
Rethinking Final Year Projects and Dissertations: Creative Honours and Capstone Projects. 

 

 

As part of a National Teaching Fellowship Project the University of Gloucestershire, UK, is collecting 
interesting examples of how universities in the UK and internationally are designing and assessing creative 
honours and capstone projects which help undergraduate students prepare for an uncertain world.   
 

In the UK our focus is on creative projects at honours level which may be an alternative or additional to the 
traditional honours dissertation (typically a 8-10,000 word thesis); in many other countries our interest is in 

creative final year and capstone projects which include a significant element of research or inquiry.   
 

We are particularly interested in innovative ways of: 

a) engaging students in research, inquiry and consultancy, including projects which are employment and 

community based; 

b) assessing the projects and ensuring consistency of standards; and   

c) disseminating the findings, including through exhibitions, undergraduate research conferences and 

other forms of public engagement. 
 

Creative projects in any discipline are of interest.  They will be displayed on the project web site at: 
http://insight.glos.ac.uk/tli/activities/ntf/creativehops/Pages/default.aspx 
 

Completed examples and any queries should be sent to: Professor Mick Healey, Director 
mhealey@glos.ac.uk or Laura Lannin, Research Assistant llannin@glos.ac.uk.  
 

1. Example title (To convey to others the central aspects): 
 
 Developing authentic undergraduate research in Art & Design at Nottingham Trent University, UK 

 
2. Contact details and context 

 
Name:         Matt Hawthorn                                           

Institution:   Nottingham Trent University                                                   

Email:  matthew.hawthorn@ntu.ac.uk 

Degree Programme:   BA Theatre Design 

Course/unit/module title:  Critical Practices / Major Research Project 

Class size:  55 
 

3. Please describe the main features of the project and the learning outcomes (Include the activities and roles the 
student and the teacher / supervisor undertake; and focus particularly on how the student learns in ‘research/inquiry 
mode’.  Please ensure this section is written such that staff / faculty elsewhere can apply the central elements from your 
practice.  Please write for an international readership and try to avoid disciplinary and nationally specific ‘jargon’.  
Preferably 250+ words):   
 
The Critical Practices strand of modules consists of  20 credit year long modules in both Years 1 & 2 (Levels 4 & 5) 
followed by a 30 credit Major Research Project (MRP) in Year 3 (Level 6). The strand focuses on critical and contextual 
thought and practice in the context of an undergraduate design programme. The teaching starts from the presupposition 
that the research process as an inquiry should have primacy, and that the modes of development and exposition should 
be “authentic” to the research context. Authentic in the context of a creative art & design programme is therefore 
understood to include creative art & design practice itself. One of the drivers behind this change is the employment 
context for Theatre Design graduates which invariably means portfolio working applying creative practice to a variety of 
different contexts. The connection between vocation (in the fullest sense of “having a vocation”) and research is therefore 
paramount. Student research is as likely to be situated in the context of developing creativity in the context of a Primary 
School, or practically applying Bakhtin’s notion of carnival to flashmobs, as it might be focused on deconstructing 
Wagnerian Scenography, or analysing the visual language of Jacobean playtexts.  
 
As such the final year Major Research Project has been revalidated to replace a written dissertation with a 3 part structure: 

- a “research document” which can be in any form relevant to the research. This can include the traditionally written 
dissertation but has also included video, animations, documented performances, artefacts and business plans. 
These are usually integrated within written texts.  

- an abstract of 750 – 1500 words which articulates the fundamental aspects of the research project (research 
question, methodology, findings, conclusions). The abstract effectively makes the claim for the research project 
and cross references the evidence in the research document. 

http://insight.glos.ac.uk/tli/activities/ntf/creativehops/Pages/default.aspx
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- a seminar presentation which frames the research for a live audience, where the student responds to questions 
which arise from the research.   

 
Within the abstract students are expected to make the connection between their research and the learning outcomes for 
the module. They are also given an assessment matrix which presents grade descriptors for each learning outcome. The 
Learning Outcomes for the MRP module are focused on the following aspects. 

- Intellectual Engagement with the subject (including the ambition of the research project). 
- Construction of the argument through the application of methodology 
- Evidence of an independent research process. 
- Presentation & Dissemination strategy (including the use of poetic strategies) 
- Evidence of consideration of scholarly and ethical practices and conventions.  

 
 
The module is taught through a series of stages. Students begin by articulating a general area of investigation, this is used 
to place them into peer reading and research groups which meet fortnightly for 2 hours to review the research process and 
to share material. Collaboration is encouraged so long as all contributions are cited and recognised. The first term is spent 
forming a detailed proposal (question, method, expected findings and conclusions) which is presented to a larger group, 
including Year 2 students. The 2

nd
 term is spent developing the research. The Research Document and Abstract are then 

submitted for assessment by project tutor and 2
nd

 reader, who should use the Abstract as a guide to the student’s 
intentions for the research. The two readers share questions which the 2

nd
 Reader takes to the Seminar presentation 

which is presented to a mixed group of 2
nd

 & 3
rd

 years. 
 
Documents are submitted electronically and a selection of successful research projects is then placed in an archive for 
future students to use as models and exemplars. 
 
Central to understanding the final year module is to understand how it is established through the Year 1 & 2 modules. 
The process of teaching in Years 1 & 2, develops this focus on research, and also on collaborative learning.  
The Year 1 module begins with a series of fortnightly short research projects where students in groups of 5 develop 
responses to questions posed by the tutor. These questions are then presented and debated in seminars to establish a 
common body of knowledge within the cohort and to initiate and embed the principle of active student research. The 
module concludes with the students constructing an individual “patchwork” text of short pieces of writing which establish 
the central concerns of research. This consists of:  

- A Subject Text (outlining the area of knowledge being investigated) 
- A Lens Text (outlining the critical perspective being taken, the “lens” through which the subject is viewed). 
- Detailed applications (using the lens to contextualise the subject through focusing on a detail). 
- Abstract which frames the research in terms of multiple questions and conclusions. 

This has been successful in focusing student attention on critical research. All students are taught the fundamental 
elements of what a research project requires. Students who are able to “knock out” essays without depth are forced to 
consider the fundamental elements of the research process and consider what “depth” means in this context.  
 
The Year 2 module is split in two stages. 

 Stage One in 2010-11 has consisted of a series of short group projects following the model of the Year 1 module. 
This was unsuccessful due to the commitments of the students in other modules which include work experience 
placements. This will be replaced by a single group project which develops a collaborative research project in 
response to a research question which will be drawn from the academic team. Student research therefore is 
established in the context of staff research. 

 Stage Two is a smaller version of the Year 3 Major Research Project which works through exactly the same 
stages albeit at a faster pace and with a smaller project. Students are able to work towards tentative conclusions 
and also outline potential areas for development as conclusions. These may be developed further in Year 3. 

 

4. How do you assess the work and what evidence do you have that standards are comparable with more 

traditional formats? (Include the ways in which you seek to compare standards used with those in other final year 
courses/modules/credits; and how you seek to achieve consistency in assessment of projects):  
 
The assessment is founded on the Abstract where the student is expected to articulate a clear rationale for their choices in 
forming, developing and disseminating their research, in the context of the module learning outcomes. By not having the 
“traditional essay structure” as a given, and making it a choice which students are expected to rationalise, this places the 
“new” forms in the same position as the traditional. 
 
Prior to the implementation of the Abstract, the team applied a common set of criteria, using second and third marking, to 
ensure that the “experimental texts” received parity with traditional. The need for the Abstract arose through marks 
meetings where differences in the interpretation of the student’s research intentions presented the need for a clarification 
medium. 
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5. Hot tips and things to look for (What key advice would you give someone wishing to adopt this approach?): 
 
The key aspect of this approach is to ensure a focus on “research” and the authenticity of research. This requires the 
traditional dissertation to be subject to the same justifications as “alternatives”. The abstract as a tightly structured 
document is key to establishing this parity.  
 

6. How well does it work? (Student, employer, peer review response. What does evaluation or research reveal as to  
impact and effectiveness?): 
 

a. Extent of student take up. 
The implementation of this approach is still in its formative stage. It is fair to say that the majority of students have 
been reluctant to shift away from the familiar territory of the traditional dissertation, and their research topics have 
not required them to do so. Students who have wanted to be more experimental have required some reassurance 
that it will not disadvantage them. The evaluation so far is that whilst students are interested, greater clarification 
is required in order to implement more effectively across the cohort, it is hoped that an increased number of 
archived successful student projects will help to enable this.  

 
b. Impact on Standards. 
It was the experience of teaching the current graduating cohort in Year 1 which prompted the rethink of the Year 
One module. The changes to the module implemented 2009-10, as an “interpretation” of the existing module, prior 
to re-validation for 2010-11. This means that effective comparison won’t be complete until next years cohort have 
been assessed and evaluated. However, the experience so far is that the average results of the cohort have been 
consistently higher in the latter cohort who have been through the revised curriculum. It is also worth noting that 
the approach has eliminated the extremes in assessment, (no fails and very few Firsts). This might indicate that 
whilst the focus has established the fundamentals of research across the cohort, because students are dealing 
with unfamiliar modes, they are not yet extending and applying them to the fullest extent. 

 
c. Impact on Students. 
The anecdotal evidence so far is that the new methods of exposition greatly improve the outcomes for students 
who have struggled with traditional essay writing. This is evident in the early “experimental” texts where the 
students who undertook them were generally students, who were doing well in design modules and less well in 
essay based modules, and for whom the ability to engage their kinaesthetic learning preferences and “play” with 
the structure of their presentation had considerable benefits in the quality of their outcomes. However due to the 
incremental implementation, it is to early to draw cohort wide conclusions.  

 

 

7. What problems / issues have arisen? (And how have you addressed them?): 
 
It is fair to say that the Abstract (which was implemented for the first time in 2010-11) will take some time to adopt by both 
students and colleagues. Many students have seen the abstract as an afterthought rather than a core aspect of the 
research, the assessment process has accounted for this to some degree too. Some staff colleagues have also 
suggested that it is unneccesary repetition creating increased word counts and increased marking time. This is legitimate 
feedback, and in 2011-12 a more effective modelling of the abstract in the context of the research document will hopefully 
address this. The students will also have encountered the use of the abstract in years 1 and 2 so this should be more 
familiar. The framing of the Abstract will also include specific questions relating to the student’s self evaluation of their 
research against the module learning outcomes.  
 

8. How resource-intensive is it? (In terms of staff time per student):  
Each research group of 8 students generally receives 10 x 2 hr group tutorials, in addition there are ad hoc individual 
tutorials, and the 2 x 1 day presentations which include 4 staff and 110 students (Years 2 & 3). The allocation of resources 
is consistent with the allocation to a traditional dissertation module.  
 

9. Details of support material / course work / assessment methods (Please attach as separate files any details that 
you think would help others considering adopting this approach; e.g. student instructions or the course handbook):  
There are a range of materials, but they are currently in process, I would like to revise these and send them through in due 
course. 
 

10. Relevant references and Web sites (To articles / web sites that describe this approach):  
This approach has been inspired by a number of sources, but essentially has evolved through the specific needs of the BA 
Theatre Design programme.  
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