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Ten Steps in Managing a Student Project 
 

Frank Sligo, School of Communication, Journalism and Marketing, Massey University 
 

1. Choose an area in which you are interested and are (or think you can be) competent. Your 
aim is to encapsulate your research topic in one simple question. Your task in the project will 
be to answer that question fully. 

2. Check with your supervisor that the area you have chosen is suitable. Negotiate what is 
required for acceptance of the finished report. That is, what are the normal expectations 
about the kind of research activity that will answer the question you are asking yourself? 
What is the appropriate length for the kind of assignment you have set yourself? What are 
the constraints applying to the project (e.g., time, scope of what you want to do, costs, etc.)? 
Remember you must be able to complete the project in the time available. 

3. Narrow your area of interest to a specific topic. Finalise the specific research question you 
intend to answer. There should be inherently one major question in each research project. 
Projects lacking this one question often suffer from problems of definition and focus. 
(However, finalising this specific question does not prevent you from later changing the 
direction of your project as you progress with it, in response to new or unforeseen 
developments.) 

4. Write an initial research plan of the approach you will follow in answering your question. Get 
your supervisor to comment on this. 

5. Survey the literature relevant to your topic. Remember it is a rare piece of research that has 
no antecedents or which takes place in isolation. You should try to see your project in 
relationship to what may be numerous other relevant studies that have been carried out 
before. Find information that helps you understand how your study fits in to the literature of 
the area. If you are thorough in your search you will almost certainly find that there is more 
than one literature of relevance to what you want to do. However, in most research 
undertakings you need show familiarity with only one body of literature. Remember that 
literature searching usually takes longer than you think. Ensure you call on the expertise of 
subject specialists in your University library, who normally know a lot of shortcuts in finding 
relevant information. If you are unable to download full text from Internet sources and need 
to obtain books or journal articles from elsewhere using the N.Z. library interloan network, 
be aware that each request can take several weeks.  

6. Now you have some idea of other, similar projects, re-think your approach in the light of 
what you have learned. If necessary, rewrite your research plan and show it to your 
supervisor. Think again about the validity (and practicalities) of what you have planned. Can 
your question in fact be answered by a research project of this nature? Are you really able to 
do it in the time you have available? 

7. If your answer to these questions is yes, now is the time to rewrite your research plan in 
more detail and send it to your supervisor for comment. 

8. Once your plan is approved, begin work on the project itself. Often it is helpful to create a 
schedule of the activities you have to complete and the time you have available. Estimate 
how long each activity will take, add another 50% as a safety margin, and allocate time to 
each item accordingly. 

9. Prepare a draft outline of the sections of the report. As you do the research, try to write 
parts of each of these sections as you go. This helps you to keep an overview of the entire 
project and avoid getting too wrapped up in any one aspect to the detriment of the whole.  

10. As soon as it is clear how the final report is going to look, send a draft copy of it to your 
supervisor for comments. Make corrections and changes as required. Complete the report 
and send it in, in final printed form. 
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The Project Plan 
 
Every project plan does not have to look the same (and will not do so as they reflect different 
projects) but your one should contain at least the following elements. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In this section you talk about the project you intend to do in fairly general terms. This gives some 
context and provides an overview, but most of the points you make here are likely to be repeated in 
more detail in later sections. 
 
2. Problem Statement 
 
This sets out the research question and briefly identifies the objectives of your project. Note that the 
term "problem" is here used in the technical sense as meaning the issue you intend to investigate. It 
does not necessarily imply that there is a problem in the sense of something going wrong. It could 
refer to an opportunity more than a problem as such. 
 
3. Literature Review 
 
This identifies relevant theories, research evidence and descriptive material bearing both on the 
topic and on your possible methodology. This section includes all information, published or 
otherwise, that helps to explain the background to the research. What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of previous research? This narrative sets the stage for your examination of the research 
problem. 
 
4. Project Objectives or Hypotheses 
 
The rationale for your research leads you into a statement of either your research objectives or 
research hypotheses. Your project may or may not require formally stated hypotheses. A hypothesis 
is a carefully stated proposition of what you think is probably the case. Research employing the 
hypothesis testing approach is focussed on testing the accuracy of the hypothesis you have stated. 
This kind of research is best suited for a project exploring a subject that is already reasonably well 
understood. The methodology for testing hypotheses is strictly defined, following exact guidelines. 
Often projects of an exploratory nature or in an area that has not been well researched are better 
suited to an approach involving research objectives rather than hypothesis testing. 
 
A full statement of objectives is still required, however, and in this section you spell out your 
intentions. Try to define your objectives as clearly and precisely as possible. Also, aim to state your 
objectives in operational terms. This means explaining the objectives in such a way that it is clear 
what kind of approach you intend to use in achieving them. Consider formulating an action 
statement in which you use terms that clarify your research intentions: to evaluate … to critically 
assess … to determine the extent to which … etc. 
 
5. Methodology 
 
In this section you specifically identify the who, what, when, where, why and how of the proposed 
project in sufficient detail to enable the reader to understand exactly what your intentions are and 
how you plan to achieve them. As noted above, your goal is to be so clear that any well informed 
person is able to complete the project solely on the basis of your written explanation. Justify your 
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choice of the research strategy you have adopted. Identify the possible strengths and weaknesses of 
the methodology you have identified. If you have an experimental set-up in mind, explain what it is. 
 
Include a section on resources and constraints. What are your budgetary considerations, constraints 
on materials, timetable issues, access to necessary software, etc.? Include a section on ethics. What 
are the likely ethical issues that you need to consider? Is any harm possible to your research 
participants, yourself, your supervisors, the University or any other entity as a result of your 
research? Whom should you consult on ethics? Is there an ethics committee within or beyond the 
University that you need to consult? 
 
It is important to explain the sections or stages of your research. How do you intend to achieve each 
stage? What is the time-scale of each part and the whole project? Explain your methods of data 
collection. How do you intend to obtain your information? If you intend to use a questionnaire, 
include it here, at least in outline form. 
 
6. Analysis and Interpretation 
 
Usually there is a distinction between analysis and interpretation. Analysis is when you assess the 
data you have collected to find the results that you consider significant. Interpretation is when you 
assess these results to understand then explain why they are important or useful in the context of 
your research. 
 
Explain how you intend to analyse and display the data you collect. Will you need to obtain any 
statistical advice? How will you interpret your results? Review your objectives: will you have 
achieved your objectives at this stage? What are the implications of your findings, in response to the 
"so-what?" and “who cares?” questions? What are the applications of your research? Should your 
findings be published in any or all of the scholarly, professional or popular literature? What are the 
limitations of your study, and what directions can you identify for future research? 
 
7. References 
 
Provide a comprehensive listing of all the sources to which you referred in the previous sections of 
the project plan. Write them in such a way that the reader can identify them and obtain a copy. 
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Possible Grading Sheet for Project Plan 
 

1. Problem Statement.  Possible mark 10% 
2. Literature Review. Possible mark 15% 
3. Project Objectives or Hypotheses. Possible mark 25% 
4. Methodology. Possible mark 20% 
5. Analysis and Interpretation. Possible mark 15% 
6. References. Possible mark 5% 
7. Format and Presentation. Possible mark 10% 

 

Possible Grading Sheet for Project 
 

1. Format and Presentation. (Appropriate length; clear language; professional presentation 
and appearance.) Possible mark 20% 

2. Structure and Content. (Identifying the dimensions of the topic; relating them into a 
structure; constructing a directed and logical argument; quality of references.) Possible mark 
50% 

3. Relevance. (Inclusion of material only of greatest relevance; direct focus on the topic; 
ignoring irrelevant or peripheral material.) Possible mark 10% 

4. General. (Relation to personal experience; general effort involved; innovative twists; 
creativity.) Possible mark 20% 


