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Laying the

Groundwork for
the Thesis and

Dissertation

You have reached an important stage in your career,
preparing to write a thesis or dissertation—a stage

where many graduate students flounder. D’Andrea’s (1997)
study concluded that lack of structure in the dissertation
process may be a key element in the failure of many students
to complete their program. This book provides you with the
structure you need to write a winning dissertation.

Writing a winning dissertation begins with establishing a
solid foundation. This chapter will help you establish such a
foundation by understanding the special nature of the disserta-
tion and making some preliminary decisions. As explained in
the preface, the term dissertation is generally used throughout
the work to refer both to master’s theses and doctoral disserta-
tions. Since there are some differences, however, it seems appro-
priate to conclude this introductory chapter by explaining some
crucial differences between the thesis and the dissertation.
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UNDERSTANDING THE SPECIAL

NATURE OF THE DISSERTATION

Like most writing, the dissertation is written to accomplish
certain purposes with a specific audience—and its unique
nature is perhaps best understood by analyzing purpose and
audience.

Purposes in Writing the Dissertation

Purpose is perhaps best understood by examining it from
three perspectives: institutional purpose, personal purpose,
and communication purpose. The institutional purpose is to
ensure that the degree holder has made a contribution to the
field—and also to uphold an honored academic tradition. The
dissertation has an ancient history, going back to the medieval
university where it was required of all those who wanted to
teach. The dissertation, now, of course, is perceived by the
university faculty as a demonstration of the candidate’s fit-
ness to conduct and publish research, and to enter their schol-
arly ranks. The faculty also require the dissertation because
they take seriously the mission of generating and disseminat-
ing new knowledge, and the dissertation is simply a widely
accepted form for such dissemination.

You probably have several personal purposes in under-
taking the dissertation. The foremost, obviously, is to earn the
degree. However, you should view the dissertation as some-
thing more than an unpleasant requirement, what some
students disparagingly call “the fee for the union card.” You
should see it also as a way of learning. In the struggle to write
the dissertation, you will learn much about yourself and
about the topic you have researched. Writing is a way of
knowing and thinking: The process of systematizing knowl-
edge and finding a form to express that knowledge becomes
a means of discovering meaning, or, as several writers have
put it, “I don’t know what I know until I try to write it.” Such
learning will foster your personal and professional growth.
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Your dissertation will be a better one if you take seriously
the expectation that you will make a contribution to schol-
arly knowledge. Even though few dissertations report earth-
shaking discoveries, the good ones add incrementally to the
store of professional knowledge. Winning dissertations
extend knowledge, even if the topic has often been studied.
Suppose, for example, that a dissertation reports research
indicating that cooperative learning was not as effective as
whole-class learning in third grade mathematics. That finding
does not negate all the previous studies that found coopera-
tive learning was superior. It simply says to future researchers
that the issue requires additional study.

The communicative purpose is clear and simple: You write
to report the results of research. You do not write to persuade,
or to entertain, or to express personal feelings—but to inform.
That informing function indicates that the primary quality of
the writing is clarity, not creativity.

All these purposes—the institutional, the personal, and
the communicative—interact to shape the dissertation in a
special way.

The Audiences for the Dissertation

Your audiences are also several. You write for yourself, of
course, and you must be satisfied with what you have written.
When you have finished the dissertation, you should feel a
sense of pride in what you have accomplished.

You write for your committee, and their predilections and
idiosyncrasies must be recognized and responded to. In a way
they are the most important audience, since they will scrutinize
your dissertation most carefully. While others may give it only
a cursory look, the committee will examine it page by page.

You write for the faculty as a whole, and institutional stan-
dards must be met. The faculty will award you the degree, and
the requirements they have set for the dissertation’s form and
content should be respected, even if they may seem unrea-
sonable to you.
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Finally, of course, you write for other members of your
profession. Your dissertation will become a small part of a
complex information network; your findings and conclusions
will be read by other doctoral students and researchers in
the field.

Analyze the Special
Characteristics of the Dissertation

What results, then, from this intersection of purposes and
audiences is a special type of writing. The dissertation is a
report of research intended primarily for a scholarly audience.
It is not a longer version of a term paper. It is not an anecdo-
tal account of your professional success. And it is not a per-
sonal statement of your philosophy or a collection of your
opinions. It is an objective, documented, and detailed report
of your research.

Although the specific requirements for the dissertation
will vary from department to department and school to
school, it is possible to identify certain general characteristics
that derive from this analysis of purpose and audience.

First, dissertations are long—longer than a term paper,
shorter than a book. The average length of dissertations seems
to run around 200 pages, usually ranging between 125 and 225
pages. Those are only general guidelines, of course. There are
differences in fields of study: Dissertations in the natural
sciences tend to be shorter than those in the social sciences.
There are differences in methodology: Dissertations report-
ing ethnographic investigations tend to be longer than those
reporting experimental studies. The practical advice here is
simply to write the dissertation so that it is long enough to tell
your story without boring your committee.

Second, dissertations look scholarly—they are replete
with citations of previous research. Your dissertation is
expected to build upon previous knowledge, and as a fledg-
ling research scholar you are expected to know the literature
and be able to cite it appropriately. You can’t simply make
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assertions; you have to document them. The journalist writes,
“Consumers feel more confident these days.” The scholar
writes, “According to several recent studies, consumers
surveyed report feelings of greater confidence about the
economy. (See, for example, Whitney, 1998; Smithers, 1999).”

Third, dissertations sound scholarly. While there seems to
be a trend away from the highly formal style and a reaction
against turgid academic prose, there is still the expectation
that the dissertation will sound scholarly. Your dissertation
should not sound like an informal essay or an editorial; it has
to sound like the writing of a scholar. Furthermore, scholars
write in a style that is formal, not colloquial and is objective,
not subjective. The letter writer says, “We’ve had a lot of rain
these past few weeks.” The scholar writes, “Rainfall for the
period June 1–30, 1999, was measured at 10.2 inches, 3.6
inches above the seasonal average.”

Dissertations are also organized in a special way. While
there is increasing variation in how dissertations are organi-
zed, most still follow this time-honored pattern: Introduction,
review of the literature, methodology, results, and summary
and discussion. Even those that vary from this standard pattern
follow a predictable order in which the variations are minor: tell
what problem you studied; explain how you studied it; report
the results; summarize and discuss the findings.

Dissertations tend to follow very specific rules about
matters of style. While instructors vary in their require-
ments for handling tables, writing headings, and document-
ing sources, there is much less variation tolerated in
dissertations. Every profession has its preferred style guide,
and dissertations are expected to follow those guides reli-
giously. One of the first things to check with your dissertation
chair is the style guide preferred, since most universities have
their own guidelines. (Throughout this book the term chair is
used to designate the faculty member primarily responsible
for directing the research and guiding the writing of the dis-
sertation; in many universities the term adviser is also used
for this role.)
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MAKING ETHICAL CHOICES

WITH RESPECT TO THE DISSERTATION

There are several ethical considerations to keep in mind as
you do your research and report your results.

Conduct Ethical Research

First, you must be certain that the study is consonant with
generally accepted ethical principles. The following principles
should be kept in mind at all times.

• Equity. The study does not reflect or support discrimi-
nation based on age, ethnicity, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, social class, or disability.

• Honesty. The study is characterized by honesty and
openness. If the study requires deception, the researcher
should be sure that the results will warrant the decep-
tion, that there are no alternative methods available, and
that those deceived are informed as soon as possible.
(See the 1990 guidelines of the American Psychologi-
cal Association on this point; also check the Publication
Manual of the American Psychological Association, 2001.)

• Humane consideration. The study does not require or
result in emotional or physical pain for participants.

Secure Informed Consent

You also should be sure to secure the informed consent
of participants. Participants is used here broadly to mean any
who are involved in your research. Suppose, for example, that
you wish to conduct a study in a local elementary school of the
effectiveness of a program designed to improve students’ self-
esteem. Here are all those who should give their informed con-
sent: the school board, the school principal, the teachers whose
classes will be involved, and any experts whom you ask to
review the materials. You should also secure the approval of
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students and their parents, if students’ instructional program
will be significantly affected. All those individuals should
know what you will study, which methods you will use, and
why you are conducting the study. Knowing that teachers
are sometimes reluctant to complete surveys for dissertations,
some graduate students will conceal that fact, pretending that
the study is being done solely for professional reasons. To act
in this matter is clearly unethical.

Securing informed consent is generally interpreted to
mean that you will provide at the outset honest answers to the
following questions:

• What will be studied?
• Why is it being studied? Indicate here that the study is

being undertaken as a degree requirement.
• What methods will be used?
• Who will participate and why have they been selected?
• What are the benefits from the study itself?
• What are the potential risks, if any?
• What is the time commitment required?
• Is any compensation anticipated?
• Is there an assurance of confidentiality? If you have told

participants that their identity will be kept confidential,
then you must maintain that confidentiality.

A standard form can be developed and then provided to
all involved. One example is shown in Exhibit 1.1.

Acknowledge All Those
Who Have Contributed or Collaborated

Another issue that needs to be dealt with at the outset is
that of originality and collaboration. In your work as a gradu-
ate student, you will often work closely with and receive the
help of other students and members of the faculty. Such profes-
sional collaboration has a long and honored tradition and has
been the source of significant professional accomplishments.
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Exhibit 1.1 Sample Information Form

Title of Study: Assessment Driven Instruction: Teachers’
Problems and Successes

Problem to Be Studied: What difficulties do teachers experience
and what successes do they achieve as they try to use instruction
based on performance assessments?

Rationale for Study: Educators throughout the nation are
attempting to forge a closer relationship between performance
assessment and teaching. Two initial studies indicate that student
achievement improves when the linkages are strengthened.
However, only one study to date has documented what happens
when teachers try to use assessment-driven instruction. The study
will be completed as the basis for a master’s thesis in education.

Methodology: Two teachers will be selected for the study. They
will be asked to keep a log of their experiences. Their students
will complete two surveys (attached as Figures 1 and 2). The
researcher will interview the teachers on three occasions—once in
September, once in January, and once in May.

Participants: Two teachers who have been trained in assessment-
driven instruction will be selected from volunteers. Neither their
names nor the names of the district or the school will be identi-
fied in the study. One of their classes will also participate in the
study.

Benefits and Risks: The benefits are both professional and
personal. The study should add to the knowledge base for an
important development in teaching. The teachers who partici-
pate will receive feedback about their attempts to use this new
method. There are no risks involved to the teachers or their
students.

Time Commitment and Compensation: The total time commit-
ment from the teachers is expected to be ten hours of their
preparation or out-of-school time. Student surveys will require a
half hour of class time. No one will be compensated for
participating.
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However, such relationships also raise a central issue of
professional integrity. No written guidelines can ever cover all
the delicate issues of who deserves credit for what. Perhaps the
best guideline is one of simple honesty: Never claim credit for
work that is not your own, and always give full credit to those
who have helped you. The following advice is offered for deal-
ing with some specific problems that frequently arise, both with
the dissertation and with other academic papers.

1. Remember that the dissertation is expected to be an
individual effort. Joint authorship is usually discouraged. If
your university permits collaborative research for graduate
degrees, then you should spell out explicitly the nature of
the collaboration and secure the written approval of your
committee.

2. Document all facts and ideas that are not commonly
known and that are not original with you. This is the basic
rule, of course. The following simple admonition might be
added: When in doubt, document. Keep in mind that some
plagiarism is often unintentional: You have read some theo-
retical work, its ideas seem interesting, you remember the
ideas but forget the source, and when you are writing the idea
reappears in the guise of an original conception. The obvious
way to avoid unintentional plagiarism is to note the source
when the idea first comes into your awareness. Also be sure to
document all paraphrases and direct quotations, of course.
These matters are more fully discussed throughout the book.

3. Accept the help of anyone who wants to edit your work,
but acknowledge the assistance in the front matter of the paper
or dissertation. All writers (including this author) need
an editor; no one is a good judge of his or her own writing. But
remember that editing involves minor correcting; it is not
rewriting. Don’t let another student—or a professor—rewrite
your materials for you, unless that person wants to appear as
a coauthor. There obviously is a very fine line between editing
and rewriting; your conscience is the best judge of where that
line falls.
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4. Secure written permission to use or quote any entire
works that have been published elsewhere. Most publishers
do not expect you to secure permission to quote excerpts for
critical or scholarly purposes; however, you should secure
permission if you reproduce a work such as a poem, short
story, entire table or figure, or if you plan to use someone
else’s questionnaire or survey instrument.

5. Acknowledge all assistance received. In the “acknowl-
edgments” section of your paper or dissertation, you should
acknowledge the assistance of anyone who has helped you
with the content or the writing. You should acknowledge as
well any outside financial assistance you have received in
support of the research. It usually is wise to show the word-
ing of the proposed acknowledgment to the person whose
help is being acknowledged. Such checking prevents the
embarrassment of giving too much credit to a professor
(for example) who would rather not be credited or who
might feel your acknowledgment should be expressed less
effusively.

6. Observe scholarly norms in listing joint authorship in
any articles you publish. Where more than one individual has
contributed substantially to the work, then that work should
be published under joint authorship. In articles published
under joint authorship, the authors are usually listed in the
order of their contribution: the author chiefly responsible for
the article is listed first; the author second in importance,
second; and so on.

Report the Results Honestly and Objectively

Obviously the most important ethical issue is not to fudge
your results. Remember that in the most basic sense there are
no failed studies if they are carried out carefully; even nega-
tive results are important and add to existing knowledge. Also
guard against the temptation to shade the language or let your
biases creep in.
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SECURING THE NEEDED RESOURCES

The other preliminary matter that you must consider is being
sure that you have the resources you need.

Analyze Your Needs

First, determine whether you will have the time needed to
complete a winning dissertation. Ideally, you should have suf-
ficient funds so that you can work on the dissertation full-
time. If that is not possible, then you will have to find a way
to set aside extended blocks of time for your research and
writing. You cannot write a winning dissertation in one-hour
stints; you need extended time periods that will enable you to
warm up, get into the research and writing, and make the
revisions needed.

The second key resource is hardware. You should have
easy access to a powerful computer and a laser printer. While
it is possible to hire someone to do your word processing for
you, that is not a good answer when considering your long-
term professional career needs. Professors and educational
leaders must learn to do their own word processing.

The third important resource is money. The budget work-
sheet shown in Exhibit 1.2 can help you make some estimates
of the funds you will need. The items are explained briefly
below.

Tuition and Fees. You have to pay tuition for any courses you
still must take. In addition, most graduate schools require you
to pay a fee during the terms when you are working on your
dissertation. While some students complain about such fees,
dissertation advising is a labor-intensive process, and your
fees cover only a part of the costs.

Consulting Fees. You should determine whether you will have
to pay for any of these services: stipend for participants, word
processing, data entry, data analysis, and editing.
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Hardware, Software, and Other Equipment. As explained previ-
ously, you will need access to a powerful computer and a laser
printer. You may also need software for word processing and
data analysis. Special projects may require such other equip-
ment as a camcorder, camera, and VCR.

Paper and Other Supplies. You will find that you consume
printer paper at a high rate as you write and revise.

Books, Journals, and Monographs. Even if you have access to an
excellent library, you will probably want to purchase some
basic references so that you can mark them up and keep them
always accessible.

Telephone, Fax, and Postage. These are essential communication
costs that mount as you do your research and send chapters to
your committee.

Copying. You may need to make copies of instruments; you
will certainly make multiple copies of each chapter.
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Item Your Estimate

1. Tuition and Fees _____

2. Consulting Services _____

3. Hardware, Software, Other Equipment _____

4. Paper and Other Supplies _____

5. Books, Journals, Monographs _____

6. Telephone, Fax, Postage _____

7. Copying _____

8. Travel _____

Total Needed _____

Exhibit 1.2 Budget Worksheet
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Travel. If your research requires you to make on-site visits
to distant locations, then you will need a substantial travel
budget.

Also keep in mind that other students may provide a help-
ful resource. Some students have found it helpful to develop
a support group composed of students who have reached the
dissertation stage. Students who responded to Meloy’s (1994)
survey reported that such a group was helpful to them in
dealing with dissertation problems.

Search for Special Support

If you find that your needs outstrip your resources, then
you should search systematically for special support. The first
place to turn is to apply for a graduate assistantship. A grad-
uate assistantship does more than provide you with extra
funds: It enables you to work closely with faculty and staff,
provides access to a scholarly network, and helps you develop
the skills you need.

If a graduate assistantship is not available, then consider
applying for a grant from one of the foundations that sup-
port graduate research. The best source here is The Foundation
Directory (Seczko, 1996), available in all research libraries.

UNDERSTANDING THE KEY DIFFERENCES

BETWEEN THE THESIS AND THE DISSERTATION

As noted at the outset, the master’s thesis and the doctoral dis-
sertation are both reports of scholarly investigations, completed
as part of the degree requirements. All of the aforementioned
attributes apply to both scholarly works. While institutional
requirements vary, there are some general differences that
should be noted here.

First, most master’s theses are more limited in depth than
doctoral dissertations. A master’s thesis might report on a
study of ability grouping as used in classrooms in a particular
region; a doctoral dissertation might compare the effects of
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two grouping systems in teaching elementary mathematics.
As a consequence of this difference, doctoral dissertations
tend to be longer than master’s theses.

Also, the doctoral dissertation is likely to be more rigorous
in its research methodology than a master’s thesis. The thesis
is more likely to seem like a “project report,” explaining, for
example, how a block schedule was implemented in a middle
school and reporting on teachers’ attitudes at the end of the
year. A doctoral dissertation on the same topic might be a
detailed analysis of how teachers used classroom time before
a block schedule was instituted and how they used time
during the first year of implementing the new schedule.

Noting these differences is not to depreciate the master’s
thesis as a scholarly work. Many make important contribu-
tions to the field.

A LOOK AHEAD

The rest of this book will take you through the complex
process of writing the dissertation. While the suggestions have
been drawn from considerable experience in helping students
produce winning dissertations, be sure that you check closely
with your dissertation chair every step along the way.
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