
	
  	
  

A c a d e m i c 	
   L i f e 	
   © 2 0 1 2 	
   M a r i a l u i s a 	
   A l i o t t a . 	
   A l l 	
   r i g h t s 	
   r e s e r v e d . 	
  
	
  
w w w . m a r i a l u i s a a l i o t t a . w o r d p r e s s . c o m 	
  

by	
  Marialuisa	
  Aliotta	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

No	
  matter	
  what	
   stage	
   you	
   are	
   at	
   in	
   your	
   PhD	
   studies,	
   the	
   prospect	
   of	
  writing	
   up	
   your	
  
thesis	
   is	
   always	
   looming	
   at	
   the	
   horizon.	
   Undoubtedly,	
   writing	
   a	
   PhD	
   thesis	
   is	
   a	
   major	
  
undertaking	
   with	
   so	
   much	
   to	
   learn	
   in	
   terms	
   of	
   writing	
   skills,	
   conventions,	
   formatting,	
  
style,	
  you	
  name	
  it.	
  It	
  is	
  no	
  wonder	
  that	
  most	
  students	
  do	
  not	
  find	
  this	
  an	
  easy	
  task.	
  Yet,	
  
your	
  writing	
  up	
  can	
  (and	
  should!)	
  be	
  an	
  enjoyable	
  process	
  and	
  there	
  are	
  ways	
  to	
  make	
  
sure	
  that	
  this	
  is	
  the	
  case.	
  Indeed,	
  avoiding	
  some	
  traps	
  and	
  wrong	
  mindsets	
  can	
  be	
  all	
  you	
  
need	
   to	
   save	
   yourself	
   months	
   of	
   frustration	
   and	
   stress.	
   In	
   this	
   brief	
   guide,	
   I	
   have	
  
highlighted	
   four	
  of	
   the	
  most	
  common	
  mistakes	
  of	
  PhD	
  students	
   in	
   the	
  hope	
   that	
  being	
  
made	
  aware	
  of	
  them	
  can	
  be	
  the	
  first	
  step	
  for	
  you	
  to	
  avoid	
  falling	
  in	
  similar	
  traps.	
  If	
  you	
  
manage	
   to	
   do	
   so,	
   the	
   benefits	
   can	
   be	
   enormous	
   and	
   you	
  will	
   be	
  much	
  more	
   likely	
   to	
  
enjoy	
  the	
  process	
  of	
  writing	
  up.	
  It	
   is	
  my	
  hope	
  that	
  this	
  brief	
  guide	
  will	
  help	
  you	
  achieve	
  
exactly	
  that.	
  	
  

	
  

	
  	
  
	
   2012	
  

4	
  Common	
  Mistakes	
  	
  

Every	
  PhD	
  Student	
  Should	
  Avoid	
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Who Am I to Tell You What To Do (or Not To Do)? 

 
This	
  is	
  a	
  very	
  legitimate	
  question.	
  So	
  let	
  me	
  explain.	
  	
  

	
  

I	
  have	
  been	
  in	
  your	
  shoes!	
  In	
  fact	
  not	
  once,	
  but	
  twice!	
  No,	
  do	
  not	
  get	
  me	
  wrong,	
  I	
  do	
  not	
  hold	
  

two	
  doctorates	
  (going	
  through	
  one	
  was	
  enough,	
  thank	
  you!	
  ).	
  The	
  fact	
  is	
  that	
  I	
  graduated	
  in	
  

Italy	
  at	
  a	
  time	
  when	
  even	
  undergraduates	
  were	
  required	
  to	
  submit	
  a	
  written	
  thesis	
  on	
  a	
  piece	
  

of	
  research.	
  So,	
  that’s	
  what	
  I	
  did.	
  I	
  wrote	
  my	
  thesis.	
  Sadly,	
  it	
  was	
  not	
  as	
  simple	
  as	
  it	
  sounds.	
  	
  

	
  

I	
   still	
   remember	
   the	
   very	
   first	
   time	
   I	
   handed	
   in	
   a	
   draft	
   of	
  my	
   first	
   chapter	
   to	
  my	
   supervisor	
  

feeling	
  very	
  proud	
  of	
  what	
  I	
  had	
  done	
  and	
  looking	
  forward	
  to	
  a	
  rave	
  review.	
  A	
  few	
  days	
  later,	
  

when	
   I	
   went	
   in	
   to	
   meet	
   up	
   with	
   him	
   and	
   discuss	
   my	
   progress,	
   I	
   did	
   so	
   in	
   a	
   state	
   of	
   great	
  

anticipation	
  and	
  while	
  I	
  did	
  not	
  exactly	
  expect	
  a	
  pat	
  on	
  my	
  shoulder,	
  I	
  was	
  confident	
  I	
  would	
  get	
  

a	
  big,	
  resounding	
  “well	
  done!”.	
  	
  

	
  

Boy,	
  was	
  I	
  wrong!	
  What	
  I	
  got	
  back	
  was	
  a	
  printed	
  out	
  version	
  of	
  my	
  chapter	
  completely	
  scribbled	
  

in	
   red	
  pen	
  and	
   full	
  of	
  marks,	
  corrections,	
  and	
   large	
  crosses	
   through	
  entire	
  paragraphs.	
   It	
  was	
  

painful.	
   Everything	
   seemed	
   to	
   be	
   wrong:	
   the	
   style,	
   the	
   ordering,	
   the	
   flow	
   of	
   arguments.	
   I	
  

remember	
   leaving	
  my	
  supervisor’s	
  office	
  with	
  a	
  sense	
  of	
  desperation	
  and	
   the	
  certainty	
   that	
   I	
  

would	
  never	
  make	
  it	
  to	
  graduation.	
  To	
  make	
  things	
  worse,	
  I	
  was	
  left	
  with	
  a	
  sense	
  of	
  disbelief.	
  

How	
  was	
  this	
  possible?	
  After	
  all,	
  I	
  had	
  always	
  been	
  a	
  very	
  conscientious	
  student;	
  one	
  who	
  used	
  

to	
  take	
  up	
  notes	
  regularly	
  while	
  studying;	
  one	
  who	
  knew	
  where	
  to	
  look	
  for	
  every	
  paper	
  I	
  had	
  

read;	
   one	
   who	
   had	
   always	
   been	
   strongly	
   motivated	
   to	
   do	
   well	
   and	
   to	
   succeed.	
   I	
   was	
  

incredulous.	
  

	
  

Luckily,	
  my	
   supervisor	
   had	
   seen	
  plenty	
   of	
   the	
   same	
   throughout	
   his	
   career	
   and	
  did	
   not	
   seem	
  

discouraged	
  in	
  the	
  least.	
  He	
  said	
  it	
  was	
  a	
  good	
  start.	
  What?!	
  You	
  must	
  be	
  crazy	
  -­‐	
  I	
  thought	
  -­‐	
  A	
  

good	
  start?	
  How	
  come	
  then	
  that	
  there	
  is	
  so	
  much	
  red	
  ink	
  all	
  over	
  the	
  pages?	
  -­‐	
  I	
  wondered.	
  As	
  if	
  

he	
  could	
   read	
  my	
  thoughts,	
  he	
  continued,	
  placidly,	
   that	
   the	
  key	
   thing	
  was	
   that	
  at	
   least	
   there	
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was	
  some	
  content	
  to	
  work	
  with.	
  There	
  was	
  still	
  plenty	
  to	
  improve	
  on	
  the	
  structure	
  and	
  on	
  the	
  

style,	
  he	
  said,	
  but	
  at	
  least	
  the	
  content	
  was	
  there.	
  He	
  had	
  seen	
  worse!	
  -­‐	
  he	
  added.	
  I	
  gasped.	
  	
  	
  

	
  

The	
  months	
   that	
   followed	
  were	
   not	
   a	
   bit	
   less	
   painful	
   than	
   our	
   first	
   encounter.	
  On	
   countless	
  

evenings	
  I	
  went	
  back	
  home	
  with	
  an	
  intense	
  feeling	
  of	
  discouragement	
  and	
  desperation	
  at	
  the	
  

looming	
  prospect	
  of	
  never	
  managing	
  to	
  write	
  something	
  that	
  would	
  stand	
  the	
  test	
  of	
  standards	
  

my	
   supervisor	
  expected	
  of	
  me.	
  Yet,	
  week	
  after	
  week,	
  by	
   cutting	
   (literally,	
  with	
   scissors!)	
   and	
  

pasting	
  (literally,	
  with	
  glue!)	
  and	
  writing	
  and	
  editing,	
  I	
  finally	
  got	
  the	
  hang	
  of	
  it.	
  I	
  started	
  to	
  see	
  

what	
   I	
  was	
  doing	
  wrong,	
  what	
   I	
  needed	
  to	
  change,	
  how	
   I	
  was	
  supposed	
  to	
  express	
  concepts,	
  

findings,	
  and	
  methods,	
  and	
  slowly,	
  page	
  after	
  page,	
  I	
  learned	
  the	
  process	
  of	
  writing	
  a	
  thesis.	
  

	
  

With	
  hindsight,	
   I	
   am	
  actually	
   very	
  pleased	
   that	
   this	
   is	
   the	
  way	
   things	
  went	
   for	
  me,	
  because	
   I	
  

learned	
  a	
  lot!	
  I	
  learned	
  how	
  to	
  structure	
  my	
  writing	
  properly,	
  how	
  to	
  make	
  sure	
  the	
  logic	
  flow	
  

was	
  right,	
  how	
  to	
  separate	
  methods	
  from	
  results,	
  how	
  to	
  use	
  the	
  appropriate	
  scientific	
  style.	
  In	
  

turn,	
   this	
  was	
   a	
   blessing	
   for	
  my	
   PhD,	
   because	
  when	
   it	
   came	
   to	
  writing	
   up	
  my	
   thesis	
   I	
   knew	
  

exactly	
  how	
  to	
  do	
  so	
  and	
  did	
  not	
  waste	
  any	
  time	
  in	
  trials	
  and	
  errors.	
  Interestingly,	
  I	
  now	
  realise	
  

that	
  if	
  I	
  had	
  been	
  good	
  straightaway	
  I	
  might	
  have	
  never	
  bothered	
  to	
  find	
  out	
  what	
  I	
  was	
  doing	
  

right,	
  how,	
  and	
  why.	
  Now	
  I	
  do,	
  and	
  I	
  can	
  help	
  others	
  to	
  do	
  the	
  same.	
  	
  

	
  

Nowadays,	
  when	
  one	
  of	
  my	
  students	
  hands	
  in	
  a	
  report	
  or	
  a	
  chapter	
  of	
  their	
  thesis,	
  I	
  know	
  that	
  

very	
  likely	
  they	
  will	
  come	
  back	
  to	
  me	
  a	
  few	
  days	
  later	
  with	
  the	
  same	
  sense	
  of	
  anticipation	
  I	
  had	
  

then.	
   And	
   they	
   too,	
  will	
   leave	
  my	
   office	
   feeling	
   a	
   similar	
   sense	
   of	
   frustration	
  when	
   realising	
  

there	
  is	
  still	
  so	
  much	
  they	
  have	
  to	
  work	
  on.	
  Luckily,	
  most	
  of	
  the	
  times,	
  my	
  assessment	
  of	
  their	
  

work	
  is	
  often	
  the	
  same	
  as	
  that	
  of	
  my	
  supervisor.	
  “At	
  least,	
  the	
  content	
  is	
  there	
  -­‐	
  I	
  say	
  to	
  them	
  

with	
  the	
  most	
  encouraging	
  tone	
  I	
  can	
  muster.	
  Now	
  let’s	
  work	
  on	
  everything	
  else.”	
  

	
  

Yet,	
   year	
  after	
  year,	
   I	
  have	
   found	
   that	
  PhD	
  students	
   stumble	
  upon	
   the	
   same	
  mistakes	
  not	
  as	
  

much	
  in	
  their	
  actual	
  writing	
  (though	
  there	
  are	
  some	
  recurring	
  themes	
  there	
  as	
  well),	
  but	
  more	
  

in	
   their	
   attitude	
   to	
   the	
  whole	
   “writing	
  up”	
  business.	
   That’s	
  where	
   this	
  brief	
   report	
   comes	
   in.	
  

Here,	
   I	
   list	
   the	
   four	
  most	
   common	
  mistakes	
   students	
  make	
  when	
  writing	
   up	
   and	
   show	
  why	
  

making	
  them	
  is	
  actually	
  a	
  problem.	
  Luckily,	
  there	
  are	
  strategies	
  and	
  tips	
  that	
  you	
  can	
  follow	
  to	
  

avoid	
  these	
  and	
  similar	
  traps.	
  Sometimes,	
  all	
  you	
  need	
  is	
  someone	
  to	
  show	
  you	
  how	
  to	
  do	
  it.	
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So,	
   I	
  provide	
  suggestions	
   for	
  what	
  you	
  can	
  do	
   instead	
  and	
   indicate	
   the	
  benefits	
   that	
  you	
  can	
  

gain	
  by	
  doing	
  things	
  differently.	
  This	
  brief	
  report	
  has	
  been	
  written	
  with	
  you	
  in	
  mind	
  in	
  the	
  hope	
  

that	
  avoiding	
  these	
  mistakes	
  will	
  save	
  you	
  lots	
  of	
  time	
  and	
  frustration	
  when	
  you	
  eventually	
  will	
  

sit	
  down	
  and	
  write	
  up!	
  I	
  hope	
  you’ll	
  find	
  it	
  useful.	
  Just	
  let	
  me	
  know.	
  I’d	
  love	
  to	
  hear	
  back	
  from	
  

you.	
  

	
  

To	
  your	
  success!	
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Mistake #1 

You Write Too Much Before Asking For Feedback 

	
  

	
  

	
  

Why	
  does	
  this	
  happen?	
  

Presumably	
   you	
  want	
   to	
  make	
  an	
   impression	
  on	
   your	
   supervisor	
   and	
  do	
  not	
  want	
   to	
   submit	
  

anything	
  that	
  you	
  would	
  not	
  be	
  happy	
  with.	
  So	
  you	
  try	
  to	
  write	
  and	
  rewrite	
  and	
  polish	
  and	
  try	
  

to	
  get	
  things	
  perfect	
  straightaway.	
  Or	
  maybe,	
  you	
  think	
  you	
  are	
  already	
  quite	
  good	
  at	
  writing	
  

(after	
   all	
   you	
   always	
   submitted	
   excellent	
  work	
   in	
   your	
   undergraduate	
   studies)	
   and	
   you	
   think	
  

you	
  do	
  not	
  need	
  any	
  feedback.	
  Bottom	
  line:	
  you	
  write	
  too	
  much	
  without	
  any	
  supervision.	
  

	
  

Why	
  is	
  that	
  a	
  problem?	
  

Because	
   very	
   often	
   you	
   will	
   end	
   up	
   rewriting	
   most	
   of	
   it	
   anyway!	
   Unless	
   you	
   have	
   already	
  

acquired	
   a	
   strong	
   understanding	
   of	
   good	
   academic	
   writing,	
   chances	
   are	
   that	
   there	
   will	
   be	
  

something	
   not	
   quite	
   right	
   in	
   terms	
   of	
   structure,	
   style,	
   logical	
   flow	
   of	
   content,	
   bibliographic	
  

conventions,	
   formatting	
   of	
   figures	
   and	
   tables,	
   just	
   to	
   cite	
   a	
   few	
   examples.	
   I	
   know	
   through	
  

personal	
  experience	
  how	
  frustrating	
   it	
  can	
  be	
  to	
  receive	
  back	
  the	
  feedback	
  on	
  your	
  work	
  and	
  

realise	
   that	
   most	
   of	
   what	
   you	
   have	
   written	
   has	
   been	
   marked	
   in	
   red!	
   It	
   is	
   disheartening,	
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frustrating,	
   and	
   downright	
   off-­‐putting.	
   You	
   start	
   worrying	
   whether	
   you’ll	
   ever	
   manage	
   to	
  

produce	
  anything	
  that	
  even	
  remotely	
  resembles	
  a	
  good	
  PhD	
  thesis.	
  	
  

	
  

What	
  can	
  you	
  do	
  instead?	
  

In	
   fact,	
   before	
   you	
   even	
   write	
   a	
   single	
   word	
   of	
   any	
   of	
   your	
   chapters,	
   you	
   must	
   FIRST	
   and	
  

FOREMOST	
  write	
  an	
  outline.	
  Discuss	
   this	
   thoroughly	
  with	
  your	
   supervisor,	
  make	
   sure	
   (s)he	
   is	
  

happy	
  with	
  it	
  and	
  agrees	
  to	
  the	
  overall	
  structure	
  and	
  the	
  logical	
  flow	
  from	
  one	
  chapter	
  to	
  the	
  

next.	
  Make	
  sure	
  you	
  are	
  on	
  the	
  right	
  track	
  or	
  find	
  out	
  what	
  you	
  can	
  do	
  to	
  improve.	
  Once	
  this	
  

first	
   step	
   is	
   out	
   of	
   the	
   way,	
   start	
   writing	
   a	
   few	
   sections,	
   or	
   one	
   chapter	
   at	
   most,	
   and	
   ask	
  

feedback	
   as	
   soon	
   and	
   as	
   frequently	
   as	
   possible.	
  Ask	
   also	
  other	
  people	
  who	
  have	
  been	
   there	
  

before	
   you.	
   Read	
   the	
   dissertations	
   of	
   previous	
   students	
   in	
   your	
   group	
   and	
   develop	
   a	
   critical	
  

approach.	
  Do	
  you	
  like	
  what	
  you	
  read?	
  Was	
  it	
  clear?	
  If	
  not,	
  why?	
  What	
  is	
  the	
  problem?	
  Finding	
  

out	
   the	
   answers	
   to	
   these	
   questions	
   can	
   be	
   an	
   excellent	
   first	
   step	
   to	
   learning	
   how	
   to	
   write	
  

better.	
  

	
  

What	
  benefits	
  will	
  you	
  get?	
  

You’ll	
   learn	
  to	
  write	
  better	
  and	
  to	
   improve	
  your	
  style	
  as	
  you	
  progress	
  but,	
  more	
   importantly,	
  

you’ll	
  learn	
  to	
  do	
  things	
  right	
  the	
  first	
  time	
  round	
  in	
  your	
  later	
  chapter	
  drafts.	
  This	
  will	
  save	
  you	
  

an	
   incredible	
   amount	
   of	
   time,	
   frustration,	
   and	
   anxiety.	
  Not	
   a	
   little	
   gain	
  when	
  working	
  under	
  

pressure!	
  

	
  

Over to you 

Pick	
  up	
  someone	
  else’s	
  PhD	
  thesis	
  in	
  your	
  own	
  area	
  (not	
  necessarily	
  your	
  specific	
  subject)	
  and	
  

browse	
  it	
  to	
  assess	
  how	
  much	
  of	
  the	
  following	
  has	
  been	
  accomplished:	
  

-­‐ Does	
  the	
  thesis	
  have	
  a	
  well-­‐structured	
  layout?	
  

-­‐ Is	
  the	
  title	
  of	
  each	
  chapter,	
  section,	
  sub-­‐section	
  clear	
  and	
  informative?	
  

-­‐ Is	
  it	
  clear	
  what	
  the	
  thesis’	
  central	
  focus	
  is?	
  

-­‐ Are	
   figures	
   and	
   tables	
   clear	
   and	
   informative?	
  Do	
   they	
   stand	
   alone	
  or	
   do	
   you	
  need	
   to	
  

read	
  the	
  text	
  to	
  understand	
  what	
  they	
  are	
  about?	
  

-­‐ Are	
  all	
  references	
  properly	
  formatted	
  so	
  that	
  you	
  would	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  trace	
  each?	
  



	
  
Academic	
  Life	
  ©	
  2012	
  Marialuisa	
  Aliotta	
  -­‐	
  All	
  rights	
  reserved	
  	
  -­‐	
  	
  www.marialuisaaliotta.wordpress.com	
  

	
  

Mistake #2 	
  

You Have (or Are Planning To) Set Aside Too Little Time For 

Writing Up 

	
  

	
  

Why	
  does	
  this	
  happen?	
  

This	
   is	
   a	
   very	
   common	
   mistake	
   and	
   it	
  

appears	
  that	
  most	
  students	
  overrun	
  when	
  

writing	
   up.	
   If	
   this	
   is	
   happening	
   to	
   you,	
  

likely	
  reasons	
  will	
  lie	
  in	
  one	
  or	
  more	
  of	
  the	
  

following:	
   you	
   grossly	
   underestimate(d)	
  

the	
  time	
  it	
  takes	
  to	
  write	
  a	
  thesis;	
  you	
  are	
  

(have	
   been)	
   running	
   late	
   with	
   your	
   data	
  

analysis;	
   you	
   procrastinate(d)	
   making	
   a	
  

start.	
  

	
  

Why	
  is	
  that	
  a	
  problem?	
  

Not	
   setting	
   aside	
   enough	
   time	
   for	
   your	
   write	
   up	
   can	
   have	
   disastrous	
   consequences	
   on	
   the	
  

quality	
  of	
  the	
  work	
  you’ll	
  produce	
  and	
  can	
  be	
  extremely	
  detrimental	
  to	
  your	
  health	
  and	
  peace	
  

of	
  mind.	
  Things	
  will	
  have	
  to	
  get	
  done	
  in	
  a	
  rush	
  and	
  you	
  will	
  have	
  to	
  subtract	
  time	
  to	
  your	
  much-­‐

needed	
  sleep	
  at	
  a	
  time	
  of	
  likely	
  stress.	
  I	
  can’t	
  count	
  the	
  number	
  of	
  hours	
  I	
  spent	
  late	
  at	
  night	
  

helping	
  fellow	
  students	
  making	
  their	
  last	
  corrections!	
  You	
  may	
  risk	
  not	
  having	
  enough	
  time	
  to	
  

make	
  final	
  proper	
  corrections	
  or	
  revisions,	
  which	
  again	
  can	
  be	
  fatal	
  to	
  the	
  quality	
  of	
  your	
  thesis.	
  	
  

	
  

What	
  can	
  you	
  do	
  instead?	
  

Make	
  a	
  better	
  estimate	
  of	
  how	
  long	
  it	
  will	
  actually	
  take	
  to	
  write	
  up.	
  Here	
  is	
  a	
  super	
  quick	
  rule	
  of	
  

thumb:	
  How	
   long	
  do	
  you	
  THINK	
   it	
   takes	
   to	
  write	
  a	
   thesis?	
  Between	
   five	
  and	
  six	
  months?	
  Ok,	
  

now	
  multiply	
  that	
  by	
  two	
  and	
  add	
  two	
  more	
  months	
  (for	
  editing	
  and	
  proofreading).	
  Yes,	
  it	
  takes	
  

about	
   a	
   full	
   year	
   if	
   you	
   start	
   from	
   scratch,	
  which	
  means	
   if	
   you	
   have	
   never	
  written	
   anything	
  

related	
   to	
   your	
   project	
   before,	
   or	
   if	
   you	
   have	
   to	
   create	
   all	
   of	
   your	
   figures	
   and	
   tables	
   from	
  

scratch	
  by	
  the	
  time	
  you	
  have	
  completed	
  your	
  data	
  analysis,	
  or	
  if	
  you	
  never	
  bothered	
  keeping	
  a	
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bibliographic	
   record	
   of	
   all	
   the	
   papers	
   you	
   were	
   reading	
   along	
   the	
   way.	
   So,	
   here	
   are	
   some	
  

examples	
  of	
  what	
   you	
   can	
  do	
   instead	
  even	
  at	
   an	
  early	
   stage:	
   start	
   organising	
   your	
   literature	
  

review;	
  draft	
   your	
  methodology	
   section	
   (here	
  you	
   should	
  only	
  explain	
   the	
  HOW	
  of	
  what	
   you	
  

did,	
  and	
  leave	
  the	
  WHAT	
  you	
  got	
  to	
  the	
  Results	
  section);	
  summarise	
  any	
  “theoretical”	
  section	
  

you	
  may	
  need	
  to	
  include	
  in	
  your	
  thesis.	
  It	
  is	
  unlikely	
  that	
  any	
  of	
  these	
  will	
  change	
  much	
  over	
  the	
  

course	
  of	
  your	
  PhD	
  once	
  its	
  direction	
  has	
  been	
  consolidated.	
  Repurpose	
  material	
  from	
  talks	
  you	
  

have	
  given	
  at	
  conferences	
  and	
  summer	
  schools.	
  	
  

	
  

What	
  benefits	
  will	
  you	
  get?	
  

The	
   key	
   benefit	
   of	
   planning	
   the	
   write-­‐up	
   carefully	
   and	
   preparing	
   most	
   of	
   the	
   supporting	
  

material	
  as	
  you	
  go	
  along,	
  is	
  that	
  the	
  actual	
  writing	
  up	
  will	
  probably	
  take	
  you	
  between	
  four	
  and	
  

six	
   months!	
   Also,	
   by	
   preparing	
   bits	
   and	
   pieces,	
   or	
   by	
   drafting	
   and	
   publishing	
   a	
   conference	
  

proceeding	
   or	
   -­‐	
   even	
   better	
   -­‐	
   a	
   refereed	
   paper,	
   you	
   will	
   get	
   plenty	
   of	
   practice	
   in	
   scientific	
  

academic	
  writing	
  and	
  ultimately	
  you	
  will	
  save	
  yourself	
  a	
  lot	
  of	
  time	
  in	
  the	
  long	
  run.	
  

	
  

Over to you 

1)	
  Make	
  sure	
  you	
  leave	
  more	
  time	
  for	
  your	
  write-­‐up	
  

2)	
  Get	
  into	
  the	
  habit	
  of	
  writing	
  something	
  for	
  as	
  little	
  as	
  30	
  minutes	
  every	
  day.	
  	
  

3)	
   Speak	
   to	
  other	
  PhD	
   students	
  who	
  have	
   recently	
   completed	
   their	
  dissertation	
  and	
   find	
  out	
  

how	
   long	
   it	
   took	
   them	
   to	
   write	
   their	
   thesis	
   from	
   beginning	
   to	
   end.	
   What	
   would	
   they	
   do	
  

differently	
  if	
  they	
  could	
  start	
  all	
  over	
  again?	
  You	
  may	
  be	
  surprised	
  by	
  their	
  answers!	
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Mistake #3 	
  

You Believe Nobody is Going to Read It, So Why Bother? 

	
  

Why	
  does	
  this	
  happen?	
  

Writing	
  a	
  PhD	
  thesis	
  is	
  probably	
  going	
  to	
  

be	
   the	
   single	
   most	
   demanding	
   writing	
  

task	
   that	
   you	
   will	
   encounter	
   in	
   your	
  

career	
   as	
   an	
  academic	
   (or	
   indeed	
   in	
   any	
  

other	
   career	
   you	
  may	
   pursue	
   after	
   your	
  

PhD).	
   If	
   you	
  are	
   like	
  most	
  PhD	
   students,	
  

however,	
  you	
  too	
  will	
  have	
  a	
  tendency	
  to	
  

believe	
   that	
   only	
   your	
   supervisor(s)	
   and	
  

your	
   examiner(s)	
   will	
   read	
   your	
   thesis.	
  

Some	
   of	
   you	
   may	
   even	
   be	
   able	
   to	
   add	
  

their	
  parents	
  and	
  partner	
   to	
  the	
   list,	
  but	
  

that’s	
   all!	
   So,	
   it	
   is	
   all	
   too	
   natural	
   to	
  

wonder	
  whether	
  it	
  makes	
  sense	
  to	
  spend	
  

such	
  a	
  long	
  time	
  to	
  write	
  something	
  that	
  

nobody	
   really	
   cares	
   about,	
   right?	
  Well…	
  

actually	
  not.	
  Here	
  is	
  why.	
  

	
  

	
  

Why	
  is	
  that	
  a	
  problem?	
  

For	
  a	
  start,	
  thinking	
  that	
  your	
  thesis	
  is	
  not	
  worth	
  writing	
  well	
  is	
  not	
  going	
  to	
  give	
  you	
  the	
  right	
  

motivation.	
  As	
  a	
  result,	
  you	
  may	
  lose	
  drive	
  and	
  feel	
  trapped	
  into	
  something	
  that	
  you	
  HAVE	
  to	
  

do,	
  but	
  DO	
  NOT	
  WANT	
  to.	
  Not	
  the	
  best	
  pre-­‐requisite	
  for	
  writing	
  an	
  excellent	
  piece	
  of	
  work,	
  is	
  

it?	
  In	
  addition,	
  you	
  may	
  be	
  surprised	
  by	
  how	
  many	
  people	
  in	
  your	
  field	
  might	
  be	
  interested	
  in	
  

getting	
  the	
  full	
  details	
  of	
  what	
  you	
  have	
  done	
  in	
  your	
  investigation	
  and	
  may	
  contact	
  you	
  to	
  get	
  

a	
  copy	
  of	
  your	
  dissertation	
  (not	
  unlikely	
  when	
  a	
  pdf	
  file	
   is	
   just	
  a	
  click	
  away	
  from	
  anywhere	
   in	
  

the	
  world).	
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Now,	
  think	
  about	
  this…	
  Not	
  only	
  does	
  your	
  thesis	
  testify	
  what	
  you	
  have	
  been	
  able	
  to	
  achieve	
  

during	
  your	
  PhD,	
   its	
  quality	
  also	
  speaks	
  volumes	
  about	
  how	
  professional	
  you	
  are.	
  So	
  what	
  an	
  

image	
  do	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  project	
  of	
  yourself?	
  

	
  

What	
  can	
  you	
  do	
  instead?	
  

Basically,	
  you	
  need	
  to	
  operate	
  a	
  shift	
  of	
  mindset.	
  A	
  useful	
  way	
  to	
  look	
  at	
  things	
  is	
  to	
  realise	
  that	
  

your	
   PhD	
   thesis	
   is	
   actually	
   a	
   demonstration	
   of	
   your	
   ability	
   to	
   establish	
   yourself	
   as	
   a	
   full	
  

researcher.	
  This	
  means	
  doing	
  good	
  research,	
  of	
  course,	
  but	
  also	
  being	
  able	
  to	
  communicate	
  it	
  

well.	
   After	
   all,	
   where	
   is	
   the	
   point	
   of	
   doing	
   excellent	
   work	
   if	
   we	
   cannot	
   explain	
   why	
   it	
   is	
   so	
  

important?	
  Make	
  sure	
  that	
  you	
  show	
  you	
  have	
  been	
  both	
  a	
  careful	
  researcher	
  and	
  a	
  meticulous	
  

editor	
  and	
  proof	
  reader.	
  Use	
  your	
  thesis	
  as	
  a	
  “business	
  card”	
  to	
  show	
  to	
  your	
  future	
  academic	
  

employers.	
   In	
   fact,	
   you	
   should	
   consider	
   sending	
   an	
   electronic	
   copy	
   of	
   your	
   thesis	
   to	
   all	
   the	
  

people	
   in	
   your	
   field,	
   who	
  will	
   find	
   it	
   interesting	
   and	
   relevant	
   to	
   their	
   own	
   research.	
   Finally,	
  

remember	
  that	
  a	
  well-­‐written	
  thesis	
  can	
  also	
  be	
  a	
  very	
  useful	
  resource	
  to	
  other	
  students	
  who	
  

will	
   follow	
   in	
  your	
  path.	
  Would	
  you	
  not	
  have	
   loved	
   to	
  have	
  an	
  excellent	
   thesis	
   to	
   learn	
   from	
  

when	
  you	
  first	
  started	
  your	
  project?	
  Years	
  after	
   I	
  had	
  completed	
  both	
  my	
  undergraduate	
  and	
  

my	
   PhD	
   theses,	
  my	
   supervisors	
   once	
   told	
  me	
   that	
  many	
   other	
   students	
   had	
   been	
   using	
  my	
  

theses	
  as	
  a	
  reference	
  over	
  the	
  years!	
  Wow,	
  that	
  was	
  something	
  to	
  be	
  proud	
  of!	
  	
  

	
  

What	
  benefits	
  will	
  you	
  get?	
  

If	
  your	
  thesis	
  has	
  been	
  well	
  written	
  and	
  edited,	
  chances	
  are	
  that	
  your	
  readers	
  will	
  regard	
  you	
  as	
  

a	
  professional	
  and	
  respectful	
  researcher.	
  You	
  may	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  repurpose	
  much	
  of	
  the	
  material	
  

contained	
   in	
  your	
  thesis	
  and	
  publish	
  one	
  or	
  more	
  papers	
  out	
  of	
   it	
   that	
  you	
  can	
  then	
  boost	
   in	
  

your	
  CV.	
  Even	
  if	
  you	
  do	
  not	
  plan	
  to	
  stay	
  in	
  academia,	
  remember	
  that	
  writing	
  well	
  is	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  

most	
  transferrable	
  skills	
  you	
  can	
  get	
  and	
  will	
  turn	
  out	
  to	
  be	
  extremely	
  useful	
  no	
  matter	
  where	
  

you	
  end	
  up	
  after	
  your	
  PhD.	
  	
  

	
  

 

Over to you 

1)	
  Make	
  a	
  list	
  of	
  all	
  the	
  people	
  in	
  your	
  field	
  who	
  will	
  be	
  happy	
  to	
  receive	
  a	
  copy	
  of	
  your	
  thesis	
  

and	
  send	
  them	
  one!	
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2)	
   Think	
   about	
  ways	
   to	
   repurpose	
   all	
   the	
  work	
   you	
  have	
  done	
   in	
   your	
   PhD.	
   Can	
   you	
  write	
   a	
  

technical	
   paper	
   out	
   of	
   the	
   simulations	
   you	
  have	
  been	
   running?	
   Is	
   there	
   anything	
   new	
   in	
   the	
  

methods	
   you	
   have	
   been	
   using	
   for	
   your	
   experiments	
   that	
   could	
   be	
   published	
   as	
   a	
   short	
  

communication?	
  	
  

3)	
   Take	
   every	
   opportunity	
   to	
   challenge	
   yourself	
   to	
   become	
   a	
   better	
   writer,	
   editor,	
   and	
  

proofreader.	
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Mistake #4 	
  

I Want to Finish My Data Analysis First and Then Will Start 

Writing 

	
  

	
  

	
  

Why	
  does	
  this	
  happen?	
  

Maybe	
  you	
  do	
  not	
  multitask	
  well.	
  Maybe	
  you	
  think	
  you	
  have	
  to	
  have	
  final	
   results	
  before	
  you	
  

can	
  even	
  start	
  thinking	
  about	
  writing	
  up.	
  Maybe	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  have	
  the	
  bigger	
  picture	
  ready	
  in	
  

front	
  of	
  you	
  before	
  making	
  sense	
  of	
  what	
  has	
  been	
  going	
  on	
  in	
  your	
  PhD	
  project.	
  If	
  this	
  is	
  the	
  

case,	
   it	
   is	
  no	
  wonder	
  that	
  you	
  will	
   leave	
  your	
  whole	
  writing	
  up	
  to	
  the	
  very	
  end.	
  Indeed,	
  some	
  

people	
  work	
  best	
  when	
  they	
  can	
  focus	
  on	
  one	
  thing	
  at	
  a	
  time.	
  Yet,	
  there	
  is	
  so	
  much	
  involved	
  in	
  

your	
   writing	
   up	
   that	
   if	
   you	
   leave	
   everything	
   to	
   the	
   very	
   end,	
   chances	
   are	
   you	
   will	
   end	
   up	
  

stressed	
  and	
  panicked.	
  Not	
  a	
  good	
  position	
  to	
  be	
  in.	
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Why	
  is	
  that	
  a	
  problem?	
  

If	
  you	
  decide	
  to	
  tackle	
  your	
  writing	
  up	
  as	
  a	
  block	
  activity	
  that	
  goes	
  on	
  for	
  months	
  until	
  you	
  are	
  

done	
  with	
   it,	
   you	
   risk	
  getting	
  bored,	
   frustrated,	
  unproductive,	
  and	
   ineffective.	
  Even	
   the	
  most	
  

interesting	
  of	
  jobs	
  can	
  become	
  dull	
  if	
  carried	
  out	
  without	
  any	
  change	
  of	
  focus.	
  Can	
  you	
  imagine	
  

yourself	
  sitting	
  at	
  a	
  computer	
  day	
   in	
  day	
  out	
   for	
  eight-­‐to-­‐ten	
  months	
   in	
  a	
  row	
  trying	
  to	
  piece	
  

together	
  all	
   you	
  have	
  done	
   for	
   the	
   last	
   three	
  or	
   so	
   years?	
   If	
   this	
  does	
  not	
   sound	
   like	
  a	
   good	
  

prospect	
   to	
   you,	
   it	
   is	
   imperative	
   that	
   you	
   consider	
   breaking	
   up	
   your	
  writing	
   up	
   into	
   smaller,	
  

more	
  manageable	
  bits.	
  	
  

	
  

What	
  can	
  you	
  do	
  instead?	
  

You	
  can	
  start	
  working	
  at	
  your	
  thesis	
  already	
  as	
  you	
  go	
  along	
  with	
  your	
  PhD	
  project.	
  This	
  does	
  

not	
  necessarily	
  mean	
  to	
  actually	
  WRITE	
  something!	
  And	
  indeed,	
  some	
  aspects	
  of	
  your	
  project	
  

will	
  have	
   to	
  be	
  written	
   later	
  on,	
  once	
   it	
   is	
  absolutely	
  clear	
  how	
  your	
  project	
  has	
  evolved	
  and	
  

what	
  results	
  you	
  will	
  get.	
  However,	
  there	
  is	
  still	
  a	
  lot	
  you	
  can	
  do	
  along	
  the	
  way.	
  Here	
  are	
  some	
  

examples.	
  Take	
  every	
  opportunity	
  to	
  prepare	
  as	
  much	
  as	
  possible	
  as	
  you	
  go	
  along:	
  keep	
  a	
  full	
  

record	
  in	
  a	
  bibliography	
  file	
  of	
  all	
  the	
  references	
  you	
  reading;	
  prepare	
  figures	
  and	
  tables	
  in	
  the	
  

best	
   possible	
   form	
   so	
   you	
   can	
   put	
   them	
   straight	
   into	
   your	
   thesis;	
   write	
   sections	
   on	
   the	
  

methodologies	
  you	
  (will)	
  use;	
  do	
  anything	
  else	
  that	
  will	
  save	
  you	
  time	
  when	
  you	
  start	
  writing	
  up	
  

for	
  good.	
  

	
  

What	
  benefits	
  will	
  you	
  get?	
  

You	
  will	
  spend	
  less	
  time	
  on	
  the	
  more	
  tedious	
  stuff	
  (figures,	
  tables,	
  references)	
  and	
  save	
  yourself	
  

a	
  lot	
  of	
  stress	
  at	
  a	
  time	
  when	
  you	
  should	
  just	
  focus	
  on	
  producing	
  the	
  best	
  content	
  you	
  can.	
  

	
  

	
  

Over to you 

Set	
  aside	
  30	
  minutes	
  every	
  day	
  to	
  produce	
  a	
  figure,	
  a	
  table,	
  an	
  updated	
  bibliographical	
  record.	
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Resources 

 

Useful Posts on Academic Life 

My	
  Number	
  One	
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