
WRITING AND PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH 

1. Introduction 

Seminar 9 May 1994, 
Presented by Brian Roberts, 

Senior Research Fellow, AHURI 

The actual task of writing is the hardest part of a research project! 

Most people find the task of writing their research work very difficult.. It is not easy, even for 
those who are involved in conducting research on a continuous basis. Unfortunately, the 
written presentation of a research project is the primary basis upon which a student's work is 
assessed. In many cases, the written document does not reflect the enormous amount of 
work that goes into a research project. 

How a student presents the results of a research project will have a very significant bearing 
on the marks awarded. Poor writing and presentation of research has cost many students 
marks and higher grades . The following notes are intended to help students in the writing and 
presentation of their research project. 

2. Satisfying the Criteria for Research 

There are a number of Criteria that must be satisfied in undertaking and submitting a research 
project. Table 1 below is a list of criteria developed by Howard and Sharp (1983) which is 
applicable to different types of research for higher academic qualifications. Each university 
campus and the various degree courses offered will have specific criteria and conditions that 
must be satisfied in a written research project. The University and Degree Handbooks 
should be consulted and followed very closely. In addition, examiners are required to check 
that a students research work meets the specified criteria. The preface of the research 
document should be used to state that all the criteria required to fulfill the obligations of the 
research have been met by the student. 
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Table l Criteria to be satisfied by reports on students research 

LEVEL 

First degrees and some master's degrees 
which require the completion of a project 

Master's degree by study and dissertation 

Master's degree by research 

Doctoral degree 

3. Structure of the Report 

DESCRIPTION 

Project report 

Dissertation 

Thesis 

Thesis 

CRITERIA 

I. A well structured and convincing account of a study, the 
resolution of a problem, or the outcome of an experiment 

l . An ordered, critical and reasoned exposition of knowledge 
gained through the student's efforts 

2. Evidence of awareness of the literature 

1. Evidence of an original investigation or the testing of ideas 

2. Competence in independent work or experimentation 

3. An understanding of appropriate techniques 

4. Ability to make critical use of published work and source 
materials 

5. Appreciation of the relationship of the special theme to the wider 
field of knowledge 

6. Worthy, in part, of publication 

1. to 6 as for Master's degree by research 
7. Originality as shown by the topic researched or the methodology 

employed 
8. Distinct contribution to knowledge 

The written text of a research project should follow a logical structure and use language that 
is easy for a reader to understand. Most written research reports will conform to the 
following structure: 

Title Page 
Preface 
Contents 
List of Tables 
List of Figures 
List of other Materials or Contacts 
Definitions and Abbreviations 
Chapters 
Appendices 
List of References or Bibliography 
Indexes 

The following provides general guidelines on the above. 

Title Page 

The title page should contain the title of the research project (usually in large upper case print 
of 18 point size or greater)and, if necessary, a subtitle in smaller upper case or italics. The 
authors name and the date of submission should also appear on the front page. On the inside 
of the front cover there should be a "flyer" page containing the same detail as the title page 
but should include a statement similar to: 

" This ..... is submitted in (partial) fulfillment of a 
Queensland University of Technology." 
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Tables of Contents 

It is standard to include a tables of contents , list of figures and page numbers, list of tables 
and page numbers, list of maps and page numbers, and list of appendices. The table of 
contents and lists should appear before the Preface or "flyer" page. Most word processing 
packages will automatically generate tables of contents and lists for students. 

Preface 

A preface usually contains a number of observations a student would like to make which are 
not part of the proper research. It is used to give explanatory remarks in order to avoid 
misconceptions, or pre-empted criticism. A preface is not compulsory but it is thoroughly 
recommended if the student is developing a new area of research or a topic that is very 
controversial. 

Chapters 

The chapter contents of a thesis or dissertation should follow a process, commencing with an 
introduction that progressively develops arguments or analyses in a logical manner through to 
the conclusions. Poor structuring of chapters and a tendency to get side tracked in arguments 
or issues that are not critical to the research subject under investigation, will create confusion 
in the mind of the examiner. It will result in a substantial rewrite of the chapter and waste 
valuable time at the later stages of the research when time is critical. 

A typical research thesis will include: 

• An Introduction which will define the background, objectives and scope of the work 
covered by the thesis. It should also indicated the research hypotheses, any proposed 
methodologies, theories or concepts that are to be evaluated or tested in the thesis. 

• Survey of Prior Research which should demonstrate a student bas a good appreciation 
of literature and previous studies in the area of research selected for their thesis. The 
chapter should provide the foundation for the research which has been undertaken. 

• Research Design or Methodologies which should explain how the research was 
undertaken, survey techniques, testing procedures and comparative analysis techniques 
used etc, 

• Results of the Research, which will include the results, field surveys, questionnaires 
which will usually be produced in tabular or graphic form. There may be a need to devote 
several chapters to this subject, especially where the scope of the research is broad, or if 
there is the need to separate the subject material for clarity of presentation. 

• Analysis will include the interpretation of the findings, trends, statistical variations, 
similarities, themes, etc. The results of the analysis should be compared to hypotheses or 
theories which the thesis was intended to test. 

• Summary and Conclusions should describe succinctly the results of the research 
including whether the theories or hypotheses tested remain valid or are at variance to 
previous research. Where there are variances, some explanation for these should be 
given. The conclusions should indicate what bearing the research findings may have on 
existing theories, research techniques or policy matters. The conclusions should include 
a statement indicating whether the objectives of the research have been met and, if not, 
why not. 
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It is useful to develop a standard structure or format for writing each chapter. The following 
guidelines are useful: 

make and introduction statement 
provide background information 
supply data( often in the forms of figures and tables) 
summarise the analysis 
reach some conclusions 

The length of chapters will vary according to the subject chosen. As a general rule, chapters 
should not exceed 20 pages in length (5000 - 6000 words) . 

Appendices 

Appendices should include the detailed results of the research work and analyses, or 
supplementary material used to support arguments contained in the main text of the thesis. In 
most cases, appendices contain information that is too detailed to be included in the main 
text, or will take up too much room, or will increase the chapter's word count of the main 
body of the thesis. Care should be taken to ensure that Appendices are correctly referenced 
in the text of the thesis. 

There is a tendency for authors to look upon appendices material as being supplementary 
Often there is the tendency for appendices not to be as thoroughly checked and referenced as 
the main text of the thesis. Ironically, appendices are more often used by other authors. It is 
therefore imperative that they be checked thoroughly. 

Bibliography 

A research thesis should contain a detailed list of all publications cited and used in preparing 
the thesis. There are several different systems used for preparing a bibliography. The most 
commonly used are: 

Harvard System 

Authors names and date of publications are listed in alphabetical order as illustrated below: 

Herbert, W.G. 1987, The Australian Beef Industry: An Overview, Australian Live Stock 
Council, Canberra, microfiche. 
Jung, C.G. 1964, Der Mench und seine Symbole (Man and His Symbols), Aldus Books, 
London. 

Note System 

1. R.Raymond & C.Watson-Munro, The Energy Crisis of 1985, Castle Books, n.p.(dist in 
Australian by Horwitz-Grahame, Sydney), 1980. 

2. I.Cocteau, Les Enfants terribles, trans. R Lehmann, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1961, p 
14. 

The Vancouver System 

4 



The Vancouver system is similar to the notes system, the principle difference being the order 
of the items of citation, method of punctuation and treatment of span of figures. It is used 
primarily in medical research. 

1. Henderson S, Byrne DG, Duncan-Jones P.Neurosis and the social environment. 
Sydney:Acadernic Press, 1981. 

Commonwealth Records 

AA: CRS A981 , (1927-42); Burma 3, pt 1. 

Indexes 

While it is not compulsory to include an index in a thesis, it is useful if the document is to be 
referred to by the author or other persons in future. There are generally two types of indexes 
included in a research document: subject and author. Most word processing packages are 
capable of producing indexes very quickly, but there is significant time involved in 
identifying key words or text to be included in an index. 

Abbreviations, References and Citations 

Abbreviations 

There are a large number of abbreviations which can be used to reference material included 
in a research project. Many of these are Latin based; Commonly used abbreviations include: 

cf. 
et al. 
et seq. 
ibid. 
id. 

compare(Latin confer) 
and others (Latin et alii) 
and following (Latin et sequentes) 
in the same work (Latin ibidem) 
the same (Latin idem) 

Legal Authorities 

i.e. The State of New South Wales v. The Commonwealth (1915) 20 CLR 54 

International Standard Book of Serial Numbers 

The international Standard Book Number (ISBN) and the International Standard Serial 
Number (ISSN) are unique numbers given to both monographs and serials. 

5. Presentation of Material 

While the bulk of a thesis will comprise written text, graphs, tables, maps and diagrams, 
illustrations and photographs are important techniques used in the presentation of research 
work. The significant advances in computer technology now permit very complex or 
extensive data to be analysed and presented more simply. The illustration below shows how 
a large table of data can be presented in a format that illustrates better the change in exports 
for the Far North Queensland Region economy. As the graph is self-explanatory, there is no 
need to provide a detailed description using the table of the changes that have occurred in the 
economy of the region. The adage " a picture paints a thousand words" is worth 
remembering. 
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For some research projects, photographs can be invaluable tools for demonstrating the results 
of research. Before and after photographs of change are very useful in comparative research 
studies. Series aerial photography, especially when used for remote sensing and Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) analysis, is an extremely effective means of presenting change or 
analysing data at a macro - and more recently micro level. GIS analytical maps are now 
standard tools in presenting socio- economic spatial change. 

Table. 2 Export Growth in FNQ Region 1986 - 1994 ($millions) 

Year Growth 

1986 1990 1994 86/90 90/94 

Animal {A) 8.392 28.76 30.870 20.368 2 .110 
Other Agric (OA) 70.188 168.342 264.025 98.154 95.683 
Forest/Fish (FF) 66.583 75.987 87.572 9.404 11.585 
Coal/Petrol (C/P) 

Other Min (M) 114.624 459.469 570.144 344.845 110.675 
Food Process (FP) 196.623 308.712 516.886 112.089 208.174 
Wood&Paper Man (W/P) 25.079 6.924 1.498 -18.155 -5.426 
Machinery Man (MM) 8.218 44.012 79.919 35.794 35.907 
Metals (MET) 116.401 12.775 54.663 -103.626 41.888 
Non Metals (NM) 0.417 10.054 3.458 9.637 -6.596 
Other Man (OM) 0.207 7.497 54.092 7.29 46.595 
Elect/Gas/Water (EGW) 0.728 -0.728 

Build/Const (B/C) 0.213 4.565 4.352 -4.565 
Trade 26.529 165.445 137.232 138.916 -28.213 
Transport (Trans) 64.755 123.554 215.433 58.799 91.879 
Finance (FIN) 21.573 59.8632 292.140 38.2902 232.277 
Public Admin (PA) 9.9 51.116 14.143 41.216 -36.973 
Community Serv (CS) 158.951 195.666 4.520 36.715 -191 .146 

Personal Services (PS) 68.886 250.559 619.779 181 .673 369.220 

Total 958.267 1973.3 2946.374 1015.03 973.074 

6 



Fi 

Animol(A) ~ 
Ol:hAgric (OA) )iii 

Foresl/Alh (FF) 

Coal'Petrol (CIP) 

-

Olher "In (Ml 

Food R°OCH5 (FP) 

Wood&Paper Man (WIP) 

~chW.ery Man (MM) 

Matal& (IYET') 

Non Met•& (NMI 

Other Man (OM) 

BecVGasJW111er (EGW} 

Buti'Const {SIC) 

TrOildl 

Flnanee (FN) 

N>k Admn(PA) 

C.Orrmmty S.rv (CS) 

Pllraonal Services (PS) 

-ii""" 
~ 

= 
" 
~ 

I 

=---
!!!--

100 

Source: University of Queensland 

111986 

81990 

01094 

200 300 400 soo 700 

$ Miiiion• 

The use of diagrams to illustrate concepts is very useful presentation tool. However, it is 
essential that diagrams illustrate simply those concepts to be conveyed. A diagram should be 
self explanatory. The attachments to these notes show two different concepts. The first is too 
complex to be understood without substantial supporting text. (See second attachment) . 

The skill in writing a thesis is to balance visual presentations with the text. It is desirable to 
avoid, if possible, large separations between the text used to describe a presentation tool and 
the presentation itself. In general, a balance of 66% script to visual presentations is a good 
guide. For some research projects this ratio will be much greater. 

6. Writing Style 

One of the foremost authorities on writing was the late Sir Ernest Gower. His book " The 
Complete Plains Words" was a compulsory text for all students undertaking a research 
project in top U.K. universities (Gower, 1962). Gower observed "the basis fault of present
day writing is a tendency to say what one has to say in as complicated a way as possible. 
Instead of being simple and terse, and direct, it is stilted, long winded and circumlocutory: 
instead of the plain phrase cliche". 

Brown (1942) was one of the earliest authors to study and analyse writing style including 
"barnacular", "jargantuan", and "pudder" - the American for gobdledygook. Unfortunately, 
those with acaderni.c inclinations have a tendency to fall victim to one or all of these writing 
styles. 

A good example of gobbledygook cited by Gower is as follows: 

" Diffusibility of knowledge throughout the environment in which the families are to move is 
essential if the full expression of their potentially is to become explicit in action. Facts 
pertaining to experience of every sort that the family is in the course of digesting give the 
context and the full flavour of conscientiousness to their experience." 

Have a go at deciphering what this author is trying to say yourself. 

7 



Every author has their unique writing style. Some of us are better at writing than others. 
However, for different research projects the styles used to present research are becoming 
increasingly standardised. In this respect the techniques used for writing are probably 
becoming easier to follow. Students should ask supervisors for good examples of well 
written theses in the subject area of research to gain a general ideas of presentation and 
writing style. The key to writing is developing a style that can be easily read and generally 
understood by a lay person. Some general tips worthy of consideration when writing include: 

Sentence length and Structure 

Unless you are a good writer, avoid compound complex sentences. Ideally keep sentences 
under 30 words and make sure they are grammatically correct. Plural subjects/singular verbs 
and vice versa are common grammar faults. One useful tool in analysing the complexity of 
sentences is the Fog index. The index is measured by multiplying 0.4 x ( the average 
sentence length + the percentage of words of more than two syllables in length). Widely 
read magazines such as Time and Newsweek have fog indexes of between 8 and 10. A fog 
index above 12 will make the research thesis very difficult to read. 

Paragraph Structure 

Paragraphs express ideas, specific explanations or arguments about a subject. In general the 
first sentence of a paragraph should introduce the subject content. The following sentences 
should develop the subject. The final sentence should conclude and lead the reader onto the 
next paragraph. The linking of paragraphs is very important in presenting arguments in a 
logical manner. The best authors tend to restrict paragraphs to four sentences of less than 
100 words. There are no rules, but be conscious that shorter paragraphs are easier to read. 

Bullet Points and Boxing 

Increasing use is being made of bullet pointing in text. (See example in section 7 below). 
Bulleting is an effective writing style, but do be aware its overuse. 

Boxing (see below) is also a very effective presentation tool for illustrations, mini case 
studies and examples and highlighting key research findings. 

The analysis of the b~lance of regional trade suggests that the FNQREDS needs to focus on stemming 
the rise of imports, boqstlng exports (esp,,~cially in the trade services area) and teducing the capital out
flows by encouraging profits to be reinvested in the region. These weaknesses in the region's economy 
are not unique to FNQ, as they are symptomatic of the national economy and other regional 
economies. 

8. Preparation for Writing 

Ivor Brown (1942) wrote, "The craftsmen is proud and careful of his tools; the surgeon does 
not operate with an old razor blade; the sportsman fusses happily and long over the choice of 
gun, club or racquet. But the man who is working in words, unless he is a professional 
writer ( and not always then) is singularly neglectful of his instrument " 

Few authors adequately prepare themselves for writing - especially research writing. Lack 
of preparation is one of the principle reasons why so many people have difficulty in the 
compilation of material for writing. Remember, preparing to write is as important as the 
process of writing itself. 
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While a thesis will normally be written in stages, there are several pre-writing details that 
should be finalised before one starts writing: 

• defining the contents and structure of chapters 
• format of document, graphs, tables, references 
• sequencing or order of presenting material and data 
• level of detail of material to be used in body of text and appendices 
• computer applications to be used in writing and presenting information. 
• presentation of ideas and concepts (ibid above) 

8. Editing 

Most Authors underestimate the amount of time involved in editing a research document. As 
a general rule of thumb, over 35 percent of time involved in writing a research document will 
involve editing and rewriting. It is not uncommon for research documents to undergo 3 or 4 
technical edits, and the later edits are used more for the refining or polishing of the content of 
the document. Important matters which must be considered when editing are: 

• agreement between text and figure, table and illustration numbers 
• correct references - especially when several papers by the same author are cited 
• linking paragraphs and different sections of the report together 
• checking for major grammar mistakes 
• checking that conclusions agree with what has been said in the body of the thesis 

A very useful guide for editing is the Australian Government Publishing Service book on 
Style Manual for Authors, Editors and Printers (AGPS, 1988). 

9. Proof Reading 

Proof reading is the final step in the writing process. It is the crossing of the "i", "t'', missed 
apostrophes "ed's" "es's", full stops, capitals, commas and the incorrect use of gender 
language. It is a general practice these days that the final draft of a thesis be proof-read by a 
proof reader. This is useful, for detecting many small errors in typing, grammar and syntax. 
It results in a very polished final document which most authors will be proud of. It is also 
less frustrating for examiners who can become very disgruntled with sloppy grammar and 
punctuation. For students that have difficulty in written expression, the use of a proof reader 
or editor is strongly recommended. Not all examiners approve of proof readers, but it is 
standard practice at Oxford University for Masters and PhD theses to be edited these days. 

10. Preparing for an Oral Exam 

For many students undertaking a Masters degree or PhD an oral examination or Viva Voce is 
compulsory. There are very few candidates for a degree who will not feel nervous about an 
oral examination. An oral exam can be tough, especially if examiners feel there are 
weaknesses in the some of the material presented. The purposes of an oral exam is to defend 
the arguments developed in a thesis. Many students go into an oral presentation ill prepared. 
The following useful tips are useful in the preparing for an oral presentation of a research 
thesis . 

Examiners will use an oral examination to test a student on the following: 

• evidence that the work is an original investigation or testing of ideas 
• the competence and independence or the work or experimentation 
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• that the techniques used are thoroughly understood 
• the candidate has demonstrated the ability to make use of critical published work or 

sources of material 
• Appreciation of the relationship of the research theme to the wider field of knowledge 
• Worthiness and originality of the thesis 
• Its distinct contribution to knowledge 

Oral examinations may take between one and three hours, depending on the satisfaction of 
the examiner of the work presented. A PhD candidate needs to ensure that his oral 
presentation covers all the above points . The presentation of the work should be concise, and 
relate to the key findings and conclusion. The use of overhead slides is often very helpful, 
but ensure the overhead has a reference to a page number in the thesis in case an examiners 
wishes to explore the subject in more detail. A void giving the presentation from a written 
script. It gives the impression that a candidate does not know his subject sufficiently well. 

Notes and key points are very useful as is an indication of time to be spent on outlining each 
subject area. Finally, remember to develop a frame of mind that relays to the examiners that 
you are the expert in the chair under cross examination. What you say has to persuade the 
jury that they should believe you evidence and line of argument. If you are not convincing, 
the verdict is unlikely to be favourable and may involve a lot of additional work in 
resubmitting you thesis. 

Good Luck. 
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Attachment 2 

TRANSFORMATION SECTOR 

Manufacture of souvenirs 

Constru ctio n o f faci lit ies 

Pro cessed foods & goods 

Manufactu red travel goods 

Producer Services 

Bureau de Change 
Travel services 
Trave l Insu rance 
In dustry Advisory 

l _ - - -

TERTIARY SECTOR 

Distributor Services 

• Retail Touris t shops 
•Transportation 
·Tourism Infrastru cture 
• T o uist C ommission 

Personal Services 

Accommodation 
Entertainment 

• Restauran ts 
To urs 
T o urism Associations 

Figure 2 The relationships between tourism industry sectors 
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PRIMARY ASSETS SECTOR 

Farm Sector Activities 

Porest/ecotourism Activities 

Marine Activit ies 

Cityscapes Experiences 

Touris m Communities 

Public Services 

Emergency 
Training 
Immigration 
Local Governm e nt 
Park Management 
Regulations 


