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This paper argues that the undergraduate dissertation or research project should 
be regarded as an essential element in the preparation of undergraduate students 
for research both at postgraduate level and in the wider community. Yet, 
increasing enrolment numbers are creating pressures on the supervision system 
leading to some institutions diluting or abandoning the research dissertation. 
While there is a substantial literature on various aspects of undergraduate 
research dissertations, this literature has, to date, focused largely on students 
studying on-campus, in universities and higher education institutions outside of 
Ireland. Yet, students studying at a distance present particular challenges, 
especially with regard to research supervision by part-time academics, limited 
opportunities for face to face contact, and the need to ensure that ethical 
requirements are observed, and the potential for plagiarism avoided. The role and 
responsibilities of the research supervisor varies considerably between 
universities, and there are many different styles of supervision. However, there is 
a need to strike a balance between the support for the novice researcher, and the 
development of autonomy and independence. Oscail, the National Distance 
Education Centre provides undergraduate and postgraduate programmes to adult 
students located throughout Ireland and abroad. A number of these programmes 
require students to undertake an independent research dissertation or thesis 
under the supervision of an academic. This paper will review a number of 
innovative ways of using the open source virtual learning environment, Moodle to 
ensure that students in their final year acquire the skills required to carry out and 
produce good quality research projects. The paper will outline the POURS (Peer & 
group Online Undergraduate Research Supervision) model for supervising 
undergraduate project research. To date, this model has been adapted for 
research in history, psychology and sociology and is designed to foster student 
autonomy in a scaffolded environment. The POURS model involves key project 
stages and deadlines, online exercises, peer reviews & group supervision, and 
threaded supervisory discussions. Evaluation indicates that since the POURS 
model was introduced, student articulation of the research process in open 
forums has identified problems of understanding and enabled supervisors and 
peers to contribute to a collective construction of knowledge; student learning 
has been enriched by exposure to a range of topics and methodologies 
encountered by their fellow students; the pacing mechanism has enabled 
students to stay focused and on track; it has eliminated potential ethical and 
plagiarism issues; and it has reduced the need for face to face and individual 
contact between supervisors and students, while maintaining the quality of the 
support. Finally, student performance and understanding of the research process 
has improved and the quality of dissertations has increased substantially. 
 
While these approaches have been developed in the context of off-campus, 
distance education students, the potential for adapting some of these approaches 
to on-campus learning will be discussed, particularly in the context of maximizing 
the effectiveness of face to face interactions. 


