
 

Congratulations! You are at the point in your doctoral career where you are ready to begin your 

dissertation process. Here are some tips to get you started, and (hopefully!) keep you motivated! 

First of all… let’s remember a few things. There are some things that a dissertation is NOT.  

 A dissertation is not the pinnacle of your career. It is a starting off point for you as a 

researcher and scholar. 

 A dissertation is not going to be the final, definitive word on any subject. It may add to 

the literature and be marvelous… and it will not end decades-long arguments in the 

field. 

 It is not the most important piece of writing you will ever do. 

 And remember… it is HIGHLY UNLIKELY that anyone outside of your dissertation 

committee and your mom will read it in its entirety. Seriously- very few people will read 

your dissertation, so throw away your perfectionist hat, and get writing! 

Now that we know what a dissertation ISN’T… let’s look at what a dissertation IS: 

 An opportunity to learn and grow as a researcher. A dissertation is a chance for you to 

show your committee you are a knowledgeable and skilled researcher in your own right, 

and you are able to make contributions to the field on your own.    

 A complete and inclusive piece of work that merits a Ph.D. A joke I’ve heard is: “They 

weigh your dissertation, and when it weighs enough, you can graduate.” A dissertation 

is not a 20 page paper. It is comprehensive and thorough. 

Start at the beginning. Gather all of the papers, projects, and presentations you have already done on 

your topic. Go through this body of work and begin. Chances are, you already have a decent amount 

written about your topic! Use this to your advantage! 



When I became stressed about writing my dissertation, a committee member said to me, “It’s a series 

of 20 or 30 page papers when you think about your chapters. And you’ve written 20 or 30 page papers 

before, right?” Those wise words helped put this in perspective for me. It is a completely doable task. 

 

That’s not to say dissertation writing is easy. It’s not. It is generally a lonely process filled with long days 

and nights. However, it is something that can be achieved. 

It’s important to know how you write effectively. Are you an early bird? A night owl? Listen to music? 

Need total silence? Write at home? In an office? In a coffee shop? Determine what methods work best 

for you and do it. It doesn’t matter if “everyone else” writes in a different way- they aren’t you and 

“everyone else” isn’t writing your dissertation. You are. Do what is right for you. 

 

Also, remember dissertation writing is not a race; it doesn’t matter what members of your cohort are 

doing, or how quickly/slowly your faculty completed their dissertations. This is your process- embrace 

your time! 


