprocal responsibilities to you. This handbook provides advice and 

guidance on how you can make the most out of your research degree and highlights 

the Edinburgh Napier approach to developing your potential throughout and beyond 

your research degree. Please make sure you also familiarise yourself with the more 

detailed information in the University’s Research Degrees Framework. 

We believe that it is important to develop and sustain your sense of belonging to an 

intellectual community in the School and the University, because it will make life as a 

researcher more stimulating and enjoyable, and because it will help to deepen and 

diversify your own work. We therefore hope that you will fully and proactively contribute 

to the intellectual life of the School and University, by sharing your journey and ideas 

with others. We look forward to being part of your path during your time with us.  

Welcome once more! 

http://www.sicsa.ac.uk/
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Undertaking a Research Degree: The Journey 

This handbook covers all key aspects and challenges of the research degree journey, 

from settling in through to working with your supervisor, milestones in your formal 

progress, preparations for submitting your thesis and the viva. There are also sections 

on resources and support available to you, as well as opportunities for academic and 

professional development. You are encouraged to read the complete handbook, but 

you don’t have to read it in any particular order. For instance, some of the sections in 

the Appendix may feel more relevant at different stages of your degree, so you may 

wish to return to them later on. Not all sections may be relevant to you, depending on 

the nature of your research project (e.g. the Appendix on Research Ethics). Please 

ensure that you familiarise yourself with the University’s formal regulations regarding 

research degrees early on.   

 

Settling in 

Settling in will be a very different experience depending on whether you have stayed 

on at the institution where you did your undergraduate degree or moved to a new one. 

There are additional challenges if you are studying in the UK for the first time or if you 

are returning to academia after a break. 

Edinburgh Napier University has inductions for new research students which are 

designed to help you with settling in. Use this opportunity to ask lots of questions about 

all aspects of being a postgraduate researcher. You will need to find out about practical 

things like library facilities, computer access and where the coffee is served.  

Early on, concentrate on building a supportive network and getting to know as many 

people as possible. Invaluable people to know include fellow postgraduate 

researchers, support staff, librarians, technicians, research staff and academics. You 

will also want to devote time to developing your relationship with your supervisors. 

Please make sure you print and complete the ‘New Start Student Checklist’ overleaf 

shortly after arrival. 
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Research Degree Students:  

New-start Student Checklist 

 Introduction to Director of Studies/Supervision Team.  ☐ 

 Independent Panel Chair and their role. (Name may not be 

available immediately.)       ☐ 

 School office.         ☐ 

 Introduction to Research Group Leader/Centre Director ☐ 

 Introduction to fellow students and student rep, desk/PC 

allocation (log in details activated?), cabinet, printing etc. ☐ 

 Other facilities, e.g. kitchen, research student office, library 

(including NLS and SCONUL access).     ☐ 

 Matriculation.         ☐ 

 Research Student Card. (Research Degrees Team)   ☐ 

 I have read through guidelines on RD forms and understand 

what is to be expected in the first 6-12 months, and how 

progress is monitored. (Work subject to the project and 

supervisors’ expectations but need to be aware of University 

guidelines).          ☐ 

 Room access.         ☐ 

 Handbook/Personal Development Folder received.  ☐ 

 

It is the joint responsibility of the Director of Studies and the 

research student to ensure that everything on this checklist has 

been covered.  

For general queries, please contact the Research Degrees 

Programme Leader for School of Computing, Prof. Ahmed Al-

Dubai (a.al-dubai@napier.ac.uk) 
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Developing Your Relationship with Your Supervisors 

Developing an effective working relationship with your supervisors is key to your 

success as a postgraduate researcher. In order to do this you need to understand 

what the supervisory team is, and isn't, there to do. You will also need to be assertive 

and proactive in this relationship if you want to get the most out of it. Study towards 

a research degree requires a high level of independence and your supervisory team 

is not there to spoon-feed or micro-manage you. They should however be providing 

you with support and guidance and seeing you regularly. 

It is important to be aware of the role that the main supervisor and the other members 

of your team are expected to play. You will have a Director of Studies and at least one 

other supervisor (in some instances you may have a third supervisor added for specific 

research expertise/development purposes). The role of this team is to give you access 

to a support network and the team will normally consist of School academic staff.  

However, you may have members of your supervisory team from other Schools where 

such expertise would be beneficial. Supervision teams can be allocated on the basis 

of a number of key factors, such as subject expertise, research methodology/methods, 

data analysis technique specialism, and/or general academic writing/publication 

specialisms. One of your supervisors may also be there as ‘personal mentor and tutor' 

to support your progress in developing as a researcher. If your research is highly 

interdisciplinary or brings together methodologies from different areas, supervision 

may take the form of a joint cross-disciplinary supervisory relationship where different 

supervisors have equal weight. These can be very fruitful relationships, but be wary of 

becoming a ‘bridge' between the disciplines. 

Whatever the format of your supervisory team it is worth spending time exploring how 

each member of the team sees their role and how they will support you during your 

degree. By being up front and clear about expectations, roles and responsibilities it is 

possible to avoid some of the misunderstandings that inevitably happen between team 

members and increases the opportunity for this to be a constructive relationship. 

 The supervisors’ role: general expectations 

Your relationship with your supervisor will also be influenced by their working style, 

their workload and the role that the rest of your supervisory team play (i.e. some 

supervision teams will allocate responsibilities across the team at different times based 

on your needs and their needs). However, there are a number of features that are 

typical. 

Supervisors should usually: 

 ensure that you understand what is expected  

 meet you regularly for a formal supervision  

 help you formulate a research plan  
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 ensure that you are aware of how your research fits into any research groups 

or projects of which you are part (if applicable) 

 help you to co-ordinate the supervisory team responsible for your project  

 give guidance about scholarly literature, training, ethics, research techniques 

and academic conventions  

 help you develop your critical thinking  

 provide constructive feedback on written work  

 give feedback on your overall progress  

 advise on courses, both specialist and concerning transferable skills  

 help you set realistic deadlines and to submit your thesis on time  

 advise you on where to present your work, conferences and opportunities for 

publication 

 read and comment upon the whole of the final thesis.  

Here we have identified key responsibilities for those supervising research. Every 

supervisor has a different approach and may vary this according to their interpretation 

of your needs, so it is important to talk to them and understand their perspective. What 

are your shared aims and what contribution do they expect from you? 

 Managing the supervision process 

The relationship between the supervisory team and the researcher requires careful 

management by all parties if it is going to be successful. This relationship can be the 

most rewarding or most frustrating aspect of your researcher training and it is likely 

that you will experience both aspects at some time. It is possible for 

misunderstandings to arise between postgraduate researchers and supervisors during 

the course of the degree. So you should expect to encounter problems and feel 

empowered to address them as they arise. 

In order to get the most out of your supervision you should take control of the process 

using some of the following suggestions. 

 Arrange formal supervisory meetings. You can expect your supervisor(s) to 

schedule some formal supervisory meetings but you have a shared responsibility 

for taking the initiative. Don’t be shy asking for a meeting, especially early on in 

the process and as you are approaching completion  

 Prepare an agenda. Putting together a short agenda for each meeting will help 

you to think through what you want to achieve from it. It is also a good idea to send 

the agenda to your supervisor in advance; don't expect them to know the answer 

to every question without any notice 

 Discuss and agree key issues at the start of the project. Spend some time 

early on discussing issues like authorship of papers, research ethics etc., 

depending on the nature of your research project 

 Prepare some work before each meeting. Provide some focus to the meeting 

by preparing a piece of work. Early on in your project you might just produce a list 
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of what you have read or done, but as the project develops you are likely to be 

able to give data, analysis, papers, presentations and early drafts of chapters. As 

a trainee researcher you must expect to receive feedback and criticism. The 

purpose of this is to improve your performance: try not to take it personally. If you 

feel demoralised by largely negative feedback then ask for further suggestions on 

how to improve  

 Deal with problems as they arise. Meetings with your supervisor are a good 

place to discuss problems that you are having. Often these will be related to 

technical or resource issues but also be prepared to discuss issues around the 

style and frequency of supervision. Supervisors generally want to do a good job 

so if you make suggestions for improvements they will usually be willing to try them  

 Summarise meetings. Once you have finished a meeting summarise what you 

have discussed on no more than one sheet of paper. Keep a copy for your own 

record and send one to your supervisor. This will help to ensure that you follow 

through on any actions decided in your supervision and will highlight any 

misunderstandings. You may also wish to use the template (List of all Research 

Supervision Meetings) in the handbook’s Appendix.  

 Feel free to discuss things beyond your project. Your supervisory team are 

key contacts for you and they will expect to be asked for advice on your life and 

your career. Where necessary, your supervisor may suggest other contacts to you 

depending on the help you need. 

Remember that your supervisors are your biggest ally in the completion of the project. 

They are interested in your subject and there to help you so give all of their suggestions 

careful consideration. While they are not always right they do have the benefit of 

experience and you should take the opportunity to learn from their mistakes as well as 

your own. 

It is important to remember though that your supervisor(s) are only one of the key 

relationships in your research journey. It is also important to think about the other 

people who you draw support and guidance from. For example, librarians or archivists 

may be of key importance to the successful pursuit of your degree. Research staff 

employed on grants, fellowships or postdoctoral positions who work in your School will 

generally have more experience than you and may be more practically involved than 

your supervisor(s). They are likely to vividly remember what it was like to do a research 

degree and can be a great source of inspiration as well as information. Trainers, 

advisors and career staff will offer particular help to postgraduate researchers. It is 

worth finding out what other staff exist in the University and what kinds of issue they 

will be able to give you advice and support on. Other postgraduate researchers are a 

really important source of peer support too. Building up strong networks of peers in 

your immediate environment and beyond will be invaluable to you as you undertake 

your research degree.  
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Your Role as a Researcher 

While your supervisory team is a key resource in the conduct of a research degree, 
ultimately the responsibility for the project rests with you. Typically you, as the 
researcher, are expected to: 

 take responsibility for finding out what is expected  

 take the initiative in raising problems or difficulties  

 help the supervisory team to ensure consistency  

 discuss with the supervisory team how to make guidance more effective, 

including disability related concerns 

 agree, organise and attend mutually convenient meetings, contribute to their 

agenda and circulate work in advance 

 undertake research training as agreed and where need is identified 

 undertake recommended reading  

 produce written work as agreed  

 comply with formal reporting procedures and inform supervisors of the progress 

of your research  

 tell supervisors about difficulties you encounter in your work  

 arrange for informal sharing of information and practice  

 generate your own ideas  

 set realistic deadlines  

 ask when you don't understand 

 set yourself goals and pursue them with confidence and determination 

 divide your study time into core and non-core topics 

 plan your methodology and study well in advance 

 strike a balance between home, learning and research 

 get as much feedback as possible on your deliverables 

 engage well with the local and international research community 

 decide when to submit the thesis and ensure that it is submitted on time  

 ensure that the thesis complies with University regulations 

All postgraduate researchers are expected to be proactive, independent and 

assertive. So if you need help you will usually have to ask for it. 

There are many books available with practical tips, for example:  
● Joan Bolker, Writing Your Dissertation in Fifteen Minutes a Day (Owl 

Books) 
● Wayne C. Booth, Gregory G. Colomb, and Joseph M. Williams, 

The Craft of Research (University of Chicago Press)  
● Patrick Dunleavy, Authoring a PhD: How to Plan, Draft, Write and 

Finish a Doctoral Thesis or Dissertation (Palgrave Macmillan) 
● John A. Finn, Getting a PhD: An Action Plan to Help You Manage 

Your Research, Your supervisor and Your project (Routledge) 
● Stephen Marshall and Nick Green, Your PhD Companion: The Insider 

Guide to Mastering the Practical Realities of Getting Your PhD (How 
to Books) 

● Rowena Murray, How to Write a Thesis (Open University Press) 
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Staying Healthy 

If you are moving somewhere new it is also important to devote some time to building 

up a social network. Achieving the right work/life balance will help you as you 

progress with your degree. If all you do is work you will burn out before you reach the 

end of your degree. 

As a researcher working towards a research degree (in the case of a doctorate the 

highest academic qualification), you should expect to be challenged, but the demands 

of your research should not affect your health or happiness. This section suggests way 

to reduce the pressure when life as a postgraduate researcher gets unhealthily 

stressful. 

 Don't work all the time 

It is easy to end up doing nothing by working. This approach is neither efficient nor 

effective so try to make a change. Start by planning 'quality time' away from your 

research every week. 

If you are studying part time, it is even more important to achieve a good balance 

between work, study and home life - make sure there is some dedicated time just for 

you.  

Try to take proper lunch breaks when you don't think about your research. For 

example, you could spend a lunch-hour playing sports. 

 Get away from it all 

Spending time away from your research can be the most positive thing you can do 

when you are feeling stressed. It is expected that you will take some leave during 

every year of your research degree. A week or so away can have a huge impact on 

your approach to your research when you get back. 

Try to make the most of time with family or friends unconnected with your research. 

Where possible, leave gaps in your daily schedule to enjoy a research-free break. 

 Enjoy other things 

Your research is important, but it should not take over your life. Try and ensure that 

you have some other activities that stimulate a different part of your brain, such as: 

 making better use of time with your family  

 doing something creative like learning an instrument or taking up art  

 taking an evening class at a local college  

 doing some voluntary work  

 university societies or clubs  

 sports activity.  
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 Extra-curricular activities can be a good distraction from your degree and can 

provide you with a wider social network to draw on. It is also worth noting that 

people's voluntary or leisure activities often given them good experience and 

ideas for their next step in their careers. 

 Eat and live healthily 

It's obvious, but looking after yourself means eating regular meals, enough fruit and 

vegetables and being aware of your alcohol, fat and sugar intake. Plan in some form 

of regular physical exercise, maintain close relationships and get sufficient sleep. 

 Get some help  

There are many routes to getting support. Some relate to your research studies, others 

offer emotional or practical support - always entirely confidential. Don't hesitate to visit 

the student counsellors or call Nightline if you need to talk to someone outside your 

current situation (see dedicated section on support for some useful contacts). They 

may know of other support you haven't considered. Always tackle problems early and 

don't allow them to risk your long-term health or reduce the chances of completing 

your degree. 
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Resources and Support  

More information on any of the services listed in this section can be found on 

myNapier: http://my.napier.ac.uk/Pages/Home.aspx. 

 

A - Z of University Services 

 

Advice & Guidance 

It is your responsibility to speak to someone if you run into difficulties or have personal 

problems and there are many ways to get help, some of these are: 

• ISAS (see Independent Student Advice Service). 

• Student Advisers can offer impartial guidance that can help you if you are considering 

changing your course or withdrawing from university. 

• Nightline is an independent listening, emotional support, information and supplies 

service, run by students for students and open at night when few other services are 

available and can be contacted on 0131 557 4444 (8pm-8am) or at 

http://www.ednightline.com. 

 

Counselling 

Student Counselling provides counselling to support students who have personal 

issues causing them concern or when they are emotionally upset. The service 

provided offers students an opportunity to talk to trained counsellors in a confidential 

setting. 

The counsellors hold frequent drop-in sessions and provide various therapies, 

workshops and self-help strategies as well as counselling. If you need to contact a 

Counsellor, please email counselling@napier.ac.uk or phone 0131 455 2929. 

 

Disability & Inclusion 

Colleagues in the Disability & Inclusion unit can help if you have a disability, health 

condition or specific learning difficulty for which you may need additional support at 

university. The team provides specialist information and advice and can help with 

arranging any support you need (including exam allowances), assistance with applying 

for Disabled Student’s Allowance and can arrange assessments for dyslexia and other 

learning needs.  

http://my.napier.ac.uk/Pages/Home.aspx
http://www.ednightline.com/
mailto:support@napier.ac.uk
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For the School of Computing, our designated contact person is Rob Kemmer 

Room C67, Merchiston 

Phone:  0131 455 2737; Email: R.Kemmer@napier.ac.uk 

 

 

Emergencies 

In the event of an emergency on campus, telephone 0131 455 4444 or 4444 (from any 

internal phone) to access our Security Control Room. 

 

Independent Student Advice Service (ISAS) 

The Independent Student Advice Service (ISAS) offers a comprehensive and 

generalist welfare rights and education advice service. The service is funded by Napier 

Students’ Association and is independent of the University. The aim of the service is 

to provide students with clear, accurate and objective advice and information so that 

you can make an informed choice regarding whatever options are available. The 

service is free, confidential and non-judgemental.  

Our advisers are all professional members of staff with many years’ experience of 

advising Edinburgh Napier students on issues such as student funding, budgeting, 

debt management, housing and employment rights, benefit entitlement, health and 

well-being, immigration, academic appeals, student discipline and complaints, student 

representation, University policies, facilities, services and programme-related 

enquiries.  

For an appointment telephone 0131 229 8791, email isas@napier.ac.uk and for more 

information see the ‘Student Survival Guide’ booklet available from NSA. 

 

Information Services - On Campus IT 

Within the University we provide access to PCs and Apple Macs across campuses. 

Opening hours vary, but the 500-seat Jack Kilby Computing Centre (JKCC) at 

Merchiston campus is open 24/7 during trimesters 1 and 2. 

On campus we provide access to: 

• PCs 

• Wi-Fi network connections for your laptop 

mailto:R.Kemmer@napier.ac.uk
mailto:isas@napier.ac.uk
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• Microsoft Office applications and the Internet 

• Specialised software packages to support your study may be available – please 

discuss any specific requirements with your supervisor(s) in the first instance 

• Multi-Functional Devices providing access to printing, scanning and copying 

• A laptop loan service from the main campuses 

• Face-to-face user support for over 70 hours per week in the JKCC (Merchiston 

Campus) and at published times in other suites 

• Convenient vending machines selling IT essentials 

• Special low-priced purchase schemes for software for your own PC 

 

Information Services – Help & Support 

For information about the opening times and location of all computer suites, User 

Guides, where to find further help and other useful information IT Services go to 

myNapier and click on IT. 

Whether on or off campus you have telephone or email support from the IT Support 

Desk via: 

• direct phones in computer suites - no need to dial 

• ext. 3000 (on-campus) or 0131 455 3000 (off-campus) 

• email it.support@napier.ac.uk  

 

Library and Information Services 

The University Library will be central to your studies. The Library website contains 

information and guidance on resources and services, including locating and borrowing 

books and journals, electronic resources, and study space. Library staff can also help 

you with access to other local areas (through the SCONUL agreement). Please see 

dedicated section in this handbook for further details on the Library and Information 

Services. 

 

Matriculation 

Matriculation is the formal process where you register with Edinburgh Napier 

University. As a new student, you will be given a time in which to complete this. If you 

are progressing appropriately, you will not be required to matriculate each year – you 

mailto:it.support@napier.ac.uk
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will be informed by email that you have been automatically re-matriculated. If there are 

any issues with your progress or your record, we will contact you to discuss it. Please 

note that students on Tier 4 visas will be required to attend face-to-face sessions from 

time to time. 

Napier Students’ Association 

All Napier students, part time or full time, are members of the Napier Students’ 

Association, which provides student activities and student representation. There are 

three elected Sabbatical Officers as well as a system of student reps from individual 

schools and programmes. For further information visit www.napierstudents.com. 

 

Office Space 

In the School of Computing, you have access to the Research Student Offices, C35 

C44 and C51. Depending on your subject area, you may have access to other facilities 

and equipment needed for your research project. Please discuss any requirements 

with your supervisor(s) in the first instance. 

 

Regulations 

It is your responsibility to know and abide by the relevant University Regulations and 

Procedures. The following regulations and policies can be accessed via myNapier 

(follow the link ‘Student Administration’): http://my.napier.ac.uk/Pages/Home.aspx 

• Academic Regulations (Sections A-D) – Section D is Research Degree Regulations. 

• Academic Appeals Regulations 

• Learning Information Services Regulations 

• Student Disciplinary Regulations 

• Data Protection Statement for Students 

• Information Security Policy and the Computer Suites acceptable use policy 

• The University’s Student Complaints Policy 

• Scottish Credit and Qualification Framework (SCQF) 

• The University’s smoking policy 

• Disability Policy. 

 

http://www.napierstudents.com/
http://my.napier.ac.uk/Pages/Home.aspx


Research Degrees Handbook 2016/17 Page 16 
 

Security 

There are Security offices at all our main campuses. The main Control Room is 

manned 24 hours and can be contacted on 0131 455 6119. If you feel uneasy on 

campus, please phone the emergency line (0131 455 4444) and ask for an escort to 

the exit. Assistance will normally be with you in 15 minutes. 

 

Sports Service 

There is a fully-equipped Fitness Suite at Sighthill campus where individual fitness 

advice and personalised programmes are available.  

 

Student Cards 

Your student card not only provides you with a means of identification, but also grants 

access to library resources and access to certain labs and buildings (particularly out 

of public hours). It is your responsibility to carry your matriculation card at all times on 

campus. If you card is lost, stolen or expired, please ask at a campus reception about 

getting a new one. 

 

Student Hub 

The Student Hub on the ground floor at Merchiston Campus is staffed during normal 

working hours on weekdays. Colleagues at the Student Hub can direct you to a range 

of other University Services. They can also help with letters of enrolment for the council 

tax exemptions etc. 

 

Student Representatives 

Each year we ask for volunteers to come forward for the role of student representative. 

Student representatives fulfil an important role, liaising between the research student 

community, the research degrees programme leader and the rest of the School. 

Student representatives sit on the School’s Research & Innovation Committee, where 

they have an opportunity to feed back on research student provision in a formal setting. 

The Committee meets three times a year. If you have any general concerns regarding 

resources and facilities potentially affecting the research student community as a 

whole, please contact your student representative(s). Names will be announced at the 

beginning of the academic year. Smaller matters of concern which could be resolved 

more easily should be brought to the attention of your supervisor(s) and/or research 
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degrees programme leader where possible, so that solutions can be sought as quickly 

as possible. 

 

Study Skills 

Workshops to help you develop good academic skills are offered by Student Advisers. 

Keep an eye on the Student Portal for sessions on academic writing or critical thinking 

and much more. 

You can also find lots of tips and advice about studying at Edinburgh Napier via our 

Get Ready for University study website. 

 

University Student Portal MyNapier 

myNapier is your personal gateway to the University’s online environment. It offers 

secure and easy one-step access to all online resources and systems available to help 

you with your studies and it is the tool that lecturers will use to communicate with you. 

myNapier can be accessed wherever you are in the world for access to: 

• The Virtual Learning Environment Moodle 

• Your personal Edinburgh Napier University email account 

• Secure areas for you to store your files on the University network 

• The library system for finding information and using electronic resources 

• The personal details the University holds about you in order to update them  

• NSA and departmental websites 

• Communications, including University-wide news and events, NSA announcements 

and school announcements. 
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Library and Information Services 

If you are new to Edinburgh Napier University, make sure you have completed the online 

Introduction to Computing and the Library at: http://bit.ly/ISintroduction. This will give you the 

basic information you need to get started. 

 

Our libraries 

Edinburgh Napier University has three libraries, located at 

Craiglockhart, Merchiston and Sighthill. The libraries have 

collections related to the subjects taught on each campus. 

 

Find up-to-date information on everything from using the 

libraries and opening hours to accessing research 

resources at http://my.napier.ac.uk/Library/ and        

 http://staff.napier.ac.uk/services/library/research.  

Getting started  

When you start your research project, make an appointment with your subject librarian. He 

or she can give you an idea of the current information landscape for your particular subject 

to save you time, and will be your contact if you want to suggest new library items related to 

your research. See http://bit.ly/mysubjectlibrarian  

 

Finding literature  

Start at LibrarySearch http://librarysearch.napier.ac.uk  for an overview of the literature 

available to you at Edinburgh Napier University.  LibrarySearch helps you get to the full text 

quickly, but it doesn’t cover absolutely everything available. To 

perform an in-depth literature review for a research project, 

you will need to use subject-specific databases. 

Using subject-specific databases 

To access the A-Z list of databases go to LibrarySearch 

http://librarysearch.napier.ac.uk and click on Databases. 

There are over 180 databases, including Sage Research 

Methods Online which can help with deciding about research 

methods for your project.  

Library subject guides will guide you to the best databases 

and resources for your area. 

See http://bit.ly/librarysubjectguides   

 

Getting items the library doesn’t have 

If the library doesn’t have the item you need, you can: 

 Request it using inter-library loan. See http://bit.ly/otherlibraryloan  

 Visit other libraries (e.g. Edinburgh University or Heriot-Watt) through the SCONUL 

Access scheme. Find out more and register for the scheme at: 

http://www.sconul.ac.uk/sconul-access  

http://bit.ly/ISintroduction
http://my.napier.ac.uk/Library/
http://staff.napier.ac.uk/services/library/research
http://bit.ly/mysubjectlibrarian
http://librarysearch.napier.ac.uk/
http://librarysearch.napier.ac.uk/
http://bit.ly/librarysubjectguides
http://bit.ly/otherlibraryloan
http://www.sconul.ac.uk/sconul-access
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 Use the National Library of Scotland. See http://www.nls.uk/using-the-library/library-

cards  

Organising your references 

Key to starting any large research project is making sure you keep track of your reading and 

referencing, so you can evidence this in writing up and easily produce reference lists. There 

are a number of different reference management software options including: 

    

See http://bit.ly/libraryhelpsheets  

Watch out for workshops on reference management advertised as part of the Academic 

Skills Workshop programme 

 

IT Services  

Edinburgh Napier University has Computer Suites at each of the 3 main 

campuses.  The Jack Kilby Computer Centre (JKCC) at Merchiston is open 

24 hours a day, 7 days a week during term time.  Find out more at: 

http://bit.ly/ComputerSuites  

As an Edinburgh Napier student you are entitled to free Anti-Virus software.  

Download the Virus Protection software and find out more about information 

security at: http://bit.ly/ITStaySafe  

 

You have access to the free eduroam Wi-Fi service both on campus and at other 

participating institutions.  Connect via the Wireless-Help network using your 

University password: http://bit.ly/ITWiFi      

 

Your Office 365 Edinburgh Napier email account provides you with 25GB of 

storage – access it via the Email link on the myNapier homepage. Find out more at: 

http://bit.ly/EmailOffice365  

 

Moodle is Edinburgh Napier’s virtual learning environment.  Once you have 

matriculated you will automatically be registered on Moodle and enrolled on your 

modules and programmes that use Moodle. Access Moodle and find out more at: 

http://bit.ly/EdNapMoodle  

 

You have access to 500MB of data storage via your personal data area (H drive) on 

the University network. You also have 1TB of cloud storage via your Office 365 

OneDrive account.   Find out more at:  http://bit.ly/SavingFiles  

http://www.nls.uk/using-the-library/library-cards
http://www.nls.uk/using-the-library/library-cards
http://bit.ly/libraryhelpsheets
http://moodle.napier.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=9308&section=1
http://moodle.napier.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=9308&section=1
http://bit.ly/ComputerSuites
http://bit.ly/ITStaySafe
http://bit.ly/ITWiFi
http://bit.ly/EmailOffice365
http://bit.ly/EdNapMoodle
http://bit.ly/SavingFiles


Research Degrees Handbook 2016/17 Page 20 
 

 

As well as email and data storage, your Office 365 account also gives you 

access to the full MS Office suite of programs for free! Installation instructions 

can be found at:  http://bit.ly/ITOffice365   Information about other software 

available for home use can be found at: http://bit.ly/SoftwareHome  

Edinburgh Napier offers students the use of Novi Survey, a web-based 

survey application to facilitate the gathering and analysis of data from 

different audiences, both on and off campus: http://bit.ly/ITNovi  

 

The Virtual Desktop Service (VDS) gives you access to all the University’s 

services and desktop applications from your own devices (both on & off campus).  

Find out more at: http://bit.ly/VirtualDS  

 

Additional information about all of the University’s IT Services can be found on 

myNapier:  http://my.napier.ac.uk/IT     

 

 

 

  

http://bit.ly/ITOffice365
http://bit.ly/SoftwareHome
http://bit.ly/ITNovi
http://bit.ly/VirtualDS
http://my.napier.ac.uk/IT
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Academic and Professional Development 

 

Researcher Development at Edinburgh Napier 

The University offers a range of training and professional development opportunities 

at School and University level, occasionally in conjunction with external 

organisations, such as the Scottish Graduate School for Arts & Humanities. Look out 

for announcements via email.  

Edinburgh Napier is also a member of Vitae, an organisation dedicated to world-

class professional and career development of researchers. The Vitae website has a 

wealth of resources and advice designed specifically for researchers, whether your 

ambition is to stay within or move outside academia. Some of this information has 

been used in this handbook. The resources include careers information, professional 

development and research management, including: 

 Advice for completing a doctorate 

 Career destinations and career stories of doctoral graduates 

 Example CVs 

 Professional development tools, including the Researcher Development 

Framework (RDF) (see also handbook Appendix) 

 Researcher booklets 

 Managing a researcher career 

 Equality and diversity in research careers 

 And much more! 

Register with Vitae using your institutional .ac.uk email address for full access to the 

website. Tick ‘I would like to receive Vitae updates and information’ to receive news 

relevant to researchers’. 

As part of your academic and professional development, it is essential that you keep 

a record of any training or development activities. This will be a powerful tool for 

personal reflection on your development, with or without your supervisor(s), but it will 

also feed into future CVs or job letters. You may wish to use the record of activities 

template in the Appendix. 

 

The following websites may also be useful: 

 PORT: Postgraduate Online Research Training – http://port.sas.ac.uk/ (the 

tutorials and videos sections are useful) 

 Educational Resources for Postgraduate Research by Pat Cryer – 

http://www.postgradresources.info/index.htm 

 Prospects: UK Graduate Careers - www.prospects.ac.uk  

http://www.sgsah.ac.uk/
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/membership/%40%40register
http://port.sas.ac.uk/
http://www.postgradresources.info/index.htm
http://www.prospects.ac.uk/
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Teaching 

Teaching can be an important developmental opportunity during your research 

degree, especially if you would like to pursue an academic career. The School will 

attempt to offer appropriate teaching opportunities, as well as related support and 

mentoring, where possible. Please discuss these options with your supervisor(s) in 

the first instance. While you may wish to do some teaching during your research 

degree, it is important to ensure that it does not hold up your formal progress unduly. 

 

Conference Attendance and Funding for Research Activities 

We encourage you to attend and present at conferences in your area of research. 

Such events are important networking opportunities and offer your chance to expose 

yourself to questions and comments in front of an external audience. This can be 

daunting at first but is an important part of your development as a researcher. See 

also the Appendix for more detailed tips on effective research presentations and look 

out for related training event. 

The School hosts an annual Research Student Conference which we would like 

you to attend. You should also present at this conference at least once during your 

time with us. If you are a funded student, you may be expected to present every 

year. The conference is an excellent opportunity for practising research 

presentations and your ability to respond to questions and feedback in a friendly 

environment.  

The School of Computing provides funding for Research Degree Students to attend 

conferences and/or training as appropriate. Decisions on funding are made by the 

Research Degrees Programme Leader on a case by case basis. Each student should 

discuss any funding request with their supervisor(s) and then approach the Research 

Degrees Programme Leader with a breakdown of the costs and a rationale for the 

request. Please make sure you allow plenty of time when putting in a request – it may 

not be possible to approve last-minute requests, and it is generally not possible to 

make retrospective requests.  
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Reviewing your Progress: Formal University Procedures 

All research degree students must complete regular formal progress reviews. The 

purpose of these reviews is to recognise good progress, consider development needs 

and to discuss any issues affecting progress which students/supervisors feel need 

addressed in terms of, for example, the research project, supervision support and/or 

training and development.  

 

The Progress Review Process 

Your Director of Studies will organise the progress reviews, but it would also be 

helpful for you to plan them into your own schedule and remind your 

supervisors in advance so that you are all prepared for the reviews. At least one 

of your supervisors must attend the review. An independent reviewer must attend the 

review – their role is to check your progress in developing your project at the relevant 

degree level so they may ask you a range of questions about your project and your 

skills development. This is good practice for your viva. Close to the end of the review, 

the independent reviewer may ask supervisors to leave the room so that they can 

speak with you confidentially – this is to allow you to raise any other issues you wish. 

At the end of the review you may be told the outcome of the review immediately and 

given a summary of key feedback. However, it is also possible that there may be a 

period of adjournment whilst a decision and feedback are agreed with your 

supervisors.   

You will be asked to confirm that you understand and are in agreement with the 

reviewers report and feedback by signing the appropriate progress review form. A 

copy of this form and report will be sent to the School Research Degrees Meeting to 

be considered, and then a copy will be lodged in your file.  

At each review the candidate must submit a written report detailing their research 

work. The format of the report will depend on the particular review – there are three 

main reviews which you should be aware of. Please also refer to the Research 

Degrees Framework for further detail. 

Name of Review & 
Timing 

For
m 

Student written report Outcome(s) of 
the review 

Determination of 
Thesis Topic and 
Programme of Study 
  
 

RD
4 

Research Proposal of not 
more than 5 pages which 
contains: a statement of the 
context and background for 
the research (including a 
brief literature review); a 
statement of the research 
questions, hypotheses or 
focus of the study; an 
outline of the methods of 

Discussion around 
the research and 
programme of 
study has been 
undertaken, any 
training 
requirements have 
been considered, 
ethical implications 
have been 
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enquiry to be used, the data 
to be gathered, and how it 
is to be analysed (if 
applicable); a report of any 
research already 
undertaken; a bibliography 
of literature already 
reviewed and the 
conclusions reached; a 
clear plan of work for the 
next six months; and an 
outline plan of the work 
required to complete the 
research programme. 
 

addressed (if 
applicable), and 
the student has the 
potential to 
complete the 
programme of 
study. 

Determination of 
Target Degree (Report 
of the Transfer 
Review) 
 
 

RD
5 

You should provide a 
‘transfer report’ which 
details your intended 
research, your progress 
and the ways in which your 
project will contribute to 
knowledge in your chosen 
field. The transfer panel will 
comment on the standard 
of presentation and 
structure; awareness of the 
topic’s wider context and 
the frontiers of knowledge; 
the literature review; 
references; awareness of 
alternative approaches; 
and engagement with 
ethical issues (if relevant). 
Ultimately they are trying to 
assess whether you have 
set out a realistic work 
programme, likely to enable 
you to attain the degree 
sought. 
 

One of the 
following: 
- the candidate 

should be 
registered for 
the degree of 
Doctor of 
Philosophy; 

- the candidate 
should be 
registered for 
the degree of 
Master of 
Philosophy; 

- the candidate 
should be 
registered for 
the degree of 
Masters by 
Research; 

- Refer - the 
candidate 
should resubmit 
the Transfer 
Report by 
……… ; 

- the candidate 
should 
withdraw from 
the programme 
of research. 

 

Report on Research 
Student Progress 
(Progress Review) 

RD
6 

Summary report on 
progress. This process 
allows your supervision 

One of the 
following: 
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team to comment on your 
progress twice a year. 
There is always an 
independent member on 
the review panel who is not 
associated with your 
supervision – they will give 
comments from an 
objective perspective. You 
will be required to 
comment on your own 
progress during the 
previous year both in terms 
of your degree and also 
your personal and 
professional development 
throughout the year. 
 

- continue with 
current target 
degree; 

- change target 
degree to 
lesser degree, 
e.g. 
MPhil/MRes ; 

- refer student 
and re-review 
on ………… ; 

- student to 
withdraw from 
the programme 
of study. 
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Changes to Study Arrangements 

Over the course of your studies, your circumstances may change. There are 

regulations which govern how we assist you in choosing the best option for your 

studies. For details on suspension of studies, changes to mode of study or changes 

to your supervision team, please refer to the Research Degrees Framework. 

 

Withdrawing from your degree 

Occasionally people embark on a research degree and then decide it is not for them. 

There is no stigma in withdrawing from a research degree; many people go on to have 

highly successful lives with no regrets. However, before you take any such decision 

try and talk to someone (not necessarily your supervisors) about what you are thinking. 

You may find it helpful to think through the following questions. 

- Why did you decide to do a research degree?  

- What has changed?  

- Have you liked anything about studying for the degree?  

- What have you particularly disliked?  

- Would anything be different if you had a different supervisor/ project/ School?  

- Is there anything external to your degree that is having an impact on this decision?  

- What will you do instead of your research?  

- Would this decision inhibit you in pursuing a career you were hoping to?  

- How long have you got to go versus the time you have already invested?  

- When do you need to make the decision by?  

What options do you have? 

- You can withdraw tomorrow and never look back  

- You can renew your resolve and decide to keep going  

- Possibly change supervisor/ project/ School  

- You can give yourself a time limit (I'll see how it goes for the next three months)  

- You can ask to suspend your registration for an agreed period with the idea that 

you will return later  

- Submit earlier for an alternative qualification, such as a Masters  

Take the time to reflect objectively. If you delay the decision or suspend your 

registration use the time to deal with the problems that are stopping you from enjoying 

the research degree. Don't take the decision in isolation; use all the support you can 

draw on from your network such as family and friends but also institutional support 

mechanisms such as the School Research Degrees Programme Leader, counselling 

services or careers advisors. 

If you do decide to withdraw from your studies, please consult with your supervisor(s) 

and refer to the Research Degrees Framework for details on how to do this. 
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University Regulations Regarding Thesis Presentation 

The University Research Degree Regulations set out the expected format of your 
thesis – it is useful to take these regulations into account early on when writing the 
thesis so that you have adhered to all the requirements. Leaving the presentation until 
the end may mean taking longer to format the thesis. 
 
EXTRACT FROM: Research Degrees Framework 
Section Six: The Research Thesis 
 
The length of the thesis will depend to some extent on the area of research and the 

academic discipline. Different disciplines and subject areas will require different 

levels of discursive text. Some subject areas will have norms or expectations about, 

for example, the balance between writing and the graphic display of information, or 

between writing and the production of creative artefacts. Consequently Edinburgh 

Napier does not set a minimum word count. However, there is a maximum number of 

words permitted for each award: 

Standard Research Thesis 

Award Maximum word length 

MRes 30,000 

MPhil 50,000 

PhD 80,000 

DBA 40,000 

PhD by Published Works 25,000 (critical appraisal) 

 

Creative Practice 

Where the work to be examined includes material other than a standard thesis (for 

example, musical scores, or films) the maximum words allowed for the written thesis 

is: 

Award Maximum word length 

MRes 12,000 

MPhil 20,000 

PhD 40,000 

PhD by Published Works 40,000 (critical appraisal) 

 

What is included in the word count?  
 
The word count only applies to the main body of the thesis. The rule of thumb is that 
everything from the first word of the introduction to the last word of the conclusion is 
included in the word. Therefore, in-text citations count and headings and sub-
headings count. 
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The word count does not include acknowledgements, the abstract, tables and 
diagrams, headings to tables and diagrams, the bibliography or list of references, 
appendices.  
 

What the thesis should look like 

There is a set of rules governing what the thesis should look like, and particular things 

that must be included in it. These rules apply to the thesis submitted for examination 

and also to the final, approved version of the thesis. There are additional rules about 

the final version. Please refer to section 6 in the Research Degrees Framework 

for details on what the thesis should look like.  

 

The decision to submit your thesis - knowing it is finished 

Making the decision that your thesis is ready to submit is very daunting. There will 

always be more research that you could do, a new journal article to read and a chapter 

that you could re-write. However, remember that your thesis will never be perfect and 

that you have the opportunity to develop it further after your research degree if you 

want to publish all or some of it. A research degree does not have to be the last word 

on your particular subject. 

To decide whether to submit ask yourself the following questions: 

 What does your supervisor think? Have you explicitly asked ‘will it pass?' and 

‘should I submit now?'  

 What institutional, personal and financial deadlines are you working to? It is 

better to plan to complete to your deadlines rather than being forced to wrap it 

up quickly due to external pressure.  

 How does it compare to other recent theses? In theory it only has to be good 

enough to pass: it doesn't have to be better than the best.  

 What else could you do? If your ideas for improving the thesis all involve months 

or even years of work, they probably aren't very realistic.  

Please ensure that you look on myNapier and in the Research Degrees 

Framework for guidelines on submitting your thesis and the thesis submission 

checklist.  
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Your Viva 

Once you have submitted your thesis you will be invited to defend the work at a ‘viva 

voce' (Latin for ‘by live voice'). The viva is a daunting prospect, but the fact that you 

are about to face it means that your degree is almost complete. Many people really 

enjoy this experience of discussing their research with genuinely interested experts. 

Remember that it is also a potentially important networking opportunity.   

When your thesis is almost ready to submit, your supervisors will set up an 

examination team for the Viva. Your supervision team will probably discuss the 

options for the exam team with you and will then make a final decision. A formal 

application for approval of the examination team will then be considered by the 

University Research Degrees Committee.  

Please note that MRes candidates do need an examination team but will normally be 

assessed by thesis only. However, if examiners are unable to reach a decision on this 

basis, they may request that a viva voce examination is held.  

Preparation 

Take the preparation for your viva seriously and devote a substantial amount of time 

to it. Use the viva preparation checklist to help you to prepare. 

General Viva Checklist 

 I know my thesis thoroughly  

 I have written a one-page summary of each chapter  

 I have continued to work with my thesis after submission or have begun to 

prepare a conference paper or publication  

 I am able to explain how my thesis fits into the big picture  

 I have kept up to date with relevant literature  

 I know what the implications of my research are to both theory and practice  

 I have had a mock viva with my main supervisor  

 I have asked my peers to quiz and challenge me about my thesis  

 I have explained my thesis to friends and family who are not familiar with it  

 I have investigated the backgrounds and publications of my examiners  

 I have looked at my institution's guidelines for vivas  

 I have produced a list of likely questions  

 I have identified areas of my thesis that are likely to be challenged  

 I have marked up my thesis to help me refer to it in the viva  

Have a look at How to survive your viva by Rowena Murray or The Doctoral 

Examination Process: A handbook for students, examiners and supervisors by Penny 

Tinkler and Carolyn Jackson.  

Things you may wish to take into the viva 
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 your thesis - marked with post-its if you wish  

 a list of questions that you might be asked and your planned responses  

 any questions that you want to ask your examiners  

 additional notes which you have made during your revision.  

During the viva 

Your study will have strengths and weaknesses: it is essential that you are prepared 

to discuss both. You could think of any weaknesses as an opportunity to demonstrate 

your skill at critical appraisal. Examiners will seek to find and discuss weaknesses in 

all theses. Do not interpret criticism as indication of a possible negative outcome. 

Examiners have different personalities, styles and levels of experience. Sometimes a 

candidate may feel that a challenge is made in a confrontational way. Experienced, 

effective examiners will not be inappropriately confrontational, but some will. Do not 

take offence. A relaxed, thoughtful, and non-confrontational response from you will 

help re-balance the discussion. 

 ask for clarification of ambiguous questions or ask for the question to be 

repeated if necessary  

 take time to think before answering  

 be prepared to ask questions and enter into a dialogue with your examiners  

 be ready to admit if you don't know the answer to a question  

 be prepared to express opinions of your own.  

You are not expected to have perfect recall of your thesis and everything that you have 

read and done. If you get flustered, or need to refer to notes your examiners will 

understand. They have been in your situation themselves! 

 

The following websites may be useful: 

 PhD Viva: Viva stories and advice – www.phd-viva.com  

 Nasty PhD Viva Questions (by Andrew Broad) - 

http://pages.cpsc.ucalgary.ca/~saul/wiki/uploads/Chapter1/NastyPhDQuestion

s.html 

 Ten tips for getting through your PhD Viva - http://www.jobs.ac.uk/careers-

advice/studentships/633/ten-tips-for-getting-through-your-phd-viva 

 

  

http://www.phd-viva.com/
http://pages.cpsc.ucalgary.ca/~saul/wiki/uploads/Chapter1/NastyPhDQuestions.html
http://pages.cpsc.ucalgary.ca/~saul/wiki/uploads/Chapter1/NastyPhDQuestions.html
http://www.jobs.ac.uk/careers-advice/studentships/633/ten-tips-for-getting-through-your-phd-viva
http://www.jobs.ac.uk/careers-advice/studentships/633/ten-tips-for-getting-through-your-phd-viva
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After your viva 

You thought it was all over... but there are normally outcomes to address after the viva: 

Possible outcomes of the viva 

Usually there will still be a bit more work to do and in some cases substantially more. 

Find out the Regulations on viva outcomes as outlined in the Research Degrees 

Framework before you go into your viva so that you know what to expect.  

At the end of the examination the examiners may recommend: 

Decision Subsidiary Criteria What does this mean? Timescales 
for 

required 
changes* 

a  Pass  The candidate is awarded 
the degree 
unconditionally.  

Your work is judged to be 

outstanding and to need 

no correction. 

N/A 

b  Pass  The candidate is awarded 
the degree, subject to the 
completion of minor 
amendments.  
 

Your examiners are 

broadly happy with the 

thesis, but have a few 

minor suggestions that 

they would like you to 

incorporate. 

2 months 

c  Pass  The candidate is awarded 
the degree, subject to the 
completion of major 
amendments.  

Your examiners feel that 

the thesis needs further 

work to be of the required 

standard. This might 

include, for example, 

enhancing/developing 

sections, adding crucial 

information or taking 

more of a critical or 

analytical approach. 

6 months 

d  Resu
bmit  

The candidate is required 
to make substantial 
amendments to the thesis 
for re-examination, but 
not to undergo a second 
viva.  

Your examiners feel that 

the thesis needs further 

work to be of the required 

standard. This might 

include, for example, 

rewriting chapters, doing 

more research, and/or 

12 months 

e  Resu
bmit 
with 
seco

The candidate is required 
to make substantial 
amendments to the thesis 

12 months 
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nd 
viva  

for re-examination, and to 
undergo a second viva.  

including additional 

literature. 

In addition, the examiners 
will confirm whether you 
must go through the viva 
again or not. 
 

f  Fail  The candidate is invited 
to resubmit for 
examination for the 
award of another 
research degree (MPhil, 
MRes, as appropriate).  

Examiners may use the 

MRes/MPhil degree to 

recognise research that is 

of good quality but that is 

too narrow for a 

doctorate.  

6 months 

g  Fail  The candidate is not 
permitted to submit 
again.  

This category is only 

usually used in cases of 

plagiarism or where the 

examiners judge that the 

candidate will never be 

able to complete the 

degree.  

N/A 

*These amendment periods apply equally to full-time and part-time students. 

Examiners will decide who must consider the corrections, i.e. the internal examiner, 

the external examiner, or both examiners. Most people fall within the minor or major 

corrections categories. This means that you will have some corrections to complete. 

However, regardless of the number of corrections that you have to do at this stage the 

overwhelming majority of people who reach viva go on to achieve their degree.  
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Corrections and Resubmission of your Thesis 

After your viva you are very likely to have some corrections to complete before you 

are awarded your degree. Very few people have no corrections at all. The extent can 

range from a few spelling mistakes to rewriting or adding complete chapters. People 

can find it very hard to carry them out, but you are probably closer to completion that 

you initially feel. Aim to complete your corrections within the deadline set or, ideally, 

as soon as possible to use the momentum. 

In order to be sure that your corrections make the right changes: 

 You can, if you feel able, take notes during the viva and write them up 

immediately after – this is not easy to do as you will be concentrating on 

discussing your thesis.  

 One supervisor may attend the viva at your request and may take notes during 

the viva.  

 Meet with your main supervisor to discuss the changes that you need to make  

 Analyse the examiners' report carefully to make sure that you have dealt with 

all of the issues that they raise – you can do a separate document for the 

examiners which explains where and how you have completed the changes.  

 Proofread your work again  

 

Please see the Research Degrees Framework for guidelines on submission of 

the final thesis (after corrections) and graduation. 
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Appendix A: Useful Research Degree Contacts 

1. The School of Computing Research Team: 

Wendy Cairney, Finance Coordinator/Administrator 

Room C34, Merchiston 

Phone: 0131 455 2651; Email: W.Cairney@napier.ac.uk 

Wendy supports the School’s Research & Innovation Committee and administers 

research student funding. Once your funding request has been approved by the 

School’s Research Degrees Programme Leader, Wendy will organize bookings for 

you.  

 

Katy Thierens, Administrator 

Room C34, Merchiston 

Phone:  0131 455 2704; Email: K.Thierens@napier.ac.uk 

 

Katy administers paperwork relating to research degrees, including your progress 

review forms. She supports the School Research Degrees meeting which considers 

research student progress twice a year. 

 

Professor Ahmed Al-Dubai, Research Degrees Programme Leader 

Room D53, Merchiston 

Phone: 0131 455 2796; Email: A.Al-Dubai@napier.ac.uk  

Ahmed convenes matters pertaining to research degrees in the School, including 

queries, applications, progress reviews, training and professional development. He is 

a member of the University Research Degrees Committee. He is Reader in Computing 

and Networks. 

 

Professor Ben Paechter, Academic Lead for Research 

Room C63, Merchiston  

Phone: 0131 455 2764; Email: B.Paechter@napier.ac.uk 

mailto:A.Al-Dubai@napier.ac.uk
mailto:B.Paechter@napier.ac.uk
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Ben chairs the School’s Research & Innovation Committee. He is Professor in 

Computing and Optimisation. 

Dr Sally Smith, Dean of School of Computing 

Room C66, Merchiston 

Phone: 0131 455 2742; Email: S.Smith@napier.ac.uk 

Sally leads the School of Computing and she is a senior lecturer in software 

engineering.  

2. University Research Degree Contacts 

Professor Chris Atton, Professorial Lead for Researcher Development 

Room G14, Merchiston 

Phone: 0131 455 2223; Email: c.atton@napier.ac.uk 

Chris is the University’s Professorial Lead for Researcher Development, as well as 

member and Vice-convenor of the University’s Research Degrees Committee. He is 

Professor of Media and Culture.  

 

Gráinne Barkess, Research Development Manager 

Research & Innovation Office (RIO), Room H18, Merchiston 

Phone: 0131 455 3341; Email: g.barkess@napier.ac.uk 

Gráinne organises and delivers training sessions for researchers across the 

University. She works with the University’s Professorial Lead for Researcher 

Development, School contacts and external bodies to maximise opportunities for the 

University’s researchers at different stages of their career.  

 

Karen Henderson, Research Degrees Assistant 

Research & Innovation Office (RIO), Room H18, Merchiston  

Phone: 0131 455 2606; Email: researchdegrees@napier.ac.uk 

Karen works with Annie Ogletree to maintain all student records at University level. 

She may contact you about your progress, examination arrangements and final award 

confirmation when necessary. 

 

mailto:S.Smith@napier.ac.uk
mailto:c.atton@napier.ac.uk
mailto:k.henderson@napier.ac.uk
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Professor Anne Munro, Convenor of the University Research Degrees 

Committee 

Room 2/50, Craiglockhart 

Phone: 0131 455 4342; Email: am.munro@napier.ac.uk 

Anne chairs the University Research Degrees Committee, overseeing the 

administration and strategic development of research degrees across all Schools.  She 

is Professor of Work and Industrial Relations in the Business School.  

 

Annie Ogletree, Research Degrees Officer 

Research & Innovation Office (RIO), Room H18, Merchiston  

Phone: 0131 455 5032; Email: researchdegrees@napier.ac.uk  

Annie has a wealth of experience in the area of research degrees administration and 

works to maintain all student records at University level. She is also the clerk to the 

University Research Degrees Committee and therefore may contact you about your 

progress, examination arrangements and final award confirmation when necessary.  

 

3.  Library Contacts 

Jane Haigh, Information Services Advisor for the School of Computing 

Room L23, Merchiston 

Phone: 0131 455 2277; Email: J.Haigh@napier.ac.uk 

 

Ask in the library for details on the SCONUL card which allows 

access/borrowing rights in other universities 

If you are not sure whom to contact at any time, please ask your supervisor(s) 

in the first instance, and they will then direct you to the most appropriate 

member of staff. 

  

mailto:am.munro@napier.ac.uk
mailto:researchdegrees@napier.ac.uk
mailto:J.Haigh@napier.ac.uk
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Appendix B: Research Integrity – Being a Responsible Researcher 

EXTRACT FROM: Research Degrees Framework  
Section 1.4: Research Integrity 
 

All staff and students involved in research at the University have a personal 

responsibility to ensure that their work meets the highest standards of research ethics 

and governance and that it does not bring the University’s reputation into disrepute. 

The ethical dimension of every research project must be considered throughout a 

student’s studies, and in particular documented at the main progression points and 

formal progress review meetings. 

The Edinburgh Napier University Code of Practice on Research Integrity defines the 

research principles and practices to which all students and staff at the University must 

adhere. The Code should be read by all University staff and registered students who 

are conducting, or planning to conduct, research of any type that must be appropriately 

governed. Ethical issues also come into play wherever research involves human 

participants, personal data and human tissue. The Code also applies to any research 

partners who may be conducting research on Edinburgh Napier University premises. 

The Code is at http://staff.napier.ac.uk/services/vice-principal-

academic/research/researchpractice/Pages/CodeofConduct.aspx 

All research projects require ethical approval before being carried out. Within each 

School there is a local procedure to grant ethical approval of research projects. The 

ethical approval procedure is devolved to School level to ensure that it is appropriate 

for the types of research commonly carried out in each school. Research ethics, 

governance policies and procedures are formally monitored by a University Research 

Integrity Committee to ensure consistency across the University. 

Please discuss any ethical issues in relation to your research project with your 

supervisor(s) in the first instance so that they can advise you on any necessary 

steps that need to be taken. 

  

http://staff.napier.ac.uk/services/vice-principal-academic/research/researchpractice/Pages/CodeofConduct.aspx
http://staff.napier.ac.uk/services/vice-principal-academic/research/researchpractice/Pages/CodeofConduct.aspx


Research Degrees Handbook 2016/17 Page 38 
 

Appendix C: Managing Your Research Project 

A research is a highly complex project that takes place over an extended period. An 

effective researcher will be good at: 

 setting realistic objectives  

 managing their own time  

 managing the resources, priorities, expectations and outcomes associated with 

the project itself 

 

 Project Management  

 

“Plans are useless but planning is essential.” 

Comprehensive planning in the early months of the degree sets the stage for 

successful and timely completion. Decisions made during this time have far-reaching 

implications. The eventual outcomes of research projects are often determined by 

decisions made (or not made) in the first few months. 

However, effective project management is not about creating a rigid plan at the start 

of your project and then sticking to it regardless of what happens. A good project 

manager will review their plan regularly and make changes to ensure that the 

objectives can still be achieved. 

In putting together a project plan consider the following questions. 

 When is your deadline?  

 What else have you got to do between now and then?  

 What are the main milestones in your research?  

 Does your institution require you to complete anything or produce any reports 

by any particular date?  

 How much have you got to write?  

 How long do you think the writing will take you? Remember to leave some time 

for editing and correcting.  

 Do you need to travel to do any of your research?  

 Do you need to undertake any training?  

 Will any of your research take a set amount of time to complete?  

 When can you start researching?  

You may find it useful to use a diary as you think about these questions. Plot deadlines 

and milestones onto the diary and break down large tasks into manageable activities 

with clear deadlines. Think about what your objectives are and make sure that they 

are SMART (see below). Supervisors are among the most important project 

management tools. Use them to help you think through your planning and review your 

progress in supervisions. 
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 Typical Research Degree milestones as part of your plan 

Establish foundations 

Early on you will be establishing the foundations of your research degree, typically 

surveying existing literature and learning to use relevant tools. 

Deepen understanding 

Set yourself some early targets designed to deepen your understanding 

of the 'problem' or the issues around your research. 

Data collection and Analysis/Textual Analysis/Creative Portfolio 

Depending on your subject area, you should also develop a number of 

targets for this phase of the project. For practice-based research, this 

may involve tests of prototypes, the creation of an ‘artefact’ and critical 

reflection on the process; for text-based areas such as literary studies, this will 

involve textual analysis of a selected number of primary texts. 

Moving towards the end 

You will need to complete your 'solution' or framing of the argument, and review 

recent literature again. 

Completion and submission 

Finally you should be pulling the writing that you have done already into a thesis 

format, editing, proofing and then submitting the thesis. 

It is a good idea to assign a time frame to these categories, depending on your 

circumstances. Don't worry if your research degree is not conforming to this pattern 

exactly, bearing in mind that every project is different. What is important is that you 

are working to some kind of plan. It is also worth remembering that writing should 

not be left until the last six months, but is something that you do all the way 

through your research degree. 

 Effective Time management 

Whilst undertaking a research degree you will have a lot of independence. While 

having a great deal of independence is a highly attractive part of a research career it 

can also be stressful if you fail to manage your time effectively. Think about how you 

manage your time and some practical ways to get more out of your days. Everyone 

can be a better time-manager and there are significant benefits from improving this 

skill. Effective time management can address many of the difficulties you face in 

your degree. It is also an essential skill whatever profession you enter after 

graduation. 

An important part of managing your research project is setting yourself some clear 

and achievable objectives.  
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What do you want to achieve? 

Look back at your research question or research proposal as this is likely to give you 

a good starting point. As your research has progressed you may have amended the 

objectives of the project. You may have also added some objectives which relate to 

your personal development or career. 

 

Try writing out all of your objectives and then consider the following: 

 Does each look possible?  

 Is the number of objectives realistic?  

 Do any suggest other objectives or sub-objectives?  

SMART: A tool to evaluate your objectives 

SMART can help you critically evaluate the objectives that you have set yourself. For 

every objective ask yourself whether it meets the following criteria. 

 Specific: in both meaning and focus.  

 Measurable: so that you know when you are achieving progress and can 

declare success.  

 Advantageous: what's in this for you? If you can see no personal advantages, 

don't waste your time; you won't be seriously motivated towards success.  

 Realistic: make sure that you are being realistic: you can get feedback to help 

you do this. Setting learning targets in this way will, through experience, 

gradually improve your ability to manage your own self-development and 

learning.  

 Time limited: set deadlines and 'milestones', times when you will sit down and 

reflect on and review your progress.  

Turning your objectives into a plan 

Once you have identified what you want to achieve you need to start the process of 

turning these objectives into a plan. Look again at your objectives and ask yourself:  

 What is stopping me from achieving this objective?  

 What/who will help me to achieve this objective?  

 Why haven't I achieved it already?  

 When should I aim to have achieved it by?  

Remember.....Effective time managers are not workaholics. The task is not 

necessarily to put in more hours, but rather to use your time more efficiently. Try and 

identify where you are going wrong and then spend some time thinking about how you 

might address this problem. 
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There are a number of good principles that you can utilise to help you improve your 

time management. 

 Have clear objectives. Knowing the aims of your research will clarify your 

objectives  

 Devise a project plan. Make sure to include clear milestones and deadlines in 

your plan, and stick to them.  

 Don't confuse urgency with importance  

 Devote time to planning  

 Use a diary and timetable key activities  

 Don't get bogged down by others. Manage other people's expectations and 

make your priorities clear to them  

 Do one thing at a time  

 Review an activity before you leave it  

 Reward yourself (i.e. check your email, have a chocolate biscuit, take the 

evening off after completing a specific task) 

Time Management Tool: Do, delay, delegate or dump 

The key to effective time management is to prioritise and plan so that everything 

essential and important gets done. A useful strategy is to use the following matrix to 

help you to make decisions about what to do. So whenever you are given a task to do, 

or notice something that might be relevant to your research, mentally file it in one of 

these categories. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Make a list of all the things you have to do and put them in one of these categories. 

The most common problem is failing to differentiate between urgent and important! To 

determine the importance of a task think about whether it is helping you to 

achieve the aims of your research degree - if not, should you be doing it? Who 

is it important to: should they be doing it? 

Do: What you are going to prioritise right now.  The list in this box should get 

smaller as you get better at time management.  

Delay: Things that don't need to be done immediately, but that are still 

important.  You should always keep an eye on this list to prevent things getting 

urgent.  

Delegate: Things that you can give to someone else.  Remember that you don't 

have to do everything (even it if interesting).  

Dump: Things that you don't need to do or aren't important.  Throw these jobs 

away and forget about them. There is no point in worrying about something 

that you will never do. 
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The real skill in time management is to do the important things before they become 

urgent: i.e. plan never to have anything in the ‘DO' box! You should always be working 

on the ‘DELAY' box. 

 

Challenges Common to Postgraduate Researchers 

Although all research projects and postgraduate researchers (PGRs) are different, 

there are some problems that many will face. Thinking positively is usually the first 

step to achieving your goals and it might help to know that many researchers have 

faced and overcome difficulties such as the following: 

Lack of motivation 

A research degree, especially a doctorate, is a long project so you can expect your 

motivation to dip and peak along the way. When you are lacking in motivation try to 

keep working. Set yourself some short-term tasks so that you can start to make clear 

and observable progress again. Try and identify what motivates you and make sure 

that you give yourself regular rewards. 

Lack of self confidence 

A research degree is a very personal experience and can be highly exposing. Be 

aware of your level of self-confidence and self-belief. If it drops it probably says more 

about your state of mind than it does about your academic abilities. Boost your 

confidence by: 

 seeking positive feedback  

 stretching yourself by trying out new things  

 reminding yourself what you are good at (for example by completing the online 

Vitae researcher development skills assessment – see below).  

 If you find that your lack of confidence is seriously hampering your ability to 

function then seek advice and professional help. 

Limited support 

For some people a research degree can be lonely and isolating. Try to take 

opportunities to build up your support network. 

 list your key contacts  and think about other key relationships. Are you using all 

of these contacts enough?  

 is there anyone you should have spoken to but haven't got round to it?  

 find a mentor -  you can still ask a more senior researcher whether they would 

be willing to give you some help and advice  

 try and work in teams where you can  

 improve your relationship with your supervisor(s)  
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Stuck in your comfort zone 

Beware of only doing things that you are comfortable doing and know you are fully 

capable of doing. This is known as your comfort zone and tends to be highly limiting. 

Try continually to stretch yourself to ensure that you keep learning. Try volunteering 

for something that you don't see as one of your strengths. 

Fear of failure/taking risks 

You can learn more from your failures than successes: they are often catalysts for 

positive change in the medium/long term. Don't take it personally. Remember that you 

are TRAINING to be a researcher. Understand what is expected of you and know 

where you can find support. 

Lack of relevant experience 

Identify where your gaps are. Creatively explore all options and seize opportunities - 

Maximise your impact as a postgraduate researcher. Apply your skills in different 

contexts. 

Adapted from www.vitae.ac.uk, with acknowledgement to The Art of Building 

Windmills, Dr Peter Hawkins, 1999, ISBN 0953598004, gieu@mail.cybase.co.uk 

Self sabotaging behaviour 

'Want to get your life and research degree in control? Sometimes things just don't work 

out - your computer crashes and you forgot to back up, your supervisor doesn't 

understand you, and you have so many demands on your time it's almost a conspiracy 

to keep you from getting your degree finished. Maybe it's just bad luck. But if it keeps 

happening to you, and you are regularly over-committed or always leaving things to 

the last minute, there's a chance that you are deliberately self-sabotaging. 

Common self-sabotaging behaviours include: 

 Over-committing: You take on so many things that your high priority goals (e.g. 

your degree) suffer  

 Procrastination: You put off important or necessary tasks, often until the last 

minute.  

 Perfectionism: You want your work to be of the highest and most 

groundbreaking standard.  

 Busyness: You look and feel very busy, but in reality only less important things 

(such as emails and referencing) are actually getting done.  

 Disorganisation: You don't have a routine or system that makes managing your 

time and life easier.  

 Do not put in effort: You don't practise or try very hard.  

 Choose performance debilitating circumstances: You try to work in a busy or 

unsuitable location or situation.  

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/
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If you think you might be self-sabotaging: 

Be aware (but not alarmed!). Sometimes just being aware that you're being 

perfectionist or over-committing can be enough to stop you doing it. So review your 

behaviours and try to identify patterns that get in your way. 

If you procrastinate, set yourself deadlines. If you over-commit, try to get rid of some 

demands on your time. Challenge your thinking. Our thinking determines our 

behaviour. If you're finding it hard to change your behaviour, then you need to 

challenge some of the assumptions and thoughts you may have. Use the ultimate 

defeating SELF-SABotage tool: 

 Set a specific goal: what is the next specific, practical thing that you could be 

doing to get closer to finishing you degree? What would your supervisor 

suggest? E.g. finish analysing my most recent data, or get started on the first 

section of chapter 3. 

 Earmark times to do this: specify the actual times and dates you can do this in 

the next week e.g. Mon 9-12, Fri 9-1. 

 Look back to see what has stopped you in the past: use the self-sabotage 

checklist to determine what your typical behaviour patterns are - these are likely 

to stop you achieving your goal. 

 Fire away! 

Have a go, do your best to achieve the goal you set. 

- If it didn't work...So, what happened? 

What happened instead of working on your research? E.g. I went and helped someone 

who knocked on my door, or I just thought I'd check one email, but I kept going.... 

Accurate thinking? 

What were you thinking at the time? Were these thoughts accurate? 

Back to the start again 

Now go back and start again with a goal. Getting a research degree requires a lot of 

persistence! 

(Extracts from www.Vitae.ac.uk, by kind permission of the authors, from Defeating 

self-sabotage, getting your PhD finished by Hugh Kearns and Maria Gardiner, Staff 

Development and Training Unit, Flinders University, Adelaide, Australia). 

 

 

 

http://www.flinders.edu.au/staffdev/phd.htm
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Procrastination and perfectionism 

Procrastination 

“This is really difficult to write....It has taken several cups of tea, checking of emails 

and chats with colleagues to even get this far....” 

It is normal to avoid doing tasks that are difficult or that you do not want to do. However, 

a research degree requires you to undertake such a variety of tasks that it is unlikely 

that you will find them all equally easy. When you feel that you are procrastinating and 

not making any progress try some of the following approaches: 

 Break up each task into manageable smaller tasks as this will make it seem 

less of a mountain to climb  

 Start with the tasks you find easiest in order to gain momentum.  

 Try a bit of free writing. Put your pen to the page and just write whatever comes 

out for ten minutes and then see what you get. This technique can often 

generate a lot of good ideas  

 Use the three draft approach:  

1. Get the big ideas down 

2. Structure and fill in the gaps 

3. Proofread 

 Set yourself SMART short term objectives  

 Vary writing with preparing figures and tables  

 Force yourself to sit at the computer even if you feel that you have nothing to 

say. Ban email, Facebook and computer games and you will often find that 

boredom drives you to work.  

Perfectionism 

Beware of perfectionism in writing interim reports or your thesis. The number of people 

who are going to read them is likely to be small and they are going to be more 

interested in the content than style and presentation. Perfectionism has an obvious 

place in preparing manuscripts for publication, but even then keep it for the final 

version. 
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Appendix D: Writing Your Thesis 

The prospect of sitting down to write your thesis can be intimidating, but everyone has 

to start somewhere. As with much of your research degree, your best source of support 

will be your supervisory team. Your supervisory team should support you by reading 

drafts, providing feedback and helping you to judge appropriate style and level. He/she 

is not a proofreader, but you can expect your supervisor to read your whole thesis, 

probably more than once.  

 

Consider purchasing at least one of the advice books on how to manage and write a 

thesis listed earlier in this handbook. 

 

Getting started 

Looking at a blank page and imagining your completed thesis is one of the biggest 

challenges that you will face. You are unlikely to start at page one and write through 

from beginning to end. Hopefully, you will be writing as you go and have some initial 

materials written already. However, the biggest challenge is to know exactly what you 

need to write. 

A good way to get a clearer idea about what to write is to review other theses in your 

research area (see links below). Use the analysing a thesis checklist (below) to gain 

an overview of the style, format and structure used in your discipline. Your 

supervisor(s) might also be able to share copies of relevant theses with you. 

 

 Index to Theses – www.theses.com  

 EThOS (electronic theses online service) database – http://ethos.bl.uk (you 

may need to register for this service)   

 

  

http://www.theses.com/
http://ethos.bl.uk/
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Then review what you have already written. Typically, research generates a lot of 

writing. You may have: 

 annual reports  

 early drafts of chapters  

 posters and conference presentations  

 notes on articles that you have read  

 summaries of data collection  

 analysis  

 thoughts and notes to yourself 

Once you have reviewed what you have got, draft a structure that breaks the overall 

task down into manageable sections. Then check your plan with your supervisor. They 

will have seen a lot more theses than you have and will be your best source of support. 

Now you are in a position to write a paragraph, not a thesis. You don't need to write it 

in order. The key point is to make it as easy as possible. Start with work that has been 

published or with a set of results that are straightforward and can be easily explained. 

Analysing a thesis 

Gaining an insight into the format and style used in successful theses is a very useful exercise that you 

should probably do at an early point in your research degree. Get hold of a number of recently published 

research degrees in your discipline and ask yourself the following questions. 

Thesis checklist 

1. How long is it? (number of pages) 

2. What is the title? Is it narrower or broader than yours? 

3. Use the abstract to gain an overview of the research: What data is it based on? How has it been 

collected/analysed? What conclusions have been drawn?; How does the research intersect with practice?  

4. What does the table of contents tell you? How many chapters?; How long is each chapter?; How have 

key sections like the introduction, literature review, methodology and conclusion been dealt with?  

5. Are any tables or figures used? What types?; How many?; For what reason?; How much information is 

contained in the captions?; How have they referenced and numbered?  

6. How have the references and bibliography been presented? What referencing style has been used?; 

How long is the bibliography?; What format is the bibliography in?  

7. Are any appendices included? If so, what are they for?  

8. What else do you notice? 
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Get as much down as possible without worrying too much about the detail as you can 

tackle any problems when you review the first draft. 

Writing as you go 

Think of writing as part of the process of research and analysis rather than as 

something to do once your research is finished. It can be tempting to leave your writing 

until the end of the project, but be wary of doing this for the following reasons: 

 Writing is a skill that needs to be practised. The more you write the easier it will 

become.  

 Writing helps you to think through what you are doing and forces you to analyse 

and make connections.  

 A research thesis is a long document. It is better to tackle it in small chunks.  

 Try to get into the habit of writing from the start of your research. For example, 

make a commitment to produce some written material at every meeting with 

your supervisor. 

What can you write? 

You can't start the process of writing too early. Try to structure your time so that you 

have opportunities to write and consider whether anything you are doing could be 

written up. Typically it is possible to write the following well before you get to the end 

of your research: 

 research proposal  

 literature survey  

 analysing data and detailing pilot studies (if applicable) 

 reports for your supervisor  

 a personal journal  

 methodology chapters  

 early drafts of other chapters 

You will find much of this writing useful when you come to put your thesis together. 

You may need to restructure and rewrite to achieve greater coherency, but rewriting 

is easier than starting from a blank page. 

Keeping track of your writing 

Over the course of your research degree it is easy to lose track of what you have 

written and how it all fits together. Start thinking about your thesis structure early on 

as this will help you to write material that is more likely to be usable in the final thesis.   

Develop a filing system for your thesis and create folders for each chapter. Put relevant 

results and relevant bits of writing into each folder.  
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Make sure that you develop a system to keep track of your references, ideally by using 

a reference manager (e.g. EndNote Web or Reference Manager on Microsoft Word). 

Having a good system for recalling key articles and the notes that you have made on 

them will be invaluable at the writing stage.  

Back up your work regularly. Computers will go wrong and everyone has a nightmare 

story about a key file that was lost. Copy any key parts of manual records, 

logbooks or diaries, ideally by creating a digital backup, as they can disappear 

from libraries or be lost. 

Structuring your thesis 

Long writing tasks are easier if you break them down into manageable chunks. Think 

through how you are going to approach your thesis; what your main chapters or 

sections are likely to be. Analyse existing theses to get an idea of typical structures. 

Theses will usually contain most or all of the following sections (depending on subject 

area): 

o title page  

o abstract  

o acknowledgements  

o contents page(s)  

o introduction  

o literature review  

o research methodology 

o findings/results  

o discussion 

o conclusions and recommendations (as appropriate) 

o references  

o appendices  

Start to organise the material that you have already written into folders relating to each 

of your chapters. The following techniques may help you to decide upon a structure. 

 Talk through the structure with a friend, telling them the story of what you're 

trying to write. Either tape record it, or ask the friend to feed it back to you  

 Use visual techniques like mind-mapping  

 Create a storyboard for your thesis. This tells the ‘story' of the thesis in a small 

number of panels that mix text and pictures  

 Use index cards for the key ideas and then sort them into a coherent structure  

 Write key ideas on post-its and then organise them onto a whiteboard. Make 

connections with lines and colours.  

 Once you have got a series of chapters sketched out you may wish to assign a 

likely word length to each chapter or even go as far as setting a deadline for a 

first draft. 
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How you approach writing your thesis from this point on will depend on whether you 

are a planning or generative writer: 

Planning writers Generative writers 

 
If you prefer a highly structured 
approach to writing you may find it 
helpful to take the following approach. 
 

 Under each chapter heading define 
a series of sections  

 Break these sections into sub-
sections and keep breaking these 
down until you are almost at the 
paragraph level  

 This will give you a clear set of short 
sections that you can work 
methodically through as you work  

 Once you have completed a section 
or chapter check that you have 
followed your plan.  

 

 
Some writers prefer to get ideas down on 
paper and then organise them 
afterwards. If this approach suits you try 
the following approach. 
 

 Choose a chapter and just sit down 
and start typing  

 Then you need to do some work to 
impose a structure  

 Map out your writing by summarising 
each paragraph as a bullet point  

 Use this summary to gain an 
overview of the structure that you 
have produced  

 Re-order the writing and strengthen 
the structure by adding sub-headings 
and revising what you have written to 
make the argument clearer.  

 

 

Reviewing your structure 

You are unlikely to identify a perfect structure first time. As your research and writing 

develop you will probably want to revise and rework your structure. Try to review your 

overall structure on a regular basis and amend plans for future chapters as you 

become more aware of what the thesis must contain. Also ensure you leave enough 

time for reviewing and proofreading at the end of your thesis. 

Improving your writing 

Your thesis is likely to be the longest and most challenging piece of writing you have 

undertaken, so it is important that you spend some time thinking about writing issues. 

Consider your audience 

Think about who your audience is. This is likely to be very specific. You may even 

know who your examiner is and may be able to find out what they like and don't like. 

Ask your supervisor and other academics what they look for when they are examining 

theses. Tailoring your message to a particular audience is an effective way to improve 

your writing. 

Improve your readability 
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Think about how easy your work is to read and whether you can make it any easier. 

There are ways to calculate the readability of your work. If you want a test for your 

work's readability have a look at the following resources: 

 National Reading Campaign: Readability test  

 Flesch-Kincaid Readability Test  

 Using Word to analyse readability  

Readability has a few simple rules. 

 Keep words short. Avoid unnecessary long words and jargon  

 Keep sentences short. Convoluted sentences with lots of commas and colons 

are difficult to understand  

 Keep paragraphs short. If you regularly include paragraphs that are over six 

sentences in length, see if you can break them up  

 Use appropriate sub-titles and headings to guide the reader  

Look at other authors’ writing 

A good way to develop your writing is to look at other writers' work and to notice what 

they do. Maybe start by analysing a thesis, but also look at other forms of writing. Try 

journals, text books, books that popularise your subject to the general public and 

journalism. Take note of how they present the subject, the vocabulary used, how long 

the sentences are and how the arguments are developed. Thinking about how writing 

is constructed will help you to gain a greater understanding of your own writing and 

give you more tools to improve it. 

Seek feedback 

Getting feedback is one of the key ways in which you will be able to improve your 

writing. You should be seeing your supervisor regularly and getting regular feedback 

on your drafts. Make sure your supervisor sees what you are writing early on so he/she 

can guide you from the start. It is also easier for them to read a chapter or so at a time, 

rather than the whole tome to a tight deadline. If your supervisor tends to focus on 

content ask them to also give you some comments on format and style. 

Seek help from your friends/other research students. You might pair up to support 

each other by reviewing drafts and proofreading, or setting common goals. 

There are other sources of expertise available to you. Academics in your department, 

research staff who have completed their research degree, writing centres and trainers 

may all be able to provide you with useful feedback on your writing. There may be 

formal training courses available. 

You should not expect to be able to write a perfect thesis first time. It is likely that your 

thesis will go through many drafts.  

Keep writing 
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Successful writers keep writing even if they are unsure about the quality of what they 

are doing. It is easier to edit and improve something that you have written than to write 

something brilliant from scratch. Set clear goals for each week or day such as, ‘I will 

write 500 words today' or ‘I will finish section three'. Establish a routine to help make 

sure that you write every day. Make sure that you take regular breaks (perhaps 5 

minutes in every hour). Don't let yourself stall on details. When you get stuck take a 

short break or do something different - perhaps preparing tables or diagrams, or doing 

some reading. However, make sure you return to writing again fairly quickly. 

Reviewing and proofreading 

Devoting time to drafting, correcting, improving and redrafting your thesis will improve 

it. However, you should guard against endlessly revising the same section. It may be 

helpful to think of the process as the production of a series of drafts. After producing 

each draft, review it, gradually focusing in on the detail. Also ask other people to read 

it as this will give a valuable outside perspective. 

Draft one: editing for consistency 

After assembling all of your writing into something that looks approximately like a 

thesis, map out what you have done section by section (essentially creating a plan in 

reverse). 

Then ask yourself the following questions: 

 What is my main thesis or argument?  

 Does the title of the thesis match with what I have actually written?  

 Is there anything missing, in the wrong place or that shouldn't be there?  

 Are important points emphasised enough?  

 Is the content within each section appropriate?  

 Have I linked all the sections?  

 Does the thesis follow a logical sequence?  

 Do the conclusions relate to the objectives? 

When you have answered these questions you should have an idea about what major 

conceptual and structural amendments you need to make. 

Draft two: editing for style and content 

Once you have dealt with the big structural issues you should edit this draft to improve 

the way that it reads. Try reading key sections out loud. This may help you notice 

errors and poorly expressed passages. Ask yourself the following questions: 

 Does it say what I mean? Could a reader interpret the meaning in different 

ways?  

 Can anything be removed or rephrased more concisely? Can long sentences 

be broken down into shorter ones?  
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 Does the evidence I present justify the analysis and conclusions drawn from it?  

 Have I presented my data correctly and used appropriate chart types?  

 Are all of my information sources acknowledged?  

Redraft your thesis accordingly. 

Draft three: editing for accuracy 

Once you have got a thesis that you are ready to submit, undertake a full proofread. 

Try working through the following stages: 

 Use a spell checker but don't rely on it - ‘there' and ‘their' are both spelt correctly!  

 Check your institution's conventions and regulations  

 Make a list of common errors that you make in spelling, punctuation, etc.  

 Read through line by line paying particular attention to the regulations and to 

your common errors  

 Check internal numbering and referencing, e.g. chapter numbers, labelling and 

numbering of figures  

 Check that references in text and in the reference list agree and conform to 

discipline standards  

 Look at your work and consider whether it is clear and easy to read  

 Spell check again.  
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Appendix E: Raising your Profile - Engaging with Others 

It is tempting to think that research is a world in which being brilliant and working hard 

are the only things that matter. However, research only becomes meaningful when 

you communicate it to someone else. No one builds a career by just researching. What 

they have done only matters when they tell someone about it at a conference or 

through a journal. It is at this point that you start to articulate the implications of your 

research and to make a contribution to your discipline. Therefore, a successful career 

in research is only open to those who are able to communicate effectively. This ability 

places them at the centre of a research agenda as much at their technical research 

skills. 

So as a researcher you need to learn how to promote yourself and build up a network 

around your research. The people you present to and discuss your research with will 

usually be those who work in research areas close to yours, but as you become more 

confident you may engage with less expert audiences. Engaging with the media and 

the general public is an important, if challenging, part of your role as a researcher. 

Presenting your research 

The academic community meets in a variety of different forums: conferences; 

meetings; departmental seminars, etc. No two meetings are the same, but all have 

both formal and informal opportunities to communicate research, raise your profile and 

build your career. 

The formal part of any academic forum usually takes the form of posters and oral 

presentations. Presenters will either be invited individually or solicited through a call 

for papers. The informal part of these academic forums usually happens over coffee, 

drinks, discussing the posters, business meetings and dinners.  

It is in your interest as a postgraduate researcher to try and find opportunities to 

present your research in appropriate places. You may find it useful to watch relevant 

websites and email lists to try and spot opportunities. Many conferences have reduced 

rates for postgraduate researchers and/or have a dedicated allocation of poster 

space/short presentations. When responding to calls for papers make sure that you 

tailor your abstract to the aims of the conference. You are advised to seek guidance 

from your supervisor(s) before submitted a proposal. 

While you should be careful that attending lots of conferences does not distract you 

from your research degree it is often possible to use one to support the other. For 

example, the preparation of papers may give you a meaningful deadline for the 

completion of a piece of research, analysis or writing. 

 

Posters 



Research Degrees Handbook 2016/17 Page 55 
 

Academic posters are a common format for research to be presented in. Traditionally 

rooted in scientific disciplines the format is gradually being used by more and more 

subjects. 

What is an academic poster? 

An academic poster is a large (usually A1 or A0) poster giving a brief visual summary 

of a research project. This is often how postgraduate researchers first present at an 

academic conference. However, many highly experienced academics continue to 

present some of their work in this way. If done well it can be a highly effective way to 

present research and one which encourages individual discussion and facilitates 

networking activity. 

How do I put a poster together? 

Designing a large format poster presents both technical and communication 

challenges. A poster is usually put together using graphic design or desk top 

publishing software. As the power of commonly used software such as Word and 

PowerPoint has increased, these can also be used to produce posters. Ask 

experienced researchers in your school and seek appropriate IT help. 

More challenging still is dealing with the communication issues. A large format poster 

is usually only looked at briefly so it has to convey a complex academic argument as 

simply and in the most eye-catching way possible. 

When putting together a poster ask yourself the following questions: 

 From how far away can I still read the main text/the headings/ the title?  

 How many words are there? (300-500 should be the maximum)  

 What percentage is comprised of images or diagrams?  

 Can I represent anything visually instead of in words?  

 Is it easy to understand what order the poster should be read in?  

 Does the poster look attractive? Do the colour schemes and layout follow any 

kind of design principles?  

 How will the exhibition/presentation work? 

Each conference will organise its poster session in a different way. Before you go to 

present check the details of how the posters will be displayed and how the sessions 

will be organised. Typically you might receive guidance about the following issues. 

 The size and orientation of the poster  

 Any other requirements of formatting and display  

 When poster sessions will be held (including information about putting up and 

taking down times)  

 Whether you will be expected to stand with your poster (we recommend this 

opportunity even if it is not a requirement, see below).  
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 Standing with your poster is an ideal opportunity to raise your profile and build 

your academic network. 

 Be proactive. Approach people and ask them if they are interested in your 

research. You may have already met some people before  

 Prepare a short introduction to your poster  

 Give people time to read it  

 Ask the people that you are talking to for their name and what they do. Being 

interested in others is shows that you are socially skilled and will help you to 

judge what level to pitch the presentation to  

 Listen. This is an opportunity to get feedback on what you do and to make 

contacts  

Think about how people are going to remember you. Producing a handout or business 

card may ensure that interested (and interesting) people leave with your contact 

details. 

Oral presentations 

Giving an oral presentation at a conference can be one of the most nerve-wracking 

moments in your life as a researcher. The experience of giving a presentation to a 

room full of your peers and experts in your field is challenging, but it is also an 

important way to make an impact, get your research known and can even be 

enjoyable. 

Planning your presentation 

Before you start preparing a conference paper it is helpful to think carefully about what 

you have been asked to do. You might find that you have been sent information and 

guidance on the following issues: 

 length of the presentation  

 technical issues, e.g. will you have PowerPoint, internet access, etc.  

 expected size and composition of the audience  

 academic context: the focus of the conference and the session that you are 

presenting within.  

With these requirements in mind you are now in a position to start crafting your 

presentation. Think about what your key message is and make sure that you focus on 

it. Conference papers are typically 15-30 minutes long and this does not give you very 

long to develop a complex academic argument. Try and keep background information 

to a minimum and focus on your main message. People can always ask for more detail 

if they need it. 

Try to ensure that you are well prepared and rehearsed before you set off to present. 

You may find the Preparing for a presentation checklist helpful. 
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Delivering your presentation 

You should be able to find lots of advice on giving presentations and some university 

training will be available. Academic presentations have a number of unique features, 

but as with any presentation it is important to analyse your audience. Think about: 

 who your audience is and what it is really looking for  

 what other people do, e.g. whether they stand up, read, involve the audience, 

etc.  

 who are seen as the best presenters in your field. What do they usually do?  

It is important to be aware of the rules and usual practices that are used in your area 

so that you can tailor your style. However, you should not feel that you have to copy 

what has gone before. Typically, your presentation will have more of an impact if you: 

 stand up  

 move around  

 vary the pitch of your voice  

 improvise around notes rather than reading a paper out  

 make eye contact  

 use visual aids/pictures  

 engage with the audience and are enthusiastic  

Warning: While PowerPoint is useful it is over-used. Don't let the slides dominate your 

presentation. Use them to convey mainly visual information. 

It is always worth practising your presentation in front of colleagues at least once. Your 

performance will improve, your nerves lessen and it is a chance to practise fielding 

questions. 

Dealing with questions 

One of the most challenging aspects of giving a conference paper is facing questions 

from the audience. Again, preparation will help you but be ready for the unknown. To 

help you prepare: 

 brainstorm a list of possible questions  

 think about the interests of the people in the audience. Is there anything that 

they are likely to want covered in more depth?  

 consider likely criticisms of your paper and prepare an answer for them  

 be prepared to admit that you don't know the answer to a particular question. 

You may find it useful to prepare a way of doing this, e.g. ‘That is a very 

interesting question, I haven't examined that issue yet, but I will feed it into my 

future research...' or ask to speak to the questioner after the presentation.  

 

After your presentation 
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Once you have given your presentation you can breathe a sigh of relief, but the 

conference is not over. Ask friends and colleagues for some feedback on your 

presentation. Be prepared, indeed actively seek, to continue to discuss it. Often people 

are more willing to discuss your paper after the end of the formal session than they 

are to ask a question in public.  

Networking at conferences 

Conferences are the main way in which the academic community interacts. They are 

designed to act as networking opportunities and most people will say that this is the 

reason that they attend conferences. Your career is as likely to be advanced by sitting 

next to the right person at a conference dinner as it is through giving a brilliant paper, 

so it is worth giving some thought to how you use conferences as a networking 

opportunity. 

 

Before the conference 

 Always look out for appropriate conferences to attend  

 When you choose conferences to go to, think about what networking 

opportunities they will present  

 Try and give a paper wherever possible, but consider attending conferences 

where you aren't giving a paper  

 Be ambitious and volunteer/apply to organise panels or even entire 

conferences. This will really put you at the centre of a network.  

In the formal sessions 

 Look attentive and interested, even if you are bored or tired  

 Ask questions, particularly ones which draw in some of your own research  

 Avoid being negative about someone's paper  

 Identify people who you want to speak to later/in more depth  

 Maybe miss some formal sessions to give you some time to relax.  

Outside the formal sessions 

 Always stay in the conference hotel and attend conference meals  

 Don't spend your entire social time with people from your department - consider 

going on your own, to force you to socialise.  

 Talk to people you already know to build up relationships with existing contacts  

 Talk to people you don't know to make new ones  

 Ask people questions about their work. ‘I thought your paper was really 

interesting, have you thought about...?'  

 Be human. Don't talk about your research all night long - gossip, talk about the 

food or the football and share hobbies, but don't get excessively drunk  

 Pass on your contact details to anyone who you want to stay in touch with.  
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After the conference 

 Follow up any contacts with an email: ‘It was really nice to meet you at...'  

 Keep a record of who you met and what they do  

 Remember that networks are built up gradually.  

Online networking 

The internet offers enormous opportunities for networking. Online communications are 

an increasingly essential part of research networks. It is easier than attending 

conferences or meeting face to face with potential collaborators. If used carefully, 

online communications also offer opportunities to make and develop new contacts. 

Remember you can always phone or meet face to face where this would add to the 

depth or the efficiency of your communication.   

Setting up a website around your research topic presents a powerful opportunity for 

networking. 

Websites are good for: 

 Self-promotion, as they allow you to present yourself and your research in the 

way you choose  

 creating a description of your research that can be found by other researchers 

via a Google search  

 making available resources that you want to make public  

 extending the scope of a business card or email by giving someone a way to 

find out more about you  

 creating a semi-permanent repository for your work.  

Websites can also be responsible for: 

 taking up a lot of your time  

 giving you the illusion that you are being listened to  

Blogs 

As an alternative to setting up your own website you might want to consider using a 

blogging tool to run your own research blog. 

Blogs are a good way to: 

 keep a research diary  

 allow you to publish thoughts/work with minimal technical skills  

 provide you with an appropriate medium for work-in-progress discussions  

 provide other researchers/interested parties with a way to comment on what 

you are doing.  

Blogs can also: 
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 lull you into a false sense of privacy  

 allow/encourage you to make things public before they are ready  

 take up your time  

 convince you that people are listening when they are not.  

Discussion groups 

Discussion groups are good to: 

 hear about the hot topics  

 access a whole academic community in one place  

 have interesting and high-level academic discussions  

 make a name for yourself.  

Unfortunately, discussion groups are also good for: 

 annoying people  

 cliques  

 giving you the illusion that people are listening  

 embarrassing yourself in front of people who might matter to your career.  

Good sites for finding discussion lists: 

JISCMail National Academic Mailing List Service  

H-Net for humanities and social Sciences.  

Have a look at these to see if there are any discussion groups that you should sign up 

to. 

Social networking software 

Social networking software (SNS) now exists for a whole host of different functions. 

Increasingly, researchers are examining what potential it might have to help develop 

research networks. 

 Social networking software is good to: 

 enable you to access an academic community  

 use the people you know to help you make contacts  

 help you to keep track of who you are in contact with  

 give you access to tools that facilitate networking e.g. blogs, file share, 

messaging applications.  

Social networking software can be problematic because: 

 the culture of SNS can encourage you to be overly informal  

 it can reduce your privacy  

 it can take up a lot of your time  

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/
http://www.h-net.org/
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 your personal and professional networks can become more entwined than you 

might desire.  

You are probably aware of SNS such as Facebook. You may find these useful in your 

networking, but the following sites are designed with professional or academic 

networking in mind. 

Graduate Junction  

LinkedIn  

Ning  

ResearchGATE  

 

Public engagement 

It is clearly important to build a network of other researchers and academics around 

your research interests. However, it is also valuable to bridge out of your immediate 

network and make connections beyond it. It can be useful to make connections with 

the wider research world and look for potential inter-disciplinary collaborations. It is 

also important to present what you do more widely and to increase public 

understanding of your research area as public support underpins much research 

funding. Widening your networks and can also often led to new and unexpected 

opportunities beyond your immediate academic field.  

Engaging with the general public around your research area is challenging. Explaining 

your specialism to people who know nothing about it requires excellent communication 

skills and a good understanding of your own area. 

There are a large number of opportunities to engage with the general public, for 

example: 

 giving talks at local and national organisations about your area  

 running or contributing to adult education courses  

 contributing to open days and other outreach activities  

 taking part in writing or poster competitions  

 writing a press release about your research.  

Engaging with the general public will have a number of personal benefits including: 

 forcing you think carefully about your project and work to increase its clarity and 

its place in the bigger picture  

 increasing your personal confidence  

 the opportunity to earn money for talking about what you do  

 developing your presentation and networking skills.  

http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.graduatejunction.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/
http://www.ning.com/
https://www.researchgate.net/
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There are also a number of wider benefits to engaging with the public: 

 encouraging public support and understanding of research and researchers 

and debunking some myths  

 increasing the visibility of your subject to government and other funders  

 it is often a requirement of your funding.  

When talking about your research to the general public: 

 avoid jargon and specialised language  

 focus on one key message at a time  

 think about the possible application of your research  

 try and relate what you have done to your audience's situation and interests  

 don't assume that your audience is stupid  

 seek advice when you are dealing with the media.  

The Vitae public engagement discussion space features articles from a range of 

perspectives. Join the discussion at www.vitae.ac.uk/publicengagement 

Edinburgh Napier University has a strong link with The Edinburgh Beltane – 

Beacons for Public Engagement Project – http://www.beltanenetwork.org/. Visit the 

website to access online resources and sign up for training in public engagement.  

  

 

 

  

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/publicengagement
http://www.beltanenetwork.org/
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Appendix F: 

The Researcher Development Framework – Key Areas  
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Appendix G: 

 

Record of Personal Development Activities 

 

 

Name: 

Academic Year: 

Date Activity, experience, qualification etc. 
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List of all Research Supervision Meetings 

 

Name:  

Academic Year: 

 

Date Key Points and Tasks 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 


