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Tackling your Thesis 

Dr Charley Lewis was a senior lecturer at the University of the Witwatersrand 
before moving into private practice as an ICT policy and regulation consultant.  In 
this article, he summarises some of the advice he would give to students during his 
15 years as a research supervisor.  

Why write a thesis 

As part of your Master’s degree, you will be expected to write a thesis or research report.  The 
length and specific requirements for this piece of work will vary according to the degree.  A 
critical starting point for this piece of work, therefore, is to make sure that you understand 
and familiarise yourself with these requirements.  This article does not deal with such degree-
specific requirements, but rather sets out some general pointers to help you tackle the 
research component of your degree. 

It’s a good starting point to realise what is expected for you in the course of your research 
report or thesis. 

You will not  -  at least at Master’s degree level -  be expected to solve the problems of the 
world or make new discoveries.  You will, however, be expected to: 

• Show that you can come to grips with an issue within your chosen field, and identify a research 
problem; 

• Formulate a clear, focused, specific research question; 

• Design and specify a research methodology appropriate to your research question; 

• Contextualise your research within the current academic discourse related to the issue you 
are examining; 

• Conduct the research in accordance with your chosen methodology; 

• Write up the process above clearly and coherently, and analyse and reflect on what emerges 
in relation to your research question.  

Let’s look at some of these issues in more detail.    

Start with an issue area 

The first challenge you will face comes with the need to select a topic or area in which you 
want to do your research. 

It is best to start with a broad general area of interest (such as consumer protection,  
cybersecurity, contract law etc).  You will narrow this down to something far more precise 
later. 

Choose an area or issue that interests you.  You will be working on the topic for long hours 
over a year or more.  You want to be able to sustain your interest and enthusiasm right 
through to the end. 
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Choose an area with which you are familiar, preferably one where the material (news, reports, 
articles etc) crosses your desk every day.  This will ensure that you already have a grounding 
in the issues, the problems and the debates. Whilst branching out into a new area may sound 
like an exciting challenge, all you are doing is making your learning curve that much steeper.   

Read the relevant literature 

It’s highly unlikely that you will be the first to do work in the area you have decided to focus 
on.  So, you need to start by making yourself familiar with the work that others have already 
done and are currently doing in the field.  That means reading what they have written. 

The material that crosses your desk is a good start. But you need to widen the search.  In 
particular, you need to get a grasp of the academic or legal literature in the field.   The type of 
literature may depend on the requirements of the specific degree that you are registered for, 
but is likely to include articles in the relevant academic journals, as well as relevant case law, 
conference papers, technical reports and more.   

Reading the relevant literature will give you a broad exposure to the academic discourse 
related to the area in which you are planning to conduct your research.  Who are the main 
researchers and analysts working in the area?  What are the issues that they are researching, 
both currently and in the past?  What terminology and jargon do they use in their discussion?  
What are the main areas of debate and disagreement?  How do they present their material, 
and what is their style of writing?  

Read selectively.  You don’t want to try to read everything that has been written.  Nor do you 
need to read everything in every article.  Focus on the most prominent researchers, on the 
key articles and the main issues.  Use the abstracts to decide whether or not to read an article.  
Then skim the headings, and read the conclusion, before deciding on whether to read the full 
article.  And look at the list of references for other articles and authors you may want to 
explore.  

And go beyond the basic Google in your search for the relevant literature.  Google Scholar is 
the key resource when it comes to mining for the academic readings that you need.  Use it to 
search for the terms and issues you come across in your reading  -  and to set alerts for future 
articles on those issues.  Use it to search for the key authors and researchers in the field.  Use 
Google Scholar to track down the articles that they have quoted or used as a basis to frame 
their research, and which are included in their list of references.  Use Google Scholar to track 
down more recent research in the same area.  The ‘Cited By’ link will give you a list of more 
recent articles quoting the article you searched for  -  it also gives you an idea of how important 
(more citations) each article is in the field.  Speak to your university librarian for help in getting 
electronic access to the articles you find in this way.     

Collect and organise the literature that you find, preferably in electronic format.  This means 
saving the articles and reports on your computer in one or more specific folders, and renaming 
the files as you go, so that you can easily find them later (my personal system includes in the 
filename the author(s), the year of publication and a short description).  

As you read, highlight or underline, and comment or summarise  -  whether electronically or 
in hard copy.  This will help you to digest the article, and guide you when you need to come 
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back to it later.  Making handwritten notes as you work through the literature will also help 
you clarify the material in your own mind.  Do not, whatever you do, simply copy and paste 
text from the article into your own notes (unless you add a citation each time)  -  unless you 
want to put yourself on a slippery slope to accidental plagiarism. 

Ensure too that you also read the requirements of your university for the research report you 
are doing  -  several times!  They will usually give you a clear understanding of what is expected 
of you, of what you are working towards, and will often include a number of helpful pointers 
and suggestions.  

Choose your supervisor 

If you are able to (not all universities allow you to), it is best to choose you own research report 
supervisor.  Ideally you want to find someone who does research in the area you have chosen 
to focus on, or in a similar field.  You also need to find someone that you respect and with 
whom you feel you can work.  Speak to your lecturers for suggestions and approach the one 
who best fits the bill.   

Your supervisor is an important source of guidance in helping you come to terms with the 
research area that you have chosen, in pointing you towards key literature in the field, and in 
helping you frame an appropriate and practicable research question.  They will also provide 
very important guidance as you conduct your research, write up your findings, and prepare 
your research report for final submission.  

Don’t be shy to approach external parties, such as industry experts or researchers at other 
universities around the world for additional support, especially if you’ve read and admired 
their work.  At worst they’ll turn you down, but they may well be willing to share valuable 
documents, information and insights. 

Frame your research question 

Based on the more focused reading, and with the assistance of your supervisor, you can now 
attempt to pose a research question. 

Your research question must be able to be written as a single sentence  -  not more than a 
couple of lines long, and ending in a question mark. 

It should be based on a specific problem within the research area that you have been looking 
at, on a gap in the existing research, an unanswered question or debate in the literature.  
Further, it should be phrased in an open-ended way, one that does not pre-empt the outcome:  
research is about asking questions whose answers are not known in advance, and not about 
justifying conclusions that you may already have reached. 

You may need to rewrite your research question many times until you are satisfied that you 
have a good, clear, clean formulation.  It’s a key step in the research process.  A poorly-
formulated research question will undermine the entire research process.  
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A well-formulated research question is grounded in the broader issue or area that you chose 
at the outset, based on a specific research problem or gap in the existing research, and guided 
and shaped by the relevant academic literature and discourse.    

Choose an appropriate methodology 

A good research question also helps to determine your methodology.  A qualitative question 
will imply a qualitative methodology, of which there are many specific types;  likewise, a 
quantitative question will lead you to a quantitative methodology.  The space here does not 
allow a full discussion of all the options:  but your chosen methodology needs to follow clearly 
and logically from your research question. 

It’s highly advisable to use a single, straightforward methodology.  While it may seem fun to 
combine two methodologies (eg interviews plus a questionnaire), all you are doing is making 
your research doubly complicated. 

Don’t be afraid to adapt  -  not copy  -  a methodology from another piece of research you 
have liked and admired.  Your reading of the academic discourse will help you chose your 
methodology.   

Write your research proposal 

Most degrees require you to write up a research proposal, which will need to be approved 
before you start the actual research itself.   

This will give you a chance to specify your research problem, contextualise it within the 
existing academic discourse, pose your research question and specify your chosen 
methodology.  Each of these sections in your proposal will later be expanded and 
strengthened to become a chapter in your final report.  

As you move towards your research, you will need to plan and structure your reading and 
writing.  Set aside time for this in your diary, preferably daily time.  Get the support of your 
colleagues at work and your family at home.  Write early, and write often, and rewrite, and 
rewrite.  

Make sure you understand the requirements of academic writing and of referencing in your 
specific discipline:  most degrees will have a style and referencing guide, which you will need 
to read carefully, and adhere to. 

Equally, understand what plagiarism is, and how to avoid it. This is a much bigger subject than 
space allows here  -  so read up on the issue while you write.  Never copy and paste text 
without marking it as quoted text (inverted either commas or italics) or without adding the 
necessary citation.  Never use quotations in place of your own analysis.  Rather situate them 
within your argument:  introduce the quotation; explain what it means within the context of 
your analysis; then take back control of the argument as you move on to the next point.  
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Conclusion  

There is a good deal more good advice out there to guide you as you embark on your research 
report or thesis.  Look for, collect and read articles on the research and writing process itself 
that will help you on the journey.  Talk to friends and colleagues who have walked the path 
before you, and to your classmates, and get their guidance and support. 

Writing your research report or thesis may seem a daunting task at the outset.  But it’s a 
doable task, one that will improve your professional competence and stand your career as a 
legal practitioner in excellent stead.  And, at the end of the journey, you will have the 
satisfaction of a completed piece of quality work, and you will have learned much and grown 
immeasurably, both personally and professionally. 

 

Charley Lewis (Ph D, M Comm) 
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