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Project Guidelines

Section 1

The Project

The aim of this publication is to provide guidelines for students
who wish to undertake a project towards one of our postgraduate
coursework degrees:

A Master of Public Health MPH
A Master of Health Management (Extension) — MHM (Extn)

The enclosed information provides information on the scope of
the project and what students should aim to achieve, how to plan
the project, important considerations, and what assessors will be
looking for.

At the same time, this publication also serves as a resource for
supervisors who work with students and provide advice during the
progression of their project, and for examination of the final
product.
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Introduction

The major project is an in-depth study of a contemporary health
issue that allows the student to demonstrate their knowledge and
application of the principles of research at a postgraduate level.
An option to undertake a project is available in one of the
following MPH plans (specialisations):

MPH in Infectious Disease Epidemiology and Control
MPH in International Health and Development

MPH in Health Promotion

MPH in Primary Health Care

= =4 =4 =

The project provides an opportunity to undertake an in-depth
study of a contemporary public health or community health issue.
For example, students study of the prevalence of a public health
problem, design and intervention and evaluate it, or complete a
small epidemiological survey or surveys of client use of a health
service.

For the MHM or MHM (Extn), the project provides the
opportunity to undertake an in-depth study of a health services
management issue.

Aims and objectives of a project

Projects will vary in their aims, scope and design, however in
general the aims and objectives should relate to the student
demonstrating their ability to apply the principles of research at a
postgraduate level. In planning, implementing, and reporting on
their project, the student should demonstrate their ability to:

f Identify and define a significant issue relevant to the discipline
of the degree

I Systematically collect or research relevant up to date
information about the issue

f Analyse, interpret, and discuss the information in accordance
with standard academic and health research practice

M Draw conclusions and make recommendations relevant to the
issue that will contribute to current knowledge and practice in
health

' Write and present a report in the form of a treatise in
accordance with academic standards at a postgraduate level
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Section 2

For Students and
Supervisors

This section focuses on preparation and progression through the
major project and is designed as a resource for students and their
supervisors.
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What is a project?

The penultimate experience for students enrolled in many of the
postgraduate degree programs in the Faculty of Medicine,
University of New South Wales, is the major project. The major
project comprises an in-depth study of a contemporary issue
relevant to the field in which you have been studying. There are
many possible options for your major project. These are just a few
suggestions:

f you may design your own small research study and collect and
analyse original data

f you may analyse an existing data set in order to answer a
research question

f you may document in detail, and evaluate the implementation
of a program in your field eg health services delivery, best
practice /clinical guidelines, professional education program
development.

You are expected to demonstrate your ability to:

{1 identify and define a significant issue (relevant to either public
health or health services management)

f systematically collect relevant, up-to-date information about

the issue

analyse, interpret and discuss the information

draw conclusions and make recommendations

write a report in accordance with academic standards as

required at Masters level.

= =4 =4

In other words, you need to demonstrate that you are familiar
with research methods and that you are able to think critically.

The particular degree course you are undertaking has
specifications on the length of your project. You will need to
discuss this with your program coordinator. The length of the
project is generally in the order of 10,000 to 15,000 words, and
should not exceed 20,000 words.

Here is an important piece of advice for you as you contemplate
your major project:
Set yourself realistic goals

Do not attempt work that would be appropriate for a Research
Master's thesis or a PhD!
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When should you begin thinking about your
major project?

The earlier you begin preparing for the project, the easier it is to
complete within the allotted time. Ideally, by the time you have
completed half of your course work, you should have identified
your topic area, and begun discussion with your teachers.

Candidates who choose a topic early in their course may be able
to select complementary elective subjects, and carry out a
considerable amount of the preparation through their
assignments.

You also need to be aware of the requirements for formal ethics
approvals. The University of New South Wales Human Research
Ethics Committee meet on a monthly basis and ethics applications
need to be submitted two weeks before each meeting. If an ethics
approval is required, you need to set aside at least 2 months
before you are planning to start (see section on Ethical
Considerations and Ethics Applications).

Resources

For further information for planning your project and for an
electronic copy of this guidelines booklet see:

http://www.sphcm.med.unsw.edu.au/SPHCMWeb.nsf/page/Maj
orProject

Some other excellent references for research and project
planning are:

Berglund, CA. (Ed.) Health Research. South Melbourne: Oxford
University Press, 2001.

Anderson ], Poole M. Thesis and Assignment Writing. 2nd
edition. Brisbane: John Wiley & Sons, 1994.

Bell ). Doing Your Research Project. 2nd edition. Buckingham:
Open University Press, 1993.

Polgar S, Thomas SA. Introduction to Research in the Health
Sciences. 3rd edition. London: Churchill Livingstone, 1995.
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Choosing and working with a project
supervisor

When you have selected a suitable topic, draft a proposal (one to
two pages) outlining the problem to be addressed, project aims
and suggested methodology, and send it to the program director
to assist in suggesting a supervisor with expertise in your area of
research, and to confirm with the nominated supervisor that they
are available, if you have not already made contact..
Alternatively, you may wish to suggest a supervisor.

The supervisor must have an academic (or conjoint academic)
appointment with the School of Public Health and Community
Medicine or a conjoint appointment with associated centres e.g.
National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, Centre for Primary
Health and Equity, National Centre in HIV Epidemiology and
Clinical Research, Centre for Health Informatics, and the Centre
for Clinical Governance Research in Health. See the School
website for a complete list of associated Centres:
http://www.sphcm.med.unsw.edu.au/SPHCMWeb.nsf/page/Cent
resUnits

With the help of your supervisor, you will need to refine your
project proposal (see 'Finalising your Project Proposal' on page
10. You will not be allowed to enrol in the major project without
a proposal that has been approved by your supervisor and the
program director.

The role of your supervisor
Your supervisor is expected to:

f Help you formulate an appropriate project proposal and
outline of the project report

I Meet regularly with you to support your research/project work
(your supervisor would normally expect to meet with you for
an average of one hour per week)

' Inform you and the Program Co-ordinator/Program
Administrator if you are not making satisfactory progress and/or
require additional support

6 UNSW Shool of Public Health and Community Medicine
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provide ongoing assessment of your work throughout the
period of supervision including advice on matters of
presentation and style

supply written comments on your submitted work when
requested

review a final draft of the project report and advise you
whether it is in a suitable form for examination

act as examiner on submission of your project. In some
circumstances an alternative examiner may be selected.

The role of a co-supervisor

1 A co-supervisor may be required in cases where:

* there is a need for special expertise in the subject matter, or
* the student is undertaking the major project outside the
Sydney region (eg overseas or interstate)

1 A student must not engage a co-supervisor, without the

approval of his/her supervisor. The co-supervisor does not need
to have an academic appointment within the UNSW, but he or
she must be approved by your supervisor as having expertise in

the field of your study.

The co-supervisor should maintain a level of communication
with you and the supervisor in order to participate in the
supervision or act as substitute for the supervisor whenever
necessary

Your responsibilities

You are expected to:

I Schedule regular meetings (average one hour per week) with

your supervisor or arrange regular contact (by phone, fax, email
or writing) if you are away from the University.

UNSW School of Public Health and Community Medicine
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I Atan early stage submit a review of the relevant literature (this
usually forms part of your final project report)

{1 Advise your supervisor and suspend enrolment for a stipulated
period if for some valid reason you are unable to proceed with
the major project for the time being

I Submit the final project report in accordance with the
requirements set out by your program guide and within the
time of normal candidature of the degree (it is generally a good
idea to submit sections of your report as you are proceeding
with your project so your supervisor can check your progress
and writing is progressing satisfactorily)

I Familiarise yourself with all relevant sources of information
including the SPHCM Postgraduate Prospectus, and the UNSW
Student Portal myUNSW (http:/my.unsw.edu.au ) which
incorporate university rules and procedures and information for
post-graduate students

I Be aware of the UNSW policy regarding student conduct and
academic misconduct, set out on the myUNSW portal at:

https://my.unsw.edu.au/student/academiclife/assessment/Studen
tConductPolicy.html

Finalising your project proposal

The first step in working with your supervisor is to refine your
working proposal. These notes should help you to clarify the
‘what’, ‘why’, ‘who” and ‘how’ you are going to plan and
implement your project, and is also useful as a framework for the
initial part of your project report.

The headings used are based on the key requirements of research
funding applications used by most research bodies in the health
field, however not every aspect will necessarily apply to your
project. Most projects though do involve testing some hypothesis,
or evaluating some form of data collection, and so this format is
generally useful in clarifying your ideas from the planning stage,
to the actual steps you intend to carry out and the outcome you
hope to achieve.

Some projects may involve research ethical issues such as those
that arise from interviewing patients, auditing hospital or medical
records, or asking about personal information. Such issues might
include privacy, confidentiality, informed consent, and possible
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adverse health or psychological risks. These notes can also form
the framework for an ethics approval application if this is required
by your institution, employer or health service. You should, as
part of your initial planning, check out specific funding or ethical
requirements that your project might involve, and don't forget to
allow for the time it takes for formal committee approval

processes to occur.

The key components of a project proposal

Title The title of your project

Proposer Names of the investigators and institution

Problem A description of the problem being addressed

Hypothesis A statement of the hypothesis you are testing,
or the research question you are endeavouring
to answer

Background A summary of the key relevant literature,
references, or needs analysis that justifies the
project

Aims A statement of the expected outcomes of your
project, and how they will help to address the
problem

Objectives An outline of the specific strategies or steps by
which you intend to achieve the aims

Methodology A more detailed outline (sometimes called
‘project protocol’) of the actual research, data
collection and analysis you will use.

Ethics An appreciation of any ethical issues raised
and how they will be addressed.

Time Frame A timetable or plan of the key activities or
stages of your project.

Budget A budget plan for the resources and cost
involved in the project.

Title

This should be a succinct but defining statement of the overall
nature of your project.

Proposer

Your name, the names of other key investigators, or project
officers appointed to implement the project, and the name of the
institution for which the project is being conducted. If you are

submitting an ethics application to the UNSW HREC as a student
project (a coursework project, major project, or Masters degree by
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research), your supervisor is required to take the responsibility as
the chief investigator, and you are a co-investigator.

If you are preparing a formal research funding proposal, or a
formal ethics approval proposal, you may need to include more
details of the academic qualifications, professional appointments
or background, and relevant research resumes of the investigators.

Problem

The ‘problem’ is a description of what precisely the health
problem is that you have identified from your initial background
research, needs analysis or other previous research in the area.
The problem overall might be very broad or too large to be totally
addressed by your project, and if this is so it is important as this
stage to define the scope of that part of the problem you will be
addressing.

Hypothesis or research question

A ‘hypothesis’ is a statement that describes precisely the ‘research
question” and which addresses the ‘problem’ that you have
described above. For the purposes of a project as opposed to a
research thesis, you might not be addressing the whole problem,
but rather an aspect of it, or a hypothesis related to it.

Background

It is helpful to include a summary of your background research or
needs analysis research in your proposal as it shows evidence of
your preparation and research, helps to clarify the context and
priority of the problem or hypothesis you are investigating, and
should give an indication of the feasibility of your investigation
and its intended outcomes.

This is a usual requirement for postgraduate and funding research
proposals, and should be written in the same format you will be
using for your report with referencing and a bibliography.

Aims

This is a statement of the expected outcomes of your project and
how they will address the problem that you have previously
described. Your aims should also identify those particular aspects
of the problem or hypothesis you are going to investigate, and the
overall approach or method you are using.

In many cases, the scope of a project will not allow you to
investigate all aspects of the problem (you might have already
identified this in your problem definition), and you might need to
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decide on specific aspects or strategies that can be achieved
within the constraints of your project. The typical constraints that
you need to consider include time, costs, availability of resources,
ethical considerations, and access to study subjects or data.

Objectives

This outlines in more specific detail the various components and
strategies of your investigation. As you decide on each objective
and strategy you intend to carry out, you need to ensure that:

1 they reflect the original problem, and are consistent with the
hypothesis, research questions and aims of your project as
you described above.

7 they are feasible to achieve within the constraints of time and
resources you have at your disposal

1 they can be realistically achieved with the methods or
strategies you intend to use.

Methodology

The methodology, sometimes called ‘research protocol’, needs
quite a lot of thought and planning in the early stages of your
project, particularly as you need to be certain that what you are
proposing is feasible and realistic, to identify possible problems
and barriers, and to identify if there are any particular
methodological or ethical issues that you need to resolve before
you start your project.

Some of the potential problems might be access to subjects or
data, difficulties in obtaining a representative sample, obtaining a
reasonable response rate, methodological or statistical problems
in data analysis, and ethical issues such as confidentiality or
consent.

Here you should give a clear outline of the actual steps and
strategies of your planned research activity including:

Target and study population

Sampling frame and numbers

Sampling method (random, volunteer, convenient, etc.)

Case, control, exclusion criteria (as relevant)

Survey design (questionnaire, interview, focus group, etc.)

Survey or data collection instruments (questionnaire design,

focus group questions, interview questions, etc.)

i Protocol for administering instruments (mailing, interview,
etc.)

i Information letters, consent forms

= =4 8 -8 4 -9
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f  Data management, and analysis and statistical methods
1  Data security, storage and disposal
1 Report generation (who to, purpose and content)

If your project has different stages or a combination of data
collection methodologies, it is useful to include a flow chart.
Many research projects in health now use a combination of
quantitative (questionnaires) and qualitative (focus groups,
interviews) to obtain different sources and quality of data about
the same topic, and then analyse the data collectively - this is
called ‘triangulation” of data analysis.

Ethics

An appreciation of any ethical issues raised and how they will be
addressed (see section on Ethical Considerations and Ethics
Applications in this booklet).

Analysis

Outline the methods you intend to use to
analyse/synthesise/evaluate your data, including any computer or
statistical programs and the types of statistical analysis you will be
using.

Time frame

An outline of your anticipated work plan, ensuing that you have
taken into account the time over which you have enrolled in your
major project, and the time needed in any preparation such as
community consultations and ethics applications.

Undertaking a major project requires a good deal of self-
discipline. Many students find time just slips away from them
when they haven’t got any deadlines to meet! So, formulating a
timetable, with the assistance of your supervisor can be a real
help.

Students studying full time, are expected to complete their major
project over one semester. Below is a sample timetable for a
student undertaking a major project full time, over one semester
(12 weeks plus assessment period).
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Example of a student timetable:

Weeks 3-4 5-6 7-8 9-10 | 11-12 | 13-14

Prepare proposal

Literature Search

—
><><><.IQ

Develop
Methodology

Obtain
permission/ethics
committee
approval

>

Develop X
Questionnaires

Conduct Survey X X X

Collate & analyse X
data

Analyse results & X X
discussion

Draft report X X X X

Final Submission X

When you have formulated your timetable, give a copy to your
supervisor so he/she can keep an eye on how you should be
getting along. Try and stick to your plan as closely as possible.
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Ethical considerations and ethics applications

This is an important consideration, which must be addressed in
your project proposal. Many projects involve collection of health
and personal data from patients, medical records, or members of
the public, and this will invariably involve issues of privacy,
consent, and confidentiality.
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