
SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING YOUR PROJECT WRITE-UP 
 
The purpose of the 3rd year project is to test your ability to design, plan, execute and report a 
piece of original research. The only evidence that the examiners have of your skills in these 
areas is your report, so it is worth taking a little trouble to impress them. 
 
It is normal to include the following sections: 
 
Title page: should contain the title, your CANDIDATE NUMBER, your degree scheme and 
the year. 

 
Contents: Make the readers' life easy by giving enough detail to allow them to find the 
section that they are looking for. If you have used sub-headings in your text as recommended 
(see below), these can make useful reference points. 
 
Abstract: Should describe concisely what you did and what you found. The abstract provides 
an opportunity for you to ‘sell’ the study (it is all of a paper that some people ever read!), so 
it is appropriate, briefly, to include some interpretation and insight. You can also end with a 
sentence like "These results are discussed in terms of X's (1988) model of Y, and suggestions 
for modification of the model are made" if that is appropriate. Do not include statistics in 
your abstract. 
 
Introduction: This section should put your reader in the picture, explain why the question you 
have tackled is interesting, and how you propose to answer it. You will almost certainly need 
a review of the literature, to show that you understand the context in which your own effort is 
set, and to set up your problem. Try to avoid simply making a list of previous studies. Try 
also to bring out limitations of previous studies. You may want to base your study on a 
disagreement in the literature, or on some question that previous workers have overlooked. In 
any event, it is important to show that you have a clear understanding of previous work in the 
field, and to present a clear rationale for your study. It is a good idea to finish this section 
with a clear statement of your hypothesis/hypotheses. 
 
Method: Should include the standard sections (i.e., participants [APA no longer uses 
subjects],  materials and apparatus, experimental design, procedure), plus others as 
appropriate to your particular experiment (for instance, you may wish to include a section 
describing the various psychometric tests that you used, or the arrangements for referral of 
hospitalised patients, etc). The balance between these sections depends on the particular 
project area. It is very important that you give enough detail to enable future workers to 
replicate your study exactly and to state any assumptions that you make, for instance in 
selecting or matching  participants, or in devising an experimental procedure. Full details of 
your apparatus should be available to your reader, but rather than disrupt the 'flow' of your 
prose, it may be preferable to put these in an Appendix if lengthy. Note: Putting a 
questionnaire in the Appendix does not substitute for a thorough description of that 
questionnaire -- including rating scales, anchors, number of items -- in this section. 
 
Results: [see separate document on ‘Presentation and Analysis of Experimental Data in Your 
Project’] A description of, and 'guided tour' around, what you found, with a minimum of 
interpretation (leave this for the Discussion section). A good principle to follow is that you 
begin with your most important/interesting results. Do not burden your reader with raw data 
(put these in an Appendix), but give summary tables where appropriate.  If you include tables 



or figures, you must refer to them in the text of this section (e.g., see Table 1). Remember 
that some people find pictorial representations (e.g., histograms, graphs etc) easier to 
understand than numbers (“a picture is worth a thousand words . . . and you only have 
5,000!). Many people use figures to help highlight what they consider to be their most 
important results. Explain why you have chosen your statistical tests, and give a summary of 
what they reveal (detailed working or computer printouts go in an Appendix). It is a good 
idea to finish this section with a sentence summarizing your results. 
 
Discussion: Here is your chance to demonstrate your analytic and critical powers. Try to 
relate your results to the context that you set in your Introduction, to the published literature, 
and especially to relevant theory in your field. The examiners will probably not penalize you 
for shortcomings in your experimental design, provided that you demonstrate that you are 
now aware of them, and made the best compromise that you could under the circumstances. 
You may like to indicate that you are familiar with the literature on research methodology, by 
referring to specific biases, confounds or other possible criticisms of your research. It is a 
good idea to suggest how future experiments could be improved. Do not claim too much for 
your data. It is perfectly permissible to be creative about its possible meaning, but make it 
clear that you are speculating. Remember that you are writing a report on a piece of scientific 
research, not solving the problem of the meaning of life. If there are possible practical 
applications of your findings, draw them out, and suggest how future research could develop 
your ideas. 
 
References: A full and accurate list of everything that you have referred to in your text, in the 
APA format.* 
 
Acknowledgements: It is courteous to thank those who have given you special help (e.g., 
your long- suffering subjects/participants; or you may have had help from hospital staff; or 
with statistics / computing / etc). 
 
Appendices: an opportunity to include all those details that would have made the reading of 
the report tedious, but are essential for full understanding. Material in the Appendices should 
be clearly labelled. 
 
 
A FEW PRACTICAL POINTS
 
word limit: The body of your project must not exceed 5,000 words; this maximum includes 
footnotes. Appendices are an 'optional extra', so it should be possible to keep your project 
concise by relegating all the space-consuming detail to an Appendix; the Appendix does not 
count towards the overall word limit nor do any tables, figures or the references. 
 
Presentation: All projects must be: 
typed 
double-spaced 
in 12-point font 
with page numbers 
typed on one side of page only 
and conforming to APA guidelines*,  
and two copies need to be submitted.  
 



Make your reader's job easy by making your presentation visually pleasing and well-
organized. It is much easier to read paragraphs of moderate-length (not short or long) 
organized in clearly labelled sections than pages of continuous prose. The use of sub-
headings within your main sections will indicate what is coming next, show the examiners 
that you are capable of organizing your thoughts, and discourage you from 'rambling'. Leave 
a line between paragraphs or indent, and leave a generous margin (1") to allow for binding.  
A binding service is provided by the Department.  Go to Reception, ask for directions to Mrs 
Joyce Bennett in Reprographics.  Please do not leave your binding until the last minute.  
 
Writing style: You should report your project in the past tense, using active versus passive 
language where possible. Consult relevant essay-writing guidelines on the web. 
 
Timing/Deadline: The deadline for submission is Friday @ noon, 8th Week to the 
Examination Schools. But please make both your and your supervisor’s lives less stressful by 
allowing a generous time margin (everything always takes longer than expected - especially 
if technology is involved!). Try to get parts of your project write-up to your supervisor earlier 
in Hilary Term (e.g., introduction, method). Don’t give your supervisor only 24 hrs to read 
your draft; don’t give yourself only 24 hrs to respond to these comments before handing in 
the final version. Please note: Your supervisor may only look at one draft. 
 
 
Marking: The project has the same weight as one written Finals paper.  Keep your efforts in 
proportion to the possible rewards. It is not mathematically possible for even an excellent 
project to save you from disaster if your written papers are poor, so you must also maintain 
your concentration on other course work throughout the third year. 
 
Finally, try to put yourself in the examiners' place. Help us by giving your report an explicit 
structure; set it in context and give it a clear rationale, include a full description of what you 
did and what you found, tell us what you think it all means and keep it concise and relevant. 
If you can do this you will complete a piece of work that you can be proud of, and you will 
certainly get very good marks. 
 
*Copies of the American Psychological Association (APA) guidelines are available from the 
library. These guidelines go beyond telling you how to cite references; they also include 
guidance on tables, figures, setting out your manuscript etc. But the essentials are here. 
 
 
 
Professor Miles Hewstone, Hilary Term, 2005  

 


