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A Guide to Writing Dissertations
Prepared by Dr. Gian Pagnucci
9/13/23

Over the years at IUP I’ve read scores of dissertations. Some were excellent and passed with flying colors. Others did not. I believe all graduate students can write great dissertations. Unfortunately, it’s easy to make mistakes along the way that can derail the process. In the interest of helping people avoid these mistakes, I’ve created this series of guidelines to govern the type of dissertation on which I am willing to work with students. Students who ask me to direct their dissertations or serve as a reader on their committee must meet these guidelines to my satisfaction before I am willing to sign my name to their completed dissertation.

General Dissertation Study Parameters
· It takes lots of hard work, time, and money to conduct a good dissertation study. In most work projects, you get out what you put in, so don’t sell yourself short as you work on your dissertation.
· The study should include data that comes from a source outside the safe confines of what you know. While people often want to study their own university for convenience, this limits what new things they can see and also makes it very hard to know what to study for the next once the dissertation is done. Studies designed around convenience are often low quality because they do not generate enough good and interesting data. The best dissertation studies compel the researcher to get beyond comfortable ground. Simply put, it is best if your study includes a research site beyond your own university.
· Even if you choose to study your own class and history, it is good to find a way to compliment this type of personal narrative with other types of data.
· You should study more than 1 course section.
· Your study subjects must be chosen for compelling reasons that logically fit your study. Friendship and convenience are NOT compelling reasons.
· You want too much data not too little. Lack of data often leads to failure. Be ambitious so you end up with plenty of data.
· While you need to collect a lot of data, you should not try to give all of that data to your readers. A good dissertation should summarize your research into a roughly 200 page document. Anything beyond 250 pages shows you have not done enough work to report the most important parts of your study, data, and findings.
· Every good dissertation includes lots of self-reflection. You should learn a lot from doing your study, and you should tell us about the things you’ve learned along the way.



Professional Dissertation Writing Parameters
· Your dissertation needs to be your first priority. Work on it every day.
· You should be pushing yourself harder than anyone else on your committee.
· Never settle for less. Never rush.
· With every draft you send, include page numbers, a table of contents listing all headings and subheadings, and a full list of references. Always proofread and spellcheck every document you send to any committee member. Never send a first draft to a faculty member. Unchecked and incomplete work is an imposition on other people’s time and reflects poorly on a person’s professionalism.
· Sloppy reference work (incorrect or missing citations) is not passing work and will require a second defense. Be thorough with your references, make sure none are missing, and be sure you have followed the correct citation form.
· Although it isn’t a requirement, know that the wisest students tend to cite the scholarship of all their committee members. There is always a way to link your work to your committee members’ work, even if you have to stretch a little to make this link. People like seeing their work referenced!
· Dissertations chapters always need lots of revisions. Expect your work to be criticized. Don’t fight this criticism; use it to make your work better.
· Absolutely no defenses outside the windows established by the C&T program. Don’t even ask about this.
· Everyone’s life is hectic. That’s not an excuse to do poor quality scholarship. The Ph.D. is the highest academic goal there is. Do not ask for that standard to be lowered. If you can’t achieve the highest level of scholarly performance, then the Ph.D. is not for you.
· No one will accept poor work just because time is running short. Do not ask or try to accelerate your degree completion because “you want to be done in time for graduation” or “your family expects you to finish” or “your job requires it.” The only dissertations that are acceptable are those exhibiting the highest caliber work. Every student has more than sufficient time to complete a dissertation if they work regularly and diligently at it.
· Finally, if the only reason you are writing your dissertation is that you want the title “Doctor,” be warned that this is very hollow goal which doesn’t help many people succeed. The most successful dissertation students want to be scholars, not just doctors. A Ph.D. is not just a meal ticket or a union card for a better job: being a Doctor of Philosophy is a way of life. So dive in because you want to learn something, not just because you want to get done. You’ll get a lot more out of the process if you make it personal learning experience.


Dissertation Proposal
· 2 page abstract and time line for conducting your study and writing your dissertation (all the way to the defense) to go with Research Topic Approval Form (RTAF)
· 6-8 page proposal for the C&T office to go with RTAF—this is a shortened version of chapter 1
· Share 6-8 page proposal with committee members before they sign RTAF

IRB Protocol
· Follows graduate school guidelines
· The IRB protocol is a shortened version of chapter 3
· Your turn in 2 copies to the graduate office
· The director has to sign the IRB and so do you
· You need letters of permission from the schools where you will conduct your study
· The IRB committee meets once per month around the 15th of the month, and you need to turn in your IRB protocol by the 1st of the month to make that meeting or to get expedited review

Chapter Drafts
· Include page numbers
· Put lots of headings into your document, it helps people to be able read such long documents
· Include a table of contents with all headings and subheadings
· Proofread and spellcheck
· Include a full reference list

Three Chapter Meeting
· Dr. Pagnucci reviews each chapter and makes edits
· Reading the chapters takes at least 2 weeks for Dr. Pagnucci
· You change chapters
· When Dr. Pagnucci says the chapters are ready, you distribute hard copies to the committee
· Give all 3 revised chapters in hard copy to the committee at least 3 weeks before the meeting


Basic Dissertation Length
When writing a long document like the dissertation, it really helps to have an overall goal. So part of that goal should be for you to write about 200 pages. Overly short and overly long dissertations are both bad. A short dissertation often indicates a lack of good data. An overly long dissertation often indicates a lack of research analysis and data narrowing by the researcher. I recommend 25-30 pages for each chapter. The first three chapters usually are about 100 pages, including references. The final 2 chapters usually run 75-100 pages, including references. 200 pages is a good overall goal, including references. 250 pages should be your absolute maximum length.

Basic Dissertation Structure

Title Page
Copyright Page
Signatures Page
Abstract (2 pages)
Acknowledgments
Table of Contents
List of Figures (Optional)

Chp. 1. Study Purpose
· Introduction to the Project and Major Scholarly Issues

Chp. 2 Review of Literature

Chp. 3 Research Methodology

Chp. 4 Data Presentation and Analysis
· Descriptive overview of the project setting, circumstances, and context
· Answers to Research Question 1 based on data analysis
· Answers to Research Questions 2 (& 3) based on data analysis
· Answers to Research Questions 2 (& 3) based on data analysis
· Chp. 4 should be tied to your analysis of your data as it corresponds to your research questions. Hopefully you can combine all of this into one chapter, but you might want to spread it out across 2 or 3 chapters.

Chp. 5 Conclusions
· Answer your initial research questions
· Discuss implications from what you learned
· Be sure to tell us what was most important that you learned from the study
· Discuss future research
· Give your final thoughts
· Discuss what you learned about 

References


Dissertation Chapter Outlines

Chapter 1—Study Purpose
(Probably around 20 pages)
Chapter 1 Sections
Introduction
Origins of the study
Purpose of the study
Research Questions
· Question 1
· Question 2
· Question 3
Definitions
Theoretical framework
Significance of the Study
Limitations of the Study
Chapter Overviews
Summary

Chapter 1 Overview
In this chapter, tell us what you want to do for your study. What is the study about? Justify the need/value of teaching composition using ethnography. Use literature that speaks to the need to do this. This would be new literature making a call and justification for the kind of study you are doing. It scopes out the need for this work. Include your research questions.

Parts of Chapter 1 & Examples
Make an interesting point to start the chapter
· Narrative writing, perhaps its power, and the context of Taiwan

What’s the basic problem?
· Why do we care about people teaching narrative in composition classes in Taiwan
· Who says it is important to do this type of narrative teaching (Pagnucci, Schaafsma)
· What’s it like in Taiwan
· refer to statistics that show little narrative teaching is going on
· refer to national curriculum guides
· refer to text books

Your Proposed Study?
· If you want to investigate this problem, how would you do that
· Basic overview of what you want to study
· Basic design and research method
· Research method you will use and a reference to a model (like narrative inquiry Conneley and Clandinin; interviews like James Spradley and also James Mischler)

Research Questions
· What are Taiwanese teacher’s beliefs about using narrative?
· What sorts of practices do teachers in Taiwan use to teach narrative?
· What are the benefits of using narrative with Taiwanese students

Terminology
· Narrative
· Composition teaching in Taiwan
· EFL writers
· Teacher beliefs

What models do we have for this type of study?
· Refer to people who make a call for doing this type of research
· Refer to dissertations that are like this
· These can be US or Taiwan or similar studies
· Start broad—value of teaching narrative—people who make a call for teaching narrative in composition
· Then focus—studies of whether people teach composition using narrative (in the US); these could be dissertations
· Finally, studies of this issue in Taiwan or other EFL context; who has investigated narrative with EFL speakers
· Especially look at final chapters of dissertations where people “make a call for more research in this area” or “future studies”
· This is a snapshot of the literature you will discuss in chapter 2
· Your goal here is to justify why you should do this study

Theoretical Framework
· If you want to understand why teachers do or do not teach narrative, we need a theory to help us understand teacher beliefs
· Identify this theory
· Identify the key scholars associated with the theory
· It might be theory that has not been applied before to EFL, but you will be applying it

Benefits of Study
· Who will benefit from doing this type of study?
· You as the researcher?
· Specific teacher participants studied in Taiwan
· Taiwan EFL educators in general
· Composition scholars
· Narrative scholars
· EFL writing scholars

Limitations of this Study
· Discuss any restrictions or qualifications concerning your study. Explain any shortcomings of the study you designed and conducted. Common limitations cited in studies include:
· The study’s design was somehow flawed.
· Limited data was available.
· The scope of the study was limited.
· The sample size was small. 
· You only looked certain types of universities
· You only looked at a certain kind of teacher
· You ignored certain kinds of writing in favor of focusing on others
· Remember, though, that no study can look at everything, so limiting your scope isn’t necessarily a flaw

Overall value of study
· Summarize one more time why this study needs to be conducted
· What’s the problem? How will your study address that problem?
· We don’t know much about teaching narrative in Taiwan composition classes
· Yet students would benefit from narrative teaching if they were exposed to it, so this study can help lead to that change
· What will it contribute to the field?
· How is it filling a gap/need?

Chapter Summaries
· Put in a paragraph about each of the other chapters



Chapter 2—Review of Literature
(Around 40-60 pages)

Chapter 2 Sections
· Introduction
· Theoretical perspective
· Literature on Question 1
· Literature on Question 2
· Literature on Question 3
· Summary

Chapter 2 Overview
Your goal in this chapter is to review the literature and to tell us what we already know about this study topic and how what we know relates to the study you are planning to conduct

Tell us why you are looking at the main issue of your dissertation. Who else has done this? What do we need to know about it? What work has gone before that helps lead to your work? What is the foundation for your research? You should use the literature to argue for why your study needs to be done.

Discuss each source in a paragraph and then relate that source to your own study
· For each study, tell us what the researchers did
· What/who was studied?
· What was the context of the study?
· What was the scope of the study?
· What were the basic findings?

After several sources, summarize trends you see among the sources and again link to your own study.

For major sources of great importance, discuss in a full page or two and again link back to your own study.

Everything in this chapter says, here’s what we know and here’s what we don’t know that we can find out about if I do the proposed study.

The people you are discussing in this chapter are the people who would be interested in reading your study. They would want to hear you speak about the topic at a conference. So say what their studies did right but also what they didn’t get to study.

Organize this chapter around your research questions. For example

· What are Taiwanese teacher’s beliefs about using narrative?
· What sorts of practices do teachers in Taiwan use to teach narrative?
· What are the benefits of using narrative with Taiwanese students?

Chapter 2 Examples

Teacher Beliefs (about 15-20 pages on this topic)
· What do we already know about teacher beliefs
· In the US
· In EFL settings
· In Taiwan
· What categories of teacher beliefs would we expect to see if we asked teachers about their beliefs
· Examples of teacher belief studies:
· In 2005 Smith and Jones studied teacher beliefs at Harvard
· They interviewed 10 teachers over 2 years
· They found 3 categories of beliefs: critical pedagogy, current traditional and expressivism
· These categories are 3 I might look for in my study
· Smith and Jones looked at US teachers, and I would look at Taiwanese
· You will use their study as a model
· At the end of each section, say overall, I see these trends in the literature on beliefs: there are 20 different categories people use for teacher beliefs, but I’m going to use these 4 from that 20 because they seem to encompass everything in the literature

Composition Teaching in Taiwan (about 15-20 pages on this topic)
· What do we already know about how composition is taught in Taiwan
· Is there anything about using narrative to teach composition in Taiwan

Benefits of Teaching Narrative (about 15-20 pages on this topic)
· What do we already know about benefits of teaching narrative
· In the US
· In EFL settings
· In Taiwan—if no studies in Taiwan, say that means there’s a need for this study
· At the end of each section, say overall, I see these trends in the literature on benefits: there are 20 different benefits, but these 5 seem critical and I will see if my case studies show these benefits emerging



Chapter 3—Research Methodology
(Around 20 pages)

Chapter 3 Sections
Introduction
Research Goals
Qualitative Research Philosophy
Research Methodology
Research Participants
· Participant Confidentiality
Research Site
Methods of Data Collection
· Interviews
· Observations
· Artifacts
Methods of Analysis
· Data analysis chart
Trustworthiness
· Credibility
· Triangulation
· Member Checks
Ethical Issues
Summary

Chapter 3 Overview
How will you study this topic for your dissertation? This should be a very nuts and bolts chapter. Say I plan to study x number of students at this place to figure out this issue.

How will you do this study?
· The nuts and bolts of conducting your research
· This is a very practical chapter

Get the IRB guidelines from the graduate school web page and include their categories here

What sort of study is this?

Parts of Chapter 3 & Examples

Case studies
Read 10 books about case studies
What makes for a good case study?
How will you make use of what people recommend about doing a case study?

Site selection
Why Taiwan?
Which schools?
How did you decide on those schools?
Why those schools and not some other schools?
Justify your choices—no random choices, but planned choices
Give a reference about site selection (like Lincoln and Guba)

Participant selection
How many teachers? Give your ideal range (the most you can handle and the least that would still be enough data)
How will you find them?
Why these teachers?
Give a reference about participant selection

Protection of subjects?
How will you protect the participants’ identities?
What if people want to withdraw from the study?
Give a reference

Type of data collection
· Survey of larger group of teachers
· Interviews
· Sample questions
· Will you transcribe?
· How long will the interviews be?
· How many?
· Artifact analysis
· Review syllabi
· Departmental materials
· Web sites
· Textbooks they use
· Researcher’s Journal
· Keep your thoughts about every step of the process
· Write in this journal before and after each data collection
· Write in the journal a few times a week with your thoughts about the dissertation
· This captures the researcher’s voice
· Give references for each type of data collection
· What is good about this type of data, what are the problems?
· How do you do this type of data collection

Data analysis

Discuss how you will code your data
· I will listen to each interview four times
· The first time just listening
· The second time transcribing key passages
· The third time coding the transcript for key terms
· The fourth time to confirm those codes
· I will look for key terms that relate to the other people interviewed

Look for patterns
· What seems to be the same among the participants?
· What key words/terms do the participants use?
· What stands out as unusual?

Reference people who talk about how to code and find patterns in your research data

	· What are Taiwanese teacher’s beliefs about using narrative?

	Interviews
artifacts

	· What are the benefits of using narrative with Taiwanese students?

	Interviews with teachers
Interview with students
Goal statement in syllabus





Chapter 4—Data Presentation and Analysis

Parts of Chapter 4

Theme 1 (from Research Question 1)
Introduction
Data analysis
Summary

Theme 2 (from Research Question 2)
Introduction
Data analysis
Summary

Theme 3 (from Research Question 3)
Introduction
Data analysis
Summary

If you can get all of this information into one chapter, great. If you need a chapter for each research question, that can work too.

Chapter 5—Conclusion
(Around 15-20 pages)

Chapter 5 Sections
Introduction
Main Research Findings
· Summary answer to Question 1
· Summary answer to Question 2
· Summary answer to Question 3
Implications
Discuss what the findings mean. Obviously you want people to use these groups elsewhere. But what else has the study told us? Address yourself, how you can benefit from the findings, and then move out from there getting broader as you go:
· Implications for you
· Implications for the study participants
· Implications for the research site/institution
· Implications for teachers
· Implications for the field
Future Research
· Methodological Findings
· What I learned about being a researcher
· Ways to improve the research methodology I employed
· The next study I plan to conduct
· Other useful follow up studies
Concluding Statement
· A final thought

Chapter 5 Overview
Your goal is to summarize and offer final reflection. This chapter should speak to those who want a thumbnail sketch of your work. Especially this chapter should speak to other doctoral students doing similar research.

This should be a short chapter of no more than 15 to 20 pages. It answers your research questions and gives implications that follow from those answers. The implications should be what can be naturally inferred from or understood from the findings. You should present key details of the study. Explain your contribution to the field and showcase your insights. Give an overview of the significant findings of the study and consider those findings in light of existing research studies. What are the implications of the study for current theory? Finally give recommendations for future research.

In this final chapter, synthesize and analyze the data discussed in the previous chapters The next section after the summary is an interpretation of your findings to make a contribution to your discipline. You want to answer the question “so what?” about your earlier analysis of the data. In this section, you are supposed to “do something” with or transcend your findings. You should move from specific to general here. Talk more theoretically about the phenomena as a whole. How do your findings align with what you found in the literature review? Look back at the rationale/statement of the problem section and discuss how your study contributes to the areas to which you said it would contribute.

Parts of Chapter 5

Introduction
You can start this chapter with a brief summary of your study—tell readers what your research questions were, the main data sources you chose for your study, and how you collected and analyzed the data. You should be able to do this briefly in 1 or 2 pages.

Main Research Findings: Revisit research questions
what are your main answers to these questions; partial answers are ok (I can’t totally answer this question, but here’s what I can say)--summarizing

Of the findings, what is the most significant/important—what was the most important thing you learned in trying to answer the research questions

What was the most surprising finding?

What theory relates to what you found
Based on your key findings, what material in the literature helps us understand those findings—from your lit. review or it could be new material

Identify 2 or 3 key theories that relate to your major findings and help us to understand them

The goal is not to redo the lit. review, but to see where you should do reading now

Implications: What does the dissertation have to contribute? (move from local to more broad)
The results of this study should have several implications for future research. This section will detail recommendations for research:

· How will the study impact the people involved in the study/the participants?
· What does the study contribute to teachers in a more general sense?
· What has the study taught you about how to conduct this type of research? (Here your audience is other doctoral researchers: What worked? What didn’t work? What recommendations can you make to other people who want to do similar studies?)
· What does the study contribute to composition?
· What does the study contribute to education?
· What have we learned/gained from your study?

Future research questions
If you were doing a follow-up study yourself, what would you do next? What seems most important to research next and why?

What studies could other people do that would add to what your study has learned?

Make a call for specific studies you think should be done to assist other graduate students working in this area.

Final Reflections (2 pages)
How has the study impacted you personally?
What have you learned from doing it?
How have you grown as a researcher and scholar from doing this study?
What are your final thoughts in finishing the study?
How successful was your study?
