
Big D: How to Write 

a Great Dissertation . . . 

and Live to Tell About It



Marcus A. Huggans

ÅNative of St. Louis, MO

ÅEducation: BSEE, MS. EMGT, & Ph.D EMGT

ÅInstitution(s) Attended:  University of Missouri -
Rolla

ÅWork Experience: 3M, AT&T Bell Labs, FBI, Texas 
Instruments, University of Missouri ïRolla, & The 
National GEM Consortium.

ÅCurrent Responsibilities:  Graduate Recruiting and  
Programming at The National GEM Consortium. 



Objectives

vProvide overview of the dissertation process

vDemystify writing, explain why it seems so difficult

vEmphasize writing as process, not just product

vSuggest ways to manage time for writing



Choosing an advisor

vHow do other students react to this advisor?

vHas advisor been productive in research that 

interests you?

vIs advisor highly regarded by colleagues you 

respect?

vWhatõs happened to the last few students who 

worked under this advisor?  Reasonable progress?

vIs there trust between advisor and his/her 

students?



The Dissertation Process

vHave a clear academic focus & professional goal

vEstablish a timeline, plan of action

vUnderstand advisorõs role, expectations

Åadvisor is senior research colleague, mentor

Åmakes sure topic is well thought out

Åencourages committee participation; liaison 

between student and committee 

vDissertation is still a learning experience



Why writing is difficult for 

graduate students & new faculty

vSocial & personal meaning of writing changes in 
graduate school

Åundergraduates can distance themselves from 
writing because they are usually assigned topics

Ågraduate students & faculty cannot distance; they 
write about what they know and care about

Åtheir professional futures rest on judgment by 
colleagues of what they write



vSocial organization of writing changes in graduate 
school and in new faculty position

Åundergraduate writing is confidential between 
student and professor

Åin grad school and new faculty appointment, 
faculty talk about your papers, good or bad, to 
students and colleagues

vWriting is vague

Åhard to imagine writing as a real ability

Åseldom see anyone actually writing & revising

Ådonõt know each othersõ writing habits



Why most new faculty 

struggle w/writing

vAdvice for new faculty usually excludes advising 

about writing (we assume that òprofessors already 

know how to writeó)

vNew faculty often do not learn to write with 

fluency and constancy in graduate school

vToo often learned to work in isolation



Resources

vBoice, Robert. (2000).  Advice for New Faculty 

Members.  Needham Heights, MA:  Allyn & Bacon.



vMistaken notions about the nature of writing

Åneed ideal circumstances, e.g., big blocks of 

uninterrupted time

Åcan be done in one spontaneous setting

Åòall or nothingó approachñeither we master 

teaching or scholarly writing, BUT NOT BOTH

vWriting seems difficult

Åold associations with uncertainty and pain, 

therefore easy to procrastinate



vWriting usually remains mysterious

Åfalse expectation that we should await our Muses 
for a single, brilliant burst of composition

vNew faculty have sincere excuses for putting off 
the writing they should do in the critical pre-tenure 
years (years 1-3)

Åtoo busy, overloaded w/teaching & committees

Åno energy left to write

vNew faculty often reject simple, efficient ways of 
writing as counterintuitive, even as insulting



How do you write?

vPeople exercise òmagic ritualsó in writing

vViewed sociologically, people carry out such rituals 

in order to influence the results of some process 

over which they think they have no rational means 

of control



What are you afraid of?

vNot being able to organize thoughts

vFear of what you write could be wrong



Beckerõs theory of writing

vA decision process that produces both the writing 

people do and the difficulties they have doing it

vAny art workõs eventual form results from all 

choices made by all the people involved in 

producing it

vA messy process ðdonõt wait until everythingis 

worked out in your head before you start



Exemplary new faculty 

(òquick startsó)

vWork in brief sessions

vLearn ways to simplify and clarify writing

vLearn to enjoy writing

vWrite in mindful ways!



What mindful writers do 

that makes them distinctive

vWork patiently

vWork regularly and constantly

vKeep emotions gentle and stable while writing

vSuffer far less uncertainty and pain at writing

vWelcome criticism

vConcentrate on efficiencies



vWork w/constancy and moderation

Åarrange regular time and place for writing 
(location w/few distractions)

Åset up contingencies/rewards for accomplishing 
dayõs writing

Åchart your progress ðcheck in with others

vStop

Åpause regularly during writing

Åstop most sessions early



vWork with balance

Åavoid excessiveness

Åkeep a second project going

Åbalance prime-time and off-time, work and play

vLet go of negative thoughts

Åavoid perfectionist thinking

Ådonõt dwell on criticism

Ådonõt obsess about spelling, grammar, & style

Åembrace the difficulty of the tast



vModerate your emotions

Åavoid intense rushing, prolonged emotional 
escalation

Åset reasonable goals

Åkeep your sense of humor

vModerate your attachment to the writing project

Åkeep a certain distance from writing

Åencourage critique, the earlier the better

Ådonõt take critique personally



vLet others do some of the work

Åbroaden social contracts

Åcollaborate occasionally

Åcritique and review other peopleõs manuscripts

vLimit wasted effort

Åmonitor inefficiencies

Åextend mindfulness to other domains of your life 

ðeat properly, sleep, exercise, play, spend time 

with family and community



Writing tips

vTry to use language and style that is familiar to the 

sponsor

vRemember the reviewerébe as kind as you can

vUse shorter words when possible

vUse commas sparingly -- they slow down the 

reading



vVary your sentence length, but keep most short

vEmphasize with bold type -- it is easier to read than 

italicsor underlining

vUse the most positive language possible -- donõt 

over-promise, but remember that òcanó and òwilló 

inspire more confidence than òmayó and òmightó



vSelect a title that is descriptive, yet as short as 
possible

vMake certain your margins are at least one inch

vUse one side of the paper only, unless the sponsor 
requests otherwise



More things you 
already know

vòThe first draft is for getting down, not getting 
good.ó ðLynn Miner

vDonõt make proofreading the last-minute 
exercise that seems to have become the norm



vGive as much attention to the appearance of your 

proposal as you did to writing it.  If you donõt, you 

are not giving your ideas a fair hearing.

vAttention to detail in the preparation of a well-

crafted document canõt compensate for a bad idea, 

but, all else being equal, it can provide a 

competitive edge in the evaluation process.



The question of 
appearance

vMake a good impression -- donõt dress your ideas in 
inappropriate attire for the review

vAppearance includes a lot of things

Åfont type and size

Åuse of graphics

Ålayout and use of òwhite spaceó

Åheaders, pagination, òfeel and lookó



Q&A


