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Introductions 
 Denisha Jones is a fifth year doctoral student at 

Indiana University.  She received her BS in Early 
Childhood Education from the University of the 
District of Columbia in 2003.  Currently she is the 
counselor of the Rho Nu chapter of KDP.  Her 
dissertation is titled: From Receivers of Service to 
Givers of Service: Promoting Civic Engagement in 
Youth from Disadvantaged Circumstances.  She is 
scheduled to defend her proposal on March 25.  



Introductions
 Dr. Sarah A. Mathews is a first-year assistant professor of 

Secondary Social Studies Education at Clemson University. 
She received her BS and MED in Secondary Social Studies 
at the University of Georgia. In 2007 she received the O.L. 
Davis, Jr. Laureate Doctoral Scholarship from Kappa Delta 
Pi. She used this scholarship to fund her dissertation 
research, studying pre-ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓȭ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ 
student-teaching abroad in Kenya, East Africa. Her 
dissertation is titled: An Ethnographic Examination of 
Perspective Consciousness and Cross-Cultural Awareness 
among Social Studies Student-Teachers in Kenya, East 
Africa. She defended this work and obtained her PhD in 
Curriculum and Instruction during the 2008 summer 
session. 



Why Graduate School
 Some of you may be starting this process which can be 

a bit overwhelming.  I was guided into graduate school 
by mentor without a clear understanding of what it 
would lead to.  Some things to consider:

 If you are pursuing a doctorate degree you will likely 
become a university professor

 If you are pursuing a masters degree you will likely 
return to the classroom

.ÏÔ ÁÌÌ 0È$ȭÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÏÒÓ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕÒ 
program will likely prepare you for so you should know 
this up front.  



The Doctoral Process
2-4 years of course work

 This depends on whether or not an individual has 
completed a masters before their doctoral program or 
if they are working straight through both degrees.

 This also depends on the amount of credits that one is 
able to transfer.

 Some schools assign each graduate student a program 
advisor. You will work with them to develop your 
course of study. You will also establish a program 
committee that designates which courses you will take 
based on your future research and professional goals.



The Doctoral Process at IU
 At the end of course work we take our qualifying 

exams (Portfolio for major; Essay tests for minor).

 Then we established a dissertation committee 
including a director/chair.

 Then we worked with our director (who in most cases 
is the chair as well) to develop a dissertation proposal.



Time Frame
 Check with the university because it is different in each case
 Our experience at IU:

 For a course to count, it had to be completed within the last 7 years 
(leading up to the proposal defense).

 If we tried to transfer a course completed before that time, we had 
to undergo a process for retro-activating the credit.

 After we submitted our nomination of research committee form we 
had to wait six months before defending the dissertation.

 We had seven years after our proposal defense date to complete the 
study.

 It is important to give a dissertation to the committee at least one 
month before the defense date.

 After defending time is needed to make corrections and go 
through the process of submitting the work.



Forming Relationships with Faculty
 I suggest that you begin forming close relationships 

with faculty that you might want on your committee as 
soon as possible.

 Sometimes faculty members leave while you are still 
completing your course work. It is important that you 
know whether a faculty member you want to work with 
plans to be around for several years.  

 Also, you need to know whether the people you want 
on your committee work well together. If not, do not 
expect them to work well on your committee.  



Types of Theses/Dissertations
 Quantitative ɀexperimental, surveys

 Qualitative ɀinterviews, observations

 Historical Research

 Ethnography

 Action Research ɀParticipant-Researcher

 Journal articles - Newer Format

 A Thesis includes much of the same components of a 
dissertation; the study is just not as extensive.



Tips for Choosing a Topic
 What puzzles you?

 Start with your own questions and as you read about 
these issues more in-depth, new questions might arise.

 What experiences have impacted you?

 Is there a location or setting where you are already 
involved/engaged?

 Could your research help people or a setting within your 
work or community?

 What type of research will best answer this question?



Narrowing the Topic 
 Selecting a topic for your dissertation or thesis can be a 

challenge if there are many ideas that interest you.

 Use your time completing coursework to narrow your 
topic.  For example, if you have an idea of what you 
interests you, write about that topic as often as you can 
while taking courses.  

 When it is time to conceptualize your topic, you 
should have a pretty good literature review based on 
the papers  you have written for your other courses.  



In Preparation
 Seek out models of completed work:
 Find out which graduates your committee members 

worked with and read their dissertations. 

 Read dissertations that use diverse instruments or 
methodologies to see what might work best in your 
study.

 Look over dissertations doing the same types of work 
(i.e. quantitative, qualitative, action research, journal 
articles).

 Ask former graduate students or peers in the advanced 
stages if you can look over their proposals.



Format of Theses/Dissertations
 The Introduction includes a problem statement, educational 

significance, possibly historical significance.

 The Literature Review includes a review of relevant research. 

 The Methodology Section outlines and defines your methodology as 
well as describes other research that used similar methods.
 These first three make up your proposal ɀWhat you will do and why 

it is significant.

 The Findings Section presents the data. 

 The Conclusions and Implications Section includes 
recommendations based on the findings. This is a space to address 
generalizability, validity issues, researcher influence, as well as the 
educational significance, of the findings.

 There is a new trend where you can write a series of journal articles 
instead of the chapter in the Findings Section .



Preparing for Your
Proposal Defense 

 Your dissertation or thesis proposal is like a contract 
between  you and your committee members. In your 
proposal, you outline what you plan to do and your 
committee decides whether or not to accept your plan.  

 If you follow your proposal. then you should not have any 
problems finishing your program. Students who stray from 
the proposal are the ones that often do not finish what they 
started. 

 Ask if you may tape record your proposal defense as a note 
taking system to refer to later. 

 Find out how the committee wants the work: who will read 
each chapter, when should your first chapter be ready, etc. 



Funding
 The more preparation done in advance, the more 

access you have to funding.

 Remember: funding sources have their own criteria 
that may influence your study.

 Check with your university, professional 
organizations, school districts, etc., to see what 
funding resources are out there. 



Working With Human Subjects 
+ÎÏ× ÙÏÕÒ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÏÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓȦ

 If you need human subjects, take the test early.

 If you have the opportunity, complete a pilot study or 
another study before the dissertation so you can 
become familiar with the human subjects process.

 Find out whether your university requires you to 
submit your forms before or after the proposal defense. 

 Either way you might want to work on these at the same 
time so that you can immediately revise and turn them 
in when the committee signs off on your proposal.



Collecting Data
 Do what your promised your committee you would do.

 Write while you are collecting data if possible.

 Transcribe as you go.

 Notify your director and IRB immediately if you 
encounter unintended adverse consequences.



Tips for Collecting Data
 Journal throughout the process:

 Keep a written journal or tape record your thoughts

 This helps to document your thoughts when you are working on 
different parts of the study.

 You can capture questions to ask or address in the future.

 When you go back to publish the work, you have these notes to 
remind you what you were thinking at the time.

 In qualitative research, this helps highlight researcher bias so 
that you can make that explicit to the reader.

 You can use this as data if you ever write a paper on 
methodological issues.



Organizing Data
 Create an organized system for files (either electronic 

or hard copies),

 If possible transcribe your own data.

 Have multiple systems to back up the data in case 
computers freeze or tape recorders break.

 Some people use computer systems to analyze the 
data, but I prefer to do my qualitative work by hand 
with index cards.



Finding Time To Write 
 Set a time for writing when you are most productive: 

 Ex) First thing in the morning, write for 30 minutes without 
interruption.

 If it is productive, keep writing for 30 minutes more.

 If you find yourself struggling, stop and do something else. 

 Or make yourself write two pages a day.

 Remember what you write does not have to be perfect the 
first time!

 You will edit often.

 Words on paper is key.



Establish a Peer Support Group
 Having peers to exchange ideas, keep you on track, 

and debrief your data will help you get the most out of 
this experience.  

 Find students who are in a similar stage as you, and 
schedule time to meet and share your work.  

 Sometimes it just helps to talk through your work with 
someone else to make sure you are communicating 
your ideas to diverse audiences.

 If you are not comfortable working in a group, you still 
need at least one other person to edit your work.  



Reward Your Self
 Have a life and maintain weekly activities.

 Treat yourself to something (a dinner out, a new pair 
of shoes, a video game, or sporting event) after 
completing each chapter.

 Maintain your exercise schedule.

)Æ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÂÕÔ ÁÒÅ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÉÎÇȟ ÉÔȭÓ 
okay to turn off the computer or do something else.



Defending/Submitting Your
Thesis or Dissertation 

+ÎÏ× ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÆÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 
submitting your thesis or dissertation. Each school has 
different requirements so it is imperative that you 
know your deadlines. 

 Should you publish your dissertation when you submit 
it?

 Publishing when submitting is good because the work 
is immediately accessible to others. 

 However, you can submit it as unpublished. This allows 
you time to submit parts of the dissertation to various 
journals for publication.



Publishing Your Work
 It is helpful to think of at least three types of articles 

you can gather from your dissertation or thesis:

 Theoretical implications

 Practical implications

 Methodological Implications 

 If you return to your dissertation or thesis and find 
different sources for writing, you will be well on your 
way to becoming a published scholar.  



Resources
 Workshops on campus or through KDP

 Grant centers on campus

 On-line resources (Web sites provided below)

 Books (I used a lot of books by John Creswell and 
Lincoln and Guba)

 Programs like EndNote (compiling a bibliography) and 
SPSS (analyzing statistical data)



Web Sites
 Purdue University (This site gives helpful information about the 

foundations of a dissertation, the format etc.) 
www.cs.purdue.edu/homes/dec/essay.dissertation.html

 University of North Carolina (tips for writing and what to do when you 
are struggling) www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/dissertation.htm

 East Lansing Michigan Site (tips for conceptualizing ideas or the 
writing process) www.learnerassociates.net/dissthes/
 Also offers a guide for writing a proposal for funding at: 

www.learnerassociates.net/proposal/

http://www.cs.purdue.edu/homes/dec/essay.dissertation.html
http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/dissertation.htm
http://www.learnerassociates.net/dissthes/
http://www.learnerassociates.net/dissthes/
http://www.learnerassociates.net/proposal/
http://www.learnerassociates.net/proposal/


Questions, Comments,
and Concerns

 Feel free to contact either Sarah or Denisha if you have 
any questions or suggestions.

 Denisha Jones: dnjones@indiana.edu

 Sarah Mathews: samathe@clemson.indiana.edu

Thank you and good luck! 

mailto:dnjones@indiana.edu?subject=dissertation
mailto:samathe@clemson.indiana.edu

