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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Welcome to practice-based research (PBR), my friend. Practice-based research is one of the 

most exciting things that you—a creative practitioner stimulated by intellectual challenges—

can do. It’s the most fun and rewarding thing I’ve ever done, though I didn’t even know it 

was a thing until I was in the third decade of my life. Imagine: doing the creative activity you 

most love, and through that learning more about yourself, your favourite creative works, and 

how creative practice contributes to art, culture, and the human condition. That’s what you’re 

setting out to do when you embark on a practice-related research project; this book will guide 

you through it, from start to finish. 

Why This Book 

Creative practice is research. It’s experimentation and exploration into the unknown. As 

creatives, we’re always striving to do something new, original, to see the world in new ways 

through the lenses of our words, music, designs, movement, and art. We are the original 

researchers, the original communicators (all the way back to cave paintings), and our work 

always has and always will inspire and inform our culture. Despite this, the emergence of 

practice-related research (PRR) in formal research settings is pretty recent, trickling down 

from researcher-practitioners into PhD programmes and then finally into Master’s and 

undergraduate study (Batorowicz et al. 2022: 2: 1; Leavy 2013: 22). 

As a result, most of the texts on PRR are aimed at researchers and PhD candidates. I 

used a lot of these when I was a fledgling PhD student. I relied heavily on Hazel Smith and 

Roger T. Dean’s Practice-led Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts (2009), 

particularly in their justification for the approach and the many useful examples that helped 

me envision what a PRR project could be. I drew on Graeme Sullivan’s Art Practice as 

Research (2010) and how creative activity can answer different types of research questions. 

Texts from Peter Brophy (2009), Paul Carter (2004), Carole Gray and Julian Malins (2004), 

Katy Macleod and Lin Holdridge (2006), and Shaun McNiff (2013) widened my approaches 

and enabled me to undertake my research project in my own way. I’m incredibly grateful to 

these methodological pioneers. More recent offerings include updated and expanded 

explorations from Linda Candy and Ernest Edmonds (2018: 63), Graeme Sullivan and Min 
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Gu (2017: 49), and Patricia Leavy (2020). (These and others are listed in Appendix C. 

Further Reading). 

What I struggled with in my PhD, however, was not that I could integrate practice and 

research, but how I could do it and what it should look like. Some practice-related PhD 

programmes told me I’d “write a novel and a reflection on it”, which didn’t excite me—I’d 

already done that when I earned a Master’s in (Fine Arts) Professional Writing (in the US 

system, this was the highest degree you could earn, at the time, for creative arts; practice-

based PhD programmes have since emerged at various US universities). I was most excited 

by the thought of exploring creative activity itself—the hows and whys and intimate details. I 

wanted to do research, and while there were many texts theorizing and justifying practice-

related research, none really outlined how to do it, or what the resulting thesis might look 

like. Anyone who’s looked down the barrel of a research thesis knows how daunting it is; not 

even having any idea of what would go into the final package or how to get there was 

terrifying. 

I had an advantage: I had also spent a year in a science-based PhD programme (before 

deciding lab work wasn’t for me), one that had extensive training in methods, stats, analysis, 

and academic writing (the first two years of US PhDs are spent in coursework). I had the 

perfect combination of interdisciplinary knowledge and the arrogance of a newcomer to 

decide I would put together a clear methods model of PBR that not only worked for my 

project, but that could work for many other projects as well. When my PhD was finished, I 

published my methodological approach (Skains 2018: 82) for other researchers. Eventually it 

led to this book, adapting my approach for the newest of researchers: undergraduates. 

Who This Book Is For 

This book is primarily for undergraduates, our fledgling researchers, who wish to 

incorporate creative practice into their research theses. PRR is relevant in a wild array of 

creative and practitioner-based subject areas, including but not limited to creative writing, 

filmmaking, fine arts, media practice, textile arts, journalism, translation, design, architecture, 

visual arts, performance, music, and even engineering (Candy 2006; Gray et al. 2004; Leavy 

2020; Macleod et al. 2006; McNiff 1998; Smith et al. 2009; Sullivan 2010). The methods 

outlined can be applied to any project that attempts to “learn by doing”, regardless of 

the subject or practice. 

Readers will quickly spot that the book is based on programme structures and 

practices prominent in UK- and Australia-based universities. I’ve been teaching in UK 
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universities since 2008, and it was on a UK PhD programme that I developed my method; 

likewise, much of the first wave of practice-related research theories and practice emerged 

out of the Australian academy (Candy 2006; Smith et al. 2009). Thus, the references to 

structures and procedures are drawn from these perspectives. 

That said, the methods and techniques are applicable to any PBR project at any 

level. Many PhD candidates have used my 2018 paper in their methodological approaches to 

their research; this book is based in that paper, though it uses less formal academic 

vernacular, jargon, and discourse to account for the knowledge level of the primary audience 

(undergraduates). The chapters here expand the paper and provide more detail, examples, 

tips, and troubleshooting. They also include many of the fundamental study and research 

skills resources I’ve created for all my students over the years. As such, I hope that 

undergraduates, postgraduates, and even experienced researchers alike may all find 

something useful here. 

How to Use This Book 

You’ll quickly see that I can get a bit cheeky in my writing. I’ve tried to curb that tendency 

when it comes to chapter and section titles, and instead to keep them as informative as 

possible. The table of contents, therefore, should give you a pretty good roadmap through the 

book, as well as serve as a reference to revisit elements as needed throughout your thesis 

process. 

Key Elements of the Book 

The book is split into two parts: Part I Practice and Knowledge gives you the background and 

context of practice-related research and the types of knowledge it can yield (Chapter 2), 

approaches to research (Chapter 3), and other research methods that can be integrated into 

PBR projects (Chapter 4) so that you have a strong understanding of what you’re getting 

yourself into. Part II Doing Your Research Project focuses on the practical considerations and 

actions you need to take to complete your thesis: designing your project (Chapter 5), 

conducting the research (Chapter 6), and writing your critical component or exegesis 

(Chapter 7). 

Each major section in the book starts off with a tl;dr (too long; didn’t read) section 

that summarizes the key points and concepts of the section. These give you a quick intro into 

the section, and also serve as reminders on repeat readings. 
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Within each chapter there are Tips & Tricks. These sections offer tried and tested 

approaches to things like taking research notes, reading academic texts, and recognizing 

research insights. Some of these may be skills you already have—that’s fine, just consider 

them reminders. Most, however, are elements that my students have told me have been very 

useful to them. Make use of them where you can. Smaller, one-off tips and tricks are 

presented as Pro-tips or Rules of Thumb. 

In a few places there are sections for Troubleshooting your thesis, such as 

overcoming creative blocks and managing issues in your relationship with your supervisor. 

These apply to the most common problems I’ve seen students encounter in their PBR 

projects; I can’t anticipate them all, however, so if you have struggles with something not 

included here, speak to your supervisor or another member of your department for guidance. 

At the end of each chapter are one or more Exercises. The exercises are designed to 

help you conceive your project, plan it out, devise your methodology, stay on track, outline 

your thesis, write effectively, and in general have a successful and enjoyable thesis 

experience. 

Recommended Approach 

I recommend you first read the entire book without undertaking the activities. I also 

know that you won’t do this, but you can’t blame me for trying. This book at its core is an 

instruction manual. If you are following an instruction manual to put together a piece of 

IKEA furniture, it really helps if you know what that furniture is supposed to be at the end of 

it. Otherwise you wind up with a Swedish Kracken monster with a lot of limbs and only a 

hint of functionality. PBR can be like that—it can quickly spiral out of control if you don’t 

have a good idea of where it’s going and what shape it’s going to resemble in the end. 

Second, if they aren’t already aware of it, share this book with your supervisor. Let 

them know this is the model you want to follow with your research. They might disagree with 

it—that’s okay, my feelings won’t be hurt (much) if you go another direction. In general, 

however, most supervisors will be delighted that you’ve been proactive in your approach to 

your project. Sharing the book with them will enable them to add to it or amend the advice to 

suit your particular circumstances, with less opportunity for confusion between what the book 

tells you and what your supervisor tells you. 

Third, make this book one of several you rely on for your research methodology. 

As you’ll discover in Chapter 4, PBR projects usually call for the integration of different 

research methods, depending on the are you want to explore. This book will help you hone in 
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on the various methods you’ll need to employ, but it cannot possibly account for every 

possible PBR project. Consider it a starting point, and make sure you develop the right 

methodological approach for your project, with guidance from your supervisor. 

Finally, work your way through the exercises to complete your thesis. Doing them 

will help you to see your project, your practice, and your research more clearly. I promise.  
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Part I Practice and Knowledge 
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Chapter 2 Practice-related research: What is it, who does 

it, and why? 

Most creative practice students want to do practice-related research (PRR) because they like 

creative practice (I know, wild, right?!); getting to paint or compose or design or translate is a 

lot more interesting to them than digging into the work of others and trying to say something 

fresh about it. You may also be planning to go into either creativity-related postgraduate 

studies or a professional creative career, in which case a PRR project is great for your 

portfolio. What is easy to forget, however, is that this is still a research project; if you jump 

into the creative component without thinking about the whole project, you can easily find 

yourself floundering halfway in, with no idea how to complete it. 

This chapter, then, begins with an overview of research as a notion; where the 

“scientific method” comes from, how and why it prioritised objectivity, and how PRR has 

arisen out of this research culture. The following section defines the broader types of PRR 

before focusing on the area that is the focus of this book: practice-based research. Finally, the 

chapter wraps up with a discussion of the types of knowledge we can generate through PBR 

methods; my aim with this section is to give you something more concrete to aim for in your 

project than just “research”. If you have an idea about what kinds of knowledge you can gain 

through practice, you will be able to direct and design your PBR project much more clearly. 

A Brief History of Research 

td;lr Research means undertaking activities to answer a question, to 

contribute to or form new knowledge on a subject. Historically, the arts and 

humanities were the primary subjects of university study for hundreds of years; 

it’s in these disciplines that we learn how to think critically. The Enlightenment 

period and the Scientific Revolution of the nineteenth century, however, reframed 

the pursuit of knowledge to place emphasis on empiricism, based on the notion 

that there is one and only one objective “true” answer to any given question: tests, 

experiments and direct observation are how we discover it. This is a patriarchal 

and imperialist perspective that has shaped research ever since; we’re still not free 

of gender, race, and language-based biases in academia and research. Disciplines 

and methods of study themselves are often denigrated because they are practiced 

more often by people seen as “lesser than”, such as women and historically 

marginalised groups. There are loads of different kinds of research, and no 

discipline or method is inherently better or worse than any other. Formal 

research is: to ask a question; to carry out activities that may offer answers to that 
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question; and to communicate the question, activities, and answers so that others 

can review for relevance, accuracy, and future use. Practice-related research is 

a formal approach to research enquiry involving “learning by doing”, which 

has risen in practice and prominence in the last couple of decades. 

Cats and humans share a fundamental trait: curiosity. Cats always want to know what is on 

the other side of that door—even if they were just there (cue my cat asking to go out 3.5 

seconds after being let in). Humans are no different; it’s just that we have, over a very long 

period, developed language and writing and the scientific method and formal education and 

the dreaded thesis, and the keyboards and thumbs that enable us to engage in them. Cats’ 

research usually involves sticking their heads, or their entire bodies, into whatever new space 

they’ve discovered, whether it be cupboard or box or hole in the ceiling. Humans’ research is 

a lot more extensive, if less amusing. 

After two or three years at university, you’re probably thinking you know what 

research is. And in some ways, you’re right. Your modules will have helped you to learn how 

research is done in your discipline. But research in general is extremely broad, given that 

every discipline has its own ways of conducting research (or, “research methods”) and its 

own ways of defining what constitutes “knowledge”. Research simply means undertaking 

activities to answer a question, to contribute to or form new knowledge on a subject (cf. 

Candy 2019: 236). The way we understand knowledge and conduct research today has a lot 

to do with what we did back in the day, when we were first forming universities and 

establishing the PhD as the fundamental entry point for who is recognised as a qualified and 

thus authoritative researcher on a given topic.  

Despite the recent history of research being primarily perceived as having to do with 

science, the first universities were almost entirely focused on topics in the humanities: 

grammar, philosophy, religion, rhetoric, with “natural” studies and medicine folded in. Until 

the 1900s, universities were largely based in the clerical system, with religion playing a major 

role in research (Bogle 2018). In the eighteenth century, however, the so-called Scientific 

Revolution occurred (we’re talking about Europe here, since that’s the system model that has 

resulted in the modern university, and this book is primarily focused on contexts with 

historical European influences). The Scientific Revolution led to the Enlightenment of the 

1900s; the scientific method that had been developed in the seventeenth century began to 

dominate (Pratt et al. 2005: 112). This was the “Age of Reason” that held that knowledge is 

objective and definable, and does not vary according to person, emotion, or perspective. 

(Note that this perspective is fed by the same patriarchal/imperial society as higher education 
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in general: the notion that there is one correct way of knowing and being, and that is our way 

and not anyone else’s.) The emphasis was placed on empiricism (which, along with the 

scientific method, is primarily attributed to Francis Bacon): inductive reasoning rules, 

which means that tests and experiments and direct observation are the ways in which 

we can discover the “truth” of the world—and this was all based on the notion that 

there is one and only one objective “true” answer to any given question (Nola et al. 2006: 

106). Thus notions of research came to centre on the parts of our world that could be 

objectively measured: chemistry, physics, astronomy, geology. Science. (You’ll note that 

even today, fields like biology and psychology are often termed “soft sciences” because they 

involve living, breathing and often sentient beings that make it difficult to obtain completely 

objective and repeatable measurements.) 

Until extremely recently, research in the West was overwhelmingly limited to men, 

particularly rich men (Dotterer et al. 1992; Shannon et al. 2019: 560). We can all name a few 

women researchers—Marie Curie, Ada Lovelace, Rosalind Franklin, maybe—but the list of 

historical men in research is longer than your leg (Aristotle, Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, 

Bacon, Bohr, Einstein, Hawking, Salk, Darwin, Mendel, and on and on and on). Note that the 

problem is worsened by the historical downplaying of women’s work (Lott 1985: 43); for 

instance, we hear all about how Alan Turing created the first computer (Benedict 

Cumberbatch was in the movie!), but very little about how Ada Lovelace invented the 

algorithm, or Grace Hopper the compiling program that makes modern software possible. 

We’re still not free of gender, race, and language-based biases in academia and 

research, which isn’t terribly surprising given it was all developed in a system and 

society that was and is fundamentally patriarchal and imperialist. Women and BAME 

(Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic) scholars are still underrepresented in professorial and 

management positions in universities, despite making up the majority of students and staff in 

Higher Education (Arday et al. 2022: 12; Universities UK 2022). 

These issues aren’t limited to the personal identities of individual researchers, either. 

Disciplines and methods of study themselves are often denigrated because they are 

practiced more often by people seen as “lesser than” (Buscatto [2014] 2014; Hicks 2017; 

Rossiter 1993: 325; Russ 1983 [2018]): gender studies, queer studies, race studies—these get 

fragmented off as irrelevant because they’re not considered relevant to the dominant 

patriarchy (cis/het men of European descent). Biology attracts more women than many other 

sciences, and thus is seen as “feminised” and less rigorous than male-dominated fields like 

physics or chemistry (Smith 2011: 993). Likewise for art, humanities, cultural studies, 
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creative writing, history, psychology—fields that attract more women and historically 

marginalised people are denigrated. The more they engage in “feminised” methods, those that 

get further away from the “masculine” realm of pure objectivity and truth, the less validity 

they are given by those in positions of patriarchal power. This is one reason arts PRR is so 

new: the patriarchal approach to research likes to ignore subjective experience and 

knowledge (Baker 2011: 33), so it’s taken a while for the insights of artists-at-work to be 

considered relevant to the collective knowledge of humankind. 

Of course, prior to Bacon’s empiricism and the Age of Reason, the humanities 

were the primary subjects of university study for hundreds of years because they were 

so darned important. It’s in these disciplines that we learn how to think critically; we 

might never have approached the Age of Reason without developing our critical thinking 

skills through reading, writing, philosophy, rhetoric, debate, the study of history, and logic. 

The goal of humanities studies is to make us better humans, citizens of the world. To 

understand our world holistically, to help us create meaning. In Ancient Greece and in 

Middle Age universities, this was all about understanding our “fellow man” (yeah, pretty 

much all about men) (Bod 2013). One way that we seek to understand ourselves and others is 

through art: stories, games, plays, painting, design, and now film and TV and interactive play 

and stories. Despite the focus on the sciences as research disciplines, the humanities are no 

less important—now more than ever, as we see how mass and social media can be 

manipulated to influence elections and international relations (see: Trump, Brexit, Russia, 

disinformation campaigns, etc.). Fascists can call them “Mickey Mouse” degrees all they like 

(Atherton 2017: n.pag.; Koulouris 2016)—it’s the humanities leading us to understand wars, 

laws, discrimination, power, our selves, and one another. 

The important takeaway here: there are loads of different kinds of research, and no 

discipline or method is inherently better or worse than any other. It just depends on what 

kind of question you want answered. If you want to ask a question about how brain chemistry 

works, you want to use a tool like magnetic resonance spectroscopy, not a survey. Likewise, 

if you want to ask a question about how the creative process works, you want to use PRR, not 

a chemistry lab. Remember also that there is a difference between “informal” and “formal” 

research. Informal research could be perusing someone’s IMDB filmography, reading about 

the biological construction of chicken eggs, or looking up historical events or police 

procedures so we can be more accurate in writing fiction (Candy 2019: 236). Formal 

research is what, by and large, we teach you to do in schools and universities: to ask a 

question; to carry out activities that may offer answers to that question; and to 
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communicate the question, activities, and answers so that others can review for 

relevance, accuracy, and future use. Practice-related research is a formal approach to 

research enquiry. 

“Practice-related research” is an academic way of saying “learning by doing”. We 

learned by doing a very long time before we had schools and books and universities, from 

hunting and gathering to cave painting to sailing. Health care workers often learn by doing: 

when all else fails, they try a technique or method, see if it works, and then try it again to see 

if it’s consistent (there’s a good reason we say doctors “practice” medicine—because they are 

always learning by doing!). Architects, engineers, and designers also engage in learning by 

doing: calculating, drawing, drafting, modelling, mocking up, building. Note how many of 

these terms they use that are also associated with creative arts! We have always been 

interested in how creativity works; the most-asked question of all writers and artists is 

probably “Where do your ideas come from?” or “What is your inspiration?” Yet until very 

recently, formal research on these questions was restricted to ethnographic methods, usually 

getting participants to do a creative task and observing them or asking about it. For the last 

few decades, however, practice-related methods have been gaining steam (Candy et al. 

2018: 63; Hope 2016: 74; Leavy 2013), and now you can earn PhDs in creative subjects 

that were previously restricted to Master’s in Fine Arts qualifications, such as creative 

writing, filmmaking, photography, textile arts, painting, and more. 

Practice-Related Research: Definitions and Approaches 

tl;dr Practice-as-Research: The research consists entirely of the creative 

practice, and the creative artefact is the embodiment of the new knowledge. This 

method places emphasis on creative exploration and innovation in the given 

artistic practice. 

Practice-and-Research: This method entails practice-as-research for the creative 

practice, and critical analysis of others’ creative artefacts. While the researcher’s 

creative artefacts and critical analyses are disseminated separately, knowledge 

and insights gained from the creative practice often informs the critical 

explorations.  

Practice-Led Research: The research leads primarily to new understandings 

about practice. This method focuses on the nature of creative practice, leading to 

new knowledge of operational significance for that practice, in order to advance 

knowledge about or within practice. The results of practice-led research may be 

communicated in an exegesis without inclusion of the creative artefact, though 

the creative practice is an integral part of the research. 
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Practice-Based Research: The creative artefact is the basis of the contribution to 

knowledge. This method is applied to original investigations seeking new 

knowledge through practice and its outcomes. Claims of originality are 

demonstrated through the creative artefacts, which include musical performances, 

musical recordings, fiction, scripts, digital media, games, film, dramatic 

performances, poetry, translation, and other forms of creative practice. The 

creative artefact is accompanied by a critical discussion of the significance and 

context of the claims, and a full understanding can only be achieved through the 

cohesive presentation of the creative artefact and the accompanying exegesis. 

This section defines four categories of PRR, according to the relationship between the 

creative practice and the communication of scholarly knowledge generated by such practice. 

PRR can be hard to define; for one thing, the idea of “practice” covers a lot of ground, from 

medical to musical to sports. And since the broad notion of “learning by doing” has historical 

importance to a number of different disciplines (medicine, arts, engineering, design, business, 

etc.), each one of these may call it by a different name: action research, arts-based research, 

practice-based research, practice-led research, practice-centred research, studio-based 

research, and so on. Just remember: all of these are learning-by-doing. For the purposes of 

this book, and to try to keep things simple, I’m going to use categories of PRR as Linda 

Candy (2006) defines them: practice-as-research, practice-and-research, practice-led research, 

and practice-based research.  

Practice-as-Research 

Practice-as-research is what a great many artists and writers do: they simply do the creative 

practice, and that’s it. The work that results from the practice (called the “artefact”)—

the painting, score, performance, manuscript, etc.—is also the representation of the 

knowledge gained from the research. This type of PRR is common in most MFA 

programmes, where the final “dissertation” is a significant work of creativity (for instance, 

my final MFA project was a novel). You might be thinking “Wait a minute. Didn’t you just 

tell us that formal research has to communicate the research questions and answers to 

everybody else?” And you are correct. There has been a lot of debate over whether practice-

as-research is really acceptable, especially once those patriarchal empiricists enter the 

conversation. We include practice-as-research as research because, one, the creative artefact 

can be read as the final act of knowledge communication, and, two, it’s already embedded in 

the university system. Yes, the artefact as communication is less straightforward and explicit 

than a lab report or scientific paper, but then so is the knowledge it contains. Think about it: 

as a writer you read. As a painter you go to exhibits. As a musician you listen to music. The 
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knowledge conveyed may be implicit, difficult to explain, but it nonetheless carries through 

the creative artefact. 

Further, practice-as-research is already part of higher education. Faculty members—

the people teaching your classes and modules—are hired for their expertise. In many higher 

education subject areas, they demonstrate their expertise through their research; in others, 

they demonstrate their expertise through their practice (sometimes called “professional 

practice”). So they are accomplished professional engineers, designers, musicians, writers, 

painters, composers, and architects (and more, of course). The artefacts they produce 

(blueprints, designs, performances, novels, etc.) are the only evidence they need to provide 

that they are qualified to teach students how to design and create. When the UK’s Research 

Excellence Framework (REF) exercise rolls around every seven years or so (yes, your 

lecturers are graded on their work!), these faculty members submit their creative artefacts to 

the review panels, just as neuroscientists submit research papers. 

Many students consider practice-as-research for their dissertations, particularly if 

they’re not terribly fond of doing critical readings or synthesising theory into an academic 

essay. One thing to remember about practice-as-research: this is professional practice. The 

only criteria against which the artefact (your dissertation) can be marked is professional 

work. So the dissertation needs to be ready to exhibit/publish/perform at a professional level. 

This puts a lot of pressure on the finished quality of the creative work, and leaves the marking 

to the subjective judgement of various lecturers, resulting in a student who is a puddle of 

anxiety. As a result, most students opt for another form of PRR such as practice-led or 

practice-based (see below).  

Practice-and-Research 

You may also be familiar with practice-and-research. Many programmes are still taught this 

way, where you have some modules where the assessments are creative artefacts, while 

others are academic essays. If you guessed this is, at least to some extent, influenced by the 

patriarchy, you get a gold star! The more subjective a subject area is (like fine arts, music, 

and creative writing), the more likely the patriarchy of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

were to say “this isn’t research”. It was all well and fine for Jonas Salk to test the polio 

vaccine on himself and his family (Aronson 2020: 87), but if you were an artist or writer, you 

had to pretend to some level of objectivity in your research. That meant making a clear 

separation between the work you did as a creative practitioner, and the work you analysed as 



 

 14 

a researcher. Thus, practice-and-research: you produce creative work and you produce 

academic research, but the research should never be directly related to the creative. 

This approach persists today. Many departments of English literature, for example, 

still prefer a practice-and-research model, as do many academic journals and publishers in the 

humanities. We acknowledge, now, that a strict separation of practice and research isn’t 

entirely possible. After all, the knowledge you have as a creator influences the way you look 

at and think about creative artefacts that are not your own. Your creative practice will always 

influence your research, and vice versa. Academic publishers are fond of this model as well, 

because it makes it easier for them to publish and market work: they don’t have to worry 

about any creative artefacts, and they can publish academic research as articles and books, 

same as they always have. Likewise, many faculty were educated in this model, so they 

continue to use it. Slowly, a more integrated approach to PRR is filtering in, but for now 

many departments and individual faculty members still prefer this approach. 

Practice-Led Research 

This category of PRR can be rather fuzzy. The research here is led by the practice (as 

opposed to based on, discussed below). The creative practice is important and necessary 

as part of the method, but it may not necessarily be included in the resulting 

dissertation or thesis (what we call an “exegesis”, or the more academic discussion of the 

knowledge creative practice has generated). Often, where possible, the creative artefact is 

included as an appendix to the dissertation itself. A couple of examples may be useful here. 

First, an example outside of creative research: action research in medicine. A hospital 

ward that primarily works with older patients wants to reduce the number of patient falls that 

occur on the ward. Using previously collected data from reports of falls, they know most falls 

occur at certain times of day: the half-hour before and after shift changes, when patients are 

most likely to be unmonitored, as that’s when staff are focused on handovers. They engage in 

a practice-led research experiment: their research question is “Do staggered shift changes 

reduce falls?” For a period of time, they make changes to their practice, altering the shift 

schedules so that not all staff are changing over at the same time. At the end of this period, 

they compare their fall reports to previous periods, and compare whether or not the staggered 

shift schedule reduced falls. When they write up their report to the hospital (which can use 

their research to improve practices on other wards), they don’t need anyone to come observe 

the shift change; it is sufficient to note its method on the report, rather than include that 

practice itself. Likewise, their research question had wasn’t about the process of changing 
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shifts itself; rather, it was about how this practice affects something else (falls). Thus, while 

the practice was crucial to the research and led its direction, its inclusion in the exegesis (the 

report) isn’t necessary in order to understand the outcomes. 

Example two is a situation closer to home. A performance student is interested in how 

a performance of characters with mental illness affects the attitudes of both performers and 

audience members toward people with that mental illness. In conducting their background 

research, however, they find that there are no established performances on this topic—to 

answer their research question, they will have to create the performance in order to study its 

potential effects. They do so, but they also conduct interviews and surveys with the 

performers and audience members. Their dissertation (the exegesis) reports on all aspects of 

new knowledge gained through the project: the results of their ethnographic (interviews and 

surveys) research on attitudes, as well as their own experiences creating the performance 

relevant to the research question (their own attitude was affected, of course!). Like the first 

example, the research question wasn’t centred on the process of creating or carrying out the 

performance; it was about how that practice affected something else (attitudes about mental 

illness). There is a small practice-based component—the student’s experience creating the 

performance—but it was restricted to the scope of the research question. Overall, the 

performance itself was not part of the exegesis, and not marked as such, but it was crucial to 

the research. 

Note that in this second example, this student could have included the performance as 

part of the thesis (ideally by inviting their assessors to a performance, but also documenting 

through video). Given their stated research question, however, they decided that the 

performance pulled too much focus away from the essential findings, and was more useful 

placed as an element of the methodology. Determining exactly where the practice fits in to 

your exegesis is an important part of PRR, and will be discussed more in Chapter 7: Writing 

Your Exegesis. For the most part, practice-led projects can be carried out very much like 

practice-based research projects, so if you are feeling that your project might be suited 

to a practice-led approach, you can still make use of the activities and structures 

outlined here. You’ll just want to tweak your focus in the exegesis so that it remains centred 

on your research question, rather than wandering back to the creative artefact. 

Practice-Based Research 

Finally, what we’ve all been waiting for! Practice-based research (PBR) is what this book is 

about, after all. It’s important to know what is and isn’t PBR (at least in the context of this 
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book) so that you can better discuss it, its processes, and its outcomes with your supervisor 

and your fellow researchers. A lot of times all PRR gets muddled and bundled into the term 

“practice-based research”; if, however, one person is really engaged in practice-as-research 

while the other is doing practice-based research, no one will understand each other. (This is 

also a good reason to be very explicit by what you mean by “practice-based research” in your 

thesis: make sure to note that you’re using Linda Candy’s 2006 definition, citing both her text 

and this one as sources!) 

In PBR, the creative activity is the basis for the contribution to knowledge. Put 

simply, in practice-based research, the creative act is an experiment (whether or not the 

creative artefact itself is deemed “experimental”), one designed to answer a directed 

research question about art and the practice of it, which could not otherwise be 

explored by other methods (see also: Niedderer et al. 2007: n.pag.; Smith et al. 2009; 

Sullivan 2010). That means the creative artefact is absolutely crucial to understanding the 

research outcomes, and has to be included in the thesis. Usually, PBR is used when you want 

to answer a research question about creative practice and/or the creator: the process of 

creating something, including internal thought processes, emotions, and experiences; how the 

process affects the writer; how a new technique or environment affects the artefact. The 

contribution to knowledge is expressed both through the creative artefact and the exegesis, 

and thus both elements working together are critical to include in the final dissertation. PBR 

produces artefacts such as performances, musical recordings, fiction, scripts, digital media, 

games, film, poetry, translation, sculptures, costumes, paintings, journalism, tattoos—if it 

involves a creative act (in a very broad sense), it can be explored with PBR. 

It’s important to remember that, while the creative practice in the first two forms of 

PRR (practice-as- and practice-and-) can be loose, seat-of-the-pants, and entirely exploratory, 

in practice-led and practice-based research the creative practice must specifically respond to a 

research question. As creative practitioners, we often start creative projects on a whim and 

see where it takes us. That’s a valid and valuable process. In practice-led and -based research, 

however, we are employing much more explicit research and communication techniques. If 

we complete a creative artefact without our purpose (the research question) in mind, it’s 

likely that we’ll miss a lot of important discoveries, because we’re relying solely on hindsight 

and memory to make valuable connections. Have you ever seen an artist or author answer a 

question about where a specific idea came from? Many will tell you they don’t rightly know, 

because that wasn’t the important part of the process for them (the important part, to them, is 

developing it and making it into finished art!), so they don’t remember and don’t have the 
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specifics recorded anywhere. If they were a practice-based researcher, however, interested in 

how ideas develop, they would have records and evidence to help them answer that question. 

Chapter 5 discusses the importance of good research questions and how to develop 

them; just know for now that you want to have something in mind about the creative 

process, the creative artefact, or yourself as the creator that you want to dig more 

deeply into through your research project. 

Practice-Based Research Knowledge 

tl;dr This section may seem esoteric and impractical, but pay attention to it! 

Knowing what kind of knowledge you’re looking for in your research can help 

you to formulate your research question and select the best methodological 

approach to answer it. Explicit knowledge is that which is easily conveyed or 

transmitted, like a recipe or steps for saving a Word document. Tacit knowledge 

is what we learn through experience, observation, and/or repetition, like how 

to walk or speak. Practice-based research is an attempt to transfer our tacit 

knowledge of creativity to explicit knowledge for others to use and respond 

to. PBR also engages with theoretical knowledge, the history and ideas that shape 

a field of creativity or study; dialectical knowledge is expressed through our work 

as we respond to what has come before and add our own perspectives and 

discoveries to it; contextual knowledge is concerned with places and peoples, and 

is usually an effort to recognise and/or bring about social change; and conceptual 

knowledge is concerned with the mental processes of creativity. The Practitioner 

Model of Creative Cognition offers a framework to make tacit knowledge of 

creativity explicit. 

The word “knowledge” keeps floating around in the definitions of different kinds of PRR. 

That’s because knowledge is what research is all about. If you are or plan to go on to PhD 

research, your PhD thesis will be judged entirely on its new or original contribution to 

knowledge; an undergraduate or Master’s dissertation can be seen as practice or preparation 

for PhD work, or mini-PhDs, if you will, so this is something you should strive for in your 

dissertation as well. There are a bunch of interpretations as to what “new or original” 

means—new discoveries is only one; there’s also new methods for old questions, old 

methods for new questions, analysis from a new or different theoretical perspective, 

conducting studies with new angles or subjects, and forging new areas of research. Multiple 

interpretations of what “new or original knowledge” means implies that there are multiple 

types of knowledge. And there are! We recognize many more forms of knowledge than can 

fit in this one little section, so here I’m going to focus on the key types relevant to PBR. 
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Explicit 

Explicit knowledge is that which is easily conveyed or transmitted. Researchers in the 

field of business and organisation studies, Ikujuro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi, 

specifically point to examples of codified knowledge such as “formal language including 

grammatical statements, mathematical expressions, specifications, manuals, and so forth” 

(1995: viii). Examples of explicit knowledge in the arts are camera settings to adjust depth of 

field (photography), how to punctuate fictional dialogue (creative writing), mixing fine arts 

media such as paints or sculpture clay (though there is some tacit knowledge there as well), 

or how to string a guitar (music or instrument craft). Most knowledge we acquire starts off as 

explicit knowledge: for example, our teachers and parents show us the alphabet and how 

letters form words and then sentences—eventually, we internalize this knowledge sufficiently 

that we can tell at a quick glance what a traffic sign says, and not think about which direction 

a lower-case “b” faces (unless, of course, we have dyslexia or another learning disability). 

Tacit (or Implicit) 

When we have internalized explicit knowledge, it becomes tacit knowledge. Tacit 

knowledge is something we “just know”; Nonaka and Takeuchi define it as “personal 

knowledge embedded in individual experience and involves intangible factors such as 

personal belief, perspective, and the value system” (1995: viii). They also note that we 

gain tacit knowledge through experience (1995: 63). Babies and kittens learn that when they 

cry at adult humans, the adult humans do various things to make them more comfortable until 

the crying stops—they are not explicitly setting out to teach us when to feed them. They just 

learn through experience that if they cry, they get something to make them feel better. We 

learn how to walk and talk through experience as well—observing, mimicking, and doing. 

Making tacit knowledge explicit is a big challenge for us: try writing an instruction manual 

for how to walk on two legs, for example, or how to move your mouth to say the sentence 

“the red fox jumped over the brown dog”. It’s not easy! 

We engage in learning tacit and explicit knowledge in different ways, through 

different mechanisms (Nonaka et al. 1995: 71). Humans don’t teach each other how to walk 

and talk; rather, we convert one person’s tacit knowledge to another through socialisation. 

That’s why it’s so good for babies to be around lots of people, and why we send our kids to 

group schools more often than teaching them at home—there’s a lot we have to learn about 

getting along in human society through experience and interactions with one another. As 

noted, we internalize explicit knowledge into tacit (explicit-tacit), not only with reading, but 
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with many skills, such as basic mathematics, sports and physical activities, and various arts 

and crafts. 

What we do through PBR, quite often, is the opposite: making tacit knowledge 

explicit (tacit-explicit) through externalisation (Candy et al. 2018: 66: 63; Leavy 2013: 

24). It’s a very difficult task, as you’ll recognize if you even started to try to explain how to 

walk or talk. How does a sculptor know that this piece of marble is perfect for their sculpture 

while another one will fall apart? How does a writer know how to pace a sequence just right 

to elicit the perfect emotional reaction? How does a journalist know how to frame questions 

and when to ask them to get just the right answers out of a source? These are questions about 

tacit knowledge that professionals most likely learned through years of experience (yep, they 

too once started off as numpties not knowing their thumb from a stick in the ground). Often, 

however, these professional practitioners become university lecturers and researchers, and 

they work to make their tacit knowledge explicit for you so that you can learn much more 

quickly than they did. Similarly, practice-based researchers make their tacit knowledge of 

creative practice explicit so that others in their field (other researchers, other artists, 

other students) can gain that knowledge and build from it. That’s the task you have as a 

new practice-based researcher. 

Theoretical 

The other types of knowledge discussed in this section (theoretical, conceptual, dialectical, 

and contextual) are not distinct from explicit and tacit knowledge. Actually, each of these 

four types integrate different elements of explicit and tacit knowledge, as we’ll see. These 

types are drawn from Graeme Sullivan’s model ([2009] 2009) that identifies the kinds of 

knowledge that practice-led and -based research can help us develop. The first of these is 

theoretical knowledge. In seeking theoretical knowledge through PBR, we are looking into 

research issues and problems specifically about creative practice as a form of research. If that 

description feels circular, it is, a little bit. Theoretical knowledge is central to any 

particular subject area of study: we need to understand that subject, its qualities, its 

conventions, even its history, so that we can add to it and advance everyone’s knowledge as 

well as our own. This book is an example of theoretical knowledge gained from PBR: I am a 

practice-based researcher, and through my practice I developed this methodological 

approach, sharing it with others. Almost all PBR advances theoretical knowledge in some 

way, as the key PBR questions centre on the creator, the artefact, and/or the creative process. 
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Dialectical 

Dialectical practice is how we communicate with each other as artists and practitioners 

through our creative work. When we create an artefact—a novel, a musical performance, an 

architectural blueprint—we are drawing on and using dialectical knowledge we have 

developed from experiencing other creative artefacts. The Sistine Chapel, artist 

Michelangelo’s monumental work depicting elements from the Christian Bible’s book of 

Genesis, is an instance of dialogue through art. It expresses Michelangelo’s interpretation of 

the Christian god’s creation of Earth and humans, telling us what he thought was important 

about that story. It also expresses his preferences for techniques, colours, and styles in 

response to other Renaissance paintings. In the centuries since its creation, other artists have 

mimicked and re-interpreted and put it into their own works. We can see The Creation of 

Adam (the section portraying white male God reaching out to give the spark of life to a super-

sculpted naked Adam) in everything from the marketing poster for E.T.: The Extra 

Terrestrial, Disney’s Epcot theme park ride “Spaceship Earth”, and environmental decoration 

in the videogame Grand Theft Auto IV. If you’re even familiar with the image of one hand 

stretching toward the fingertips of another, you have dialectical knowledge of this artwork. 

It follows, then, that everything we create is in dialogue with everything we’ve 

experienced: books we’ve read, art we’ve seen, films, songs, relationships, travels—

everything. We use our art as a form of communication, responding to other artworks and 

experiences. The more dialectical knowledge we build, the more we can enter into that 

conversation and offer meaningful input and responses. We are also able to better recognize 

what is being communicated through others’ works; imagine being entirely unfamiliar with 

the notion of Adam as the first human the Christian god created, and seeing The Creation of 

Adam. It wouldn’t mean much to you beyond a nice painting of some pretty men. Memes, 

too, are excellent examples of dialectical knowledge: to find a meme funny, you often have to 

know where it came from, what it’s referencing, and what it means in the current context. 

Contextual 

Contextual practice is an effort to bring about social change. Bertolt Brecht’s plays, and 

the genre of drama named after him, are examples of contextual practice: Brecht was 

interested in using performance to so shock the audience into understanding something 

crucial about the world that they would then act upon it. We see this in popular music of the 

1960s and 70s, songs protesting the US’s war in Vietnam, like Bob Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the 

Wind” and Joan Baez’s “Saigon Bride”. It’s behind the emerging fiction genre of “cli-fi”: 
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novels and short stories depicting the consequences of failing to successfully address 

catastrophic climate change. The entire work does not necessarily have to be a “message”, of 

course—even smaller choices like including LGBTQIA+ characters in a text, making a 

sympathetic character vegan, or designing a building to have more restrooms for women than 

men (so women can also experience the short wait times that men do) can convey contextual 

knowledge through practice, as these elements demonstrate an awareness of current social 

contexts and an attempt to respond to or rectify them. 

Conceptual 

In Sullivan’s category of conceptual knowledge, “artists give form to thoughts in creating 

artefacts that become part of the research process” ([2009] 2009: 50). This type of 

knowledge underlies a great deal of creative experimentation as we try to create something 

that satisfies our desire for something fresh, new, and original. Conceptual knowledge, for 

instance, can help us answer the question “Where did this idea come from?” It can help us to 

pick apart our creative choices, and how they affect the resulting creative artefact. A writer 

may be interested in the effects of different narrative perspectives on a short story, or a 

sculptor might explore the affordances of different sculpting media; in my work, I am 

interested how constructing narratives in different media affects me as a writer, and the 

structures of the stories that result. 

A lot of PBR seeks to develop conceptual knowledge, particularly those projects 

trying to answer questions about how creative practitioners think. Insight into the creative act 

is a key benefit to PBR, so it’s important to be able to contextualise the internal thought 

processes and cognitive activities involved in creativity within existing models. Not only 

does understanding of “creative cognition” contribute to our understanding of art, design, and 

literature, but also our understanding of how humans in general think, solve problems, and 

come up with innovations and inventions. Part of my contribution of theoretical knowledge 

in PBR is my “Practitioner Model of Creative Cognition” (Figure 2-1), which I developed to 

help me discuss what I discovered in my own research (Skains 2018: 82).  

[Figure 2-1] 

Figure 2-1. The Practitioner Model of Creative Cognition. 

 



 

 22 

The Practitioner Model is based on the combination of several theories:1 Linda Flower 

and John Hayes’s Cognitive Process Model (1981: 365), which they developed from 

observing university students carrying out writing projects; Ronald A. Finke’s Geneplore 

Model (1996: 381) of idea generation and exploration; S. Makri and Ann Blandford’s notion 

of serendipity (2012: 684; 2012: 706), a concept that maps out how we generate and 

recognise important insights; and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s Systems Model of Creativity 

([2006] 2006), which outlines how new work and knowledge is recognised and accepted (or 

not) by our peers. The creator is a person embedded in a domain (an area of creativity or 

research subject, like prose fiction, residential architecture, or visual game design) that 

is made up of the collective knowledge and works in that domain as well as the people 

who contribute to it, who are known as the field. The field not only creates new knowledge 

or works, it also decides whether or not your contributions are accepted (your instructors and 

examiners are part of your field, but so are publishers, critics, museum curators, judging 

panels for prizes, and your fellow creators and/or researchers). 

When you are working on a new project or task, you have what we in the writing 

domain refer to as the rhetorical problem: what it is you want/need to do. Your goals, in 

effect. In my PhD project, I wanted to write a novel in two versions: prose, and interactive 

digital, in order to see how the latter worked. My long-term memory was mostly about prose 

writing, because that was what I’d been doing until I developed this new task; as I undertook 

my studies, however, I added a great deal of contextual and theoretical research as I read and 

studied interactive digital works and academic writing about them. To Plan my project, I 

came up with ideas for my creative project, exploring what I could do, investigating them 

for feasibility and how well they matched my goal, and then refining them further in a cycle 

that continued until I was happy with the ideas (the Geneplore process). I then underwent the 

Translation phase, taking the ideas from my mental construction, and realising them: 

creating characters and settings, writing, creating images, designing interactivity, 

programming code, implementing websites. This phase isn’t perfect—lots of things interfere 

with taking your mental image of an amazing creative project and actually making it in the 

real world, like my own ability to write in prose what I was thinking or create through 

graphic design or software coding what I wanted it to look and act like (the materiality of the 

media and the fictional world). Other things intrude on the entire process, too, like real-

 
1 These theories are discussed further in the next chapter. You can also see my YouTube explainer at 

https://youtu.be/b1xQ0eMxZJU. 
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world interruptions (personal issues, health issues, moving house, job schedules, etc.) 

and serendipitous connections (having new ideas and taking unanticipated directions in 

the creative work). Throughout all this the creator is constantly Reviewing, monitoring the 

work for how well it responds to the rhetorical problem, how well it’s meeting the goals 

set for it, and adjusting accordingly. 

Of course, nothing says you have to use this model when you discuss your own 

research; you might not even be examining questions related to creative cognition. If it’s 

useful to you, please do use it (you can reference this book, or the original paper it appeared 

in). You can also adjust it, taking parts that work for you and revising the others. It’s what I 

did in combining all those other models and ideas. The important thing is to do your best to 

make explicit your tacit knowledge of how you think about your work as you are creating it; 

this model is my way of talking about all the cognitive processes I go through when I’m 

composing a creative artefact. You can use this to frame your own thinking, or develop your 

own. 

 

 

These categories of knowledge are not mutually exclusive; in fact, it is highly likely that your 

project will incorporate most, if not all, these forms of knowledge. Considering them may 

help you to define the direction in which you want to take your research; knowing what facets 

of practice interest you will enable you to come up with a good research question, and to 

design the most appropriate method to find answers responding to that question. 

Conclusion 

Creative practice can be an empirical form of research, a method of doing a creative act in 

order to better understand how creativity works. This is important not only for us as creatives, 

but also for the world in general: creative thinking has many applications, from solving the 

climate crisis to providing therapies for people recovering from trauma. This approach to 

research is pretty common in areas like engineering, design, and medicine, and has only 

recently begun to overcome outmoded ways of thinking in arts and humanities domains. 

These areas, for various reasons, have kept the creative act separate from research discourse, 

despite the many insights from writers and artists who are also scholars. Yet creators—

whether student, amateur, or professional—are notably keen to know how it all works. Where 

do great ideas come from? How and why do we choose this narrator versus that one, this 

medium over the other? How does intent translate into artefact, and how does artefact 
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translate into intent? PBR can give us answers to these questions, if we go about it in a 

thoughtful way. The first step in that direction, as you’ll see in the next chapter, is to know 

your domain, and what gaps in knowledge there are. 

Exercise: Brainstorming a Project 

This exercise assumes you have a practice-based project to complete, whether it’s an 

assignment in a single module or a larger more independent project like a thesis (which will 

include both your creative practice and your critical write-up [exegesis] of knowledge gained 

from doing the creative work). The first section covers some methods of brainstorming that 

could be useful for developing initial ideas. This is followed with a few questions that will 

serve as the base of your project and help to direct you in the next steps. 

Pro-tip: There are no bad ideas in brainstorming; write them all down. Devices 

and implements shouldn’t get in the way of your brainstorming—many people 

struggle to brainstorm on the structured surfaces of PCs, tablets, and whatever VR 

interface we’ll have by the time I’m finished writing this paragraph. Go for 

pen/pencil and paper. Have a lot of sheets. Use a lot of colours. Play. 

Brainstorming Methods 

There are people in the world who have brainstormed how to brainstorm (so meta). They 

write articles like “25 Useful Brainstorming Techniques” (Celes 2009), outlining a lot of 

different ways to brainstorm for different problems and situations. You can probably find a 

lot more if you conduct your own web search, like I did. Suffice to say, different people 

respond to different methods of brainstorming (I’m fond of the Trigger Method, below, 

myself). There’s no wrong way to brainstorm; until you find the method that works best for 

you, try as many as you can. A lot of brainstorming methods are for responding to situations 

that aren’t applicable here, like inventing a product or solving a problem. I’ve sifted through 

and given you the ones most useful for starting your PBR project. 

1. Mind-mapping (a.k.a. “spider diagrams”): On a blank sheet of paper, put your 

central topic/goal/question in the centre, then branch it out to include as many 

related topics, keywords, and questions as possible. A lot of different software 

programs and apps have been developed for this, so if digital is your bag, you 

have options. 

[Figure 2-2] 

Figure 2-2. A mind map or spider diagram. 

 



 

 25 

2. Trigger Method: Similar to mind-mapping, the trigger method is a little like 

creating a cascade of ideas. It’s a good place to start if you just don’t know where 

to start. Write as many ideas down as possible, regardless of their relationships 

with one another. Have a look at the different ideas, and as they trigger more 

ideas, write these down as well. Remember, there are no bad ideas at this stage! 

Even a silly notion might lead on to something of value down the line. 

3. Blind Writing: Just start writing. Write your thoughts as they come. Try to stay 

focused on the topic at hand, but write questions to yourself, and then try to 

answer them. Set a timer—ten minutes, say—and just write. See if it goes 

anywhere. 

4. Gap Filling: You’re brainstorming to solve a problem, reach a goal, accomplish a 

task. This means you have to move from Point A (“whuh?”) to Point B (a totally 

awesome thesis with a clear argument supported with useful research!). Gap 

Filling is writing down all the steps you need to take between the two in order to 

fill them. This is very useful when it comes to brainstorming methods for research, 

or charting your workplan (see Chapter 5). 

5. Medici Effect: Finding intersections between seemingly unrelated topics for 

innovative approaches. For example, you might list all the ways writers approach 

a specific problem or topic. Then list all the ways readers approach that topic; 

then psychologists, then teachers, then artists, etc. Are there commonalities across 

them? Parallels? Contradictions that should be considered? This is a good way to 

come up with individual arguments, and fresh, original ideas! 

6. Counter-storming: 

a. Reverse-storming: Try to come up with the opposite approach or 

argument to your topic. If you were on the other side of the table in a 

debate or a courtroom, what would you do, how would you argue?  

b. Challenge-storming: List all your assumptions about your topic, and 

challenge them. For example, many people assume that the writer’s 

interpretation of their own work is the canonical interpretation. What if we 

challenge that, and say the reader’s interpretation is more important? Or 

that there is no interpretation? 

7. Brain Writing (in a group): This can be a great way to come up with group 

solutions to a mutual problem, or to gather fresh perspectives on your individual 

topic. In a group, have everyone “blind” write for a few minutes on the topic (as 
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above). For instance, you can start with an essay topic or area. After a few 

minutes, pass the papers around and continue writing/brainstorming on the new 

idea you’ve been handed. Repeat for a few rounds. Then see what ideas have 

emerged from the exercise. 
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Chapter 3 Critical & contextual research: Your artistic 

domain and field 

Now that Chapter 2 has defined what research and knowledge are for our practice-based 

purposes, we need to get more specific. What knowledge do you actually need in order to do 

your project? This chapter discusses the importance of understanding your domain’s existing 

knowledge, and how your research project fits into that: the context of your research. All 

research builds on what has come before, whether that’s using ancient mathematical 

equations to calculate space vehicle trajectories, or applying medieval methods of 

illuminating manuscripts to modern translation of graphic novels. Your creative work, too, 

builds on what has come before, influenced by what you have read, viewed, and experienced. 

Part of the work of composing a PBR thesis is to position your project’s composition against 

the backdrop of knowledge in your domain, showing where your new knowledge has come 

from, and why it’s important to other practitioners and researchers in the field. 

Also included in this chapter are several very practical sections on evaluating research 

resources for their reliability and validity, taking and organizing your research notes, how to 

best review academic texts for understanding and retention, and writing annotated 

bibliographies and literature reviews. You might feel a bit of panic here: this is a lot of 

research activity if you haven’t yet zeroed in on your specific research project topic, and how 

are you going to do all this if you don’t have a research question or even any idea 

ofwhatyou’regoingdoyourprojectonOHMYGOD. Chill, young padawan. All of this can be 

done both before and after you’ve fixed on a research question or project topic; further, doing 

these activities in general can help you approach and narrow in on your area of interest. 

Despite first impressions, research, especially larger projects like theses, does not happen in a 

straight line, each step following neatly on the previous. It’s messy. PBR is even messier, 

because it is exploratory by nature (Batorowicz et al. 2022: 1; Hope 2016: 74)—often, we 

don’t really narrow in on an appropriately specific research question until we’ve already done 

the creative practice! That’s all okay.  

You have already done a lot of the work to establish your knowledge in your domain, 

and to internalize it as necessary to make your own contribution to it: that’s what your 

undergraduate modules and assessments have been for. You will also continue this work until 

the very last full-stop is typed into your thesis manuscript. Even when you think you’ve 
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collected all the necessary resources and references, you’ll find yourself going back to library 

searches, so that you can fill in gaps and support minor points related to your arguments and 

discussion. Research is a creative process—and just like the process of composing creative 

works discussed in Chapter 2, you’ll be carrying out a lot of tasks in a repeated cycle, going 

back and forth between different tasks until the whole thing comes together. Trust in the 

process, do what you can when you can, and just keep swimming. 

Understanding and Contextualising Research 

tl;dr The Systems Model (Csikszentmihalyi [1996] 1996) can be applied to both 

creative and research activities: a person working within a domain (subject 

area) must demonstrate to the domain’s field (existing participants & 

gatekeepers) that they have internalized the knowledge and conventions of 

that domain in order to be accepted. Without this engagement, the person’s act 

of creativity and/or knowledge development will likely not be accepted as 

original or worthwhile. That’s why reading, reviewing, citing, and using work 

that has come before is so important in research. 

In outlining the types of knowledge we can uncover with PBR, Chapter 2 briefly touched on 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s Systems Model of Creativity ([1996] 1996). We don’t do research 

in isolation; the entire purpose of research is to expand the collective knowledge of 

humankind, not merely our own. So we need to understand the context of our research: what 

has come before, where the gaps are, what the boundaries are, and what the hidden rules and 

norms are. The Systems Model helps us to position ourselves and our research in the overall 

framework of people and knowledge of any given subject area. It also helps us to understand 

the concept of “originality” in creative fields—after all, both research and creative areas 

strive for originality in new work, so we can apply the Systems Model to both. 

There are three structural components of the Systems Model of Creativity: person, 

field, and domain. The person is you: the creator, the researcher, the creative 

researcher—the individual contributing something new or novel to the subject area. The 

field is all the other people in your subject area. If we’re talking about a research field, 

these people are other researchers: instructors, examiners, peers, professors, postdocs, 

reviewers. For creative fields, it’s not dissimilar: fellow artists, peers, editors, publishers, 

curators, producers, critics, etc. The domain is the area of knowledge, the subject area, 

and all the rules, procedures, conventions, and history that shape that area. Not only do 

two domains differ in terms of their actual knowledge, but in their ways of developing and 

presenting that knowledge. For instance, the domain of history values physical evidence—
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artefacts, documents in archives—and its research publications are quite often a description 

of those artefacts and how they reflect upon the current state of knowledge in that area. 

Literary and media studies, however, eschew descriptions of the texts they study, and value 

far more the analysis of the work in conversation with other interpretations from the field; the 

text is often less important than the discourse. 

The Systems Model defines creativity as occurring when “a person, using the 

symbols of a given domain… has a new idea or sees a new pattern, and when this 

novelty is selected by the appropriate field for inclusion into the relevant domain” 

(Csikszentmihalyi [1996] 1996: 28); this creative novelty either changes the domain, or 

transforms it to a new one. Examples include major discoveries or new works that become 

significant influences: the Rosetta Stone enabling translation of ancient texts; Jane Austen’s 

social commentary through entertaining novels; Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity; 

Rosalind Franklin’s images revealing the structure of DNA; Grace Hopper creating the first 

compiler software. Of course, not all contributions have to be game-changers. Every day, 

incremental works of originality and novelty are added to every research and/or creative 

domain, from the contributions of artists on deviantart.com to the posters from student 

researchers at symposia and conferences.  

The field in every domain acts as the gatekeeper for whether or not a 

contribution is included. We’ve all heard stories about certain discoveries being made 

simultaneously or even earlier than those “famous” examples we all know. Charles Darwin 

was neither the first nor only theorist to propose a theory of evolution—even his first paper 

on natural selection was co-authored with Alfred Wallace (Ruse 2013: 215). Christopher 

Columbus was not the first European to step onto American soil; Leif Erikson and other 

Norsemen did so around 500 years earlier (Price 2015). Elvis Presley did not originate the 

music trend of rock’n’roll—that honour goes to Black musicians like Chuck Berry and Big 

Mama Thornton (Spörke 2014). A lot of factors influence whether or not certain 

knowledge—and knowledge creators—becomes accepted in a domain. It could be timing, or 

luck, but frequently it has to do with socio-cultural factors such as race, gender, and “who 

you know”. Men of European descent tend to have lower barriers to acceptance, for example, 

largely because the Western hierarchies of work were established by and for them; in a 1971 

article, Linda Nochlin offered insight into this dynamic in asking, tongue-in-cheek, “Why 

have there been no great women artists?” (her answer, in short: lack of opportunity and 

support, and the art domain and field failing to recognise them). 
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Nonetheless, we continue to labour in this imperfect system. As an undergraduate, 

your field is much smaller and more easily known: your peers, lecturers, instructors, and 

assessors or examiners. These are the folks who will determine whether your thesis is an 

appropriate contribution to your domain, and judge/mark it accordingly. You have an 

advantage: your field is required to be pretty explicit about what you have to do in your thesis 

to pass muster. They’ll use rubrics and feedback sessions to guide you, and you also have the 

history of feedback from smaller assessments to give you a better idea of what you need to do 

in this final project. Master’s students will have similar guidelines, though you may not have 

as much of a history with your assessors, and any change in your domain of interest between 

undergrad and postgrad may make the gatekeeping hoops more difficult to understand. For 

PhD students, the task of acceptance is much more daunting; the PhD itself is essentially an 

entrance exam, as the given domain’s field asks “Are you ready to become one of us at a 

professional level?” Earning a PhD means that your field has deemed you fit to be a 

researcher in your own right, without need for constant supervision. It’s a significant 

challenge, and the lack of established rubrics can make it very anxiety-inducing, which is 

why a strong supervisory team and both institutional and personal support networks are so 

important. 

Csikszentmihalyi stresses that the person (you) engaging in the creative act (or the 

research act) has to internalize the system. You have to know your domain and field 

backwards and forwards in order to be accepted into it. If you fail to demonstrate, 

through your thesis, that you know the subject area, its conventions, and how the field 

operates, it’s likely you’ll be rejected outright. Consider: you play on an Olympic-level 

volleyball team. A new player presents themselves, telling you that they, too, should play on 

the team. But during their try-out, they are unable to serve the ball, don’t understand the side-

out rule, and fail to rotate positions properly. You can’t possibly let them be on your team 

when they so obviously don’t know the rules or practices of volleyball, so you reject them. 

They failed to demonstrate not only ability, but, worse, any familiarity with domain and field. 

This is how it works in publishing: editors receive so many manuscripts they can’t possibly 

read them all. Manuscripts that don’t follow industry standards in formatting are easy to 

reject quickly, as they show immediately that the author doesn’t know the domain. The same 

holds for research journal editors—send them a paper that doesn’t use the correct referencing, 

and they can reject it without wasting any more time on it. Further, reviewers (or instructors 

marking your assessments) will be looking for certain citations—evidence that you have read 

and understood the existing knowledge in your domain, and that you are furthering the 
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discourse and knowledge within it. That’s why we make you jump through all these hoops as 

undergraduates: we’re making you familiar with how professional domains work, and helping 

you practice discovering and using the conventions of any given subject area—even if you 

don’t go into research, whatever professional domain you do enter will likely engage in the 

Systems Model in some way.  

Special Contexts of Creative Research 

tl;dr PBR calls for knowledge in both critical theory and creative works, 

often across multiple disciplines. It is important to evaluate your critical sources 

to ensure they are relevant, valid, and current, which means that they are peer-

reviewed and quality-checked. In your own research, employ strategies such as 

search-term brainstorming, snowballing, and reverse citation search to ensure you 

have collected a strong base of relevant texts. You should also take care to 

“decolonize” your research, so that the theory and creative works you draw 

from pushes back against the dominant, patriarchal hegemony that silences 

historically marginalized voices. 

Your first task, then, in undertaking a creative PBR project is to do just that: internalize your 

domain. AKA, know your s**t. I have good news for you. Unless you have skived off your 

entire university career or sustained some sort of traumatic memory loss, you’ve already done 

a lot of this work. After all, that’s what your undergraduate programme is for: establishing a 

strong foundation of knowledge and skills to be able to start a professional practice in your 

subject area. You’ve been assigned critical readings on individual modules: papers, chapters, 

and books communicating theories, discourse, and analysis that form the basic knowledge 

structures in your domain. Depending on your specific domain, the likely critical topics may 

cover areas related to aesthetics, semiotics, narratology, visual grammar, mise en scène, 

movements such as Impressionism or Modernism, framing, psychology, phenomenology, 

power relations, race, gender, sexuality, performativity, authority, reader/audience response, 

creativity, and many, many more. Part of your undergraduate foundation is developing a 

basic familiarity with the theory most relevant to your domain, so that A) you know 

what’s out there when you do a project that calls for it, and B) you understand the 

theories well enough to use them. Now is the time!  

The other side of your foundation is the creative side. What works of creativity are 

significant to your domain? Your lecturers will have given you many examples of this 

“contextual research”, or strong examples of creative works. Film degrees have film 

screenings, writing programmes read prose and poetry, art schools immerse you in exhibits 

and artists’ books, journalism courses analyse articles and broadcasts, and so on in every 
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subject area. Not only does immersion in these contextual works help to broaden your 

creativity skills, it deepens your ability to respond to them in your own work. For instance, 

when I was creating my first interactive digital narrative, I was thinking about the first one I 

experienced and how I didn’t want to deliberately confuse and frustrate the reader the way it 

did. I made different choices in my creative acts to consider a certain type of reader (the 

beginner to digital narrative). The better you know the works in your domain, the more 

you can develop your own voice and vision. 

Evaluating Research Resources 

Books, articles, magazines, newspapers, blogs, wikis, and your cousin’s Tumblr are all easily 

accessible. The question is, which ones are useful for research purposes? You need to 

make sure you know which resources are reliable reference sources, and which are biased, 

outdated, unverified, and/or unreliable. Use the range of resources available to you. Don’t 

get lazy and just use e-books. Get stuck in to those musty old shelves if you need to. Don’t 

get lazy and just use books; there are thousands of academic journals offering millions of 

academic papers, but you do have to use library databases to get to them. Books are great, but 

papers are usually more current, and offer more specific examinations of a topic. 

Evaluate and use your resources appropriately. This means knowing your domain 

and its conventions. If you’re working with formalism, a book written in 1927 is probably 

relevant; if you’re working in digital media, an article written as recently as three years ago 

might be woefully obsolete. Likewise, you need to know that some research disciplines 

primarily publish through papers (like the sciences, including computer science and IT), 

while some (like a lot of humanities) favour monographs (sole-authored books). This section 

defines the broad categories of research evidence available, notes which ones are most 

appropriate for you to use, and offers a checklist to help you determine the reliability of the 

resources you have found. 

Primary Sources 

Primary research sources are also known as empirical evidence. Primary research is first-

hand data, usually that you have collected yourself. This can include: 

• Your original creative practice, such as a film, performance, or short story 

• Letters, official records, eyewitness accounts 

• Unanalysed statistical data 

• Survey/questionnaire results 

• Interviews 
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• Ethnographic observations (i.e., observing people) 

• Your own experiences 

As an undergraduate, if you work with primary sources, these will most likely be your own 

experiences and creative work; this is particularly true if you engage in PBR. After all, PBR 

is a research method where you ask a research question about creative practice, and 

then do the creative practice to answer the research question. Thus the practice itself is 

empirical evidence, as is your experience in creating it. For your thesis, you may find 

yourself engaging in other forms of primary research, such as surveys and interviews (a.k.a., 

“qualitative research”). These are good if you want to get audience response to something, 

such as a particular style of performance, or method of gameplay. For the most part, however, 

your undergraduate studies in arts and humanities will engage with secondary sources. 

Secondary Sources 

Secondary research resources also have the clearly outdated moniker print resources 

(because back in the ancient pre-digital times, they existed only in print). These are 

summaries, discussions, overviews, evaluations, and analyses of primary sources and other 

secondary sources. These include: 

• Books (print or electronic) 

• Scholarly journal articles (most are electronic these days) 

Because so many of these formerly “print” resources are now electronic, it can be difficult to 

distinguish them from popular sources (see below) online. You can use the Reliability 

Checklist below to evaluate a resource you have found if you’re not sure. Otherwise, the rule 

of thumb is: Is the resource peer-reviewed? 

Peer-Reviewed Research 

Academic texts, including books and journal articles, go through a process of peer review to 

ensure they are reliable resources for research. Peer-review is a key gatekeeping method that 

the field uses to determine what innovations are permitted into the domain: 

1. The author researches and writes their book/article. 

2. The author sends their book/article to a publisher or journal for publication 

consideration. 

3. The publication’s editor(s) sends the book/article to the field, i.e., other scholars with 

expertise in the domain (“peers”) and gets their feedback on whether it’s worthy of 

publication or not. This feedback is on the book/article’s knowledge, its research 

rigour, the quality of its arguments, and its contribution to the domain. 
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4. Often the feedback entails corrections to the work (sometimes really significant) 

before it can be published. The author then has to revise the book/article to the 

reviewers’ satisfaction. 

5. Only if the reviewers and editors all accept the book/article is it published. 

In other words, secondary sources have to pass a lot of tests before a publisher will stamp 

their name on it and send it out into the world. Peer review means people who know a lot 

more than you do have deemed the text worthy of your research. 

How do you know if it’s been peer-reviewed? 

• Check the publisher: look at the copyright page, and do a web search for them. There 

are a lot of academic publishers out there, big and small, and they use similar 

processes of peer review. You’ll start to recognize names like Routledge, Intellect, 

MacMillan, Palgrave, MIT Press, and other university presses, too. 

• Avoid textbooks: While these are peer-reviewed and come from academic publishers, 

they’re often overviews or summaries of actual research. Use their bibliographies to 

find the original sources, and go from there. 

• Is it a scholarly journal: This is the most confusing. Many academic journals can only 

be accessed via the library and/or library electronic catalogue; however many journals 

are embracing the concept of Open Access, and thus are freely published online. Look 

behind the scenes—is there an editorial board? Does the journal have a “submissions 

guidelines” section where they describe a peer-review process? If in doubt, ask your 

supervisor to have a look! 

Popular Sources 

Popular sources are pretty much everything else: magazines, newspapers, blogs, wikis, 

“popular” or trade books, and, yes, Virginia, your cousin’s Tumblr. These sources are less 

reliable than secondary sources for a few reasons: 

• They’re not necessarily peer-reviewed 

• They may be biased 

• They may be inaccurate or out of date 

• They usually don’t note their resources (e.g., magazine articles don’t have 

bibliographies) 

Using popular sources instead of primary or valid secondary sources is a very 

common mistake that undergraduates make in their academic writing. In particular: 
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1. Using Wikipedia (or similar) as a reference. It’s a great place to start (trade secret: 

even established researchers do this), but dig deeper! Look at the article’s 

references—if they are from peer-reviewed sources, review and use them instead. 

2. Using online “study guides” as references. Sometimes, you’re given academic 

readings that are difficult for you to understand—it’s perfectly reasonable that you 

then look up online articles and study guides to help you parse them. But you 

should never use these guides as references in your thesis—use the original resource 

instead. 

When to Use Popular Sources 

Some essay topics call for popular sources! A film student may be interested in why a 

director went with a certain style or choice in their film—in that case, an interview with that 

director in a magazine may be a very appropriate source in the essay’s discussion. Other 

students may be analysing audience response to a game or current event, so they make use of 

public discussions in social media, reviews, and newspaper articles as evidence of public 

discourse. In these cases, the popular sources are data for analysis, and it’s perfectly 

appropriate to use them as references in your essay. Again, if in doubt, use the Reliability 

Checklist below, or ask your supervisor. 

Reliability Checklist 

Use the checklist in Table 3-1 to evaluate a source’s reliability and appropriateness for your 

project. 

Table 3-1. Resource Reliability Checklist 

[Table 3-1] 

Search Strategies2 

In addition to reliability and validity issues, the most frequent issues thesis students bring to 

me surround the amount of research they are able to find on their topic: either too much or 

too little. The most common complaint is “I can’t find anything on my topic.” First of all, 

as a researcher, that’s a good thing! If someone’s already written your thesis, there’s not 

much point in you doing it as well, is there? The goal is to offer something fresh and new; if I 

have an exciting idea I want to explore in my research, one of the first things I do is search to 

make sure no one else has done it before, so I don’t waste my time. 

 
2 Your university library almost definitely has training, seminars, and resources in how to conduct research, use 

databases, and get the most out of the library catalogue. Make use of them! 
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Second, it’s highly unlikely that there’s nothing relevant to your research topic. 

Usually, students are being too specific in their searches. Imagine your research question 

is “how does Creative Commons licensing affect the practice of creating and distributing 

fanart?” Many students enter that exact question into the library catalogue, Google Scholar, 

or other database search field, and are disappointed when nothing comes up. Instead, you 

need to be able to break your research question down into relevant keywords. In this 

instance, that might be: copyright, creative commons, appropriation, fanart, internet 

communities, etc. You enter these into your search box—singly, and in different 

combinations—and see what comes up. If too many sources come up, or they’re not very 

relevant, add more keywords into the search to narrow in. Too few—get less specific again. 

You should also “mine” resources you already have for keywords, especially if you’re doing 

any research that’s not entirely within your familiar domain. All domains have specific terms 

and ways of using different words; you may have to build your knowledge up a bit in order to 

find the right search terms. 

Pro-tip: use the brainstorming techniques from Chapter 2 to come up with search 

terms! 

Snowballing 

Snowballing is another way to find more sources. When you find a reliable resource, such as 

a peer-reviewed book or journal article, note parts of the discussion that are particularly 

relevant for your project and see if the author(s) cites any other sources. Review the 

bibliography/references list for the sources, and look up those sources to review. Wash, 

rinse, repeat with all of your sources. 

Reverse Citation Search 

Snowballing is a fantastic way to find more sources—but it can only work backwards in time 

from your first source. A reverse citation search comes forward in time from the first 

source: it searches for all texts that have cited it. So if you’ve found a useful article from 

“Okoye 1998”, doing a reverse citation search will find all texts that used Okoye’s article 

since 1998. If you found Okoye’s article useful, and others did as well, it’s reasonable to 

assume the research that followed might help you, too. This way you ensure that your 

research is current. Entries on Google Scholar have a “Cited by” link that gives you a list of 

all the books and papers that cite it; talk to your university librarian about reverse citation 

searches on your particular university’s database. 
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Searching Outside the Domain 

I have something both exciting and daunting to tell you about PBR: by nature, it is 

interdisciplinary (Candy 2019: 240). It’s a very new method of research, relatively 

speaking, so there isn’t a set of “canonical” readings, theories, or texts. It crosses artistic, 

design, and engineering boundaries. In attempting to understand how creative processes 

work, we’re also dealing with cognition, thought, memory, emotion, and psychology. We 

may ask questions about our work and our audience, which may enter into sociology and 

psychology. There are overlaps with business in terms of creative industries, with history and 

teaching and communication. Identity plays a large role in many artists’ work, calling for 

cultural theory related to race, gender, religion, sexuality, disability, and more. 

If you are studying under the most common higher education model in the UK, you 

will likely have very few modules or classes outside your domain; your years at university 

are spent almost entirely in studying the named subject matter for your degree programme. 

By contrast, the liberal arts model that American universities (and a few programmes in the 

UK) use incorporates a broad education in almost every subject (mathematics, biology, 

chemistry, history, communication, literature, sociology, psychology, etc.) along with a 

specific concentration in the named degree subject, or “major”. There are advantages and 

disadvantages to each system; the advantage to you of the UK model is that you have a 

highly focused and in-depth knowledge of your domain. Your disadvantage is that you may 

have less awareness of subjects outside your domain—a disadvantage that can make the 

research process of a PBR project more onerous, as you may not even have the knowledge of 

basic search terms in relevant areas.  

This is where starting with some very basic texts, such as textbooks, informational lay 

articles, and Wikipedia, can help you a great deal as you get started. These resources can help 

to familiarize you with subjects you need to research, without the need for a new degree 

programme. Just remember: use these resources as springboards, starting points for deeper 

research into the topic area. Mine them for citations, keywords, and relevant ideas. 

Decolonizing Research 

As Chapter 2 discussed, research is an inherently imperialist endeavour (see also Tuhiwai 

Smith 1999 [2012]). It would be nice to be able to acknowledge that, and revise the whole 

system so that it no longer participates in othering entire classes of humans, but it is simply 

too large a behemoth at this point to begin again. So we must work to “decolonize” our 

research and our methodologies, as Linda Tuhiwai Smith has been asking us to do for 
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decades. More recently, those of us who teach and research in higher education have been 

working to decolonize and/or diversify our curricula and our own research; one aspect of this 

is to mindfully choose which authors, creators, and artists we put on our reading lists 

and cite in our academic writing. 

Arts and humanities critical theory is overwhelmingly hegemonic, from the Greek 

philosophers to Enlightenment thinkers to the twentieth century Modernists, Postmodernists, 

and New Critics. Women were rarely permitted formal education prior to the 1900s 

(McDermid [2008] 2008), and people from former European colonies throughout Asia, 

Africa, and Central and South America were often left out of higher education and academic 

discourse (a trend which continues, as the transition from colonial to postcolonial comes with 

its own problems) (Malott 2021). Queer and disabled voices were similarly ignored (Malott 

2021). Even once the gates were supposedly opened to these historically marginalized 

groups, the endemic structures continue to downplay their contributions—citations are one 

form of this patriarchal exclusion (Kim 2020: 4; Mott et al. 2017: 954). We strive to have 

you, our students, learn what has come before, how we think about the world, where our 

current ideas come from. Unfortunately, that means we have upheld these imperialist 

methods in giving you “foundational” theory to read and cite. We are working to revise this 

approach; as a newly hatching researcher, you should too. Take a look at your list of sources 

on a regular basis: are they dominated by male authors of European descent? Focused on 

systems and approaches that are only valid in Western cultures? Biased against non-dominant 

socioeconomic classes? You’ll be swimming against the stream to do it (because the stream 

has been flowing this direction for centuries), but it’s important that you cast a wider net in 

your research. 

The same should be applied to your contextual (creative) research. There may be 

“canonical” works that dominate the discourse (conversation) in your domain. Citizen Kane 

and Rashomon, for instance, are discussed a great deal in film because of how their 

cinematography influenced films that came after. Literature repeatedly revisits Shakespeare, 

James Joyce, Jane Austen, William Burroughs. Drama draws on Sophocles, Shakespeare 

(again), Tennessee Williams, Henrik Ibsen, Neil Simon. Hopefully, however, your 

programmes have also exposed you to less “household” names, introducing texts made by, 

with, and for historically marginalized communities, and genres and forms frequently 

ignored, such as graphic novels and comics, animations, textile arts, and indigenous arts and 

stories. As with many other areas, canonical selections are often from a narrow band of 

patriarchal perspectives, aligning with and catering to the dominant forces in society. 
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Experiencing creative work from those outside the patriarchy gives you much broader 

exposure to different voices, sources, and types of creativity. 

Knowing Your Domain: Annotated Bibliographies & Lit Reviews 

tl;dr At the beginning of any research project, it is helpful (and, depending on 

your programme, may be required) to construct an annotated bibliography and/or 

a literature review. An annotated bibliography is a full bibliographic list of the 

research resources you have reviewed or plan to review for your project, 

complete with brief notes summarizing the source and noting how you plan to use 

it. A literature review offers the same information, but puts it into essay form 

using in-text citations and a bibliography; its purpose is to summarize the key 

theories and current state of the art for your field of research. 

One of the first things you’re asked to do as a research student is to complete either a 

literature review or an annotated bibliography. Occasionally you may be asked to complete 

both, but generally it’s one or the other. This section talks a little bit about each: what their 

purposes are, the differences between them, and how to go about putting them together. 

The purpose of literature reviews and annotated bibliographies is to make sure 

you have a strong foundation in background research for your project. Even seasoned 

researchers have to do this: we might be writing a paper in a new research area, or branching 

out with a new method, so we need to make sure we review the research that already exists. 

Otherwise, you look like an idiot when a reviewer comments “Yeah, but so-and-so did this 

ten years ago. And better.” And at all costs, we want to avoid looking like idiots. 

The difference between the literature review and the annotated bibliography lies in 

their presentation. 

Annotated Bibliography 

The annotated bibliography is pretty much what it says on the tin: your bibliography list 

with some notes. The purpose is two-fold: 

1. Provide your supervisor with a quick overview of what you’ve reviewed so far and 

what you plan to review. This helps them to easily identify gaps in your research, and 

to point you in new directions. 

2. Give you an ongoing tool to help you track what you’ve read and what you haven’t, 

and what is useful to you in the future. (Really helpful for long-term projects where 

you might not remember what you’ve already looked at.) 

The simplest annotated bibliography is an alphabetical list of all the resources you 

have identified to date as useful to your project (whether you’ve reviewed them yet or not). It 
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should include the full bibliographic entry for each source in the referencing style required, 

such as Harvard, MLA, Chicago, APA, etc.; underneath each entry should be a short 

paragraph summarizing the source and noting how it’s useful to your project. If you haven’t 

yet reviewed a source, don’t leave it out! Just note in the annotation that you intend to 

review it, and why you think it might be important to your project. 

Your annotated bibliography might look something like Figure 3-1. This is a sample 

annotated bibliography created from sources I used for an article on teaching creative writing. 

Each entry includes the full bibliographic details for the source (in this example, the 

formatting follows the Chicago Manual of Style), and notes on its reliability (where 

applicable), if it’s still unread, a brief description, and a comment on where it would be 

relevant to the article I was writing. 

[Figure 3-1] 

Figure 3-1. Sample annotated bibliography created with Zotero, using the “Chicago Manual of Style, 17th 

edition, Note, with Annotated Bibliography” style. Annotations incorporate a brief summary, reliability of the 

resource, and (in italics) relevance of the source to the paper. 

 

For short-term projects, you can simply keep a list of your sources in a notes app or 

document. For longer-term projects, you really need to develop a strong research 

management system that incorporates a reference manager like Zotero, Mendeley, 

RefWorks, or EndNote (see Chapter 6). For the examples in this book, I use Zotero. All these 

programs allow you to add annotations to your references, and from there you can export a 

bibliography with those annotations as an annotated bibliography. It might require a little 

playing with the reference manager you use, but once you’ve conquered it, it makes 

producing an updated annotated bibliography pretty easy; a quick web search for your 

program and “styles for annotated bibliography” should yield some useful guides. 

Literature Review 

A literature review is very similar to an annotated bibliography in that it shows the 

foundation of research you have established for your project. It’s not as efficient at showing 

this foundation as the annotated bibliography, and it requires a lot more work; basically, 

you’re taking the same information that would go into an annotated bibliography and putting 

it into paragraph/essay-form. So it needs to have a cohesive structure and it needs to flow 

logically; a lot more work goes into the “writing up” of the lit review than goes into the 

notations in an annotated bibliography.  
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In short, a literature review is an essay that summarizes the key theories and 

current state of the art for your field of research. A literature review is a discussion on 

how your sources impact your project; it shouldn’t be a laundry list of resource descriptions 

or summaries. It’s usually a bad sign to see every paragraph beginning with the name of a 

researcher. Organize your literature review thematically, breaking into sections if need be, 

arranging the discussions of theory around trends or relevance. The goal isn’t to show how 

many things you’ve read, but rather to show how what you’ve read applies to your 

research question, and your thesis as a whole. Like an essay, the review should have an 

argument. 

Points to include 

• Clearly and concisely state the purpose of your literature review (e.g., to offer a 

critical analysis of scholarship in the field of your dissertation topic and the value of 

that scholarship to your project). 

• Organizing statement: Let the reader know where you are headed. Provide a cogent, 

concise plan of what is to follow, highlighting the main points you are going to 

present. 

How to set it out 

• Organized Structure: You should impose a structure upon the literature, using 

logical headings for the different subsections. The organizing scheme can be: 

o Chronological (subsections grouped by time period) 

o Topical (subsections grouped according to aspects of the overall topic; e.g. 

you could go from the general to the specific: begin with general surveys that 

mention your topic before moving on to specialized studies that relate to it in 

differing degrees) 

o Theoretical (subsections grouped according to a grounding theory or “school 

of thought”) 

• Perspectives: as far as possible, give consideration of the issues from multiple 

perspectives (i.e., take account of different interpretations). 

What to avoid 

• Pure summarization. When discussing a study or critical review you don’t have to 

cover everything that the writer mentions. Glean the points pertinent to your 

question/topic and move on. 



 

 42 

• Creating a laundry list. The description and discussion of the articles you include 

should not be treated separately, but should be embedded in the discussion. 

• Overuse of direct quotations. Try to avoid direct quotation of commonplace 

thoughts or well-established concepts. Only directly quote ground-breaking or 

especially revelatory thoughts or concepts. 

• Losing your voice. Don’t simply present a catalogue list of studies. Criticize and 

synthesize them as you go along. Also, do not get so bogged down in one study that 

you miss the forest for the trees. 

A literature review is a lot of work; because of this, some supervisors (myself included) 

prefer an annotated bibliography when you’re starting, as they’re easier to put together and 

quicker to review. The annotated bibliography is also a better ongoing tool for large projects, 

as you can continue to add resources and notes as you go, without requiring extensive 

rewrites and readjustments. On the other hand, the literature review can often serve as the 

basis for elements of your project’s introduction chapter; in dissertations that don’t involve 

practice, they can be a chapter on their own. 

A brief note on including a literature review chapter in your thesis: in PBR projects, 

you may not have room to include a lit review. The lit review is an accepted standard in 

non-practice-based theses from undergraduate to PhD, precisely for the reasons outlined 

(establishing your knowledge of the state of the art, and the context of your research). As a 

practice-based researcher, however, you may have to be more creative about how you 

establish this foundation in your thesis, because in all likelihood you will have about half the 

space as a project that does not incorporate creative practice. PBR projects, as discussed in 

Chapter 2, include the creative artefact as well as the exegesis in the thesis. Based on my 

experience, the creative artefact is usually fifty to seventy per cent of the overall thesis; for a 

typical undergraduate dissertation of approximately 10,000 words, this leaves you with 

3,000-5,000 words for your critical argument. It doesn’t leave a lot of space for a lit review; 

instead, I urge my students to demonstrate their knowledge of the domain and its current state 

through their arguments, and how they use relevant citations and comparisons in their 

discussion. This accomplishes the same purpose, but doesn’t fluff out a word count that is 

already pretty restrictive compared to non-practice theses. Even in my own PhD project, with 

its maximum word count of 100,000 words and its ratio of 67 to 33 per cent creative to 

critical, I didn’t have room to include a chapter solely for a lit review. Use your space wisely! 

So there you have it—annotated bibliographies and literature reviews. Basically, 

every project should develop an annotated bibliography as a valuable, ongoing research 
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tool, using it to develop the foundation of your research. Eventually, the information in 

the annotated bibliography should feed into a literature review of some sort, whether that’s an 

actual stand-alone lit review, a lit review chapter, or just relevant background in your 

introduction and appropriate citations throughout your arguments and discussion. 

Tips & Tricks: Taking and Organizing Research Notes 

Anyone can just take notes; a good researcher takes useful notes and organizes them 

efficiently for the current project as well as future projects. Everyone has different 

approaches to taking notes, depending on what works for them, and what the purpose is. For 

instance, when preparing for an exam my notes are different from those I take when 

collecting research for a paper. If I have to retain the information and regurgitate it in a test, I 

want to write notes by hand, think about information and comment on it in my notes, and 

organize the notes so that they are optimized for review as I refresh my memory for the exam 

(Brown 2015). I also use notebooks where I can rearrange the pages (like a ring binder) and 

add handouts and additional materials. On the other hand, when I’m taking notes for writing 

up research, especially longer projects like theses or books, I use a completely different 

system: I take digital notes so that I can more easily search for them, and use them again in 

the future for other projects. For these notes I prefer organization and outlining apps like 

Evernote, OneNote, or OmniOutliner in combination with my reference manager. These apps 

can sometimes integrate handwritten notes with digital notes, which is handy for recording 

my brainstorming sessions that I still prefer to do with pen and paper. Spreadsheet apps are 

useful for organization and searching—I’ve used these in the past, too. Other people have 

used database programs (arranging their sources the same way they would contact addresses 

and notes), and even simple word processing programs. 

No matter what system you go with, develop a system that works for you and your 

method of processing and accessing information. The essentials for research notetaking, 

however, are: 

• Use established systems and approaches to notetaking, such as the Cornell 

Notetaking System (easily found with a web search) and/or those discussed in Brown 

2015 or your university’s study skills unit, whether from lectures or readings. 

o If you don’t have your own useful-usable system yet, practice with these until 

you do. 

• Don’t just write down everything—choose key elements. A great method for 

identifying key elements in your readings is the SQ3R method summarized below. 
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• Always record a full citation for the source of the notes. This means using the full 

bibliographic entry! It’s never fun to find a perfect quotation in your notes and not 

know where it came from. 

• Develop a system for highlighting fundamental concepts. 

• Develop a system for differentiating direct quotes, paraphrased information, and 

your own thoughts/ideas. This will protect you against plagiarism. 

• Direct quotes should be recorded with their in-text citation information (author’s 

last name, publication date, and page number). 

• Develop an indexing or organization system so you can always locate the 

information you need, even if the notes are years old. Using an electronic system with 

tags/keywords can be really useful here (see below). 

A lot of people are okay using handwritten notes in notebooks. I don’t recommend it 

for long-term projects like PhDs, unless you already have an amazing system for organization 

in hard copy notebooks. Electronic notes have the benefit of being searchable, infinitely 

expandable, and sync-able to cloud storage services (and thus they can’t get left on a bus, 

dropped in a lake, or otherwise destroyed). 

Tips & Tricks: Reading Academic Texts with Minimal Weeping 

SQ3R (or Scan, Question, Read, Recite, Review, if brevity’s not your thing) is a way to 

read academic texts without wanting to throw them into the nearest large (or small) body of 

water. It’s not a new idea; Francis Pleasant Robinson described the method way back in her 

1946 text Effective Study. It’s probably new to you, however, so you’re welcome. 

Why bother? 

Can’t I just read the text, you ask, and not have to learn how to read all over again? Only if 

you want the experience to be stupendously inefficient and un-fun, I answer. Take a little 

time now to learn to read the SQ3R way, and you’ll have more time for writing, research, 

socialising, collecting stamps, swiping right, wine tasting, staying off my lawn, and whatever 

else it is you kids do these days. 

Academic texts (journal articles, monographs, textbooks) are different from novels 

and internet listicles; you need to gain knowledge and understanding from them, beyond mere 

entertainment (and invaluable lifehacks, I’ll admit). You need to be able to retain 

information for longer than an ant’s fart and make mental connections without your lecturer 

spoon-feeding them to you. 
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What’s the point of SQ3R? 

If you’ve been reading your academic texts the retro way (starting at the beginning, reading 

every word and line, and going to the end), you know how ineffective it is. You read the 

same paragraph 953 times, and it still makes no sense. You read the whole chapter, and 

realize you might as well have been watching cat videos for an hour, for all the good it did 

you. You wear out your highlighter markers on the textbook, but by the end it looks like a 

unicorn spat up on the pages and none of it made its way into your noggin. 

The SQ3R method disposes with all that. Why are you reading the whole text, first 

word to last word? Academe secret: no one does that. Like, ever. SQ3R helps you sift 

through the text, selecting the important information and simplifying it so you can get the 

gist. It gets you into the habit of making mental connections while you read so the 

information sticks more firmly to your brain, and further cements it through emotional 

associations and repetition.  

And while it will take a little while to make it a habit, once you do, you’ll be faster, 

smarter, and stronger. We have the technology. We can build a better student! 

S is for Scan 

You’re all set. You have your assigned, bloated, stodgy academic text in front of you, your 

rainbow set of highlighters, your pencils and pens, your notebooks, your genealogy chart, 

your medical records... Yeah, you’re overprepared. Let’s just start by reading the text, shall 

we? 

1. Do not read the text! 

You thought you were smart, didn’t you? Look at the title of this section again: SCAN. 

2. Instead, in this first pass of the text, focus on things that give you a whole picture: 

• Titles 

• Major and minor subject headings 

• Words highlighted in bold or italics 

• Pictures 

• Introduction & conclusion 

• Questions 

• First sentences of paragraphs 

• Footnotes, sidebars, anything that stands out 

3. Force yourself to move quickly: spend no more than 5-10 minutes for a chapter- or 

article-length text. 
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4. If possible, amuse your roommates by doing this step out loud. 

Q is for question 

This is my favourite letter in the whole SQ3R thing. Q is at the heart of all things scholarly: 

questioning. Thinking. Being critical. Digging into something and asking how it 

works, why it is. If you do nothing today, question. 

In the magical world of the future, you will learn to do this step at the same time you 

are scanning (multi-tasking FTW!). But while we’re still learning, let’s separate it out: 

1. Read the questions at the end of each chapter or subheading, if there are any. 

Textbooks in particular like to give you discussion questions, exercise prompts, etc. 

These are cheat codes, clues to tell you what the author thinks is important for you to 

think about with your new knowledge. Get a head start by thinking about 

them before the knowledge is even a twinkle in your eye. 

2. Think of the titles and headings as questions. Again, the author structured the text 

this way on purpose. Titles and headings are more clues. 

3. Ask yourself why certain items are important. Why are they emphasized in bold, 

or italics, in footnotes or sidebars? 

4. Think about the hierarchy and organization of the text. How is it presented? Is 

there a particular structure, such as Introduction-Method-Results-Discussion? Or 

more likely in the humanities, Introduction-Background-Case Study-Discussion? Use 

the text’s organization to organize the concepts in your mind. 

5. Connect emotionally to the items you scan and question. What does what you are 

reading mean to you? Does it have any relation to what you’re working on in the 

module? Does it remind you of the way your cat snores? Would you like to use the 

information to win at pub quizzes? 

6. And the ever-fun-with-roommates tip, if possible, do this step out loud. You may 

even want to write your questions down, especially while you are still learning this 

method. 

R1 is for Read 

Admit it, you thought we were never going to get here.  

1. Read to answer your questions, both in your mind and those you have written down. 

2. Answer your questions in your own words, not those of the author. 
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3. Use a pen or pencil—not a highlighter—to indicate important information (see 

Figure 3-2 below). 

• Highlighters are “stupid” tools—they can only do one thing: make pretty colours. 

A pen or pencil can circle a concept, underline key phrases, write a note in the 

margin, connect boxed and circled words, and if you’re careful, scratch 

underneath your leg cast. 

• Importance is the key! Look for magic words (words that are defined, bolded, 

italicised, identified as key concepts, repeated in titles and headers, listed in a 

glossary, referenced, etc.). 

• Draw a box around key concepts, names, dates, events, theories, etc. 

• Underline adjacent descriptors or definitions—but only underline phrases. 

• Again, this is where the pen is smarter than the highlighter—you’ll learn faster, 

smarter, stronger if you don’t have to review huge swathes of the highlighted text 

later. 

• The more focused you are with your underlining (“highlighting”), the easier it is 

to retain the information. Pick out what is truly important; the rest is fluff, and 

would dilute your retention. 

• Use marginal notation, lists of numbers, symbols, etc. 

• Only annotate (“highlight”) what you think you can remember. Less is more! 

4. This is the time to enjoy the material, if possible, and if you have time. 

5. Feel free to develop additional symbols and methods to organize your 

highlighting, such as circles, lines to connect related concepts, noting extremely 

important info with stars or asterisks, noting items in a list with numbers, etc. 

[Figure 3-2] 

Figure 3-2. An example of a “highlighted” text. Note that key concepts are boxed or circled, questions and 

connections have been made, and, where possible, only short phrases are underlined. 

R2 is for Recite 

Don’t even begin to think you’re done. Yeah, sure, you’ve read the text, but do you 

really know the text? Not if you haven’t finished all three Rs, you don’t. You might not be 

cramming for exams (or you might be. What do I know?), but you need to build a strong 

foundation of knowledge for your thesis, and that comes from cementing your readings into 

your skull. Get ’em in there good and hard, starting with recitation. 

1. Go over your reading like a flashcard. 
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• Flash on your “highlighted” boxes— ask yourself questions, see if you know the 

answers. If you do, go on to the next. If you don’t, read the section again, 

highlighting necessary information. 

• Triple Strength Learning: Seeing, saying, hearing 

o Review the information and recite it out loud so that you also hear the 

information. 

• Quadruple Strength Learning: Seeing, saying, hearing, writing 

o Review, recite, and write the information down in your own words. 

2. Do this step out loud (your roommate will know it almost as well as you do). 

3. Take only a few minutes for this step. 

4. You can do this at the end of each section or subheading, or at the end of the text. 

Discover what method works best for you. 

R3 is for Review 

I know, you’ve been eagerly awaiting this step, the end, the final, the finale, the ultimate, the 

big one. Prepare yourself—it’s a little anticlimactic. 

1. Let time pass before you review—see how much you retain. 

2. Using your notes, mentally go over the material 24 hours after you read it. 

3. Review it again after a week. 

4. Review again after a month. 

It seems like it’s a lot of returning to the same text, but it only takes a few minutes, and it will 

help it stay fresh and useful. You’ll have a lot of readings to do over the course of your thesis, 

and the ones you read in the first week are just as important as the ones in the last. It’ll help 

you and your thesis a lot if you can quickly navigate your brain to all of the readings, rather 

than just the most recent ones. 

Practice this method—it will seem time-consuming while you are learning it, but you 

will soon find you retain much more information in a much shorter period of time! 

Conclusion 

The context of the research you are doing is incredibly important—none of us works in a 

void. As researchers, we say we “stand on the shoulders of giants”; I’d rather say we stand on 

foundations laid by our forebears, because deifying previous researchers is yet another 

imperialist element of research. We have to know and understand what has come before if we 

are to add to it, or even change or refute it. It’s a daunting task, to immerse yourself in the 
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collected knowledge of your subject area, particularly when PBR so often combines multiple 

disciplines. Yet you’ve already done a lot of the work—your whole university career has 

been focused on learning and internalizing the knowledge and conventions of your domain. 

This chapter includes a lot of practical advice and information, from evaluating the 

validity and usefulness of your research resources, putting together annotated bibliographies 

and literature reviews, making notes, and reading to get the most out of academic texts. Don’t 

feel like you have to absorb all of this in one go! You might not be ready to write your lit 

review yet, or start making notes about specific critical theory relevant to your thesis; you 

might still be searching for a strong research question, still finding your way into your 

project. That’s okay; we’re going to cover those elements in Chapter 5. This chapter is here 

because research is more of a cycle than a straight line: you’re already doing some elements 

of these activities, and they help you to come up with a project. Once you have settled on 

your research question, you’ll come back to your research context, readings, and notes and 

take them in new directions. For now, it’s enough to understand why your background 

knowledge is so crucial to your project, and to begin developing good research habits. 

Exercise: Annotated Bibliography 

You can start your annotated bibliography very early in your research process. So why not 

get started now? If nothing else, it will help you practice some of the skills outlined in this 

chapter. It’s perfectly okay if you haven’t settled on a project topic or research question yet—

this exercise may even help you move toward that goal. 

1. Begin Your List 

Let’s start as we mean to go on: have a look at the various reference manager 

programs that are available to you (see Chapter 6). If you’re pressed for time, of 

course, you can do this exercise without a reference manager, using a word processing 

program like LibreOffice, Word, or Google Docs; just make sure you’re listing the 

entries in alphabetical order, with full bibliographic data, preferably in the required 

style for your thesis. 

Whichever reference manager you choose, set up a library/collection/folder 

(terminology varies depending on the program) for your thesis project. Begin creating 

entries for both critical and contextual (creative) texts relevant to your project. If you 

are still deciding your project topic, these texts can be those that 1) interest you; 2) 

resonated with you from a previous module or assessment; 3) you want to explore 

further; and/or 4) connect with you on a personal or emotional level. Try to list at 
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least ten resources at this stage, a good mix of books, journal articles, creative works, 

and, if appropriate, popular texts such as blog posts or newspaper and magazine 

articles. 

This goes without saying, but I’m going to say it anyway: for each of your 

entries, record all the relevant bibliographic data immediately.  

2. Establish Progress Indicators 

You’ll need to sort out a way to tell, at a glance, whether you’ve read and reviewed an 

item on your list. I use colour-coded tags in Zotero (Zotero , n.d.: n.pag.), so that 

items I’ve already read have a green flag next to them, and a “read” tag. This has 

saved me a lot of time and effort over the years, as sometimes the same text comes up 

at different times, for different projects. More than once I’ve opened a research source 

not realizing I’ve already read it and have notes on it! 

3. Note Why You’ve Listed Unread Resources 

Just because you haven’t read a resource yet doesn’t mean its notes should be blank! 

Write a short note to future-you on each unread entry on the list about why you plan 

to review it, and/or how it may be useful to your project. Many times we do our 

resource mining—snowballing, reverse citation searches, etc.—in a separate session 

from actually reading and annotating the references. It’s easy to forget why a text 

looked interesting, even after only a few hours, so make life easier for your future 

self. 

4. Read and Annotate Your Resources 

Depending on the medium the reference text is in (i.e., digital or print, a book you’ve 

borrowed vs. one you own, etc.), you might have different methods of annotation. For 

instance, if I have a PDF copy of a resource, I can annotate it using Zotero and export 

those annotations and highlighted quotes; Zotero appends an in-text citation to each 

note and quote, and I can export these to whatever program I keep notes in. For hard 

copy resources I’ve checked out of the library, I obviously can’t mark them up with 

SQ3R, so I review them with my notes app open, typing my annotations and 

transcribing quotations directly. These detailed notes and quotations are different 

from the brief note you will put in your annotated bibliography. These are what 

you will draw on when you outline and write your thesis.  

For your annotated bibliography, stick to a brief summary of the resource 

and its key concepts or findings, any comments on its validity, and a note on 

where and/or how you will (or won’t, if it’s not useful!) use it for your project. Put 
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your annotated bibliography notes in your reference manager. Having them here 

means you can have your reference manager export your annotated bibliography at 

any time, without much fuss (each manager does this differently—review your 

program’s documentation, forums, or online help to learn how). It also means that 

future-you can quickly review your own summaries next time you review your 

collected resources. 

Don’t forget to mark fully annotated resources as “read”. 

5. Export/Share Your Annotated Bibliography 

Take your annotated bibliography to your supervisor in your first few consultations. 

They will be able to review your research to date at a glance, let you know where you 

might have gaps, and give you directions about where to go next. They will also be 

able to review your notes and give you feedback as to whether you’ve misunderstood 

or misconstrued a resource (it happens to us all!). 

Maintain your annotated bibliography throughout your thesis project, even if 

it’s only in the notes in your reference manager. It will be handy to have if you hit any 

rough spots in your future research, or need extra feedback from your supervisor. 
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Chapter 4 PBR-relevant Methods 

A lot of people think they know what research is (like those guys on YouTube who think they 

can “scientifically” prove that the Earth is flat). Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 gave us the 

foundation of what kind of knowledge we’re looking for when we do PBR; this chapter 

makes a start on how we go about obtaining that knowledge, outlining various methods of 

data collection and analysis including social science methods and media-specific analysis. 

It’s important to remember that PBR, in and of itself, is a methodology, not a method. 

Your thesis will need to include a section on your research methods—either as part of the 

introduction in shorter theses like undergraduate work, or as a full and separate chapter in 

more involved projects, like PhDs—and it will definitely be insufficient to simply say you 

used PBR as your method. As a methodology, PBR is a general approach, a strategy or 

rationale for exploring certain kinds of research questions (Howell 2013; Riis et al. 2020)—

those related to creativity, the creator, creative practice, and/or the creative artefact. Your 

method is the precise set of actions you take to collect and analyse your data. I can conduct 

PBR in digital writing, and you can conduct PBR in the design of graphic communications. 

We’re both doing PBR, but we employ very different methods in doing so.  

Each PBR project is unique, and so every PBR researcher must design their own 

research method, picking and choosing from the array of media, arts, design, sociology, and 

psychology methods (among others) that can be used. By nature, PBR is interdisciplinary: 

you will have to incorporate methods from different domains of knowledge in order to design 

your method. That doesn’t mean, however, that you have to be the master of every relevant 

method in every relevant domain—that’s way too much to ask! Instead, it’s best if you have a 

solid understanding of: 1) the methods available to you; 2) what types of methods are 

applicable to different types of research questions; and 3) where to learn about specific 

methods you (and/or your supervisor) deem appropriate for your project. 

This is not an exhaustive list of methods. The chapter incorporates an overview of the 

most common methods applied to PBR projects that I’ve worked with in the arts and 

humanities, usually creative media-based work like creative writing, filmmaking, and design. 

The possibilities for PBR research questions are as plentiful as there are creative people and 

ideas, however, so it’s possible—probable!—that your specific project will call for methods I 

haven’t listed here. Your undergraduate programme has (hopefully) prepared you in the key 
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methods relevant to your subject area. Start there, but also make sure you attend as many 

workshops offered by your university library, study skills unit, and your school or department 

as possible. These workshops will teach you how to more effectively use the library 

databases, how to evaluate the sources you do find, and even strategies for reading the texts 

so you can get the most out of them. Rely on the background of knowledge you’ve earned 

from your undergraduate foundation, your own familiarity with your topic, and guidance 

from your supervisor. 

Empirical Research 

tl;dr Empirical research is direct collection of research data through 

experimentation, experience, viewing archival materials, uncovering objects and 

artefacts, and observation. PBR is empirical research, conducting a creative 

act as an experiment to respond to questions about creator cognition, 

creative processes, and creative artefacts. 

Empirical research, including experimental and applied research, is how we develop and 

use the primary sources discussed in Chapter 3. If you’ve ever done a science fair project, 

you’ve collected empirical data in the “classical”, objectivity-oriented scientific method. You 

form a hypothesis about a topic (bean plants grow faster in sunlight than in the dark), design 

and carry out an experiment to test the validity of that hypothesis (grow some plants in 

sunlight and some in darkness), measure and record the results of that experiment (over a 

period of time, regularly measure height and leaf counts of all the plants), and come to a 

conclusion about your hypothesis based on your collected data (the plants that were in the 

sunlight were all taller and leafier after six weeks than those in darkness, thus your 

hypothesis is supported). Obviously, there’s a lot more to science than what we are able to 

accomplish on a primary school project (such as controlling for confounds and establishing 

statistical significance of the measurements, etc.), but that’s the basic model. 

We use empirical methods in the arts and humanities, too. History, archaeology, and 

sociology for example, rely heavily on primary data collection. Historians spend hundreds of 

hours in archives reviewing documentation and artefacts (records, diaries, letters, accounting 

books, etc.) from the period and location they are interested in; their research is often 

considered less valid if it is not drawing upon direct observations of original (primary) 

documents and items. Archaeologists conduct digs to recover artefacts from previous 

communities and civilisations. Sociologists make observations of living humans.  
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All creative practice, from translation to filmmaking to architecture, is empirical 

research. Every creative project you undertake is an experiment of some sort: what if I put 

this character in that situation? How does using a drone for cinematography alter the mood of 

my film? Does using different musical instruments in this composition affect the emotional 

tone? Would alternative buttressing in this atrium affect the way an occupant views the 

space? Even if we don’t specifically voice these questions, they’re burbling away in the 

background of our mental processes as we progress, working and reworking and revising and 

editing and reframing the creative work (the text-so-far) so that it comes closer and closer to 

what we envision (the goals to meet our rhetorical problem). When we undertake PBR, then, 

we are simply bringing these background questions into the foreground, and deliberately 

seeking to form explicit answers to them through the creative activity. In essence, PBR is 

empirical research, conducting a creative act as an experiment to respond to questions 

about creator cognition, creative processes, and creative artefacts. We form a hypothesis 

about our creative practice (putting the documentarian in front of the camera introduces 

emotional bias on the topic), design and conduct an experiment (we make the documentary in 

two versions, one with and one without placing the filmmaker in front of the camera), 

measure and record the data (analyse the resulting films, as well as the observations from the 

filmmaker during the process), and draw our conclusions regarding the hypothesis (having to 

present oneself and speak to the audience changes the filmmaker’s perspective on the topic, 

introducing bias). Again, this is an oversimplification of a PBR process, but the point is that 

we are collecting empirical data on these projects. 

Social Science Methods 

tl;dr Social science methodology, or ethnomethodology, includes methods of 

observing people: direct observation, reflection, auto-ethnography, surveys, 

interviews, and focus groups. It also includes qualitative analysis of that data 

collection and other documentation. Auto-ethnomethodologies (methods of self-

observation) are most applicable to PBR; other social science methods may be 

outside the scope of a PBR project, especially an undergraduate thesis. 

Ethnography is the term sociologists and anthropologists use to describe what they do: 

observe people (Garfinkel 1967). Social scientists practice ethnomethodology (ways of 

studying people) when observing people’s everyday activities; they record and analyse those 

activities to gain insight about how and why people do certain things. Direct observation is 

the most obvious of the social science methods, but ethnomethodology also includes 

reflection, auto-ethnography, interviews, surveys, focus groups, and qualitative analysis of 
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artefacts and documentation. Since PBR often involves questions about the creator—your 

creative process, activities, and thoughts—ethnographical methods can be very useful. 

Reflection 

“Reflection” is a term that is used in many different ways when we’re talking about creative 

practice and research. Reflective analysis is probably the method most frequently applied by 

practitioners to their creative projects; we create a work, caught up in the process and the 

drive to bring a mental model of the work to fruition. Many creatives then reflect on that 

activity to better understand various aspects of their activities, decisions, and process 

involved in creating the work. The reflective analysis may also include an analysis of the 

finished artefact, in an attempt to gain a deeper understanding from a post-textual, audience-

side perspective. This form of reflection certainly generates knowledge, but it’s the kind of 

knowledge that doesn’t have much bearing on PBR: informal, or personal knowledge (Candy 

2019), which is useful to the practitioner and/or their project, but not to the larger field or 

domain. PBR can (and arguably should) “influence the ideas and actions of other 

practitioners as well as a wider community of interest” (Candy 2019: 235). 

Linda Candy presents a wider and more nuanced understanding of “reflective 

practice” that integrates mindful reflection with purposeful action in specific contexts (2019). 

If you recall the Practitioner Model of Creative Cognition from Chapter 2, there are a lot of 

cognitive processes going on while we create our art: monitoring what we’ve created so far, 

comparing it to what we know about our domain and the goals we established for it, adjusting 

to unexpected ideas or interruptions, and so on. These processes of thinking, reviewing, 

analysing, and revising align with various elements of reflective practice as Candy defines 

them, such as reflection-in-action and reflection-at-a-distance. This aspect of reflection is 

inherent in creative practice, and is thus incredibly valuable to the practitioner; nonetheless, 

reflective practice can still be limited to informal or personal knowledge unless you take the 

extra steps to externalize that knowledge for the wider domain of creative practice. 

For many undergraduates, “post-textual reflection” developing personal knowledge is 

the only aspect of reflection you may be familiar with. If you used it in past assessments, 

such as for a reflective analysis of a creative portfolio, critical theory may have been an 

optional component. Note that use of critical theory, however, greatly enhances a creative 

practitioner’s understanding of their chosen form; thus, it can greatly enhance a post-textual 

reflective analysis. On the whole, however, dependent as it is upon memory, and 

conducted after the creative act rather than during (or as close to as possible), post-textual 
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reflection can be an unfortunately fallible method, and often fails to offer the kinds of 

insights practice-based researchers are most interested in. While some researchers 

condemn any self-observation or reflection as inherently biased (Bochner 2000: 266), in PBR 

subjectivity is not as problematic as faulty memory and a lack of observations related to your 

research question. That’s why auto-ethnomethodology (below) is usually preferred to post-

textual reflection alone, which relies entirely on memory, as opposed to primary 

documentation or artefacts. Both Harold Garfinkel and Linda Flower & John Hayes (1984: 

120) note that (post-textual) self-reflection is a weaker method, since the person either can’t 

get a distanced enough perspective from themselves to recognise significant patterns, or they 

are so distanced from the creative activity that their memories are hazy, incomplete, and/or 

unreliable. 

Auto-ethnomethodology 

The “auto” portion of auto-ethnomethodology enters when the creative practitioner-

researcher uses an ethnographic approach for self-observation. Deborah Brandt (1992: 

324: 315) argues that creatives must “make continual sense to themselves of what they are 

doing” (which, as we saw above, is part of a more holistic “reflective practice”). We try to 

understand our creative thinking and the work we’ve created so far by, essentially, talking to 

ourselves about it in one way or the other: making notes, journal entries, and comments on 

revisions. We are our own anthropologists, writing down field notes and responses to 

questions, all about ourselves and our work. Laurel Richardson and Elizabeth Adams St. 

Pierre call this “creative analytical processes (CAP) ethnography” ([2008] 2008): the creative 

process and products, and the analytical process and products are deeply intertwined, offering 

opportunity for insight and nuance into the creative practice. 

What gives auto-ethnomethodology its edge over post-textual reflection is in situ self-

observation: recording notes about you, your creative process, and your creative work 

as you create it. Develop a system to make a record of your creative activities: a research log 

noting what you’re doing, why you’re doing it, and what you think and feel about it as the 

creative act is undertaken; notes on the creative artefact itself, in the form of revision notes, 

code commentary, etc.; various drafts and versions of the creative piece (saved separately, 

rather than overwritten with each revision) (see Chapter 6 for more on Keeping a Research 

Log). Later, when you’re ready to write up the critical component of your thesis, you can 

analyse these records for patterns, sources of inspiration, cognitive activity, and changes in 

the creative artefact as mapped to your activities. 
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Surveys 

We’re all pretty familiar with surveys—sometimes it feels like we’re asked to respond to a 

dozen a day, at least. Feedback on purchases, feedback on modules, feedback on instructors, 

feedback on web design, feedback on social media features… someone is always trying to get 

us to tell them how we feel. Further, because they’re so familiar, we often think we know 

how surveys work. As creative practitioners, we are also usually pretty aware that our 

audience can be very important. Creative writers, filmmakers, musicians, game designers—

because so much of what we see in terms of creative works in these realms is commercial, we 

think the “success” of a work is judged by the audience. We look to bestseller lists, box 

office, album charts, download numbers, online rankings and reviews for measures of how 

well a piece performed. It’s pretty brutal, but it’s what we know. 

Some PBR will call for surveys. But the vast majority of PBR projects do not need 

measures of audience response. Typically, when a student (especially an undergraduate 

student who’s been on a standard research methods course) comes to me with their PBR 

project with the intention to do audience surveys, I ask them why. “So I can know if it’s 

successful,” they tell me. As a supervisor, what this tells me is that the student doesn’t know 

what they want to research. They just want to do a creative thing and see if people like it 

(which, let’s face it, is a really common motivation to be creative); they haven’t really got 

direction on the research side of their project yet. 

Remember, PBR is typically conducted to explore questions about the creator, the 

creative process, and/or the creative artefact. Nowhere on that list is the audience a major 

factor. If the only thing you’re going to be analysing is audience reaction, it’s not much of a 

research project. You’ll have to dig deeper. 

That said, many projects do call for surveys. If you flip ahead to Table 4-1, you’ll see 

that one or two of the example projects call for surveys. One is “Exploring understanding of 

schizophrenia through performance workshops”—the researcher wanted to know how the 

performer responded to portraying a character with mental illness (Gregory 2012). For the 

purposes of deepening the discussion (this was a Master’s project), she not only interviewed 

the performers, she also surveyed the audience for their reactions. This allowed her to 

compare the performers’ experiences (including her own, as the designer and fellow 

performer) with the audience’s. 

Surveys are not as easy to create and analyse as you might think; designing useful 

survey questions and conducting statistical analysis of the responses are both arts and 

sciences unto themselves (which is why entire social science programmes exist, in part). It is 
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very easy to ask questions that are biased, confusing, or misleading, or whose answers offer 

the researcher nothing useful. Consider the following question that appears on many surveys 

seeking student feedback: 

The course has helped me to present myself with confidence. (Rank agreement on 

scale from 1-5). 

As a person taking this survey, you might be confused by this question. Does it mean the 

entire degree programme (“course”) or just a module? Does it mean in formal presentations 

and public speaking, or just life in general? What if I’ve improved my skills in presentations, 

but I still get really nervous giving them? 

As the person analysing this survey question, it’s impossible to know what to do with 

the responses. If the student indicates they don’t agree, it could mean any number of things: 

they were an absentee student; they were already very confident; they got better at 

presentations but still feel nervous; actions from their peers caused them to lose confidence; 

reactions from instructors could have been negative. With only this question and no context, 

the analyst can do nothing with such a badly written question—they can’t interpret it, and 

they certainly can’t implement measures to improve experiences for future students. 

Thus, if you as a practice-based researcher intend to incorporate surveys into your 

project, you should: 

1. Think again, especially if you are an undergraduate. Doing both a creative piece 

and surveys may be too much for one undergraduate project, no matter what. Talk to 

your supervisor and determine whether A) you really want to ask a question related to 

practice, necessitating PBR and likely eliminating the need for a survey, or B) you 

actually want to ask a question about audience/participant response, in which case 

your project might not even be practice-based. Don’t try to do all the things. 

2. If your project does call for surveys, avail yourself of whatever training, webinars, 

seminars, and materials your university offers for social science methods. 

Undergraduates may not have time or scope for sufficient training, survey design, 

analysis, and write-up all in their final year, but postgraduate students can certainly 

undergo this fundamental skill-building. 

3. Review relevant training texts on survey methods—your library is sure to have 

several, and some examples are listed below. Keep these around, as you will likely 

need them at each stage of the survey process, so that you can brush up on the topics 

and be reminded of various pitfalls. 
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4. Workshop your surveys. Have your supervisor review them; remember, though, that 

your supervisor may not be a social scientist (I’m not! I usually work with a colleague 

trained in these methods if I need them on a project). It’s good practice to test the 

survey with a small group of people (maybe a few friends or peers) to see if they have 

any confusion or misunderstanding about the questions, or detect any sources of bias. 

This also allows you to run a test analysis to be sure the answers yield useful 

information. 

As with anything, your mileage may vary, and your supervisor will be able to guide 

you with the specifics of your unique project. Here are a few sample texts for learning about 

survey methods, practices, and analytical approaches you can review; if you can’t access 

these exact texts, search your library or ask a librarian for similar ones. 

Andres, Lesley (2012), Designing & Doing Survey Research, London: SAGE 

Publications. 

Stopher, Peter R. (2012), Collecting, Managing, and Assessing Data Using Sample 

Surveys, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Sue, Valerie M. and Ritter, Lois A. (2007), Conducting Online Surveys, London: 

SAGE Publications. 

Thomas, Susan J. (1999), Designing Surveys That Work! A Step-by-Step Guide, 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Interviews and Focus Groups 

Interviews and focus groups carry some of the same caveats as surveys: if you are conducting 

an undergraduate practice-based project, you may not have the scope (time, room, capacity) 

to include these methods. Similarly, it is very easy to introduce bias into interviews and focus 

groups, based on how you phrase and frame the questions. Additionally, you are talking to 

people directly, which can be daunting for many novice researchers! Plus, new researchers 

often forget that the interview or focus group itself is only part of the process of collecting 

and analysing the data: you will need to record the session, transcribe it (which is incredibly 

time-consuming), and analyse the transcript(s). 

If your project topic calls for interviews or focus groups (and your supervisor agrees), 

you’ll need to prepare for your sessions along similar lines as surveys: make sure you really 

need to conduct interviews or focus groups to answer your research question; take advantage 

of all training opportunities and materials available to you; and workshop/get feedback on 

your interview protocol before proceeding. That’s right: you should have an interview 
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protocol before conducting a single interview or focus group. Write a script for the essential 

elements of the interview:  

1. Introducing the subject(s) to the project. Despite what you might see on TV or read 

about old psychological experiments, it is very rare to conduct any research with 

people without telling them about the project, the data you’re collecting, and how it’s 

going to be used. 

2. Obtaining consent to collect and use the interview/focus group data for your 

project. All projects collecting data from human subjects—including surveys, 

interviews, and focus groups—require ethics approval from your university and 

informed consent from the participants.  

3. The key questions you would like answers to, as well as some possible follow-up 

questions. Note where you might allow yourself as the interviewer to respond with 

unplanned questions to something a subject has said.  

You’ll also want to have a specific plan for how you will record the session; I recommend 

incorporating two methods of recording, just in case. Many an interview has ended with the 

realization that the record button was never pushed, or the recorder ran out of battery, or 

didn’t have a memory card in it. Using two methods is recommended to prevent such 

tragedies occurring. If conducting the interview or focus group online, use the software’s 

recording features, as well as perhaps separate screen capture software and/or your mobile 

phone recording the audio. 

Transcribing the audio is something you should plan for in your workplan (which 

we develop in Chapter 5). Having a written transcript of the session makes analysis much 

easier, as documents are far more manipulable, and transcripts can be anonymized for the 

purposes of reducing bias. Transcribing, however, can be extremely time-consuming, and is a 

skill that it takes time to learn; it’s not just about writing out the words that are spoken, but 

also pauses, interruptions, verbalisations such as “ums” and “ers”, gestures that convey 

speech without audio such as nodding, and more. Most researchers who use these methods 

pay to have skilled transcribers convert recordings into transcriptions; all the more reason to 

think very pragmatically about your research project and what you are able to carry out given 

your current skillset and the time permitted. 

The following texts (or similar; ask your supervisor or librarian) can help you develop 

your interviewing skills:  

Alvesson, Mats (2011), Interpreting Interviews, London: SAGE Publications. 
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Hennink, Monique M. (2014), Focus Group Discussions, Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

King, Nigel, Horrocks, Christine and Brooks, Joanna M. (2019), Interviews in 

Qualitative Research, 2nd ed., London: SAGE Publications. 

Liamputtong, Pranee (2011), Focus Group Methodology: Principles and Practices, 

London: SAGE Publications. 

Morgan, David L. (2014), Successful Focus Groups Advancing the State of the Art, 

London: SAGE Publications. 

Salmons, Janet (2014), Qualitative Online Interviews: Strategies, Design, and Skills, 

2nd ed., London: SAGE Publications. 

Stewart, David W., Rook, Dennis W. and Shamdasani, Prem N. (2007), Focus Groups 

Theory and Practice, London: SAGE Publications. 

In terms of analysis of interviews, the responses require a qualitative approach. 

Interview answers can’t be counted and grouped and statistically analysed in quite the same 

way as surveys. The approach we take to analysing interviews, and, indeed, many human 

“utterances” such as speech, social media posts, diaries, blogs, and personal essays is called 

qualitative analysis, and it is a way of methodically reviewing texts to identify themes and 

patterns. 

Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative approaches include many of those described in the next section: textual analysis, 

semiotic analysis, narrative analysis, and discourse analysis, among others. In broad terms, 

qualitative analysis (QA) includes all those methods that are not quantitative, or 

mathematically/statistically based. For this section, however, I’ll stick to the QA method 

also called coding (in a different definition from coding computer programs): coding can be 

conducted either manually or using specialized software, and involves reviewing the 

collected documentation (such as transcribed interviews or focus groups) for repeated 

themes or patterns. 

There are a number of ways to approach this, but a grounded theory approach is 

quite common. Essentially, you as the researcher read all the texts once to get familiar with 

them. You think about what occurs to you in terms of themes, patterns, specific words, 

language use, and more, catering to what is relevant to your project’s research question. You 

read again, this time making notes of each instance that represents a theme or pattern. You 

build a table (or spreadsheet). You might be able to start putting these examples into 
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categories. You read the text again, and again, and again, refining your list, sorting elements 

into categories, finding more instances and identifying more categories. Eventually, you get 

to the point of “saturation”: you can identify no further instances related to the themes or 

categories.  

I’ll offer you a couple of examples. One of my students was interested in how 

computer and video games represented and used the concept of utopia (Murray 2020). He 

chose a specific number of games, and then played them all the way through, making note of 

visual, audio, and interactive elements that related to utopia in some way. Some games used a 

utopic ideal as a goal for the player to work toward; the game would then offer images, 

characters, and story to describe or represent that utopia. Just as there are many notions of 

heaven or paradise across the world, there are many different ways to think about utopia; by 

repeatedly playing the games and noting how each treated the concept, he was able to draw 

out and discuss different themes in games, such as refugee narratives, religious ideals, 

apocalyptic cleansing, and manipulative societies. 

Like all other methods of data collection and analysis, QA requires background 

knowledge, training, and practice. If you are going to implement it in your project, be sure to 

take advantage of all available training, and review texts that can help you understand the 

approach and ways to use it (such as those listed below). Always consult your supervisor for 

guidance. 

Altheide, David L. and Schneider, Christopher J. (2013), Qualitative Media Analysis, 

London: SAGE Publications. 

Birks, Melanie and Mills, Jane (2015), Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide, 2nd ed., 

London: SAGE Publications. 

Grbich, Carol (2013), Qualitative Data Analysis: An Introduction, London: SAGE 

Publications. 

Merriam, Sharan and Tisdell, Elizabeth (2019), Qualitative Research, O’Reilly. 

Northcutt, Norvell and McCoy, Danny (2004), Interactive Qualitative Analysis a 

Systems Method for Qualitative Research. 

Critical Analysis 

tl;dr Your methodological approach to your PBR project should also include 

methods of analysis: how you will interpret the empirical data you collect. For 

most PBR projects, a media-specific analysis approach is appropriate, 

wherein you apply the analytical methods and critical theories most relevant to 
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your project’s domain. Most PBR projects are interdisciplinary in nature, which 

may require you to explore theory and methods in disciplines outside your own, 

including psychology, sociology, history, and more. 

Critical analysis is a broad term that encompasses various approaches to interpreting textual 

material (including prose, film, games, comics, etc.). The purpose of the analysis may be to 

offer a deeper understanding of the text, to examine the process of creating or making a text, 

or to throw light upon the text’s relation to other fields (such as philosophy, sociology, 

theology, etc.). If your undergrad studies are in arts, literature, or media, you’ve probably 

used critical analysis a great deal in your module essay assessments. Some domains stress 

some aspects of critical analysis more than others—visual and multimodal analysis, for 

example, are more useful to film and games studies than most literary research. Depending on 

what you are creating and which contextual works you are reviewing as part of your practice-

based project, you may find you need to mix and match different critical analysis approaches. 

This section offers a brief overview of those most likely to be useful for PBR projects, 

and, where available, points you toward resources that offer more in-depth information about 

particular approaches. 

Textual Analysis / Close Readings 

Textual analysis generally begins with a close reading of the text (or multiple texts, if 

conducting discourse analysis), wherein you familiarize yourself with the text and pose 

questions about it. These areas include its genre, themes, metaphor, use of language, 

narrative structures, etc. Once you have a deeper grasp on these elements, you can begin to 

ask questions about why or how the text uses them, to ascertain deeper meanings and cultural 

discourse. This close reading can lead to an initial research question.  

Example: In reading Neil Gaiman’s Sandman graphic novels, you may notice that he 

deviates from the typical black-on-white speech bubbles for certain characters, instead 

using white-on-black. You may ask why he has chosen this schema, how this 

communicates character and theme, and perhaps offers a visual metaphor. As you dig 

deeper, you may form the thesis that this reversal of speech bubbles is used for the 

character of Dream because the character is only fully realized when his subjects 

sleep. 

In order to answer questions raised by your close reading, different theoretical 

approaches may be incorporated. You should build upon the base of critical readings you’ve 

been assigned throughout your undergraduate programme, as well as any background 

research you’ve done, to determine which is/are appropriate and useful to your analysis. 

Relevant areas often include Formalism, New Criticism, Structuralism, film theory, design 
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theory, linguistics, semiotics, narratology, philosophy, stylistics, gender studies, queer 

studies, etc. These approaches may also be combined as appropriate.  

Example: You might decide to incorporate a semiotic analysis of the visual 

representation of the text, combining it with cultural studies and mythology readings 

to explore the concepts of gods, dreams, and how they are represented. 

You can likely find some good articles on close readings and textual analysis online 

and through your university’s study skills unit. You can also search your university library 

for “close reading” and “textual analysis” texts such as: 

Brummet, Barry S. (2017), Rhetoric in Popular Culture + Techniques of Close 

Reading, 2nd Ed., SAGE Publications. 

Fairclough, Norman (2003), Analysing Discourse: Textual Analysis for Social 

Research, London: Routledge. 

Hathaway, Jessica (2015), Connect to Text: Strategies for Close Reading and Writing 

from Sources, Shell Educational Publishing. 

McKee, Alan (2003), Textual Analysis: A Beginner’s Guide, London: SAGE. 

Wolfreys, Julian (2000), Readings: Acts of Close Reading in Literary Theory, 

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 

Don’t feel like you’re restricted to the books I’ve listed here; there are many texts out there to 

help familiarize students with these methods, and they’re all pretty similar. Use what’s 

available to you. 

For PBR projects, you’ll not only apply close reading and textual analysis to 

contextual creative works—those that have come before, that have inspired your creativity, 

and those that you need to compare to your work, etc.—but also to your own creative work 

and research log of your auto-ethnomethodological observations. Post-textual analysis of 

this kind provides additional insight into your creative process and work. I use the term “post-

textual” here to remind you to make space between completing your creative artefact and its 

accompanying research log, and performing the analysis. You need a bit of distance from the 

creative work to be able to analyse it as best as you can with fresh eyes. 

Media-Specific Analysis 

Close readings and textual analysis, as you can probably tell from the terms, were originally 

used exclusively for analysing literature. In the past few decades, other forms of creative arts 

and design have become academic fields in their own right (film, comics, and games, for 

example), and, of course, digital media have made merging text, image, audio, and movement 
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together a much easier and more frequent task. In light of this, it’s pretty likely that you will 

need to implement media-specific analysis (MSA) (Hayles 2002) in your PBR project. This 

approach calls for combining different methods of textual analysis to creative works that 

combine more than one medium (as film, comics, games, magazines, and digital media in 

general do). In a way, it’s a choose-your-own-MSA, as you select the methods that are most 

appropriate to what you’re looking at. For instance, when I analyse interactive digital 

narratives, I incorporate literary textual and narrative analysis with semiotic analysis of visual 

grammar and design (Kress et al. 2006) of hyperstructures such as navigation and 

interactivity (Bouchardon et al. 2012; Ryan 2006), and of programming code (Marino 2006, 

2020). 

This section includes a few approaches you might choose from, but always remember: 

your specific undergraduate programme has prepared you best for your thesis work. Rely on 

what you’ve learned! 

Literary Analysis 

Literary analysis encompasses multiple of schools of thought, with their approaches all 

varying by purpose and emphasis. Formalism is interested in the linguistic form of literature; 

Structuralism in its parts. Reader-Response is interested in how audiences shape the story as 

they experience it. We’ve also formed schools of Feminist, Race, and Queer Theory 

criticism, to analyse texts from the perspectives of these cultural issues. And these are just a 

drop in the bucket. 

There are a ton of books summarizing the major schools of literary criticism, such as: 

Brizee, Allen and Tompkins, J. Case (2011), ‘Literary Theory and Schools of 

Criticism’, (2021), 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/subject_specific_writing/writing_in_literature/literary

_theory_and_schools_of_criticism/.3 Accessed 22 April 2022. 

Eagleton, Terry (2008), Literary Theory: An Introduction, Anniversary, Minneapolis, 

MN: University of Minnesota Press. 

Waugh, Patricia (ed.) (2006), Literary Theory and Criticism: An Oxford Guide, New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

That first link is an overview, useful as an introduction and a quick reference, while the 

others go much more in depth and will give you references you can snowball if needed. 

 
3 Also available on the Internet Archive at 

https://web.archive.org/web/20111127122514/https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/722/1/. 
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Again, you can search for “literary theory and criticism” on the web and in your library for 

other books. 

Multimodal Analysis 

Multimodal analysis covers just as many different types of approaches as literary analysis, if 

not more. After all, there are many more types of multimodal texts: photographs, films, TV, 

dance, paintings, advertisements, architecture, etc. TBH, anything digital is fair game for 

multimodal analysis. This is such a broad category that you will probably also want to 

analyse each contextual work through the lens of methods specific to its medium, like film, 

music, or media analysis. 

If your primary focus is in any of these areas, it’s highly likely your undergrad 

modules have already trained you in relevant analytical approaches. For instance, most film 

studies students get basic film theory and approaches to film analysis, looking at the film’s 

style, its lighting, editing, cinematography, sound, mise-en-scéne, and more. Media 

analysis covers quite a bit of ground, as it sits at the intersection of literature and 

communication. After all, “media” (news journalism, popular journalism, advertising, 

propaganda, etc.) generally refers to texts specifically intended to inform and/or persuade. So 

media analysis will have a firm grounding in literary, art, and visual criticism, as well as in 

culture and communications. It is strongly based in semiotics, or the study of signs and 

symbols (applied to language, image, sound, etc.). You’ll find that a lot of theory in media, 

film, television, comics, etc., similarities to literary approaches—that would be because the 

study of these subjects grew, at least partially, from the study of literature. 

Game Studies takes us into the digital, interactive realm. It is built on the foundation 

of theories that came before (literary, visual, media, film, etc.), but also has a strong emphasis 

on audience and reception studies as well as the burgeoning field of interactivity theory. 

Because games involve the audience in an active way that many other media don’t, the 

audience becomes a key element of study for games researchers. You may eventually be 

interested in qualitative methods of analysis such as surveys, interviews, focus groups, and/or 

coding (see section below), but for most undergraduate theses it is likely our own close 

readings and textual analysis of games will be sufficient. 

Whatever your creative field—music, fine art, design, translation, architecture, 

drama, dance, and more—you will find fundamental analytical approaches to it. The 

texts below are merely examples of what is out there; you can find texts more specific to you 
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and your project by searching your library catalogue for your subject area + “analysis”, 

and/or speaking to your instructors.  

Bordwell, David (1993), Film Art: An Introduction, 4th ed., New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Chandler, Daniel (2007), Semiotics: The Basics, 2nd ed., London: Routledge. 

Jewitt, Carey (ed.) (2017), The Routledge Handbook of Multimodal Analysis, 2nd ed., 

London: Routledge. 

Lankoski, Petri and Bjork, Staffan (eds.) (2015), Game Research Methods: An 

Overview, Pittsburgh, PA: ETC Press. 

Ryan, Marie-Laure (2001), Narrative as Virtual Reality: Immersion and Interactivity 

in Literature and Electronic Media, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Ryan, Marie-Laure (2015), Narrative as Virtual Reality 2: Revisiting Immersion and 

Interactivity in Literature and Electronic Media, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press. 

Stocchetti, Matteo and Kukkonen, Karin (2012), Critical Media Analysis: An 

Introduction for Media Professionals, Frankfurt: Peter Lang. 

Storey, John (2014), Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: An Introduction, Hoboken: 

Taylor and Francis. 

Zbikowski, Lawrence Michael (2002), Conceptualizing Music: Cognitive Structure, 

Theory, and Analysis, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Discourse Analysis 

Discourse analysis helps us to dig into the cultural effects of the texts we’re analysing. We 

can look not just at the text itself, but how people talk about the text, how they respond to it, 

and even how they reference it in other forms of art (intertextual referencing). Discourse 

analysis applies to conversations, reviews, social media, online forums, and intertextuality. 

Use it when you want to expand your discussion of a text to the broader aspects of culture 

and audience response. 

Angermuller, Johannes, Maingueneau, Dominique and Wodak, Ruth (eds.) (2014), 

The Discourse Studies Reader: Main Currents in Theory and Analysis, 

Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Brussel, Leen Van, Carpentier, Nico and Cleen, Benjamin de (eds.) (2019), 

Communication and Discourse Theory: Collected Works of the Brussels 

Discourse Theory Group, Bristol: Intellect. 
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Fairclough, Norman (2003), Analysing Discourse: Textual Analysis for Social 

Research, London: Routledge. 

Interdisciplinary Approaches 

This is by no means an exhaustive list of analysis approaches; it’s just an overview of the 

many, many approaches to analysis of creative texts. Keep in mind that in arts, humanities, 

media, and cultural studies, we may have to branch out beyond our own research domains in 

order to understand them better. Studying characterization? You might need to approach your 

text from a psychological or cognitive point of view. Studying setting? You might need to 

study environments, space, place. Studying science fiction? You might need to do some 

analysis of the science that is used! Be open to all the different aspects that may be called for 

in your project. 

Have a look at the approaches outlined for various sample projects in Table 4-1, and 

remember the wide array of unique interdisciplinary needs for each as you begin to 

brainstorm your own project. You might also take a look at the British Library’s “EThOS” (e-

theses online service, https://ethos.bl.uk/), searching for “practice-based”; while these are 

PhD theses and much more in-depth and developed than what’s required for undergraduates 

and Master’s students, a scan of the topics, abstracts, tables of contents, and references lists 

can help you come to grips with the inherent interdisciplinarity of PBR. 

Table 4-1. Examples of interdisciplinary approaches in PBR projects 

[Table 4-1] 

Of course, this table is not prescriptive! If ten students all decided to do projects 

creating podcasts for local heritage sites, they would still have ten different, unique 

approaches, and different emphases on analysis and theory. The information in this table is 

imaginary and speculative; you should work closely with your supervisor to design the 

most appropriate approach for your project. 

Conclusion 

PBR, by its very nature, is an interdisciplinary methodology. It can encompass many different 

data collection and analysis methods from any number of disciplines in order to answer 

questions about the creator, the creative process, and/or the creative artefact. PBR makes use 

of empirical data collection: the primary data in any PBR project is, of course, doing the 

creative practice, whether it’s a medical procedure or an interpretive dance. Most projects 

should incorporate a form of auto-ethnomethodology, making sense of the creative activities 
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as they occur, rather than relying solely on reflective memory after the fact. Depending on the 

research question and relevant discipline(s), data analysis will likely call for some form of 

critical, media-specific analysis of both contextual creative works and the artefact created 

through the project. Some projects may even incorporate ethnographical methods like 

surveys, interviews, and focus groups, though these should be very judiciously applied, 

particularly in undergraduate theses that may not have time, skills, or scope to include them. 

The important takeaway from this chapter is to be aware of the range of methodology 

tools at your disposal, and to have enough understanding of them to know when and where 

they are needed. There is no one right way to do research—there is only the most appropriate 

method to answer your particular research question. Being able to determine the unique 

method best-suited for your project is a core skillset for any researcher. 

Exercise: Determining Relevant Research Methods 

This exercise is basically a questionnaire designed to get you thinking in concrete terms about 

how you are going to answer your research question. If you haven’t defined your research 

question yet, that’s okay; you can hold off on this exercise until you have (see Chapter 5). 

Create a document, copy out the prompts, and complete your answers to identify methods 

relevant to your project. Be sure to also consult your supervisor, as they may have insights 

into the topic that can help you. 

Planned Project Methodology 

• The creative domain for my project is: 

• My research question is: 

• I am applying a practice-based research methodology to explore this research 

question; as such, I will be creating: (describe the creative artefact) 

• I will create this artefact by: (describe your planned creative process) 

• During this creative activity, I will incorporate the auto-ethnographic practice of: 

(describe how you will take in situ notes and make documentation of your creative 

process) 

• My research and practice will be founded on relevant theories of: (list the critical 

theories and theorists you have identified as relevant to the project) 

• My research and practice will be informed by my critical analysis of: (list the 

contextual creative works you will analyse) 
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• My analytical approach to both my own creative artefact(s) and the comparative 

contextual works I have identified is media-specific analysis incorporating: (list the 

specific analytical approaches relevant to your project) 

Optional ethnographic methodology 

• My project necessitates incorporation of human subjects. I will conduct: (note your 

method, such as surveys, interviews, or focus groups)  

• I will recruit _______ (number of participants desired) from: (where/how you will 

recruit your subjects) 

• These subjects will be: (describe the necessary characteristics, such as: age, skills, 

location, etc.) 

• The results of this ethnographic data collection will be analysed by: (note method of 

analysis, such as statistical for survey data, QA for transcripts, etc.) 

• I will obtain ethical approval for this project from my university prior to engaging in 

any research involving human subjects. 
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Part II Doing Your Research Project 
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Chapter 5  Designing Your Research Project 

Okay, enough beating around the bush. It’s time to get started on the project. Almost. A 

practice-based thesis is a long-term project (six to twelve months for undergrads, a year for 

Master’s, and four or more years for PhDs), and since it’s such a significant part of your 

undergrad programme (or the entirety of a postgrad programme), you need a plan to make 

sure you get it done. And get it done well. Extra special bonus: having a plan is a big step 

toward reducing the anxiety about such a big, important project. 

This chapter begins with an overview of all the phases of a PBR project, from coming 

up with the project idea to doing the creative practice to writing up the final thesis. The 

purpose of the overview is to give you a good idea of the activities you’ll be undertaking, so 

that you can more easily design and plan your project. Your task in this chapter is to plan 

your project, not to undertake it (we leave that for the next chapter). Various exercises 

are included here to help you plot out a more detailed approach to your research methods, 

develop a workplan for your entire PBR project, and to roll all the bits and bobs you’ve done 

so far (research question, methodology, annotated bibliography, workplan, etc.) into a 

research proposal. The goal is to be so prepared for your PBR project, you can’t help but get 

started on it! 

An Integrated Approach to Practice-Based Research 

tl;dr This section outlines the entire process of a PBR project to better help you 

design and plan your project and how you’re going to carry it out. 

Establishing the Research Problem entails defining your research area, creative 

practice, and research question (the “rhetorical problem”); and planning your 

overall PBR project. Conducting Background Research builds on your existing 

knowledge of your domain and goes deeper to aspects specifically related to your 

project area—you should start your annotated bibliography here. Conducting 

Empirical Research is doing the creative practice and keeping organised auto-

ethnographical research notes; at the same time, most likely, you’ll Conduct 

Contextual Research, expanding your background research deeper into your 

project area. You should regularly Revisit Your Research Question as you gain 

more awareness of your subject area, as you may find yourself needing to re-

focus or refine it. Once your research phase is wrapped up, you’ll use media-

specific analysis to Analyse Your Empirical Data, and then draw on all your 

research to Form Your Argument. This argument is the foundation of your 

critical discussion; you’ll structure everything around it when you Write Your 

Exegesis.  
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In order to design your project, you need to have a solid idea of what, exactly, the overall 

research process will look like. First-time researchers can find it somewhat difficult to 

envision the entirety of a project, especially a PBR project. This section gives you an 

overview of the process of conducting your PBR project, so that you can figure out what 

you need to do, and when. Have a look at Figure 5-1; a lot of what you’ll be doing in this 

chapter falls under “Establishing the Research Problem”, specifically in Planning. The rest of 

the process is covered in more detail in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7, but it’s important to know 

what is coming so that we can plan it appropriately. 

[Figure 5-1] 

Figure 5-1. The process flow of PBR 

Establish the Research Problem 

This might seem like an easy step on paper—identify your area of interest, identify where the 

domain has gaps in knowledge, and ask a research question to help fill in one of those gaps—

but in reality this can be a pretty tough task for PBR projects. It’s hard to identify gaps when 

you’re doing something completely new, whether critical or creative. PBR is a process of 

exploration and discovery: you can ask a research question, and then engage in the creative 

practice, and still have completely unexpected insights that you couldn’t predict or plan for. 

So, despite the emphasis placed on your research question, know that it’s okay for your 

initial research question to be a bit vague and open-ended. This flexibility allows you to 

fully explore your creative practice, and gives you space to make unanticipated connections 

and findings. 

As you work to shape your project, remember that the purpose of PBR is to engage 

in the creative practice to find a response to a research question, usually about the 

creator, the creative process, and/or the creative artefact. You’ll start with an idea about 

the area you want to research, which you’ve hopefully got a handle on by now (if not, return 

to Chapter 2’s Exercise: Brainstorming a Project). You may have started with a creative 

project you want to do; that’s perfectly fine. To make it a proper research project, however, 

you need to dig deep and find something related to it that you can pose as a research question; 

we’ll do this in the section below on Planning Your Project. 

Conduct Background Research 

Once you have identified the question you want to answer (even if it’s still rather nebulous at 

this point), you can do more targeted background research. This stage is also called a 

literature review (see Chapter 3). As discussed in Chapter 3, to a certain extent you’ve been 
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doing this step throughout your time at university, gaining knowledge in your subject area 

or domain, both in terms of critical theory and contextual creative works. That 

foundation of knowledge helps you when it comes time to identifying research gaps you can 

fill, and knowing what theory you might draw upon in your own project. Your initial research 

question gives you a sharper focus, so you’ll want to deepen your knowledge of the specific 

aspects of your domain related to your project. That’s what this phase is for. 

This is a good point at which to begin creating your annotated bibliography (or, if 

your supervisor deems it more appropriate, a literature review document). Or perhaps both: 

the annotated bibliography can be created continuously, as you progress through your 

research, while a written literature review should be done at the end of this phase to 

summarise your background research.  

It’s highly likely that in deepening your knowledge of your specific project’s research 

area, you’ll discover gaps, insights, theories, and creative works you didn’t know about when 

you first came up with your project idea and research question. As you transition from the 

background research phase to the empirical research phase, make sure you revisit your 

research question, and refine it according to the new knowledge you now have. 

Conduct Empirical Research 

This is it! The nitty gritty, the meat, the real thing, the party-time-excellent of your PBR 

project: the creative practice. The creative practice is you collecting empirical data 

responding to your research question. You have to do it for anything else to happen!  

Design your creative project so that it will provide insight into your research question. 

If your research question asks, for example, what effect different weather environments have 

on freehand drawing, you’ll have to schedule multiple days for drawing practice, aiming to 

draw in as wide a variety of weather as possible. On the other hand, if you’re interested in 

how short bursts of creative activity compare to long sessions, you’ll have a different 

schedule. Make sure that you incorporate methods of documenting the practice, such as 

research logs, a blog, audio notes, etc. (See Chapter 4.) 

 This is where PBR is at its most unpredictable: as any creative practitioner knows, 

how you envision the creative work can be radically different from how it turns out. Maybe it 

takes a different direction due to time, tools, materials, or inspiration (or its evil counterpart, 

lack of inspiration). Maybe your execution skills are different from expectations (for better or 

worse). Maybe a global pandemic crops up, and you can’t travel the country by train to 

record soundscapes in every coastal port, if that’s your thing. Whatever happens, wherever 
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the creative winds take you, the important thing is to remain open, to keep your auto-

ethnographical records, and to remember that PBR isn’t about the practice being perfect; it’s 

about gleaning interesting insights from the practice itself.  

Continue Contextual Research 

Your contextual research—reviewing critical books and papers, and relevant creative 

works—will continue throughout your project. You might prefer to focus on one thing at a 

time, in which case you’ll do your background research, do your creative practice, and then 

do your contextual research to aid your understanding and analysis of insights gained from 

the empirical creative practice. Alternatively, you might continue your contextual research 

even as you complete your creative project—sometimes, this can’t be helped, as it’s highly 

likely you are taking modules and classes in your subject area while also completing your 

thesis. Both approaches are fine, as long as you make space for contextual and further 

research in your workplan. 

I’ve had students want to not do any contextual research, including reviewing creative 

works, during their creative practice phase because they feel it will somehow influence or 

“bias” their creative practice. The short answer to this is: it will. Of course it will. Everything 

you’ve experienced, what you know, what you’ve been exposed to, it all affects your creative 

practice. That’s absolutely expected. You can ask how much the changes in your creative 

practice are due to the actual creative “experiment” you are carrying out, and how much is 

due to your expanding knowledge, but this is an impossible question to answer. It doesn’t 

really matter anyway. Developing your knowledge of your domain and your project’s 

specific area certainly benefits your creative practice and the final artefact, since you are able 

to bring a more nuanced perspective to the activity. Your deepened knowledge will also 

allow you to make better connections between your creative work, the insights you gain from 

doing it, and the gaps you’re trying to fill in your domain.  

Remember the discussion from Chapter 2 and how our concept of “research” comes 

with this patriarchal, imperialist emphasis on objectivity—we’ve internalized this through all 

our schooling that teaches us that objective science is more research-y than subjective 

experiences. Get over it! All of our creative work is a product of our experiences and 

knowledge, and thus all of it is “biased” in some way. There are no artificial constraints you 

can put on your work to get rid of this, and you wouldn’t want to. So don’t fret about it. 

Once again, as you complete your empirical research (the creative practice) and 

contextual research, you will need to revisit your research question, and refine it as needed 
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based on the new knowledge you have. If you’re doing a longer thesis, such as a Master’s or 

a PhD, you may also want to form sub-research questions to help shape your sub-arguments 

into individual chapters or sections. 

Analyse the Creative Artefact and Research Logs 

As discussed in Chapter 4, you should apply MSA to both your creative artefact and your 

research logs. Even if your creative practice took only few hours (such as a performance), it 

will still be necessary to keep research logs and to analyse both the artefact and your logs. 

Keeping organised notes is important, as you never know what might happen. You might 

fully intend to analyse your performance artefact the following day, but then you wake up 

with a flooded bathroom and spend the day wrangling with pipes and plumbers and mopping 

up water. If you kept research logs, you have plenty of documentation of the event to analyse; 

if you didn’t, you are relying more and more on unreliable memory that fades and warps as 

time passes. And if you intend on doing any future PBR projects, you’ll have a harder time 

comparing them to this one if you don’t have research logs. 

Form Argument/Discussion 

The moment has arrived! Now that your research is (mostly) finished, you should be able to 

draw on your research and analysis to formulate an answer to your research question 

(or questions, if you’re doing a larger project and have sub-questions). Write it down as a 

statement. This statement—your key argument—is the most important component of your 

thesis. Everything you do will be structured around making this argument. A lot of students 

put their research question into their exegesis, and sometimes fail to offer a clear statement 

that answers their research question. At this stage, your research question isn’t important 

anymore; it’s the answer that’s important. The research question drives your research; its 

answer (your argument) drives your exegesis (thesis write-up).  

You may have to do a little more research now that you know what your argument is, 

to ensure you’ve supported it thoroughly, and to fill in any gaps that you couldn’t foresee 

before you got to this point. Your annotated bibliography will be very helpful to you at this 

stage, as you can review all the research you’ve done to date and pick and choose the most 

helpful resources (rather than relying on a spotty memory of things you’ve read).  

And finally… 
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Write the Exegesis 

You have the knowledge. You have the artefact. You have the analysis. You have the 

argument. All that’s left is to write it up, so that you can communicate the new explicit 

knowledge about creativity that you’ve developed to other people. Chapter 7 walks you 

through this process in much more detail; in planning your project, make sure you leave time 

to draft your thesis, have it reviewed by your supervisor and possibly your peers, make any 

revisions necessary, and format and present it as required by your programme. 

We’ll discuss this more in Chapter 7, but for planning purposes just break your large 

word counts down into smaller segments that are more familiar to you in terms of how to 

complete them and how long that takes. 

Planning Your Project 

tl;dr The first step is to define your research question, making sure that it adds 

something new to your research domain, asks a question relevant to creativity, 

and is the right type and scope for the project you’re doing. Then it’s helpful to 

sketch out your research method: the methodological approach(es) you’ll 

employ to find an answer to your research question. Once you have a good idea 

of what you’re going to do, create a workplan to ensure you stay on track and 

submit on time. If required, you can pull all the bits you’ve done so far into 

writing a research proposal. 

Planning your PBR project entails several key steps. First, you really very much absolutely 

positively need to formulate your initial research question. It’s nigh impossible to conduct 

research if you don’t even know what it is you’re looking for! Even if it’s a bit vague to begin 

with, that’s okay, since you’ll revisit and refocus it several times as you progress your 

knowledge. Once you have a research question, the other elements will come more easily: 

determining your methodological approach, or how you’re going to answer your research 

question; creating a workplan, a schedule of the activities and milestones you’ll need to carry 

out in order to complete your thesis project; and drafting your research proposal (if one is 

required). The remainder of this chapter lays out how to approach each of these planning 

phases. 

Formulating Your Research Question 

The research question is the key question that you are going to answer in your thesis. 

Ideally, it should be a question that responds to discourse in your domain, a continuation of 

the research conversation that is interesting to you. This is where the originality or novelty of 

a research project comes from, knowing your subject area well enough not to simply repeat 
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what has been said before, but to offer something fresh to the conversation (even if it’s only a 

tweak). The research question also influences how you are going to do the research (your 

method). Your overall approach is PBR (otherwise, you’d be reading a different book!), but 

as Chapter 4 covered, there are a lot of methods that you can mix and match to best suit the 

research you want to pursue. In short, your research question sets you on your path; your 

thesis forms the answer to this question, based on your research. 

Good research questions come from “how” and “why” questions. Bad research 

questions are yes/no questions, questions that are too vague or broad to be answered, and 

questions that are far too specific to be of interest to the wider research field. For PBR 

projects, the research question must also call for the creative practice. A project that doesn’t 

really need the creative practice in order to respond to its main research question is no good 

for PBR, because it means that practice-based approaches are not the most appropriate 

methods to apply. So make sure you are shaping your area of interest into a research question 

that: 

1. Addresses a gap in your research domain, or “adds to the conversation”  

2. Seeks to explore elements of creative practice (the creator, the process, and/or the 

artefact) 

3. Asks “how” or “why”, rather than “can” or “does” 

4. Is broad enough to yield critical and contextual research, but narrow enough to 

address within the scope of your assigned project 

For larger projects (e.g., Master’s or PhD thesis), each chapter should have a narrower 

research question of its own, exploring a specific angle, aspect, or sub-argument related to 

your overall thesis research question. Table 5-1 below lists some examples of different 

research questions, along with some notes as to their suitability for PBR. 

Pro-tip: Discussion questions that your instructors pose are often research 

questions in disguise! 

Table 5-1. Example research questions 

[Table 5-1] 

It might take you a while to develop a really good research question; it might not 

be perfected until quite late in your thesis process. One of my Master’s students did a 

research project seeking to explore how we could better understand a certain group of women 

in history (Venables 2010). Her initial research question asked “how are these women 

represented in fiction?”, which didn’t call for any creative practice. As she developed her 
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background research, the question became “how does fiction portray the conflicting roles 

these women fulfilled?” (still no practice, but narrowing in). It was only once she was into 

her creative practice that the final research question took shape: “how does writing fiction 

from these women’s perspectives help us (writers, readers) to understand the choices they 

made?” This question is specific, calls for the creative practice, and fit within the scope of her 

project. Sometimes it takes a little faith in the process—just know that you will eventually get 

there if you keep at it. 

Troubleshooting: If You’re Still Stumped on a Research Question 

If you’re still stumped, chances are you just don’t have enough background knowledge 

in your area of interest to come up with a question. Go back and do some reading—you 

might have more insights into your subject area now that you have a little more work and 

knowledge under your belt. 

On the other hand, maybe you just can’t find anything you’re interested in. It’s 

unlikely that you’re just entirely disinterested in your module or programme topic (otherwise, 

you might need to re-think your life choices!)—it may just be that you’re struggling to 

connect the concepts to things you are interested in. If this is the case, start from there: what 

interests you (even if it isn’t related to the module topics at first glance)? Work through a 

Medici Effect Brainstorm to see how you can relate that interesting area back to the module 

topics. 

Finally, if none of that works, go and see your supervisor. We really like doing this 

stuff, and we’re pretty good at brainwashing you into thinking you can find something of 

interest in all of it. 

 

Once you have a research question, you can get started on your research—your efforts to 

answer your research question. 

Determining Your Research Methodology 

Chapter 4 covers the various research methods typically incorporated in creative PBR 

(though you may have methods specific to your domain that aren’t covered here). You may 

have already identified the methods most appropriate to your project—great. This section 

cover the considerations you need to take into account when designing your methodological 

approach. 
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PBR Area: Creator/Practice/Artefact 

Your methodology begins with your clear and actionable research question (as discussed 

above, and established by the exercise at the end of this chapter). Your research question 

should give some indication about what area of PBR you’re seeking to illuminate: questions 

about the creator (such as cognition, understanding, mentality, activity, etc.), the creative 

process (idea generation, revision, practice protocols, tools…), and/or the creative artefact 

itself (the effects of something the creator is/does/uses). 

Creator-related research questions often centre on cognition, psychology, 

knowledge or understanding, and/or emotion. You’ll want to employ auto-

ethnomethodology and media-specific analysis of your final artefact for certain. You will 

likely want to review the existing research literature in different areas of psychology, 

including cognition (how we think), emotion (how we feel), and perception (how we 

understand the world). These are simplifications, of course, but you get the idea. Remember 

that psychology and neuroscience are sciences—you may find a few books related to your 

project, but you’re more likely to find journal articles. 

Other areas of interest for questions about the creator in the creative process are: 

mental health, therapy, innovation, idea generation, phenomenology, philosophy of the self, 

human behaviour, psychoanalysis, memoir, and memory. Your specific topic may not be on 

this list; that’s okay! Brainstorm its research area and do a literature search. 

Process-oriented research questions typically explore techniques, tools, and 

conventions of your creative domain. You’ll want to employ auto-ethnomethodology, with 

particular emphasis on the methods and materials associated with your creative activities. 

Depending on your domain, there may or may not be extensive research literature on these 

topics; for instance, in creative writing there is a wealth of discourse on narrative perspective, 

but relatively little on character construction. You may also find yourself incorporating 

reflection on your own creative process prior to this PBR project, so that you can compare 

your practice before-and-after. 

You may also find literature on ethnographic research into creative practice. Social 

scientists, psychologists, and anthropologists, in addition to those who teach and practice in 

various creative domains, conduct experiments in which they observe other people engaging 

in a practice in order to better understand it. They observe writers, musicians, designers, 

engineers, and others at work to answer questions about how we think about and carry out 

our tasks. This type of research doesn’t align exactly with PBR, but it can be very 

informative. 
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There are very few PBR projects that have no interest in the final artefact altogether—

after all, PBR is based in the creative work, and requires it for full understanding of the 

project (otherwise, it’s more likely a practice-led project). MSA is the primary 

methodology applied to creative artefacts, drawing on approaches most relevant to your 

creative domain. Don’t forget: you might also want to analyse drafts or peripheral materials 

as well as the final work! You’ll want to label, store, and organize the results of your creative 

processes, even the elements that you discard in the final outcome (see the Document 

Management section in Chapter 6 for organizational approaches). These are all 

documentation, records of the creative act, and useful to analyse for that purpose. 

In all likelihood, your question calls for some kind of combination of these three. At 

the very least, you’ll want to incorporate auto-ethnomethodology and MSA into any PBR 

project. Not only will these two approaches aid in answering your set research question, but 

they can reveal insights you couldn’t foresee. Every creative has had something unexpected 

crop up in their practice at one point or another, both positive and negative. These 

serendipitous events are rich ore for mining research findings! A good practice-based 

researcher will be open to these chances, knowing that not only is creativity a worthwhile and 

rewarding activity, it is also exploratory, leading us in new directions.  

Analysis Methods 

The analysis you apply to your creative artefact will depend on what is accepted and 

frequently practiced in your domain. You’ll need to identify the domain, genre, tools, 

techniques, perspectives, and conventions of your creative medium and project so that 

you can select the most appropriate (read: accepted by your field) methods of analysis. It’s 

not enough to simply say “I’m doing media-specific analysis”—like PBR, MSA is a 

methodology rather than a specific method! A graphic designer is going to use visual 

analysis; a poet is going to use literary analysis. Even those are quite broad; visual analysis 

can incorporate colour theory, weighting, multimodality, perspective, etc., while literary 

analysis can take a formalist, structuralist, or reader response approach, to name just a few. 

Use your experience from your modules and guidance from your supervisor to inform your 

decisions here.  

Qualitative analysis is another method that can be incorporated as critical analysis. 

While it is often used to analyse interview transcripts to detect themes and patterns, it can 

also be applied to creative texts. It is particularly apt when your project calls for comparative 

analysis of multiple themes, structures, or texts, especially when you want to be able to 
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quantify these elements for the purposes of discussion. As an example, I had an 

undergraduate thesis student who conducted QA through a structuralist lens on a selection of 

Disney films, seeking to identify structures of characterisation, which she then applied to her 

own creative film script. QA enabled her to fashion a “formula” of sorts for Disney character 

formation, which she could then test in her creative practice (Stuart 2016). 

Ethnographic Methods 

These methods incorporate social science approaches if your project calls for human 

participants other than yourself. While I caution against pushing the scope of your project too 

large (especially for undergraduates), some PBR projects do call for ethnographies, surveys, 

interviews, focus groups, and/or qualitative analysis. 

General ethnography is most useful when you are able to control the environment 

and task for your subjects, and then observe them working through it. For example, a 

researcher interested in the interaction between instrument, composer, and musical notation 

might invite subjects to spend time creating a composition while the researcher observes and 

makes notes of their actions (for this to be a PBR project, the researcher might then design 

composition “protocols” from these observed actions and incorporate them into their own 

practice, evaluating the effects on creator, process, and artefact). 

Surveys are most useful for identifying broad trends and attitudes. Many PBR 

novices plan to conduct surveys to determine the “success” of their creative practice, but this 

is not an appropriate use of this method for a PBR project. If, however, the researcher is 

interested in the creative process and outcomes of crowd-driven creative decisions, 

progressing their creative practice based on iterative surveys of the audience, that would be 

an appropriate (and interesting!) use of the method. Surveys can also be conducted with other 

creatives, similar to the composition example used above for general ethnography. 

Interviews permit you to conduct a deeper and more responsive observation of 

your research subjects than either general ethnography or surveys alone. Often, they’re used 

in combination: researchers select a sample of participants to follow up on with interviews, so 

they can get a more comprehensive perspective of how the subject thinks and feels about the 

topic or activity. Interviews are far more time- and resource-intensive than surveys, so plan 

for fewer subjects and qualitative, rather than quantitative, analysis of the responses.  

Focus groups are, in essence, a combination of general ethnography, surveys, and 

interviews. You collect a few subjects (more than three is ideal; more than ten is difficult to 

manage), set them at a task (such as reviewing a work), and then discuss the experience with 
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them. You might also incorporate specific survey questions, if relevant. You can have a 

deeper and more responsive interchange than surveys, but the group setting means some 

people may not respond as much as they would one-on-one. Focus groups are time- and 

resource-intensive, and are fairly rare in PBR, since they are almost exclusively used to gauge 

response to a finished product. Like the above survey example, however, they could be used 

for more creative purposes. 

You can use qualitative analysis to analyse your observations, particularly if you 

have transcripts from interviews or focus groups. Apply the appropriate “lens”—

reviewing transcripts for signs of religious affiliation is a waste of time if your research 

question is about the effects of thinking out loud about a creative idea. 

Usual caveat: this is not the end-all and be-all of determining the appropriate 

methodology for your PBR project. There are likely thousands of PBR projects that call for 

methods I haven’t discussed here; it’s impossible to anticipate them all. Nonetheless, this 

should give you the feel for asking the right questions about your topic and your project, so 

that you can narrow in on the right approaches for your research. 

If you are able to answer these questions about your project and its direction, you 

have enough to create a rough outline of your project’s methodology, using the Exercise: 

Outlining Your Methodology at the end of this chapter. 

Creating a Workplan 

A thesis is a significant piece of work, whether it’s 10,000 words for an undergraduate 

dissertation, or 100,000 for a PhD. If you’re like most of my students, by your third year of 

undergrad you have perfected the “overnight essay”, in which you don’t even pop a keyword 

into a library database until 24 hours before your assessment is due. While every year one or 

two students does manage, to their supervisors’ dismay, to write their undergraduate 

dissertation in the week before it’s due, it’s definitely not a recommended plan. It’s also 

pretty borderline as to whether dissertations left to the last minute even pass. Don’t do that to 

yourself. 

If time management hasn’t been your thing until now, I suggest making really good 

friends with it for your dissertation (see also the section on Time Management in Chapter 6). 

You have a lot going on during your dissertation, whether you’re a traditional undergraduate 

at age 21 or a “mature” PhD candidate at age 59. If your goal is a strong dissertation and 

definite graduation with your degree, you need to make solid long-term plans. Not only 

will this help you to feel more confident in tackling your first large, independent research 
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project, but it will also help you to monitor your progress as you go, so you can see if you’ve 

gotten off-track and make adjustments before it becomes an emergency. 

Your workplan can include many different strategies and tools, such as: 

• Task list (paper or app) 

• Agenda of deadlines 

• Weekly or monthly planner (again, paper or app) 

• Reminders (apps are great for this!) 

There are two ways of approaching a workplan: calendar-based, or task-list-

based. For the first, you create a planner or calendar that incorporate all of the tasks you need 

to do, including reminders for each task. For the second, you create a task list organized by 

due-date, and progress through it on a daily, weekly, and monthly basis. Whichever way you 

want to work is up to you. Many apps (suggestions listed in Appendix A. Useful Research 

Tools) integrate a calendar, planner, and to-do list all into one organizational tool, and let you 

look at your tasks and deadlines in a variety of views (such as calendar vs. agenda vs. task 

list). 

Pro-tip: “Bullet Journaling” is a very popular and effective life/work-planning 

approach. Have a web search and see if it appeals to you. 

The Exercise: Creating a Project Workplan at the end of this chapter walks you 

through all the steps necessary for building a thorough and useful workplan, all the way up to 

your thesis deadline. A workplan is also an important component of any research proposal 

you may have to submit (which the next section discusses). Of course, a plan is only as good 

as your adherence to it, so the next section includes some techniques for making sure you 

stay on track. 

Tips & Tricks: Keeping to Your Workplan 

• Develop a daily routine and schedule—stick to it so they become habits, not just 

one-offs 

• Post your schedule somewhere, or check it frequently for referral and review, and 

to mark your progress 

• Each evening develop a schedule to help you organize the next day—include 

routines, errands and important appointments 

• Review each day’s schedule that morning so you know what you’re doing, and if 

you’ve forgotten anything 
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Pro-tip: Remember, no schedule is perfect! You’ll need to adjust it, try different 

tools and routines out, and practice the habits you’ve committed to. 

• Document the sequence! It will help to write the above tips down, either for posting 

on a wall, or better yet, entered into your computer for reminders. 

• Commit to a trial period of three to four weeks or a month... Think of the schedule 

as an experiment, but commit yourself to it. 

• Think of this as an “organizer” rather than a task list. Your to-do lists, etc. are 

part of your workplan. 

• Set your computer calendar to remind yourself of important events 

• Relate this schedule to a reward and post it prominently as an incentive in your 

room. If you need to give up something, replace it with a positive benefit. 

• Find someone to partner with, or adopt a role model so that you can find 

reinforcement. The person may not have the same school, family or work schedule, 

but can be there to encourage and suggest. 

• Don’t expect perfection—it is the enemy of progress and improvement. You are 

developing a new or altered way of achieving your goals. Sometimes, there will be 

events that interfere, and are cause for re-evaluating this schedule. 

Tips & Tricks: Creating a Task List 

Your to-do list is an essential part of your daily life as a student and as a researcher. You can 

integrate your Task list into your calendar, or you can make it the primary form of reference 

for your workplan (as long as you incorporate deadlines and reminders)—choose whichever 

suits you best! 

Creating Task Lists 

Simple Task List 

1. List four things you need to get done 

2. For each item: 

a. Note why it is important to you (not to others) 

b. Note what reward you expect to receive upon completing it 

c. Note its deadline 

Prioritize Your Tasks 

1. For each task on your Simple Task List: 

a. Develop each task into three steps (or fewer). 

b. Organize each of the three steps from earliest due date to latest. 
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You now have a list of things to get done, broken down into sub-tasks, when they’re 

due, why they’re important, and what you’ll get just by doing them. Expand this exercise for 

all the tasks you need to do in a given time period, and you’ll be well on your way! 

Task List Tips: 

• Develop a habit of listing.  

o Learn the satisfaction of checking things off the list as you’ve done 

them. (Sometimes I put things on my list that I’ve already done that day, just 

for the satisfaction of checking them off!) 

• Post your lists where they’re visible and easily accessed. 

o This may be on a bulletin board, refrigerator or wall space if you can print 

your lists out, or something like a white board. 

o If you’re using an app, make sure you open it every day! Reminders and 

notifications settings can help with this. 

o This reminds you of what you prioritize to do and when you need to do it 

(deadlines). 

• Organize your lists—using an app helps, but whatever you use, develop a system. 

o Electronic calendaring, strategic post-it notes, email, instant messenger, SMS 

and other communication services, etc. 

o Use a hierarchy system, especially if you’re using an app. Major tasks can 

have sub-tasks grouped into them. Breaking things down into smaller tasks 

and earlier deadlines also helps you accomplish them without being 

overwhelmed. 

o Use daily lists, weekly lists, monthly lists.  

o Colour coordinate them and organize them!  

• Note “later” tasks, where the time now is not right to complete them, but you don’t 

want to forget the item. 

• Share your lists with friends, family and colleagues for assistance and insights to 

communicate what you are working on and where you are. 

• Cross off items and celebrate their completion. 

• Apply the to do list to your daily life. 

Benefits of Task Lists: 

• Reduce stress by itemizing and prioritizing tasks and giving them a place in your life. 
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• Remind yourself with a list displayed in a prominent place to remind you of what 

you consider important to do. 

• Strategize completion—when reminded, you also are thinking about the task, as well 

as what resources, strategies and options for completing the task! 

• Have fun! Playing with the list can encourage thinking outside of the box for 

solutions. Add images and pictures to create a more enjoyable even accurate 

presentation. 

Writing a Research Proposal 

All of the elements discussed so far—domain, research question, outline of research 

methods, annotated bibliography, and workplan—are components of a research 

proposal. Once you have gotten this far, you’ll have just about everything you need to put 

together a well-researched, nicely planned out research proposal. 

Research proposals serve a lot of different purposes, depending on the research 

domain and the context of the proposal. If you’re a professional researcher, a lot of your time 

is spent writing research proposals as part of funding applications—research isn’t free! If 

you’re contemplating postgraduate study, such as for Master’s or PhD degrees, part of the 

application process is to submit a research proposal. The purpose of the application proposal 

is to show your prospective institution and school that 1) your project fits into their areas of 

expertise, and 2) you have the foundational skills you will need to complete your project. 

At undergraduate level, your dissertation research proposal serves nearly the same 

purpose. It helps your school or department to see what you want to do with your thesis so 

they can properly match you to a supervisor. It also helps your supervisor to gauge where you 

might have gaps in your knowledge, or where you most need help designing your project. 

Generally, we’re not expecting a PhD-level research proposal from undergraduates; we know 

it’s likely the first time you’ve ever been asked to write a proposal—we’re not monsters 

(most of us). It’s okay that it’s not perfect; with practice-based creative projects, it’s also 

okay if it’s somewhat vague on aspects that will come after the creative practice. Sometimes, 

we assign research proposals to help you “fish or cut bait”: to give you a push to decide on a 

project and get everything rolling. It’s very hard for us to help you with your thesis when 

you’re still umming and ahhing with indecision halfway to your deadline. 

Regardless of specific contexts, the key element to all proposals is to interest your 

audience in the research you want to do enough to say “Yes” to the proposal—to agree to 

supervise your undergraduate thesis or take you on as a postgraduate researcher. In order to 
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do that, they have to understand the research and know that you are capable of doing it. In 

some cases, such as grant proposals or postdoc applications, they also have to be convinced 

that you are the best person (or team) to do the research.  

Your institution/school will give you specific guidelines on what they want to see in 

your research proposal. Follow those! The discussion below is very general, so make sure 

you adapt it to the specific criteria given to you. 

Proposal Length 

How long is a piece of string? Usually the length of the proposal is dictated to you by your 

school, application, or funding body. If you don’t have a given length, just remember: longer 

is not better. Concise communication is valued in academia, believe it or not. For most 

professional-level proposals (PhD and onward), you’ll need to keep your proposal under five 

to seven sides of A4 (single-spaced in a standard 11+-point font, without being cheeky with 

formatting). For undergraduates, proposals are far more likely to be three to five sides of 

A4, even with double-spacing. 

Parts of the Proposal 

• Introduction (<10% of total proposal length): clearly state your research domain, the 

primary research question, the aims and objectives of the research, as well as a brief 

statement of its importance. What do you hope to learn, and why is it important to the 

wider world of research and/or creative practice? 

• Methods: outline your research methods, including the background methodology(ies) 

you will employ to carry out the project. Practice-based? Textual analysis? Discourse 

analysis? It needs to be clear that you are aware of the various methods appropriate to 

your research domain, and you have selected the best method to answer your 

particular research question. 

• Justification/Rationale: demonstrate your familiarity with your research domain. 

What is the current state of research in your area, and how will your research project 

contribute? Are there any gaps in the current discourse? How will your research fill 

them? Are there any other groups that might benefit from your research (outside of 

academia)? How would they benefit?  

• Literature Review: offer a very brief literature review that demonstrates your 

knowledge of the research domain, and shows that you are capable of reviewing 

relevant sources, interpreting them, and incorporating them into your project. Note: 

this might not be a separate section; you may choose to incorporate elements of 
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literature review into the other sections of your proposal in order to support your 

statements/proposed elements. 

• Creative excerpt: demonstrate your abilities with the creative element of the 

research. This isn’t just a sample of work—it is a sample of creative work that clearly 

relates to and contributes to answering your research question. 

• Bibliography (annotated if possible): make sure any sources you reference in the 

proposal are properly cited, and that you include a bibliography. 

• Workplan: timetable your project to show you know how to plan and carry out a 

long-term research project. Clearly indicate the timeframe to completion, as well as 

significant milestones along the way. 

 

Tips and Tricks: Research Proposals 

• Do your research. Know who you’d like to supervise your work (if you are given 

that option; some undergrads aren’t), and contact them before you submit your 

proposal. Many times, particularly at PhD-level, your potential supervisor will give 

you direction for your proposal, and they may even be willing to help you with it. 

They are also more likely to accept your application once they receive it if they 

already know you. 

• Proofread, proofread, and proofread again. No one wants a research student who 

isn’t going to submit the best possible work. Your proposal is a demonstration of the 

kind of work they should expect from you during your studies; make it as error-free as 

possible. 

• Get feedback. Have tutors and peers give you feedback on your proposal. It is also 

helpful to have people outside your research area feed back to you, as they can tell 

you if they understand your project or not. 

As usual, it is likely your university library has good resources, and possibly even 

workshops, on preparing research proposals. You can also find sample proposals online so 

you can see what they look like. And when in doubt, talk to your lecturers and instructors. 

Conclusion 

I have two quotes that I love to trot out about plans. The first is that “no plan survives contact 

with the enemy” (attributed to various generals throughout history). You won’t be able to 

follow your plan perfectly. Reality rarely meets expectations. Your research can take you in 

unexpected ways, your creative practice can introduce new ways of working, and outside 
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influences like school, family, friends, roommates, and health can impact your schedule. 

What’s important about planning is that you’ve thoroughly thought through your project, and 

you know all the bits you need to accomplish. It’s far easier to adjust to unexpected events 

and still get your project done if you have a plan. If you don’t have a plan, you’re far more 

likely to fall into my other favourite quote, this one from Douglas Adams: “I love deadlines. I 

love the whooshing noise they make as they go by.” All well and good for one of the most 

beloved storytellers of the twentieth century, but not so awesome for students with due dates. 

Exercise: Define Your Research Question  

“Shaping the rhetorical problem” is a fancy way of saying “coming up with a topic for your 

research project”. You’ve got some brainstorming methods in Chapter 2, as well as whatever 

methods you might have used in the past (or that you’ve looked up), so let’s ask some 

specific questions that will lead you to your project topic.  

You may already have your project topic in mind. Rad! You can skip brainstorming 

an idea and move on to the other steps. These exercises are to help you, not torture you. Use 

them as you will. 

1. What are you interested in? 

Whether a module assignment or your overall thesis topic, it’s best to create a project 

on a topic or question you like and are interested in. It’s going to be a lot of work, 

after all, so it’s good to have motivation to complete it. Think back to the readings and 

discussions on your module, or to whole modules on your programme—what did you 

enjoy the most? What was most intriguing, or provocative? Choose one of the 

brainstorm methods from Chapter 2 (Mind-mapping, Trigger Method, and Blind 

Writing are probably the most useful here), and map out the topics you’d be excited to 

explore.  

Try to narrow it down to one, but if you have several brilliant ideas, you can do 

the following steps with all of them to help choose one. 

2. What do you know? 

More brainstorming, this time what you know on your area of interest. Write down 

everything that comes to mind, including: 

• Examples of creative works in the area 

• Critical references and/or ideas from your module readings and lectures 

• What theories or approaches might be useful 

• Related ideas and areas 
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• Anything relevant! 

3. What don’t you know? 

You guessed it. This involves a little Counter-storming, challenging what you think 

you know. Are there areas you’re not sure about? Readings you need to repeat, or 

look more deeply into? Are there ideas or theories you don’t fully understand? Jot 

them down! 

This gives you a good idea of where to start with your research. Any area 

you’re not sure of, go and look it up! Ask questions, read papers, gather intel. 

4. Ask a question 

Once you’ve narrowed in on your topic, and you know what you’re interested in and 

what you do and don’t know about it, brainstorm an answer to this question: 

What do I WANT to know about this topic? 

 

For instance, you might be interested in knowing how the visual elements of a graphic 

novel convey character. You might be interested in knowing why a certain genre of 

film incorporates its conventions, or how a composer’s process is affected by doing 

something new. 

This question will form the basis of your project: it is your initial research 

question. Particularly in PBR projects, your research question may evolve over time. 

Your exegesis, once you have completed your research and done any analysis that is 

relevant, will be your answer to your research question. 

Exercise: Outlining Your Methodology4 

1. State your area of interest. What is your research domain (identified in Chapter 2’s 

Exercise: Brainstorming a Project)? What are you exploring through your research, 

or are you interested in exploring? What primary question do you want to find 

answers to by doing this research project (your Research Question)? 

2. List all the questions you want to find answers to, based on your current working 

knowledge of your topic. 

3. Which aspect of practice would you like to explore? 

a. The creative practitioner: how you think and/or feel during creation: about 

your work, while working, after working, making connections, etc. 

 
4 Information for this exercise was drawn from Kumar, Ranjit. 2011. Research Methodology: A Step-by-Step 

Guide for Beginners. London: Sage. 
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b. The creative process: how you work; your methods, tools and techniques; 

your approaches to the creative project 

c. The creative artefact: how the resulting creative work adapts, changes, or 

responds to the experimental situation you introduce 

d. Other (explain) 

4. What approach(es) will you need to utilize in order to explore this aspect? Think in 

terms of actions, observations, and record-keeping; note that each approach may have 

associated methodologies in the literature that you can (and should) build from and 

reference. 

a. Describe how you will complete the creative artefact. 

b. Describe how you will observe your creative practice. 

c. Describe how you will record observations that occur during the creative 

activity, and how you will organize that data. 

5. If you are gathering information from secondary sources, have you: 

a. Identified what sources you need? 

b. Checked their availability? 

6. List any issues you have had, or think you will have, in identifying and accessing 

these sources. 

7. How are you going to identify the main themes (i.e., conclusions) that emerge from 

your observation notes (from step 4), contextual creative texts (that you can compare 

to your own), and your own creative artifact, and/or any other source that you use? In 

other words, how are you going to analyse the data? Textual analysis? Discourse 

analysis? Reflection? Be sure to identify any theoretical perspectives you will be 

taking—theory of mind, composition theory, structuralism, identity, etc. 

8. Are you going to quantify these themes? If yes, how? 

Note that it is likely your methodology will evolve over the course of your research, 

as all PBR is a process of exploration and discovery. Keep adjusting this outline as you go, 

and be sure to write an accurate methodology section or chapter for your essay or thesis. 

Exercise: Creating a Project Workplan 

Step 1: Identify the number of hours/days actually available to you 

1. Identify your project start date. 

2. Identify your project due date. 
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3. List the scheduled holidays between the start date and the due date (bank holidays, 

vacation, typical family days, etc.). 

4. Estimate unscheduled interruptions (family days, illness, emergencies, mental health 

days, etc.). 

5. List the modules and other school activities you’ll have between the start date and due 

date. 

a. Use the university guidelines to help you estimate. For instance, a full-time 

undergraduate student is expected to be just that: full-time, 7.5 hours per 

weekday, 37.5 hours a week. So if you are taking two modules each semester, 

plus the dissertation over both semesters, you’re expected to spend one-third 

of your time each week on your dissertation, and the other two-thirds on your 

individual modules.  

b. You’ll have contact hours for each module, as well as “independent study” 

(reading, doing your assessments, etc.). Account for them. 

c. Note your module assessments—how much work they entail and what their 

due dates are. You might need to do some “trading” of work hours between 

modules and your dissertation in some weeks, to ensure you meet all your 

responsibilities. Some weeks you may not be able to spend ten hours on your 

dissertation; others, you might be able to focus almost entirely on it. That’s 

okay—for now, we’re simply calculating total time you have available to your 

thesis work. 

6. (Optional) If you also have another job that has a set schedule or number of hours, 

note how many “working days” (7.5 hours) these will fill during the course of the 

project. 

7. Identify working days available for your project: 

a. Number of weekdays between start date and due date. 

b. Subtract scheduled holidays. 

c. Subtract estimate of unscheduled interruptions. 

d. Subtract hours you’ll spend on other modules. 

e. (Opt) Subtract job-working-days. 

f. The final number gives you your total number of working days available. 

Less than you thought, huh? 
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Step 2: Identify Resources 

1. Are there any other people who need to be involved in your project? Supervisor(s), 

administrators, collaborators, consultants, participants, etc. List them. 

a. Note! If your project calls for human participants or subjects of any kind 

(survey or interview respondents, analysing social media postings, observing 

people at a task, etc.), you will need to gain ethical approval for your 

project prior to beginning. Review your institution’s ethics process, and 

account for the application and time to receive approval. 

2. Are there time considerations for any of these roles? E.g., time for supervisor to 

review work, scheduling needs of collaborators and/or participants, etc. Note those 

down. 

3. What are the resources you will need to complete your project? Are there any time 

constraints on these resources? E.g., archives, equipment availability, etc. 

4. Note any other time considerations for your particular project—printing, binding, 

submission, etc. 

Step 3: Break Your Project into Stages 

Use the information in this chapter to divide your PBR project into stages, and, where 

possible, small manageable chunks of work. Remember that some of these stages may 

overlap or occur simultaneously. For example (your mileage may vary!): 

1. Conducting Background Research 

a. Critical literature: keyword searches in book and journal databases 

b. Snowballing literature search 

c. Establishing annotated bibliography 

d. Identifying relevant contextual creative works 

e. Initial analysis of relevant contextual creative works 

f. Meet with supervisor to review before progressing to next stage. 

2. Doing the Creative Practice 

a. Prep work: brainstorming, structural formation, planning, notes, goals, setting 

up research log system 

b. Carrying out the creative practice (ideally, break this down further based on 

your experience of your practice—a film project may need very specific 

scheduling here, for example.) 

c. Reviewing and revising the creative artefact and research logs 

d. Identifying key findings of creative practice 
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e. Regular meetings with supervisor to advise and review progress. 

3. Conducting Contextual Research 

a. Identifying gaps in background research compared to insights gained from 

creative practice 

b. Critical literature: keyword searches, snowballing, reverse citation searches, 

etc. 

c. Contextual creative works: identify any further creative works that are relevant 

to your thesis 

d. Update your annotated bibliography 

e. If necessary, compose a literature review document (see Chapter 3). 

f. Meet as necessary with your supervisor to advise and review progress. 

4. Analysing Your Research 

a. Conduct media-specific analysis of the creative artefact 

b. Analyse your research logs 

c. Analyse relevant contextual creative works 

d. Review your conclusions with your supervisor. 

5. Writing Your Exegesis 

a. Break down by word count, section, and/or chapter  

b. Revise and proofread 

c. Submit to supervisor for review and feedback 

d. Revise per supervisor feedback, final proofread 

e. Format for submission, send for printing/binding if necessary 

f. Submit thesis. 

Step 4: Create the Workplan Timeline 

Note: be sure to build in “buffer zones” for each stage—a cushion in case you need to 

adjust the project timeline in any way, in case a stage takes longer than expected, or 

problems crop up. 

For each stage of your project identified in Step 3, list the following: 

1. Number of working days available at the start of this stage. 

2. Activities to undertake during this stage. 

3. Number of working days required to complete this stage. 

Map these stages against your start and due dates. Your project should now be broken 

into manageable chunks, with specific milestones and a detailed plan for completion, review, 
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printing, and submission. Enter all activities and important deadlines into your planner. 

Include reminders for each! 

  



 

 97 

Chapter 6 Conducting Your Research 

You have a plan. You have a schedule. You might even have a proposal, some background 

research, and the start of an annotated bibliography. All that doesn’t amount to a hill of 

beans, however, if you don’t do the actual research. This chapter is focused on just that: the 

doing.  

PBR projects are all unique, and you should know by this point that some textbook 

author absolutely cannot tell you exactly what you have to do to carry yours out. Hopefully, 

however, between this book, your supervisor, your background studies, and any training or 

workshops available to you through your university, you should be equipped to sally forth 

into the actual research activity. This chapter focuses on the general steps you’ll need to carry 

out to collect your data (like doing the creative practice). It also offers some guidelines and 

tips for project management; a thesis is a long-term project, and it can be difficult to keep 

track of all the moving parts if you’ve never handled a big project before. You’ll need to 

organize and maintain your notes and documents, know what you’ve read and what you plan 

to read, and manage your time so that you don’t forget to work on the project throughout the 

year(s)—something that can be easy to do when no one is breathing down your neck each 

week to get it done. 

There’s a lot of information in this chapter, and a lot of it is about developing good 

research habits. Well, good habits full stop—all aspects of project management are excellent 

professional skills that you can use in your future career, whether or not that involves 

research in any way. Even if you never do another research project again, you’ll be able to 

apply these habits in your working life. Huzzah! 

Collect Your Data 

tl;dr Your creative practice (and your research log) is your empirical 

research data—get to it as soon as you can! Don’t get so bogged down in 

background research that you delay your primary data collection: the creative 

project. Remember that PBR is exploratory, and you’ll reach insights through 

serendipity—be open to the unpredictable. You’ll be able to contextualize your 

creative activities and insights through more directed contextual research 

(secondary readings) toward the end of your data collection process. 
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This is the key to any research project, practice-based or not. You absolutely cannot move 

forward with your project until you collect your data. You’ll also notice that I haven’t 

included a special section here for background research; that’s because background research 

is, well, background. It’s not your empirical data. Your background research informs your 

research question, your context, and your methodology. If you’ve done all the steps and 

exercises outlined in this book so far, you’ve pretty much done all the background research 

you need. 

Knowing When to Move on from Background Research 

The biggest mistake most of my undergraduate practice-based researchers make is spending 

too much time with their background research. I get it: most literary, media, and art studies 

courses focus on splitting your activities into practice and research (see Chapter 2), so it’s 

easy for undergrads to come to the conclusion that they are separate activities. When they’re 

tasked with doing a dissertation, they think they need to emphasise all the “critical” 

components like textual analysis and critical theory, and “illustrate” it somehow with the 

creative practice. Don’t do this. Your creative practice is your empirical research. The 

other bits—analysing other creative works, applying critical theory—are secondary research 

elements.  

So when do you quit? As you become a more experienced researcher, you will 

develop a better feel for the background research “saturation” point: the point at which your 

research isn’t turning up anything new in terms of discourse or knowledge (even if it 

continues to yield more resources). As a new researcher, rely on your workplan and feedback 

from your supervisor. Keep your annotated bibliography current and review it in all sessions 

with your supervisor. They can help you see when it is time to move on. If in doubt, move 

on to the creative practice. You can always look up more research later (and as you’ll see in 

the next section, you’ll have to), but the most important aspect of data collection for your 

project is the creative practice, and you don’t want to short-change it. 

Creative Practice 

Do your creative project. This is your priority. Get to it early in the process. 

Way back in Chapter 2, we defined PBR as projects where the creative act is an 

experiment designed to answer a directed research question about art and the practice 

of it, which could not otherwise be explored by other methods. Any manner of creative 

practice falls under this banner, including performances, musical recordings, fiction, scripts, 
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digital media, games, film, poetry, translation, sculptures, paintings, journalism, tattoos, 

dance, architecture, graphic design, costume design, textile arts, and much much more. 

So you need to do the creative practice. But how much of the creative practice do 

you need to do? Many students assume they have to create a “perfect” creative artefact, no 

matter what their research question is—the novel must be publisher-ready, the film script 

production-ready, the game fully beta-tested and ready to deploy. Not so. In fact, it’s unlikely 

you’ll be able to complete a fully developed artefact as part of an undergraduate degree, 

unless it’s a short form like a short story or a short film script. Remember, typical 

undergraduate theses are limited to 10,000 words or less; if you are splitting that 50:50 for 

creative and critical elements, you only have 5,000 words to work with. Your creative 

practice has to fit within the scope of the project you are assigned. 

Not only the scope of the assessment limits you, but so might your research question. 

If your research question is all about the creator or the creator’s process, the final artefact 

doesn’t have to be perfect or even finished: it just has to be sufficient to allow you to explore 

your research question. My student’s project that explored applying structural components of 

Disney films to a new film script didn’t require the fully completed, drafted, and revised film 

script; all she needed to submit was the first draft of the portion of the script that introduced 

and explored the characters she had built using her structural analysis. Even if your research 

question is about the artefact itself, unless it’s completely centred on a finished and polished 

creative work, you might only need to progress partway through the entire creative process to 

answer your research question. See why your research question is so important? 

Pro-tip: Dive into your creative practice as soon in the project timeline as 

you can; on the other hand, don’t drag it out to be “perfect”. You only need to 

do as much of the creative process as is needed to answer your research 

question! 

Troubleshooting: Creative Blocks 

Creative blocks can derail any PBR project. The data collection in PBR is creative, so not 

only do you have your research question to contend with, you also have all the emotions and 

hurdles of starting a new creative project. Even the most perfectly designed project workplan 

can be scuppered by creative constipation. Here are the most common reasons I see for 

blocks, and how to overcome them. 
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Perfection vs. Research 

As noted above, PBR is not practice-as-research (or even practice-and-research), where the 

entire evaluation rests on the (subjective) “quality” of the creative artefact. On a PBR 

project, the creative work’s contribution to answering your research question is the 

important thing, even if the artefact is unfinished or of lower quality than you would 

normally achieve. If ever there was a time to bury your inner perfectionist, a PBR project is 

it. Yes, we all want to do our creative work well—our ego is involved here, and our 

commitment to our art. Tell yourself that if you can stay on track or even early on your 

research project, that you can return to perfecting the creative artefact after you’ve completed 

the critical write-up. Perfection is optional; embrace this opportunity to be free from 

judgement (yours and others’) with your creative work. 

Attempting too big a project 

As an undergraduate, you’re still a novice in your research domain, so you not only aren’t 

aware of all the tiny threads of discourse revealing gaps to study, you’re also unpracticed at 

forming research questions that suit the scope of a given outcome. You aren’t expected to be 

very good at knowing where the research gaps are, and how to form the right questions to fill 

them. Most undergraduates (and postgraduates, and even experienced researchers) start too 

big. I can almost guarantee you that, whatever your research question is, it is too broad to fit 

within the limits of your thesis assignment. The narrower your question, the more in-

depth your research, analysis, and discussion can be. Aim for narrow. 

If you’re struggling to narrow in, identify case studies—contextual works that you can 

look at to identify angles. Identify specific theoretical perspectives—new approaches you can 

take to shape or analyse your creative project. Think about specific aspects of the creative 

practice—break it down into parts that you can examine and ask smaller questions about. Use 

your brainstorming techniques to get into the finer details of the area you’re interested in. 

Attempting a project too far outside your skillset 

We can get very ambitious when we start our projects. Your module assessments have likely 

all been small, limited, and many creative undergraduates are straining against these leashes 

for the opportunity to do something bigger. The thesis feels like the first opportunity you 

have to really do something special. Sometimes, we overreach. We ask a question that 

takes us very far outside our existing skillset and knowledge. It’s not that you can’t 

acquire that skillset and knowledge, but you should consider whether you have time to do so. 

Do you have time to learn a new programming language, to grasp a neighboring area of 
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study, to become accomplished at a new creative technique? Chapter 5’s planning exercises 

probably revealed just how little time you have. Rein your ambition back in—this isn’t the 

last project you’ll ever get to do, even if you don’t stay in the world of academic research. No 

one says you can’t do projects on your own once you’ve graduated! Challenge yourself in 

your thesis, but be realistic about what you can accomplish in the time you’re given. 

Worrying about the critical element before you’ve done the creative 

This is an issue in particular for students who are grouped into generic research methods 

modules or trainings in preparation for their dissertation. PBR hasn’t been around a long 

time, and it isn’t often included in standard research methods teaching. Even if it is, it’s just 

one of many, and it’s easy to get confused in the shuffle. If you’re mixed with peers who 

aren’t doing PBR, you’ll have a lot of friends who are jumping straight into analysis for their 

film studies or literary studies theses. A lot of undergraduate thesis milestones are based on 

non-practice-related projects, and so ask you to submit critical writing very early in the 

process. 

Resist. Do your creative practice. You don’t have a thesis unless you do the 

creative practice first. 

Keeping a Research Log 

I’ve mentioned the research log in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, but not really laid out how to 

keep it. That’s partly because it’s up to you—you know your creative process best, so 

you’re the best person to develop a log system that integrates with your process without 

disrupting it. The other important elements of keeping a research log are that the entries can 

be aligned with your creative activities, that they are organised and searchable, and that they 

can be saved for ease of future use. 

Some students use blogs; they’re handy because they have built-in date, archive, and 

search functions, and they can double as updates to your supervisor. Some use a handwritten 

notebook, which is fine as long as you remember to date your entries and perhaps scan them 

into digital so they can be stored and possibly even made searchable. Index cards, Google 

Docs, a Word doc, OneNote, notetaking apps—all can serve quite well. Digital whiteboard 

apps like Miro, Lucid, and some functions of OneNote are great for keeping a lot of different 

types of notes, like a bulletin board collage of text, images, videos, and links drawing them 

together. I have incorporated EverNote for quite some time, but some of my students prefer 

Notion; a quick web search for “note taking apps” should yield comparison lists of the 
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various current options and their pros and cons, so you can select the one that works best for 

you. 

For creative writers, game developers, programmers, and any other activity that 

involves written text, I also recommend keeping in situ notes: notes written directly into 

the creative artefact itself. Coded projects—games, programs, digital literature, etc.—can 

keep these notes within as “comments”, a frequent practice used for explaining bits of code. 

Creative writing projects can include research log notes in the drafts; just like coded 

comments, I use a special symbol (such as square brackets [ ]) around these notes so that I 

can easily search and delete them in the final draft. 

Of course, you don’t have to use written notes at all. You can use voice notes (and 

many of the note taking apps mentioned above incorporate voice notes as well) and/or video. 

The process of keeping a research log during the creative practice develops over time. 

I tend to use my research log to keep all my early activities on a research project: background 

research, ideas, my evolving research question, etc. When I work on the creative element, I 

note the date and status of the work at the beginning of each session; I also note down what 

I’ve been reading, watching, playing, and listening to, along with any other major events that 

have taken my time or attention, regardless of whether they are actually related to my 

research question. These items can all influence my creative activity (which is okay! It 

happens whether we write them down or not!), so it’s good to be able to trace back to them. 

These aren’t lengthy. They might look something like this: 

[22 Jan 2023 – got 3 new chickens today; Europa mission launched. R: Beloved, Toni 

Morrison; What Is Your Quest?, Anastasia Salter. W: Killjoys, Ms Marvel. P: Portal. 

Again. L: Barns Courtney playlist.] 

As I write, I might throw in square-bracketed notes about how the project is developing, ideas 

I have for future sections, areas where I think it needs work, even frustrations I have at 

elements that aren’t working as I’d planned. This is all valid! 

The following questions are useful to ask yourself when making your research log 

notes (cf. Candy 2019: 261–2): 

• What were my goals for the session? Did I achieve them? Why or why not? 

• Were these goals, and my ideas for achieving them workable? Were the results 

interesting? 

• What difficulties did I have, and what did I do about them? 

• Did other factors besides me affect my work (such as: other people, environment, 

equipment, tools, materials, etc.)? 
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• What can I learn from any stumbles, difficulties, or even downright failures? 

• What am I feeling about the work before, during, and after this session? 

• Has this session of work changed my perspective on the overall project, including 

my goals? 

• What interesting questions have arisen as a result of this session? 

• What would be useful or interesting to explore in my next session? 

When programming code, I tend to keep large sections commented out, where I put 

similar notes, always dated. I also keep task lists for the program, as well as notes on 

“solves”, where I solve a coding issue or bug, and how I did it. This has not only helped me 

research-wise, but also on future coding projects. 

Not all projects are writing projects that allow for in situ notes like these. If you are 

painting, dancing, filmmaking, sculpting, or otherwise creating an artefact that doesn’t 

offer space for this type of practice, you’ll need to make your in-process notes more 

explicit. In addition to noting the date and whatever occurrences or media might be 

influencing your process, you need to note what you’re doing in your process that session. 

You might use photograph frame numbers, noting them in your research log as the sequence 

you shot that day. Or describe the section of a painting or drawing you’re completing, a 

sequence of music or dance you’re composing, or the stage of the sculpture you’re working 

on. It’s important that you are able to map your notes to your process; if it can’t be done in 

the creative work itself, it will have to be done in the research log. 

Finally, it is incredibly helpful if your research log is searchable—that’s why I’ve 

recommended various digital note taking tools and apps. Some apps, like EverNote, are able 

to process your scanned notes with handwriting recognition software, making even 

handwritten notes searchable; this is an option if you just can’t bear to write directly into an 

electronic device. It’s more work to scan things in (it no longer requires a scanner, just your 

phone taking pics), but it’s better than nothing. The longer your project is—especially if it 

extends to the years of a PhD—the more important the organisation and searchability of your 

research log. As discussed in Chapter 5, your research question and focus may evolve over 

the course of your project. Things you didn’t think were very important at the beginning of 

your project may become incredibly important later on. The ability to find, interpret, and 

analyse those notes for shifting research questions might be very important to future-you. 

Pro-tip: Dates and times become very important in PBR projects. With 

everything you do—the creative project, research log, making notes on critical 
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and creative readings, backing up your work, etc.—include the date and 

possibly the time. If you ever have to reconstruct your activities from the notes 

and documents of your projects, dates and times will make it much easier. 

The Role of Exploration and Serendipity 

Apart from adjusting yourself to thinking of creativity as a research activity, the uncertainty 

inherent in PBR is the hardest part of any project (Batorowicz et al. 2022: 1). The thesis you 

turn in on your deadline date will most likely be very different from the one you envision on 

day one of your project. That’s because PBR is exploratory: you don’t actually know what 

you’re going to get once you “introduce trouble” (as Harold Garfinkel puts it) into your 

normal creative activities. That’s the point, after all, isn’t it? To find out what happens! 

Otherwise you would already know the answer to your research question, and you wouldn’t 

need to do the research. 

Embrace the exploration. See what comes. Make notes anytime you feel like you want 

to make a note—it might be valuable to your research, it might not. You won’t know until 

later. That’s when the phenomenon of serendipity comes in. Serendipity in terms of PBR 

isn’t just luck; it’s a concept that describes the process of discovery (Makri et al. 2012: 

684; 2012: 706). We’ve all heard the apocryphal (likely untrue, but still useful) story of 

Archimedes in the bath, realising that water displacement could help him determine whether 

a gold crown had been made with silver as a filler, shouting “Eureka!” and running through 

the streets in his birthday suit (and if you haven’t heard that story, well… now you sorta 

have). We come into our research with our existing knowledge, questions, and seeds of ideas. 

As we increase our knowledge through our research, questions get answered (and new ones 

emerge), and the idea seeds grow into more concrete concepts. At certain points, our 

knowledge will “click” as different threads come together to give us an answer, an idea, or 

solve a problem. We do not just luck into it: we have to have the knowledge not only to 

solve the problem, but to recognize when a solution has appeared. Archimedes wasn’t 

just some bloke off the street; he was a philosopher, a scientist, and a mathematician. He had 

the knowledge to solve the problem—seeing how his body displaced his bathwater was 

enough of a catalyst to help it all click together in his mind. Anyone else sitting in the bath, 

faced with the same problem but without his knowledge, would never have reached the 

answer. 

In your research, you not only have defined “problems” (your research questions), 

you also have problems that haven’t occurred to you yet. Expanding your knowledge 

through your critical and creative readings and your creative practice can help you to make 
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and recognize connections to these questions as they come up. For example, when I did my 

PhD research, I was interested in the question “how does changing from prose writing to 

digital writing affect the writer’s process?”, so my practice entailed writing a novella in both 

prose and digital forms. I thought I would write the prose novella first, since that process was 

familiar, and then adapt it into its interactive digital form. Very quickly, however, I found this 

approach wasn’t working—by opening my thinking up to digital writing, I had already 

altered my process, and some parts of the stories only made sense to me if I created the 

digital component first. This was certainly an unexpected outcome of my research, and I was 

very glad that, once I devised a solution, I was able to analyse the occurrence and write it up 

as a chapter of my dissertation (and later, a journal article) (Skains 2017: 106)—a 

serendipitous discovery made through exploration. 

The takeaway here is: remain open, and write everything—including blocks and 

difficulties—in your research log. You might not have the knowledge or the perspective 

now to recognize something as an important outcome of your research, but later you may find 

your growing knowledge and awareness of your subject area leads you to a “Eureka!” 

moment. 

Continuing Your Contextual Research 

Your research isn’t done until you turn in your dissertation (and for those of us who love 

research so much that we make it our jobs, our research is never done). If your creative 

practice is constantly throwing new discoveries and questions at you, then it is 

constantly pushing you to contextualize those new discoveries and questions with 

related critical discourse and creative works. When I found that opening my creative 

practice to digital writing changed how I was composing my novella, I had to do research on 

learning, cognition, memory, and knowledge. I looked at other works that had both print and 

digital versions. I compared my writing process before my PhD research began to the writing 

process during the PhD (something only possible because I have always kept notes, or a 

research log, as part of my creative work!). In order to talk about what I had found by doing 

the creative practice, I had to conduct more research—contextual research—to be able to 

explicitly explain and situate my conclusions. This is what research outcomes (of which a 

dissertation is one) do: they show you something new and previously unknown in relation to 

what is known and already accepted about your subject area. This is how we progress our 

knowledge, bit by bit. 
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As a practice-based researcher, you’ll not only have to expand your contextual 

research in your own domain, but you’ll likely also have to reach into other domains. In 

the above example, I had to do research in cognitive psychology, education and learning 

theory, and even business and organisational management. I couldn’t just stick with creative 

writing, literature, or digital writing—I had to get out there. I’ve had games studies students 

dig into refugee studies to contextualize game storyworlds, writing students who researched 

psychology and history, and art students who read up on medical inventions. You might have 

to start at easy points, like Wikipedia entries, to work your way into a subject you know very 

little about—that’s okay. Just make sure you find the original references and review them, so 

you are building your arguments on solid peer-reviewed research and not just some random 

internet person’s summary. 

Project Management 

tl;dr Your thesis is a long-term project that requires management of time, 

documents, and resources. Establish habits and strategies that help you stay on 

track and make efficient use of your time, organize your documents so you can 

use them as needed and never lose them, and draw upon the reference and 

human resources you need to complete your thesis. 

The term project management often refers to a team of people working on a project 

together; you’re doing an independent research project, so you don’t have to worry as much 

about the team aspects. You should note, though, that you are not entirely alone: your 

dissertation “team” includes your supervisor(s), other lecturers and instructors who might 

contribute feedback or ideas, your fellow students, and even your friends and family as 

support networks. Nonetheless, the vast bulk of your project is entirely on your shoulders, so 

you have both complete control of the outcome, and responsibility for any missteps.  

The other aspects of project management are time management, document 

management, and resource management. Chapter 5 covers some aspects of time 

management in terms of planning the project. This section gets into more depth on how to 

establish good time management habits, as well as how to organize and maintain your 

research resources and your own documents so you don’t wake up the week your dissertation 

is due and realize some bug in your computer has eaten them all. 

Time Management 

Time management is an essential life skill, particularly if you want a professional career that 

allows you the freedom to develop and complete tasks and projects without someone 
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breathing down your neck. Your university time is a primer for your professional life, as your 

instructors give you tasks and assessments and expect you to manage your time to be able to 

complete and submit them by the deadlines; developing time management skills now will be 

very beneficial to you throughout your life. 

There are several aspects, or stages, to time management. 1) Figure out how you 

spend your time, and how much time you can devote to your project. 2) Develop a study 

strategy specifically for your thesis project. 3) Create a workplan, which we skipped ahead to 

in Chapter 5. Finally, 4) Avoid sabotaging yourself: procrastinating.  

Stage 1: Determining your available time 

There are a number of digital tools and methods to help you calculate your available time. 

You can do a web search to see what sites are currently available, such as “available time 

calculator”.5 You can use Table 6-1 to manually calculate your available time (or plug it into 

a spreadsheet and use formulas to do the sums). You can also use mobile apps often labelled 

“time trackers”—these can be simple records of your time, but they can also include 

“blockers” that block you from visiting certain sites and apps (like social media) so that you 

can focus on your tasks. Just don’t get so distracted by seeking and trying productivity apps 

that you forget the rest of your to-do list. 

Table 6-1. Determining your available time: an example 

[Table 6-1] 

Stage 2: Developing a study strategy 

Any study strategy is only as good as how it works for you. The suggestions in this section 

are just that: suggestions. If you have the leeway in your timeline to thesis completion to try 

several of these out, great: do it. If you don’t, however, pick one or two that you think would 

work best for you and your current habits and ways of working. Look at each of the 

suggested strategies, and make notes of ones that you 1) already use, 2) have tried but didn’t 

like, and 3) haven’t tried but might work. You can also adjust these to your own needs, so 

make notes about how you could adapt them for yourself. 

Strategy A. Blocks of Study Time (don’t forget breaks!) 

Block out parts of your week for thesis activities. If it’s scheduled, you’re more likely to 

do it! Ideally, each block would be 50 minutes, which leaves padding for transition, bio 

breaks, catnaps, etc. You know you best, though—set block times that will work for you. If 

 
5 The Open University, as of the time of this writing, has a good one here: https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/do-

it/finding-time. 

https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/do-it/finding-time
https://www.open.ac.uk/courses/do-it/finding-time
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you get restless after only 30 minutes, use 25 minute blocks. Difficult reading material may 

require more frequent breaks. Shorten your study blocks if necessary, but don’t forget to 

return to the task at hand. 

Put blocks in the best time of day for you to study. Are you a night owl or morning 

bird? Is there a time when your hall is too busy and distracting to work? Plan around them. 

Make sure you plan for breaks. What you do during your break should give you an 

opportunity to have a snack, relax, or otherwise refresh or re-energize yourself. But give them 

time limits! Don’t let a break turn into full procrastination. If you repeatedly find yourself 

getting distracted, try out some of the time tracker and blocker apps that prevent you from 

using your phone or certain websites during your thesis blocks. You can even schedule these 

in advance, so you have no choice other than to work on your research. 

Strategy B. Dedicated Study Spaces 

Determine a place free from distraction (even from your mobile, that little rectangle of 

wonder) where you can maximize your concentration and be free of the distractions that 

friends or hobbies can bring. (Hint: Your university has a dedicated place full of books, 

computers, and—what???—study spaces!!!) You should also have a back-up space that you 

can escape to, like a school-based study centre, study rooms, even a coffee shop where you 

can be anonymous. A change of venue may also bring extra resources. 

Strategy C. Weekly Reviews 

Weekly reviews and updates are also an important strategy. Each week, perhaps on a Sunday 

evening, review your activities from the previous week and compare them to your thesis 

workplan. If you are starting to deviate from your workplan, make changes to the following 

week to help you stay on track. Be mindful that as deadlines and exams approach, your 

weekly routine must adapt to them. It’s also helpful to add a weekly review to your regular 

workplan/task list, so you don’t forget it. 

Strategy D. Prioritize Your Tasks 

When you get a start on each thesis activity session, get in the habit of beginning with the 

most difficult task. You’ll be fresh and have more energy to take these on when you are at 

your best. For more difficult activities, try to be flexible: for example, build in reaction time 

when you can get feedback from your supervisor on how you are progressing.  

If there are certain tasks that you know you will find difficult in advance (reviewing a 

particularly dense academic text, tackling a challenging coding problem, etc.), plan extra 
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time, and possibly even incentives (a favourite snack once the task is complete, maybe) so 

you have motivation to get it done. 

Strategy E. Achieve “Stage One”: Get Something Done 

The adage of the longest journey starting with a single step has a couple of meanings: First, 

you launch the project! Second, by starting, you may realize that there are some things you 

have not planned for in your process. Details of an activity are not always evident until you 

begin the activity. Another adage is that “perfection is the enemy of good”, especially when it 

prevents you from starting. Your workplan should include time to get feedback, review, and 

edit your thesis work. Remind yourself that you will have time to edit and develop later, 

and just get the work started. 

Strategy F. Postpone optional tasks until the priority tasks are done 

Resist distracting activities—a difficult ask, I know. As researchers, we are always coming 

across new information, techniques, or challenges that pique our interest—it’s crazy easy to 

fall into these rabbit holes of distraction. It’s okay to indulge in the occasional rabbit hole, but 

it’s better if you develop a habit of postponing these forays until later. Create a “rabbit 

hole” file where you note down the interesting ideas, links, and activities that you want 

to return to when you have more time and mental capacity. Put the item at the end of 

your task list, something you can explore once all the more important tasks are finished. 

Make it a reward for yourself, and possibly even a future research project; I had a whole file 

of research projects I wanted to explore once my PhD was finished. 

Strategy G. Identify resources to help you 

Universities want you to succeed, so they spend a lot of their budget to develop resources to 

help students do just that. The libraries are full of books and databases and librarians to help 

you access and understand them, and even access resources that your library doesn’t have. 

You will have study skills tutors and learning resources. You have your peers on your 

programme, possibly friends who have already submitted a thesis. You can even use the 

internet to get different perspectives and explanations of difficult concepts and theories. 

Make use of them. You pay for them, after all! 

Strategy H. Use your free time wisely 

Think of times when you can undertake “bits” of tasks: thinking out a creative element 

during your daily walk, handling administrative tasks during rides on public transport, 

reading contextual creative texts as you wait for an appointment. Don’t burn yourself out, of 

course; you need down time to process and maintain your health. But mobile technology and 
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ubiquitous wifi can help you to get a great deal done in the “in-between” times of your daily 

routine. 

Select at least one of the applications above and develop a new productivity habit. 

Try something you have a good chance of following through and accomplishing. 

Stage 3: Defeating procrastination 

Let’s face it. Procrastination is a fact of life. And yet it feels pretty great to scratch items off 

your to-do list. It’s one of the central quandaries of human existence that we like doing things 

and having things done, and yet we put off doing them until the last possible minute. 

Don’t beat yourself up over a tendency to procrastinate: we all do it, and research 

shows that it is not a symptom of laziness or a reflection on intelligence or anything else a 

parent or authority figure may have browbeat you about as a wee bairn (Klingsieck 2013: 24). 

We procrastinate for a lot of reasons; the biggest reason is anxiety about the outcome. 

The more important a task is (like a thesis), the more likely we will avoid doing it because 

we’re so worried we’re going to mess it up. It’s a vicious spiral: the more we put it off, the 

more likely we are to not have enough time to do a good job, and the more anxiety we have 

about it. If we really put it off and just barely get it done, we “save” a bit of our self-esteem in 

the reflection of the poor job as a rush job: it’s not the best we can do, but given the time we 

did it in, it’s okay.  

Of course, there are other reasons you might put off doing a task. Unlike 100 years 

ago, today’s students have a lot more going on than just their studies. No longer are you all a 

bunch of rich white men with a lot of leisure time and resources at your fingertips; now, 

you’re folks from all kinds of backgrounds, nations, communities, cultures, and family 

situations. You might be going to school full time and working part time, or vice versa. You 

might have a new baby, or a parent who needs care. You yourself may have a disability that 

affects your studies, your energy, or your free time. As discussed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, 

university institutions and programmes are designed for students from 100 years ago; while 

they are making progress, they still largely fail to take into account the glorious diversity of 

students today. It’s completely understandable that you might be fatigued, and very limited in 

the amount of time you have to devote to your project. The more factors you have in your life 

that influence your activities and available time, the more likely you are to find yourself 

missing your planned thesis activity sessions—after all, the deadline for your thesis is months 

away, while an impending crisis has to be resolved today.  
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Don’t beat yourself up about your tendency to procrastinate, no matter the reason. 

Below are a few suggestions to help you defeat procrastination, but always remember that 

you should talk to your supervisor, personal tutor, and peers, especially if you are 

experiencing rising feelings of anxiety. Your supervisor can help you address them, but it 

becomes more difficult the later you leave it. 

Suggestion A. Make your thesis a habit 

Use the study strategies outlined in the previous section “Stage 2: Developing a study 

strategy” to develop good habits that are adapted to your life and your working style. 

Even if one or two sessions get demolished by the unpredictability of life, having a schedule, 

a routine, and a good location to work on your thesis helps you form a habit that will enable 

you to rebound from setbacks. 

Start early, while you’re still fresh and excited about your thesis. (Right? You’re 

excited to research your topic—right?) 

Suggestion B. Time Boxing 

Another procrastination-defeating routine to try is time boxing. Basically, time boxing 

involves setting a timer for yourself and dedicating it to a particular task, no breaks, no 

distractions. When you hit the end of that timer, you decide whether to start another “time 

box” on that task or move on to something else. The pomodoro technique (setting timers to 

alternate between 25 minutes of work and five minutes of rest) (Cirillo 2011-2022: n.pag.) is 

one method of time boxing that a lot of writers and creatives have found useful, and there are 

several available pomodoro timers on the web that you can use. 

Pro-tip: The length of your time box should be less than the resistance you feel to 

starting. If twenty minutes sounds impossible but ten is do-able, then start with 

ten! 

If the task is something you desperately hate doing (like cleaning the toilet), choose a 

short time period (is two seconds long enough to clean a toilet? Find out!). I once had a spin 

instructor (yeah, I’m that middle class white lady who spins) who would put us on the hardest 

possible setting and then yell that “it’s only for two minutes! Anyone can do anything for 

only two minutes!” She was always right (even if I collapsed afterward), and now I find my 

mind saying the same thing to me every time I face a task I struggle with. “This thing is the 

worst, but anyone can do anything for two minutes.” You’d be surprised how often it works. 

Time boxing is a great way to just get started on a task, which is sometimes all we 

need to overcome procrastination. 
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Suggestion C. “Focus” apps 

The internet may be the greatest invention of all time, but we pretty much just use it for 

memes (is that just me? No? All right, then). It’s way too easy to get sucked down a rabbit 

hole of social media and blogrolls.  

“Strategy F. Postpone ” gives you one method of approaching these rabbit holes, by 

scheduling them for later. Another option is to use focus apps (either mobile or desktop) to 

give you some electronic boundaries. Like any software or website, they come and go, so 

your best bet is to conduct a web search for the best focus apps available for your device(s). 

These work by blocking you from the internet (or just specific sites, such as social media) 

during a set period of time. You can schedule them to sync up with your workplan or study 

calendar, so that future-you is forced to do your planned activities. What a fun thing to do to 

future-you! 

Document Management 

Managing large documents over a long period of time is very important for your thesis 

project, and also probably something that you’ve never been taught. For most students, your 

assignments are fairly short term—at the longest, the three to four months of a semester (and, 

admit it, you’re not starting on that essay in Week 1, so it’s a lot shorter in actuality). You 

haven’t had to worry about version control, because you’re madly typing it up the night 

before and sending it off three seconds before the deadline (yes, your lecturers know you do 

this. But also yes, we did it as students too, and we still do it as academics, so don’t feel like 

you’re the only one). Your thesis, however, cannot be completed in one mad rush at the last 

minute, with no revision or revisiting (ignoring that one fool every year who attempts to do 

just this), just saved to your computer desktop and forgotten forever. You’ll need to manage 

multiple files, file types, versions, guidelines and instructions, supervisor feedback and 

your corrections, all over the space of at least a year. Having a system will help you to not 

lose things. 

Selecting a Composing Program 

Working with large documents is a topic for an entire workshop or blog post, but it’s worth 

noting here. Limping by with a series of MS Word documents is fine for short-term projects, 

but once the documents are huge and spanning long time periods, with numerous cycles of 

revision, tracked changes, comments, etc., it starts to get out of hand. In addition, MS Word 

is actually a very powerful program with a lot of data being stored behind the scenes. The 

benefit is that it’s very adaptable to any kind of written language purpose. The disadvantage 
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is that the more you do with Word and the longer you do it, the buggier your document 

gets; it’s very easy to corrupt Word files and render them useless.6 

There are now many other word processing tools other than MS Word (though it and 

its filetypes remain the standard in most school and professional settings). Many creative 

writers and scholars use alternative programs like Scrivener (literatureandlatte.com) or 

FocusWriter (gottcode.org/focuswriter/); more tech-oriented folks like to use LaTex or 

similar mark-up languages and editors; some even still like to draft in longhand and type up 

later. As with anything, your mileage may vary: use the tools you like, and that suit your 

working style and your project. Key things to consider when choosing your word processing 

program are: 

• Necessity of on- or off-line working. If you have a constant and stable internet 

connection, cloud-based word processors like Google Docs are great; if you 

frequently have to work offline, however, you should choose something that you 

can use without internet access. 

• Method of saving and backup. Most tools now have auto- and cloud-save 

features. Consider whether you have consistent enough internet access for cloud-

save backups. 

• Integration with research managers. Since MS Word is considered the “norm”, 

every citation/research manager (discussed later in this chapter) integrates with it 

to automate your in-text citations and bibliography. As other tools rise in 

popularity, plug-ins are developed for them as well—e.g., some can integrate with 

LibreOffice and Google Docs. Choose a word processor program that integrates 

with your citation manager—now. Programs often indicate that they will “soon” 

integrate with other programs and tools, but “soon” can mean anything from 

tomorrow to never. Don’t believe it unless you see it. 

• Type of outputs. Regardless of how you compose your thesis, you’ll most likely 

have to share it in Word (.docx) or PDF (.pdf) format. Your supervisor will need a 

version that is accessible to them so they can read drafts and give feedback; don’t 

give them a headache by sending your work to them in non-standard file types. 

They have numerous students and their work to cope with, while you have only 

one (or two) supervisors—adjust to their needs here. Likewise, if you are 

 
6 This book has figures and tables and linked Zotero citations and cross-references and footnotes and tables of 

contents and various formatting styles. Every time I save it, it freezes for several seconds. You can bet I’m 

worried about corruption, and am frequently versioning and backing up! 
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submitting for printing and binding you’ll need to send a PDF, and your electronic 

submission should be PDF as well; PDF is universal, and it preserves your 

formatting. 

No matter what program you choose to compose your thesis in, you’ll need to develop 

a robust workflow and good file management practices; the most beautifully written and 

formatted thesis in the world is useless if you lose parts of it or can’t find the file. 

File Management 

Everyone has that one drawer in their house. We call ours the “junk drawer”: it collects all 

the miscellany that doesn’t fit into other drawers. Every once in a while, I open that drawer, 

hoping to find a rubber band or a paperclip or some other specific item that I swear I saw in 

there. I rummage around and maybe, if I’m lucky, I find it. Usually, I don’t. 

In my experience, many students treat their computers and/or cloud drives as 

electronic junk drawers. You dump downloaded images and memes with garbage file names 

like “34TIHACGCU99728P979.png” into the same place you save all your assignments, and 

you rely on your machine’s search function to dredge up files you hope you’ve saved. Every 

time I see students using such a “junk drive” I want to curl up in the corner and cry for all the 

lost assignments and files abandoned in the dusty corners of your hard drives. 

Amazingly, all computing systems have built-in organisational strategies. The key 

concept is nested folders. The best metaphor is a documents library. A library is a huge 

container—a building—that consists of wings. Each wing has rooms, and each room has 

cabinets. The cabinets have drawers, and inside each drawer are folders, each of which can 

contain many individual files. We can (and do) write this like: 

Library > wing > room > cabinet > drawer > folder > file 

or 

Library/wing/room/cabinet/drawer/folder/file 

To find a specific file, if you had this string as an address (e.g., “Humanities Library/North 

Wing/Room 9/Cabinet 32/Basketball players 1988/Smith, J.”), you could easily find your 

way to a very specific file in a very large space with millions of other files. If this string looks 

familiar, that’s because you’ve often seen it in URLs or web addresses. After all, the internet 

is a library and a website is a collection of files; they are organised from library level 

(internet) to webpage (file) in nested folders. On your computer, each “container” in the 

library—wing, cabinet, etc.— is called a folder; you can create many more nested 

folders in electronic space than you can in physical space. Using this concept, you can 
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organize your files so they can be easily found on your machine (or cloud server like G-

Drive, Dropbox, OneDrive, etc.): 

MyDrive/Y3/Modules/Thesis/Draft1/20220601-1800 Thesis-Draft-Lastname.docx 

Note the folders and file names. In this example, the “wing” folder is Y3: this 

separates all their Year 3 university work from Years 1 and 2. They’ve divided their Y3 work 

into Modules, which means they might have other folders within “Y3” that aren’t module 

assignments, such as documents related to student societies, D&D campaigns, personal 

artwork, etc. “Thesis” separates thesis documents from other module assignments, and 

“Draft1” separates the first draft of the thesis from later versions. 

The file name, too, is important. “20220601-1800” (alternatively, you could use 

“2022-06-01” for human readability) at the beginning of the file name helps to sort all files 

by date and time within the “Draft1” folder. This file will be listed above a file that starts 

with “20220603” or “2022-06-01-2330”. Starting with the year first and decreasing to the 

time of day helps ensure this order; naming files in the reverse mixes them up. This file name 

also indicates that the student is saving multiple versions of the same document. Remember 

that files can be corrupted. If you develop a method of saving your documents in multiple 

versions (say, one version a week for low-tech files and one version an hour for higher-

tech files), if the document you’re currently working on becomes corrupt, you will only 

lose the most recent work—not all of it. The more corruptible your file (or if you are 

coding something), the more versions you should save. Yes, most word processing programs 

these days save historical versions for you; even these fail-safes fail, however, so for a project 

this important, develop multiple systems of fail-safes. 

The remainder of the file name helps everyone who has the file understand what it is 

and to whom it belongs. Remember, you are going to be sharing your drafts with your 

supervisor, if not other lecturers and peers. You are not your supervisor’s only student; 

having descriptive yet succinct file names helps your supervisor to be able to keep track of 

documents you’ve sent them for feedback. It also helps future-you know exactly what that 

file is. 

Workflow 

Just as you need to develop good habits for managing your time to work on your thesis, you 

need to develop good workflow habits that ensure you don’t lose your documents to either 

poor file management or corruption. Every time you work on a document related to your 

thesis, you should: 
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• Save your initial document with a useful, sortable file name. Ideally, start your 

file name with the date in YYYYMMDD format, and include the drafting/revision 

stage as well as your own name. 

• Save the document into an organised nested folder system. Ensure you have 

developed a labelling system for each nested folder that indicates what it contains. 

• Regularly save your document manually. Check that the autosave function of 

your word processing program is functioning. Even if it is, regularly save the 

document (using the save icon, Ctrl/Cmd-S, or select from the menu). 

• At the start of each subsequent work session, save a new version of your 

document. Open the document, then Save-As (selecting from the menu or using 

Ctrl/Cmd-Shift-S) and save it using an updated date/time in the file name, into the 

same folder. This means that the maximum amount of work you could lose if this 

file becomes corrupted is one session. It also means that if you delete any 

material, you can find it in a previous version and add it back if you later change 

your mind. 

• Back up your documents. This has become easier with cloud servers that mirror 

your files on both your computer and on their remote server—your files are saved 

in two separate places, both physically and electronically. Not even a fire in one 

place can knock out the other one. But this automatic back-up is less useful if you 

don’t have stable internet access, so create a back-up system that works for your 

situation. This may incorporate external hard drives or flash media. Just be sure 

not to rely entirely on one storage location. It only takes one spilled coffee to 

render a laptop inert and useless; you’ll be glad for a back-up copy then. 

Advanced Document Management: Internal Structures 

Most people I know (not just students, but professionals and academics alike) use word 

processing programs like they’re nothing more than mildly adaptable typewriters: they type 

words in, and when they want some words to look different from others, they manually 

change the font, increase size, make it bold, etc. If they want more white space, they hit the 

space bar or tab key or enter key multiple times. All of this works, of course, and if you 

export to PDF no one will ever know how you made it look perfect, only that you did. But 

sending a Word document with ad hoc formatting like this to your supervisor or printer 

makes their life more difficult because it’s unlikely it will look the same on their screen as it 

does on yours (this is the entire reason PDFs were invented). 
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Yet most word processing programs are incredibly powerful. They can do all 

these things for you, and can automate things like table and figure captions, headings, 

formatting, page numbers, and tables of contents. The key area you as a thesis student 

want to learn is Styles. These are shortcuts to formatting certain types of text in your 

document, such as body text, titles, captions, block quotations, bibliography entries, etc. Your 

word processing program will have online tutorials for how to use styles, so I won’t duplicate 

them here (flex your web search skills!). The key styles you’ll want to use/define are: 

• Body text: how the bulk of your text should be formatted. You can set this 

according to your thesis assignment guidelines, usually along the lines of “black, 

12-point font, Times or Arial, double-spaced, 2cm margins, first-line indent”, etc.  

• Headings: like nested folders, headings nest within each other. “Heading 1” might 

be used for chapter titles, and thus be a bit large and prominent. “Heading 2” can 

be used for the key sections in each chapter, like the Introduction and Conclusions 

sections (and those in between). Subsections, such as Introduction > Method and 

Introduction > Literature Review, get the “Heading 3” style, and so on and so 

forth to your smallest subsection. 

• Blockquotes: long direct quotations (e.g., four lines or longer) should be in 

blockquotes (single-spaced, flush left, indented from the body of the text). 

• Caption: most programs will have a default caption style for labelling tables and 

figures, but you can modify its appearance. 

o Note: table captions should appear at the top of the table, while figure 

captions should appear at the bottom of the figure. 

o Use the Insert > Caption function of your program to create captions. 

This creates your labels as a special field, and automates your numbering 

system (helpful if you insert tables or figures later and have to re-number). 

o Use the Insert > Cross-reference function of your program when you 

want to refer to tables and figures (or other chapters or sections) in the 

body of your text. Again, this helps with automated numbering, so that 

even if you insert a new item later, the program will re-number everything 

appropriately. 

• Bibliography entry: your thesis guidelines may have formatting instructions for 

the entries in your bibliography section, but if not, a standard formatting is 
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double-spaced with a hanging indent. A hanging indent means the first line of the 

paragraph is flush left, and all the remaining lines are inset from that first line. 

If you have all of these styles set, and you use them consistently throughout your 

document, many elements of document updates will become automated for you. As noted 

above, if you insert table/figure captions and section headings appropriately, the program will 

automatically renumber them for you if you change their order or insert/delete any. In 

addition, using Heading and Caption styles means that you can automatically generate and 

update your tables of contents (ToCs) (usually found under Insert > Index and Tables… or 

some variation on that command). You’ll be able to select a couple of menu items to insert 

your table of contents, list of tables, and list of figures. On revisions, you can right-click on 

these ToCs and update them. If you have used cross-referencing throughout your document, 

you can select-all (selecting everything in your document) and right-click to select “Update 

field”, and your program will update all table and figure numbers, all in-text cross-references, 

and all ToCs. Beats the heck out of doing that manually—and you’ll have amazing digital 

skills that will be incredibly valuable to you in your professional career (trust me!). 

Resource Management 

The resources for your PBR project are primarily references and people. You’ll want to 

develop ways to manage both of these resources! You’ll have many more references for this 

project than you’ve used for previous module assignments, so you need to keep track of them 

in a more systematic way. As for people, at the very least you’ll want to manage your 

relationship with your supervisor—they are very key to the successful completion of your 

thesis, so don’t forget to approach them as a valuable resource. 

Reference Resources 

Just as you develop a system for organizing your notes, you need a system for storing and 

organizing your resources. And just like with notes, there are plenty of computer programs 

available now to help you do this. I can’t recommend these enough—start using them from 

the very beginning of your project, so that you are comfortable with them by the time it 

comes to put your dissertation together. Most will now integrate with your word processing 

programs to automatically insert citations and bibliographies (which is a huge 

headache otherwise!). 

Managing your resources includes the following: 

• Keeping a list of all the resources you have identified as useful to your project 

• Recording full bibliographic information for each source 
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• Recording basic notes about the source (as would be used in an annotated 

bibliography) 

• Storing the resource (in the case of downloadable papers) or noting its location. 

(invaluable if you need to return to the resource at a later date) 

• For web sources, including a snapshot of the web page and the date visited (even if 

the page gets taken down later, you’ll always have that record, and be able to 

reference it) 

• Organizing your resources through directories, tags, and/or keywords 

• Recording whether a resource has been reviewed 

The software I currently recommend is Zotero (zotero.org)—note my usual caveat 

that the digital world moves quickly, and there may be more useful tools by the time you read 

this text. Nonetheless, Zotero has been the most consistently available, accessible, and useful 

reference manager for a number of years. Because it is created and maintained by a group of 

scholars, it’s free and open access, and includes both online access and desktop versions. You 

can install a Zotero extension to your internet browser to save resources as you find them 

online, and it has word processor plug-ins (MS Word, LibreOffice, Google Docs, LaTeX 

editors, and other programs) so you can insert citations and generate a bibliography to match 

directly into your thesis. It will store your resources for you, if electronic files are available, 

but be aware that you have limited space with a free account on their server; they are kind 

enough, however, to provide articles on how to get around this if you’re willing and able to 

work with plug-ins. Many journals and publishers provide Zotero templates for their house 

styles, better enabling you to perfectly match their requirements if you get deeper into 

academia and academic publishing. Advanced users can even customize your own templates. 

Other reference managers that do similar things currently include Mendeley 

(mendeley.com), EndNote (endnote.com), RefWorks (refworks.com), and Papers 

(papersapp.com; Mac only); you can also do a web search for “reference or citation 

manager”. There are a few other free ones in addition to Zotero, though none have been as 

consistently high quality or as frequently updated, and thus many become defunct after a 

while. Those I’ve listed here are all paid programs, but may be available to you free through 

your university. 

If you download media files for use in your creative work, you can also manage 

these through your reference manager. In my multimedia narratives, I often use images, 

audio files, brush packs, videos, and other digital resources. Entering these into your 
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reference manager (ideally in a specific “media resources” folder) can help to keep these 

organized, including their exact origin URL, their location on your hard drive (you can link to 

them through Zotero), and what rights they were shared under (e.g., which Creative 

Commons licence). Managing these resources in your reference manager will enable you to 

be able to locate your resources quickly, credit them in your creative work, and return to the 

original sources should you need them for future work. 

Resources are people, too 

Well, in the sense that people are resources that you can draw on for your thesis. You’re not 

writing your dissertation completely on your own—the following folks (or those in 

similar/equivalent roles) can offer significant aid and information: 

• Supervisor: guidance, advice, feedback. 

• Secondary supervisor/committee chair: same, as well as help if your supervisor is 

unavailable or the relationship is deteriorating. 

• Staff member in charge of undergraduate thesis programme or postgraduate 

studies (department/college/etc.): overall requirements, help if you are struggling 

with a supervisor, likely makes arrangements for committees and examiners. This 

goes for any administrators as well. 

• Personal tutor/adviser: many universities offer a connection to a staff member not 

involved in your thesis for pastoral support (help with personal circumstances that are 

affecting your studies) 

• Postgraduate or doctoral “school”: most universities have a central unit, separate 

from all departments and programmes, overseeing postgraduates. They’ll offer 

training, peer support, information, study support, and advice on postgraduate life. 

• Librarians: imagine someone whose job it is to literally help other people do 

research. I’ve never met a librarian who didn’t love their job—make their day and ask 

them to help you. 

• Participants: if your research involves surveys, interviews, or participants in any 

way, these people are resources. You need to make sure you know who they are, that 

you know how to contact them, and that you communicate with them as expected. 

For the most part, your “human resources” don’t need regular management. A simple 

contacts list (or address book, whether digital or physical) will suffice for most of these, 

along with notes about who they are and what information or services they can offer. The 

key people to your research project, however, are your supervisor and any participants. 
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You’ll need to ensure you establish clear channels of communication with both, and that you 

know the best ways to reach them—note their preferred methods of communication. In your 

initial conversations with your supervisor, establish: 

• Feedback turnaround times 

• A system of sharing documents and updates with them 

• What their expectations for you are 

• How to set meetings—and what is appropriate for email conversations versus face-to-

face (even virtual face-to-face) 

• Their availability during non-teaching times (like reading weeks and holidays)—you 

might be planning to work on your thesis during breaks, but don’t assume they are 

Your supervisor can also advise you on working with your participants, including 

appropriate methods of communication and documentation sharing. Be aware that for any 

research involving human participants, you’ll need to get ethics approval—talk to your 

supervisor about the process at your university. 

Troubleshooting: Managing Your Supervisory Relationship 

For the most part, the standard management of human resources described above is fine for 

working with your thesis supervisor. Occasionally, however, students will struggle with their 

supervisory relationship for one reason or another, especially on longer projects like PhDs. 

The tips above are the minimum you should do to make this relationship work for you, yet 

most students never attempt them. They get stuck thinking that some person in authority 

should tell them what to do all the time. Well, friends, this won’t always be the case—and, 

the more skills you develop and more capable you become at a task, job, or career, the more 

you will resent other people telling you what to do. 

The first step in having a productive supervisory relationship is to take ownership of 

your own thesis project. If your thesis supervisor doesn’t give you all the above information 

in your first meeting or two, ask for it. Include it in your workplan. Plan ahead. If issues arise 

in your research, don’t wait for your supervisor to point them out, or to call you for a 

meeting—reach out to them, bring your work-to-date and a list of questions. You control the 

content of your supervisory meetings. Set your agenda, know what you want to get out of 

the session, and make sure you get it. This approach will make most supervisory 

relationships fruitful, unless you face some of the following issues. 
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The Unavailable Supervisor 

Sometimes students report that they can’t reach their supervisor to ask questions, review 

work, or set meetings. It’s incredibly frustrating, but you do have recourse. One, make sure 

you are reaching out to your supervisor via the communication channels they respond to best 

and respecting their typical response times (this should have been one of the first questions 

you asked them!). Then query with another staff member from the human resources list 

above. Give your supervisor the benefit of the doubt; ask this staff member if perhaps your 

supervisor is on medical leave, has a problem with their email, went to a conference, or some 

other reason they haven’t responded to you. 

Sometimes, of course, you do get a supervisor who is difficult to reach. Often, this 

isn’t on purpose—academics are incredibly overloaded, with far more teaching, pastoral care, 

and administrative tasks than ever before. Thanks to recent world events, many are struggling 

with care tasks at home and maybe chronic illness. They might not be neglecting you on 

purpose. When you do get to meet with them, try setting up your next meeting while you’re 

still there—that way you know when and where you’ll next have contact with them, whether 

they respond to emails in the interim or not. 

Reaching out to another staff member should help to rectify the issue; if it does not, 

however, and the problem continues, you can query those in coordinating roles to mediate the 

issue. Have a sit-down meeting with both your supervisor and the programme leader/thesis 

coordinator/director of studies. Establish a system that will work for all of you. 

If all else fails, you can ask for a change of supervisor. Keep in mind, however, that 

this might not be the solution you think it is. Usually, you are placed with a supervisor 

because they’re the best person to supervise your particular thesis. If you change supervisors, 

you might be getting someone who has less expertise in the area. Nonetheless, a less 

knowledgeable supervisor is preferable to none at all; just don’t jump to this request as a first 

step. 

The Micromanaging Supervisor 

This type of supervisor is far less common. We academics just don’t have time and energy to 

be all up in your business all the time. Still, you may find yourself with a supervisor who 

wants to have more control in your thesis and its direction than you think they should have. 

You might also not recognise this right away, especially if it’s your first thesis experience—

it’s not like you know what the right level of involvement is. Yes, you can speak to your 

peers about how their supervisors work, but keep in mind that just as you don’t ever really 
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know how someone else’s romantic relationship works, you don’t really know how another 

supervisory relationship works! They’re all unique, with their own special quirks and ways of 

getting along. 

Remember, this is your project. You are the one who has to complete it, not your 

supervisor. In most universities, you don’t even have to have your supervisor’s approval to 

submit your thesis. You can ignore them entirely (though I will note that most students I 

know who have entirely ignored supervision have failed rather than succeeded). I recommend 

having a workplan that is ideal for you, setting your own agenda for your supervisory 

meetings, and sticking to it. Keep your thesis “big picture” in mind; most people who 

micromanage are overly focused on details. Ask for their input where you want it, and 

“handle with care” any input where you don’t: consider it, but don’t let it derail you. 

The Overwhelming Supervisor 

The overwhelming supervisor is similar to the micromanager—instead of distracting you 

with minutiae, however, they shower you with suggestions, what-ifs, and alternate pathways. 

You might ask one simple question, and they provide ten different ways to respond to it when 

all you need is one clear and definitive approach. The problem here is narrowing in on what 

will work for you, especially when you don’t know enough to know what to do! 

Make use of your other human resources. If need be, arrange to meet with them and 

your supervisor so you can all understand the issue and address it moving forward.  

If you still feel overwhelmed by all the information and suggestions they’re throwing 

at you, then just pick one suggestion for each question. If they’re all good options, just grab 

one and go with it. Don’t try to do them all—that route leads to wasted time, a derailed 

project, and even more fodder for your supervisor to be distracted. Focus on your project, get 

advice elsewhere when needed, and establish your own filter for the overload of supervision 

you’re getting. 

The Groovy Supervisor 

I’ve named this type of supervisor in honour of a supervisor whose feedback on student work 

was mostly “Groovy. Keep going.” This supervisor is cool and fun at first, but after a while 

you realize they’re not really doing any supervising: no direction or feedback, just good 

vibes. Sometimes this supervisor comes around if you take control: ask specific questions that 

you want answered, request specific feedback on work, and give deadlines and even 

reminders for deadlines. In a sense, micromanage the supervisor a little bit, giving them a 
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structure in which they can be useful to you. If this doesn’t work, turn to your thesis 

coordinator or programme director, ask for mediation, and work out steps moving forward. 

The Combative Supervisor 

Any supervisor can become a combative supervisor, and any combative supervisor can 

become a useful one. I once had a supervisor start out as combative (we both were, frankly), 

and wind up as a lifelong mentor—we discovered later that when we first met, we both had 

extenuating circumstances going on in our lives that affected how we interacted with one 

another. This can happen—you and your supervisor are both people with real lives. The 

relationship can also become combative because one or both of you are frustrated at how the 

other works: you’re frustrated that a groovy supervisor patronizes you, an overwhelming 

supervisor overwhelms you, a micromanager micromanages you, etc. Each of these might be 

frustrated that you push them for more feedback and pester for deadlines, or you don’t do 

everything they tell you to do. 

If you’ve gotten to this point, it’s better to step back. Consult with your other human 

resources. You might be able to work through this with mediation or training sessions for 

both you and the supervisor, though training is more likely with PhD relationships than with 

undergraduate (time is a factor). It’s likely you’ll be assigned another supervisor if that’s 

possible, but stay open to new ways of working with your current supervisor. I did, and I am 

forever grateful that my combative supervisory relationship turned into a productive one.  

Analysis 

tl;dr It isn’t enough to just collect your data—you have to analyse it, too. Your 

analytical approach will depend on your project and your domain. Review 

the methods in Chapter 4, use the methods you’re familiar with from your studies, 

and consult with your supervisor to determine the most appropriate approach(es). 

Your supervisor can also help you to identify the key insights your project 

relevant to your research domain. 

Chapter 4 discusses the different methods of analysis you can perform; depending on your 

subject area and your research question, your method of analysis might be unique to your 

project. Take guidance from your experience on your degree programme as well as your 

supervisor. 

Regardless of your analytical methods, you need to perform some sort of analysis on: 

• Your creative artefact 

• Contextual creative works 
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• Your research logs 

• (Possibly) discourse on your subject, relevant creative works, responses to these 

works, etc. For instance, if you are making a film, you might conduct discourse 

analysis of reviews and social media posts responding to contextual works in your 

genre. Not all projects require discourse analysis. 

As you conduct your analysis and begin to draw conclusions based on your findings, 

you will likely expose gaps in your critical research. To aid your analysis and strengthen your 

arguments, make sure that you fill those gaps by refreshing and refocusing your readings in 

peer-reviewed critical theory and discourse related to your new knowledge. 

Tips & Tricks: Recognizing Research Insights 

New researchers are often uncertain that what they’re arguing in their essay or thesis is 

actually something original, new knowledge for their domain. This is a pretty understandable 

anxiety—after all, you’re new to the subject area, and you’ve only just begun to assimilate its 

collective knowledge. There’s no way your knowledge, still damp and drying around the 

edges, is comparable to a scholar who’s been working in the domain for decades. Take heart! 

That’s why you have supervisors: your key “human resource”. That’s why it’s important to 

meet and talk with them frequently. You can tell your supervisor about something you’re 

thinking about, an aspect that’s cropping up or an angle that never occurred to you 

before, and they can tell you if it’s something worth exploring. They can offer new 

keywords to search for, and point you toward existing discourse related to your idea. If 

you’re swimming in uncertainty, your supervisor is a lifeguard who can assist you to firmer 

ground. 

Don’t think that this is in any way “cheating” or taking a shortcut, and that anyone 

will think you’re smarter for not discussing your ideas and getting feedback. Discussion and 

feedback are exactly how scholars work: we have an idea. We do a little background 

research. We talk about it with colleagues, including mentors (usually people who supervised 

us when we were n00bs like you!). We take it to a conference, making a full presentation so 

we can talk about it and get questions and feedback from even more colleagues. We develop 

the idea and the research more, turning it into a journal article or book; going through the 

process of peer review involves more feedback and discussion. Our idea won’t get accepted 

to a conference or published if it doesn’t contain anything interesting, useful, and/or original 

for our research domain. Research isn’t about being clever. It’s about broadening your 

understanding of your topic, identifying gaps, conducting research intended to fill the gaps, 
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participating in the research community, and entering the discussion within the community 

regarding that topic. 

So if you have an idea, something odd or strange or new to you that emerges 

from your creative practice, your background and contextual research, and/or your 

analysis, write it down. You can do some digging into it in the library, but you should also 

make sure to discuss it with your supervisor. Trust in yourself, and your knowledge; if it’s 

intriguing to you, it’s likely going to be intriguing to others. Your supervisor will ensure 

you’re on a good path and help point your way. 

Conclusion 

This is just one chapter, but it covers the vast majority of activities you’ll be doing for your 

research project: collecting your data, managing your project and resources, and analysing the 

data you’ve collected. The list looks fairly simple, but it involves a lot of skills that may be 

new to you, and an exploratory process that can be daunting, distracting, and diverting. Your 

thesis has a deadline, and the creative nature of PBR makes it very easy to get lost on a 

tangent or stuck on a creative task and lose sight of your workplan’s milestones. Keep 

bringing yourself back to your workplan, back to the research question, and back to the 

activities that will progress your project. Make regular meetings with your supervisor a 

priority; they can not only give you feedback and direction, but can serve as reminders to 

check in on your workplan to ensure everything is on track. 

The next chapter brings your PBR thesis into the homestretch: writing the exegesis. 

You’re almost across the finish line. 

Exercise: Keeping Your Research Focused 

The purpose of this exercise is to regularly check in with the research background and 

rationale for your PBR project; that means you should repeat the exercise at regular 

intervals during your thesis project, especially if you’re a postgraduate student. All 

long-term research projects benefit from regular review of the project’s aims, rationale, 

methods, and timetable. PBR projects, in particular, need regular review and refocusing on 

their research question, methods, and workplan, as PBR is exploratory and these aspects are 

prone to change as the project develops.  

This exercise also helps your supervisor track the progress of your work in terms of 

its critical grounding, how you’re thinking about it, and how you’re approaching it. Elements 

of this exercise form key components of your critical dissertation (introduction, 
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methodology), so having a firm grip on them throughout your project helps you to have a 

properly developed introduction to your project in the thesis itself. 

For what it’s worth, most funding applications ask you to fill out similar sections, so 

if you’re considering a career as a scholar, it’s always good to practice telling other people 

about your project in formal ways such as this. 

Project Aims & Objectives 

Aims and objectives are sometimes used interchangeably, but they are definitely two distinct 

areas. Aims are the general goals of the project—they state the main purpose of your research 

project, and should focus on your research question; frequently, they are expressed as 

aspirations or intended actions. Objectives are subsidiary to your aims, and should outline the 

specific steps, questions, and or outcomes that will meet your aims. Quite often, they are 

expressed as more solid deliverables, such as artefacts, events, and documents. 

Aims 

List the goals of your project (example below). On repeat versions of this exercise, be sure to 

note your previous aims, and indicate changes. 

The aims of this project are: 

1. To explore the effects of different emotional states (during the composition 

process) on creative artefacts 

2. To create a series of paintings for public exhibition demonstrating emotional 

effects 

3. To compare findings from this experiment with discourse related to painting 

and expression of emotion (painter emotion during composition versus 

emotional affect of the artefact itself) 

 

Objectives 

List the concrete actions and outcomes that will ensure your aims are met (example below). 

Exercise repeats: note changes to your previous objectives. 

The objectives of this project are: 

1. A practice-based experiment in which I create six paintings during six distinct 

emotional states (as defined by Paul Eckman): happy, sad, angry, surprised, 

disgusted, and fearful 
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2. A public exhibition for the paintings, including an opening artist’s talk and 

associated description cards that discuss the origins of the works and my 

experiences creating them 

3. An exegesis (written thesis) engaging in critical theory and comparing the 

outcomes of the experiment to discourse on painting and emotion 

Background & Rationale 

Set your research in context. What is the current situation in your research domain & field 

(a.k.a., the “state of your art”), and how does your research fill a gap in that domain? This can 

be a paragraph (or several) that introduces the subject. You can include references. Exercise 

repeats: update this section, though it may not change much. 

Methodology 

Summarize and/or outline your research method (no more than half a side of A4). Include 

references where necessary. Exercise repeats: update this section, particularly as you 

complete research steps and aspects of your methods become past tense rather than future 

tense. 

Current State of Project 

Summarize in no more than one paragraph the status of your project. What have you 

completed to date, and how close is each element to its “final” form? Exercise repeats: 

update. 

Expected Outline of Project 

Outline the final project. Include the chapters you expect to include, with a brief (1-2 lines) 

summary of what each will cover. Exercise repeats: note amendments and updates. 

Timetable of Work to Completion 

Include (or update) your workplan on the following scales: 

• If you are less than 18 months from submission, compose a weekly schedule. 

• If you are 18+ months from submission, compose a monthly schedule. 

Other Notes 

Here you can include any issues you may be having, challenges you are facing, and/or 

questions you have for your supervisor in your next meeting. 
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Chapter 7 Writing Your Exegesis 

Hopefully you’re reading this long before your thesis deadline, working through your 

workplan systematically, and approaching writing up your research calmly and logically. (I’ll 

wait for you to stop laughing.) Seriously, though, there are very few students who just love 

writing academic essays (they’re usually called nerds PhD students). There are a lot of 

reasons students dislike writing essays (and your dissertation is, essentially, a long essay), 

and I’m not going to list them here, but most of them boil down to this: you just don’t know 

how simple and formulaic they actually are. 

The key foundation of any academic communication—whether that’s an essay, a 

presentation, or a thesis—is: 

• Tell them what you’re going to tell them (Introduction) 

• Tell them (Body) 

• Tell them what you told them (Conclusion) 

This chapter is going to break that structure down even further, and in the end you’ll see that 

if you gather all the little pieces of your thesis and arrange them in the right order, the 

exegesis practically writes itself. Get used to doing academic writing this way, and this 

approach can sustain you through any academic text of any length, from a 1500-word first-

year essay all the way through PhD theses and research monographs. 

Forming Your Argument 

tl;dr Your thesis argument (also called a “thesis statement”) is the answer to 

your research question. You’ll arrive at this through the activity of your 

research, through exploration and serendipity; for longer theses, you may have 

sub-arguments that form individual sections and chapters. 

Chapter 5 covered the entire process of conducting a PBR project, from coming up with a 

research question to writing up. We’re now toward the tail end of that process: your creative 

practice is done, most of your contextual research is done, and you have gathered 

enough data (experience, analysis, knowledge) to answer your research question. That, 

after all, is what we have been driving toward: a response to your initial question, which has 

driven your project all this time. This answer will form the main argument of your exegesis—

the part of your thesis that makes the knowledge and insights you’ve gained from your 
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creative practice explicit, so it can be shared with other people and the research domain at 

large. 

Depending on the length of your exegesis, you may have several sub-arguments, 

and each of these may have sub-arguments, and so on and so forth. In a larger project, 

such as a PhD thesis, you have room to focus entire chapters on each of your sub-arguments. 

As discussed in Chapter 6, PBR involves exploration and moments of discovery, which are 

largely unpredictable at the start of the project. These serendipitous discoveries can lead to 

insights, new ways of seeing your research question and your creative practice. In addition to 

potentially reshaping the goals of your project as you progress (since you’re regularly 

revisiting and updating your research question), they also yield arguments and sub-arguments 

you can make in your exegesis. As your research activities draw to a conclusion, these 

serendipitous connections begin to emerge as answers to specific aspects of your research 

question (as discussed in Chapter 6: The Role of Exploration and Serendipity). 

The need to remain open to these serendipitous connections throughout the practice-

based project is essential, as is the habit of recording even the mildest of these mental 

connections so they may be examined in more depth later. So even though forming your 

argument and writing the exegesis are set out as the final steps in the PBR process, you’re 

actually working on your argument formation throughout your project, as serendipity 

occurs and discoveries are made. You don’t always recognize them at the time, and you 

may not have time to explore them; that’s what your research log is for, so that future-you 

can reflect on them, conduct more research, and analyse the creative artefact and research 

logs. All of this helps you to deepen your understanding of your insights and to situate your 

conclusions within your subject domain. When you write them up in your exegesis, you’ll 

draw on all of these components to support your argument: your auto-ethnomethodological 

observations (largely recorded in your research log), post-textual analysis (of both your 

creative artefact and other contextual creative works), and critical theory relevant to your 

argument and analyses. 

Outlining Your Thesis 

tl;dr A PBR thesis can be presented in a variety of structures; do what is best for 

your project. The exegesis can be outlined and written in a standard academic 

essay structure: Abstract; Introduction (subject, purpose, argument, 

background/context, justification/importance, forecast structure); Body chapters, 

sections, or paragraphs that each make key sub-arguments or points supporting 
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the main argument; and Conclusion, which summarizes the thesis and reframes 

its argument. 

Oh, you thought we were going to skip right to writing? Have you learned nothing? 

Remember reading academic texts in Chapter 3 where there were multiple steps before you 

ever got to read a text? That applies here, too. You might think it’s a useless extra step to 

outline your exegesis before you write it, but it absolutely is not. A good outline will make 

writing your exegesis much faster, because you’re not haphazardly making your way to an 

argument—by the same token, it will make your exegesis that much better in quality as well. 

Some students tell me they need to write out their ideas in order to think about them, 

to figure out what they want to say. That’s absolutely fine, and I do that too. But do that in 

your research log, not your exegesis. Make idea generation and exploration separate from the 

actual academic writing you have to submit. Approach the exegesis as you would a 

presentation. You wouldn’t walk into a presentation with no materials, no slides, no idea 

what you’re going to say (well, I hope you wouldn’t!). You plan it out beforehand, making 

slides, dashing out notes on index cards, maybe even practicing what you’re going to say. 

Before you ever step up in front of a group of people, you know what your presentation is. 

It’s the same with an academic thesis: your research is done, your arguments are set, and you 

should absolutely be ready to express them when you sit down to do the actual writing. Your 

preparation here isn’t slides and index cards (although it could be, if that’s the way you 

work)—it’s an outline. Review this section, then complete the Exercise: Outline Your  at the 

end of the chapter. 

What a Practice-Based Thesis Looks Like 

I gave you an overview of the entire PBR process (Chapter 5) before you officially began 

your project, so you would have a good roadmap for your project. Likewise, it can be good to 

have a look at what a PBR thesis looks like, and what your options are for organizing and 

presenting it. Like anything else in PBR, there is no one way to do it; the structure of your 

thesis and what you include in it is up to you (in discussions with your supervisor), 

depending on the best way to convey and communicate your project. Nonetheless, there 

are some things to think about as you package your creative work and your critical write-up 

into a complete thesis package, like where to place the creative component in relation to the 

critical conclusions and how much of your draft materials and research logs to include, if any. 

At all times, consider your primary audience: your assessors or examiners. 

Depending on how your institution assigns assessors, they may or may not be familiar with 
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the concepts of PBR. Some assessors may be more familiar with practice-led research, or 

might expect a creative dissertation to include a bit of post-textual reflection and not much 

more. They might not realize the emphasis is on research findings in PBR projects, and thus 

mark down a thesis whose creative work is unfinished or unpolished. You’ll need to strike a 

balance in your introduction and methods sections to be sure that you thoroughly explain 

your PBR methodological approach, while still remaining concise enough that your exegesis 

does not become over-focused on the nature of PBR itself. Your supervisor can help guide 

you here; just remember that, while your assessors will be expert researchers, you still need 

to help them evaluate your work by giving it to them in the clearest and most logical 

presentation possible. 

Every institution has specific guidelines for what should be included in your thesis 

and how it should look; make sure you consult and follow those guidelines. In general, 

however, practice-based theses aren’t terribly different from non-PBR dissertations. They 

typically include the following elements: 

• Front matter 

o Title page 

o Declarations (usually a form from your university) 

o Abstract 

o Acknowledgements 

o Table of Contents 

o List of Figures (if any) 

o List of Tables (if any) 

• Introduction 

• Methodology (if not included in Introduction) 

• Creative artefact 

• Exegesis  

• Back matter 

o Bibliography/Works Cited 

o Appendices, such as relevant drafts, notes, research logs, or data tables 

This order isn’t prescriptive—depending on your thesis, you might want elements in a 

different order. I’ve had students place the creative artefact last, entirely separate from the 

exegesis. I’ve had them place it first, before the examiners would ever see the abstract or 

introduction. In some theses, the creative artefact is necessarily separate, as it is a 
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performance or film or game, and so can’t be packaged in a PDF or bound in a sheaf of 

paper. In these cases, the creative artefact is offered as a link (recommended, to a digital 

archive of the artefact, such as a video hosting service, cloud-server, or work website), disc-

based media (not recommended, as most computers now do not include CD/DVD-readers), or 

a flash/USB drive (also not recommended, as USB-ports are becoming obsolete). Of course, 

some artefacts, such as sculptures or live performances, can only be examined in person. 

Some students add a section to the abstract or thereabouts indicating a “Recommended 

Reading Order”, advising their examiners on the most constructive approach to reviewing the 

thesis materials. All approaches are valid; consult with your supervisor as to the best way to 

package your particular project. 

One of the beauties of outlining is that you can trial several different orientations for 

your thesis to see which one makes the most sense, without having to make significant 

rewrites and re-arrangements. As you progress through the following sections, remember that 

you should outline them prior to writing them; I’ve included the extended details here so that 

you can better form that outline. 

The Abstract 

Your abstract is small, but important. It is, in one sheet of paper, a very condensed version of 

your thesis. For PhD candidates, it’s often the only element your examiners have to decide 

whether or not they’ll agree to examine your thesis. For all researchers, it’s the first glimpse 

that anyone has of your research; it has to serve as summary, introduction, argument, and 

findings, as well as an indicator of how well constructed and well written the rest of the thesis 

is. That’s a lot to pack into 500 words or fewer. 

First, let’s understand what an “abstract” actually is. An abstract is a summary of the 

thesis, using segments from the thesis itself. By definition, your abstract should be a mosaic 

of elements copied and pasted from your thesis, most likely your introduction. It’s fine to do 

this! If you’re not using the same phrasing and sequence of these items from your thesis, 

technically it’s no longer an abstract; it’s a summary. Either one is okay; no one other than 

me gets pedantic about whether something is an abstract or summary. 

Regardless of what you call it, your abstract should include all the same elements as 

an introduction (see the next section): subject, purpose, main argument (yes, right there in 

black and white on the front page—be proud of your argument!), background/context, 

justification/importance, content and structure forecast. It should include indications of 

your methodology and the theoretical underpinning for the thesis.  
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While the abstract is the first thing your examiners will see and one of the first 

elements in your thesis, you should write it last. It will be a lot easier that way—much easier 

to lift segments and statements out for a true abstract once you’ve already written the thesis! 

If you need to submit an abstract before your thesis is completed, however, such as a PhD 

student who needs to request examiners, construct it from your outline. If you don’t yet have 

an outline, you should make one tout de suite, but also you can construct a summary from 

your proposal, if you have that. If you have none of these things, you’re not ready to 

complete your abstract or summary yet, so let’s get to outlining.  

The Introduction: 6 Actions 

The introduction of your thesis is the “Tell them what you’re going to tell them” part. To do 

this, you need to include six elements: 1) subject, 2) purpose, 3) argument/thesis, 4) 

background/context, 5) justification/importance, and 6) forecast the content and 

structure of the thesis. Depending on the length of your methodology section, it can be 

included in the introduction, or it can be set apart as its own chapter. A general rule of 

thumb for the introduction to your thesis is that it should be five to ten per cent of the 

overall thesis length. For example, the introduction to a 10,000-word thesis should be 500-

1000 words (that’s around two to four paragraphs; not a lot!). If a methodology section is 

included, the introduction may be extended, perhaps another five per cent of the overall thesis 

(so, another 500 words, or one to two paragraphs, in our example thesis). Lengthier 

methodological discussions should be set apart into their own major heading or chapter. 

Action 1: Subject 

The subject is easily stated, and is often part of the thesis statement as well as the title of the 

thesis. Note the research domain your thesis falls into—what is the creative practice? What 

area of practice are you examining? For example, the following statement includes the 

thesis subject “the visual mode of narrative”: 

Narrative is a fundamental structure of human communication; most studies, however, 

focus on the written text of narratives. This thesis presents research on another aspect 

of narrative, particularly in the contemporary era: the visual mode. 

Note that this segment does more than just convey the subject of the thesis. The first sentence 

also conveys some background and context, and implies some justification for the thesis—

that most studies ignore a specific element of narratives. You don’t have to separate the “six 

actions of the introduction” into awkward separates; combining them saves space and creates 

a more elegant and flowing introduction. 
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Action 2: Purpose 

Like the first action, this one is usually quite easy in academic theses as the purpose of 

communicating research outcomes is quite straightforward. You can see the purpose in the 

example above: to present research. The purpose is also implicitly repeated in whatever 

your main argument is, since putting forth an argument indicates an intent to persuade 

your reader that it is strong enough to enter the discourse in your domain. 

Note the bald statement of purpose: “This thesis presents research…” Be 

straightforward and use plain language. A research thesis is not a mystery novel—you want 

your reader to absolutely understand what you are telling them. Communicating in a simple, 

easily understood manner is the best way to do that (despite the common conception that 

academic writing has to be dense and convoluted!). 

Action 3: Argument 

A thesis (or essay, chapter, section, sub-section, etc.) introduction should always state the 

overall conclusions (i.e., the main argument, a.k.a. the thesis statement) right up front. 

Academic essays are NOT mystery novels! Don’t bury your 

argument/conclusions as a surprise ending!!! Tell your readers exactly what 

your argument is, why it’s important, and how you’re going to support it, as soon 

as you can. 

I could put that in bold, 72-point flashing font, and half of my students would still hide their 

arguments until the concluding section or chapter. Think less like a novelist and more like a 

journalist: the important stuff should be first, not last. For example: 

This thesis argues that the visual mode of narrative provides a subtextual layer of 

meaning analogous to body language in personal conversation; audiences 

subconsciously process the visual semiotics of narrative to make determinations about 

character, tone, and theme. 

Note that the purpose of the thesis is stated here as well (to make an argument), as discussed 

above. 

Many students also make the mistake of thinking that their research question is the 

same thing as their argument. While the research question has been very important to 

your research until this point, when you’re writing up your thesis the question actually 

doesn’t matter much anymore: its answer is the important thing. The research question 

drove you to conduct the research in an attempt to answer it; your thesis is the presentation of 

your answer, the data you collected and analysed that led you to your argument and 

conclusions. It’s okay to identify your research question, likely in the methods section, but 
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the most important part of the introduction is the answer—your argument, clearly and 

concisely crafted into a thesis statement. 

On a related note, neither your research question nor your main argument should 

stand in for your thesis title. A title is just that: a title. You’ve seen lots of these in your life. 

This book has a title, and each chapter does as well. Somewhere in the British school system, 

the word “title” somehow came to be used synonymously with “topic”, and it has created 

generations’ worth of essay titles that are paragraphs instead of neatly composed titles. Not 

only is this not recommended, it also leads some students to fail to write a thorough 

introduction—they seem to assume that since the main idea of the thesis or essay is in the 

“title”, they don’t have to convey it again in the introduction. Don’t do this. Give your thesis 

an actual title. 

Action 4: Background and Context 

Your introduction should provide the important background information and contextual 

discussion that your reader needs to know about your subject in order to understand 

and situate your research within the domain. This section is also often called the “state of 

the art”; in longer works, such as PhD theses, the literature review serves this function.  

It’s very easy for new researchers to get overly enthusiastic in this component, and 

understandably so. You’re new to your research domain, so you haven’t yet developed a feel 

for the level of knowledge and detail of your audience. You also have to consider something 

that established researchers don’t: you’re submitting your thesis not only to present your 

research, but to pass an evaluation. The insecurities a new researcher feels about their project, 

their level of knowledge, and what they need to provide for the reader come out as an 

overabundance of background knowledge—I’ve seen theses in which the literature review so 

overwhelms the discussion that there’s only a page or two left for the student to make their 

actual argument! Trust your supervisor’s guidance and feedback here, and remember the rule 

of thumb for the length of your introductory material: no more than ten per cent of your 

overall thesis. 

Action 5: Justification and Importance 

It’s easy for undergraduate students to forget about this aspect in their introductions, 

especially if they’re not so enthused about their project. If you approach your thesis as just 

another assignment, a hoop you have to jump through, you might not appreciate your readers’ 

interest in the research. (And even students who start out enthusiastic about the research can 

lose sight of this after a long thesis slog!) Nonetheless, don’t forget to be clear about why 
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your research is important. How is it significant to your research domain? Why should 

the people working in the field care about your conclusions? What are the gaps in the 

existing knowledge that your argument fills? To continue our example: 

Narrative analysis research remains mired in the written mode alone, leaving a 

significant gap in our understanding of how narrative is conveyed through visual, 

audio, movement, and mixed media modes. As digital media converges all 

communication modes into a single stream of multi-sensory data, it is important to 

understand how we process narrative across these multiple bands. 

Not only does this segment specifically note where the research fits into the overall 

domain and why it’s important to have more knowledge in this area, it’s also doing the 

double-duty of providing some context for the research (in how digital media affects 

narrative). Remember: you can be blatant about what you are telling your reader, keeping the 

communication simple and concise. 

Action 6: Forecast the Content and Structure 

I will repeat it once more for those in the back: your thesis is not a mystery novel. Not only 

do you not want to hide any information from your reader, you want to be extremely explicit 

about what you’re going to include. The final element of your introduction should be a 

summary of the overall thesis itself: the key arguments you will make (which will be 

arranged in a logical order in sections and sub-sections), the examples or case studies you 

have used, and the key critical approaches you took to analyse the examples and 

contextualize the discussion. For example: 

The thesis begins with a brief overview of visual communication modes, then 

analyses the three case studies (the film Memento, the graphic novel Persepolis, and 

the novel project Frankenfont) according to Kress and van Leeuwen’s 2006 theory of 

visual grammar and Smith’s 1987 study of visual cognition. These case studies 

informed the practice-based approach for the creative artefact, the webcomic 

“Remember It Yesterday”; the subsequent section focuses on the creation of this 

webcomic with the framework developed through analysis of the case studies. 

Your reader should have a very good idea of what your thesis contains just by reading 

the introduction. They should know what is coming, so they can better orient themselves to 

the argument and analysis you present. For that reason, it’s a good idea to outline your 

introduction before you write your exegesis, but refrain from actually writing your 

introduction until the body of your exegesis is completed. That way, your introduction is 

absolutely reflective of the arguments and analysis you present, rather than being speculative 

about what you plan to do. 
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Pro-tip: Write your introduction last. Your thesis isn’t a proposal—it’s about 

the research you did and the knowledge you gained. It’s easier to introduce, 

contextualize, and forecast the arguments if you’ve already written them. 

Additional Consideration: Methodology 

Chapter 5 includes a thorough exercise for outlining your methodology, so I won’t repeat it 

here. If you’ve kept up with the exercises, including your methods outline and workplan, and 

potentially even a research proposal, you already have a draft of your methodology section. 

For your exegesis, make sure you revise this draft to reflect the actions you specifically took 

to conduct your research, including changing the verb tense to past. Your proposal and 

workplan were looking to the future and what you planned to do, but your exegesis is a 

report of what you have already done; the description of your methods should reflect 

this shift. 

In terms of length, keep your methodology section (whether a sub-section of your 

introduction or a section or chapter on its own) to five to seven per cent of your overall 

exegesis. The exception to this is if your methodological approach is the purpose or one of 

the key findings of your research; don’t forget that “new knowledge” can include new ways 

of doing research. 

The Body 

The body of your thesis—the middle, the meat, the main content—is where you “tell them”. 

The body is a sequence of sub-arguments, each of which clearly supports and progresses 

your main argument. The sub-arguments should progress logically, building to your 

conclusion. 

Most thesis exegeses should integrate sections or chapter structures to help organize 

your arguments. Shorter essays (fewer than 3,000 words) have little room for sections, but 

should convey a sub-argument with each paragraph. If you’re writing an undergraduate PBR 

thesis, your exegesis is likely to be somewhere from 3,000 to 8,000 words; sections of at least 

three paragraphs each are appropriate, but it’s unlikely you’ll have room for true chapters. 

For postgraduate theses, where your critical component (exegesis) might extend from 10,000 

to 80,000 words, you’ll want to integrate chapters. A chapter can be anywhere from 1,000 to 

9,000 words, though I’d recommend aiming for the middle of that (5-7,000 words); most 

journal articles are around this length if you are aiming to convert chapters to articles later. 

You can break your longer work up any way you choose, of course. Different domains, 
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universities, and supervisors like to emphasise some aspects or structures over others; consult 

your supervisor. 

Regardless of whether your sub-arguments are presented as chapters or as paragraphs, 

their structure is exactly the same as the overall thesis structure: introduction, body, 

conclusion. A chapter should begin with an introduction and all six of its actions, move into a 

body with sections making sub-arguments, and wrap it all up with a conclusion. Likewise, 

each section should begin with an introduction (albeit much shorter!), a body with sub-

sections making (sub-?)sub-arguments, and end with a conclusion. A sub-section should have 

an introduction, a body with paragraphs each making a key point, and, you guessed it, ending 

with a conclusion. Even at paragraph level (more on that soon), you should start with a topic 

sentence (introduction and key point), provide supporting evidence (the body), and wrap up 

by re-phrasing the topic/key point. Have a look at Figure 7-1, and you’ll see how this 

intro/body/conclusion structure is reflected in all elements of academic writing from 

paragraph level all the way up to the overall structure for a thesis or monograph (academic 

research book). 

[Figure 7-1] 

Figure 7-1. Exegesis structures 

 

Body Patterns of Arrangement 

Paragraphs (and sections) can follow patterns to logically organize ideas. Some of these 

patterns, with examples, include: 

• Cause and Effect 

Layering a complementary visual metaphor into a text (cause) can heighten the text’s 

meaning and subsequent satisfaction for the audience (effect). 

• Comparison and Contrast 

Both Memento and Persepolis incorporate visual metaphors that are complementary 

to their textual metaphors (comparison). Some texts, however, such as Ridley Scott’s 

1982 film Blade Runner, incorporate visual subtext that contrasts with the narrative 

text (contrast). 

• Better and Worse 

A visual subtext that contrasts with its narrative text can be highly engaging to highly 

knowledgeable and experienced audience members (better); on the other hand, the 

confusion and cognitive dissonance it creates can be detrimental to many (note how 

many cult films are box-office flops) (worse). 

• Costs and Benefits 
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In the long run, creators of these texts must weigh the creative satisfaction (benefit) of 

highly inventive and innovative texts against the risks of losing shares of their 

audience (cost). 

• If… Then 

If a text’s visual metaphor is complementary to its narrative text, then the audience is 

more likely to understand and be satisfied by the story’s theme. 

• Either… Or (no middle ground) 

Visual metaphors can (either) be effective, reflecting their textual metaphors, or they 

can be clunky and obtrusive, insulting the audience with their heavy-handedness. 

• Chronological Order 

Christopher Nolan, in creating Memento, began with Jonathan Nolan’s short story, 

compiled a workable screenplay, then cut and shifted the scenes to create the 

innovative structure the film is known for. 

• Problems/Needs/Solution 

Contrasting visual metaphors often confuse less highly engaged audience members 

(problem); creating multiple media platforms and online audience discussion threads 

(solution) is one way that transmedia narratives have engaged broader audiences in 

complex storylines while maintaining a high level of creative innovation (needs). 

Body Paragraphs 

The paragraph is the smallest complete structure of your thesis. A nicely constructed 

paragraph can be 200-500 words. Shorter than that, and you’re not thoroughly supporting the 

point of the paragraph. Longer than that, and you’re trying to make too many points, and you 

need to break it up (or you’re babbling, and just need to stop). Like the thesis, chapter, or 

section, each paragraph has an intro/body/conclusion structure: topic sentence, support, 

concluding sentence; it’s another instance of “tell them what you’re going to tell them; tell 

them; tell them what you told them”. Have a look at some examples: 

1. Topic Sentence: A sentence that makes a key point (a mini-argument, if you will) 

that supports the essay’s main argument. 

The novel project Frankenfont uses its font variations as a visual metaphor 

reflecting the underlying literary metaphor of the story: that as life progresses, it 

becomes more chaotic and less comprehensible. 

2. Evidence & Support: Support for the claim made in the topic sentence, including 

data, examples, descriptions, analysis, definitions, quotations, and references. Rule 

of thumb: include 3-5 elements of support in each paragraph. 

Description: Frankenfont’s author incorporated an algorithm into the font choice 

for the novel (Smith 2011, n.p.), wherein the most commonly used fonts in online 
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PDFs are used in the beginning; as the novel progresses, the font choices dwindle 

to rarer fonts, including symbolic fonts such as WingDing. 

Analysis: The opening pages of the novel appear no different from any other novel 

— even, perhaps, a little unsophisticated, as the common font Arial dominates, 

lending the novel an aura of amateurishness that reflects the fumbling of 

Frankenstein and Igor in their laboratory. 

Analysis + Reference: The novel’s middle sections promote cognitive dissonance 

as the reader tries to parse the varying fonts in use on a letter-by-letter scale, an 

effect that Timor Johnson notes ‘activates competing neural nodes’ (2012, p.23) 

and leaves the reader lurching along the text in a mental approximation of the 

monster’s shuffling gait. 

3. Concluding Sentence: Restate the topic sentence’s opening claim and look 

forward to next section. 

By the end of the novel, the text is lost to the reader, descending into nonsensical 

symbolic fonts, the reader grasping for the obscured text in a reflection of the 

monster’s grasping for love and belonging. This is a visual confirmation of the 

textual metaphor, and is repeated in many texts, including the case study presented 

in the next section: Memento. 

Once you’ve progressed through each paragraph and made all your supporting 

arguments, it’s time to wrap it up in a concluding paragraph. 

The Conclusion  

The conclusion is the part where you “Tell them what you told them”. It wraps up the sub-

arguments of the thesis and makes sure that the reader knows exactly what your 

argument was (just in case they, you know, forgot after you told them so explicitly and 

clearly in your introduction—right?). Your conclusion should be about five to ten per cent 

of the overall thesis length, just like the introduction; unlike the introduction, however, the 

conclusion is very often closer to the minimum length rather than the maximum length. Being 

concise is a virtue.  

Pro-tip: Never present new arguments or evidence in your conclusion—that’s 

what the body chapters, sections, and paragraphs are for! 

The conclusion is very similar to the introduction, and restates a lot of the same 

information. This is a lot of repetition of arguments. I hear you. You’ve put all this in your 

introduction. You state each sub-argument at the beginning and end of each chapter or 

section. You state each paragraph point at the end and beginning. Now you’re repeating this 

information all over again. YES. This is how informative communication (of which academic 

writing is one type) works. Professionals reading informative documents (lawyers with briefs, 
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politicians with policy docs, bankers with business proposals) don’t read them front to back 

like fiction novels. They scan and pick out the important bits—some of which are summaries 

like the abstract, introduction, and conclusion (sound familiar? If you’ve learned the SQ3R 

method covered in Chapter 3, you’ve learned to read like a professional). They read section 

headers and chapter titles. If there is a section or paragraph of particular importance to them, 

they’ll read that part, then skip around again. While your primary audience (your assessors) 

kind of have to read your whole thesis, this may be the last time in your life that ever really 

happens! No matter what profession you go into, you should be practiced with creating 

informative documents with clear signposting and summative sections to make reviewing 

your text useful for your reader. 

That said, here are the repetition-heavy actions you need to take in this final section of 

your thesis. 

Action 1: Make an obvious transition 

Remember, you’re not trying to spring anything on your reader. It’s perfectly fine to title this 

section “Conclusion” (as long as it’s consistent with other section or chapter headings).  

If your exegesis is on the shorter end and thus doesn’t include section headers, start 

your conclusion with a clear indication of its purpose. Use transition phrases like “Finally, 

…”; “In conclusion, …”; or “To sum up, …” that unequivocally signal to your reader that 

your arguments are finished, and you are going to wrap up the end of your thesis with the 

remaining paragraph(s). 

Action 2: Restate your main argument/thesis 

In your introduction, you made a very explicit statement of your main argument. Do the same 

in your conclusion. Be very obvious—it shouldn’t be word-for-word the same as in your 

introduction, but make sure you repeat your thesis statement in your conclusion. 

Action 3: Summarize your key points/sub-arguments 

If you’ve got a nicely structured essay, you should have made clearly stated sub-arguments in 

each chapter, section, and paragraph. For longer theses, such as PhDs, include a paragraph of 

summary per chapter (which then summarizes the main and sub-arguments of that chapter). 

For shorter exegeses, one or two paragraphs should suffice for a summary. 

Pro-tip: You don’t have to start from scratch. Go through your thesis and gather 

all your conclusions from each section or chapter. Put them together and have 

them in front of you as you rephrase and rewrite them, editing them down as 

needed, and package them into your overall conclusion. If your thesis is not large 

enough for sections or chapters, collect all the topic sentences for your 
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paragraphs, as these should include your sub-arguments in sequence, and rewrite 

them for your conclusion. 

Action 4: Restress the importance/significance of your argument 

Remind your reader why they should care about your argument. Why is it important to 

the research domain, or even those outside the domain? You can complement the summary of 

your sub-arguments by noting the significance of each. 

Action 5: Look to the future 

Your arguments and conclusions are almost never the final say on a topic. There will be 

research avenues you didn’t have the capacity to follow (the phrase “outside the scope of this 

project” is a very useful one!). You likely will have insights gained from the creative practice 

that you couldn’t fit into this one thesis project. Use the final element in your conclusion to 

discuss what you might have had to leave out, and where the next research project 

could go. This could be research you yourself are interested in following up on, or research 

you suggest others in your subject area might want to pick up.  

Back Matter 

At the very least, your conclusion should be followed by your bibliography. This can be a 

simple “Works Cited” section, listing in alphabetical order according to your assigned 

referencing style the research resources that you specifically used and cited in your thesis. 

Depending on the conventions of your research domain, it might also include a “Works 

Referenced” section that lists (again, alphabetically and appropriately formatted) research 

resources you read and reviewed, but didn’t cite in the thesis. Some domains tend to split 

bibliographies out into primary and secondary sources, bibliography and filmography or 

gameography, and other such sections. Check in with your supervisor for the best way to 

present your bibliography. 

You may also want to include appendices in your back matter. Most university 

departments do not include appendices in the required word counts for the thesis, so if there 

are research materials you have used or generated that don’t fit in your thesis but may 

be beneficial to your assessors, you can include them as appendices. Some options for 

appendices are: 

• Draft materials and/or excerpts, especially if your analysis draws heavily on 

comparisons between drafts of your creative practice. 

• Research log excerpts, particularly sections you use to make arguments in your 

thesis. 
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• Data tables, such as those generated by qualitative coding, survey responses, 

interviews, etc. 

• Ephemera of the creative practice, like images, recordings, playbills, etc. This can 

be particularly apt when the creative artefact cannot be directly packaged into the 

thesis through printing or digital files, such as a live performance. 

As always, consult with your supervisor to determine what is useful to include in your 

thesis’s back matter. 

Writing the Exegesis 

tl;dr Once you have a thorough outline, you’re ready to write the exegesis. Make 

sure your analysis isn’t overly descriptive and that it is appropriately supported 

with citations, whether paraphrased or quoted. Use plain language, active voice, 

minimal nominalizations and prepositional phrases, and breathing length 

sentences to ensure that your writing is clear, concise, and straightforward for the 

most effective communication of your findings. Use appropriate in-text 

citations for both direct quotations and paraphrased information, according to 

your required referencing format. 

I can’t emphasize enough that you should thoroughly outline your exegesis before you begin 

writing. A well-developed outline can save you a great deal of time and energy in the 

writing-up. If you’ve gone through the exercise at the end of this chapter, and you’ve written 

down each action of the introduction, each sub-argument with a list of its supporting 

evidence, arranged everything neatly and logically, and included the five actions of the 

conclusion, it’s almost written for you. After all, you don’t have to do much more than 

articulating your analysis, inserting some linking up phrases and transitions, and smoothing 

out the rough edges. So if you haven’t already done it, go back, outline your thesis, and start 

from there. 

This section assumes you have an outline, and that you can generally do the writing 

that puffs it out into essay form rather than bullet point form. It looks at some of the more 

nuanced elements of academic writing, such as how to balance analysis and references, when 

to quote and when to paraphrase, and how to keep your writing simple and understandable. 

Integrating Analysis into Your Thesis Discussion 

Students often struggle to differentiate between analysis, description, and reflection in their 

academic writing. There’s a place for all three, but analysis is the most important element. 

Analysis is the key thing we assessors look for in all your work: the real star. It’s what shows 

evidence of your critical thinking skills and your ability to find new information, 
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process it according to your existing knowledge and creative practice, and apply it to 

new contexts. Critical thinking is the most important skill you learn as a university student, 

so make sure you show it to good effect in your thesis. This section covers the common 

pitfalls I see students make when integrating their own analysis (as opposed to quoting or 

paraphrasing someone else’s): describing rather than analysing, and not supporting their 

analysis with sufficient evidence. 

Description vs. Analysis 

It’s pretty easy to confuse writing a lot of description with communicating your analysis. The 

following two paragraphs show the difference between the two. 

Frankenfont (Shelley 1818 [2011]) is the tale of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, but 

with a new twist: the font choices in the book are based on an algorithm. The 

publisher analysed the fonts that are used online in PDF documents and used them in 

their text. The book starts with the most common fonts used; as the tale progresses, 

the fonts become those that are used least in PDF documents. In the beginning of the 

book, a reader can hardly discern that there is anything different about this text: the 

fonts are easy to read. Toward the end of the book, however, the fonts are a mishmash 

of illegible symbols and characters. 

This is a good description of the text, but it is devoid of argument, interpretation, or meaning. 

There’s nothing here we couldn’t get from a quick glance at the text in question. Now have a 

look at the following paragraph: 

The novel project Frankenfont uses its font variations as a visual metaphor reflecting 

the underlying literary metaphor of the story: that as life progresses, it becomes more 

chaotic and less comprehensible. Frankenfont’s author incorporated an algorithm into 

the font choice for the novel (Smith 2011, n.p.), wherein the most commonly used 

fonts in online PDFs are used in the beginning; as the novel progresses, the font 

choices dwindle to rarer fonts, including symbolic fonts such as WingDing. The 

opening pages of the novel appear no different from any other novel—even, perhaps, 

a little unsophisticated, as the common font Arial dominates, lending the novel an 

aura of amateurishness that reflects the fumbling of Frankenstein and Igor in their 

laboratory. The novel’s middle sections promote cognitive dissonance as the reader 

tries to parse the varying fonts in use on a letter-by-letter scale, an effect that Timor 

Johnson notes ‘activates competing neural nodes’ (2012, p.23) and leaves the reader 

lurching along the text in a mental approximation of the monster’s shuffling gait. By 

the end of the novel, the text is lost to the reader, descending into nonsensical 

symbolic fonts, the reader grasping for the obscured text in a reflection of the 

monster’s grasping for love and belonging. This is a visual confirmation of the textual 

metaphor. 

This paragraph contains similar content to the first one, but with the addition of crucial 

elements of analysis. The first sentence provides an argument: font as visual metaphor. The 

next is still description, but it is supported with a reference to the publisher’s webpage where 

he explains the project. Then follows analysis. Note interpretation cue words such as 
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unsophisticated, common, and amateurishness. The analysis notes an effect on a hypothetical 

“reader”, and again supports this with relevant critical reference (a quote from critical 

theory). Then the argument’s importance is made clear, and restated. This paragraph has 

purpose and meaning. 

Rule of Thumb: When offering an analysis, ask yourself “Is this communicating 

my interpretation of the work, supported with evidence (examples and 

references)? If not, is it necessary?” 

Support for Analysis 

Note a key difference in the above sample paragraphs: the first has no references, while the 

latter has two supporting its analysis. This is important. 

You’ll note that the section above on close readings (and various articles) don’t make 

much mention of supporting your close reading with theories or references. That’s because 

close reading is just part of a well-rounded analysis. You can offer insights and opinions on 

a text, but without synthesizing them with examples and references, your argument is 

significantly weaker. 

There are three key reasons for this: 

1. You, as an undergraduate student, don’t have the authority yet to present analysis 

without grounding it in research. Heck, your lecturers don’t even have that authority! 

You’ll note that even I, the author of this much beloved book you are reading, include 

in-text citations.  

2. Your analysis is based on your experience and knowledge; you’re just getting a start 

in this field, and thus you don’t know a lot about it. You need to do research to gain 

knowledge so that you can make a better analysis.  

3. Your analysis is probably based on what you’ve learned from in-class readings and 

lectures. You may not consciously recall that Hosanna H. Humperdink’s book was the 

one that taught you about the symbolism of letter shapes, but nonetheless it’s 

her ideas you’re using to conduct your analysis and make your arguments. If you 

don’t do proper research and make sure you’re citing ideas that are not common 

knowledge, you are committing plagiarism. Which is bad, ‘mkay? 

So there you have it. A start on critical analysis. It’s going to be a recurring theme in 

your studies, so practice it and master it as soon as you can! 
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Writing effectively 

A lot of students tell me they hate reading academic texts because the language is so dense. 

That academics use £10 words when a £1 word would be more accessible. That sometimes it 

feels like academics are purposely writing so they look smart and everyone else feels dumb. 

Well, you’re not entirely wrong. Some people do that. Some people’s writing only comes to 

you students in translation, which adds a layer of difficulty. Some academics are writing in a 

second (or third or fourth!) language when they write in English; you’d be surprised how 

hard it is to write simply if the language isn’t the one you use every day, day in and day out. 

Some of the texts we assign you are older—at the time they were written they might have 

been accessible, but as language evolves the text becomes archaic and difficult for modern 

students to understand. Finally, sometimes there’s no other alternative than using £10 words, 

if those words are unique to your research domain and help you convey a concept or topic 

that isn’t possible any other way—when we write for other researchers, these terms are like 

shortcuts so we don’t have to spend precious word count defining them all the time. 

Nonetheless, you are correct. Academics should write in a manner that makes it 

easier for everyone to understand. Let’s start with your thesis. Writing effectively not only 

means including all of the information you need to convey; it means being clear and concise 

in your communication, so nothing can be misunderstood. Here are a few guidelines:7 

• Always use plain language. Avoid jargon and overcomplicating your words 

and ideas unnecessarily. For example: 

DON’T: The implementation of institutionally-mandated approved inputs is 

outpacing the knowledge-generating activities of the registered participants. 

DO: The students are having difficulty learning the new materials required by the 

university. 

• For academic writing, avoid using first (“I”) or second person (“you”) perspective 

unless discussing your own work/process in PBR.  

o First person example: 

DON’T: I read a lot on this topic, and I found that most reviewers agree: 

Blade Runner: 2049 was a masterfully created film. 

 
7 If you are uncertain what any terminology about language means, that’s okay! You may not have been taught 

the parts of language in school. Rather than use up the space in this book explaining them, however, I 

recommend you give them a web search and find a few online writing guides to help you parse them. Your 

university may also have a study skills or writing unit that can help. 
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DO: The overwhelming consensus from reviewers is that Blade Runner: 

2049 was a masterfully created film (cf. Smith 2017, Bali 2017, Sanchez 2017, 

Rotten Tomatoes 2017, etc.). 

o Second person example: 

DON’T: When you play the game, the feeling is one of overwhelming terror 

as you traverse the levels. 

DO: The game elicits a feeling of overwhelming terror for players as they 

traverse its levels. 

o PBR example: 

DON’T: The process of writing this work involved the writer noting activities 

and feelings in a research log; the writer dedicated the beginning and end of 

every writing session to this activity. 

DO: My writing process involved noting my activities and feelings in my 

research log; I dedicated the beginning and end of every writing session to this 

activity. 

• Use active voice rather than passive voice where possible. Construct your sentences 

in subject-verb-object order (actor-action-actee): 

DON’T: The creative artefact (object) was created (verb) by me (subject). 

DO: I (subject) created (verb) the creative artefact (object). 

 

• Eliminate nominalizations (verbs converted to nouns). 

DON’T: My university has an obligation to give me good grades. 

DO: My university is obligated to give me good grades. 

• Avoid excessive prepositional phrases. 

DON’T: The actions of the troupe of actors of the university drama club led to a 

lessening of the amount of time spent in rehearsals. 

DO: The university drama club acting troupe’s actions led to less rehearsal time. 

• Eliminate redundancy. 

DON’T: a negative, poor impact…  

 single, individual effort…  

 increasing and enlarging the scope… 

DO:  a negative impact…  

 individual effort…  

 enlarging the scope… 
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• Keep sentences “breathing length.” 

DON’T: The car that ran into the sign was also the one that the police officer gave 

a ticket to in the parking lot over near the grocery store where my grandma shops 

when she wants fresh fruit. 

DO: The police officer had already ticketed the car that ran into the sign. It was near 

the grocery store where my grandma shops. She goes there for the fresh fruit. 

Including Research and Quotations 

Integrating the knowledge you’ve acquired from reading critical texts into your writing is a 

set of skills, in terms of the language, the punctuation, and the citation formatting. It’s not an 

easy set of skills by any means, and most students don’t get a lot of training in it. Hopefully 

by the time you’re writing your thesis you’ve had a few years of undergraduate modules to 

help you practice and perfect it, but if you still need some pointers, here they are. 

When to Reference 

As an undergraduate, you’re not an expert in any field yet. Your name is not a golden ray 

representing unprecedented knowledge and experience (frankly, neither is mine). In order to 

provide a strong argument for your thesis, you will need to support it with relevant 

literature (a.k.a, “references” or “citations”). These citations will include direct quotations, 

statistics, facts, methods of research/analysis, critical theory, and more.  

Rule of thumb: Anything that isn’t common knowledge (e.g., something an 

average person in any profession or trade would know) or empirical evidence 

must have a valid critical reference. Know something because it’s considered fact 

in your research domain? Still not common knowledge, and still must be cited. 

References are essential: 

• to prove you have researched your topic, and that you have contextualized your ideas 

in light of current knowledge and discourse in your research domain 

• to acknowledge the source of your information and ideas 

• to distinguish between your own opinions and those of others 

• to substantiate your ideas and arguments 

• to avoid unfair practice (plagiarism) 

Integrating In-Text Citations 

Anywhere in your thesis where you use someone else’s words or ideas (even if 

paraphrased—see the section below), you must include an in-text citation. The 

formatting of this citation differs depending on which referencing style guide you are 

required to use—make sure you look this up and make use of it! If you’ve integrated a 
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reference manager like Zotero or EndNote into your workflow, it will make this process 

much easier, as you can set the style to the one you’ve been assigned. Broadly, however, 

there are two approaches to in-text citations: author-date or foot/endnotes. 

Author-date styles (like Harvard, APA, Chicago) include the author’s surname(s), 

the publication date, and a page number for direct quotations in following parentheses 

(this book uses an author-date style): 

The work produced in the early twenty-first century “demonstrates a critical self-

reflexiveness” (Harkness 2015, p.320). 

Note a couple of things about this in-text citation: 

• The ending punctuation (the full-stop or period) goes at the very end, after the 

closing parenthesis of the in-text citation. Do not put ending punctuation in the 

quotation itself. One per sentence, please! 

• The quotation has been cut down to a key phrase and integrated into the flow of the 

writing. Do this wherever possible! You don’t have to include massive extended 

citations. 

• The in-text citation has a publication date and page number. Sometimes, texts you 

are citing don’t have a clear publication date (this is often the case with websites or 

datasets) or page number (many online journal articles have no pages). Don’t just 

leave them out! If your citation has no date, you write “n.d.”; if there’s no page 

number, use “n.p.”: 

The work produced in the early twenty-first century “demonstrates a critical self-

reflexiveness” (Harkness n.d., n.p.). 

Some other variations include: 

• If the author’s name appears naturally in the text, add only the date in 

parentheses (note that the author’s full name should be used the first time they are 

mentioned “naturally” in the text): 

Lee Jones (1994) and Mari Roberts (1995) have now questioned the original work. 

• Whenever possible, you should cite from original sources. Occasionally, however, 

you may need to use a second-hand reference, such as a quote from someone in an 

article. In this example, “Smith” is the author of the article, quoting something 

“Newby” said or wrote: 

Students often forget to update introductions, leaving their essays “directionless and 

untethered” (Newby in Smith 2012, p.213). 
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• Follow your reference style guide for sources that have multiple authors and/or 

multiple publication dates. 

• If you are using a direct quotation that is longer than three lines of text, it should 

be a blockquote. Indent the whole quotation as a new paragraph, single-spaced, flush 

left, all lines indented. Do not use quotation marks. If the blockquote is in the middle 

of a paragraph, make sure the next line after the blockquote does NOT have a first-

line indent. 

For foot/endnote referencing styles, most of these guidelines are the same, except 

the parenthetical data is replaced with a footnote or endnote: 

The work produced in the early twenty-first century “demonstrates a critical self-

reflexiveness”.8 

Depending on the style, the foot/endnote might include the full bibliographic entry (as I have 

here), or it may be shortened to resemble the author-date style. Footnote styles tend to 

duplicate all references in the bibliography section, while some endnote styles don’t. Note 

that while author-date in-text citations go inside the ending punctuation, foot/endnotes do not 

(unless indicated by a specific style). 

Now that you know how to use direct quotations, let’s think about not using them. 

Rule of thumb: Only use direct quotations when they are the best possible way to 

convey an idea or concept; otherwise, paraphrase, use your own interpretation, 

and cite the original. 

How to Paraphrase Properly 

Not all citations have to be direct quotations. The more direct quotations you use in your 

thesis, the choppier it reads, until it feels like one of those thriller movie kidnapper ransom 

notes composed of letters cut out of magazines and pasted to scrap paper. Your argument is 

your argument; while you want to strengthen your argument with knowledge generated by 

those who have come before you, you want to keep the flow of the writing as smooth as 

possible, which means using your words and your voice. Paraphrasing others’ arguments 

and ideas is a great way to integrate your research and strengthen your argument 

without damaging the flow of the writing. 

Consider the following excerpt from my paper on PBR methods: 

A clearly defined research question not only helps to determine the scope of the 

creative practice, it provides a framework for examining the creative activity. Thanks 

to this focused frame, the practitioner-researcher can more easily distinguish and 

 
8 Harkness, Jane. 2015. Art in the Age of the Self. London: Routledge, p.320. 
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recognize the effects of the ‘trouble’ of the unfamiliar ‘special motive’ on his/her 

familiar activity. This benefits not only real-time observations, but also reflection on 

creative activities and later interpretation of the observation notes, creative drafts, and 

research logs (Skains 2018: 88: 82). 

Let’s say you want to communicate the first sentence of this exerpt by paraphrasing. You 

want to make sure that you are not just changing the appearance of the source while still 

copying its structure. That is, you need to translate the passage into your own voice. 

Otherwise, you are plagiarizing my expression, even if you acknowledge that the ideas came 

from me. For example: 

A clearly stated research question aids in figuring out the scope of the creative activity 

and provides a structure for analysing the creative practice (Skains 2018: 88: 82).  

This would be considered plagiarism because the sentence structure is too close to the 

original passage. The ideas are expressed in basically the same tone with only a few changes 

in grammar and phrasing. In this case, it would have been more honest to retain the original 

words as a direct quotation. 

To avoid this, jot down the main ideas of the original passage in your own words, 

creating a list like this: 

• Research questions should be clear and articulated 

• That helps to direct the creative practice in size and shape 

• It also helps the researcher recognize when something different has happened because 

of the research experiment. 

• The researcher can recognize this in the moment, or upon reflection when reviewing 

the documentation of the project.  

Then try writing a paragraph without looking at the original. In this case, it might turn 

out to be something like this: 

R. Lyle Skains (2018, p.88) argues that clearly articulated practice-based research 

questions help to form the creative practice in both size and shape. They give 

structure that helps to progress the research project, aiding the researcher in making 

key insights derived from the creative practice, whether during the creative activity or 

afterward. 

This paragraph is now nicely paraphrased, communicating the ideas in the author’s own 

voice.  

Conclusion 

Academic writing isn’t a free-for-all, nor is it a magic talent that some people are born with. 

It’s a formula, and a very simple formula at that: tell them what you’re going to tell them; tell 
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them; tell them what you told them. This formula applies at the biggest level, such as 

monographs or PhD theses, and it applies at the smallest level, all the way down to the 

paragraph. Keep that in mind, and you can structure a logical, well-flowing thesis centred on 

your main argument. 

Your introduction and conclusion sections are, essentially, summaries of your thesis. 

They should clearly state your key argument and sum up your sub-arguments, noting why 

these findings or conclusions are important to the research domain or any other identified 

audience. The introduction should also help ease the reader into the thesis with background 

and context, so the assessors know exactly where you think the gaps in the domain are, and 

how you are filling them. The body of your thesis is a series of sub-arguments supporting 

your main argument. Each key point should be supported with analysis, examples, quotations, 

and/or citations. 

The placement of your creative artefact within the overall thesis is up to you—place it 

where it makes the most sense for your assessors to understand and process it. Often, this 

comes after the introduction and methodology, but it will depend on your project and the 

nature of the creative practice. Other elements that can be included in your thesis are drafts, 

research logs, datasets, and other documentation related to the research that may be useful to 

your assessors. 

Approach writing your exegesis from a systematic perspective: outline it thoroughly, 

from its major structures down to each paragraph, noting what supporting evidence from your 

research you intend to use and where. Writing the thesis then becomes much simpler, as you 

simply need to connect the elements and smooth out the transitions. Keep your language 

simple, and your tone neutral, though first person perspective is permitted when talking about 

your creative practice or artefact. Follow the required guidelines from your university for 

referencing and formatting, and make sure you consult with your supervisor. Make use of 

your university’s study skills and/or writing units if you need to—that’s what they’re there 

for! 

And that’s it. You’re done. Happy thesis writing! 

Exercise: Outline Your Exegesis 

Now that you see how all the parts of the essay break down, it’s quite easy to outline it and 

plan it out so that it basically writes itself. The key elements to productive outlining are: 

• A clear argument, a.k.a. thesis statement (the answer to your research question) 

• Organized, clear, and accessible research notes 
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Armed with these and a clear essay structure, writing the essay becomes almost as simple as 

filling in the blanks. Refer to Figure 7-1. Exegesis structures on page 139 to help you 

construct your outline. 

1. Note the required length of the thesis. This helps you predict the number of 

chapters, sections, and paragraphs you’ll need.  

o Introduction: 10% of overall word count 

o Conclusion: 5-10% of overall word count 

o Subtract 15-20% from the overall word count (for the introduction & 

conclusion). This gives you the word count for the Body. 

o Estimate ~250 words per body paragraph. Divide the body word count by 250 

— this tells you approximately how many body paragraphs you’ll need. 

▪ For longer theses, you’ll want to incorporate sections or even chapters. 

I recommend keeping chapters to “journal article” length, around 5-

7000 words. A 7000-word chapter can easily fit an introduction, 

conclusion, and around three sections. Three sections make for three 

well-researched, analysed, and discussed sub-arguments, though of 

course your structures may differ according to what you need to 

discuss. 

o Example: 2000-word essay or chapter 

▪ Introduction: 2000 x 0.1 = 200 words 

▪ Conclusion: 2000 x 0.05 = 100 words, up to 200 words -> estimate 150 

▪ Body: 2000 - 200 - 150 = 1650 

▪ # Paragraphs: 1650 / 250 = 7 (plus wiggle room of 150 words) 

▪ So now you know you need 7 paragraphs, and thus 7 key points to 

support your main argument! 

2. Introduction: 

o State your subject: 

o State your purpose: 

o What background & context is necessary? (Use your research notes!) 

o Thesis statement/Main argument: 

o Why is this significant? 

o Forecast the structure of the essay: 
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Pro-tip: while you definitely need a thesis statement in order to write your thesis, 

it’s often useful to write your introduction last, so that you have a clearer idea 

of the background, context, and significance of your conclusions. Sometimes 

writing the body helps to clarify and refine your argument as well, so writing the 

introduction last ensures it accurately introduces the points the body makes. 

3. For each body chapter, section, and/or paragraph: 

o Note the key point you want to make (the “mini-argument” that supports your 

main argument/thesis statement): 

o List 3-5 elements of support you want to include for this point (description, 

analysis, examples, quotations, etc.): 

o If you are incorporating chapters or sections, outline each down to the 

paragraph level (see Figure 7-1). 

Pro-tip: This is where organized research notes come in handy. With electronic 

notes, you can copy/paste in quotations, notes, and citations straight into your 

outline. If using hard-copy notes, develop a coding system so you can indicate 

what note you want to use in your outline, and find it easily. 

4. Conclusion: 

o Re-state thesis: 

o Summarize arguments: 

o Re-stress importance/significance: 

o Note any future research this essay suggests: 

There! Now all the important elements are there. The writing of the essay is just tying them 

all together with concluding sentences and transitional phrases. Get used to using this system 

for outlining and drafting your essays, and you’ll find it easier and easier to write them, and 

your marks will reflect your good practice. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 

You’ve now conceived, designed, planned, researched, and written up a PBR thesis (even if 

only mentally!). No matter what you’ve done, you’ve accomplished a great deal, and gained 

an enormous amount of knowledge. If you’re continuing in your research endeavours, your 

next project will benefit hugely from this experience; if you’re not, then whatever path your 

career takes will be enhanced by the professional research, management, and communication 

skills you’ve acquired. 

If this is your first read-through of the book, you might be overwhelmed with all the 

new knowledge and activities contained. I’m not surprised—I usually teach my students these 

concepts and skills over several years. It was rather difficult to pack it all into one volume! 

Take a break. When you come back to the book, work your way through it as and when you 

need to in order to complete your project; I designed it to be an instruction manual of sorts, to 

guide you through the months- or years-long process of completing a thesis. You might not 

open it for weeks, while at other times you might be consulting it daily. You’ll find some 

sections don’t make much sense to you until you get to that stage of your thesis. Others might 

never apply to your project. Use this book for what it is: a tool to help you, when and 

where you need it. 

If this isn’t your first read-through, I acknowledge that you’ll probably never return to 

this chapter again—after all, true to the guidelines noted in Chapter 7, it contains no new 

information. Fair enough. If you need them, however, return at any point for the following: 

You can do this. 

I believe in you. 

This is fun, darn it! 

Practice-based research is my jam. I hope you enjoy it as much as I do. Happy 

exploring, playing, researching, and writing! 
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Appendices: Resources 

A. Useful Research Tools 

Author’s note: would it be possible to include this appendix as an online resource? Most of 

the tools I tend to list are electronic apps, and as rapidly as these emerge and die, this section 

in print would be quickly out of date. 

Note-taking 

Cornell System https://lsc.cornell.edu/how-to-study/taking-notes/cornell-note-

taking-system/ 

EverNote https://evernote.com 

OneNote https://onenote.com 

OmniOutliner https://www.omnigroup.com/omnioutliner 

Notion https://www.notion.so/ 

Simplenote https://simplenote.com/ 

Dropbox Paper https://www.dropbox.com/en/paper 

Google Keep https://www.google.com/keep/ 

Atom https://atom.io/ 

Joplin https://joplinapp.org/ 

Quip https://quip.com/download 

Obsidian https://obsidian.md/ 

Notebook https://www.zoho.com/notebook/ 

Squid https://www.squidnotes.com/ 

Coda https://coda.io/ 

Word processor/composing programs 

MS Word https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/word 

LibreOffice https://www.libreoffice.org/discover/writer/ 

Scrivener https://literatureandlatte.com 

Google Docs https://docs.google.com 

LaTeX https://latexeditor.org/ 

Grammarly (editing) https://www.grammarly.com/ 

Reference managers 

Zotero https://www.zotero.org/ 

EndNote https://endnote.com/ 

Mendeley https://www.mendeley.com/ 

RefWorks https://www.refworks.com/ 

https://lsc.cornell.edu/how-to-study/taking-notes/cornell-note-taking-system/
https://lsc.cornell.edu/how-to-study/taking-notes/cornell-note-taking-system/
https://evernote.com/
https://onenote.com/
https://www.omnigroup.com/omnioutliner
https://www.notion.so/
https://simplenote.com/
https://www.dropbox.com/en/paper
https://www.google.com/keep/
https://atom.io/
https://joplinapp.org/
https://quip.com/download
https://obsidian.md/
https://www.zoho.com/notebook/
https://www.squidnotes.com/
https://coda.io/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/word
https://www.libreoffice.org/discover/writer/
https://literatureandlatte.com/
https://docs.google.com/
https://latexeditor.org/
https://www.grammarly.com/
https://www.zotero.org/
https://endnote.com/
https://www.mendeley.com/
https://www.refworks.com/
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Papers (Mac only) https://www.papersapp.com/ 

Project management apps 

ClickUp Docs https://clickup.com/ 

Workflowy https://www.workflowy.com/ 

Asana https://asana.com/ 

Trello https://trello.com/ 

Notion https://www.notion.so/ 

Monday.com http://monday.com/ 

Basecamp http://basecamp.com/ 

MeisterTask https://www.meistertask.com/ 

Nifty https://niftypm.com/ 

Podio https://podio.com/ 

MyLifeOrganized https://www.mylifeorganized.net/ 

FocusToDo https://www.focustodo.cn/ 

Kanban Flow https://kanbanflow.com/ 

Time management apps 

Rize https://rize.io/ 

Forest https://www.forestapp.cc/ 

RescueTime https://www.rescuetime.com/ 

Focus apps 

Focus writer https://focuswriter.en.softonic.com/ 

Serene https://sereneapp.com/get-serene/ 

Focus@Will https://www.focusatwill.com/app/ 

Freedom https://freedom.to/ 

Cold Turkey Blocker https://getcoldturkey.com/ 

LeechBlock NG https://www.proginosko.com/leechblock/ 

RescueTime https://www.rescuetime.com/ 

PawBlock https://www.pawblock.dannyguo.com/ 

FocusToDo https://www.focustodo.cn/ 

Engross https://engrossapp.com/ 

Mindful Browsing https://www.mindfulbrowsing.org/ 

Hocus Focus http://hocusfoc.us/ 

StayFocusd https://www.stayfocusd.com/ 

https://www.papersapp.com/
https://clickup.com/
https://www.workflowy.com/
https://asana.com/
https://trello.com/
https://www.notion.so/
http://monday.com/
http://basecamp.com/
https://www.meistertask.com/
https://niftypm.com/
https://podio.com/
https://www.mylifeorganized.net/
https://www.focustodo.cn/
https://kanbanflow.com/
https://rize.io/
https://www.forestapp.cc/
https://www.rescuetime.com/
https://focuswriter.en.softonic.com/
https://sereneapp.com/get-serene/
https://www.focusatwill.com/app/
https://freedom.to/
https://getcoldturkey.com/
https://www.proginosko.com/leechblock/
https://www.rescuetime.com/
https://www.pawblock.dannyguo.com/
https://www.focustodo.cn/
https://engrossapp.com/
https://www.mindfulbrowsing.org/
http://hocusfoc.us/
https://www.stayfocusd.com/
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B. Glossary 

annotated bibliography a full bibliographic list of the research resources reviewed or 

planned for review for a project, with notes on each resource 

artefact a work of creative practice 

auto-ethnomethodology a research approach incorporating self-observation 

canon an established list of acceptable texts that a field has deemed 

important to the domain 

coding 1. the activity of conducting a qualitative analysis; 2. programming 

a computer function  

conceptual knowledge knowledge concerned with the mental processes of creativity 

contextual knowledge knowledge concerned with places and peoples, usually an effort to 

recognise and/or bring about social change 

context the current state of the research domain and how the research 

project fits into the domain 

contextual research other creative works that inform a practice-based research project’s 

creative practice/artefact 

critical analysis an umbrella term for various analytical approaches to interpreting 

and evaluating mediated material and communications 

critical research theories and analytical discussions that inform a practice-based 

research project 

decolonization an approach seeking to reverse and remedy the hegemonic 

structures and inequalities created by the history of colonization 

dialectical knowledge knowledge expressed through and in response to creative work 

discipline subject area or research domain 

discourse discussion on a topic as expressed through creative works and/or 

peer-reviewed research 

dissertation documentation on the outcomes of a research project, usually 

submitted to attain an advanced degree; may also refer to the 

research project itself; also see: thesis 

domain area of knowledge and the rules, procedures, conventions, and 

history that shape that area; also called a research field or 

discipline 

empiricism a research philosophy that emphasizes objectively measurable data 

exegesis the section of a practice-based research thesis that conveys the 

critical analysis and discussion 

explicit knowledge knowledge that is easily conveyed or transmitted 

field the people (practioners, researchers) who contribute to and 

maintain a research or knowledge domain 

grounded theory an approach to qualitative analysis wherein the object of study 

informs the coding 
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hegemony leadership or influence by a small group 

interdisciplinary knowledge, research, or methods that incorporate aspects of 

distinct research domains 

intertextual indirect reference in one text to another 

literature review a summary in essay form of the key theories and current state of 

the art for a field of research 

media specific analysis a research philosophy that emphasizes evaluating media material 

according to methods designed specifically for that medium 

method the precise set of actions taken to collect and analyse research data 

methodology a general approach, strategy, or rationale for exploring certain 

kinds of research questions 

multimodal media that incorporates more than one mode of communication 

objectivity a perspective not influenced or biased by personal opinions, 

knowledge, or experience 

patriarchy a social system controlled by men 

peer-reviewed research or practice that has been evaluated and approved by the 

field as relevant to the domain 

person the creative practitioner and/or researcher undertaking a research 

project 

popular source published information that has not been peer-reviewed 

practice an activity undertaken to exercise or improve related skills; a 

creative activity 

practice-and-research a research approach that splits the researcher’s creative practice 

and research as separate activities  

practice-as-research a research approach in which the creative practice is the entirety of 

the research method, and the creative artefact is the embodiment of 

the new knowledge 

practice-based research a research approach in which the creative practice and artefact are 

the basis for new knowledge 

practice-led research a research approach in which creative practice leads to new 

understandings about practice, but is not the basis for new 

knowledge 

practice-related research an umbrella term encompassing the various approaches integrating 

creative practice and research 

practitioner a person who engages in creative practice 

primary source original research data, such as experimental measures, archival 

materials, ethnographic observations, and creative practice; also 

called empirical evidence 

qualitative analysis analytical methods that incorporate subjective (non-quantitative) 

evaluation of research materials; specifically, a method of 

evaluating research materials for repeated themes or patterns 
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reference style a set of guidelines for formatting in-text citations and 

bibliographies 

reference manager a digital application that organizes metadata, notes, and files for 

research resources 

research undertaking activities to answer a question, to contribute to or form 

new knowledge on a subject 

research log a record of observations, including self-observations, on the 

creative activities in a practice-based research project 

research question a question regarding a gap in a research domain’s knowledge that a 

research project seeks to fill 

reverse citation searching for peer-reviewed research that has cited a particular 

resource 

rhetorical problem a task goal that establishes a creative and/or research project; see 

also research question 

scope the extent or boundaries of a research project, including time, 

knowledge, space, and skill limitations 

secondary source a research resource communicating outcomes from primary data 

collection 

serendipity the process of achieving a research insight, including the 

knowledge necessary to recognize the insight as original and 

meaningful 

snowballing using peer-reviewed research bibliographies to find more research 

in a subject area 

subjectivity a perspective situated within a person’s own mind, influenced by 

their knowledge and experience 

supervisor an academic adviser who guides a student through their thesis 

project; also called a thesis or dissertation adviser 

tacit knowledge knowledge gained through experience, observation, and/or 

repetition 

theoretical knowledge the history and ideas that shape a domain of creativity or study 

thesis documentation on the outcomes of a research project, usually 

submitted to attain an advanced degree; may also refer to the 

research project itself; also see: dissertation 

thesis statement a statement conveying the main argument made by a research 

paper, thesis, or book 

workplan a schedule of activities to complete a project; also called schedule 

of work, plan of work, timetable to completion 

C. Further Reading 

Author’s note: same here—would it be possible to include this appendix as an online 

resource? This would keep the list up-to-date (such as a Zotero public library). 
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Artistic Practices: Social Interactions and Cultural Dynamics, London: Routledge, 
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Batorowicz, Beata, Baguley, Margaret and Kerby, Martin (2022), ‘Artists as tricksters: 
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