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I started my academic
career after I had
completed my Master in
Commerce degree in
2007. I had been working
as a lecturer at various
tertiary institutions,
teaching tourism and
business courses. Early in
my academic career, I
realised that I needed to
do a PhD if I wanted to
progress.
Being a nature lover I
developed a keen interest
in conservation. If I was
going to spend a couple of
years doing a research
project it had to be related
to conservation, but I
studied business. How
was I going to link the
two? The obvious answer
for me was to do research
in the field of ecotourism.
I learned of an opportunity
to develop an ecotourism
model for South African
National Parks
(SANParks). SANParks is
South Africa’s national
conservation agency with
20 national parks under its
management including the
world-renowned Kruger
National Park. SANParks
is heavily reliant on tourist
spending to fund their
conservation activities,
since government

subsidies are never
enough. I was thrilled and
knew that was exactly the
opportunity that I wanted.
With a clear goal in my
mind and eager to start, I
enrolled for my PhD at
North-West University,
South Africa in 2009. The
journey began.
I knew that I had to make
sacrifices to get it done. I
had a full-time job at the
time with no research or
study leave.
People are eager to offer
their advice about how
you should go about
tackling a PhD. I found the

most useful piece of
advice for my situation
was to work consistently,
even if you only do a little
bit at a time.
If I had to give advice to
someone embarking on a
PhD journey it would be,
“Be humble enough to
listen to others’ (especially
your supervisor’s)
insights.” There were
many times during my
PhD that I just followed
my own head, ignoring the
insights of others. When I
finally started taking
others’ insights on board,
the whole experience
became simpler.

SANParks’ 19 national parks
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Four months before I had
to submit my PhD, I
moved cities and started a
new job. It was a stressful
time. I had left my comfort
zone during the time that I
was finalising my PhD. It
was also during that time
that I met a very wise,
retired professor who told
me that submitting was
just the beginning and the
easy part. What was he
talking about? I had spent
the last three years
working on the PhD – how
could he tell me that was
just the beginning and the
easy part? Reflecting on
what the journey was like
up until that point, his
words made me slightly
nervous.

problems or questions.
Those questions lead to
answers. And the answers
in turn lead to more
questions …
This never-ending journey
is paved with paradoxes.
It can give you a sense of
pride but at the same time
it is also humbling. It can
be stimulating but also
frustrating. It takes you
from confusion to

confidence, from rejection
to approval, and from
ignorance to ... well, being
a bit less ignorant.
There is so much out
there in the world to learn
and try to understand that
this journey will never end
for me. It’s a prospect that
is both exciting and
daunting, but one I plan to
tackle to the best of my
abilities.

But I get it now. Research
is a never-ending journey
of knowledge discovery
and creation. It starts with

Examining postgraduate theses
By Michael J Watts, Academic Head, IT Programme
In this article, the author describes the process of examining PhD and Master’s
theses in IT, something he has done on many occasions. However, the points he
makes are of relevance to anyone preparing and writing a thesis. Also, while IT
theses may be more technical, involving more mathematics and statistics, than
theses in other fields, many of the points are valid regardless of the subject.
I've examined a number of
postgraduate theses by
this point in my career.
These are Doctoral and
Master's theses from New
Zealand and overseas
institutions. While most of
those theses have been a
real pleasure to review,
some have been real

horrors. Even the ones I
enjoyed examining often
had errors in them. The
errors that appear,
though, tend to be the
same kind of errors. That
is, candidates for higher
degrees are making the
same errors even though
they are from different

institutions. So, I've
written this article to
discuss these errors, and
how to avoid them. This
article describes what I
look for in a thesis, and
what I don't want to see in
a thesis. Since I've mostly
examined Doctoral and
Master's theses, these are
the focus of this article.
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The examination
process
This varies a bit according
to the institution, but the
general structure is the
same. The process usually
goes something like this:
•

•

•

I am asked if I am
interested in
examining the thesis. I
usually get sent the
candidate's name, the
title of the thesis and
the thesis abstract.
I say "Yes, I am
interested" although I
occasionally say "No"
if the thesis is outside
of my field of expertise
or the timeline doesn’t
work for me.
Sometime later, I
receive an
examination pack.
This usually contains
things like:
▪

The thesis to be
examined

▪

Institutional
guidelines for
examiners

▪

A marking sheet,
where I make my
recommendation
and comments

▪

Other forms for
payment of the
honorarium and
tax

•

I read the thesis
several times, making
comments on the
pages each time.

•

Using my comments, I
write a report on the
thesis and make a
recommendation.

•

There is sometimes an
oral exam (viva) held
later, although more
and more institutions
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seem to be moving
away from those now.
Examiners usually get paid
an honorarium, and as a
New Zealand resident the
honorarium I receive from
a New Zealand institution
always has tax deducted
from it. The size of the
honorarium varies
between institutions, but if
you consider the time it
takes to examine a thesis,
it comes out at
substantially less than
minimum wage.
I prefer to receive the
thesis as a PDF, as I find
the examination process
much easier when done
electronically. I usually
load the PDF onto my
tablet, so I can get some
examination work done
during my daily commute
on the train. When I submit
my report and
recommendation, I send
the marked-up PDF with it.
Clarity
A thesis should be clear.
Don't leave the hard
mental work to the reader
of the thesis! Lay
everything out for them,
especially why are you
doing this? There is
presumably a reason for
doing the work you did,
apart from "your
supervisor told you to do
it". The motivation for
pursuing the research in
the thesis should be laid
out clearly and as early as
possible.
The literature review
should be relevant to the
topic of the thesis. I don't
want to have to wade
through pages of literature
review that don't have
anything to do with the
thesis. Or, to put it
another, way, don't "stuff"

your literature review, it
just annoys the examiner.
A good question to ask
about any part of the
literature review is "why is
this in the thesis?".
The literature review
should be to-the-point.
Anyone examining the
thesis will have been
carefully chosen and they
will be experts in the field.
Spending pages reviewing
or describing material that
a third-year student in the
field should know is a
waste of time and space.
Better to just cite the key
relevant papers and move
on.
The literature review
should also be critical.
What are the holes in the
literature? What is wrong
with what has been
previously published?
What could have been
done better? The work in a
thesis should build upon
what has gone before; it is
incredibly rare that a thesis
introduces an entirely new
field.
If a thesis isn't clear, then
it won't pass the
examination. If you're
lucky, then the examiner
will give you enough detail
to fix it and another
examination. If not, then
you will fail.

“Anyone examining the
thesis will have been
carefully chosen and
they will be experts in
the field.”
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Citations
Any statement that is
made should be backed
up by data, or logical
argument, or citation. In a
thesis, most statements
will be backed up by
citation. This is especially
true of the literature
review.
Citations should be
formatted correctly.
Citations that are in-text
are usually done
something like (Smith,
1999). When the citation
is referred to directly, it is
something like "as in
Smith (1999)". This is also
the form used when the
citation leads the
sentence, for example
"Smith (1999) said that...".
While most authors
nowadays will be using
reference-management
software, you should know
how to use the software
and not rely on the
defaults.

[Spellcheckers] “are so
straightforward to use
now that there is no
excuse for any
incorrectly spelt words
to appear in a thesis
that is going for
examination.”

This might seem like a
small thing, but every time
a reader comes across an
incorrectly-formatted
citation, it can break the
flow of their reading.
Break the flow of reading
enough and the reader
gets frustrated. That's not
what you want when the
reader is an examiner with
the power to make the last
three (or more) years of
your life irrelevant.
Typos
Typos are a fact of life.
Everyone makes mistakes
while writing, but there are
some things you can do to
reduce the number of
mistakes that make it
through to the examiner.
Firstly, use a spellchecker. These are so
straightforward to use now

that there is no excuse for
any incorrectly spelt words
to appear in a thesis that
is going for examination.
However, relying on a
spell-checker is also
dangerous. Spellcheckers only tell you if a
word is spelt incorrectly,
they won't tell you if it is
the wrong word to use.
So, proof-reading is still
essential.

structure, with related
values grouped together.

The caption of a table or
figure should be standalone, and should explain
what the table or figure is
showing. For tables, that
means that column labels
need to be described or
defined. That is, the
reader should be able to
interpret the table or figure
without having to refer to
Grammatical errors should the main text of the work.
also be checked for. While This is because a table or
English has its quirks,
figure often ends up being
these quirks must be
displayed on a different
known and dealt with.
page to the explanation of
Small errors in grammar
the table, and having to
can completely change
flip back-and-forth
the meaning of a
between pages while
sentence. A common error trying to understand
is using incorrect tenses.
presented data is
For example, experiments annoying. This can lead to
reported in the thesis have some long captions.
been done, they are in the
For plots of data, be
past, so use the past
careful with legends and
tense to refer to them.
labels. These should be
Tables and figures
informative, not just some
default like "x" on the xTables and figures are
axis. Again, the goal is
one of the most effective
clarity, as the purpose of a
ways of presenting data,
plot is to communicate to
provided they are used
the reader.
appropriately and
carefully. There are some There is, in my opinion,
common mistakes that
almost no situation under
you must avoid in tables
which a 3D plot makes
and figures.
sense. The 3D bar-charts
in MS Excel are
Firstly, do not use
particularly bad and
unnecessary precision in
should not be used under
a table. If the table is
any circumstances. 3D
presenting the area of city
plots serve no purpose
blocks, then presenting
other than to show that
areas to the square
the author knows how to
millimetre is excessively
make them. They do not
precise.
make data clearer, but
Secondly, every column at they are harder to
least should be labelled.
accurately interpret.
There are exceptions, of
course, but it is important
to consider whether the
table could be understood
without the labels. The
rows and tables should
also be in a logical

Page 5 of 8

Do not use line plots for
discrete data. For
example, a school has
three terms per year, and
students may commence
their studies at the start of
any of the terms. If we
were to plot the number of
students who commenced
in each term across a
period of several years, we
would use a scatter plot,
because the quantity being
plotted (number of
students) is discrete. A line
plot would imply that the
number of students who
commenced in a particular
term is different halfway
through the term than it is
at the start of the term.
Since we've already
established that students
commence at the start of
the term, this is plainly
incorrect.
If presenting several
different series of values
on the same plot, then
distinguish between them
by making the pointmarkers clearly different
shapes. Do not rely on
colour for this! There are
two reasons why: Firstly, a
non-trivial portion of the
population are sufficiently
colour-deficient that they
will not be able to perceive
the difference, especially
between red and green;
secondly, a thesis will
likely be printed in
greyscale, which
completely hides the
colours.
Check the crossreferencing to tables and
figures. I once examined a
thesis where all of the
cross-referencing was
incorrect – the crossreferences in the text
referred to figures and
tables that did not exist –
which made the results all
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but impossible to interpret.
If you use a package like
LaTeX to write your thesis,
and carefully check the
error messages when
compiling your document,
this is not an issue. For
other writing software, like
MS Word, you need to be
a bit more careful.
Finally, do not use the
word "plot" in a caption for
a plot, or "table" in the
caption for a table. I know
what a table is, and I know
what a plot is. I don't need
to be told.
Equations
Used properly, equations
are an effective way of
communicating complex
concepts. It is very easy
for equations to become
opaque and uninformative.
To avoid this, equations
must be laid out carefully
and consistently. Again,
LaTeX is good for this kind
of thing, as its equation
tools are very powerful.
Every variable in an
equation should be
defined somewhere,
ideally following the first
equation in which it is
used. Similarly, variables
should not be re-used. A
table of symbols can be
helpful.
Experiments
You must understand your
data. What process
created it? What are the
variables? What do the
variables mean? What are
the ranges of the
variables? What are the
scales of the variables?
Are they nominal, ordinal,
interval? Remember, just
because something is
expressed as a number,
doesn't mean you can do
arithmetic with it. Some
statistics are invalid for

some kinds of data, so a
working knowledge of
measurement theory and
statistics is essential.
Some data sets will have
hidden biases. These
biases will influence any
model that is built using
the data and must
therefore be accounted
for. Remember, if you are
using biased data to build
a model, you will end up
with a biased model.
The data must be
represented in a logical
way. Some models like
neural networks can only
handle discrete values like
class labels if they are
represented orthogonally.
When evaluating the
accuracy of a classification
model, you must give
some thought to the
distribution of classes in
the data set. If 90 % of the
data in the data set are
from one class, then it is
quite simple to create a
model that is 90 %
accurate: it just classifies
every example as the most
common class. A simple
percentage accuracy is
not, therefore, very useful
for evaluating the
performance of your
model.
A single partitioning of
data is not going to give an
accurate estimate of
performance of any model.
The standard approach,
therefore, is to crossvalidate over the data set,
with a separate,
independent, validation set
held out (note that some
sources call this the test
set – the name of the
independent data set
doesn't matter, as long as
you use such an
independent data set).

“The data must be
represented in a logical
way.”
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“… the thesis should
explicitly answer the
question ‘What do the
results mean?’”
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If the data set is too small
to use cross-validation,
then jack-knife over the
data set instead. Or, you
can bootstrap the data.
The point is, there are
several different
approaches that can be
used to produce
statistically reliable
results. These approaches
are so simple, and wellknown, that I consider not
using them to be sufficient
reason to reject a thesis:
the candidate plainly does
not have sufficient skill in
the field to qualify for a
higher degree.
The set-up of experiments
must be described in
detail, including the
parameters of any
algorithms used. The goal
is for all experiments to be
reproducible. The
description should also
include reasons for
selecting any particular
algorithm. There is always
a reason, and if a
candidate can't justify their
choice of algorithm, then I
do wonder whether they
understand the state of
the art enough to qualify
as a professional
researcher.
If the thesis is presenting
a new or improved
algorithm, then it must be
compared to existing
algorithms. The choice of
algorithms compared to
should be justified. It is
very easy to find an
algorithm that performs so
badly that it makes a new
algorithm look good by
comparison. Be clear
about why an algorithm
was selected.
All results should be
subjected to an
appropriate statistical
analysis. Statistics show

us what the numbers are
trying to say. Statistics
allows us to separate
reality from our own
prejudices. A good
working knowledge of
statistics is, therefore,
extremely important.
The thesis should interpret
the results for the reader.
In other words, the thesis
should explicitly answer
the question "What do the
results mean?". This
interpretation, of course,
must be done within the
context of the statistical
analysis. The results
should also be compared
to the literature where
possible. Don't leave this
interpretation up to the
examiner! The examiner
might not interpret things
the way that you intended.
Response
When the examiners'
reports are received by
the institution, they will be
collated and made
available to the candidate.
The candidate always has
a right of response. Don't
be afraid to disagree with
an examiner! Examiners
are human, they make
mistakes, or they might
have missed something in
the literature. If a
candidate does disagree,
however, then they should
have a solid justification
for disagreeing. The
candidate will have to
convince the examiner
that they were mistaken,
which means using facts
or logical argument.
Personally, I am quite
prepared to be proven
wrong on anything I write
in an examiner's report.
But I will only be swayed
by a convincing, wellreasoned argument based

on either logic or data. If a
candidate tries to bullsh*t
me, then I will not react
well.
If a viva is to be held, then
the examiners' reports will
be made available to the
candidate well before. A
viva is a way of
demonstrating that the
candidate really does
know what they are talking
about in the thesis, and
that they are able to
handle questions on their
own. It is also an
opportunity for the
examiners to clarify any
lingering issues from the
examination. I never try to
make a candidate feel
uncomfortable or upset in
the viva, and I don't
understand examiners
who do that. It is not an
opportunity for an
examiner to show off how
clever they are, or to
exercise their limited
power over another
person. It is the last step
of the examination, and it
should be carried out in a
professional and collegial
manner.
Summary
A postgraduate degree
represents a substantial
investment of time and
effort on the part of the
candidate and their
supervisor. It behoves all
involved in that process to
minimise the chances that
the effort will be wasted.
Putting in the effort to
avoid the common issues
I have identified above will
help to achieve this.
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Presentations at the in-house research symposium, 24 January 2017
Addison, A., Taumoepeau, S. & Towner, N. (2017). Architecture and tourism experiences: A case study of
Honolulu, Hawaii. Poster.
Ahmadi, K. (2017). Preliminary results of the assessment of students’ & staff’s use of Moodle.
Al-Shamaa, S. & Pranish, T. (2017). Plagiarism trends in AIS.
Cabiling, D. (2017). Preliminary results of the assessment of students’ reactions to ebooks.
Hamid, N. (2017). Gone phishing: Particular feature selection.
Losekoot, E., & Theresa, Z. (2017). Care home managers: Where are they all coming from? Poster.
McCracken, N. (2017). AIS from a marketing perspective.
Memon, S. (2017). Multi-preemptive EDCA for supporting emergency traffic in WLANs.
Menzies, L. (2017). Perceptions of host communities regarding urban ecotourism: The case of an urban
park in Gauteng, South Africa.
Moravejosharieh, A. (2017). Evaluation of mutual interference in IEEE 802.15.4-based wireless sensor
networks.
Spring, J. (2017). Constraints and desires for whale watchers on guided tours.
Taumoepeau, S., Towner, N., & Losekoot, E. (2017). Air travel on the Sabbath in Tonga: Economic
necessity or a culturally offensive big idea?
Towner, N. (2017). Experiences from undertaking fieldwork with indigenous communities in the isolated
Mentawai Islands, Indonesia.
Watts. M. (2017). Preliminary results of the assessment of the impact of laptops.

Other staff outputs
Addison, A. & Taumoepeau, S. (2016). Tourism’s place in the school curriculum: A case study from
Tonga. Online Journal of International Education, 1(2), 4-28.
Addison, A., Towner, N., & Taumoepeau, S. (2017). Literature review of electronic word of mouth
studies. In C. Lee, S. Filep, J. N. Albrecht & W. J. L. Coetzee (Eds.), Time for big ideas? Re-thinking
the field for tomorrow. CAUTHE 2017 Conference Proceedings (7-10 Feb) (pp. 622-624). Dunedin,
New Zealand.
Crutzen, J., Losekoot, E. & Staal, A. (2016). Facilities management professional development: A New
Zealand case study. Online Journal of International Education, 1(1), 45-67.
Kelly, R. (2016). Hospitality education training for tourism enterprises: Reflections on a Tongan case
study. Online Journal of International Education, 1(2), 50-66.
Labushagne, V. & Menzies, L. (2017). Community perceptions regarding township tourism in
Sharpeville, South Africa. In C. Lee, S. Filep, J. N. Albrecht & W. J. L. Coetzee (Eds.), Time for big
ideas? Re-thinking the field for tomorrow. CAUTHE 2017 Conference Proceedings (7-10 Feb) (pp.
946-949). Dunedin, New Zealand
Leotta, T. (2016). Book Review: Jones, T. (Ed., 2016). Pronunciation in the classroom: The overlooked
essential. Online Journal of International Education, 1(1), 85-86.
Losekoot, E., & Theresa, Z. (2017). Rest home managers – Where are they all coming from? In C. Lee,
S. Filep, J. N. Albrecht & W. J. L. Coetzee (Eds.), Time for big ideas? Re-thinking the field for
tomorrow. CAUTHE 2017 Conference Proceedings (7-10 Feb) (pp. 704-706). Dunedin, New
Zealand.
Ó Braonáin, T. (2016). Book Review: Rost, M. & Wilson, J. J. (2013). Active listening. Online Journal of
International Education, 1(1), 87-89.
Taumoepeau, S. (2016). New heights of success for Tonga’s aviation and tourism. Online Journal of
International Education, 1(2), 67-89.
Taumoepeau, S. & Addison, A. (2016). Cultural and heritage subjects in a national tourism curriculum
framework: A Samoan case study. Online Journal of International Education, 1(2), 29-49.
Towner, N., Taumoepeau, S. & Losekoot, E. (2017). Air travel on the Sabbath in Tonga: Economic
necessity or culturally offensive big idea? In C. Lee, S. Filep, J. N. Albrecht & W. J. L. Coetzee
(Eds.), Time for big ideas? Re-thinking the field for tomorrow. CAUTHE 2017 Conference
Proceedings (7-10 Feb) (pp. 845-848). Dunedin, New Zealand.
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Conferences
4-6 April 2017
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional
Environment Programme (SPREP)
conference
“Whales in a changing ocean”
Tanoa International Dateline Hotel,
Nuku’alofa, Tonga
www.sprep.org/whales-in-a-changingocean-conference-2017/home
This conference is jointly organised by
AIS
15 -16 April 2017
Sydney Conference on Interdisciplinary
Business & Economics Research (SIBR
2017)
“Advancing Knowledge from
Interdisciplinary Perspectives”
Vibe Hotel, Sydney
sibresearch.org/sibr-sydney-conferencecall.html
1 – 4 July 2017
International Conference on Information
Technology and Applications (ICITA
2017)
Hilton Hotel Sydney
www.icita.org/2017

19 – 20 July 2017
New Zealand Hotel Industry conference
The Langham, Auckland
www.cmnzl.co.nz/nzhic-2016
2-4 October 2017
CITRENZ conference
“Agile and industry-ready IT education”
EIT, Hawke’s Bay
conference.citrenz.ac.nz
27-29 November 2017
ALANZ / ALAA / ALTAANZ conference
“Applied Linguistics in the new millennium:
Multiple theories, pathways and practices”
AUT University
www.alanz.ac.nz
6-8 December 2017
Australian and New Zealand Academy of
Management
RMIT, Melbourne
www.anzam.org/events/types/eventsconference/
5-8 February 2018
CAUTHE Annual Conference
“Get smart: Paradoxes and possibilities”
University of Newcastle, Australia
www.facebook.com/CAUTHE2018

About Auckland Institute of Studies …
Auckland Institute of Studies
is a unique tertiary institution
with a distinctive international
focus. Since its inception,
this developing institute has
attracted students and staff
from countries around the
world and has now
developed a number of close
relationships with leading
educational institutions
internationally.
Our programmes
Master of Business
Administration
Postgraduate Diploma in
Business Administration
Postgraduate Certificate in
Business Administration

Graduate Diploma in
Business
Bachelor of Business
Graduate Diploma in
Information Technology
Bachelor of Information
Technology
Graduate Diploma in Tourism
Management
Bachelor of Tourism
Management
New Zealand Diploma in
Tourism and Travel
(Level 6)
New Zealand Diploma in
Tourism and Travel
(Level 5)

Graduate Diploma in
Hospitality Management
Bachelor of Hospitality
Management
New Zealand Diploma in
Hospitality Management
(Level 6)
New Zealand Diploma in
Hospitality Management
(Level 5)
Licence Controller Training
(LCQ) (Level 4)
Barista Skills Certificate
(Level 3)
Food Safety Certificate
(Level 3)
English as a Foreign
Language
English for Academic
Purposes
IELTS Preparation
Cert TESOL

The AIS research newsletter (ISSN 2357-2426) aims to establish and foster collegial partnerships in common research
interests, through high quality research outputs and sharing research ideas and resources. Correspondence about the
newsletter should be sent to Christine Edwards at the above address, or email christinee@ais.ac.nz. The editor is Dr
Adam Brown (adamb@ais.ac.nz).

