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Preface

Throughout your life, you have embarked on many journeys, and you have met and
interacted with many interesting people and ideas along the way. This book was
written to serve as a travel guide for your academic journey of a lifetime, for
individuals preparing to embark on a graduate degree. Travel through the thesis or
dissertation stage of your journey will be one of the most interesting, challenging,
and (ideally) meaningful experiences that you will undertake in your personal life
and professional career.

Your success in this important pursuit in your academic and professional career
will be built upon developing and implementing a realistic travel plan. You have
likely successfully completed a number of smaller voyages along the way in your
graduate studies, such as completing a course project or working on a team. If you
are honest with yourself, you know that you may not always have taken as much
time as you could have (or should have) to prepare in a manner that led to optimal
completion of that project. It is now time to embrace fully the reality that your
planning will likely need to be some of the most detailed and comprehensive that
you will ever create, both personally and professionally.

Throughout this book, we describe many steps in navigating the successful
development and defense of a thesis or dissertation. While initially you may find the
tasks unfamiliar and difficult, we are confident that by the time you successfully
complete the process, you too will be proud of the unique journey you have
experienced. By sharing the story of your voyage with others, you will be able to
connect with those who are on a similar quest, with those who have already
completed the journey, or with those who are using their new experiences and skills
to create their ideal lives.

Our mission in writing this book is to provide students who are about to enter
this important phase of their graduate studies with a useful guide and roadmap for
negotiating the research and writing processes successfully. We refer to the process
of completing a dissertation manuscript as a unique new trip which requires mastery
of survival skills along the way. Naturally, this sage travel advice is also relevant to
those completing a thesis project as part of a master’s degree, or for those creating a
professional-level academic research project for the first time. Independent
researchers may also find these experiences helpful for organizing journal article
projects, sustaining collaborative writing efforts, or finding new research interests.
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As all who have traveled before would agree, a plan with a roadmap is the most
essential of travel tools, and one which most of us wished we pursued earlier, and in
more detail!

As with most significant things that you choose to undertake in life, having a
realistic preview of what you are getting into, as well as a viable plan for working
toward your goals, will lead you most reliably toward success. In reading the
various chapters of this book, you will gain an informed, “street-smart” under-
standing of the dissertation process. You will find a sound plan to guide you toward
your desired destinations: the successful research, writing and defense of your
thesis or dissertation; the completion of your graduate program; the awarding of
your academic degree; and maybe even your dream job. This guide will help you to
focus in order to finish.

Your success in this endeavor will require you to develop and properly imple-
ment a proactive plan for your travel, and to learn how to survive the most common
aspects of the process that others have found challenging. In years past, most
individuals preparing to take a long road trip or vacation would usually take the
time in advance to meticulously plan their route, including when they would depart,
the roads they would travel, where they would make rest stops or procure overnight
accommodations, and how soon they would expect to arrive at their destination. Yet
today, many travelers do not take the time to engage in proactive travel planning;
rather, they jump in their car and request travel assistance as they go, perhaps
through an app on their smartphone, relying on a quick web search of reviews about
possible destinations, or simply following spontaneous decisions they made along
the way.

While this convenient reactive approach to planning may get you to your desired
travel destination, it is detrimental as a dissertation strategy since it is both ineffi-
cient and unfocused. This research endeavor will certainly be a journey unlike any
other you have attempted! Therefore, we instead recommend a proactive approach.
A planned, detailed, and well-thought-out analysis of where you need to go, and
how you might get there will help you reach your goals with a minimum number of
problems and setbacks. Similarly, your attention to the skills required for survival
of the journey, especially as you become aware of them in advance, will help clear
your path. This book provides both the incentive and the reflection tools you will
need to plan in advance, in as much detail as possible, your most ambitious
scholarly journey to date.

The various chapters of this book follow a logical sequence that will assist you
as you prepare for, embark upon, and navigate through the steps of the thesis or
dissertation process. Of course, you may enter the guide and return later at a
different point in your travels, as you need! You will come to understand that
encountering a number of challenges or detours in your travels is to be expected,
even with the best of travel arrangements. However, by developing and following a
realistic and proactive plan, you will avoid the significant challenges or roadblocks
that some candidates have unfortunately encountered. Throughout the book, we
recount the experiences and suggestions frequently mentioned by students them-
selves or by their research advisors. Naturally, we have removed specific details of
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subject matters, genders, and situations, in order to protect everyone’s true iden-
tities. Our goal is to give you enough actionable information from those who came
before and who really want you to succeed by knowing how to handle a variety of
issues which may arise during the process. Our frank discussion of the necessary
survival skills for thesis and dissertation candidates will help you efficiently com-
plete your project, and as a result, receive your advanced degree.

Many thesis or dissertation travelers have been in denial about the depth and
detail required to successfully complete this type of work. They often got frustrated
and spent way too much additional time trying to finish the process (if they finished
at all), or they exhausted precious mental and physical energy by ending up in
stressful situations. Some worried about a process they could have organized in a
much better way, and others stalled in a series of unnecessary steps or unproductive
revisions due to lack of written plans, focus or follow-through. In the worst-case
outcomes, many students have spent extensive time and money on this process, but
failed for whatever reason to produce a final manuscript or to receive an officially
awarded degree.

The guidance in this book is intended to enable you, as a thesis or dissertation
candidate, to navigate this challenging process successfully. It will focus on several
key aspects of a successful journey, including the various steps of the research
process and the people and resources you will work with along the way. Of course,
specific tools and strategies will be specified by your own programs and those will
be very important to your success. Yet common issues are shared among candidates
in many types of programs, so it will be worthwhile to know what to expect and
potentially what to avoid. In addition to discussing your responsibilities throughout
the dissertation process, we will consider the roles of your research advisor or
supervisors, of committee members, and of fellow candidates as well. The working
relationships that you develop with these individuals will help to positively influ-
ence your experiences along the journey. Having an understanding of the experi-
ences you and your predecessors may share will help increase your awareness and
improve your communication about the process.

You may be picking up this book for the first time after you have completed your
required coursework and you are entering the research stage of your graduate
program. Ideally, you started to contemplate and plan seriously for your thesis or
dissertation while completing your prior course requirements. You may have
explored aspects of possible research topics while completing earlier course pro-
jects. Given that you will be required to spend much time within the research area
that you select to be the focus of the remaining stages of your dissertation project,
you really want to make this important decision only after conscientious, informed
deliberation. Alternately, you may have found this book after your manuscript topic
and research group and trip route has already been determined. Either way,
remember that no time is wasted in learning about those things that can derail you
from following the necessary steps in your plan, and from traveling toward your
goals. Learning about “what not to do” in advance of potential mistakes is valuable
time well spent, even if you never experience the same level of difficulties as others.
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By design, each chapter of this book provides the reader with a concise
understanding of each of the topics which contribute to a comfortable journey. Be
sure to read and contemplate what you specifically need to know and understand
about each topic in order to learn about new ways to gain incremental success in
your travels, as well as to ensure a healthy and happy arrival at your destination. If a
chapter does not apply to your program, topic, or discipline, feel free to skip around
and read the chapters which seem to help you the most. The thesis and dissertation
steps here may not occur in the same order as you are experiencing them, or you
may need to go back and review particular sections again when changes are made.
Your iterative learning and growth in understanding about what you are experi-
encing is just like the natural recursive process of research—as you learn new
things, or realize you need to go back to relearn others, this guide will provide
appropriate entry points to a variety of stages of your journey.

Each chapter also suggests additional readings to learn more, although we realize
you are likely to consult many of these suggested titles regarding many different
issues and topics encountered at different stages of your journey. Together, they
represent a comprehensive list of books used by others who have traveled these
roads before you. Use these additional resources, along with others suggested by
your professors and program, as assigned travel readings along your way, especially
for steps for which you struggle or need additional inspiration. Never fear, since
others who have completed this unique trip know that you will too, by incremen-
tally identifying segments of your most logical path.

This book provides actionable information and insights about the emotional,
reflective, and awareness skills needed to undertake and survive the journey
through this challenging and rigorous academic process. Our discussions of per-
sonal and interpersonal strategies supplement the content knowledge and evaluative
abilities gained by students through research courses embedded in the typical
graduate program and via the textbooks used in these courses. This book is not a
style guide; the tools and sources and guidelines specified vary by institution. You
will definitely want to understand the norms in your field as well as the stylistic
expectations of your department, college, or university, and then diligently and
meticulously follow those requirements as you learn them. When you’re ready to
hear the cautionary tales of what happened when someone lost their way, allow our
explanations and examples help you get back on track! You are not the first, nor the
last, to encounter the thesis and dissertation travel issues presented in this book, so
let’s figure out how to navigate them, together!

We would like to acknowledge the editorial assistance provided by Laura
Daniels and Dr. Amy Fleming during the writing and revising of this book. Their
commitment to the importance of this project and their dedicated work has greatly
enhanced the practical value of this guide to its intended audience. The authors are
also grateful for those many colleagues and reviewers who provided feedback on
early versions of the book. We acknowledge and thank the many colleagues and
students (our own and others’) who provided inspiration for the experiences and
suggestions sections of this book. We hope that our readers—including graduate
students, thesis and dissertation candidates, and faculty mentors, counselors,
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advisors, and academic and professional supervisors overseeing and guiding this
research—will let us know if and how this book may have helped on your journey.
We look forward to celebrating with you a job well done!

In conclusion, we must acknowledge that it is not unusual for a traveler’s
anticipation, expectations, and (at times) anxieties regarding an upcoming trip to
grow as a departure date approaches. This is natural as you prepare to embark on
one of the most important pilgrimages of your personal life and professional career.
We trust that our labors in compiling, detailing, and sharing our insights and
experiences will serve you well as you embark on this new and exciting chapter
of the story of your life. If these travel excursions were truly easy, everyone would
have already taken them. Know that you are already quite accomplished for even
embarking on this voyage, and realize that you are indeed totally capable of
completing it!

Let the journey begin …

Best travel wishes!

Glassboro, NJ, USA Robert S. Fleming
Michelle Kowalsky
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Student Experiences and Suggestions: Advice
from Many Other Travelers

As with planning any travel adventure, there is much that you can learn from others
who have already taken a similar journey. These seasoned travelers, like the authors
of this travel guide, have shared suggestions regarding things that you will want to
do, and to avoid doing, based on their own travel experiences. You will find that
their suggestions will prove beneficial as you chart your travel plans and embark on
a memorable journey. As previously mentioned, many of their details have been
kept confidential so that even the brightest students and most accomplished pro-
fessionals could share their challenges and advice with you here. Everyone
encounters difficulties as they are learning to do new things; these bumps in the
road as you travel are to be expected. Previous travelers already know that it is
indeed possible to stay on the path, and to focus in order to finish! We look forward
to one day hearing from you too, when you are similarly sharing your insights with
future travelers.
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1Your Commitment is Essential
to Success

1.1 Role in Survival and Success

Achieving real success in any endeavor throughout one’s life requires more than a
half-hearted commitment; rather, it demands full engagement categorized by a
complete understanding of the project or initiative that one is undertaking.
Specifically, it demands attention to the details which will be required to complete
the project successfully. While this reality is true for any undertaking, it is of
paramount importance for graduate students entering the research stage of their
academic programs, wherein they will be expected to complete necessary research
and writing activities. Ultimately, they must produce and defend a thesis or dis-
sertation that meets and, ideally, exceeds the expectations of their research advisor
and committee, department, and university.

Reaching the important milestone of becoming ABD (“all but dissertation”) after
completion of required coursework and comprehensive examinations should cer-
tainly be a cause for celebration. Yet the advanced thinking and heavy workload of
the thesis or dissertation process lies ahead. While throughout this book we will
refer to the dissertation, the reader should realize that each topic discussed relates to
the essential research processes involved in preparing either a master’s-level thesis
or a doctoral-level dissertation.

While it is likely that some graduate students might prefer that this final cul-
minating experience were not required in their degree program, the reality reveals
that it is the final challenge holding candidates back in their work toward a valuable
graduate degree. Like any other major undertaking that you have pursued or will
pursue in the future, successful completion of your institution’s research require-
ment in a professional, compliant, and timely manner will have positive conse-
quences. The quality of your manuscript will determine if you advance from the
ABD ranks or fail to complete the degree requirements of your academic program.
Should you persevere and succeed, your newly awarded degree will open many
professional doors and opportunities throughout your career.
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1.2 What You Need to Know

An important distinction of graduate research projects in master’s or doctoral
programs is that they should afford the student the opportunity to select and pursue
a research topic that aligns with their individual research interests. It is important to
recognize this early in your research process as you seek to identify the research
topic that you will pursue in your thesis or dissertation. This should not be a
lighthearted decision, given the reality that you will be expected to spend much
time studying your selected research topic throughout your project and it will
subsequently play a role in charting your future research and pursuits. While your
research advisor and committee will likely influence the selection of your research
topic and methodology, it is important that you ensure that the topic which evolves
from these deliberations is one that you truly own, given its importance to your
research activities for a number of future years. You will want to select a topic
which leads you to develop appropriate research and scholarly capabilities, which
will hold your attention over a long period of time, and which will contribute to
existing knowledge in your area of interest.

The essential takeaway from this initial chapter is to understand that this will be
one of the most challenging and labor-intensive journeys that you will ever
undertake. Yet it can also, if properly planned and orchestrated, be one of the most
rewarding and interesting activities you have experienced. Your thesis or disser-
tation research will often represent the most extensive individual research project of
your career, and it is perhaps the longest document that you will ever author.

Ideally, a candidate would fully commit to this research undertaking, unen-
cumbered by any other responsibilities or obligations. However, that is rarely the
case given the many personal and professional responsibilities to which degree
candidates must continue to devote the necessary time and attention. Nevertheless,
we assure you that it can be done! The importance of developing and enacting a
realistic plan for project completion through effective time allocation and man-
agement must be fully acknowledged before you proceed. And then once you’ve
planned the work, carry out your plans as designed. Perseverance is a key survival
skill for your journey.

Your success in this life-changing professional endeavor will demand complete
commitment to producing a quality outcome. This commitment must be present
from the time you embark on your earliest research steps, and it must continue as
you engage in each of the steps of the process, right until you deliver the final
version of the manuscript. The insights presented in the various chapters of this
book are intended to assist you as you make and sustain necessary perseverance
through the research process in order to finally reach your desired destination. You
can do it, and we stand prepared to help you do so!
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1.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Commitment—
Don’t Begin Your Journey Without It!

These recommendations relate to the essential importance of commitment before and
throughout your journey.While some students acknowledge this before embarking on
their research travels, others came to understand fully the importance of a genuine
commitment at some later point throughout their respective journeys. The advice of
one research advisor to a student to select a research topic that they were not just
interested in, but also passionate about, became really useful advice. Another student
thought that their facultymember’s guidance was valuable when explaining how they
should make their decision on a topic only after conscientious consideration of their
own related qualifications and interests, not just those of their faculty advisors.

Another graduate student benefited from learning in their research methods
course that it was important not to let others, including one’s research advisor or
committee members, unduly influence their selection of a research topic and thus
proclaim the “right” topic for the student. Someone in their first research course
made the mistake of following the encouragement of their research advisor and
selecting a research topic that he did not truly “own,” simply because they could not
think of anything better. This led to minimal commitment to their research journey
and numerous unnecessary frustrations and detours along the way; ultimately, they
abandoned their journey entirely.

However, some gain an appreciation of the importance of fully understanding the
various research process activities and the time commitment that should be anticipated
to complete each. A particular student wanted others to know that the big picture of
their life was an important consideration also. They found that it was important to
consider one’s present and likely future responsibilities, as well as the expectations of
one’s program and institution, in fully understanding the necessary travel commit-
ment that you are making. Planning to allocate the required time to the various stages
of your journey cannot be underestimated. Still other students encountered some-
where along the way the point when their academic travel plans were stalled and
almost derailed when family and professional responsibilities made it too challenging
to devote the necessary time and commitment to their dissertation journey.

We trust that these experiences of other travelers relayed throughout these chapters
will impress upon you the importance of selecting a project that works for you, both at
the present and to help fulfill your future goals. You will be able to fully commit to
engaging in the necessary activities for that project in order to complete your journey,
because you really are ready! Your many travel guides throughout this book stand
prepared to assist you with sage advice throughout your journey.

1.4 Things to DO

• Identify a research topic that you have the passion to pursue.
• Develop a full understanding of the various research process activities.
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• Assess your qualifications and interest to conduct the proposed research project.
• Consider current and likely future responsibilities and obligations that will

impact the time that you have available to dedicate to research activities.
• Understand the expectations of your academic department, college, and/or uni-

versity regarding your commitment to the research process, including any res-
idency requirements, deadlines, and timelines.

• Be realistic regarding your ability to commit fully to learning all aspects of this
process.

• After conscientious reflection and deliberation, enact each of the necessary
research activities to help you complete your thesis or dissertation.

1.5 Things NOT to Do

• Let others, including faculty members, unduly influence your choice of a
research topic.

• Select a research topic without taking the time and effort to determine an
appropriate topic which is right for you.

• Underestimate the time commitment that you will be required to make in order to
complete your thesis or dissertation.

• Fail to properly evaluate other responsibilities, obligations, and time commit-
ments that will compete for and limit the time you have to devote to your
research activities.

• Ignore the importance of involving relevant individuals before you make
important decisions about your research project.

• Engage in a half-hearted, partial commitment that falls short of what is truly
needed to complete your thesis or dissertation successfully.
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2The Research Process

2.1 Role in Survival and Success

While you have no doubt conducted research as you completed various assignments
throughout your academic studies thus far, you are about to embark on the most
extensive research undertaking of your academic program and perhaps your pro-
fessional career. The magnitude of the journey that you are about to take is similar
to expanding one’s limited, regional travels into taking that “once in a lifetime” trip.

Developing a thorough understanding of the research process before planning
your trip and departing on this potentially life changing journey will prove
instrumental to the success of this research journey. Planning your trip carefully
will be invaluable in preparing you for additional research adventures throughout
your professional career. Taking the time to fully understand the intricacies of the
research process prior to embarking on your research journey will enable you to
reach your intended destination sooner, and to avoid the many possible challenges
and inherent frustrations of thesis or dissertation travel throughout your journey.

While library research may be familiar to you from previous educational
experiences in college courses, the empirical part of the process may be unfamiliar,
especially at higher levels of research specificity. Most people have never previ-
ously conducted the necessary level of detailed background research, nor written a
formal hypothesis or research question prior to undertaking a thesis or dissertation.
Therefore, they need to learn how to do it, and specifically how to organize their
thoughts and work for maximum efficiency of effort. You should never feel
ashamed that you have not ever done this type of high-level project before, nor feel
embarrassed about not knowing what you are doing at times. None of us knew how
to do this either when we first started; learning these tasks now is just part of the
process. In the way that a new traveler learns the customs of different parts of the
world, you too will learn the more intricate traditions and innovations of the aca-
demic and scholarly universe.
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2.2 What You Need to Know

The research process for a thesis or dissertation actually consists of two types of
research. First you will perform library research. This means you will look for
articles, books, and other scholarly sources which were already published on your
topic. The quality and quantity of published items is important, so take direction
from your committee and other professors about what kinds of sources you will
need. Having a strong base of published research on your topic is essential to
explaining how and why your own project contributes something new to that
scholarly discourse.

Checking with a librarian who is familiar with your subject area is a very good
idea. You may want to make research appointments with a knowledgeable librarian
at the beginning, middle, and end of your search process. Library research will
usually include database searches for peer reviewed journal articles, book catalog
searches of your own and others’ libraries, and use of online search engines and
professional organizations to find emerging scholarship. It could also include other
types of sources, some of which your own library does not currently own, but
which you can borrow from other libraries or find in other repositories. Much of this
library research will appear in your literature review, and possibly also in your
introduction.

Second, you will perform empirical research. This will be for the methods and
results sections of your thesis or dissertation, which usually describes your own
project’s process and findings. By designing and conducting your own study,
experiment, and/or analysis, you will contribute to knowledge in your field and,
ideally, become the author of one of the library articles that others will quote in the
future for their own papers. In this way, experiment or investigation will soon
contribute new information to the already existing literature on which you reported
earlier in your manuscript.

While you may consult a published source in order to help you learn how to do
your study methods or data analysis, a source like this is not the focus of your
empirical research chapters. Rather, a detailed description of your own unique,
rigorously conducted study is preferred, and you indeed may explain which
researchers’ models you employed. This explanation of the qualitative and/or
quantitative steps you used makes up the main part of your thesis or dissertation
chapter about methods, and which demonstrates your proficiency in conducting
original primary research. Secondary sources, such as library books and journal
articles, usually comprise your literature review chapter, and discuss other’s
empirical studies on your topic. How-to help guides and tutorial websites may help
you to learn what to do in writing a dissertation, but often do not need to be quoted
in your manuscript as secondary sources. It is helpful to ask for guidance from your
research advisor when questions about these arise.
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Research is often iterative, filled with many details that can get forgotten and
even change as you are working on it. Consider everything as tentative until the
final copy of your thesis or dissertation is accepted. Then you will not worry when
changes need to be made, since that is a normal part of the process. Again, no time
spent selecting or deselecting articles for your literature review is ever wasted; this
process simply makes you more of an expert on the field you have chosen.

The same is true for time spent investigating and choosing the many details of
your project’s procedures. Awareness of the nuances of possible methods for
exploring your topic, and enhancing your awareness of the many sources which
exist on your topic, is a key survival skill for your travels. The closer your work
looks to a finished product, or in other words similar in scope and quality to those
journal articles or books you have seen, the less writing you will have to fix later.

Proper citation, appropriate writing style, and detailed formatting of the
appearance of your paper are all very important. Learn how to properly cite and
format, and then apply what you have learned to your own work as you go along.
Begin to find as many sources as possible on your topic from as many different
places as your librarians and advisors recommend. Then record citation and location
information about those sources from the very beginning of your library research,
so that you do not lose any important items when you need to refer to them later.
More information on this process appears in later chapters as well.

2.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Plan and then
Plan Some More

One of the most important things research advisors know and mention during the
first few weeks of their courses is that the research process is an iterative one that
spans a number of years as you complete your thesis or dissertation. While many
faculty devote several classes to teaching “the process,” other institutions have
students “learn by doing” in teams or with research partners. Either way, as the
student you must take every opportunity available to you to continue to learn the
ways of academic, empirical, and scholarly research. Students recount that
throughout the latter part of their journeys, they came to appreciate the wisdom of
others in laying this essential groundwork, before allowing them to move forward.

Many students learned during those early class sessions that the steps and
associated activities follow a logical sequence from the time that a student identifies
an appropriate research topic through the successful defense of their thesis or
dissertation. Others were not allowed to discuss the individual research topic or
process until they had mastered other aspects of scholarly inquiry first. One student
said their professor explicitly prepared them to expect unusual events along the
way, like in a journey when you would have to make some mid-course corrections
due to weather, illness, or simply the need for rest. Whichever way your research
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advisors choose to advise you on your journey, students advise seeking advice from
many different sources in order to gain a clear picture of what lies ahead. And of
course, they urge everyone to realize that necessary adjustments are just part of the
process and should not be interpreted as failure.

One student was not as fortunate, and they embarked on their dissertation
journey without really understanding what was involved. They assumed they would
just take the classes and be finished; yet they now know that the formal structures of
graduate work are only just the beginning. Independent thinking is required at
increasingly higher levels as you travel through the different stages of your project.
Former students suggest learning not only the overall process, but also the
importance of the early steps in setting a trajectory towards successful completion
of their research. One common mistake included trying to rush through the early
stages of the process and then becoming frustrated and disenchanted when their
research advisor and committee members suggested that it was time to slow down
the momentum and address some problems. Others felt pressure to finish their work
on a particular timeline that was either self-imposed or too fast for their current skill
level. These students suggest seeking out different ways of thinking about the
problem by talking to others and finding more information about what to do next, as
well as locating peers with whom to brainstorm solutions.

Some students compared notes on their journeys when meeting at research
events on or off campus. One student admitted that prior to their first public research
talk, they had in some respects underestimated the preparation for and significance
of a life in academics. They were initially reluctant to seek assistance when they had
questions or encountered issues, and those same issues were brought up by the
audience during and after their presentation. While it was a welcome surprise that
others were so interested in their project, it was also clear that they should have
done more work on it in advance. They realized that providing a quality product
was truly important to other professionals in the field, and more accomplished
researchers wanted to help improve the quality of a project, not necessarily attack
the novice researcher presenting it.

2.4 Things to DO

• Take every opportunity to learn about what is expected of you.
• Determine the expectations of thesis and dissertation candidates in general, as

well as the specific requirements of your department, college, or university.
• Determine what makes a good quality thesis or dissertation in your discipline,

especially among recent graduates of your institution and others.
• Recognize that the research process is an iterative one and that there will be

times when “mid-course” adjustments may be appropriate.

8 2 The Research Process



• Attend workshops conducted by librarians and current students, any dissertation
preparation presentation by the institution’s research office, and any and all other
related information sessions offered by your department, college, or university.

• Utilize available online help sources such as thesis or dissertation support
groups, recommended chat meetings, and discussion forums in your field and in
general.

2.5 Things NOT to Do

• Ignore the importance and merit of taking the time to gain the necessary
understanding and knowledge before embarking on your research journey.

• Deny that you are undertaking a significant project and fail to seek out and take
advantage of resources available within and outside your institution.

• Be reluctant to seek necessary assistance from the members of your research
committee, as well as knowledgeable others throughout your research journey.

• Limit yourself to only library resources available at your library, failing to take
advantage of inter-library loan programs and visitor access to other institution’s
collections.

• Think you have failed in some way when your research committee suggests or
requires that you make changes as you research and/or write up your project.
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3The Importance of Effective Time
Management

3.1 Role in Survival and Success

Just as smart travelers consider in advance what will be required to ensure their
successful journey, a student about to embark on their thesis or dissertation should
recognize the importance of similar preparation. Whereas successful travel by car or
train requires essential timing, decision making, navigation, and other abilities,
successful thesis or dissertation travel also requires a fairly comprehensive
knowledge and skill set, encompassing the essential areas of finding, planning,
project management, and communication.

An easily overlooked but crucial skill that will prepare you to survive the thesis
or dissertation process is that of time management. Without effective time man-
agement you will likely encounter many challenges throughout your journey that
can potentially derail your trip or greatly diminish the pleasure of your travels.
Thoroughness and time spent in preparation in advance of travel which plots out
your course of action will always make you feel more comfortable in your decisions
whether traveling through graduate school or traveling around the country.

The importance of effective time management must be further developed during
your journey, even if you feel you already manage time and projects well. A thesis
or dissertation is a new kind of project that will require you to summon all of your
available skills, as well as learn a few more complex ones. This new set of profi-
ciencies will work together with your existing knowledge to evaluate and adjust
nearly every aspect of your project as it is created. While this chapter focuses on the
importance of effective time management, those that follow will consider the related
issues of developing a realistic timetable and work plan, and the importance of
meeting deadlines as you navigate through this process.
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3.2 What You Need to Know

An essential starting point in understanding the importance of effective time
management is to recognize the essential aspect of writing and researching. Of all
the resources that you will ever have at your disposal, or over which you have
discretion in using, time is unique. Time is a finite resource; once it is used up, you
can never recover it. You will never be able to request a second chance as to how
you use that time. Throughout our life’s journeys we face many junctures where we
are required to make decisions as to how we allocate and use the limited time that
we have. While the amount of time each student needs to produce a manuscript will
differ, you must budget for more time than you think you need, as well as make
specific plans for best use of the time you do have available.

Your earlier decision to pursue graduate studies represents a major personal and
professional decision given the time commitment that it necessitates. The fact that the
final step in your academic program requires you to complete a thesis or dissertation
suggests that you have in some ways already committed to allocating necessary time
to complete your courses and the research process that follows. Ideally, you learned
some important lessons in completing your graduate coursework regarding your
ability to manage time and projects effectively and efficiently. You have traveled
before, but this next destination is new, and requires some different strategies.

Specifically, your new strategies must take on particular characteristics in order to
be successful. Effectiveness relates to whether you accomplish what you set out to do,
such as complete your thesis or dissertation and earn your degree. Efficiency considers
whether or not you used available resources, including your time, in the best manner
possible. The guidance provided in these chapters is designed to prepare you to
navigate your thesis or dissertation travels effectively and efficiently. Time manage-
ment, therefore, must be recognized as a key survival skill throughout your journey.

3.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Keeping Your
Travels on Schedule

Some students report that the importance of effective time management was
introduced early in their research methods courses and reinforced as they examined
the research process activities. Having successfully completed their research jour-
neys, these students acknowledge that one of the greatest challenges of thesis or
dissertation travel is ensuring that you are using your time effectively and effi-
ciently. Of course, other students had not realized before their journeys that time is
a scarce resource, for which there will always be competing demands. Regardless of
when they became aware of this issue, most students are quickly (or eventually!)
able to acknowledge and explain the value of time in determining success.

Anyone who has successfully completed this journey will attest to the value of
new insights along the way, especially acquiring new skills to help answer their
project’s research questions or learning new things about themselves. Many
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students have pointed out that writing a thesis or dissertation helped them under-
stand their own patterns and behaviors better, including how they tend to manage or
not manage their time. In comparing experiences at various points during the
process, many graduate students realized that while their research interests were
similar, their approaches to managing time and projects were radically different.
Discussing with others how they approach work habits and balance competing
demands for their time and mental energy is likely the most popular suggestion that
former graduate students provide to others embarking on this journey.

Some students believe they tend to be good at the planning aspect of projects,
and they always want to have a detailed plan or calendar that incorporates all
activities and phases of their current personal and professional projects. Yet even
those with these organizational skills say they are still learned new ways to manage
new requirements. One student’s approach to time management was to plan and
complete one step or segment of a project before turning their attention to planning
for the next phase of that project. Another tried to map out the whole basic process
first, and then fill in the details of each step as they moved into a new phase of their
project. As faculty, we have learned that both approaches have advantages and
disadvantages and realized at the end of our respective journeys that all of these
time management approaches could be successful. While some had embraced the
concept of developing an appropriate plan for allocating and managing time
throughout their research journey, others had realized the importance of being
realistic in the time it takes to complete the various stages of this journey.

With any type of plan, it is wise to acknowledge that incorporating some break
time will help increase your chances of success. Multiple students mention that they
gave themselves a day off, or a few hours in their daily schedule to exercise, to
relax, or to walk outside. By having this extra space added into their usual planning,
and sometimes explicitly as a section in their schedule grid, the students became
more realistic and determined that they simply could not work continuously on their
project all day or every day. Others realized later that they were actually more
productive after building into their routines some free time to think about things
other than their thesis or dissertation, or to exercise or listen to music. Having extra
time planned can also help with catching up on tasks when the time to complete
certain activities is outside your control and in the hands of others, such as your
survey participants or members of your research committee.

3.4 Things to DO

• Understand the importance of effective time management in the successful
completion of your thesis or dissertation.

• Understand the time management challenges that you may face throughout the
thesis or dissertation process.

• Allow yourself time to learn the process of writing a thesis or dissertation, as
well as time to thoroughly research your topic and methods for investigating it.
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• Ponder a work plan for completing your thesis or dissertation based on your time
management history and practices.

• Recognize and commit to the importance of meeting all deadlines associated
with completing your thesis or dissertation.

3.5 Things NOT to Do

• Underestimate the importance of effective and efficient time management
throughout the research and writing processes.

• Fail to consult with your research advisor before developing your research plan
and timetable.

• Develop personal goals or dreams that are too aggressive, or otherwise
unrealistic.

• Procrastinate in determining the time/project management approach that works
best for you.

• Forget to develop new time management skills as well as intentionally improve
upon your existing skills.
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4Developing a Realistic Timetable

4.1 Role in Survival and Success

Similar to preparing a tentative time schedule for an upcoming road trip, you will
want to develop a realistic plan for your research journey that allocates appropriate
time to each activity. Understanding that a process is simply a sequence of activities
that are enacted in a specific order and directed toward attaining a particular goal
will assist you in developing a viable research plan and schedule. This plan and its
scheduled activities should be challenging but also realistic. While you will be
required to make significant progress throughout the research process, some
activities cannot be undertaken until such time as prior activities are completed and
approved at various points by those directing and overseeing your research.

You must come up with a plan and timetable that works not only for you, but
also for your research advisor and for the members of your committee. Your
planned activities and schedule must incorporate the time you anticipate having
available to devote to your research activities as well as time for meeting other life
responsibilities. While a realistic plan will enable you to complete your trip by the
desired time, pursuing an unrealistic plan – or attempting to travel with no real plan
at all—will likely yield a highly unpleasant travel experience. It will often result in
you not realizing your travel goals of completing an appropriate thesis or disser-
tation project and thus receiving your graduate degree.

4.2 What You Need to Know

You should begin your planning process with the desired end in sight, working
backwards from the date you anticipate graduating from your degree program.
Successful research planning requires that a student fully understand each of the
individual steps or activities involved in the thesis or dissertation process, and the time
it takes someone at your institution to proceed through each of them. It is likewise
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imperative that, in collaboration with your research advisor, you develop a realistic
plan for effectively and efficiently completing each activity, based on an informed
understanding of how much reasonable time should be allocated to each activity.

You will want to make sure that you incorporate any soft deadlines with which
your research advisor and committee will expect you to comply, such as dates by
which they expect to receive and review your work submissions. Similarly, you will
want to know and list any of the hard deadlines officially imposed by your
department, college, or university for academic work or procedural forms which
must be completed. Your plan should also incorporate reasonable allocations of
time which permit your advisor and committee members to review your work and
provide feedback. It is important to remember that these individuals, much like you,
have other professional responsibilities and personal obligations in life that will
determine when they have time to devote to review of your research project.

You will want to recognize that not building some lighter workloads or additional
free days into your timetable is tempting fate, given that it would not be unusual for
you or your committee members to encounter circumstances that result in delays in
your progress. While you would like to assume that everything that you submit to
your research committee will be approved immediately by them, this is probably an
example of wishful thinking. You will want to incorporate sufficient time in your
plan to accommodate the asynchronous back-and-forth interaction that is typical
between a thesis or dissertation candidate and the members of their committee.

Involving your research advisor and committee members in this planning stage
is important for several reasons. In addition to their guidance enabling you to
develop a realistic research plan and timetable, their involvement at this stage of the
research process typically results in them taking ownership for enacting their roles
and responsibilities in accordance with the earlier agreed upon plan. They will
sometimes need to deliver corrections or advice to you that you may not want to
hear, or they may take more time than you would like in providing their comments
to you. Not all plans are perfectly followed even when all parties have the best of
intentions. Therefore, being realistic with yourself and others is an important sur-
vival skill for maintaining your composure during thesis and dissertation writing.

4.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: A Realistic
Travel Itinerary

Some students were grateful for the travel comparisons, in which they navigate each
stage of their travels and develop a realistic timetable for completing each segment
of their lengthy journey. Others requested different analogies related to their
interests, and found them from their research advisors, online support groups, or
students from other institutions. Many students reported that explanatory frame-
works for understanding the tasks at hand were invaluable. They had knowledge
and insights regarding the nature of the project being attempted, and the milestones
or deadlines that they were expected to meet, whether imposed by their institution
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or by their committee. Some graduate students recommend having your research
advisor and committee members review and approve your work plan and proposed
timetable after it has been reviewed by your peers, in order to determine its prac-
ticality given the topic and activities required. As a new researcher, you may not
have realized that you misjudged something.

Another graduate student found a way to manage their time and complete their
journey while juggling family and work responsibilities. They admitted that they
were only able to do so by developing a plan that worked for their situation, and by
spending much time working with their family members in order to ensure the plan
would be attainable. They incorporated an anticipated graduation date a year later
than most other students in their class, and adjusted their goals based on their own
personal timeline, not one that their peers were following. This proved to reduce
their stress and conflict during the process.

Another student, with high aspirations and achievements from their undergraduate
days at a college reunion, discovered that an overly aggressive or otherwise unrealistic
timetable would not serve most other students well during thesis or dissertation travel.
This student hadminimal responsibilities and did not have towork during their time as
a graduate student, and they already knew how do execute their research methods
from prior work experiences in the field. Once again, most students realize, their
particular thesis and dissertation manuscript must get completed in a realistic manner
for their individual circumstances. Meeting other students with different situations
can only help you feel more comfortable that your choices are indeed right for you.

While pursuing their undergraduate degrees, many students participated in
competitive sports, via the university or with outside groups. These contexts also
provide meaningful analogies for understanding how individual performance and
team collaboration work together in completing a large project. Depending on their
knowledge of sport and their level of play, some students viewed the thesis or
dissertation process as a longer race where you needed to pace yourself in the
earlier stages to have the energy left in the later stages of the race. Others found
useful understandings by comparing roles of their advisors to those of coaches or
team captains. Of course, for any metaphors you choose, the thesis and dissertation
journey will be seen as more than one race, one match, or one game. It may be a
marathon, or the road to a championship, or a multi-season preparation for sus-
tained career goals! Regardless of the end result, every workout leads to improved
performance when it matters most. Most students report one or more moments of
understanding when using these analogies contributed to growth in understanding,
improvement in motivation, and increased comfort in traveling the road ahead.

4.4 Things to DO

• Consult with your research advisor regarding appropriate time allocations for the
various research activities.

• Ascertain all deadlines that should be incorporated in your research plan and
timeline.
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• Consider in advance any personal and professional responsibilities and obliga-
tions that may limit the time you have available to devote to your research
activities.

• Incorporate extra time periodically within your planned schedule to accommo-
date unanticipated delays which may arise during the process.

• Review and reflect on your personal habits, tendencies, and preferences.
• Have your research advisor and committee review and approve the proposed

timetable.

4.5 Things NOT to Do

• Isolate yourself from others as you develop your research plan and timetable.
• Develop a research timetable that is too aggressive or otherwise unrealistic.
• Avoid or forget personal and professional events which will naturally occur

during your research activities over the next few years.
• Forget appropriate deadlines in your research plan and timetable.
• Ignore the significant influence that other faculty members will have on your

timetable and project design and progression.
• Either underestimate or overestimate your own capacity to learn new ways of

thinking and working.
• Keep general deadlines mostly in your head, instead of preparing plans more

specifically on an actual calendar.
• Remain rigid or inflexible about potential changes to your intended schedule.
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5Developing a Time and Resource
Allocation Plan

5.1 Role in Survival and Success

While the previous chapter considered mapping out your overall travel plan and
itinerary, we will now consider how that plan must be customized in accordance
with your travel interests and practices. The need to make your plan into one that
works for your life is similar to the process of incorporating your preferences for
travel, including consideration of the time at which you like to get started each day
of your trip, how far you want to travel each day, and the time when you would like
to arrive at your resting stop each evening. Some travelers will prefer to get an early
start each day, while others will want to depart only after getting up later and taking
time for a casual breakfast. Some will have the desire and stamina to start early and
travel many miles each day, while others will want to drive shorter distances each
day and spread their journey over more days. You will need to learn to properly
allocate both your physical time and mental energy and then follow through on your
plans in order to complete these tasks successfully.

The importance of developing such insights about yourself and how you travel
should be apparent, as should be the value of conducting a similar introspection
before you embark on your dissertation journey. Unless you develop an informed
approach to allocating your time resources and mental resources in completing your
thesis or dissertation, you may be in for a less-than-pleasant travel experience.
While your familiarity with the library research process will be essential, knowing
yourself will be the key to navigating the road ahead successfully. Only you know
how much effort it takes you to perform different thinking, organizing, and writing
steps, and (if you are honest with yourself) you also know which of those steps are
currently the easiest or the most difficult for you to accomplish. Therefore, careful
consideration of your allocation of personal resources is an important survival skill.
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5.2 What You Need to Know

Each person is unique in many ways, including the particular collection of personal
attributes that make up their personality. We each have unique talents that con-
tribute to personal and professional success, as well as weaknesses that can hold us
back. In reflecting on the various activities that you will be expected to undertake
successfully in creating and delivering your thesis or dissertation, you have prob-
ably already considered your knowledge and skills in relevant areas such as
searching, analysis, and communication. We trust that by now you fully appreciate
that the development of a realistic plan and effective time management will serve as
your guidance and routing system throughout your journey. Your success
throughout your travels will be enhanced by charting a course that allows you travel
in a productive manner that works best for you.

A starting point in determining the most effective and efficient way to allocate
your time and other resources to this journey involves understanding your estab-
lished lifestyle and patterns. This requires considering how you spend your
searching time, thinking time, and writing time. You will need to review how, when
and how much recreation or relaxation time you need in between these cognitively
demanding tasks. While our focus will be on how you spend your waking hours of
the day, also recognize the importance of a good night’s sleep. Balancing all of the
appropriate times for scholarship and leisure during the manuscript preparation
phase is important. You will want to consider that there is a difference between
available hours and actually productive hours as you analyze how to best utilize the
time and energy you have to dedicate to your thesis or dissertation journey.

We all have patterns of how we use time productively, and we can probably
identify when, how and why we procrastinate. The understanding that you develop
regarding these important aspects of time management will enable you to determine
what works best for you in terms of making the time you devote to this pilgrimage
as meaningful as possible. An example would be a person who likes to get up early
and is prepared to organize their day in a manner where they engage in their
research activities for several hours at that time before turning their attention to
other personal and professional demands of the day. In contrast, there will be others
who find later in the day or evening to be their most productive time to work on
their thesis or dissertation. For some, weekends may afford more time to engage in
prolonged work on their research project. Watch your own habits and behaviors to
figure out your productive times of day or week. You should allow for longer,
uninterrupted amounts of time periodically, so that you can get into the flow of
being fully focused on your project.

While understanding yourself and your situation is extremely important in
determining how to allocate your time in the most effective and efficient manner, so
too is recognizing some of the typical travel hazards that you will encounter during
your journey and how to avoid these “bumps in the road.” Recognize that a journey
which may seem massive and unattainable becomes less overwhelming when
broken down into a series of manageable steps or activities. Approaching your
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research process in this manner allows you to see that you are making the necessary
progress towards your goals as you complete each and every activity. Rather than
thinking about the hundreds of hours that may be necessary to complete your thesis
or dissertation, focusing on the particular activity that you plan to undertake and
complete this week, or over the next month, makes more sense.

The key to success in time and resource allocation is to develop and orchestrate a
plan that is tailored specifically to you and enables you to make the necessary
progress towards completing each of the stages that you have defined. You will
want to approach every day of your work plan with a clear understanding of what
you have done so far and what you ideally would like to accomplish during that
day’s work session. Each day you should prepare for the planned activities of the
next day and be realistic in what you can reasonably expect yourself to complete
during the allotted time. It is important to remember that every mile you travel, and
every step you complete, brings you closer to your destination.

5.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Traveling
in a Way that Works for You

Most students realize their thesis or dissertation journey involves making a number
of instrumental decisions based on an understanding of both the tasks that they will
need to complete during each section of their journey and their pattern of com-
pletion of past projects. A few students explained that they felt skilled in planning
but then had difficulty in prioritizing items on their lists, especially when multiple
items needed to be finished at once. Several graduate students suggested analyzing
work habits more specifically and seeking advice from others in person or online
may increase productivity when accomplishing a large project such as this.

The insights provided by research advisors and committees can be an essential
starting point in enacting your plans, and many students believed their advice
helped in developing realistic plans and typical time estimates for completing tasks.
However, several students felt that both they and their advisors underestimated the
time required to complete specifics of collecting data, analyzing results, and
reporting on their findings. One student felt that their research group became more
tired and less motivated as their project progressed, so they needed to allow more
time for the later parts of the project than originally expected. It is important to note
that this is not a failure since there is no standard time allocation plan that will work
for all research projects. Estimates and plans can and do change, and many students
recommend being flexible and not getting too upset about this, since it happens to
most students (as well as most academics and professionals) quite regularly.

One student shared that before planning and embarking on their journey, they
made a list of factors that contributed to and distracted from their productivity when
working on past projects. They realized that there were days of the week and times
of the day for being most productive, and that these writing periods seemed to work
well, even with a few adjustments during certain seasons of the year. This student
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liked devoting their undivided attention to these tasks for extended periods of time,
often during weekends. Yet others find out that they are most productive in the
mornings, or in short bursts of writing after thinking about their topic while doing
other non-research activities. Still others were clearly more productive in the eve-
nings, often working into the night many times during their journey. And some
maintain that writing just a paragraph at a time periodically throughout the day
helped them write multiple pages easily. No one pattern will work for everyone, but
you will be able to identify what patterns work for you, and to accomplish your
tasks most easily when following them.

In many ways one of the most important things that we learned about thesis and
dissertation travel was the importance of having and following a roadmap to guide
your journey. Just as one should not plan to travel from coast to coast in the United
States in a day or two, so too should your plan allow sufficient time for a productive
and pleasurable trip. Similar to reflecting on the day’s travel at the end of each day
of a multiday trip, we recommend two important things. One is to take time to
celebrate your progress at the completion of each activity and milestone, as well as
the time to relax and prepare for the next leg of your journey. At the end of each
stage of your journey we have also found that it is beneficial to evaluate how you
have allocated and used time in the interest of determining if you should make any
adjustments in your travel plans.

5.4 Things to DO

• Identify factors that contribute to your productivity in undertaking and managing
a large project.

• Identify things that interfere with your successful allocation and management of
your mental energy.

• Evaluate other responsibilities and obligations that will determine the amount of
time you will have to devote to your thesis or dissertation, including the times
that your schedule permits you to work on your project.

• Estimate how much time will be required to perform each activity in completing
your thesis or dissertation.

• At the completion of each activity, evaluate how you allocated and used time
and energy, so that you can determine if you need to make any adjustments in
your approach.

5.5 Things NOT to Do

• Minimize the importance of evaluating your personal time management patterns
and preferences in developing a time allocation plan.

• Underestimate the time required to complete each activity.
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• Allow distractions or procrastination habits to impede your progress.
• Become frustrated or overwhelmed by focusing on the amount of work it will

take to complete the overall thesis or dissertation process.
• Overlook the importance of building in time after completion of each milestone

or activity to celebrate success, relax, and prepare for the next activity.
• Skip the reflection step of evaluating how you are allocating and using time at

various points in the process and/or refuse to make the changes necessary to
enhance your effectiveness.
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6Understanding Institutional Policies
and Procedures

6.1 Role in Survival and Success

If you have ever driven a vehicle, you are familiar with the rules of the road. You
may also know that various states often have different driving laws and regulations.
Just as there are travel rules when taking a trip via car, bus or train, there are similar
requirements that you will be expected to understand and fully comply with
throughout your thesis or dissertation journey. The rules of the road in thesis or
dissertation travel will likewise differ from institution to institution. These expec-
tations of your college or university are delineated in institutional research policies
and procedures, as well as in approved student policy documents and handbooks. It
is imperative that you seek out and meticulously comply with all relevant policies
and procedures.

Many thesis or dissertation projects use surveys, interviews, observations, or
other information obtained from humans. Before you approach your human sub-
jects and start asking them questions, or before you start observing their behavior or
collecting their personal information, you will need permission to do so. Every
university will require that your thesis or dissertation project be reviewed in
advance, in order to make sure you are not harming any human subjects with your
proposed investigation. The campus group that grants this permission is often called
the Institutional Review Board (IRB), or some similar name. Other scientific or
laboratory projects must be approved by chairs, deans, or other authorities in order
to assure their safety as well as the availability of supplies for the duration of the
work. Consider these approval groups and your direct faculty supervisors as the
traffic enforcers who check to ensure you are following the rules necessary to
maintain order along your journey.

The nature of some projects may not need these additional approvals at the
department or institutional level. Certain kinds of documents in the public domain,
or alternately, confidential processes of invention or investigation, may require
different kinds of nondisclosure agreements or perhaps require none at all,
depending on the topic. For example, IRB approval is absolutely required for
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projects which study humans in any way, including their characteristics, their
perceptions, their behaviors, their communications, and more. Much of the doctoral
student gossip at many social science groups revolves around troubles navigating
the IRB process. Yet these drama-filled experiences and stories of past problems
can be easily avoided. For most graduate students, doing library research and
writing long papers are familiar activities, but navigating specific university
research policies and proving that you are complying with federal mandates are
tasks that are not as familiar to most people. Therefore, informed compliance is
essential for a successful thesis or dissertation journey. In other words, become
aware of the many rules which govern progress throughout your project, and then
follow them closely for a trouble-free experience. Double-checking the information
you receive by asking lots of questions is an easy way to start!

6.2 What You Need to Know

Some research methods or topics may inadvertently harm your human participants
due to your own unconscious bias, an accidental data breach, or public revelation of
some information of a very personal nature. Therefore, you need to write in great
detail about how you will conduct your project by describing the types of infor-
mation you want to gather, your reasons for wanting that information, a description
of every part of your research method such as how you will perform data collection
and analysis, an explanation of the results you expect to find, and more. Offering
your full compliance with the rules when necessary, and then choosing to dispute
them after an informed counterargument has been determined, is a useful survival
skill which can help you weather the roads ahead.

Committee members may have questions about any or all aspects of your pro-
ject, but this is a common part of the application process. If you have worded
something unclearly or if you did not include specific details, you will receive a
request for more information or for particular revisions. If these requests seem to be
stressful to some students, this may be due to their lack of familiarity with the
process. Seasoned researchers know that questions from supervisors or offices
overseeing work in your field are not a personal attack, nor are they a negative
critique of the idea for your project. Rather, the reviewers may simply need more
information about exactly what you intend to do, so that they can prove your
investigation is not problematic, especially in ways that you perhaps have not yet
identified.

As part of your application to conduct your study with human subjects, you may
need to develop a letter to provide to each of your human subjects as a request for
their participation. By providing participants with introductory details, often called
an Informed Consent Form or some similar name, you will advise your human
participants of the types of information you wish to obtain from them. Your
communication will contain a clear explanation of the purpose of your intended
project and the risks (if any) assumed by those who participate. While this may
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seem at first to provide an unnecessary barrier between you and those you wish to
study, it assures that you have permission to proceed from those involved without
causing any hardships for them or for you.

After reading the information about your study, if your intended human subjects
agree to participate in your study, they will formally agree or opt in, thus providing
you appropriate permission to use their responses. If you are unsure if your human
subjects will want to participate, check with your research advisor about doing a
pilot study before committing to a particular method, a set of survey questions, or
other processes. Remember that you also need to provide a way for participants to
opt out of inclusion in your study for any reason. By carefully completing an IRB
application, you will have already thought through, in advance, the reasons that
your project is likely to be successfully completed as described. If your project does
not involve human subjects, then you may not need to do this type of process at all,
so not to worry!

6.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Learning
the Rules of the Road

One student reported that their professors emphasized the importance of academic
integrity in conducting and reporting on your research projects, much like rules of
the road with which they would be expected to comply. Just as there are general
driving regulations or border crossing rules specific to a particular state or nation,
rules across institutions and even across their programs may vary.

Some students benefited from the insights of past students who had completed
their journeys and came to their classes to share their travel experiences. As
invaluable as this was while planning, individual students felt it was most valuable
during the implementation of their plans, when selected individuals were honest
about sharing both the good and bad of their travels. However, not all advice from
others will apply to every situation for current students, so investigating more
details is usually advisable. One dissertation candidate shared that they made the
mistake of being willing to listen to anyone who had undertaken dissertation travel,
and as a result received and acted upon information which did not apply to their
field, or which did not align with their university’s processes. Just as you might stop
to evaluate certain information you hear from the news or friends, an informed
assessment about the source and context of the material is useful.

Graduate students discovered that there were many credible sources of the travel
guidance as they planned their journeys. Many would research the current infor-
mation provided by their university, college, or department by checking to see if it
was similar or different than other institutions and other students’ experiences. One
student said their own university made this comparative information available
through workshops, handbooks, and on their website. Checking for accurate and
timely information about creating a thesis or dissertation, as well as information
which you will include about your topic of study, are indeed parts of the larger
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process. One student found that integrating the information that their university
formally made available to them along with the informal advice of and conversa-
tions with others, helped to determine whose information may be inaccurate or
outdated, or even recently changed. It is easy to remain on the right track by making
regular inquiries about the appropriate trip-planning resources that you might need.

Other students reported that taking the time to fully understand and carefully
follow the directions in completing university forms minimized the concerns of
reviewers and the need for revisions. Their experiences taught them the importance
of being completely honest with everyone involved in your project. There is great
value in having many different people review your project proposal before you
submit it. Some wayward travelers who tried to hide information from others
regarding details of their intended projects, especially those students who falsified
data or misled participants, were summarily dismissed from their degree programs,
and others remain under investigation for potential criminal fraud. Therefore, dis-
closure of all aspects of your research, and confirming approval from all involved,
will be important for students in all subject areas.

6.4 Things to DO

• Become familiar with how and where you can locate the most up-to-date
information about the research approval process through websites, handbooks,
workshops, or other means early in your research process.

• Compile and study the written directions from your department, university, or
advisors about the human subjects’ approval process for you to follow.

• Consult with others as you estimate how much time each of the approval steps
take and ask them for insights from their experiences in also going through this
process.

• Complete any forms required in your human subjects’ application carefully,
using provided templates and following the expected writing style.

• Try your best to follow the IRB’s rules correctly the first time, in order to
minimize reviewer’s concerns and required corrections later.

• Be totally honest with the human subjects from whom you seek information.

6.5 Things NOT to Do

• Assume that you can avoid an IRB review for a project involving information
obtained from humans, since this is rarely the case.

• Attempt to trick your participants into giving you information they would not
otherwise want to share.

• Forget that human subjects have a right to stop participating in your study, or to
withdraw their participation at any time.
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• Get frustrated with the IRB process, especially when a correction to your work is
suggested.

• Misrepresent the complexity of your project in order to get through the process
faster, or otherwise try to avoid study elements which you fear may not be
approved.

• Fail to fully disclose what types of information you want to collect and use,
where and/or from whom, and why.
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7The Importance of Meeting Deadlines

7.1 Role in Survival and Success

Ideally after returning from a long trip, the traveler will fondly remember the
journey and treasure the meaningful experiences they had along the way. Many
travelers also take the time during the trip to reflect on their travel experiences in the
interest of identifying travel strategies that worked well, as well as those things they
would likely do differently during their future travels. An example of this might be
sleeping too long one morning and thus getting a late start on one or more days of
the travel adventure. Similarly, arriving at the wrong time of day or the wrong day
of the week results in a missed opportunity to see sites when they were open or to
attend special events in the places you are visiting along the way.

The insights gained through such adjustments and reviews not only will serve
the traveler well in their future travels, but also will enable them to provide useful
travel advice and suggestions to others. While there are certainly unique differences
between these two journeys, having and following a realistic travel plan and
reaching milestones are the ultimate goals. Your work along the path toward those
goals includes deadlines and reflections about what to fix along the way, since these
are always attributes of travel success.

Seasoned thesis or dissertation travelers, regardless of whether they succeeded in
reaching their original goals, will attest to the importance of understanding and
meeting deadlines along the way. The importance of meeting all deadlines should
be obvious, but since they are familiar parts of our past education, we may tend to
overlook the true significance of firm deadlines. The potential impact that missing
thesis or dissertation deadlines has on the researcher and their relationship with the
research advisor and committee members should be acknowledged.
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7.2 What You Need to Know

Throughout our lives we frequently encounter deadlines that we are expected to
meet, whether responding to an invitation to attend a social event, registering for an
upcoming class, or filing our tax return before the deadline. Throughout your
graduate studies leading up to the thesis or dissertation stage you have certainly
faced numerous deadlines and successfully met them or you would not be at this
stage in your graduate program.

While the deadlines that you encountered in your previous coursework afforded
you the opportunity to develop your skills in meeting deadlines, you will be
required to hone or perfect these skills as you embark on your thesis or dissertation
travels. An essential starting point must be to understand fully the deadlines that
you will face in your process, and then to comprehend the role that meeting each
and every deadline will play in completing your thesis or dissertation.

Some deadlines relate directly to university processes, and therefore will not be
as flexible as those for typical course assignments. The deadlines imposed by a
faculty member, while establishing the “rules of the road” for a particular course,
are very different than the deadlines that you will encounter in completing your
thesis or dissertation. While a course instructor may have “cut you a break” by
granting an extension for the due date of a particular assignment, it will be in your
best interest to neither need nor seek deadline extensions as you navigate the
research process.

The deadlines that you must become aware of and incorporate in your research
plan and schedule will originate from two sources. Your department, college, or
university will have established deadlines related to various steps within the thesis
or dissertation process. Missing these “hard” deadlines will almost always delay
your travel and complicate your arrival. These deadlines typically include filing and
submission dates. An example of this would be missing an IRB deadline which
resulted in losing your window of opportunity to collect data, or having your
anticipated graduation delayed due to failing to file the form to schedule defense of
your work in enough time to complete inevitable revisions. Try your best to
anticipate official deadlines and prepare for them in order to avoid disappointment.

In addition to the above deadlines which should always be considered firm and
non-negotiable, it is likely that your research advisor and committee members will
impose certain “soft” deadlines regarding when they expect you to complete certain
work and submit that work to them for review. It is imperative that you respect and
seek to comply with these deadlines in the interest of affording your committee
members the time they need to enact their responsibilities in reviewing your work
and providing constructive feedback. Consistent punctuality is an important sur-
vival skill to display during your thesis and dissertation travels, as it is in life.

Not respecting these deadlines and your responsibility to comply with them can
significantly impact your working relationship with your advisor and committee.
Given that you will travel with them for the entire journey, you will want to impress

32 7 The Importance of Meeting Deadlines



them with your commitment to meeting any and all deadlines, whether established
by your committee, department, college, or university. Happy travelers can weather
many storms together!

7.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Schedules
and Timing

In addition to striving toward a consistent implementation of their plans, certain
students came to appreciate the significant relationship that exists between dead-
lines and a candidate’s stress level. Being aware of upcoming deadlines and
properly preparing in advance of them can result in a good type of stress that can
both motivate and empower you. But for many students, working up to the last
minute to meet deadlines, or expecting to miss them entirely, can produce real
anxiety and frustration.

Some students found partners among their peers who could help them under-
standing the timing of deadlines and keep them aware of upcoming issues they
might encounter during their travels. A few students found a process that worked
for them, in which they actually held each other accountable for staying on track in
their progress in advance of each and every communication with their research
advisors. In doing so, they reported to each other first, and developed project charts
that each used to keep up with work on their projects. Some would check in with
their group to ask certain questions in order to monitor each other’s progress, or just
to regularly offer encouragement to each other throughout their respective journeys,
even if their steps were not occurring at the same times. One group of students
agreed to plan on completing each stage of their work at least a month before any
related deadlines, which seemed to work quite well.

In addition to the formal university and college deadlines, most students gained
an understanding that any deadlines that their research advisor or committee
requested for submitting their work should be treated as formal deadlines also.
Many students devised strategies to organize their work so that they could meet
faculty-imposed requirements easily, and usually with time to spare. One student
said they were late in submitting work to their advisor on one occasion, given that it
took more time than expected to complete a particular segment of their research.
Another student likewise fell behind a time or two based on their responsibilities as
a graduate assistant. In these cases, notifying their advisor in advance about their
inability to meet the deadline helped everyone involved to reorganize their
expectations, their time and their efforts accordingly.

Through the experiences of many travelers along the way, we realized that many
students had to learn about commitment the hard way. Some deadlines established
by a college or university, including those related to scheduling an oral dissertation
defense or the timeframe for making revisions to the manuscript are firm and not
open to negotiation. Students often received harsh consequences for not meeting
expectations and they heard stories of others who had similar problems and learned

7.2 What You Need to Know 33



of the seriousness of their errors. Some students realized that deadlines established
by even the friendliest research advisors and committee members should be
respected as well. While their advisor and committee members were willing to
extend some flexibility, failing to meet multiple deadlines or to produce the
agreed-upon quality of work compromised the progress of some student’s journeys.
For others, their lack of motivation to complete work on time hurt their working
relationship with the very people trying to help them. Everyone makes mistakes and
gets sidetracked periodically, so it is important to reach out for assistance when you
may need help as a result of poor planning, a lack of motivation or commitment, or
even just procrastination.

7.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the role that meeting all deadlines plays in completing your thesis or
dissertation, as well as on your stress level and ability to move through the
process successfully.

• Identify all deadlines prescribed by your department, college, or university.
• Identify all deadlines imposed by your research advisor and committee.
• Develop and follow a work plan and schedule that provides for completion of

the various research activities in advance of the dates that they are due.
• Should you anticipate having difficulty in meeting a deadline, inform your

research advisor and seek their guidance.
• If you miss one deadline, learn from that experience in the interest of not missing

additional ones.

7.5 Things NOT to Do

• Ignore importance of meeting all deadlines established by your committee
members, department, college, or university.

• Deny the impact of not meeting deadlines that your research advisor and
committee may establish on not only your progress toward completion of your
thesis or dissertation, but also on your working relationship with the advisor and
committee.

• Fall behind in your progress towards meeting deadlines as a result of poor
planning or procrastination.

• Forget to keep your research advisor and committee members informed if you
anticipate or experience any issues that will prevent you from meeting deadlines.

• Avoid making a firm commitment to complete all activities in advance of
deadlines.
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8Understanding Why Candidates Fail
to Complete Their Thesis
or Dissertation

8.1 Role in Survival and Success

Perhaps it would seem highly unlikely that a graduate student, after successfully
completing all of the requirements of their academic degree program leading up to
the thesis or dissertation research project, would fail to complete this last “hurdle”
in the journey. Yet more graduate students than one might realize, or that their
academic institutions would like to admit, fall by the wayside during the challenge.
Although sharing this reality with you sets a different tone than the preceding and
later chapters, it is important that you realize as you begin your journey, that not
everyone who embarks on this life-changing journey reaches their intended goal
successfully.

The travel experiences and difficulties of past travelers may vary widely at times,
but most of their difficulties share common characteristics. By understanding these
potential “roadblocks” and “detours” that you could encounter during your journey,
you will be able to avoid or address them, rerouting your trip when necessary. As
with any trip that you will take during your lifetime, anticipating the challenges that
you might encounter, and being prepared to face and resolve them when and where
necessary, will ensure that you experience success.

Recognizing the most common stress points which have made other travelers
decide to turn away will help you to see where your own vulnerabilities might lie.
In addition to challenges related to the candidate’s personality or habits, or those of
the research advisor and committee members, there are a number of situational
factors that could potentially prevent you from successfully finishing your project.
These include changes in the candidate’s current job or responsibilities that either
limit the time available to devote to research activities or which no longer require an
individual to complete the additional graduate degree. Changes in personal rela-
tionships and family responsibilities also can pose challenges to successful com-
pletion of a thesis or dissertation. Relocation or major life changes associated with
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either of these situations can also mean that a candidate is attempting multiple
journeys at once, thus limiting their chances of efficiency in producing the neces-
sary components.

Likewise, candidates fail to successfully complete this process for financial
reasons, whether associated with the lack of needed support for their research
activities or other aspects of their lives while maintaining enrolled status as a
graduate student. Attending to medical or health issues that arise during this journey,
whether those issues involve the student or significant others, might impede one’s
progress in completing a thesis or dissertation. Since life will often take precedence
over schoolwork, it is important to recognize when these need your attention instead.

8.2 What You Need to Know

While there are certainly unique circumstances or situations that may impede the
progress of a given student in their research travels, there are several typical reasons
that graduate students fail to complete their thesis or dissertation. While use of the
word “fail” might suggest that the candidate has survived the voyage up to the point
that they fail to defend their thesis or dissertation successfully, it is quite common
for travelers to lose their way at various junctures on their journey.

These travel problems can result from not taking the time before the trip to select
a manageable topic that the researcher has both the expertise and passion to
undertake. It is also imperative to secure a research advisor and committee members
that share your research interest and are able and willing to commit the necessary
time and guidance. This area has proven problematic for some students, especially
when conflicts occur with or between committee members. Loss of your research
advisor or committee members can also present significant challenges, particularly
if this occurs late in your process. While it is common to experience some negative
critique or opposition, many times these are natural parts of the process and should
be expected.

Failure to develop a realistic plan, allocate the necessary time, re-evaluate how to
manage your time effectively, or meet “hard” and “soft” deadlines (including those
self-imposed) have also derailed the journey of many past travelers. Once again, a
fully-engaged commitment throughout your journey is imperative. Resiliency is a
key survival skill for your thesis or dissertation travels; those travelers who finally
achieve a completed degree are usually those who have increased their capacity for
resiliency.

While you will hopefully not experience any of these or other major problems in
your journey, recognizing the potential for them is important, as is the role of
thorough planning and developing a realistic timetable that allows sufficient time to
complete your research activities. Allowing for some “slack time” to accommodate
the road hazards you may encounter during your journey is a prudent decision
which enables you to adjust your expectations and behaviors as a result. Remember,
a “course correction” is not a failure of the entire journey!
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8.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Don’t Let
Bumps in the Road End Your Journey

One student recalled that they were somewhat disturbed by one of the topics
discussed during an early class meeting, when classmates in attendance were
explicitly reminded that not all students who embark on this voyage avoid
drowning! Professors said there was so much more to do than just following the
steps, even after successfully completing their academic program’s course
requirements or benchmark exams. Some students saw this as bad news and thought
they might quit the process shortly after it started. While this made many nervous,
the rest of the session was dedicated to sharing the various reasons that candidates
fail to complete their thesis or dissertations. Most students left that class meeting
knowing what problems to navigate and what the most common successful expe-
riences had in common. They felt it was better to know what to expect, even the
negative aspects, in advance. With diligence and attention, they could avoid most of
these problems for themselves.

Other students agreed that knowing about things that might happen along the
way which could potentially derail their ability to complete their research projects
was quite helpful. Many felt that early disclosure of issues allowed them to take
time to develop the necessary mindset for success, or to regroup and revise plans
when necessary in order to continue on their journeys. A student shared that
anticipation of challenges along the way helped them to resist the inclination to
think that they were the only one who had ever encountered problems. Another
student was able to stay on their intended path despite encountering several minor
bumps in the road and one major roadblock that they had heard about previously.
This student knew that others had successfully navigated through these problem
areas in order to finish their journey.

Collegial working relationships developed with research advisors and other
faculty members early in the process were important for some students during their
later journeys, particularly when they encountered travel challenges late in the
process and needed someone new with whom to brainstorm ideas. While keeping
your research advisor and committee updated about important breakthroughs or
roadblocks is important, it is even more crucial to open lines of communication if
you experience developments in your personal or professional life that present
challenges to your progress. One candidate, who assumed that the issues that they
experienced were unusual and embarrassing, chose not to bring problems to the
attention of their advisor. For months, they struggled with their problem, which was
not an academic one, without the help and support of their school. It is important
always to remember that your research advisor and committee members, along with
your program and institution, desire to see you succeed. They probably have
available and confidential resources to help you address your situation, so asking
your faculty members, campus offices, or online help desks for assistance is always
a good idea.
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Similar to reflecting on the day’s travel at the end of each day of a multiday trip,
we recommend two important things. One is to take time to celebrate your progress
at the completion of each activity and milestone, as well as the time to relax and
prepare for the next leg of your journey. Whether you disagree with the advice you
are given, or you have an argument or make a series of communication mistakes, or
you are upset at the level of support you are receiving, keeping the lines of com-
munication open among everyone, even if this seems difficult at times, will help you
to maintain forward progress. Kind words, apologies, and positivity are appreciated
by everyone. At the end of each stage of your journey it is beneficial to evaluate
how you have progressed, including what you did well and what you could
improve, in the interest of determining if you should make any adjustments in your
travel plans. Most likely, you will be quite proud of yourself for learning new things
and navigating new territory. Take some time to compliment yourself on a job well
done thus far, and remember that although all progress takes work, it is totally
possible!

8.4 Things to DO

• Anticipate potential challenges to completing your thesis or dissertation.
• Recognize and acknowledge that developments, circumstances, or situations will

occur that have the potential of compromising your ability to complete thesis or
dissertation requirements successfully.

• Regroup and revise your plan as necessary when you encounter these challenges.
• Keep your research advisor, committee, and department “in the loop” regarding

significant developments that arise in your personal and/or professional life that
are challenging your ability to complete your thesis or dissertation.

• Realize that the working relationship you have developed with your research
advisor and committee can be invaluable as you seek the best way to proceed.

8.5 Things NOT to Do

• Assume that you are the only student that has ever encountered these particular
problems during the research journey.

• Feel that this is a problem or issue that you must deal with on your own.
• Neglect to keep your research advisor and committee aware of the issue(s) you

are dealing with and their impact on your progress.
• Forget that your institution probably has provisions to help you address the

situation you are facing, such as granting you a leave of absence
• Fail to resume your research activities when you have resolved the involved

outside issues.
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9Focusing on a Manageable Research
Topic

9.1 Role in Survival and Success

It is not uncommon for a novice traveler planning a long trip to develop a plan that
attempts to visit more places, take in more sights, or do more things than are
realistically possible. This urge to “cram in” as much as one can is a frequent
tendency of some individuals who are new to the art and science of travel planning.
Whether their ill-advised plan results from the excitement and enthusiasm to travel
to new and exciting places or the perceived reality that they might never have the
opportunity to engage in such an adventure again, they develop a travel plan that
almost always results in their great travel expectations not being fully realized.

Unfortunately, the same inclination also exists with many thesis or dissertation
travelers as they plan their first great adventure. The fact that most have not taken
such a journey in the past, and the perceived reality that they will likely never do so
again, drives them to select a research topic that is not suitably delimited and
manageable. This often proves to be problematic once the thesis or dissertation
traveler embarks on their journey.

Selecting a research topic that is not properly narrow in scope is a mistake that
many have regretted later. A topic or method that is unmanageable could best be
described as an “albatross” that will burden you throughout your thesis or disser-
tation travel. Managing your selection of project characteristics, while weighing the
pros and cons of each choice you are making, will help you determine what aspects
are manageable and what aspects are unwieldy (too many parts or steps to do at
once), overly ambitious (life’s work rather than one study in a series), or over-
whelming (too big of a project given the time and resources available). The ability
to focus your topic in scope and breadth in a way aligns with the intended format of
a thesis or dissertation is an important survival skill.
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9.2 What You Need to Know

The selection of a research topic is perhaps the most important decision that you
will make as a thesis or dissertation traveler. In addition to “driving” all of the
remaining activities of the research process, it will also dictate much of what you
focus on over a number of years. The importance of selecting a manageable topic
by limiting its scope is also reinforced in three later chapters, the first of which will
consider identifying a research area in which you have sufficient interest. The latter
two chapters consider the process of identifying and refining a research topic.

While you should look to your research advisor and the members of your
committee for guidance in selecting a topic and identifying appropriate research
questions, it is imperative that you are actually the one to determine the research
topic that you will study. While it should be a topic that you are both qualified to
study and passionate about, it should also be a topic that is neither too small nor too
simple for a thesis or dissertation. It should also not be too large an idea to explain
or too large a problem to solve via one project, study, or experiment.

The fact that you are embarking on this novel journey (that you will likely never
take again) should not result in a decision to do everything all at once. If you do not
focus your research topic appropriately, then you will live with the consequences of
that unwise decision. Similarly, you should not allow your advisor or committee
members to persuade you to take on a research project with an unreasonably large
scope. Lastly, you should recognize that the more passionate you are about a topic,
the greater will be the inclination to frame your research topic much more broadly
than you really should.

While this may be the only time that you will conduct the research associated
with a master’s thesis or doctoral dissertation, you will have many future oppor-
tunities to conduct further research and publish in your area of interest after you
complete this current journey. Look to your research advisor for their guidance as
you select a research topic of sufficient difficulty but which has clear boundaries.
Over time you will realize the wisdom of selecting a manageable research topic,
often through hearing about the challenges that others have faced as a result of not
doing so.

9.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Exploring Your
Travel Interests

A starting point in planning any successful trip is determining the destination to
which you desire to travel. While that will obviously be to meet the thesis or
dissertation requirements of your program, it is also important to plan a journey that
will benefit you in terms of the skills that you will be qualified to share at the
completion of your travels. Some students felt that they took too long to ponder,
deliberate, and ultimately select the perfect topic that aligned with their research
interests. Others seemed to know right away and seemed to follow their passion to

44 9 Focusing on a Manageable Research Topic



explore a particular topic further in order to meaningfully contribute to the existing
body of knowledge in that area. Most students’ process was somewhere in between
these extremes, and the speed at which they produced work did not necessarily
align with either the complexity of their undertaking or their ultimate success. Your
thesis or dissertation topic will become clearer as you learn more, so let the journey
transform your thinking!

One student pointed out that their research advisor and committee members were
extremely helpful in encouraging them to take more time to identify a research topic
or method that would be useful for the current project and likely beyond. Students
in various fields mention that their programs require them to publish before
undertaking their independent thesis or dissertation topic, in order to understand
how graduate level projects can drives one’s future research stream. Other programs
expect the final thesis or dissertation manuscript to be the initial publication of
one’s professional career. Either way, you have likely collaborated on several
research ideas which served as a basis for conference presentations and journal
articles. Some students enjoyed having a variety of ideas from which to choose, and
others hoped to try out specific ideas in the professional literature in advance of
committing to a particular trend or line of inquiry. Taking the necessary time and
expending the energy to brainstorm possible research topics before selecting the
ones that they were passionate enough about to pursue for several years makes great
sense.

Selecting a topic that interests you and is sufficiently original in scope and
difficulty given the degree that you are pursuing should meet corresponding
expectations of your department, college, or university. One student failed to
delimit their topic to one that was both appropriate and manageable within the
established time limits to complete their degree program. It was reported that this
happened against the sound advice of their research advisor and was driven by a
mindset that this would be the only time they would ever have the opportunity to
explore their research interests with the available resources and work space. Had the
student pondered their objectives in more detail, they would have completed their
doctoral degree much sooner and with less frustration, allowing them to move on to
conducting additional research related to their research interests and potentially
even secure funding to develop a bigger and better study in the future.

Part of the graduate student learning process is to discern which rules apply to
them, which directions are non-negotiable, and which actions matter most to their
subject field and future career plans. Some students discovered that they became
experts in complying with the expectations of their university for candidates
completing their dissertation, as well as prioritizing which aspects of their research
were most viable at their own institution and in their own discipline. While some
aspects of thesis and dissertation travel are common, others may diverge slightly or
can differ significantly. Successful students quickly figured out what aspects of a
project were best for fulfillment of a degree, and which aspects of their life’s work
would happen after the degree was obtained. These students checked their under-
standings and assumptions with others who were more knowledgeable in the field
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and who were farther along in the research process, enabling them to prioritize
which of their ideas could be used in the short term and which would be possi-
bilities for the future.

9.4 Things to DO

• Understand the importance of selecting a topic whose scope and difficulty are
appropriate based on the degree that you are pursuing and the expectations of
your department, college, or university.

• Seek the guidance of your research advisor and, perhaps, potential committee
members as you deliberate your research topic.

• Brainstorm the various research topics that you are considering.
• Select a research topic that corresponds with your interests and, ideally, your

passion.
• Delimit your topic, as appropriate, consistent with your research interests.
• Secure approval of your research topic from your research advisor.

9.5 Things NOT to Do

• Assume that this is the only time that you will ever have the opportunity to
conduct research in your area of interest.

• Ignore the importance of seeking guidance from your research advisor and
others, including authors of the published literature.

• Forget to focus the scope of your research topic by identifying what it is and
what it is not.

• Commit to a research topic that will likely prove unmanageable and difficult to
complete within the prescribed time limits for completion of your graduate
degree.
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10Identifying an Area of Research
Interest

10.1 Role in Survival and Success

The most enjoyable and memorable trips are planned in advance in accordance with
the personal interests of the traveler. Taking the time to identify your travel interests
will enable you to make good decisions regarding where you will travel and what
you want to see and do during your trip. Some students may be reading this chapter
earlier in their process, and some may need to revisit it later as they change course.
Many will agree that it is difficult to see all of the many places to see and events to
attend when visiting a large, exciting city; you may need to return more than once in
order to confirm that you have experienced all of a particular area’s offerings.
Travel experiences in academics similarly illustrate the importance of charting out
the unique travel adventure that is right for each traveler, even if multiple travelers
are visiting the same city. You will want to begin your thesis or dissertation journey
by identifying the research area that corresponds with your passion, but then also
clarifying an aspect of your interest which can be explored within a thesis or
dissertation manuscript.

Choosing a disciplinary area can seem like an overwhelming task at first,
especially since it may feel like you will be forever linked to that subject once your
thesis or dissertation is published for the world to see. However, identifying an area
of research should be relatively easy once you engage in introspection about your
interests and career path. Just as you can review your past trips to determine what
you liked and disliked about them, consider your past work and what you like about
different disciplines of study. As you ponder more and more specifics of your idea,
after researching, thinking, and engaging with others in your field, you may realize
that you likely already know the answers to many of these questions. As you are
determining areas of study about which you are enthusiastic, it may be helpful to
make a ranked list of ideas, and also indicate those subjects, fields, or trends that are
important in your field but which you don’t particularly like. Decision making is a
survival skill which is only undertaken after proper identification of all of the
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possibilities. Make an informed and reasoned choice based on your consideration of
all the options, including a review of those you have rejected.

Next you might consider what career path you will take after you receive your
graduate degree. Your analysis of the academic travels that you enjoy the most will
likely impact your choice of paper topic, since you will want to ensure that your
work helps you to get the type of job that you desire. Do you want to manage a
small nonprofit, or work for a multinational company? Do you want to be a school
administrator, or a college professor? And if the latter, do you want to work at a
research university or a community college or continue your career abroad? Only
you can determine the life goals which your degree completion can help you
achieve. If you need ideas, background research on the job market or disciplinary
trends may help you choose. What areas have others been proposing or publishing
about at your institution, at similar institutions, or elsewhere in your subject field?
On what topics does your discipline really need more research-based practice,
knowledge, or details? What types of expertise are employers seeking? Remember
that your academic travels can be in either an established or a new field at this point;
in the early stages of consideration, you are merely choosing an area (or maybe
two) which best matches your interests. In other words, you are confirming that you
will not travel to all of the other locations, at least not for the next few years,
because now you have to focus!

10.2 What You Need to Know

Just as when traveling with a family or group, others will try to influence your
selection of a thesis or dissertation topic, or provide unsolicited advice on what you
should do. These travelers could be more experienced doctoral students, faculty
advisors, or even family and friends. Listen to their concerns, but resist the
temptation to pick a certain topic just because it will please others. Your choice of a
travel locale for sustained research is a highly personal one, and only you know
which subjects will continually engage you and feed your intellect. As long as you
have confirmed your general area of study, any further details you can provide
should help others understand what you are trying to do, especially those who have
not been through a thesis or dissertation process themselves. Ideally, as you keep
telling both friends and other academics your travel ideas, you will experience
increasing clarity and confidence in your choices.

As you have certainly done when planning a non-academic trip, remember that it
is OK to change your mind! You don’t have to feel obligated to remain with the first
idea you had, or the idea which others thought might be easiest. Many thesis or
dissertation topics are of equal difficulty for a traveler who has never attempted one
before, so not to worry. Create a project that showcases and reflects your best
abilities, and everything will work out just fine. Travelers who are good decision
makers always have reasons for choosing certain options over others, and can
explain those choices clearly and easily.
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Possibly, knowledgeable others may also be giving you valuable feedback
throughout your travels, even though you may not realize it. Experienced research
advisors and committee members are able to identify right away any topic that is
unfocused, unpopular, or quite frankly, impossible. Bounce your ideas off of a
variety of faculty members at your own institution, as well as those you meet at
professional events and conferences, to evaluate their reactions to your plans. You
can even tell fellow travelers about some of your already-rejected ideas, just to get
confirmation that you’re on the right track in eliminating them as possibilities.

When deciding travel plans, you nearly always consult both friendly resources
(people you know) and objective resources (online reviews or guides) before
making a decision. Include in your feedback loop those who do not know you
personally, such as professors from other colleges; they will be able to focus solely
on your research idea as you describe it, rather than on your shared history as a
student in their course, or on their relationship with others at your institution. Just as
with traveling, innovative ideas or popular topics are both options in the early
stages of selecting a research area, so try to keep an open mind about the possi-
bilities. There is still much to learn before undertaking research on any topic, even
when traveling in areas with which you may already feel comfortable.

10.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Selling Others
on a Specific Location to Visit

Ask anyone who has completed their thesis or dissertation journey, and they will
advocate the importance of correctly identifying your area of research interest early
in your journey. While you will have the opportunity at an appropriate point later in
the research process to identify and refine your research topic, you will want to do
your best at this juncture to articulate a more specific description of your research
project and justification of the choice of topic that you will be required to live with
for several years. Most often, graduate students who have been through the thesis
and dissertation process, and even those who have become faculty members
themselves, can easily articulate their successes and failures in selling their research
ideas successfully to others.

One student had a good sense of their intended research topic early in their
coursework, and with limited refinement, ended up actually pursuing that topic in
their final study. This student’s peers felt that they truly internalized the idea of
further advancing their discipline through rigorous study and publication. Yet many
of those peers had only basic outlines of their current work and research trajectory,
so the appropriate choices became clearer to the rest of these students only later in
the process. They explained that they learn best by doing, rather than by watching.
You too should decide on the most important details after significant research and
conscientious contemplation, so that you do not become frustrated with a project
that is too narrow to be meaningful or too broad to manage effectively.
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Those who know your personal behaviors well, such as family and friends, and
those who know your academic behaviors well, like fellow students and your
professors, will easily see when you are not excited about your project. They may
also sense a disconnect between your interests and the current project you are trying
to complete. If you notice that you have progressed too far into a project that is
degree-worthy but which no longer speaks to your passions or identity, all is not
lost. You can improve the rest of the world after your thesis or dissertation is done
and your degree is awarded! Simply view your project as a showcase of your
theoretical knowledge or your technical skills in preparation for the real work which
will begin thereafter. This can serve to motivate you to finish the academic exer-
cises in order to get on with your exciting plans ahead.

Knowing and being able to articulate your research interest persuasively will be
important as you identify appropriate faculty members to serve as your research
advisor and committee members, and later as you seek research collaborators in
your field. These individuals will expect that you have taken the necessary time to
select a research area that has the potential of contributing to the existing body of
knowledge, rather than selecting a seemingly easy project that would allow you to
race through a project without yielding its intended value to you or your profession.
Students who acquired the habit of diligence in defining the scope and sequence of
their potential research areas gained invaluable skills in convincing faculty mem-
bers to join them on their journeys.

10.4 Things to DO

• Determine what topics would motivate you for the next few years.
• Select a research area that lets you help others in a broader sense, rather than a

project that will just help a small group of people in your own town or state.
• Explore the discipline in which you are interested by researching its published

literature in detail as well as other people researching in the area, which will
enable you to make an informed decision.

• Seek to learn how projects and papers on your potential topic are created,
completed, and communicated.

• Realize that not everyone knows their intended thesis or dissertation topic right
away.

• Recognize that it is better to take your time to identify the right research area at
this juncture, rather than regret your choice later.

10.5 Things NOT to Do

• Become frustrated as you seek to identify your research interest.
• Commit to a narrow idea or methodology too early in your decision making

process.
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• Follow the crowd in pursuing the same topic that your department, research
group, or program suggests that all of its students study, rather than finding a
particular aspect of that topic which speaks to you personally or suggesting a
well-thought-out alternative.

• Suggest a research area that will take your entire lifetime to study properly, or
that would require Nobel-prize funding to complete.

• Fail to realize that your thesis or dissertation is simply your first project as an
academic, and as such it is meant to display your research skills and aptitude to
take on future projects.

• Think that your thesis or dissertation must contain the sum of your life’s work.
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11Roles and Responsibilities
of a Research Advisor

11.1 Role in Survival and Success

Rather than taking a journey alone, many travelers will decide to have a companion
accompany them on their trip. This is often the case when one is embarking on a
long trip or traveling to a destination to which they had not traveled before. The
value of having a seasoned travel companion is obvious, given the role that their
travel experience can play in enhancing both the success and pleasure of a journey.
Ideal travel companions exchange their expectations, information, and feedback
clearly and kindly, in order to improve the experiences of everyone.

The same is true in thesis or dissertation travel. Given that you likely have not
engaged in such travel before, nor have experienced the scope and length of the
academic journey that you are about to undertake, you most certainly will need
experienced travelers to guide you. The thesis or dissertation process at your college
or university will recognize this and require you to have not only a research advisor
but also committee members to assist you in mapping out your trip and in navi-
gating the many steps and challenges that separate you from your destination.

Given the integral role that these travel guides will play in your experiences, it is
prudent to study the roles and responsibilities that your research advisor and
committee will assume during your journey. Most certainly, their expertise in prior
thesis or dissertation travel will enable you to move with confidence on this
challenging journey. The quality of the professional working relationships that you
develop with these individuals will enhance your travel success, as well as increase
the pleasantness and efficiency of your journey.

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2021
R. S. Fleming and M. Kowalsky, Survival Skills for Thesis
and Dissertation Candidates, Springer Texts in Education,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80939-3_11

53

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-80939-3_11&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-80939-3_11&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-80939-3_11&amp;domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80939-3_11


11.2 What You Need to Know

A research advisor, often referred to as a thesis or dissertation chair or committee
member, is the faculty member that your college or university has designated to
lead the work of your thesis or dissertation committee. Specifically, this professor
will assume primary responsibility for assisting you throughout the research pro-
cess, and this important travel guide may or may not be selected with consideration
of your input as the traveler. As such, this faculty member has a responsibility to
assist you in charting your travel course and in guiding you throughout your
journey. Many words have been used to describe the role of a research advisor
including coach, guide, consultant, mentor, supervisor, and teacher. Categorizing
this role as a travel advisor or guide helps you to see that you are on the journey and
responsible for arriving at the destination successfully, yet your travels can and
should be greatly influenced by a more knowledgeable other. Although this role is
viewed differently across institutions, some commonalities may appear across
universities, among nations, and between subject areas.

While you may have taken your last formal class before entering this stage of
your journey, you will want to recognize that you will have many opportunities to
continue to learn while under the tutelage of your primary research advisor. In
addition to gaining valuable insights that will contribute to making appropriate
progress in your journey, you will also have the opportunity to learn things from
your advisor that will prove beneficial if you have the opportunity to serve as a
research advisor for a thesis or dissertation candidate in the future. If that seems too
far off in the future, just remember that you have already benefitted from others who
have shared their travel advice with you; paying it forward is a natural outcome
once you have an experience to share!

You will want to develop an understanding of the roles and responsibilities of a
research advisor early in your journey, prior to determining which particular faculty
members or doctoral-level experts you would like to accompany you on your thesis
or dissertation travels. It is imperative that you fully comprehend the customary and
appropriate roles and duties that this person should be expected to enact as they
support you throughout the research process. Similarly, it is important to determine
which responsibilities should not fall to your research advisor. For example, daily
questions, uninformed decision making, or carelessly prepared submissions would
generally be considered annoying to your principal research advisor or committee
members during this process. Much of the learning about how to do a dissertation
can be found in other sources more readily. Instead, “do your homework” on
advisor’s background and skills before asking, deciding, or preparing a proposal for
them.

Many of these tasks are your responsibility as a graduate student at the highest
level, and managing daily project operations is not something your research advisor
should be asked or expected to do. Failing to follow up on the faculty members’
design suggestions, or failing to fully research on your own and in advance each
area which impacts your project can also negatively impact the working
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relationship between you and your advisor. Both parties must have a clear under-
standing of their individual roles and responsibilities, as well as activities for which
they share responsibility. The working relationship that you develop must be an
adult-to-adult one, rather than a parent-to-child relationship. An advisor who makes
their working expectations clear provides valuable information to help you learn
how to become a quality travel companion.

Understanding your research advisor’s role and your own responsibilities during
each and every stage of your journey is an essential survival skill. With good
information about your fellow travelers, you will be prepared to embark on a
successful journey that begins with agreeing on your research topic and culminates
with the oral examination that in most instances is the main task over which your
research advisor will preside. In addition to working with you throughout your
journey, your research advisor will expect to be kept up to date regarding your
progress at appropriate times, and will provide certain directives about the pace and
quality of your progress as well. As you can see, mastering the art of both speaking
and listening in equal amounts, in a symbiotic partnership with your support team,
will result in a most enjoyable journey.

11.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Research
Advisors as Travel Guides

Over the course of their research journey, many students found invaluable the
guidance of their research advisor, or main mentor, even if they didn’t always
understand that individual’s directions. By the end of their programs, many grad-
uate students report that they had a much fuller understanding of the importance of
selecting the appropriate faculty member to serve as a research advisor, and the
constraints and difficulties of those performing these roles. A few students stated
that their research advisors shared their visions and philosophies, and thus easily
agreed to take on a leadership role in their journeys. However, they also realized
that many highly talented and dedicated faculty researchers may not also have the
same level of talent to be advisors. Experiences of brilliant content analysis but
nonexistent procedural support are unfortunately common experiences for students
in dealing with their research committees, yet many of these struggles are thank-
fully not apparent in the students’ final manuscripts.

Students noted that certain important takeaways from their courses included
discussion of the appropriate roles and responsibilities of a research advisor, as well
as which requests were unreasonable to expect from an advisor. Discussions with
more advanced students, and attention to the stories which circulated around the
departments, enabled many candidates to learn that in addition to their responsi-
bilities to their advisees, research advisors have responsibilities to their department,
institution, and profession as well. Often, less experienced faculty members were
struggling with many of the same issues themselves, and simultaneously ensuring
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attributes of scholarship rigor and quality applied to their own work as well as to
that of the students they were supervising.

Students were also sometimes surprised to learn that their research advisors had
numerous other demands on their time and that questioners needed to be respectful,
appreciative and patient with faculty members. One student who gained a reputation
for being unreasonable in their expectations, believing that their advisor should
reply to detailed requests on the same day and ideally within a few hours, failed to
realize that teaching class sessions and responding to candidate questions were only
a fraction of their responsibilities at the university. Of course, some students
remarked, certain faculty members made juggling their multiple academic and
family roles look easy. Yet most gained new appreciation of and insight regarding
the many required responsibilities of a professional academic career involving
teaching, writing, presentation, service, advising, and supervising, which were in
addition to any personal responsibilities outside of the university.

A different graduate student, in contrast, became a faculty favorite by always
contributing to the goals of the department, participating in events when possible,
and remaining upbeat despite setbacks. One student felt that they demonstrated an
appreciation of their advisors’ time by always turning in their best work in a timely
manner and allowing the faculty member to determine a timeframe for feedback
based on when the submission arrived within their own schedule of work. By
understanding that the advisor needed time to conscientiously review and comment
on their work, and by remaining positive instead of needy, this student felt they
received better feedback than expected. They explained to a new group of graduate
students in a peer information session that they were always professional in their
expectations and dealings with their advisor; that they never felt ashamed or like it
was a bother to reach out to their advisor when they needed guidance or direction;
and that they strived to always give the benefit of the doubt to others, even when
they were disappointed, in hopes of receiving similar treatment themselves.
Apparently this advice worked well, since this candidate became a popular dis-
sertation advisor as well, many years later!

11.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the responsibility that your research advisor has to you, as well as to
your department, institution, and profession.

• Fully understand the roles and responsibilities of a research advisor prior to
considering potential faculty members that you would like to serve in this
important role.

• Learn from your research advisor how to be a good citizen in shared scholarly
pursuits, so that you can help future students through your advice or as a member
of their committees.

• Recognize that your research advisor has other personal and professional
responsibilities, including working with other advisees.
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• Do your part to contribute to an effective working relationship and progress
towards completion of your thesis or dissertation.

• Rely on your research advisor, as the chair of your committee, to communicate
with other committee members and involve them on your behalf.

11.5 Things NOT to Do

• Develop unrealistic expectations for your research advisor.
• Expect your research advisor to discuss your project with you daily, or even

weekly.
• Contribute to role-related issues, including role ambiguity and role conflict, by

not asking questions which clearly delineated roles, responsibilities, and
expectations in advance.

• Submit less than your best work at all times.
• Continuously seek guidance and assistance from your research advisor.
• Attempt to reach and communicate with your advisor at inappropriate times and

through inappropriate means.
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12Selecting Research Advisors

12.1 Role in Survival and Success

If you have ever taken a long trip with a companion, particularly one that spans a
number of days, you will realize the importance of having the “right” travel partner.
While traveling with the right person usually results in a great trip, travel with the
wrong travel companion can increase the challenges or frustrations of your trip, as
well as complicate reaching your destination according to plan. Engaging in
pre-travel discussions that lead to consensus on such things as the planned pace of
your journey and the places you plan to visit along the way, are of obvious
importance.

Given that your thesis or dissertation travel will involve one of the longest
journeys that you will ever undertake, selecting the right travel companion as your
research advisor is certainly among the most important travel decisions that you will
ever make. You will want an individual who, in addition to being qualified to guide
you through this challenging journey, is also interested in the research you propose
to undertake and willing to sign on as your travel guide. Revealing your honesty
about your own skills, and displaying a willingness to continue a dialogue about
what you still need to learn, can help everyone in your process learn what is still
needed for a successful completion.

While not finding the right travel companion for a reasonably short road trip is
something that you should be able to live with, failing to select an appropriate
individual to guide and champion your research journey can prove problematic later
in the process. Given that you will be required to work under the guidance and
direction of your research advisor for the duration of your journey, selecting a
faculty member with whom you can develop an appropriate working relationship is
imperative.
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12.2 What You Need to Know

It is important that you acknowledge the significance of this early decision and the
impact it will have on the rest of your journey. While you may receive guidance and
suggestions from others, including your academic advisor, as to who would be the
best person to have as your research advisor, it is important that only after con-
scientious consideration and deliberation you decide who you feel would be the
best person to serve as your tour guide on this life-changing journey. While it might
be that your academic advisor would be the most appropriate person, that is usually
not the case in that regardless of their particular qualifications as a researcher, you
will want a research advisor who shares your research vision.

Likewise, while you might be inclined to seek a popular member of your
institution’s teaching faculty, you should recognize that we all have talents and
interests and that some great teachers are the last people you would want to
supervise your research journey. You will learn that, similar to teaching, research is
an acquired skill that comes with experience and time. This would suggest that you
might want to recognize that a new faculty member with no or limited experience
serving on a thesis or dissertation committee, much less chairing one, while willing
to serve in this capacity might not have the travel experience that you should desire
in a research advisor. You will likewise want a faculty member with demonstrated
skill in facilitating the thesis or dissertation process by working with students and
the other committee members.

You will want to identify a faculty member whose past personal research or that
of the research projects that they had supervised aligns with your research interest.
A shared vision and passion will enhance the success and pleasure of your journey
together. You may have interacted with a faculty member earlier in your program
who had expressed an interest in your research area and perhaps even the will-
ingness to consider serving on your committee if your intended research topic was
compatible with their interests. Therefore, being honest with yourself about your
alignment with a potential research advisor—either in personality, work ethic,
background knowledge, or availability—is an essential survival skill.

You will want to identify and “interview” several faculty members who could be
appropriate to serve as your research advisor assuming they were in a position to
make the necessary, extended time commitment. Given that you will need them to
commit to working with you for a number of years, it is important that they
realistically consider whether they are in a position to take on this role. A faculty
member may have various practical reasons for indicating that they are not available
to serve as your research advisor, including an upcoming sabbatical, plans to
assume additional responsibilities, current advising load, and perhaps even con-
templated retirement. During this “interview” you will want to get a sense of
whether your individual styles would be compatible and whether taking this jour-
ney together might make sense. If you should ask someone to serve and they turn
you down, you should accept this decision as an informed one and not seek to
understand their basis in making it.
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You will also want to gain insights about each person’s track record as a
researcher and thesis or dissertation travel guide through other means. Appropriate
things to consider as you “thin the herd” of potential candidates is the reputation,
expertise, and style of each. You will want to discover and seriously consider the
number of advisees that they currently have, the number of students who have
completed their thesis or dissertation under their supervision, and ideally the per-
centage of their advisees that complete their thesis or dissertation. An additional
consideration is how long it typically takes students under their supervision to
complete the thesis or dissertation.

Once you have identified the faculty member that you want to serve as your
research advisor, you will want to make the case to them and hopefully secure
agreement to join you in this journey. Assuming the faculty member responds
affirmatively, you will need to follow your institution’s procedures for officially
appointing this person as your research advisor.

12.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: A Travel Guide
Who Speaks Your Language

Many students commented about the importance of identifying the right advisor for
themselves and their work. They spent many a late night in the student lounge
crafting arguments aimed at convincing a particular individual or committee to
agree to guide them. In some ways, this may be more difficult than choosing the
institution at which to study for your advanced degree. For some students, this
decision is made for them, depending on their academic abilities or interests, or
their specialized needs for methods, funding, or equipment. Whether they got to
choose their research advisors or not, students say that their best efforts were spent
in learning more about the advisors, and that learning to speak their disciplinary
language like a peer became instrumental to their later success in navigating all
types of research journeys.

One student used a strategy of interviewing the potential faculty members at
their own university, and then making appointments to speak by phone to other
faculty who had similar subject area interests at other institutions. Although many
of their successful meetings benefitted from introductions in advance, often
explanatory inquiries which showed strong knowledge of the research area were
enough to persuade a reply. Through these short question and answer sessions, the
candidate was able to determine which faculty members shared their vision and
interests. They were able to have a lighthearted discussion about the future of their
topic and the field, and for faculty in their home department, get an idea of the
professors’ current and likely future responsibilities in case they might have the
necessary time to devote to supervising the student’s upcoming project. After
practicing all of these contacts, the student developed a presentation for future
students explaining the ways to connect with other academics with whom you can
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develop a productive working relationship, either for student level projects now, or
with a view toward career collaborations later.

Never engage in satisficing when making important decisions that will drive
your future research activities, publication outcomes, and contributions to your
discipline. Perhaps others will not know that you may be settling for a thesis or
dissertation topic that does not excite you, or one that a faculty member convinced
you was the next new trend in your field but now potentially is not. At this point in
your progress, not only can you feel confident to know that your choices were not
ones you would ever make again, but also you can finish what you have started,
even if it is not perfect. Even if you have made some irreversible decisions, you can
still complete your project, knowing that you have certainly created the best product
possible given the circumstances. Although some students eventually completed
their dissertations with lackluster topics, loss of interest in their topics along the
way contributed to a more challenging journey and became visible to others via
their mediocre final products. Many students indeed learn the most about being a
top-quality academic well after they celebrate their final day as a student researcher.
This surely makes for a great cautionary tale to tell other students when you are the
guide!

After completing their respective journeys, two students decided to conduct a
post-trip analysis and comparison of their dissertation travels. This was seen as a
way to decompress, to celebrate, to review and to reflect. Both candidates con-
cluded that the success of their journeys was, in large part, a result of having each
other—someone who figuratively spoke their language and understood the envi-
ronment, much like a local travel guide. They both agreed that they not only needed
each other as support, but that they also needed more experienced travelers to show
them the way. They said the professors and advisors who helped the most were
those who could explain methods and topics and problems in ways they could
easily understand. These advisors usually had the best records of teaching in
one-on-one situations, of communicating clearly equally in writing and in person,
and of graduating students with some regularity each year. Yet personality and
inspiration were also instrumental characteristics for those in supportive roles, and
students felt strong connections to the particular faculty members who exhibited
styles which were complementary and not necessarily similar to their own. As with
most important considerations, taking the time to determine the characteristics
which are needed in guides for your research journey will help you make good
decisions on companions for academics as well as for life.

12.4 Things to DO

• Review your institution’s process and procedures for appointing thesis and
dissertation research advisors.

• Identify a number of potential faculty members who you think might be
appropriate to supervise your thesis or dissertation journey.
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• Prepare in advance of scheduled “interviews” with potential committee members
to identify the things you need to ascertain to make an informed decision about
skills, knowledge or other qualities which will serve you well.

• Consider the faculty member’s current advising responsibilities and the impact
that this could have on their ability to dedicate the time and attention necessary
to your research project.

• Ensure that the faculty member you select has research interests that align with
yours and a shared vision regarding your proposed research topic.

• Ask in an appropriate manner, including affording sufficient time for the person
to contemplate taking this journey with you.

12.5 Things NOT to Do

• Underestimate the importance and lasting implications of this critical decision on
your research journey.

• Fail to take the time to determine appropriate selection criteria and meet with all
candidates under consideration for roles on your committee.

• Underestimate the importance of a faculty member’s track record in successfully
supervising past advisees.

• Decide without purposeful, conscientious deliberation who would be the ideal
candidate to ask to be your research advisor.

• Be coerced into accepting a faculty member as a research advisor primarily
based upon their availability and desire to chair a research committee.

• Forget to express your gratitude whether or not the person accepts your
invitation.
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13Working with Your Research Advisors

13.1 Role in Survival and Success

An essential starting point in planning any trip is for the travelers to arrive at a
mutual understanding regarding the destination to which they intend to travel, as
well as the route of travel that they will take. Before departing on the trip, it will
serve both parties well to reach agreement regarding each person’s role(s) including
such essential activities as map reading and driving. As the travel progresses, each
will usually learn more about their travel companion, including their personality,
preferences, and expectations for their journey together.

Similar advice is also beneficial regarding the thesis or dissertation journey you
have committed to take with your research advisor. Understanding your respective
roles and responsibilities during this journey is of utmost importance. Similar to the
map reader who provides necessary guidance and directions to the driver, your
research advisor’s role is to provide the necessary guidance that you will require to
complete your thesis or dissertation. You should plan to do the actual driving by
following the expert advice of the seasoned traveler who, fortunately, has agreed to
take your great journey with you.

Developing an appropriate working relationship with your research advisor,
wherein each traveler understands and proficiently enacts their role and responsi-
bilities, will in large part determine your travel success. It is important to recognize
that successful thesis or dissertation journeys are realized when a candidate affords
their research advisor the opportunity to lead and facilitate the process and shape
the project in the direction of its best outcome. Your flexibility in learning new
ways of thinking and doing, while following the lead of a more experienced edu-
cator (even if you have significant experience yourself), is an essential survival
skill.
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13.2 What You Need to Know

The success of your thesis or dissertation journey will in large part be determined
by the nature of the working relationship that develops between you and your
research advisor. While a positive working relationship will enable you to make the
appropriate progress towards your destination, a negative one will most certainly
make the journey more challenging, and potentially compromise your ability to
arrive at the desired destination. By realizing the importance of developing a
synergistic working relationship with your research advisor from the day you
embark on your travels and throughout the journey, you should be able to engage in
the behaviors that characterize a true professional researcher. It is important always
to remember that your research advisor was willing to sign on for the journey and,
like you, desires to see your travels together succeed.

Many of the “bumps in the road” that thesis and dissertation travelers encounter
arise from role-related issues, including role ambiguity and role conflict. While role
ambiguity involves party members having a different understanding of their role
and that of their counterpart, role conflict results when one party decides not to
enact their expected role. By taking the time before you and your research advisor
embark on your journey to discuss and clearly articulate the individual roles and
responsibilities you each will be expected to perform, as well as to check period-
ically on those that you will enact together, you will significantly reduce the
likelihood of having role-related issues cross your travel path.

It is imperative that both of you understand the reasonable expectations that you
should have for each other during your journey. Complying with these “rules of the
road” will be expected and should be delineated clearly. These would include
seemingly unimportant logistical matters, including expectations regarding how and
with what frequency you will typically communicate and interact. Your advisor
should let you know the best time(s) to contact them as well as the preferred method
of communication. Learning the preferences of your advisor, along with the style of
dialogue of scholars within your discipline, will help you reach your destination
more easily. Delays are not necessarily an indication of poor work or a negative
response!

While you will also engage in work with the other members of your thesis or
dissertation committee at appropriate points during your journey, the fact that your
research advisor may help coordinate those interactions will be appreciated. Often,
you will usually be awaiting feedback from one source which reports on the col-
lective opinions of your committee. It is indeed preferable that you are usually only
awaiting one person’s response, rather than a response from each individual
member of your committee. Although travelers along the same route will neces-
sarily experience their journey in a slightly different way, this is not necessarily
problematic, and differing perspectives often enrich any project. Do your best to
consistently demonstrate that your research advisor was correct in their determi-
nation that you would be a worthy traveler to join in the thesis or dissertation
journey.
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While following the advice should result in a successful trip and development of
a respectful, long-lasting relationship with your research advisor, unfortunately
there are times where a candidate’s working relationship with their advisor weak-
ens. Unattended travels often result in unfinished journeys, and sometimes it
becomes highly unlikely that a student will complete their thesis or dissertation
under the continued supervision of the current research advisor. There can be
various reasons contributing to this unfortunate reality. Ideally, both the student and
the research advisor recognize the need for a change and their institution has
policies and procedures which, while rarely needed, provide for replacing the
advisor, or if appropriate appointing a co-advisor. Should your travels suggest this
change, ask your department or institution for advice before making any of these
decisions.

13.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Your Shared
Journey

Students noticed that the quality of the working relationships that they established
in their travels definitely affected the degrees of success and stress during their
thesis or dissertation journey. Some noted that the earliest relationships were the
best, since advisors knew them longer than most, but others credited enhanced
connections late in their journey which helped provide new perspectives. Groups of
classmates found that it was useful to establish ground rules for working with their
research advisors so that everyone knew what to expect and how to behave for
difficult interactions. Many students explain that understanding their advisors’
expectations for how they should anticipate interacting with them, and asking for
explicit details if they are not offered throughout the research process, were vital
steps which made the journey easier.

Most students felt it was important to agree with their advisors on a timetable for
their travels at the outset of the project, so that students could deliver each sub-
mission on or before established deadlines. One student, whose advisor was not
very communicative, learned the importance of being patient after submitting their
work for review. Although the advisor read and commented quite quickly after
getting started, and their feedback was invaluable, getting a place in the busy
advisor’s schedule was problematic. Most students struggle with allowing their
advisors the necessary time to review and comment on their work, but some
eventually realize that the advisors may feel the same when anticipating reading
their students’ submissions. One approach included staying in contact with advisors
and being honest in sharing with them any issues they encountered or concerns they
had, even if those requests were not immediately acknowledged.
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Certain research advisors expected that students would bring any problems to
them in a timely manner, rather than sharing them with other committee members
or outside parties. If this is requested of you, it will be essential in developing
mutual respect and trust between you and your research advisor. One student made
the mistake of talking to committee members and other faculty first, sharing mul-
tiple complaints, rather than working things through with those who could solve
their problems. Their error in judgment negatively impacted what had been a
previously positive working relationship with their research advisor. Some students
reported that their advisors fell ill temporarily, experienced deaths in the family, or
endured other very personal issues which affected the amount of time or energy
available to work with their candidates. Students may have been upset initially, but
were later pleased that they worked on other tasks while they waited for replies,
allowing inevitable problems to be solved elsewhere before returning to the work at
hand.

Perhaps the most distraught students were those who procrastinated. One student
would continually avoid work, promise to deliver work on time, rush through what
was requested by the research advisor, and then submit nearly every submission
late. The student admitted that they were struggling with multiple personal and
academic issues at the time, but just did not know how to break the cycle of poor
performance and could not afford to pause their program due to requirements
imposed by their job. When the advisor did not respond as anticipated, they argued
and insulted and threatened everyone, becoming more anxious and depressed as the
months passed. As this student recounted the story of their journey at a workshop,
we all learned the value of campus resources and professional help. The student
eventually resolved their issues and embarked on a new start with their advisor after
seeking help from the university’s wellness center and talking through problems
with a counselor. This allowed the student to reorganize their efforts, understand
their own reactions to situations, and receive regular support in order to complete
their project. We must all be grateful to these courageous travelers who have shared
their problems as well as their solutions so that our own journeys can be more
informed!

13.4 Things to DO

• Agree on an established timetable and strive to meet each deliverable and
deadline.

• Be honest with your advisor regarding issues that you encounter that are
impacting your progress.

• If you have a concern about your advisor or progress talk to them rather than
other committee members or outside parties.

• Recognize and address potential issues, including conflicts, in a timely manner
and work through any issues together.
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• Be patient and give your advisor the time that they need to enact responsibilities
properly.

• Keep in contact with your advisor and intentionally seek to develop a positive
working relationship based on trust.

• Be professional and appreciative of your advisor’s work at all times.

13.5 Things NOT to Do

• Procrastinate, or forget what motivates and organizes you best.
• Feel that you should always wait to hear back from your advisor before moving

forward on your research activities.
• Make promises regarding deliverables and fail to keep them.
• Undermine your research advisor by going to other committee members for

advice without their awareness of these requests.
• Avoid bringing any issues or concerns that you have to the attention of your

advisor.
• Mislead your advisor regarding your progress or any other aspect of your

research project.
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14Roles and Responsibilities of Your
Committee

14.1 Role in Survival and Success

Rather than travel alone or with a single travel companion, some travelers will
decide to have additional travelers join them on their trip. While doing so can prove
advantageous, there can also be a downside to traveling with a group if the roles
and responsibilities of each traveler are not agreed to before departure, and adhered
to throughout the journey. Any traveler who has failed to work out such under-
standings before a trip will likely attest to the wisdom of so doing.

While you would never undertake your thesis or dissertation journey alone,
neither would you and your research advisor embark on this adventure before
identifying appropriate travelers to take the journey with you as members of your
research committee. In addition to meeting the requirements of your college or
university that you have a research committee chaired by your research advisor, the
addition of these individuals to your travel party will further contribute to your
travel success. All members of your travel party should be able to understand,
respect, and properly enact their prescribed roles and responsibilities, and ideally,
each of them will have a positive and verifiable record of having done so via
recommendations of others.

14.2 What You Need to Know

The importance of each member of your research committee understanding their role,
and also of you thus having a similar understanding, cannot be overstated. If all
members of your travel party understand, respect, and enact these designated roles,
you are prepared for a successful journey. Otherwise, you may discover that the
“bumps in the road” that you encounter may actually result from the internal workings
and climate of your research committee. With the assistance of your research advisor,
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you will want to ensure that you do all you can to avoid ambiguities or conflicts
regarding the roles and behaviors of the various committee members.

A research committee is usually comprised of the research advisor, who serves
as its chair, and additional faculty members selected based on their qualifications,
interest, and availability to serve on a particular research committee. Faculty
members serving on a research committee have obligations to the student, to the
research advisor, and to their college or university. They are entrusted with the
responsibility of ensuring quality in their program, its research activities, and the
resulting theses or dissertations of its graduates. Maintaining collegiality with these
gatekeepers along the entire timeline of your journey is an essential thesis or
dissertation survival skill.

Typical functions of a thesis or dissertation committee include reviewing and
approving the research proposal, providing advice and assistance throughout the
research process, reviewing and approving the final manuscript draft, and con-
ducting the oral examination. As you can see, your committee members will
interact with you from the time you begin your journey in the proposal stage to the
time you defend your thesis or dissertation, and potentially beyond as colleagues in
your field of study. Committee members will be expected to ensure that your work
meets the highest standards of scholarship, so respect and collegiality in all of your
dealings with them is of the utmost importance.

Committee members will usually have roles similar to those of the research
advisor, but will have less responsibility than the advisor. While most institutions
have general guidelines regarding the functioning of research committees, your
research advisor and committee members will usually have discretion in the
assignment of roles and responsibilities to committee members. Committee mem-
bers will typically follow the leadership and guidance of the research advisor
chairing the committee.

The key thing to remember is that your research advisor is responsible for
facilitating your overall journey and that they will engage in appropriate delegation
of responsibilities and authority to other members of your committee. You will
therefore want to take the time to clarify with them the roles and responsibilities that
have been assigned to each committee member and their expectations regarding
how and when you should interact with the other members of your research
committee. Learn more about your advisor’s views and plans regarding the pace
and content of communications with committee members, and then follow the
advice you have received.

14.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions:
Understanding the Roles of Your Travel Guides

While your research advisor will provide primary and ongoing guidance during
your research journey, they will be assisted by several other faculty members who
have agreed to serve on your research committee, and perhaps other faculty who
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may advise them. One student regrets that they did not treat their main research
advisor as the lead travel guide on the project, and instead involved multiple other
advisors from their own and other institutions in their study. The faculty chair-
person felt disrespected when the student did not follow directions, so the student’s
travel slowed down unnecessarily until this misunderstanding was resolved.
Another student did not realize that particular university rules had changed from the
time a more senior student mentor and friend had progressed through the same
program. As you can see, it is important to learn the boundaries of your particular
colleagues and mentors, and to evaluate the nature and extent to which each of them
can and should directly provide you with appropriate help.

Another candidate encouraged other students not to question the advisors since
they had previously served, often together, on previous thesis and dissertation
committees. They suggested different ways to interact with potential advisors in
advance of any research travels, to make sure each of the committee members knew
how the chair expected to interact with them. While it may be too risky to try to find
out which faculty members do not get along with each other, it is certainly possible
for candidates to have good relationships with each of their committee members or
supervisors, even if those members do not have productive relationships with each
other. The advice offered by multiple voices in the department and university, and
among alumni, can be invaluable and can provide insightful guidance about
communication styles.

Most students are prepared to understand the roles and responsibilities of their
various committee members and to consistently follow the direction of their
research advisors and committee members. However, others explain that con-
structive debate and questioning of their advisors’ suggestions was encouraged and
often expected. This may be the most difficult aspect of your conceptual work to
discern. Procure advice from other candidates, both past and present, as well as the
norms in your department and discipline. And, of course, trial and error is a useful
strategy as well! Investigate how and when it is appropriate to bring dissent and
debate into your workflow, and then follow the guidance that your research advisor
has defined. Learn the subtle differences between arguing about conceptual, theo-
retical, or methodological issues and disputing the reasoned decisions of more
experienced researchers at various times during your journey.

Students have spent much time discussing among themselves which faculty
members they felt would be appropriate to join their journeys as committee
members, and which advisors they wish were no longer involved in their project.
Faculty may sometimes share these same feelings, but ideally their professionalism
does not reveal these details. Students need to avoid sharing these details publicly
once their projects are underway. While many advisors possess all the requisite
knowledge and skills that committee members should possess, given the nature of
the research topic and the extent of the project, not every individual possesses every
skill in equal amounts. Just as some students work well together in supporting their
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respective journeys, some faculty work better together in various combinations as
well, as the group provides complementary skills. If there is an imbalance in your
current committee, this is not necessarily problematic. Remember, new combina-
tions of individuals can work well together as each member grows and contributes
in their own unique ways. That is the true meaning of contributing to a team!

14.4 Things to DO

• Study guidance documents provided by your department and institution to
ensure that you properly understand the requirements.

• Meet with your research advisor before embarking on your journey so as to
understand the roles and responsibilities of each member of your research
committee.

• Learn how your research advisor, as committee chair, expects you to interact
with them and other committee members.

• Seek clarification from your research advisor any time you are unsure of which
member of your committee to approach regarding a particular question or issue.

• Follow the guidance of your research advisor as you engage in interactions with
committee members.

14.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to take the time to understand the designated roles and responsibilities of the
various members of your research committee.

• Disrespect your research advisor by not following the guidance that they had
provided regarding the respective roles and responsibilities of committee
members.

• Ask or expect committee members to do things for which they are not
responsible or the most qualified member of your committee to handle.

• Assume that committee members know each other well, or even like each other.
• Assume that committee members are familiar with each other’s research or all of

the research you will need for your own project.
• Expect that you and your project are your research advisor’s or committee

members’ only responsibilities.
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15Working with Committee Group
Dynamics

15.1 Role in Survival and Success

Although you may have known your travel companions fairly well before your trip,
it would not be unusual to discover that their behaviors might change during the
journey as a result of their interactions with each other. While the thoughts and
actions of your travel companions will ideally align, many travelers find this not to
be the case. Like any group, your travel party may become cohesive and a pleasure
to be a part of, or it may deteriorate into a dysfunctional group. You want to do all
within your power to ensure that your own behavior does not influence any of the
potentially negative outcomes of group travel.

While it would be unfortunate to have a serious problem on one of your trips, the
good news is that most trips last a fairly short time regardless of the group dynamics
that may arise. As a result, you will always have the opportunity to consider what
you learned this time around, and to make changes in assembling an appropriate
collection of travelers for future trips. That may not be the case with your research
journey since you may or may not have an ideal mix of committee members for
your project. But don’t worry. Whomever is on your research team will be capable
of contributing improvements to your thesis or dissertation journey, thus making it
a better project.

You may even be able to anticipate and prevent possible undesirable group
dynamics which have the potential to delay or derail your journey. The ability of
committee members to function effectively under the direction of your research
advisor can often be ascertained by consulting with your advisor and their current
students, and by looking at their past accomplishments in serving on thesis or
dissertation committees. Past history, in this case, is usually a fairly reliable pre-
dictor of future performance and behavior. Naturally, that advice would be appli-
cable to you as well.
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15.2 What You Need to Know

You will want to recognize that it natural for a newly-established group to go
through a series of stages of group development that can include brainstorming,
decision-making and reinforcing behaviors. Deliberations regarding how the
committee should function should result in consensus regarding how the committee
will operate and carry out its tasks. Although adjustments may be made to the rules
of how your group will work together, taking the necessary time to ask questions
and to work through this process together prepares your research committee to lead
and guide your thesis or dissertation journey successfully. Thankfully, it also helps
you learn what to expect during both brainstorming and approval processes.

It is also important to acquaint yourself with the potential problems that you
could encounter and be prepared to work with your advisor to prevent them and
effectively and efficiently resolve any issues that should arise. While preventing
undesirable group dynamics should be your goal, it will also be important to
recognize and resolve in a timely manner any issues that do arise. In the regular
routine of life, people make mistakes, have bad days, or experience stress. Main-
taining and even increasing your patience and tactfulness, as everyone’s emotions
escalate and dissipate over the course of your project, is an important survival skill.

Many of the potential issues that could arise can be avoided through the proper
selection of your research advisor and committee members. However, other issues
involving unexpressed or unmet expectations can likewise compromise the effec-
tiveness of your committee. The importance of you and your committee members
“being on the same page” regarding your work processes, both individually and
together, cannot be overstated. You should fully understand and commit to enacting
your responsibilities properly, in accordance with the expectations of your com-
mittee. When in doubt, ask for clarification, especially regarding timelines and
manuscript quality.

Keeping your journey on track and progressing in a timely manner is an essential
role of your research advisor that can only be achieved through the cooperation of
all members of your travel party. Differences in time orientation can not only delay
your travel, but also negatively impact the working climate within your committee.
Should committee members not focus on the task at hand, travel can likewise be
delayed often leaving you and other committee members frustrated. At other times,
delays can be caused by committee members who have differing points of view
regarding the research project or certain committee or university processes. Effec-
tive and timely communication is necessary to maintain the interest, involvement,
and engagement of all committee members. Your research advisor will want to
ensure that each member of your committee has adequate opportunities to partic-
ipate fully in your journey and to develop the desired level of commitment to your
work.
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15.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Working
on Travel Logistics

You have likely discovered that successful travel with a group of travelers could
perhaps be accurately described as both an art and a science. While each may have
their unique ways of doing things, as well as individual preferences and behaviors,
you will want to learn how to interact positively with each individual, as well as
with the overall group. Some students realized early in their project that each
member of their research committee truly wants to do their part to make the journey
a success. As one student explained, if that was not the intention of your committee
members, that faculty member would not have signed on to travel with you at all.
Some students wished they had done a better job of honoring the early requests of
advisors, especially when they were unsure of the details. If they could do it over
again, they would have asked more than once for additional explanations of how
things would work.

Several students reported that their courses promoted group development among
members of their class or cohort to demonstrate ways a group could become highly
cohesive and productive. Many reported that they learned about the sequence of
stages that groups typically experience when forming, brainstorming or crystal-
lizing. Some candidates pointed out that it is not unusual for a newly-formed group
to experience various issues of conflict which can undermine, at least initially, the
ability of its members to work together effectively and efficiently. It is not unusual
to experience trouble in any new undertaking, and in most cases, these concerns
were resolved through clear communication of expectations and by describing the
standards by which the committee would agree to operate.

Some committees and teams do not need to interact on every aspect of a project,
and certain individuals may only provide feedback on particular aspects of the
planning or on the final manuscript. Many research committees become increas-
ingly cohesive and productive over time, but of course students have examples of
those in which harmony was unfortunately elusive. A few students nevertheless
point out that solving interpersonal problems among faculty is not actually their
responsibility. While all realized that selecting research committee members who
had a demonstrated record of working together in this role made all the sense in the
world, often this is not possible due to faculty availability, workload, method-
ological considerations, or various other reasons. While some students took these
types of rejections personally, most realized that the project would still remain their
own regardless of which faculty participated, so guidance in the identification of
appropriate strategies for moving forward was welcome from any and all sources.

Other students recognized how fortunate they were in having great research
committees to guide their travels over the entire course of the journey. Most can-
didates do not have such ideal experiences, much like the distribution of experi-
ences in real life. Still others found that faculty interest and expertise may have been
in more narrow or specialized fields than their proposed thesis or dissertation
project, so the scope of possible contributions of advisors in accordance with their
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own knowledge, skills, and abilities was only learned by all much later in the
process. As a result, one student’s advisor recommended that they not ask or expect
committee members to review details that they had not already agreed to, in order to
avoid potentially creating conflicts between committee members and their areas of
influence on the project. Although most students remembered that they received
conflicting and often opposite feedback on a particular aspect of their study, it was
usually the research advisor who had the final decision on how to solve these
dilemmas, either with or without the help of others. Most, however, quickly learned
that problems were resolved in one way or another when they brought their con-
cerns about research committee or team dynamics and functions to the attention of
their research advisor or supervisor.

15.4 Things to DO

• Recognize that it is not unusual for a newly-formed group that has never pre-
viously worked together to experience group dynamics that can compromise its
ability to function effectively and efficiently.

• Bring any concerns that you have regarding the functioning of your committee to
the attention of your research advisor.

• Follow the guidance of your research advisor in reaching out to individuals to
invite them to join your research committee.

• Recognize the vested interest that your research advisor has in assembling a
committee capable of working well together and enabling you to reach your
destination.

• Understand that your travel success will only be fully realized by affording each
committee member the opportunity to contribute in their own ways throughout
your journey.

15.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to recognize the importance of interpersonal and group dynamics.
• Engage in behaviors that have the potential of creating conflicts within your

committee.
• Assume that you already know the talents of each committee member or exactly

how, when, or what they might contribute your project.
• Forget that your research advisor is in a much better position to make an

informed decision in this matter than you likely are.
• Interact with the members of your committee in ways that are not aligned with

the roles, responsibilities, and procedures delineated by your research advisor
and institution.
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16Identifying a Research Topic

16.1 Role in Survival and Success

Once you have narrowed your trip choices and selected a particular location toward
which to travel, the next thing you would want to do is to determine the specific
attractions that you want to visit at that location. Visiting every available attraction
at a locale will likely not appeal to you, or even be possible given available
resources. But as long as the location you chose corresponds with your true
interests, then your decision is likely to result in an enjoyable trip. The same is true
in thesis or dissertation travel, in that you will want to refine your research topic to a
specific area that corresponds with your goals and passions. To do anything less
would be like following the travel agenda of someone else who does not share your
interest, and thus your enthusiasm, for the journey.

Your thesis or dissertation research topic might be one which defines the rest of
your career in academia, or it may be simply your first attempt at sophisticated
research. For some, completion of a thesis or dissertation will set up a productive
research stream of projects for years; for others, a thesis or dissertation merely helps
them realize that a particular area of investigation is not appropriate for a lifetime of
research. Either way, your dissertation topic needs to be one which ideally helps
you do two things: (a) to determine a disciplinary area of your interest with which
you are comfortable being associated and possibly maintaining expertise; and (b) to
help you practice, with skilled guidance, a research method which is commonly
used in that discipline. A topic that is too narrow or too broad will not work well for
thesis or dissertation research, since it will not help you prepare the appropriate type
of deliverable. Similarly, a topic that encompasses your life’s work within your first
paper does not set the stage for continuation of that line of investigation over time.

As you narrow down the sub-discipline for your project to select a narrower
aspect of the larger subject area in which you want to work, you will likely find
multiple ideas which interest you. In this case, you can either choose one of those
topics to the exclusion of others, or you can combine two topics in a unique way.
Your topic must enable investigation and analysis in enough detail for you to write
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a one-hundred- to two-hundred-page double-spaced document about it. Look for
others’ completed dissertations from your institution and others for ideas on length
and scope. While you likely cannot cover all of your favorite topics in one
manuscript, try to choose the one which affords the option of reporting on a
cohesive single project.

When faculty remind their students that their work should be original, they mean
that the specific subject matter of your investigation, and the means by which you
are studying that subject matter, has not been previously studied by others. Your
topic does not necessarily need to be amazingly groundbreaking or wildly inno-
vative. Your topic just needs to be something specific that has not been researched
quite in that way previously. The easiest way to determine this is to do exhaustive
research in library databases, on the free web, and among the conferences and
professional organizations in your field. Although the destination and landmarks
may seem fuzzy at first, clarity is valued when describing thesis and dissertation
concepts, thus making it a survival skill which is sharpened over and over again as
your project moves forward. Clarity of expression and plans solves many problems
throughout the process of researching, writing, and communicating. Clarity in
explanation of your project idea and its benefits and boundaries will be appreciated
by all and throughout the entirety of your journey, and by readers of your manu-
script both now and later.

16.2 What You Need to Know

Some faculty members have described the process of selecting a topic as an indi-
vidual internal quest, and others see it as arriving at a shared conclusion after much
discussion. However you arrive at this step, you will certainly consult many sources
such as books, articles, and websites before deciding. Taking your time in deciding
is actually an important part of the process, and understanding how you might go
about reviewing your options is a necessary step. An analogy which some have
found helpful is likening the process of finding a thesis or dissertation topic to
wandering in the woods. First, you need to determine which forest (major disci-
pline) is most attractive to you. Likely, this will be the subject matter with which
you have already identified when you meet people and provide the answer to their
question about which field or subfield you have chosen. As a follow-up question,
others will then ask what your thesis or dissertation was about, so determining a
coherent answer to those questions will take some practice.

In your travels, you will then wander in that forest (in other words, you will
research that subject’s literature), in order to select some trees to spend time
examining. The trees (particular topics in that subject) will be many, and the
amount of literature on each of these topics will vary. Don’t let that bother you,
since you will easily get an idea of which topics you like to spend time reading
about, and which frustrate or bore you easily. Later, you will select a tree (topic)
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and commit to sitting on one of its branches (your favorite idea, which can
potentially become a thesis or dissertation project).

Your particular project idea (the branch) is thus situated within a particular topic
(the tree) in your field of study (the forest). The leaf on that last branch is the
particular angle that you choose, or the particular lens through which you will study
that topic, thus making your dissertation a unique leaf, in good company of a forest
of many other researchers who spend time working on projects in this discipline.
Analogy or not, the process of thorough research and thinking has many stages, and
you will spend varying amounts of time at each stage, even going back to revisit
them periodically to justify your choices and remember how you arrived at your
present location. This is a journey of exploration, so allow yourself enough time to
fully experience and enjoy the ride.

16.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Selecting
a Travel Destination

While it might seem that you will soon be ready to embark on your thesis or
dissertation journey once you have identified an area of research interest that is only
the beginning of your research journey. Many students who have little difficulty
determining their general area of interest later realize that selecting their precise
research topic is a much more challenging task. Some students report
second-guessing their selections of topic, research questions, study methodology or
even attempting the project at all. These misgivings are natural and a periodic
review of your choices and direction may indeed be healthy for you as well as your
project.

One student said that a professor played a key role in preparing them to select
appropriate research topics, without doing the choosing for them. Others said that
their research advisors assisted them in narrowing their topics and determining
ways to make their project unique and not a repeat of one already completed.
Another student praised multiple professors who had suggested that it was never too
early to start thinking about a potential research topic, and felt they had many
people to talk to before finally deciding. Of course, students who had to do some
choosing and narrowing in coursework felt that they received more formal feedback
on their choices. Yet students in disciplines where apprenticeship in research groups
became their discussion forum confirmed that they arrived at more or less the same
point in their thinking, perhaps through less formality and more frequent revision of
ideas through conversation.

A cohort of graduate students found out that one of their members worked in
their university’s library. Their classmate introduced them to multiple library staff
members and to the various library sources, including online databases through the
library’s website that they all used extensively throughout their program. As a
result, certain students found new sources of encouragement from these information
professionals to select research topics that will make a meaningful contribution to
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others, and to have their initial project serve as a catalyst for their future research as
well as that of other researchers interested in testing the same types of ideas.

Another student pointed out that while most thesis and dissertation candidates
aspire to explore a topic that has not been studied previously, it was important not to
become overly concerned with originality in selecting a research topic. Any topic
can be studied in multiple ways, so the project itself may easily be seen as one
which was not completed in quite the same way by others. At a workshop, one
particular thesis student offered themselves as an example of how becoming so
preoccupied with selecting a unique research topic can delay embarking on and
completing one’s research journey. They explained to the incoming class of stu-
dents that they simply must start somewhere, and that putting their thoughts down
on paper as well as memorizing a 10-word summary of their research idea would be
helpful. This is much like an individual who spends so many years figuring out the
right travel destination and plan that they miss out on many great travel experiences
they might have had in the interim. Any student can make an original contribution
by studying a new aspect of a topic, a unique set of study subjects or materials, or
by using a different research method. Talking these things through with others has
been shown to provide great practice and to gain welcome feedback.

16.4 Things to DO

• Start early in thinking about a research topic, and leave yourself lots of time to
research in many different places including libraries that provide a new set of
resources and perspectives on your subject area.

• Choose a topic that helps others in your field or community.
• Select a topic of societal interest so that your efforts are widely read and your

suggestions have an opportunity to help others.
• Determine that your topic/method combination has not yet been seen in the

literature of your field, and has not yet been presented at any of the usual
conferences in your field.

• Discuss your potential research topic with other graduate students, people in
your discipline, and even academics in other fields.

16.5 Things NOT to Do

• Worry too much about being overly original with your research topic.
• Fail to realize that it is actually very easy to be original by studying a new aspect

of a discipline, or by studying a common aspect with unique participants, or by
using a different method than others who researched before you.

• Fail to recognize that thorough research and thinking takes many months and
often many years.
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• Rush to complete your research project.
• Feel guilty if you change your mind regarding your research topic.
• Continue with a bad research topic or one that you have lost interest in.
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17Refining Your Research Topic

17.1 Role in Survival and Success

As you continue to plan your journey, you will recognize the need to further refine
your travel interests beyond simply visiting the usual sights. You would want to
determine your specific interests in stopping to review particular places. As you
further refine your travel agenda, you are likely to spend your time experiencing
well-known destinations, as well as follow paths to new or interesting locations
with which you were not previously familiar. Accordingly, take the time to con-
scientiously review these and then deliberately limit your research interests to those
destinations which help to form a manageable thesis or dissertation topic.

You have likely already spent much time investigating your topic and choosing
your specific area of interest for a dissertation project. Continually revising,
rewriting, and refining your research topic proposal is a natural part of the research
and writing process. After completing a written draft of your proposal, you should
set it aside for a short while. Give yourself some time away from your topic (maybe
a week or two, but not more than a month), and then return to review your paper
with “fresh eyes.” This should not diminish your excitement at accomplishing all
that you have thus far; instead, allow it to energize you as you confirm which parts
of your proposal are solid and which need some attention. No matter how
sophisticated your original thoughts were on a research topic, refining each part of
your proposal is a necessary step to ensure clarity of expression and maximum
efficiency in communication, in order to create an effective roadmap for you to
follow as you move forward in the process.

Next, you will check all of the important details of your trip to see if they still
reflect the journey of your intended thesis or dissertation study. Is your main
discipline clearly defined, and the subfield of your choice clearly justified? Are you
still investigating a problem that is important, and is your purpose for doing all this
work clearly explained? Does the topic you want to study align with the methods
that you are suggesting? Are your intended participants or existing data or docu-
ments still available for analysis? Lastly, do you still want to do the project as
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described. Theses and dissertations need decisions made about a great many details
which make up the overall project and manuscript, and remaining cognizant of the
need to get through all of these details will help you complete a long journey by
keeping up your energy and working steadily toward your goals.

These structural issues will be most important to check so that you don’t proceed
with an investigation that is not likely to actually work or that has changed so much
that you now dread doing it. Check again to determine that you have articulated a
convincing argument about why you want to study this topic. Is it actually feasible
to conduct this particular project, given existing personal or institutional constraints
of time, availability, costs, approvals, and the like? If you are feeling confident with
the basic what/how connections (in other words, what will you study and how you
will study it), then it is time to examine more of the details you are providing in
each section of your paper. Remember that continually asking and answering
questions about the direction and nature of your journey helps you to more easily
correct your course of travel along the way.

17.2 What You Need to Know

Your thoughts will evolve with every day you spend working on your thesis or
dissertation; therefore, you must consider all of the parts of your thesis or disser-
tation idea which need revising, whether those aspects are small or large. First,
check on the way you are expressing your topic. Can what you are studying and
how you are studying it be expressed in one complete sentence and does that
sentence make sense to most people? As you are telling others about your intended
topic, does it feel like you are reciting the thesis statement of your whole project, or
just part of it?

Ideally, one sentence should capture your project’s essence, at least for most
audiences. If you can’t state your project idea in one sentence, you may be trying to
do too much in your project, or you haven’t streamlined the purposes of your study.
As you are telling others about your intended topic, if you need to use more than
one sentence to do so you may be describing your research questions, rather than
the goal of your entire project. Try to disaggregate each of these parts of your thesis
or dissertation, and practice reciting them as discrete parts. While all of these
questions and answers may seem tiring, they are indeed beneficial to both your
long-term and short-term travel plans.

In your particular discipline, you will learn particular ways to state the questions
which your research will attempt to answer. These research questions will govern
the flow of your arguments as well as the systematic collection of data. If there was
ever a time to learn more about the process of writing a dissertation, it is in reading
about others’ ways of defining their research questions and in soliciting feedback on
your own research questions, early and often. Many times, the specific wording of a
research query may direct your project in a particular direction, and it is necessary
to check and double-check that the questions you are attempting to answer in your
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project can actually be provided by the methods you are outlining. Many of the
recommended books provided throughout these chapters offer advice about creating
research questions in many subject areas, and some of your professors may rec-
ommend even more resources. A recursive view of the writing, editing, and justi-
fying your research questions will likely be taken, both now and later, with multiple
iterations of their wording critiqued by nearly all of your advisors. You may find
that online discussion groups and more senior graduate students nearing the end of
their programs can provide helpful feedback during the brainstorming and drafting
phases of narrowing your project’s scope.

By refining the specific language you are using and the depth of explanation you
are offering, your document will offer a cohesive argument for how and why you
want to undertake this project. By making time to revise throughout your thinking
process, instead of waiting to make changes all at the end, you will save precious
time and energy for when you need it the most. Some students may view sug-
gestions about changing their topic or even any part of their written draft as a defeat
or a criticism; try not to take changes personally. The revising and rewriting process
is actually a central part of ongoing academic life, so finding comfort in reviewing
your work regularly will benefit your productivity in both the short term and in the
long run. Endurance during the thesis or dissertation journey, and in your academic
life thereafter, is an important survival skill.

17.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Travel Plans
Should Be Clear but Flexible

A graduate student recounted a particularly important point emphasized by a pro-
fessor that they seemed to recall periodically when struggling to finish their writing.
They explained that while deciding on a research topic is always an important
milestone in one’s research journey, it is important not to view that research topic as
something that is so fixed that it may not be subject to modifications should they
become appropriate later in your research journey. One of their classmates adopted
a rigid mindset regarding their topic before they even fully developed the idea for
their study. They became stuck on one particular idea and never became com-
fortable enough to take the multiple opportunities offered to revise it. As a result,
their project proposal was denied, and they had to start fresh with a new topic and
work more closely with faculty in order to design a stronger study that advisors
would be able and willing to support.

So, regardless of how much you are in love with your topic and how supportive
your research advisor and committee members have been, you should always
remain open to appropriate revisions that will strengthen your research proposal as
well as the resulting value of your research project. A doctoral student described a
situation where their committee members were more experienced in their study’s
method than the lead research advisor. While this seemed awkward at first, both the
student and their advisor eventually learned new techniques from the other faculty
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who were along for the journey. In this seeming reversal of roles, the senior
researchers helped to suggest adjustments to the project which neither the student
nor their chairperson could have anticipated. Happily, the recommendations were
carefully followed and later commended when the results were presented publicly.

Students in certain disciplines were asked to refine their projects continually as
they engaged in a dialogue of learning over a longer period of time. They were
already revising their initial research plans while preparing their written proposals.
Other students’ programs asked them to revise up until a particular benchmark
phase, after which only minimal changes would be allowed. Either of these pro-
cesses can work well, since students in both scenarios had ample time to rethink a
number of aspects of their planned journeys, albeit at different stages in the process.
New ideas found in the literature, or new discoveries presented at conferences, or
even newsworthy media items had the potential to greatly enhance some students’
research proposals, although at some point, they did not radically change their
research topics. Some students stayed with the topic and method that they had
selected initially, while others made useful changes in restating their research
questions based on thinking further about what it was that they specifically wanted
to study during their research journey. Many research advisors and committee
members proved to be quite supportive of these improvements, as long as they were
thoroughly justified.

One student shared that as they worked on their research proposal it became
clear that while they were still committed to the same research area and topic, they
had not articulated their research questions in a concise, clear, and understandable
manner. The student was so proud when they reached a point where they could
persuasively, in a single sentence, share the intent of their research project with
academics in the field and receive an approving response. Another student felt the
need to stick with the original research topic that their advisor and committee
members had agreed upon and thus did not take the opportunity to push toward a
much more exciting and valuable research journey in their area. Nevertheless, most
students find that their area of interest, their particular topic of interest, and their
expressions of the questions to be answered through their project all come together
at one stage or another. You may need to return to some of the chapters in this book
in a different order than presented here, or perhaps review this advice at multiple
points in your journey. We encourage you to remain flexible in your thinking and
agile in your actions as you work on developing a sound research proposal based on
a well thought out research project.

17.4 Things to DO

• Complete as much researching, writing, and revising as you can early in the
process, since later parts of the research will consume much of your time.

• If you have already made a presentation about your topic, such as in a class or an
academic poster, be sure to revise these items as well.
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• If your revised manuscript is too different, or much better than your previous
work (which is likely), just label those early files as “old draft” or “version 1,” so
you can archive them and continue to edit your best, newest version.

• Realize that revisions are not the end of the world, and what you write now
might be much better than what you wrote three months ago.

• Go with the flow in order to offer a consistent and conscientious effort, since
slow and steady tends to win the race.

17.5 Things NOT to Do

• Make revisions just to placate emotions (either your own or others’).
• Procrastinate on any of the steps you know you must complete but which seem

difficult.
• Avoid answering important questions about your project, even simply to

yourself.
• Forget to make multiple physical and digital backups of your work.
• Assume that one revision is enough.
• Fail to recognize that spending the quality time necessary to create a polished

manuscript now will result in less work to do later.
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18Identifying Literature Review Sources

18.1 Role in Survival and Success

Seasoned travelers recognize the value of pre-trip planning. The quality of the time
one spends before embarking on a journey can greatly enhance the success of any
trip. Review of travel guides and related materials enables a traveler to learn from
the experiences of others in charting their route of travel and the sights they desire
to visit along the way. Advance planning minimizes later learning about places that
one could have visited had they known about them prior to the trip. The same is true
as you plan your thesis or dissertation journey.

Perhaps similar to reviewing travel guides and the like, you will want to conduct
a comprehensive literature review regarding your research topic. You will want to
discover the “journeys” of researchers whose earlier travel interests are similar to
yours. You will want to benefit from their travel lessons and incorporate them as
you plan your journey. It is important in thesis and dissertation travel to become
familiar with those prior research journeys that will inform the various aspects of
your thesis or dissertation journey.

While there will always be some travelers who fail to take the time to research
and plan their travels properly but are able to make the best of it as they travel, this
mindset should never be the case in thesis or dissertation travel. It is imperative that
you fully recognize the importance of conducting a comprehensive literature review
prior to charting your thesis or dissertation journey. Keeping an open mind about
the fluidity of disciplinary boundaries as well as the potential merits of (and pos-
sible improvements on) others’ published work is a definite research survival skill.
Acknowledge that your own library, institution, or country might not have all of the
most relevant sources. Consider that even those journal articles you do find useful
may not include in their bibliographies every item that you may ultimately need.
The insights that you will gain in thinking in new ways will prove critical
throughout the thesis or dissertation process, both as you defend your own choices
and as you describe those you did not choose.
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18.2 What You Need to Know

A strong literature review is an essential element of your thesis or dissertation
research. Your literature review should cover all of the seminal literature on your
topic. The insights gained from conducting a comprehensive literature review will
enable you to establish the parameters for your research project, including why you
are doing it, why you are designing it in a particular way, and the underlying
assumptions that form the context for your research. While it might seem that you
would want to limit your literature review to fairly recent sources, going further
back in time will enable you to establish a theme to distinguish your work from
similar topics that evolved later. You will be able to determine the importance of
particular articles by checking citation counts and chaining bibliographies of
famous articles to see who they quoted.

Much like a traveler would keep a journal of places visited, you will want to
keep a record of the search terms and limiters you choose on the different search
screens (like subject headings, dates, keywords, relevance vs. newest date, etc.). It
is important to utilize multiple resources provided for your subject area, given that
the database content of different vendors may not overlap. You will therefore want
to supplement your database and web searches with multiple search engines, tools,
and finding aids, along with virtual discussion groups and reports of meetings in
your field. Each of these resources will contain different content, offer varying
means of access, and use diverse search result algorithms. In searching multiple
library databases and articles from various journals you may want to consider not
limiting your sources to U.S.-centric on English-only sources, unless your research
topic necessitates it. Your literature review can also be enhanced through review of
professional publications, association publications, related blogs, and news which
references research articles. Seasoned travelers take recommendations of places to
visit, either online or in person, from any and all reputable sources!

18.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Using Previous
Literature as a Travel Roadmap

Many students have been reminded by many of their professors that a compre-
hensive literature review plays a vital role in successful trip planning and travels.
One student stated that they had greatly underestimated both the importance of a
comprehensive literature review and the time required to review the literature
related to their topic properly. The student was surprised to learn that other students
spent weeks and months devoted to the literature review stage of their projects,
rather than only a week or two. Others realized that most of their early work was in
searching and reading previous studies in their field, which actually took less time
than writing about them. Of course, some items took longer to read than others, and
graduate students in multiple subject areas will reveal that they needed help
understanding some of the literature that had been published or presented on their
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topic of interest. Whatever it takes to become an expert in your field, every hour and
day you dedicate to your literature review and background research will prove
beneficial later, easing your travels.

One research methods professor had given a student a sequence of helpful advice
regarding the essential time and identification of related works by others who had
studied the topic and methods previously. The student learned that they should
review all seminal literature related to their research topics and never to delimit a
literature review to simply identifying a specific, minimum number of articles
needed. They explained that using the same searching keywords or limiting the
review of the literature to only sources listed in related theses or dissertations or
published articles was not enough. Comprehensiveness and full understanding was
the goal, the student explained, so that when students were asked about particular
literature they were familiar enough to confirm why they chose to or did not choose
to use those items to inform their current project. Ideally, the previous literature
which exists in your discipline will help you determine previous areas which have
been traveled and those which need a new road added to the map!

Sadly, another student reported multiple missteps in this stage of their project,
and they worked too quickly, explicitly not seeking broad familiarity with the large
quantity of literature in their area. As expected, this led them on rocky dissertation
travels. In a false spirit of efficiency, the student had quickly and narrowly selected
a particular list of articles that they had found, and created a ready answer about
how other research was not related to their own topic or project. Their peers were
astonished that the student, who was fortunate enough to have heard previous
advice on how candidates needed to become immersed in the dialogue of their field
in order to become a scholar themselves, was too stubborn to comply. In thinking
that they had found a shortcut, the student instead was directed by their research
advisor and committee members to do much more work to prove that they actually
read and understood a wide range of related articles before making any decisions.
This delayed their journey by nearly another year, and the rest of their class moved
onward in the program without them.

In following the guidance of university librarians and research methods pro-
fessors many students were able to find the information that they needed as well as
access more materials that may not have been obvious on their first research
attempts. Students took many trips to their university’s library to meet with the staff
or take workshops about searching strategies and tools for research at the graduate
level. Other students used the library’s website to access the full text of journals and
to obtain online help when preparing the literature review sections of their manu-
script. Most students reported that they needed to check on their scholarly resources
even later in their processes, in order to capture new items every few months as they
were published, or to access a new electronic database or emerging search tool in
their field. A particular graduate student who worked in their school’s library
suggested to everyone that they should utilize multiple library databases and not
limit their literature search only to the most convenient or the most frequently cited
sources. Students who did not have a central library or place to find quality liter-
ature utilized the extensive collections of other libraries and professional
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organizations, and they used interlibrary loan services to secure articles and other
materials of interest. At most institutions, there are numerous additional members of
the library staff and other research offices who have various specialties and will be
ready and willing to guide students at any stage of their project.

18.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the importance of conducting a comprehensive literature review.
• Be sure to include all seminal literature in your literature review.
• Utilize multiple library databases, tools and finding aids related to your research

subject area, and seek advice from many sources.
• Keep a record of the databases, search terms and limiters that you use in your

searches.
• Do not limit your literature review to the most convenient sources.
• Search catalogs of other libraries and utilize interlibrary loan to secure articles

not available at your library.

18.5 Things NOT to Do

• Rely solely on the bibliographies of other thesis or dissertation projects, or on the
most common tools.

• Fail to identify a comprehensive collection of articles that fully address your
research subject.

• Focus on identifying a given number of sources, rather than the sources that will
inform your planning and execution of your research project.

• Assume that all of the possible articles that you will need are available at your
library.

• Underestimate the importance of identifying appropriate sources and the time
necessary to conduct a literature review properly.
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19Identifying Research Questions

19.1 Role in Survival and Success

Before embarking on a trip, it is customary to make a number of decisions related
not only to the desired destination but also to other aspects of your journey. While
the subsequent decisions will certainly be important in determining the success of
your journey, the initial decision regarding your intended destination and reasons
for traveling there will clearly be the most important one that will drive your
various subsequent actions. For this step in the thesis and dissertation process, you
will likely spend much brain power creating and revising research questions which
govern your investigation of a particular topic in a particular way. Employing all of
your best critical thinking powers, and stretching your brain in new and challenging
ways during research question development, is an essential survival skill which
needs your full attention.

You will quickly discover that the same is true in recreational travel or thesis or
dissertation travel, as new destinations and new information change your current
ways of thinking. Rather than selecting from a known list of familiar items, you will
be required to identify new and unique research questions that your project will
address. It is imperative that you recognize the critical importance of this step in the
research process. The decisions that you make in framing your research questions
will have impact throughout various stages of your research journey. You will want
to “own” these research questions given the role that they will play in your
extended research journey and for a number of years of your life. Taking the time to
fully consider and deliberate on potential research questions will enable you to
make a meaningful contribution to the existing research and body of knowledge in
your area of research interest. Determining those that you have the passion to
pursue will make your thesis or dissertation journey both more pleasurable and
productive.
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19.2 What You Need to Know

Your research questions serve as the foundation for your research project and it is
crucial that you devote the necessary time and contemplation to correctly articulate
the purpose of your research project and the exact questions that it will answer. In
using your critical thinking skills, you will recognize the importance of this
essential early step in your research journey, and you will also want to appreciate
the consequences of not taking the time and effort to properly frame the research
questions that will determine the various aspects of your thesis or dissertation
journey. While it might seem that writing research questions is not that difficult, you
must not adopt that misguided and uninformed mindset. In fact, they are a small set
of words which determine the breadth and depth of your impact in the research field
of your choice.

Writing research questions successfully will require that you dedicate the nec-
essary time to draft and revise the various questions, typically with the assistance of
your research advisor. Failing to take the necessary time to “get it right” at this
juncture in your thesis or dissertation journey will be a mistake that you will come
to regret later in the research process. While you will want to review the research
questions posed by past researchers, you should ensure that the research questions
that you select align with the rest of your project and correspond with your literature
review, purpose and problem statements, data collection/analysis methods, and
availability of participants or sources of data. No time spent revising and studying
others’ frameworks is wasted; early contemplation can prevent mistakes and major
revisions later in the process.

You will want to identify a reasonable number of research questions; typically
two or three. If you have more than two or three you are likely writing more than
one thesis or dissertation. Your research questions may or may not contain a
“hypothesis,” depending on the nature of your research design. They must use
wording which definitively suggests that the “data” you wish to gather in order to
address a particular topic is actually collectable and measurable. It is important to
determine the research questions that properly correspond with your research
interest. Some students just want to do the project and don’t care what the research
questions are. This lack of alignment will negate the value of your project. Some
students write great research questions but then do not like the project that they
have to do in order to answer them. You do not want to fall into either of these
snares in your thesis or dissertation journey.

Your research advisor can be a valuable resource as you frame your research
questions, and you should seek their guidance throughout this important step of the
research process. Also take time to ponder if the research questions you have
written are the ones that you want to answer. Rather than taking the easy way out
and running with research questions suggested by others, including your research
advisor or committee members, ensure that these questions are ones about which
you care and with which you can live. You should also know that professors will
often help students re-write their research questions if the study does not work out
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properly; after all, it is your first attempt at this complex task. Do your best to offer a
set of questions which properly reflects your skill, interest, and project parameters.

19.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: What Do You
Want to Learn Through Your Travels?

Students say that they often struggled to articulate what they wanted to learn in their
programs, since it is indeed difficult to articulate a goal for new learning when you
are not sure what the options might be. Faculty would say that research questions
pinpoint the specific purpose of your project, in that they go beyond the general
reason for your journey articulated in the research topic that you have selected and
delineate the actual things that you desire to experience and learn about as a result
of that project. Yet most students said they felt like they needed quite a bit of help in
composing their questions and actually understanding the ways that their research
methods might produce the answers. While many thesis and dissertation travelers
pursue related interests to each other when charting their journeys, your individual
travel agenda should be distinct, and should be designed to enable you to learn
specific outcomes about your topic.

Many students in a variety of fields complained that conceptualizing and writing
research questions, while one of the most important steps in their research journey,
was definitely one of the most challenging aspects of their project. Several sought
help from more senior students who had written research papers before, and had
them review early drafts of the first half of their project. Those you consult can
definitely advise you on whether your research questions align with your methods
or discipline, yet only you can know if your research questions properly correspond
with your research interests. Some students worked in collaboration with their
research advisors at regular intervals before they were satisfied that the student had
properly crafted their research questions. Often faculty other than the student’s
research methods professors were available for these consultations, since they
enjoyed discussing emerging scholarship. Other professors emphasized that stu-
dents’ research questions would drive every aspect of their research journeys, as
well as serve as the standard by which their project would be deemed useful.

One student discussed their impatience with trying to arrive at the right research
questions or even put forth more than the minimum amount of work before
receiving feedback, since they felt that revisions were going to be required no
matter what kind of work they offered to their advisors. This misstep is a common
one among thesis and dissertation travelers eager to complete their journeys. The
student who took the easy way out for each deadline ended up angering their
research advisor, who felt that their time was wasted in reviewing mediocre and
often poor work. Another student feared their advisor’s negative feedback so much
that they just copied the research questions which they discovered in a related
dissertation, hoping those would be automatically approved. As you can imagine,
these students’ random guesses at what the advisor wanted could not approximate
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the type of quality product which would have been produced through careful
reading, analyzing, and writing. Advisors were not only disappointed, but they
stopped the students’ progress and sent them back to attempt various stages of their
projects again. The students ended up doing the originally required quantity and
quality of work anyway, but now they were working under more stressful cir-
cumstances because they had upset their advisors!

One student felt they were fortunate that their advisor entertained debate about
the research questions for their project from multiple committee members as well as
the student themselves. Although other students who did not go along with the
research questions that faculty members had suggested encountered difficulties,
others felt they had influence over the wording, even if they had no idea how they
might fulfill the goals of the research at the time. Others simply trusted their advisor
to not provide inaccurate or misleading directions for such an important journey. In
all of these scenarios, the students realized at the end of their research journey that
the improvements suggested actually helped to narrow the scope of their project and
to in most cases make data collection and analysis easier to perform. A few students
were able to admit that there were too many questions to be answered with one
project, so they could leave some of the answers to be found by others, while
keeping as part of their current project the aspects that most intrigued them per-
sonally. Advisors are skilled in helping to limit your investigation to a manageable
number of questions, and to convince you to leave additional inquiry for future
research journeys, either by you or others.

19.4 Things to DO

• Recognize that research questions are difficult to write.
• Allocate the necessary time to develop a set of research questions that corre-

spond with your research interest.
• Ensure that your research questions align with the rest of your project.
• Seek the assistance of your research advisor as you develop your research

questions.
• Review the dissertations of previous students at your college as well as those of

others who addressed similar topics or used similar methods.
• Assess the strengths and weaknesses of your research questions in comparison to

those of other researchers.

19.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to limit your research questions to a manageable number (usually two or
three).

• Fail to recognize the importance of your research questions throughout the
research process and to the resulting value of your research contribution.
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• Copy someone else’s research questions word for word, since they will likely
not have the necessary internal alignment with your own project.

• Be persuaded to accept research questions suggested by others, including your
research advisor or committee members, which do not fully align with your
research interests.

• Forget to check the wording of your research questions to ensure that you are
stating what you actually want to study and that your intended method will
enable you to collect the necessary data to answer those research questions.
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20Developing a Research Design

20.1 Role in Survival and Success

In planning your journey, a fundamental decision is always the means by which you
will travel. While you may often travel by car, there will be times that taking a train
or a plane is a more appropriate way to travel. Among the factors that will influence
your decision will be the sights and experiences that you want to take in along the
way, the time you have available to complete the journey, and the information you
currently have available to carry out your itinerary. In similar fashion, the purpose
of your research project and the problem that you want to address must be a key
factor in selecting an appropriate research design.

Once you have determined the destination to which you plan to travel and
articulated it in your research questions, you will need to begin the essential task of
mapping out your travel plans. In thesis or dissertation travel this will involve
developing a research design for your project which specifies a model of how you
will carry out the tasks necessary to arrive at the answers to your research questions.
The research design is the single most important part of your thesis or dissertation
since it is the substance of the new contribution that you alone are making to the
field of study and the existing body of knowledge.

Your research design will serve as a road map for your research journey. While
simplicity is desirable in many things, you will want to ensure that your research
design incorporates sufficient rigor. This should not be confused with complexity.
Research designs which are not rigorous will make your project appear less sig-
nificant and useful to others. Before developing your research design you should
review those of past research projects of local and famous others. Look for literature
which talks about how to use a particular design in your subject area or field, and
for previous projects which used that design toward successful outcomes. While
you might not quote these sources as part of your methodology chapter, they will
help you to discuss in a more sophisticated way the merits and limitations of the
possible options for studying your topic.
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20.2 What You Need to Know

A starting point in the selection of an appropriate research design for your project is
understanding the various research designs from which you can select. One or more
of the possible options in your field may align with your research project, but you
will likely need to select the one design which is most useful for the task at hand.
There aren’t an unlimited number of research designs; most fall into the qualitative
or quantitative categories, and are either human-subjects or secondary-data driven.
Study these options in methods books, journal articles, and tutorial websites, and
then discuss them with your research advisor before selecting an appropriate
research design for your project. Since you do not want to get the broad category of
research design wrong, given trends in your field, conscientiously consider each
before selecting or rejecting each of the potential options.

You will want to review the work of other researchers before reaching a decision
on the research design that you will utilize. Look for both strong and weak
examples of your design as executed by others. Your review should also include
student theses and dissertations, conference proceedings, and published research
outside of your geographic area. These comparisons will help you self-evaluate
your own project in advance, so that you know where you are falling on the quality
spectrum. In addition to choosing some designs which you like, keep track of those
which you have dismissed and why you did so. This will enable you to better justify
your research design selection with reasoning based on your research topic.

You should realize that your research advisor and members of your research
committee have the right of first refusal for the design you are proposing, and you
should expect that they will heavily critique your proposed method and all of its
details. Lots of questions and criticism on these points are not necessarily signs of
poor work, since advisors will be able to troubleshoot with you some of the
problems with these processes before you embark on your thesis or dissertation
journey. If you respect the process, an important survival skill, then you have
checked on the research designs of those who have tested other options before you
and have noted their contributions to your thinking.

20.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Adjusting
the Plan but Continuing to Travel

One student recalled a serious conversation with their advisor, who said that sound
research design will determine not only a research project’s ability to answer stated
research questions, but also the resulting contribution of the candidate’s thesis or
dissertation to the overall scholarly conversation. Most graduate students recall
being intimidated by such statements, especially when they felt pressure to produce
an award-winning or professional-quality manuscript. It is therefore imperative that
you develop and implement a research design that will enable you to answer fully
the research questions that you plan to explore during your travels, without
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worrying about orchestrating the next major discovery in your field. Although it
sounds simple, agreeing to make your project the best it can be is really all that you
are required and able to do. Even for famous scholars, maintaining quality in their
research projects is ongoing work, whether or not the study or experiment or
investigation was a success. The real goal will be to complete your thesis or
dissertation travel to the best of your ability, and to learn as much as you can from
the experience. Accolades or critique can arrive later, but at least your project will
be done!

Some students felt significant anxiety when crafting or carrying out their project,
and especially when it was being publicly reviewed near the end of their journey.
Although it is quite normal to anticipate some negative feedback on every project,
those who have made it through these processes would encourage you to work
closely with your research advisor as you develop and refine your research design.
One student kept checking in with their advisor even though they were not forth-
coming with much guidance. Thankfully, the advisor eventually made sure that the
student’s proposed research design conformed to the rigor and other expectations of
their discipline, even if this meant continually delivering what the student perceived
to be bad news. Later the student figured out that the research design that they
initially had in mind would have been perceived as falling short of the expected
style and the usual difficulty level in their field. In this case, the advisor who seemed
reluctant to provide positive feedback was actually helping to shape the process so
that it attracted fewer criticisms later.

Many students tentatively followed the guidance of their advisor and knowl-
edgeable others without always knowing why that guidance was provided. Certain
students avoided later travel issues precisely because they received corrections early
in the development of their ideas. Listening to negative comments on work that you
had spent much time and effort on, especially if large portions of that work is
dismissed, can agitate or distress even the best students. However, this is part of
learning to work at a higher level of complexity. You would have produced a more
sophisticated product if you knew how to do it already! Only multiple rounds of
academic critique can ensure that large projects become properly formed and that
new learning takes place. Some graduate students have commented that they
wanted to abandon their entire journey toward an advanced degree because they
could not tolerate the negativity expressed about their work. We can assure you that
all scholars have experienced this feeling, but they stayed on course, and that has
helped travelers from diverse backgrounds and contexts to reach their destinations
successfully.

A few students who shared similar research interests inadvertently found another
reason to abandon their journeys, which was quite uncomfortable. In working
together on research, several students each selected a similar design and argument
that they discovered during a literature review that they had worked on together. In
fact, some of those very details had been used by several other researchers who
were published professionals, with apparent success. In a rush to procure usable
content, the students did not fully consider how that background theory and design
would actually fit their individual projects. So the whole group submitted similar
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sounding manuscripts and were subsequently accused of academic dishonesty
related to copying others and not doing their own work. The students were
embarrassed and apologetic, and a few wanted to quit their program that day. In
retrospect, the group recognized that they were fortunate to have each other as
sounding boards during their journeys. The lesson they learned was serious and
their restitution was quite involved, but eventually each student rewrote a fresh
proposal with the support and encouragement of the others. Rather than selecting a
simple, easy, or popular research design, taking the time to discern for yourself the
right context, argument, and research design for your particular project will defi-
nitely ensure safe travels ahead.

20.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the importance of the research design in determining the extent of the
contribution that your research will make to the field.

• Ensure that your research design incorporates the necessary rigor required by
your discipline.

• Consult with your research advisor and committee members in determining an
appropriate research design for your project.

• Ensure that the research design that you select properly aligns with your project
in a manner that will enable you to answer your research questions completely.

• Document both why you selected a particular research design and why you did
not select other available designs.

• Pilot test your method if possible, to see if you are able to implement that design
effectively.

20.5 Things NOT to Do

• Adopt a research design simply because a number of other researchers have used it.
• Fail to consider all of the research designs that may align with your research

project.
• Rush through the review of available research designs utilized by other

researchers who have done related projects and who are in related fields of study.
• Avoid communication with your research advisor and committee members

during this important decision.
• Attempt to do the simplest design you can find, or alternately, attempt to utilize a

research design that you do not yet fully understand.
• Forget to align your research design process with the research questions you

hope to answer.
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21Identifying Data Collection
Methodology

21.1 Role in Survival and Success

One of the highlights of many journeys is collecting things of interest that one
encounters along the way, and some of these will be items we had not seen before
elsewhere. Very often, the items we collect as reminders of our travels remind us
about something new we have learned or seen. Having a strategy in place to decide
which items collect and keep, or those simply to admire from afar, will help any
traveler carry back home the most important and interesting items representative of
the places visited. Similarly, you will want to have a sound plan for collecting data
during your research journey, and of course, a plan for storing reminders of good
ideas you just could not carry with you on this particular trip but which you could
use in the future.

Reaching the desired destination in your thesis or dissertation journey success-
fully will require you to collect necessary data during your journey. You will need
to develop a data collection plan before embarking on your journey. This should
begin with identifying the various data collection methods available for you to use
and conscientiously evaluating each in terms of its alignment with the purpose of
your research project. You will also need to determine the physical steps for
obtaining and storing your data, and for finding it again later to count and cate-
gorize. For some of you, the quantitative part of the thesis or dissertation may be
frightening. However, we assure you that this only makes you nervous because it is
unfamiliar. In fact, descriptive and inferential statistical techniques are indeed
possible to learn, as many before you have done. Collecting research data via strict
rules and procedures is likely something most students have not done extensively
before, nor in such detail.

You must select a data collection methodology that will yield the necessary
information to answer all of your research questions fully. While that may sound
rather simple and easy to do, some students do not take the time necessary to
evaluate potential data collection methods in enough detail to truly select the col-
lection processes which best align with their research project’s aims. In short, your
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data collection method must actually produce the information needed to answer all
of your research questions, and in turn that information must help solve the research
problem that you described. Using the correct data collection methodology is
therefore essential for the structural integrity of your project.

21.2 What You Need to Know

Your data collection strategies must align with your problem, with your field of
study, and with your access to participants and/or to documents/data. You will want
to learn as much as you can about how others have approached data collection in
your field generally and with regard to your related topics of interest specifically.
Then, you will want to see how those in other fields have utilized your intended
processes. Learning about all of the possible data collection strategies helps you
understand others’ research on your topic, including that which was produced using
a method other than your own. You should recognize that the time spent reviewing
all of the possible options is beneficial. Recognize that effective data collection
methods are detailed, rigorous, and more complex than those that you may have
previously used in other projects.

As was the case in selecting a research design, you will need to understand fully
the data collection method that you select, and you will need to be capable of
employing it successfully. It is also important to determine if you will require
permission to use a particular data collection method or to be granted access to
particular data sources. Specifically, you will need to collect all necessary data to
answer fully the research questions that you posed earlier in your research journey.
If you do not have permission to use a particular data collection method, or to query
individual participants, then you might need to revise your research questions. This
is something that you will want to think through before seeking approval from your
advisor, your compliance board, or your university’s institutional research group.

If your thesis or dissertation is in a humanities field, checking with your chair
and committee about the scope and focus of your research project is key. Some-
times it can seem overwhelming to research and write a new perspective in a
well-studied area. If you experience difficulty in finding or procuring your neces-
sary primary sources, or in learning new technologies to perform your critique, be
sure to identify these challenges early and often so that you can seek the help of
knowledgeable others who may not be in your current social network. Acknowl-
edge that it may seem scary to use a new digital technique and subsequently request
review by others who have a deeper understanding of the topic but not the tech-
nology. However, if your project’s goals are clear and your methodology strong,
this will not be problematic. Working through your fears is a survival skill which
certainly correlates with completion and success!
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21.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Documenting
Your Travels

When working on sections of a complex project, and on a particularly long
manuscript, students often forget how they arrived at a particular decision or option
for their journey. Some can’t quite recall how they eventually chose their topic or
even what made them enroll in their program in the first place. But not to worry,
since these are natural reactions brought on by growth. Students’ reasons for
staying may not be the same as their reasons for starting, and other things may have
changed in their lives over the course of their research. Nevertheless, it can be quite
useful to collect and archive information about your thesis or dissertation experi-
ence along the way that you will later be able to analyze for reflecting on personal
growth or in solving problems which arise in later stages of your work.

One student noted that just as they prepared to uncover the answers to the
research questions that necessitated the project in the first place, multiple faculty
members started questioning aspects of their study’s logistics. The student said that
this made them very nervous since data was already being collected but questions
still lingered about its intended methods and design. Other students recounted
similar critiques which arose well after certain stages of the study were already
underway and could not be changed except by starting the project again from the
beginning. Some students described that their way to deal with this issue was to go
back to their notes and recall why certain options were chosen instead of others, and
to remind others of their reasoning at the time for backing certain decisions. Since
everyone is learning continuously, it is no wonder that new issues are uncovered as
everyone becomes more familiar with the project at hand, or as they are able to
observe what is happening as it progresses, or after they have had more time to
ponder the possibilities.

Students who navigated through these surprises successfully usually kept track
of their journeys, some by writing in a diary and others by listing on a calendar, to
help document the path they had actually traveled, especially if the road was
slightly different than the one intended. Some students admitted that they were
initially looking for the easiest data collection process that would be acceptable,
until their research advisors convinced them that the long research journey that they
were about to take deserved better than such a minimalist approach. In journaling
about their reactions or in online conversations with others, they had a record of the
reasoned steps in determining what actions they were taking regarding their project.
Another student kept track of times that a certain committee member attempted to
address significantly different research questions than their study had planned. And
even more students compared their experiences with others in their program and
within their discipline, essentially documenting to someone else the rationales
behind various decisions made by them or their advisors.
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The smallest of documentation for reasons why a particular action was not taken
proved to be useful as well for some graduate students. Certain students kept folders
or files describing what their project “was not,” in other words, lists of features of
similar studies along with explanations of why those similarities were not pursued.
A few students kept lists of fellow candidates they had met and the advice they
provided, noting how much they appreciated and benefited from the documented
cautions and solutions of past travelers who were willing to share their experiences.
Nearly all candidates could point out ways in which they would do things differ-
ently if they were planning their journeys again. While some regretted not con-
sidering all available data collection methods before selecting one, and others found
comfort in their methodology but not their topics, periodic reflections on their
travels helped to solidify their learning and inform their future thinking.

21.4 Things to DO

• Consider all available data collection methodologies before selecting the one that
you will utilize in your research activities.

• Review the data collection methodology used in related research projects.
• Recognize the merit of considering the methodologies utilized by recognized

researchers in your field.
• Ensure that your data collection methodology is capable of producing the

information necessary to answer all of your research questions fully.
• Identify which data collection methodology you have selected for your research

project, crediting its source when appropriate.

21.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to recognize that selecting anything other than the ideal data collection
methodology will compromise your overall research project and its potential
contribution to the field of study.

• Attempt the minimum acceptable data collection process.
• Select a data collection methodology that you are not confident will produce the

necessary information to answer all of your research questions completely.
• Simply adopt a data collection methodology because someone you know or have

read about has used it.
• Forget to involve your research advisor and committee members in this

important decision.
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22Identifying Data Analysis
Methodology

22.1 Role in Survival and Success

During a trip it is not unusual for a traveler to consider departing from their original
travel plan in a serendipitous way. Depending on the way you travel, you may have
some flexibility to make adjustments to the original travel plan. In retrospect, some
travelers may discover that the changes that they made from their original travel
plans actually enhanced the success and enjoyment of their trip, while others may
discover that those well-intentioned diversions prevented them from fully attaining
their original travel goals. Some travelers will be instantly agitated or upset in
learning about a significant change in destination, altered planned route, or different
time frame.

While the same tendency can arise in thesis or dissertation travel, having a
well-conceived research plan and following it is an essential element to your suc-
cessful journey. This is true for all of the aspects of your research project; your
adherence to the plan is imperative, especially for the data collection and analysis
steps that you have selected. Attempting to change your methodology halfway
through your project, or even near the beginning of your project, will be prob-
lematic. Unlike traveling on a trip, you cannot be spontaneous when selecting
which route to take for your data analysis methodology. These steps will need to be
described in detail, approved in advance, and yield the type of information that you
can successfully analyze in order to answer your research questions. You definitely
don’t want to leave these important procedures to chance.

Identifying a data analysis methodology in advance of the collection of data, and
even testing a pilot version of your idea with sample data, helps to make a clever
idea into a strong project proposal. This prevents bias and ensures that you have
properly thought through (visualized) all of the facets of your intended research
project. Even if the best, most complete and detailed data is collected, a weak or
haphazard data analysis strategy will not show the value of the hard-earned data that
you spent all that time collecting. The incorporation of some kind of statistics, and
encouraging random samples for this reason, is a modern requirement even for most
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qualitative studies. Enacting steps not in the approved plan is often unwise, and
must only be undertaken after careful consideration and encouragement from your
research advisor.

22.2 What You Need to Know

Choosing a data analysis methodology may seem daunting at the beginning of a
project, especially if it is your first attempt at sophisticated statistical calculations.
However, no time is wasted in early pondering of the future analysis steps you
might use in the project, or on conceptualizing what the collected data might look
like once you have it. Making a knowledgeable choice about your methods of
collection and analysis, and assuring that they align with each other and with your
research questions and topic, are essential travel options to investigate early and
then commit to decisively. By specifying your process in great detail, and procuring
your research committee’s advice in carrying it out as described, you will create a
high quality project whose value and rigor is instantly recognizable to others in the
field.

An important starting point in determining the most appropriate data analysis
methodology for your thesis or dissertation research is to recognize that no one
automatically knows how to do sophisticated data analysis steps or how to use
number-crunching tools. Take some time to learn about the analysis options for the
type of data that you are collecting. Seek the guidance of your research advisor and
committee members in making this important decision, and especially in changing
it, since it will impact both your research process and the value of your project’s
outcomes. Taking time to learn new techniques, and more importantly to increase
your willingness to learn some new tools, is a survival skill not only for thesis and
dissertation journeys, but also for life.

You will want to discover the data analysis tools that others have used or are
currently using. Seek out training and/or mentoring for data analysis early in your
program. It’s never too early to figure out how to make data become knowledge.
There may be another researcher that you could assist/apprentice in order to observe
how they are using data. It is imperative that you recognize the importance of the
data analysis activities in your research journey, especially since these data analysis
processes may take the longest time to complete among all of the stages of your
thesis or dissertation journey. How, why, when, and what your data says will be the
focus of your oral defense, and will include your defense of any changes that were
made, so it’s important to get it right.
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22.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Using Trip
Data to Inform Your Journey

In most research methods courses, students learn that sound data analysis is a
prerequisite to successfully addressing their research questions. As a result, the
candidate would produce a thesis or dissertation capable of making a meaningful
contribution to the existing body of knowledge in their field. Yet most graduate
students feel that they did not spend enough time learning about how to deal with
the complexities of their research methods. Many would report later that they did
not feel they mastered any one process well enough that they could repeat it easily,
or even teach it to someone else. As essential as designing and implementing an
appropriate data collection methodology is, a failure to properly analyze the data
that you have collected can seriously derail your research journey. Some students
realized their projects reflected weak data collection strategies, while other students
felt inadequate in their data analysis skills, and still others felt lost in trying to
interpret their findings. Since these are natural misgivings for novice researchers,
their remedies may lie in looking more closely at what solutions others have found.

One student explained that they took a lot of time off their study’s activities, at
the urging of one of their research supervisors, in order to research how others in
the same field dealt with potential flaws in their own projects. Although this seemed
at the time to pause their forward momentum, they later agreed that proceeding
further without the benefit of the hindsight of others would have wasted time and
energy. While some students scoured the literature for ideas of how to fix problems,
others continuously asked peers at their own university and elsewhere for advice
and assistance. Students already familiar with the various available data analysis
techniques and tools were able to serve as mentors or tutors, and to help determine
the best ways forward. Some students were explicitly warned by their advisors that
they should not ask others to help collect or analyze their data, even in an emer-
gency. Yet asking for recommendations and brainstorming issues would certainly
be useful in searching for the answers to everyone’s research questions. The time
and effort that many students devoted to learning the quantitative and qualitative
tools that others have used enabled them to select and defend the proper data
treatments for their respective research projects.

Most students recommend talking to individuals who have successfully used
various methodologies even outside of their own subject areas. Librarians helped
other students find published articles in top journals which used common proce-
dures successfully and then reported on them clearly. A few students had the
experience of using their methods multiple times during their thesis or dissertation
journeys, yet others had never seen their research process utilized at all prior to their
own solo project. Either way, the learning curve for experiencing something
unfamiliar was still a trip which had to be taken at some point in the journey. Most
students who had no idea of where to start followed the guidance of their research
methods professors and supplemented their learning through meetings with advi-
sors or tutoring from another graduate student with the necessary expertise.
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Another graduate student labored on their journey for way too long because they
rushed to make quick decisions on both data collection and analysis, and subse-
quently endured the consequences. Later they encouraged their classmates to take
the time to make informed decisions regarding crucial aspects of their research
project and to recognize that not every decision about a project is equally important
to its outcome. Certain students had to question the role that their research advisor
and committee members were playing in these decision making instances, espe-
cially when their advice seemed vague or mismatched to other parts of the con-
versation. The students likely had not seen similarities in their work to other
students’ projects, or they were not as familiar with all of the background literature
detailing potential discrepancies. One student was at first angry and then quite
appreciative when an advisor uncovered a conference paper which held details
essential to the most difficult aspects of the student’s study. Although the paper
existed several months prior, neither the advisor nor the student were looking for
more literature at that point in their project, and both were lucky that many weeks of
extra analysis were avoided because they came upon several conceptual and
operational explanations related to their current problems. Any and all new work
can indeed inform your own project, both before and after it’s completed!

22.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the importance of sound data analysis in determining the value of
your research project upon its completion.

• Familiarize yourself with the data analysis methodologies others are using in
their research projects, even if their topics are not in your field.

• Find out what statistical tools others are using in their research, and then spend
some time learning how to use them.

• Recognize the importance of incorporating statistical analysis in your research.
• Identify a data analysis methodology in advance of collecting data.
• Try to analyze your data in as many ways as possible.

22.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to recognize the essential importance of selecting the correct data analysis
methodology.

• Make a quick decision on a data analysis methodology without taking the
necessary time to identify and consider those methodologies that lend them-
selves to your research topic and purpose.

• Fail to consult with your research advisor and committee members before
selecting a data analysis methodology and statistical tools.

• Attempt to rush the data analysis step.
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• Change your data analysis plan without the agreement of your research advisor
and committee members.

• Leave relationships or details unexamined or unaddressed.
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23Securing Support for Your Choice
of a Research Topic

23.1 Role in Survival and Success

While earlier in planning your trip you will have identified the traveler(s) who have
signed on to travel with you on your great journey, it is important that all involved
travelers fully understand and agree to not only the planned destination, but also the
specifics of the route of travel. Failure to agree on such matters has the potential of
compromising the success of a trip, as well as the pleasure of all travelers. While
some may think of support as financial or emotional, here we also think of it as
ongoing cooperation. If some travelers grow weary or bored with the trip, this may
not mean that they disapprove of the direction or destination. Likely you will do
what you can to ensure information, emotions, and suggestions are shared well in
advance of choosing the trip’s features.

The same is true when it comes to thesis or dissertation travel. While you will have
diligently completed a great many of the preceding steps before asking for formal
approval of your research topic, “good ideas” are just that until they become actionable
plans on paper. Ideally you will have selected your research advisor and committee
members based on their knowledge of and interest in your topic. Working with a
research advisor with a compatible personality and a shared passion for your research
topic will prove beneficial as you navigate the sometimes challenging travel to a
successful defense of your thesis or dissertation. Cultivating cooperation among your
participants, advisor, committee, and peers is a survival skill well worth your time.

23.2 What You Need to Know

It is essential that you approach your thesis or dissertation in the same manner that
you would undertake any important work project. Effectively and efficiently
completing the various steps of the research process and defending your thesis or
dissertation, while certainly a challenging undertaking, will provide the necessary
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springboard for your future professional opportunities. Your thesis or dissertation
travel will be a lengthy and rigorous undertaking. Understanding the long view
from the start, and securing the necessary support from your research advisor and
other committee members for the duration, will certainly contribute to a satisfying
process and a top quality outcome.

It is important always to remember that your research advisor is your guide
throughout your thesis or dissertation travels. Some advisors may tend to steer
candidates toward particular topics based on their individual research interests, or in
the interest of producing research synergies with respect to the larger research
agenda of a research group, department, or university. If this is the case, it is
imperative that you, your research advisor, and other committee members are “on
the same page” regarding the intensity of your research interest and timing of your
research outcome, commencing with the time they signed on to join you on your
research journey. Fully understanding and embracing the fundamental purpose of
thesis or dissertation research, while cooperating with faculty on larger goals, will
ensure that you select and refine your research topic and frame an appropriate
research design which aligns with your entire team’s idea of a worthwhile trip.

You must approach your research project as an explorer in search of discovering
new and important insights that can be shared with others interested in your field of
endeavor. This is not just a way to please yourself by occupying your time on an
enjoyable perusal of available information. Your thesis or dissertation journey
should be viewed as one of the most challenging and important work projects you
will likely ever undertake. Recognize however, that some potential research topics
are just not in fashion, or are just not easy to design, or are just not good topics for
empirical research. As such, these ideas will have less support from your research
advisor or committee members. Your research project must be capable of making a
meaningful contribution to your field of study and serve as a basis for the work of
future researchers. Approaching your project in such a business-like manner will
garner the support of your research advisor and committee members to guide,
support, and champion your research topic and plan.

23.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Meeting
or Avoiding Travel Companions

Before you embarked on your research journey, you agreed to sign on for multiple
years of academic planning, and you met others who had similarly signed onto your
journey as your professors, your classmates, or your tutors. You may have quickly
realized that the ease, enjoyment, or timeline of certain aspects of your journey
would be based on your positive or negative interactions with your various travel
companions. One student was grateful that other members of their program’s cohort
had a complete understanding of their proposed research plans, while others valued
the opportunity to persuade their group of critical peers of the merits of their
intended research proposal. Others were less successful in finding friends to share
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parts of the journey with them, and some students regretted befriending others
whose issues took time away from productivity.

One student had a particularly uncomfortable conversation with one of their
advisors, who believed they were on the journey that the student initially proposed,
but then was surprised to hear about a new topic for the first time months later.
Another student tried to coordinate their research on a larger topic with others who
would all contribute research on aspects of a shared interest. Unfortunately, they
were surprised to learn that not only had some of their initial group of collaborators
dropped out of the program before finishing their proposals, and that newer grad-
uate students had been added to the team, necessitating travel back across ground
that had already been covered. And of course, many students complained of their
needy classmates, some of whom talked incessantly about non-project issues or
complained loudly about various project requirements. Many of these students had
to distance themselves from the troublemakers in their group and learn to protect
their time toward research productivity.

Even among students who completed their thesis or dissertation successfully there
are complaints about advisors’ and supervisors’ behaviors or reactions. Most students
were caught off guard at one time or another by a comment or action that they did not
understand. Although students may not agree with the assignments or decisions of
their advisors, most said they were just interested in getting their project done, so they
went along with most of the advice provided. Most graduate students eventually
realized that it really was their own responsibility to ensure that their projects met
expectations, regardless of what they may have been told along the way by travel
companions with varying degrees of knowledge and commitment to their work.

Some students were unprepared to learn that their committee members were not
really very excited about their projects, due to either the nature of the topic, the
student’s need for help, or even some other reason unrelated to the current situation.
Although experiencing a lack of enthusiasm on the part of your research advisor or
committee members can certainly be frustrating, students found that kindness and
patience was repaid in the interest of enhancing the value of a project which would
carry all traveler’s names on it. While students throughout time have complained
that faculty were not providing enough help, faculty also have complained that
students often needed too much help. Indeed, crafting a thesis or dissertation is hard
work, and at times everyone involved can become annoyed with each other. But
though the continuing support of others, when and where they are most available
and effective, most students are able to navigate through any variety of difficulties.

23.4 Things to DO

• Recognize that your research advisor and committee members have a respon-
sibility to their department, university, and profession to oversee thesis and
dissertation projects that yield a professional and valuable contribution to the
existing body of knowledge.
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• Recognize the importance of your research advisor and committee members
being fully committed to the value of your research project and thus willing to
devote their often limited time to guiding your research journey.

• After securing their agreement to serve on your research committee, keep your
advisor and other committee members “in the loop” as you refine the initial
research topic on which they agreed to work with you.

• Rehearse any contemplated changes regarding your research topic with your
research advisor in a timely manner.

• Remember that while others may have thoughts and suggestions regarding your
topic, you are the one that will “own” that topic throughout and beyond the
research process.

23.5 Things NOT to Do

• Be disappointed if your first choice of a topic is not wholeheartedly supported by
your research advisor and/or committee members.

• Forget that suggestions of your research advisor or committee members are
frequently based on their experiences in helping other candidates through the
research process.

• Give up on a research topic totally based on not receiving the initial full support
that you desired and anticipated from your research advisor and committee
members.

• Select a research topic that you are not really interested in or passionate about in
the interest of working with a particular faculty member as your research advisor
or a committee member.

• Fail to prepare to present a compelling case for choosing the research topic that
you are passionate about pursuing.
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24Developing a Research Proposal

24.1 Role in Survival and Success

In planning a major trip, the astute traveler recognizes the importance of engaging
in necessary advance planning, including making a number of important decisions
regarding intended travel supplies, routes, and timing. Obviously, it is important to
develop a travel plan that appeals to all travelers making the trip, and it is likewise
important to plan a trip that is actually possible to do. While the travel plans for a
major, previously untaken trip will and should often be challenging, it is important
that the resulting travel plan also be realistic given time, resources, and other
realities. Many aspects of the trip need to be fully evaluated and determined well in
advance.

Similarly, it is important to engage in informed, conscientious consideration and
decision making when planning your thesis or dissertation journey. You will need
to determine if your research topic is researchable, and your analysis should con-
sider if necessary data, information, sources, or support will be available to the
researcher. An important consideration will be the ability to conduct the desired
research while affording appropriate protection of human subjects. It is also
imperative that you conscientiously and realistically consider if the proposed
research project can be completed during the time you have available.

It is important always to remember that a thesis or dissertation project should be
developed in order to have the potential of making a meaningful contribution to the
field or profession. Your thesis or dissertation will be attached to you forever as one
of your first published works, and often as your most comprehensive research
undertaking. It is important not to skip or omit steps, since the rigor and quality of
this long-term project often suggests to others what they might reasonably expect in
the quality of your future work. Building rigor into your proposal at the outset will
avoid problems defending weaker designs later in your process. Therefore, assuring
that good decision making about the quality of your research product is demon-
strated early and often is an important survival skill that will help you ultimately
satisfy important quality checks and produce a worthwhile manuscript.
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24.2 What You Need to Know

While the task of developing your research proposal falls upon you as a thesis or
dissertation candidate, you will want to benefit from the guidance and direction of
others in conceptualizing your research and developing the actual research pro-
posal. This will certainly involve seeking guidance from your research advisor and
other members of your research committee, as well as from others working in the
discipline. You will also want to ensure that the content and format of your research
proposal conform to the expectations of your institution. On this measure, coop-
eration is key, since checking in with your team and your discipline regularly will
enable you to design and write in a manner similar to the most successful others in
your discipline.

Review of past thesis and dissertation projects can reveal valuable insights as
you prepare your research proposal. This can involve looking at the research pro-
posals of others in your department, college, or field, as well as at their resulting
thesis or dissertation products. You will want to ask a number of questions early
and often as you develop your research proposal. Is there a reason why no one has
done your topic before? Perhaps it is politically incorrect, or it was done years ago
with boring results that failed to contribute in any significant way to the field of
knowledge. You may discover that another student in your program or at another
institution is already conducting similar research.

Reach out to these individuals to see if they are willing to share their research
proposals with you. Ideally, they will be willing not only to do so, but also to share
the feedback they have received on their proposal. The resulting insights that you
can gain through such collegial sharing can prove invaluable as you prepare and
refine your research proposal. You may also have the opportunity to attend public
presentations of recent candidates and graduates, which can help you begin with the
end in mind. However, you will want to use only the best parts of what you find
from others. Copying the style of weaker students will dilute your own work;
therefore, take advice and models from only the most successful ones, as identified
by eventual publication of their thesis or dissertation or recommendations from
your research advisor and committee members.

24.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Collect Some
Souvenirs of Your Travels

Most students learned in graduate courses that at various times throughout one’s
career others will look to your thesis or dissertation in evaluating your ability to
conduct quality research. This idea motivated some students, who strove to
demonstrate their expertise as researchers capable of producing high-quality pro-
jects that made significant contributions to their discipline. This was particularly
intimidating to others, who felt additional pressure to become famous in the field
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from work in their first independent study. And yet others saw their first published
manuscript as a requirement to join the faculty of the university of their choice.

The learning sequences which different programs use in training their graduate
students to be competent researchers vary by institution as well as by discipline.
Some students published their work as part of a team soon after entering graduate
school, while others spent five years refining a publishable project which may not
have been accepted into an academic journal on the first try. At various stages in
their studies, most students say that they became more confident in their abilities to
prepare proposals that would clearly articulate their planned research journeys. This
confidence was based on having carried out either one or many projects, and on
having dedicated the necessary time to undertake and complete each of the steps,
just like a professional traveler!

Students in many disciplines have kept files or documents of their work
throughout their program, and especially past papers and ideas that did not result in
their thesis or dissertation manuscript. One student had maintained a running list of
future projects that they would undertake once they were on the job market.
Another student copied rejected sections of their dissertation or pages which led in
the wrong direction for the current topic, saving them for possible later use. These
remnants of their thinking are like academic souvenirs of their journey, along with
pilot study publications or preliminary articles which validate methods or instru-
ments. Whether purposeful or not, students who collected pieces of their unfinished
work, rather than discarding them, found that they had some ideas and writing to
start with for their next projects. Many graduate students describe that their
coursework or early investigations led to multiple pages of manuscripts that were
started but which soon had to be abandoned so that they could work on other
targeted tasks which would result in a completed thesis or dissertation.

Students who did not save previous work, course papers, or literature reviews on
topics that were not ultimately used for their main project sometimes felt that they
did not learn much during their training. One such student could not remember at
graduation time most of the topics of the papers they wrote for graduate courses
over the previous five years. While it is possible that this student lost interest in
those previous topics entirely, keeping a few past papers as souvenirs may have
helped them reflect on their learning or create arguments for future choices more
easily. Another doctoral student whose research proposal was not approved several
times, underestimated the importance of keeping those previous research proposals,
noting that they had to recreate some aspects from memory when attempting their
next research project upon landing a new job. Students who found the idea of
souvenirs helpful were ones who built upon their previous work and effort in
conceptualizing particular aspects of their topic or method. When professional
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writing becomes a routine part of your next job, connections to your previous
thinking, reflection on your prior writing, and potential themes along your research
agenda gained by reviewing your saved souvenirs can help propel your thinking
forward.

24.4 Things to DO

• Remember that your thesis or dissertation will serve as an indicator of your
ability to conduct quality research and will thus have professional implications
throughout your career.

• Recognize the importance of producing a high quality thesis or dissertation.
• Select a research topic and methodology that are realistic based on your

capabilities.
• Select a research project to which you will be able to dedicate the necessary time

required to produce a quality project within established deadlines.
• Review the research proposals of others and the feedback that they received on

their proposals should that information be available.
• Define your research project in a way that will contribute to its value to others.

24.5 Things NOT to Do

• Select a research topic or methodology that is not feasible to complete
successfully.

• Forget to consult with your advisor and committee members early in the process.
• Attempt a research approach without ensuring that you already possess or can

acquire the necessary skills to undertake and complete the research project
successfully.

• Assume all published research is of equal quality and rigor.
• Model your research based on the style of weaker researchers.
• Fail to recognize that your research proposal will drive all of your subsequent

research activities.
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25Securing Approval of Your Research
Proposal

25.1 Role in Survival and Success

Any experienced traveler will tell you that a crucial final step before departing on
any journey is to secure any necessary pre-travel approvals. In the case of a trip
where you are traveling with others that would include reaching agreement on all of
the essential details of the trip including the hotels where you plan to stay, who is
making the various travel arrangements and procuring confirmations, and how the
costs of the trip are going to be shared. Approvals, both informal and formal, are
important indicators that plans for the trip are progressing as expected. Naturally,
these can be updated as new information is learned or discovered, but the basic
parameters of any successful journey likely will have been viewed and reviewed at
regular intervals by all travelers involved.

A similar step is necessary before you embark on your thesis or dissertation
journey. While this represents the last step in the research planning phase, it serves
as the prerequisite for going forward in the research process. Before actually
beginning to conduct your research, you will be required to secure the necessary
confirmations from your research advisor and other committee members regarding
your planned research project. This will include not only the agreed-upon research
topic, but also your planned research design and methodology. You will also be
expected to secure any approvals required from your department and/or university.

While it might seem that securing such an approval should be automatic at this
point in your research journey, your research advisor and other committee members
would not be doing you a favor were they just to “rubber stamp” your research
proposal. Their review and concurrence regarding your planned research method-
ology will prove just as essential as their earlier consideration and support of your
research topic. In addition to ensuring that your proposed research project is
“doable,” your research advisor and committee members have a responsibility to
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ensure that the difficulty level of your proposed project is appropriate given the type
of academic degree that you are pursuing. Checking and double-checking your
work against best practices is a survival skill which will set you up for success in
school and in life.

25.2 What You Need to Know

While it may seem that securing approval of your research proposal is an unnec-
essary step or a requirement that delays your ability to actually getting down to
working on your research activities, such a mindset at this juncture and throughout
your thesis or dissertation journey will not serve you well, and will potentially delay
your successful completion and defense of your research project. By signing on
during the research proposal approval process, all members of your research
committee, particularly your research advisor, are validating the merit of your
research undertaking and attesting to the appropriateness of your planned research
design and methodology. To honor everyone’s time, check and double-check
before submitting your work.

Your success will be enhanced by the guidance offered by your research advisor
and other committee members before they are willing to sign off on your research
proposal. You should be seeking their wholehearted support and commitment,
rather than merely a willingness to “approve” your research project. If your research
advisor and other committee members are not enthusiastic about your proposed
project, it typically means the project has been done before and thus may not deliver
new or intriguing results. They may also find that it is too simple or too complex to
carry out or that there are inherent problems with the design of the premise,
sample/participants, or data collection instruments.

Realize that in seeking approval, you should demonstrate both the value of your
research initiative and the appropriateness of the research design and methodology
that you are proposing. Ideas that are not thoroughly expressed or processes that are
not fully described in the proposal are difficult for committee members to support.
Respect the fact that your research advisor and committee members will expect that
you articulate a strong, appropriate research methodology for a research project that
will produce useful results that contribute to the existing body of knowledge and
practice. Their hesitation about your proposal and any alternate suggestions are
likely based on questions of rigor, completeness, and alignment of purpose. Utilize
the feedback from your research advisor and committee members in making
appropriate revisions to your initial research proposal. Your attention to these types
of quality indicators in advance will help your project move forward more
smoothly.
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25.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Requesting
Authorization to Travel

Universities define their review methods in a variety of ways, but most students say
that their capstone project was reviewed by multiple levels of experts before it was
formally accepted. Some students must procure permission to propose a conference
talk, while others must request authorization to embark on subsequent stages of a
project in progress, especially if these activities require funding. Many students
must have their research advisor, a chairperson, or supervisor review their research
proposal and sign a form or letter indicating their agreement about the proposed
research study. Nearly all students say that their research committee members and
advisors wanted explicit evidence of every student’s knowledge and skills as a
researcher, especially before they signed any formal agreements. Some students
said that they needed to show proof that they had already performed the particular
research methods required to complete their proposed thesis or dissertation project
successfully, while others said that they had to detail a plan for acquiring new skills
in writing, data analysis, or technologies used by their specific fields.

Several students stated that they had to provide evidence that their project has a
sound design, and that it would be feasible to complete within a reasonable time.
Another group of students used the literature in their field to confirm that their
project was of the proper type, scope, and length. Still other students sought
feedback from the authors of published articles in similar areas to help confirm that
their proposal plans were satisfactory, or to justify changes if feedback initially
suggested that they were not. One student said their advisor explained that any
faculty member would actually be remiss in signing off on a marginal research
proposal, or one without strong evidence of success and a thorough peer review.
Instead, the professors’ purpose should be to assist students by defining appropriate
revisions that will enhance both the success of your research journey and the value
of the resulting thesis or dissertation that chronicles it.

Other students recounted how hard they had labored in preparing their research
proposal, which was then not enthusiastically embraced or endorsed by the mem-
bers of their research committee. Some students’ advisors wanted a
publishable-quality manuscript for the first reading, while others accepted drafts
that contained clear outlines but which needed more sophistication in argument or
analysis. A thesis student who had the good fortune of having their initial research
proposal approved without changes compared their experience with a friend who
was completing a project in a related field at a neighboring university. While one
student was advised to make only some minor changes to the proposal they had
submitted, the other received tentative approval and was asked to provide much
more substance to their argument and discussion, nearly a dozen additional pages of
content. At whichever point your revisions are requested, it is important to
remember that they would not be requested at all unless they improved your par-
ticular project, or your overall journey, in some way!

A particular student said their committee wanted to be reassured that the student
would be able to gain access to proposed study participants before formally approving
their proposal. In retrospect, the student realized that the faculty members had
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anticipated potential issues that the student might have encountered. A different
student admitted that it was challenging to recognize and appreciate the feedback
provided by the members of your research committee, since their reviews always
resulted in a lot of extra work. It is understandable to be disappointed if your
proposal is not immediately approved, or if you have been told that you are not yet
finished but have quite a way more to travel. Students who finish the process suc-
cessfully explain that youmust not allow yourself to become discouraged or defensive
in receiving feedback on your proposal. They note again that if advisors were not
interested in seeing you succeed in your thesis or dissertation travels, they would not
have agreed to become one of your reviewers at all. By the end of your journey, your
committeemembers will also be expected to affix their names to your research project,
so it is in everyone’s mutual interest to ensure that it is the best it can be.

25.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the important, value-added role that your research advisor and
committee members have in approving your research proposal.

• Understand that it is not unusual for a proposed research project to receive
tentative approval since some parts may be too difficult based on a candidate’s
current skill level, due to the availability of necessary data, or because the
proposed project cannot be completed in a reasonable time.

• Ask questions early and often about why a project is good or bad as proposed.
• Recognize that if this is the first time you are preparing a research proposal you

will likely make some mistakes and not necessarily get it right the first time.
• Be appreciative of all feedback and suggestions received from your research

advisor and other committee members.

25.5 Things NOT to Do

• Become discouraged when your initial research proposal is not approved.
• Become defensive if your initial research proposal is not fully approved.
• View feedback received on your research proposal as a critique of you per-

sonally, rather than of the research design that you are proposing.
• Abandon your proposed research and topic rather than determining necessary

and appropriate revisions that you will need to make to your research proposal.
• Fail to communicate your appreciation, through both words and actions, to your

research advisor and other committee members for devoting their scarce time to
conscientiously considering your research proposal and providing useful and
constructive, well-intentioned feedback designed to assist you in designing a
viable research plan.
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26Improving the Literature Review

26.1 Role in Survival and Success

If you have ever planned a trip many months before the actual departure, you have
learned that some things related to your route of travel or desired destination will
have changed with the passage of time. An example would be the opening of a new
interstate highway that will enable you to reach your destination sooner or the
discovery of major highway construction projects that will most certainly extend
your planned travel time or the mapped route of travel that you follow. You might
also discover that there are new attractions that you would like to visit during your
travels or that a restaurant where you had intended to eat has closed. Taking the
time to again research your ideas closer to your time of departure will almost
always prove beneficial.

A similar reality exists in thesis or dissertation travel. Additional research on
your topic may have been conducted and published since the time that you com-
pleted your initial literature review. New tools may have arrived or new
enhancements of the usual methods may have been espoused by the field. You will
likewise want to take the time to do another round of literature searching in the
interest of enhancing your knowledge and ability to engage in a project that, in
addition to addressing your research interest, will make the desired significant
contribution to the field. You may find that much has been published on your topic
in recent months while you were attending to other research activities.

26.2 What You Need to Know

Begin your second literature search using the database search terms which were
most successful earlier. In other words, repeat your process as before with the same
keywords and subject terms that you recorded in your original search. While you
will want to run the same database searches as before in order to isolate new items,
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you will also want to re-sort your database results by relevance in addition to using
options which re-order your results by the newest dates available. Check the
resulting new articles for potential additional terms or alternate keywords which
describe your topic, and then search for articles using those new terms. The most
clever thesis and dissertation students will consult their campus librarians and
subject liaisons for objective feedback on the strategies and sources they are using,
thus saving time. Actually consulting experts on research is indeed a valuable
survival skill for thesis and dissertation students in all subject areas. Many have
reported that their university’s librarians were their “best-kept secrets” to searching
more efficiently and effectively, although these research consultation services are
actually available to all students free of charge.

If you’ve been using library databases exclusively up to this point, you will want
to check a web search engine to pick up press releases or news reports about newer
studies. Some of these details may not have made their way into peer reviewed
journal articles yet, due to the length of most publication cycles. Now is the time to
use tools which have different search algorithms (for example, use both EBSCO
and ProQuest databases, or try both Google and Bing). Many databases also pro-
vide ‘cited by’ links, as does Google Scholar. The use of “chaining” your sources in
this way, by searching for others who have also quoted these items, can contribute
to a greatly enhanced literature review. Chaining your sources involves discovering
“who cited what,” and then tracking down other articles which also cited your most
useful items. You will also benefit by carefully looking through your bibliography
for the main works you are discussing in your literature review, and then citing
newer sources which also quote them.

You will want to ensure that your literature review is comprehensive and that
you have not missed any important research activities or discoveries related to your
topic, particularly those taking place since the time of your initial literature review.
You will want to check for international counterparts doing related studies, since
much relevant research is not published in the United States, nor solely in English.
Investigate the published literature in every library database you can find, as well as
in conference proceedings and university theses and dissertations from your insti-
tution, in others from around the U. S., and in those by students in other countries,
especially those known for your topic or discipline. This will help to ensure that you
have a comprehensive literature review.

26.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Visiting
with Experts Along the Way

Most students said they spent countless hours with the resources of their univer-
sity’s library, whether seeking articles from the library’s web pages or attending
workshops or consultations with researchers on the library’s staff. Students whose
institutions did not have this type of central location for accessing published lit-
erature followed up on leads from their professors and found articles using free
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academic search engines, by tracing the work of noted authors in their fields using
their publication lists, or by interviewing other graduate students at their school for
ideas on where to look for more information. Several students mentioned visiting
other universities’ libraries as registered guests so that they could locate even more
literature they did not know about earlier.

Other students mentioned that they did not use the library building or print
resources in their searches, but rather followed online a network of leaders in their
fields. While these tactics may vary across disciplines, it is worthwhile to determine
the best practices used in your subject area. One student even located peers who
were students researching the same topics to exchange searching ideas and discuss
repositories where items may be found or where requests could be made. A few
students mentioned that successive rounds of literature searches helped them to not
only revise and improve their initial literature reviews, but also to gain numerous
insights based on the work of other researchers whose work was published in the
past few months, including many recent thesis and dissertation projects. Other
travelers are therefore a quality source for information at multiple points in the
thesis or dissertation journey!

One student realized quickly that it was very important to keep track of ongoing
research that could easily be missed while they were dedicating their time and effort
to other aspects of their projects. Another concurred, noting that former students
were asked about recent research related to their research topic during their oral
defense and even when presenting at academic conferences. It was easier to produce
a satisfactory answer about ongoing work of others if all possible repositories of
information were investigated, even if access to the full text of certain publications or
data sets were not readily available. One graduate student relied on the help of a
friend in their class to become aware of the available search tools and holdings of
their university’s library, which were not necessary to use at lower levels of study.
Other students maintained that their prior training required use of an extensive
regional and national network of college, university, and public libraries. Yet some
relied on trips to the physical library building, to access resources which were not
online. Several students noted that materials in certain subject areas and from par-
ticular major publishers would never be put online, so requesting a refresher in using
both small library collections and those locations with extensive print holdings was
still necessary to produce a thorough analysis of the literature. Many students
appreciated meetings with expert searchers who helped them find items available to
graduate students online, but which they had never realized were available.

Yet another student shared at a workshop the techniques they used to determine
whether work on their topic was being published in other languages or by other
graduate students elsewhere around the world. Some encouraged new students to
not limit their search activities to traditional library databases or to the first few
pages of search engine results. Another student likewise encouraged peers to
contact a variety of librarians in order to benefit from their useful suggestions of
more sophisticated strategies and sources beyond the obvious. Not every student
continued to build on their literature reviews throughout their journeys. Lack of
thorough searching was apparently evident to their research advisors and committee
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members, several of whom commented that they were unimpressed with the stu-
dents’ reviews. Some realized that they needed to make more than cursory changes
to their first draft of literature analysis, but most by the end of their journeys
realized that their travel success was unquestionably enhanced by periodically
taking time to actually stop and read the literature they found.

26.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the importance and value of conducting more literature searching at
multiple points during your project.

• Incorporate any relevant information revealed through additional literature
searches.

• Supplement traditional library database searches using web search engines
which may point to additional scholarly works in different ways.

• Focus too narrowly on most recent articles, rather than relevance, in conducting
searches.

• Seek to discover potential new search terms or alternate keywords.
• Use “chaining” in conducting literature searches for new items, even if you

ultimately choose not to use them.

26.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to recognize the importance of conducting a secondary literature search.
• Forget to allocate time periodically to learn and use the capabilities of various

search tools, including their different search algorithms.
• Engage in a cursory initial or secondary literature review, or limit your sources

to those from a previous course paper or proposal.
• Rely exclusively on databases or full-text sources only available through your

own institution’s library.
• Ignore the importance of international research related to your research topic,

including those studies not published in English.
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27Starting Your Empirical Research
Process

27.1 Role in Survival and Success

As interesting as the many months of travel planning may have been, the real
excitement begins as you depart on your long planned and anticipated journey.
During each stage of your travel, you will come to realize fully the importance of all
of your pre-trip planning, especially at times when you experience a successful
journey free of unanticipated developments or “bumps in the road.” You will find
that consulting your detailed travel itinerary throughout your trip will result in a
successful and enjoyable trip. You will likely also choose to maintain a travel
journal to chronicle your journey for your own travel memories and to enable you
to share your travel adventure with others.

Beginning the empirical research process is much like departing on your long
awaited and anticipated trip. Once again, comprehensive pre-planning will equip
you to depart on your journey and successfully navigate the many potential chal-
lenges inherent in thesis or dissertation travel. Following a well thought out travel
plan that is fully endorsed by your travel partners will contribute to a meaningful
journey that leads to your desired destination of a successful thesis or dissertation
defense. As with other travels, you will find that maintaining a travel log or journal
will prove beneficial for keeping track of your decisions along the way.

One important type of activity to document in your log are the methodological
decisions you made. For example, as part of your research in human subjects
training, you may first participate in training workshops or online modules which
explain the details of how, why, and when certain protocol or copyright approvals
are needed. Procuring approval for working with human subjects actually protects
everyone involved, including you as researcher, your institution, your participants,
and the faculty members supervising your project. When you document all of the
actions you expect to take in order to conduct your empirical investigation, you are
providing other researchers the opportunity to stop you from doing something
inadvertently harmful, morally problematic, or procedurally unsound. Similarly,
you will want to provide subjects, your research advisors, committee members and
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other observers the opportunity to identify issues with your study in advance, before
they become problematic. Once you know that you have the legal, ethical, and
philosophical approval to begin your study as described, you will feel not only
relieved but also supported by others in your quest to bring new knowledge to light.
In a way, this initial and ongoing documentation review by your faculty and uni-
versity peers will have sanctioned your quest, and they will have formally
encouraged you to carry on. Let the journey begin!

27.2 What You Need to Know

Recording the choices you’ve made and steps you’ve taken in your research
activities will prove essential throughout the research process, especially in the
interest of ensuring that you are actually addressing the desired research questions
and following an appropriate and consistent methodology in answering those
questions. While this approach is similar to chronicling any trip, as discussed
earlier, the significance and magnitude of recording the details of your thesis or
dissertation journey must be fully acknowledged. Keeping track of all of the
decisions you made, including those options you rejected, will help you “defend”
your choices later in your oral examination, and quite possibly to subsequent critics
who are reading your final manuscript well after the project is over. Documenting
your choices during the research process, thus reminding yourself of why you are
carrying out certain tasks, is a survival skill which creates an essential backup,
helping you recall many philosophical and procedural details later.

You will want to take notes about what you are doing right from the beginning,
thus maintaining a running narrative of the steps you are taking to carry out the
project. This will help you to add details later into your manuscript, or to explain
anomalies in trying to follow your proposed protocol. Even seemingly small
decisions about how to do particular tasks suggested in your methodology section
should be recorded in a journal or log book, since these may later affect the results
that you get even if you didn’t anticipate an issue or experience any negative effects
of those decisions. If you have notes about exactly what you did, this will enable
other researchers to replicate your study, which is an important measure of research
quality. It will also enable your committee members to see where potential prob-
lems began or later, where they can be mitigated.

If you need to deviate from anything in your research proposal or approved IRB
protocol, speak up early and often. Many times, these changes can be incorporated
into your application and approved quickly. Larger changes may necessitate time
for the committee to review, discuss, and approve them. Changes are a natural part
of improving a process, but if you change too much after you are approved to do a
particular sequence, you may be unintentionally embarking on a different study
entirely. Check with your research advisor or committee to determine if something
is “too different” from what you originally proposed, or whether it is a cosmetic or
substantive change. Think through the first several steps of each task before starting
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to do it. Try to anticipate problems along the way: Will you need extra time,
supplies, appointments, etc.? When you record your data, do you need to set up an
Excel spreadsheet in advance, or an input form, or a paper checklist? What happens
when your participants are unavailable, or your initial outcomes are not at all of the
quality or nature that you expected?

Anticipating issues by visualizing several actual steps in a research task can save
time later. It may be easier if you “practice” with a nonparticipant or fake data first,
so you can see how your procedures will work as you go along. A pilot study is
often useful for this purpose, which can help you go through your steps and note
adjustments in advance. You do not want to start collecting data and then find
something wrong with one of your survey questions, independent variables, or
categories. These will be difficult to change later, even after the first
participant/sample is processed, so troubleshooting in advance can often help you
avoid complicated problems entirely.

27.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Time to Travel
and Time to Recuperate

Most students agreed that the most memorable point in their research journey was
the day they completed it. However, it is not logical to work continuously every
day, and perhaps for many years, without a brief stop along your travels to rest.
Some students felt relieved upon completing their data collection, or after the
long-awaited empirical research leg of their trip was complete once they wrote up
their data analysis. Still others were most pleased when they did the final review of
their manuscript to fix citation and formatting errors. Regardless of which points in
your journey you identify as your benchmarks, it is important to take a mental break
to recharge after completing one step and before embarking on the next. Several
students mentioned that a brief respite from the stress of performing helped them to
tackle each subsequent section with more motivation and energy.

Nearly all students find out about techniques for building breaks into their work
flows from other students or other types of professionals. Graduate students often
cannot recall any of their professors or advisors mentioning strategies for period-
ically resting and recharging. Likely this was due to a fear that many students lose
momentum in their project and either they take too long to return to it at the
previous levels of attention, or they abandon it for years while resting. Still other
students reluctantly recall that a significant break in their work patterns became so
disruptive that they quit their graduate studies entirely. While some were successful
in pleading to return despite poor progress, a few students regretted that they did not
know their own goals or behaviors well enough to prevent a permanent break from
academic life during the thesis or dissertation process. One student used the doc-
umentation strategy mentioned earlier to write in their journal all of their reasons for
staying or leaving their project or program, and committed to reading their written
entries each month to see if they still felt the same way.
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Several graduate students noted that they really wanted a rest, or a recreational
outing with their families, or time to do sports or gather with friends who were not
also students. Yet they knew for themselves that breaks which lasted too many days
made them stray from their path. Some students felt that their time to concentrate on
academics should be continual, so they designed schedules for themselves in such a
way to ensure their self-imposed workload varied in intensity by day, by week or by
season. Others used the times they waited for their advisors’ feedback to take a
mental break from their thesis or dissertation project, even if that meant working on
other work-related things like their resume, cv, or job applications.

Still other students used particular tasks away from their computers or labs to
become triggers for relaxation. Walking their dogs, meeting a relative, or eating
certain favorite foods were signals for positive reinforcement for a job well done at
any time good progress was made. Many practiced yoga, or spent time with a
musical instrument or signing, or even surfed the Internet for fun topics as their
recuperation strategies. However, if they became too accomplished in these other
areas, or spent too much time using the relaxation tasks to avoid getting back to
work, students confirmed that this was detrimental. Yet even those with the most
self-discipline needed help along the way to judge how much time away was
needed, or even how much leisure would suffice before reengaging with their
project. With careful reflection and observation of your feelings and habits, you can
determine the optimum ways to pause your travels for some rest and relaxation,
which is always well deserved for such an advanced project!

27.4 Things to DO

• Recognize the importance of maintaining detailed notes as you complete each
activity within the research process.

• Record all decisions you make, whether they seem insignificant or not.
• Aim for producing a research project that others will want to and be able to

replicate successfully.
• Determine and utilize appropriate methods for recording data collection.
• “Test drive” your data collection processes prior to the collection of real data

from study participants.

27.5 Things NOT to Do

• Avoid documenting your process because it seems like it might take too much
time.

• Forget to consult with your research advisor regarding any proposed changes to
your research plan, even if they seem small.

• Ignore the necessary IRB approvals for any changes to your research plan.
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• Deviate from your approved research proposal or approved IRB protocol
without waiting to receive appropriate approvals.

• Feel that your project is a failure because you have not produced significant
relationships or society-changing outcomes.
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28Collecting and Analyzing Data

28.1 Role in Survival and Success

Most travelers will want to collect various things while on a trip that they will later
treasure as they reflect upon their travel journeys. While these treasured collectibles
will obviously vary from one person to another, there are some typical ways that
travelers chronicle their journeys, including capturing digital or video images. Some
professionals bring more sophisticated photographic equipment. Many travelers
will retain their travel itinerary, travel books and maps, or brochures that they
picked up along the way to trigger their memories of their travel adventures. Others
will capture visual images that have particular meaning to them. Sometimes, the
best memories of a journey are the experiences remembered with the people one
traveled with or met along the way.

Data collection and analysis within the research process has certain similarities
to the above travel illustration. An essential difference is that collecting data as you
complete your thesis or dissertation research must be done in a systematic manner,
and often not as conveniently as most expect. In addition to providing the means to
answer the research questions of your approved research proposal, your data col-
lection process must be fully compliant with all applicable laws, regulations,
policies, and procedures, and of course consistent with the approvals previously
granted for your research project. The importance of systematically and properly
collecting, securing, and protecting data cannot be overstated. Protecting the rights
of study participants must also be fully ensured throughout the research process,
and this begins even before the actual data collection. Since there are a multitude of
ways to conduct data collection and analysis, most travelers will consult more
experienced guides for directions.

Some disciplineswill have preferred rules for handling data, or certain projects will
not allow for deviation from imposed guidelines, whether those constraints are from
the field itself, a project’s funders or grantors, or even by a student’s many tutors and
advisors. Other subject areas allow for a wide range of methods for dealing with the
data for your type of project. If you are required to propose data collection and data
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analysis methods of your own choosing, you should simultaneously consider the
goals of your project and your research question(s), and the analysis steps you will be
expected to take, as well as your plans for increasing your skill and rigor in these areas.
While these may be the most difficult parts of the journey for most thesis and dis-
sertation travelers, they may prove to be the most satisfying. Learning the skills
necessary for professionals in your field will only make you more valuable to it.

28.2 What You Need to Know

As you complete your research activities, you will be collecting information that is
either quantitative, qualitative, or both, and your data activities should be designed to
enable you to answer your research questions. The research questions stated and
approved in your research proposal will largely dictate the nature of the required data,
the sources of that data, and the appropriate methods you should employ in producing
a quality project. There are standard ways to analyze data, both numeric and textual.
You will need to take the time to learn these methods and to apply them skillfully.
While many thesis and dissertation projects involve the collection of data from
survey participants through surveys or interviews, others involve instrumentation or
the use of data that has already been collected. Knowing which parameters and rules
apply to you, and then setting aside time to research how to perform the operational
and statistical processes required of you will be essential. However, recording
unauthorized data that you did not have permission to gather, or including fabricated
data or analysis in any part of your project could put you in a precarious legal and
ethical position. Check the format and nature of your potential data to ensure that you
are within guidelines provided by your advisor, institution or discipline.

You will want to learn best practices and tools for safely storing your data and
accessing it as needed. It is essential that you try all of the available options for data
procedures in advance before contacting your first participant or sample. In that
way, your first attempt at using a procedure or practicing a method is not on your
most important thesis or dissertation content, but on preliminary information on
which you can practice. If you have not learned enough yet to make an informed
and scholarly decision about your project, ask for direction from your research
advisor and/or committee to procure initial information on what it is you should
learn. Many faculty members consider independent learning of new techniques time
well spent, since it applies specifically to your own project. Also consider a system
to back up your data as you are collecting it, in case something goes wrong, and
ensure that this backup method is within university policies and guidelines. Some
sensitive data may not be safe to put into free online storage; investigate if your
institution has particular rules or recommendations regarding which tools are most
secure, encrypted, or protected.

The important survival skill here is developing a habit of keeping backups of the
details of your project’s trajectory, especially as you test out your new skills on your
project’s data or as youmake revisions from advisors’ suggestions. These will always
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help you in sharing your project details accurately with your committee and later,
with experts in your discipline. And of course, extra copies will help you find your last
known version when your computer crashes! Similarly, a simple running list of all of
the actions you are taking with your data can help you step back in time as needed, to
change direction at the suggestion of your advisor or to correct mistakes you may not
have realized earlier. Although it may be tempting, don’t try to analyze the data before
it is all collected unless that is an explicit part of your approved method. Doing
analysis too early might unduly influence your data collection process.

28.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: When
the Journey Does Not Feel Like Your Own

Late in their thesis or dissertation journey, some students report feeling like they are
carrying out someone else’s project. The steps they need to carry out in the methods
section of their project seem like they were better suited for their professors, and the
steps they need to take next may even seem like activities they would have never
chosen if they could somehow start their project again. These feelings of alienation
or uncertainty are actually quite expected when learning to do new types of thinking
or figuring out how to deal with unfamiliar processes. Some students never really
feel comfortable with their data or analysis methods, and that is fine. Most people
do not become an expert at something on their first try, especially when learning
sophisticated research processes.

It is imperative that you meticulously follow all of your institution’s policies and
procedures regarding the collection, storage, manipulation, and use of data. Consci-
entious compliance with these policies and procedures will ensure that you are taking
the necessary precautions to protect the components of your research study. While
most students easily comply with guidelines, of course there are some who do not
determine in advance or practice trials of which tests they will run. Some encountered
difficulties in dealing with missing or incomplete data, since they did not spend
enough time reading about these issues or talking with others who have used similar
methods. Others find out quicklywhere the likely trouble spots exist in their own level
of understanding of data processes. Ideally they would have thought through many of
these issues before data collection, but we all know that hindsight can be 20/20!

Many students learn how to use software programs or data tools by assisting
senior students or faculty members with projects other than their own. Others learn
by testing their intended procedures on sample data or by working through online
tutorials. A few students have admitted that they just tried out a technique for the
first time on their recently collected data, only to find out that they forgot several
important steps and had to start over again, procuring new data because of a mistake
that could not be corrected until it was too late. Practicing will probably build your
confidence and help you learn about all of the options before you need to use them
on the final project. Although most students felt like the momentum of their project
stalled while they took a break from their travels, they later realized that it was fine
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to be a beginner again, at least for a while, as they learned some new skills in data
analysis that were required for ultimately completing their projects.

A few students ended up with disastrous results because they rushed through
particular stages or parts of their projects. These students became impatient and
started analyzing their early data before it was all available. Doing so can inap-
propriately influence your data collection activities as well as waste your time, and
naturally these students spent a lot of energy drawing conclusions that were ulti-
mately incomplete and incorrect. Others were more successful in finding mentors or
tutors, in taking new workshops or classes, in making appointments with their
former professors, or in creating study groups among other students who were also
at the data analysis stage or who were all using similar methods in their projects. In
this way, graduate students can assemble a team of resources from whom to learn
and with whom to consult. Often others can help troubleshoot in advance as well as
figure out what went wrong, since they are viewing your own project with a fresh
perspective. If you properly design and implement your data procedures and allow
sufficient time for them to work, you will usually be pleased with the resulting data
quality, which makes the rest of your manuscript that much easier to write.

28.4 Things to DO

• Determine the most appropriate data sources and collection methods in advance
of any data collection activities.

• Meticulously follow your institution’s policies and procedures for data collec-
tion, storage, manipulation, and the protection of human subjects.

• Be realistic in forecasting and allocating the necessary time to learn and then to
complete data analysis activities.

• Review any proposed changes in your data plans with your research advisor.
• Allow realistic and sufficient time for seeking out and using best practices in

your field.
• Run an analysis on sample data before analyzing the data that you collected.
• Ensure that your data is properly recorded and backed up throughout the col-

lection and analysis stages of your project.

28.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to protect the rights of research subjects in all data collection and analysis
activities.

• Inadvertently post online, in an unprotected digital location, or share accidentally
any data for which participant identifiers have not been removed.

• Select a data analysis method because it is easy or simply because it is the only
one you know.
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• Attempt to use a data analysis software tool before taking the time to learn how
to use it properly.

• Pretend that a data collection, storage, or analysis problem does not exist, or
delay reporting it.

• Assume a member of your resource team will help you perform every step, or
will do it for you because you do not know how.

• Misrepresent your data or provide inaccurate or incomplete data.
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29Interpreting Research Findings

29.1 Role in Survival and Success

After returning from an extended trip for which you had high expectations, it is not
unusual to compare your experiences to the expectations that you had prior to
travel. Ideally, your travel experience not only met but exceeded your expectations,
and was a worthwhile journey that you would recommend to others. This desirable
outcome would clearly justify the time, costs, and sacrifices that you made to
undertake the journey. The insights you gained through your travels would also
enable you to provide valuable recommendations and guidance to future travelers.

The same is true when it comes to successful thesis and dissertation travel. After
you have collected and analyzed your data using various statistical methods, coding
schemes, or systematic methods, there comes a point in your research journey
where you will want to interpret your research findings. Your results can be
summarized into indicators of significance, strength of association, themes, or
standard evaluative conclusions related to your method. Now is the time to interpret
for others what those summaries, evaluations, and conclusions really mean.

It is true that multiple interpretations of a particular trip or destination can vary in
nature and quality based on the traveler, the time spent on the journey or since
arrival, and other factors. While some travelers loved a particular route or location
or attraction, others may have hated it. However, more or less, authentic evaluations
of the same item will often provide a baseline reaction that is shared by most. Your
particular project, and the results that you will uncover, may share in this variation
among other projects in your field or other approaches to the same topic as yours.
However, there is probably less variability in the analysis of the data you have
collected; the data actually just “say what they say,” and it is your job to report this.
In discussing your interpretation of the data, however, you are able to characterize
and contextualize the data collected within the parameters of your research ques-
tions and purpose of the study. This last section of your manuscript, often
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designated as discussion of the findings, will help you situate your project within
the aims and purposes of your investigation, thus showing how and why under-
taking this project was important, in the scholarly sense.

29.2 What You Need to Know

You likely had a particular goal in mind when originally proposing your research
project. Review this overarching goal and your research topic, and explain how the
results found in this particular project help you, others, or the field at large under-
stand the topic. Revisit the research questions you drafted, and attempt to address
them using the results, conclusions, and summaries from your findings. This is not
the time to tell readers how much you personally have grown as a result of the thesis
and dissertation process. Instead, focus your efforts on how your study can help
others in your field to learn more about a particular phenomenon, group of people,
pattern or outcome, or any other important scholarly information on your topic.

It is now the time to answer a number of important questions. Did your study
attain its ultimate goal? Explain how it did, and then where it perhaps did not go far
enough. One way to think of this is in terms of your project’s nature, significance,
and impact. Did you find anything new or unexpected? Did you confirm previous
research? Explain what the data revealed. What is its significance in your context; in
other words, why was this study important to do? What does it help us to know
more about in this field, and why is that important?

Again, you can provide your answers to these questions in a scholarly context,
not in a personal one. How would you do this study differently if you had to do it
again? What is the potential impact of what you know now from the results? How
can your study’s results be used for other important purposes, decisions, or chan-
ges? Why is your study ultimately important to further work in your field? These
types of questions may seem like future predictions, but they can indeed be based
on the facts you have provided through the data you have collected. Try not to
overstate your project’s importance in the overall landscape of your discipline, but
also do not diminish the role it has played in investigating something not yet
studied.

Lastly you can provide information to others working in the same area as you.
What recommendations would you make to future researchers? How might this line
of inquiry be extended to include more or different projects? What related studies
could be done by you or others which would inform a related aspect of your
particular topic or field? Although you may feel that you are not qualified to make
some of these recommendations, write them up as honestly and as detailed as
possible, and your research advisor or committee members will help you to revise
your tone or scope as part of the review process. Striving for a realistic and accurate
interpretation of your research findings, when done in detail and based on your
actual data, is a survival skill which can be valued by others for many years to come
through the context and suggestions you provide in your manuscript.
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29.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Continual
Lessons from Your Travels

After completing your data analysis, the time has come to consider what you have
learned that will enable you to answer the research questions that served as a basis
for your travels. Many students felt that arriving at this stage of the journey took a
long time. And most found it difficult to consider their research findings in light of
their research goal and questions. Even graduate students may need help in
determining whether their work was successful in fully answering the research
questions that they identified early in their journey. But nearly all students said that
their advisors encouraged them to attempt to make the interpretations connections
for themselves, and in writing, before waiting for help from others. In fact, this
would be the best time for the students to show the depth of their understanding and
their ability to work at the graduate level. Your credibility as a thesis or dissertation
traveler is at stake!

Some students struggled with trying to explain their data clearly, and others
found it difficult to articulate what the data was actually revealing. Many learned in
their research methods course that it was important to be totally honest in con-
sidering whether their research project fully accomplished its intended purpose. It is
not unusual for someone receiving their masters or doctoral degree to have com-
pleted a project that did not show a successful treatment or a clear correlation of
variables. However, accurate reporting of the data which was collected is impera-
tive. Your research advisor and committee members will expect nothing less from
you, as a candidate that they are mentoring to become a professional in their field.
Several students discovered that they needed to discuss the ways in which their
research project did not fully address the research questions that they had in mind
when planning their journey.

In reporting their findings, some students felt embarrassed to discuss the chal-
lenges that they encountered during their research journey, especially when putting
them in writing for all to see. One student felt overly confident that their project
contained an amazing discovery, but they found out later after their committee’s
review that some calculations were incorrect. Another graduate student had the
opposite issue, since they had misinterpreted a calculation which resulted in great
significance for their project. This is why advisors are there to check your work.
Some students exchanged manuscripts with their classmates, and others found
writing groups, hoping they might notice large errors in advance of submitting work
to their advisors and committees. Naturally, lessons learned from any research
project which was well designed and rigorously carried out, even if those lessons
were not the ones expected, can help researchers in the future by illuminating new
aspects of the problem or identifying which paths were not as useful for travel.
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A few students acknowledged that they certainly should have been more
informed than their committee members regarding the specifics of their travels. Yet
students who did not look to their committee members or other experts for guidance
missed some opportunities for valuable feedback. One student still could not
articulate the big picture of their research findings, even near the end of their
journey. Thankfully, one committee member helped them prepare by providing
detailed feedback for a specified time so that the student could acquire new skills to
add parts of their discussion which were missing. Another found a writing tutor
helpful to find weaknesses in their analysis, even if the tutor could not help interpret
the data for them. And one student was determined to understand, express, and
verify the significance of their work, so they revised their data analysis sections
over and over again. By the time they were finished, their manuscript sounded so
professional, like something you might see in a journal. Then again, that was
essentially the goal in the first place!

29.4 Things to DO

• Examine your research findings in light of your research goal and questions.
• Determine the extent to which the study was successful in answering your

project’s research questions.
• Identify where your study did not fully address your research questions.
• Determine and discuss the significance and impact of your research study.
• Detail ways you would conduct the study differently if you had to do it again.
• Discuss the practical implications of your research findings.
• Identify recommendations that you would make to future researchers.

29.5 Things NOT to Do

• Forget to discuss the nature, significance, impact, and limitations of your
research.

• Avoid discussing the design, collection, or analysis challenges of conducting
your study accurately and honestly.

• Provide random or unrelated recommendations for future related research.
• Ignore direction from your committee and other professors about how to inter-

pret both expected and unusual findings from your study.
• Fail to prepare your drafts according to the requirements and level of detail

required by your department, institution, and discipline.
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30Developing a First Full Draft
Manuscript

30.1 Role in Survival and Success

Some travelers will decide to share their travels with others by documenting their
journey in a written travel chronicle, or other published work. In doing so they have
the opportunity to share their travel experience with others, including those who
may have an interest in taking a similar trip in the future and desire to glean travel
insights from their travel experiences. While such a writing exercise may be
intended to produce nothing more than a letter to share with relatives or friends,
some travelers will actually seek publication of their travel documentary in some
written form, whether in a travel magazine or as a travel book. As you might expect
we might say here, a typical outcome for your thesis or dissertation project is a
journal article or possible monograph.

Preparation of your thesis or dissertation manuscript is similar to documentation
of your travels is that in both activities, you are writing about your travel experience
at the end of your journey, and relaying to others what has happened and what you
thought of it. A difference is that the preparation of a thesis or dissertation manu-
script is not an option at the pleasure of the thesis or dissertation traveler; rather it is
a formidable requirement in completing the prescribed research process and earning
your academic degree. And of course, another difference is in the scholarly tone you
must take when recounting your background, steps, and outcomes on paper. Fol-
lowing the accepted format in your field and from your university’s program will be
an important part of the presentation of your work. Even the best projects will not
arrive at their destination successfully if the presentation of their research processes
is haphazard or incomplete.

Just as you would want to ensure that the first draft of a travel article or book
“sold” itself and complied with the editorial guidelines of a prospective publication
outlet, you will want to ensure that the first full draft that you share with your
research committee is a stellar document that fully complies with all content and
stylistic requirements. Submitting such a quality work product will save you much
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work later, as well as instill your committee’s confidence in you as a proficient and
professional researcher. For example, if your final manuscript submission must
ultimately be written according to APA format (in other words, by the standard
guidelines for academic papers from the American Psychological Association), then
your first full draft must indeed exactly follow these guidelines. Your paper should
look as close to a finished product as possible. It is unfair of you to ask committee
members to read for content only and not for formatting. We recommend that both
quality content and quality format must both be present in even the earliest versions
of any scholarly paper at the graduate level.

30.2 What You Need to Know

Developing a first full draft manuscript is both an important activity and milestone
in your thesis or dissertation journey. It should not be rushed, nor the task taken
lightly. This draft should reflect your best work; if it does not, your journey of
revisions will take all that much longer, and include back-tracks and detours which
may seem to delay your travels more than is comfortable. By putting in work on the
details before sharing, and offering a top quality draft of your entire manuscript, you
display seriousness of intent and respect for the process. You should expect to
receive feedback on your first full draft from your research committee that will
likely trigger an iterative series of revisions to this draft. Many requests for changes
are considered normal at this high level of performance and scholarly peer review.
However, the more you can do to align this initial manuscript with the final
expectations for your thesis or dissertation, the more subsequent work and frus-
tration you will avoid for both yourself and your committee members.

When putting together the first part of your thesis or dissertation proposal and
your results and analysis/discussion into one full paper, it is important to make sure
that your final document sounds like it is indeed all about the same project.
Sometimes you have made changes to your thinking, your protocol, or your
research questions which now will require adjusting in order to reflect what you
really did and what you really found. Many students have used a “fake it ‘til you
make it” process, in writing up parts of their study that they didn’t really understand
at the time those parts were composed. Now is the time to check your document for
everything from weak arguments or thin connections with the literature to run-on
sentences and mistakes of future tense (i.e., your paper still says you “will” take
some steps, although that task has already been done for some time now).

In fact, many advisors will not even read a first full draft if it does not appear
very close in formatting style to a finished thesis or dissertation. It is therefore
important to develop a first full draft in the style of a final draft. The more you fix
early in the process, the easier your revisions will be later. Following the successful
formats of others, especially paper examples by graduates in your program who
completed in the years immediately before you, is a survival skill which can save
much time and energy.
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30.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Crafting
a Complete Travel Story

While the members of your research committee will have had opportunities to learn
about various aspects of your travels during the earlier stages of your research
journey, they will look forward to having the opportunity to review a completed
draft. A full manuscript containing all of the appropriate parts makes your work
seem more similar to the previously published works that you quoted in your
literature review. Some students found the published literature to provide great
examples of how to write up many aspects of their thesis or dissertation project.
Others found that their skills were not quite good enough to provide their advisors
with a journal-like manuscript. In either case, nearly all students came to recognize
that any unpublished work is essentially a draft document, and that they should
anticipate required revisions based on the feedback that they received from the
members of their research committee.

A few students claimed that they were not interested in publishing as a pro-
fessional once their degrees were awarded. Even so, they could not be lazy, since
offering their best work in any shared manuscript still got them closer to being
finished with that project. Most students explained that investing the time necessary
to develop a high-quality draft manuscript the first time around had reduced the
number and scope of later revisions they needed make. Others noticed that even
when they submitted substandard work, and could list all of the flaws of their
manuscript even though they were not sure how to fix them, being honest about
what help was still needed worked best. Students in certain fields remembered
being told that their first full draft manuscript should demonstrate to their faculty
and academics in their discipline that they are capable of being a serious scholar
within their field. Therefore, continuous effort on improvements is likely the best
course of action for all graduate students.

Students may not always appreciate critical feedback on parts of the project on
which they worked harder than they ever had in their school career. Some students
report that even those faculty members who were enthusiastic about joining them
on their journey became frustrated or angry at the quality of work they had sub-
mitted according to the directions given. These students later learned that they were
expected to do even more than the minimum revisions advised by their committees,
and to make noticeable improvements to the substance of the work before resub-
mitting. One student said their advisor felt that they disrespected their time by
asking the advisor to review a version which contained only minimal changes.
Other students could not get their advisors to specify the ways that their manuscript
was lacking, yet still withheld formal approval. In these cases, it is important to find
others knowledgeable in your field to help review your work and determine areas in
which it is not yet acceptable. A few students thought that since their work was
perpetually in draft form, that it did not require their best effort in proofreading
either. However, this made their work seem unfinished and amateur to their com-
mittee members.
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One student admitted that it took significant effort to regain the respect of the
members of their research committee over an error-filled manuscript after an
otherwise productive relationship on the project up to that point. Wondering what
had gone wrong, the student asked his research supervisor why the project was
suddenly not reviewed positively by their committee members. The student soon
understood that the presentation of the work was not of professional writing quality,
and it still had spelling and grammatical errors, formatting mistakes, and illegible
data graphs which did not conform to any standard citation style of the university.
Notably, even the best work can seem haphazard or rushed if it is not presented in
the required formal style of your program, university, or discipline. Good quality
work, even if not solving the world’s most essential problems, can still garner praise
for its substance, clarity, and completeness. Multiple students point out that feed-
back from their committee members will almost always trigger the need to make
iterative revisions before the document is revealed to the world. Since most peer
review processes work this was as well, catching mistakes or weaknesses in your
work prior to publication can only enhance your project’s reception in the field.

30.4 Things to DO

• Recognize that the time you invest in developing a high-quality first full draft
manuscript will pay dividends later in the process in terms of reducing the things
you will need to fix.

• Recognize that your first full draft will play an instrumental role in how your
committee members will perceive you from this point forward.

• Realize the importance of not wasting the time of your committee members by
sending them a manuscript draft that is deficient.

• Review other theses and dissertations that can provide insights as you prepare
your first full draft.

• Recognize the importance of viewing everything as tentative until the final copy
of your thesis or dissertation is accepted.

30.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to take the time to produce and submit a high-quality document that con-
forms to requirements and expectations.

• Spend too little time proofreading your document before submitting it.
• Dismiss the importance of not wasting the time of your committee members by

sending them a manuscript draft that is deficient.
• Add random or extraneous information in order to make your paper longer.
• Be lazy and submit a document that does not represent your best work.
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31Receiving Feedback on Your Draft
Manuscript

31.1 Role in Survival and Success

There are a great many instances in life where we do not get something right the first
time, particularly if it is something in which we do not yet have much experience. An
example of this would be submitting our first travel work to the editor of a desired
publication outlet. While it will typically be rare not to receive feedback, including
requested or recommended changes on any such submission, what one does with the
feedback received will be instrumental in the successful publication of your travel
story or book. Similarly, your travel editor might want different photos, with sharper
focus on the details or visual images of a different aspect of the landscape. Instead of
being angry about this, you would likely try to meet the magazine’s expectations and
produce the necessary items within a reasonable time frame.

Of course, the same is true with respect to the feedback that you should expect to
receive regarding the first full draft manuscript that you submitted, as well as for
one or many subsequent draft submissions. As discussed in the previous chapter,
you will want to prepare your best effort and put your best foot forward with your
first full draft manuscript. That being said, you must be prepared to receive
informed, critical feedback from your research advisor and other committee
members even if your submitted draft is the best writing you have ever done in your
life. The expertise that your committee members apply regarding their knowledge
of how good research is conducted, and any time they take to prepare insightful
comments to assist you, should be appreciated in terms of their contribution to your
resulting high-quality thesis or dissertation. While it can be difficult to receive and
process their comments, emotional reactions should be secondary to academic ones.
The comments are not about you as a person, but rather about the quality of the
presentation you have provided. Heed these comments even if you may not agree
with them at first; in fact, you may not know enough about academics in your field
to see the value of these seemingly unusual adjustments yet.
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Effective time management will be an important component of your thesis or
dissertation travel, and it is especially important when working with your research
advisor. You will want to ensure that you allocate the necessary time to complete
your revision work properly in advance of established deadlines. While you will
certainly have various personal and professional responsibilities concurrent with
this journey, you will want to do all within your power to prioritize and allocate
your time so as to fulfill your academic responsibilities in a professional and timely
manner. Do not let requests for revisions set you onto a journey of negative
emotions; rather, respond to the academic improvements requested to the best of
your ability and study more about particular areas if needed. Since you are
expecting the same type of reliability in your advisor, offering your best and most
timely work displays a measure of respect that you will likely receive in turn when
feedback is provided.

31.2 What You Need to Know

Try not to conclude that you have submitted a perfect manuscript; there is always
more to do, and revisions are a natural and important part of the process even for
experts who have done this task many times before. You may feel that the initial
feedback you received was too harsh, or too critical, or too detail-oriented, but in
fact these are the hallmarks of useful feedback for a thesis or dissertation. You are
entering a profession of people who can critique anything, and do so in the pro-
fessional peer-reviewed literature for decades of their lives. In learning how to
compose a quality manuscript, you too will realize that negative feedback is not
necessarily a personal attack. Honest comments of the positive, negative, or neutral
varieties are meant to improve your research project and make it more like the
published literature which you have seen in library databases. You are nearly ready
to join a group of well-established travelers with similar interests!

Reasonable expectations regarding the deadlines for your submissions and the
quality of your submissions should be clearly understood. You will also want to be on
the same page regarding the turn-around time you should expect. In other words,
obtain an estimate from your research advisor about howmuch timewill pass between
the time you submit work to them and the time you will receive feedback. These types
of inquiries, when made humbly and earnestly, will help manage expectations of all
travelers. You should also discuss the type of feedback you can anticipate receiving
from your research advisor, and the depth and speed of revisions required.

You will also want to always remember that your research advisor also has
numerous demands on their time including teaching classes, conducting their own
research, authoring journal articles or books, and supervising the work of other
thesis or dissertation students. You should thus be patient as you await feedback on
work that you have submitted, realizing that just as you were likely most productive
when you found sufficient time to devote your undivided attention to your work, so
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too will your advisor need to carve out similar time to dedicate to reviewing your
work and providing the feedback that you anxiously await.

Make corrections thoroughly and with enough detail so you can be proud of your
explanations of the ways in which you fixed items properly. When in doubt, go
back to your research advisor for more specific advice, and look for other readers to
help unlock your thinking. Spend some time pondering your revisions before
turning in the changes, since thesis or dissertation travel is not a race. Do what is
asked of you and do it well, even if it takes longer than you would like. Accepting
criticism gracefully and then acting on it conscientiously is indeed a high-level
survival skill, and a sign of a true professional!

31.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Waiting
for News from the Road

For most thesis or dissertation candidates, the ability to wait patiently to hear back
from their research committee is something that does not come naturally. The
anxiety, stress, or anticipation of criticism affects everyone, but in different ways.
Most students can recall in vivid detail their experiences of waiting to hear back
from their research advisor about work they had submitted for review. While some
students managed not to become frustrated, others began to annoy their advisor or
committee members with questions or changes before the professors had a chance
to fully review the work. A few found out subsequently, through admonishments
from their committee members, that impatience was not rewarded either. A gradu-
ate student said that their advisor explained that since their work was not created in
a weekend, hence its review cannot likely be accomplished that quickly either.
Yet all students admitted that work of better quality was returned more quickly to
students, even if the number of comments received varied widely.

Many students recounted that they had trouble managing their anxiety or
emotions as they waited for what seemed like an eternity to receive feedback from
their committee members on the draft manuscripts that they had submitted. Some
were quite excited to receive their reviews but then became upset at the amount of
work that still had to be done in order for their project to meet the minimum
requirements. Others assumed the worst with each passing day, but then were
pleasantly surprised at the positive feedback they received. Moving your attention
to a different topic or task, or even taking a well-deserved break while waiting for
comments from your advisors is certainly helpful in alleviating any stress you may
assign to this experience. For all students, recognizing the value of the feedback that
they received and carefully considering and utilizing suggestions from readers were
important learning experiences which enhanced their manuscript, even if those
experiences were difficult ones at the time.

While patiently awaiting the feedback on their draft manuscripts, one student
grew more and more angry with each passing day at not having heard from any
member of their committee. Only later did the student learn that the usual approach
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in their program was to have their research committee set up a meeting to discuss the
work among themselves after all had read the document, and then to have the chair
meet with the student to go over the comments that were offered. It was important for
that student to find out expectations from their chair and department in advance,
instead of guessing about what might happen next. Other students report that they are
encouraged to contact members of their committee freely and regularly as issues
arise, thus solving problems before adding corrections to the full manuscript. Again,
knowing which processes are required by your institution or preferred by your
committee members will avoid many awkward interactions related to feedback.

Most students who subsequently publish their thesis or dissertation in a pro-
fessional journal have shared that the feedback loop on articles or books was
remarkably similar to that employed by their graduate programs. Since critical or
negative feedback is expected in academic work, and specifically from those who
do not know you via a blind peer review, this part of the process was not only seen
by the students as necessary but also later viewed as helpful. Some students who
were nervous at first when hearing of problems with their manuscript or project
elements ended up being relieved that they now knew what to correct in order to
prevent future negative critique. Even when other students found some official
comments surprising or insulting, their advisors asked them to appreciate the time
that each reviewer had offered to conscientiously consider their work and provide
insightful comments to help them make the necessary revisions.

31.4 Things to DO

• Anticipate receiving constructive feedback from your advisor and committee
members as you labor to transform your first full draft to a final manuscript.

• Recognize the importance and value of the feedback that you receive.
• Maintain your composure in reacting to feedback that you receive.
• Carefully review all feedback received, seeking clarification as necessary.
• Utilize the feedback received to make necessary revisions to your manuscript.

31.5 Things NOT to Do

• Conclude that you have submitted a perfect manuscript that will require few, if
any, changes.

• Assume that your one correction for each suggestion will be accepted by your
advisors without question.

• Become impatient when waiting for feedback from your committee members.
• Negatively react to feedback received on your work or become adversarial

regarding requested changes to your draft.
• Try to talk your advisors out of some of the revisions they’ve requested, or try to

create arguments among committee members in the process.
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32Making Appropriate Revisions to Your
Manuscript

32.1 Role in Survival and Success

The editorial feedback received by a traveler who aspires to have their travel work
published should be considered and responded to seriously. The extent to which the
writer can understand, address, and incorporate solutions suggested by a
well-intentioned reader will determine the likelihood of future acceptance and
publication of their work. While you might not fully agree with all or part of what
was asked to be changed, failure to respond to those changes properly will deter-
mine if you are just a traveler with a personal story to tell or a published author with
a wealth of research information to share. The revision process for most writers is
just as important as originating the manuscript in the first place. Revision is where
rough patches get ironed out, errors or detours are fixed, and missing information is
inserted. Just like travel, any portion of an itinerary traveled a second time will
include adjustments to the route, and more detail in the scenery and attractions
observed and described. These enhancements ensure accomplishment of the steps
for each subsequent passage and with each new set of travelers who are following
with you on your path.

Your research advisor and other committee members have taken the time to
prepare and provide to you many types of feedback as a candidate under their
supervision, often over a journey of multiple years. You will want to pause to
understand fully and conscientiously any and all changes that they are recom-
mending or requiring, and then commit to incorporating these changes as appro-
priate in your evolving manuscript. Rather than simply making each change in the
simplest and quickest way possible, you should critically consider each one in terms
of its contribution to enhancing your final thesis or dissertation manuscript. There
must be some reason why these experienced researchers are “flagging” particular
parts of your manuscript; strive to figure out the paper’s underlying weaknesses and
improve any other areas of the document which these changes might have affected.
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32.2 What You Need to Know

You may receive conflicting feedback from your committee members, and you may
even receive contradictory suggestions from your main research advisor within a
few weeks or months of each other. This often happens as a manuscript is in
development, with smaller sections being reviewed more intensely than others. It
may even occur as your readers have had more time to think about your project and
discover additional ways to improve it. Navigating these recommendations suc-
cessfully takes critical thinking skills on your part as well. What is the nature of the
change they are seeking? What problem does it solve, or what weakness does it
attempt to correct, in your writing or experiment?

Determining the reason for the critique may help you to improve your manu-
script more than you may realize, but don’t over-correct! Just like carefully planned
travel steps, changing one item unnecessarily may impact a variety of other items
which appear before or after, and whose correct explanations may be dependent on
that newly-changed section. While you are making the suggested advisor revisions,
be sure to ask in advance if you see for yourself another item which might benefit
from a small revision. Your advisors will know if these changes are substantially
different from what they have already approved. It is acceptable to adjust things in
your paper “in the spirit of” the provided comments, as you try to learn from the
comment about the weaker points of your document. Just making a cosmetic
change in order to get the process over as soon as possible could lead to even more
rounds of corrections later. Instead, research and prepare thoughtful corrections and
note their locations in your paper so you can point to them easily.

You will likely receive many rounds of corrections, with some “wrong things”
remaining in the manuscript until the very last minute, either because no one caught
them, or they were overlooked in favor of other or larger corrections. Don’t beat
yourself up; even the best thesis and dissertations may have conceptual or gram-
matical mistakes in them that should have been noticed earlier. This is why your
paper goes through multiple rounds of readers, each likely looking for something
different, and each finding new items to fix easily in a project so large. Trust that
multiple readers are not trying to stop you from achieving your goal, but rather they
are seeking to help you produce a worthy scholarly product by the time it is
presented and published.

Do the best you can, and improve every time. Don’t just submit a few quick
changes and expect it all to be done. Changes are usually many, and some sub-
stantial, in each round of feedback, no matter how good a writer you are. You
should expect anywhere from two or three to ten rounds of feedback on your work.
Make time to understand and learn more about the improvements suggested, as this
is an overlooked survival skill. A conscientious effort that is not rushed will be
rewarded with seamless transition to the next paperwork and approval stages. The
best thesis or dissertation is a done one, so do what it takes to get to the finish line in
style!
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32.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Enhancing
the Value of Your Travels for Others

Some students are expected to show their full understanding of the feedback pro-
vided during formal reviews in various ways, and other students are asked to
respond to all suggestions or concerns expressed by the members of their research
committees. Whichever way your program requires this, it is up to you to discern
your next steps and carry them out as requested. Some students were ready to
quickly make the suggested revisions, while others needed help in understanding or
interpreting what was required. Certain advisors encouraged students to proceed
only after fully researching and appreciating the need for the particular revisions
listed. Although many students report receiving recommendations that appear to be
in direct conflict with each other, these issues were quickly settled by communi-
cating with their research advisor. Most students concluded they were so relieved
that they understood the feedback received, getting through this part of the process
was cause for a celebration!

A few students, however, were ill-prepared to maintain their composure as they
reviewed the comments from their advisors. Some students even initially refused to
make the requested changes, and said they needed several weeks to decompress
from what they viewed as a traumatic event. Professors would remind students at
this point that the critique they have been given is about their project and their
manuscript, and it is not meant to be taken as a personal attack, even if the com-
ments sound harsh. Just as it is important to be patient as you await your com-
mittee’s feedback, it is likewise essential to be gracious in receiving the suggestions
that your committee members have taken the time to provide. One student made
their dissatisfaction about their manuscript feedback known to their research
advisor, committee members, and other faculty and students at their college. While
it is certainly possible to debate the validity of any comments that were provided,
publicly doing so is not likely to move any student’s project forward. This student
needed to practice maintaining their composure like a professional, in this and all
other interactions they would subsequently have with the members of their research
committee.

Some students sought to understand the underlying intent or reasons for rec-
ommended changes. They explained that if they themselves were going to be
ultimately responsible for any changes made, they needed to figure out why their
initial ideas were not appropriate and to learn why the new ways offered were
deemed improvements. Most students did this with help from others on their
committee, from senior students who had experienced similar issues before, or from
contacts in their field who were familiar with the academic publishing process. Not
all members of students’ committees were on the same page with reactions to their
draft manuscripts and the revisions to be recommended. One student described that
certain committee members imposed several unrealistic demands regarding changes
to the project that they thought were necessary. However, when the student’s
research advisor learned about this, they were able to mitigate several exaggerated
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demands and provide clarity for the student on how to proceed in satisfying all
committee members by making particular changes.

A few students were surprised at the detail of feedback, and of the difficulty of
what they were being asked to do, and were disappointed that they had to make
more changes than they had anticipated. One student remembers their research
methods professor who continually reminded their class that making revisions was
a necessary and expected part of one’s thesis or dissertation journey, and that any
project without peer review would simply be someone’s opinion. The guidance
provided by your research advisor, your committee members, and even peer
reviewers you may not know, will enable you to enhance the quality and value of
your project and thus its credibility within your field and profession. In taking the
readers’ responses into account, students learned what areas might lead to further
questioning and how they could reduce confusion about or misunderstanding of
their work. Most students were ultimately relieved that theoretical mistakes, data
errors, or flaws in their conclusions were noticed during the review process and not
later on in their process, such as during their formal oral presentation, at a con-
ference, or after publication in an academic journal. A conceptual crisis may have
indeed been averted!

32.4 Things to DO

• Conscientiously consider and incorporate feedback received from your research
advisor and committee members.

• Seek to understand the underlying intent of suggested changes, rather than just
making them cosmetically, or as quickly as possible.

• Rely on your research advisor to assist in addressing conflicting or unrealistic
demands for changes from other committee members.

• Realize that the time and effort you devote to making necessary revisions will
enhance the quality and value of your study, as well as the respect that it receives
within your field or profession.

32.5 Things NOT to Do

• Become frustrated with the numerous iterations of feedback you are likely to
receive.

• Fail to seek clarification, when necessary, regarding feedback you receive.
• Panic when you receive continual feedback from your research advisor or

committee members, even when you thought you might be done.
• Take corrections and suggestions to your manuscript, even if harsh, to mean they

are an attack on you personally.
• Lose sight of your desired destination at the end of the journey.
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33Preparing for the Oral Defense

33.1 Role in Survival and Success

If you have ever taken a road trip that involved crossing the border and traveling
into a different country, you are probably familiar with the reality that border
crossings can present their own challenges. By understanding the process and
preparing in advance you can be ready to pass muster with the customs agents and
continue your journey. While it is not unusual for first-time travelers to be some-
what anxious as they drive up to the border check point, the more familiar you are
with the border crossing guidelines, requirements, and process, the more quickly
you will be able to cross over and continue on to the next leg of your
trip. Specifically, learning about the customs and practices of the country to which
you are traveling is likely to help you the most in understanding what to do and how
to behave in a new land.

You will find that the same is true in your thesis or dissertation journey, in which
most tasks are truly unfamiliar to everyone going through this experience for the
first time. In many ways the oral examination or final defense event which you
approach the end of your journey is similar to a border crossing experience. Just as
taking the time to gain an understanding of what to expect before and during a
border crossing from one country to another, you have been learning what is
required by this unfamiliar nation and are now ready to seek permission to travel
there. Preparing properly in advance to do so will enable you to continue your trip
as designed, while avoiding various problems and delays. As you have heard
before, taking the time to understand the process and prepare well before your thesis
or dissertation defense event can ensure a pleasant, collegial experience.

Following the guidance provided by your research advisor, committee, and
institution will enable you to prepare for a successful defense that will allow you to
advance to the final steps of your journey and reach the destination that you have
worked towards for a number of years. As with most things in life, preparation is
the key to success. There is no more important stage of your research journey for
which you will need to be fully prepared than your thesis or dissertation defense.
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Thorough preparation of your work products, along with thorough preparation of
your mind, is a survival skill that needs to be sharpened so that it produces your
very best outcome.

33.2 What You Need to Know

Your preparation for your thesis or dissertation defense should begin long before
the day of your oral examination. You will want to learn all you can about what to
expect when you reach that anticipated, but often intimidating, milestone in your
journey. You can do this in various ways, including participating in research
courses and seminars and talking to other students after their oral examination
experiences. Learning from the experiences of others who have completed their oral
examinations and if permitted by your institution, observing the presentations or
practice sessions of other candidates, can provide a range of many possible details
which you can consider for your own preparation.

You should recognize that the best source of information regarding what to
expect during your oral examination is without question your research advisor,
especially since they will lead that session. You will want to become totally familiar
with the policies and practices of your department, university, and discipline. It will
also be essential that you have a “realistic preview” of the format that will be
followed by your research advisor and committee in conducting your oral exami-
nation, as well as what you should be prepared to do during the examination itself.
It is important that you realize that defenses can differ significantly from department
to department, and from institution to institution, so follow the cues and style of
your research advisor, suggested models, and field or discipline closely.

In the interest of having no surprises on the day of this major event in your
journey, you will want to become familiar with a number of logistical matters,
including where and when the session will be held, who will be invited or permitted
to attend the session, and the anticipated length of the oral examination. You will
want to know if other students and/or the public may be in attendance, and prepare
accordingly. While it will obviously be your responsibility to review your manu-
script and create visuals for the day of the oral examination, your research advisor
will also have a role and interest in ensuring that you are fully prepared, since their
reputation is also impacted by the success of advisees whose work they have
supervised. Your advisor should review with you the purpose and objectives of the
oral examination, the format that will be followed, what you will be expected to
share in your presentation, the questions that you should anticipate being asked, and
other suggestions designed to prepare you for your oral examination. Plan to deliver
an awesome performance that will impress your committee members who essen-
tially represent the wide range of critics in your intended discipline.
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33.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Preparing
to Share Your Travel Story

As you progress through your research journey, you will reach a point where you
realize that the time has come to share your travel experiences in a formal pre-
sentation. Some graduate students have had extensive experience in public talks
before they present their work on their thesis or dissertation project. Others may be
presenting in public for the first time. Either way, the members of the research
committee who guided you throughout your journey, and others who are interested
in learning about your research adventures, will be part of your knowledgeable
audience. As with many trips that you will take, you cannot proceed without
making the necessary travel arrangements; in this case, securing approval to
schedule your defense and sharing preliminary examples of what you are likely to
discuss at that event.

Many students reported that their research advisor and committee members
ensured that they were ready before they agreed to approve their request to schedule
this important event. In some ways, your public presentation of results reflects the
research journey you are now completing, as well as the supervisory abilities of your
faculty committee. Other students were more worried, since they did not feel that they
had enough guidance and were expected to be quite independent in their preparation.
Some spent unnecessary time worrying, although several others said they felt that
they possibly over prepared. Most students explained that their research advisor
provided them with a realistic preview of what to expect, and consequently offered
advice on how to prepare in advance of this session. Other students were left to seek
out their own examples of research talks, learning how others at their university or in
their program shared their work and ultimately convinced the members of their
committee that they had successfully completed the thesis or dissertation journey.

Most students agreed that their research advisor would not have scheduled their
oral examination unless the other members of their committee were also convinced
that they had reached a point in their travels where they could successfully share
their completed work. Most students also felt they were preparing for what may
have been the most serious presentation of their careers thus far. Some were unsure
and felt that they were not as confident about the quality of their work and expected
harsh critique as audience members examined the details of their research project.
Whatever these graduate students were feeling at the time, they knew what was
expected of them—that they must be prepared to defend the many decisions made
during the course of their work.

In reviewing the posted announcements of upcoming oral examinations, some
students were thrilled to see many names that they recognized from previous
courses or that they first met when their journeys began. A number of students
decided to conduct practice sessions, with their friends role playing the roles of
research committee members, in order to calm their nerves by giving their pre-
sentation to a supportive audience in advance. Many students enjoyed presenting to
their classmates who were familiar with the experiences of developing the project
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much earlier on, and they were pleased to impress their peers with the depth of
work which had occurred since they last talked. Other students were quite enter-
taining as they asked and answered questions in the style of the examiners, pro-
viding essential experience along with humor and some stress relief, as they tried to
predict what types of questions would likely be asked during their friends’ oral
examinations. These practice sessions forced students to not procrastinate in
rehearsing their presentation, and also revealed timely analysis of the strengths and
weaknesses of their preparation.

Understanding the process that will be followed during your oral examination is a
must, according to nearly all graduate students. Many requested a session to review
that process with their research advisor, in order to confirm that they properly
understood what they would be expected to have prepared. In addition to gathering
all of the components, many students found it helpful to try to share their travel story
in an informative and persuasive manner, so that audience members had many of
their questions answered as the presentation went along. While some students felt
they were unprepared to respond to all of the questions that they were asked, many
noticed that they felt quite knowledgeable about their project and found most
questions to be relatively easy to answer. While it is always possible that you may be
asked questions that you had not anticipated, the more you can do to anticipate
questions and prepare your responses in advance, the better your presentation will
be. As you move through this benchmark in your program and career, now is the
time to put forth your most professional performance. If you know that you have
done the absolute best that you could, then you will have no regrets!

33.4 Things to DO

• Learn as much as you can about the oral examination process of your depart-
ment, college, or university.

• Review with your research advisor, and confirm your understanding of the
process and format that will be followed during your oral examination.

• At least one day prior to the oral examination, pack all materials that you need to
take with you.

• Get appropriate rest, relaxation, and nutrition the day and evening before your
oral examination.

• Allow sufficient travel time to arrive early.

33.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to fully understand what to expect during the oral examination and prepare
for all its details accordingly.

• Procrastinate in preparing to defend your thesis or dissertation.
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• Be pessimistic about how things will go during the defense and its outcome.
• Forget that your research advisor would not have scheduled your oral exami-

nation unless they and other committee members believed that you were up to
the challenge.

• Underestimate the importance of dressing and behaving professionally.
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34Presenting Your Research During
the Oral Defense

34.1 Role in Survival and Success

Just as the border agents have the important responsibility of ensuring that a traveler
comply with all governmental requirements before passing through their check-
point, likewise the members of your committee are expected to verify that your
research and resulting thesis or dissertation fully meet procedural requirements of
your institution as well as scholarly expectations of your discipline. You already
understand the critical importance of becoming familiar with the specific process
and requirements of your department, college, or university, as well as the
expectations of your research advisor and committee regarding this important
culminating event in your thesis or dissertation journey. In addition, you must
master the content of your own manuscript as well as the literature, methods, and
goals of your subject area. Without this understanding, travel through the last
portions of your journey will be quite difficult. Therefore, knowing your destination
well and following its directions, customs, and traditions is an important survival
skill.

You must be prepared to present your research project in an effective manner,
covering various essential aspects of your work including the research questions
that you sought to answer, what you did to discern the answers to these questions,
and an explanation of the findings of your study. Your research advisor will provide
you with an understanding of how research is presented in accordance with insti-
tutional and department norms. You may already know much about the standards in
your field via what you have learned from your literature review, and you may have
also investigated academic and professional organizations, attended conferences or
read their proceedings, and followed the careers or publications of new or expe-
rienced faculty members. This information can help guide you toward the appro-
priate scholarly levels of performance for your oral examination.
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34.2 What You Need to Know

If you have properly prepared in accordance with the guidance received from your
research advisor and other members of your committee, the day you defend your
thesis or dissertation will become perhaps the most memorable day of your pil-
grimage. It is the day that you finally have the opportunity to formally share your
work with your committee and perhaps others before it is made available to the
larger academic and professional communities. After your advisor reviews the
process to be followed you will be asked to introduce your research and why you
selected this topic. Likely your answer should be less personal and emotional and
more academic. You will be expected to share your research questions and the
methodology you utilized in conducting your research. Your answers should be
provided in enough detail so that experts in these methods can judge your rigor and
knowledge in enacting the steps of your project. And it will be important that you
summarize your findings and the study’s limitations, as well as the contribution that
your research makes to the existing body of knowledge. Your recommendations for
future research along this path of inquiry are also expected.

You should tailor your presentation to take into account your audience, which
may be comprised of senior researchers in your field, of faculty members in related
fields, and of new thesis or dissertation students. You will need to address the
aspects of your work in which you know the audience will be interested, based on
the guidance you received from your advisor and other committee members. You
will want to remember that you should be the most knowledgeable person in the
room regarding your work, and thus present your work with confidence. You will
want to deliver your overall presentation, as well as its component parts, in
accordance with the time limitations within which you have been asked to work, so
as to leave sufficient time for committee members to raise questions, and for you to
address each question properly.

While anticipating likely questions in advance is a prudent strategy, you will
want to make sure that you always answer the actual question being asked, rather
than trying to repeat a related but memorized answer that you have scripted out in
advance. You should answer questions in a concise manner, affording committee
members the opportunity to ask for further elaboration or clarification as they deem
appropriate. Together, your presentation and your responses to committee questions
should be informative and persuasive. They should validate your committee’s
decision that you are prepared to advance to the rank of “researcher” or “scholar,”
rather than perpetually remain at the level of “student.” You should remember that
an affirmative decision by your committee attests to not only your work to date, but
also the confidence that committee members have in you to continue to conduct
academic research without the benefit and oversight of a faculty committee.
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34.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Sharing Your
Travel Adventures

As unbelievable as it might seem, there will be a point in your research journey
where the time has come to formally share your travel adventures with important
and interested individuals. One student remembered that as they entered the room
where their oral examination was scheduled, they summoned as much confidence
and enthusiasm as they could, knowing that they had already completed a mar-
velous journey, regardless of any comments provided on that day. Their presen-
tation would simply be the opportunity to officially reveal what they had learned in
the years prior, and to share both their good and their bad travel experiences with
others. One of the most satisfying aspects of the oral presentation for some students
was advising others who may be planning similar journeys.

Another student wanted others to remember that, while there may be other
faculty members and perhaps some graduate students in attendance at a dissertation
defense presentation, the primary audience that you must be prepared to impress are
the members of your research committee. Although many students recall being
intimidated during the oral examination process, they were calmed by the fact that
they knew what kinds of things the members of their research committee had asked
about in the past. If you have followed the guidance of these travel guides
throughout your research journey and properly prepared in advance, there should
not be any surprises as they fulfill their roles in examining your work. Naturally,
even those students with the most thorough plans were surprised when new
questions came up; however, these were not critiques but suggestions for future
research or interesting observations and wonderings by those who seemed gen-
uinely interested in the project.

A few students were urged by their research methods professor to always begin
by taking the time to thank your research advisor and committee members for their
willingness to travel with you and provide sound advice throughout your journey.
While gratitude usually helps in many ways, it must be sincere. Other students were
upset with their committee members or advisor on the day of their oral presentation,
and their sarcasm and bitterness was clearly felt by the audience. It is important to
remember that while you might not welcome this opportunity to talk for hours
about your project and its flaws, there will be time limits that you must respect as
you prepare and deliver your presentation. For some students who remained unable
to see this as a learning experience, this time limit could not arrive too soon! Most
students who were comfortable in presenting their project with all of its com-
plexities felt that the time passed quickly, and they could have talked even longer.
Some students did not realize that they would not have time to share all of the
details of their research, and subsequently spent too much time explaining different
pieces instead of the main points. Another student had prepared to discuss the key
aspects of their research and alert the audience to points where they could request
more details later in the talk. Most students were asked to focus on the significance
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of their project, and any limitations of its design, including what they would do
differently if they had to start again.

As a seasoned traveler who has now completed a successful research journey you
will be expected to answer a number of difficult questions regarding your travels.
Some students were reminded by their research advisor to be respectful of all
questioners, and to professionally respond to every question that they are asked, even
if that meant saying they did not know the answer. While some students viewed the
presentation part of their oral examination as the most intimidating aspect, others
thought the question and answer period was more stressful. To reduce their anxiety,
students remembered that this step has been an essential prerequisite through which
every faculty member traveled themselves. Others had heard advice saying it was
simply a requirement, noting that the main task was to demonstrate the skills that can
support future research journeys. At graduation, one student shared that while they
initially viewed their dissertation defense presentation as the end of their journey,
they changed their mind after reflecting on the many emotions and activities that day.
The student decided that it was also the beginning of many new travel adventures,
and their interest in several new ideas had grown out of questions that they were
asked during their presentation. Now that’s great evidence of learning!

34.4 Things to DO

• Begin by thanking your research advisor and committee members for their
willingness to assist you throughout the research process.

• Make sure you cover all key aspects of your research activities in your
presentation.

• Realize that you will not have time to deliver a comprehensive presentation of
your work.

• Be prepared to discuss any limitations of your study and what you would do
differently if you were doing this study again.

• Maintain patience in hearing the details in audience questions and in providing
your answers.

34.5 Things NOT to Do

• Fail to allow your research advisor to facilitate the oral examination in the
manner that they deem appropriate.

• Show frustration with the process or committee members at any point during the
oral examination.

• Avoid actually answering the specific questions asked.
• Allow yourself to become confrontational with committee members.
• Forget to remain professional, confident, and composed throughout the oral

examination.
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35Potential Oral Defense Outcomes

35.1 Role in Survival and Success

While most travelers usually embark on their journey with great expectations,
including thinking that every aspect of their travel will be flawless, even an indi-
vidual with limited travel experience will recognize that will not always be the case.
Most seasoned travelers have a story or two regarding travel issues involving such
challenges as traffic delays, road closures and detours, and weather-related issues.
As a thesis or dissertation traveler, you likewise desire that your travels will go as
planned and that you will not experience any significant difficulties along the way.
Ideally, your research committee will be impressed with the work that you have
done, your command of the subject matter, the value of your research contribution,
and your professionalism and skill in presenting your research, resulting in them
giving you a “thumbs up” to continue the process and complete your work. The
reality is that they may also recommend or require that you make revisions to your
thesis or dissertation. You should also recognize that some candidates do not
successfully complete their oral examination. Knowing about these potential out-
comes in advance will help motivate you to give your very best in these final stages
of the process.

In enacting their roles and responsibilities, the research advisor and committee
members are expected to evaluate whether the candidate has successfully completed
their research in accordance with the research topic and scope that the committee
had approved earlier. They will be interested in how the finished thesis or disser-
tation aligns with the research plan articulated in the research proposal, as well as
with the published literature on similar topics. In addition to the responsibility that
they have to their institution and profession, they have the responsibility of not only
affirming a candidate’s present research, but also confirming their ability to engage
in future scholarly work without the guidance and supervision such as that provided
throughout this current journey.
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In conducting the oral examination reviewers will utilize certain criteria that your
research advisor should share with you in advance of your defense. You will want
to understand thoroughly the criteria and be prepared to measure up fully to these
evaluation standards. The use of established criteria will enable your committee
members to professionally enact their responsibilities in an objective, rather than
subjective, manner. This represents an extremely important aspect of maintaining
the integrity of the overall research process.

35.2 What You Need to Know

After presenting your research and answering any and all questions in accordance
with the guidance that you have received from your research advisor, you should
expect to be excused from the room while your committee deliberates and votes to
determine the outcome of your efforts. You will then be brought back into the room
at which time your research advisor and, perhaps, other committee members will
share feedback from their deliberations, along with supporting rationale for the
decision that they have rendered. They will also explain what that decision means,
and what you will be expected to do next. Most likely, some revisions are still in
order. Now is the time to embrace the suggestions provided to you as your “exit
requirements,” and to prepare them with gusto! Increase your motivation for a
strong finish, since these adjustments are a good sign that your work is close to the
expected and desired final product. Revising your work with renewed energy and
enthusiasm is a survival skill as you enter this last major stage of the thesis or
dissertation process.

There are typically four possible outcomes available to most research commit-
tees. The first represents the best outcome that you could hope for in that the
committee is so impressed with your work and presentation that they approve your
thesis or dissertation as submitted, and require you to make no changes. While this
would be a true cause for celebration on your part as well as your committee, it is
important not to get your hopes up and to remember that while this outcome would
be ideal, it rarely happens. The second outcome is fortunately rare, in that it
involves the committee failing the candidate and thus denying them the opportunity
to continue the journey as planned. You can avoid such a tragic “derailment” by
conscientiously working with your advisor and committee members throughout the
research process and preparing appropriately for your oral examination.

The remaining two possible outcomes fall on a continuum between these two
extreme end points. Both require the candidate to do additional work in making
requested revisions to the thesis or dissertation. In the case of the committee
determining that minor revisions are in order, the researcher will be expected to
make these revisions and then resubmit the document for review by the research
advisor. This is a fairly typical outcome of an oral examination. In most cases, the
other committee members may entrust the research advisor, as chair of the
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committee, to review the revisions to see if they comply with what the committee
requested and, as appropriate, to approve the revised submission on its behalf.

The last possible outcome of an oral examination is for the committee to require
major revisions to the thesis or dissertation. While general comments and direction
will often be given by the research advisor and other committee members at this
time, the candidate will usually be directed to meet with their research advisor to
discuss many major and minor changes that will be required before resubmission.
While this outcome requires much more work, as a professional you will want to
accept the reality of your situation and readjust your travel plans and activities as
appropriate. We would suggest that you make sure that you fully understand the
tasks ahead of you and take a short break before proceeding. It will be imperative
that you fully address any concerns identified during your oral examination in
accordance with the guidance that you receive from your research advisor. Com-
pleting work and meeting deadlines are no less important at this stage than at any
earlier time in your journey.

Once you have completed your work to the satisfaction of your committee
members, they will sign an approval form that will need to be submitted to the
appropriate office in a timely manner. You will also be expected to complete any
other procedural formalities that your institution requires in advance of awarding
your degree at the end of this journey. Since the remaining work at this point is
likely divided between easier tasks and harder ones, and may include both for-
matting and writing issues of various types, remember to leave time in your
schedule and provide consistent intellectual effort to work on the necessary
revisions.

35.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: What Will
the Travel Critics Say?

Graduate students often learn about the traditions, practices, and stories of students
in their universities as they progress through their programs. One student was
continually confused upon learning that at their institution there were various
potential outcomes of one’s oral examination, instead of just pass or fail. The good
news was that all of their classmates had their work examined initially by one or
more advisors, who helped note areas of concern or strength in advance of the
official evaluation. Other students remembered watching senior students who
subsequently passed questionable presentations, but who received lists of necessary
adjustments to make before approvals were forwarded and signature pages offered
to the graduate school office. Although it may seem that the levels or standards for
passing the oral defense vary across projects, most students realize that trying to
compare their performance to others is difficult and perhaps unnecessary. Different
project designs will generate different questions, and one student’s speaking or
writing skills may not be exactly the same as another’s. Therefore, most students
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were advised by their peers and their professors to just relax and inform everyone
about what they researched, since they were actually now the experts in the room!

Many students plan or hope for the desired outcome of having their manuscript
approved exactly as submitted, with the committee not suggesting or requiring any
changes. However, most students’work required at least some revisions, and usually
further explanations of particular points in their arguments or explanations. While
some graduate students were surprised at the amount of changes requested of them,
many agreed that the feedback they received had improved the way their project was
viewed. While one student’s manuscript had been marked to note numerous errors
on each page, but did not generate much discussion during the presentation,
another’s session included much discussion among attendees but resulted in few
adjustments to the paper itself. No two projects are the same, and faculty advisors
have the final say in whether a thesis or dissertation is in its final form. Regardless of
skill level, language fluency, or discipline, most students report that they found a few
minor revisions that needed to be made even after their faculty approved their work.
Although all students seemed to tire of yet another round of feedback, most realized
that their committee members were just trying to enable their growth and help to
further enhance the valuable contribution of their research project.

One student received conditional approval of their dissertation, with the
understanding that they would meet with their research advisor to review a number
of revisions that were in order. While obviously a little disappointed with the
outcome of their dissertation defense, the student regained their composure quickly
and kept up their momentum in finishing the requested items in a timely manner.
This pleased their advisor, who they said was also relieved and happy that the
project had been completed. Another student avoided making corrections quickly,
and instead became upset, angry and confused at receiving mixed reactions from
the committee and audience. The student became frustrated and talked about
quitting the program, and really needed someone to help talk through their diffi-
culties. The student talked to many classmates who encouraged them to keep
working. Although their research advisor tried to help too, those conversations did
not go well. So the other members of the student’s committee made regular
appointments with the candidate to discuss smaller aspects of the problems and
helped the student develop ways to address them. Several weeks later, the advisor
verified that the student has made all of the requested revisions, and the committee
approved the student’s revised manuscript after the student made a brief presen-
tation to them on the revised work.

Many graduate students would agree that if you work hard and pay attention to
the guidance of your research advisor and committee members throughout your
journey, you will be confident that you will survive the oral presentation require-
ments of your program. It is, however, important to realize that it is possible to
avoid other less optimal outcomes, including being requested to make major
changes to your manuscript and being prevented from advancing toward graduation
and completion of your degree. Most students avoid such tragic travel experiences
by seeking, listening to, and acting on the guidance they receive, even if that
guidance is not easy to understand at that moment. Often, engaging with friends
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you know very well, or even brainstorming with other academic acquaintances who
may see your project from a fresh perspective, may help you identify the final tasks
that you must complete. Then as you finish each revision, you can check them off
your list and know that you have responded to all that has been asked of you.

35.4 Things to DO

• Develop an understanding of the possible outcomes of the oral examination.
• Be appreciative of the willingness of your research advisor and other committee

members to serve as your travel guides.
• Be prepared to accept the decision of your committee gracefully and

professionally.
• Seek interpretation and guidance regarding what the decision rendered by the

committee means and what you will be expected to do from that point forward.
• Stay the course and continue to apply quality time and mental energy to the

remaining tasks at hand.

35.5 Things NOT to Do

• Engage in behavior uncharacteristic of a professional.
• Challenge the decision rendered by your committee.
• Debate the basis on which the committee reached the decision.
• Forget to fully address all issues requiring revision in a timely manner.
• Create ill will on the part of the committee members that you will still need to

rely on to complete your project.
• Let your frustration diminish your interest in or ability to forge ahead in your

journey.
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36Publishing Your Work

36.1 Role in Survival and Success

If you are like most travelers, you will want to share your wonderful travel expe-
riences with others, both during your trip and after returning home. You will
perhaps chronicle your adventure by capturing a massive array of photographs or
digital images with the intent of sharing the marvelous things you did and saw
during your travels with family and friends. Through technology you are able to let
significant people in your life actually share these marvelous experiences with you
as they happen through viewing digital images that you send them. Giving small
notes of thanks to those who have helped you accomplish this journey, or “paying it
forward” by providing advice to others who may travel, is a rewarding part of these
experiences long after they are concluded.

As enjoyable as your travels hopefully were, sharing the treasured moments of
your trip with others can be equally rewarding. Sharing with those you know, as
well as those you do not yet know, can be a powerful experience, and the same is
true regarding your thesis or dissertation. While at the end of this often exhausting
journey it is not unusual to take the time to breathe and regain control of your life, it
would be tragic if you were to miss the opportunities that you have to share your
work with others. Just as you would typically not share your travel experiences with
a limited few people, so too you should seek the opportunities and avenues
available to you to share your research with others.

While there are various ways for you to do so, including presenting at academic
conferences and professional meetings, we urge you to take advantage of oppor-
tunities to publish your work in academic or professional journals or through a book
or book chapter. These are excellent ways that a thesis or dissertation traveler can
share their experience and research with peers, and there are likely other outlets
which can be recommended by your advisor or other faculty members. Your effort
to get your work accepted into a quality publication represents a strong finish to a
long and difficult journey, and this particular survival skill can help lead you toward
a fulfilling and successful career in the future.
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36.2 What You Need to Know

The unfortunate reality for all too many thesis or dissertation travelers is that their
journey ends at the point they submit their completed manuscript and required
paperwork to their college or university, thus meeting the institution’s final
requirements to complete their thesis or dissertation and be awarded their degree. In
contrast to their desire to share what they learned in their real world travels with
many others, they are satisfied to share it with their research committee and limited
others within their institution rather than affording those of common spirit who
might have an interest in their work the opportunity to learn from it. Naturally, you
should respect your own instincts here, and consider your future career path and
goals, when determining why, how, and where to share details of your work.

Publishing your work in academic and professional journals will afford you the
opportunity to leverage what you have learned in order to grow along with others
within your field’s academic and professional communities. Ideally, your work will
challenge peers and veterans in the academy to conduct further research enhancing
the body of knowledge related to your research area and interests. Likewise, sharing
your work may enable practitioners to gain insights which they can operationalize
in the real world. After surviving your thesis or dissertation, consider whether you
owe it to yourself and others to share what you have learned. Your research may
remain “alive” simply by placing it into the streams of academic discussion, rather
than merely shelving a copy of your bound thesis or dissertation on your bookshelf,
with all that hard work quickly forgotten by all.

It is important to point out and discuss post-journey publication opportunities in
addition to the obvious options to publish your entire work or a major section of it.
You may also be able to author additional articles quickly, based on aspects of your
thesis or dissertation. These should be written and targeted at the particular audi-
ence of a given academic or professional journal, and can point toward your full
manuscript for additional details and discussion. Selecting an appropriate journal to
which you may contribute your work is important. You will want to seek publi-
cation opportunities that align with the nature of your work, and with potential
readers who will find what you have to say useful. Your research advisor, com-
mittee members, and even journal editors can often provide valuable guidance as
you target potential publication outlets and conceptualize and author articles which
provide value added explanations for your intended audience.

We encourage you to pursue each and every opportunity that presents itself to
share your work with others. Doing so is a key professional responsibility of every
academic, and as such of every successful thesis or dissertation traveler. While there
is a bit of variation in the nature of the many options which you may pursue,
submitting refined work such as your thesis or dissertation (which has been read
and revised multiple times) may make the process easier to begin. In addition to
pursuing publication opportunities, you will want to consider where your future
travels will take you career-wise, and how you can continue to share your travel
experiences and partner on new experiences with others.
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36.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Sharing Your
Travel Story with the World

Many students acknowledge an unfortunate reality at the end of many research
journeys of their peers, when their graduate degree is framed and placed on their
wall, yet the expense and energy of that effort does not lead to any improvements in
their lives. It is true that some weary travelers settle in to recover from their long
journey and never get around to seeking the opportunities that are available after
their thesis or dissertation project has been completed. Most students report that
their advisors encouraged them to share their work with a larger audience within
their field or profession through publishing it. Yet many admit they believed their
final manuscript was the ending of its usefulness, and everyone knows those stu-
dents who, from the start, viewed their completion of their research project as the
ultimate closure of their educational pursuits. Once they completed their degree
requirements, some graduate students lacked the desire to further share their travel
experiences and discoveries, especially if doing so involves more writing and
revising.

As instrumental as published journal articles were in their research, these stu-
dents may not have felt the need as newly degreed professionals in their fields to
actually pursue any opportunities to add to the existing body of knowledge. Other
students were interested in further publishing and presenting, but did not know
where to start. Yet most students had colleagues or friends who had already pub-
lished multiple articles, chapters, or conference papers before finishing their thesis
or dissertation manuscript and certainly before they were awarded their degrees.
Students who were successful in pursuit of more widely sharing their work usually
had a motivator or mentor who explained the process to them or helped the student
determine what options were available to participate further in their discipline. As
with many other things in life, asking good questions and seeking out those who
may have the answers will yield much good information!

Some graduates simply did not realize that there were many outlets through
which they could publish their work, even while still a student. Most had completed
projects which would be particularly interesting to many professionals, and a great
number of projects at any university will have immediate practical applications that
would interest and appeal to the readers of a variety of publications. A few students
made it known among their research group that they wanted to continue both their
research and writing after completing their degree requirements. Other students
found that their committee members and other university faculty, based on their
thorough understanding of their students’ research or on their own work in similar
areas, were uniquely qualified to suggest target academic and professional journals
where graduate work would be a good fit. As a result of casual questioning around
campus and at professional meetings, many students learned how to publish in their
field and even became collaborators and coauthors with contacts they met along
their journey.
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Some students’ professors had told them stories of previous graduates who over
a number of years had continued their research travels. In following the alumni
through their publications, a network of students, professionals, and academics had
then developed as the group kept in contact over time. Several students said that
their professors were so grateful that they had shared the privilege of having so
many great future scholars on their research teams, and multiple students mentioned
that those they had asked about publishing and ideas for sharing ended up leading
them to new job openings or grant opportunities as well. It became easier for other
students to learn how their university’s faculty members assembled extensive
publication records, and to discern how training graduate students helped them as
well to become respected researchers and prolific speakers. A few students found it
quite natural to explore, identify, and pursue related publication opportunities as
part of their existing positions or as a complement to their existing job descriptions,
now that they possessed the skills to enact impressive initiatives and create new
value for their organizations.

36.4 Things to DO

• Recognize your professional responsibilities and the benefits of sharing your
work with others.

• Ask for and review suggestions of publication outlets from your research
advisor, committee, and other faculty.

• Identify journals that would be receptive to your article, and revise or develop
your submission with the journal’s target audience in mind.

• Review and meticulously follow submission guidelines or requirements.
• If you receive a rejection or request to revise and resubmit, stay the course as you

likely learned to do at some point during your thesis or dissertation journey.

36.5 Things NOT to Do

• Abandon your interest in your research topic after completion of your thesis or
dissertation.

• Fail to pursue publishing opportunities related to your research.
• Submit articles to journals that are not a good fit for your contribution.
• Fail to fully comply with journal submission guidelines or requirements.
• Become frustrated if it takes a while to hear back regarding submissions or you

receive a rejection or a request to revise and resubmit your article.
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37Planning Your Future Research
Activities

37.1 Role in Survival and Success

While many travelers decide to travel forever at some point during their journeys,
and they look forward to planning another trip again as soon as they can, others for
whatever reason settle on reflecting on their earlier travels rather than embarking on
new adventures. While there are certainly a number of valid reasons that they
choose not to travel or are unable to travel, they may realize they may miss many
great experiences that would unfold as a result. Experience in traveling soothes
many potential difficulties, and even removes some challenges that novices might
encounter on their initial journeys in the same or similar directions. While we
recognize that some students may want to stop traveling for a while (or forever!),
most take a short breather and then start planning the next journey.

The same is true with scholars who reach the end of their graduate school
experience. For some, their travel continues as they undertake additional research
and pursue many exciting professional opportunities. Others adopt a different view,
and for the most part curtail their research adventures after completion of their
initial (albeit long) journey. Many new experiences will be open to you now that
you have been vetted as a competent researcher and only once you have completed
your graduate training. Explore even more, as time and resources allow! Even if
you sometimes feel too tired to do more, spend some time planning your next steps,
even if they are not academic or scholarly ones. This planning for “what’s next” is
an essential skill which will continue the momentum of your success. Your moti-
vation, new organizational skills, or other experiences may actually propel you
toward your other goals and dreams in ways you had not previously imagined.
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37.2 What You Need to Know

In charting your future career aspirations and direction, and the supporting activities
that will be necessary if you are to achieve your goals, you will soon realize the
importance of determining the next destination to which you desire to travel. Of
course, you will then consider the various things you will need to do along the way
to reach that destination. Developing an appropriate “research stream” following
completion of your thesis or dissertation journey will prove instrumental in guiding
many future professional decisions, including those related to the research that you
undertake and the ways in which you contribute to the body of existing knowledge
by sharing your work with others.

Selecting a research stream, or in other words a sequence of potential topics to
explore which define your intended area of expertise, is similar in some ways to
selecting the topic that you researched for your thesis or dissertation. Once again,
this decision will often take into account the counsel and guidance of others, but it
is a decision that only you can and should make. This decision will have career
implications since it will influence the future direction of your research activities. It
should be made only after conscientious consideration of your scholarly and pro-
fessional interests. While you may have pursued a research topic for your thesis or
dissertation that you discovered was not ideal, you now have the opportunity to
refine your area of interest or select a new one if appropriate. Taking specific and
deliberate actions in planning your next steps is a true survival skill for your career
and life.

In the world of organizations and strategic planning we refer to “mission-driven”
organizations. All that an organization does should be related to fulfilling its stated
mission, which is formulated only after extensive reflection and deliberation. Just as an
organization’s mission statement will play an essential role in determining whether it
achieves its full potential, so too the research stream you pursue will play a significant
role in your own personal mission, and will be closely related to areas of your future
professional activities, accomplishments, and success. The more clearly you identify
your mission, the easier it is to drive your future activities towards its fulfillment!

You might be thinking about the earlier difficulty you may have experienced in
determining your research interests and identifying and refining your thesis or
dissertation topic. However, realize that as you make equally important decisions,
you have the benefit of the lessons that you learned in your earlier journey
regarding your research interests and skills. Initially, many scholars will continue
along the travel path that they initially explored in completing their thesis or dis-
sertation. Should you desire to take that route of travel, the limitations and areas for
future research identified in your own thesis or dissertation will often serve as an
important starting point in articulating your planned “research stream.” Alternately,
you may want to define your research area more broadly, or even refine or possibly
expand your initial research interests. While this is quite natural, you will always
have the opportunity to “reinvent” yourself in the future by further defining your
favorite areas of research and pursuing a path toward them.
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As we near the end of this book, we trust that this chapter will inspire and
empower you to be proactive and aggressive in charting your future research
activities. You may have noticed that we introduced the word “scholar” in this
chapter to describe you. Once you have successfully completed your thesis or
dissertation, you have demonstrated that you are in fact a true scholar, able to
conduct academic research professionally and rigorously, and to provide results
which help to improve the world in which we live. As authors we challenge you, as
a new scholar, to continue on the road of those senior scholars whose work has
served to enlighten you and prepare you for future success.

37.3 Student Experiences and Suggestions: Charting Your
Future Research Journeys

Students from a variety of disciplines remarked that their institutions hosted peri-
odic career events and scholarly social activities during the course of their graduate
programs. Some students kept in touch with their research advisors after graduation
and they celebrated students’ successful journeys with them each year. While
several graduates suspected that the faculty’s motives were to get them to return for
another degree or to help work on a postdoctoral project, most were appreciative
that their professors remembered them at all! Late in their program, many students
reported meeting professors at their own university whom they had not yet met or
spent time with, yet each of them was interested in learning about their future
research plans. One student said his research advisor was particularly pleased to
hear that they and several members of their class had planned to develop a series of
several articles based on their dissertation projects. And of course, most students
noticed that they received much positive reinforcement for continuing to use the
analytical skills that they had developed under the guidance of various research
experts. Building on one’s thesis or dissertation research is the route that many
graduates pursue, at least initially, for beginning their careers as professional
researchers, authors, and faculty members themselves.

Some students knew that they did not want to become academics, and so they
started their own businesses or marketed their newfound skills to major corpora-
tions. At some point, most students determined one or more research streams and
career paths to follow based on their professional aspirations and plans. Others
needed more time and additional research travels before they would be in a position
to discern if their ideas for the future were on the right track or not. While many
graduates decide to stay the course with their initial research interest and discipline
for part or all of their careers, others discover areas that better align with their
qualifications and future goals. You are the only person who can determine the most
appropriate path for you. But you can always ask others for feedback on your ideas!
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One student took several years away from academia before realizing that they had
potential to become a respected researcher in their field. At the time, the student just
thought they would have to reinvent themselves, but the continuous feedback they
received from others helped them narrow down where their natural areas of
knowledge and abilities could help improve the world. The student’s decision to
choose a slightly modified path was made only after extensive conversations with
professionals in a variety of fields, as well as conscientious and informed contem-
plation. It appears that this was a wise decision for that student since, after a break of
a few years beyond awarding of their degree, they went on to become a recognized
and respected professional within a new, evolving area within their original field.
Many other students were delighted to hear about all of the exciting ways that their
classmates were utilizing strategies gained during their graduate programs. After the
initial shock of understanding that a huge project which took most of their daily time
and energy had finally come to an end, most students were able to reflect on the value
of what they had experienced, both personally and professionally. Most students
realized that while each is making unique contributions to their organizations,
professions, and society, they have all discovered the right destinations and routes of
travel for themselves, which is an excellent outcome by any measure.

Nearly all students felt appreciation for the professors and mentors who were
responsible for developing their talents in order for them to become better thinkers,
communicators, and contributors to the world in which we all live. A particular
student research team faithfully repeated their supervisors’ encouragement to have
the courage to keep moving forward, and to be open to reinventing themselves
when necessary or appropriate. In this way, the lessons learned by candidates for a
thesis or dissertation are indeed lessons for life. As we as authors come to an end of
our travels with you, we both thank you for the opportunity to join you as your
travel guides. We look forward to hearing that you have successfully completed
your journey and that you continue to travel, specifically in order to find new paths
that you can share with others. Congratulations on your successful travels to date,
and best wishes for all of the travel that your future will hold!

37.4 Things to DO

• Reflect on the lessons learned in completing your thesis or dissertation.
• Evaluate the new knowledge and skills that you have acquired during this

journey which can be utilized in the future.
• Give serious consideration to continuing research in the area you investigated in

completing your thesis or dissertation.
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• Ponder an appropriate line of research which aligns with your future professional
pursuits.

• Sketch out some ideas of “what’s next” even if you cannot enact new plans
immediately.

37.5 Things NOT to Do

• Give up on research, or on using all of the advanced skills you have acquired,
soon after completing your thesis or dissertation.

• Select a research area that does not correspond with your qualifications, interest,
or future goals.

• Fail to take the time to develop a realistic “research stream” that is customized to
your interests.

• Lack the courage to recognize when changing the direction of your research is
appropriate.

• Forget to “reinvent” yourself at times and in ways that are meaningful to you and
your career goals.
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Throughout this book we have referred to your journey or pilgrimage in the suc-
cessful completion of your academic program’s thesis or dissertation requirement.
In navigating this monumental and potentially life-changing journey, you have
gained knowledge and experience that only result from taking this very unique and
difficult trip. Others may not have had the exact same experiences as you, especially
those who have never attempted or completed these academic and personal mile-
stones. You may have encountered more than one “bump in the road,” from which
you will continue to learn, as you share your thoughts with other travelers who may
look to you for guidance as they take a similar trip of their own. Learning more
about your field, and learning more about yourself in the process, has hopefully
made this part of your lifelong journey most rewarding.

Once you complete each new task of any future project, you will want to
remember to allow time to celebrate, regenerate, and prepare for the next phase of
your journey. Before embarking on another expedition, hopefully you have
thoughtfully considered the various motivators that can inspire you to get work
done, as well as the distractions that are capable of taking you away from your
work. While engaging in activities you find relaxing are important at appropriate
times throughout any journey, spending extended periods of time on your usual bad
habits could seriously derail your progress, as they have for previous travelers. As
you completed each phase of your journey, we hope you have taken the time to
consider your success in managing your own behavior, and made any adjustments
in your approach as needed. This may be the real type of growth which happens
during graduate school.

Yes, there may be a time in the future that you will be afforded the opportunity to
give back to your profession and its aspiring future scholars through serving as their
research advisor or as a member of their committee. You may have an invitation to
contribute to a project in your community or among colleagues in your profession.
Or, you may learn of new ways to continue to work on yourself as a project in
moving forward! We trust that the guidance you have gleaned from this book has
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made your travels easier and potentially more rewarding. Your new understandings,
together with the insights that you have gained as a seasoned traveler, will help you
persevere and overcome many trials and tribulations inherent in thesis or disser-
tation travel and in life in general. We know your experiences will serve you and
provide needed assistance to those who need your help, however, that time may
come which requires your expertise in organizing future professional adventures.
Surprisingly, you may discover that even in a smaller or supporting role in the
learning process, you will once again embark on a shared journey of discovery, and
will remember the ultimate joy of travel.

We have learned from the experiences of students from around the globe. Their
travels are not unlike those of famous individuals, whose relationship to the journey
was not unlike your own. Reflection on the sage words of wisdom from travelers
past will surely prepare you for a success on whatever paths you choose. You have
likely heard the famous quote, “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single
step,” which is attributed to the Chinese philosopher Laozi. While your own
voyages will not likely involve literal travel over this distance, at times it will seem
that they do. Taking one day and one step at a time, and approaching each new
challenge with a spirit of wonder and gratitude, are true survival skills for this
project and for a lifetime. You probably have also heard the words of American
astronaut Neil Armstrong, which build on a similar sentiment. “That’s one small
step for man and one giant leap for mankind,” are words that served to inspire the
nations of the world, indicating that the seemingly unattainable can be realized
through hard work and perseverance. The same is true as you embark on your
chosen journey. While your achievement may not compare to that of the Apollo 11
Moon landing, it will propel your professional career into new future “orbits.”

We close with the common sentiment which explains that anything worth doing
is worth doing right. While the initial utterance of this wise sentiment is hard to
trace, its words clearly provide valuable advice for any personal or professional
undertaking, including your thesis or dissertation project. While many travelers
desire to see as much as they can in the shortest period of time, a cursory approach
to travel in the “fast lane” can deny you the opportunity to make a real, lasting
contribution to your profession and the world. As they say, take the time to “stop
and smell the roses” in order to experience all the sites along your wonderful
travelling adventure. Our journey as your authors has likewise involved a won-
derful shared voyage as we sought to provide you with the insights and travel
experiences that will contribute to a successful, enjoyable journey. We anticipate
that reaching your destination will help you to recognize that the trip was worth
taking.

We look forward to someday hearing about the great accomplishments of your
future journeys. Perhaps someday our orbits will cross.
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Survival Skills List

Chapter 1. Pledge Perseverance

Chapter 2. Enhance Awareness

Chapter 3. Check on Your Time Management

Chapter 4. Be Realistic

Chapter 5. Consider Resource Allocation

Chapter 6. Offer Compliance

Chapter 7. Demonstrate Punctuality

Chapter 8. Nurture Resiliency

Chapter 9. Find Focus

Chapter 10. Monitor Decision Making

Chapter 11. Understand Responsibilities

Chapter 12. Reveal Honesty

Chapter 13. Show Flexibility

Chapter 14. Encourage Collegiality

Chapter 15. Increase Patience & Tactfulness

Chapter 16. Strive for Clarity

Chapter 17. Maintain Endurance

Chapter 18. Keep an Open Mind

Chapter 19. Employ your Best Critical Thinking

Chapter 20. Respect the Process
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Chapter 21. Work through Fears

Chapter 22. Increase Willingness to Learn

Chapter 23. Cultivate Cooperation

Chapter 24. Assure Rigor

Chapter 25. Check and Double-check

Chapter 26. Consult with the Experts

Chapter 27. Document Your Choices

Chapter 28. Backup Your Work

Chapter 29. Be Realistic

Chapter 30. Follow Successful Examples

Chapter 31. Accept Criticism Gracefully

Chapter 32. Make Conscientious Revisions

Chapter 33. Prepare Thoroughly

Chapter 34. Follow Directions and Customs

Chapter 35. Summon Energy and Enthusiasm

Chapter 36. Show Quality through Formal Sharing

Chapter 37. Deliberate on Next Steps

Chapter 38. Continue Inquisitiveness!
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Appendix: Even More Specialized Resources

In addition to the resources at the end of each chapter, here is a list of additional
books which may help you construct, enact, and reflect on your journey—before,
during, and after!
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Rowman & Littlefield.
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Bloomberg, L. D., & Volpe, M. (2018). Completing your qualitative dissertation:
A road map from beginning to end. Sage Publications.
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Bryman, A. (2016). Scoial research methods (5th ed.). London: Oxford University
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school: Insiders’ reflections on academic enculturation. Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press.
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dissertation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
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Macmillan.

Gustavii, B. (2012). How to prepare a scientific doctoral dissertation based on
research articles. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Harman, E., Montagnes, I., McMenemy, S., & Bucci, C. (2003). The thesis and the
book: A guide for first-time academic authors. Toronto: University of Toronto
Press.

Harrison, E. (2021). Your psychology dissertation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Herr, K. (2015). The Action Research Dissertation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Lee, A., Kamler, B., & Aitchison, C. (2010). Publishing pedagogies for the
doctorate and beyond. New York: Taylor & Francis.

Lomas, R. (2011). Mastering your business dissertation: how to conceive, research,
and write a good business dissertation. London: Routledge.
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University Press.

Lunenburg, F. C., & Irby, B. J. (2008). Writing a successful thesis or dissertation:
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Murray, R. (2009). How to survive your viva: Defending a thesis in an oral
examination. Maidenhead, England: Open University Press.
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