Thesis Writing- Tips and Common Pitfalls

These are some general tips for writing your thesis. Your mentor, first reader, and committee may have additional
things they want to see, or require a different way of doing things, so please check with them.

Typical sections of thesis:

Title Page

Abstract

Acknowledgements

Table of Contents

List of Figures and Tables

List of Abbreviations

Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapters 2-X: Data chapters- each can follow manuscript format, (Abstract, Introduction, Materials and
Methods, Results, Discussion), or you can change them somewhat if you feel that the Intro is repetitive, the
Results and Figs are too brief etc.

Chapter X: General discussion, perspectives, future directions

References

Appendices (optional). Some Pls like to have unpublished data in an appendix.

Tips for writing specific sections of the thesis:

1.

Your opening chapter is called an “Introduction.” This is not just a literature review; it should have background
information that covers the state of knowledge and unanswered questions in field. Collectively, the information
presented in the introduction should provide a rationale for the thesis research. It should finish with a statement
of purpose for the thesis, hypothesis to be tested, and objectives of the studies.

Committees like model figures! Try and include one to help explain the objectives.

If you are using your journal articles for your data chapters, the title page of each of these chapters should
include the full citation with all the co-authors. It is important to indicate (as many journals now require) the
individual authors’ contributions. You also need to provide proper attribution for any figures or data that
involved other people, and in what capacity. This information should be included in the relevant figure legends,
with a statement about the specific data that were generated by you and the data generated by named others.

It is not acceptable to use figures directly in journal format if they are too small and therefore difficult to read
and see. If that is the case, you should enlarge them, and if necessary, rearrange the panels.

You can also include additional data/figures in your thesis that were not included in your published papers.
These extra figures, as well as supplementary figures from the published papers, should be included in the text
where you mention them, and numbered sequentially with the other figures.

Your last chapter should include an overall discussion, perspectives, and future directions. It should address
what you have accomplished, how your work has impacted the field, and how knowledge has been advanced
from where you started to where you finished. You should take the opportunity to perform a deep dive into
guestions that have been raised by the research, provide a thoughtful description of possible approaches to
address these questions, and comment on any remaining challenges. Students are often asked to add an overall
model figure so try and include one if possible.

This is the section that most frequently requires attention/edits following the defense because of a lack of
depth and breadth.

References (not really a chapter, so do not label as chapter). These should be formatted to include ALL authors
so that senior authors of these publications are visible.



General tips when writing and formatting the thesis:

1.

Number the figures sequentially for each chapter (e.g. Fig. 1-1, 1-2... for figures in Chapter 1; Fig. 2-1, 2-2... for
figures in Chapter 2, etc.). That way, only the numbering of figures in a single chapter will be impacted if you are
asked by your committee to add or delete a figure.

Add references, or at least information that allows you to quickly insert a reference later (e.g. several author
names including initials, year, journal) as you write. It takes a very long time to go back and find the paper that
supports a point that you wrote about several weeks before.

Do not fully format the references until all of the chapters have been compiled into one file.

Make sure to use consistent formatting, capitalization, and line spacing for section titles at each level (e.g.
Chapter 1, Section 1.1, Section 1.1.1, Chapter 2, Section 2.1, Section 2.1.2, etc.). This is particularly important if
you are assembling the thesis from multiple published papers.

Most faculty like to have the figures embedded in the document when they are first discussed rather than
having them clustered together at the end of a chapter. This means that two pages for each figure (one for the
figure and one for the legend) will directly follow the page of text in which the figure is mentioned. Make sure
the figure legends are distinct from the rest of the text (one option is to use a smaller font, but not too small!).
It works best to add figures from front to back once all chapters have been compiled into one (this helps with
pagination).

Once figures have been added, page formatting should be completed (again front to back) to assure that no
section head falls as the last line of a page. Page numbers should be added at this point if you haven’t done so
before.

Finally, the table of contents and the list of figures and tables should be completed using the correct page
numbers.



