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SW550, Fall Quarter, consists primarily of lectures and workshops, with some individual sessions with the advisor.
SW599A, Winter Quarter, will consist of data entry and analysis workshops – separately for quantitative and qualitative theses, and individual sessions with the advisor. 

SW500B, Spring Quarter, will consist entirely of individual work and sessions with the advisor. A group meeting with the Library Thesis Coordinator will be conducted during the Spring Quarter. 

SW550 is a graded course. 
Grades RP (Satisfactory Progress) are given for the Winter and Spring quarters, if satisfactory progress is made. These grades are changed to CR after successful submission of the thesis to the library in June.

Communication

E-mail is my preferred method of communication. Please attach your documents as MS Word documents. As much as possible, I will read and comment on your drafts, and return them to you, without printing them. You will need to familiarize yourself with the Track Changes function in Word (under Tools). I will also accept and correct printed copies. My last reading and revision will be of the entire thesis, except Acknowledgements, on a printed copy.

Please make use of my Web site, http://www.calstatela.edu/faculty/dweaver/ which contains the syllabus and this document, as well as IRB forms, instructions for completing IRB forms, and examples of completed IRB forms.
Resources

There are plenty of resources available to assist in completing the thesis. These guidelines, your textbook from SW540, other research texts, my Web site, ORSP Web site, sample theses in my office or in the library and APA guidelines are readily available. Please make use of these resources prior to coming to the instructor with questions. 

Deadlines
Generally, I will read material and return it to you fairly rapidly, but I guarantee only a one-week turnaround. You need to take this into consideration when planning your time as deadlines approach, especially nearing the end of the year.

It is expected that the final version of each thesis product will represent your work at its best. Due dates are for final versions, i.e., versions that require no further revision at this time. This means, of course, that draft versions must be turned in much earlier. At the same time, revisions may be necessary on any part of the thesis until the final deadline. No part of the thesis is completely done until the whole thing is done.

There is plenty of time to complete the thesis during the academic year. But the students who get in serious trouble at the end of the year are those who procrastinate at the beginning of the year.

Writing

It is expected that all submitted material will be of graduate student quality. I will proof-read carefully, but I will not re-write your material. Drafts that are not of graduate student quality will be returned to you. Students for whom writing is difficult are advised to make use of the University Writing Center, Library, Palmer Wing 2098, 323 343 5450, www.calstatela.edu/centers/write_cn. Some students engage professional editors.
Topics
Choosing a topic means balancing between something that is very interesting to you, and something that is convenient and doable. While it is important that you are interested in your topic, be practical as well.

Think about access to your population, and check on this issue right away. Students who get off to a slow start usually do so because of problems getting access to subjects. It is usually best to go through an agency, so talk to agencies as soon as possible. You will need a formal letter from your agency. If you are doing research through a large agency such as DCFS, you may also have to go through their formal approval process.

We encourage students to do secondary data analysis with existing data sets. These may be attained through the CSULA Social Science Research and Instructional Council (SSRIC) at http://www.calstatela.edu/library/dbs/~s7.htm and/or through consultations with your advisor or other faculty members. The advantage of doing secondary data analysis is that you do not have to collect your data, and you do not have to wait for approval from the IRB. I generally require students doing secondary data analysis to carry out a more sophisticated statistical analysis than might otherwise be required. 

The use of existing agency data, either electronic or from client files, is not secondary data analysis, and does require IRB approval before you can proceed.
A number of faculty members, including myself, have ongoing projects that can be modified for theses, or existing data sets which can be analyzed. 

Group thesis projects are possible. See below about the details.

I would encourage you to incorporate your thesis into your field placement if possible. 

Theory

There is an ongoing controversy in the field about the value of atheoretical research. My view is that research with a theoretical foundation, and/or research that answers a theoretical question, is better than atheoretical research. However, atheoretical research is acceptable. I would rather have you doing atheoretical research than going “theory-shopping” for some theory (any theory) to artificially attach to the research. 

The important point is to have a clear research question. Then you will speculate about the expected answer to this question. This is your hypothesis. Then you will ask yourself why you expect this answer. It is best if you expect it because it is predicted by a theory. But it may be predicted by previous empirical research, or even by your own observations in your practice.
Presentations by CSULA Guest Speakers for Thesis Preparation

Deborah Schaeffer, Library Representative (343-3961), in the Fall Quarter, will provide a library resource tour and information on the best strategies for accessing reference material to support the student thesis.

Ellen Stein, Office of Research and Sponsored Programs (343-3798), in the Fall Quarter, will discuss requirements and timelines for obtaining human subjects approval for proposed research, and the application for requesting human subjects exemption status for qualifying studies.

Yvonne Hasegawa, Campus Thesis Coordinator (343-4986), in the Spring Quarter, will provide information regarding University requirements and procedures for formatting and submitting the final thesis document to be bound. 

IRB
Every student has to go through IRB; all Master’s Thesis research must be recorded and approved through the IRB. Theses using secondary data – data which are publicly available or are made available to you by the original researcher – must complete the Waiver of Review of A Project Involving No Human Subjects. This is similar in content to the regular application, but in this case, you are informing the IRB of your research, the application will not be reviewed by the IRB and you will not receive a response. Therefore, there is no wait time for IRB approval.

Students collecting data from human subjects, directly or indirectly through agency data, must complete a Request for Review of Project Involving Human Subjects, and may not begin data collection until the project is approved. Approval generally requires several iterations between the student and the IRB. The process can be lengthy and can pose a threat to the timely completion of the Thesis. Timely completion of the process is best ensured by submitting a complete and appropriate application, and by responding to any communications from IRB promptly.
The difficulty of IRB depends on the riskiness of your project. ‘Risky’ means using minors as subjects, talking about illegal or very personal topics, or doing a survey which is not anonymous. Do not abandon a topic that is important to you because there may be problems with IRB, but be sure we address these problems early.

The abstract part of the IRB application can be lifted directly from your proposal. But be brief. If you include citations, you must include references. Be very careful about the exact wording of the sections on risks and benefits. Both kinds of IRB submissions must be signed by you, your thesis advisor and the School Director.
Format
Be aware of the format requirements from the library.  For all other formatting issues, consult the APA manual, 6th Edition. 

Pay attention to the format for headings - both for chapters and within chapters. 

Pay very close attention to grammar, spelling, etc. Do not rely only on the Spell Check on your computer. The final version of your thesis will be absolutely perfect in terms of presentation and format.

There are some formatting areas where you have choices, but you need to be consistent throughout the thesis.

Citations
Failure to properly cite sources which you rely on to produce your thesis is a serious ethical violation. There are two reasons for citing properly: 1.) Giving credit where it is due, and 2.) Giving readers of your thesis the opportunity to consult the same material which you have used.

Formatting issues are particularly tricky with citations. Be familiar with the APA manual. 

It is very important that there be a one-to-one correspondence between your reference list and your citations in the text, i.e., every citation must be on the reference list, and every item in the reference list must occur in the text. It is easy to go wrong on this as a result of revising, adding, cutting, etc. that goes on during the year. One of your last tasks of the thesis project is to carefully check this correspondence.

Group Theses 

1.
Group theses are encouraged, providing that each student submits an individual final thesis. That is, groups of students may collaborate by using a single dataset, but each must focus on a separate aspect of the data and prepare a separate document.

2.
The key requirement of this policy is that each student produces an independent thesis. This means that each student has a different research question and/or hypothesis. In addition, this means that there is no collaboration on any written portion of any thesis.

3.
Students may share bibliographic references and materials, but may not collaborate on the production of literature reviews.

4.
Students may collaborate on the development of a research design, but not on the writing of Chapter 3.

5.
Students may collaborate on the development of a questionnaire or other research data collection instrument.

6.
Students may develop a single informed consent letter for IRB approval and data collection.

7.
Students may submit a single application for IRB approval of research protocol.

8.
Students may collaborate on the collection of data, and on the entry of data into SPSS.

9.
Students may not collaborate on the analysis of data.

10.
Students may not discuss among themselves or collaborate on the production of Chapter IV (Results) and Chapter V (Discussion).

Proposal

The proposal is a plan for the entire research project. The purpose of producing a proposal is to consider in advance each aspect of the research design and implementation. The proposal phase is complete when you and I have agreed on a research plan, and you have my approval to proceed.

An extensive literature review is not necessary for the proposal, except that you need to make the case that there is a need for your proposed research.

Everything you write for the proposal will be usable in your thesis. (Be sure and change the tense, e.g., from “will interview” to “did interview”.)

Thesis
Look at sample theses in the library or in my office, but be sure you look at a good example of a thesis.

Title
You need to settle on a title before you go to IRB, since that is the title they will have on file. For the title, think in terms of key words that potential readers will use to search for the thesis. The title will usually include your population and your main variables. Be boring and straightforward. Do not try for a cute or catchy title.

Examples:

“Characteristics of Families Who Receive Child Abuse Reports After Completing Family Preservation Services”

“Coming to America: The Psychosocial Context and Consequences of Immigration on Latin American Children.”

“Dating Violence Among African American College Students”

Abstract
Do this last. Generally you can lift one or two sentences from each chapter. Any reader should be able to read just the abstract and know everything there is to know about the thesis, including the important findings.

Acknowledgements

Do this (really) last. This is not read by the advisor (until after you have graduated), so be particularly careful about proofreading. 

Chapter 1
This is an introductory chapter, giving an overview of the topic and the thesis. I suggest you do this in conjunction with Chapter 2 since you will probably want to draw on the literature review when writing this chapter. Chapter 1 tells us why this topic is important, and why your study is important. Do a solid version of Chapter 1 along with Chapter 2, but also be prepared to revisit Chapter 1 at the end of the thesis to be sure it addresses what the thesis actually turns out to be about. Chapter 1 should include:
-Background of the problem.

-Importance of the problem in general.

-Scope of the problem - numbers, etc.

-Importance to social work knowledge, practice, and/or theory.

-Theoretical approach.

-Research question and/or hypotheses. Expected outcomes.

-Definition of primary terms and/or concepts.

-Overview of rest of thesis.

Chapter 2 
Chapter 2 tells us what is currently known about the topic. It is easiest to organize your literature review around your key variables, beginning with the dependent variable. It is not necessary to have every single article ever written about your topic, but it is necessary to represent every major point of view. The rule of thumb is that an expert on your topic would say that you have adequately covered all of the basic information available on the topic. 

It is usually a good idea to begin this long chapter with an introductory paragraph giving an overview. The end of the chapter should lead the reader back to the present study. In other words, the literature review has to also identify what is not known about the topic, because your study will address this lack of knowledge.

Hopefully, Chapter 2 will not require revision after data analysis, but it is possible that it will, if, for example, variables emerge as important from your data analysis that you did not adequately address in the literature review. This is most likely to happen with qualitative theses, where variables are not operationalized ahead of time.

Chapter 3
This chapter is pretty formulaic, and will basically be written for your proposal. For the limitations section you need to identify all of the ways in which this design will limit the certainty of your findings.

-Introduction.

-Research questions, hypotheses and/or expected outcomes.

-Research design - kind of study.

-Selection of subjects.

-Instrumentation. (Attach a copy of your instrument as an Appendix.)

-Data collection.

-Data analysis. (You will probably return to this section after the analysis is actually done.)

-Limitations (and strengths) of the design that are inherent in the design, i.e., known before data collection.

Chapter 4
Findings, presented objectively, with no comments. Once you have your findings, and have organized them in order, this chapter is just filling in the blanks. Presentation matters.

-You present univariate findings first. These are just frequencies, with no comparisons. Usually independent variables first, then dependent variables. 

-The next section is bivariate conclusions - comparisons on the dependent variable by the various independent variables. 

-The last section is multivariate analysis, if you go this far. This is comparisons on the dependent variable by independent variables all at once, i.e., controlling for each other. 

Findings need to be presented in the text and in tables, i.e., the reader can get the complete picture from the text or from the tables. See me for examples of how to format tables.

The format is roughly the same for qualitative studies.

Chapter 5
-What do the findings mean? 

-Is this what was expected? What the literature predicted? Why or why not? 

-Is there something about the method that led to unexpected findings? You again address limitations of the study, but don’t just repeat Chapter 3. Here you talk about the limitations as they actually occurred in the study, and as they may have effected your conclusions.

-What are the implications of the study? For practice? For policy?

-Recommendations for further research? This can be in terms of overcoming methodological problems, clarifying findings, and/or pursuing research in new directions.

You do not need to repeat the findings, which are presented in Chapter 4.

Students usually don’t pay enough attention to this chapter because it comes at the end, and you will be tired and frustrated. It is best to make notes to yourself about this chapter as you carry out the study, analyze your data and write up Chapter 4. Then you will not be starting from scratch.

In this chapter there is room for all of the personal and editorial comments that are not allowed in the other chapters. In other words, in addition to what must be in this chapter, you can say whatever else you want.
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