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Preface 
In response to a book we wrote {Theses and Dissertations: A Guide to Plan-
ning, Research, and Writing1), we've received a host of inquiries from
master's degree and doctoral candidates about problems they face in 
their research efforts—inquiries that include requests for potential reme
dies. Because those problems appear to be rather common, we believe 
that students other than the ones who sent us their questions might find 
our replies of some value. Thus, we have created 61 case descriptions 
that concern types of problems degree-candidates may face as they work 
on their research projects. 

The problems on which the cases focus are ones drawn (a) from our 
own experiences while supervising graduate students' research projects 
and serving on thesis and dissertation committees and (b) from graduate 
students and faculty members who have told us of difficulties students 
have encountered during their research activities. We wish to express 
our gratitude to those students and professors who contributed prob
lems around which cases in this collection have been built. 

R. Murray Thomas & Dale L. Brubaker. (2000). Theses and Dissertations: 
A Guide to Planning, Research, and Writing. Westport, CT: Bergin & Garvey. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Avoiding Thesis and Dissertation Pitfalls is composed of a collection of 61
cases designed to serve graduate-degree students in either of two ways: 

• As a source of solutions to specific problems that students fre
quently face while planning, writing, and presenting their thesis or 
dissertation. When read for such a purpose, the book can stand 
alone, requiring no other resource to render its contents useful. 

• As a companion to the volume titled Theses and Dissertations: Plan-
ning, Research, and Writing, which is a conventional textbook that
systematically guides students through the stages of completing 
graduate-degree projects. When Avoiding Thesis and Dissertation
Pitfalls is used as a companion resource, it complements the text
book by offering solutions to specific problems that are treated in 
only a general fashion in the textbook. 

The dual purpose of this brief introductory chapter is (a) to identify 
typical stages through which students advance when producing theses 
and dissertations and (b) to describe the nature of the book's cases and 
the pattern in which they are presented. 

Stages of the Research Process 
The process of planning, conducting, and reporting research that quali

fies as a thesis or dissertation—and of then defending the final product 
before faculty members—can be seen as consisting of eight stages. An 
additional stage can be that of reporting the results to a wider audience 
after the thesis or dissertation has been approved and lodged in the col
lege or university library. Furthermore, at various stages of the process, 
students typically need help with difficulties they encounter, so they can 
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often profit from advice about which sources of aid will best suit their 
needs. These ten concerns—the eight stages, publishing the project, and 
getting help—become the focus of the following chapters, each of which 
contains a series of cases relating to the chapter title. 

Chapter 2: Choosing and Defining Research Topics 
Chapter 3: Searching the Professional Literature 
Chapter 4: Developing a Proposal 
Chapter 5: Getting Help 
Chapter 6: Devising Data-Collection Procedures 
Chapter 7: Organizing the Collected Information 
Chapter 8: Interpreting the Results 
Chapter 9: Writing the Report 
Chapter 10: Defending the Finished Product 
Chapter 11: Publishing the Study 

At first glance the stages may appear to represent a consistent se
quence of tasks, with each one completed before the next stage is ad
dressed. However, as an inspection of the cases will reveal, the actual 
process of completing a thesis or dissertation involves some hopping 
back and forth among the stages. For example, selecting a research topic 
(Chapter 2) may first involve searching the professional literature 
(Chapter 3). And developing a proposal (Chapter 4) typically requires 
that a student simultaneously selects data-gathering procedures (Chap
ter 6), decides how the data should be organized (Chapter 7), and envi
sions the way the results can be interpreted (Chapter 8). Nevertheless, 
the progression of chapters does represent the basic order in which the 
tasks of doing theses and dissertations are performed. 

Reading the cases will also show that some of them could serve 
equally well in more than one chapter. For instance, a student's puzzle
ment about how to find a good topic for her thesis could fit into either 
Chapter 2 (Choosing and Defining Research Topics) or Chapter 5 (Get
ting Help). However, other cases properly fit into only one chapter. The 
problem of a student's narrative style belongs solely in Chapter 9 (Writ
ing the Report) and the matter of a candidate's arguing with a faculty 
member during the oral defense of a dissertation is relevant only to 
Chapter 10 (Defending the Finished Product). 

The Nature of the Cases 
Every case in this collection is cast as an envisioned conversation be

tween a student who is pursuing a graduate degree and a professor 
whom the student consults about a problem. The conversation reveals 
the nature of the student's problem, the professor's approach to analyz
ing the problem, and potential solutions the student might try. 
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For readers who may be using this book as a companion to Theses and 
Dissertations: A Guide to Planning, Research, and Writing, in the parenthe
ses at the end of each case the numbers that follow the letters T&D iden
tify the pages in Theses and Dissertations relevant to the problem 
addressed in that case. 

Finally, readers may find it helpful to learn of various ways we have 
found the cases useful with our own students. It may be apparent that 
the cases can serve in two major ways—as individual reading matter and 
as the focus of group discussions. 

The first of these approaches involves a student studying the cases to 
learn how the described experiences can improve the quality and effi
ciency of work on his or her own thesis or dissertation. Questions that 
readers might profitably ask themselves as they study a particular case 
include: 

• Are any of the contents of this case useful to me for doing my own 
thesis or dissertation? 

• If so, which of the contents are useful, and exactly how will I apply 
them in working on my research project? 

There are several ways that we have found the cases helpful during 
group discussions. As one option, a dialogue can be portrayed by one 
class member reading the part of the professor and another reading the 
part of the student in the case. This kind of role-playing or sociodrama 
lends life to the discourse and often stimulates spontaneous re
sponses—from the two participants or from the audience—that provoke 
lively discussion. Members of the audience can be encouraged to offer 
critiques of the way the case was handled and to suggest other ap
proaches that the professor in the dialogue could have adopted. The 
role-playing may also elicit from class members descriptions of similar 
problems that warrant discussion. 

In a larger class or seminar focusing on thesis or dissertation prepara
tion, the class can be divided into groups of two, three, or four members, 
with a different case assigned to each group. Every group is assigned to 
critique its case by: 

• Summarizing the problem that the case addresses, 
• Adopting a point of view toward the professor's solution and the 

student's reaction by responding to such queries as: 
• Was the problem handled properly by the professor? 
• Was the student's response suitable? 
• Which of the potential solutions in the case was the best, and why? 
• What solutions not mentioned in the case might be better? 
• Being prepared to support the group's decisions during a general-

class reporting session following the individual group meetings. 
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• During the reporting session, members of the class are invited to 
react to each group's analysis. 

A further way to use the cases in a group is to have one or more doc
toral graduates attend the class as guests or meet with graduate students 
in an informal get-together session. The guests can be alerted in advance 
that they will be asked to respond to particular cases in the book. Or 
class members may present the cases that especially interest them, with 
the guests hearing the cases for the first time. By discussing the cases 
with such visitors, students at the thesis or dissertation stage receive the 
benefit of advice from those who have successfully negotiated the often
times bumpy, twisting road to a graduate degree. 



Chapter 2 

Choosing and Defining 
Research Topics 

The initial stage of developing a thesis or dissertation consists of identi
fying a suitable problem to study and of sketching the general nature of 
the project. This chapter describes seven cases in which students had 
trouble with several aspects of that process. The cases represent various 
disciplines, including anthropology, education, social work, sociology, 
and psychology. 

A Paucity of Possibilities 
Student: "I can't think of what to write my thesis about." 

Professor: "Do you know which subfield of anthropology interests you
most?" 

Student: "Cultural. I don't find archeology or paleontology very ap
pealing." 

Professor: "All right, let's try this approach. The two things you need to
know as you hunt for a topic are (a) what to look for and (b) where to 
look. Let's start with what to look for. I'll describe several types of 
studies you could do for your thesis. You might write the names of these 
in your notebook as we consider each one. Then I'll give an illustration 
of each type as it might be found in the field of cultural anthropology, 
and I'll suggest a guide question you could ask yourself as you search 
through sources of anthropological research." 

Student: "These are topics specific to cultural anthropology?" 

Professor: "No, the types are far more general. You find them in various
disciplines—psychology, sociology, economics, political science, history, 
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education, social work, and business administration. These are general 
types, but the examples I cite will be specific to your field. 

"Okay, here's the first type. Call it replication study. Let's say you read 
in a textbook about somebody interviewing Mormons to learn their be
liefs about marriage and divorce. And you wonder how such beliefs 
compare with those of dedicated Roman Catholics. So you might use the 
same interview and interpretation methods from the Mormon study to 
learn the likenesses and differences between those Mormons and your 
sample of Catholics. In effect, you replicate an earlier study by altering 
just one aspect of that study in order to produce new information." 

Student: "And the guide question?" 

Professor: "How about this—In what way could I change that published 
study's method a bit so as to produce an interesting variation on its re
sults?" 

Student: "I've got that. What's another type?" 

Professor: "Call it explanatory theory. Let's assume that in one of your
classes the professor tells about a study conducted by an anthropologist 
who spent a year with Indians in the Amazon region of Western Brazil. 
The professor reports that fundamentalist Christian missionaries have 
been enjoying great success in Christianizing these tribal groups. And 
the reason given by the anthropologist for such success is that the native 
population has been so impressed by the missionaries' medical practices 
that they have been willing to convert to Christianity. In other words, 
the anthropologist has proposed a theory to explain the conversions. But 
now let's say that you've been reading other accounts of these same In
dian groups, and you've also read about missionary efforts in African 
and Pacific Island societies. As a result you've thought of a different ex
planation for the conversions." 

Student: "You mean I come up with a different explanatory theory?" 

Professor: "Right. It could either replace or supplement the medical-
treatment theory. Since the Indians have never had a written form of 
their own language, the missionaries have created a written phonic-
version of their spoken tongue and have cast passages of the Bible in that 
version, then taught the local people how to read and write their own 
language. So, what you suggest is that the Indians were so amazed by 
their new ability to put their words into writing—and that what they 
have said can be stored and read by others at some other time—that they 
willingly accept the Bible and the lessons it teaches. Therefore, in your 
theory, it's the written-language influence of the missionaries that leads 
to conversion, not the missionaries' medical treatments." 
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Student: "Then I'd write a thesis that explains my theory." 

Professor: "Right. You would have to adduce a strong argument for your 
theory, bolstering your proposal with evidence from the anthropological 
literature that describes the process of religious conversion in a variety of 
nonliterate societies." 

Student: "That sounds pretty difficult." 

Professor: "Yes, it would be a big job if done right—maybe better suited 
to a doctoral dissertation than a master's thesis. But it's one possibility." 

Student: "And the guide question?" 

Professor: "It might go like this—Can I suggest a reasonable and appar
ently new explanation of the author's results that is different from the 
author's explanation?" 

Student: "And now another type of study." 

Professor: "Call it typology. Here's an example. Assume that you've read 
about herbal medical cures that the Delaware Indians in Oklahoma have 
used in the past. This makes you wonder how extensively present-day 
members of Native American tribes still maintain traditional beliefs 
about illness, particularly about causes and treatments. And because 
you live near a Sioux reservation, you decide to interview members of 
the Sioux community about illness. You devise an interview schedule, 
get the permission of the leaders on the reservation to conduct inter
views, and then interview 40 Sioux adults of different ages. Your prob
lem then becomes one of how to organize your results. You need 
categories in which to locate the people's beliefs about causes and treat
ments of illnesses. One way to get a set of categories would be to find a 
classification system—that is, a typology—in the professional literature 
and place your interview results in those classes. But instead, you decide 
not to use a preconceived typology. Rather, you plan to inspect the an
swers you got and see what sorts of categories they seem to represent. In 
other words, you are doing what researchers call 'following the data.' 
You create your own categories of cause and treatment." 

Student: "I make up a system out of the interview answers." 

Professor: "Correct. So your thesis makes two kinds of contributions. It
offers a new typology (actually, two new typologies—one for causes of 
illness and the other for treatment) and also offers information about the 
kinds of beliefs held by a sample of present-day Sioux. Of these two 
contributions, the typology may be the more important, since it gives 
other researchers a tool—a pair of classification systems—they can use 
with other populations of respondents." 
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Student: "And the question that guides my hunt?"

Professor: "Try this—Can I suggest a reasonable and apparently new ty-
pology for categorizing interview results that's different from the ones 
already available in the professional literature?" 

Student: "The next type?" 

Professor: "Ethnographic case study. When you define ethnography as 'the
descriptive study of a social group's way of life/ then an ethnographic 
case study consists of an anthropologist observing and recording a group 
of people's beliefs and behavior—their interactions with each other, with 
outsiders, and with their physical environment. For instance, assume 
that you are a minor officer in your college's student government, so you 
are obliged to attend the student council meetings. You decide to write 
your thesis about how that governing group operates over the period of 
one school year. You'll study the issues they discuss, the power and in
fluence relationships among the members, the decisions they reach—that 
sort of thing. In other words, you do your research from the vantage 
point of a participant-observer." 

Student: "And that's all I have to do? Write about how the meetings go?"

Professor: "You describe what you see and hear, then try to explain why
things happen as they do. It's an in-depth study of a single case." 

Student: "And the question?" 

Professor: "All right, here's a rough version that you might refine by 
giving it more detail: How can I accurately describe the events that tran
spire in the society that I study so as to make clear the roles people play 
and the influence that the physical environment, the society's traditions, 
and the individuals' interactions exert on individuals' behavior and the 
group's outcomes?" 

Student: "Now another type?" 

Professor: "Well, this could go on for a long time with such varieties as 
history, biography, autobiography, experiment, and more. But let's stop here. 
You already have enough to get you started hunting for an appealing 
topic. 

"Now we come to the matter of where to look. That's easy. You have 
all sorts of opportunities in the routine of your daily life as a graduate 
student. You just make a habit of questioning in your mind what your 
instructors say in class, what your fellow students say, what you read in 
textbooks and academic journals, what you read in the newspaper, what 
you hear on television, what you find on web pages on the Internet. You 
can dredge up useful research topics each time you read or hear some-
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thing that makes you wonder 'Is that really true?' or 'Isn't there another 
possible explanation of that?' or 'Would an event like that turn out the 
same in a different culture?' or 'Wouldn't it be interesting if we had an 
account of that event or of that group of people?'" 

(T&D 47-88) 

Ready-Made Topics 
Student: "As you may know, I'll finish my coursework at the end of this
semester, and I'm still searching for a research topic. Yesterday, my ad
visor took me aside and complimented me on my work thus far in the 
program. She also offered me either a research assistantship or a teach
ing assistantship for next year. And she said that I could get a disserta
tion topic that's connected with a research project she's running. So I'm 
trying to decide whether to accept her offer. I'd appreciate any advice 
you could give me." 

Professor: "My advice comes from my own experience as both a teaching
assistant and a research assistant when I was in graduate school. And as 
a member of your dissertation committee, I also have a special interest in 
your progress." 

Student: "I appreciate that. So what would you say are the advantages 
and disadvantages of assistantships?" 

Professor: "The primary advantages of being a teaching assistant are, first,
that the experience you acquire while helping teach undergraduates can 
be valuable if you want to go into college teaching after you finish your 
degree. And, second, having been a teaching assistant will look good on 
your record when you're hunting for a teaching job." 

Student: "Yes, I'd like to go into college teaching."

Professor: "But there's also a downside to being a teaching assistant. It
takes a lot of time. The undergraduates in the classes that you help teach 
rely on your help, so you may be on call much of the day and even 
sometimes at night. Preparing for the class sections you teach and cor
recting students' assignments also take time. And because there will 
probably be several sections of the undergraduate course you teach, you 
will likely be expected to attend weekly meetings with the other teaching 
assistants." 

Student: "Then I couldn't expect to have much time to work on my re
search and writing." 

Professor: "Quite likely." 
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Student: "And the research assistantship—what would that be like?" 

Professor: "When I became a research assistant, I was at the same point in 
my program as you are in yours. That is, I didn't have a research topic. 
So the assistantship brought me together with a number of other doc
toral candidates who were interested in our advisor's federally funded 
research project. I really liked the sense of community that had already 
been created within the group, and I also got my research topic, which 
focused on one aspect of my advisor's rather complex project. Further
more, much of the methodology that I used in my dissertation was al
ready in place within the federal project. When I got into trouble at 
different points of collecting data and interpreting them, other students 
and my adviser were there to help. And I should add that several parts 
of my completed dissertation were subsequently published and pre
sented at academic conferences due to the fact that I was part of this fed
eral project." 

Student: "That sounds appealing. But what were the disadvantages of 
being a research assistant?" 

Professor: "The job was very demanding, very intense at times. But I 
didn't resent that, since my own research and writing were enhanced by 
project activities. It became obvious to me that my relationship with my 
research 'boss'—that is, my advisor—couldn't be separated from my re
lationship with him as my academic advisor. And he could be cranky 
and irritable at times about the research job. I learned to deal with this, 
primarily by keeping my distance and not trying to be 'chummy,' so it 
worked out okay. Unlike my earlier teaching assistantship, there was a 
real connection between being a research assistant and my dissertation 
project. In effect, there was a double payoff. I found that the secret was 
to emphasize the strengths of being involved as a researcher and to 
avoid as much as possible any problems that the involvement with my 
advisor might cause." 

Student: "That's helpful. Now, what I should do at this point is talk with 
my advisor and, after our conversation, estimate if the advantages of 
being his research assistant seem to be the same as they were for you. If 
so, then I think I'll take the research assistantship. If not, I'll probably 
turn down the offer so that I can work fulltime on my dissertation. But I 
do want to apply for a college teaching job when I finish my degree. So, 
if such a job doesn't come through at that time, I may stay on here an
other year as a teaching assistant for the sake of the experience." 

Professor: "That sounds possible. If there were a teaching assistantship 
open to you at that time, you'll want to think about whether you can af
ford to live on a teaching assistant's income. If you can, then it would 
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look good on your resume, and you'd probably find the experience itself 
very rewarding." 

(T&D49) 

Risky Topics 
Student: "As you suggested, I've come up with five different problems 
that my dissertation research could investigate. I'd like your opinion 
about which ones might work out best. I have them on this sheet." 

1. Hypothesis: In a junior high school, giving student-government officers 
complete control over matters of student discipline and interpersonal 
relations will result in more orderly and friendly social conditions than 
would result from having student discipline and interpersonal relations 
in the hands of the school's administrators and faculty members. 

2. Question: How effective is play therapy for reducing the anxiety that 
primary-grade children suffer as a result of their watching violence on 
television? 

3. Hypothesis: Mothers' verbal interactions with their kindergarten chil
dren can be enhanced by the mothers participating one day a week as 
teacher aides in a kindergarten class. 

4. Question: Are there social-class differences in parents' educational am
bitions for their elementary-school children in Centerville School Dis
trict? 

5. Topic: The history of preschool education in the state of Iowa. 

Professor: "You have some interesting possibilities here, but your first 
two options look pretty risky. The last three look like viable topics, at 
least on the surface. But for those three, I'd need to know more about 
how you would intend to gather and analyze data." 

Student: "I don't see why the first two are risky." 

Professor: "Your goal, I assume, is to earn your degree and, in the process,
to make some sort of worthwhile contribution to knowledge or practice. 
So let's look at your first two alternatives and guess how likely they 
would promote your goal. Consider your first hypothesis: In a junior high 
school, giving student-government officers complete control over matters of stu-
dent discipline and interpersonal relations will result in more orderly and 
friendly social conditions than would result from having student discipline and 
interpersonal relations in the hands of the school's administrators and faculty 
members. I imagine that your study would be in the form of an experi
ment involving two junior highs. Or else you would use the same junior 
high, but you would study social relations there at two different 



12 Avoiding Thesis and Dissertation Pitfalls 

times—first when the faculty was in charge of discipline and later when 
the responsibility is turned over to the student-government officers." 

Student: "Yes, something like that." 

Professor: "Well, one big risk you're taking is that your data will have to
confirm your hypothesis if anyone is going to think your study was 
worthwhile." 

Student: "But if I can show that kids can manage their own affairs in a
junior high better than the adults, I think that would be important." 

Professor: "Yes, indeed. You'd not only get lots of attention in profes
sional books and journals, but the news media would be full of your 
work as well." 

Student: "So why is it risky?" 

Professor: "Just think about it this way. Imagine that a graduate student 
in geology hypothesizes that the Earth is shaped like a giant pancake 
rather than a ball. He proposes to test that hypothesis as his dissertation 
project. So when he collects his data and applies his line of logic, he 
finds that he was wrong. He finds that he must agree that the Earth is 
shaped more like a ball than a pancake. In effect, he got negative results. 
What do you imagine people will think about him and his project?" 

Student: "That he's not very bright. His hypothesis was silly." 

Professor: "How so?" 

Student: "Because it's well known that the Earth is round. Photos of the
Earth taken from satellites show it's round. There's just too much evi
dence that it's round." 

Professor: "So if his findings had confirmed that the Earth was flat, it 
would be a great scientific breakthrough. He'd be famous. But if his 
hypothesis was disconfirmed, he'd be considered silly?" 

Student: "Something of a fool." 

Professor: "So his topic was a risky one. If his results didn't confirm his 
hypothesis, people would believe he'd simply wasted his time on a silly 
notion. And that's why your own hypothesis about discipline in a junior 
high is risky. You'd have to get positive results for your project to be 
regarded as sensible and a contribution to knowledge. That's because 
people who pay much attention to teenagers' behavior in a junior high 
school are convinced that adult supervision is necessary—or at least 
most people believe that. So if your hypothesis is supported by your 
data, and you are thus obliged to reject it, it's likely that people will con-
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sider you ridiculous for having attempted such a task. Those people 
may well include members of your dissertation committee." 

Student: "But how do I decide that a topic isn't risky?" 

Professor: "You pick a topic in which your results will be regarded as sig-
nificant if they either confirm or disconfirm the hypothesis." 

Student: "What would be an example?" 

Professor: "Let's take teaching reading to first-graders. If you look
through the literature about reading instruction, you'll find some people 
favor a sight-word approach and others a phonics approach. There's a 
body of evidence supporting each of these methods, along with methods 
that incorporate both approaches. So if you hypothesize that a sight-
word method would be more effective than phonics with a particular 
sort of pupil, your results will be considered interesting and important 
whether your hypothesis is confirmed or rejected. You're not taking the 
risk of having to get data supporting your hypothesis in order for people 
to think your study is worthwhile." 

Student: "Okay. So I'll forget the junior-high topic. What about the sec
ond one? You said it looked risky." 

Professor: "Right, but for a different reason. Your question there is: How
effective is play therapy for reducing the anxiety that primary-grade children 
suffer as a result of their watching violence on television? Your risk is meth
odological. I don't see how you'll be able to come up with a method of 
data collection that equips you to provide a convincing answer to your 
question." 

Student: "How so?" 

Professor: "There are lots of conditions in children's lives that can cause
them anxiety. How will you separate violence on television from those 
other conditions?" 

Student: "But you asked me to bring some possible topics for my disser
tation. You didn't say I had to do the methodology part yet." 

Professor: "Then that was an oversight. I should have pointed out that
when you think of a topic, you should look ahead and consider how 
you'd collect and interpret the information you need to answer your 
question. So this play-therapy and TV-violence question is risky because 
if you launch into the study full-throttle, you may discover when you 
come to interpret your results that you don't have the kind of data you 
need to furnish a persuasive answer." 
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Student: "I see that now. But you said the remaining three topics weren't 
likely to be risky." 

Professor: "That's my guess. But I need to know more about your in
tended methodology before I decide for sure. In my own mind, I can 
envision how you could gather data that is well suited to handling those 
topics. But why don't you take a couple of days to think about the evi
dence you'd need and the methods you could use for those topics, then 
come back so we can discuss it?" 

Student: "Okay. So there are two kinds of risks in choosing topics—the 
danger of getting negative results that people consider of no value and 
the danger of not being able to get the kind of information needed to an
swer your research question." 

Professor: "Right. But there's another risk as well—choosing a topic that 
one or more of your dissertation-committee members consider trivial or 
perhaps offensive because the topic conflicts with their moral, religious, 
or political beliefs. You'll discover that when the committee members 
have the chance to respond to the topics you propose." 

(T&D 165-166) 

Pursuing a Personal Mission 
Student: "I sometimes get the feeling in my classes and in my conversa
tions with professors that my real passion—helping rural at-risk kids— 
has to be put 'on the back burner' until I receive my degree." 

Professor: "Why do you have to abandon your mission?" 

Student: "Maybe I should tell you about my own background. That
may explain why it disappoints me so much that, here in graduate 
school, I can't use my own experiences for reaching rural kids who get 
into trouble." 

Professor: "And what was that background?" 

Student: "Well, I was raised by my mother. I never knew my father. Our
family of five lived in a one-bedroom house in the country, and often we 
only had mayonnaise sandwiches to eat. Sometimes I slept in my uncle's 
car because there was so little room in our house. High school football 
and basketball saved me from getting into real trouble, and a couple of 
coaches became my father figures. They had high standards—both aca
demic and athletic—and they urged me to come to this university. I 
didn't have the ability to make the football or basketball teams but I was 
admitted on my good grades and on what the officials thought was good 
potential." 
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Professor: "How did you pay your way?" 

Student: " I put together scholarships and loans and worked for spending
money and managed to survive. I graduated and continued into gradu
ate school while teaching at Montrose High School. My Graduate Re
cord Exam scores were average but a couple of professors strongly 
recommended me, thus bringing me to the point where I'm now in the 
graduate program. Thanks to courses in anthropology and sociology 
and social work, I understand a lot about how and why rural kids from 
poor families can get into trouble, and I'd like to do something about it. 
But I see no way to do it until after I finish my degree." 

Professor: "Oh, no, there's lots you can do. For one thing, as your dis-
sertation project you can focus on one of the many unsolved problems of 
at-risk rural children and youths who are living in poverty. There are 
lots of research reports in the professional literature about those issues. 
Search through those studies to find out what's been done and what still 
needs doing. Then, after identifying what you consider a good topic, 
start by writing down, maybe in outline form, everything you know and 
feel about this subject before you go through the literature again in a 
more detailed fashion that concentrates specifically on your topic. That's 
the way to connect your own experiences with the work that's already 
been done about at-risk youngsters. The key words you draw from 
your own experiences can help you with this hunt." 

Student: "I just write down everything I feel and remember from my own
family situation?" 

Professor: "That's right. Your own experiences are a valuable source of
ideas. If you don't do this, and you just try to make an objective search 
of what's been published, you put yourself in the position of considering 
only sources of authority outside yourself, and you neglect to recognize 
the authority of your own experiences. In addition, during the task of 
doing your research, you'll discover new ways to view at-risk students. 
In the process, you'll sharpen your research skills. So there's no good 
reason for you to postpone your mission until after you get your degree. 
Use your passion for helping at-risk youths as the compass directing you 
to your dissertation problem." 

(T&D 24-25) 

Proving, Discovering, Testing 
Student: "So here's the way I explain the aim of my dissertation: 

The purpose of this study is to prove that site-based school govern
ance is superior to central-administration-based governance." 
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Professor: "That's interesting. So, before you begin to collect data, you're
already convinced of what the outcome will be. In other words, you're 
using a research dissertation to sell site-based governance. Isn't that 
your purpose?" 

Student: "What do you mean?" 

Professor: "At the outset you're convinced that the sort of site-based gov-
ernance you have in mind is better than central administration-based 
governance. Correct? Then your task is to produce data and a line of rea
soning that convince other people that you're right." 

Student: "But site-based is better, and it's important that people recog
nize it." 

Professor: "That makes your dissertation an advertising tool—a device to
get people to buy your product. It's like selling Coke or Pepsi. By say
ing your purpose is 'to prove/ you're already committed to something 
you believe is true/' 

Student: "What's wrong with that?"

Professor: "A research dissertation is supposed to contribute to knowl-
edge or to practice by revealing something we don't already know. The 
way you phrase your topic should reflect such an intention. If your 
work is to qualify as research, you need a different verb than 'prove.' 
Try 'discover if or 'test whether' or 'compare the effectiveness of?'" 

Student: "But don't researchers gather information to find out if some
thing they believe is actually true?" 

Professor: "Quite so. That's what a hypothesis is—a statement of a likely
outcome. But the aim of such researchers is not to convince others that 
the hypothesis is true. Their aim is to test whether it is indeed true, or 
perhaps to test the degree to which it's true. And the difference between 
a commitment to convince others and a desire to assess the validity of an 
estimate isn't inconsequential, since it can affect the way you do the job." 

Student: I don't see how."

Professor: "When your purpose is to persuade someone to your way of
thinking, you tend to seek only evidence that supports your cause, and 
you tend to ignore, reject, or downplay evidence to the contrary. But 
when you sincerely try to assess a hypothesis, you hunt for—and 
use—all varieties of evidence that bear on the issue. Rejecting the hy
pothesis can be as significant as confirming it. Persuading—seeking to 
prove—is salesmanship. Discovering or evaluating is research." 

(T&D 59-61) 
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A Monumental Contribution 
Professor: "So let's hear what your thesis possibilities are." 

Student: "I have two of them. I like them both, but I don't know which 
would be better. These are the titles. The first is 'A New Critique of 
Durkheim's Elementary Forms of the Religious Life'. The second is 'Varieties
of Social-Exchange Theory in Ten Societies.' What do you think of 
those?" 

Professor: "In judging the suitability of a thesis topic, I use three criteria.
First, is the topic appropriate to the candidate's major field of study, so
ciology? Second, will the results of the study make a contribution to 
knowledge? Third, is the study feasible? So, let's see how your topics fit 
those standards. I agree that both topics meet the first criterion, since 
both involve sociology. And both would seem to make a useful, inter
esting contribution to knowledge. But I'm not confident that either of 
them is feasible. To judge that, I need to know more about how you in
tend to work them out. Let's talk first about the Durkheim study. You 
say that you'll present a new critique of Durkheim's book. What's going 
to be new about your critique?" 

Student: "I haven't worked that out yet. But I've already read a couple of 
critiques of the book. And after I've found some more, I'll know what 
hasn't yet been done, and I'll do it. That'll be my new critique." 

Professor: "I see. As I recall, Durkheim's book on religion is pretty long." 

Student: "Right. I have it here.... It's over 500 pages."

Professor: "And it takes up a lot of different issues?"

Student: "Quite a few . . . totemism, the soul, spirits, god, rituals, and 
others." 

Professor: "And the book has been around a long time. What's the copy-
right date?" 

Student: "Here it is—1915."

Professor: "So, a lot of sociologists and experts on religion must have
written about it—written critiques." 

Student: "I expect so." 

Professor: "Then what you'll need to do is find all of those critiques, 
evaluate them, and produce one of your own that differs from all the 
others, because you commit yourself in the topic title to produce a new 
critique. Right?" 

Student: "That's about i t" 
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Professor: "Furthermore, since Durkheim's book focuses on a variety of
issues, your new critique will address all of those issues. Right?" 

Student: "Well, I suppose so."

Professor: "That looks to me like an enormous task for an M.A. thesis. To
do a thorough job of it, you'll likely have to be around this school for a 
long, long time. Why not take just one of Durkheim's issues—such as 
how totemism started and how it serves a culture? Then take just a few 
other critiques to analyze, without necessarily committing yourself to 
producing an entirely new one." 

Student: "But I want to do a really significant study."

Professor: "Okay, but now let's look at your other proposal—the one 
about social-exchange theory. Briefly, what do you understand social-
exchange theory to be?" 

Student: "It's the idea that when a person does something for someone 
else, the someone else is expected to do something for the person. Dif
ferent societies can have different things they expect from that ex
change." 

Professor: "Fair enough. So you'd intend to compare ten societies in
terms of what they believe should be exchanged in social interactions?" 

Student: "Yes, that's it." 

Professor: "But why compare ten societies? Why not two or four?" 

Student: "Because I want my thesis to be important. If I do ten societies, 
that will be a lot more significant than doing two or four." 

Professor: "And what sorts of social exchanges do you intend to in
clude—all kinds? Such as when people give gifts at Christmas or invite 
someone to dinner or lend them money or save their life . . . and on and 
on?" 

Student: "Well,... I haven't gotten that far yet." 

Professor: "What about negative exchanges, such as responses to wrong-
doing or affronts, as in revenge and punishment for breaking the law?" 

Student: "Well,... I really haven't decided that."

Professor: "All right. But you see that for both of your suggested thesis
topics, I get the impression you're taking on far bigger tasks than you 
should for a master's thesis. In their present form, both of your propos
als are far too massive. Why not cut them down in size—limit them?" 
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Student: "But I want my thesis to be really important to sociologists. I'd 
like to have it published as a book or a monograph. Or at least have a 
shortened version be an article in a respected sociology journal." 

Professor: "So you want your thesis to be a monumental contribution to
knowledge." 

Student: "I figured it would help me get a scholarship to work on a PhD
in a university that has a well-known sociology department." 

Professor: "Your wanting to do something highly significant is indeed
admirable, but I think you need to do some preliminary investigating to 
decide whether the task is feasible. For example, I doubt that you can 
find proper comparative information in the professional literature about 
social-exchange practices in ten societies. You might find bits and pieces, 
but you'll not likely find truly comparable data, and certainly not for all 
of the possible social situations that involve exchange expectations. Why 
not define just a few varieties of social exchange and then compare 
maybe four societies along those dimensions? This is a master's thesis, 
not your entire life's work. 

"In short, I suggest that you reinspect your topics in detail. Here's a 
way to approach it. As you review each topic, ask yourself three ques
tions. First, what kind of information will I need? Second, how and 
where will I get the information? Then, after you've answered those 
two, ask: Is the topic feasible in terms of available sources of information, 
the complexity of getting that information and analyzing it, and the time 
I have available to earn my master's degree? Then come back and we'll 
talk about it again." 

(T&D 168-169) 

A Single-Subject Study 
Professor: "When you ask me to become a member of your dissertation
committee, I can't answer until I hear your dissertation plan. What are 
you intending to do?" 

Student: "I'm a counseling-psychology major. I've been working for the 
past year-and-a-half with autistic children at the Autism Center. During 
that time, I've developed a treatment method that I think will really help 
cases of autism." 

Professor: "You mean it will cure autism?" 

Student: "No. That's too much to hope for. But it should help autistics 
manage their lives more reasonably." 

Professor: "So what does this have to do with your dissertation?" 
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Student: "I want to test my method formally, using a very controlled way
of testing it out with a nine-year-old boy that I've just started working 
with. I plan to apply the method over a period of a full year, working 
with the boy two or three times a week." 

Professor: "So this would be a single-subject study—you try it on one 
boy?" 

Student: "That's right." 

Professor: "Has this method been used before?" 

Student: "Yes, Kathy Henderson did her dissertation a couple of years 
ago with a seven-year-old boy. My method is rather like hers." 

Professor: "And how did it work out for Ms. Henderson?" 

Student: "It helped. It had some encouraging success. The observed 
symptoms of autism decreased. The boy became more sociable, com
municated with people better, wasn't so limited in his interests, didn't 
bang his head on the wall as much." 

Professor: "So this Ms. Henderson demonstrated that the method would
work to some extent with an autistic child—or at least with one autistic 
seven-year-old boy?" 

Student: "That's right." 

Professor: "Then how will your study be different, if your treatment 
method is very similar? I mean, what additional contribution to knowl
edge will your dissertation make?" 

Student: "It's a different boy. I want to test how well the approach works
with him." 

Professor: "And in what way is he different—other than his age—that
you think could affect the outcome?" 

Student: "That's what I hope to find out." 

Professor: "That seems pretty vague. Please understand that I consider
single-subject studies to be useful when they break new ground, such as 
showing that a method can work with at least one autistic kid. And Ms. 
Henderson apparently already demonstrated that. But your study 
should carry us well beyond that point. I don't see what additional les
sons could be drawn from your study that would help people work with 
autistics. 

"Actually, I'm really not against single-subject studies per se. A biog
raphy or a historical chronicle is usually a kind of single-subject account 
that stands on its own as an interesting depiction of a unique person or 
event. But I don't see how another study of a single child, using essen-
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tially the same treatment, can be much of a contribution. I don't think 
that's worth a dissertation. Why not do five—or even three—children? 
That way you might discover causal variables in those children's lives 
that influence how well your method works with different autistics. 
And by your being the one therapist working with the three or five chil
dren, you get some control over the therapist variable. As it is now, if 
you compare your results with the results that Ms. Henderson got, you 
don't know whether any outcome differences were caused by the differ
ences between your personality and Ms. Henderson's rather than by the 
method itself." 

Student: "But doing this kind of long-term, intensive therapy is very time
consuming. I can't take more than one child. It has to be done with the 
one boy, and my advisor has approved the study being done that way." 

Professor: "Well, I'm sorry, but it sounds to me like too much of a gam-
ble. In my view, you need a more original focus in order to make the 
sort of contribution expected of PhD work. I really wouldn't be a proper 
member of your dissertation committee. I'd be too critical of what you 
are up to. You should get someone else who is more sympathetic with 
this sort of investigation." 

(T&D 203) 
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Chapter 3 

Searching the Professional 
Literature 

What is commonly referred to as the professional literature consists of the
body of published information bearing on the issues that a degree candi
date intends to treat in his or her research project. Such publications can 
include books, academic journals, popular magazines, newspapers, re
search reports, proceedings of academic conferences, and material on the 
Internet. The problems addressed in this chapter concern the general 
nature of literature reviews and several specific problems that often con
cern students during their literature search. 

Literature Review 

Professor: "I've studied this review of the professional literature that you
handed me last week, so I think we're ready to discuss it. First I want to 
make sure I understand the aim of your dissertation. Is it correct that 
your purpose is to use conflict-resolution theory to explain how key edu
cational-policy decisions were reached over the past decade in Metrol 
City? And you also want to predict how such decisions will likely be 
reached over the coming decade?" 

Student: "That's right." 

Professor: "How did you go about searching the literature?" 

Student: "I used the library—went through political science and educa
tional-administration journals and books. At home, on my computer, I 
used the Internet to find articles and reports." 
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Professor: "Next, I need to learn the function you see your literature re-
view performing in your dissertation. What's the purpose of the re
view?" 

Student: "It's to show that I know a lot about the field of knowledge that
my project deals with." 

Professor: "Can you be more specific?" 

Student: "Well, that's about it—to show I have expert knowledge in my 
field." 

Professor: "All right. To deserve a doctor's degree, you need to demon-
strate a sound command of your discipline. But in terms of how the pro
fessional literature bears on your present project, I have some more 
specific standards to be met. And it's by seeing your literature review 
through the lens of these standards that I've judged how good the re
view is. These are my criteria: 

"To begin, every source you cite in your review should have a direct 
application to your study. You shouldn't include any references that are 
only vaguely associated with your work. That means you need to iden
tify the role you assign to each of your references. Here are three of the 
key roles. 

"Each cited source should help 

• (a) locate your study among similar published studies, (b) identify 
strengths and limitations of those studies, and (c) demonstrate what 
contribution your study can make to that domain of knowledge, 

• (a) show what methods have been used in the past to investigate 
your kind of research problem, (b) identify strengths and limitations 
of those methods, and (c) explain why the method you are using is 
appropriate for your case, and/or 

• in the analysis and interpretation of your findings, show how your 
results agree with and/or differ from the findings and interpreta
tions of relevant studies in the professional literature." 

"Those are the criteria I applied in evaluating the review you gave me. 
Now, since you also have a copy of the review in hand, let's go through 
it together to see how well it meets my standards. First, it's apparent 
that you've organized the cited studies alphabetically by the last names 
of the authors of books and articles." 

Student: "Yes. That's the way the Chicago Manual of Style recommends
that bibliographies be listed." 



Searching the Professional Literature 25 

Professor: "But this isn't supposed to be an annotated bibliography at the
end of your dissertation. It's supposed to cast light on the matters I've 
just mentioned in my standards. Here, let's look at some of your specific 
items and see how they might be rearranged to make better sense for 
readers of your work. 

"This first citation—a book by Abott titled Interview Techniques. You
have an abstract here of the contents. What role is that book supposed to 
assume in your project?" 

Student: "I planned to interview some Metrol City officials about educa
tional-policy decisions they've been involved with over the past few 
years. I needed to know about different ways to interview." 

Professor: "Fair enough. So that book is directly relevant to your study.
It helps you with a decision about your research methods. Now, what 
about this next item in your review—the article by Aimsworth about big-
city politics. What contribution does that make to your dissertation?" 

Student: "It's about political matters in a city, and that's what my study's 
about." 

Professor: "What did you learn from the article that influences where
your study fits into your chosen domain of knowledge or that helps you 
explain the way you'll gather data or interpret your findings?" 

Student: " Well.. . maybe not specifically, but it is about city politics." 

Professor: "That's not good enough. There are thousands of books and
articles about city politics. Do you plan to list them all? The literature 
review in your dissertation isn't supposed to be a catalogue of publica
tions. It's supposed to show (a) how your study fits with closely allied 
studies from the past and (b) how previous studies contribute to the 
methods and interpretations you employ." 

Student: "If that's what you want, then you're going to find a lot of items
in my review that you'd say don't belong there." 

Professor: "Exactly. That's the impression I got when I went through it."

Student: "But I did an awful lot of work to find all those references. I 
don't want to waste all that work. And if I throw out a bunch of them, 
the professors on the committee will think I don't know my field of 
study very thoroughly." 

Professor: "And if you leave the review in its present condition, they'll
think you don't have the vaguest idea of what a literature review is 
about. What they expect to see in your dissertation is a neatly packaged 
story of how you conducted your research and what the outcomes were. 
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Neat packaging requires that you account for how every cited reference 
has contributed positively to the final project." 

Student: "But what about all the work I put into finding and reading all 
those books and articles?" 

Professor: "I understand your frustration, but knowing what to put in 
your review and what to leave out is what good research involves. Yet, 
there is a way to take care of both of your needs—to present a neatly 
structured dissertation and to give evidence of your thorough search of 
the literature. You do that by including in your dissertation only those 
items that were of direct help. Then you prepare a subsidiary paper for 
the committee members entitled Additional Sources Consulted. That paper 
consists of the references you've eliminated from your present review. 
When you submit your finished product to the committee members, in
clude the additional-sources paper as an informal supplement." 

Student: "So if I take out the items that really weren't of direct help, the 
review is okay?" 

Professor: "Not quite. You still need to reorganize the remaining items so
as to locate them in the parts of the dissertation where they make their 
contribution. Do you have your proposal outline with you—the one 
that shows the intended names of chapters and chapter contents?" 

Student: "It's in this folder." 

Professor: "Let's look at it together and see where some typical items 
from your review might fit. . . . Okay, start with Abott. Your Chapter 6 
is called "Data Collection Methods." It looks to me as if that's the 
proper place to take up Abott's suggestions about interviews." 

Student: "But I thought the entire literature review went into the second 
chapter, this one I've called 'The Study's Background.'" 

Professor: "If the function of a source that you cite is to show where your 
project fits into the field it bears on, then Chapter 2 is the logical place to 
put it. But if you used a published work to help you with collecting data, 
statistically treating the data, drawing conclusions and inferences, or 
such, then it makes better sense to present those works in the chapters 
where they perform their intended function." 

Student: "So you're telling me that I have to take my review apart, throw 
out items that didn't specifically help me in meeting your standards, and 
then decide in which chapter I should put each of the remaining items?" 

Professor: "That's right." 

Student: "That's a lot of extra work." 
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Professor: "Exactly. But we're not talking here about a game in which it
doesn't matter how you play. Those of us on your committee are serious 
about your becoming a trustworthy expert in your field of knowledge. 
Your audiences—your readers, your students, and the public—need to 
trust what you say and write. That's what your doctorate is supposed to 
represent. Becoming good enough to deserve your degree requires clear 
thinking, honesty, patience, and dedication. As you say, that's a lot of 
work." 

(T&D 29-33) 

Touring the Internet 
Student: "On a computer, I'm okay in doing word processing and send
ing e-mail, but when it comes to hunting through the Internet to find 
material for my thesis, I'm illiterate." 

Professor: "Then perhaps the easiest thing to do is for me to show you
how I usually go about it. The way I do it is one approach you could 
take. So, tell me your thesis topic, and we'll boot up the computer and 
see what we can find." 

Student: "I'm not exactly sure about my thesis title. But what I'm inter
ested in is the kinds of treaties the U.S. government made in the 19th 

century with Indian tribes, and then I want to know the present-day 
status of those treaties. That's what I want to do my thesis about—how 
and why those things have changed with the passing years." 

Professor: "All right. You sit at the computer, and I'll be your Internet
tour guide. I'll go step by step, at the risk of boring you by taking up 
things you already know." 

Student: "With what little I know, it's unlikely you can bore me." 

Professor: "First, we need to get to the Internet. You do that with your
ISP. You know what ISP means?" 

Student: "I'm not sure. I've seen ISP someplace." 

Professor: "It stands for Internet Service Provider. That's the outfit that gets
you to the Internet. I have two of them in this computer. One is our own 
university here. Our university has its own ISP. Then I also have a 
commercial one—America Online—which I use mostly on my computer 
at home. You said that you send e-mail? That means you have an ISP." 

Student: "I subscribe to this AT&T Worldnet. That's the program that 
takes me to e-mail." 
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Professor: "Then that's your ISP. Now, see this triangle icon on the 
screen. That's for America Online. We'll use it. Put the arrow on it and 
tap the mouse twice to open it. Okay, now you're into the ISP. Next you 
have to get onto the Internet itself. By the way, do you know what the 
Internet really is?" 

Student: "Kind of vaguely. A network of computers around the world?" 

Professor: "Right. And for finding information about Indian treaties, the 
most important part of the Internet is the World Wide Web. What you 
need to do now is get onto the Internet so you can search the World 
Wide Web. For that you need a program called a browser. And as its 
name suggests, a browser equips you to browse around the Internet to 
find what you're interested in. I actually have two browsers in this com
puter—Netscape and Explorer. You may have a different one on your 
computer at home. But let's use Netscape. See here on the screen— 
that's the Netscape icon. Open it by putting the arrow on it and tapping 
the mouse." 

Student: "All right, so it brings up a page with a lot of stuff on it. What 
do I need here?" 

Professor: "For your purpose, you only need that blank space next to the 
word search. Point the arrow at that blank, then type in key words tell
ing the browser what kind of information to find. The browser will hunt 
all over the Web to locate places—that is, to locate web sites—where 
there's some mention of your key words. So, for your thesis topic, what 
might those key words be?" 

Student: "How about Indian treaties1." 

Professor: "That sounds good. It's general enough, so it should show 
plenty of places that mention Indian treaties. Put the words in, and set 
off the hunt by tapping the arrow on the word search." 

Student: "Okay, now that brings up a page called 'precision search.'" 

Professor: "Right. That's the first page of the list of web sites related to 
Indian treaties. Now here it tells you how many such sites the browser 
found." 

Student: "Wow, 614,220." 

Professor: "And it shows that they are displayed at the rate of 10 per 
page." 

Student: "And I'm supposed to look at 614 thousand? That's impossi
ble." 
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Professor: "Quite so. A lot of them won't be of any help for what you
need. You see the three at the bottom of the opening page? They're 
about India, not America, so you might reduce the list by going back to 
the home page and changing your entry. You usually can reduce the 
number and make the retrieved items bear more precisely on your topic 
by adding an adjective or noun that's more specific to your interest. 
How would you like to change it?" 

Student: "How about American Indian treaties?" 

Professor: "That sounds like a good possibility." 

Student: "Okay, now what will that bring up? Wow, what happened 
there? It worked in reverse. Nearly 4 million sites with the words Ameri
can Indian treaties in them?" 

Professor: "Well, that can happen when there are more locations with the
words American Indian treaties than locations with just Indian treaties. So
you need to add more limiting adjectives or nouns to your search term. 
Try adding 19th century to American Indian treaties. See if that helps." 

Student: "Okay. . . . But that just brings up nearly 4 million, the way it did 
without the 19th century added."

Professor: "Yes, and notice that some aren't even relevant to your inter-
est, like that one about African Americans. So let's go back to the earlier 
list you found when you entered American Indian treaties. You do that by
tapping the arrowhead next to the word back in the upper left corner of
the screen." 

Student: "Should I add some other words that might limit the number of 
sites that come up?" 

Professor: "Yes, but you can try that later. Let's first look at the contents
of some of these on the first page so you can see the sorts of things that 
web sites can include. You'll find that some are of more value than oth
ers. Pick one that you think might be promising." 

Student: "How about this 'Tribute to Oglala Lakota Sioux History'?" 

Professor: "All right. Open it by tapping the arrow on that title." 

Student: "There, the paragraphs under 'History and Leaders of the 
Oglala Lakota Sioux: Part 2.' They look useful. They summarize 
changes in federal acts about Indian affairs in the 20th century." 

Professor: "That sounds good." 

Student: "So should I take some notes from it—write out some quota
tions?" 
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Professor: "You mean by hand? Well, you could, but there are easier 
ways to do it. You could print out the whole page so you'd have a ver
sion on paper. But I prefer to copy the parts I need and paste them into 
a word-processing file." 

Student: "How do I do that?" 

Professor: "Darken the parts you want to copy, then use the computer's
copy function to put those parts into temporary storage. Next, find your
word-processing program on the screen—it's that icon over there. Open 
a new page—a new file—and use the computer's paste function to place
the stored quotes in that new file. Then apply the save function so you 
don't lose the material, and give the file the name under which you want 
to save the material so later you can find it easily." 

Student: "I'll name it Indian treaties. And that's all there is to it?" 

Professor: "Not quite. You need to record the source—the bibliographic
information that you'll put in the list of references at the end of your the
sis if you use that material. If you don't record the bibliographic infor
mation now, you might have a hard time finding it again when you need 
it." 

Student: "But the Internet's not like a journal article or book. How do 
you reference things from the Internet?" 

Professor: "Well, there isn't a standard method—at least not yet. But I 
can suggest a couple of solutions that should be satisfactory. The easiest 
way is to identify the web site by name, then give the World Wide Web 
address of the site. Here on the screen, let's back up to the first page of 
the American Indian treaties. You do that by tapping the arrowhead next
to the word back in the upper left corner. . . . Now that we're back, notice 
that under the title of every listed site there's a URL. That term URL is 
an abbreviation for uniform resource locator. It's the web address of the
source." 

Student: "So the web address for the Oglala Sioux site is this? 
http://geocities.com/Athens/Acropolis/3976/Leaders l.html" 

Professor: "That's it. And here's the way you could cite it in your thesis
bibliography or list of references. On that word-processing page where 
you put the quoted material, I'll first type the features to include in the 
reference. Then I'll type it with those features as they apply to the Sioux 
article." 

Author (last name, then initials), (date). Title of the work. [On-line]. 
Available: (web address). 

http://geocities.com/Athens/Acropolis/3976/Leaders1.html
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Jan, C. K. (1996). History and Leaders of the Oglala Lakota Sioux:—Part 2. 
[On-line]. Available: 

http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Acropolis/3976/Leaders2.html

Student: "Then you said there was another way to list things from the 
Internet?" 

Professor: "Yes, it's one proposed in the American Psychological Asso
ciation's Publication Manual.1 It's basically the same as the one I've
shown you, except after the word 'available' you list the electronic path 
that takes you through the maze of computers on the network to get to 
the site you want. A path is a set of words and numbers. But since the 
path for a site you use is often hard to find, and many readers of your 
thesis wouldn't know how to use it, you're probably safest using the 
URL, which is the site's address on the World Wide Web." 

Student: "Now should I open another of the sites from the list under
American Indian treaties?" 

Professor: "Yes, try a couple of others so you see the sorts of information 
to be found on different sites." 

Student: "I'll try this one called 'Native American Treaties and Informa
tion.'" 

Professor: "All right. The first page of that site tells you that it's from the 
University of Colorado's collection of government information about 
treaties. Then it lists the different holdings and library call numbers." 

Student: "What about the items printed in blue?" 

Professor: "Those are links. If you tap the arrow on one of those in blue, it 
opens up the information contained in that subsidiary site. So the first 
page just lists the different sorts of documents—books, journals, research 
reports—in the University of Colorado libraries. For the ones in black 
print, you'd have to go to their library to read them. But at least some of 
the linked sources—the ones in blue—contain actual information about 
treaties, so you could copy any of that information, just as you did with 
the Oglala Sioux material." 

Student: "So some of these sites in the American Indian treaties tell only 
what holdings there are in different libraries, but they don't give you any 
direct information about treaties." 

1 Publication Manual (4th ed.). (1994). Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association. 

http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Acropolis/3976/Leaders2.html
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Professor: "That's right. Many of them are like that. But even then the 
sites are useful, since you might be able to borrow such books through 
our own university library's interlibrary loan service. 

"Now you see one way to use the browser to locate information about 
your thesis topic. So let's stop here and turn to a different approach to 
searching for material. You can later hunt through those American Indian
treaties sites at home at your convenience.

"Then here's a second way to do the job. As you know, our university 
library no longer lists its holdings in a card catalogue—no longer are 
there catalogue cards in wooden drawers. Everything is now on a com
puter. And all public universities in our state, as well as a few private 
ones, have a cooperative computerized catalogue of all their holdings, so 
you can find that catalogue on your own computer and see which books, 
journals, magazines, maps, and such are in different libraries around the 
state." 

Student: "How do I get into that collection?" 

Professor: "Use the browser just as you did before. In the space next to
the word search, type in our university's name and add the word library.
That opens the collection's home page." 

Student: "All right. Here goes." 

Professor: "There it is. And it tells you to choose a database." 

Student: "What's a database?" 

Professor: "It's a particular collection of materials. That list shows the 
databases available to the general public. There are only two. BookCat 
lists all of the books in the university libraries around the state. Periodical
Titles lists the names of all the libraries' magazines and journals. But see 
that blue printing? It says, 'Password access to more databases.' So 
there are really lots of other collections besides the two that the general 
public can access. You can get into those others only if you enter a secret 
password on the following page. And the only people who can get a 
password are students and faculty members in our university." 

Student: "Where do I get a password?"

Professor: "They'll issue you one at the main library here on campus. But
to show you how it works, I'll enter my own password.... 

"There, it brings up a page with two dozen or so other databases you 
can get into. For example, you could try Anthropological Literature. It lists
books related to anthropology subjects and tells a bit about their con
tents. Here's another database—PsychlNFO. It offers thousands of jour
nal articles, books, chapters in books, and other publications of a 
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psychological nature. And it gives an abstract of the contents of most of 
the entries. Then here's one of my favorites—Magazine and Journal Arti-
cles." 

Student: "Do I just tap the arrow on that name?" 

Professor: "Right. . . . Here you see that you can search various ways 
—by author, by subject matter, by the title of the article, by keywords, or 
all of those together." 

Student: "What if I try keywords? I'll use American Indian treaties." 

Professor: "Aha! That found 25 articles that had your keywords term in
them—listed 10 per page. Notice that under each item there's informa
tion about which library in our state has copies, and the entries include 
an abstract of the contents of the article. But one of the best features of 
this database is that, at an increasing rate, it not only gives an abstract, 
but with increasing frequency it furnishes the entire article to read on 
your computer screen or to print out, so you don't have to go to the li
brary to get the journal. Now, move on to the second page by hitting the 
right-pointing arrow." 

Student: "Here's one from the Canadian Journal of History that says, 'Link
to article text.' Would that be the entire article?" 

Professor: "That's right. Open it up. .. . There you have a two-page arti-
cle titled 'American Indian Treaties: The History of a Political Anom
aly.'" 

Student: "Wow! A great time-saver."

Professor: "So now you have two approaches to finding what you want
—using the browser directly and then getting into our state universities' 
library catalogue system. Finally, very briefly, there's one other ap
proach. Do you know what a search engine is?" 

Student: "Some kind of vehicle?" 

Professor: "Well, in a way. It's a term used to identify a special program
for finding things you want on the Internet. A search engine is more 
specific than a browser. Each search engine has a different way of 
hunting for useful web sites, using software called bots to automatically 
roam the Internet and index the content of all the sites it comes across. 
The way you use a search engine is to enter its address in that blank on 
your browser page. For example, one of the most popular engines is Al-
taVista.com. Another that's good for academic work is About.com. A 
third is Askjeeves.com. There are lots of others. Ask your classmates 
which ones they use." 
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Student: "Then, when you find things with a search engine, you handle 
the material the same way as with the browser or with getting into the 
universities' library system?" 

Professor: "Quite the same. You find lists of appropriate materials by 
entering key words, like your American Indian treaties. Some web sites 
that you turn up will be no more than lists of what some library holds. 
Others will include abstracts of the contents of books or articles. And 
some will have complete articles to print out or to paste into a word-
processing file." 

Student: "Then that's the way to do a literature search with a computer?" 

Professor: "It's only one way, but it should be enough to get you started." 

(T&D 29-46) 

Beginning the Hunt 
Student: "I've come to ask whether there's an easier way to search
through the literature than the way I've been using." 

Professor: "And what's that way?" 

Student: "You may remember that my dissertation is about how theories 
of human learning have changed over the years and about how those 
changes have influenced ways of teaching in schools. To get a good 
background, I'm going back as far as I can—a 100 years or so—to read 
the earliest theorists. Then I gradually work my way up through the lit
erature to the present day." 

Professor: "You'd probably make faster progress if you did it the other 
way around." 

Student: "What other way?" 

Professor: "Begin with recent summaries of learning theories, then work 
your way back through history as guided by those summaries. You 
could start with the most recent college textbooks on learning theories. 
Or start with recent history-of-psychology books. Those authors typi
cally sketch the historical backgrounds of their field. They explain how 
and why the popularity of different theories changed with the times, and 
they usually suggest which books and articles from the past can be con
sidered classics that you could profitably read. That approach should 
save you a lot of time trying to discover which older publications are 
historically significant." 

Student: "Then recent textbooks should be where I start?" 
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Professor: "Along such synoptic volumes as The Annual Review of Psychol-
ogy series and the review articles you find in psychology journals. Not 
only will their contents be useful, but the bibliographies at the end of a 
book or an article can lead you to other pertinent sources." 

Student: "I'll give it a try." 

(T&D 29-46) 

The Art of Skimming 
Student: "The problem is that it's taking me an enormous amount of time
to get through the literature on slavery and human rights. The amount 
of material is massive." 

Professor: "How are you doing it?" 

Student: "In my computer search of the library's holdings, I enter the key 
words slavery and human rights, and I print out the sources that look most
promising. Then I go to the library to find the listed books and journals 
and read them." 

Professor: "So, when you get hold of a book, you start at the beginning
and read through?" 

Student: "Usually. That way I can pick up anything that could be of help
with my project." 

Professor: "No wonder it's taking so much time. At that rate you'll be
working on your degree forever. To speed things up, I'll give you some 
hints about how to skim the sources. First, the way you approach the lit
erature depends on the present stage of your project." 

Student: "Stage?"

Professor: "For example, the first stage finds you hunting for a research
topic. At a second stage you can be defining your topic and creating a 
rationale to support why it's worth pursuing. At a third stage you de
velop a method of gathering data. Later stages involve organizing the 
data you've collected and writing the final report. If you hope to operate 
most efficiently, you need a somewhat different search strategy at each 
stage." 

Student: "Such as?" 

Professor: "For instance, at the first stage—when you're initially hunting
for a research problem—the way you are already working can be all 
right. You get a book or journal article about slavery or human rights, 
and you read it through. Your purpose is to find something in the con-
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tents that suggests an issue that calls for additional research—something 
controversial or questionable or as yet undiscovered. For example, you 
might find inconsistent definitions of slavery or human rights in differ
ent books you read. Or the treatment of slaves may vary from one soci
ety to another, but you're not satisfied with the reasons given by authors 
to explain those differences. Or authors' accounts may differ about how 
widespread slavery has been in a given culture at a given time, and you 
wonder why. So, reading books and articles in their entirety can be use
ful at that first stage. But at subsequent stages, it's not an efficient way to 
work." 

Student: "Then how should I operate—say—in the stage where I define 
key words for my study, like slavery and human rights?"

Professor: "If you're looking in a book that has an index, you don't read
through the book. Instead, you go directly to the index and hunt for 
your key words. Under slavery, the index may even have an entry called
defined or definition of. So you look on the indicated pages for the defini-
tion. Or if the index doesn't specify where a definition can be found, you 
may need to look at all the pages listed for slavery to find either an ex
plicit or implied meaning of that term." 

Student: "What if slavery isn't listed in the index, because the entire book
is about slavery?" 

Professor: "Then your best bet is likely the first chapter, or maybe the 
preface or foreword. But you probably won't want to read that entire 
chapter. Instead, you flip through the pages to find any subheadings 
under which a definition might be placed. If that doesn't help, then skim 
the chapter, usually by reading just the first sentence or last sentence of 
each paragraph, since those sentences typically identify the paragraph's 
topic or essence. In addition, authors often italicize their key terms, so 
watch for words in italics. They're easy to spot on the page. And be
sides skiniming the first chapter, look over the table of contents to see if 
another chapter is more likely to include one of the definitions that inter
est you." 

Student: "I see. That sure would be faster than what I've been doing. But
how would I search the literature at another stage?" 

Professor: "Let's say that in one section of your thesis you intend to show
that different authors used different methods of estimating the incidence 
of slavery in a society, and you want to compare their methods and to 
propose the likely social consequences of their different approaches. 
Again, if the source you have at hand is a book, you go directly to the 
index and look for words related to the prevalence of slavery. For in-
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stance, under the word slavery you might find such terms as popularity of,
frequency of, trends in, decline of, or the like, each accompanied by the 
numbers of the pages on which those matters are discussed. You also 
should look over the table of contents to locate chapters that might de
scribe how the author has calculated the rate of slavery. And the method 
of skimming paragraphs that I mentioned earlier also applies here. Look 
for topic sentences and italicized terms, and also for numbers that show 
increases and decreases in the quantity of slaves." 

Student: "What about journal articles? You don't have the help of a table 
of contents or index." 

Professor: "At an increasing rate, journal articles begin with an abstract of
the article's content. Reading the abstract can suggest whether it will be 
worth your while to read the entire article. Next, look at the final pages 
of the article, since they may contain a section called conclusion, discus-
sion, or summary. In that part, an author usually presents an overview of 
the results of the investigation. Then the article itself may be divided 
into subsections that are identified by headings. One of those may be 
called 'Methodology' or 'Instrumentation,' where you may find the 
author's approach to estimating the incidence of slavery in the societies 
on which the study focuses." 

Student: "Well, that's a lot different than what I've been doing." 

Professor: "Therefore, in searching the literature, you don't say to your-
self, 'I'll read through each book and article that's related to my research 
topic' Instead, you say, 'What's my purpose of hunting through the lit
erature at the present stage of my research, what specifically do I need to 
find, and how are the most direct ways of finding it?' So you don't read
through the literature. Rather, you hunt for specific things in the litera-
ture." 

(T&D 33-34) 

Taking Advantage of Book Reviews 

Professor: "You've done a good job of drawing on the professional lit
erature to show the array of controversies about indigenous knowledge.
And you've nicely located your research topic—Indigenous Knowledge in
the Schools—in that array. Although you included books, journal articles,
and conference proceedings in your search, you didn't take advantage of 
book reviews." 

Student: "It never occurred to me that they'd be of any value." 
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Professor: "The reason I ask is because I've come across a composite re
view of four books about indigenous knowledge in schools' science cur
ricula. It's here in this issue of the Comparative Education Review." 

Student: "But how is a brief summary of a book's contents of any use?" 

Professor: "It depends on the nature of the particular review. Some peo
ple who write reviews do no more than describe chapter contents. That 
kind of information is usually of very limited value. But other reviewers 
analyze books' from the viewpoint of the authors' theories, their political 
and academic biases, the adequacy of their reasoning, their sources of in
formation, the social context in which they work, and more. Those ana
lytical reviews furnish insights that you may not find in other sources. A 
good example of an analytical and evaluative review is this journal essay 
titled 'Multicultural Science from Diverse Perspectives.' Why don't you 
borrow this copy and see how the reviewer compares those four books' 
treatment of indigenous knowledge?" 

Student: "What's a good way to find useful reviews?" 

Professor: "As you've probably noticed, some academic journals include 
reviews whereas others don't. Therefore, you need to learn which jour
nals publish reviews. In your own field of comparative education, you'll 
discover reviews in all five of these periodicals—Comparative Education 
Review, Comparative Education, International Review of Education, Interna
tional Education, and Educational Studies. Newspapers and such popular 
magazines as Time, Newsweek, and the New Yorker publish critical re
views of current books. You'll also find reviews on the Internet. For in
stance, such on-line booksellers as Barnes and Noble (www.bn.com) and 
Amazon (www.amazon.com) furnish reviews of some of the books on their 
list. Another good source in our university library is the Book Review Di
gest, a monthly publication that's issued also in an annual cumulative 
volume. And the Book Review Index is a bimonthly periodical that directs 
you where particular books have been reviewed. The journal Choice of
fers analyses of books considered to be particularly desirable for college 
and university libraries. Choice's articles are also in the form of a com
puter file called ChoiceReviews.online. In your reading about indigenous 
knowledge, you may find book reviews written by experts on the topic, 
because distinguished scholars are often asked to write review of books 
of others in the field, thereby furnishing you insightful critiques of the 
work of their fellow scholars." 

Student: "That's all news to me. I'll look them up." 

www.bn.com
www.amazon.com


Chapter 4 

Developing a Proposal 

It's the custom in colleges and universities to require master's degree 
and doctoral candidates to submit a written description of their intended 
research project to the faculty members who will supervise their thesis or 
dissertation work. As soon as faculty sponsors approve the proposal, the 
candidate is authorized to implement the plan. The cases in this chapter 
address (a) the matter of different forms in which proposals are typically 
cast and (b) questions about such specific components of proposals as 
defining key terms and preparing a rationale to support the candidate's 
research plan. 

What, Precisely, Is a Proposal? 
Student: "I read in the graduate bulletin that a student's thesis or disser
tation begins officially with the acceptance of the candidate's proposal. 
Exactly what does a proposal contain? And who accepts the proposal?" 

Professor: "The proposal—sometimes called a prospectus or plan—is a
statement of the problem on which the student's thesis or dissertation 
will focus. Formally, a proposal is intended for the faculty member who 
supervises the student's work. Or if a committee will be responsible for 
evaluating the thesis or dissertation, the proposal is presented to all 
members of the committee." 

Student: "But what goes into a proposal?"

Professor: "Actually, there's no one form in which proposals are pre-
pared. Which form you adopt can depend on several things—the uni
versity's or department's regulations, your advisor's preference, the 
stage of your progress on your research problem, the complexity of your 
topic, your own preference—any of these." 
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Student: "Then how do I decide how I should do it?" 

Professor: "Well, let's go through the considerations I mentioned. That 
should help you decide. Your problem is very common, so I keep some 
examples here in my file cabinet. First, some universities or departments 
have no set rules governing how a proposal should be cast, but our de
partment does. I'll read it to you. 

Before a candidate formally begins to collect data for a thesis or dissertation, the can
didate must submit to his or her advisor (and/or advisory committee) a written de
scription of (a) the nature of the candidate's research topic or problem, (b) why the 
topic or problem is a significant one to pursue, and (c) the intended methods of in
vestigating the topic or solving the problem. The advisor and/or committee members 
may suggest changes or refinements in the proposal. Some of their suggestions may 
be offered as options that the candidate is free either to adopt or to reject. Other sug
gestions may be ones that the advisor or committee members require that the candi
date adopt. When the proposal is in a condition considered satisfactory to the advisor 
and/or committee members, they will sign the document. Their signatures authorize 
the candidate to implement the proposal as written. The signed document serves as a 
formal agreement on the part of the faculty that, when the research described in the 
proposal has been completed satisfactorily, the student will have fulfilled the depart
ment's thesis or dissertation requirement for the master's or doctor's degree. 

Student: "Then what I need in my proposal is a description of my topic 
and why I chose it." 

Professor: "And tell something of your intended research methods, such
as what sort of evidence you'll collect, whatever theory—if any—you'll 
use, and how you'll compile or organize the evidence." 

Student: "How detailed should it be?" 

Professor: "That depends pretty much on the preferences of your advisor
and the members of your supervising committee—as well as your own 
preference. Here I have four proposals I've collected from students in 
the past. They're from different disciplines—anthropology, education, 
psychology, and combined political-science and history." (See the sec
tion titled "Final Proposal" in Appendixes A, B, C, and D at the end of 
this book.) 

Student: "Would it be possible for me to borrow those overnight? I'd 
like to take time inspecting them." 

Professor: "Sure. But let me point out a few differences among them that
you might find interesting. First, they are all in slightly different for
mats. They include somewhat different sections. You may want to bor
row some ideas from them about what you'll include in your own 
proposal. Then they all used different methods of data collection and 
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analysis. For instance, the anthropology student collected data by means 
of participant-observation in a drama society. The education student did 
an experiment, comparing different ways of teaching science to junior-
high students. The psychology student created a descriptive model by 
doing a content analysis of published theories of human development. 
And the political-science student wrote a history from information de
rived by content analysis of archival materials and by interviews." 

Student: "Yes, I'll be interested in studying those examples." 

Professor: "To guide your study a bit, I might mention a couple of things
the advisory committees for these projects suggested to the projects' 
authors. In the first proposal—the one with the anthropology student in 
the drama society—the student was reminded that she'd need to get the 
written consent of the people in the videotaped incidents in order to use 
that material in the dissertation. And then in the last proposal—the his
tory of water regulations—the committee asked for a more detailed de
scription of the conflict theory that would be used." 

Student: "But what if I write a complete proposal like those, and the 
committee doesn't even like my topic? That means I've gone to a lot of 
work that has to be thrown away, and I have to start all over?" 

Professor: "There's a way to guard against that. It brings up two more
considerations to keep in mind. First, are the preferences of your advisor 
and the committee members. Second, there's the present stage of your 
project. Before you write the complete, official, formal proposal, you 
should try out your ideas on your advisor—and probably on the com
mittee members, so you avoid doing a lot of work that they might reject. 
Furthermore, by introducing your plan to them in progressive phases, 
you give them a chance to offer helpful advice as you go along." 

Student: "What phases do you mean?" 

Professor: "A first phase can be that of defining your topic or problem
and then explaining why it's a good one—why such a study is needed. 
You try that out on your advisor, who may have suggestions about im
proving it. Then, in its improved state, you might try it on other com
mittee members, if they're willing to look at it." 

Student: "They might not be willing?" 

Professor: "Different faculty members have different ideas about such
things. Some very much want to see what you're doing at each stage of 
your work. Others don't particularly want to see it, but they are willing 
to look at it. Still others don't want to see your work until the whole 
thing's finished—until the thesis or dissertation is in its final form. In 
order to know whether you should give them reports at each stage, you 
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have to ask them. I might add that it's a good idea for you to keep a 
written record of your contacts with committee members. Write down 
the date, person contacted, nature of the contact, agreements reached, 
and the like. That way you can easily reconstruct what occurred on 
those occasions if anyone asks." 

Student: "Would you have an example of what that first phase might be 
like?" 

Professor: "I do. I have examples for two of these projects—the one in 
anthropology and the one in political science. 

Title: Roles, Rituals, and Status in a College Drama Society. 

Purpose: I want to develop a model for analyzing how role, ritual, and status are re
lated to each other in relatively small organizations, that is, organizations with no 
more than three- or four-dozen members. I intend to develop that model by inspect
ing the roles, rituals, and statuses of members of a university drama society. The 
model should also be useful for analyzing role, ritual, and status in other types of or
ganizations of similar size. 

Topic: Shoshoni County Water Rights. 

Reason for the study: At the present time, there is a lot of controversy in the newspa
pers about new rules that the County Water Board is proposing for regulating the 
collection and distribution of water to farms throughout the county. In the reports of 
the board's deliberations, the board members seem to be poorly informed about how 
and why the existing regulations were originally created. Therefore, I thought it 
would be a good idea to prepare a history of how and why regulations had been de
veloped in the past. 

"If you look here at the final political-science/history proposal, the title 
of the thesis is different from the one on this sheet. That's because I sug
gested the title might be more informative if it was changed to 'A Politi
cal History of Water Regulations in a Farming Community.'" 

Student: "So that's the kind of thing I should first give my advisor. What 
next?" 

Professor: "A second phase could be at least a rough description of the 
way you'll collect and interpret the evidence you intend to use for solv
ing your research problem, or testing your hypothesis, or applying your 
theory. That would be your research methodology." 

Student: "And you have examples of how I might do that?" 

Professor: "You'll find them in these proposals. Just look in each for the
section on methods. Here in the anthropology example that section's 
called methodology. In the education dissertation it's called research de-
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sign. For the psychology project it's under the creation of the descriptive
model. In the history plan it's under selecting sources of information and
creating data-collection guide questions. You could hand just that part to
your advisor." 

Student: "So I get feedback about my methodology from my advisor, 
and maybe from the committee members?" 

Professor: "That's it. And on the basis of their assessment and sugges
tions, you prepare the formal version of the proposal which they'll sign. 
Then you're officially on your way." 

(T&D 279-282) 

Defining Key Terms 
Professor: "I've read this sketch of a proposed dissertation topic that you
sent me, and I'm puzzled about what you mean by a number of the key 
terms you've used." 

Student: "Key terms?" 

Professor: "I mean words and phrases whose precise meanings must be
clearly understood by readers if they are to know specifically what your 
research has involved. For example, take your title: Urban and Rural 
Political Participation in a Rocky Mountain Region. Five terms in this title
need to be defined." 

Student: "But I thought what the title meant was pretty obvious. I'm 
afraid if I spelled out the meaning of every word, the kinds of people 
who read my dissertation would feel insulted. I don't want to write 
down to them—to patronize them." 

Professor: "I doubt they'll feel offended. There are two sorts of people
who need exact definitions of crucial terms in your research. First are 
the ones who come to your work poorly informed about your field of 
interest. They need definitions of words they find unfamiliar—such as 
political terms like polity, centrist, caucus, and house minority whip. They
need definitions because the terms are completely foreign to them. Sec
ond are the readers of your work who know far too much. These are the 
experts who recognize a variety of meanings for even quite ordinary 
terms—urban, rural, political, participation, and Rocky Mountain Region.
What they need to know is which of those terms' several potential 
meanings you intend in your study." 

Student: "But a word like urban, why wouldn't that be obvious?"

Professor: "Because urban can be defined in various ways. Perhaps the
most obvious is by the number of people in a defined area—and not just 
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the total number, but also the density—how closely they are packed in 
the area. Therefore, saying there are one million people in a region may 
not qualify that region as urban unless it's rather limited in size so that 
the people are somewhat crowded together. If there were one million 
people spread across a region the size of Montana, in most people's 
minds that would hardly qualify as urban. So you could differentiate 
urban from rural by specifying the population size and density that you 
assign to the terms urban and rural to indicate how you are using those 
words in your dissertation. And if somebody else is doing research in
volving the concepts urban and rural and thus chooses a size and density
different than your own, it would be important for readers to recognize 
that fact." 

Student: "Then I have to report the population size and density for the 
places I'll use in my research?" 

Professor: "Yes, if size and density are the only characteristics you want
to use to distinguish between urban and rural. But maybe you want to
add other features as well, such as modes of transportation. You might 
say that urban is intended to imply crowded traffic conditions as well as
such public transportation facilities as subways and buses, whereas rural 
lacks those facilities. But because both urban and rural settings involve 
autos as prominent means of transportation, people's use of autos would 
not be a characteristic differentiating urban from rural in your study."

Student: "Well, I could do that all right. But it seems difficult to draw a 
sharp line between a large population—meaning urban—and a small 
population—meaning rural. They kind of merge together in the middle." 

Professor: "Exactly. Rural and urban don't naturally form a dichotomy.
The two are opposite ends of a continuum, a graduated scale ranging 
from large/dense at one end to small/dispersed at the other." 

Student: "Then how do you handle that?" 

Professor: "Begin by thinking of why you decided to compare rural and
urban populations in the first place." 

Student "Well . . . I thought the kind of political participation would be 
different in a big city than out in the country." 

Professor: "That seems to be a reasonable hypothesis. Therefore, you can
test that idea by picking the places you study from the upper and lower 
segments of the size-and-density scale, leaving out the middle of the 
scale. That way, you distinguish quite clearly between urban and ru
ral." 
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vStudent: "So I could take a big city for urban, then leave out smaller cities
and towns, and take a sparsely populated area for rural. Actually, that's 
what I think I've done in choosing the places I intend to study. But what 
you're saying is that I need to explain exactly how I did it?" 

Professor: "Right. That's what I mean by defining those two terms. 
Now let's take the word political. It's a word that can mean lots of differ-
ent things to different people, so it's important that you explain precisely 
what you mean; and then you use that meaning consistently throughout 
your dissertation. So, what do you mean by political." 

Student: "Political is . . . well, it's about politics, about what politicians
do." 

Professor: "Not good enough. You're using a different form of the same
word to define the word. That's a tautology. You don't play the game of 
defining by using the same word. I'll give you a couple of examples of 
rather widely accepted meanings for political. The first, 'Political, as that
term is intended throughout this dissertation, refers to the exercise of 
power.' Or, as a second option, 'Political acts are attempts to influence 
other people's beliefs and/or behavior.' And then here's another option, 
'Politics, in this dissertation, refers to people's attempts to affect public
policy and practice.'" 

Student: "I think I like that third one best. I'm interested in seeing how 
city people and country people might be different in the way they try to 
influence public things. And then do I have to define public?" 

Professor: "Right. It would be useful to know how you distinguish be-
tween public and private. Next, your word participation. Here's your 
chance to specify what 'public things' people try to influence and how 
they go about it. What does a political participant do?"

Student: "I don't know yet. That's what I'm doing the study to find out."

Professor: "But it's a good idea to speculate ahead of time—to offer some
examples so readers know at least generally what you're talking about. 
Are you interested in whether people vote in public elections? Is that a 
form of participation that interests you? How about people contributing 
funds to candidates, political parties, or such causes as environmental 
protection efforts or gun control? Does actively campaigning for candi
dates or propositions qualify as participation?" 

Student: "So, even if I don't know ahead of time how urban and rural 
people participate, I should give some examples of possibilities?" 

Professor: "Right. And that serves more than one purpose. First, it alerts
readers to the sorts of things you mean by political participation. Second,
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it forces you to think about what kinds of acts comprise such participa
tion. Therefore, you follow your definition of political participation with 
examples illustrating different types of behaviors that would qualify 
under that definition. And when you think of what participation can 
involve, it gives you some hints about how you'll collect informa
tion—about what your interview questions should ask or what kinds of 
items to put on a questionnaire. 

"Now let's take the last term in your title, Rocky Mountain Region. Are 
you going to include urban and rural areas of that entire region 
—ranging from New Mexico in the south up through Western Canada 
and into Alaska in the north?" 

Student: "No, I'm just working in Colorado." 

Professor: "Then why not say 'Colorado' rather than 'Rocky Mountain 
Region?'" 

Student: "Well, I thought about that, but I had two reasons to use Rocky 
Mountain Region. In reading classic studies from the past about com
munities—like Middletown in Transition and Elmtown's Youth1—I noticed
that the authors made up a pseudonym for the town. They didn't iden
tify the town's real name." 

Professor: "Why do you think they did that?" 

Student: "I guess they wanted the place to look like a typical kind of 
community, not just a specific or unusual one. And maybe they wanted 
to protect the identity of the town and the people so nobody's feelings 
would be hurt. " 

Professor: "What Colorado communities did you plan to study?" 

Student: "For urban I'm taking Denver. For rural I'm taking the areas 
around three small towns in the northeast—Fleming, Haxtun, and 
Paoili." 

Professor: "Do you believe, from a political-participation viewpoint, that 
those Colorado communities are typical of all Rocky Mountain commu
nities—New Mexico to Alaska?" 

1 R. S. Lynd, & H. M. Lynd. (1937). Middletown in transition. New York: Har-
court, Brace. 

A. B. Hollingshead. (1949). Elmtown's youth: The impact of social class on adoles-
cents. New York: Wiley. 

A. B. Hollingshead. (1975). Elmtown's youth and Elmtown revisited. New York:
Wiley. 
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Student: "Well, I'd like my findings to apply to places other than just 
Colorado." 

Professor: "So you think political participation is the same in the places 
you chose in Colorado as it is in New Mexico, Wyoming, Utah, Nevada, 
Montana, British Columbia, and Alaska?" 

Student: "I don't know. Maybe not." 

Professor: "Then it may be desirable not to imply such a belief in your 
title. To appear a bit more modest in generalizing your results to other 
places, why not substitute Selected Colorado Communities for Rocky Moun
tain Region? I wouldn't worry about the communities you study feeling 
offended, as long as what you write is based solidly on data you collect." 

Student: " W e l l . . . okay. So, if early in my dissertation I define those five 
terms in the title the way you suggest, then my definition problems are 
over." 

Professor: "It's a good start. Now let's look at the way you've stated 
your dissertation problem. It says here: 

The two purposes of this study are: (1) to compare urban and rural residents 
in regard to the kind and amount of political participation in which they en
gage and (2) to identify the causes of participation similarities and differences 
between the two groups. 

"Here we find more terms crucial to your study, so they require pre
cise definitions. Just for practice, look over those aims and identify terms 
that you think should be defined in order to make your intended mean
ings clear to readers." 

Student: "I guess residents needs to be made clear, and would I have to 
define causes?" 

Professor: "I think so. Defining residents forces you to specify the sorts of 
people you'll include in your sample—the people you'll interview or the 
ones who will fill out questionnaires. By specifying what you mean by 
causes, you identify which factors in people's lives you believe affect 
their political participation. Therefore, when you define such terms, you 
not only make your meanings clear to readers, but you become more 
precise in identifying how to carry out your study." 

(T&D 79-83) 

Defining by Operations 
Professor: "Nearly everything in your proposal is clear, but I'm having a 
problem with four terms that are central to your study. I'm referring to 
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the meanings you intend for language competence, intelligence, personality
traits, and instructional procedure." 

Student: "But I defined those." 

Professor: "I see that. But your definitions are too general. They should
be stated in a way that gives them a meaning that precisely fits your 
research project. According to your plan, you want to discover how well 
limited-English students improve their language competence under 
three different instructional procedures. And by limited-English you
mean students whose home language is not, as you say, 'standard 
American usage.' Those students will be mostly from homes where a 
foreign language is spoken. You also want to see how students' success 
under each procedure may be influenced by their intelligence and per
sonality type. So let's look at the four terms as you've explained them on 
page 4. 

Language competence means how fluent students are in their use of English. 

The word intelligence refers to how quickly students learn and how well they remem
ber and can recall what they have been taught. 

In this research, personality traits are attitudes students bring to an educational expe
rience. 

An instructional procedure is the teaching/learning method that students experience 
in a particular educational program." 

Student: "And you say those definitions aren't good enough?"

Professor: "The problem is that each one, in its present form, can mean a
lot of different things, depending on the particular situation at hand. 
Take language competence. Are you talking about how accurately children
speak English? Or how well they understand spoken English? How 
well they read English? How well they write English? Or all of these 
things?" 

Student: "I'm interested in all of them." 

Professor: "How do you plan to assess their competence?" 

Student: "With the Crozley English Language Test." 

Professor: "Is that test delivered orally or is it written?" 

Student: "It's written. . . . I mean, it's a printed test the kids read and 
mark the answer. The answers are multiple-choice." 

Professor: "So it tests reading competence. It's a reading test."
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Student: "Not just that. It also has questions about grammar and syntax. 
And some spelling rules. Those questions apply to how well students 
can write." 

Professor: "But the students don't do any actual writing?"

Student: "No." 

Professor: "Now, what's the level of difficulty of the test items—the 
complexity of the vocabulary and syntax? Are the words that are used 
quite common—everyday terms in the students' lives? Or are some 
words uncommon, ones students might meet only in fairly advanced 
textbooks at school?" 

Student: "Well... I hadn't looked into that." 

Professor: "If the vocabulary and sentence forms are simple, then stu
dents would earn higher scores for competence on this test than they 
would on a test with more unfamiliar words and more complex sen
tences." 

Student: "Yes, that's so." 

Professor: "Therefore, your definition of language competence for the pur-
poses of your project needs to make clear which one, out of many possi
ble specific kinds of competence, your study involves." 

Student: "And how do I do that?" 

Professor: "You adopt an operational definition, one whose meaning re-
sides in the operations you use to assess the quality of what you're talk
ing about. In your case, the precise meaning of language competence is
reflected in the kinds of items that are on this Crozley test. So you might 
define language competence something like this—and here I'll just make
up the details by imagining the kind of information you might have 
about the test. 

The term language competence in this research project means the pattern of a stu
dent's success on the Crozley English Language Test. That test is designed to meas
ure reading comprehension and several rules of English usage that can contribute to 
students' ability to write English. The reading portion of the test includes measures 
of (a) vocabulary meanings, (b) comprehension of core ideas, and (c) ability to infer 
meanings. The level of difficulty of the test's reading content is suggested by the re
sults of a study in which 65% of 2300 sixth-grade pupils who took the test earned 
scores of 80% or higher. Among 1400 ninth-graders, 83% achieved scores of 80% 
or higher. 

"Therefore, language competence in your research means what the
Corzley test measures. Language competence would mean something
different if you used a different reading test, or if you had students write 
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essays that you would evaluate, or if you engaged them in conversations 
so you could assess their listening and speaking skills." 

Student: "Then that's what an operational definition is? You tell how 
you judged or measured what you are talking about?" 

Professor: "Exactly. Now, how would you go about defining intelligence
and personality traits operationally?" 

Student: "Well, I planned to do two things about intelligence. The kids 
would take the Stenway Mental Skills Test, and I'd also have their class
room teacher rate them on a scale of how bright they seemed to be—how 
quickly they understood new ideas and how good their memories were." 

Professor: "That means you need to describe the nature of the mental-
skills test—the kinds of items it has and what characteristics each set of 
items appears to measure. If there are any studies in the professional 
literature telling how other well-known measures of intelligence com
pare with the results of the Stenway test, you could report that, since the 
degree of correlation between two tests suggests how much they overlap 
in what they measure." 

Student: "What about the teacher rating how bright the kids are?" 

Professor: "Your operational definition of that part should include the
specific directions you give the teachers in how to do the task. Different 
directions than those you give might cause the teachers to make different 
judgments of pupils' intelligence. And if you don't give them any di
rections, you don't know what assumptions they are making about in
telligence when they do the rating." 

Student: "Now this is all becoming clear. So, with personality traits, I 
should do the same as with intelligence. As a personality measure, I 
planned to have the kids fill out a printed inventory called Here's Who I 
Am, which has descriptions of different ways of reacting to situations, 
and the kids check the ways they would likely act. That means my defi
nition should tell the nature of that inventory?" 

Professor: "Right. Now, let's look at your fourth definition, the one of
instructional procedure." 

Student: "Okay, let me try that. I'll have three methods of teaching lim
ited-English students. To make my definition of instructional proce
dures operational, I need to specify exactly what the teacher and the 
students do under each method—and that should include the materials 
they use, such as textbooks, flash cards, charts, videos, and that kind of 
thing." 
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Professor: "Exactly. And your descriptions should be detailed enough to
equip any teachers who read your dissertation to replicate your proce
dures in their own classrooms." 

Student: "Well, then, I'll have to throw out those definitions I had on 
page 4." 

Professor: "No. Don't throw them out. It's all right to start with them. 
But then follow each rather abstract definition with the exact operations 
you'll use in your study to put it into practice. For example, you could 
begin your fourth definition with: 'An instructional procedure is the 
teaching/learning method that students experience in a particular edu
cational program.' Then you continue with something like: 'In the pre
sent investigation, the three instructional procedures used in teaching 
reading to English-limited students are distinguished from each other in 
the following ways.' And here's where you detail the teachers' and stu
dents' activities and the materials as they appear in each of your three 
methods." 

Student: "Well, that's all pretty clear to me now. But I think I'm still in 
trouble with another one, the definition of limited-English students. I ha-
ven't been very precise in the way I decide whether a student actually 
deserves to be called limited-English." 

Professor: "You're right. I missed that one. You need to make your crite-
ria so clear that teachers who read your dissertation could accurately 
locate their own students in limited-English and nonlimited-English catego-
ries." 

(T&D 79-83) 

The Why and Where of a Rationale 
Professor: "I read your thesis plan and found these things in it. First, 
there's the title: 'An Evaluation of Financial Planning in a City's Social 
Welfare Program.' That pretty well summarizes what you're up to. 
Then you have the principal questions you intend to answer, definitions 
of important terms, and this financial-planning scheme that you're 
adapting from the Trentwell Institutional Financial Planning Model. In this
next section you describe the city's welfare program that you intend to 
evaluate, you sketch out the method you'll use for collecting your evi
dence, and you tell how you'll compare the evidence against the 
Trentwell model. And by means of that comparison you'll evaluates the 
welfare department's financial planning. Now, those things are all very 
clear, but what I don't find is a rationale." 

Student: " I . . . I don't quite know what you mean by a rationale." 
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Professor: "A rationale tells why. It's a line of reasoning you offer to ex
plain why you chose this topic to study, why it's worth studying, and 
why you selected your particular method for studying it. This proposal 
you gave me tells what you are going to do, but it doesn't tell why, so you 
need a rationale. To begin, why did you choose to evaluate the social 
welfare department's financial planning?" 

Student: "Well, I have a dual major—social welfare and economics—so 
that topic bridges across those two fields." 

Professor: "All right. That's a start. Now, why evaluate the department's 
methods of planning?" 

Student: "It seems important, since the city has limited funds, and there 
are all kinds of departments trying to get their hands on those funds. So 
if the funds are to be used economically, it's important that departments 
be efficient in their financial planning. Both the city council and the 
general public want to know if the planners are doing their job." 

Professor: "Fair enough. Now, has the Trentwell model been used in 
analyzing social welfare departments' practices before?" 

Student: "I doubt it. I didn't find any mention of it in my review of the 
literature." 

Professor: "Then that's another reason for choosing your topic. Now you 
have three reasons. First, your thesis fits your two academic specialties; 
second, it has practical value for the city council and the interested pub
lic; and third, it demonstrates the usefulness of the Trentwell model in 
assessing a social welfare department's financial planning. How about 
feasibility?" 

Student: "How do you mean?" 

Professor: "Another reason for attempting this task is that it's do-able. 
You can complete the thesis within a reasonable period of time and you 
can gain access to the information you need. So your task is feasible." 

Student: "And I put those reasons in the thesis?" 

Professor: "Those, and any others that influenced your choice of a re
search problem. But that's only half of the rationale. The other half in
volves explaining why you chose the methods you intend to use for 
evaluating the department's financial planning. That means you need to 
tell why you are adapting this Trentwell model and why you intend to 
conduct interviews and do content analyses of documents." 

Student: "Okay, I think I can do that. But where do I put the rationale 
when I write the final version of the thesis? Where should it go?" 
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Professor: "You put it where it makes best sense to your readers. When
you write the thesis, imagine that you don't know anything about 
Trentwell's model or the social welfare department's money matters. 
Then you describe your research in the order that would make best sense 
to such an uninformed reader. That means you present your rationale at 
the place in your narrative that you would want to have that information 
if you were the unenlightened reader." 

Student: "Is there some usual place?" 

Professor: "You have some choice. It depends on which way you think
makes your story clearest. For instance, you could start the first page of 
the thesis with the reason that your research is of some practical use. 
Here, I'll show you on the computer. You could begin something like 
this: 

In times of tight money and increasing inflation, local governments face the problem 
of dividing funds equitably among their departments and of ensuring that those funds 
are used efficiently. If that goal is to be reached, it is important that officials have in
formation about (a) how departments plan the financing of their programs and (b) the 
efficiency of their financial planning practices. This thesis has been designed to 
make a contribution to that goal by. . . . 

"And then you describe how your research fits that aim. Or, as a dif
ferent option, you could start by telling what your thesis is about, then 
explain why such a research problem is important. In that case, you 
might start off in this vein: 

The dual purpose of the research reported in this thesis is to (a) demonstrate how a 
revised version of the Trentwell Institutional Financial Planning Model can guide the
process of evaluating financial-planning practices in a city's social-welfare depart
ment and (b) furnish city officials and the general public a report of how efficient the 
department's financial planning has been. There are several reasons that such a study 
is appropriate as a thesis project. 

"And then your explain your reasons. Or, as a third possibility, you 
could focus the reader's attention on a theoretical aspect of your project 
—on how the analytical model you adopt affects the outcomes you de
rive from the study of an agency's financial planning. In that event, you 
might begin this way: 

Two propositions on which this thesis is founded are that (a) no phenomenon can be 
seen from all possible viewpoints simultaneously, so that any description of a phe
nomenon is dependent on the particular perspective that has been adopted and (b) a 
viewpoint can be conceived to be a model that serves as a kind of lens through which 
a phenomenon is interpreted. In keeping with these propositions, this thesis reports 
the evaluation of a city's social welfare department's financial-planning practices as 
seen from the perspective of a revised form of the Trentwell Institutional Financial 
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Planning Model. Such a study is considered appropriate as a thesis project in the 
fields of economics and social welfare for a variety of reasons. 

"And you go on to describe your rationale for choosing such a prob
lem." 

Student: "But what about explaining why I chose my methodology? 
That doesn't seem to fit any of those introductions you've suggested." 

Professor: "Quite right. So you really have more than one rationale. 
Your line of reasoning for selecting Trentwell's model and your plan to 
do interviews and content analyses belongs farther back in your the
sis—back where you explain your methodology. It's usually a good idea 
back there to describe different methods you could have used—such as 
different models—and then to explain why you settled on the ones you 
chose." 

Student: "Then I've got some more work to do on this proposal."

Professor: "Actually, in it's present form, the proposal's quite good. But
it still needs rationales." 

(T&D 83-87) 

Writing Under Pressure 
Student: "I was shocked when you and the other three professors on the 
committee said my dissertation proposal was unsatisfactory and I'd have 
very little time before I had to hand in the final version." 

Professor: "Yes, I'm afraid that's your situation. You've not been making
the progress with your research that the university requires. As far as 
we can see, you haven't moved very far ahead over the past two or three 
years, so your time is about to run out." 

Student: "But as a full-time school administrator, I couldn't spend all my
time working on my degree. Yet over those three years I've been col
lecting the data for my dissertation topic: The Dynamics of Progress from a
Low-Performance School to a High-Performance School." 

Professor: "I appreciate that. However, as the committee told you, your
oral defense of your written comprehensive exams was a bit of a mixed 
bag—a combination of strengths and weaknesses—just good enough to 
pass. But your written dissertation proposal was pretty poor. I see you 
have the committee's assessment in hand. Let's just read it over to
gether. 

You have a solid understanding of your leadership experience and the dy
namics in moving your school from Tow Performing Status' to 'Exemplary 
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Status/ but your comprehensive examination was not grounded in literature 
and research related to your story about this ordeal. The same thing is true of 
your dissertation proposal and the subject of your school's progress. You 
need to ground your proposal in related literature, and you need to bring 
precision to the proposal itself. For example, why are you planning to use 
case-study and survey research in your dissertation? Will you use triangula-
tion? What is the larger educational problem that your dissertation will ad
dress? What is the research problem? How will you state it? What questions 
will drive your study? What are the key terms and how will you define 
them?" 

Student: "And all that before the deadline? I think I'm sunk." 

Professor: "Well, the deadline's quite clear. It's in this copy of the letter to
you from the Graduate School's office. In responding to your request for 
a time extension, the graduate dean wrote: 

An extension is approved through the next semester of this academic year. The 
Graduate School will not consider any additional extension requests. 

"You know what this means: You have three-and-one-half months to 
write your dissertation. Your committee must meet and approve your 
dissertation at the end of that time." 

Student: "That's impossible." 

Professor: "Now, don't despair too soon. All's not lost if you get yourself
focused and spend full time at the task. The first thing to do is to inspect 
a sample of a satisfactory proposal. Here's one from my file." 

Student: (Reads the sample proposal.) "I see what you mean. I like the 
way she's done it. It seems clear and complete." 

Professor: "Then if you feel that's the sort of thing you can do, why not
take it around to the other members of your committee and see if they 
would be satisfied if you cast your proposal in that form? If they agree, 
then you can set a time for your proposal meeting—say, around three 
weeks from now. In the meantime, I'll help you get organized." 

(T&D 279-282) 
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Chapter 5 

Getting Help 
During the process of completing a thesis or dissertation, students typi
cally need help. Sometimes the help concerns the content of their work, 
such as how they go about choosing a research topic, collect data, inter
pret the results, and write the final report. Other times they require aid 
in coping with problems they encounter working with faculty members. 
The cases in this chapter concern both of those kinds of help. 

A Community of Scholars 
Student: "I'm holding a full-time job outside the university while I'm 
doing my dissertation, and I'm not getting the feedback I need at differ
ent stages of the project." 

Professor: "I suppose you've talked to your advisor about this." 

Student: "Yes, but it's kind of awkward. She tells me to make an ap
pointment with her secretary during office hours, but my outside job 
doesn't match her office hours." 

Professor: "What about your fellow graduate students?" 

Student: "How do you mean?" 

Professor: "You're not in this thing alone. You're in a community of
scholars that includes bright students as well as faculty members. Have 
you turned to any of your fellow students for feedback?" 

Student: "I don't see that as a viable option. They're busy with their own
problems. They don't want to waste time on mine. Even then, they may 
not know any more than I do." 
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Professor: "Quite right. Any advice or evaluation others give you might
be of no use. Sometimes a group attack on a problem is useful—it gets 
some good ideas on the table. But if the group participants are poorly 
informed about the topic at hand, or if their ability to reason logically is 
limited, the 'group-think' is a waste of time. There's more than a little 
truth in the adage: 'A camel is a horse put together by a committee.' So 
ultimately, creating your dissertation is a solitary task. But you still may 
profit from the help of truly serious and knowledgeable comrades." 

Student: "But I'm not sure how to approach another student for the help 
I need." 

Professor: "I doubt there's a magic formula, but I can suggest one possi-
bility. First, the student you choose should be one you regard as quite 
bright. I imagine you already have an impression from past seminars 
about which of your fellow students are the most competent. So you 
might approach the one you choose with a proposal cast in some such 
form as this: 

While working on my dissertation, I find from time to time that I 
could use the opinion of a trusted acquaintance about what I'm 
working on at the moment. I don't know if you feel that same way 
about your dissertation; but if you do, maybe we could occasionally 
be of some help to each other. For example, at present I'm writing 
my methodology section, but I'm not sure I'm making myself clear. 
Of course, I realize that you may be too busy to do this sort of thing; 
and maybe your advisor gives you all the feedback you need. But if 
not, would you want to exchange appraisals and suggestions with 
me from time to time? 

"Perhaps asking the aid of fellow students in such a manner may not 
be something that suits your needs, or you may not feel comfortable with 
what I'm suggesting. But it's one option for getting the feedback you 
want." 

(T&D 21-25) 

The Distracted Advisor 
(The professor in this case is not the student's principal dissertation ad
visor. Instead, she is a member of the five-person committee responsible 
for evaluating the final version of the dissertation in order to determine 
whether the work is of sufficient merit to warrant granting the student a 
degree. Thus, the student has a valid reason for consulting this particu
lar professor.) 
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Student: "I'm in a fix, so I've come to ask your advice." 

Professor: "What's the problem?" 

Student: "It's Dr. Sturdley, my dissertation advisor. He's too busy to give 
me the help I need." 

Professor: "Exactly what does he do—or doesn't do—that bothers you?" 

Student: "When I want his feedback about the part of my research that 
I'm presently working on, he's not available to see me. He's in class or in 
a meeting or away from the campus or doing his own research. It's al
ways something. His secretary schedules me for weeks ahead, but that's 
far too late for the help I need." 

Professor: "Have you thought of putting your problem or question in 
writing and leaving it with the secretary? Then, Dr. Sturdley could read 
your material at a time he finds convenient, and he could return his 
comments to you through the secretary." 

Student: "I've tried that. I've even sent the stuff by e-mail. He never gets 
around to reading it." 

Professor: "What do you see as a solution?"

Student: "I've thought of trying to change advisors. But I'm afraid to try 
that, since it might make him mad; and he's a powerful man in this de
partment. Maybe nobody else would take me on." 

Professor: "Well, it looks as if you have several alternatives to choose 
from. One would be to approach another faculty member to take you on 
as an advisee—a faculty member you feel confident will give you the 
help you need. It should be somebody well versed in the area of your 
dissertation problem. You can find that out by looking up some of the 
professor's publications or talking to students who've been in his or her 
class. You can also ask that professor's other advisees about how 
promptly he or she responds to their requests for help. And you should 
get that faculty member's agreement to take you on before you announce 
to Dr. Sturdley that you intend to change advisors. 

"Another option is to remain with Dr. Sturdley, but to ask one or more 
other faculty members for advice when you encounter a particular 
problem with your project. If those other persons are already members 
of your dissertation committee, and if you adopt the advice they give, 
then you can likely count on their support if Dr. Sturdley questions that 
aspect of your project when you hand in your final version of the work. 

"Something else you might try is to make your inquiries to Dr. 
Sturdley as concise as possible. If he sees a short inquiry, he might reply 
more promptly than if the inquiry requires a lot of reading. It might also 
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help if your inquiry is in the form of two or more versions of a solution, 
and Dr. Sturdley can choose which version he prefers. For example, if 
you're handing in the outline of a chapter, you might hand in two out
lines representing two versions. Then ask Dr. Sturdley to select the one 
he judges to be the better version. This is like posing a true/false or 
multiple-choice test question rather than an essay question that requires 
more time and thought to answer. If these alternatives don't appeal to 
you, you'll just have to go it alone, perhaps with the aid of any fellow 
students who are willing to offer opinions." 

(T&D 10-21) 

Laid-Back Micromanager 
Student: "Since you are on my dissertation committee, I've come to ask 
your help with the difficulty I'm having with my advisor, Dr. Smith." 

Professor: "I'm not sure I can be of use, but let's hear your problem." 

Student: "I'd never before been through the advisor-advisee process in
doing this kind of research and writing, so I didn't realize how an advi
sor could change colors at two different stages of the entire process. She 
was very accepting of my work during the early and middle stages of 
my work. But what I didn't realize until crunch time—just before I was 
to take my proposal to you and the other members of the commit
tee—was that she hadn't carefully read the earlier work I'd sent her. 
Maybe she hadn't read it at all." 

Professor: "I recall the meeting. Dr. Smith wanted a lot of changes in the
proposal." 

Student: "If she'd told me earlier what she wanted, I could have in-
cluded the changes in the version you people received. By her not giving 
me feedback earlier, it delayed the final proposal for about three 
months." 

Professor: "In that meeting the rest of us had some suggestions as well." 

Student: "Yes, and I found them helpful. I used them in the revision." 

Professor: "So what's the problem now?"

Student: "She's doing it again with the chapters I'm now preparing. I 
send her a chapter or part of one for her approval, and she has her sec
retary tell me it's okay. But later—after I hand in a completed set of the 
materials that she'd okayed, she has a lot of changes—about all kinds of 
things. And most are very detailed. I'm really upset. What can I do?" 
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Professor: "The only practical thing is what you're now doing—coming to 
another committee member for help. It looks as if we need to have 
group planning meetings as we go along in order to help keep Dr. Smith 
on track. Her lack of adequate planning will put all of us in a panic later 
on if something isn't done. I'll contact the other members of the commit
tee and explain the problem. Then we'll ask Dr. Smith to call another 
meeting at which you can present the materials you've finished so far. 
You'll need to give us copies of those materials at least one week ahead 
of time." 

Student: "I can do that all right. But isn't that going to make Dr. Smith 
furious, and she'll take it out on me?" 

Professor: "In some instances it might be dangerous, but I don't think so 
in this case. It has to do with academic politics. Dr. Smith is an associate 
professor. Among the other four members of your committee, one is an 
assistant professor, I'm an associate professor, and the other two are full 
professors. Both of the full professors are prominent in their field, much 
published and well regarded locally and nationally. So, if we four agree 
that Dr. Smith's style of advising has been professionally unacceptable, 
then it would be unwise for her to take revenge on you for bringing the 
matter to our attention. During our future meetings, none of this under
lying power maneuvering will be apparent. Everybody will likely be 
very polite. Still, the consequences of her attempting to take revenge on 
you will be clearly understood by everyone there. Therefore, do you 
want me to see that such a meeting is arranged?" 

Student: "Oh, yes. I'd be grateful." 

(T&D 20-22) 

Stumbling into Awkward Relationships 
Student: "I've come to you as my advisor with a problem that's partly of 
my own making and it has to be confidential." 

Professor: "All right, let's hear it." 

Student: "Several of us graduate students entered the program around 
the same time that Professor Jones joined the faculty as an assistant pro
fessor." 

Professor: "Yes, he's not been here long." 

Student: "We liked him a lot. He was obviously bright, articulate, ener
getic, and friendly. He was easy to get to know. He actually became a 
kind of role model for us, and we got together socially as well as aca-
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demically. And since he was a single parent with two small children, we 
felt sorry for the double burden he bore as professor and parent. So, as 
his students and friends, we did a number of things to help—painted the 
interior of his house, cleaned the rain gutters in the fall, mowed the lawn 
in the summer, and often did free child-care." 

Professor: "It sounds as if you became pretty close."

Student: "We did. Sometimes we even brought food to his house to help 
make sure the children had a balanced diet. And because his car is get
ting old, I loaned him my new car for trips out of town." 

Professor: "I imagine he appreciated all the help and attention." 

Student: "Well, maybe, but now I'm not so sure. Recently one of my 
classmates told me that Professor Jones made critical remarks about me 
and about what he called my 'opulent life-style.' And this was at the 
very time he was getting the benefit of what he regarded as my 'opu
lence.'" 

Professor: "I'm sorry about that. Sometimes it's like that old saying, 'No
good deed goes unpunished.'" 

Student: "Then, in his seminar recently, I've been getting Bs on my pa
pers that are of the same quality as those on which I used to get all As. 
Like I said, I know I'm to blame in part for what's happened, but now I 
don't know how to deal with it. Dr. Jones is on my dissertation com
mittee and I'm getting ready to enter the dissertation stage." 

Professor: "Well, your same situation comes up from time to time. The
problem is, students—and perhaps most often, those at the graduate 
level—typically have a need for acceptance by their professors. They 
need a kind of bonding, but they're aware of the difficulties closeness 
can produce because of the conflict of roles involved. Students need to 
recognize that the roles of professor and student are quite different. But 
you're now in this fix, so there's no point in going over what you might 
have done differently, that is, by keeping the roles of mentor and buddy 
separate. So I'll try to suggest how you might minimize the damage." 

Student: "I'd like to know."

Professor: "First, you should recognize something about the typical 
power relationships among faculty members. Dr. Jones is an assistant 
professor who doesn't yet have tenure. I'm a full professor with tenure 
and a good deal of seniority here, which means that I'm in a position to 
monitor Professor Jones's actions and also your own so that profes
sionalism and fairness are ensured while you write and defend your dis
sertation. However, you'd probably be wise to curtail your social rela-
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tionships with Dr. Jones. And we do have the provision in our graduate 
program to change committee members if you wish. If you foresee diffi
culties ahead, I'd suggest that you have the department chairman re
move Dr. Jones and substitute a different faculty member before you
present and defend your dissertation prospectus. It's more difficult to 
change committee members after you've begun your research and writ-
ing." 

(T&D 21-23) 

The Fabled AbD Degree 
(In this case, a student from a different department consults a professor 
in whose class the student is enrolled.) 

Student: "You probably know that graduate students share horror stories 
about students who leave the university after completing their course-
work but without finishing their thesis or dissertation." 

Professor: "Yes, that's been called the AbD degree—All but Dissertation." 

Student: "There's an especially troublesome story about a student in our 
department. He had his defense of his dissertation scheduled after his 
second and final extension of time. His committee included a faculty 
member who didn't think the paper was acceptable. That committee 
member was joined by a second professor who was also highly critical. 
From the student's perspective, the two unhappy professors ganged up 
on him and wouldn't sign the completion forms. As a result, the student 
left the university without getting a degree. So, what can be done about 
situations like that?" 

Professor: "Let me try answering your concerns by asking a number of
questions. First, did the student present a well-organized prospectus to 
the committee?" 

Student: "I know the university has a topic-approval form, but there's a 
good deal of variation in what constitutes a prospectus. Some students 
write Chapter 1 of their dissertation as their prospectus. Others defend 
an outline of the prospectus, and some simply talk to their advisors 
about what they plan to do without presenting anything in writing." 

Professor: "The initial bit of advice I can give you is that there must be a
well-organized written prospectus at the onset of the research and writ
ing process. Furthermore, this written document must be defended in a 
committee meeting after which committee members sign the document 
as evidence of their approval. This important first step is the best way to 
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minimize unpleasant surprises at the final defense of the student's re
search and writing." 

Student: "Yes, that makes sense." 

Professor: "My second question concerns communication between the 
student and his advisor. Did the student stay in touch with his advisor 
each step of the way as he moved ahead with his research and writing?" 

Student: "This may have been one of the problems. As I understand it, 
he was overloaded at the company where he works, so he did a kind of 
rush job on his paper in order to meet the deadline. In fact, his advisor 
was surprised that the student's paper wasn't of good quality, but the 
student said he had to defend it anyway. Yet still it seems a shame that 
he'd sacrifice all of those years of work and then not complete his de
gree." 

Professor: "My third question relates to communication between the stu-
dent and the other members of his committee. Did the student give 
committee members chapter-by-chapter installments of the dissertation 
as he completed them, along with stamped envelopes addressed to the 
student so it would be easy to send the student their opinions?" 

Student: "I don't think so. I've never heard of anyone doing that." 

Professor: "Well, it can be an important way to keep committee members
up-to-date and to invite responses that improve the dissertation. If 
committee members don't choose to respond, the student should note in 
his log that he sent chapters to them on such and such a date but didn't 
receive a response. In this way, the student can reconstruct progress on 
his project for his advisor and/or committee members. In short, the stu
dent can demonstrate that he made good-faith efforts to get committee 
members' reactions along the way." 

Student: "I see that. I'll try those things when I'm doing my own re
search and writing." 

Professor: "Finally, I should tell you that the credibility of the advisor is
also at stake along with the student's credibility. It's a general rule that 
the committee defers to the advisor's expertise unless the advisor has 
made mistakes that have eroded his or her own credibility. I'd have to 
know more specific details about this case you've described in order to 
give a trustworthy opinion. But, for now, if you follow the advice I've 
given you, you should be able to avoid the problems of that student you 
described." 

(T&D 20-23) 



Getting Help 65 

Is That Sexual Harassment? 
Student: "A close friend of mine—she's a graduate student in another 
department—has a problem that she's afraid to talk about with any of 
the faculty members of her department, so I told her I'd explain it to you 
and perhaps you could offer some useful advice." 

Professor: "Well, at least I can hear what the problem is. Then we'll see if
I'm of any help." 

Student: "It's this. She's a research assistant for a professor who has a 
federal grant to study the relationship between crime and economic 
trends in a society. She gets her pay out of that grant. She's been work
ing on a part of the project that concerns trends in Eastern Europe, and 
she hopes to get her dissertation out of that part. But her relationship 
with the professor has turned kind of awkward." 

Professor: "A problem with her work performance?" 

Student: "Oh, no. Her work's fine. The problem's with the intimate way 
he's been treating her. When she's working on the computer, he comes 
to see what's on the screen, and he puts his hand on her shoulder and his 
cheek next to hers as he looks. On her birthday last month, he hugged 
her and kissed her on the mouth. He's hugged her some other times 
when she's come into the office to work. Then once or twice a week re
cently they've had to work into the early evening, so after work he's 
taken her out to dinner and then driven her home." 

Professor: "You mean they've gone out on dates?" 

Student: "Well, not exactly dates. But when he took her home the other 
night, he hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. She's afraid that one 
of these times he's going to ask to come in to her apartment." 

Professor: "So she finds him offensive . . . maybe even repulsive?" 

Student: "Not really. She says he's rather attractive. But he's an old man 
. . . certainly age 50 or more. She doesn't want to get intimate with an 
old man." 

Professor: "Does she go out on dates with any young men?"

Student: "She has a fairly steady boyfriend. He's a graduate student in 
the physics department. And that's part of the problem. She told him 
about the professor, and the boyfriend gets upset and tells her she ought 
to formally charge the professor with sexual harassment. Under the uni
versity's regulations, is what her professor's doing considered harass
ment?" 
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Professor: "It sounds suspiciously close. We can look it up in the faculty
handbook. I'll read you a few passages, and you can decide for your
self." [He takes the handbook from a bookshelf and opens to the section 
titled Discriminatory Personal Conduct, Including Sexual Harassment] "All
right, listen to this: 

The term sexual harassment can be defined as 'the improper introduction 
into a University relationship of speech or conduct of a sexual nature/ 
Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal 
or physical conduct of a sexual nature by one in an official university po
sition or by a fellow University employee constitute sexual harassment 
when (a) submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly 
a term or condition of employment or academic progress, (b) submission 
to or rejection of such conduct is used as the basis for employment or edu
cational decisions, or (c) such conduct has the purpose or effect of unrea
sonably interfering with work performance or academic progress or of 
creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive environment in which to 
work or study. 

"So, what's your impression? Is your friend's situation a case of har
assment?" 

Student: "I think so. But what can she do about it? If she causes trouble 
for him, she'll probably lose her assistantship. She'll not only be out of a 
job, but there goes her dissertation, since she couldn't get her dissertation 
out of the work she's been doing on his project." 

Professor: "If you want to know what she can do officially, let me read 
you some more from the handbook. 

Any individual who believes he or she has been the victim of sexual har
assment must first attempt to resolve the problem within a reasonable 
time after the alleged incident by speaking or writing the allegations to 
the administrative official most directly concerned (obviously excluding 
the person accused of the improper act). This official is likely to be a de
partment head, dean, or vice president. 

Such communications shall be treated with the utmost confidentiality. 
The official should immediately attempt to discover the truth of the alle
gation and, if the allegation is judged valid, then should seek resolution 
by discussion, counseling, mediation, or agreement of the parties, or else 
by administrative action. 

The official should (a) record the complaint in a written statement that 
identifies the grievant, the conduct complained about, the name of the ac
cused person, and the outcome of the informal inquiry and (b) forward a 
copy of that report to the Office of the President. 

Once a matter of alleged sexual harassment has been reported to Uni
versity officials, a decision may be made to initiate an administrative in
quiry on the University's behalf and in the University's name, even if the 
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grievant wishes not to be identified or ceases to seek personal redress. In 
the course of such inquiry, the complainant may be identified in due 
course. However, it should be clearly understood that the complainant 
enjoys full protection against retaliation. 

"Those are the steps to take in lodging an official complaint. Does that 
sound like something your friend would want to try?" 

Student: "It says that if she filed an accusation, her boss couldn't retali
ate?" 

Professor: "That's what the regulation says, but I would guess he might 
find a way around it. Maybe he couldn't terminate her research assis
tantship, but I imagine he could reassign her to another part of his pro
ject so she couldn't use the data she's now collecting for her dissertation. 
I imagine the whole working relationship between them would become 
very awkward." 

Student: "Wow. This is all very complex." 

Professor: "Indeed. Let me give you an example. It's the case from a 
couple of years ago that I happen to know quite well, since the accused 
faculty member and I were on the same bowling team and we also often 
lunched together. 

"He was a very bright fellow in his mid-forties. He'd been divorced 
for over ten years and had no children. Around his department he was 
known as a fixer-upper. Students having trouble with their thesis or dis
sertation, or ones who couldn't get along with their advisors, were often 
sent to him to fix up their projects. That's how one particular young 
woman ended up in his office. She'd collected data for her dissertation 
but apparently couldn't interpret it to the satisfaction of her current ad
visor, and that brought their relationship to a stalemate. She went to the 
department chairman about it, and he transferred her to this friend of 
mine." 

Student: "Did she have to start her dissertation all over again from the 
beginning?" 

Professor: "No. From what my friend later told me, she was pretty con
fused about her project. But he figured it could be saved, although it 
would need a lot of work—including the creation of a reasonable theory 
as a foundation, along with a sophisticated statistical treatment. It could 
require a lot of his time to straighten things out. But since she was a very 
attractive 25-year-old woman, he was willing to spend the required time 
working on the dissertation with her. And eventually they found them
selves in bed together on several occasions." 
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Student: "And then she charged him with sexual harassment for making 
her pay for his help by sleeping with him?" 

Professor: "No, not quite. The dissertation was finally repaired ade
quately so that she received her degree. Everything seemed to be fine 
until several months later she filed a sexual-harassment complaint 
against him. It was filed with the help of a feminist-rights organization 
on campus. The young woman charged that she had been required to 
provide sexual favors in exchange for the professor's guidance in doing 
the dissertation. In response, he claimed that nothing of the sort had 
happened. He contended that during their time together she had found 
him personally very attractive, easy to fall in love with, and she begged 
him to sleep with her." 

Student: "But how did you learn about this? According to those regula
tions you read, the University would keep all such matters very confi
dential." 

Professor: "You can't keep it confidential if any of the people involved 
spread the news around. The feminist-rights group talked about it to 
some reporters for the University's daily newspaper, and that's the way 
the city newspaper got wind of it. And my friend then told me his side 
of it, which he swore was true." 

Student: "Did he admit they had sex together?" 

Professor: "Ultimately, yes. But he said it was a mutually consensual 
arrangement. He said she was very insistent that they make love. You 
may recall that the University regulation stipulates it's harassment only 
if the sexual advances are unwelcome. He said she heartily welcomed 
the affair." 

Student: "But why did he ever sleep with her in the first place? Why 
would he take that chance?" 

Professor: "It's obviously an idiotic thing to do under any circumstance. 
When either students or faculty members trust their gonads rather than 
their brains for guidance in how to act in academic relationships, the 
outcome is likely to be regrettable. It's as Lord Chesterfield wrote in a 
letter to his son, 'The pleasure is so fleeting and the consequences so 
long-lasting.'" 

Student: "How did it all turn out?" 

Professor: "The University committee that handled the case gave him a 
verbal censure. But the young woman took it to civil court to sue the 
professor for damages. The civil court dismissed the suit for lack of con-
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vincing evidence that the young woman had been forced into the sexual 
encounter." 

Student: "So there wasn't a clean resolution of the case?" 

Professor: "That's right. But there were lasting consequences. Most of 
the other members of the professor's department—particularly the 
women—felt so strongly about his behavior that they apparently advised 
their students to avoid his classes. They no longer assigned him to dis
sertation committees, and he was shunned socially. As a result, he 
ended up without any advisees, and he was ostracized by most of his 
colleagues. He ended up spending as little time as possible on campus, 
and his research and writing deteriorated. So that incident may have 
ruined his career. We'll have to wait and see." 

Student: "And the woman—the one who got her degree?" 

Professor: "I don't know exactly, but I've heard she's had trouble finding 
a job as a college instructor. The harassment case had gotten enough 
public attention that when colleges' faculty-search committees would 
hear about it, they'd avoid her as a possible trouble maker." 

Student: "What a shame that it continues to hurt her. But the faculty 
member did get what he deserved." 

Professor: "I imagine so, if the woman's story's true. But if his account is 
the true one, then I think he's gotten more than he deserved. So you see, 
these things can be very complicated." 

Student: "Then what should my friend do about her situation?" 

Professor: "It looks as if she has several options. One would be to talk 
with her boss about the problem . . . ask him to be more restrained in his 
relationship with her." 

Student: "Oh, that would probably make him really mad. He might see 
that as a threat that she's going to the University about it." 

Professor: "I'm not so sure. It could depend on the way she approaches 
it. For instance, what if she told him that she likes him very much as a 
boss, as a professor, and as a friend—and she likes her job—but she's 
afraid that other people may assume that the two of them have a far 
more intimate personal relationship than is truly the case. That is, others 
may think that their relationship isn't appropriate for a professor and a 
student." 

Student: "What if he asks her why people would think that?" 
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Professor: "She could mention the incidents that she thinks could leave
such an impression—the hugging and kissing, the dinners, his taking her 
home at night. And she might say her boyfriend is getting upset." 

Student: "But what if he gets mad when she says such things?" 

Professor: "Maybe he will. That's a chance she takes. But at that point 
the matter is still just between the two of them. No one else is involved. 
On the other hand, if she files formal charges with the University, he'll 
have a lot more reason to be furious." 

Student: "Then you think that's the right thing to do—to talk with the 
professor about it?" 

Professor: "I don't know what the right thing is. There are too many 
factors that I don't know about, such as her boss's true intentions and his 
feelings about her. Perhaps his feelings are just fatherly, not those of a 
lover. And I don't know if he's a vindictive sort. All of those things 
matter, so I can't be sure of what's the right thing to do. It just seems to 
me that a personal talk might be the best way to start. Otherwise she's 
left with doing nothing and just letting matters develop as they will, or 
else she could initiate a formal complaint with her department head. 
And I wouldn't know how the department head might view the situa
tion. The department chair might just dismiss it as a 'boys will be boys' 
incident or maybe do the opposite—really try to nail the professor. It 
partly depends on the relationship between the department head and 
that particular professor." 

Student: "So what should I tell my friend?" 

Professor: "You'll need to decide that yourself. I assume that you now
know more about such things than you did a half hour ago. So, with 
what you now know, you might be able to broaden your friend's per
spective in a way that helps her make a decision. I wish her luck." 

(T&D 20) 



Chapter 6 

Devising Data-Collection 
Procedures 

Every thesis and dissertation requires one or more methods of collecting 
information. Methods can be quite varied, involving such activities as 
analyzing the content of published materials, conducting interviews, 
creating and distributing questionnaires, observing people's behavior, 
administering tests, carrying out experiments, and more. Several com
mon problems that students encounter with data gathering are repre
sented in this chapter's cases. 

How About a Pilot Study? 
Professor: "As I understand it, your major field is feminist studies. And
you want to do a cross-cultural project focusing on people's notions of 
what a proper wife and proper husband are like. In other words, you 
want to learn people's attitudes toward spousal roles. 

Student: "Yes, that's it." 

Professor: "How do you plan to do that?"

Student: "I've developed a list of questions about what a suitable wife is 
like and what a suitable husband is like. Not only that, but also what a 
typical wife and a typical husband are like, because 'suitable' isn't neces
sarily 'typical.'" 

Professor: "Who will be answering your questions?"

Student: "I want to have 12 groups. There will be three ethnic groups— 
Mexican, Chicano, and Anglo, with each of them divided by 
age—younger and older—and by gender to make a total of 12. The 
Mexicans are ones who've always lived in Mexico. The Chicanos were 
born in the United States and have always lived here, but their parents 
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came from Mexico. The Anglos are whites of European ancestry who've 
always lived in the United States—except I don't want ones of Spanish or 
Portuguese background since their attitudes about wife and husband 
roles might be too much like those of the Mexicans." 

Professor: "And how do you intend to present your questions to such
folks?" 

Student: "I thought I'd give them a choice of a questionnaire or an inter-
view. Some of them might prefer to read and mark the questionnaire by 
themselves. But others—especially if they feel they aren't fluent readers 
—might prefer to be interviewed." 

Professor: "In what language are the questions?" 

Student: "Spanish for the Mexicans and English for the Anglos." 

Professor: "And the Chicanos?" 

Student: "They can choose whichever language they like." 

Professor: "For the Chicanos, could you have the questions in English on
the front of the questionnaire and in Spanish on the back, so if somebody 
was puzzled by a phrase in one of the languages, he or she could turn to 
the version on the other side?" 

Student: "Yes, I like that idea." 

Professor: "How will you make sure each question means exactly the
same thing in both languages?" 

Student: "I'm writing the original questions in English. Then I'll trans
late them into Spanish." 

Professor: "To make sure both versions mean the same, why not do back
translation?" 

Student: "What's that?" 

Professor: "After you translate the English version into Spanish, you have
someone else who's fluent in both languages translate the Spanish ver
sion back into English. Then you can see how closely the back transla
tion matches your original English version." 

Student: "All right, I'll do that. I'll maybe have two other people do the 
back translation separately." 

Professor: "Then how do you make sure that your way of presenting the
questions will make the questions accurately understood by the people 
in your three ethnic groups?" 
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Student: "Well, I'll do my best to explain the task to them clearly. I'll 
give them simple directions." 

Professor: "How about a pilot study?"

Student: "What's that?" 

Professor: "It's a preliminary tryout of your research instrument and 
your way of administering it. You test out your method with a few peo
ple who are like the ones you will use in your final study." 

Student: "You mean I have to try it out on 12 groups even before I do the
real study?" 

Professor: "Not 12. I think three small groups would be enough
—Mexicans, Chicanos, and Anglos. But you wouldn't need to have them 
divided by young/old or by men/women. Just enough people to find 
out how well your Spanish and English versions of the survey work." 

Student: "Then I present the questions just as I would if they were in the 
final study?" 

Professor: "That's right. But you also ask them to inform you of any dif-
ficulties they experienced with your method. For example, you might 
introduce the task to them by saying something like this: 

I'm doing a study in which I'm asking people for their ideas about what 
wives and husbands are like. But I'm not sure that the way I'm asking the 
questions is entirely clear. So I'm asking if you would help me by trying 
to answer those questions and telling me if any of them aren't clear. Then 
I can rewrite them. 

Student: "So I administer the questions as I would with the final groups?
And then after they finish the questionnaire or interview, I ask them 
which questions or which directions caused them problems?" 

Professor: "Right. The pilot study also gives you a chance to refine your
method of compiling and interpreting the answers. If you don't try out 
your method ahead of time, you may end up with flawed data in your 
final study—data that's incomplete or that you can't interpret properly." 

Student: "And the people I use in the pilot study, can I include their an
swers in the final study so the total number of subjects will be larger?" 

Professor: "That's always a temptation, but it's not the way to play the 
game, because your pilot subjects' experience is usually different than 
that of the people in your main study. On the basis of the tryout, you 
usually make improvements in your method so that the final set of 
questions is somewhat different than the pilot set. And your tryout peo-
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pie also had the added task of looking for difficulties with your instru
ment." 

Student: "So in my final report I won't include the pilot-study results?"

Professor: "Oh, you include them all right, but in a different part of the
report. You probably have a chapter or section of your dissertation 
called 'Instrument Development' or 'Creating the Data-Collecting Proc
ess.' That's where you describe how and why you developed your 
questionnaire and its method of administration. That's where you tell 
how you conducted the pilot study and how the study's results affected 
the final version of your data-gathering procedure." 

Student: "But how many people must I have in the pilot study?" 

Professor: "Ideally, the more the better. But to be practical, you may end
up with only a few from each of the three ethnic groups—maybe only 
four or five or so from each group. Then, for your real study you'll need 
a lot more subjects so that each of the 12 groups—the young/old and 
men/women subgroups of the three ethnic divisions—will have enough 
people to be somewhat representative of their subgroup." 

Student: "All right, so I'll do a pilot study." 

(T&D 149-158) 

Why Not a Questionnaire Survey? 
Student: "I took your suggestion and gave a copy of my methodology 
plan to the other members of my committee. Two of them wanted me to 
change the way I planned to collect people's opinions about the likeli
hood of the country electing a woman as president, as vice-president, or 
to other political offices. I'm not sure what to do about their com
plaints." 

Professor: "What did they suggest?" 

Student: "One asked why I didn't use a questionnaire survey rather than
interviewing people. He said I could get a lot more responses that way 
so I'd have a larger sample of people on which to base my conclusions." 

Professor: "And the other committee member agreed with that?" 

Student: "No, she thought interviewing was okay, but she said I ought to 
do the interviews by telephone. That way I could get to more people in a 
shorter period of time, and I could interview people who were farther 
away and ones who would find it inconvenient to meet with me face-to-
face." 

Professor: "And what do you believe? What would you like to do?"
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Student: "Well, I really want to stick with the face-to-face interview." 

Professor: "Why's that?" 

Student: "Originally I thought about using a questionnaire. I could ei
ther mail it out to a lot of people, or else I could ask some instructors 
here in the university to give it in their classes. That would be a fast way 
to get responses from a lot of students." 

Professor: "Then why did you decide to do interviews?" 

Student: "Well, I don't want to just find out if people would want a 
woman as president, or if they thought the public would vote one into 
office. I want to find out how they think about it. I want to know the 
reasoning behind their opinions. I suppose on a questionnaire I could 
follow the question 'Would you vote for a woman candidate for the 
presidency of the United States?' with the question 'Why?' or the request 
to 'Explain your reasons.' But I'm not sure that would work very well. 
They might not want to bother, or maybe they don't have their reasons 
clearly in mind. But in an interview, we could discuss the reasons. And 
they'd feel more obligated to give me an answer if we are talking to
gether." 

Professor: "So you'd already thought through the questionnaire matter 
and rejected it. But was that explained in the material you gave the other 
committee members?" 

Student: "You mean did I write that I'd thought about using a question
naire, but I decided not to use it? No, I saw no reason to do that." 

Professor: "In the methodology portion of your dissertation, you might
do well to summarize the different methods you could use, then explain 
which methods you finally chose and which others you'd considered but 
rejected and why. That does two things. It shows readers that you have 
a broad knowledge of methods, that you've weighed the different op
tions, and you have good reasons for selecting the ones you actually 
used. Now, what about the telephone interview option?" 

Student: "I'd thought about that, too, but I figured that people are tired of 
having their dinner hour interrupted by telemarketing phone calls and 
that they wouldn't welcome my calling them to conduct an interview. 
Besides, I think people are more honest and thoughtful in their answers 
if they are interviewed face-to-face." 

Professor: "Then in the methodology part of your paper it would be ap-
propriate to explain that as well. By the way, how widely have you in
vestigated the use of such methods—interviews and questionnaires—in 
the professional literature?" 
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Student: "I looked through a few books and articles about interviewing 
and constructing questionnaires." 

Professor: "You may want to do a bit more than that so you can defend 
your choice of method on evidence from other researchers' experiences. 
A discussion of such matters should be part of the section about how and 
why you adopted the method you're using. By the way, do you think 
you'll get the same results from interviews as from questionnaires?" 

Student: "Oh . . . well, I think my interviewing will give better depth. I 
mean it should be better in showing why people believe the way they do. 
Of course, I won't have nearly as many respondents because interview
ing takes so much time. That's a disadvantage." 

Professor: "Is there some way you could really find out how a question
naire compares with an interview for investigating the questions you 
plan to ask about women as political candidates?" 

Student: "The only way I see would be to do both—do interviews with 
some people and use questionnaires with others. That would be inter
esting, but it's more work." 

Professor: "Well, think what you might get out of doing that. You not 
only make a substantive contribution by showing what a sample of peo
ple think about women as candidates, but you also make a methodologi
cal contribution by showing how the two methods of data collection are 
alike and different in the substantive results they produce. Your disser
tation could make a double contribution to knowledge." 

Student: "Hmm. . . . I never thought of that. Maybe it wouldn't be that 
much more work, and that would be a good thing to find out." 

Professor: "All right. Now, back to those two committee members. How 
can you respond to their complaints or suggestions?" 

Student: "I'll rewrite the methodology section so it discusses other meth
ods besides face-to-face interview and so it tells why I chose interviews 
over the others. And I'll hunt some more in the literature to find more 
about the various data-collecting approaches that I'm discussing. Then I 
think I'll do both face-to-face interviews and questionnaires, so I can 
compare how well they both work out for the kind of questions I'm ask-
ing." 

Professor: "That sounds like a wise plan." 

(T& D 149-158) 
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A Better-Than-Fair Return 
Student: "For my thesis, I'm planning to use a questionnaire to gather in
formation about young adults' knowledge about guns and about gun 
laws in different states and nations. But I heard that Janice Brown got 
only 30% of the questionnaires back that she sent out for her study of 
elderly people's hobbies. That doesn't sound like a fair return. How 
can she draw convincing conclusions about old folks as a group if she 
gets only about a third of them returning questionnaires?" 

Professor: "You're right. At 30%, you don't know what sort of systematic 
difference might distinguish the 30% of returners from the 70% of non-
returners." 

Student: "Well, I want a better-than-fair return in my study—hopefully 
over 80%. How can I do that?" 

Professor: "First, do you know how this Ms. Brown did her study? I 
mean, what was the questionnaire like, how did she choose the people to 
whom she sent questionnaires, and what incentive did they have that 
would cause them to fill out the questionnaires?" 

Student: "She had quite a list of items—maybe 60 or 70 questions about 
hobbies." 

Professor: "If she really needed that much information, it might have 
worked out better if she had divided the questions between two forms of 
the instrument—then there would be only 30 or 35 items on each form. 
Then she could give one form to one group of respondents and the other 
form to another group. But she would need to make sure that the same 
kinds of people were in each group. For example, she shouldn't have 
men in one group and women in the other, or have rich retirees fill in 
one form of the questionnaire and rather poor retirees fill in the other 
form." 

Student: "But then she would have only half as many people doing each 
set of questions than she had by giving everyone the same long ques
tionnaire." 

Professor: "That's true. So she would have to compare the advantages 
and disadvantages of the single long version with those of the two short 
versions, then pick the approach she thinks will yield the most useful 
data. Now, let's consider another variable. What sort of answers did the 
items require? Did the participants just have to circle or check an an
swer? Did they have to write out a response?" 

Student: "For a lot of the items, they had to circle one of five answers 
about how often they engaged in a particular hobby, with the choices 
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like once a week, once a month, twice a year, once a year, and never. Then, for 
the rest of the questions they would write a short answer, like when they 
first took up the hobby, how they learned to do it, what benefits they got 
out of it—that sort of thing." 

Professor: "She was lucky to get 30% back. The questionnaire was far too 
long and complex for the people who were supposed to complete it." 

Student: "Actually, she got a lot more than 30% back, but many had to be 
discarded because of mistakes in the answers. On many others only a 
few of the questions had been answered." 

Professor: "How was it administered? Mailed out? Handed out?" 

Student: "Janice went to different retirement homes and asked if she 
could have people there gather together in their recreation room or din
ing hall to take the questionnaire together. Three of the homes were 
willing to do it that way." 

Professor: "That's probably why she got as many back as she did. The 
return rate would have been worse if she'd sent them by mail or let peo
ple fill them out when they were alone. Getting people together in a 
group exerts a kind of social pressure that encourages them to cooperate. 
If you mail out questionnaires, there's no direct social pressure motivat
ing people to take part. They can toss the thing aside and nobody knows 
the difference. But even in the group situation, respondents don't have 
to complete the document properly in order to appear cooperative. All 
they have to do is sit for a while and fill in some of the blanks before 
handing the thing in. 

"Now, think about this. Why would anyone be willing to bother fill
ing out a questionnaire anyway? What's their motivation?" 

Student: "I can see the social-pressure motive. If they're in a group, like a 
class in school, they get in trouble with the teacher if they don't do what 
they're assigned. And if the other kids do it willingly, they probably feel 
obliged to go along with the group." 

Professor: "But what if the questionnaire is sent by mail? What's the in
centive for completing it?" 

Student: "Well, they may think it's a worthy cause, like it's going to help 
humanity or something." 

Professor: "That's one thing. Another can be that they've been chosen to 
participate because of their assumed expertise or experience—the idea 
that they are special people who can make a special contribution by fill
ing out the questionnaire. Or they're going to get some sort of reward, 
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such as money or a gift or having their name listed as a contributor to the 
research. 

"Now consider what sorts of things can discourage people from com
pleting a mailed questionnaire or one handed to them on the street or at 
school." 

Student: "If the questionnaire is long and complicated, so it'll take a lot 
of time and thought to complete i t . . . like Janice Brown's." 

Professor: "Exactly. The shorter and easier it is to complete, the more 
likely people will do it. So, the trick in building and administering 
questionnaires is to balance two sets of considerations against each other. 
The first is ease of completion and the second is strength of motive. If 
the participants' motive to do the task is sufficiently strong, you can af
ford to make the job of completing the document more complex and 
time-consuming so you can get more of the information you want." 

Student: "I see that, but how should I do that with my survey of young 
adults' ideas about guns and gun laws? 

Professor: "All right, let's see how you might encourage them to take this 
task seriously. Let's imagine that most people like to think their opin
ions about important public issues are valued. So when you first give 
them your questionnaire, you could explain your purpose either orally 
or as a printed introduction on the questionnaire. It might go something 
like this: 

The currently available information about Americans' opinions of gun 
control is incomplete. Therefore, we are collecting a variety of people's 
opinions so as to improve that body of information. A summary of our fi
nal report will be sent to local, state, and federal officials; and we would 
like to have your opinions about gun control included in that report. 

Student: "That sounds good." 

Professor: "Most people who answer questionnaires never have a chance 
to learn how the survey turned out—how their opinions compared with 
other people's opinions. So they might be more willing to do the task if 
they're told they'll receive a copy of the results of the survey. In that 
case, you might add such a proviso to your introduction, such as 

When this opinion survey has been completed, each person who filled out 
the questionnaire can receive a summary of the results. 

Student: "But doesn't that make a lot of more work for me? And I'd 
have to pay postage to send them the summary?" 
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Professor: "That's right. You have to decide whether the chance of get-
ting a higher rate of return—and perhaps a more diligent and honest job 
of answering your questions—is worth the expense in time and money." 

Student: "In my case, that wouldn't work, because I'm not planning to 
have people put their names on the questionnaire. I think their answers 
will more likely be honest if they aren't required to add their names." 

Professor: "Well, there's a way to care for that. You don't require that
they put their name on the questionnaire, but at the bottom of the form 
you say, 'If you wish to receive a summary of the results of this survey, 
please write your name and address on the following lines.' Therefore, 
anyone who wishes to remain anonymous may do so. They just won't 
get a report of the results." 

Student: "Then those are the things that will get me a better-than-fair re
turn?" 

Professor: "Those, plus follow-ups." 

Student: "Like what?" 

Professor: "Busy people are apt to neglect filling out questionnaires that
they receive in the mail or that are handed to them to fill out at home. 
But if later they get a reminder, they may actually complete and return 
the instrument. Thus, after a few weeks following the expected deadline 
for returning mailed questionnaires, it is well to send a reminder let
ter—or maybe an e-mail message—to people who haven't returned their 
answers, asking if they would please complete the questionnaire so that 
their opinion is included in the results." 

Student: "And that really brings in some late returns?" 

Professor "It usually does, especially if you send another copy of the
questionnaire to accompany the reminder letter, just in case the first copy 
was misplaced. And for questionnaires that still have not been returned 
after the reminder was sent, you may later send a further reminder—sort 
of a plea to ensure that all voices have been heard." 

Student: "All right. Those are the things I'll try." 

(T&D 154-158) 

A Question of Sampling 
Student: "Dr. Kelly said my sampling plan was no good. He said I 
needed a random sample. How do I go about that?" 

Professor: "First, you'd better tell me what data you plan to collect and
how you'll go about getting it." 
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Student: "What I'm trying to learn is what college students think about 
our country's immigration policies. I've prepared a questionnaire of 20 
statements about immigration, and I plan to have students in the univer
sity's American history classes fill out the questionnaire. They'll show 
whether they agree with those statements. And because the American 
history classes are really big, I should be able to get over 1000 question
naires back." 

Professor: "To whom do you plan to apply the conclusions you draw 
from the results?" 

Student: "How do you mean?" 

Professor: "After you tabulate the results of your survey, if you assume
that those results represent the opinions of only the students in those 
American history classes and not of any students outside of those classes, 
then you have no sampling problem. You don't have to worry about 
sampling, since the questionnaires are from the entire population of stu
dents that you want to talk about. The matter of sampling only comes 
up when you want to apply your conclusions to students other than the 
ones you directly studied. What did you tell Dr. Kelly about your 
study?" 

Student: "He asked me what college students I was talking about, and I 
said college students in general—typical ones." 

Professor: "Then that's why he said you needed a random sample."

Student: "I thought my 1000 students would be a random sample. That's 
a lot of students." 

Professor: "No. What you have is an available or convenience sample. It's
a bunch of students who are convenient for you to study. You have no 
way of knowing how well your 1000 represent the opinions of students 
all over the country, or even of all students in this university." 

Student: "So what's a random sample?" 

Professor: "The basic rule for simple random sampling is that every per-
son in the population that you wish to talk about—in your case, every 
college student in America—must have an equal chance of being chosen 
as a member of the sample. One way to draw such a sample would be to 
put each American college student's name on a slip of paper and then 
put all of the slips in a container—you'd need at least a large bath tub or 
more likely an empty swimming pool—and draw slips out one at a time 
until you get the size sample you want. Then you would have those se
lected students complete your questionnaire." 

Student: "That's impossible." 
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Professor: "Obviously. There are other ways to draw samples as well,
but they wouldn't be practical for your situation either. So let's concen
trate on your situation. It seems that you have two options. One is to 
have the conclusions you draw from the 1000 questionnaires apply only 
to the students in those American history classes. The other option is to 
develop a line of logic that convinces the readers of your thesis that your 
conclusions probably can apply to certain other kinds of students as 
well." 

Student: "How do I do that?"

Professor: "First, you recognize that the reason you worry about sam
pling at all is because you're afraid that the factors that cause people to 
have their particular opinions might be different for students in the 
American history classes than for students in other classes or other parts 
of the nation. Your concern is about the causes behind people's immi
gration opinions. For instance, do you think that differences among stu
dents in their attitudes about immigration are influenced by such things 
as the length of their fingernails, their shoe size, the number of siblings in 
their family, or the color of their notebooks?" 

Student: "Of course not." 

Professor: "If not, then what kinds of things in their lives might affect
students' attitudes about immigration?" 

Student: "Well, maybe their ethnic background, because they may favor 
policies that give their own ethnic group an advantage in immigration." 

Professor: "All right, that sounds reasonable. Anything else?" 

Student: "Maybe whether their parents—or even they themselves—are 
immigrants. That might cause them to be more enthusiastic about liberal 
immigration policies that would allow more foreigners to come to 
America." 

Professor: "Okay. What else?"

Student: "Age. Younger people may hold different opinions than older 
ones. Maybe the younger ones would be more tolerant of immigrants." 

Professor: "Perhaps. Anymore?" 

Student: "The job market. Maybe students who are interested in getting 
a good job after graduating wouldn't be anxious to have a lot of immi
grants coming in to compete for the kind of job they themselves want." 

Professor: "All right. That's the idea. Therefore, in the interpretation 
section of your thesis, you argue that a sample is a good sample to the 
extent that it represents the same pattern of causal factors as is found in 
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certain groups other than the one you've directly studied. Therefore, the 
results of your study probably can be generalized to apply to those other 
groups as well." 

Student: "You mean that I have to argue convincingly that the things I 
identify as causal factors are actually important in determining people's 
opinions about immigration? And then I need to show that those factors 
are nearly the same in the other groups to which I'm applying my con
clusions?" 

Professor: "That's the strategy. So, when you collect your questionnaire
data, you try to get information about the nature of your group of re
spondents in terms of your assumed causal factors. Some of that mate
rial can come from the identification information you ask for on the 
questionnaires." 

Student: "Like what?" 

Professor: "Like the person's ethnic identification. You can have ethnic
types listed, and they check one. You also have a blank labeled 'Other' 
so they can fill in their ethnic type if one of the choices doesn't fit them." 

Student: "Do I also ask for their age and sex?" 

Professor: "I doubt that it's worth asking for their age, since nearly all of
the history-class students will be about the same age. You won't have 
enough people in the class who are considerably older—like over age 40 
or 50—to make any kind of trustworthy judgment about the effect of age 
on people's immigration opinions. You just waste respondents' time and 
patience if you ask for information that's going to be of no help in your 
estimation of causal factors. I'd leave age out." 

Student: "How about sex?" 

Professor: "Do you have reason to believe females in general have differ-
ent attitudes toward immigration than males in general?" 

Student: "Well, they might. That information's usually asked for on 
questionnaires." 

Professor: "Just because it's often on questionnaires doesn't mean you
have to include it. You should ask for the respondent's sex only if you 
think sex might be a factor influencing the opinions they express about 
immigration." 

Student: "Then in my argument I should suggest factors that I think in
fluence people's immigration attitudes. And I try to show the patterning 
of my 1000 respondents on those factors. But how do I identify what 



84 Avoiding Thesis and Dissertation Pitfalls 

other groups outside of my sample might have the same opinions as 
those of the group I've studied?" 

Professor: "There are two things you might do. One is to describe each of 
your hypothesized factors—ethnic background, length of time a respon
dent's family has been in America, and others—and to tell why each 
factor could affect people's opinions. Then readers of your thesis can de
cide for themselves whether some college they are acquainted with has 
students whose factor pattern is much like yours, therefore warranting 
their applying your conclusions to that group of students. Your other 
option is to gather information about certain other universities or col
leges that you suspect have a student population much like that of your 
American history-class students. The information you collect is about 
the variables you've proposed as causal factors. Then you suggest that 
the conclusions drawn from your questionnaires probably apply to those 
other institutions' students as well." 

Student: "All right. So I'm not going to assume that when I get the opin
ions of 1000 American-history students here on campus I've discovered 
the attitudes toward immigration of the typical American college stu
dent. And therefore, I don't need a random sample. I just have an avail
able sample." 

Professor: "That's right." 

Student: "But I can suggest that my conclusions are not only valid for my 
1000 respondents but likely also apply to students in other universities 
who show the same range of my assumed causal factors?" 

Professor: "Yes, that's one way to approach your sampling problem." 

(T& D 113-119,204-206) 

Experimentally Manipulating Potential Causes 

Professor: "This experiment that you've planned, what's its purpose?" 

Student: "It has to do with teaching high school students about harmful 
drugs, like marijuana, cocaine, heroin, speed, alcohol, tobacco. All five 
high schools in our district teach a three-week unit on drug abuse as part 
of the sophomore social-living class. That's 15 class sessions. I teach 
three sections of the class at my school. What I want to find out is which 
one of three different methods of teaching the drug unit works best." 

Professor: "And how will you tell which works best?" 

Student: "We'll teach three different groups of students by the three dif
ferent methods and then test the students at the end." 
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Professor: "And your purpose is to convince them not to use drugs?" 

Student: "That's our hope, but we can't be sure it works. We obviously 
can't follow them around to see what they do when they aren't in class, 
so the best we can do is test them." 

Professor: "What does your test measure?" 

Student: "We have five main objectives. First, we want the students to 
know what different drugs are called; second, how to recognize the 
drugs when you see them; third, what the different kinds usually cost; 
fourth, what short-term and long-term physical and psychological effects 
each drug can have; and, fifth, what the police and the courts do to you if 
you either sell drugs or use them." 

Professor: "And your test has items covering those five things?" 

Student: "I'm making up a test to do that." 

Professor: "Now, what are your three ways of teaching the class? How 
are they alike and how are they different?" 

Student: "All three methods have the same five objectives, and all three 
have the same textbook, which has four chapters on drugs. But each 
method involves different classroom activities. The first is the traditional 
lecture/discussion approach. That'll be the control group. Then the 
other two are experimental. In one, we'll show a series of videos and 
discuss them. In the other, we'll have a series of visitors come to class to 
talk about their own experiences with drugs—like former drug users, 
counselors who work with drug abusers, and cops from the narcotics di
vision of the sheriff's department." 

Professor: "I'm curious about your calling one of your three methods 'the 
control group' and the other two 'the experimental groups.' Are you 
suggesting that one set of students isn't being experimented with but the 
other two are? Does control mean nothing is happening to those students 
while experimental means something is being done to the others?" 

Student: "Well, when I read studies in the literature, they talk about con
trol and experimental groups. I guess control means the usual way
things are done and experimental means some new thing that's being 
tried." 

Professor: "However popular those terms may be, I find them unfortu
nate, because they imply that something is being done to the so-called 
experimental subjects, but nothing is happening to the controls. That's 
clearly not the case. The so-called controls are getting a different treat
ment from the so-called experimentals. Nothing's really being controlled. 
So why don't you abandon the terms control and experimental and call the 
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teaching methods used with your three groups Treatment A, Treatment B, 
and Treatment C? That way you're frankly recognizing that all three 
groups are having a designed experience, without implying that one—a 
control group—is going untreated. 

"Now let's hear about your experimental design. You say you'll teach 
three groups of students by the three methods, then give them a test at 
the end. That's it?" 

Student: "Right." 

Professor: "And when one group comes up with the highest average 
score on the test, you conclude that the method by which they were 
taught is the most effective of the three—that the teaching method as a 
student experience was a significant cause of that student's success on 
the test?" 

Student: "That's what I expect." 

Professor: "Is it possible that even before you teach the drug unit, the stu
dents in one of your groups already knew more about drugs than the 
students in the other groups? Therefore, their preknowledge is why 
those students score high on the test, and the cause really hasn't been 
your method of teaching?" 

Student: "Wel l . . . I guess it's possible, but it doesn't seem likely." 

Professor: "Why not change your experimental design to guard against 
that possibility." 

Student: "Like how?" 

Professor: "There are several options. For instance, you could randomly 
assign students to the three groups. Say, put each student's name on a 
slip of paper and put the slips in a big box, stir them around, then pick 
one at a time. The first student you pick goes into the Treatment A 
group, the second into Treatment B, the third into Treatment C, the 
fourth into Treatment A, and so on until you've assigned them all to 
groups." 

Student: "And that solves the problem of some of them knowing more 
about drugs than others at the beginning of the unit?" 

Professor: "The assumption is that even though some individuals know 
more, those individuals will be spread evenly across the three treat
ments, so the average test score for each group at the end will more 
likely reflect the influence of the treatments—your three teaching meth
ods—than the influence of individual students' prior knowledge of 
drugs." 
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Student: "But I can't do that. I'm planning to use subjects from two or 
three of the district's high schools. The kids are already in those classes. 
I can't shift them around for this unit." 

Professor: "Then random assignment of subjects is out. So why not do a
pretest? Find out how much the students know about drugs at the start 
of your unit. Then, when you test them at the end, you don't base your 
decision about the best method on the average score of each group. In
stead, you compare each student's pretest score with his or her posttest 
score and compute the difference—compute the amount of change be
tween pretest and posttest. Those are change scores. You sum up a class's
change scores, divide by the number of students, and you have an aver
age of the amount the students in that class apparently learned by your 
method." 

Student: "But if they take the test at the beginning, aren't they going to 
remember some of the test items at the end? And their end score isn't 
just what they learned in the class sessions." 

Professor: "Exactly. So the pretest and posttest have to be different. The
two tests should contain the same number of items, and the items need 
to focus on your same five objectives, but no question on the posttest is 
identical to any on the pretest. For instance, if you have an item on the 
pretest in which a girl has been selling marijuana, then on the posttest 
you might have a boy peddling meth. But both items are aimed at dis
covering what the test taker knows about what the police and judge are 
likely to do to youths who deal drugs." 

Student: "Okay. So I'll make up two tests that measure for the same ob
jectives. And for the statistics on which method worked best, I'll use the 
difference between a student's pretest score and posttest score. Right." 

Professor: "I think that's your most practical solution." 

(T&D 125-135) 

Protecting Human Subjects 
Professor: "Let's see if I've got this straight. First, you plan to have each
of the students in these three high-school classrooms complete a copy of 
your 84-item Personality Inventory. And what's that inventory supposed
to do?" 

Student: "It yields a score for the student on each of six personality 
traits—self-confidence, self-control, initiative, optimism/pessimism, 
stress resistance, and crisis adaptability. Therefore, I'll have a person
ality profile for every student." 
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Professor: "And later you plan to produce what you call here 'a simu-
lated crisis event.' What's a 'simulated crisis event'?" 

Student: "I have a student suddenly open the door during a class session 
and jump into the classroom with a gun. Then he fires a couple of blank 
shots toward the ceiling." 

Professor: "And do the other students know ahead of time that this is a
staged event and not the real thing?" 

Student: "No. That's the whole point of it—to have them think it's real. 
Then I have four video cameras inconspicuously attached at each corner 
of the room, near the ceiling, so I can videotape the students from four 
different perspectives." 

Professor: "And then?" 

Student: "Later I carefully view the videos and rate how each student re
acted during the incident." 

Professor: "You have a rating system?"

Student: "I'm still working that out. But then I correlate those ratings 
with the students' scores on the Personality Inventory to find out what 
kinds of personality characteristics are connected with different sorts of 
reactions to a crisis." 

Professor: "Has the human-subjects committee already approved your
plan?" 

Student: "The what committee?" 

Professor: "Human-subjects."

Student: "I've never heard of it. What's there to approve of?" 

Professor: "Back in the olden days—when I was a graduate student—we
were pretty much free to decide for ourselves if our research methods 
might do any undue harm to the people who were the subjects of our 
studies. But in more recent decades, universities—often at the urging of 
government funding agencies—have become more sensitive to the likely 
damage human subjects might suffer at the hands of researchers. So 
now each college and university has a human-subjects committee that 
must approve of any research involving individuals." 

Student: "And how do they decide that?" 

Professor: "They have a booklet of regulations. There's a copy here in my
file. . . . This is it—Protection of Human Subjects in Research. I'll read you
the passage about the purpose of the human-subjects policy and you can 
judge how it bears on your research plan. 
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In all research, development, and related activities involving the use of 
human subjects, 

(a) the rights and welfare of the individuals must be adequately pro
tected, 

(b) the participation of subjects must be based on freely given, informed 
consent, and 

(c) the risks to subjects must be so outweighed by the sum of the bene
fit to the subject or by the importance of the knowledge to be gained 
as to warrant a decision to allow the subject to accept these risks. 

Therefore, all research, development and related activities involving the 
use of human subjects are to be submitted, prior to their being under
taken, for review by an appropriate department, school, or university re
view committee to ensure that the above conditions are met. 

Student: "But what if the committee's unreasonable and doesn't let you 
do your project at all? Why couldn't you do it without their knowing? 
Then after its all over, what could they do about it?" 

Professor: "In the first place, your own thesis committee would reject 
your thesis and you wouldn't get your degree. Then there's the possi
bility that some parents of your high school students might take you to 
court. That's becoming the American way of life—suing people in 
court." 

Student: "Umm. . . . But exactly how does that human subjects commit
tee decide if a research plan is okay?" 

Professor: "They follow a set of evaluation guidelines. Here's a passage
explaining how they work. 

Since the risks to research participants must be outweighed by the poten
tial benefits to them or by the importance of the knowledge to be gained, 
the following principles are to guide the evaluation of research proposals. 

(a) A research procedure may not be used if it is likely to cause serious or 
lasting harm to the participant. 

(b) Compensation to volunteers should never be such as to constitute 
undue inducement. 

(c) The risk-benefit evaluation cannot be based solely on the willingness 
of participants to accept the risks, since participants, or those author
ized to represent participants, may accept risks for unsuitable or in
adequate reasons. 

Student: "But some kinds of risk are more serious than others. I don't 
see much risk in what I'm planning. The kids would be told right after 
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the incident is over that it was just a set-up, a kind of joke. They'll get a 
charge out of that." 

Professor: "It's true that there are different levels of risk. Here's the way 
the human-subject regulations distinguish between minimal and more-
than-minimal risk. First, minimal risk: 

(a) The participant experiences no pain or physical danger. 

(b) The participant experiences no emotional arousal or psychological 
stress beyond the levels normally to be expected in everyday life. 

(c) The project neither induces nor attempts to induce long-term signifi
cant change in the participant's behaviors (including attitudes toward 
self and others). 

(d) The data would not embarrass or socially disadvantage the partici
pant, were confidentiality to be violated. 

(e) Any concealment on the part of, or misinformation provided by, the 
investigator (such as the specific purpose of the project) is such that 
there is no basis for believing the participant would choose not to 
participate in the research, had the true state of affairs in question 
been made known to him or her. 

Student: "My project hasn't any physical danger in it. The kid that 
shoots the gun has just blanks in it, and he points it at the ceiling. And 
there are more kinds of stress in lots of high-school kids' daily lives than 
just a minute or two of the kind of thing I'm planning." 

Professor: "Well, that's what committee members need to decide. And 
listen to the guidelines for projects involving more-than-minimal risk, 
projects that call for special attention in evaluating them: 

(a) Deception is used that entails sequences of misinformation likely to 
have the effect of making the participant feel, when apprised of the 
true state of affairs, that the participant has been duped, lied to, co
erced into unexpected activities, or made to appear foolish, incom
petent, or unscrupulous. 

(b) Reasonable doubt exists as to whether the participant can be ade
quately disabused following a deception. 

(c) The nature of the project does not allow the participants to be dis
abused. 

(d) Deception is involved that serves to increase the likelihood of an in
dividual's agreeing to participate in the research. 

(e) The procedures involved are likely to produce anxiety, discomfort, or 
frustration far beyond what is normal for everyday life. 
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(f) ' The characteristics of the participants create a special concern about 
their physical well-being. 

(g) The research involves procedures which normally require a licensed 
professional to administer. 

Student: "So do you think I can get through this committee safely?" 

Professor: "It depends on whether committee members think the knowl-
edge produced by your experiment is worth the risks—and it's pretty 
clear that under these guidelines you do have risks. For one thing, you're 
not getting the students' permission ahead of time to submit to your 
simulated crisis." 

Student: "I can't do that. It would ruin the whole thing. It has to be a 
surprise." 

Professor: "Then, might some of the student be frightened in a way that
could affect their willingness to come again to that same classroom and 
with that same teacher?" 

Student: "I doubt that very much. It's just like a TV program or movie. 
Teenagers see scary movies all the time. 

Professor: "Well, the best way to find out what the committee approves is
to submit your proposal. But beforehand, you'd better compose a very 
convincing argument telling how the expected results of your project 
warrant the potential risk it poses for the students' welfare." 

(T&D 137-140) 

Functions of Multiple Sources 
Professor: "I've read the drafts of your Chapters 1 and 2, and I must say
you write very clearly. You've made a good start, but there's one thing 
that bothers me. I'm afraid you've limited yourself to too few sources." 

Student: "I thought I have enough for what I needed—enough to show 
Florence Nightingale's place in the history of nursing." 

Professor: "Well, what concerns me is that you may be giving a biased
view of both the history of nursing in general and of Florence Nightin
gale's personality and contribution in particular. Now, let's look at the 
two chapters. Your first chapter gives an overview of the history of the 
nursing profession. But as far as I can see, you've based that account on 
two sources—Norton's Nursing across the Centuries and a monograph by
Vergatti. I'm not well acquainted with either of those books; but from 
the contents of Chapter 1, it seems that the focus of those sources is al
most entirely on Europe. Surely there's been nursing around the rest of 
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the world. So I think you'd better hunt further to make sure you're giv
ing a better balanced picture in Chapter 1." 

Student: "But I didn't just copy out of those two books. I condensed the 
ideas and put them all in my own words." 

Professor: "Oh, I'm not accusing you of plagiarism. You've been quite 
clear about where you got the material. It's just that your account of 
how the nursing profession changed over the decades would likely be 
more accurate if you expanded your hunt for information. I think that's 
also true of Chapter 2, where you inspect Florence Nightingale's life 
from infancy into her mid-twenties. There you appear to have used only 
two sources of information—the Nightingale letters as edited by Vicinus 
and Nergaard and the book Heart of Compassion. I've read a bit about 
Florence Nightingale myself in the past, and I have the impression that 
the glorious image of selflessness that you offer of Nightingale in Chap
ter 2 is not quite accurate. There's no question that she made some mar
velous contributions, but there apparently was an important facet of her 
personality and way of working that's not reflected in Chapter 2. If you 
are to offer a balanced portrait of Florence Nightingale, you really need 
multiple sources of information." 

Student: "But from what I read, she was the kind of woman I describe in 
Chapter 2." 

Professor: "Perhaps my point will be clear if we consider the questions an
author tries to answer when writing history. The most common question 
is: What really happened? And usually the historian is also trying to an
swer: Why did that happen? Or why did it happen that particular way? Now, 
it's important to recognize that you can never find a truly objective ac
count of what really happened, because every record you find of an event 
is some person's perception of what went on. Any information you get 
has been filtered through somebody's mind. That's why in court cases 
you so often hear conflicting descriptions of the same incident from dif
ferent witnesses. So, what is your chance of getting the best approxima
tion of what really happened! It's likely to come if you collect multiple 
accounts from different witnesses or analysts and then identify those ob
servations that they all agree about. Some authors refer to this process as 
triangulation—the process of viewing incidents and people from multiple 
vantage points. The things that the diverse accounts agree about will be 
the closest you can come to what really happened. In the case of Florence 
Nightingale, you would do well to read some versions of her personality 
and behavior written by some of her contemporaries who were not as 
convinced of her virtues as were the writers you quote in Chapter 2." 
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Student: "But she lived more than a century ago. How do I find what all 
of her contemporaries wrote?" 

Professor: "Obviously you can't find what all of them wrote. But you can
find more than you've found so far. Look for more books and possibly 
hunt up old newspaper or periodical archives on the Internet. It's worth 
the hunt. And it's well to recognize the distinction between primary and 
secondary sources. A primary source is an account of the actual event as 
furnished by a witness. That collection of letters written by Florence 
Nightingale is a good example. There you can read what she actually 
said in her own words. That other book, Heart of Compassion, is a secon
dary source—an interpretation of primary material on the part of an 
author. If you can get primary sources, you can devise your own inter
pretations rather than having to depend on someone else's conclusions, 
with all the biases that those conclusions might include. 

"Now, let's look at this multiple-sources issue in another way. If, in
deed, there is no truly objective record of what really happened, then what 
you as a historian have to work with is an array of different people's per
ceptions or interpretations of what occurred. Therefore, when you write 
your history, you may find it desirable to reflect in your presentation 
that what you are offering is not an answer to What really happened? In
stead, what you offer is an account of: According to different people's per
spectives, what happened? Granted, your narrative may then not be the 
neat, consistent account of events and people's lives that you now have 
in Chapter 2, but it will be a more accurate portrayal of the actual state of 
affairs." 

Student: "So you're saying that the best I can do in writing about Flor
ence Nightingale is to tell how different people saw her—and how she 
pictured herself in the letters she wrote. Then, when different people 
agree on something about her personality and her work, that's the clos
est I can get to what she was really like?" 

Professor: "I'm afraid so."

Student: "That means that some of what I write about her may be pretty 
complex—pretty messy?" 

Professor: "If different people saw her differently, then it will be complex 
indeed. It's your job as the historian to organize your tale so that your 
readers get the sense of those multiple accounts." 

Student: "Earlier you said that historians not only want to tell what 
really happened but also to tell why. But if you can't be sure what really 
happened, or what a person was really like, how can you be sure about 
why?" 
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Professor: "You can't. The why part is even more speculative than the 
what part. Answering why is not a matter of uncontestable fact, it's an 
estimate—an interpretation, an inference, a guess. Trying to establish 
why Florence Nightingale acted as she did involves your building a line 
of reasoning about her motives and abilities and about the events in her 
life that likely affected who she became and what she did. Your line of 
argument is designed to convince your readers that the explanation you 
propose makes sense. This process of building a line of logic is often re
ferred to as hermeneutics—the art and science of interpretation." 

Student: "So what I have to do is find more sources of information about 
the history of nursing and Florence Nightingale's life, then rewrite 
Chapters 1 and 2?" 

Professor: "That's my recommendation. In addition, it would be well if 
you phrase your revision of those chapters in a way that indicates that 
you aren't offering an uncontestable record of what really happened but, 
instead, are providing an account of different peoples' perceptions of 
what occurred. The greater the agreement among varied sources about 
an event or a person, the more likely that's what really happened." 

(T&D 11-13) 

Note-Taking-on-the-Run 
Student: "In the meeting yesterday when the committee approved my 
thesis proposal, you said I could profit from note-taking-on-the run. I 
didn't want to sound stupid by asking what you meant, but I actually 
didn't understand. Would you please explain what you had in mind?" 

Professor: "Glad to—and I'm sorry I wasn't clear. To me, note-taking-on-
the-run means that in the busy routine of your day—and of your night, 
too—you're always prepared to jot down things that will help your re
search project. It's a habit that's great for using time economically. You 
record events and ideas while they're still fresh in mind; and you don't 
have to set aside a block of time to do it or to be in some special place, 
like your office or the university library." 

Student: "What kinds of things do you take notes about?" 

Professor: "In my own case, there are three main sorts. First, if I observe 
an event that I want to remember accurately, I try to record it on the spot 
so I get a correct account of what was said and done. Second, sometimes 
while I'm going about my business, but thinking a bit about my current 
research, a good idea suddenly comes to me. I don't want to forget it, 
because I'd like to work on it later, so I jot it down right away. Third, 
when I'm driving the car or riding the subway or sitting in a dentist's 
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waiting room, I think of a clever way to phrase an idea that's part of my 
research project. For example, I may think of a good way to introduce 
the next section of the chapter I've been working on. Or I have an idea 
about how to make a nice transition from one part of the narrative to the 
next. Or maybe I think of a diagram that would explain what I've been 
writing about. In order not to let the phrasing or diagram escape, I note 
it down right then." 

Student: "But isn't your chance of taking notes affected by where you 
are?" 

Professor: "Oh, yes. So it's a good idea to be flexible—to have different 
ways of note-taking-on-the-run." 

Student: "Such as?" 

Professor: "I always carry 3-by-5 cards or a pocket-size notebook, either 
in a pocket or in my briefcase. That works well if I'm forced to wait in a 
dentist's office or in an airport. It also works well in a boring faculty 
meeting or during a dull speech where I appear to be an unusually inter
ested listener, since I seem to be taking notes about the procedures, but 
am actually working on my project." 

Student: "But what if you're driving along in your car and get an idea?" 

Professor: "If it's a short trip, I try to keep the idea in mind till the end, 
and then I write it down before leaving the car. If I'm going on a long 
trip, I take this hand-held tape recorder along. It's voice-activated. It 
starts to record when you begin to speak and stops when you quit 
speaking. So, when I'm driving, I occasionally talk aloud to myself, and 
it's recorded on tape." 

Student: "But if you're riding the subway, you can't very well be talking 
out loud to yourself?" 

Professor: "Right. People will tolerate a modest amount of odd behavior 
on the part of college professors, but I think talking aloud to oneself on 
the subway or bus is unacceptable. So when I'm on the subway or on a 
plane trip, I take this laptop computer along. That way I can easily enter 
notes. And if I'm trying out a clever way to phrase a segment of a chap
ter, I can try it one way and then easily alter and refine it if I don't like 
the first version." 

Student: "Then you recommend that I have different kinds of equipment 
for different situations?" 

Professor: "It works for me. But you'll need to figure out what works for 
you. In any event, note-taking-on-the run can be a great habit for en-
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suring that you don't lose good ideas, that you report events accurately, 
and that you make efficient use of your time." 

(T&D 35-43) 



Chapter 7 

Organizing the Collected 
Information 

When the information needed for answering the research questions has 
all been gathered, it must be organized in a way that will be convenient 
for interpreting what that information means. This chapter focuses on 
four types of problems students may face in performing that organiza
tional task. 

The Efficient Tabulator 
Student: "I'm at a point where I think I need some advice. I have 407 
completed questionnaires about political policies from members of sev
eral organizations, and I want to start tabulating the results so they can 
be summarized and interpreted. But I've never done this kind of thing 
before, so don't know if I'm going about it the best way." 

Professor: "First, you'd better tell me what your dissertation is about; 
then we can talk about what's on your questionnaire." 

Student: "My tentative title is Consistency of Party Members' Views of Po-
litical Issues. It's been common in the past for people to talk about De
mocrats and Republicans differing in the kinds of policies they advocate. 
Republicans are called conservatives and Democrats liberals. But in re
cent years, the policies associated with the two parties seem to have be
come mixed up. Not only have the positions of the parties' leadership 
shifted, but it's not clear how the rank and file really think about such 
matters. So I've done a questionnaire survey to shed some light on such 
questions." 

Professor: "That sounds interesting. Who filled out your question
naires?" 
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Student: "I went to a number of organizations to see if their members 
would be willing to do a short questionnaire. There are only 12 items on 
it, so it usually takes no more than 10 or 15 minutes or so. Enough of the 
organizations agreed to take part so that I could get 407 usable re
sponses." 

Professor: "What were the groups?' 

Student: "Some business people's luncheon clubs—Rotary, Kiwanis, Li
ons. I also have people from three labor unions. And two women's or
ganizations agreed—a history club and a garden club. I went to four fire 
stations, since firemen spend a lot of time waiting for fires, and they 
found my study something interesting to do to pass the time. I told each 
group I'd send them a report of the main findings when I finished the 
study." 

Professor: "All right, what's on the questionnaire? What is it you're try
ing to organize?" 

Student: "First, I have four identification items—the person's political
party affiliation, sex, age, and club or union name. Then there are 12 
policy statements. For each statement, the person is to indicate his or her 
opinion by checking one of five viewpoints—(1) very much agree, (2) 
agree somewhat, (3) undecided, (4) disagree somewhat, and (5) very 
much disagree." 

Professor: "What would be a typical policy statement?" 

Student: "I'll read you a few. 'Women should be free to make their own 
decision about whether or not to have an abortion.' Another—'The first 
priority for use of a federal budget surplus should be to pay off the na
tional debt.' And another—'Estate and inheritance taxes should be 
abolished.' Also—'The military draft should operate in both wartime 
and peace time.' Another—'The government should guarantee a mini
mally reasonable income for all citizens.' And—'There should be no re
strictions on the number and kinds of firearms citizens own.'" 

Professor: "How do you decide how you will tabulate the results?" 

Student: "What I want to do is compare Republicans' and Democrats' 
opinions on these 12 issues, so I thought I'd divide a large sheet of paper 
into 10 columns and 12 rows. In the five columns on the left, I'd put tally 
marks showing how Republicans marked the five different levels of 
viewpoints. In the five on the right, I'd tally the Democrats' opinions." 

Professor: "And then what?" 
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Student: "I'd calculate averages—arithmetic means—for the five sets of
tallies for Republicans on the first issue, then do the same for the Democ
rats." 

Professor: "So, with 12 issues at stake, you'll end up with 12 means for 
Republicans and 12 for Democrats." 

Student: "Right. And I'll compare the Republican average with the De
mocrat average for each issue to see if their opinions differ and also to 
see if their opinions fit the traditional stereotypes of how the two parties 
stand on each issue." 

Professor: "All right, now on this sheet of paper, let's just sketch out your 
plan. Would the first three rows of your tally sheet look something like 
this?" (The professor takes time to draw the following table.) 

Issue 

Abortion 

Est. Tax 

Ntl. Debt 

Republicans 

Opinion Rating 

1 2 3 4 5 Mean 

Democrats 

Opinion Rating 

1 2 3 4 5 Mean 

Student: "Well. . . yes, I guess that's the way it would be. I hadn't really 
made the sheet yet." 

Professor: "Then you can see the first problem you'll face. You'd have to 
use an enormous sheet of paper to accommodate the tallies for 407 ques
tionnaires." 

Student: "Right. Maybe I'd better use a separate sheet for each issue." 

Professor: "Now I have another question. Did all of your respondents 
identify themselves as Republicans and Democrats?" 

Student: "No, some said they were independents. And there were a few 
Green Party and Libertarians, too. Very few." 

Professor: "Where do you tabulate them on this chart?" 

Student: "There weren't many. And including them would just compli-
cate things, because independents wouldn't have a history of traditional 
positions they take on the issues, so I planned to leave them out of the 
comparison." 
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Professor: "But then you lose part of your data. Aren't you interested in 
their views?" 

Student: "Well, yes, but the tallying is already going to be complicated. 
If I leave out the independents and these minor parties, I'll still have over 
360 to tabulate." 

Professor: "Okay. Let's consider something else. You collected opinions 
from business people's luncheon clubs, labor unions, women's clubs, 
and fire stations. Do you think there might be more Republications or 
more Democrats in any of these kinds of groups?" 

Student: "I imagine the luncheon clubs—and maybe the women's
clubs—might have more Republicans and maybe the unions and fire 
stations have more Democrats. But I'm not sure." 

Professor: "Wouldn't it be interesting to find out for sure, since that could 
affect the way you interpret your results? Since you want to show how 
the rank and file of the parties feel, the places you gathered your data 
could influence your interpretation of what you mean by 'rank and file.' 
How could you organize your results to answer that question?" 

Student: "Well, I guess I'd need to go through all the questionnaires
again and tally them by the clubs and unions. That's a lot more work." 

Professor: "You also had respondents indicate their sex. Are you inter
ested in how men versus women felt about the 12 issues?" 

Student: "You mean I'd have to tally them another time for sex?" 

Professor: "Then there's age. Do the opinions vary by age groups? You 
could divide your people into youngs and olds, maybe make the cutting 
point age 35. . . . Well, enough of this. Let's stop here. My first point is 
that your tabulating task is going to be very complex if you hope to ex
tract all the information that's available in your questionnaires. The sec
ond point is that there's a far better way to compile your responses than 
the one you planned. Years ago people had to tally by hand. These days 
it's a waste of time. Instead of tallying by hand—and making all the er
rors that entails—you enter the raw data into your computer and leave 
the manipulating and counting up to a computer program. I'll open my 
computer here and show you how to go about it. 

"First, you need a general strategy as your guide. In the plan that you 
described to me, you were first going to tally according to Republicans 
and Democrats. Then you'd go through all of the questionnaires again 
and tally by places—by clubs and unions and fire stations. And then a 
third time by sex and a fourth by age. That's going to take you forever. 
Instead, you should start by organizing your questionnaires into groups 
representing the most specific combinations of variables that you have in 
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your study. For example, one group can be composed of young Repub
lican women from luncheon clubs. Another can be young Democratic 
women from luncheon clubs. A third would be young luncheon-club 
women who aren't either Republicans or Democrats. In a fourth group 
you put all the questionnaires from old Republican women from lunch
eon clubs. Then you continue that way until you have all the question
naires grouped by the most detailed combinations of your variables. 
You have 3 political parties (Republican, Democrat, and Other), 2 age 
groups, 2 sexes, and 4 types of places—luncheon clubs, unions, women's 
clubs, fire stations. Multiply those together and you have 48 groupings 
of questionnaires." 

Student: "Why should I do all that?" 

Professor: "To reduce your tallying to one time through the question
naires. You group your data at the most specific, detailed grouping 
level, and you can calculate whatever statistics you want at that level, 
such as calculating means. Then you simply combine those detailed 
groups in different patterns to calculate means that answer any other 
various research questions. For instance, to find out whether there are 
overall sex differences in opinions about your 12 issues, you just com
bine all of your groups that have women so as to form one comprehen
sive female group, then combine all groups that include men into one big 
male group. You calculate means for each of those big groups, and then 
you can compare those two means to give you the picture of women ver
sus men." 

Student: "This is starting to make sense, but could you show me how 
that's done with the computer?" 

Professor: "All right. Here on the screen you see a folder called Data Desk.
It's a statistical program. There are lots of others statistical programs 
that work just as well, but let's see how this one goes. Your task is to 
enter the data from your questionnaires. We'll need 17 columns to ac
commodate your data—five for identifying the characteristics of your re
spondents and 12 for recording their opinions about the dozen issues. 
When we open Data Desk, we see these nine menus on the top line. 

File Edit Data Special Modify Manip Calc Plot Help 

We'll drag down the Data menu and pick New, where we choose the item 
blank variable. That opens a little window telling us to name a variable. 
Our first variable will be the person who filled out a questionnaire. We 
won't put people's names in, but we'll assign each questionnaire a num
ber and enter that number in the first column that's going to show up on 
the sceen. Now, to generate a second column, we again drag down the 
Data menu, pick New again, choose blank variable, and in the little win-
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dow put one of your identification variables, such as a person's political 
party. We can name that column party. Next, we repeat our routine to 
get a third column, then a fourth, and a fifth. Those five columns take 
care of the variables identifying who your respondents are. So, here's 
how our columns look so far. 

Person Party Sex Age Club 

"Next, we use the same routine to make columns for your 12 political 
issues. Each column bears a name identifying the issue. I'll just do the 
first four. I'll use names I recall from the issues you mentioned. So, 
now our plan looks like this. It would be complete if we added the re
maining eight issues as additional columns. 

Person Party Sex Age Club Abortion Est. Tax Firearms Mtl. Debt 

"Now we're ready to enter your questionnaire data. Since we don't 
have any of the questionnaires here, I'll just fake some answers so you 
can see how it goes. Let's imagine you're going to start with your group 
of young Republican luncheon-club women. We'll say there are 27 
women in that group. The first thing to do is assign a number to each of 
those questionnaires. Write the number in the upper left hand corner of 
the questionnaire. Your numbers will range from 1 to 407. You use 
those code numbers instead of people's names. Now you're ready to 
enter the data. Put the first questionnaire's code number in the person 
column. Tap the tab key on the computer keyboard, which moves the 
cursor into the party column and put a code number in there for Republi
can—we'll use an R. Tap the tab key and you're in the sex column, 
where you can put an F. Continue this process to enter age (Y for 35 and 
under, O for over 35), and kind of club (L for luncheon). Now you look 
at the person's opinion about abortion—where the person checked your 
five-point scale. Let's imagine the first woman was undecided about 
abortion, so she marked the mid-point on the scale. So we put a 3 in the 
abortion column. You then move to the estate-tax column, where you 
enter her choice of—let's say—1. She's really in favor of abolishing in
heritance taxes. And so you continue the same way with entering the 
answers for the remaining issues." 

Student: "So I really don't do any hand tallying? I enter all of the ques
tionnaire information for the 407 people, and the computer will do all the 
calculating?" 
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Professor: "Exactly. Now, you try your hand at this. Assume that you
are entering more of the young Republican luncheon-club women's re
sponses. Just make up some ratings they might have given on these four 
issues. Do it for the first five questionnaires in this group." 

(The student spends the next few minutes entering data.) 

Person 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Party 

R 
R 
R 
R 
R 

Sex 

F 
F 
F 
F 
F 

Age 

Y 
Y 
Y 
Y 
Y 

Club 

L 
L 
L 
L 
L 

Abortion 

3 
1 
2 
4 
4 

Est. Tax 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

Firearms 

4 
2 
3 
5 
4 

Mtl. Debt 

2 
5 
2 
2 
1 

Professor: "Good job. Now, let's see how to get some answers to your re-
search questions. You want to know how these young Republican 
luncheon-club women on the average felt about the four issues. So you'll 
need arithmetic means. And do you also want to know how much they 
agreed among themselves in their opinions about the issues?" 

Student: "Yes, I do." 

Professor: "Then you could use a measure of the spread of scores. The
standard deviation is probably your best bet. So you see here at the 
bottom of the screen is a kind of logo for each of the columns in your 
chart. Point the cursor arrow at that one called abortion to light it up, and
go up to the list of words at the top of the screen and pick cole, which ob-
viously stands for calculate. When you drag that menu down to summa
ries reports, a little window appears on the screen to give you the mean
rating and standard deviation for the five fictitious women's ratings of 
the abortions statement. It can you other statistics, too." 

Student: "That's all there is to it. I don't have to do any computations." 

Professor: "That's it. It took just a moment. Now, tap the next logo with
the pointer—the one for estate tax, and drag down the calc menu to 
summaries reports to get the mean and standard deviation for that vari-
able. Then do it for the remaining two—firearms and national debt."

Student: "I'll write each of them down.... Here they are."

Abortion Estate Tax Firearms National Debt 
Mean 2.8 1 3.6 2.4 
Standard Deviation 1.30 0 1.14 1.52 
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Professor: "There you have it. Your fictitious luncheon-club Republican
ladies as a group liked the abolition of the estate tax very much, indeed 
at a mean of 1. And they were in complete agreement about the estate 
tax, as we see by zero deviations from the mean. But the thing they least 
liked was the opportunity for people to own firearms—with a mean of 
3..6. However, they had a bit of disagreement among themselves about 
firearms, as the standard deviation of 1.14 shows. But their biggest dis
agreement came over using the budget surplus to reduce the national 
debt; that standard deviation is 1.52." 

Student: "So I enter the data from the 407 questionnaires into the com
puter, and the computer calculates the means and standard deviations?" 

Professor: "Yes, and instantly. Now, after you finished putting all of the
young Republican luncheon-club women's ratings in, you would give 
that file a title and would close it. Next, you open a new file to enter the 
ratings of another of your 48 groups. By the time you're all through en
tering the questionnaire data, you'll have 48 files. Then you can pick any 
combination of the 48 to merge together in order compute statistics for 
any of the 12 political issues so to compose the tables you'll put in your 
dissertation. What kinds of tables do you want?" 

Student: "I haven't yet decided that exactly. I know I want to show how 
Democrats and Republicans were alike or different from each other in 
their opinions of the issues." 

Professor: "Then we'd better create a dummy table showing the informa-
tion you plan to display. You'll want the table in a form that makes it 
easy for readers to understand your comparisons. Let's try something 
like this. I'll sketch one version here and you can see how you like it." 

Issues 

Abortion 

Est. Tax 

Firerarms 

Ntl. Debt 

Republicans

Mean 3.87 
S.D. 1.22 

Mean 
S.D. 

Mean 
S.D. 

Mean 
S.D. 

Democrats 

Mean 2.02 
S.D. 1.12 

Mean 
S.D. 

Mean 
S.D. 

Mean 
S.D. 

R-D Difference 

R-D* 1.85 
R-D .10 

R-D 
R-D 

R-D 
R-D 

R-D 
R-D 

SeD** .03 
SeD .01 

SeD 
SeD 

SeD 
SeD 

SeD 
SeD 

*R-D = Republicans minus Democrats **SeD = Standard error of the difference 
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Professor: "What we have here are cells for the means and standard de-
viations. Then in the two columns on the far right are places for the dif
ference between the Republicans and Democrats, and for the standard 
error of that difference. You see that I've put some numbers in for the 
abortion issue. Those are just guesses I made up to show where the 
numbers go in the chart. Obviously, the way you get the numbers for 
the R-D difference column is by subtracting the Democrats' means from 
the Republicans' to save your readers from having to calculate that dif
ference themselves. You do the same for the standard deviations. And 
in the last column you can include the standard error of the differ
ence—which your statistical program can calculate. You need that stan
dard error figure in order to suggest how much error may be involved if 
you are inferring that your results apply as well to other rank-and-file 
party members—that is, to other members who weren't in your samples 
but are ones who would be from the same sorts of groups that filled out 
your questionnaires. When you draw a generalization or conclusion 
from the samples you tested and then apply that generalization to simi
lar people who weren't in your study, it's customary to report what de
gree of error might be involved in applying that conclusion." 

Student: "Seeing how you do that table really helps. But if I used a table 
like that in the results section of my dissertation, what do I write about
it?" 

Professor: "What you try to do is to draw your readers' attention to fea-
tures on the table that you think are important for answering your re
search questions. You might point out general trends that run through 
much of the table, such as any dramatic differences between Republi
cans' and Democrats' opinions. In addition, you might point out issues 
on which members of the two parties pretty much agree. You could also 
show which issues appear to be most divisive within a party, as indi
cated by large standard deviations. You can also comment about how 
closely the respondents' opinions correspond to traditional policies of 
their parties—that is, to the official party platform. So your task is to 
guide your readers' inspection of the contents of the table." 

Student: "That makes sense, and it shouldn't be too hard to do." 

Professor: "Now you see what you need to do to get the data for building
such a table. You merge all 16 of your groupings of responses that have 
Republicans in them to form a single new composite file. That's easy to 
do. The manual—that is, the guidebook—that comes with the statistical 
program you use will show how to do that. Also, you merge the 16 
groupings that have Democrats in them to form another composite file. 
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Then you do your computations of means and standard deviations on 
each of those two composite files—you do computations for all 12 issues. 
That's where you get the information to enter into the table." 

Student: "How many tables should I have?" 

Professor: "That depends on the story your dissertation is trying to tell.
One good way to decide that is to state the questions that you want your 
results to answer. Then you create dummy tables—tables without any 
numbers in them—that will contain the data you need to answer those 
questions. The dummy tables also tell you which combinations of in
formation from your 48 groups of data you'll need to provide the needed 
figures. That way you find which of the 48 groups to merge to form the 
kind of composite variable on which to do your computation." 

Student: "Okay, let's see if I get this straight. If I want to show how 
younger women compare with older women in their opinions about 
abortion, I can start by sketching the kind of table that will contain the 
information I need." 

Professor: "Try it on this sheet of paper." 

(The student draws the following table.) 

Younger and Older Women's Attitudes about Abortion 

Age 20-35 

Mean 
S.D. 

Over Age 35 

Mean 
S.D. 

Y-0 Difference 

Y-0 
Y-0 

SeD 
SeD 

Student: "Then to get the information I need, I have to merge all the 
groups that include younger women into a single file and do the same 
for older women. But the only computation of means and standard de
viations will be for the abortion column. Right?" 

Professor: "Perfect. You're on your way. Finally, let's go over what 
you'll need to do at home on your own computer." 

Student: "First, I'll have to buy a statistical program for a personal com
puter. I'm sure they sell those at the campus bookstore. Second, I need 
to enter all of the questionnaire data into the computer in the form of 
those 48 files you talked about. Third, I need to decide what questions I 
want to answer in my results section of the dissertation. Fourth, I make 
dummy tables to show the kinds of information I need from the ques
tionnaires to answer those questions. That's it?" 



Organizing the Collected Information 107

Professor: "That's it. As soon as you get some practice merging the 
proper files to answer your questions, your problem of organizing your 
results and displaying them in the form of tables is solved." 

(T&D 174-179) 

Coding the Notes 
Student: "I've been collecting all this material, and it's piling up in no 
particular order. I'm afraid I'll have a big mess on my hands when I get 
to the point of actually writing the thesis. I've tried to put the stuff in al
phabetical order by titles; but I don't think that's going to help much 
when I get to the writing stage, so I was hoping you might have a sug
gestion." 

Professor: "What's your thesis about? Do you have a title?"

Student: "I'm calling it The Rise and Demise of a Secret Society. Then I'm 
adding a subtitle—A Social History of the Martianites." 

Professor: "Who, exactly, are the Martianites?" 

Student: "It was a society started in 1758 in Port William with military
like rituals dedicated to Mars as the Roman god of war. They had the 
planet Mars as their logo." 

Professor: "In addition to collecting information, have you in mind a se-
quence of chapters?" 

Student: "I do. The chapters follow a chronological sequence, but not by 
decades or years. Instead, the chapters concern important events or eras 
in the history of the society. Here's my tentative list. 

Chapter 1: The Beginings—1758 
Chapter 2: The New Mission—1778 
Chapter 3: Meddlesome Opponents—1817 
Chapter 4: Revitalized Leadership—1843 
Chapter 5: The War Years—1862 
Chapter 6: Postwar Problems—1870 
Chapter 7: Recovery and Growth—1890 
Chapter 8: More War Years—1914 
Chapter 9: Engaging the Klan—1923 
Chapter 10: The Mission Abandoned—1932 
Chapter 11: The End of a Secret Society—1943 

Professor: "You say you've collected a lot of material. What form is it in?" 

Student: "Some is in handwritten notes, such as notes from old newspa
per collections in the county library or from interviews with some old 
men who belonged to the society before it expired. Some of those notes 
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are also in my computer. And I have photocopies from books and re
cords at the Port William Historical Society. Other material is in the 
form of photocopies of letters and Martianites records owned by a Mr. 
Leighton whose great-grandfather and grandfather were important offi
cials in the society. I also have photocopies of pages in history books 
that refer to the Martianites." 

Professor: "If it was a secret society, how did you find so much mate
rial?" 

Student: "Well, it was only secret in the sense that the Masons and
Knights of Columbus are secret. A lot of the Martianites' activities were 
quite public, but their rituals were supposedly secret. However, there 
were always former society members willing to leak the secrets, so 
there's really lots of information available if you hunt hard enough." 

Professor: "All right. I can suggest one way to get your information into 
proper order for writing your thesis. The key to this approach is first to 
lay out the order in which you plan to present your case. You already 
have a good start on that with your sequence of chapters. What you now 
should do is go through your notes and photocopies, and in the margins 
write code numbers or letters identifying the chapters in which each 
portion of the notes will fit. Do you have any of the material with you 
now?" 

Student: "Well, I do have some photocopies here that I made yesterday.
Here's an example. It's a page from a little book at the Historical Society 
published in 1953 under the title Port William Vignettes/' 

Professor: "That's an interesting page. It looks quite useful. Since you've 
been able to identify the series of chapters, you apparently have a good 
overall idea of the fate of this society over its lifetime." 

Student: "Oh, yes. That's not the problem. It's getting all the material 
together—all those facts—so I can do the writing." 

Professor: "Do you have any themes in mind that you want to fea
ture—some threads of ideas that you want to carry across the chapters?" 

Student: "Actually, I do. Some changes in the society over the years 
came because of conditions in the surrounding society—like the Revolu
tion in 1776, the Civil War, the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s, and the de
pression in the 1930s. But other changes had more to do with different 
leaders of the Martianites." 

Professor: "Okay. So you could give a code letter to each of those influ
ences. Perhaps use the letter £ to represent events in the surrounding 
culture of the day and L to represent influential Martianite personalities. 
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Let's try coding some passages here on this page by attaching a letter to a 
chapter number. How about putting the code 1-L beside this mention of 
Banks and Fontaine, since that phrase concerns Chapter 1 and two of the 
leaders at the society's beginning. And this part about Colonel Peroni 
concerns Chapter 8, so you put the code 8-L in the margin next to that 
sentence. You can also write 8-E at that spot, because the passage identi
fies a worldly event or social condition affecting the Martianites. 

34 

extended from Port William as far as Trentworth to 
the north, Perryville to the west, and Indian Rock to 
the south, 

x The Martianite Society, when founded in the mid-
V r 18th Century by Joshua Banks and Pierre Fontaine, O 

was a combination private militia, fire-fighting bri- ^ 
gade, and social club. However, as the result ofl 
gradual changes in the Society's functions across 
the 19th Century, the Martianites by the early 1900s1 

had abandoned their militia and fire-fighting opera- f 

tuitions. The Society became chiefly a club of wealthy t\X 
*y I business and professional men who shared infor- I ' 

I mation about investments. Today they would have / 
been accused of inside trading on the stock market/ 
and subject to penalties by the Securities and Ex-J 
change authorities. 

fy I With the beginning of World War One, the original 
•^ I military function of the Martianites was revived. In 

%y 
1914, a prominent Martianite, Retired Army Colonel *A 
Michael Peroni, began recruiting into the Society r^ ' i 
young men to serve as associate members who/ 
formed an armed unit that trained for potential milM 
tary service. Colonel Peroni's foresight proved ac-\o,£ 
curate, as the United States ultimately entered the! ^ 
war; and the Martianites' unit was integrated into/ 
the U.S. Army and shipped to France. During April 

Student: "I also had some other themes in mind, such as the purpose of 
the Society—I guess you could call it the Society's function or mission. 
That changed from time to time. And the size of the Society and the 
kinds of members also changed. So the function and membership are 
two other themes I want to follow." 
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Professor: "Good. Why not assign the code letter F for function or pur
pose and the letter M for membership size and type? Why not try your 
hand at marking this page for those two variables?" 

Student: "So, I'll put the code 1-F next to part about the militia and fire 
brigade . . . then the code 7-F next to the investment phrase . . . and 8-F 
by the military unit that went to France. I'll mark these other two parts 
with membership codes—7-M and 8-M." 

Professor: "Exactly. And that's the way you can code all of your notes. 
Then, when you start to write Chapter 1, you go through all of your 
notes and put together all the ones that bear the code number 1. Those 
are the sources you use for writing Chapter 1. You also organize the 
Chapter 1 notes according to the sequence of topics you intend to take 
up in that chapter. For example, let's say you first want to offer readers a 
picture of general social conditions and events in the mid-18th century. 
So you collect the notes pertinent to that topic by putting all of your 1-E 
coded pages together. Those are the resources and facts you need for the 
opening part of your chapter. Next, you may want to introduce signifi
cant Martianite personalities of that era, such as Banks and Fontaine. 
Therefore, you reshuffle your Chapter 1 notes to bring together all pages 
that have 1-P codes, and you're ready to write that portion. You do the 
same with every other theme or section of Chapter 1—reshuffle the note 
pages so you have in hand all of the notes bearing on the particular 
theme or feature you are writing about at the moment." 

Student: "That sounds good. And as I go through the notes, other
themes may come to mind that should be coded?" 

Professor: "I'm sure that's the case. At that point you'll need to decide 
what code letters to assign those themes. By the way, I suggest that you 
put the meanings of your code letters in your computer so you don't for
get what E and M and P are supposed to mean. You can easily get your
self mixed up if you accumulate many code letters and have neglected to 
record their definitions." 

(T&D 38-43) 

Boiling Down the Data 
Professor: "In going through this draft of your thesis, I was surprised by 
how short the results section is. I see that you've titled your study School 
Location and Academic Success. To gather your data, you gave language 
arts, math, and history tests to students in the junior class at two high 
schools—one schools in an upper-middle-class suburb and one in a pov
erty-ridden inner-city neighborhood. Then in your results you reported 
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the average scores in language arts, math, and history for students in the 
two schools. Finally, from those averages you concluded that students' 
academic success is influenced by the location of their school." 

Student: "That's the way it turned out. In language arts the suburban 
students were 12.76 points better than the inner-city students—a mean of 
67.13 compared to a mean of only 54.37. In math the suburban school's 
average was 55.38 compared to the inner-city's 50.30—more than a 5-
point difference. In history it was suburban 62.72 compared to inner-city 
48.13." 

Professor: "But isn't that what anyone would expect? You can hardly call 
that a discovery. And why limit your results to averages?" 

Student: "Because just listing students' raw scores would make it impos
sible for readers to understand the overall trends in a school. I boiled 
down the data to averages to make it easy for readers to understand how 
a school's location influences how well kids do in their studies." 

Professor: "You're right that it's important to summarize the data, but 
just giving average scores for each school does no more than repeat what 
dozens of other studies have shown. Worse than that, you've lost most 
of the meaning of your data by such a simplistic report of results." 

Student: "I don't see what more I could have done." 

Professor: "Here in the back of your thesis—this Appendix A. You've 
included bar graphs showing the distribution of scores on each test for 
the two schools. Glancing at the graphs tells me a lot that you failed to 
report in your results. Just look at the pair of graphs for language arts 
scores and compare their score patterns with the patterns of the math 
graphs. What do you see?" 

Student: "Well, there's a bigger difference between the two schools in 
language arts than in math. But I showed that with averages I reported. 
I already showed that." 

Professor: "But look at the patterns—how the scores spread out from the 
center. You didn't tell your readers that the spread of scores differed 
between the schools. You could at least report standard deviations. But 
even better, you can move these graphs from the appendix into the sec
tion on results. Then what might you do to draw readers' attention to 
the information in the graphs?" 

Student: "You mean pointing out that scores are bunched together more 
for math than for language arts in both schools?" 
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Professor: "Yes, and the wide spreading out of scores is particularly 
striking for language arts in the ghetto school. See here among the low
est scores, which is in the 20s, there are 13 kids there. Some of those 
probably were even lower than the 20s, which would have shown up if 
you hadn't started your chart with score 20. Why such a wide spread?" 
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Student: "I really wouldn't know. I could only guess." 

Professor: "Then guess. I mean, give a reasonable estimate. In present-
ing you results and interpretation, it would be a good idea to draw read
ers' attention to those patterns. Then could include your estimate of why 
that occurred—what caused it." 

Student: "But that's just speculation, not facts." 
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Professor: "All proposals about cause are speculative. The important 
point is that the estimates that people find most persuasive are those 
speculations supported by evidence accompanied by a convincing line 
of logic. Why might students' language-arts scores at the inner-city 
school range so drastically from very low to very high?" 

Student: "Well, I suppose far more kids in that school are from immi
grant families that speak a foreign language at home. Or maybe they 
speak some kind of American dialect that isn't the 'standard American
English' taught in school. Such kids might score low in reading and 
writing English." 

Professor: "Do you have any evidence to support that proposal?"

Student: "It's just my impression. But the school staff would know. 
They probably collect that kind of information." 

Professor: "Then why not get that information from both of the schools?
At least, get the teachers' impressions about the language spoken in stu
dents' homes. Then you'll have some evidence on which to base your 
speculation about a likely cause of the score patterns in language arts." 

Student: "I can try that." 

Professor: "In the professional literature you'll find studies showing that
children from foreign-language backgrounds often do better in math 
than in certain other subjects because their success in math is not as de
pendent on knowing the school's English as it would be language arts 
and history. You might consider that as another possible explanation for 
the patterns in your graphs. 

"Now, here on your page 73 you conclude that 'Usually a student go
ing to a school in an affluent neighborhood will perform better academi
cally than a student in an inner-city, ghetto school.' But if you compare 
the math-score distributions for the two schools, you see that a lot of 
students in the inner-city school did better than the average in the sub
urban school. And the lowest score in math for both schools was a kid in 
the suburban school. How does your conclusion stand up in light of 
those facts? What is it about a school's location that accounts for stu
dents usually doing better on tests, yet there still are marked individual 
differences among the students within a school?" 

Student: "Well, for one thing, you can see that the suburban school is far 
better equipped than the one in the city—more computers, a bigger li
brary, more science equipment, smaller classes." 

Professor: "All right." 
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Student: "I've heard the pay scale for teachers is better in the suburban 
school, so they may get better-trained teachers there. And I imagine 
there are fewer discipline problems, so teachers are willing to stay there 
for years." 

Professor: "Now you're on track. You could collect evidence about those
matters to support your estimate of causes for the test-score differences. 
Although those things you mentioned might help account for the be-
tween-school differences, they don't account for the in-school differences 
which, as we see from your graphs, are very substantial." 

Student: "But my thesis is about a school's location and students' test 
scores. I'm not talking about differences between students inside a 
school." 

Professor: "Shouldn't you be? The conclusion you drew on page 73 says
a student will do better academically in the suburban setting than in the 
ghetto setting. Yet your graphs show that a goodly number of inner-city 
students scored higher than suburban students. How come? Readers 
would like to know." 

Student: "Then how do I write about that?" 

Professor: "I'll suggest one possibility. You start by reasoning that a 
school's location is one influence on students' academic success. But 
other influences are more specific to particular students within a school. 
So you can divide the results section of your thesis into two parts. The 
first part focuses on location factors that could affect students' academic 
performance. Those factors could include the things you've men
tioned—school facilities, the kinds of teachers attracted to the particular 
kind of school, and differences in the populations from which each 
school draws its students, such differences as family income, parents' 
educational level, and language spoken in the home. The second part of 
that section could be called 'differences among individual students.' It 
would focus on the patterns of individual students' lives that affect their 
performance in school." 

Student: "But I can't study every student. Around 250 were tested in 
each school." 

Professor: "You're right. That would be out of the question. But you 
could inspect the lives of a few to illustrate how particular factors in stu
dents' lives affect their school progress. For instance, I'd be interested in 
learning more about this kid who did poorest in math in the suburban 
school. And also about a couple of those who did very well in language 
arts in the inner-city school. In addition, you could take a couple of kids 
who were near the average in math in each school and show how they 



116 Avoiding Thesis and Dissertation Pitfalls 

actually are unlike in numbers of ways. Whereas they were alike in 
math, they might not be alike in language arts and history. And their 
family conditions could be quite different." 

Student: "So I would do some case studies to show how conditions differ 
in students' lives, and I'd say those differences influence their academic 
progress, no matter which school they attend?" 

Professor: "That's the idea. It would put your thesis topic in a proper 
perspective—showing that students' success depends on a variety of 
factors, including school location. Could you get information about 
some of the individual students you tested?" 

Student: "I do know who got which score. Their names were on their 
test answer sheets. And I'm sure the school has some information about 
their families and the friends those kids hang around with at school. I 
imagine their teachers have some impressions about their learning styles 
and personalities. As long as I keep the students' names secret, I think 
the schools would be willing to give me that information." 

Professor: "If so, section of your thesis that reports your results will be far 
more interesting and significant than it is now. The problem is, when 
you boiled down the data, there was very little left of the study's data to 
help your readers truly understand the issue you were addressing in 
your research." 

(T&D 193-219) 

Inter-Rater Reliability 
Professor: "So you're trying to find out how college women compare 
with college men in the types of consequences they think law-breakers 
should experience. And you've conducted 137 interviews focusing on 
four cases of breaking the law?" 

Student: "Yes, I chose four kinds of crime. The first case is about a 
woman motorist who was drunk, lost control of her car, and hit and 
killed a mother and her four-year-old son who were on the sidewalk, 
waiting to cross the street. The second was about a man arrested for 
possession of marijuana, which he said he used to reduce the pressure in 
his eyes as a treatment for glaucoma. The third was a 14-year-old boy 
caught stealing the radio/stereo system from a parked car. And the last 
was an employee of the U.S. defense department arrested for selling 
plans for a new radar system to a secret agent from Afghanistan." 

Professor: "What were your 137 interviewees supposed to do?" 
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Student: "They were asked to suggest the consequences that the law-
breaker in each case should face, and also tell why that was a suitable 
consequence. I tape-recorded the interviews." 

Professor: "And now you're in the process of analyzing the tapes and 
putting the answers into categories?" 

Student: "That's right. I have one set of categories for what conse-
quences law-breakers should face—like a long prison term, a short jail 
term, pay a fine, warned, put on probation. The other set has categories 
for reasons that the suggested consequence is a good one—reasons like 
getting the law-breaker off the streets, taking revenge on the law
breaker, teaching the law-breaker a lesson, and some more." 

Professor: "So, as you listen to a tape, you decide which category the re
spondent's answers fit?" 

Student: "That's right. It's pretty tedious work. And sometimes it's hard 
to know exactly which category is the right one." 

Professor: "How are you handling the problem of inter-rater reliability?" 

Student: "The what?" 

Professor: "I assume that you're the one who is interpreting all of the in
terviews and putting the answers into the categories." 

Student: "That's right." 

Professor: "How do you know which category is the right one?" 

Student: "I use my best judgment. I'm learning better how to make that 
estimate as I do more of the tapes." 

Professor: "And when we read your final report—which, for instance, 
might show that more college women recommend lenient punishment 
than do college men—how do we know that such a result isn't your own 
bias that influenced the way you interpreted the tapes?" 

Student: "Well, I'm doing my best. People who read the study need to 
recognize that." 

Professor: "But we readers don't want just your opinion. We want to 
know actually what the 137 respondents thought. And the best way for 
you to convince us that your results do reflect the respondents' views is 
for you to show that no matter who does the tabulating, the result will be 
the same. The problem is that a lot of personal opinion can get into 
tabulating interview results if you aren't careful." 

Student: "Then how do I guard against that?" 
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Professor: "First, you write out a very precise definition of each of your 
categories—such as, what constitutes a long prison term and how that 
consequence differs from a short jail term. Or, what's the difference 
between warning a law-breaker and putting him on probation? Each of 
those definitions can be accompanied by three or four examples from 
your tapes to illustrate the kinds of responses a rater should place in that 
category. In effect, you prepare a guide-sheet for tabulating respon
dents' answers." 

Student: "That's not going to be easy." 

Professor: "But it's necessary. Those category definitions should be so 
clear that any adult with a modicum of care and good sense could take 
your guide-sheet and assign the respondents' answers to exactly the 
same categories as you do." 

Student: "But how do I know if the definitions are clear enough?" 

Professor: "You train a friend to use the guide-sheet. Then you and your 
friend independently listen to the tapes and tabulate the answers. Next, 
you compare your ratings of those same tapes with your friend's ratings 
to see how well the two of you agreed. The higher the percentage of 
your agreements, the more faith we have that the final results you report 
in your dissertation are really what the 137 college women and men said 
and are not distorted by a particular tabulator's own bias or inaccuracies. 
That's what inter-rater reliability is—the consistency of ratings between 
different tabulators." 

Student: "But there's no way I can get anybody to rate 137 tapes. It's 
really time-consuming." 

Professor: "Could you get somebody to rate 20 or 25 tapes? That would 
be enough to give readers an idea about how objective your rating sys
tem is." 

Student: "Well, I guess I could try. But what if we have a lot of dis
agreements after we do all 25? What if we agreed on only 50% of our de
cisions?" 

Professor: "Why not try five tapes first, and then compare your tabula
tions? If you have numerous disagreements, it means either that the 
definitions on your guide-sheet need to be more precise or else your 
friend isn't trained well enough in how to follow the definitions. So the 
two of you can discuss the items on which you disagreed and try to fig
ure out what went wrong. Then you'll probably revise the guide-sheet 
and maybe add some more examples from the tapes to supplement each 
definition." 
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Student: "So, from time to time we compare our tabulations to see how 
we're getting along?" 

Professor: "That way you can improve your system, and readers can 
place more confidence in your results." 

Student: "In writing my dissertation, do I tell how we did this inter-rater 
reliability business?" 

Professor: "Exactly. Describe the steps you followed, and report the per
cent of your agreements by the time you got the system worked out. 
You should also put the final version of your guide-sheet in the disserta
tion so that anyone else who would like to use your system would have 
it available. You might put the guide-sheet in an appendix at the back of 
the dissertation. And there's something else you might want to 
do—report not only inter-rater reliability but also intra-rater reliability. 
That means the consistency of a single rater's judgments at different 
times." 

Student: "What's the point of that?" 

Professor: "If you read the professional literature about essay tests in 
schools and colleges, you'll discover that a teacher's assessment of a stu
dent's essay at one time is often somewhat different than it is at another 
time. An essay that gets an A-minus this month may get a B-minus next 
month from the same teacher. This month, compared with next month, 
the teacher may have different criteria in mind for judging the goodness 
of essays or she may feel differently about the student. Perhaps this 
month she assessed some poorly written essays just before getting to our 
particular student's essay this month, so his work looked pretty good in 
comparison. But next month, when the teacher again evaluates the es
says, she may do our student's essay after having seen some truly excel
lent ones, so that our student's work doesn't look so hot." 

Student: "And you think this might happen with my tabulating?" 

Professor: "Readers can have more confidence in your final results if you 
can show a high level of intra-rater agreement over time." 

Student: "That means I need to judge the same tapes again after I've al
ready done them?" 

Professor: "No, just a sample of tapes—maybe 10 or 15. Show the per
centage of decisions on the two occasions that were the same." 

Student: "What percentage do I have to get to make my system believ
able?" 
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Professor: "There's no particular percentage of either inter-rater or intra-
rater reliability. It's just that the higher the percentage of agreement, the 
more faith people can have that your system is trustworthy and not in
fluenced by personal bias. If you get 93% agreement between two raters, 
that's better than 82%. If you get only 47%, people have a right to dis
trust your results." 

Student: "Well, I certainly hadn't looked forward to this. But I see the 
point, and I'll give it a try." 

(T&D 190) 



Chapter 8 

Interpreting the Results 
An important component of every thesis and dissertation is the part that 
tells what the results of the research mean. The chapter or section de
voted to explaining the meaning of the study's outcomes can bear vari
ous titles, such as discussion, interpretation, conclusions, implications,
applications, or the significance of the findings. The first case in this chapter
concerns the general question of the meaning of a research project. The 
other cases focus on more specific facets of the task of interpretation. 

What Does It All Mean? 
Student: "I've finished collecting the data for my thesis about elderly 
people's short-term memory skills. You may remember that I made up 
word games that people would play, and through those games I was 
able to discover how well elderly people remembered different classes of 
nouns, such as nouns referring to visible images—like horse, cottage,
roses—and more abstract nouns—like economics, inheritance, pastime. I'm
now in the process of organizing the results, ready to do the interpreta
tion. But I'm not sure how to go about the interpretation, so I wonder if 
you could go over that with me. How do I decide what goes in that sec
tion?" 

Professor: "That part of your thesis is where you tell what your results 
mean—which brings up the philosophical question of 'What's meant by 
the term meaning?' That's a puzzle thoughtful people have been pon
dering for several thousand years without yet coming up with a solution 
that satisfies everyone. But even if there's no universal agreement about 
what is meant by meaning, there are still ways to provide an answer that 
can guide how you handle meaning in your thesis." 
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Student: "And you'll tell me those ways?" 

Professor: "I'll describe one of the options, and you can decide whether
it's of any use in your case. As we go along, I'll diagram it on the black
board so you can see its components and how they fit together. 

"To begin, I divide meaning into two levels. The top level I call under-
standing. To me, a new understanding has taken place when, after 
you've had an experience, your belief about some aspect of life has 
changed. That experience can be something you heard or read or saw. 
Or the experience can take place just in your head, without any immedi
ate input from the environment. That in-head kind of understanding oc
curs when you manipulate ideas that are already in your mind. In other 
words, you 'think things over' and 'change your mind' by coming to 
some new insight, opinion, or belief that you didn't have before." 

Student: "I see that, but I don't see how it's any help with my thesis." 

Professor: "You're right, it's not useful until we identify specific types of
understanding or meaning. Each type can be identified as the answer to 
a question. We can chart that idea on the board like this, with the sepa
rate questions numbered Ql, Q2, Q3, and on to Qn. 

The understanding level 

Ql Q2 Q3 Q4. . .Qn 

"Let's try this scheme with the questions your research is supposed to 
answer. What are they?" 

Student: "Well, the main one goes like this: 'What happens to older peo
ple's ability to remember nouns as the years pass?'" 

Professor: "All right, we'll call that Ql. The answer that your research
provides will enable people who read your work to acquire a new un
derstanding about old folks' short-term memory for nouns. So, your in
terpretation section will include the answer to Ql that's derived from 
your data. That answer constitutes the meaning extracted from your re-
search. Next, did you test elderly people's short-term memory at differ
ent age levels?" 

Student: "I did. I worked in two large retirement facilities, and I divided 
the people I worked with into three age groups—55 to 63, 70 to 77, and 
85 to 93. I also tried to get as many men as women in each group, but I 
wasn't entirely successful, since there weren't enough men for the 85-93 
group." 
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Professor: "So you have additional questions under your main question. 
Would one of those subquestions be: 'How do women's memories for 
nouns compare with men's within the age groups 55-63, 70-77, and 85-
93?' And another: 'Is there a trend in the accuracy of memory for nouns 
among people across the age range 55-93; and if so, is such a trend the 
same among women as among men?" 

Student: "Yes, I'm interested in all those things. I've been organizing the 
results in a way that provides the answers." 

Professor: "Then let's call those two questions Q2 and Q3. The answers 
you have for those two represent two more kinds of understanding— 
two more meanings or interpretations. 

"Now, you say you had different categories of nouns in your word 
games. Are you organizing your data in a way that shows how women 
compared with men in their memory for different sorts of nouns—such 
as visual-image nouns and abstract nouns?" 

Student: "I am. The scores are in the computer that way." 

Professor: "Which means you have a question like: 'How accurate are 
women's and men's memories for visual-image and abstract nouns at 
age levels within the age groups 55-63, 70-77, and 85-93?' If so, then we 
have a Q4 in our diagram." 

Student: "I didn't actually state a question that way, but that's what I 
had in mind. So answering that question would be another interpreta
tion I'd include?" 

Professor: "Right. Now you see how you can accumulate the meanings 
or understandings that you'll include in your interpretation. Let's add 
to the diagram the things we have so far. I'm putting some of the ques
tions under others to show which ones are subquestions under broader 
queries. 

The Understanding Level 

Expected 

Ql (main question) 
Q2 Q3 (subquestions) 
Q4 Q5 (subquestions) 
...Qn 
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"I assume you have other questions as well, and we could add those to 
our diagram. But to save time, let's just let Qn represent those additional 
queries, and we'll go on to another matter. So far, the questions we've 
talked about are ones you made up at the beginning of your pro
ject—ones you had in mind before you gathered your data. We can call 
those expected meanings so as to indicate that you predicted ahead of time 
that such matters should be included in your later interpretation. Now, 
during the process of collecting your data, did anything occur that 
maybe surprised you—like something you hadn't expected but that 
suddenly seemed significant?" 

Student: "Well. . . I'm not . . . . Oh, yes, there actually were a couple of 
things. One was the difference in people in the kinds of memory aids 
they seemed to use—their mnemonic devices, like repeating a word sev
eral times or linking one word to some other word. And another sur
prise was the difference among people in how willing they were to play 
the games. They ranged from very enthusiastic to somewhat reluctant." 

Professor: "Did you keep any records of those things—mnemonic tools 
and enthusiasm?" 

Student: "Not at first, but then I started making notes about it." 

Professor: "So you have only partial data about such matters?" 

Student: "That right. I'm sorry I didn't collect that kind of information 
about all of the participants." 

Professor: "Would this be a correct way to state the questions that your 
notes are about: 'What memory aids did the women and men at differ
ent age levels appear to use?' And 'How enthusiastically did the women 
and men at different age levels appear to engage in the word games?'" 

Student: "Yes, that would be it." 

Professor: "So now you have for your interpretation a couple of unex
pected meanings. But the problem here is that you have only partial 
data on which to base answers. That means the interpretations you offer 
need to be quite tentative, perhaps identified as exploratory or suggestive." 

Student: "But can I include those things if they didn't occur to me until I 
was in the middle of the study? I hadn't planned on them." 

Professor: "That depends on what your thesis committee has to say. 
Some professors are sticklers about such things. They allow you to in
clude discussion or conclusions only about the questions that originally 
guided your data collection. However, other professors—including 
me—believe that both sorts of things deserve attention in your interpre-
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tation. In scientific ventures, valuable discoveries often occur by hap
penstance. I think those fortuitous insights deserve attention, if only as 
suggestions for further investigation. So I would approve of your in
cluding your people's mnemonic techniques and degrees of enthusiasm. 
Both of those things likely affected their short-term memory skills. So 
now we'll add two more questions to the interpretation diagram. Let's 
call them Qx and Qy and put them over here in the unexpected-question 
region." 

The Understanding Level 

Expected 

Ql 
Q2 Q3 
Q4 Q5 

. . .Qn 

Unexpected 

Qx Qy 

Student: "Yes, I'd like to include the Qx and Qy. Now I see how to come 
up with what belongs in my interpretation part. But earlier you said you 
had two levels of meaning." 

Professor: "I do. The top level is called understanding because it involves 
acquiring new or revised ideas about the world. Those ideas—the an
swers to your set of questions—become merged into the general world-
view or personal psychology of the people who read your thesis. But in 
addition, some of these new understandings also assume an active role. 
They become the basis of people's behavior. Therefore, the scheme I use 
includes an action level that contains meanings in the form of practical ap
plications in the real world. Those applications can be included among 
the interpretations. Let's see how that might work in your case. Are 
there any practical meanings you could derive from your study?" 

Student: "Yes, there is one that's occurred to me. My data seem to show 
that the participants who appeared to use memory aids tended to do 
better than the ones who didn't." 

Professor: "All right, that's a good example. So let's take the mnemonic 
question—Qx—and repeat it under the action level as Qx-a (action). 
Later you may think of more practical implications of your results, and 
you can add them to the plan. So, you see, that's an example of a pat
tern of meanings. It's one way to identify the contents of your project's 
interpretation section. Every Q you generate relates to an answer that 
becomes a meaning you want your readers to recognize as a product of 
your research." 
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The Understanding Level 

Expected Unexpected 

Ql 
Q2 Q3 
Q4 Q5 

Qn 

Qx Qy 

The Action Level 

Expected Unexpected 
Qx-a 

(T&D 224-236) 

A Question of Objectivity 
Student: "Dr. Smith, who's on my dissertation committee, constantly re
minds me to be as objective as possible in doing my research. He says I 
should set aside my own opinions and beliefs in order to make my re
search true to the facts. But I'm puzzled about what he really means by 
objective, and I'm afraid to ask for fear he'll think I'm stupid." 

Professor: "I suppose he could mean lots of things. Why don't we go 
over this objective/subjective business in relation to different stages of 
your research project? That may help you decide what he means." 

Student: "How do we do that?" 

Professor: "Let's start with dictionary definitions, then apply them to the 
stages of work on your dissertation. . . . All right, here's a dictionary ver
sion of objective as an adjective—'Not influenced by personal feelings, 
interpretations, or prejudice; unbiased, based on facts.' Now to subjec
tive— 'Existing in the mind; belonging to the thinking person rather than 
to the object of thought (opposed to objective)/ So, if Dr. Smith sub
scribes to such meanings, then your dissertation shouldn't reflect your 
personal feelings or interpretations. Instead, your project should be an 
unbiased statement of facts. Right?" 

Student: "I guess so." 
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Professor: "Then let's see what kind of sense that makes when we apply
such definitions to successive stages of your project. To begin, what's 
your topic? What's your dissertation about?" 

Student: "I'm comparing the roles of family members in three typical 
American ethnic groups—African Americans, Chinese Americans, and 
Latin Americans." 

Professor: "Did you select that topic and those groups objectively? Or 
did your personal opinion influence your choice?" 

Student: "Well, I . . . I did have some other topics in mind, but I picked 
this one because I found it interesting, and there didn't seem to be any 
comparisons of those groups in the professional literature." 

Professor: "So you let your personal feelings and beliefs affect your 
choice of a topic." 

Student: "Well, I guess so. But I don't see any other way to do it, except 
to let somebody else assign me a topic." 

Professor: "Then let's see what kind of sense that makes when we applyProfessor: "Then it's inevitable that your personal feelings and interpre-
tations and background knowledge will influence such a choice. So 
subjectivity is inevitably involved at that point. Do you think Dr. Smith 
was complaining about how you chose your topic?" 

Student: "I don't know. I don't see how he could." 

Professor: "There is one possible way. If he was concerned about your 
being objective in your choice of topic, he may really have been interested
in how you presented your choice. When people complain about a lack 
of objectivity, they sometimes mean the lack of a logical explanation of 
how a choice was made." 

Student: "I don't get that." 

Professor: "In the first chapter of your work, have you set up the criteria
you used for choosing a topic, then argued the appropriateness of those 
criteria, and finally shown how you applied those standards in selecting 
your topic? Or did you just present the topic without specifying selec
tion criteria and without telling how you applied those standards in 
picking your research problem?" 

Student: "Well . . . it seemed pretty obvious that the topic was a good 
one."

Professor: "Then that might have been what Dr. Smith was talking about.
He might have used objective to mean that he expects you to display in
public form the criteria and conditions you consider when making deci-
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sions, and then to show the logic by which those decisions are reached. 
So perhaps he recognizes that your own subjective opinions inevitably 
are involved in your choices, but he wants the reasoning you followed to 
be explained in a convincing fashion. Perhaps he won't accept your 
basing decisions solely on unexamined and unexplained intuition, 
hunches, or feelings." 

Student: "So I can still use my subjective beliefs and feelings in my dis-
sertation?" 

Professor: "Of course. You can't help but do so at every stage of the 
work—choosing a problem to pursue, selecting a method of gathering 
data, interpreting the results. AH of these steps involve personal judg
ments. But you're expected to describe the criteria you use for guiding 
your judgments, to argue the reasonableness of those criteria, and to 
show how those criteria have logically guided you to the solution you've 
chosen. Therefore, in this case objectivity means clearly laying out the de
cision-making process that you've followed." 

Student: "So then I ask Dr. Smith if that's what he meant when he said I 
should be more objective?" 

Professor: "It might be worth a try." 

Student: "And that's what this objective/subjective business is all about." 

Professor: "Only partly. There's much more. For example, consider the 
phrase telling it like it is. That implies there's a single truth about every 
event that occurs in the world. Therefore, an objective account of an 
event describes the occurrence completely and exactly as it happened, 
uninfluenced by the viewpoints, biases, feelings, or belief systems of 
people who report the event. Perhaps that's what Dr. Smith meant by 
his remark. He may expect you to ensure, as far as possible, that your 
report of the roles of family members in your three ethnic groups is ex
actly what those roles are in real life, uncolored by your own opinions or 
by any flaws in your research methods." 

Student: "And how am I supposed to do that?" 

Professor: "There are several ways researchers try to do it. In your case, 
one way is to collect data from as many families as you can, so your con
clusions can reveal the typical roles of each ethnic category. If you study 
only a few families of each type, you're in danger of getting nontypical 
families that will produce nontypical results. Therefore, objectivity in 
drawing generalizations about a group requires that you pay attention to 
your sampling procedures—to the way you chose participants and to the 
quantity of families you included. In fact, one way to define objectivity is 
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in terms of how many people agree on an observation or belief. So, from 
such a perspective, an account of an event is most objective when all ob
servers' descriptions are identical. The account is most subjective when 
all of the accounts are somewhat different. From such a view of this ob
jective/subjective question, the degree of objectivity or subjectivity de
pends on the extent of agreement among individuals' accounts." 

Student: "But everybody agreeing about something doesn't make it true. 
What if everybody agreed that angels are in control of the weather? That 
doesn't mean there really are such things as angels or, if there are, that 
the angels control the weather." 

Professor: "Right. But before Columbus set out for India, most people
apparently agreed that the earth was flat. They regarded that as objec
tively true because so many people believed it. Thus, they conducted 
their lives on the basis of that belief. And it's obvious today that scien
tific explanations of the composition of matter are changing all the 
time—atoms, protons, neutrinos, quarks. Those explanations are pre
sented as objective truth because they're founded on data collected by 
publicly described methods. Anyone who uses those methods should be 
able to confirm or disconfirm the objective conclusions." 

Student: "Then scientists only produce what might be called temporary
objective results?" 

Professor: "Indeed. Their methods are objective, in the sense of being 
publicly described and reproducible—or at least nearly reproducible. 
But the results may not be either accurate or permanent descriptions of 
telling it like it is. Their results are simply the best they can do at the 
time." 

Student: "So I should get as many families as I can for my study." 

Professor: "And be careful about the way you compile and describe their
responses. For instance, you are more objective if you report what your 
interviewees said rather than claiming that's what they truly believed." 

Student: "I don't see the difference." 

Professor: "Reporting that fathers 'believed their parental role included
using corporal punishment to motivate children to obey their parents' is 
not an objective description of how it is. An objective description is that 
fathers 'stated that they believed their parental role included . . . et cet
era. You really don't know what respondents believe. They may not be 
candid in answering your question, or the may not be clearly aware of 
what beliefs underlie their behavior. So all you can objectively report is 
that they 'said they believed' such and such." 
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Student: "Well, I think I'm now better prepared to talk with Dr. Smith 
again and find out what he had in mind. Or at least what he says he had 
in mind." 

(T&D 14,16) 

Post-Hoc Theorizing 
Student: "I don't know if you remember me. I was in your investments 
class last year." 

Professor: "Of course I remember." 

Student: "I've just had an upsetting experience in Dr. Struhoff's research 
seminar and I wonder if I could talk to you about it." 

Professor: "Okay. Sit down. What was the upset?" 

Student: "In the seminar each week, a different student describes his or
her dissertation research, and the members of the seminar discuss it. 
This week was my turn, and Dr. Struhoff really came down hard on my 
interpretation of the results." 

Professor: "What's your project about?" 

Student: "In your class last year, I was intrigued by this Professor Seiko 
Oshii's knowledge-level theory of investment strategies. My dissertation's 
about that." 

Professor: "What were you trying to find out?" 

Student: "I wanted to learn if Oshii's theory—which he based on his
study of professional investment brokers' ways of choosing stocks— 
would predict the strategies used by nonprofessionals who flock to the 
Internet these days to do their own investing." 

Professor: "How did you go about it?" 

Student: "I interviewed 53 people who do their own choosing of stocks. I 
wanted to learn how they made their choices—how they thought about 
selecting stocks to buy or sell. I had two kinds of questions. The first 
kind was to find out about their knowledge level. The second kind was 
to learn their pattern of thought as they selected stocks." 

Professor: "You started with questions about the way Oshii defined 
knowledge levels?" 

Student: "Yes, his three types of knowledge. First, people's knowledge 
of how to get information about companies in which they might invest. 
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Second, their knowledge of the history of the stock market's bull and 
bear trends over the past half century or so. And third, their knowledge 
of the day-to-day trends of different stocks. Then, like Oshii, I divided 
each of those kinds of knowledge into three levels—knows lots, knows a
moderate amout, knows little—and I computed an overall score for each in-
vestor the way Oshii did." 

Professor: "Then you accepted Oshii's assumption that the strategy an 
investor used in choosing stocks could be predicted from that knowledge 
score?" 

Student: "I did, and I used his five strategy types." 

Professor: "How did it work out?" 

Student: "Not so great. The fit between investors' scores and their 
strategies was only partial, not nearly as close as Oshii found with the 
professionals." 

Professor: "How did you interpret your results?" 

Student: "I reported that Oshii's theory was only partially confirmed 
when applied to my 53 amateur investors." 

Professor: "And that's what you reported in Dr. Struhoff's seminar?"

Student: "Yes, and he accepted everything up to that point. It's at the 
next step that I got into trouble. While I was interviewing investors, the 
way they talked about how they chose stocks suggested that some of 
them were bigger gamblers than others. Some were willing to take great 
chances, but others weren't. It seemed that a personality trait—I've 
called it the risk factor—might be even more important than level of 
knowledge in determining investors' strategies. Not only that, but a lot 
of their decisions seemed to be influenced by what they heard other 
people say about stocks. I called that the rumor factor. I've proposed
those two factors as alternative theories to Oshii's." 

Professor: "And presented them in the seminar?" 

Student: "I did. That's when Dr. Struhoff went after me. He said I was 
doing post-hoc theorizing, and that's not the way scientific investigation 
works. He said I had to remove my theories from the dissertation. He 
called what I was doing 'second guessing' and 'Monday morning quar-
terbacking' and 'going fishing'—not scientific research. Is he right?" 

Professor: "From his viewpoint he is. He holds one particular positivist
viewpoint that has a fairly extensive history. He apparently accepts only 
a hypothetico-deductive approach to generating knowledge. That ap
proach involves three main steps. You first observe some phenomenon 
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in the world—such as amateurs doing investing. Second, you get an im
pression of what causes this phenomenon to turn out as it does—such as 
why those investors pick certain stocks. Then you cast that impression 
in the form of a more formal hypothesis or—if your proposal is pre
sented in considerable detail—of a theory. Next, you set up an experi
ment or survey that's specifically designed to test the validity of that 
hypothesis. In other words you deduce from your hypothesis how in
vestors' behavior should turn out if the hypothesis is true. So, in your 
case, you took Oshii's impression—his theory—and tested it on amateur 
investors. But your results suggested that his theory was only partially 
correct for the people you studied. In Dr. Struhoff's opinion, that's 
where your study should end." 

Student: "But while doing the interviews, I felt I made some useful ob
servations about what caused people to invest the way they did 
—observations that might be as good as Oshii's, or maybe even better. I 
thought I should include those as something significant that came out of 
the study." 

Professor: "I imagine Dr. Struhoff would say if you wanted to test the 
validity of a different theory—your risk or rumor theory—you should de
rive hypotheses from those theories and test the hypotheses by setting 
up two other studies designed specifically to confirm or disconfirm such 
proposals. His point is that your study was not designed to test or gen
erate theories other than Oshii's." 

Student: "Do you agree with him?" 

Professor: "No. I think your risk and rumor impressions do belong in the 
interpretation section of your dissertation. They represent something 
your learned from your research. But if you want to make your risk and 
rumor proposals convincing, you need to present persuasive evidence 
from your interviews that it's reasonable to assume that risk and rumor 
played a part in investment decisions." 

Student: "I haven't put together any such evidence yet, but I can. I tape-
recorded the interviews. The evidence is there in people's comments. 
Fortunately, Dr. Struhoff isn't on my dissertation committee, but what if 
some of the other committee members have his same idea about what 
makes for proper research?" 

Professor: "Then, as you look forward to orally defending your research, 
you should prepare yourself to argue your position in case the issue 
comes up." 

Student: "If it were your dissertation, how would you argue it?" 
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Professor: "I'd start by saying that, in my opinion, research is a process of 
gathering evidence and interpreting it in a way that gets as close to the 
truth as possible. Then I'd say that truth, as I'm using the word, consists 
of two parts—an accurate description of the state of affairs and an esti
mate of how affairs arrived in that state. So the truth about amateurs' 
investment practices consists of a trustworthy description of how they 
invest and a convincing explanation of why they invest that way. One 
way to try getting at the second part of that 'truth' is to take someone 
else's explanation and try applying it in a particular situation you've 
chosen. For example, take Professor Oshii's theory and apply it to ama
teur investors. That's a way to test Oshii's explanation. If his theory—in 
the form of hypotheses derived from it—does indeed explain the phe
nomenon convincingly, you conclude that he was right, or at least he 
was pretty close. But if Oshii's doesn't explain the phenomenon very 
well, then you might be able to suggest why by coming up with a differ
ent or perhaps revised proposal. And that new proposal is very much 
part of the research process—of the attempt to get close to the truth. 
Therefore, your proposal should included in the report of your investi
gation." 

Student: "That's how I feel. But what if I argued that way and the com
mittee members didn't agree?" 

Professor: "Then you ask what they find wrong with your position. And 
you can try to respond to whatever complaint they seem to have." 

Student: "What if all of them—or at least the majority—agree with Dr. 
Struhoff's views?" 

Professor: "In that event, you have to decide if you're willing to eliminate
your risk and rumor proposals so that the committee members will sign 
your dissertation and you'll get your degree." 

(T&D 54-57) 

The Residue of Past Experiences 

Professor: "I like the title of your thesis—The Aftermath of Tragedy. It's on 
target for what you're writing about, and it should intrigue potential 
readers. Now, let's go over what you did, and then talk about how you 
think your results should be applied. First, how come this young 
woman came to you for psychological counseling?" 

Student: "Well, our clinic is pretty well known for helping disturbed 
people. She was sent by a friend of hers who was also a student at the 
school where the shooting occurred." 
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Professor: "The shooting was seven years ago now?" 

Student: "That's right. She came to us two years ago, five years after the 
incident." 

Professor: "And she continued in therapy with you for nearly a year. 
Then you spent the past year putting the case together as your thesis." 

Student: "That's right." 

Professor: "I like the way you organized the case. The steps you went 
through with your patient are quite clear, and the material you quote 
from the sessions is interesting and makes your point well. But there's 
one thing that bothers me back here where you suggest how your coun
seling approach should be applied. In your description of this woman's 
condition when she came to your clinic, you tell how she had these anxi
ety attacks and nightmares relating to the day the boy shot the four stu
dents and the teacher. You then explain the stages through which you 
led your client week after week so she could overcome the fear of the 
shooting incident. But then you propose that your same therapeutic ap
proach should be used with the other students who witnessed the 
shooting and also with other people in other settings who've witnessed 
similar frightening events." 

Student: "That's right. The shooting was a critical incident in their lives. 
That incident changed the witnesses' subsequent lives. It traumatized 
them severely. The therapy I used heals the scars." 

Professor: "But you're assuming that five years after the shooting your 
client's disturbed condition was the direct result of that incident. And 
you assume that others who had witnessed their classmates being shot 
would, five years later, be in a similar condition. This is like the as
sumption of certain psychoanalysts that a particular event in a young 
boy's life—that of lacking a father in the home as a model—will cause 
the boy to become homosexual." 

Student: "In the case of shootings, that's true." 

Professor: "No. The error here is your focusing on a past incident as a 
cause of present behavior. That's not the case. Any effect the earlier in
cident has on present behavior is only in the residue of the incident that 
remains in the individual's personality. Even if, at the time of the 
shooting, many students' reactions were very similar, there's no reason 
to expect that the remnants of the incident lingering in their personalities 
five years latter will be identical. That remnants will differ from one per
son to another, depending on such things as individuals' basic person-
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alities and differences among them in their experience during across the 
intervening five years." 

Student: "Then you think that a critical incident—like the shoot
ing—doesn't affect people years later?" 

Professor: "It can indeed affect them. But you miss my point. It's not the 
past incident itself that causes the person's present condition. It's a 
mistake to imagine that a critical incident or pattern of life has an inevi
table, universal affect on the later life of each person who has experi
enced that incident. That same error occurs when someone generalizes 
about the aftereffects of wartime combat. It's an error to conclude that a 
Vietnam soldier who saw his buddies die in combat will, in his later life, 
be haunted by that experience and thereafter be maladjusted in a pre
dictable manner." 

Student: "I don't see what that has to do with my thesis." 

Professor: "In the application portion of your thesis, you recommend that 
the therapeutic method you developed to help your client should be 
used with the other students who witnessed the shooting. You draw 
that conclusion because you assume that the aftermath of the incident 
remaining in other witnesses' personalities years later will be the same as 
in your patient's personality. What you need to do, instead, is describe 
techniques a therapist can use to discover the nature of the residue of the 
incident in any witness's personality. Your focus should be on how to 
reveal the nature of the remnants, which will be different in different 
people. I would guess that lots of those shooting witnesses are psycho
logically quite well adjusted today and don't need therapy. The only 
way you'll find that out is by focusing on their present condition, not 
merely on the fact that they were present at the shooting." 

Student: "Then my recommendation on how to apply my thesis findings 
should be just about ways to discover today's meaning of the shootings 
in the lives of students who were there at the time? And I shouldn't be 
recommending that the therapy I used with my client should be used 
with her former schoolmates?" 

Professor: "Correct. If you discover that another witness to the shootings 
exhibits the same symptoms—extreme anxiety and nightmares about 
shooting—as your patient, then your treatment steps may well be ap
propriate. But if you really want to understand the causes of an individ
ual's present behavior, you focus on that person's present condition—the 
lingering residue of earlier events—and not on the events themselves." 

(T&D 226-227) 
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Dealing with Deviants 

Professor: "So this Delinquency Interview and Observation Instrument is one 
you created." 

Student: "That's right. I wanted to see if the instrument could distin
guish between kids who are prone to breaking the law and those who 
aren't. To do that, I tried out the instrument with 47 boys—ages 10 to 
16—who were detained in juvenile hall and had been sent to the hall at 
least twice. Then I compared their patterns of answers with those of 52 
outsiders who had no record of trouble with either the police or school 
personnel." 

Professor: "Exactly what's in the instrument?"

Student: "It has three parts. The first part contains questions to be asked 
during an interview with a kid. The second part describes things to look 
for in the kid's behavior during the interview or as reported by other 
people who know him. The third part is for information from records of 
the kid's behavior, such as from reports from the police, the school, clubs 
he belongs to—that kind of thing." 

Professor: "And your dissertation reports how well your tryout suc
ceeded?" 

Student: "Yes, and it worked out well. From the results, I was able to 
form rules to guide social workers in their estimates of which kids were 
likely to become delinquents and which weren't. I identified two main 
patterns of answers on the instrument that distinguished between delin
quency-prone kids and law-abiding ones." 

Professor: "That's impressive. So every juvenile-hall boy you interviewed 
fit one pattern, and every outsider fit the other?" 

Student: "Well, almost every one." 

Professor: "Almost?" 

Student: "There were a few deviants, not many. Some strange patterns." 

Professor: "What did you do with the deviants?" 

Student: "I dropped them out. They didn't fit." 

Professor: "They didn't fit the rule you created to guide social workers?" 

Student: "It's as they say, the exception proves the rule." 

Professor: "True, as long as you recognize what the word prove means in 
that old saying. Contrary to what you seem to believe, prove in that ad-
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age doesn't mean validates or verifies or confirms the rule. It means tests,
as in the name of the places in which the army tests its vehicles. Such 
places are called proving grounds, meaning testing grounds. Your rule 
didn't completely pass the test. Saying that exceptions—deviants— ver
ify a generalization makes no sense. If your rule doesn't explain devi
ants, then something's wrong with the rule—or your original 
observations were flawed. Deviants can't be dismissed without harm." 

Student: "Like what?"

Professor: "In your case, it could cause social workers to err by expecting
delinquent behavior on the part of kids who are actually law-abiding. 
Or it could do the opposite—cause social workers or teachers to neglect 
boys who are actually delinquents but whose profiles on your instru
ment fail to fit your delinquency pattern." 

Student: "Then how should I deal with deviants?" 

Professor: "I have two suggestions. First, you review the way you gath-
ered your data about exceptional cases to make sure your interviews and 
observations were carried out properly and the results recorded accu
rately. Second, you don't toss the deviants out. Instead, you analyze the 
ways their patterns on your instrument differed from the patterns of 
boys that fit your rule. That analysis may reveal conditions in the cases 
of the deviants that caused them to be seen as exceptions to your rule. 
Then you alter your rule to take care of the exceptions." 

Student: "And how do I present those results?" 

Professor: "You explain that your original generalization—the rule you
now have in your report—is valid for most of your teenagers. But under 
certain circumstances, that general rule doesn't fit. Then, from your 
analysis of the patterns of deviants, you propose what those circum
stances are—perhaps unusual home conditions, certain deep-seated per
sonality traits, the influence of a particular teacher or coach, or whatever 
comes to your attention that makes sense. You now revise your old rule 
so that it explains both the typical kid and the atypical one. No cases 
need be tossed out. There are no longer exceptions to the rule." 

(T&D 197-198) 

The Sacrosanct .05, .01, and .001 
Student: "I'm really upset. When I computed the t-test, I found that my 
results just barely missed significance. Just barely. So the results didn't 
support my hypothesis, and I don't know what to do." 
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Professor: "I don't understand what you mean by 'just barely.' Start at 
the beginning and explain what you did. What was your hypothesis?" 

Student: "As you know, I gave this ethnic-stereotypes test at three high 
schools to the sophomores and seniors. My hypothesis was that the 
seniors would have fewer ethnic stereotypes—fewer ethnic preju
dices—than the sophomores because the seniors had had more social sci
ence courses than the sophs." 

Professor: "And your results showed no difference between the two 
groups?" 

Student: "No, there was a difference. On the average, seniors showed
fewer ethnic stereotypes. But the difference wasn't big enough to be sig
nificant. The difference reached only the .06 level. It has to reach .05 or 
smaller to be significant." 

Professor: "And where did you get that idea?" 

Student: "Statistics class. Statistics books. And in the studies reported in
the journals they talk about .05 being significant and .01 being very sig
nificant. And if I'd gotten a t of .001, that would mean the two groups 
were really very different. I'd hoped for something like that." 

Professor: "Exactly what do you understand a statistic like .05 or .01 
means?" 

Student: "Well, with .05 it means that there are 5 chances in 100 that the 
difference between the two groups happened just because of some kind 
of error in the study I did and that the two groups weren't really differ
ent in their stereotypes." 

Professor: "But that leaves 95 chances in 100 that the two groups were 
actually different. Isn't that so?" 

Student: "That's what I understand. That would be significant." 

Professor: "So you got a .06, which means that there are 6 chances in 100 
that the observed difference might have been just an error? And that 
leaves 94 chances out of 100 that your two groups are really different?" 

Student: "Wel l . . . yes, I guess so." 

Professor: "So if the chances were only 5 out of 100 that your obtained dif
ference between the sophomores and seniors resulted from some sort of 
error, then your study would be a success. But since you estimate that 
the chances are 6 out of 100, your study failed. Does that make a lot of 
sense to you?" 
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Student: "But the statistics books say .05 or smaller is significant." 

Professor: "Do you know where that .05 or .01 originally came from?"

Student: "I suppose some statistical expert." 

Professor: "Someone—I don't know who—one day just arbitrarily de
cided to call .05 significant. Why not .10 or .06? And .01 is very signifi
cant. Why not .02 or .009?" 

Student: "I have no idea." 

Professor: "It's because whoever set those standards was willing to gam-
ble that .05 or less probably meant there was a real difference between 
the things that were being compared. But here's the catch. When setting 
.05 as statistically significant, you aren't considering the nature of the 
things that are being compared. The real question of social or behavioral 
significance is this: How are people's lives influenced by their basing 
decisions on a .05 level of statistical significance rather than some other 
level, such as .10 or .001 or .0001?" 

Student: "I don't see your point." 

Professor: "Let's imagine you're in charge of planning the menu for a
banquet at a big sociology convention. Everybody's going to get the 
same meal, so you want to please as many people as possible. In decid
ing on the dessert, you plan to serve ice cream and chocolate cake. You 
have two good recipes for chocolate cake, but you can't decide which to 
use. However, you may get some help from a published study in which 
400 people were given a slice of each of these two sorts of cake and asked 
which they preferred. Let's say that Recipe A was preferred over Recipe 
B, with the difference statistically significant at the .15 level. So you es
timate that there might be about 85 chances out of 100 that A would be 
preferred over B by more people at your banquet. But there is a 15% 
chance that you would be making an error. Which cake will you 
serve—A or B?" 

Student: "That's easy. I'd serve A. The chances seem good that more 
people would like it." 

Professor: "But what if the sample of people on which that study was
founded aren't truly representative of the kind at your dinner? So 
maybe more of your people would prefer recipe B?" 

Student: "So what? It doesn't matter that much. Both the cakes appar
ently taste pretty good. It wouldn't be a serious error." 

Professor: "So in this case, the social or behavioral significance of your
choice is not of much consequence. People's lives aren't going to be 
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damaged if you base your choice of cakes on a .15 level of statistical sig
nificance. Now, let's imagine a different situation. Assume that you're 
responsible for deciding whether to release for general use a new medi
cine that's intended to cure glaucoma. As you may know, glaucoma in
volves the build-up of fluid within the eyeball so that the pressure on the 
nerves in the eyes increases and can eventually cause blindness. Eye 
doctors have ways of reducing the fluid pressure—special eye drops, la
ser surgery, and the like. So, imagine that a recently invented chemical 
fluid has been tried out on a sample of patients, with the result that it 
helps most of them but actually harms some—makes their condition far 
worse. Now, your responsibility is to decide whether this new kind of 
fluid should be distributed to physicians for general use. Or perhaps it 
could be just sold over the counter without a prescription. What level of 
statistical significance will you require in order to authorize the distribu
tion of this medication—.10 or .05 or .01 or .001 (one chance in a thou
sand) or .00001 (one chance in a million)? Would the .15 level on which 
you would base you decision about the cake be acceptable?" 

Student: "Obviously not. I don't think I'd do it even at a .001 level.
Maybe the one-chance in ten-thousand of making a mistake would be 
okay. It depends also on how well the medicines they're using now are 
working. You've made your point. I now see that the importance of re
sults for people's lives goes way beyond those levels of significance 
found in statistics books." 

Professor: "Then let's get back to your own study—your .06. (And I 
might note that one pair of statisticians—Rosnow and Rosenthal1—have 
suggested that, 'Surely, God loves the .06 nearly as much as the .05.') So 
do you think your study failed? Are your results insignificant—just a 
waste of time?" 

Student: "I guess it depends on—as you said—how the results might in
fluence people's lives." 

Professor: "How could people use your results?" 

Student: "Well, maybe high school social-science teachers would be in-
terested. My results could suggest that sophomores are more likely to 
bring ethnic prejudices to class than seniors—even though they're not a 
whole lot more likely." 

1 R. L. Rosnow & R. Rosenthal (p. 748) in R. E. Kirk (1996). Practical significance: 
A concept whose time has come. Educational and Psychological Measurement,
56 (5), 746-759. 
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Professor: "So your study could alert teachers to that possibility?" 

Student: "It could. And teachers might adjust their lessons about preju
dice and stereotypes to fit that expectation." 

Professor: "So your task with your thesis is to build a rationale—a line of 
logic—explaining the potential social significance of your findings." 

Student: "So that's what statistical significance is all about." 

Professor: "Not really. I've oversimplified it. But I'm convinced that the 
general line of logic is correct, and it should do for your purpose. There 
are still important technical issues debated since the mid-1920s about the 
null hypothesis and statistical significance, and they'll continue to be de
bated among statisticians and researchers into the future. If you want to 
pursue those debates, I can suggest some useful sources.2 

(T&D 203-206) 

Is Uniqueness Sufficient? 
Student: "The reason I'm here is because I've finished the main part of 
my dissertation and I'm at the stage of explaining what it's supposed to 
mean. I wanted to ask your opinion about it." 

Professor: "About what your dissertation means?" 

Student: "I've written a history of a family over nearly two centuries. I'm 
calling it The Chang Chronicle. It starts in China and then moves to the 
U.S. when two brothers are recruited to work on building the railroad 
connecting the East Coast with the West Coast in the middle of the 19th 

century. One of the brothers was quite literate. He kept a diary that's 
still in the family, and I had access to it. Since my parents are from 
China, I had no trouble reading the diary and Chinese sources. I've fin
ished writing the first seven chapters, which carry the family from the 
early 19th century up to the present time. I'm calling the eighth chapter 
The Chronicle's Significance. That's what I want to ask you about." 

Professor: "Why not ask your dissertation advisor?" 

2 J. Cohen. (1990). Things I have learned (so far). American Psychologist, 45,1304-
1312. 

J. Cohen. (1992). The power primer. Psychological Bulletin, 112,155-159. 
R. E. Kirk. (1996). Practical significance: A concept whose time has come. Educ-

tional and Psychological Measurement, 56 (5), 746-759. 
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Student: "I did. She said she didn't want to dictate an interpretation to
me. She wanted me to work it out myself, then come see her about it." 

Professor: "How did she expect you to work it out?" 

Student: "She suggested that I ask around—ask other professors—and
see if what they said would be useful." 

Professor: "Have you talked to any others?" 

Student: "Four so far." 

Professor: "And what was the outcome?" 

Student: "They said different things. Like Dr. Laroche said that from his 
postmodern perspective I didn't need a chapter defending the signifi
cance of my work. He said that every event—and in this case, every 
family's history—is unique. It's a narrative that stands on its own. You 
can't draw generalizations from one case and then validly apply them to 
other cases—to other family histories—because those others are also 
unique and therefore not comparable. He believes, like some of the other 
postmodernists, that nothing discovered or observed in one situation is 
ever useful for judging any other situation. He gave me the names of 
some books by academics who hold his same view—Derrida, Denzin, 
Jackson.3" 

Professor: "Then if you agree with Dr. Laroche, you won't need a chapter 
explaining what your dissertation means?" 

Student: "Maybe only a paragraph some place explaining his particular 
postmodern view." 

Professor: "What do you think about that as a solution?" 

Student: "It might be okay if everybody on my dissertation committee 
felt the same, but I doubt it, because the other three professors I spoke 
with had different opinions." 

Professor: "Such as?" 

Student: "Dr. Layton said a chronicle would be okay as a dissertation if it 
traced the development of an important family, such as the Roosevelts or 
the Kennedys, and showed what the family members were like and why. 

3 
N. K. Denzin. (1997). Interpretive Ethnography. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
J. Derrida. (1991). A Derrida Reader: Between the Blinds. New York: Columbia 

University Press. 
M. Jackson (Ed.). (1996). Things as They Are: New Directions in Phenomenological

Psychology. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.



But nobody in the Chang family was famous. It's an ordinary family. 
Dr. Layton thought the chronicle might be all right as a book, but she 
didn't see it as a research dissertation." 

Professor: "Did she say what it would need to qualify as a dissertation?" 

Student: "Since she's a sociologist—and I'm a sociology major—she'd 
want a sociological interpretation of the family's development over the 
generations." 

Professor: "And does your chronicle lend itself to that?" 

Student: "Actually, as I was collecting the material, I found three fairly 
clear themes running through it. One was the old question about to 
what extent the social setting makes the person or the person makes the 
social setting. Second, there was good evidence about changes in the so
cial-class status of family members from one generation to the next. And 
third was the matter of ethnic conflict—how people act in clashes be
tween ethnic groups and what the consequences of those actions are 
during different decades." 

Professor: "If your interpretation section focused on those matters, Dr. 
Layton would accept your chronicle as a proper dissertation?" 

Student: "As long as I could give the treatment some new angle so I 
would be contributing some new knowledge. She said maybe I could 
suggest some principles from my Chinese immigrant history that would 
apply to other kinds of immigrant families." 

Professor: "Well, you now you have two possibilities—Laroche's and 
Layton's. What did the other's say?" 

Student: "When I told Professor Martinez that I planned to have a 
videotape accompany the written dissertation, he thought that was a 
contribution to methodology. I videotaped my interviews with members 
of the family who still live around this area, and I plan to merge seg
ments of the interviews into a single tape that shows what different 
Changs are like today. I also plan to have old photos reproduced in the 
written version to show what the Changs were like in past generations." 

Professor: "So the way you use incorporate videotapes and still photos 
with your written narrative would be another contribution your study 
makes?" 

Student: "Professor Martinez said the way I've done it seemed original. 
He called it significant." 

Professor: "And you talked with a fourth faculty member?"
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Student: "Dr. Cohn. He suggested two things. He wondered if I 
couldn't work up a kind of theory to explain how some features of tradi
tional Chinese culture and of American culture at different periods of 
time clashed but other features were compatible. He also thought I 
might be able to get some practical lessons out of the chronicle that 
might help newcomers from Asia adjust to American life." 

Professor: "Do you see that practical-application suggestion feasible with
the kind of chronicle you've written?" 

Student: "Actually, as I've thought about it, I think I could do that. But 
now, do you have any other ideas about what I might do?" 

Professor: "Let's see. Well, there is one thing I'm curious about. What
does a researcher need in order to do the kind of research your chronicle 
represents? My point here is that there will be students who might want 
to attempt your same sort of task. They could profit from your experi
ence about the skills and resources they would need to do the job. 
Therefore, part of the significance of your study could be an explanation 
of the way you went about the research, along with guidelines for others 
who might be attempting the same kind of thing. Well, at least that's 
another possibility that you might add to your collection. 

"So, at this point, do you have an idea about what you'll put in your 
Chapter 8?" 

Student: "I guess it depends partly on what the members of the disserta-
tion committee will accept." 

Professor: "That's true. You're always at the mercy of your advisor and
the committee that has to sign your document so you can get your de
gree. But I think you should make up your own mind about what your 
dissertation contributes—what it's significance is—and then argue your 
case persuasively." 

Student: "Well, I really don't think I'll go with Dr. Laroche's suggestion 
of letting the chronicle's uniqueness be sufficient. I think the dissertation 
should mean more than that." 

Professor: "It's true that some professors might consider that writing a
narrative about the Changs is in itself a scholarly contribution. But I fear 
that most will—as you suggest—want more. So what might that more 
be?" 

Student: "I think I can do what Dr. Layton wanted—show how the his
tory of the Changs illustrates that people's fates result from the interac
tion between characteristics of the society and the individual person's 
traits and actions. I can also show how people's social-class level can 
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change from one generation to another, and I can propose why in the 
case of the Changs. Then I could do the ethnic-conflict problem. In 
America, ethnic conflict has been important for us Chinese." 

Professor: "Then those three sociological features would make up your 
Chapter 8?" 

Student: "The major part. But I also like Dr. Matinez's suggestion about 
the videotape. That's something different from most biographies and 
family chronicles. And I like your suggestion about telling how to go 
about this kind of research—needed skills and resources. Dr. Cohn's 
idea about practical advice to Asians coming to America would be 
something I might add. But I'm really not prepared to create a theory 
about culture clashes at different periods of time. That's way beyond the 
kind of material I have in the chronicle." 

Professor: "Then you think you now have a framework for Chapter 8?"

Student: "Yes, it's coming together. I'll write up an outline and see what 
my advisor has to say about it." 

(T&D 13-21,93-99) 

An Advisor Worth Hating 
Student: "I hate my dissertation advisor, and I don't know what to do 
about it." 

Professor: "What you should do about it depends on why you hate him.
What makes him worth your hate?" 

Student: "It's because he's never satisfied. Nearly every time I take him 
an outline or a part of a chapter, he says it isn't good enough. It's gone 
on and on like that—my original proposal, the statement of my research 
problem, my method of collecting data, and now my interpretation of 
the results." 

Professor: "Does he just tell you it's not good enough, or does he also
suggest how to fix it?" 

Student: "Oh, he tells me how to fix it. But it's always enormously com
plicated. It takes hours and hours to change it the way he wants. And 
all that work really isn't necessary. Nearly every time, the material that I 
took to him was already good enough. He seems to get a charge out of 
making me jump through hoops." 

Professor: "That folder in your hand. Is that something you took him that
he didn't like?" 
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Student: "Right. It's really frustrating what he said about my analysis of 
the data. He claimed that my conclusions aren't supported by the data, 
but they really are." 

Professor: "Would you like me to look at it?"

Student: "Sure. You'll see."

(For the next 15 minutes the student waits as the Professor reads the key
portions of the student's data interpretation chapter.) 

Professor: "I'm afraid you're not going to be overjoyed with what I have
to say. You see, I agree with your advisor. You've drawn generaliza
tions and suggested applications that go way beyond your data. Some of 
your conclusions have an almost cosmic reach. For instance, you studied 
204 students' performance in general-science classes in one high school 
in one rural community, and then you draw conclusions that seem to 
apply to all general-science students everywhere—or at least all across 
North America. Furthermore, your analysis doesn't get down to the spe
cific areas of science that apparently were sampled in your test. And you 
talk about only the average scores for the two groups that you compared, 
giving no attention to the wide spread of scores within each group as re
flected in the standard deviations you report. In view of the original 
problem you posed for yourself—which focuses on reasons for different 
individuals earning different scores—you have no case data about indi
vidual students who scored high compared to those who scored low. 
Now, are my complaints here similar to ones from your advisor?" 

Student: "Well, yes . . . mostly. But what I wrote does give an overall 
picture of what the two groups did. That should be good enough. I 
don't have time to go into all the things you're talking about." 

Professor: "I see. Well, your analysis here might be good enough for a
high school student's term paper, but it's nowhere close to graduate-
school work, and certainly it's not deserving of a doctoral degree." 

Student: "Well, I feel it is good enough. I need the degree for what I want
to do with my life, and I can't work on this thing forever." 

Professor: "Frankly, if graduate degrees were awarded on the basis of
need, they would be distributed to quite different sorts of people than 
receive them now. Bearing the title "doctor" is supposed to reflect 
merit—and merit of the highest type. Your work must be first-rate for 
you to deserve the title. So, if you hate your advisor because he expects 
you to be first-rate, then I'm also worthy of your hate." 

(T&D 1-3) 
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Rationalizing Conflicting Evidence 
Student: "I've finally found the problem I want to work on for my dis
sertation, and I want to talk with you about it." 

Professor: "All right, let's hear it."

Student: "You know this fight that's going on between the staff of the 
college newspaper, The Daily Tiger, and the college officials? Well, if you 
read the things the two sides say about each other, it's clear that they 
have very different versions of what's going on." 

Professor: "I understand that the paper staff claims the officials are vio
lating the students' right to free speech—something like that?" 

Student: "Yes, and the officials say it's about irresponsible journal
ism—that the students who are running the paper are guilty of pornog
raphy and libelous attacks on the college's faculty and administrators." 

Professor: "And you see a dissertation topic in this?" 

Student: "I want to explain why the two sides in this fight have such con
flicting ideas about what's going on." 

Professor: "Well, that fits your field of social psychology all right. But 
why does it surprise you that the two sides see things differently? Is 
there really significant dissertation problem here?" 

Student: "It seems to me that the typical explanation people give for this 
kind of thing is too simple. They just say the two sides have different 
interests at stake or they have different value systems. But there's no 
real analysis of what underlies those differences. I want to dig deeper 
into the causes." 

Professor: "So you want to interpret the conflict between the two sides?" 

Student: "That right. . . . But . . . but I guess maybe I'm doing this back
wards, talking about interpreting data before I've even collected any. I 
suppose the interpreting should come at a later stage of the research." 

Professor: "True, but you're still going at it exactly right. At the outset of 
your research, it's important to look ahead to how you intend to inter
pret your evidence after you've collected it. Foreseeing how you plan to 
interpret information can influence what sort of data you gather. 

"Think of this way to look at it. There are two main approaches you 
can use to collecting evidence. One approach is like fishing. You cast 
your net into the pond and dredge up whatever it catches, then analyze 
what you've caught and decide what it all means. In other words, you 
generate your interpretation or explanation out of inspecting what you 
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happen to have at hand. In the case of your fight about The Daily Tiger, 
you would collect all the information you could find and then you'd try 
to make sense out of it. 

"With the other approach, you already have an explanation in mind at 
the outset. In other words, you have a theory of why the two sides in 
this confrontation see things the way they do. Then you collect the kind 
of data that enables you to test the validity of the theory. In terms of the 
fishing analogy, you would devise a new kind of lure—such as you tie 
together a new kind of fake fly that has a sparkling blue tail—and you 
predict it will attract trout. Then you try out the lure in a creek to see if 
your theory was right." 

Student: "So I'd need a theory of why the two sides give different ver
sions of what's going on at the college paper, and I'd collect the kind of 
evidence that tests the theory?" 

Professor: "Right. And actually, you've already done a kind of informal 
pilot study using the first approach—casting the net." 

Student: "I have?" 

Professor: "I assume you've been reading the newspapers, seeing the fli
ers the students have been handing out, and talking to people. So you 
already have a hodge-podge of information. And you've observed the 
conflicts over what's going on. Now you're at the point of rationalizing 
the conflicting evidence—that is, trying to make sense out of it. Is that 
right?" 

Student: "Yes." 

Professor: "So you're on the brink of proposing ways to interpret the ap
parently incompatible accounts so that the data make sense. In other 
words, you're trying to come up with a theory that renders the conflict
ing evidence rational." 

Student: "Yes, I guess that's what I'm doing." 

Professor: "Which means that now, at the beginning of your formal work 
on the dissertation, it isn't wrong to be thinking about how to interpret 
data that you haven't even collected yet. Looking ahead is a smart thing 
to do." 

Student: "So I need a theory that resolves the two sides' different ver
sions of what's going on—a social-psychological theory that fits my 
problem?" 

Professor: "Correct. You might take one out of the professional litera
ture. Or make up your own. Or adapt an existing theory to fit The Daily 
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Tiger situation. To see how you might go about that task, let's try some 
brainstorming right now. Just off the top of your head, what could be 
one explanation for the contradictory views of the two sides in this 
fight?" 

Student: "One possibility that's already occurred to me is that this fight's 
basically a power struggle. One side wants to be in control of the other 
side. Students are always in an inferior position in terms of power. 
They've been that way since nursery school. Now in college, they rebel 
against traditional authority and want to be in control of things them
selves." 

Professor: "And you see this Daily Tiger incident as a manifestation of a
more basic struggle for power?" 

Student: "I think it's one possibility." 

Professor: "Then if you can develop that theory in greater detail and per-
haps support it with other studies in the professional literature, you can 
use the resulting model to guide your data collection." 

Student: "How would that work?" 

Professor: "If you interview people who are on different sides in this 
struggle, your questions should be designed to reveal motives of power 
and control. But now, let's think of other possible ways of explaining the 
conflicting evidence." 

Student: "Well... actually, I don't think of anything at the moment." 

Professor: "What about the possibility that the people on each side are
operating on particular assumptions about their adversaries—assump
tions that may or may not be accurate. The proposition here is that peo
ple don't act on the basis of what is objectively true but, rather, they act 
on the basis of their perception of what's true. Inaccurate perceptions 
can lead to conflicts that wouldn't arise if the perceptions were accurate. 
Could that be a cause of the conflicting versions of what's going on in the 
Daily Tiger incident?"

Student: "I think it could be at least part of the problem. Maybe I could 
use both theories, control and perceptions, and gather the kinds of evi
dence needed to test both." 

Professor: "That sounds feasible. But we've only touched on two poten-
tial interpretations. There certainly are others. I'd suggest that you dig 
through your old class notes and social-psych textbooks to recall other 
ways of explaining the Daily Tiger case. See which theories appeal to 
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you. See which combination or adaptation might fit your problem. Then 
draft a proposal that we can discuss later." 

(T&D 63-78) 



Chapter 9 

Writing the Report 

Students often believe that the task of writing their thesis or dissertation 
is properly left until after they have finished compiling and interpreting 
their data. However, that task can profitably begin much earlier. For 
instance, it's usually a good idea at the stage of initially preparing a re
search proposal to identify potential chapter names and the sorts of in
formation to be included in each chapter. It's also a great time-saver to 
write the first one or two chapters at the same time that the data are be
ing collected. In fact, the first chapter, which typically explains the pur
pose and background of the research, can be written very early in the 
game. Doing so can alert the researcher to details that will need atten
tion at subsequent stages of the work. Consequently, as the successive 
phases of the research project advance, drafts of chapters bearing on each 
phase can be accumulated gradually, thereby rendering the final writing 
of the report relatively simple. 

The first case in this chapter concerns the general vantage point from 
which an author views the writing task. Six of the other cases address 
specific features of the job of composing a readily understood document. 
The last case focuses on the problem of plagiarism. 

Serving Self, Serving the Readers 

Professor: "I've finished reading this draft of your dissertation, and I'm
curious about how you thought about your task as you did the writing." 

Student: "I don't know what you mean. In writing it, I just put down 
what I did." 

Professor: "Did you think about who might be reading it?" 

Student: "Well... anybody can read it who wants to.
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Professor: "The problem is, when you just think about yourself—about
what you did—and write it down that way, the document may not make 
the best sense for the reader. When I read your draft, I felt you were 
serving your own needs but not those of your readers. For example, 
what I hoped to learn early in the document was the exact problem you 
were addressing, but I didn't find that until way back here on page 43. 
And the sort of school you studied—its characteristics and the nature of 
the community in which it's located—is never really explained. It's as if 
you knew that school and community so well yourself that it didn't oc
cur to you to describe them in some detail. The same thing's true of 
some of the people in the document—some of the students, teachers, and 
counselors. I was curious to know more about them, because it seems to 
me that certain of their characteristics were important in affecting the 
outcome of the events you describe." 

Student: "Well, I guess I didn't think to put all that kind of material in." 

Professor: "When I write something that others are to read, I try to start
from their viewpoint. I first ask myself, 'If I didn't know anything about 
this topic, what are the questions I would want answered?' Then I write 
those questions down in no particular sequence. Next, I ask myself, 'In 
what order would I want those questions answered so the narrative 
would make the best sense to me?' Then I reorder the questions into the 
sequence I think would best provide me—the uninformed reader—the 
answers. So, rather than just writing down what I did in whatever order 
the items come to mind, I adopt the reader's perspective and write from 
that viewpoint." 

Student: "So, you're suggesting I start all over by asking readers' ques
tions?" 

Professor: "Well, it's not quite as bad as that sounds. You can adopt a
reader's vantage point and then rearrange your present material in a se
quence reflecting that perspective." 

Student: "So it's just rearranging what I've already written?" 

Professor: "Yes, partly. But in your present version you've entirely ne-
glected to explain some things—like the nature of the school, the com
munity, and some of the people that were involved. There's also 
something else I'd suggest. While reading your draft, I often felt that the 
way you phrased things could have been better. I felt you might be try
ing to sound very academic by using big words where simpler ones 
would have done nicely, and I found some sentences awkwardly con
voluted." 



Writing the Report 153 

Student: "I was just trying to do the kind of thing I've seen in a lot of aca
demic journals." 

Professor: "Some journal authors' writing isn't a good model of commu-
nication. I fear they're trying to show off rather than make their ideas 
clear. One way you might help yourself be more lucid is by talking to 
yourself as you write." 

Student: "You mean out loud? People will think I'm weird." 

Professor: "Not necessarily out loud. But say each sentence to yourself as
if you were describing your idea orally to someone, trying to be as un
derstandable as possible. That may help improve some of your sen
tences which, in their present form, are rather hard to grasp." 

(T&D 241-253) 

Picking a Title 
Student: "Now that I've actually started writing the thesis, I'm puzzled 
about what the exact title should be. I remember you said the title 
should give people a good idea of what the thesis is all about so they can 
decide if they're interested in reading it. But exactly how complete that 
description should be is what I'm not sure about." 

Professor: "I suppose you've tried some alternatives?" 

Student: "I have. Here's one I thought was pretty complete—Consistency 
and Change in Social Values and Life Styles over a Half Century among Youths
Who Were Members of the Counter-Culture Movement on the West Coast in 
the 1960s." 

Professor: "That's complete, all right. But I imagine you see the prob
lem." 

Student: "Yeah, there's no way it could be printed on the spine of a 
bound book. It's far too much. Now, here's one that's really short— 
Hippies Revisited." 

Professor: "That sounds intriguing, but it's more like a headline in a tab
loid. It doesn't tell much about what's to be found in the thesis, but it 
does fascinate. That might be a better title for a journal or magazine arti
cle that you'd base on the contents of your thesis. For example, the other 
day I was looking through a psychology journal and came across a piece 
titled Piaget is Dead, and I'm Not Feeling too Good Myself. To satisfy my 
curiosity, I was forced to read at least the abstract at the beginning of the 
article. From the content of the abstract, I recognized that I really wasn't 
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interested in reading the whole thing, so I didn't finish it. But that title 
did catch my attention." 

Student: "Maybe I should do something in between that long one and the
short one." 

Professor: "One way to do that would be to have a main title plus a subti-
tle that gives more detail. How about something like Persistence of 
Counter-Culture Life Styles for the title? That would be printed on the
cover of the thesis. Then, on the title page inside, you repeat Persistence
of Counter-Culture Life Styles and beneath it—perhaps in smaller 
type—you add a subtitle, something like A Fifty-Year Follow-up Study of
Youths from the Sixties." 

Student: "That sounds possible. But also, if I'm going to have an abstract 
of the thesis starting on the first page after the title page, then maybe the 
title can be pretty short—just long enough to get people to look at the 
abstract." 

Professor: "Perhaps. But that isn't much help for those who don't have
the thesis in hand—those who just see the title of your work in a bibliog
raphy or in the library catalog." 

Student: "Well, I'd better go back to the drawing board and think up 
some more options before I settle on one. But at least now I know better 
how to decide what makes for a proper title." 

(T&D 77-79) 

Orienting the Reader 

Professor: "Yes, indeed, I have finished reading this initial draft of your
thesis: Ethnic Attitudes in the Pacific Islands." 

Student: "I tried to follow your suggestion about being specific and con-
cise—not too much wandering around with a lot of verbiage." 

Professor: "Yes, you've been very concise, but I'm afraid I wasn't entirely
clear. When you revise this initial version, you might think about an
other matter—that of making sure your readers are properly oriented to 
the contexts of your research." 

Student: "Contexts?" 

Professor: "For example, writing a thesis is rather like a strategy you 
adopt for helping someone find a place on a map. The strategy involves 
starting with a broad area that you are confident the person already 
knows, and then by gradual steps leading the person to the place you 
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want to talk about. For instance, imagine that I want to tell you some
thing about Ojai, but you have no idea what or where Ojai is. But I can 
make that clear if we look at a wall map of the United States. I'm confi
dent that you already know where California is, so my explanation starts 
there. It might go something like this: 

You'll find Ojai in California. To hunt for it, first look over the bottom third 
of the map to find Ventura County. It borders on the Pacific Ocean. Then, 
in Ventura County locate the seaside city of Ventura. Now, find state high
way 33 that heads north out of the city. If you follow 33 north through some 
little towns, you'll arrive in the town of Ojai. 

Student: "But I don't see how that applies to writing a thesis." 

Professor: "All right, let's look at three parts of your thesis. The first is 
about the places you gathered information. The second is about the na
ture of that information. The third is about the method you used to col
lect the information. I've put slips of paper in your document to mark 
those parts. 

"To begin, consider the way you introduce the places you visited to 
gather information about ethnic attitudes. Here's what you wrote: 

The people whose attitudes were measured in this study lived in Apia, Bora 
Bora, and Lahaina. The participants included 37 in Apia, 43 in Bora Bora, 
and 72 in Lahaina. 

"Now, some potential readers of your thesis may know where those 
three places are and may know important characteristics of each place 
that could affect ethnic attitudes. But far more readers will be quite ig
norant of such matters. They won't even know where places like Apia 
and Bora Bora are in the Pacific. Therefore, in order to appeal to a wide 
reading audience, and in order to explain how such settings might influ
ence ethnic attitudes, you need to orient your readers to the contexts of 
your research. You can do this by adopting the map-reading strategy of 
starting with a broad area the reader is already acquainted with. Then, 
by gradual stages, you narrow the reader's focus down to the exact thing 
you plan to talk about." 

Student: "How should I do that in my thesis?" 

Professor: "Here's one way you might try. Start with the assumption that 
all readers know where the Pacific Ocean is. Your explanation could 
begin in broad strokes—perhaps suggesting the size of the Pacific and 
the number of islands, because I think most people are surprised when 
they learn how many islands there are in the Pacific. Next, you can ex
plain the major cultural areas into which the Pacific is divided. Then 
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you gradually narrow the focus down to Apia, Bora Bora, and Lahaina. 
I've written out a sample of how that might go. Here it is: 

The Pacific is the largest of the world's oceans, covering [here you tell the 
square miles or kilometers] of the earth. The number of inhabited islands in 
the Pacific exceeds [here you insert the estimated number of inhabited is
lands]. Scholars have divided the Pacific into three major cultural/ethnic 
regions. The region of Polynesia (a term meaning many islands) forms a 
large triangle that has New Zealand as the southwestern point, Hawaii at 
the northern point, and Easter Island as the southeastern corner. The second 
region, called Melanesia (dark islands, in reference to the dark complexion of 
the indigenous peoples), lies to the west of the Polynesian triangle in the 
Southwest Pacific. The third region, known as Micronesia (small islands), is 
located in the west-central Pacific, ranging east of the Philippines. 

The information about ethnic attitudes reported in this thesis was gath
ered on three Polynesian islands. One set of participants in this study lived 
on the southernmost of the three islands, Bora Bora, which is part of the So
ciety Islands group near the southeastern point of the Polynesian triangle. 
The second set of informants lived in and around the town of Apia, situated 
on the island of Upolu of the Western Samoa group in the center of the 
Polynesian triangle. The third set of participants were from Lahaina on the 
island of Maui in the Hawaiian group at the northern tip of the triangle. 

"So, you see, that illustrates the strategy. Obviously, it would be a 
good idea to include a map of the Pacific—or at least of Polynesia, and 
show where Apia, Bora Bora, and Lahaina lie. This also brings up the 
question of whether you've chosen the best title for your research re
port—Ethnic Attitudes in the Pacific. I noticed in the results of your data 
in a later chapter that the ethnic attitudes of people in those three places 
weren't identical. You found some similarities among the three, but you 
also found some differences that apparently were the consequence of 
local conditions." 

Student: "That's right." 

Professor: "Now, if you'd collected people's attitudes in Melanesia—such
as on Guadalcanal or the Solomon Islands or Papua New Guinea—might 
there have been even greater differences? Or in Micronesia on Guam or 
Truk or Palau?" 

Student: "Probably so. They've had a different history." 

Professor: "Then might readers get a more accurate initial impression of
what they would find in your thesis if the title read something like Ethnic 
Attitudes in Three Polynesian Islands rather than in the Pacific?" 

Student: "I suppose so." 
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Professor: "My point is that readers will profit from your orienting them
as accurately as possible to the contexts of your research. And those 
contexts aren't limited to geography—which brings us to the second sec
tion I've marked here in your draft. It's where you take up the term eth
nic. Here's a bit of what you've written. 

The ethnic types that were the subject of the attitude survey differed some
what from one of the participating islands to another. The most important 
types in Apia were Samoans, New Zealanders, people of mixed ethnic back
grounds, and other Pacific Islanders. In Bora Bora the most important were 
Tahitian, French, mixed, and other Pacific Islanders. In Lahaina the most 
important were Hawaiian, Haole (people from the U.S. mainland), and 
Asian (mainly Chinese and Japanese). 

"Your problem is that you have a mixed bag of implied definitions. Is 
French an ethnic designation or an indication of national citizenship? Is
haole—which actually means stranger or outlander—a proper ethnic 
category? Could a New Zealander be of Maori or Scottish or English 
heritage? 

"My point is that ethnic is a highly controversial term. Ethnic often 
means different things to different people. Some people equate ethnic 
with racial. Others equate ethnic with national origin. Still others accept
the colloquial distinctions that people use in everyday social intercourse 
for defining ethnic—which then would allow you in Lahaina to use such 
a collection of designators as Hawaiian, haole, hapahole (half-haole or
mixed heritage), Chinese, Japanese, and 'Portaguee.' Therefore, in order 
to orient readers to the way you are using ethnic in your thesis, it's desir
able that you start with an overview discussion of different ways of de
fining ethnic, and then specify which of those meanings you intend the 
term ethnic to carry throughout your thesis. In other words, first show 
the reader what you include in the broad domain of ways to define eth
nic. Then show which way within that domain you have selected to 
mean ethnic in your study." 

Student: "But I was trying to be concise." 

Professor: "I understand that. But it's desirable to be both clear and con-
cise. This strategy of starting your explanation with a broad, panoramic 
view and then gradually narrowing the view down to the precise con
cerns of your thesis contributes to clarity. Then, within that strategy, you 
try to be concise—not waste words. 

"Now let's turn to my third concern. It's this part of your thesis where 
you describe your method of collecting attitudes. Here's how you've in
troduced that section: 
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Respondents' attitudes about people's ethnic status were collected by means 
of a list of questions administered either as a printed questionnaire or as an 
interview schedule. Which of those two methods was used for obtaining a 
respondent's answers was determined by (a) the researcher's estimate of a 
respondent's reading ability and (b) the setting in which the information 
was collected (in a school room, in a respondent's home, on the street, etc.). 

"From there you go on to describe the 23 questions you asked people. 
But I think readers deserve an explanation of why you chose that pair of 
methods of assessing attitudes. Your explanation could usefully begin 
with an overall discussion of what attitudes are and of different methods 
of collecting them, along with the advantages and limitations of those 
methods. Then you could tell which methods you adopted and why. 
Such an explanation does two useful things. First, it places your work in 
a context by defining the realm of attitude measurement and showing 
where your work fits in that realm. Second, it shows readers that your 
work is well-informed. You didn't just happen to hit on your question
naire and interview methods. Instead, you know the realm very well, 
and you offer good reasons for selecting your methods from that realm." 

Student: "Okay, I see what you mean. So I'd better get busy revising this 
thing." 

(T&D 244-248) 

When to Introduce the Research Problem 
Professor: "In reading this draft of your thesis, my curiosity about the 
exact problem you investigated didn't get satisfied until page 15. Up to 
that point, it was all just a general discussion of Chippewa County—how 
the county was first settled, its general geography, population growth, 
ethnic groups, types of farming and industry, the Indian reservation, and 
other features. So it came as a surprise on page 15 to learn that your 
study was really about the influence of the Ojibway River on the eco
nomic, political, and cultural life of the county." 

Student: "I thought it best to give an overview of the area I studied before 
I mentioned the exact thing I was focusing on." 

Professor: "It's all right to do that. But a lot of what you cover in the first 
14 pages doesn't seem to have any real bearing on the rest of the thesis. 
Furthermore, titling your study The Saga of Chippewa County doesn't offer 
the reader much guidance. Neither does the title of the first chapter— 
Introduction— help clarify what you are up to." 

Student: "If you think I did it wrong, where should I bring in the thesis
topic?" 
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Professor: "You have several options. I've taken the liberty of typing out 
four samples of ways you might do it. One way would be to start by 
bluntly presenting the aim of your project in the opening sentence of the 
first chapter. See the first example on this sheet. 

The four-fold purpose of the study reported in the following pages has been 
to (1) illustrate ways that the Ojibway River has influenced the economic, 
political, and cultural life of Chippewa County up to the present day, (2) 
analyze political decisions regarding the river's use that significantly af
fected the lives of the county's residents, (3) identify undesired conse
quences that have resulted from those decisions, and (4) propose ways that 
such consequences might have been avoided. 

The role of this opening chapter is to introduce readers to the location of 
Chippewa County, its principal geographic features, and major changes in 
the composition of the region's population since the early 17th century. The 
chapter also describes the significant economic resource developments over 
the decades, particularly as those developments were affected by the pres
ence of the Ojibway River. 

"Following those two paragraphs, you could start the first major sec
tion of the chapter—a description of the county's principal geographic 
features." 

Student: "So I should use that beginning?" 

Professor: "Oh, no. I'm just illustrating one possible approach. You 
should make up your own. But as this example shows, you can start by 
stating the problem, then go into background information that readers 
will need if they are understand the main content of your research, 
which will appear in subsequent chapters. 

"Now look at the second example on this sheet. It starts with the mat
ter of how waterways affect the way of lives of the people who settle 
near those waterways. The first sentence identifies the general theme on 
which your thesis centers. Then you spend two or three pages showing 
the broad applications of that theme before you hone in on the exact ap
plication that your thesis represents. In other words, the first few pages lead 
the reader to your particular topic." 

Student: "But that's what I did. I started general and then got specific." 

Professor: "However, your general introduction was too vague. The one 
I'm suggesting has a focus related more intimately to your research 
problem. Furthermore, your waiting until page 15 to make the transition 
from general to specific was, in my mind, a bit late. But here, read this 
sample opening. 
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Throughout the course of human history and in all parts of the world, such 
waterways as oceans, seas, lakes, and rivers have played a crucial role in 
determining the kinds of lives people live. 

"In keeping with that theme, you can then offer a series of paragraphs 
that briefly illustrate the significance of each of those kinds of waterways 
on people's lives around the world. For example, you might start with 
oceans and identify a variety of well-known seaports whose characteris
tics are very much affected by the ocean they face—maybe New York, 
San Francisco, Singapore, Hong Kong, Tokyo, Cape Town, Rio de Ja
neiro. You could give a sentence or two about important features of each 
of those places. 

"Next, you could take up seas, showing how they affect the lives of 
people living by them—the Dead Sea, the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, 
the Caspian, the Baltic. Then some lakes—Michigan, Ontario, Salt Lake, 
Louise in Canada, Victoria in Africa, Toba in Sumatra. Finally you get to 
rivers, perhaps the Mississippi, Thames, Seine, Amazon, Nile, Yangtze, 
Rhine, Volga." 

Student: "I'd tell a little about each one?" 

Professor: "Just something that suggests how the lives of people who 
settle there is influenced by that waterway. Then, from your discussion 
of rivers in general, you effect your transition to the Ojibway. I've typed 
here one way that transition might go. 

The influence of rivers on their adjacent societies can be on either a large or 
small scale. In contrast to the large-scale effects of the Mississippi, Nile, and 
Amazon are the small-scale social affects of one minor waterway, the Ojib
way River that flows through Chippewa County in the Midwest United 
States. The purpose of the study reported in this thesis is to trace important 
influences of the Ojibway River on the lives of the county's residents over a 
period of more than two centuries. 

Student: "Okay. I see how that works. I might try that." 

Professor: "By the way, if you adopted that tack, your readers would be
helped if you gave different titles to both your thesis and the first chap
ter. For instance, the thesis might be called A Social History of the Ojibway
River. Chapter 1 could be called The Social Significance of Waterways.

"Now to another option. Instead of starting with waterways in gen
eral, you could begin with the Ojibway itself. Here's a sample. 

The Ojibway River flows through Chippewa County from northeast to 
southwest, joining the smaller Osage River at Lodge City, the region's major 
urban center. Along the river's first 40 miles into the county, irrigation 
ditches carry water to the surrounding farms. As the Ojibway next flows 
through the Indian reservation, it provides water for the fisheries and feeds 
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the artificial lake where the casino and tourist lodges are located. At mile 
53, the High Dam prevents heavy rains from flooding Osage City, and the 
dam's generators furnish electric power to the entire County and beyond. 
At Osage City, industries that depend on a substantial supply of water are 
built along the river's banks. 

Thus, it is apparent that the lives of the people of Chippewa County would 
be radically different if there were no Ojibway River. That river and its his
tory are the focus of the research reported in the following chapters. The 
four aims of that research have been to: 

• Illustrate ways that the Ojibway has influenced the economic, political, 
and cultural life of Chippewa County up to the present day 

• Analyze political decisions regarding the river's use—decisions that 
have significantly affected the lives of the county's residents 

• Identify undesired consequences that have resulted from those deci
sions 

• Propose ways that such consequences might have been avoided 

"But it's quite apparent that your research problem is a good deal 
more complex than those four brief phrases suggest. Therefore, you 
could follow that list with some such explanation as you see in this next 
paragraph. 

The multiple aspects of those four aims, as they have been investigated in 
this thesis, are described in detail in Chapter 2: Facets of the Research Prob
lem. 

"In this way, you inform the reader early in the game of what you are 
up to, and at the same time you direct the reader's attention to where the 
detailed analysis of your problem is to be found." 

Student: "Okay. That approach is pretty appealing." 

Professor: "Now here's a different introduction. It uses quotations. To 
illustrate how it goes, I've lifted four quotes from different places later in 
your thesis, and I've moved them to the beginning, like this: 

When so many white settlers moved in and the government forced the 
Ojibway-Chippewa people onto this little reservation, the Indians' way of 
life was destroyed. No longer could the Ojibway-Chippewa hunt in the for
ests that bordered the river, no longer fish the length of the river, no longer 
transport goods by canoe or visit friends. The Ojibway people were ordered 
onto this little plot of land, the poorest in the whole territory. (Black Elk of 
the Ojibway-Chippewa nation, 1872) 

It's a shame that a tragedy had to happen before proper measures were 
taken to control the periodic flooding of Lodge City. It took the deaths of 11 
victims of the April flood to convince county commissioners that a dam 
should be constructed on the Ojibway River, 17 miles above Lodge City. A 
contract for architecture and engineering plans was issued at the commis-
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sioner's office yesterday. It is expected that work on the dam can begin 
early next year. (Editorial, The Lodge City Tribune, June 9,1923) 

It is with well deserved pride that Lodge City has accepted the Midwest Im
provement Association's Medal of the Year for the city's business and in
dustrial growth over the past decade. (Ralph Bergoni, Lodge City Chamber 
of Commerce, September 14,1957) 

What the county's industrial leaders have managed to do for more than a 
half century is to so heavily pollute the Ojibway with muck from factories 
along the river's banks that the waters beyond Lodge City have been turned 
into a sea of chemical filth. (Heather MacFadden, Chippewa Citizens for a 
Healthy Environment, March 7,1989) 

As these four observations by residents of Chippewa County demonstrate, 
the Ojibway River that flows through the county has meant different things 
in different people's lives throughout the past two centuries. The purpose 
of the study reported in this thesis has been to trace ways that the Ojibway 
has influenced the lives of the county's residents, to show the role of politi
cal decisions in altering that influence, and to identify unexpected outcomes 
of those decisions. 

Student: "I never thought of starting that way." 

Professor: "As you see, there are lots of ways to start. But my main point 
is that it's a favor to your readers if you let them know rather early in 
your thesis exactly what problem or topic your project is about." 

Student: "All right, I'll give it another try." 

(T&D 250-251) 

Offering Recommendations 
Student: "I'm working on the final chapter of my project—'Summary, 
Conclusions, and Recommendations.' In some ways, the structure of this 
chapter is much like that of the first chapter, 'Introduction.' But this one 
is in the past tense. The problem I'm having is with the recommenda
tions. I'm not sure what should be included there." 

Professor: "A lot of students have trouble with this part of the final chap-
ter. It's helpful to remember that to recommend means to advise the 
reader about a course of action. And there are at least two kinds of rec
ommendations that might be offered. The first are programmatic op
tions. The second are suggestions for further study." 

Student: "I don't understand programmatic."

Professor: "A program, in this context, is a specific plan or policy. Now,
since your dissertation is about meeting the needs of at-risk kids—like 
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certain ones that are enrolled in your alternative school—then it 
shouldn't be too difficult to suggest ways their needs might be ad
dressed. For instance, consider these recommendations you might offer: 
First, you could suggest that school funds should be earmarked for in
structional support, such as a sophisticated photocopying machine, 
teaching supplies, professional-development training for the teachers. 
Second, you could suggest that the funds be consistently available so 
teachers and counselors can depend on instructional support over a 
number of years. Third, you could propose that travel funds be pro
vided so teachers and administrators can visit other schools that have 
good programs for at-risk students." 

Student: "I'm getting the idea. I do like those practical kinds of sugges
tions. But you said something about policy-change recommendations. 
What would those be?" 

Professor: "I see a policy as being a principle that serves as the basis for
action. For example, for the purposes of your project, two kinds of pol
icy could be the regulatory and the educative. Regulatory policies are 
formal, legal, and in written form. They need to be carefully crafted be
cause they might have to be defended in a court of law. With regard to 
your study, you might recommend that a particular definition of at-risk 
be adopted in a regulatory policy statement written by the school sys
tem's attorney and officially endorsed by the school board. Your policy's 
definition of at-risk should be consistent with state and federal laws and 
regulations, since your school district gets state and federal funds for at-
risk students." 

Student: "What about educative policies?" 

Professor: "Those are informal, probably not found in official documents.
They're simply customs or rules of the game practiced in the school. For 
example, you and your colleagues often go the extra mile in order to 
meet the needs of your at-risk students by taking them to concerts, mu
seums, natural-science centers, and such places, perhaps also accompa
nied by members of their families. It's just tacitly understood that you 
and others engage in these extracurricular events. Usually you don't ask 
anyone in the school district's central office for permission to do such 
things. You'd rather take a chance that it's okay, and you'll ask forgive
ness after its over if they think you've stepped out of line." 

Student: "I see. Then I'll write a programmatic section. Now, what ad
vice can you give about writing further-study recommendations?" 

Professor: "Think about this. Imagine that a year or so from now another
graduate student someplace is interested in at-risk youngsters. As she 
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searches through the professional literature, she comes across a reference 
to your project. She writes to you to learn where she can get a copy of 
your study, and when she gets the copy she turns to the final chapter. 
What kinds of advice might she find there that would help her do a re
search study on reaching at-risk students?" 

Student: "For one thing, I could list problems or topics for additional 
study that occurred to me when I did my project. In doing my own 
study, I read a lot about at-risk kids and about efforts to help them, so I 
have a lot of ideas in mind about what still needs to be done." 

Professor: "Then it's important that you make that information available
to others. Graduate students who've completed their degree usually 
know more up-to-date information about their topic than does any 
member of their thesis or dissertation committee. Recommendations 
that you provide about needed research can be very helpful to others." 

Student: "In addition to suitable topics, what else might I put in the rec
ommendations for further study?" 

Professor: "For one thing, what could you suggest about methods of
studying at-risk students? You used primarily case study and survey 
methods. Are there any ways you would change your approach if you 
had to do it over again, or if you wanted to investigate some other facet 
of the at-risk problem? Could you suggest the contribution that might be 
made by the use of such approaches as autobiography, biography, expe
rience narratives, correlational analyses, or experiments?" 

Student: "I see that. But how much detail should I include?" 

Professor: "Well, you can't take the time to describe a whole set of other
studies in great detail. And that's really not needed. You could begin 
the section by sharing with the reader what you discovered to be the ad
vantages and disadvantages of the research methods you used. Then 
you might follow with a brief sketch of other promising methods and the 
possible benefits they offer." 

Student: "All right. I can do that. Thanks a lot." 

(T&D, 92-135) 

Writing Objectively 
Student: "Before Dr. Worling left town for a week, she finished reading 
these three chapters of my dissertation and left them with her secretary. 
When I picked up the chapters, I was surprised to see this comment 
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written on the title page—'You need to write more objectively.' I really 
don't know what she means. Could you explain it?" 

Professor: "First you'd better tell me what sort of thesis you're writing." 

Student: "I call it The Maritski Dynasty. It's about a Russian aristocratic
family that fled to America in 1920 when the communists got rid of the 
czar and confiscated the properties of the aristocracy. When the 
Maritskis arrived in the United States, their social-class status changed 
radically. They had to take very menial jobs. But over the years they 
managed the rise in the business world by means of cleverness, hard 
work, and careful use of money. So in the thesis I explain the way sub
sequent generations of Maritskis have established a commercial dynasty 
that today controls a lot of real estate in New York, Florida, and Geor-
gia." 

Professor: "All right. Now, about Dr. Worling's comment about writing 
objectively. She could mean any number of things. Professors often dif
fer in what they intend by the words objective, objectivity, and objectively." 

Student: "What kinds of meanings?" 

Professor: "The most obvious meaning involves types of pronouns. Many 
academicians and editors of scholarly journals condemn the use of first-
person pronouns in scholarly writing. They won't permit the use of I, 
me, we, our, my, or mine. Second-person pronouns are also forbid
den—you, yours. Authors are thus limited to the third person—he, she, it, 
his, hers, they, them, theirs. And they are obliged to refer to themselves as 
the present writer or this researcher. Or they avoid any personal reference 
at all by adopting a writing style sometimes called third-person omniscient, 
which implies that objective truth is being revealed, unaffected by any 
subjective filtering on the part of the author. That practice results in such 
phrases as Research shows that... or The evidence indicates that... or It is
apparent that... and This leads to the conclusion that "

Student: "But I've seen textbooks and journal articles that use first-
person pronouns." 

Professor: "Actually, it's becoming more common in academic writing to 
see such phrases as I am convinced that and in my opinion. I think it's 
partly due to the postmodern movement since the 1960s and 1970s, with 
postmodernists contending that there is no such thing as objective truth, 
in the sense of speech or writing that's doesn't reflect the author's par
ticular viewpoint or interpretation of the world. Postmodernists deny 
the traditional assumption of certain positivists that objective truth or 
uninterpreted reality can be revealed by the use of 'the scientific method.' 
And writing deriving from that method will be objective truth and thus 
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properly cast in third-person form. So Dr. Worling's suggestion that you 
write more objectively may have been meant that you avoid first- and 
second-person pronouns." 

Student: "But I didn't use I or me or you any place in the thesis. It's all in 
third person." 

Professor: "Then I guess she had something else in mind. Another use of 
objective refers to authors being able to abandon their own perspec
tive—their own worldview or vantage point—in order to see life through 
the eyes of someone else. This is what Scott Peck1 calls bracketing—the 
temporary setting aside of one's own prejudices, frames of reference, and 
desires in order to experience, as far as possible, someone else's world 
from the inside. It's like stepping inside that other person's shoes." 

Student: "Well, I think I might have done a little of that. But most of the 
thesis tells what happened to the family as an outside observer would 
see it." 

Professor: "There's also another possibility that's related to this stepping 
into others' shoes. It's one aspect of the approach to interpretation that's 
referred to as hermeneutics. What you as the author try to do is to recon
struct the context in which events occurred. Therefore, you try to ex
plain the behavior of your Russian family at different periods of time—in 
Russia during czarist days, at the time of the communist revolution, 
upon arriving in America, and so on. You try to give an objec
tive—meaning accurate—portrayal of the social setting in which people 
operated so as to show the forces that apparently affected their actions." 

Student: "Maybe I didn't do enough of that." 

Professor: "Well, let's consider another possibility. Some professors 
separate description from interpretation. They apply the term objective to 
the direct description of events—the things that occurred that any wit
ness of the even would agree had happened. Then they consider an 
author's explanation of why it happened—or an interpretation of what 
events might mean—to be subjective, a matter of opinion. Maybe Dr. 
Worling thought you had too much explanation—too much theorizing— 
about these Russian aristocrats' lives." 

Student: "I have a lot of description. But I also tried to explain why 
things happened as they did. Otherwise, I don't think the thesis would 
be complete." 

1 M. S. Peck. (1978). The Road Less Traveled. New York: Simon and Schuster, p. 128. 
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Professor: "Well, it's apparent that you and I aren't going to settle this
matter of what Dr. Worling meant by write more objectively." 

Student: "But at least I now know what kinds of questions to ask her 
when she's back on campus." 

(T&D 14-21) 

A Potpourri of Writing Hints 
Student: "I'm having trouble in Chapter 1 with the section on defining 
terms. I seem to have too many definitions there. It would be pretty 
boring for readers. And some terms are too hard to define in just a sen
tence or two." 

Professor: "That's a common problem. I'd advise you to title that section
of Chapter 1 Definition of Key Terms so readers are aware of what they'll
find there. And include only those terms that set the stage for the whole 
dissertation. Those words are often found in the title and subtitle of the 
dissertation. You may point out in the final sentence of the definitions 
section that other terms will be defined in appropriate places in the re
mainder of the dissertation. Concepts that are hard to define can de
mand lengthier discussion, and they can be postponed until later 
chapters, such as one called Literature Review." 

Student: "I appreciated your comments in Chapter 1. I knew I wasn't the 
best writer in the world, but I was surprised at the number of remarks 
you wrote in the margins." 

Professor: "Perhaps the best way to move forward is for you to ask 
questions about my comments." 

Student: "Okay. I'll take notes as we go along." 

Professor: "That's a good idea. Then when you go over the notes at 
home you'll be sure about what we discussed." 

Student: "On page 3 you say I need to increase my vocabulary, because 
in some places I could have used a better word than I did." 

Professor: "Right. You need to bring greater precision to your writing.
I'd suggest that you make it a game. For example, you must attend lots 
of boring meetings. Most of us do. I often make lists of words used by 
speakers at meetings. One list could be of nonwords, such as "irregard-
less" and "doctorial." Another list could be of irritating verbs, such as 
"impact." That one gives me a toothache. I also like to write down 
words that I sometimes confuse, then use them in sentences to see if I do 
it properly. For example, is it 'He has a voracious appetite' or "He has a 
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vociferous appetite?" I may then look up those expressions in the dic
tionary to find out which term is correct." 

Student: "Isn't that a bit dangerous—making lists of other people's mis
takes?" 

Professor: "Right. You need to bring greater precision to your writing.Professor: "Not as long as you keep the lists to yourself. You don't share
them with the people sitting nearby. But it's a productive way to use 
your time during boring speeches, and it gives others the impression that 
you are very diligent since you appear to be takings notes on what's be
ing said." 

Student: "Now, here's another of your margin comments—that I tend to 
wander with my writing." 

	Professor: "It's a common problem. I'd suggest that you use a topic sen-
tence to open each paragraph. That can help keep you on track. And try 
to make the topic sentences as brief and to the point as possible. Then 
check to be sure that sentences that follow the topic sentence truly sup
port it. Any phrases that don't directly support the topic sentence 
should be deleted." 

Student: "You've also scratched out lots of my use of I think, I feel, It 
seems to me, and the like. Are you trying to make my writing less per
sonal?" 

Professor: "No, the point is that the reader likely recognizes that what
you write is what you think, feel, opine, or imagine. Some of that is all 
right, but you've so overdone it that it reduces the power of what you 
are trying to convey." 

Student: "One of the problems I have with my writing is getting started 
and then getting stuck. Sometimes I can't get the momentum to begin. 
Other times I lose the momentem to continue." 

Professor: "That's not unusual. Getting started was a problem for me for
some time. I'd rise early in the morning, get the newspaper, make the 
coffee, feed the cat, make my breakfast, watch the news, scratch my 
head, and look at my watch, only to find out that it was already 10 a.m. 
and I hadn't written a word. Then I heard about how Ernest Hemming-
way dealt with this problem. He'd end a period of time of writing when 
he was in the middle of an idea, then make an outline of the precise next 
steps he'd take the next time he began writing. When he again sat down 
to write, he was immediately immersed in the subject." 

Student: "That might suit people like Hemingway, but I'm compulsive 
about finishing the idea I'm presently working on before I stop." 
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Professor: "All right. Go ahead and finish that idea, but then force your-
self to make out an outline of the next steps you'll taken when you begin 
writing again." 

Student: "Okay, I'll give it a try." 

Professor: "Here's another approach to getting unstuck. You may get 
stuck with your writing if you think that you have to work in linear, se
quential fashion from the start of your paper to the finish. In other 
words, you believe that you must complete Chapter 1 perfectly before
you start Chapter 2. But that's not necessarily so. Try viewing your pa
per as a whole. To do that, you outline the topics to be taken up in each 
chapter. Those topics are chunks of the finished product. So, when you 
get stuck working on one chunk, try a different chunk. This method will 
work as long as you have an overall outline for your paper." 

Student: "I'll try that." 

Professor: "Here's another method. Invite a friend into an empty class-
room and on the chalkboard outline where you were in your narrative at 
the time you got stuck. In the process of explaining where you are and 
why you are stuck, you may well come unstuck. If not, questions from 
your friend may help you regain your momentum." 

Student: "On page seven you say I need my writing sources close at 
hand in order to be more focused in organizing the information I've col
lected. What exactly do you mean by that?" 

Professor: "When I write, I have a few of the resources that I'm most 
likely to use within arms reach. For example, there are usually four or 
five books that bear on the section I'm writing at the time. I put books 
nearby so I can easily reach them while I'm working on the computer. I 
also have my note cards that contain information on the topic I'm writ
ing about at the moment. It may sound like a strange thing to say, but I 
feel that these resources are my 'friends' who are traveling with me on 
my writing journey. I may be out of town on vacation or working away 
from home, but I have my 'friends,' who make the task of writing a less 
lonely endeavor." 

Student: "Well, thanks. All this helps. I'll stay in touch as I soldier on." 

(T&D 243-254) 

Plagiarism 
Professor: "I've gone through this draft of your dissertation that you gave
me last week, and it's clear that we need to talk about it. By the way, 
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have you handed this to any of the other members of your dissertation 
committee?" 

Student: "No, not yet. I thought you should approve it first."

Professor: "That's good, because it may save you from some serious 
trouble." 

Student: "How do you mean?" 

Professor: "Two parts of your document particularly concerned me. First
was this section of some 15 pages in which you describe the theory that 
you say you created as the basis for your study. Then there's this section 
near the end—another dozen pages or so—where you give your inter
pretation of what your data meant." 

Student: "I don't understand."

Professor: "Well, what first alerted me to a possible problem is that the 
style of writing in those two sections differs from the style of the rest of 
your dissertation. So I used some of the key words from your work as 
guides for hunting through the professional literature to find other 
works that bear on your research problem. By searching library sources 
on the Internet and in our own library system, I found a small book by 
somebody named Hathaway which has two sections—one a theory and 
the other the interpretation of empirical results—that are almost identical 
to those two parts of your own work. The only real difference was that 
Hathaway's study focused on a private business and yours on a gov
ernment bureau. In your account, the word bureau appears where 
Hathaway's has either business or commercial venture. How do you ac-
count for that?" 

Student: "Well.... It's a coincidence, I suppose." 

Professor: "Oh, let's not kid ourselves. You've lifted material from 
Hathaway and offered it as your own creation. That's plagiarism." 

Student: "But people do that all the time. They quote from other 
authors." 

Professor: "Yes, but they identify where they got the quotes. They cite 
the original sources. You did nothing of the kind. In addition, when you 
take such a large amount of material from someone else's work, you 
need to get permission from the publisher or the original author—from 
whoever holds the copyright." 

Student: "But I needed a theory. When I first brought my topic to you, 
you said I would need a theory as the basis for my study." 
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Professor: "But I imagined you would either adopt someone else's theory 
and then give proper credit or else you'd create your own—perhaps by 
putting together pieces taken from other people's work that you would 
identify. You see, the trouble is that your dissertation, as it stands now, 
violates the university's policies on plagiarism. That violation carries a 
stiff penalty." 

Student: "Penalty?" 

Professor: "I think you'll understand better if I read to you some passages 
from the university's regulation covering such matters. To begin, the 
regulation defines plagiarism as, 'presenting one's own work which is, in 
whole or in part, the work of another person or persons without giving 
credit to the appropriate source.' Then, professors who discover an in
stance case of plagiarism are obligated to report it to the university offi
cials. Then here is what happens. 

Academic Honor Policy 
Procedures for Handling Alleged Violations. 

A professor shall provide the student with a statement of the options avail
able to the student for obtaining advice or counsel before entering into a 
conference with the Committee on Honor Policy Violations. During the con
ference, the instructor shall inform the student of the suspected violation 
and the reasons for believing such has occurred. After the conference, if the 
committee judges that there has, indeed, been plagiarism, then an appro
priate penalty is assigned, with the nature of the penalty adjusted to the se
riousness of the plagiarism. Penalties can range from (a) requiring the stu
dent to redo the thesis or dissertation in a manner that eliminates any 
plagiarism to (b) dismissing the student from the university without 
awarding the student a degree." 

Student: "Then I'm really in trouble? I have to have a conference with 
this committee?" 

Professor: "Well, technically I must report this, and a conference will be 
held at which I'll have to submit the evidence that you lifted a very lib
eral amount of your dissertation from Hathaway and presented it as 
your own work. You can then offer a defense and perhaps be found not 
guilty." 

Student: "Does that seem likely?" 

Professor: "If you were a member of the committee and saw that evi
dence, what would be your decision?" 
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Student: "Yeah, guilty. But what if I promise to fix those parts of the dis
sertation? What if I promise to do it properly? Would you let me do that 
without reporting me?" 

Professor: "Officially, I'm not supposed to. But I think that might be 
your best bet. So you'd better let the other committee members know 
that you won't be submitting your work for their review until some time 
in the future. And then we'd better discuss what you need to do in order 
to produce a truly respectable piece of doctoral research." 

(T&D 35-37) 



Chapter 10 

Defending the Finished 
Product 

Institutions that grant graduate degrees often differ from each other in 
their policies regarding oral examinations. In some colleges and univer
sities, at the end of a student's course work, a set of comprehensive 
written tests and an oral examination must be passed before the candi
date is permitted to embark on the thesis or dissertation research. How
ever, no oral defense of the completed thesis or dissertation is required. 
Such a policy is far more frequent at the doctoral level than at the mas
ter's level. However, the more common pattern consists of students 
completing written tests at the close of their course work, then facing an 
oral examination when their thesis or dissertation has been completed. 
This practice of orally defending one's research is a long-honored tradi
tion in European universities. Originally, the defense of one's thesis was 
conducted as a public academic event at which critics could challenge 
the candidate's results. Whether or not the candidate received the de
gree depended on examiners' judgments of how well he defended his 
work. Although such a public demonstration of one's merit is still con
ducted in some European universities, the standard practice in American 
institutions is for the oral justification to be performed solely before an 
examining board that consists mainly, or entirely, of the members of the 
student's thesis or dissertation supervisory committee. All of the cases 
in this chapter concern that type of oral defense. 

Preparing for the Oral Examination 
Student: "I was talking to Mavis Stevenson after her dissertation oral 
exam, and she said it was a horrible experience." 
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Professor: "I can understand that she might be nervous. Many students 
find it a trying experience, but I don't think most consider it horrible. 
Did something special make her exam horrible?" 

Student: "What frightened her most was that she didn't know what to 
expect. The professors kept asking surprising questions, so she had 
trouble answering quite a few of them." 

Professor: "She passed the exam?" 

Student: "Just barely. They said she'd done a good job on the disserta
tion itself, but she didn't handle herself very well under questioning. My 
oral exam comes up in two weeks. How do I avoid that happening to 
me?" 

Professor: "Your best bet is to think up questions that might be asked by 
the examiners, then prepare answers ahead of time." 

Student: "I'm not sure I understand how that would work." 

Professor: "Well, let's just try it here. But first, since I'm not on your dis
sertation committee, I have only a vague notion of what your research 
was about. What's your dissertation's title?" 

Student: "Prospective Teachers' Ethnic Stereotypes." 

Professor: "And what did you do?" 

Student: "I made up an ethnic-attitude instrument that I titled Pupil
Traits Survey, and I had it filled out by 146 students who are in the uni-
versity's program for preparing elementary-school teachers." 

Professor: "And exactly what's this instrument like? 

Student: "It's eight pages long, divided into two sections of four pages 
each. Every page is divided into an upper and lower half. Each half be
gins with a photograph of a 10-year-old child. Below the photo is the 
child's name—which is actually a pseudonym—followed by a list of 20 
characteristics that people might associate with that child." 

Professor: "Such as?" 

Student: "Hard working, polite, swears a lot, quick temper, apt to tell
lies, helpful to classmates, stubborn, honest , . . . things like that." 

Professor: "And the photos?" 

Student: "Four boys and four girls who look quite different from each
other. The name under each photo is one rather typical of an apparent 
ethnic group that could be associated with the particular child's appear
ance. For example, the name under a freckle-faced, redheaded boy is 
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Mickey McQuire. The one under a dark-haired boy with a light-brown 
complexion is Enrique Garcia. The name under the picture of a black girl 
is Mavis Washington. Under a very blond girl it's Tina Olson." 

Professor: "And there's a list of the same 20 characteristics under each
child's picture?" 

Student: "Right. As I said, the instrument is divided into two sections. 
The teacher-education students are first given Section 1—it's four pages 
long, with two kids' pictures on each page, so there are eight different 
kids. The directions on the instrument instruct the prospective teachers 
to write an X on the space in front of each characteristic they think the 
general public might associate with that particular child." 

Professor: "The general public, and not the prospective teachers them-
selves?" 

Student: "Right. That's to see if they recognize stereotypes that they be
lieve are widespread in the society." 

Professor: "But what about their own stereotypes?" 

Student: "That comes next. After they've finished the first section, they 
are given the second section, which is identical to the first but which di
rects them to write an X on the space in front of each characteristic that 
they themselves believe might perhaps be true of the particular student." 

Professor: "So now I get the picture. Your dissertation provides an analy-
sis of the results you got from administering that instrument. Okay, now 
let's imagine questions that members of the oral exam committee might 
ask you. Here's one to start with: Why did you choose this ethnic-
stereotype topic?" 

Student: "Well,... I'd say, 'Because it's interesting and important.'"

Professor: "That's it? That's your answer?" 

Student: "Yes. Because I really do think it's interesting and important." 

Professor: "But that's not good enough—much too vague. What makes
the topic interesting? To whom and why? And why important? You 
need to be more specific." 

Student: "It's . . . well, I'd have to think about that a while." 

Professor: "But during the oral exam you don't have much time to think
about it. That's why it's well to prepare answers ahead of time for ques
tions that might come up. Now, about the importance of your topic. Do 
you think the results of your study would be of use to the faculty mem
bers in the teacher-education program?" 
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Student: "Of course. If they know the kinds of ethnic stereotypes that 
their student may bring into the program, they can be prepared to do 
something about it." 

Professor: "And you might be able to suggest what that something would
be. Are there any others who might find your results useful?" 

Student: "Probably the people in the schools where these student will do 
their practice teaching." 

Professor: "All right. Now that's in the right direction. You're getting
specific about the matter of importance. You need to spend time think
ing through precise answers." 

Student: "I see that. But what other kinds of questions could I expect 
during the orals? I'll write them down so I can work up answers." 

Professor: "All right, so I'll go slow. Here's one that's related to that first
question: What contribution do you think your study makes to the pro
fessional literature? . . . Then here are some more you might want to be 
prepared for: In what areas of the professional literature does your 
study fit? Are there any other methods of collecting information than 
the one you used in your study—that ethnic-attitude test? If so, would 
they have been better or worse than yours, and why? How do you know 
that the attitudes respondents expressed on your test are the real ones 
that guide the way they act in everyday life toward people from different 
ethnic groups? What kinds of people might criticize you for doing this 
kind of study, and why might they do so? How would you respond to 
such criticism? 

"So there you have some possible questions to work on. Obviously, 
there are more possibilities. You might think some up yourself, or ask 
some of your fellow graduate students to look over your dissertation and 
offer questions they think committee members might ask." 

Student: "Then you suggest that I think the questions over." 

Professor: "I suggest that you write out answers. That way, you organize
your responses and phrase them clearly. Then set aside the written an
swers and try answering orally—maybe dictating your responses into a 
tape recorder so you can listen to how they might sound in the oral 
exam." 

Student: "But that sounds like a lot of extra work." 

Professor: "True. But you were worried about being surprised with un-
expected questions during your orals. Doing what I suggest is like an 
insurance policy. It costs you something, but it offers some security 
when you face the unexpected. But if you're already quite confident that 
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you can handle all the questions that might be asked during the exam, 
then this method of preparing answers to possible questions ahead of 
time isn't worth the bother." 

(T&D 257-263) 

The Validity Question 
(At the close of a meeting attended by the student's dissertation com
mittee, the exasperated doctoral student followed his advisor into the 
advisor's office and closed the door.) 

Student: "I wasn't at all prepared for that remark Dr. Johnson made after 
reading my work." 

Professor: "Which remark?" 

Student: "When he asked, 'How do you establish the validity of your 
qualitative research methodology?"' 

Professor: "And you didn't have an answer?" 

Student: "Well, yes I did . . . sort of. I felt I had three choices of what to 
say. First, I could say that Dr. Johnson's question wasn't appropriate for 
the kind of research I did. Or I could say his question was appropriate 
and there are explanations in the qualitative research literature that 
would answer his question. Or else I could say his question was appro
priate and there are concepts of validity in the quantitative research lit
erature that are transferable to qualitative research methodology." 

Professor: "If you had those replies in mind, why didn't you give the one
you thought best?" 

Student: "I wasn't sure which one to use or exactly how to explain it. 
That's why I told him I needed to think through my answer and get back 
to him. Can you think of any different answers I should consider? And 
can you tell me what next steps I should take in order to give a more in
formed and thorough explanation?" 

Professor: "You might start by explaining what you understand as the
general meaning of the term validity in research studies." 

Student: "Such as what?"

Professor: "For instance, something like this: 'The conclusions drawn
from the analysis of research data are considered valid to the extent that 
they represent a logical, persuasive answer to the question the study was 
designed to answer.'" 
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Student: "Okay, I like that. So then . . . " 

Professor: "Then you describe your original research question or hy
pothesis, and you explain how your data and your mode of interpreta
tion do indeed render your final conclusions logical and convincing. Do 
you want to try doing that with me?" 

Student: "Okay. So I start by giving my dissertation title, which is Politi-
cal Strategies in Three School-Bond Elections. Then I say that validity in gen
eral means explaining how a research study's conclusions form a 
reasonable and convincing answer for the question the researcher was 
studying. And next I give my basic research question: 'What strategies 
were used by proponents and opponents in three successive school-bond 
elections, how successful were those strategies, and why?'" 

Professor: "That's a good beginning. Now how do you show that your 
data-collection methods and your analysis provide persuasive support 
for your conclusions?" 

Student: "Well, the three elections were held over a period of 12 years. 
The first two failed, but the third succeeded. And the main people in
volved on both sides—bond-proposal advocates and their oppo
nents—are still around, so I could interview most of them. I also read 
articles about the elections in the microfilm archives of the local newspa
per. The newspaper at those times contained both descriptive articles 
and advertisements on both sides of the issue. I also analyzed the 
phrasing of the bond proposals as they appeared on the ballot. And I got 
hold of the voter-information pamphlets for the three elections to see the 
arguments there from the supporters and opponents of the bond issues. 
Finally, I made a videotape of one town meeting and another videotape 
of a debate held during the last of the election campaigns. That's where I 
got my information." 

Professor: "Then how did you compile that information? I mean, how 
did you organize it? Did you set up categories into which you could fit 
the material you collected?" 

Student: "Right. You may remember that I identified different kinds of
strategies and the purposes of each kind. So I had categories of strategies 
and categories of purposes. And as I analyzed the information I'd col
lected, I put the information into those categories, with a separate set of 
categories for supporters of new school bonds and another set for their 
opponents." 

Professor: "Did you also have a set of those classes for each of the three 
elections?" 
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Student: "I did. Otherwise I couldn't estimate which ones worked best 
during each campaign." 

Professor: "And how did you judge which strategies were more success-
ful than others?" 

Student: "I did that in two ways. I asked the people I interviewed about
which of their approaches they thought worked out best. I also com
pared the strategies of the first two failed bond issues with the strategies 
used in the third successful one to see what difference there was. On the 
basis of the interviews and of comparing the failed campaigns with the 
successful one, I answered the question about which techniques were 
most successful and why." 

Professor: "Well, that sounds like a pretty good way to argue the validity
of your study. Now, there are two things you need to do. First, you 
didn't include in your written dissertation the sort of explanation you've 
just given me. So you should write that now. Then take a copy to Dr. 
Johnson and see how he likes it." 

(T&D 258-260) 

Fair Game 
Student: "Aren't there rules about what professors can ask during an 
oral exam?" 

Professor: "Why do you ask?" 

Student: "Because I have a friend in the political science department who
had her orals the other day, and one faculty member asked a lot of ques
tions that had nothing to do with what they were supposed to examine 
her about." 

Professor: "What did she think they were supposed ask about?"

Student: "Her dissertation." 

Professor: "What was her topic?"

Student: "She wrote about ways political party caucuses operate in local,
state, and national elections." 

Professor: "And her exam committee didn't ask about caucuses?" 

Student: "Oh yes, they did. But one of them also quizzed her about the 
functions of different kinds of courts—district courts, superior courts, 
civil courts, supreme courts—that kind of thing. And none of the other 
members of the committee did anything to stop him." 
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Professor: "Well, there might be a couple of reasons why he did it. First,
something that your friend said, or something in the dissertation itself, 
may have suggested a connection with the courts, and this faculty mem
ber wanted to learn how your friend understood that connection. Or 
perhaps he just wanted to test her more general knowledge of political 
science." 

Student: "But that's what the written comprehensive exams were for. 
She took them last year." 

Professor: "But maybe he wanted to test her again. You see, the oral
exam is the last chance the faculty has to judge whether she's really 
worthy of the degree. After all, in the case of a person getting a doctor
ate in political science, it's considered fair game to quiz her about the 
court system." 

Student: "So there aren't any rules limiting the oral exam?" 

Professor: "Not formally, so long as the questions are within the candi
date's supposed field of expertise." 

Student: "Then that's got me worried about my own orals next month." 

Professor: "Why not prepare for that possibility?" 

Student: "How do I do that?" 

Professor: "I recall that in your dissertation you have a section surveying
the professional literature related to your topic. You would be wise to 
get the details of that material clearly in mind before the exam." 

Student: "But what if somebody asks things that aren't even related to 
my dissertation?" 

Professor: "Do you still have the notes you studied from for your written
comprehensives last year—the notes covering the main fields within so
ciology?" 

Student: "They're in my computer." 

Professor: "Then why not restudy those notes? Bring your memory up to
date so you'll feel secure when you face the exam." 

(T&D 260-261) 

Damage Repair 
Professor: "How do you feel about your upcoming oral exam?" 
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Student: "Actually, quite relieved. I've been working on the dissertation 
for nearly two years. So after that three-hour exam is over, my worries 
will be over." 

Professor: "Yes . . . maybe." 

Student: "Maybe?"

Professor: "It depends on two things. First, if the committee members
agree that your dissertation is in first-class shape, and they then place 
their signatures on the acceptance page. And second, if the members 
agree that you've expertly answered the questions they asked during the 
exam." 

Student: "Why wouldn't they accept the dissertation? My advisor's al
ready accepted it." 

Professor: "It's my experience that more often than not there are at least
minor changes that some committee member—or maybe several mem
bers—require before they're willing to affix their signatures to your 
work. " 

Student: "How can that happen?" 

Professor: "For various reasons. Sometimes advisors aren't careful 
enough about ensuring that the final draft of the work is in proper shape 
in all respects. As a result, when committee members study the draft, 
they find things they feel need fixing." 

Student: "Like what?"

Professor: "There are all sorts of possibilities. One of the most common is
inconsistency between citations of references in the body of the manu
script and the list of references at the end of the work. Other times there 
are misspellings or errors in dates and names. Those are minor details 
that can be easily corrected. But until they're repaired, the candidate 
remains without the degree." 

Student: "So what I have to worry about are matters of references and 
spelling?" 

Professor: "Yes, those, and perhaps some more serious problems. For
instance, one of the faculty members may disagree with the interpreta
tion you've drawn from your data. Let's say you conducted an opinion 
survey among residents of a small town and then assumed that those 
results reflected the opinions of people throughout the entire state. So 
your conclusions were applied to a far larger population than you sur
veyed, and this faculty member points out that there's a serious question 
about how well your small-town sample represented the entire state." 
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Student: "Then I would have to rewrite the interpretation?" 

Professor: "You would if the committee—or at least an influential mem
ber—agrees that you need to offer a more cautious conclusion." 

Student: "And after I rewrote that part, would there be another oral 
exam later so the committee would accept the dissertation and sign it?" 

Professor: "Probably not another oral. They would likely specify the re
quired changes, then assign your chief advisor or someone else to ensure 
that you do what they propose. When the document was in proper 
form, they would then sign it. You'd probably take the revised final ver
sion around to their offices for their signatures rather than have another 
meeting. Or if the required changes were minor, they might sign the 
acceptance page at the end of the oral exam, then expect the advisor to 
withhold that page until the corrected draft had been completed." 

Student: "That sounds like a pain, still having things to correct after the 
orals. But at least I could count on soon getting my degree." 

Professor: "In most cases, yes. But sometimes the damage is so great that 
it can't be easily repaired—or it may be entirely beyond repair." 

Student: "How so?" 

Professor: "It depends on where the flaws occur in the work. For exam
ple, the committee may decide that your topic isn't an appropriate re
search problem. I'll give you an example. From time to time I receive 
from an overseas university a request to serve as an outside examiner for 
a thesis or dissertation. Having examiners from outside an institution is 
a practice still followed in countries that were once colonies of Great 
Britain. The tradition apparently began when British academics feared 
that standards of quality could not be maintained in places like India, 
Australia, Malaya, and Singapore unless respected professors in Britain 
participated in examining the work of degree candidates in the colonies. 
In any event, one dissertation I received from a third-world university 
turned out to be propagandizing rather than research. The topic was not 
an analysis of a problem or a theory about some phenomenon. Rather, it 
was a diatribe—a document praising one religious group and vilifying 
another. So I wrote a critique of the work supporting my contention that 
this was not a proper doctoral study, as judged by standards in our 
country. The work could not be repaired, for it was flawed from the be
ginning by an unworthy aim and the resulting unacceptable topic." 

Student: "Then it's best to know well ahead of time who'll be on the orals 
committee so you can check out your topic with them?" 
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Professor: "Or at least check it out with knowledgeable and influential
members of the faculty so that you have strong support for your research 
problem in case some faculty member complains about the topic after 
you've completed the thesis or dissertation." 

Student: "But if the research problem you chose is okay, then you're 
safe? I mean, whatever the orals committee might find was wrong could 
be corrected?" 

Professor: "Not necessarily. Let's say you gathered your data by inter-
viewing people—as in a public-opinion survey. But if your interview 
methods were faulty, then you've ended up with faulty data. There's no 
way you can fix flawed information by statistical analysis or fancy com
puter programs. I assume you've heard the computer adage—garbage 
in, garbage out." 

Student: "Then the only way to fix bad data is to collect them all over 
again by an acceptable method." 

Professor: "That's right. And it's the rare student who's either willing or
able to do that. So, for the student, it's a disaster to discover during the 
oral exam that the data are irreparably bad. However, if the research 
problem is a good one, and the data have been gathered properly, then 
anything else wrong with the dissertation can be repaired without too 
much trouble. For instance, if the organization and presentation of the 
results are faulty, they can be corrected. If the interpretation of the re
sults is judged improper, that can be fixed. If the spelling, syntax, and 
grammar are poor, they can be remedied." 

Student: "Then you're saying that my looking forward to the oral exam 
with relief may not be smart?" 

Professor: "I'm saying that the amount of relief that's warranted depends
on how secure you are in feeling that you and your advisors did a thor
ough job of ensuring that you completed all stages of your dissertation in 
a first-rate fashion." 

(T&D 262) 

Arguing Convincingly 
Professor: "I asked you to stop by so we could talk a bit about your up-
coming defense. I try to do this with each advisee. They seem to find it 
useful to review this list of items that I've titled The Oral Exam. Here's a
copy. Let's discuss each topic in turn. And rather than my launching 
into an extended lecture about each one, it might go quicker if I ask for 
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your ideas. That way we'll see whether I need say anything at all. You 
may already know everything that I'd suggest." 

Student: "All right." 

The Oral Exam 

1. Purpose of the exam 

2. Participants 

3. Roles of participants 

4. Candidate's response options 

4.1 Length of response 

4.2 Lack of a requested answer 

4.3 Facts and values 

4.4 Level of confidence 

4.5 On target 

4.6 Emotional display 

Professor: "First, at least one week before the exam, make sure that every 
committee member has a copy of your dissertation so they can inspect 
how you handled your research, that is, they can see how you've com
pared the traditional child-rearing practices of the three recently arrived 
immigrant groups—Vietnamese, Mexican, and Samoan." 

Student: "I've already given them copies." 

Professor: "Good. Now to the first item on the list. What do you see as 
the purpose of the oral defense?" 

Student: "It's for the committee to decide whether the dissertation is up 
to a PhD standard." 

Professor: "Yes, that's much of it. In addition, it's about how well you 
handle yourself when you're grilled about your research. They want to 
see if you have a clear understanding of your topic, your methodology, 
your analysis of data, and the strengths and limitations of your study. 
They also want to know whether you can talk lucidly about such mat
ters." 

Student: "I've been told that some committee members don't stick to the 
dissertation itself, but they ask about other things, too." 

Professor: "That's true. Sometimes they want to know whether you have 
a good grasp of your overall field of study. Now to item 2. Who do you 
think participates in the exam?" 

Student: "Obviously the committee members and me." 
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Professor: "That's typically the case. But sometimes other faculty mem-
bers drop in for a while, although they usually don't ask the candidate 
questions, even though they can if they wish. Sometimes other graduate 
students are admitted as observers, but only if the candidate consents to 
it. Next, item 3. What roles do you see the participants playing? Or, as 
you imagine it, how do committee members envision their assignment? 
And how you view your own role?" 

Student: "I imagine the committee members try to ask tough questions in 
order to catch me up, and my job is to answer the best I can." 

Professor: "Actually, different members may assume different roles. 
Some do, indeed, try to catch you up. But others—particularly the stu
dent's principal advisor—try to protect the candidate. They ask ques
tions that they know the student can handle nicely, and that helps the 
student show up well." 

Student: "I've been told that students usually end up arguing with the 
faculty members." 

Professor: "I'm not sure that arguing is the best way to put it. Calling it
answering or replying might be a better description of what you're ex-
pected to do." 

Student: "But if they disagree with what I did in my dissertation, or if 
they don't like the way I answer their questions, don't I have to defend 
what I've done? Isn't that arguing?" 

Professor: "Well, yes, I guess that's arguing, which brings us to item 4 on
this list—Candidate's response options. These items concern how you 
can argue convincingly. I've based them on my observations of a lot of 
oral defenses over the years. The first topic, 4.1, has to do with how ex
tensive an answer you should give to a question. An error that some 
students make is to talk too long. Rather than precisely answering a 
question and shutting up, they ramble on. Some seem feel that the more 
they say about a topic, the better informed they appear to be. I suspect 
that others think that if they keep talking, it leaves less time for faculty 
members to ask more questions. But chattering on can lead to trouble. 
You can bring up additional matters that faculty members will then pur
sue, matters that you may not be able to handle adroitly. Or you can 
appear to be unfocused—scatterbrained. So just answer the question 
briefly and stop. If committee members want you to expand on your 
answer, they'll invite you to do so." 

Student: "This 4.2, lack of a requested answer?" 



186 Avoiding Thesis and Dissertation Pitfalls 

Professor: "That's what I call the don't bluff strategy. If you're asked a 
question that you can't answer, just admit quite frankly, T don't know' 
or T don't remember.' The examiners don't expect you to know every
thing, and they respect your sincerity and forthrightness if you just ad
mit it rather than trying to bluff your way out of it by prattling on about 
some supposedly related topic." 

Student: "Then what about 4.3, facts and values?" 

Professor: "If an inquisitor disagrees with you, then it's useful to identify
whether the disagreement is about facts or values. Facts involve infor
mation that can be publicly demonstrated—who was the U.S. president 
during World War I, which method of math instruction worked best 
with a group of bilingual first-graders, the Dow-Jones average on the 
stock market last Tuesday. To argue a case of fact, you cite your sources 
of information in an effort to show that you have a valid, reliable factual 
basis for your statement. Values, in contrast, are not about what occurred 
or who was involved and when. Instead, values are personal judgments 
about whether something is good or bad, desirable or undesirable, eco
nomical or uneconomical, pretty or ugly, and the like. Values are based 
on personal conviction and preference. When you argue about a value, 
you can adduce a line of logic that suggests why you subscribe to your 
value position, but you don't prove a value by citing a source of informa
tion." 

Student: "What if the faculty member's values are different from mine? 
Like, in the interpretation section of my dissertation, I say that Samoan 
parents' habit of hitting kids who disobey or of throwing something at 
them is wrong. What if one of the faculty members says that corporal 
punishment in Samoan society achieves its desired effect and therefore is 
appropriate?" 

Professor: "I think your best way of handling that is to cite the criteria 
you use for determining whether a child-raising method is good or bad. 
Give the reasons for holding your value. That doesn't prove you are 
right, but it makes clear the basis of your value position." 

Student: "But what if the faculty member still doesn't accept my value?" 

Professor: "You might say it's apparent that the two of you hold different
values regarding corporal punishment, and just let it go at that. You 
don't try to prove that the faculty member is wrong. Now to 4.4, level of 
confidence. This has to do with the amount of faith you place in the an
swer you give to a question. The matter comes up when a questioner 
asks, 'Are you sure?' If you're very confident that you're right, you may 
want to reply, 'Yes, I'm quite sure, because . . .' and then specify your 
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evidence and its source. Or, if you are not so sure, you may say, 'That's 
my estimate; it's speculation based on . . .' and you describe your source 
of evidence and suggest how trustworthy you consider that source." 

Student: "This next item—4.5, on target—I suppose that means to make 
sure I answer exactly what the questioner asks." 

Profession: "Right. And that problem can arise if you don't quite under
stand what sort of answer the question is calling for. Often it's the fac
ulty member's fault for not being precise in forming the question. In 
such a case, it's usually best to ask for clarification before you try to an
swer. So you might want to say, 'I'm sorry, but I'm not sure I under
stand exactly what you mean. Could you explain a bit?' Or you might 
ask, 'Could you give me an example of that?'" 

Student: "Then this last topic, emotional display. I suppose that means 
don't burst into tears or show you're mad about the way you're being 
questioned." 

Professor: "That's it. I understand that you'll be anxious. But it's best 
not to show your anxiety. And it's well to recognize the power relation
ship between you and the committee. The committee members have the 
official authority to determine whether you get the doctorate. The only 
power you have is in the respect you engender by the way you handle 
yourself during the exam—the quality of your research project, the ex
pertise you display in your replies to questions, your self-control, and a 
pleasant demeanor. An occasional student takes it upon herself or him
self to scold a faculty member for apparently not paying close attention 
to what the student is saying, or the student may imply that the faculty 
member is being unfair. But this isn't the occasion for venting such 
feelings. Remember, you're a supplicant seeking to have your disserta
tion approved. It's wise to wait until after you get you degree—and 
when yourself are a faculty member—before you indulge in emotional 
displays during an oral exam." 

(T&D 261) 
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Chapter 11 

Publishing the Study 
In addition to reporting their research in the forms of theses and disser
tations, some students publish the results of their work in a more public 
fashion—as a journal article, an entry in a conference's proceedings, a 
chapter in an edited book, a description on the Internet, or occasionally 
an entire book. The following cases address problems students often en
counter in their efforts to reach a wider audience than typically reads a 
thesis or dissertation in its original form. 

Free Professional Advice 
Student: "I followed your recommendation. I've written an article based 
on my dissertation." 

Professor: "Good for you." 

Student: "After the committee signed my dissertation so I could get my 
degree, I didn't think I could ever face the thing again." 

Professor: "That's the usual reaction. It's such a long haul to get it done, 
and the tasks so often worrisome, that you're sick of your topic and want 
to be completely done with it." 

Student: "But, still, I realized you were right. If I didn't get around to 
writing an article soon, I'd probably never do it." 

Professor: "True. In my experience, only a few students write articles or 
books based on their dissertation research. And that's a shame, because 
if their work has been any good at all, it should be shared with a far 
wider audience than will read their whole dissertation." 
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Student: "So, about a month after the oral defense, I forced myself to be
gin the article. It took over three weeks, but here it is—distilled into 22 
double-spaced pages." 

Professor: "That sounds like an acceptable size for most journals. Where 
will you send it?" 

Student: "I haven't decided. I'm afraid to send it to the most prestigious 
international education journals—like Comparative Education Review or 
the International Review of Education or Comparative Education—for fear 
they'll turn it down." 

Professor: "Don't count on that. It's true that the most respected ones do 
turn down most of the submissions—often accepting only 15 or 25 per
cent of the manuscripts they receive. But your research was well done, 
so they might like the article. Besides, sending it to them can still be use
ful even if it's rejected. You'll likely get some free professional advice." 

Student: "How so?" 

Professor: "Well, journal editors don't all make their decisions the same 
way. Some decide by themselves whether to use a submitted article. But 
it's more common among the selective journals for the editor to ask the 
opinions of outside reviewers. That is, unless a submitted article is obvi
ously very bad, the editor will usually send it out to be evaluated by 
three or four experts in the subject matter of the article. These are usu
ally professors in universities around the country or sometimes in other 
nations. Their assignment is to analyze the article, point out its strengths 
and weaknesses, and suggest whether or not the thing deserves to be 
published. Sometimes they propose specific changes in the piece before 
it would be published. Then the editor often sends the reviewers' com
ments to the author of the work—whether or not the article is accepted 
for publication." 

Student: "So what you're saying is that even if my article isn't accepted, I 
might receive the comments of the reviewers?" 

Professor: "Right. What you would be getting is free professional advice 
from people considered to be well-informed critics." 

Student: "And then I should revise my article to fit their suggestions." 

Professor: "Not necessarily. You consider each of their criticisms, decide 
which of their suggestions are valid and useful, then apply the useful 
ones in improving your manuscript. And you just cast aside any of the 
reviewers' comments that don't seem useful." 

Student: "What kinds of things wouldn't be useful?' 
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Professor: "Well, some reviewers will say that your entire project wasn't
worth while, so you never should have attempted it. Or they say your 
project didn't contribute any new knowledge, so it's of no significance. 
Or they say that you should have collected your data in a different way, 
or you should have studied a larger sample of people. Those sugges
tions you simply reject, because there's nothing that can be done about 
them now, even if the reviewer happens to have been correct." 

Student: "So I should first send my article to the most respected journals? 
And that's worthwhile even if they reject it?" 

Professor: "It's what I'd do if I were you." 

Student: "Should I send it to maybe three journals at the same time?" 

Professor: "That's not a good idea. Let's say that two of them accept your
manuscript for publication. Now you have a real problem. If both of 
them published it, you'd get a very bad reputation in the profession. 
Editors don't forget those things. You could never submit anything to 
them in the future. You'd be blacklisted. So it's safest to send it to one at 
a time." 

Student: "Okay. I'll try that."

(T&D 265-277) 

Getting Maximum Mileage 
Student: "I'm planning to publish some articles out of my dissertation 
research, and I'd appreciate your advice about which anthropology or 
sociology journals I should send the articles to." 

Professor: "You said articles? You mean you're doing more than one?"

Student: "That's right. I'm hoping to get a job teaching in a college or 
university, and I understand that the more publications I have, the better 
my chances of being hired. I hear that most new graduates have only 
their original dissertation to show. I want to be able to list some articles 
in addition." 

Professor: "Well, you're right that most faculty search committees like to
see new appointees get their dissertation research into print. But how do 
you plan to get more than one article out of a single dissertation?" 

Student: "I'll write up the results in more than one way so that I can 
send different articles to different journals." 

Professor: "Then you intend to get the maximum mileage out of your 
project—get the most bang for the buck?" 
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Student: "It seems to me that's what a lot of professors do. In reading 
journals and edited books, I keep running across the same authors writ
ing pretty much the same stuff. Like an anthropologist who lived a year 
with an African tribe keeps writing the same stuff over and over again 
without collecting new data." 

Professor: "Well, yes, that does happen. But I think you'll find that more
often than not they bring a new perspective or a different portion of their 
information to their different articles or book chapters. So they don't al
ways just rehash what you refer to as 'the same stuff.' Now, let's get 
back to your own plan. How will one of your articles differ from an
other?" 

Student: "I'll change the opening paragraph or two and follow that with 
the results of my research." 

Professor: "That means you intend a cosmetic treatment. The body of the
articles would be essentially the same?" 

Student: "Well, I wouldn't consider it just cosmetic. The beginning of 
each one would be quite different." 

Professor: "But let's look at it from the viewpoint of a faculty search 
committee of a college in which you're seeking a job. From their vantage 
point, I see a potential problem with your plan. A committee that's care
ful about its work will not only want to see a list of your publications but 
also want to read the publications themselves—or at least a sample of 
them. Then they'll see that you've peddled the same product in more 
than one market." 

Student: "But professors do that themselves. The committee would see 
that I have initiative and can get things published." 

Professor: "Perhaps so. But the more astute among them will recognize
that you might become a problem to their department if you were 
hired." 

Student: "I don't see how." 

Professor: "In my experience, faculty members whose ambition far out-
strips their ability can be dangerous—or at least a burden—because they 
are always trying to make up for a lack of talent by devious strategies. 
Sooner or later the truly competent people in the profession catch on, 
and those ambitious but devious individuals damage not only their own 
image but their department's as well. 

"Now, I should be clear that I think you're a bright student and that 
you don't have to depend on slippery tactics to get ahead. So I think you 
should adopt a different viewpoint toward publishing your work. When 
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you send out an article, it shouldn't just carry the same old message. It 
should make a new contribution. As I recall your dissertation, you could 
legitimately get more than one innovative article out of it without the 
cosmetics." 

Student: "How would I do that?" 

Professor: "You studied the adjustment that your sample of Navajos 
made when moving from the reservation to a city. In that study, you 
have several interesting things. Probably the most obvious was your fi
nal set of results picturing how well different migrants survived in the 
city. Those results could be the focus on one article, showing the success 
of different styles of adjustment to a new environment. Now, another 
item of interest was your data-collecting method—your videotaping the 
reservation and city environments as well as the interviews themselves, 
then using your rating scale for comparing different individuals' re
sponses to their changed life. I think your novel videotape approach is 
worth an article itself. You could do a separate piece on that method's 
strengths and limitations. Next, I thought your review of the literature 
bearing on your topic was quite good. You might write a shorter version 
of that, showing how scholars' studies of the cultural accommodations of 
Native Americans to city life have evolved over the decades. That's 
worthwhile in itself. As I see it, you could get three distinctive articles 
out of the dissertation without stooping to simply introducing the same 
content with three different opening paragraphs." 

(T&D 265-269) 

Broken Promises 
Student: "After finishing a draft of my dissertation, I wrote an article out 
of it and sent the article to a journal. A short time later, the editor sent 
me an e-mail saying she was very impressed with my manuscript and 
would move it to the front of the line in order to publish it in the Decem
ber issue. She said my article nicely fit the theme of that issue." 

Professor: "Good. That's rather unusual. It's a compliment to you as an
author." 

Student: "But that's not the end of it. I've now received the she had too 
many articles for that issue and couldn't fit mine in." 

Professor: "Oh, how disappointing." 

Student: "I didn't know exactly what to say, but I had a hunch she wasn't 
giving me the whole story, so I asked if there was some problem with my 
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article that kept her from honoring her written promise to publish it in 
December." 

Professor: "How did she take that?" 

Student: "She asked, 'What written promise?' So I read her the original e-
mail she'd sent me." 

Professor: "How did that go over?" 

Student: "She didn't answer right away, but then she said that when she 
read my article a second time, she thought it was too soft for the jour
nal's usual audience. I was really flustered, but I tried to be civil. I 
thanked her for considering the article, and that ended the conversation. 
What should I do about it?" 

Professor: "Well, you've now been introduced to the world of author-
editor relations. I imagine this editor gets far more submissions than 
most authors realize; and in trying to manage her job, she's expected to 
keep up with a host of details and she drops the ball from time to time." 

Student: "But that doesn't excuse her for not keeping her written word?" 

Professor: "No. It's bad editorial ethics. That's happened to me a couple 
of times. It taught me to not to believe for sure that something will be 
published until it's actually in print." 

Student: "But isn't her written word like a contract—a commitment she 
has to keep?" 

Professor: "An e-mail note is hardly a legal document like a book contract 
signed by all parties." 

Student: "Then what can I do?" 

Professor: "If you want to take a cautious approach, you might wait a
week or two and see if she gets in touch with you. She might relent and 
accept your manuscript." 

Student: "But if she doesn't?" 

Professor: "Then you have several options. Which one you adopt de
pends a lot on what your intent is—to get the article published in that 
journal, to strike back at her for what she's done to you, or to teach her 
not to do it again. It depends on what you're trying to accomplish." 

Student: "I'd like to have the article in that journal." 

Professor: "In that case, you could phone or write to her and ask if she has
any suggestions about how you might alter the article to make it accept
able. If she proposes something that you could reasonably do, then the 
problem might be solved." 
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Student: "What would I expect her to say?" 

Professor: "I'm only guessing, but she might say something like the arti-
cle needs more and/or you need better references in order to support 
some of your contentions, or she might say there are certain adjustments 
in your interpretations that would make the article stronger." 

Student: "But what if she doesn't reply at all, or if she says there's no way 
to fix the article the way she wants it? She still shouldn't get away with 
breaking her promise." 

Professor: "So, you would like revenge?" 

Student: "I wouldn't call it revenge. She should just be taught a lesson." 

Professor: "I suppose you've thought of ways to do that—like contacting
members of the journal's editorial board and sending them copies of 
your correspondence with the editor. Or you could threaten to sue the 
editor in court. Or threaten to give her a lot of bad publicity among im
portant people in the academic world." 

Student: "Well, I did consider something like that."

Professor: "And I suppose you recognize that you're in no position to do
such things successfully. If you were a much-published, powerful mem
ber of the academic world, then complaining to members of the editorial 
board might cause them to caution the editor to be more careful. They 
likely would ask to review the article themselves. But you aren't an in
fluential academic. To the board you're just a disappointed, cranky 
graduate student with no publication record. Therefore, complaining to 
the board or threatening the editor that you'll bad-mouth her to impor
tant people in the field only ensures that she'll remembers your name if 
you ever submit another article in the future. And going to court would 
be no more than a costly waste of time." 

Student: "So you're saying there's nothing I can do about it?"

Professor: "Another option is to write to the editor saying that you're
withdrawing the article. Then you submit it to a different journal." 

Student: "But that's just giving up." 

Professor: "Well, none of us like to eat crow, but sometimes that's the
better part of wisdom. One thing I've discovered in dealing with editors 
is that I'll never get stuck or paralyzed in my publishing efforts if I have 
another journal or two in mind in case the first editor rejects my work." 

Student: "Trying to publish sounds full of disappointments." 

Professor: "It often is. But the secret is not to take criticism or rejection so
personally that it keeps you from staying in the game. Don't let one 
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editor decide your worth. You may profit from criticisms they offer, but 
then move ahead. A manuscript shouldn't be allowed to stay on your 
desk. It should be on some editor's desk. So, when a rejected manu
script's returned to you, fix it if it needs fixing, and mail it off to another 
journal." 

(T&D 267-269) 

Would a Book Publisher Take It? 
Student: "I spent so much time and energy doing my dissertation that I 
want to get it published. How should I go about it?" 

Professor: "You mean publish the entire work, or you would do a much 
shorter version?" 

Student: "The dissertation committee said it was an excellent job. I'd like 
to have the whole thing as a book. It'd lose a lot if it had to be short
ened. It's hard to shorten a history without distorting what happened." 

Professor: "I agree that you've done an excellent job. But I'm afraid 
there's little chance of having a book publisher accept it at its present 
size. And your topic—the history of the New England fishing industry 
—is likely to have a very limited reading audience. Have you thought 
of doing a journal article or two out of it?" 

Student: "That wouldn't work. It should be a book. How could I get it 
published as a book?" 

Professor: "Well, you first need to recognize that publishers generally are 
not philanthropists. They're in the business of making money. Some
times they're willing to issue a work they consider an especially worthy 
contribution to knowledge, but they still don't want to lose money on it. 
They want at least like to break even by peddling it to libraries and spe
cialists in the field. Therefore, let's think about how your book might get 
into print without losing money for a publisher. A first way is to place it 
with a vanity press." 

Student: "What's a vanity press?" 

Professor: "It's a publisher who charges you for editing, printing, and 
distributing your book." 

Student: "That doesn't appeal to me. I couldn't afford it." 

Professor: "Or you might go to a university press. Most universities of 
any size have a publishing unit that specializes in academic books. They 
often specialize in certain fields, such as urban studies, 19th-century Brit
ish authors, or Southeast Asian cultures. So they won't lose money on a 
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book that's not likely to sell widely, they often require that the author 
provide funds toward the publication. Authors usually don't get those 
funds out of their own pockets but, rather, they use a research grant that 
pays the cost or they appeal to a foundation for money to issue the vol
ume. If you can find a foundation willing to support your history of the 
New England fishing industry, that would be a way to get the work 
published by a university press." 

Student: "Well, I might try that. But I'm not very hopeful. I wasn't very 
successful in getting a grant to do the study. I only had a small sum 
from the University's graduate research committee. Are there other 
ways to get it published as a book?" 

Professor: "Well, there are ways to reduce the cost so as to make the 
venture more attractive to publishers. One significant expense is that of 
typesetting. Personal computers now make it possible for you to do the 
typesetting yourself, so you can provide the publisher with camera-
ready copy." 

Student: "What's that?" 

Professor: "You set up the pages of the book on your computer just as
they will look in the final version of the book. Then all the printshop has 
to do is photograph the pages, print them, and bind the book. But the 
problem is that publishers usually don't trust authors to do a proper job 
of editing their own work and of formatting it for printing. So you 
would need to convince them that you can do a professional job of cam
era-ready copy. I've done my own last three books that way. But then, 
my publishers are already acquainted with my earlier books and have 
come to trust me. Therefore, they haven't had to finance complete copy-
editing or any typesetting. Instead, they just need to do very careful 
proofreading of what I send them. But since camera-ready material sub
stantially reduces their costs, it encourages them to take on books that 
may not sell a lot." 

Student: "Any other ways I could get my dissertation published?" 

Professor: "Yes. There's one approach that's growing in popularity. If 
you can do a professional job of editing your work and typesetting it on 
your computer with a word-processing program, you can take the re
sulting pages to a printer and pay to have the work printed and bound, 
ready to sell. Then you either take full responsibility for marketing the 
work or else you contract with a marketing firm to have them sell your 
book. If you plan to do the marketing yourself, you will need to devote 
a lot of time to sending announcements to college libraries and book
stores, commercial book dealers, and members of academic societies. 
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You should also advertise the book at academic conferences and try to 
get on local radio and TV talk shows." 

Student: "But is it worth going to all that bother?" 

Professor: "Well, there are some real advantages. First, the book is pub
lished just the way you want it. If you did it through a publisher, a copy 
editor might change the organization of chapters or alter your phrasings 
and there might really be nothing much you could do about it. Further
more, you can decide whether to issue the book in hardback or paper
back binding. If a publisher handles your book, the publisher makes that 
decision. And with academic books, publishers usually set the hardback 
price about double the paperback version, then sell the hardbacks to li
braries. A publishing house may want to make a large profit on each 
volume and thus will issue the book only in a hardback version. Then 
the price may be so high that the book won't sell many copies. But if you 
publish the book yourself, you make those decisions." 

Student: "What about the income?" 

Professor: "If a publisher issues the book, you'll get a small percentage of 
each sale, perhaps 5%, 8%, or maybe 10% of the retail price. If the book 
becomes popular, you likely can get a larger percentage, such as 12% or 
15%. But if you publish and market the book yourself, you get the entire 
amount. Out of that income, you pay your printing and mailing ex
penses and then keep the remainder. Each year, more people are 
choosing the self-publishing option, but it requires a major expenditure 
of time. Still, that's an option you have available." 

Student: "So those are the alternatives?" 

Professor: "Plus another new one—the Internet. You could create a web 
page on the Internet and publish your book on that page. Then people 
could read your work at their computer. You might even charge them a 
fee to read your book, but that would reduce your reading audience 
quite substantially." 

Student: "Well, I really don't know. What would you do if you were I?" 

Professor: "But I'm not you. In my own case, I'm willing to produce 
camera-ready copy, because after I got the knack of it I found it was no 
more work than producing traditional double-spaced manuscript pages. 
But I'm not willing to do the marketing. I need that time to work on new 
projects, so I leave the actual printing and marketing up to a publisher, 
house. You'll need to decide what best fits your desires, available time, 
and the chance of getting an publisher to take on your project." 

(T&D 270-272) 



Appendix A 
Anthropology Dissertation Proposal 

1. Title: Roles, Rituals, and Status in a College Drama Society 

2. Introduction: 

2.1 Purpose: The aim of this dissertation is twofold: 

2.1.1 To analyze the relationships among members of a college 
dramatic society in terms of (a) the roles different members 
fill, (b) rituals practiced in the society, (c) the status that indi
viduals hold, and (d) the interactions among role, ritual, and 
status. 

2.1.2 To create an analytical model for use in portraying role, ritual, 
and status relationships in organizations of limited size (or
ganizations of fewer than 50 members). 

2.2 General Procedure: The present author is a member of a Modern
Drama Society and plans to function in a participant-observer role 
while conducting the research during a nine-month period of 
data collection extending throughout one academic year. A pilot 
study will be carried out during the University's summer session 
prior to the fall term when the main research project will begin. 
The purpose of the pilot study is to provide an opportunity to try 
out and refine data-collection procedures and to develop a model 
for organizing and interpreting the data. 

2.3 The Study's Significance: A review of the standard anthropological
and social-psychological literature suggests that research con
ducted on the structure and dynamics of organizations of limited 
size has included very little attention to role, ritual, and status 
interactions within artistic performing groups (dramatic, musical, 
dance); and no studies that were found by the author of the pre
sent study concerned college drama societies. Therefore, the re
search proposed here can help fill those gaps in the available 
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literature. Furthermore, the model that will be developed for 
analyzing role-ritual-status interactions may well be useful to 
other investigators in their studies of groups. 

2.4 Key Definitions: The terms role, ritual, and status are assigned the 
following meanings in the present study. 
Role refers to a labeled set of repetitive behaviors expected of a 

type of person who contributes to the operation of a social 
group. Examples of role labels in a drama society are director, 
actor, understudy, stagehand, and set designer. 

Ritual refers to a set of repetitive activities in which members of a 
social group engage. The functions that rituals perform in
clude those of (a) distinguishing the group from other groups 
by providing a group identity, (b) promoting group solidarity 
by establishing a bond of shared activities and understandings 
among group members, (c) initiating members into the group, 
(d) promoting group morale, and (e) settling disputes. Exam
ples of rituals in a drama society are (a) group script-reading 
sessions at the outset of the preparation of presenting a play, 
(b) group members gathering for a few last words shortly be
fore the raising of the curtain on opening night, and (c) mem
bers bidding an actor to "break a leg" as a way of wishing the 
individual good fortune as he or she is about to perform on the 
stage. 

Status refers to an individual's position of respect, honor, and in
fluence (power) in relation to the other members of a social 
group. Status in a dramatic society can be reflected by such 
indictors as (a) who receives orders or directions from whom, 
(b) whose interpretation of a dramatic role prevails, (c) where, 
and in what size type, different individuals' names appear 
most on a printed program and on advertisements, (d) how 
prominently an actor's role figures in a drama, and (e) the ap
praisal of different individuals' contribution to a drama as 
found in public reviews of the drama (as in a newspaper or on 
television). 

3. Literature Review: The present author's survey of the anthropological 
and social-psychological literature has included books and journals 
—mainly publications from the past four decades and particularly 
ones listed in our university library's catalog and in the following 
data bases: Anthropological Literature, Magazine & Journal Articles, Psy-
chlnfo, Psychological Abstracts, Sociological Abstracts, and WorldCat.

The literature search was conducted to find information about (a) 
in what kinds of groups roles, rituals, and status had been studied, 
(b) how roles, rituals, and status had been defined, (c) the methods 
used for carrying out the studies, and (d) what outcomes had been 
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reported from such studies. (The complete report of the search is 
contained in Attachment 1, which accompanies this proposal.) 

The search of the literature will be continued during the conduct 
of the proposed study in order to reveal more recent studies and to 
provide information whose usefulness will become apparent during 
the data-collection and interpretation phases of the research. 

4. Methodology: 

4.1 The Group to be Studied: The focal group is the Modern Drama So-
ciety, which is located within the University's College of Arts and 
Letters. Its membership consists of students who, in their classes 
in the Drama Department, have demonstrated particular ability 
and interest in dramatic art. The size of the group during the 
school year varies from 30 to 40 members. A smaller group, 
ranging from 20 to 30 members, performs a different play every 
two weeks during the summer session. 

4.2 Time frame: The projected time frame for the study is divided into 
three phases: (a) initial preparation and pilot study—6 months (3 
months of this time have already been completed), (b) data col
lection and data organization—9 months, and (c) data analysis, 
interpretation, and writing the final report—6 months. 

4.3 Data-Collection Techniques: The present author, as a member of
both the summer and academic-year versions of the Modern 
Drama Society, will serve as the principal participant-observer re
sponsible for collecting information. The method will consist of 
recording the interactions among society members as they pre
pare and perform plays. Guidance in identifying the sorts of 
things to be observed and recorded will be provided mainly by 
the model of role-ritual-status interactions that is currently in the 
process of development and that will be tested and refined dur
ing the pilot study. It is assumed that there may also be events 
that occur during the nine-month period of the study that seem 
relevant to the purpose of the study but are ones that were not in
cluded in the original model. These events will also be recorded 
and later integrated into the dissertation's final interpretation 
section. 

Not only will the author observe what members of the group 
say and do, but she will also interview individuals to learn their 
what they have to say about their motives, their relationships 
with other members of the society, and their interpretations of 
key events. 

4.4 Instrumentation: The principal method of data collection will be 
the author's direct observation of what members of the society 
say and do. In addition, (a) an audiotape recorder will be used 
for recording interviews with society members and (b) a video-
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recorder will be used to record events occurring during play re
hearsals. The ostensible reason for videotaping rehearsals is to 
provide actors and directors a chance to review scenes. However, 
for the purpose of the present study, the videotaped material will 
include events that are not part of the script but, instead, are un
rehearsed interactions among participants during those rehears
als. The value of audio and video recordings is that they furnish 
reports of happenings that can be inspected numerous times for 
extracting information about role-ritual-status interactions. 

The primary guide to data collection will be a model of role-
ritual-status interactions that the author is currently developing. 
At present, the model is still in a rather informal state—in the 
form of a series of questions that guide the data-collection obser
vations. When the model is applied during the summer-session 
tryout, it will be structured more formally. Typical of the ques
tions that will direct the participant-observer's attention are: 

What behaviors define the different roles assumed by members of 
the group? How do individuals acquire their roles? What names 
are assigned to those roles? What are the apparent determinants of 
the status of different roles? How and why do members' roles 
change with the passing of time? What rituals are conducted? How 
do people's roles and status fit into those rituals? What conse
quences result when members do not perform their roles as tradi
tionally expected? 

4.5 Data Compilation and Analysis: The data will be collected in three 
main forms: (a) as written or audio-recorded narratives of events 
that reveal answers to the guide questions, (b) as interviews (ei
ther as audiotape recordings or as handwritten or computer-
typed notes taken by the author following an interview), and (c) 
as video-recordings. 

The organization of the data will be determined by the analyti
cal model. That is, the data will be compiled in the form of an
swers to the model's guide questions. Although the study is 
mainly qualitative rather than quantitative, some information will 
be compiled in numerical form, such as the frequency with which 
representative individuals change roles. Within the narrative that 
reports the answers to questions, specific incidents and individu
als will be described to illustrate both typical and atypical be
haviors of group members and their interactions. 

5. Interpretation of Results: 

5.1 Generalizations Derived from the Model: The author will seek to ex
tract generalizations from the data in terms of the components of 
the model. The purpose is to answer the question: What conclu
sions can be drawn from the data regarding role-ritual-status in-
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teractions that might also be true of other artistic groups of lim
ited size in addition to this one college dramatic society? 

5.2 Comparisons with Other Researchers' Results: The interpretation
section will also address the question: How do the results of this 
study compare with the results of research reported in the profes
sional literature? 

6. Applications and Implications for Further Research: 

6.1 On the basis of the results of this study, what practical advice 
might be offered directors of, and participants in, artistic groups 
(particularly dramatic societies) about how to conduct their 
groups efficiently? 

6.2 What further research seems called for to answer questions that 
either were inadequately answered in the present investigation 
or were generated by the present study? 
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Appendix B 
Education Dissertation Proposal 

Dissertation Title 

A Comparison of Two Methods of Teaching Science 

Background 

A wide variety of methods of teaching general science to young ado
lescents is reported in the professional literature and is represented in 
science textbooks. One of the newest approaches advocated by a well-
known publisher consists of videotapes correlated with workbook ac
tivities. In Westbay City's two junior high schools, a question has been 
raised about whether this new method should replace the approach that 
has been used in recent years. That traditional approach has involved a 
combination of illustrated lectures, class discussions, and textbook study. 
The purpose of this dissertation project is to discover the comparative ef
fectiveness of the two methods by conducting an experiment in which 
students are taught by the two approaches and then tested to reveal from 
which method they learned more. 

Focal Questions 

The study is designed to answer six principal questions. The following 
paragraphs identify each question and explain why an answer to each 
can help the science faculties of the two junior high schools decide which 
of the instructional approaches is the more desirable. 

Question 1: Under which teaching method did the students as a whole 
learn more? 

Rationale: To make public education affordable, students—or at 
least most of them—must be taught in groups rather than as indi-
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viduals (one-to-one tutorials). Therefore, group teaching methods 
need to be adopted that produce the greatest learning for the greatest 
number of learners. A method that works better for the majority of 
learners is to be preferred over one that does not. 

Question 2: Under which teaching method did some students learn 
more than they did under the other teaching method? 

Rationale: Studies of student achievement make clear that students 
differ from each other in their aptitudes and learning styles. (See ap
pended References). Thus, it is to be expected that some learners may 
progress more adequately by one teaching method than by another. 
Even though a teaching approach that enables the group as a whole 
(on the average) to learn more effectively must be given priority, it 
may also be possible to arrange for students who learn better by a 
different method to be instructed by that method. In other words, it 
is desirable to accommodate individual differences in students' ap
titudes and learning styles if that can be feasibly arranged. 

Question 3: How lasting is the learning acquired by one teaching 
method as compared to that acquired by a different method? 

Rationale: A hope held by virtually everyone who is concerned 
about education is that learning will be permanent. In other words, 
learning is of little use if it dissipates quickly. Therefore, it becomes 
of interest to know how long learning by one instructional method 
lasts in comparison to learning by another method. 

Question 4: If two different instructional methods are used in se
quence, what influence—if any—does the first method have on the 
effectiveness of the following method? 

Rationale: When the curriculum of a science class is divided into 
units, it is possible to teach one unit by one method and other units 
by other methods. From the viewpoint of instructional effectiveness, 
it is then of interest to learn how the pattern in which the units are 
sequenced influences how well students learn by each method. 

Question 5: How may students' interest in a given body of information 
influence their success in learning that subject? 

Rationale: Students often are more interested in one type of subject 
matter than another. This differential interest can affect their success 
with different subject fields by influencing their motivation and the 
amount of background knowledge they bring to their studies. In
formation about which areas of science are more interesting to stu
dents can help in determining which instructional method will be 
most effective for teaching which subject matter. 
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Question 6: Is there a difference between boys as a group and girls as a 
group in their science achievement under different patterns of in
struction? 

Rationale: There is substantial evidence in the journal literature to
suggest that, on the average, there is a difference in science achieve
ment between boys and girls during the years of adolescence. (See 
appended Literature Survey Report). Thus, it is of interest in the pre-
sent study to discover if such a difference is found (1) across all 
methods or (2) for some methods but not others. 

Characteristics of the Experiment 

The elements of the experiment are explained below in this order: (1) 
research design, (2) equipment and supplies, (3) test construction, (4) 
student participants, (5) instructors, and (6) implementation. 

Research Design: Figure 1 identifies the main features of the experi
mental design. Two junior high schools (A and B) will participate. Each 
school has four classes of general science for ninth-grade students, so 
that eight classes will be involved in the study. In each school, a single 
teacher handles the four classes, so there will be only two teachers in
volved, one in each school. 

Figure 1

Science Study Research Design
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There will be four patterns of teaching methods. In School A, classes 1 
and 2 will study biology (genetics) by the video/workbook method for 
three weeks, then study geology by the textbook/lecture method for an 
additional three weeks. Classes 3 and 4 will first study geology by the 
textbook/lecture method for three weeks, then study biology (genetics) 
by the video/workbook approach the following three weeks. In School 
B, the pattern for classes 5 and 6 will be geology video followed by biol
ogy textbook. The pattern for classes 7 and 8 will be biology textbook 
followed by geology video. 

The data from the four treatment patterns provide the answers to 
questions about: (1) the overall effectiveness of the video/workbook 
method compared to the lecture/textbook method, (2) the influence of 
students' experiencing one particular method on their subsequently ex
periencing a different method. 

As shown in Figure 1, at the outset of a three-week unit, students will 
take a pretest covering material in the unit in order to determine how 
much they know about the unit's subject matter before they study the 
unit. At the close of each three-week unit, students will take a posttest to 
determine what they know at the end of the unit. Therefore, conclusions 
about what a student has learned from a teaching method will be based 
on the amount of change in that student's test score between the pretest 
and posttest. In effect, judgments about the effectiveness of a method 
will be founded on the extent of change in students' knowledge during 
the three-week unit rather than on the scores they earn solely on the 
posttest. 

On the first occasion that students take a pretest, they will also com
plete a copy of the Youth Science-Interest Inventory, an instrument for in-
vestigating degree of young people's expressed interest in various 
scientific topics. This inventory has received favorable reviews in the 
Mental Measurements Yearbooks and in a number of journal articles (See
appended Literature Survey Report). The inventory yields score profiles 
that will serve in the present study to suggest how students' interests 
may be related to their achievement under each of the instrumental 
methods that they will experience during the two three-week units. 

The item labeled "Delayed Posttest" in Figure 1 refers to a test that will 
be given at the end of the semester to discover how much students have 
retained by the end of the ten-week period that follows the close of the 
two three-week units that have been taught during the first six weeks of 
the semester. 

Equipment and Supplies: The supplies required for the experiment in
clude (1) textbooks (in the form of text pamphlets on particular subjects) 
for geology and biology (genetics pamphlet), (2) videos and accompa
nying workbooks for geology and biology (genetics), (3) copies of The 
Science-Interest Inventory, (4) the charts and diagrams used by the in-
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structors during their illustrated lectures, and (5) pretests and posttests 
covering the content of each three-week unit. 

Test Construction: I am currently in the process of building the pre
tests and posttests. Each test will be divided into four parts: (1) knowl
edge of vocabulary specific to the subject matter of the particular unit, (2) 
knowledge of facts (specific information about geology or genetics), (3) 
knowledge of theory (geological and genetic theories), and (4) practical 
applications (how knowledge of geology and genetics can be applied in 
daily life). 

There will be one pretest and one posttest on geology, and one pretest 
and one posttest on biology (genetics). Each posttest will include the 
same four parts as the corresponding pretest, but the posttest and pretest 
will not be identical. Instead, they will focus on the same the same con
tent but the test items will not be identical in wording or in answer op
tions (in the case of multiple-choice items). That is, the same number 
and types of test items will be created for the posttest as for the pretest, 
but the phrasing and pattern of items will be sufficiently different so that 
a student cannot correctly answer an item on the posttest simply by 
having memorized a similar item on the pretest. The delayed posttest 
given at the end of the semester will be composed of a combination of 
items from the earlier geology and biology pretests and posttests. 

In order to improve the quality of these newly constructed tests and to 
determine whether a pretest is equivalent to its corresponding posttest, 
the tests will be administered to general-science students who are at
tending summer school during the summer session prior to the imple
mentation of the experiment in the fall. An item analysis will be made of 
the results of this summer tryout. 

Student Participants: Each of the eight classes that take part in this 
study will consist of between 28 and 35 ninth-graders who take general 
science as a required subject. Therefore, students of all ability levels will 
be involved. It would be desirable to have students assigned to classes 
by a carefully randomized method, but that is not feasible. The class-
assignment system for the entire school cannot be changed for the sake 
of this experiment. However, the fact that students are not assigned to 
classes on the basis of students' past achievement (grade point average) 
helps promote equivalence among classes in student ability and interest. 
Furthermore, basing judgments of the effectiveness of an instructional 
method on students' change scores (posttest minus pretest) rather than 
only on posttest scores helps remove students' past knowledge from af
fecting how much they are credited with learning during the experiment. 

It is expected that a few students will be lost from the experiment by 
virtue of absence from school during the two three-week units. How
ever, there should be usable results from 25 or more students in each 
class. This means that the total number of participants will be at least 
200, with 50 or so in each of the four treatment groups. 
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Instructors: I teach all four general science classes in School A, and my 
friend, Marcia Davenport, teaches all four in School B. We have worked 
together on the general science curriculum and teaching methods in the 
past, and she is enthusiastic about joining me in this experiment. Some 
of the success of the video/workbook and textbook/lecture methods 
may be the result of whatever difference there is between her instruction 
and mine. This might be reflected in any overall differences in the suc
cess of the 100 students in School A compared with the success of the 100 
in School B. If the results show that there is a marked difference, then we 
can seek to identify what characteristics of the two instructors might ac
count for that difference. The results of that speculation may suggest 
another sort of research project that might yield a more precise answer 
than would be available from the present project. 

Implementation: As noted above, a pilot study is planned for the
summer session in order to improve the tests that are currently being 
developed. Then in the fall semester, the first six weeks will be devoted 
to teaching the geology and biology units. During each unit, the first 
and last days will be used for testing. Because general science classes 
meet five days a week, there will be 13 class sessions dedicated to in
struction. At the end of the semester, the delayed posttest will be minis
tered. 

Data Compilation and Analysis 

I plan to enter into my computer the following data about each stu
dent, using the program StatView for compiling and statistically analyz
ing the information: (1) gender, (2) class number, (3) pretest and posttest 
scores for the first three-week unit (separate scores for the four parts of 
the test, plus a total score), (4) pretest and posttest scores for the second 
three-week unit (separate scores for the four parts of the test, plus a total 
score), (5) delayed posttest scores (separate scores for geology and ge
netics), and (6) scores on the Youth Science-Interest Inventory. 

The statistics that I will be using include (1) arithmetic means, (2) stan
dard deviations, (3) standard errors of the difference for means and 
standard deviations, (4) f-tests, and (5) Pearson r for the correlation be
tween test scores and science-interest scores. 

I am currently preparing dummy tables to identify beforehand the 
tabular form in which data will be displayed in the final report. Figure 2 
below shows the pattern of a table that furnishes information about stu
dents' test achievement (means and standard deviations) on the geology 
pretest and posttest by (1) gender, (2) the four parts of each test (terms, 
facts, theory, applications), (3) total score for each test, and (4) the four 
types of teaching method. 



Figure 2 
Geology Test Scores by Type of Teaching Method 
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Interpretation 
The principal interpretation will consist of providing answers to the 

focal questions listed earlier. In addition, the five students with the 
highest total change scores and the five with the lowest total change 
scores for the combined geology and biology tests will be analyzed in 
greater detail. The two general-science instructors will seek to identify 
ways in which the highest scoring and lowest scoring students appear to 
differ. A wide variety of possible differences will be inspected. The 
purpose of this exercise is to generate hypotheses about causes that con
tribute to students' achievement levels in general science. Those hy
potheses might then be tested in future research projects. 
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Psychology Thesis Proposal 

Thesis Title: Notions of 'Interaction' in Human Development Theories 

Basic Assumptions: The following are convictions on which this project 
is founded: 

• Each theory of human development is an explanation of how 
and why people grow—physically, psychologically, socially, 
and/or emotionally—across their lifespan. 

• The essence of each theory is found in (a) the envisioned factors 
or components that influence development and (b) the pattern
ing of interactions among those factors that accounts for why in
dividuals grow up as they do. Some components are assumed to 
be inside the person, such as conscience and willpower in a com-
monsense theory of development. Other components are as
sumed to be outside the person, such as other people (parents, 
siblings, teachers), objects and places (television, computers, 
mountain village, seaside city), and events (birthday party, 
school excursion, windstorm). 

• No theory is designed to account for all aspects of development. 
Instead, each addresses a particular aspect. One theory may fo
cus on the development of the brain, another on intelligence, a 
third on manual dexterity, a fourth on moral judgment, a fifth on 
memory, a sixth on social cognition, and so on. 

• The characteristics that distinguish one theory from another are 
found in (a) the aspect of development on which each model fo
cuses, (b) the kinds of components the theorist proposes, and (c) 
the manner in which those components are presumed to interact. 
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• The word meaning refers to the understanding people derive 
from events or phenomena they witness. One important form of 
meaning consists of the understanding a person gains from 
identifying ways that two or more phenomena are alike and are 
different. This is the kind of meaning that results from the proc
ess of comparing two or more entities or, in the case of the pre
sent study, two or more theories of human development. 

• A descriptive model can be devised for comparing the patterns 
of interaction described or implied in different theories of devel
opment. 

Intended Contribution: This thesis is designed to offer two contribu
tions to the field of developmental psychology. The first is a newly 
constructed descriptive model of the interaction features of human de
velopment theories. The second is the description of the kinds of in
teractions found in six theories as seen from the viewpoint of that 
model. 

The Need for Such a Contribution: The belief that there is a need for a 
descriptive model of how interaction operates in development theories 
is supported by a review of the psychological literature. (See the at
tached Literature Review.) Although all theories either specifically 
identify or else imply interactions among theory components, there 
appears to be no model of interaction that can be used for describing 
and comparing all sorts of theories. The purpose of this thesis is to 
provide such a model. 

The Nature of the Descriptive Model: The model I have created is built 
around a series of questions. The first chapter of the thesis will explain 
the questions, the reasons they have been selected, and significant re
lationships among them. Chapter 2 through 7 will illustrate the appli
cation of the model in the analysis of interactions in six representative 
theories of development. Finally, Chapter 8 will assess the success of 
the model as a tool for comparing the kinds of interactions postulated 
in different theories, will identify limitations of the model, and will 
suggest what further work is called for in the area of interaction analy
sis. 

The Creation of the Descriptive Model: The process of creating the 
model involves my reading the account of a theory of development 
and, during the reading, answering two questions: 

• What are the components of this model? 
• What dynamic relationships among components are proposed 

as the producers of individuals' development? 
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From applying that process to three well-known theories of devel
opment, I was able to generate the following series of guide questions, 
which form the framework of the descriptive model. 

1. Theory components 
1.1 What is the total number of components that participate in the 

development process, and what are those components' labels? 
1.2 Because components are concepts (that is, they identify charac

teristics abstracted from particular events or mental construc
tions), what are the events or experiences that have contributed 
to each concept? 

1.3 At what time in the lifespan does each component arise? 

2. Modes of interaction 
2.1 Participants in an interaction: Which components are assumed 

to influence each other at a given point in development? 
2.2 Direction: What is the direction of influence of one component 

over another? 
2.2.1 Unidirectional—one affects the other, but not vice versa 

(action, not interaction). 
2.2.2 Bidirectional—reciprocal affect between components 

(interaction, transaction). 
2.3 Power: What is the comparative strength of influence of one 

component over another in an interaction? 
2.4 Change: What changes occur in the direction and power of in

teractions among components over the lifespan? What factors 
apparently account for those changes? 

I do not consider the above version of the model to be identical to 
the final version that will be found in the completed thesis. That is, I 
expect the model to become additionally complex and refined as a re
sult of my applying it to the six theories that will be analyzed in 
Chapters 2 through 7. However, I expect that all of the elements re
flected in the foregoing guide-questions will still be in the final ver
sion. 

The Theories to Be Analyzed: Of the six theories whose analysis will 
appear in Chapters 2 through 7, the first five concern ontogeny. That 
is, they account for the development of the individual person through
out childhood or across the entire life span. The sixth theory concerns 
phylogeny—the evolution of the human species over eons of time to 
produce the typical human's present developmental potential. The 
names of the creators of the theories, along with one representative 
source of information about each theory, are as follows: 
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1. Jean Piaget's theory of intellectual development. (J. Piaget & B. In-
helder. [1969]. The Psychology of the Chad. New York: Basic Books.) 

2. Lev Semenovich Vygotsky's theory of mental development. (L. S. 
Vygotsky. [1962]. Thought and Language. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press.) 

3. Albert Bandura's social-learning or social-cognition theory. (A. Ban-
dura. [1986]. Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cogni-
tive Theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.)

4. Urie Bronfenbrenner's bioecological theory. (U. Bronfenbrenner. 
[1979]. The Ecology of Human Development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.) 

5. Glen H. Elder's life-course theory. (G. H. Elder, Jr. [1996]. Human 
Lives in Changing Societies: Life Course and Developmental In
sights. In R. B. Cairns, G. H. Elder, Jr., & E. J. Costello, Developmental
Science. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.) 

6. Charles J. Lumsden and Edward O. Wilson's gene-culture revolu
tion theory. (C. J. Lumsden & E. O. Wilson. [1981]. Genes, Mind, and
Culture—The Revolutionary Process. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press.) 
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Political Science / History Thesis 

Choosing the Thesis Topic 

My intended title for the thesis is "A Political History of Water Regula
tions in a Farming Community." I had two reasons for choosing to write 
a history of laws and regulations governing the use of water in Shoshoni 
County. 

First, how decisions have been reached over the years about the way 
water rights should be allocated might usefully be explained from the 
viewpoint of political conflict theory. Therefore, I intend to use a version 
of conflict theory as the perspective from which to interpret evidence 
bearing on decisions about water regulations in the county over the past 
century and a half. 

Second, I thought that a history of water regulations could be useful to 
present-day officials when they make decisions about water use. An 
historical perspective should help them understand what kinds of regu
lations have existed in the past, the considerations that led to those 
regulations, and how present-day regulations have been influenced by 
past decisions. Not only might such a history aid officials, but it might 
also help the county's users of water in their attempts to influence the 
creation and implementation of regulations in the future. 

Selecting a Theory 

Rather than just collecting information about water regulations and then 
trying to discover what they mean by inspecting them, I thought it best 
to look at regulations from the perspective of a theory. Therefore, I read 
about social science theories in books and journals in our college library. 
Because the matter of water use in Shoshoni County, as found in present-
day newspapers, tends to pit different interests against each other, I 
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thought that some version of political conflict theory would suit my 
needs. I am using the word political to mean "the exercise of power." 
Therefore, political conflict theory, as applied in this thesis, concerns 
how different factions (groups of people) in Shoshoni County have tried 
to exercise power in order to have water regulations passed that satisfy 
those factions' desires. (I can provide a list of the sources I used if they 
are requested.) 

Selecting Sources of Information 

I plan to use two sources of information about past regulations—archival 
materials and interviews. 

The archival materials consist of (1) newspaper records over the past 
century or more (from the files of The Saddle Ridge Sentinel and The 
Shoshoni County Weekly Observer) and (2) official water-regulation docu
ments held in the County Courthouse and the Saddle Ridge Public Li
brary. 

The interviews will be conducted with citizens of Shoshoni County who 
have been involved in the past with the development of water regula
tions or with the application of those regulations. Those citizens include 
former and present-day members of the County Water Commission, 
farmers and ranchers, journalists, and political activists. 

Creating Data-Collection Guide Questions 

The content analysis of archival materials will be guided by a series of 
questions that derive from the version of conflict theory adopted for this 
study. Answers to these same questions will also be sought during the 
interviews. The following are examples of the kinds of questions that 
will guide the content analysis of archival materials. 

When this regulation (cite a particular regulation) was being considered, 

1. What different viewpoints about the provisions of the regulation were 
reflected in the archival sources? How many different viewpoints 
were represented? 

2. Who were the people who expressed or were credited with each view
point? What were those people's formal and informal roles in the 
community? What interests did those people appear to represent? 

3. What arguments did the proponents of each viewpoint offer in sup
port of their position? What additional tactics did proponents use in 
an effort to have their position prevail? 

4. What did the final form of this regulation suggest about how the con
flict among advocates of different viewpoints was resolved? In other 
words, who appeared to be the contest's winners and who appeared to 
be losers, and why? 
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Organizing and Interpreting the Data 

I plan to construct the historical narrative by selecting from the archival 
search and from the interviews a sequence of water regulations that can 
be judged important in the sense of either (1) changing the allocation of 
water significantly or (2) generating a good deal of public debate. Then I 
will try to trace the connections among the selected regulations in order 
to account for why—from the perspective of conflict theory—changes 
occurred from one period of time to another. Such an interpretation will 
require that I not only study the materials bearing directly on water use 
but also study the broader social scene of each era to estimate how 
county, state, national, and international economic, social, and cultural 
affairs likely influenced decisions about water use in Shoshoni County. 

Setting a Time Schedule 

It has taken me four months to decide on a thesis topic, to find a theory, 
to locate appropriate archival sources, and to prepare this proposal. I 
estimate that searching the newspaper files and water-commission re
cords will take another four months, and compiling the information and 
writing the interpretation may require three or four months. 
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