David Evans - Paul Gruba
Justin Zobel

How to Write

a Better
Thesis

Third Edition

2 Springer



How to Write a Better Thesis



David Evans' ¢ Paul Gruba ¢ Justin Zobel

How to Write a Better Thesis

@ Springer



David Evans’ Tustin Zobel

University of Melbourne Computing and Information Systems
Parkville University of Melbourne
Victoria Parkville
Australia Victoria
Australia
Paul Gruba

School of Languages and Linguistics
University of Melbourne

Parkville

Victoria

Australia

ISBN 978-3-319-04285-5 ISBN 978-3-319-04286-2 (eBook)
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-04286-2
Springer Cham Heidelberg New York Dordrecht London

Library of Congress Control Number: 2014931845

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2014

This work 1s subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of
the material i1s concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recita-
tion, broadcasting. reproduction on microfilms or i any other physical way, and transmission or infor-
mation storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar meth-
odology now known or hereafter developed. Exempted from this legal reservation are brief excerpts in
connection with reviews or scholarly analysis or material supplied specifically for the purpose of being
entered and executed on a computer system, for exclusive use by the purchaser of the work. Duplica-
tion of this publication or parts thereof 1s permitted only under the provisions of the Copyright Law of
the Publisher’s location, in its current version, and permission for use must always be obtained from
Springer. Permissions for use may be obtamned through RightsLink at the Copyright Clearance Center.
Violations are liable to prosecution under the respective Copyright Law.

The use of general descriptive names. registered names. trademarks. service marks, etc. in this publica-
tion does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the
relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

While the advice and information in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publica-
tion, neither the authors nor the editors nor the publisher can accept any legal responsibility for any errors
or omissions that may be made. The publisher makes no warranty, express or implied, with respect to
the material contained herein.

Printed on acid-free paper

Springer 1s part of Springer Science+Business Media (www.springer.com)



This book is dedicated to David Evans



Preface to the Third Edition

When I began to help to write the second edition with David, my own thesis was
still under examination. I had used the first edition of his book. and—perhaps with
a bit of bravado—asked David if he would like some assistance when he produced
a second edition. He agreed to collaborate. At that time. many of my insights into
writing a thesis were based on fresh. personal experience. Sadly. since then, David
has passed on. I myself have been lucky enough to gain a full-time academic posi-
tion and have now supervised several students. More than ever, I can see how im-
portant it is to manage the writing process throughout a research project.

I am fortunate to be working with Justin. Not only is he an accomplished super-
visor and researcher in his own area of computer science. but he is also the author
of a book on writing that is a strong seller in the field. His skills and interests are
complementary to mine. Justin works and supervises in science and engineering; I
tend to work on qualitative studies in the social sciences.

We have made numerous changes to the second edition. As well as a thorough
revision of the text, we have added several new sections that clarify the process
of thesis writing. We have eliminated dated advice on word processing and use
of computers, for example, and brought forward and updated material concerning
written expression. We put greater emphasis on the challenges of thesis writing. the
experience of being a research student, the thinking that underlies methods. results,
and analysis, and the issues of working with supervisors. Much of the material in
this edition is completely new or rewritten. and our book is longer.

Over the years. as I have taught thesis writing seminars, I have used examples of
work from my own students to illustrate good writing: I have also used work from
John McDonald to show the characteristics of both good and bad theses based on
his analysis of examiners” reports. I would like to thank my students. and John. for
allowing us permission to use their work here.

For ease of reading. we decided to blend each of our perspectives and experi-
ences—David’s, Justin’s and my own—into a single collective voice. I hope that
you find our collaborative efforts help you to write a better thesis.

Melbourne. February 2011 Paul Gruba
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Vit Preface to the Third Edition

Many years ago I was given a copy of Peter Medawar’s Advice fo a Young Scientist.
Though written from the perspective of a biologist. I felt it had lessons for me (in
computer science) despite the gulf in research practice between our disciplines.
It touched on themes that I felt were lacking in other books on doing research. in
particular, what it felf /ike to be a scientist, how one might change and grow as a
consequence of doing research, how one might become a researcher. It was not that
the whole book was on these topics—such a book would probably be rather dull—
but T was struck by the perspective that it offered. and how it made Medawar’s
book different from any number of ‘here is a formula for your dissertation” books
that tried to reduce being a student to a mechanical process that somehow entirely
sidestepped the core of the question of what doing research involves.

Some years ago I was introduced to the second edition of Evans and Gruba’s
How to Write a Better Thesis. and found in it some of those qualities that I had ad-
mired in Medawar. It became one of the three or four books I asked every student
to read. In working with Paul to produce this new edition. I think we have found
ways of strengthening its core messages and have built a text that complements and
extends the many ‘dissertation’ books already on the shelves. Of course, in produc-
ing a book like this, it helps enormously to have as a basis a strong existing text, and
thus I am grateful to David (who. sadly. I did not have an opportunity to meet) for
having created How to Write a Better Thesis. and to Paul and David for the revision
that produced the second edition.

The framework of this book is the mechanics of thesis writing. but the aim
throughout is to help students understand how to conceptualize and approach the
problems of producing a thesis, as well as to walk through the details of what a
thesis should (or shouldn’t) look like. Writing a book like this is something of a
journey. It has furthered my understanding of how a student learns to become a re-
searcher, and I have had to sharpen my thinking across a range of topics: it has been
illuminating to capture some of the specific lessons leamnt from the successes and
failures of our students. I hope the book is also a journey for our readers.

A note on style: as Paul has said. we've made no attempt to distinguish between
our experiences, including those of David, and have written in the first person. Ev-
ery example is based on our experience of individual research students. and some of
them have been fictionalized to an extent, both to avoid embarrassing people and. in
many cases. fo make the research more accessible to a general reader. Perhaps con-
fusingly. we’ve sometimes changed the fictions for the students who were discussed
in the previous editions. (Think of it as artistic licence.) In cases where we have
quoted from a student’s work as an illustration of good work. a full citation is given.

This book rests on our experiences with supervision and advising of upwards
of a hundred students. as well as the hundreds of students who have been in our
research methods subjects over the past two decades: far too many to name and
thank individually, but T am grateful to them for the insights they’ve brought me
and for our experiences together. It is not always obvious to a student how much the
supervisor is learning from them. so let this book stand in part as a testament to how
mutual a process graduate study can be.

Melbourne, February 2011 Justin Zobel



Introduction

Thesis writing can be challenging for students and supervisors. but one of the many
rewards for both parties is to receive positive examiners’ reports. I was there when
Brian found out that his PhD thesis required just a few minor corrections. He was
clearly relieved after years of hard work to discover he had passed with little fuss.
but he shouldn’t have been too surprised. Brian had written a thesis that. from the
start, was well-motivated and purposeful; it was well situated in the field and fluent
in the current debates in the discipline; was based on sound principles for data col-
lection: presented results that made it clear what he had achieved: and concluded
with his own insightful contributions to the field and observations on how others
could pursue further research in the area.

From the start. Brian knew that he had a straightforward task: to convince the ex-
aminers that his work had merit, that his data collection and analysis was sound. and
that his recommendations were based on firm evidence. In practice, of course, he
encountered challenges and worked hard to convey his thinking. Few people have
the gift of getting it all down with ease, or with polish. Most students need guidance
and editing and criticism, and many struggle during their early attempts to construct
and sustain a coherent academic argument. The purpose of this book is to help you
to produce a thesis that passes examination.

From the start, good students tend to be independent. confident, and are in the
habit of thinking like a researcher. Some students have such skills at the beginning.
but most have to learn them, and do so by working with their supervisors and other
students. In this book, I provide examples of what successful students have done as
they have made progress in their work. I point out, too. some of the mistakes that
are possible if the task of writing a thesis is not approached in the right way. My
examples are based on the students, like Brian, that I have worked with for several
years each.

Completion of a thesis. especially a PhD thesis. involves mastery of a range of
technical accomplishments, from learning an appropriate writing style to managing
references, and from developing techniques for writing quickly to being effective
at self-criticism and at criticizing the work of others. There is also the basic issue
of learning what a finished thesis should look like. This book is structured as a
discussion of the components of a thesis, and of the sequence of tasks you need to
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X Introduction

complete to get the thesis finished. The emphasis is on what you need to learn in
order to do these tasks well. rather than on technicalities: other resources. including
excellent books and websites. can provide help with different aspects of producing
a thesis.

Using This Book

Chapters 1. 2. 3 and 4 concern how to get started. and what decisions to make before
you even begin. Chapters 5. 6., 7. 8. 9. 10 and 11 show you how to tackle the various
parts of a thesis and bring it to the point of submission. As a developing researcher,
as well as writing a thesis you are probably presenting your research in journals and
conferences, perhaps in collaboration with your colleagues or supervisor, a topic
considered in Chap. 12 in this chapter I also consider some of the other challenges
of being a PhD student.

I have used versions of this book as a source for graduate seminars and work-
shops on thesis writing. Those who are well into their writing seem to get immedi-
ate benefit from it. However, if you are at an early stage, I suggest you first read
Chaps. 1 and 2 and—although this may seem surprising—Chap. 12. Some of it may
not take on an edge of reality until you are well into your writing. As you will see,
a key piece of advice (I would love to make it a command!) is that you start writ-
ing as early as possible, right at the beginning of your candidature. So you should
also read Chap. 3. and get a sense of how best to make use of a word processor for
authoring of a thesis. and of what the technicalities of thesis writing are. Make sure
that vou check the chapter summaries. which in some cases include discussion of
useful kinds of online resources.

A book of this kind must navigate the variations in terminology and spelling
between institutions and countries. I've had to make choices that might seem con-
tentious. but fo me the important thing is to be consistent. For example. I've chosen
program instead of programme; degree instead of program (in another sense of the
word): graduate rather than posteraduate: thesis rather than dissertation: British/
Australian rather than American spelling (with the exception of the suffix ‘—ize’):
supervisor rather than advisor: and PhD rather than doctorate.
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