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Who this Handbook is for

This Handbook is designed for postgraduate research students in Hong Kong who are required to write either an MPhil thesis or PhD/doctoral dissertation as their main degree requirement. The Handbook is based on the accumulated experience of the Effective English for Postgraduate Research Students (EEPRS) Programme in the Department of English at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University. For the past two years, EEPRS has been offering university-wide workshops, programmes for specific departments and faculties, intensive, one-on-one mentoring sessions, and other activities, all with the main purpose of providing specialised guidance and practical support for postgraduate students writing their theses/dissertations.

The main audience for this Handbook is therefore MPhil and PhD research students. There are, however, other groups that we hope will also find it useful, including supervisors of research students, full-time academic staff completing their own research degrees part-time, and research associates and assistants who need to write for publication, as well as others.

What this Handbook is for

This Handbook is a natural extension of EEPRS’ activities, and brings together what we have learned about guiding and supporting postgraduate research students, as for some time now, research students and supervisory staff have been asking for a written record of the accumulated experience of the Programme. They have also expressed the need for some sort of free-standing, self-access guide either for students who do not have the opportunity to attend EEPRS workshops and mentoring sessions, or for those who can attend and have asked for a pre- and/or post-workshop text they can use. In this sense, the Handbook attempts to distil information presented in the workshops and mentoring sessions and the discussions arising from those presentations into an accessible, written form. 

But this Handbook is not just a written version of EEPRS workshops and mentoring sessions - it is also more. First, it is written to provide usable information on the wider context of thesis/dissertation writing - the "big picture" of what it means to take on a project of this kind and magnitude. A thesis/dissertation project is the largest and most complex research (not just writing) project that many of us will ever undertake, so a broad understanding of the overall nature of such a project is often critical for its success. 

To put it differently, this Handbook is about postgraduate research writing, but postgraduate research writing broadly understood. That is, it is possible to think of research writing not just as the act of getting research results down on paper, but also more broadly as all the thinking, planning, organizing, data collecting, data analyzing, etc., that leads to the actual putting down of words on paper. This Handbook therefore sets out to provide an orientation to the general process of planning an MPhil/PhD research project, as well as more specific guidance on how to write up that research.

Second, this Handbook is an adjunct rather than simply a substitute for EEPRS workshops and mentoring activities. Such activities, by their very nature, tend to focus on details and highly practical matters. But by working through this Handbook before attending such workshops or mentoring sessions, postgraduate research students will have a much clearer idea of how these details fit into a larger framework of meaning – a more general, preparatory approach to researching and writing the thesis/dissertation.

What this Handbook is not (for)

This Handbook is not a simple, step-by-step, how-to guide to researching and writing theses and dissertations (like a cookbook of recipes), because these activities are far too complex and too variable across disciplines and research problems to permit such a simplistic approach. But even if it were possible to provide such a guide – a predetermined recipe or model for preparing theses/dissertations – the resulting products would probably have little worth as contributions to new knowledge, and no worth at all as significant learning experiences. 

How to use this Handbook 

As this Handbook is designed to be a kind of self-access guide, it is important at the beginning to give some basic instructions for its use. First, the text includes a large number of "activities" – listing, writing, thinking, and discussion activities which are designed to help you to relate what you have read in the Handbook to your own experience as a postgraduate research student, academic writer, member of your academic discipline, etc. Although it is possible to read this Handbook without doing these activities, we strongly encourage you to work through each task, if you wish to derive the maximum benefit. 

Second, this Handbook should be used, if possible, by more than one student working together. A common misinterpretation of the term ‘self-access’ is that it means working alone – by yourself. But this is not usually true. 'Self-access' means working without a teacher or lecturer, but this is best done collaboratively, i.e., by working with other students. In fact, almost all of the activities ask you to discuss your answers with one or more other students, and in our experience you will gain much more by doing so than if you work alone.

Third, an important part of the approach we take in this Handbook, and especially in Chapters 3 and 4, is to include examples of writing from a variety of different academic disciplines and fields. The idea here is definitely NOT to suggest that the examples we provide represent the best or only way to write; neither do we intend to provide models for research students to simply memorize and reproduce. 

Instead, we provide examples from across fields and disciplines to give you a chance to look at one way of writing, and then to compare that approach to the approach or approaches taken in your own field. Our reason for providing a variety of examples is thus a comparative one – as a way of helping you to see more clearly the styles and features of academic research writing in your own field or discipline, by comparing and contrasting them to others.
What this Handbook is based on
As mentioned above, this Handbook is based primarily on the accumulated experience of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University's Department of English EEPRS Programme – a considerable number of workshops, mentoring sessions, and other support provided to postgraduate research students. But it is also based on other kinds of experience and knowledge as well. 

First, a substantial amount of research in the field of Applied Linguistics on academic research writing has been completed over the last 20 years, and we have tried to take advantage of the overall findings of that research. It should perhaps also be mentioned that we are ourselves active researchers in this field. 

Second, a large amount of teacher knowledge in the field of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) exists that focuses on preparing postgraduate research students to write. As veteran ESP teachers and as active members of the ESP community, we have had access to this knowledge base. 

Third, both of us have finished our PhDs within the last few years, and the experience is still therefore relatively fresh in our minds. We have also mentored a number of MPhil and PhD candidates since finishing our own PhDs, giving us an interesting comparative perspective. Finally, much of what we discuss in this Handbook is based, to some extent, on common sense.
A note on style

It will hopefully become obvious as you work through this Handbook that we have not written this using the style that you will be expected to use when you write your thesis or dissertation. That is, we have used relatively casual, informal language, structures such as contractions, and usually addressed you, the reader, directly, as we hope to create a text that is not as “impersonal” and “objective” as the kind of academic texts you are required to produce. We have also decided to play our own small part in redressing the gender imbalance which is still a problem in English and many academic fields, by using “she” throughout the text.

Feedback on and copies of this Handbook

We warmly welcome any feedback or input you would like to provide on this Handbook. This feedback will help us to produce revised editions, follow-up volumes, and additional written materials. Please send any comments, feedback or requests for copies to us at eeprs@engl.polyu.edu.hk .
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