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Writing your Dissertation:
A Guide for UCC History Students
· What is a dissertation?

· Time management and project planning

· You and your supervisor

· Prewriting: the ideas phase

· Drafting: the productive phase

· Writing: the block phase

· Reviewing: the deadline phase

· Engaging with your sources

· Referencing

· Further reading

This guide focuses on the generic skills and strategies needed to plan, write and review a dissertation. It is broken into the four phases of the writing process: the ideas phase (prewriting); the productive phase (drafting); the block phase (writing); the deadline phase (reviewing). Self-evaluation checklists run through this guide because there is much to be gained from critiquing your own work. 
What is a dissertation? 

A dissertation is an extended academic essay. Broadly speaking, an academic essay is a continuous piece of writing, arranged in paragraphs and divided into sections, in which an argument (a clear line of thought) is developed, in response to a central question or proposition (the thesis). The flow of an argument is supported by evidence you have acquired through research and which supports or contradicts the various perspectives explored in the course of that argument. The dissertation then reaches a conclusion in the final section, which pulls together the threads of your argument, supporting, qualifying or rejecting the original thesis. 
It is worth keeping in mind that an academic essay is not a piece of writing designed to reproduce information available elsewhere, but is something new and expressive of your individual abilities to analyse and synthesise a topic. By the time you are engaged in dissertation writing you will be familiar with the structure of an academic essay and all you need to do is to adapt it to the more extended writing required in the dissertation format. 
Keep in mind that a dissertation as an extended piece of writing is usually divided into thematic chapters. This format provides you with an opportunity to work independently, at length, on a topic that particularly interests you. It is also an effective means of learning the craft of research, which helps to develop advanced critical skills such as evaluation, analysis and synthesis, as well as time management skills. 

Remember to:
· Make sure that you know the upper and lower word limits acceptable for your dissertation, and what that will look like in terms of word-processed pages.  
· Find out from your supervisor whether you should follow a particular sequence of chapter headings -- for example, an introduction followed by literature review followed by an analysis of your research -- or whether you are expected to devise your own sequence and structure.
Time management and project planning

A dissertation is a major piece of work and you are likely to have months before it is due for submission, so you need to manage your time effectively.
Managing your dissertation workload: self-evaluation checklist

	Statement
	Yes
	No

	· I feel confident in my ability to  manage my own work and time
	
	

	· I am good at organising my own work, but still appreciate some reminders
	
	

	· Time management can be a real problem for me.  I tend to leave work till the last minute and can only get going when a deadline is looming
	
	

	· I do not find it easy to bother my supervisor as I do not like to cause a fuss
	
	

	· I need lots of reassurance and probably contact my supervisor more often than I really need to
	
	

	· I am clear about the requirements of the dissertation and can translate these into a plan for ensuring that I meet the final deadline
	
	


It is important to remember that the time you have at your disposal is limited, and that the effort you put into this aspect of your dissertation needs to be reflected in the end product. It is essential to plan your strategy and think about the overall structure of your dissertation sooner rather than later. Try to ensure that your research effort is aligned with the way in which your dissertation will be structured. With a long assignment of the nature of a dissertation it is essential that you manage your notes well from the start of your research to the editing of the final version of the dissertation.  Organise these using methods that suit your individual learning style and make sure that you keep detailed notes of all of the references you will want to use, including a detailed bibliography. At the outset, and preferably in collaboration with your supervisor, map out a timetable of tasks and deadlines you can follow through systematically.

Suggested weekly dissertation planner: self-evaluation checklist

	Wk
	Weekly tasks
	Explore
	Interim deadlines 

	01
	Begin background reading
	Formulate an initial research question
	

	02
	Finalise your topic and title 
	Focused reading on a chosen aspect of your topic
	Agree title with your supervisor

	03
	Literature review – what has already been written about your topic? Seek up-to-date resources, asking for help from library staff
	Investigate historical lenses and methodological issues. Seek assistance with Endnote Bibliographic Software guide or Zotero (http://www.zotero.org/)    for managing a bibliography
	

	04
	Dissertation plan, informed by your literature search
	Reflect on historical issues in revising your dissertation plan
	Design a dissertation plan

	05
	Develop your dissertation plan
	Begin to conduct your research and gather evidence 
	

	06
	Gathering evidence 
	Focused reading on a chosen aspect of your topic
	

	07
	Gathering evidence 
	Focused reading on a chosen aspect of your topic
	

	08
	Gathering evidence
	Focused reading on a chosen aspect of your topic
	

	09
	Use your findings to begin to draft the dissertation
	Continue to analyse and evaluate evidence 
	Interim draft to supervisor

	10
	Refine assignment plan and develop draft, referring to self-evaluation checklists 
	Focus on adopting an appropriate academic tone and style, together with accurate, reader-friendly presentation of your evidence 
	Refine assignment plan and develop draft

	11
	Continue drafting and refining your argument 
	
	

	12
	Complete draft
	Refine style
	Completed draft

	13
	Review self-evaluation checklist 
	Last refinements of written style and presentation; final check of data and its presentation 
	

	14
	Produce final assignment
	
	Submit dissertation


You and Your Supervisor
Since a dissertation is an individually devised piece of work, you will be allocated a personal supervisor to support you while you are writing it.  Do not delay in having your first meeting with your supervisor, as it is vital to discuss not only what topic you will start exploring, but also how you can best work on your dissertation. 

Dissertation supervision: self-evaluation checklist

	Statement 
	Yes
	No

	· Let your supervisor know how much contact and support you would like
	
	

	· Accept that there are limits to the amount of help that can be given with a dissertation
	
	

	· Agree together, at the outset, on when you will meet and how best contact can be made (for example, face-to-face or by email).
	
	

	· Plan together some initial deadlines for the work, so that you are able to manage your time effectively
	
	

	· Make sure that you know from the start how your dissertation will be assessed (what assessment criteria will be applied to it) and that you understand these
	
	

	· Ask for access, where possible, to past dissertations of the kind you are being asked to write, so that you can get a sense of their scope, structure, tone and the method used
	
	

	· Consider contributing to the setting up of appropriate support groups or pairings with fellow students, so that you can clarify your own thinking by discussing it with others if this is acceptable to your supervisor or tutor
	
	

	· Find an appropriate way of mapping and monitoring your own progress; for example, by using a checklist of tasks to be completed.  Use this to help the discussions with your supervisor to focus on areas where you need particular advice
	
	

	· Listen to, evaluate and respond to your supervisor’s feedback, by making notes and reflecting on what has been said or written, then applying the feedback to the next stage of your research or writing up
	
	


Prewriting: the ideas phase
When you have been used to having essay questions and assignment topics set for you, it can be difficult to decide what to do when you have been given some freedom in this respect. There is also a risk that this freedom of choice might encourage you to take on more than you can cope with in the time available. 

Try to find a topic that really interests you as this will give you ownership of the area and it will help to keep you engaged in the topic throughout the writing process. Take a moment to think back over your studies and jot down, in a notebook, some questions only you can answer for yourself: What excites your historical interests? What would you like to find out about? What puzzles you about an area of history? Discovering, narrowing, and focusing a researchable topic involves talking about your topic with your supervisor. Try writing your way to a topic by posing it as a question to be answered or a problem to be solved. Search library catalogues, periodicals, bibliographies, and online databases to see what has been written about the topic; is there enough published to allow you to undertake a comprehensive literature review?

Evaluating a research topic: self-evaluation checklist 

	Questions to ask yourself
	Yes
	No

	· Is the topic of academic significance and not trivial?  
	
	

	· Is the topic really manageable in the time available?  It is a common mistake to imagine that you can cover far more than is actually feasible, so keep a suitably narrow focus. Do not ask too big a question. Make sure that you take advice from your supervisor on this.
	
	

	· What is your standpoint on the topic?  How do your own attitudes, values and beliefs affect your research?  No one can be entirely objective so be honest about your own interests and values.
	
	

	· What is your argument? As early as possible, write down your thesis: the proposition that you are investigating.  Keep this to hand whenever you are analysing evidence or writing out your argument, so that you do not simply fall into the trap of collecting facts rather than unfolding a clear argument relating to a narrowly defined issue. 
	
	


Drafting: the productive phase
In the introduction you will need to do the following:

· Present relevant background or contextual material; 

· Define terms or concepts when necessary explain the focus of the paper and your specific purpose;

· Reveal your plan of organisation.  

When drafting your dissertation, remember the following:
Know your audience
Identifying your audience helps you determine what information and how much of it you will include in your essay. Your audience for a history dissertation is usually your supervisor who will grade it. This leads many students to assume that their audience is already familiar with most of the material. As a result, student writers often take shortcuts by failing to place information within its context, or by neglecting to define terms. Writing this way puts you at risk of providing insufficient information; when grading the essay the instructor is likely to assume that you are not familiar with the context or terms. One way to overcome this problem is to write your paper so that a general reader unfamiliar with the topic would be able to read and understand the essay. You might ask a friend who fits this description to act as your “ideal reader” and point out areas in your paper that are not clear or have other problems. If you have any questions, ask your supervisor or tutor about their expectations in this area.

Avoid slang
We do not write as we speak. When writing a history essay, try to use formal English. Unless you are using a direct quotation that employs slang, do not use it; slang will undermine the tone of your argument. Communicate as clearly as possible, in a style appropriate for serious academic work, but avoiding the use of difficult sentence constructions wherever possible. Cultivating the art of writing with accuracy and elegance takes practice.
Writing: the block phase
Use your outline and prospectus as flexible guides to do the following:
· Build your essay around points you want to make (i.e., don't let your sources determine your content);
· Integrate your sources into your discussion;
· Summarise, analyse, explain, and evaluate published work rather than merely reporting it;
· If the argument or point of your dissertation is complex, you may need to summarise the argument for your reader or sign-post it with theme headings;
· If prior to your conclusion you have not yet explained the significance of your findings then use the end of your essay to explain their significance;
· Move from a detailed to a general level of consideration that returns the topic to the context provided by the introduction;
· In your conclusion, perhaps suggest what about this topic needs further research.
Reviewing: the deadline phase

The Three Rs of competent writing are revise, revise, revise. This is especially important with a substantial piece of work like a dissertation. When you have written something that relates to your dissertation put it aside for a few of days then re-read it with a critical eye. Try to put yourself in the position of someone who is interested in your topic but knows nothing about it. Would it make sense to him or her? Have you used the best words to express the points you are seeking to make? Where does what you have written fit into the dissertation as a whole? Will the joins show? In considering these and similar questions you will often be surprised at the changes you decide to make in the interests of enhanced clarity and greater variety and elegance in the language used. 
Remember to:

· Check overall structure: logical flow of introduction, coherence and depth of discussion in body, effectiveness of conclusion;

· Paragraph level concerns: topic sentences, sequence of ideas within paragraphs, use of details to support generalizations, summary sentences where necessary, use of transitions within and between paragraphs; 
· Sentence level concerns: check sentence structure, word choices, punctuation, spelling;

· Documentation: consistent use of one system, citation of all material not considered common knowledge, appropriate use of endnotes or footnotes, accuracy of list of works cited.

Suggested dissertation review: self-evaluation checklist

	Questions to ask yourself
	Yes
	No
	Not Sure

	Dissertation topic

· Is the topic clear and well defined?  Does it involve a problem, question, or hypothesis that sets the agenda and points precisely to what needs to be explored or discovered? 

· Is the topic of genuine relevance or interest? Does it pick up on important or interesting themes or subjects arising from your studies?
	
	
	

	Literature review 

The literature review should provide a critically appraised context for your studies, ask yourself:
· Have you accessed the most recent literature of relevance to your topic, as well as classic sources?

· Do you refer to major books, articles, artefacts? How do you arrange these?

· Does the literature review hang together, to show how the ideas and findings have developed, or is it merely a shopping list of books and articles?

· Is the review critical?  Does it briefly evaluate, showing how your dissertation fits into what is mistaken or lacking in other studies?  
	
	
	

	Critical underpinnings

Be clear about your approach. 

· Are you asking yourself a key question, presenting a thesis, or defending a statement? 
	
	
	

	Method
Consider two chief criteria:

· Methods work if they provide a persuasive response to your question, positive or negative. Is your choice of methods and research techniques well suited to the kind of problem you are studying?  

· Have you clearly communicated a description of the methods you have adopted?

	
	
	

	Results

· Have you provided enough evidence to make a convincing case?

· Have you presented everything directly relevant to the question in such a way that the reader doesn’t have to flip back and forth to make her or his own connections? 

· Are results or findings clearly and accurately written, easy to read, grasp and understand? 

· Are your findings faithful to what you actually found – do you claim more than you should? 
	
	
	

	Conclusions

Findings don’t speak for themselves – they need to be analysed. 
· Have you explained what your findings mean and their importance, in relation to theory and practice? 

· What should we do with your findings and conclusions?  What do they imply?
	
	
	


Engaging with your sources 

Reading and critically writing about a documentary source is one of the historian’s most fundamental skills. First read the document(s) for content. What is the document saying? Once you have mastered the content, it is helpful to write a short summary of the document in your own words.

Critical reading sources: self-evaluation checklist
	Re-read the document(s) for context. Think about the following questions as you critically examine the source(s):
	Your responses

	Authorship: What do you know about the author's background? What motives did he or she have in putting pen to paper? What personal, class, ethnic, religious, gender or cultural beliefs and assumptions might have influenced the author's viewpoint and writing?
	

	Genre: Does the source fall into a distinct genre? How does the genre shape the author's writing? Examples of literary/historical genres may include novels, biographies, captivity and travel narratives, poems, petitions, newspapers, popular songs, speeches, laws, government records, and pamphlets.
	

	Audience: For whom was the author writing? Did he or she address any particular person or group? Did the author's audience have any effect on the document's content? Was the author speaking for a particular audience? Was the author trying to silence another audience? How was the document received?
	

	Language: What can you tell about a historical period from the language, vocabulary, and rhetoric used? What does the writer’s choice of words tell us about social or cultural assumptions? How have the meanings of the words changed over time? Was the document written in English or was it translated from another language? How might the translation have altered the document’s meaning? What role might the translator have played in shaping the document’s tone or content?
	

	Reliability: What can the source tell you about the past? How useful is it for understanding the past? How trustworthy is the source? Does it exclude, downplay, or ignore evidence or issues that you can verify through other sources? What is the author leaving out?
	

	Authenticity: Are there reasons to doubt the authorship of the document? Was the document possibly a forgery? Has it been altered in any way? If it is a transcription of someone else's words, who was the scribe? What role might the scribe have played in shaping the document’s tone or content?
	

	Influence: How important or influential was the source in its own day and age? By what standards can one measure a document’s significance? Was it widely disseminated and read (e.g., a pamphlet)? Was it more personal (e.g., a diary—though some authors intended their diaries to be published)? Did the document's publication have anticipated and unanticipated consequences?
	

	Relationship to Other Course Themes: How does the document relate to the course’s main themes? What kinds of connections can you draw to other primary or secondary sources and the lectures?
	


Referencing

For every source in your dissertation, you must provide complete bibliographical information so your reader will know where you got the information. This allows your readers to find the sources in order to evaluate your interpretation of them or to read more extensively from them to gain a deeper understanding of the topic. While each historian is different and opinions are in a constant state of flux, the most widely used style manual for historians continues to be the Chicago Manual of Style as it uses a system of footnotes or endnotes for documentation, along with a bibliography. The following are presented as examples of convention and should not be used without your supervisor’s advice.

Sample Endnotes

Book, single author

1 Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1994), 221-26. 

Book, second citation of the same source, no other citations intervening

 2 Ibid., 267. 

Book, two or three authors
3 Elbridge Rowles, Trevor Weed, and Brighton Jones, The Elizabethan Explorers (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1948), 133.
Book, more than three authors

4 Bellemy Moore et al., A History of China (New York: Random House, 1969), 15.

Edited multi-volume work, name of author(s) appearing in title
5 E. G. R. Taylor, ed., The Original Writings of the Two Richard Hakluyts, 2 vols. (London: The Hakluyt Society, 1935), I, 13-17.

Edited work, name of author(s) not appearing in title
6 Richard Hakluyt, Diverse Voyages Touching the Discovery of America and the Islands Adjacent, ed. J. W. Jones (London: The Hakluyt Society, n.d.), 13-15.

Book, edition other than the first
7 George B. Tindall and David Shi, America: A Narrative History, 3rd ed. rev. (New York: W. W. Norton, 1992), 231.

Short-title reference to a source cited earlier, other citations intervening
8 Hakluyt, Diverse Voyages, 102.
Chapter or section of a composite work
9 Austin Lane Poole, "The Emperor Conrad II," The Cambridge Medieval History, 8 vols., ed. Henry M. Gwatkin et al. (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1911-1936), III, chap. 11, 253.

Periodical article
10 Charles G. Sellers, Jr., "Who Were the Southern Whigs?" The American Historical Review, LIX (January 1954), 335.

Government publication

11 Great Britain, Hansard's Parliamentary Debates, 3 ser., 249 (1879): 614-628.

Legal citations

12 Bridges v. California, 314 U.S. 252 (1941).

Classical citations

13 Augustine De civitate Dei 20.2 or Augustine City of God 20.2.

Biblical citations

14 Gen. 25:19-26:2; 2 Kings 11:12; Ruth 3:1-18.

Encyclopedia entry

15 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th ed., s.v. “Prayers for the Dead.”
Unpublished work

16 Edwin A. Miles, "Jacksonian Democracy in Mississippi, 1817-1837" (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 1954), 77.

Electronic media--physical entity

17 Robert F. Green, Fields of Dreams:  The Big Book of Baseball Statistics, 1860-1998 [CD-ROM] (Cooperstown, NY:  Baseball Publishing Co., 1998).

Electronic Media—Internet

18 "The Third Virginia Charter, March 12, 1612," AMDOCS: Documents for the Study of American History (University of Kansas); available from http://odur.let.rug.nl/~usa/D/1601-1650/virginia/chart03.htm; Internet; accessed 25 June 2011. 

Article in a newspaper or popular magazine

Newspaper and magazine articles may be cited in running text (“As Sheryl Stolberg and Robert Pear noted in a New York Times article on February 27, 2010, . . .”) instead of in a note, and they are commonly omitted from a bibliography. The following examples show the more formal versions of the citations. If you consulted the article online, include a URL; include an access date. If no author is identified, begin the citation with the article title. URL stands for Uniform Resource Locator, a string of code making up the website address, for example, http://uchicagolaw.typepad.com/beckerposner/2010/02/double-exports-in-five-years posner.html.

19 Daniel Mendelsohn, “But Enough about Me,” New Yorker, January 25, 2010, 68.
Blog entry or comment

Blog entries or comments may be cited in running text (“In a comment posted to The Becker-Posner Blog on February 23, 2010, . . .”) instead of in a note, and they are commonly omitted from a bibliography. The following examples show the more formal versions of the citations. If an access date is required, add it before the URL. 

20 Jack, February 25, 2010 (7:03 p.m.), comment on Richard Posner, “Double Exports

in Five Years?,” The Becker-Posner Blog, February 21, 2010,

http://uchicagolaw.typepad.com/beckerposner/2010/02/double-exports-in-five-years posner.html.

21   Jack, comment on Posner, “Double Exports.”

Becker-Posner Blog, The. http://uchicagolaw.typepad.com/beckerposner/.

E-mail or text message

E-mail and text messages may be cited in running text (“In a text message to the author on March 1, 2010, John Doe revealed . . .”) instead of in a note and they are rarely listed in a bibliography. The following example shows the more formal version of a note.

22 John Doe, e-mail message to author, February 28, 2010.

Item in a commercial database

For items retrieved from a commercial database, add the name of the database and an accession number following the facts of publication. In this example, the dissertation cited above is shown as it would be cited if it were retrieved from ProQuest’s database for dissertations and theses.

23 Choi, Mihwa. “Contesting Imaginaires in Death Rituals during the Northern Song Dynasty.” PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2008. ProQuest (AAT 3300426).

Sourcing, incorporating, referencing images

In addition to textual documents, historians may employ visual sources as documentary evidence. The following are four basic questions to ask yourself when looking for good quality images to use in your dissertation:


1. What do I need the image for? (Is the quality needed essential in supporting your argument?);
2. Where is the best quality image to be found? (Look at galleries and image databases);
3. Which websites have most trustworthy? (Institutional websites such as galleries, museums or universities are to be recommended);
4. Do I have permission to use the image? (Check the terms and conditions of use). 


Image properties are measured in pixels (picture elements per inch) for example 64 x 48 is a small image, 640 x 480 is a medium size image and 6400 x 4800 is a large image. Increasing the size of a small digital image will result in a blurry or pixelated image. It is easier to reduce the size of a larger digital image than to increase a smaller one. Note that all images you find online are not free to use so check the terms and conditions of use on the site. If you are allowed to use that image for private study or for your project work it is important to reference it in much the same way as you would reference a textual source.
There are several ways to insert a picture into your Word document. The easiest way is to drag and drop the photo from Windows Explorer into your document. The traditional way to insert a picture is to use the Insert menu:


1. Click Insert
2. Select Picture
3. On the Submenu, select From file 


If you opt to insert a picture from the Insert menu, the Insert Picture dialog box opens. Select your picture by highlighting it and click Insert. Or, you can simply double-click the picture file. The picture will appear in your document. It is recommended that you set your image and text into separate tables. You can do this by clicking the Table menu, Insert, Table. Set Rows and Columns to 1 for a single image or single text box. You can adjust the text and image borders by highlighting the cell and right-click the mouse to access the Table Properties tab and then by clicking on the Borders and Shading dialogue box. Click on the None tab and OK this will make the table box look invisible when you print it out. 

You can reference an image from the Web as follows:
artist: title of work. date; gallery or museum, city [online source]. [date of site] URL: site address found in address bar [date of site access].  

Raphael: The Entombment (The Deposition) 1507; Galleria Borghese, Rome [World Wide Web search interface]. [2010] URL: http://www.wga.hu/art/r/raphael/3umbtrip/37entom.jpg [15 Oct 2010].  

You can reference an image from a physical entity, like a book, as follows:
Raphael: The Entombment (The Deposition) 1507; Galleria Borghese, Rome (in, followed by the name of the author, date of publication, page and/or illustration number). Remember to include the citation as a reference in your bibliography.
Further reading
Marc Bloch The Historian's Craft, Reflections on the Nature and Use of History and the Techniques and Methods of Those who Write It (Vintage, 1964) 
Ernst Breisach Historiography: Ancient, Medieval, and Modern, 3rd Edition
(University of Chicago Press, 2007) 
David Cannadine What Is History Now? (Palgrave Macmillan, 2004) 
Edward H. Carr What Is History? (Vintage, 1967)
Ann Curthoys and Ann McGrath (Eds.). How to Write History that People Want to Read (UNSW Press, 2009)
William Kelleher Storey Writing History: A Guide for Students (Oxford University Press, 2008)
Finbarr O’Shea Up With Which I Will Not Put: Writing Skills for Students 
(History, University College Cork, 2004)

Jenny L. Presnell The Information-Literate Historian: A Guide to Research for History Students (Oxford University Press, 2006)
Geoffrey Roberts (Ed). The History and Narrative Reader (Routledge, 2001)
John Tosh The Pursuit of History (5th Edition). (Pearson Longman, 2010)
Kathleen Troup and, Anna Green (Eds.). The Houses of History: A Critical Reader in Twentieth-Century 
History and Theory (NYU Press, 1999). 
Useful online links

· History Writing Labs are hosted by many North American universities, for example, Department of History at the University of Southern Mississippi (http://www.usm.edu/history/writinglab.php).  
· OWLS (Online Writing Labs) are popular in many universities and colleges. Purdue University hosts a very useful OWL (http://owl.english.purdue.edu/); University of Wisconsin -Madison Writer's Handbook (http://writing.wisc.edu/Handbook/index.html); University of Southampton (http://www.studyskills.soton.ac.uk/studyguides/Writing%20Your%20Dissertation.doc)  
· Zotero (http://www.zotero.org/), produced by the Center for History and New Media of George Mason University, is a free, open source reference management software to manage bibliographic data. Features include automatic generation of citations, footnotes and bibliographies. 
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