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SO201: SSAASS Surveys and Statistics (Richard Lampard)

Brief guidelines relating to (writing up) your project
Below is an example of one way in which your project report might be structured. It is very much an example; there are various other acceptable ways of structuring your report. The important thing to note is that your project report should have some form of structure and should cover much the same ground (i.e. issues) as the example given below.

The length for the project report is 5,000 words (+ 10% = a maximum of 5,500 words). Tables, lists of references, exact question wordings, etc., do not count towards the total number of words, but ‘written’ material in appendices does. However, a short abstract, of no more than 200 words, is treated as equivalent to a (legitimate) ‘appendix’ and thus does not count towards the total word length.

A possible structure is as follows:

	(i)   
Outline/Rationale


(approx.    250 words)

(ii) 
Background/Context


(approx.    750 words)

(iii) 
Methodology



(approx. 1,000 words)

(iv)  
Contents/Data Analyses

(approx. 2,500 words)

(v)   
Discussion/Evaluation

(approx.    500 words)

(vi)  
References/Appendices



(i)   Outline/Rationale
This should introduce the topic of the research, explain its sociological relevance, and discuss the aims of the project.

(ii)  Background/Context
This section should introduce the reader to the topic in more detail. It should review any relevant literature, bearing in mind that the literature does not need to be directly related to the substantive topic so long as it has acted as a source of ideas. Any material from sources such as official statistics and the media should also be discussed in this section.

(iii) Methodology
It is important that the project includes, as well as an examination of research findings, discussions of methodological/technical issues. These discussions can either be integrated with the data and analyses or be put in a separate section.

It would be worth outlining briefly any aspects of the data source that you use for your project which seem relevant (e.g. relevant aspects of the sample design and response rates; the range of data collected; the operationalisation of concepts leading to the variables that you use; etc.)

Other issues worth discussing include: the broad pros and cons of the secondary analysis aspect of the project (e.g. the limitations of the data collected on the topic by the study used), and any thoughts as to how the research could have been done better, or could be done better given adequate time and resources. (Do not be afraid to be constructively self-critical!)
(iv)  Contents/Data Analyses
Your findings will probably involve discussions/interpretations of a number of tables (i.e. cross-tabulations based on two or more variables), though you are free to use frequency distributions/histograms, means, correlation, linear or logistic regression, etc., where relevant. It is expected that your project report will discuss one or more multivariate analyses. 


These might take the form of, say, logistic regressions and, more straightforwardly, examinations of cross-tabulations with three or more dimensions. If you examine a cross-tabulation with three dimensions because you want to see whether the strength of a relationship between two variables varies according to the levels of a third variable, such as age, you should compare the values of Cramér’s V for the different levels (categories) of the third variable.


Tables, histograms, plots, etc., should be numbered and given titles. In cross-tabulations the rows and columns should be labelled in a clear and comprehensible fashion. If you have aggregated the categories of a variable by recoding it, then the new categories should be given appropriate labels. Details of the contents of each category of any new variable that you derive/use should be given in a footnote to the table (or provided elsewhere). The precise questions on which the variables used to construct each cross-tabulation are based should be included in an appendix. (In the case of derived variables a brief account of their derivation may instead be appropriate).

Tables and other output can be integrated into the text or included in an appendix, though in the latter case it is particularly important that the text makes sense independent of the table/figure to which it refers, and that tables/figures are well-labelled and titled!

Where a cross-tabulation is being used to demonstrate the existence of a relationship between two variables a chi-square statistic should be presented and evaluated via a test of significance. Where the strength of the relationship in a table is being discussed, Cramér’s V should be presented.

Tables of percentages are probably easier to discuss than tables of frequencies. However, enough information should be provided in the table for the reader to be able to calculate the frequencies, e.g. where a cross-tabulation contains column percentages column totals should also be presented. An alternative is simply to present both percentages and frequencies (cell counts).

Note that a bivariate analysis can be used either to confirm the existence of a relationship suggested by background reading or by your own sociological insight, or to suggest the existence of an interesting relationship (which then might be explored further by ‘elaboration’, e.g. the introduction of a third {layer} variable to give a three-way cross-tabulation). Rather than just describing the relationship between the two variables, you should (cautiously) attempt to interpret it, i.e. to suggest how it came about.

As well as presenting/interpreting tables, etc., you should say why you chose to look at those particular tables. You may also want to mention very briefly other tables that you looked at, but which didn’t turn out to be interesting. Bear in mind a cross-tabulation which suggests there is no relationship between two variables is potentially just as interesting as one which provides evidence of a relationship; if you expect there to be a relationship and there isn’t any evidence of one this may well be worth commenting on. Any tables that you include should be relevant to your main theme(s). (However, tables that seem of limited relevance to the main theme but which appear to show something very interesting may also be worth including!)

(v)   Discussion/evaluation
A separate section of this sort may not in practice be needed, as discussion and an analytical commentary could run alongside the contents/data analyses (as described in the previous section), though the project will at the very least need a distinct conclusion/summary. The point of specifying a broad section of this sort separately in these guidelines is to emphasise that the project should be analytic as well as descriptive.

A concluding section of the sort suggested above should critically assess the findings from the preceding section and should provide an overview of how the findings contribute to a sociological understanding of the project’s topic (though you should beware of reifying your interpretations of the data).

The section should look at both the project’s strengths and its limitations, including any important questions left unanswered. Any unanswered questions that have arisen during the course of the project work can also be mentioned, and the scope for further research on the topic can be discussed. You might consider how additional/more specifically focussed survey research and/or qualitative research might have added something to your findings.

(vi)  References/appendices
All authors referred to in the text should be referenced, as should the sources of any official statistics used. An appendix should include any tables, etc., which are referred to in the text but which are not included within the text itself. Another appendix should contain the questions on which the tables, variables used in other analyses, etc., were based. Additional relevant material can be included in further appendices.

Some final comments
Bear in mind that most research reports are written and re-written a number of times, and that it is therefore very likely that your first draft will need to be carefully reviewed and then re-written.

While presentation is by no means the most important aspect of the project report, numbering your pages, indenting any quotations, etc. is likely to create a more favourable impression. 
Useful ‘accessories’ to your project include a title page, section headings and an abstract (that is, a separate and very brief [i.e. no more than a couple of hundred words] overview of the aims, methods and results of your project, included on a separate sheet at the beginning of the project report). For further information on issues such as presentation, quotations, and citing and listing references see the Sociology Department’s Professional Skills Programme documentation and Undergraduate Handbook.

Example project

An example project report will be made available during the year, though it is intended as a (fairly crude) point of reference rather than as a definitive guide to how things should be done. There is no ideal or perfect way to write up quantitative research, and published papers in journals and/or reports based on the analysis of survey data may be an equally useful source of ideas as to how to put together your project report.

DEADLINE:  Project reports must be submitted by 2 p.m. on the Tuesday of the 3rd week of Term 3. They should first be submitted electronically and subsequently as a hard copy to the Undergraduate Secretary in the Sociology Reception Area on the 2nd Floor of the Ramphal Building. 

[An extension to the submission deadline will only be granted for a legitimate reason (such as a documented medical problem). It is therefore important that you allow time to accommodate last minute hitches in the completion of your project and the production of your project report. All requests for extensions go to the Department’s Senior Tutor, and must be supported by documentation (e.g. a medical note, or a note from your personal tutor). All extensions must be applied for via the electronic form available on the Department’s web-site, and applications must be submitted in advance of the deadline. Late submission where no formal extension has been granted will incur a penalty of 5 marks per day deduction from the mark awarded.]
Some examples of ‘Dos’ and ‘Don’ts’ derived from previous projects
Do

Answer the question/address the project title!

Theoretically justify your choice of tables to examine/interpret, and, in general, explain to the reader what you are doing and why.

Reflect on the (substantive and methodological) limitations of, and flaws in, what you have done.

Make sensible suggestions for further analyses.

Treat the project report as equivalent to an essay in terms of quality of presentation, the fluency/coherency of your writing, proper referencing, etc.

Think of as many alternative explanations of any observed pattern/relationship as you can, and justify your rejection of some of them.

Lay out and label your tables in a full, clear and attractive way!

Reflect on the merits of the variables that you use as ways of operationalizing concepts.

Think carefully when you recode variables and check to make sure that the recoded variables are sensible and correct.

Make sensible use of any existing literature (as a source of ideas, etc.).

Use other sources of data, but only if and where appropriate.

Draw the threads of your project together in the discussion/conclusion.

Check that the relationship in a cross-tabulation is statistically significant before interpreting the relationship!

Make it easy for the reader to move back and forth between data (e.g. a table) and the text referring to that data (table).

Include relevant material in appendices.

Maintain a balance between the substantive topic, the methods/methodology and the data/results.
Attempt to make links between data and ideas/theories.

Spell-check and proof-read the report before you submit it!

Don’t

Interpret row percentages as column percentages (or vice versa).

Forget to explain what you’re doing and why.

Analyse inappropriate/irrelevant variables.

End up using miscoded variables.

Misinterpret chi-square statistics!

Forget to check the proportion (%) of small expected frequencies (E < 5) in a cross-tabulation.

Use elaborate statistical techniques ‘just for the sake of it’, without really knowing what you are doing or why.

Describe your tables (cross-tabulations) without interpreting them.

Forget to include all the cross-tabulations that you discuss in detail.

Misread cross-tabulations so that the figures that you discuss in the text are not the same as the corresponding figures in the cross-tabulations.

Generate a lot of material and then produce a ‘fat’ but incoherent report with no linkages between the analyses or between the sections.

Subject the reader to sudden and unsignposted changes in direction.
Include background material which isn’t relevant, or which doesn’t tie in with the data analyses that follow.

Include irrelevant or superfluous material in appendices.

Be afraid of doing analyses that other researchers have done already if you need to for your project to be coherent and to make sense (so long as you don’t simply copy/plagiarise them...).

Feel you need to say the last word on the subject!
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