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NEW IN THE SECOND EDITION

Change does not occur quickly in the academy, so although eight 
years have passed since the first edition of Destination Disserta-
tion was published, most of the original advice we offered in that 

first book remains valid and did not need to be revised. As we continued 
to work with graduate students using the book, however, we discovered 
that there were a few places that could use elaboration to make the 
book more helpful to students like you. New features in this edition 
include more attention to and examples of social science dissertations, 
particularly the three-article dissertation (TAD) that is becoming in-
creasingly popular at universities. You also will find checklists of many 
of the common processes involved in writing a dissertation visually set 
off to make them easier to find and to use. We hope they will serve as 
constant reminders that the dissertation process can be broken down 
into small, concrete steps, and if you complete one step and then the 
next, you will finish. The new content in the book concerns how to 
articulate the problem that leads to a research question (chapter 4) and 
the actual method of writing up findings from an explanatory schema 
(chapter 7)—two processes that we didn’t explain in the earlier edition. 
Finally, because many changes in technology have occurred in the past 
eight years, you will find in this edition many more references to ways 
in which new technologies can help you with the dissertation process.
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xiv

*  *  *

Within the samples that appear throughout the book, we have kept the 
parenthetical citations and note numbers as they appeared in the texts. 
We do not include the notes or references to which they refer, however. 
Our purpose for including the samples is for you to understand how to do 
something; you are not reading the samples for their academic content.
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1

CHAPTER ONE

PREPARING TO GO:  
THE DISSERTATION JOURNEY

Chances are, if you have found your way to this book, you’re a grad-
uate student who is just beginning to work on your dissertation 
or thesis or a graduate student who is stuck. We’re delighted that 

you’ve chosen to take a look at what we can offer you, and we’re confi-
dent that we can help you—whichever situation you’re in. Over the years, 
we’ve had the opportunity to work with hundreds of graduate students 
like you, and we’ve seen the processes we offer help them move on to life 
after dissertation. If you’re an advisor who advises graduate students and 
who wants to do a better job of it, you’re welcome here, too. We won’t be 
directing our comments explicitly toward you and your interests, but you’ll 
be able to pick up many advising tips in the book.

Let’s begin with some examples of the kinds of students we’ve 
helped in the past. Sylvie had been ABD in history for two years. She 
took a year off work to try to finish her dissertation, but she made virtu-
ally no progress. She was frustrated and despairing. Sylvie is not unique. 
She is smart and writes well, but she was struggling to complete her 
dissertation because she didn’t know some basic processes that would 
allow her to move ahead.

Adem, on the other hand, had been ABD in sociology for three years. 
He had all the data collected for his project—he had conducted and tran-
scribed his interviews. But he didn’t know what to do with all the data 
he had. He knew he was supposed to code his data and come up with a 
theory or explanation from it all, but the process of dealing with so many 
transcripts was overwhelming.
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For Frederick, the literature review was the problem. He had so 
many books and articles to review for his dissertation in public adminis-
tration that he didn’t know where to begin. How was he supposed to get 
what he needed from all that literature? How was he supposed to keep 
track of all of those ideas? How should he organize the review once he 
did figure all of that out? He felt utterly exhausted just looking at what 
lay in front of him.

Using the techniques in this book, Sylvie, Adem, and Frederick were 
able to overcome the particular blocks that were holding them back, and 
they each drafted their dissertations in less than nine months. “Why didn’t 
someone teach me these processes before?” they asked repeatedly. Sylvie, 
Adem, and Frederick had one thing in common: They had a strong desire 
to complete their dissertations, but they were stuck. This book is about 
getting you unstuck so you can move forward on your dissertation. If 
you’re not stuck but want to learn how to move forward more efficiently, 
this book is for you as well. It’s designed to help you end up at your desired 
destination: a done dissertation.

By the way, Sylvie, Adem, and Frederick found that they could use 
the same techniques for making a second trip—doing the research that 
leads to the publication of articles, book chapters, and books. Although 
the techniques for managing the dissertation process are presented here 
in terms of a dissertation, many of the exact same techniques are required 
for successful publication. So, for example, when you code data for a new 
research project, you’ll use exactly the same techniques you learned here 
for coding data for your dissertation. Sometimes, the techniques look 
different in the publishing process, but much about them will still be ap-
plicable. You won’t be defending your research in the same way that you 
will defend your dissertation in an oral defense before a committee, for 
example, but you will anticipate and rehearse answers to disciplinary con-
cerns when you respond to reviewers’ comments to a manuscript you’ve 
submitted. So when you embark on research after you’ve finished your 
dissertation, don’t forget to pack this book.

Can a Dissertation Really Be a Trip?

As our title, Destination Dissertation, suggests, we’re conceptualizing 
writing a dissertation using a travel metaphor. As you undoubtedly know, 
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this is a very different way to talk about the dissertation process from the 
metaphors that are usually used, which present the dissertation as a dif-
ficult obstacle to surmount. Writing a dissertation, according to the folks 
who thought up those other metaphors, is like making your way through a 
Byzantine maze, running a marathon, climbing a mountain, or learning a 
Martian language. We think that how we talk about something affects our 
experience of it in significant ways, so we believe metaphors of struggle are 
part of the reason many students fail to finish. These kinds of metaphors 
simply make the process seem too difficult or painful to accomplish.

That’s why we want you to look at the dissertation as a fun and excit-
ing trip. We want you to call up all of those positive things you associate 
with trips as you think about your dissertation: discovering new things; 
the excitement of greeting each new day, not knowing what you’ll en-
counter; developing new skills; acknowledging that you’ll sometimes be 
frustrated, but those periods will be overshadowed by the fun you’re hav-
ing; a confidence that you’ll be able to deal with whatever comes your way; 
and an expectation that you’ll be on the trip for a limited amount of time. 
Writing a dissertation, in other words, will be a vacation from normal 
routine for a fixed amount of time and will be exciting and stimulating.

Packing Your Bags

If your dissertation journey is going to be a smooth and easy one, you need 
to start by packing your bags with the gear that will be most useful for 
your trip. The gear you want to bring along includes beliefs or assump-
tions about the dissertation process that we believe help make the trip an 
easy and pleasant one. You might find you have to pull some old assump-
tions out of your bag to fit these in. Or maybe you’ll cling to a couple of 
old ones for a while but then will feel comfortable ditching them a bit later 
in your journey. Pull out that suitcase, and let’s get started. We’re asking 
you to pack enjoyment, doability, competence, agency, and support.

Enjoyment
What? We don’t really mean that writing a dissertation should be en-

joyable, do we? We certainly do. Writing a dissertation, like taking a trip, 
should be fun and interesting—not something to be suffered through. 
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Joy and pleasure aren’t usually emotions that are associated with writing a 
dissertation, but think about it: Aren’t the processes of creating something 
new, discovering new ideas, figuring things out, and sharing what you’ve 
learned enjoyable? These are the basic processes involved in a dissertation. 
And isn’t doing these things one of the reasons why earning a PhD ap-
pealed to you in the first place? We’ll be sharing with you some ways to 
make the actual writing almost magical, so you’ll find that even that can 
be enjoyable, too. When the process is pleasurable, of course, you’ll be 
more interested in doing the work of the dissertation, which means you’ll 
be more efficient at completing it.

Doability
The chief characteristic of a good dissertation is doability. You must 

be able to get it done, which means that the way you design the project 
and the way you approach it should facilitate—not hinder—your comple-
tion of the project. We want to be clear that we’re not saying that, because 
it’s doable, your dissertation is not going to be of high quality. We believe 
your dissertation should and can follow criteria for good research design, 
make an original contribution, and showcase your ideas instead of simply 
applying and extending the ideas of others. We think these are the marks 
of a good dissertation and research in general, and they’re the criteria our 
processes help you achieve. There’s nothing about them, though, that 
precludes finishing efficiently.

One way to design a dissertation that is doable is by perceiving the 
function of a dissertation properly. The function of a dissertation is not 
to change the world or to make an earth-shattering contribution to your 
discipline. And the dissertation is definitely not supposed to be the culmi-
nation of your scholarly career. (If it is, you are going to have a very short 
career.) In the years to come, you’ll have many opportunities to rethink 
the ideas of your dissertation and to do research that goes beyond what 
you’re doing in your dissertation. Your dissertation marks the beginning 
of your academic career and research program, not the end, and it is not 
the best work you’ll ever produce. Remember: You are a student trying to 
finish your doctorate.

One way to help put the function of a dissertation in perspective is 
to remember that only a few people will read it—you, your committee 
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members, perhaps a family member or two, and maybe a scholar with a 
particular interest in your topic or another doctoral student looking for 
a good model for her own dissertation. That’s all. More will read it, of 
course, when you transform it into a journal article (or perhaps a book), 
but then you’ll have a chance to revise and develop your ideas. So slip a 
little doability into the outside pocket of your suitcase.

Competence
You are beginning the trip that is your dissertation because you are 

well prepared for it. This trip is not unprecedented or unexpected. You 
are an experienced and competent scholar, and the dissertation is your op-
portunity to apply those skills, so we’re asking you to pack the confidence 
of your competence. You might believe that you know nothing about 
writing a dissertation, but, in fact, you are well under way in the process. 
You know a great deal on which your dissertation can build. After all, 
you’ve been learning how to do research and how to write it up from the 
beginning of your graduate study.

What’s the evidence for your competence? For starters, the fact that 
you’ve passed your comprehensive exams. Passing your exams means that 
faculty members in your department believe you are ready to undertake 
original scholarship and are qualified to do the work that is the disserta-
tion. They have agreed that you now have the capacity to begin to make 
original contributions to your discipline. (This is why the exams are some-
times called qualifying exams.) You’ll see that, over and over again along 
the route, we trust that you know things and encourage you to listen to 
the wealth of knowledge within you. This doesn’t mean you know every-
thing you need to know about writing a dissertation, but because you are 
competent, you can confidently and eagerly tackle this project.

As we started talking about how competent you are just now, did you 
begin to contemplate the possibility that you are one of the few graduate 
students to whom our words don’t apply? Although you probably haven’t 
articulated it to anyone before, do you believe you somehow got admit-
ted to a graduate program because of a mistake? Then you slid by in 
your coursework, completing assignments and earning good grades only 
because of the generosity of your professors? As you attempt to write your 
dissertation, do you believe that you’ll be found out for what you are: a 
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fraud? Someone who doesn’t belong? Someone who isn’t as smart as the 
other graduate students and professors? Someone who can’t think or write 
in the ways you’re supposed to in the academy?

Well, guess what? Your skill levels and intelligence are probably 
exactly where they should be. And almost everyone feels like a fraud in 
some ways or at some times, even accomplished and seasoned professors. 
Academia is a conversation about ideas, and you are able to contribute 
ideas to a conversation as well as anyone else. You can’t do it as well right 
now as you will later, but that’s simply a matter of practice. And the dis-
sertation is an excellent place to get some of that practice. So put on your 
traveling shoes, put those self-doubts on hold (after all, you haven’t even 
given yourself a chance to see what you can do yet), and take the first steps 
on the path to the dissertation.

Agency
Agency is much talked about these days. It means that you have in-

fluence on or control over the affairs of your world—that you are able to 
do what needs to be done to accomplish your goals. We’re asking you to 
pack agency because we are firm believers in the idea that you are the one 
who has agency in your dissertation—not your advisor, not your family, 
and not some difficult condition with which you have to contend. This 
means that you are going to have to be the one who does the work of the 
dissertation. Sure, there are all sorts of things that can make finishing a 
dissertation difficult: You have all that freedom to work as you please with 
no deadlines, you have a very busy dissertation advisor, you didn’t learn all 
of the skills you need to write a dissertation, your family obligations are 
heavy, or you have to work at many jobs to support yourself.

But there are always going to be conditions of various kinds around 
you, and if you give them the agency to determine what happens with your 
dissertation, you won’t get done. You have a choice about how to interpret 
these conditions and how to respond to them. They aren’t controlling. 
You are the one who wants to complete the dissertation, so the respon-
sibility for doing it falls to you. This doesn’t mean that you can’t ask for 
help or that others can’t help you. But it does mean that, ultimately, this 
is your dissertation. You are the one who took it on. You are the one to 
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whom it belongs. You are the one who will finish it. Into your bag, then, 
goes your own agency and a commitment to claim and enact it.

Support
You’ve got room in your suitcase for one more piece of gear, and it’s 

something that comes from your advisor—support. Advisors want to be 
helpful to their advisees—they want you to finish and to be successful. 
There are a number of reasons why helping you finish is good for your 
advisor. At most universities, faculty members are asked to report how 
many graduate students they advised and how many they finished each 
year, and that number may affect the pay increase they get. More impor-
tant, if you’re a good student and go on to a successful academic career, 
your advisor will get the accolades for having mentored you. Your advi-
sor wants you to finish, then, so you can begin reflecting well on him. 
Finishing is also good for your department and university. Universities 
must graduate certain numbers of students with doctoral degrees each 
year to maintain rankings and accreditation. So must departments to 
keep their graduate programs.

With few exceptions, advisors are not malevolent, wanting to block 
you, stymie you, or squash you. After all, they wouldn’t have taken you 
on as an advisee if they had these intentions toward you. If, in fact, it’s 
true that advisors want to be helpful, why do they sometimes seem to be 
so unhelpful? There are a couple of reasons. One is that they often have 
limited experience with dissertations and advise you on the basis of that 
limited experience. For many advisors, the only experience they’ve had 
with writing a dissertation was writing their own, so they extrapolate from 
that process to dissertation writing in general. If it took your advisor six 
years to write her dissertation, for example, she might assume that every-
one should take six years to write a dissertation, including you.

There’s a second reason why advisors sometimes don’t seem as help-
ful as they could be: They are very busy people. They are teaching classes, 
doing their own research, doing service of all kinds for the university and 
the discipline, often advising many graduate students, and trying to have 
personal lives, too. Sometimes, their advising is not as high quality as it 
should be simply because they are short on time. That’s why we give you 
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ideas for helping your advisor be the best advisor for you in chapter 11. 
In the meantime, assume that you have the support of your advisor along 
with you on the trip—because you probably do.

Our Guarantees

Despite careful planning and research, making use of the best resources 
available, and even the purchase of travel insurance, no trip is perfect. No 
travel agency or cruise line or hotel will guarantee that it will be. There’s a 
good reason for that: A trip is largely what you make it. Despite obstacles 
or conditions that aren’t exactly what you thought they would be, you 
have choices at virtually every minute about how to respond to what you 
are experiencing. The pillow at the hotel may be lumpy, the train you are 
on may arrive late, or it may be raining on the one day you have to see a 
major site. But your choices in terms of these responses—much more than 
the external conditions you are experiencing—make the trip a good one 
or not. Whatever is going on, you can still have an enjoyable trip. There 
are some things we can’t guarantee about your trip, then, because they 
depend on you:

•	 We do not guarantee that you will not encounter difficul-
ties. Research is about solving problems, not avoiding them, 
and you will be asked to solve problems as you go through the 
dissertation process. You’ll find, though, that the problems are 
manageable and that you will have strategies, resources, and 
resilience that you can apply to the task.

•	 We do not guarantee that your advisor or your committee 
members will approve or accept your dissertation. Even if 
they don’t, however, if you write a complete draft of your dis-
sertation, you have a product to which they can specifically 
and constructively respond and that you can defend and revise. 
You are still ahead of where you would have been had you not 
produced a draft.

•	 We do not guarantee that every process of the dissertation 
will be enjoyable. Yes, we know: We promised you enjoyment 
when you packed your bag. Now we have to admit that some 
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steps of doing research aren’t creative or fun—they’re tedious 
and boring. But none of these processes lasts very long, espe-
cially if you do them quickly, and they give you a break from 
thinking and writing. Even more, the fact that they are con-
crete and limited helps you enjoy them a bit more because you 
have control over them and see the efficient progress you’re 
making as you complete them.

•	 We do not guarantee that our dissertation model replaces 
basic skills. If you are a poor writer or haven’t learned to think 
in the complex and sophisticated ways required of a graduate 
student, our processes will take you only so far.

•	 We do not guarantee that you will finish your dissertation. 
In fact, as a result of reading this book and applying the pro-
cesses that lead to a dissertation, you may decide that it’s not 
something you want to do. Even if you do want to finish, to 
get it done, you have to do the things that produce a disserta-
tion. If you don’t, you won’t.

There are some things, though, that we happily guarantee if you fol-
low the processes outlined in this book:

•	 We guarantee that our suggested route for writing a disser-
tation is tested and sound. We’ve seen it work with hundreds 
of graduate students.

•	 We guarantee that you will move forward on your disserta-
tion if you apply the processes we outline. If you follow the 
steps, there is no way you will not make progress, and your 
dissertation will be a short trip.

•	 We guarantee that you will be intellectually engaged. The 
processes we outline invite and, in fact, require this kind of 
engagement.

•	 We guarantee that the findings you generate will go beyond 
the obvious. You will be able to develop new ideas—your own 
ideas—instead of simply applying and extending the ideas of 
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others, which means that what you produce will be insightful 
and original.

•	 We guarantee that your dissertation will be yours. You will 
be making the major decisions about it and will claim agency 
for completing it.

•	 We guarantee more productive conversations with your 
advisor. You will be clearer and more confident in these con-
versations and will be able to defend your dissertation better. 
This, in turn, will help your advisor advise you better.

•	 We guarantee that you will be able to use most of the pro-
cesses involved in writing your dissertation in your future 
research. Remember, you can use the techniques to succeed 
with your research projects after the dissertation is done.

Your Travel Agents

Who are we—these people who think you can write a good dissertation 
efficiently and even enjoy doing it? This is probably a good time to intro-
duce ourselves to you—your travel agents, in effect, who will take you on 
your trip to a done dissertation. Sonja began to develop her expertise in 
this area when she wrote her own dissertation. She was finishing up her 
coursework in her second year of her doctoral program at Northwestern 
University when she discovered she had a bit of extra time. She began her 
dissertation in the late fall and completed it in the spring of that second 
year of coursework. It wasn’t half bad, either—it was 400 pages long and 
won a dissertation award. As a result of this experience, she knew she 
was probably doing something right, and she certainly knew that quality 
dissertations could be written efficiently. When she began teaching in 
universities where she advised doctoral students, she saw firsthand where 
students were getting stuck, and she began experimenting with ways to 
facilitate their processes.

For the most part, Sonja’s advising of doctoral students went smoothly, 
and her students all finished on time. (She has served as the advisor for 35 
doctoral students, and all of them finished.) But then one advisee accepted 
a teaching job before he had finished his dissertation, and he never could 
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quite seem to get around to completing it, no matter how many reminders 
he got from Sonja. One day, in exasperation, she told him to come stay 
at her house for a week, and she would make sure he got done. She didn’t 
know what she would do in that week to make sure that happened, but 
she trusted she would figure something out.

He finally took her up on her invitation, and what happened in that 
week was that Sonja began to develop some of the processes in this book. 
Whenever he got stuck, they would talk things through and figure out 
how to proceed. At the time, Sonja’s strategies were largely intuitive and 
accidental and directed at what she perceived to be the particular needs 
and working style of that one student. But the strategies seemed to work. 
By the end of the week, he had completed the entire draft of his disserta-
tion. A year later, another student found himself unable to finish because 
of the demands of the teaching position he had taken, and Sonja invited 
him to stay for a week and got similar results.

With these successes behind her, Sonja wondered whether other 
students might be helped by the approaches she had used with her two 
advisees. She began to offer Scholars’ Retreats to graduate students in all 
disciplines, providing a place where they could come to work on their dis-
sertations. The first retreat was held in 1997 in Denver and was attended 
by five bright, eager women from the fields of communication and educa-
tion who wanted to complete their dissertations.

William entered the picture when he attended one of Sonja’s Schol-
ars’ Retreats to finish his dissertation in English from the University of 
New Mexico. He was so excited about his progress and by the strategies 
Sonja was developing that he began to organize Scholars’ Retreats in 
New Mexico. His role gradually changed from coordinator of the New 
Mexico workshops to codirector of our Scholars’ Retreats. He has now 
successfully mentored many PhD students to completion and routinely 
works as a coach for dissertating students and faculty members working 
on publications.

Because we’ve worked with hundreds of graduate students and faculty 
members at Scholars’ Retreats and in other kinds of workshops, what we 
offer you in this book is not based on theoretical knowledge about how to 
do research and write a dissertation. It is also not built on our experiences 
with only our individual dissertations. Instead, our prescribed route to the 
dissertation is a collection of answers to practical problems that we’ve seen 
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trip students up. That they work is evident in the feedback students have 
given us. Here’s just a sampling:

•	 “For the first time since I started the dissertation process, I 
know I can finish! Thank you!”

•	 “I am totally excited about writing again. I actually look for-
ward to my writing sessions now that I know how much I can 
get done.”

•	 “I have renewed energy about my work and better focus on 
how I can go about getting my work done. Now, when I’m 
not writing, I find myself eager to get back to it.”

•	 “You helped me so very much. Not only did you help me with 
the actual writing process, but you helped me put things in 
perspective so that I can have the necessary (although often 
uncomfortable) discussions with my advisor and begin claim-
ing my project for myself.”

•	 “I can’t really begin to tell you what your guidance has meant 
to me. Completion became possible with your instruction and 
your belief in my abilities. I learned more about research and 
who I am as a researcher, through my time working with you, 
than I did through all of my traditional schooling. Thank you 
for sharing your amazing gifts.”

•	 “I followed the pattern you gave me. Although I resisted at 
first, I finally did it. Your tools work if they are used.”

•	 “I’ll spare you all the details, but there were some pretty good 
sobs when I contemplated calling my mother and telling her 
that I had a draft of the entire dissertation done.”

•	 “Well, it is over! My orals went well. After about an hour 
of discussion, the chair turned to the other members and 
said, ‘Do we really have to send him out into the hall since 
it’s obvious?’ Then they congratulated me. The next day, I 
presented the dissertation to the library, and it was accepted 
without change.”
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Pretty heady praise for a route to a dissertation, huh? We must admit we 
get a little embarrassed reading these comments, but we want you to know 
that many students have found that the route we present in this book 
works and, in the end, offers something more than a dissertation.

How to Use This Guide

There are many ways to travel—you can take a cruise, take a cross-country 
road trip, go backpacking and camping, or stay in a five-star hotel. At 
the end of all of these trips, you will have reached your destination and 
undoubtedly will have had many enjoyable experiences. We’re presenting 
one route for doing a dissertation here, but it isn’t the only way to write 
a dissertation. We invite you to take a look at the routes others have sug-
gested and compare them with ours. If ours looks like it might provide 
you with the guidance you need to make your dissertation process an 
exciting adventure and that’s what you’re looking for, we invite you to try 
it. If not, we hope you find one that works for you. We can perhaps help 
you make the decision about which road to take by being clear about what 
our route and this guidebook offer.

Our route emphasizes processes that are concrete and manageable. If 
you continue reading beyond this chapter, you’ll see that, whenever pos-
sible, we divide big processes into small ones and make small, chunkable, 
discrete steps out of something that has to be done. With each step, you 
know exactly what you have to do and when you’re done with that step. 
Instead of thinking, “I have to write my dissertation,” these steps change 
your thinking to, “I have to code eight books today.” That’s manageable 
and concrete, and you know exactly what to do and when you’re done. “I 
have to write my chapter on research design” can be replaced with some-
thing like, “Right now, I just have to justify why I chose the data I did. I 
know what goes into the section and the function it performs, so this is 
something I can do easily.”

Remember what that most famous of travelers, Neil Armstrong, 
said when he set foot on the moon: “That’s one small step for a man, one 
giant leap for mankind.” That’s a pretty good description of our philoso-
phy: a belief that, by taking small steps, something much bigger—your 
dissertation—is the result. There’s another bonus, too. Because the 
process can be divided into clear and concrete steps, they can be done 
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when you have small amounts of time. Once you engage the processes, 
they carry you forward. If you follow them, it will be impossible not to 
get your dissertation done.

You might find people encouraging you to start writing your disserta-
tion as soon as you can. We don’t. We think you should be working on 
your dissertation right from the start but not doing the actual writing. 
You’re less likely to get stuck and will be able to move more quickly when 
you have a sense of the whole picture before you begin to write. Spending 
more time in the beginning figuring out exactly what you are doing—
whether conceptualizing your topic or creating a schema for your litera-
ture review or explaining your findings after coding your data—makes any 
process go much more quickly. When you have the whole picture, you 
always know where you are, how it fits into the whole, and what you have 
to do next.

But when you don’t have a big picture, every step is a scary unknown. 
It’s like being given a map that shows only a quarter of an inch of a route 
that is going to cover a long distance. Plus, you waste a lot of time go-
ing in different directions that don’t pan out and lead you right back to 
where you started—not exactly the kind of progress you want to make 
on a trip. The result is captured in the statement that some travelers—
especially the ones who don’t want to stop for directions—make as they 
are zooming along a back road: “I’m lost, but I’m making good time.” 
You’re writing lots of pages, but until you know where you’re going, it’s 
not where you want to be, and you don’t know how to get back to the 
main highway. That’s why we’ll give you guidance in this book so that 
you’ll always have a big picture of where you are going or at least the 
ability to ask for directions.

You will also notice that we have incorporated into this book many 
actual examples of the processes and sections of a dissertation. Many stu-
dents have no idea what these should look like, so we want to reveal the 
mysteries. We don’t just tell you how to do something; we show you. This 
means that those concrete processes we’ll be explaining will be very clear, 
so you won’t have any difficulty doing them.

You might be surprised at what is not included in this book. We don’t 
cover topics that are not the reasons students have difficulty finishing 
their dissertations. Other books on writing dissertations cover things like 
setting up a workspace, finding sources, finding a dissertation-support 
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group, and using your computer. We left these out because, in our experi-
ence, these aren’t the reasons students have difficulty finishing their dis-
sertations. Students with whom we work never come to us because they 
can’t use their computers, can’t find a dissertation-support group, don’t 
know how to compile literature, or can’t set up a workspace. Our focus 
in this book is on those places where students like you actually get stuck.

We’ve also left out some things that are covered in other sources in 
more detailed, comprehensive, and useful ways. We don’t cover research 
methods, for example, because there are many excellent books on qualita-
tive and quantitative research methods. If you don’t know what you need 
to know about research methods to complete your dissertation, you’ll find 
those sources far more useful than any quick summary of qualitative meth-
ods or overview of statistical tests that we could provide here.

Your bags are packed, but you’re traveling light with a suitcase of gear 
that will make your journey easy—enjoyment, doability, competence, 
agency, and support. Are you ready to make your dissertation into a trip? 
If so, climb aboard!
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CHAPTER TWO

THE JOURNEY BEFORE YOU: 29 STEPS

You’re all packed with a set of beliefs and assumptions that will 
make your travels easier. You’re familiar with your travel agents 
and the guarantees we offer. Now let’s get specific about the route 

you’ll be covering in the dissertation process. We’ll be talking a lot about 
making the dissertation into a series of small, concrete steps. The first 
place to do that is in conceptualizing the basic processes of the disserta-
tion. There are 29 of them. Already, the dissertation seems more manage-
able, doesn’t it? There are just 29 steps.

Many people believe that the 29 steps required to complete a dis-
sertation have to take a long time—that there’s no way to cover the route 
quickly. Typical estimates range from one to five years following your 
exams, with two to three years the most common. We strongly disagree. 
We believe most students can complete dissertations within nine months, 
even while they are working part-time. Yes, you heard correctly. Nine 
months from start to finish, including everything, starting with figuring 
out your topic all the way through defending.

We don’t pretend that everyone can complete a dissertation in nine 
months. Your particular project may require that you take more time to 
do some of the 29 steps. If you have steps other than the ones we’ve con-
ceptualized that you have to do along the way, those will add time, too. 
But remember that you get to make choices about the kind of project you 

Steps 1–29 (1,078 hours)
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do for your dissertation. If you make choices that add steps or that add 
to the length of any of these steps, you are extending the time it takes to 
cover the route. And, of course, if certain processes take you less than the 
allotted time, you can complete your dissertation in less than nine months.

A word to the wise: To complete your dissertation in nine months, 
you have to spend the hours doing the actual work of the dissertation—
focused work that actually moves you forward. You have to spend time 
sitting down and writing. You can’t be doing work that doesn’t contribute 
to the dissertation—things like cleaning out your kitchen cupboards or 
reading email or transcribing tapes of your interviews in needless detail. 
(If you’re prone to such things, you’ll want to pay particular attention to 
chapter 12, which deals with avoiding delays and annoyances.) Our time-
table will work only if you are making good use of the hours you put in.

Our Timetable

So here’s our suggested timetable for covering the route. We’ve put it in 
hours because that makes the processes ones you can do when you have 
even an hour here and there and not something you need large blocks of 
time to do. Put in the hours, and you’ll get a dissertation.

•	 Step 1. Engaging in a conceptual conversation: This step is 
the heart of the planning process for your dissertation. This is 
a conversation where you (and, ideally, your advisor) map out 
the preproposal for your dissertation. We explain this process 
in chapter 3. Time: 10 hours.

•	 Step 2. Creating the dissertation preproposal: In this step, 
you make the key decisions about your dissertation—the 
problem, the research question, categories of your literature 
review, your data, methods of collecting and analyzing your 
data, significance of your study, and what your chapters will 
be. The preproposal is the subject of chapter 4. Time: 5 hours.

•	 Step 3. Approval of the preproposal by your advisor: Here’s 
where you talk through your preproposal with your advisor, 
modifying it as necessary. You want to end this conversation 
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with agreement on the elements of your preproposal. Time: 
2 hours.

•	 Step 4. Collecting the literature: You collect the literature 
relevant to your project. Time: 40 hours.

•	 Step 5. Coding the literature: Review and code your litera-
ture. Time: 60 hours.

•	 Step 6. Writing the literature review: Create a conceptual 
schema for the literature review and write the review. The 
literature review is the subject of chapter 5. Time: 40 hours.

•	 Step 7. Writing the proposal: Write the proposal using your 
preproposal as your guide. Writing the proposal is discussed 
in chapter 6. Time: 30 hours.

•	 Step 8. Review of the proposal by your advisor: Your advisor 
reads and suggests revisions to your proposal. This might be 
a good time to review chapter 11, which deals with working 
with your advisor, to be sure your interactions are productive. 
Time: 40 hours (of course, you are doing other work to move 
your dissertation along during this time).

•	 Step 9. Revising the proposal: Revise your proposal in line 
with your advisor’s suggestions. The revisions should not be 
major because the proposal follows the preproposal your advi-
sor approved earlier. Time: 10 hours.

•	 Step 10. Defending the proposal: If your department requires 
a defense of your proposal, defend it before your advisor and 
members of your committee. Check out chapter 10, which is 
about the final defense. Time: 120 hours or three weeks (this 
isn’t all time on task but allows time for committee members 
to read the proposal).

•	 Step 11. Obtaining human subjects’ approval: Obtain the 
approval to collect your data from your university’s human 
subjects review committee. Time: Add hours if this step is 
required for your study.
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•	 Step 12. Collecting the data: Collect your data. Time: 150 
hours.

•	 Step 13. Transforming the data to codable form: Transcribe 
your interviews, run your statistics, or do whatever is required 
to get your data in a form you can work with and analyze. 
Time: Add between 40 and 120 hours if this step is required 
for your study.

•	 Step 14. Coding the data: Code your data based on your re-
search question. Time: 40 hours.

•	 Step 15. Developing a schema to explain the data: Develop 
an explanatory schema that explains and captures in an in-
sightful and coherent way the major pieces of your data. 
Chapter 7 is about collecting and coding data and developing 
a schema from the data. Time: 10 hours.

•	 Step 16. Writing a sample analysis: Write a sample section 
of your analysis—something along the lines of five pages—so 
that your advisor can take a look at it and tell you if there are 
any problems with your approach. You want to know before 
you’ve written up a whole chapter or chapters in that same 
way. Time: 5 hours.

•	 Step 17. Review of the sample analysis by your advisor: Your 
advisor reviews and provides feedback on your sample analysis. 
Time: 2 hours.

•	 Step 18. Writing the findings chapter or chapters: Write 
your findings or analysis chapter(s) featuring your explanatory 
schema. If you feel yourself getting stuck, go to chapter 12. 
Time: 40 hours per chapter (if three chapters, for example, 
120 hours).

•	 Step 19. Writing the final chapter: Write the final chapter of 
your dissertation—the discussion or conclusion chapter. We 
talk about this chapter in chapter 8. Time: 20 hours.

•	 Step 20. Transforming the proposal into a chapter or chap-
ters and preparing the front matter: Revise your proposal 
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to turn it into your first chapter or your first three chapters, 
depending on the format you are using for your dissertation. 
Also prepare your abstract, table of contents, acknowledg-
ments, and lists of figures and tables. This process is discussed 
in chapter 8. Time: 5 hours.

•	 Step 21. Editing the chapters: Edit all of your chapters for 
content and form. See chapter 9 for suggestions on editing. 
Time: 80 hours.

•	 Step 22. Review of the dissertation by your advisor: Your ad-
visor reads the dissertation and makes suggestions for revision. 
Time: 80 hours (of course, you are doing other work during 
this time, such as formatting the manuscript).

•	 Step 23. Revising the dissertation: Following your advisor’s 
suggestions, revise the dissertation. Time: 40 hours.

•	 Step 24. Approval of the dissertation by the graduate school: 
At many universities, the format of your final draft is reviewed 
by someone in the graduate school. Time: 40 hours (this pro-
cess varies greatly from university to university, so check what 
is involved at yours—you may not need this much time).

•	 Step 25. Making final formatting revisions: Make any 
formatting changes required by the graduate school. Time: 
5 hours.

•	 Step 26. Review of the dissertation by your committee 
members: After your advisor has approved your dissertation, 
distribute the dissertation to the other members of your com-
mittee and give them two weeks to read it. Time: 80 hours.

•	 Step 27. Defending the dissertation: If an oral defense is re-
quired at your university, defend the dissertation. Chapter 10 
gives you strategies for doing this successfully. Time: 2 hours.

•	 Step 28. Revising the dissertation: Complete any revisions 
your committee wants you to make. Time: 40 hours.
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•	 Step 29. Submitting the dissertation: Submit the dissertation 
either electronically or in hard copy, whichever your graduate 
school requires. Time: 2 hours.

Total hours required is 1,078. If you are working 40 hours a week on 
your dissertation, that translates into 27 weeks or 6½ months. Let’s frame 
this another way: The average person watches about 20 hours of television 
a week. At a minimum, you could finish your dissertation in one year if 
you write when everyone else you know is watching TV.

Our timetable doesn’t include the time for human subjects approval or 
putting your data into codable form, so add time if you’ll need to do either 
of those. These are the cases when your dissertation is likely to take closer 
to nine rather than six months. Yes, despite what we said at the beginning 
of this chapter, we actually think most people can finish in a little over six 
months, but we thought telling you that earlier might have been hard for 
you to believe. But now we’re ready to acknowledge what we really think: 
A high-quality dissertation can be done in six to seven months. In fact, we 
know it can because we’ve seen many students do exactly that.

Yeah, But . . .

After reviewing the 29 steps, you might be thinking to yourself that the 
dissertation process we have outlined is too simple and that we have trivi-
alized what should be a complex, sophisticated, intellectual endeavor. As 
an academic, you’ve been rewarded for being intellectually savvy, critiqu-
ing ideas, and thinking deeply. You might be inclined to dismiss our 29 
steps just because they aren’t complex or sophisticated. But we’ve seen the 
steps succeed time and again precisely because they aren’t complex. We 
encourage you to save your complex thinking for your data analysis and 
to give the steps a try.

You also might be thinking that if we only knew the unique circum-
stances that you are experiencing, we’d have to adjust our time frame of 
1,078 hours. Because you are unique, you think, what has worked for 
hundreds of other students simply won’t work for you. That might be, but 
we doubt it. We’re asking you to suspend your assumptions about your 
unique difficulties temporarily and to give our processes a chance. We’re 
pretty confident about how well they work, but you won’t have the op-
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portunity to experience success with them if you don’t give them a try. If 
you find yourself struggling to accept our 29 steps or our short timetable, 
you might want to turn to chapter 12, which deals with delays and annoy-
ances, and read it before you go any farther. If you find yourself saying, 
“This sounds great, but my advisor will never go for it,” you might want 
to read chapter 11 first—it deals with making your advisor into a good 
advisor for you.

We certainly acknowledge that there are hundreds of reasons why 
students don’t finish. We are choosing, however, not to focus on them. 
Instead, our processes are designed to move you forward and get you fin-
ished. Stay with us—we’d love to show you how.
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CHAPTER THREE

PLANNING THE TRIP:  
THE CONCEPTUAL CONVERSATION

You have decided that you want to take a trip. But where to? So 
many possibilities lie before you. Do you want to go bicycling along 
the coast of Denmark? Cruise to the Caribbean islands? Visit the 

ancient archaeological sites of Greece? Spend a week on the beaches of 
Thailand? Or explore someplace closer to home like New York City?

You begin to narrow the options almost immediately because of your 
own preferences and the constraints of time and money. Perhaps you’ve 
been intrigued by Sweden ever since you saw the film The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo. Maybe you’ve always wanted to go to Africa because you 
trace your ancestors to that region of the world. Perhaps you’re interested 
in going to Russia because a friend traveled there and really enjoyed it. 
Maybe because you studied Spanish in school, you want to go someplace 
like Mexico or Spain so you can try out your language skills. Or perhaps 
you have friends living in Australia, and staying with them would make 
your trip affordable. Maybe you only have a week for a trip, so you want 
to go someplace close like a national park near your home.

You have the same kinds of preferences and resources when you begin 
contemplating your dissertation topic. You have taken many courses for 
your graduate degree, and some of them were more interesting to you 
than others. Some theories appeal to you because they explain things 
in ways that make sense to you, and you like working with some kinds 

Step 1 (10 hours)
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of methods more than others. You enjoy writing papers on some topics 
more than others. You also chose to develop expertise in particular areas 
in your comprehensive exams. All of these experiences helped prepare you 
to choose your dissertation topic, and they are resources on which to draw 
as you make that decision.

But how do you bring all of your resources to bear to actually choose 
a topic and then create a plan for your dissertation? This is where a 
conceptual conversation comes in. It’s a conversation you have with 
someone to work out the topic for your dissertation—to funnel your 
knowledge and preferences efficiently and effectively into a dissertation 
topic. A conceptual conversation gives you a specific period—usually no 
more than a week—to make all of the key decisions about your disserta-
tion. Writing your proposal on the basis of these decisions then becomes 
a very efficient process.

A conceptual conversation is based on the premise that you intuitively 
know some or all of the key pieces you want in the research you will do 
for your dissertation. Because no one has asked you to articulate these 
pieces, however, you often don’t consciously know what they are and 
haven’t pulled them together in a way that enables you to come up with 
a dissertation topic. Articulating the pieces you want in your dissertation 
out loud through conversation makes them evident to you and allows you 
to probe and explore them in a focused way. Nelle Morton came up with 
a label we like a lot for the process that characterizes a conceptual con-
versation—hearing to speech. She describes this as a process of articulating 
thoughts and ideas you don’t know you know until someone fully listens 
to you and allows you to articulate them.1

The conceptual conversation replaces the serendipity by which most 
students pick their dissertation topics. The serendipitous method assumes 
many forms. Usually it involves going off on your own to search through 
literature to see if something strikes you as interesting. Another variation 
is to get a vague idea of a topic and to write and write on your proposal, 
hoping to figure out what you want to research. A third version is when 
you periodically run into your advisor and chat for a few minutes about 
your latest idea, hoping for a response that affirms and solidifies your idea. 
All of these variations on serendipity will significantly delay the comple-
tion of your dissertation because they delay its real start. A conceptual 
conversation, in contrast, gives you the start you need.
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Selecting and Orienting a Partner

Conversations involve more than one person, so who is your partner in 
this conversation? The preferred conversational partner is your advisor. 
Your advisor will assume the role of your tour guide during the disserta-
tion process, and, ideally, she would be involved in helping you develop 
the topic for your study. Sometimes, though, your advisor is not your best 
conversational partner for any number of reasons. Maybe your advisor is 
unwilling to take the time required for this kind of conversation, not real-
izing that spending the time with you now will cut down on the amount 
of advising she has to do later. Maybe you don’t know your advisor well 
and don’t feel you can ask her to have this kind of conversation with you. 
You might be intimidated by her, or she might believe the dissertation is 
something you should figure out on your own. Or you simply might not 
feel comfortable with your advisor as your conversational partner. (If you 
want help making your advisor into the kind of person who could have a 
conceptual conversation with you, check out chapter 11.)

If you are unable to have your advisor as your conversational partner, 
you’ll have to find someone else to assume this role for you. Maybe an-
other faculty member with whom you have a good relationship is willing 
to have this kind of conversation with you—perhaps someone in another 
department if not your own. Maybe a fellow graduate student will be your 
partner for a conceptual conversation. If someone in your academic circle 
is not available, a spouse or partner or other friend will work. Sometimes, 
in fact, someone who doesn’t know a lot about research or your field of 
study can be a good choice as a partner in a conceptual conversation. 
These people are often good at asking the naive or “silly” questions during 
the conversation that can prompt you to design a good study.

After you’ve identified someone you believe would be a good person 
with whom to have a conceptual conversation, you probably will have to 
explain what it is and give him an idea of what happens during it. Here 
are the key points to include in your invitation to your partner: You need 
a block of uninterrupted time for the conversation—something in the 
neighborhood of two to three hours. If you don’t get the gist of your topic 
figured out in this amount of time, you and your conversational partner will 
want to schedule another session. If possible, this second session should take 
place within a few days of the first one so you can maintain the momentum 
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you’ve developed, and you remember where you are in the process. Also key 
is to hold this meeting someplace where you won’t be interrupted—in your 
home or at a coffee shop, for example, rather than in your office if other 
people are likely to be stopping by to chat. You want uninterrupted time to 
focus just on coming up with your dissertation topic.

What should each of you bring to the conceptual conversation? For 
you, your luggage is light but brimming with resources. Bring your inter-
ests (those resources you have been developing throughout your course-
work), your enthusiasm, paper to write on or a laptop, and perhaps a 
recorder of some kind. Recording the conversation is sometimes useful in 
helping you identify key ideas later. And your partner? Ask her to bring a 
commitment to spend a significant amount of time with you, excitement 
about what she will figure out with you, and paper to write on or a laptop 
for taking notes. A pot of tea or coffee wouldn’t hurt, either.

Asking and Answering Questions

Now is the time for the conversation to begin. So what exactly goes on in 
this conversation? What do the two of you do to produce the topic for your 
dissertation? Your partner begins by asking you questions designed to help 
you identify some key pieces or elements you want to include in your dis-
sertation. (See “Questions to Consider” box.)

As you answer the questions, your partner should encourage you to 
continue talking by asking exploratory, open-ended, follow-up questions. 
For example, he might ask you defining questions such as, “What do you 
mean by. . . ?” He might ask you doubting questions that encourage you 
to think and explain more: “Why do you think that’s the case? What are 
you seeing here?” He might ask you to make connections between some 
of your ideas: “What connection do you see between theory X and theory 
Y? How do they relate for you?” Some of his questions will be probing 
questions: “Can you elaborate on what interests you about that theory?” 
These questions are not intended to intimidate or bully you in particular 
directions or show you what you don’t know. Their purpose is to get you 
to articulate the key pieces you want in your dissertation. If you don’t 
know the answer to a question your partner asks, try to make a good guess. 
The point is less to provide a precise and correct answer to a question and 
more to use the questions to stimulate your thinking.
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Your partner should keep asking you questions, all designed to en-
courage you to produce more talk about your interests. As you answer 
the questions, she’ll sometimes provide new input by introducing ideas, 
especially if she is also a scholar in your discipline. She might ask you, for 
example, if a particular concept is relevant to what you are thinking about: 
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“Is Foucault’s notion of the discursive formation something like what 
you’re talking about?” or “This sounds a lot to me like how things were in 
the frontier days of the West. Is that an accurate way to think about this 
idea?” This new input might help you form dissertation pieces out of your 
interests that you didn’t see how to do before.

Your partner should be doing other things in this conversation besides 
asking questions. You want him to listen closely and carefully. Encourage 
your partner to take notes as completely as possible so that you have a 
record of your ideas in the order in which they came to you. He is tak-
ing the notes so that you are free to think and talk. Of course, if you are 
recording the conversation, neither one of you has to take detailed notes. 
Regardless of how you are documenting the session, your partner should 
note in some way the ideas that seem most important to you to include 
in your study. He should not be telling you what he is noting as he does 
it because his goal is to keep you talking. But you want him, in effect, to 
do a meta-analysis of your talk, transcending the details of it to try to see 
the larger picture that is emerging for you and that will form the basis for 
your dissertation. If he has ideas about possibilities for your dissertation 
that incorporate some of the ideas you are talking about, he’ll want to note 
those, too, so he can share them with you later in the conversation.

The two of you don’t want to be doing any evaluating or sorting of 
ideas at this stage of the conversation. None of the ideas that you or your 
partner articulates should be dismissed. Even the ideas that seem the sil-
liest and the most irrelevant should be written down. Silly ideas can lead 
you to new places and to significant new ideas.

You might discover, as you answer your partner’s questions, that you 
are repeating yourself, saying some ideas over and over again. Don’t worry 
about that, and don’t stop yourself. These cycles help you understand 
what is most important to you. You will tend to go through one cycle of 
ideas and then repeat the cycle, perhaps with a few additions. When you 
begin to repeat yourself frequently, with no new additions—when you 
can’t think of anything else you want to add—that’s an indication that you 
are done. All of the pieces that you know at this moment that you want 
to have in your dissertation have come out. Repetition without any new 
pieces means you are ready to formalize those key pieces.
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Identifying Key Pieces

Now is the time for you and your partner to use the information produced 
in your conceptual conversation to identify the key pieces that you want 
to be part of your dissertation study. And what are key pieces? You will 
articulate them more formally later, but they have to do with the key com-
ponents of a study, including the research question guiding your work, the 
data you will analyze, methods for collecting and analyzing the data, and 
areas to be covered in your literature review.

One piece you might identify for your dissertation is that you are 
interested in discovering something about a particular concept or phe-
nomenon. For example, you might know that you want to figure out 
something about the role that gender plays in social movements. Another 
piece might be that you want to work with a certain set of data—perhaps 
an archive of land-ownership records that exists in your community or 
popular artifacts such as the Harry Potter books. Maybe you have access 
to a particular group of individuals such as clergy wives and want to make 
use of that group as participants. Perhaps you really like a particular theory 
such as chaos theory and want to be sure you get to work with it in your 
dissertation. These are the sorts of things that constitute key pieces for a 
dissertation.

Identifying your key pieces can happen in many different ways. Your 
partner might tentatively suggest what those pieces are from the ideas she 
has noted as the ones that seem most important to you. Maybe you both 
know what the pieces are as a result of your conversation and can name 
them together. You might know the data you want to analyze but not your 
research question or the categories of your literature review. Or maybe you 
know what you want to ask and a relevant body of literature with which 
you want to work but nothing else. That’s OK. The point here is to iden-
tify the key pieces of which you are certain—those things you know you 
really want in your dissertation. You’ll fill in the missing pieces later as you 
create the plan or preproposal for your study.

What you want to be able to do at this moment is to answer yes to 
this question when your conversational partner asks it: “Are these key 
pieces you want in your dissertation?” All of the key components of 
your study probably won’t have been identified yet, but your partner’s 
statement of the key elements you know so far will look something like 
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this: “From what I understand, you want to use grounded theory as the 
method of analysis in your dissertation, you want to analyze the conver-
sation among participants in your online classes for your data, and you 
are interested in dealing somehow with Paulo Freire’s ideas. Are these 
key pieces you want in your dissertation?” Another example is: “You 
want to do something with organizations that only exist online, and you 
are interested in Anthony Giddens’s idea of structuration and want to 
use it somehow. Are these key pieces you want in your dissertation?” 
And another: “You want to ask a research question that gets at the role 
of culture in resistance strategies used in social movements, you want to 
use biographies of Native American activists, and you know a lot about 
narrative analysis and would like to use it as a method. Are these key 
pieces you want in your dissertation?”

Maybe your partner suggests what he thinks are the key pieces of 
your dissertation and, when you hear him articulate them, you disagree. 
You might not be interested in what your partner names as the key 
components, or maybe he is close, but his articulation of the ideas isn’t 
quite right. Or maybe your partner is articulating what he wants you to 
do in your dissertation and not what you want. He might think he has 
articulated a perfect dissertation topic for you that encapsulates a lot of 
your interests, but it’s not what you want to do. (This occurs most often 
when your conversational partner is your advisor.) If your partner is 
pushing you in a direction in which you’re not interested, you both want 
to remind yourselves whose dissertation you are planning—yours! Your 
partner should not try to convince you that his proposed topic is a good 
one and that you should use it if the topic simply doesn’t interest you. 
His role is to help you design a project that you really want to do and in 
which you really believe.

The problem with doing someone else’s idea for a project is that if 
you get stuck in the doing of the study, you have less motivation and 
knowledge and fewer resources available to work through the difficulties. 
If your dissertation is part of your advisor’s funded research, of course, 
you’re going to have less say about your dissertation topic and cannot eas-
ily dismiss your advisor’s articulation of a possible study for you. Even in 
this case, when you need to work out the particulars of your study in the 
context of your advisor’s larger research project, it still must be a study in 
which you have some interest.
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But back to our question. If you can’t answer yes to your partner’s 
articulation of the key pieces of your dissertation, what you need to do is 
to articulate what is missing from the key pieces that your conversational 
partner proposed. What was not included in the key pieces your partner 
articulated? What was included that you don’t want to be there? Together, 
sculpt and whittle at the key pieces to get them closer to your interests. 
Yes, you both want the process to be over at this point. You are eager for 
the dissertation topic to be decided. But rushing at this stage will only 
make the dissertation take longer in the end.

With the help of your conversational partner, you’ve identified some 
of the key pieces you want your dissertation to include, articulated them, 
and written them down. You have made the first decision about where 
you want to go on the trip that is your dissertation. The next step is to 
build on these key pieces to develop your itinerary and create a prepro-
posal by filling in missing pieces. You’ll be meeting the preproposal in 
the next chapter.

Note

1.  Nelle Morton, The Journey Is Home (Boston: Beacon, 1985), 202.
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CHAPTER FOUR

DEVELOPING YOUR ITINERARY:  
THE PREPROPOSAL

You’re off to a good start in planning for your trip. You have a 
topic that interests you and have worked out a few key pieces of 
your dissertation. You still want to do more planning before you 

go, though, because your trip is not inexpensive, and you want to get as 
much as you can from the experience. Although you might be tempted to 
begin writing your proposal now, don’t go to the computer yet. Beginning 
to write now will significantly delay the completion of your dissertation 
because you will be delaying its real start. When you begin writing be-
fore you’ve made the key decisions about your dissertation and without a 
real understanding of where you’re going, you’re likely to get stuck fairly 
quickly. When you clarify your intentions at the beginning, you have a 
more successful trip.

What you want to do now is to create a dissertation preproposal.  A 
preproposal is a one-page summary of your dissertation containing these 
elements: (1) Problem, (2) Research question, (3) Data, (4) Method(s) for 
collecting the data, (5) Method(s) for analyzing the data, (6) Categories 
of literature to cover in the literature review, (7) Reasons why the study 
is significant, and (8) Outline of the chapters. If your partner from the 
conceptual conversation is willing to stay with you for a little while longer, 

Steps 2–3 (7 hours)
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ask him to join you in developing this preproposal. Talking through the 
elements of your preproposal with the person who facilitated your topic 
selection often makes the creation of the preproposal go more quickly. 
The quality of the decisions you make tends to be higher, too.

To create your preproposal, take a look at the key pieces that you 
know you want in your dissertation that you identified in the conceptual 
conversation. These key pieces might be a variety of things—theories you 
want to use or ideas about how you might like to collect or analyze data, 
for example. We’ll start at the beginning of creating the preproposal, and 
you can join in at whatever point is appropriate for the key pieces you have 
already filled in.

Naming the Problem

The problem provides the reason for doing the study and communicates 
why you are engaging in the research. It names some kind of gap in infor-
mation or understanding within a topic. We like how education professor 
Ronald L. Jacobs talks about the problem statement, and we have adapted 
his description of it here.1 He conceptualizes the problem statement as es-
tablishing the existence of two or more findings that are at odds with each 
other that, because of their interaction, produce a perplexing situation or 
condition. Because the findings are both considered to be true, the tension 
between them provides the intellectual basis for formulating the problem.

Problem statements have three components. The first is the principal 
proposition—a statement that is known to be true. This statement pres-
ents information that is taken as a given and generally acknowledged to 
be accepted. An example of a principal proposition might be: “Consistent 
experiences of racial discrimination have been found to trigger depression” 
(and, of course, you would have literature to back you up here).

The second component of a problem statement is the interact-
ing proposition. It contradicts or somehow casts doubt on the principal 
proposition. This contradiction can assume a number of forms. One of 
the most common is when a consistently reported finding or an accepted 
conclusion is contradicted by the appearance of a new finding—a study 
reports findings contrary to what previous studies found. In other cases, 
contradictory evidence may be shown across the findings of multiple stud-
ies. Here, there is no established finding or conclusion on a phenomenon 
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yet, and multiple studies are producing different findings about it. You 
also might find a contradiction that concerns action-knowledge, where 
individuals’ behaviors differ from their professed behaviors—members 
of a group say they do one thing, but studies suggest they actually do the 
opposite. The contradiction can also manifest as a theoretical conflict, in 
which different theoretical models are applied to the same phenomenon 
and provide contradictory accounts of or explanations for it. An interact-
ing proposition introduced to contradict the principal proposition in our 
example might be: “Blacks experience lower rates of depression than do 
Whites.” In this case, an accepted conclusion is being contradicted by the 
appearance of a new finding because Blacks face more discrimination than 
Whites in the United States.

After the principal and interacting propositions comes the specula-
tive proposition, which juxtaposes the previous two findings. The research 
problem is formed by the gap of knowledge that exists between them. The 
speculative proposition in the example we have been using about Blacks 
and depression might be: “Blacks would be expected to experience greater 
rates of depression than Whites because they experience more discrimi-
nation, but Whites experience higher levels of depression than Blacks 
do. That means there is something not yet known about factors that are 
mitigating the impact of discrimination on Blacks.”

The problem statement, of course, then leads into the research ques-
tion, which completes the cycle of logic that was established in the prob-
lem statement. The research question states how the gap will be resolved 
in the form of the action that you as the researcher intend to take. The 
research question for the study we are setting up here might be: “What 
factors mitigate discrimination for Blacks to lessen its psychological and 
physical impacts?”

Let’s look at another example of a problem statement that contains 
the three parts. Here, the principal proposition, which introduces the first 
piece of information that is assumed to be true, is: “Mentors and mentees 
show higher levels of interpersonal attraction and interest in working to-
gether when they are matched by race, gender, and age.” An interacting 
proposition, which inserts contradictory information into the problem 
statement, is: “In some studies, when participants are asked to identify the 
individual who served as their most important mentor, they name some-
one who is unlike them in terms of gender, race, and age. For example, 
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many African-American women in management report that Caucasian 
men were the most helpful in their professional development, even when 
other women were available to mentor them.” This is an example of a 
tension between two statements or collections of statements that is caused 
when studies on the same topic produce opposite findings. The specula-
tive proposition, which juxtaposes the two true statements and names the 
gap of knowledge that exists between them, could be articulated in this 
way: “Factors besides matched characteristics between mentor and mentee 
must be as or more important in creating successful mentoring relation-
ships; we do not know what those factors are.” This speculative statement, 
then, could easily lead into a research question about what factors account 
for successful mentoring relationships.

Formulating Your Research Question

The research question is what you are trying to find out by doing your 
study. It guides your research process, tells you what to look at and what 
to ignore, and is captured in the title of your dissertation. As a result of 
your conceptual conversation, you might already have a question that you 
want to ask in your study that is quite close to what your actual research 
question will be. What is more likely, though, is that you have several 
key pieces of your dissertation figured out but not the research question. 
That’s because the research question is the most important part of the 
dissertation and takes the most effort and care to develop.

If you don’t have a question that could turn into your research ques-
tion, how do you get one? One of the easiest ways is to review the key 
pieces you identified that you would like in your dissertation and ask how 
they might be connected to various theoretical conversations in your field. 
If you know you are interested in dealing with Paulo Freire’s ideas, for ex-
ample, you might identify as relevant theoretical conversations liberatory 
pedagogy and online pedagogy. Brainstorm possible questions that allow 
you to use the key pieces you have identified for your dissertation and con-
nect them to constructs or phenomena that are part of these theoretical 
conversations. Write down all of the questions that you (and your partner, 
if she is still involved) suggest, even if you know they are not questions 
you would want for your study. By writing them down, you can see how to 
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build on them, how to combine them, and how to mold a question from 
them that captures your interests.

Criteria for a Good Research Question
What are you aiming for as you create a question for your disserta-

tion? A good research question meets six criteria. The first criterion for a 
good research question is that it clearly identifies the theoretical construct 
you are studying. For example, if you are interested in figuring out the 
processes by which parents transmit their political perspectives to their 
children, the theoretical construct you are studying is “transmission of 
political perspectives.” If you are interested in whether grades motivate 
students’ learning, your theoretical construct is “students’ motivation.” If 
you are interested in how television networks attract and retain viewers 
through branding, your theoretical concept is “branding.” Notice that the 
theoretical construct is the phenomenon, event, or experience you want 
to learn more about.

A second criterion for a research question is that it should contain 
some suggestion of recognizability of the theoretical construct. This 
means that the research question articulates the theoretical construct in 
a specific enough way so that you’ll know it when you see it when you 
are coding for it in your data. In other words, it supplies a clear unit of 
analysis that allows you to tell the difference between that construct and 
other constructs relatively easily. To accomplish recognizability, word the 
construct in a way that is concrete and specific.

An example will help clarify this idea of recognizability. Celeste 
started her dissertation planning with a theoretical construct of “the ex-
perience of nontraditional women in college.” While certainly a construct 
that would be important to explore, it is too large because Celeste would 
have a difficult time recognizing the construct when she sees it in her data. 
It involves a potentially large number of different constructs, including 
women’s experiences of raising children while going to school, degree of 
support from family members, responses of other students, educational 
accomplishments, use of technology, emotions the women experience, the 
kinds of food the women eat, and on and on and on. There is virtually 
nothing having to do with nontraditional women college students that 
would not count as part of the construct of “the experience of nontra-
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ditional women in college.” A more specific theoretical construct would 
be “nontraditional women’s experiences of discrimination in the college 
classroom” or “nontraditional women’s use of support services on college 
campuses.” Now the theoretical construct is focused on one aspect of 
nontraditional women’s experiences and allows Celeste to discriminate 
between it and other constructs that are a part of nontraditional women’s 
experiences in college. Identifying recognizability in this way allows Ce-
leste to find more examples—and more nuanced examples—of these ex-
periences in her data because she can ask herself, as she sees an experience 
discussed, “Is this an example of ____?”

Here’s another example: You begin with a theoretical construct of 
“group purpose in therapeutic settings.” Again, you have many options for 
theoretical constructs as part of this construct, including the importance 
of achieving the group’s purpose, therapists’ strategies for achieving group 
purpose, obstacles to achieving it, and so on. You might choose to settle 
on “participants’ methods of sabotaging group purpose” as your recogniz-
able theoretical construct for your research question. As you formulate 
your research question, then, think about how you will code data (if your 
data are qualitative) with that question, looking for examples of the theo-
retical construct you are considering featuring in your research question. 
Will you be able to locate it and distinguish it easily from other constructs 
that appear in your data?

There’s another criterion you want your research question to meet, and 
that is transcendence of data. Except in a few instances (and we’ll talk about 
what these are shortly), your research question should not include mention 
of the specific data you are using to investigate your question. Many dif-
ferent kinds of data can be used to answer your research question, so don’t 
confine your question to the one type of data you plan to study. You want 
your question to be more abstract than those specific data.

For example, if you want to study resistance strategies used by mar-
ginalized groups to challenge institutions, you can use as your data a 
social movement, works of art by politically motivated artists, the songs 
sung by union organizers, or the strategies used by Mexican immigrants 
to alter immigration policies in the United States, to name a few. You 
want your study to contribute to a significant theoretical conversation 
in your field, and it can do that more easily if your question is not tied 
to one particular kind of data. A research question on the topic of re-
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sistance that transcends the data, then, might be, “What is the nature 
of the resistance strategies used by subordinate groups in their efforts to 
challenge hegemonic institutions?”

Let’s look at an example where the criterion of transcendence of data 
was violated in a research question. Larry initially proposed as part of his 
research question a theoretical construct of “accounting practices used 
in children’s theaters in Detroit.” Here, his theoretical construct is the 
same as his data—he is conflating the construct in the research question 
with the data he will use to answer the question. As a result, Larry’s 
study has limited interest to other readers. Larry certainly could collect 
data for his study concerning accounting practices in children’s theater 
groups in Detroit, but the construct he wants to understand in his study 
is larger than that—perhaps something like “accounting practices in 
nonprofit arts organizations.”

There are a few kinds of dissertations where the criterion of tran-
scendence of data in the research question does not apply. These are 
dissertations in which researchers want to find out about a particular 
phenomenon, so the research is specifically about that phenomenon. 
For example, someone who is interested in the strategies that Alcohol-
ics Anonymous uses to attract members would want to include Alcoholics 
Anonymous in the research question. In this case, the researcher sees some-
thing unique and significant about that particular organization, in contrast 
to other treatment approaches, and sets out to understand it specifically.

There are some fields, too, where the data are typically included in 
the research question in dissertations. History is one. Dissertations in this 
field are about a particular place and time, and their purpose is to explore 
that place and time. Thus, those particulars are included in the theoreti-
cal construct of the research question. For example, a research question 
for a history dissertation might be, “How was a counterculture identity 
sustained in Humboldt County, California, in the 1990s and 2000s?” The 
discipline of English is another one where research questions may include 
mention of data. Scholars in English are often interested in a writer or 
group of writers or a particular type of literature, and those would be 
included in the research question. An example is: “How do troll images 
function in the narratives of Scandinavian writers?”

Your research question also should meet the criterion of identifying 
your study’s contribution to an understanding of the theoretical construct. 
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It should name what happens to the theoretical construct in your study—
what you are doing with it in your study or what interests you about it. 
This contribution should be developed from the theoretical conversations 
in your discipline and should reflect a specialized knowledge of your 
discipline. For example, the new contribution you might be making is to 
begin to suggest the communication processes by which political beliefs 
are transmitted within families. You know that such beliefs (the theoreti-
cal construct) get transmitted. Your new contribution will be to explain 
some of the processes by which the transmission happens. Or let’s say your 
theoretical construct is “stay-at-home mothers.” The new contribution 
you might make is to explain how stay-at-home mothers legitimize the 
role in an era when most women work. Meeting this criterion in your re-
search question forecasts the contributions to the discipline you’ll discuss 
in your conclusion.

A fifth criterion your research question should meet is capacity to 
surprise. You should not already know the answer to the research ques-
tion you’re asking. You want to be surprised by what you find out. If 
you already know the answer to your question, you don’t need to do the 
study. Moreover, if you know the answer, you aren’t really doing research. 
Instead, you are selecting and coding data to report on and advocate for a 
position you already hold.

Zaila, for example, had selected as her data immigrant narratives, and 
her research question was, “How do traumatic events produce long-term 
negative effects on individuals?” She was already assuming that immigra-
tion inevitably traumatizes individuals and that there are no possibilities 
other than to experience immigration negatively. She was not likely to 
be surprised by her findings because her question articulated what she 
was expecting to discover. If she continued in this direction, she certainly 
could have found examples of negative effects, but her contribution to 
her discipline (and her future ability to publish) would have been greatly 
diminished. And, by the way, don’t worry about not coming up with any 
significant findings when you ask a question that you don’t already know 
the answer to. Whatever findings you get are your findings, and they tell 
you something useful about your theoretical construct.

The final criterion for judging a research question is robustness, the 
capacity to generate complex results. Your question should have the ca-
pacity to produce multiple insights about various aspects of the theoreti-
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cal construct you are exploring. It should not be a question to which the 
answer is yes or no because such an answer is not a complex result. The 
following list provides examples of how to begin research questions that 
typically produce robust findings:

What is the nature of . . .
What are the functions of . . .
What are the mechanisms by  

which . . .
How do . . . perceive . . .
What factors affect . . .
What strategies are used . . .
How do . . . respond . . .

How do . . . affect . . .
What are the effects of . . .
What is the relationship between  

. . . and . . .
How are . . . defined
How do . . . differ
Under what conditions do . . .

Once you have the core of a question that you think is a good one, 
work with your conversational partner (if he is still hanging in there with 
you) to formulate the exact wording for the question. This is important to 
do now because it helps test the viability of the research question before 
you get too far along. Here are samples of some poorly worded research 
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questions that don’t meet one or more of the criteria for a good research 
question. Notice how easily they can be revised into good questions:

•	 Research Question #1: “Are minority mentoring programs 
effective in mentoring minority undergraduate students?” This 
question does not meet the criterion of robustness because it is 
a yes–no question that will not produce complex and insight-
ful findings. A better question is: “What factors characterize 
successful mentoring relationships for minority undergraduate 
students?”

•	 Research Question #2: “What is the history of public edu-
cation in Washington, D.C.?” This question for a study in 
the discipline of history is inappropriate because it contains 
no identification of the contribution the study will make to 
an understanding of the theoretical construct—education in 
Washington, D.C. Because no contribution is specified in the 
question, anything can count as data to include in the study 
(history of minority relations within the schools, history of 
school finances, history of assessment of students, history of 
pedagogical practices used in the schools, and so on), thus 
violating the criterion of recognizability. A better question 
is: “How did the relationship between teachers and unions 
in Washington, D.C., affect pedagogical practices within the 
schools in the decade of the 1960s?”

•	 Research Question #3: “How do climate-driven changes in 
the biophysical environment of the Great Lakes region affect 
the sustainability of wetlands?” This question violates the cri-
terion of transcendence of data. It names the particular data 
that will be collected to answer the question—the biophysical 
environment of the Great Lakes region. A better question is: 
“How do climate-driven changes in the biophysical environ-
ment affect the sustainability of wetlands?”

•	 Research Question #4: “How do Amish parents ensure that 
their children actively contribute to the survival of the Amish 
community?” This question does not have a recognizable 
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theoretical construct. Virtually any practice in which Amish 
parents engage could be seen as a possible mechanism for 
ensuring active contributions by their children, and collecting 
and coding data to answer this question would be very dif-
ficult. A better question is: “What disciplinary practices do 
Amish parents use to facilitate their children’s contributions 
to the survival of the Amish community?” Disciplinary practices 
focuses the theoretical construct and enables the researcher to 
be clear about what will answer the question. Notice that the 
data are named in this question. That’s because the researcher 
is interested in the Amish community in particular, so lack of 
transcendence of data is not a problem here.

•	 Research Question #5: “How does the Starbucks chain 
engage in oppressive practices toward consumers?” Let’s as-
sume the researcher really wants to study only Starbucks for 
some reason, so this question doesn’t violate the criterion 
of transcendence of data. But it does violate the capacity to 
surprise. The researcher is already assuming that Starbucks 
performs a particular function. A better question is: “What 
are the impacts of Starbucks on the consuming patterns of 
its patrons?”

•	 Research Question #6: “Are the learning strategies used 
by law students at St. Louis University’s School of Law 
effective?” There are three problems with this question. It 
includes the data in the question, violating the criterion of 
transcendence of data. It asks a yes–no question, violating 
the criterion of robustness. And it has a vague theoretical 
construct—strategies to learn what? A better question is: 
“What learning strategies do first-year law students use to 
develop their case-analysis skills?”

•	 Research Question #7: “What happens when motivational 
techniques from the business world are applied to nonprofit 
arts organizations?” This question lacks specificity in iden-
tification of the contribution to an understanding of the 
theoretical construct. What happens does not provide a clear 
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and specific understanding about what interests the researcher 
about nonprofit arts organizations. A better question is: 
“What motivational techniques are reported as effective by the 
staff of nonprofit arts organizations?”

•	 Research Question #8: “How do unions use the strategy of 
enactment to retain their radicalism over time?” The trouble 
with this question is that the answer will not be a surprise 
because the researcher has already assumed that retention of 
radicalism is due to one strategy. A better question is: “What 
strategies do unions use to retain their radicalism over time?”

Multiple Research Questions
You undoubtedly have seen dissertations or journal articles in which 

there is more than one research question. Should you have more than one 
question in your study? Maybe, but we discourage it, and here’s why: In 
many cases, studies contain more than one question because researchers 
have not thought carefully enough about what they want to find out. As 
a result, they take a scattershot approach and try to get close to the ques-
tion they want to answer by asking about many things. A better approach 
is to aim for one research question and to think carefully about what it is. 
Refine it sufficiently so that it really gets at the key thing you want to find 
out. All research designs have one central question that is guiding them, 
and taking the time to figure out precisely what it is will make it easier to 
create and execute your dissertation preproposal and to analyze your data.

Another reason studies sometimes include many research questions is 
that students confuse research questions with the questions they will use 
as prompts for coding their data. The many research questions are really 
just guides for coding their qualitative data. In her study about online chat 
rooms and whether they have the capacity for deep culture, Frankie had 
such a list of research questions:

•	 What artifacts do chat rooms use as the basis for developing 
culture?

•	 What norms characterize chat rooms?
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•	 What processes are used to socialize new members into chat 
rooms?

•	 What mechanisms are used in chat rooms to repair breaches 
of organizational norms?

These questions are not separate research questions as much as they 
are questions that Frankie will use to guide her analysis of her data. 
They are methodological guidelines that will help her know what to 
look for as she codes. Remember that a research question is what the 
dissertation is about—it produces the title of the dissertation. None of 
these questions is major enough to assume that role in Frankie’s study, 
so they aren’t really her research questions.

There are some cases when more than one research question is war-
ranted. When a study has more than one research question, it tends to be 
when basic information about a theoretical construct does not exist, and 
you need to know basic information before you can investigate a process 
that characterizes the construct. Frankie, for example, knew from the 
literature she had read that online interaction is not supposed to have the 
capacity to develop a deep culture the way that organizations typically 
do, but she had been observing and participating in a chat room that she 
thought had such a culture. One question, then, that she wanted to ask 
was, “Can chat rooms develop deep culture?” She did not know whether 
chat rooms can have this kind of culture, and she wanted to find out. 
The answer to this question alone, though, does not meet the criterion of 
robustness for a research question because it would produce an answer of 
“Yes, chat rooms can have deep culture” or “No, they can’t.” That finding 
is not complex enough for a dissertation.

Frankie needed another question in addition to the question about 
whether chat rooms can develop deep culture—something that would 
produce more complex findings. Frankie also wanted to find out how par-
ticipants in chat rooms create deep culture if, in fact, they do. So she had a 
second research question for her study: “What mechanisms do participants 
in chat rooms use to create deep culture?” Because she needed to validate 
that these kinds of interactions have a viable culture before she could ask 
how this culture is created, her study had two research questions.
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Another example of a situation in which more than one research 
question is warranted is Sam’s study. He was interested in differences for 
students between online and face-to-face courses. He could find noth-
ing that answered the question he wanted to ask: “Are there differences 
in students’ retention of subject matter between online and face-to-face 
courses?” That was his first question. But he would not have had much 
of a study by just reporting yes or no concerning whether differences exist. 
He also wanted to know more about those differences, so he added two 
other questions: “If so, what are the differences?” and “Do the differences 
correlate with students’ learning styles?”

Some studies contain, in addition to a research question or ques-
tions, a set of hypotheses. When research questions are developed for 
quantitative research designs, they lead to hypotheses. Because quantita-
tive designs produce as their primary data measures of significance or 
measures of relationship among some number of factors, the research 
question is extended to include one or more hypotheses about whether the 
relationship exists. The hypotheses make predictions in a testable form, 
and they are either rejected or accepted as a result of the study. If you are 
doing an experimental study, you know that hypotheses are of different 
types—such as null, alternative, directional, and nondirectional—and that 
there are specific rules for these different forms. Because you know how 
to construct hypotheses if you are doing this kind of study, we won’t be 
providing any more information about that process here.

So here’s where we are now: You have created one key piece of your 
study for your dissertation preproposal—your research question. You 
have worked on the wording of the question so that it meets the criteria 
of identifiability of theoretical construct, recognizability, contribution to 
understanding the theoretical construct, transcendence of data, capacity to 
surprise, and robustness. Now it’s time to turn your attention to your data.

Selecting Your Data

The second key piece of your dissertation that you have to work out as you 
move toward creating the preproposal is the data you want to analyze in 
your study. By data, we don’t simply mean information in numerical form. 
The term includes discursive, visual, and nonverbal information that could 
come in any number of forms, including documents, novels, paintings, 
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websites, blogs, newspaper articles, speeches, movies, music, architecture, 
and dance. The decision here is what, exactly, are you going to collect 
and analyze? A particular set of artworks by one artist? The narratives of 
a group of people around a specific issue? Postings on a blog? Newspaper 
coverage of an event for a particular period of time? Historical accounts of 
an event? Census data? A secondary data set?

The data you choose to study also must meet criteria, just as research 
questions do. While the criteria for your research question help you create 
a significant study, the two criteria for data help make your study doable 
and efficient. The first criterion to consider as you think about your data 
is accessibility. Try to conceptualize your project so that you can collect 
the data easily and in a reasonable amount of time. Don’t formulate some-
thing as your data that will be procedurally difficult or time consuming to 
collect. You are conceptualizing a doable dissertation here, so make sure 
your data don’t inhibit doability.

One way to ensure accessibility is to choose as your data something 
you can control because you don’t have to rely on others to gain access to 
those data. You don’t want your data to be subject, for example, to the 
decisions of others or complicated bureaucratic procedures about whether 
they can be released. Accessibility also takes into account time, money, 
and location. If you must travel great distances and at great expense to 
collect data, you have chosen data that are not very accessible. Do you 
have options closer to home that would be less expensive?

Remember your own resources, too, as you settle on your data. 
Nagesh was looking for data to use to study the processes involved in 
starting environmental activist groups, and we discovered that he had 
been an environmental activist for most of his adult life, had been involved 
in starting several environmental organizations, and had all the files and 
materials related to the founding of the organizations. He had a major 
data source in his own file cabinet! Sally wanted to study the impact of 
technology on students’ openness to multiculturalism. She was scheduled 
to teach an online class on multiculturalism the next semester and had an 
excellent source of data for her project already available to her. Tatjana 
stumbled accidentally onto a ready source of data for her dissertation: 
She found years of correspondence between two people in the attic of the 
house she was renting and used the letters as her data in a dissertation on 
interpersonal communication.
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Contrast Nagesh’s, Sally’s, and Tatjana’s decisions about their data 
with Martha’s. She wanted to use as her data interviews she would con-
duct with child soldiers fighting in Sudan. These data required that she 
postpone data collection until she became fluent in a language she had not 
studied before, involved hazardous travel, and required that she try to gain 
the confidence of young children not only from another culture but who 
are not likely to feel safe speaking about their experiences. Cheng also 
selected some inaccessible data for his dissertation. A Chinese student 
studying in the United States, he wanted to return to China to interview 
CEOs of companies there, but if he did, he would not have been allowed 
back into the United States to finish his degree because of visa restrictions. 
Both Martha and Cheng had many more options open to them for data 
to make a doable dissertation than what they initially chose.

There is another common problem with conceptualizing data that 
you want to avoid, too, and it suggests the second criterion for your data 
to meet: limitability. Students have a tendency to collect much more data 
than they need for a study. The analysis of the data, not the amount of 
data collected, determines the originality and significance of your study—
the analysis is what answers your research question, not your data. When 
you collect too much data, your analysis tends to be superficial because it 
must take so much into account. You are only able to attend to the high 
points of the data and are prevented from doing in-depth analysis because 
you are trying to fit in and explain so many findings from all of your data. 
As you try to fit more and more pieces into the findings, you have to 
homogenize the data, often resulting in abstract overgeneralization that is 
not very insightful and is difficult to write up.

Ian’s study provides an example of overcollection of data. He was 
studying the kinds of questions asked by teachers who adhere to a particu-
lar educational philosophy. He videotaped and transcribed 30 two-hour 
class sessions taught by the same instructor, kept a journal of his obser-
vations of those 30 class sessions, and collected the teacher’s lesson plan 
for each day. The result was a massive amount of data that almost over-
whelmed him and ultimately produced a superficial, broad-brush analysis 
that made less of a contribution to his discipline than he had hoped. So 
keep a close watch on accessibility and limitability. Both are key to design-
ing a doable, high-quality dissertation.
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Identifying Your Method of Data Collection

The next decision you want to make is how to collect your data. This 
is a particularly important decision because it has a lot to do with how 
efficiently you can complete your dissertation. Picking a relatively quick 
method of collection—either because you have easy access to the data 
or because you fully understand the method of collection—will greatly 
increase the speed with which you can work.

For example, let’s say you want to analyze the ideology of a particular 
group for some reason. You can choose to do an analysis of the group’s 
public documents or to conduct interviews with members of the group. 
The public documents are easily accessible and obtainable, whereas you 
don’t know any of the individuals you would want to interview. Choosing 
a textual analysis of the documents would be the more efficient choice for 
your method of data collection. If you choose the route of the interviews, 
you might need to use a snowball sample to identify possible group mem-
bers, you would have to locate individuals from the group who would be 
willing to be interviewed, and you would have to expend considerable 
time and resources scheduling and conducting interviews and transcribing 
at least parts of them. Plus, you would have to apply to and wait for the 
approval of your university’s human subjects review committee. You have 
added months to your dissertation simply because of the method you have 
chosen for collecting your data.

Identifying Your Method of Data Analysis

Once you decide how to collect your data, you must decide how you are 
going to analyze the data. Remember that the kinds of explanations that 
methods can supply vary widely, so select a method that has units of 
analysis that can provide an answer to the question you are asking.

If you have as your data a particular category of protest songs and 
want to understand why protest music is effective for mobilizing people 
to join social movements, the method should have the potential to provide 
this kind of explanation. The cluster method of communication analysis, 
for example, might be able to do so. It asks the researcher to look for key 
terms in the data and then to identify the terms that cluster around them 
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to discover the meanings the terms have for their creators and audiences. 
Perhaps you are intrigued by the many instances of religious discourse that 
are appearing in the political realm and want to analyze Congressional 
speeches to discover how religious discourse functions in political con-
texts. You probably would not find feminist methods of analysis, which 
focus in part on the construction of gender, to be very useful in helping 
you answer this question.

There are also instances when your question and your data will al-
most require that you use a particular method to analyze your data. If you 
are asking a question about which factors correlate with one another to 
produce a particular effect, you would want to calculate the correlation 
coefficient to discover the type and strength of that relationship as your 
method of analysis. If you are asking a question about the ideology em-
bedded in an artifact, not to use ideological analysis as your method would 
seem highly unusual. If you are asking a question where little is known 
about a phenomenon and where you don’t want to impose a theoretical 
framework on your data, the grounded-theory method of analysis is the 
most appropriate choice because it allows concepts and themes to emerge 
from the data without an a priori framework.

Sometimes, students believe that they will complete their analyses 
more quickly if they choose a quantitative method that uses statistics 
and computer-processed data. Your study is likely to stall indefinitely, 
however, if you don’t understand your research design, the specific mea-
surements you are using, or how to interpret the findings the statistical 
analysis produces. In other cases, students choose a particular method of 
analyzing data because they have never used it before and want to learn 
it. We applaud this commitment to learning new things, but such a deci-
sion doesn’t contribute to an efficient dissertation. A good rule to follow 
in choosing your method of analysis is to choose one with which you feel 
comfortable and that you already fully understand.

Identifying the Literature to Review

At this step in the process of making decisions on the way to a dissertation 
preproposal, you have your problem, a well-constructed research ques-
tion, data to answer the question, a method for collecting your data, and 
a method for analyzing your data. Now is the time to conceptualize the 
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categories of your literature review. What you want to work out for your 
preproposal are the major areas of literature you will include in the review.

You might be surprised that we are suggesting you do a literature 
review after you have conceptualized your topic. Aren’t you supposed to 
figure out your topic from a gap in the literature? Certainly, you’ll want 
to use a general understanding of the literature or discipline to generate a 
research problem, but if you read extensively on topics you might want to 
use for your dissertation, you will find yourself seeing interesting possibili-
ties with every new book and article you read. “That sounds interesting. I 
think I want that in my dissertation,” you’ll think in response to virtually 
everything you read. You also probably won’t be able to identify the gap as 
a gap while looking at the literature in this way. You need some distance 
and reflection to see the gap.

Another potential problem with doing an extensive literature review 
earlier is that, because all of the studies you read seem fascinating, you 
keep going down one path after another, and you get lost. You don’t 
know where you are, what you think, or what your interests are. You are 
being driven by something external to you as you pursue various ideas, 
and you probably begin to feel overstimulated and overwhelmed because 
you have no reason to pick one path over another. The literature sug-
gests so many possible topics for you that seem interesting and useful 
that you become paralyzed.

The purpose of the literature review suggests why it comes at this 
point in the process. The purpose is not to show everything you know 
about the topic, and it’s not the place to show that you have uncovered 
every single book and article ever published in an area. It’s also not the 
place to summarize everything you read that led you to develop your topic.

Here’s a better way to think about your literature review: It is a 
convention for familiarizing the readers of your dissertation with critical 
terms and findings that contextualize your research question. Your litera-
ture review is designed to provide contextual knowledge the reader will 
need to know to fully understand your findings and their significance. The 
literature review provides what readers need to know, in other words, for 
your study to make sense to them. The literature allows you to enter the 
conversation about a topic in your field by acquainting yourself with what 
others are saying so you don’t have to repeat what they already know and 
can extend the conversation they have begun.
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Let’s take a research question and come up with the categories of 
literature that you would include in your literature review, just as we are 
asking you to do now for your preproposal. The research question is, 
“What are the metaphors used by state legislators in argumentation about 
children’s issues?” You are interested in seeing how the metaphors create 
particular realities around children’s issues and encourage legislators to see 
such issues in particular ways. As you search for literature on the topic, 
you might be tempted to search for all studies that have to do with state 
legislators, children’s issues, argumentation, and metaphors. But these 
are way too big. You can’t possibly include in your literature review all of 
the studies on even one of these topics, nor would you want to. Such a 
literature review would be unfocused and would get your readers off track 
from the narrative you want to tell about the current state of the literature.

Working out the categories of literature to cover in your literature 
review is not hard to do because the relevant studies come directly from 
your research question. You want to begin searching for studies that an-
swer your exact research question. For example, with the research ques-
tion above about legislators’ use of metaphors in their arguments about 
children’s issues, you would first search for studies about the metaphors 
used by state legislators in argumentation about children’s issues. Let’s 
hope you don’t find anything on exactly that topic because, if you do, 
the study you have planned has already been done. If you discover that 
a study very similar to what you have planned has already been done, 
don’t start completely over and design a whole new dissertation proj-
ect. Tweak your research question, your method, or your data in some 
way. You could study instead, for example, the narratives created by 
legislators in their arguments about children’s issues or the relationship 
between the metaphors legislators use and their success at passing bills 
related to children’s issues.

Let’s assume there are no studies that directly answer your research 
question. Then you want to select one of the key terms in the question 
and move up one level of abstraction and search again, using that more 
abstract term in your question. What do we mean by moving up a level 
of abstraction? As S. I. Hayakawa explained in Language in Thought and 
Action, the same concept can be labeled with terms that are more or less 
concrete, and you can move up and down the ladder of abstraction to talk 
about the concept in more specific or more general terms. Let’s assume 
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your cat named Naomi is sitting on your lap. At the most concrete level, 
you would label her Naomi, and she is the only thing in the category of 
Naomi. Moving up the ladder of abstraction, you could refer to her as a 
cat. Notice that, as you talk about Naomi in more general, abstract terms, 
the category has been expanded, and there are now more items in it. Now 
all cats fit into the category, whereas only one did before. To move up an-
other level, you could label her a domesticated animal, which now includes 
not only cats but dogs, hamsters, gerbils, parakeets, parrots, fish, and 
iguanas. You can continue up the ladder of abstraction and call her an ani-
mal. Again, this increases the number of objects that fit into the category, 
including, for example, elephants, platypuses, monkeys, and zebras. If you 
wanted to move up yet again, you could label your cat an animate object, 
and now you are including everything that is alive, including plants, ani-
mals, and humans. You have choices about how to talk about something, 
then, using more or less abstract terms.

Notice that, when you make similar moves in your literature search, 
each time you move up the ladder of abstraction, there are more possibilities 
for studies that fit into the category. By moving up levels of abstraction with 
the key terms of your research question, you open up the numbers of studies 
available to you. For example, in our research question about legislators and 
metaphors, state legislators could become politicians, which means you can 
now look for studies that deal with how mayors, lieutenant governors, gov-
ernors, Congressional representatives, senators, and presidents argue about 
children’s issues. So you now would be searching for literature that answers 
the question, “What are the metaphors used by politicians in argumentation 
about children’s issues?” If there are no studies about this topic, you could 
move to a higher level of abstraction and make politicians into policy makers, 
which could include people who work in nonprofit organizations, corpora-
tions, education, and so on. If you don’t find studies that answer this ques-
tion, you would want to repeat the process, selecting another term in your 
original research question and replacing it with a term that is more abstract 
than the original. So, for example, you could take the key term children’s 
issues and make it into family issues, a more abstract term.

Let’s try another example. If your research question is “What factors 
characterize a successful mentoring relationship for minority graduate 
students?,” you would start by looking for literature that answers your re-
search question—studies that identify factors that characterize a successful 
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mentoring relationship for minority graduate students. If you cannot find 
any literature on this topic (and, again, let’s hope you don’t), you would 
move up the ladder of abstraction and make minority graduate students 
into minority university students and look for literature about factors that 
characterize successful mentoring relationships for this population. If 
there are no studies on that topic, you could move up a level of abstrac-
tion in another way and transform minority graduate students into graduate 
students and see if there is relevant literature about factors that affect the 
mentoring of graduate students (and, of course, you now have broadened 
the category so much that you are certain to find literature on this topic).

Let’s look at one more example with the research question “How do 
independent dance companies balance economic viability with commitment 
to an artistic vision?” We’ll assume there is no literature that answers this 
precise question. You could turn independent dance companies into nonprofit 
arts groups (a more abstract term) and search for literature on how such 
groups balance economic viability and artistic vision. You could then move 
up the ladder of abstraction with the term balance economic viability and 
artistic vision and make it balance competing interests and search for literature 
using as a guide the question, “How do nonprofit arts organizations balance 
competing interests?” You could move up another level again by changing 
nonprofit arts organizations into nonprofit organizations and searching for 
“How do nonprofit organizations balance competing interests?” If you need 
to, you can move up a level of abstraction again and replace nonprofit organi-
zations with organizations and look for literature that answers the question, 
“How do organizations balance competing interests?”

There’s one other source for developing bodies of literature to include 
in a literature review—your data. In addition to looking to your research 
question for clues about what your literature review should contain, also 
look to your data, particularly if they are texts or artifacts that are well 
known, produced by prominent individuals, or significant for other rea-
sons. You want to see if studies of your data have been done, how they 
might inform your own analyses of the data, and whether they shed any 
light on the research question you are asking. If, for example, you are go-
ing to use as your data works of art by feminist artist Judy Chicago, see 
if studies have been done on her art in the past and include them in your 
literature review. If your data are Walt Disney cartoons, see what studies 
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have been done of these data and what kinds of findings about what kinds 
of questions those studies produced.

Sometimes, there are bodies of literature relevant to your research 
question that readers are likely to know exist and that they want to know 
you considered and assessed for their relevance to your study. These cat-
egories of literature, however, don’t contribute to the argument you are 
making in your study and are at too high a level of abstraction to include 
in a literature review. Typically, including them in your literature review 
would make your literature review huge. You can handle these kinds of 
bodies of literature by acknowledging that a body of literature exists on 
that topic, and, in one or two paragraphs, identifying the category and 
giving a sample or two of the types of studies in this category.

An example of this strategy will clarify what we mean. You have as 
your research question, “What coping strategies do caregivers use in car-
ing for stroke victims?” You might include in your literature a paragraph 
that references the studies that have been done on the factors that affect 
the severity of strokes and the degrees of recovery possible. These stud-
ies have some relevance to your study because the severity of the stroke 
affects the kind of caregiving required, but the factors themselves are 
too far away from your interests to be directly relevant. A paragraph in 
which you characterize the kinds of findings these studies produce and 
then provide a couple of samples of studies in this category shows you 
checked into this large body of literature and did not find it directly 
relevant to your study.

There’s a common mistake that students make about literature re-
views, and we want to caution you about it here. They include in their 
reviews literature about the method they are using either to collect or 
analyze the data. Any literature you believe you need to cover related to 
your method belongs in the discussion of your method in your section 
or chapter on research design and not in your literature review. Ana, for 
example, thought she needed a discussion of narrative theory and the 
narrative method in her literature review because she was using a nar-
rative method to analyze her data. She came to see, however, that this 
material does not belong there because narrative is not one of the terms 
in her research question. Because your method provides one way to in-
vestigate the question but not the only way, it is not part of your research 
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question, and it’s the research question that produces the categories of 
your literature review.

Students also sometimes want to include in their literature reviews 
studies related to their findings. You might be tempted to do this so that 
your literature review is relevant to the answer you come up with to your 
research question. But you don’t want to do this. When you construct 
your literature review, you are providing context for your study and your 
research question at the beginning of your study. If your answer to your 
research question leads you in a direction not covered by your literature 
review, that’s just fine. In fact, that will make it easy for you to interpret 
your findings—you can compare and contrast your findings with the find-
ings in your literature review. So don’t go back and rejigger your literature 
review to make it match whatever your findings are—leave your literature 
review alone after you complete it prior to executing your study.

Identifying the Significance of Your Study

Only a couple of decisions remain to be made to complete your prepro-
posal. One is to work out something that should be easy at this point: 
the significance of your study. You will develop this in more detail when 
you actually write your proposal and do your study, but you want to be 
able to explain in a few sentences why your study is important. What 
will knowing what you are going to find out do for you and your disci-
pline? This is often called the “so what?” or the “who cares?” question. 
Try to formulate at least three reasons why your study is significant. 
You might find that each of these reasons is linked to a different level 
of significance—phenomenon, discipline, and world. When you get the 
answer to your research question, what will that answer tell you about 
the phenomenon you are studying, theoretical discussions in your disci-
pline, and the world at large?

Your research question and the categories of the literature you are go-
ing to review should provide clues as to why your study will be significant 
because they suggest the theoretical debates to which you are contribut-
ing. In your conceptual conversation, you also might have articulated a 
desire to make a contribution in some area. Use all of these resources to 
develop the reasons for the significance of your study. 
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We want to caution you against using a very common justification for 
a study: The study is important because it hasn’t been done before. This 
is rarely a good reason for doing a study. Many things that have not been 
done before shouldn’t be done because they are foolish, silly, stupid, dan-
gerous, or pointless. As far as we know, no one has ever run a marathon 
facing backward or taught a university class standing on his head, but that 
doesn’t mean these activities need to be done. The same is true for stud-
ies. Just because something hasn’t been investigated doesn’t mean that it 
should be. Instead of using this as your reason, articulate the significance 
of your study by explaining specifically what readers will learn and why 
such understanding is important.

Identifying Your Chapters

The last thing to do in the decision-making process for your preproposal 
is to develop an outline of the chapters for your dissertation. This simply 
means that you work out what your chapters are going to be. You might 
choose to do a five-chapter dissertation, which is the kind of disserta-
tion that students who are using quantitative research methods typically 
choose. In this kind of dissertation, your first chapter is an introduction to 
the topic, the second chapter is the literature review, the third chapter is a 
description of the research design, the fourth chapter reports the results or 
the findings, and the fifth chapter is a discussion of the findings.

For qualitative dissertations, you may do a five-chapter dissertation, 
or you may choose a format for your chapters that fits your unique study. 
Qualitative dissertations often are set up with an introductory chapter 
that contains the introduction (which typically introduces the problem); 
the research question; the research design (including data, method of 
data collection, and method of data analysis); the literature review; the 
significance of the study; and the outline of the study. These disserta-
tions might contain a second chapter that provides history or context 
for the study or the data. Next come the chapters analyzing the data. 
There might be two, three, four, or more of these chapters, depending 
on the kind of data you are studying. If you are analyzing three novels, 
for example, you might have a chapter devoted to each novel. For a 
historical dissertation, you might have four chapters that chronicle the 
key historical events you are analyzing, each from a different period. If 
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you are studying the literary development of an author, you might have 
separate chapters for the major periods of her life. If you discover four 
major outcomes from your analysis across all of your data, you might 
want a chapter devoted to each outcome. Perhaps you discover different 
contributory factors to a phenomenon; each factor could be the subject 
of a chapter. If you are using the format where chapters will be orga-
nized around your findings (and, obviously, you don’t know what those 
findings will be yet), simply say, at this stage of your planning, that the 
first chapter will be the introduction and that you will have however 
many chapters are appropriate once you have done your analysis. The 
final chapter will be the conclusion.

Another kind of structure for a dissertation is becoming increasingly 
common—the three-article dissertation (TAD) or sandwich disserta-
tion. This is where you write three discrete papers (or sometimes two or 
four) that you plan to submit to journals for possible publication. Dis-
sertations organized in this way usually have an introductory chapter, 
which sets up the problem that all three papers are designed to address, 
essential background information that sets the stage for the papers 
that will follow, and perhaps a review of literature that pertains to all 
of the papers. (Particular literature that pertains to each separate study 
belongs in the individual papers and should not be duplicated in the 
first chapter.) The three middle chapters are the three publishable es-
says, each of which is free standing and of normal journal article length 
(typically 5,000 to 10,000 words). A conclusion chapter discusses what 
unites the essays and the collective implications that can be drawn from 
the studies, often concerning the phenomenon itself being studied, the 
discipline, and possible real world applications.

Writing Your Preproposal

You’ve now made decisions about your problem, your research question, 
your data, your methods of data collection and analysis, the categories of 
literature you will review, the significance of your study, and the outline 
of your study. With these decisions made, you are ready to write up the 
decisions to create your preproposal—to book your itinerary, in other 
words. The preproposal you create should look something like the fol-
lowing samples.
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Preproposal: Sample #1
(for a five-chapter dissertation)
Problem: A great many international resources go into implementing 

reproductive health-care policies in developing countries, and, in 
recent years, much attention has been given to such policies in Nige-
ria. These policies, however, have had less effect than intended, and 
reproductive health-care practices have remained largely unchanged 
over the past decade. Something seems to be keeping the policies in 
Nigeria from having the intended effect.

Research question: “What factors facilitate or constrain the institu-
tionalization of reproductive health-care policy in Nigeria?”

Areas of literature to review: Literature concerning (1) factors that 
facilitate or constrain the implementation of reproductive health-
care practices in Nigeria, (2) factors that facilitate or constrain the 
implementation of health-care practices in Nigeria, (3) factors that 
constrain the implementation of reproductive health-care practices 
in African countries, (4) factors that constrain the implementation of 
health-care practices in African countries, (5) factors that constrain 
the implementation of reproductive health-care practices in develop-
ing countries, and (6) factors that facilitate or constrain the implemen-
tation of health-care policies in developing countries. (All of these may 
not be necessary to include, depending on how much literature I am 
able to locate at each level.)

Data: Documents related to health-care policy produced by the govern-
ment of Nigeria and interviews with health-care policymakers and 
educators employed by the government.

Data collection: (1) Unstructured interviews and (2) request of docu-
ments from the government of Nigeria.

Data analysis: Grounded-theory analysis of the documents and in-
terviews.

Significance: The study will help health-care policymakers understand 
the conditions in Nigeria so they are able to implement health-care 
policy more effectively there. It will contribute to the literature in the 
public health discipline in the area of policy implementation. The study 
also will inform those who are contributing monetary assistance to 
Nigeria to improve health care how their donations can be put to use 
more effectively.
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Outline of the study:
Chapter 1: Introduction, including background of the problem, re-

search question, significance, and outline of the study
Chapter 2: Literature review
Chapter 3: Research design
Chapter 4: Results
Chapter 5: Conclusion or discussion

Preproposal: Sample #2
(for a dissertation with multiple findings chapters)
Problem: In some school districts, students do not simply go to the pub-

lic schools nearest their homes but must choose which high schools 
they want to attend and then apply to be admitted to those schools. 
When they are not admitted to schools of their choosing, they have 
the right to appeal. Some families are effective in having their appeals 
accepted, but others are not. What accounts for the discrepancy be-
tween the two groups is unknown.

Research question: “What factors affect the effectiveness of appeals in 
the high-school admission process?”

Areas of literature to review: Literature concerning (1) factors that 
affect the effectiveness of appeals in the high-school admission pro-
cess, (2) factors that affect the effectiveness of appeals in educational 
admission processes, and (3) factors that affect the effectiveness of 
student-oriented appeals in educational settings. (All of these may not 
be necessary to include, depending on how much literature I am able 
to locate at each level.)

Data: Documents and narratives related to families’ appeals when their 
applications to high schools in the New York City public school sys-
tem are denied.

Data collection: (1) Semistructured interviews (using a snowball sample) 
of individuals who successfully and unsuccessfully appealed admission 
decisions and (2) request of documents from families, the New York 
City Department of Education, and organizations that assist families 
with admission and appeal processes.

Significance: This study will help families make better appeals on be-
half of their children. It will provide a counternarrative to studies of 
deficit thinking about parents by highlighting successful practices used 
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by families to appeal admission decisions—their agency is typically 
viewed only as something shaped by public school officials, but this 
study will focus on their actions. The research will also expand a theo-
retical understanding of parental involvement in the education of their 
children by focusing on a nontraditional form of such involvement.

Outline of the study:
Chapter 1: Introduction, including background of the problem, re-

search question, significance, and outline of the study
Chapter 2: Literature review
Chapter 3: Research design
Chapters 4–?: Findings (unsure at this time how many chapters will be 

dedicated to findings)
Final chapter: Conclusion2

Preproposal: Sample #3
(for a dissertation with three distinct artifacts as data and a context or 
history chapter)
Problem: The conception of ethos or credibility in the communication 

discipline was developed solely from speechmaking practices and is 
seen to involve intelligence, moral character, and good will. Credibility 
seems to entail different characteristics, however, when it is enacted 
by rhetors using nondiscursive rhetorical forms such as visual art. To 
make the construct of ethos applicable to all communicators, more 
must be known about options for establishing credibility other than 
those that are currently available.

Research question: “What are the characteristics of credibility enacted 
by visual artists?”

Areas of literature to review: Literature concerning (1) character-
istics of credibility as enacted by visual artists; (2) characteristics 
of credibility enacted by sculptors, printmakers, musicians, perfor-
mance artists, architects, and other types of artists; (3) character-
istics of credibility enacted by individuals using any nondiscursive 
form; and (4) alternative characteristics of credibility identified in 
any kind of artifact.

Data: Works of art by artist Judy Chicago.
Data collection: Analysis of works by Judy Chicago in the retrospective 

of her work at the Redline Gallery in Denver.
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Data analysis: Generative method of rhetorical criticism or the 
grounded-theory method of analyzing qualitative data.

Significance: I hope to formulate a more comprehensive and inclusive 
theory of credibility for the communication discipline.

Outline of the study:
Chapter 1: Introduction, including background of the problem; re-

search question; literature review; research design (data, data 
collection, data analysis); significance; and outline of the study

Chapter 2: Biography of Judy Chicago
Chapter 3: Analysis of Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party
Chapter 4: Analysis of Judy Chicago’s The Birth Project
Chapter 5: Analysis of Judy Chicago’s The Holocaust Project
Chapter 6: Conclusion

Preproposal: Sample #4
(for a TAD or sandwich dissertation composed of three distinct studies)
Problem: Research on adolescent health is dominated by an adult-

centric, pathologically focused perspective that views youth as a risk 
for problems. Feminist and critical pedagogical scholars advocate in-
stead for an approach of positive youth development that encourages 
meaningful youth participation in the development of health programs 
and policies and that views youth as agents for health promotion. The 
kinds of programs that might be developed using this more positive 
approach and the differences in the kinds of programs that might 
be created in comparison to the pathological model are not known. 
This dissertation uses a framework of positive youth development to 
explore young people’s ideas about ways to develop more effective 
health-promotion programs and the kinds of processes and practices 
that enhance youth voice and participation.

Paper 1: Strategies for preventing youth violence contributed by youth
Research question: “What are the strategies that youth suggest for pre-

venting youth violence?”
Research design: Qualitative study in which the grounded-theory method 

is used to analyze 391 student essays about the prevention of youth 
violence collected in Flint, Michigan, in a competition, “Do the Write 
Thing,” sponsored by the National Campaign to Stop Violence.
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Significance: The study will provide information about a health issue and 
what can be done to prevent it from the perspective of young people, 
enabling more effective prevention programs to be designed.

Paper 2: Violence-prevention programs: Incorporation of youth-derived 
strategies

Research question: “How do the strategies that youth suggest for prevent-
ing youth violence compare to the strategies used in conventional 
violence-prevention programs?”

Research design: Qualitative comparison and contrast of the strategies 
identified in paper 1 with the programs of a major violence-prevention 
center in the United States.

Significance: One way to assess the effectiveness of violence-prevention 
programs is to compare their outcomes with what the audience for 
those programs suggests are ways to prevent violence. By incorpo-
rating the voice of youth into program design, violence-prevention 
programs can be more effective.

Paper 3: Self-empowerment in interventions designed to prevent youth 
violence

Research question: “In what ways do youth enact power and powerless-
ness in interventions designed to prevent youth violence?”

Research design: Qualitative analysis using grounded theory of the essays 
used in paper 1 to identify the strategies writers used to disempower 
and empower themselves.

Significance: Because young people writing about violence prevention are 
not only suggesting substantive ways to prevent violence but are also 
enacting their own agentic stances concerning violence in various 
ways, an analysis of the strategies they use to empower or disem-
power themselves vis-à-vis the issue of violence may contribute to the 
design of more effective violence-prevention programs.

Outline of the study:
Chapter 1: Introduction (statement of the overall problem, signifi-

cance, and preview of the papers to follow)
Chapter 2: Paper 1
Chapter 3: Paper 2
Chapter 4: Paper 3
Chapter 5: Conclusion3
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Preproposal: Sample #5
(for a TAD or sandwich dissertation composed of four distinct studies)
Problem: The causes of and effects of viruses in bats are well known 

and have been extensively studied. Hendra virus (HeV) is one of a 
cluster of new viruses that have recently emerged from bats of the 
genus Pteropus (flying foxes or fruit bats). All outbreaks have involved 
transmission of the virus from flying foxes to pasture-fed horses and 
subsequent transmission to humans with a 50% fatality rate. This is 
a different kind of virus, operating in different ways, from the other 
viruses that affect bats. This research will combine fieldwork, math-
ematical and simulation modeling, and conceptual approaches to 
generate four dissertation chapters and potential articles that address 
the ecology and emergence of Hendra virus in Australian flying foxes.

Paper 1: The epidemiology of Hendra virus in little red flying foxes
Research questions: (1) “How is Hendra virus transmitted within flying fox 

populations?” (2) “How do age, sex, and reproductive status of flying 
foxes affect disease risk?” and (3) “How do seasonality and population 
size of flying foxes affect disease risk?”

Research design: I will sample little red flying foxes over multiple seasons 
over two years, anesthetizing each animal and taking a blood sample 
for Hendra virus serology. The teeth will be analyzed to construct 
age-specific seroprevalence curves. I will use logistic regression and 
stratified data analysis to examine individual and population-level risk 
factors for disease.

Significance: Understanding why Hendra virus emerged is hindered by a 
lack of understanding of the basic ecology of the virus within its natu-
ral hosts. In particular, scientists do not yet understand the nature 
of transmission and the spatiotemporal dynamics of the virus within 
flying fox populations. This first longitudinal field study of Hendra virus 
in flying foxes is designed to develop insight into potential mechanisms 
of transmission as well as population-level factors such as seasonality 
and metapopulation dynamics.

Paper 2: Spatiotemporal dynamics of Hendra virus in flying foxes
Research questions: (1) “How does Hendra virus persist in flying fox 

populations?” and (2) “What are the characteristics of the spatiotem-
poral dynamics of the virus?”
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Research design: I will create and parameterize spatially structured 
mathematic and simulation models of the dynamics of Hendra virus 
in flying foxes.

Significance: Outbreaks of Hendra virus are temporally and geographically 
sporadic, making surveillance and prevention challenging. This is fur-
ther confounded by lack of information on viral dynamics within the 
reservoir hosts, which have a nomadic lifestyle and exist in complex, 
socially structured populations. The model created will be used as a 
framework for examining the population-level consequences of infor-
mation collected in laboratory and field studies.

Paper 3: Anthropogenic environmental change and the emergence of 
Hendra virus from flying foxes

Research question: “Can changes in flying fox ecology cause the emer-
gence of Hendra virus?”

Hypothesis: The combination of habitat fragmentation, urbanization, and 
increased aggregation of flying foxes caused the emergence of Hendra 
virus.

Research design: I will use mathematical models of the dynamics of Hen-
dra virus in flying fox populations to simulate observed changes in 
flying fox population biology. These results will allow me to assess 
the impact of land-use change on Hendra virus epidemiology and 
emergence.

Significance: Since 1994, four novel pathogens have emerged from bats 
of the genus Pteropus—Hendra virus, Nipah virus, Menangle virus, 
and Australian bat lyssavirus. The unprecedented emergence of four 
pathogens from a single host genus in such a short period suggests 
that changes in host ecology may play a role in disease emergence. 
Investigation of these changes may contribute to understanding envi-
ronmental factors that impact disease emergence and how interven-
tions can impact them.

Paper 4: Investigating ecological drivers of disease emergence
Research question: “How can theories and strategies from the literature 

on scientific thinking be applied to disease ecology to understand the 
cause of disease emergence?”

Research design: I will outline a conceptual approach to examining the 
causation of disease emergence.
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Significance: The use of a strong inference approach and triangulation 
methods should advance an understanding of the causes and mecha-
nisms of disease emergence, leading to more strategic interventions 
for their control and prevention.

Outline of the study:
Chapter 1: Introduction (statement of the overall problem, signifi-

cance, and preview of the papers to follow)
Chapter 2: Paper 1
Chapter 3: Paper 2
Chapter 4: Paper 3
Chapter 5: Paper 4
Chapter 6: Conclusion4

Preproposal: Sample #6
(for a thesis, a shorter and more limited study)
Problem: Attendance at theatrical performances is declining rapidly. 

Theatre administrators are trying to reverse this decline through 
a variety of efforts, but these efforts have not been successful. An 
understanding of how their efforts are being thwarted is necessary if 
theatre administrators are going to maintain the audiences that sup-
port the theatres.

Research question: “What practices by theatre administrators discour-
age individuals from theatre attendance?”

Areas of literature to review: Literature concerning (1) practices 
by theatre administrators that discourage individuals from theatre 
attendance and (2) practices by arts administrators that discourage 
individuals from attending arts events.

Data: Information from individuals who do not attend live theatre about 
what theatre administrators do to discourage them from attending.

Data collection: Four focus groups composed of individuals who do not 
attend live theatre performances.

Data analysis: Grounded-theory analysis of focus groups.
Significance: Discovery and identification of some of these practices 

will help theatre administrators avoid them and build better cases to 
promote theatre attendance. The study also will contribute to the 
literature on cultural policy concerning arts advocacy.
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Assessing Your Decisions

All of your decisions about your dissertation are now summarized on 
one sheet of paper. These decisions are your problem, your research 
question, your research design (including your data and the procedures 
for collecting and analyzing the data), the categories of your literature 
review, reasons why your study is important, and an outline of your 
chapters. Now is the time to assess your preproposal for internal consis-
tency among all of the elements. 

You would be surprised at how often misalignment exists among the 
elements of a preproposal. Maggie’s initial preproposal provides an ex-
ample of such misalignment among her research question, data, and the 
method of data collection. She wanted to use as her data interviews with 
directors of war movies and the actors who starred in them and formu-
lated as her research question, “How do war movies function to promote 
particular attitudes toward war?” Her proposed data and her method of 
collecting her data, however, were incompatible with her research ques-
tion. To answer this research question, she would have to analyze the 
movies themselves from audience members’ perspectives—not what the 
directors and actors say about what they were trying to do in the films.

Another example: Miguel wanted to use as his data participant 
observations of the creation and daily practices a dance troupe used to 
choreograph its dances, and he proposed as his research question, “How 
do independent dance companies balance economic viability with com-
mitment to an artistic vision?” That question cannot be answered with 
the data he wanted to use because he would not be collecting any data 
about the dance company’s financial status or budgetary decision-making 
processes. Methods of creating and developing dances would provide little 
or no information about dance companies’ finances.

Outline of the study:
Chapter 1: Introduction, including problem, research question, lit-

erature review; research design (data, data collection, and data 
analysis); significance; and outline of the study

Chapter 2: Findings
Chapter 3: Conclusion
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Assessing Your Decisions

All of your decisions about your dissertation are now summarized on 
one sheet of paper. These decisions are your problem, your research 
question, your research design (including your data and the procedures 
for collecting and analyzing the data), the categories of your literature 
review, reasons why your study is important, and an outline of your 
chapters. Now is the time to assess your preproposal for internal consis-
tency among all of the elements. 

You would be surprised at how often misalignment exists among the 
elements of a preproposal. Maggie’s initial preproposal provides an ex-
ample of such misalignment among her research question, data, and the 
method of data collection. She wanted to use as her data interviews with 
directors of war movies and the actors who starred in them and formu-
lated as her research question, “How do war movies function to promote 
particular attitudes toward war?” Her proposed data and her method of 
collecting her data, however, were incompatible with her research ques-
tion. To answer this research question, she would have to analyze the 
movies themselves from audience members’ perspectives—not what the 
directors and actors say about what they were trying to do in the films.

Another example: Miguel wanted to use as his data participant 
observations of the creation and daily practices a dance troupe used to 
choreograph its dances, and he proposed as his research question, “How 
do independent dance companies balance economic viability with com-
mitment to an artistic vision?” That question cannot be answered with 
the data he wanted to use because he would not be collecting any data 
about the dance company’s financial status or budgetary decision-making 
processes. Methods of creating and developing dances would provide little 
or no information about dance companies’ finances.

If you discover an incompatibility somewhere in your preproposal, 
now is the time to fix it. Make the adjustments that you need to in 
order to have a preproposal that is internally consistent and in which 
all of the elements are aligned with each other. Making sure that all of 
the components of the preproposal line up is one of the keys to doing 
an efficient dissertation. If there is misalignment among some elements 
in your preproposal, you will discover that you’ll get stuck and can’t get 
unstuck simply because your project hasn’t been conceptualized clearly 
and coherently.
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Committing to the Preproposal with Your Advisor

You have made your key decisions about your dissertation, have written 
them up in a preproposal, and have assessed it. You are happy with your 
preproposal and are looking forward to doing your study. If your advisor 
was not your conversational partner in the conceptual conversation that 
led you to your preproposal, now is the time to bring the preproposal 
to him.

There are several advantages to going to your advisor with a com-
pleted preproposal instead of vague and incomplete ideas about what you 
want to do for your dissertation. You are providing your advisor with a 
document that she can give you advice about. Your advisor wants to be 
helpful to you and may think that giving you all sorts of ideas in all sorts 
of directions is the best way to help. A preproposal keeps her ideas focused 
because she has a specific document to which to respond. Another advan-
tage of going to your advisor with a complete, clearly conceptualized, and 
coherent preproposal is that you are positioning yourself as an expert. You 
signal to your advisor that you are a scholar who can generate ideas for 
research projects and that you are going to be enacting the scholarly role 
with competence throughout the dissertation process.
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What if your advisor is surprised by your preproposal, has a different idea 
about what you should do for your dissertation, or raises serious objections 
to some part of your preproposal? Here is where your dissertation defense 
begins. Your response to your advisor in such cases should be something like 
this: “I’m excited about the study I’ve designed. Can you help me do this 
project?” or “How can my preproposal be tweaked so that I can do the study 
I would like to do?” The manner in which you conduct the conversation 
around your preproposal is important. Your goal is not to argue with your 
advisor but to seek advice about how to make your preproposal both doable 
and one your advisor can support without drastically changing it.

After you and your advisor agree on the dissertation preproposal, make 
two copies of it (and, of course, you’ll have it on your computer). Keep one 
handy for your own reference, and give one to your advisor. You’ll probably 
want to write a letter or an email message to accompany your preproposal 
that highlights the agreement you and your advisor have made about the 
doability and appropriateness of the project. Adding a list of understood 
next steps and deadlines will help both of you stay on track. Advisors are 
busy people, and they can’t be expected to remember all of the decisions 
you’ve made together about your dissertation. When your advisor has your 
preproposal in his file cabinet or on his computer, he can easily pull it out 
and remind himself of those decisions when you ask him a question or give 
him chapters to read. A preproposal also makes it easy for him to be respect-
ful of you and the progress you’re making on your dissertation.
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You always have the option, too, of printing out another copy of the 
preproposal and attaching it when you submit your proposal or chapters to 
your advisor as a gentle jog to her memory. Shakir’s advisor refused to let 
him use grounded theory as his method of analysis because she was tired of 
so many of her students using it, and she suggested the narrative method 
instead. Shakir acceded to her wishes. After he had analyzed his data and 
brought his analysis chapters in for her to review, his advisor asked why 
he was using the narrative method instead of grounded theory. Had Sha-
kir clipped a copy of the preproposal to his analysis chapters, his advisor 
would not have been able to forget the decision they had made about his 
method of analysis. His advisor had agreed to a particular method, and it 
would been there in writing in the preproposal as a reminder.

Once you and your advisor have agreed on your dissertation prepro-
posal, you both should be devoted nontyrannically to it. This means that 
your primary commitment is to following the preproposal but acknowl-
edging that it can be changed, if necessary, in minor ways. Questions and 
challenges are certain to come up as you actually do the research for and 
writing of your dissertation, and you will have to work out such kinks as 
they come up. If you encounter a problem in your study, however, your 
basic commitment should be to avoid changing the preproposal in major 
ways. Instead, what you and your advisor want to do is to innovate to solve 
the problem so that the basic elements of the preproposal remain intact.

Creating the dissertation preproposal is the core of a high-quality and 
efficient dissertation. If you don’t make use of any of the other ideas in 
this book, if you apply this one alone, it will cut down significantly on the 
amount of time you spend on your dissertation. If the dissertation pre-
proposal is fully developed and scrutinized at the start of the dissertation 
process, we promise that you’ll save yourself a lot of time later.

Your preproposal makes it easy for you to stay on track. Just like an 
itinerary when you travel, anything that takes you away from the dis-
sertation, as represented by the preproposal, is not relevant to what you 
should be doing. Diverging means missed planes and trains and not visit-
ing places you really want to visit. You will get many good ideas that you 
would like to pursue while you are working on your dissertation. If they 
don’t fit into your preproposal, don’t pursue them. Start a promise file—a 
file of promising research ideas to pursue later—and jot those ideas down 
and slip them into it. When you are done with your dissertation, you will 
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have great fun going through the file and deciding what you want to do 
for your next research project. But research unrelated to the dissertation 
is not what you should be doing now. Sticking to the preproposal is the 
promise of doability and completeability of your dissertation.

Notes

1.  Ronald L. Jacobs, “Developing a Dissertation Research Problem: A Guide 
for Doctoral Students in Human Resource Development and Adult Education,” 
New Horizons in Adult Education and Human Resource Development 25 (2013): 
103–117.

2.  Constructed from conversations with Madeline Perez about her disserta-
tion, “Two Tales of One City: A Political Economy of the New York City Public 
High School Admissions Process” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 
2011).

3.  Constructed from conversations with Naima T. Wong about her disserta-
tion, “A Participatory Youth Empowerment Model and Qualitative Analysis of 
Student Voices on Power and Violence Prevention” (PhD diss., University of 
Michigan, 2008).

4.  Constructed from the dissertation of Raina K. Plowright, “The Ecology 
and Epidemiology of Hendra Virus in Flying Foxes” (PhD diss., University of 
California, Davis, 2006).
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CHAPTER FIVE

ADVICE FROM OTHER TRAVELERS:  
THE LITERATURE REVIEW

You are not the first to go traveling among the sites of your topic. 
Others who have gone before are eager to share their discoveries 
with you, and the literature review is your opportunity to hear the 

tales and advice of previous travelers. Your study will contribute to a theo-
retical debate in your field, and that debate takes place through literature. 
You need to know, then, what others are saying in that debate.

As part of your dissertation preproposal, you figured out the major 
categories of your literature review. (If you are just joining us for this 
chapter, check out chapter 4 for how to determine what literature belongs 
in a literature review.) Now is the time to head to the library and the Inter-
net to collect sources of information in these areas. Keep your preproposal 
clearly in front of you as you do this. You’ll discover all sorts of interesting 
books and articles out there, but resist the temptation to be terrorized by 
the literature. Don’t check books out from the library or download articles 
from the web if they don’t clearly pertain to the categories you identified 
earlier for your literature review. This means that you can skip huge bodies 
of literature because they aren’t relevant to your study.

Steps 4–6 (140 hours)
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Coding Your Literature

You have gathered your literature. You have all of the books that are 
relevant to the categories you developed earlier for your literature review 
in front of you. You have another stack of the articles from journals you 
copied or printed off the web that are about the topics in those categories. 
You are probably facing several huge piles of books and articles. Now what 
do you do? How are you supposed to begin to tackle and process all of this 
material? It seems utterly overwhelming. Even if you felt like you could 
get through it, how are you supposed to keep track of everything you 
read? How will you synthesize it all and put it together in some way that 
is interesting and useful? You remember writing research papers where 
you had underlined almost every paragraph of all of the articles you were 
using and had multiple sticky notes marking relevant passages in your 
books. That was a nightmare to figure out, and you were using much less 
literature than what you have before you now.

There’s a method you can use that will make processing your litera-
ture efficient and manageable. The method also makes the various steps 
concrete, so you have proof right in front of you that you are making 
good progress. There’s an added bonus, too. After you’ve completed the 
process, the literature review almost writes itself.

Ready to begin? Take a book from the top of the pile of books in front 
of you that you have determined is relevant to one of the categories of your 
literature review. Open it to the table of contents. Look through the table 
of contents to see what chapters appear to be relevant to that category of 
your literature review. When you see a chapter that seems like it relates, 
turn to it, and look at the section headings. If you find a section that seems 
relevant to your study, skim it, looking for claims and assertions about the 
constructs you are investigating, findings related to your key constructs, 
and components or elements of the constructs you are investigating.

We’re going to use as the subject for a sample literature review the 
concept of privilege. Here’s the background of the study: The topic of 
privilege is widely discussed and extensively theorized in many disciplines. 
But the subject doesn’t seem to have become much of a topic of discus-
sion or action among the population outside of academia (except for 
those who might have experienced a workshop on diversity through their 
work organizations, for example). Concern about privilege doesn’t seem 
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to have trickled down into the general population, which means that not 
much is happening that is likely to change current conditions concern-
ing privilege. The study is designed to find out what perspectives on or 
models of privilege are out there in popular culture that might be encour-
aging particular attitudes toward privilege, various levels of investment in 
change concerning privilege, and employment of different strategies for 
altering it. This is the research question: “What perspectives on privilege 
are offered in popular culture for understanding, enacting, and altering 
privilege?” There are no studies that directly deal with this question, so, 
to determine the literature to review, the researcher would move up the 
ladder of abstraction and change offered in popular culture to offered in cul-
tural products in general, whether popular or academic and end up reviewing 
literature that theorizes various perspectives on privilege, much of it in 
academic publications but some in trade and popular presses.

It’s time to begin processing your literature, and we’re going to continue 
using privilege as our example to show you what to do next. You have in 
front of you the page below from a book by Allan G. Johnson called The 
Gender Knot,1 which is part of the literature collected for the review.
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Read the page, looking for any sentences, paragraphs, or excerpts rel-
evant to the concept you are investigating that are claims or findings about 
the concept or that state what its components are. Read quickly. You are not 
reading for deep meaning. You are not reading to remember. Do not try to 
figure out at this moment what you are going to do with the information 
you find in your literature review. The process is going to do that auto-
matically for you. Right now, you are skimming the pages, looking for ideas 
related to the concepts you identified as relevant to your literature review.

You have two choices about how to “code” or process the literature 
that you identify as relevant. One involves keyboarding or voice-activated 
software, and the other makes use of a photocopy machine. We’ll start by 
explaining the keyboarding method.
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Keyboarding Method
The keyboarding method is a good one to use if you are a fast typist. 

Here’s how it works: Sit down at your computer and open a new docu-
ment. When you find a relevant idea or passage from a book or an article, 
type it single spaced into your computer. Type the actual words you see 
instead of trying to paraphrase them. That is usually faster because typing 
exactly what you see doesn’t require you to do any major thinking. Type 
as fast you can, ignoring typos. You’re not going to use what you type as 
part of your finished document, so perfection is not your goal here. You 
also will check any quotes you use in your dissertation against the originals 
when you edit later.

After you’ve typed an excerpt that is relevant, follow it with the page 
number on which it appears and a shorthand reference to the book. For 
example, if the excerpt comes from page 173 of Johnson’s book The Gen-
der Knot that we referenced earlier, you might type Johnson 173 after the 
excerpt, or you might note the reference with an abbreviated title such as 
Gender Knot 173. After you’ve typed the excerpt and the source, double or 
triple space before you type the next excerpt (you’ll see the reason for these 
spaces in a minute). The finished excerpt might look like this:

Keep reading. Let’s say you see another idea that is useful for your 
thinking about your project on the same page. Type it into your com-
puter. Once again, put the source and page number after it. Then double 
or triple space, and look for the next relevant excerpt. When you find it, 
type it in. Read quickly through the chapter, looking for headings and 
sections that are relevant for you and skipping those that aren’t. You can 
read quickly because you know what you are looking for.
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You’ll end up with pages upon pages that look something like this:
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You might think that you can save time by putting the source on a 
page only once—perhaps at the top of the page—so you don’t have to 
repeat it with every excerpt. Or what about when you have two excerpts 
from the same page of the same source? Why not use one page number 
to cover them both? You’ll see why you don’t want to use these kinds of 
shortcuts in a minute. You want to be sure you have a source and a page 
number next to every excerpt you type.

If you find something that is interesting that you would like to know 
more about, but it’s not related to your project, avoid the temptation to 
read it now. Jot the page number, source, and a brief reminder of the topic 
on a piece of paper and file it in your promise file so you can find it later 
when you are not working on your dissertation. (Remember that this is 
that file you have begun to keep of promising research ideas to pursue 
later.) Don’t let any of these kinds of distractions keep you from the task 
at hand: coding and typing the relevant literature. Anything that is not 
relevant should fall by the wayside or be inserted into your promise file.

When you’re done coding the relevant sections of a chapter, go back 
to the table of contents. Are there other chapters that might be relevant? 
If so, review and type in the excerpts from the applicable sections of those 
chapters. When you have coded all of the chapters that seem relevant, 
go to the index of the book. Look up key terms related to your project, 
and go to the pages to which they direct you. If you find ideas you didn’t 
pick up in your earlier coding of the chapters, type those excerpts into the 
computer, making sure to type the source and page number after each one.

Use the same process to code your articles that you are using to code 
your books. Look through each article to see which sections seem relevant 
to the categories of your literature review. When you see a section that 
might be useful, skim it, seeing if there are excerpts you want to pick up.

Be careful when you are coding articles that you don’t get lost in the 
details of a study. Highlight only the findings of the study. Because you are 
looking for claims and conclusions that are relevant to your research ques-
tion, you usually don’t need to know anything about how the knowledge 
that you are including in a literature review came to be generated—the 
participants, data, or methods used in the study that produced those find-
ings. You are interested in the findings of the study because the findings 
are what are contributing to a theoretical discussion about your topic. 
There are some exceptions, of course. If one study produced very different 
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findings from the others and you believe the explanation lies in the method 
used to conduct the study, note the method for that study. But, generally, 
focus on findings. This means that you can review most journal articles 
very quickly because you are likely to be interested only in the sections 
where the findings are explained and discussed.

Using our system of coding literature, a book might take you 45 min-
utes to review and an article 10 minutes. You’ll need additional time, of 
course, to type the excerpts you identify as relevant into your computer. 
But the point is that you are able to review your books and articles to find 
the relevant excerpts quickly because you are reading with a very clear 
focus. You’re not reading every word. You are constantly asking, “Is this 
chapter relevant for my study?” “Is this section relevant for my study?” “Is 
this paragraph relevant for my study?” If it’s not, skip it. This is a very dif-
ferent kind of reading from the reading you did for your comprehensive 
exams, which required that you have a deep understanding of the books 
and articles you read. In contrast, when you are coding literature for your 
literature review, you aren’t reading or typing in the complete oeuvre of 
someone, the entire history of a theory, or all of the critiques of a theory. 
You are getting a snapshot view of the literature directly relevant to the 
research question of the project you’ve conceptualized.

What if you miss an idea that is relevant to your project because you 
are moving so quickly through the literature? The cost of finding that idea 
is much greater than the cost of missing it. To do the kind of reading that 
would be required to ensure that you never miss a relevant idea would be 
incredibly time consuming, and you are trying to write a dissertation effi-
ciently. If an idea is critical to your study, it is likely to show up someplace 
else. Some other source will quote, summarize, or allude to it, and you will 
pick it up through that source. In addition, your committee members will 
have the opportunity to advise you about sources that can strengthen your 
literature review, and they won’t let you miss major ideas. Remember that 
you are looking for what the literature as a whole says about your topic 
and not what one source says.

Coding the literature happens at the very beginning of the reading 
process. You are doing the coding of the literature and keyboarding the 
excerpts from it the very first time you read a book or an article in your 
stack. In other words, you are doing your reading while sitting at your 
computer, typing excerpts into it. Don’t read your books and articles 
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first and then sit down to code them. Reading and keyboarding are all 
the same process in this method. This means that you are not sitting in 
a coffee shop, reading and reflecting on one of the books in your stack, 
underlining, highlighting, or marking the interesting passages with sticky 
notes. You are at your computer, whizzing through your literature. If you 
have trouble reading quickly like this, you might try putting your laptop 
on the kitchen counter and standing up while you read and type your 
excerpts. This will keep you from settling into your old reading patterns.

Two other ways besides typing are available for creating typed ex-
cerpts from your literature. If you have the literature in electronic form, 
you can use the copy function on your computer to copy the excerpt you 
want and then paste it into a new document. You also can create typed ex-
cerpts from your literature using voice-activated software, where you read 
the excerpts relevant to your project into your computer. This is really the 
same method as the keyboarding process, except that you are reading the 
selected passages into a microphone that translates them into text on your 
computer. Several accurate voice-to-text programs are available—Dragon 

findings from the others and you believe the explanation lies in the method 
used to conduct the study, note the method for that study. But, generally, 
focus on findings. This means that you can review most journal articles 
very quickly because you are likely to be interested only in the sections 
where the findings are explained and discussed.

Using our system of coding literature, a book might take you 45 min-
utes to review and an article 10 minutes. You’ll need additional time, of 
course, to type the excerpts you identify as relevant into your computer. 
But the point is that you are able to review your books and articles to find 
the relevant excerpts quickly because you are reading with a very clear 
focus. You’re not reading every word. You are constantly asking, “Is this 
chapter relevant for my study?” “Is this section relevant for my study?” “Is 
this paragraph relevant for my study?” If it’s not, skip it. This is a very dif-
ferent kind of reading from the reading you did for your comprehensive 
exams, which required that you have a deep understanding of the books 
and articles you read. In contrast, when you are coding literature for your 
literature review, you aren’t reading or typing in the complete oeuvre of 
someone, the entire history of a theory, or all of the critiques of a theory. 
You are getting a snapshot view of the literature directly relevant to the 
research question of the project you’ve conceptualized.

What if you miss an idea that is relevant to your project because you 
are moving so quickly through the literature? The cost of finding that idea 
is much greater than the cost of missing it. To do the kind of reading that 
would be required to ensure that you never miss a relevant idea would be 
incredibly time consuming, and you are trying to write a dissertation effi-
ciently. If an idea is critical to your study, it is likely to show up someplace 
else. Some other source will quote, summarize, or allude to it, and you will 
pick it up through that source. In addition, your committee members will 
have the opportunity to advise you about sources that can strengthen your 
literature review, and they won’t let you miss major ideas. Remember that 
you are looking for what the literature as a whole says about your topic 
and not what one source says.

Coding the literature happens at the very beginning of the reading 
process. You are doing the coding of the literature and keyboarding the 
excerpts from it the very first time you read a book or an article in your 
stack. In other words, you are doing your reading while sitting at your 
computer, typing excerpts into it. Don’t read your books and articles 
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is one of the most commonly used. One minor drawback to using such 
software is that these programs need to be trained to the speech patterns 
of your voice, but after a few hours of training the software, you’ll find that 
it is usually surprisingly accurate.

Photocopying Method
We have assumed, in our description of this method for coding lit-

erature, that you are a relatively fast keyboarder or typist. We also like the 
method of typing excerpts because it has the benefit of really engaging 
you with your literature so that you become very familiar with it. But the 
ability to type fast may not be one of the skills you bring to your disserta-
tion project. If keyboarding all of the relevant excerpts from your sources 
would be a slow, tedious, and painful process for you or you don’t want 
to fuss with learning a voice-activated software program, there is another 
way to code your literature. You might, in fact, find this to be the one you 
want to use for coding literature even if you are a fast typist.

The photocopying method of processing what you are picking up in 
your review of the literature involves marking the passages that are rele-
vant for you in the actual book or article. Instead of typing them into your 
computer, put a line in the margin by the relevant excerpt with a pencil 
or pen (a pencil, please, if it’s not your book so you can go back and erase 
these marks later). Start the line at the spot where the relevant excerpt be-
gins, and end it where the relevant part ends. At the end of reading a book 
or an article, you will probably have several or even many pages where you 
have sentences or paragraphs marked with a line in the margin that tells 
you where a relevant passage starts and stops. A page from a book or an 
article you have coded in this way will look like the page below.
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After you’ve read all of your books and articles and have marked them 
in this way, go to a copy machine. (By the way, we think that one of the 
best investments you can make if you plan to spend your life as an aca-
demic is to buy a small copy machine for your home or a printer for your 
computer that also functions as a copy machine. Having a copy machine 
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readily accessible can greatly increase your efficiency in many ways.) Page 
through your book or article, and whenever you find a page that has one 
or more of your margin marks on it, copy that page. After you have made 
a copy of the page, write an abbreviation for the source and the page num-
ber in the margin of the passage on the copy. Do this with every passage, 
even if some are on the same page. Every marked passage on each page 
that you copy should have a source and a page number next to it.
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Cutting Apart Your Codes

Whatever method you used to code your literature—keyboarding or pho-
tocopying—you are now going to be separating your excerpts or codes 
from one another. Here’s when you’ll see why you left those spaces be-
tween excerpts and why you noted the reference next to each one. If you 
typed excerpts into the computer or used voice-activated software, print 
out your notes. If you copied pages from books and articles, assemble your 
stack of photocopied pages.

Get out your scissors, and cut each note apart if your excerpts are 
typed in a list. If you copied pages from books and articles, cut out the 
passages you marked from the pages you copied. Sometimes, a relevant 
excerpt will continue from one page onto another. When that happens, 
tape the two parts of the excerpt together. You’ll end up with many slips 
of paper, each one containing one excerpt, a reference, and a page num-
ber. At the end of this process, you will have reduced a book or a journal 
article to a stack of little slips of paper, each containing an excerpt that 
has a reference to the source from which it came and the page number on 
which you can find that passage.

Sorting Your Codes

You now have a huge pile of slips of paper containing excerpts from your 
literature that are typed, transcribed using voice software, or photocopied. 

15_465-Foss.indb   89 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER FIVE

90

Whatever form your “codes” are in, you are going to do the same thing 
with them: Sort the pieces of paper according to like topic. Put everything 
that is about the same thing in the same pile.

Let’s continue to work with the literature review dealing with privi-
lege and with the research question “What perspectives on privilege are 
offered in popular culture for understanding, enacting, and altering privi-
lege?” Several of the excerpts from the coding of the literature might talk 
about the definition of privilege, so you would make a pile out of the slips 
that contain those excerpts. As you come across other slips on that same 
subject, put them into that same pile. You might have another pile that 
contains excerpts that all have to do with a view of privilege as negative 
and undesirable. Maybe you have another pile that contains excerpts on 
the topic of privilege as determined by group membership. Keep sort-
ing, and label your piles with sticky notes as you build them. Your labels 
should be abstract terms that express succinctly what the excerpts in one 
pile are all about. You might label the first pile, for example, definitions 
of privilege and the next two that you created privilege as undesirable and 
privilege determined by group membership.

Often, you’ll figure out after you have been sorting for a while that 
one of your piles is conceptually too large. You initially thought some top-
ics belonged together, but now you see that there are important distinc-
tions among them. Maybe the pile is too general as a category or contains 
too many different subareas. That’s OK. Take a few minutes and sort the 
excerpts in that one pile, making two or more smaller piles from it. Be sure 
to label those new piles with sticky notes, too.

You’ll also find, as you sort, that you just can’t figure out where some 
excerpts go. Maybe the excerpt doesn’t make sense to you now, doesn’t 
seem important enough to be part of your literature review, or doesn’t 
seem as relevant to your project as you originally thought. Put those ex-
cerpts in a pile labeled something like don’t know. You will deal with them 
later. You’ll end up with piles in front of you that look something like the 
piles below (and, of course, you will have far more than five piles).
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Notice that you are not making any judgments at this point about 
what is going to happen to your piles and the topics in them. You are 
simply putting topics that are alike together. We like this part of the 
process because it is mechanical and concrete and doesn’t require any dif-
ficult thinking. You don’t have to come up with a sophisticated way of 
conceptualizing your literature at this stage of the process. You are just 
putting things together that go together for some reason. You can see that 
you are making progress as your piles with labels on them grow, and the 
huge pile of excerpts with which you began shrinks.

At this point in our description of our process for sorting excerpts 
from the literature, you might be wondering why you can’t use your com-
puter to do the sorting. Why can’t you go through the list of excerpts on 
your computer, read them, and sort them into individual documents rep-
resenting the major categories as you go along? We have found that using 
your computer in this way for dealing with the literature hurts more than 
it helps. Because you can’t see all of the piles as they are emerging simul-
taneously, you tend to lose track of the reasons you are using for putting 
various excerpts in various categories. You also aren’t as likely to notice 
when one pile is becoming much larger than the others and might need 

Whatever form your “codes” are in, you are going to do the same thing 
with them: Sort the pieces of paper according to like topic. Put everything 
that is about the same thing in the same pile.

Let’s continue to work with the literature review dealing with privi-
lege and with the research question “What perspectives on privilege are 
offered in popular culture for understanding, enacting, and altering privi-
lege?” Several of the excerpts from the coding of the literature might talk 
about the definition of privilege, so you would make a pile out of the slips 
that contain those excerpts. As you come across other slips on that same 
subject, put them into that same pile. You might have another pile that 
contains excerpts that all have to do with a view of privilege as negative 
and undesirable. Maybe you have another pile that contains excerpts on 
the topic of privilege as determined by group membership. Keep sort-
ing, and label your piles with sticky notes as you build them. Your labels 
should be abstract terms that express succinctly what the excerpts in one 
pile are all about. You might label the first pile, for example, definitions 
of privilege and the next two that you created privilege as undesirable and 
privilege determined by group membership.

Often, you’ll figure out after you have been sorting for a while that 
one of your piles is conceptually too large. You initially thought some top-
ics belonged together, but now you see that there are important distinc-
tions among them. Maybe the pile is too general as a category or contains 
too many different subareas. That’s OK. Take a few minutes and sort the 
excerpts in that one pile, making two or more smaller piles from it. Be sure 
to label those new piles with sticky notes, too.

You’ll also find, as you sort, that you just can’t figure out where some 
excerpts go. Maybe the excerpt doesn’t make sense to you now, doesn’t 
seem important enough to be part of your literature review, or doesn’t 
seem as relevant to your project as you originally thought. Put those ex-
cerpts in a pile labeled something like don’t know. You will deal with them 
later. You’ll end up with piles in front of you that look something like the 
piles below (and, of course, you will have far more than five piles).
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to be conceptualized into smaller piles. Keeping track of perhaps 30 to 50 
groups of excerpts is hard to do on a computer, so that’s another reason to 
sort by hand. We also like how the physical process of cutting and sorting 
the codes engages both your brain and your hands and thus really focuses 
you on your task. So this is one time when technology might not be your 
friend, and we recommend moving away from the computer to sort your 
codes the old-fashioned way in preparation for creating the conceptual 
schema for your literature review.

Checking Your Piles

After you are done sorting, you will have many piles of excerpts, and you 
have labeled each one. Now check your piles to be sure that all of the ex-
cerpts in each pile are relevant to the label you’ve given it. Take each pile 
in turn and look at the excerpts it contains, checking to be sure that all 
the excerpts deal with the topic summarized by the label on the pile. You 
might find that some excerpts don’t belong in a particular pile and belong 
in another. If that’s the case, move them. And remember that don’t know 
pile? Now is also the time to look through it. Can any of the excerpts in 
this pile go into other piles? There will still be some excerpts in this pile 
that you can’t convince yourself belong in another pile or are important 
enough to do anything with. Set them aside, but don’t throw them away 
because they might be relevant later as your project develops, or they 
might be useful for a future research project.

Once you are convinced that each of your piles contains excerpts 
dealing with the same topic, put the piles into envelopes and label the 
envelopes. An envelope labeled don’t know will probably be among them. 
Storing excerpts in envelopes prevents you from losing track of the piles 
or having them messed up by unwitting animal or human companions.

Creating Your Conceptual Schema

You have before you many different envelopes with labels on them con-
taining many excerpts from your literature. What you really have, of 
course, is a filing system for the major ideas relevant to your project and 
thus the major subareas of your literature review. You might discover that 
some envelopes have many excerpts in them but that others have only a 
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few. Those envelopes with only a few excerpts represent minor topics and 
probably will not be important enough to include in your literature review, 
so set them aside. Focus on the envelopes where you have many slips of 
paper because you know those are topic areas that are receiving substantial 
attention in the category of literature you are reviewing.

Your next task is to turn the ideas represented by the remaining en-
velopes into a conceptual schema or creative synthesis for your literature 
review. A conceptual schema is a way of organizing your literature review 
that creates connections among the pieces of your literature or shows how 
they relate to one another. Another way to think of a conceptual schema 
is as an explanation for what you are seeing across your piles of excerpts. 
It allows you to tell a story about the content of your literature review and 
features the themes you want to highlight.

A conceptual schema is not a chronological description of literature 
in which you take each study and talk about it in the order in which it 
was done. You’ve seen these kinds of literature reviews, where studies on 
a common theme are merely strung together. They’re tedious because 
they don’t make an argument or connect the studies in any way. These 
are the kinds of literature reviews that readers tend to skip when reading 
a study. Your literature review, in contrast, is going to be organized by 
major topics and not by individual studies. In fact, you may find that the 
same study appears in more than one of the subareas of your literature 
review. You want to do research that is insightful; you want to position 
your study within the theoretical conversation of your field. That means 
engaging your literature in a coherent and sophisticated way, and a con-
ceptual schema allows you to do that.

You have the mechanism for creating a conceptual schema for your 
literature right in front of you. Go to your computer and make a list of 
the labels that are on your envelopes. Once again, leave a couple of spaces 
between each of the labels as you type the list. Make the font for the list 
large—perhaps 26 point—and then print it out. Grab your scissors once 
again, and cut the labels apart.

Take the labels to your desk, a table, a bed, or the floor. Lay them 
out in any order, and begin to play around with the relationships you 
see among the topics represented in the labels. Maybe you have three 
different topics that are the major variables that have been studied. Lay 
out those three labels across the top of your space. Are there other labels 
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or topics that belong under them? If so, position them in that order. Do 
you have some topics that disagree with a position? Some that agree? If 
so, group them together. Perhaps you discover that the literature can be 
organized by influences, components, functions, outcomes, models, dif-
ferent ways of doing something, steps in a process, perspectives on a phe-
nomenon, or comparison and contrast. You can try out different ways of 
organizing the literature just by moving the labels into different patterns. 
Keep trying alternatives until you come up with a conceptual schema that 
encompasses all or most of the major labels and that seems to you to be 
the most effective way to tell the story of your literature.

Here’s an example of a conceptual schema that organizes the litera-
ture on privilege into two different models of privilege. Remember that 
the research question for this study is, “What perspectives on privilege 
are offered in popular culture for understanding, enacting, and altering 
privilege?” The literature review is being used to explain two key models 
of privilege that emerged in a review of the available literature.
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There is no right or wrong conceptual schema for a body of literature. 
Someone else could review, code, and sort the same literature you did 
and come up with a very different conceptual schema from what you did. 
That’s not a problem. You want to organize the literature in a way that 
makes sense to you, connects the major subjects covered in the literature, 
and helps you engage the theoretical conversation of your discipline in a 
coherent way. Developing your conceptual schema from the labels enables 
you to accomplish all of these objectives in a way that is grounded in your 
unique interpretation of the literature. Here are a few samples of concep-
tual schemas that students developed for their literature reviews:

Schema for Literature Review: Sample #1

Research question: “How is a rhetorical response to visual art con-
structed by lay viewers?”

Background: The student is interested in discovering how viewers as-
cribe meaning to works of art not on the basis of art protocols or 
frameworks but on the basis of their own experiences and knowl-
edge. She is interested, in other words, in how viewers who do not 
participate in the formal art world come to understand and evaluate 
art objects.

Search strategies: The student has determined, through a review of 
the literature, that there are no theories of lay viewers’ rhetorical 
responses to visual art images (she is going to develop one for her dis-
sertation). She has turned to other theories that offer pieces of infor-
mation about aspects of rhetorical responses to visual art. She wants 
to come as close as she can to answering her research question in her 
literature review, and she also wants to see the ideas that other kinds 
of theories might offer her as she develops her own rhetorical theory.

Categories of the literature review:
•	 Object-centered theories of responses to art

∘∘ Semiotic theories of responses to art
∘∘ Prescriptive theories of responses to art
∘∘ Message-formation theories of responses to art

•	 Audience-centered theories of responses to art
∘∘ Theories concerned with qualities inherent in the viewer
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∘∘ Theories concerned with culturally shared visual codes
∘∘ Theories concerned with variations in meaning2

Schema for Literature Review: Sample #2

Research question: “What strategies do social justice organizations use 
to negotiate the tension between their missions and core American 
values when their missions curtail or violate those values?”

Background: The exigency for this study was the student’s observation 
that some social justice organizations such as the Anti-Defamation 
League, which are trying to create a better America, sometimes 
violate tenets of the Constitution or the Bill of Rights in their objec-
tives. For example, when such organizations work to eliminate hate 
speech or bullying, they are, in fact, violating the principle of free 
speech. She wanted to see how these organizations negotiate the 
tension or contradiction between their objectives and their violation 
of American values.

Search strategies: The student could find no studies directly relevant 
to her research question that dealt with how social justice orga-
nizations negotiate the contradiction between their missions and 
American values, so she moved up the ladder of abstraction in two 
ways: social justice organizations became organizations in her search, 
and negotiating between missions and American values became negotiat-
ing conflicting values or objectives. She thus organized her literature 
review around the strategies organizations use to negotiate conflict-
ing values or objectives.

Categories of the literature review:
•	 Adapting
•	 Reframing
•	 Giving voice
•	 Emphasizing respect
•	 Justifying
•	 Explaining
•	 Comparing
•	 Seeking support
•	 Balancing long- and short-term goals
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•	 Employing strategic ambiguity
•	 Neglecting
•	 Exiting3

Schema for Literature Review: Sample #3

Research question: “What are the factors that influence the self-man-
agement behaviors of elderly HIV-infected African Americans with 
other comorbid health conditions?”

Background: African Americans aged 50 and older account for ap-
proximately 46% of those living with HIV. The individuals within 
this subgroup of HIV-infected individuals are at risk for poor health 
outcomes related to the additive effects of aging and their higher 
prevalence of comorbid health conditions when compared with 
their White counterparts. In addition, older African Americans are 
particularly vulnerable to poor health outcomes as a result of the 
labels and stereotypes often associated with being African American 
and HIV infected and thus members of marginalized groups. The stu-
dent wanted to discover what factors affect these individuals’ ability 
to successfully manage their antiretroviral therapy regimen, health 
appointments, and symptoms.

Search strategies: The student began searching for studies explicitly 
related to her research question about the factors that influence self-
management behaviors of elderly African Americans infected with 
HIV. When she found no such studies, she moved up levels of abstrac-
tion with her term elderly HIV-infected African Americans and searched 
for literature related to factors that influence the self-management be-
haviors first of HIV-infected African Americans, then HIV-infected seniors, 
and then HIV-infected minorities. If she were to find no studies in these 
categories (which is unlikely), she also could move up the ladder of 
abstraction with the term infected with HIV and look for studies in the 
more general category of people with chronic diseases.

Categories of the literature review:
•	 Demographic factors

∘∘ Age
∘∘ Gender
∘∘ Level of education
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Writing It Up

You have your conceptual schema for your literature review, which means 
that you have laid out the labels that represent your envelopes on the 
desk or floor in front of you. This layout is a visual representation of your 
conceptual schema. Write the schema down, or take a picture of it with 
your phone so you won’t forget it. You then might find it useful to write 
a short narrative that describes your conceptual schema and explains the 
relationships you are seeing among the labels or topics. This will help you 
remember the details of the schema if you need to refresh your memory 
about what you have created when you are writing it up.

Choose a section of the literature review that you want to write. You 
can begin with any section because you know exactly what your sections 
are, how they relate to each other, and the order in which you want to 
discuss them. Find the envelope with the excerpts related to that topic, 
take all of the excerpts from that envelope, and lay them out in front of 
you. Move them around and play with different ways of arranging them 
to create a miniconceptual schema that presents the literature about that 
subarea. In other words, do the same thing you did with the whole litera-
ture review on a smaller scale, and arrange the excerpts about that topic so 
that they make the argument you want to make about what the literature 
says in that subarea.

As you develop a miniconceptual schema for this topic, you’ll discover 
that some excerpts say the same thing. Group them together and then 
choose the one that says the idea best or the one that comes from the best 
source. If several important sources make the same point, you can cite 

•	 Identity factors
∘∘ Cognitive skills
∘∘ Ability to reduce negative emotional states
∘∘ Level of self-confidence
∘∘ Ability to manage identity shifts
∘∘ Degree of self-efficacy

•	 Relational factors
∘∘ Nature of social and family relationships
∘∘ Nature of relationship with healthcare providers4
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them in one parenthetical citation or a footnote following your discussion 
of that idea, alleviating the need to repeat the same idea multiple times. 
You’ll also discover that some excerpts are not as relevant as you thought 
they would be to the topic and that you can leave them out. Don’t discard 
them, though. Put them back in the envelope for possible future use.

What is left is a layout in front of you of the literature on a particular 
subarea you want to talk about and in the order in which you want to 
talk about the ideas. The excerpt you want to talk about first is at the top 
of your workspace, the second one next, and on down through all of the 
excerpts that remain from the envelope. You have in front of you some-
thing that looks like the following figure. These excerpts were compiled 
for the study on privilege we’ve been talking about (and you’ll see shortly 
how it all came together in the finished version of the literature review). 
This student used the keyboarding method to code her literature, so, yes, 
there are typos in the excerpts, but that’s OK. They don’t keep her from 
understanding the content of the excerpts.

Now comes the magical part because the literature review almost 
writes itself. Start with the first excerpt and type it into your computer. 
Then type in the second excerpt, the third excerpt, the fourth excerpt, 
and all the way through your layout. You are literally writing your way 
through your layout of excerpts. Of course, you have to add introductions, 
overviews, your argument about the excerpts, and transitions between the 
excerpts, but those are easy to write because you see your argument and 
know exactly where you are going.

The excerpts on privilege turned into the section of the literature 
review you see below. Notice that all of the excerpts have ended up in 
this section in the order in which they were laid out in the previous fig-
ure, beginning with the excerpt from Young, followed by the one from 
Gordon, then Scheurich, and so on. Also note that the entire excerpt 
that was typed into the document initially is not always included in the 
finished version of the literature review. The writer has featured the part 
of the excerpt that is most relevant to the point she is making about the 
literature, and she has cut words that would detract from the claim she 
is making.
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Structural Privilege
One major conception of privilege that emerged from the literature 

is a structural view of privilege. This view focuses on structure as both 
the origin of and the solution to the inequities created by privilege. 
Structure here includes institutions, resources, and physical entities that 
“constitute the historical givens in relation to which individuals act, 
and which are relatively stable over time” (Young, 2002, p. 420). The 
structural perspective focuses on the structural and material condi-
tions, mechanisms, and practices that categorize people, advantage or 
restrict them according to those categories, and create privileged and 
nonprivileged communities as a result. Among such mechanisms are 
physical characteristics such as skin color and biological sex, policies that 
advantage the children of wealthy alumni in university admissions, and 
laws that discriminate against same-sex marriage.

Criterion for Assignment of Privilege: Group Membership
In the structural conception of privilege, according to the literature, 

privilege is determined by membership in categories that are usually as-
signed “simply by birth” (Gordon, 2004, p. 176). What distinguishes those 
in privileged from those in nonprivileged groups are “major sociological 
categories, such as race, class, and gender” (Scheurich, 1993, p. 7). Physi-
cal features or visible, apparent qualities of the body are used to catego-
rize individuals into groups and to distinguish among groups. Rancière 
(2000) uses the term aesthetic, or what is “perceptible/sensible material” 
(p. 11), to suggest that the aesthetic is the “primary means or medium 
through which relations of privilege and oppression are maintained and/or 
changed” (James, 2013, p. 104). Bonilla-Silva (2003), in his discussion of the 
privilege associated with race, provides an example of the use of aesthetic 
or material markers for this purpose: “Whiteness is the visible uniform of 
the dominant racial group. Therefore all actors socially regarded as ‘white’  
. . . receive systemic privileges by virtue of wearing the white—or virtually 
white—outfit” (p. 271). The emphasis on such physical distinctions also 
can be seen in the statement that “some people are white . . . some people 
are not . . . period” (Kennedy, Middleton, & Ratcliff, 2005, p. 360). Nieto 
and her colleagues (2010) describe any physical marker that categorizes in-
dividuals into groups as an “imaginary bar code” that symbolizes “ascribed 
social memberships” (p. 37).
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The principle that material, physical characteristics distinguish among 
groups of people in terms of their degree of privilege is evident in the lan-
guage typically used in the literature. Physical characteristics are equated 
with varying degrees of privilege in statements such as “Whites earn more 
money than other racial groups” (Bell, 1997, p. 5) and “banks have ensured 
that Blacks have severely limited access to property ownership and capital 
acquisition compared to Whites” (Kincheloe, 1999, p. 162). The use of 
material markers to denote group membership also is apparent when writ-
ers list characteristics of their identities as a way to acknowledge their own 
privilege. These lists typically feature physical, structural bodily markers, as 
Schacht (2003) exemplifies when he writes, “I am male, white, heterosexual, 
and from an upper middle class background” (p. 162). Even features that are 
not corporally apparent are treated as such in the structural construction. 
Individuals’ religious commitments and sexual orientations, for example, 
which are not typically marked on the public body, may become known to 
others in a material fashion through acts such as individuals’ personal rev-
elations concerning their participation in Christian religious rituals or the 
display of a photograph of a partner on a desk in the workplace.

Because you are using the ideas of others, the substance of the lit-
erature review is not yours, of course. But how you present the literature 
review and the connections you make among the pieces of the literature 
are your own unique inventions. By coding your literature to create an 
innovative conceptual schema, you have begun to do original scholarship.

Following is the finished literature review we have been using as an 
example throughout this chapter. Remember that the research question 
for the study is, “What perspectives on privilege are offered in popular cul-
ture for understanding, enacting, and altering privilege?” What the writer 
is presenting here are the two different models of privilege that emerged 
from the literature. These models were as close as the author could come 
to answering the research question. You will see that the section from this 
literature that we showed you earlier is positioned near the beginning of 
the literature review. A second sample literature review follows this one.
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Literature Review: Sample #1

To discover the model or models that currently exist for understand-
ing, enacting, and altering privilege, I reviewed literature from my own 
discipline of communication as well as in the fields of education, sociol-
ogy, psychology, religious studies, social work, business, geography, law, 
English, leisure studies, counseling, philosophy, and feminist studies. The 
literature on which I drew for this review deals with privilege of various 
kinds, including heterosexual, gender, race, class, and Christian privilege, 
but because race privilege receives by far the most attention in the litera-
ture, I feature it more prominently than other kinds of privilege in this 
review. The literature I surveyed begins in 1988, when a seminal work 
on privilege was published by Peggy McIntosh that was largely responsible 
for generating interest in and theorizing about the construct of privilege.

Two different perspectives on privilege emerged from the studies of 
privilege I reviewed. I have labeled them the structural and the performative 
perspectives. For each of the perspectives, I explain four key dimensions of 
the construction of privilege—the criterion for the assignment of privilege, 
the assessment of privilege, the objective of efforts to alter privilege, and 
the key strategy for altering privilege.

Structural Privilege
One major conception of privilege that emerged from the literature 

is a structural view of privilege. This view focuses on structure as both 
the origin of and the solution to the inequities created by privilege. 
Structure here includes institutions, resources, and physical entities that 
“constitute the historical givens in relation to which individuals act, 
and which are relatively stable over time” (Young, 2002, p. 420). The 
structural perspective focuses on the structural and material condi-
tions, mechanisms, and practices that categorize people, advantage or 
restrict them according to those categories, and create privileged and 
nonprivileged communities as a result. Among such mechanisms are 
physical characteristics such as skin color and biological sex, policies that 
advantage the children of wealthy alumni in university admissions, and 
laws that discriminate against same-sex marriage.

Criterion for Assignment of Privilege: Group Membership
In the structural conception of privilege, according to the literature, 

privilege is determined by membership in categories that are usually as-
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signed “simply by birth” (Gordon, 2004, p. 176). What distinguishes those 
in privileged from those in nonprivileged groups are “major sociological 
categories, such as race, class, and gender” (Scheurich, 1993, p. 7). Physi-
cal features or visible, apparent qualities of the body are used to catego-
rize individuals into groups and to distinguish among groups. Rancière 
(2000) uses the term aesthetic, or what is “perceptible/sensible material” 
(p. 11), to suggest that the aesthetic is the “primary means or medium 
through which relations of privilege and oppression are maintained and/or 
changed” (James, 2013, p. 104). Bonilla-Silva (2003), in his discussion of the 
privilege associated with race, provides an example of the use of aesthetic 
or material markers for this purpose: “Whiteness is the visible uniform of 
the dominant racial group. Therefore all actors socially regarded as ‘white’  
. . . receive systemic privileges by virtue of wearing the white—or virtually 
white—outfit” (p. 271). The emphasis on such physical distinctions also 
can be seen in the statement that “some people are white . . . some people 
are not . . . period” (Kennedy, Middleton, & Ratcliff, 2005, p. 360). Nieto 
and her colleagues (2010) describe any physical marker that categorizes in-
dividuals into groups as an “imaginary bar code” that symbolizes “ascribed 
social memberships” (p. 37).

The principle that material, physical characteristics distinguish 
among groups of people in terms of their degree of privilege is evident 
in the language typically used in the literature. Physical characteristics are 
equated with varying degrees of privilege in statements such as “Whites 
earn more money than other racial groups” (Bell, 1997, p. 5) and “banks 
have ensured that Blacks have severely limited access to property own-
ership and capital acquisition compared to Whites” (Kincheloe, 1999, 
p. 162). The use of material markers to denote group membership also 
is apparent when writers list characteristics of their identities as a way 
to acknowledge their own privilege. These lists typically feature physi-
cal, structural bodily markers, as Schacht (2003) exemplifies when he 
writes, “I am male, white, heterosexual, and from an upper middle class 
background” (p. 162). Even features that are not corporally apparent are 
treated as such in the structural construction. Individuals’ religious com-
mitments and sexual orientations, for example, which are not typically 
marked on the public body, may become known to others in a material 
fashion through acts such as individuals’ personal revelations concerning 
their participation in Christian religious rituals or the display of a photo-
graph of a partner on a desk in the workplace.
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Once individuals are divided into groups, according to the structural 
perspective, the differences among the groups are imbued with meaning 
and are assigned “different rank and value in society, resulting in privileged 
group statuses . . . and oppressed group statuses” (Croteau, Talbot, Lance, 
& Evans, 2002, p. 239). As Kivel (2000) notes, “Certain groups, by virtue of 
their markers of identity, are and continue to remain at the center while 
others remain at the edges of society” (p. 81). Certain markers of identity 
are treated as evidence of inferiority or high status. All human societies, 
according to Sidanius and Pratto’s (1999) social dominance theory, “tend 
to be structured as systems of group-based social hierarchies,” with “a small 
number of dominant and hegemonic groups at the top and one or a num-
ber of subordinate groups at the bottom” (p. 31). As a result of the differ-
ential assignment of value, “dominant groups possess a disproportionately 
large share of positive social value,” while “subordinate groups possess a 
disproportionately large share of negative social value” (Sidanius & Pratto, 
1999, p. 32). Structural resources then are differentially linked to various 
groups, “automatically opening or closing doors” for some and not oth-
ers, “causing the ground to be uphill or downhill, making the path smooth 
or treacherous” (Nieto, Boyer, Goodwin, Johnson, & Smith, 2010, p. 37).

Assessment of Privilege: Desirable
In the structural conception of privilege that is a part of the literature, 

privilege is seen as something positive and desirable that “everyone must 
want” (McIntosh, 1988, p. 12). The desirability of privilege is reinforced in 
the two types of privilege seen to be available—“negative privilege, which 
can be understood simply as the absence of barriers, and, positive privilege, 
which can be understood as the presence of additional perks” (Bailey, 
1998b, p. 115). In addition, the origin of the term privilege in the Latin 
words privus (private) and legis (laws) suggests a historical conception of 
privilege as desirable: “In Rome, a privilegium was a special ordinance refer-
ring to an individual, and often providing an exemption from the normal 
requirements of the law. . . . Privilege came increasingly also to denote an 
exclusive and advantageous social status” (Kruks, 2005, p. 180).

Privilege is constructed as something positive when it is equated with 
“resources, power, and opportunity” (Lipsitz, 1998, p. vii); “a host of ma-
terial advantages” (Crenshaw, 1997, p. 255); a “string of rights” (Oswin, 
2008, p. 94); and “greater access to rewards and valued resources” (Fer-
ber, 2012, p. 64). In the structural construction, “all privilege is advanta-
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geous” (Bailey, 1998b, p. 108) in that it “opens doors for people” (Crisp, 
2014, p. 109) and allows the privileged to go about their “days with ‘one 
less thing to sweat’” (Wise & Case, 2013, p. 22). Privilege constitutes 
possession of “features of contemporary life that should be available to 
all” (Gordon, 2004, p. 176), including “safety; food, clothing, and shel-
ter; education through which each generation can achieve its potential; 
positive aesthetic imagery to transform spaces into places, dwellings into 
homes; [and] a positive sense of self” (Gordon, 2004, p. 175). “Jealously 
guarded as a valued possession” (Harris, 1995, p. 280), the privilege associ-
ated with various groups is seen as “treasured property” and a “valuable 
asset” (Harris, 1995, p. 277) that provide “power, resources, legitimacy, 
dignity and recognition” (Stoudt, Fox, & Fine, 2012, p. 179). Those who 
are privileged are “being given a leg up, being given a membership to the 
club” (Wise, 2008, p. 12).

Privilege is also seen as desirable in a conception of privilege as struc-
tural because it confirms and aligns with the preferences of the dominant 
group in a society—social norms match these preferences and thus “ap-
pear neutrally to uphold” a “system of inequality” (Montgomery & Stew-
art, 2012, p. 163). The privileged “successfully disseminate its particular 
form of social reality and social vision . . . in a manner that is accepted as 
common sense, as ‘normal,’ as universal” (Blumenfeld & Jackel, 2012, p. 
129). Those groups that are seen as the “‘norm’ or as ‘natural’” (Hurtado 
& Stewart, 1997, p. 303) “experience their daily life and identity as routine, 
all encompassing, normal, neutral, and universal” (Simoni & Walters, 2001, 
pp. 158–159). The feeling of “ease” (Kendrick, 2005, p. 398) that such 
normalization brings is exemplified in Ferber’s (2012) observation that 
Christian privilege is

embedded in our laws, policies, schools and workplaces. . . . In schools, 
for example, the curriculum, dress codes, cafeteria food, and even the 
calendar reinforce Christian values and practices as universal norms, 
where their underlying Christian foundation is often invisible to all 
except those who are marginalized and excluded by such practices. 
(Ferber, 2012, p. 71)

Because those who are privileged possess “the keys to the symbolic capital 
of the society at large” (de Velasco, 2005, p. 104), they have “an assumed 
influence or position in most interactions as a ‘universal insider’” (Jackson, 
1999, p. 48).
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Objective of Efforts to Alter Privilege: Structural Reform
In the structural conception of privilege, the objective of efforts 

to alter privilege is to address the “structural and institutional roots” 
of privilege (Wise, 2014) or the “transformation of social institutions” 
(Swigonski, 1996, p. 159) to reduce the impact of privilege in the world. 
Efforts are directed at remaking “the world in creative struggle within and 
against structures of oppression” (Ryder, 1991, p. 304) because privilege 
and oppression are conceptualized not just as “things that happen to 
people—we actively participate in maintaining the systems of social orga-
nization that dole out benefits and harms” (James, 2013, p. 103). Structural 
reform means “to identify certain wrongful harms or injustices, locate and 
explain their sources in institutions and social relations, and propose di-
rections for institutionally oriented action to change them” (Young, 2002, 
p. 419). Efforts to eradicate systems of privilege revolve around changing 
governmental and institutional practices so that rights and resources are 
equally distributed to all groups. The process involves a “redistribution of 
resources along more equitable lines” (Clark & Brimhall-Vargas, 2003, p. 
57) to ensure “that political institutions cease to award benefits on the 
basis of particular identities” (Hekman, 2000, p. 304).

Because of the structural perspective’s focus on changing social 
structures, action by those with privilege is directed at the mechanisms 
constructed by the government and other formal institutions—laws, 
regulations, codes, and policies, for example—that support the rights 
and privileges of some and deny them to others. Political projects of 
transformation also may involve “the creation of collective structures 
that dismantle the systems that enable these privileges” (Smith, 2013, p. 
2) and that “develop alternative governance systems based on principles 
of horizontality, mutuality, and interrelatedness rather than hierarchy, 
domination, and control” (Smith, 2013, p. 6). The public or institutional 
focus that characterizes the objective of structural reform manifests as a 
concern with issues of “right, obligation and entitlement” (Benhabib, 1992, 
p. 159) that can be delivered through structural mechanisms.

Key Strategy for Altering Privilege: Sharing Resources
In the structural approach, the privileged accomplish the goal of 

structural reform by sharing their resources, including their money, time, 
and energy. The focus of these efforts, the literature suggests, is on of-
fering “direct, concrete support by sharing information, advice, assistance, 

15_465-Foss.indb   108 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



ADVICE FROM OTHER TRAVELERS: THE LITERATURE REVIEW

109

and use of material resources with individuals in need” (DeTurk, 2011, p. 
578). This kind of sharing can be done in a number of ways. The privileged 
may choose to financially support organizations that provide access to 
resources for those without privilege, “redesigning practices and poli-
cies in workplaces, communities, and families” (Harding, 1991, p. 292). 
They may create “organizations and institutions that embrace an internal 
culture of full inclusion and all of whose members are trained to think 
critically about how the culture of power operates” (Kivel, 2000, p. 7). 
They may use their privilege “to build relationships, educate the broader 
community, and to reach members of the opposition in contexts and 
environments” in which they are comfortable (Case, Kanenberg, Erich, 
& Tittsworth, 2012, p. 159). They also may participate in social move-
ments to change laws, volunteer in schools to change the nature of the 
educational system, teach in prisons to transform penal institutions, and 
join organizations dedicated to dismantling privilege (e.g., Hartnett, 2010). 
The privileged also can “support higher tax rates or caps on executive 
salaries (which impact their own earnings) in order to create a more equi-
table distribution of wealth” and “support affirmative action, even though 
in the short run it reduces the likelihood that they themselves would be 
hired” (Goodman, 2000, p. 1074). In short, from a structural perspective, 
those who are privileged use the various kinds of resources they possess 
to create reform at the structural, societal level.

In summary, in the structural perspective on privilege that emerged 
from the literature, the primary criterion for assigning privilege is group 
membership on the basis of material markers that distinguish those in one 
group from those in another. Because privilege is seen as desirable, the 
objective of efforts to address the problem of privilege is to transform 
social structures to create an equitable distribution of rights and resources 
to those in all of the groups, a goal that can be achieved by the sharing 
of resources by the privileged. Privilege, according to this perspective, is 
defined as McIntosh (1988) originally did—as unearned benefits allocated 
to individuals because of their membership in particular groups.

Performative Privilege
A second type of privilege that is constructed by the literature is 

performative privilege, which, as its name suggests, is something that is 
performed by individuals. As individuals interact, they enact attitudes, 
feelings, and beliefs about themselves in relation to others through their 
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words, actions, demeanor, and appearance. When they employ these 
various communicative mechanisms to adopt a role of superiority or a 
dominant style of interaction, they are performing privilege. Although per-
formances of privilege are always affected by and judged within the con-
texts and cultures in which they occur, a performance of privilege might 
include such communication behaviors as physical and verbal intimidation, 
discrimination, touching another without permission, taking up significant 
personal space, interrupting, ignoring the ideas of others, and deliberately 
using vocabulary that others are not likely to understand. Of course, per-
formances of privilege also may include much stronger displays of superior 
power such as physical violence.

Criterion for Assignment of Privilege: Social Construction
The performative approach to privilege is rooted in the process of 

social construction. The apparent physical or material characteristics 
of the body and any groups to which the body might be assigned as a 
result are irrelevant from this perspective. Privilege “does not inhere in 
bodies” (Nakayama, 2000, p. 364) but is “contextually co-created by all 
participants and fluidly constituted” through “conversations and activities” 
(Chen, 2004, p. 188) “according to social, economic, political, historical, 
and national frameworks” (Wilton et al., 2013, p. 42). Just as identity and 
its various components are seen to be socially constructed, the privilege 
or lack of privilege that attends identity is considered to be socially con-
structed (Schlueter, 2007). The body, whether privileged or not, has “no 
ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its reality” 
(Butler, 1990, p. 136). As Ellsworth (1997) notes, what any structural or 
material marker “can and will mean, how it can and will be performed, 
and with what consequences to relations of power and dynamics of social 
interrelation—cannot be specified before any particular performance, or 
projected to other times and places” (p. 261). Privilege becomes linked 
to bodies only as a result of communicative performances of privilege by 
individuals in particular contexts.

Because of the separation of privilege from physical identity markers 
in performative privilege, individuals are able temporarily to disconnect 
themselves from the privilege or lack of privilege they may have been 
assigned from a structural perspective. From this perspective, all people 
have access to privilege or to the eschewal of privilege by the choices they 
make in their interactions with others. Someone who is seen as privileged 
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in certain contexts from a structural perspective—a wealthy White man, 
for example—may choose to perform privilege in line with his assigned 
structural privilege by exercising power over others. In contrast, someone 
who is not regarded as privileged in the structural perspective—a Black 
woman, for example—may assume a privileged stance in some contexts by 
engaging in dominating behaviors. The variety of options for performances 
in this conception also can be seen in that individuals with ostensible struc-
tural privilege may choose to disavow that privilege and to adopt roles of 
subordination or victimage. “Redneck” men, for example, may earn the 
label of redneck in part because of performances of a lack of privilege in 
contexts when they could claim some structural privilege.

The focus in the performative approach is on those who have privi-
lege according to structural conceptions and who want to eschew perfor-
mances of domination and replace them with performances of equality. 
In a discussion of race privilege, Frye (1992) explains how those who 
have White skin can choose to perform being “whitely” (p. 151), where 
they are oblivious to the privileging effects of race, or they may choose 
to perform an identity as “race traiters” (Ignatiev & Garvey, 1996) that is 
“pretty irregularly white” (Segrest, 1994, p. 80), where they enact equality 
and thus disrupt the structural expectations of privilege associated with 
Whiteness. Those individuals who choose to reject structural assignments 
of privilege and take up “traitorous social locations” (Harding, 1991, p. 
293) become “social rebels . . . who escape the discursive constitution 
that is scripted for them” (Hekman, 2000, p. 301). They actively examine 
“their ‘seats in front’ and find ways to be disloyal to systems that assign 
these seats” (Bailey, 1998a, p. 37), relinquishing “the power and privileges 
conferred upon them” (McPhail, 2004, p. 401).

That groups of people historically have been assigned different status in 
terms of privilege is used in the literature to support the social construction 
of privilege. Some races were initially oppressed and constructed as non-
privileged when they immigrated to America, but they later were accorded 
the privileged status of White. Thus, the “concept of who was White . . 
. changed to include successive groups of European immigrants” (Maher 
& Tetreault, 1997, p. 325), and groups “once recognized as distinct races 
(Mediterraneans, Celts, Slavs, Teutons, Hebrews) have now disappeared 
into an expanded white race” (Mills, 2003, p. 39). Such differential treatment 
of races over time in the assignment of privilege points to privilege as a social 
construction and not something that resides in material qualities.
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The recognition that individuals are differently privileged in different 
contexts also supports the notion that privilege is socially constructed—
“among members of one privileged class, other mechanisms of marginal-
ization may mute or reduce privilege based on another status” (Coston 
& Kimmel, 2012, p. 109). As Flood and Pease (2005) note, “almost 
everyone experiences both privilege and subordination. . . . While white 
women are oppressed by their gender positioning, they also receive 
privileges through their whiteness. Similarly, while working-class men are 
oppressed in class relations, they still receive forms of gender privilege” 
(p. 133). The construct of intersectionality, often used to discuss the 
complexities of identity, also reinforces the notion of privilege as socially 
constructed: “This perspective can also be used to explore intersections 
of privileged identities and the simultaneous experience of privilege and 
marginalization” (Abes, 2012, p. 189). Consequently, “individuals can 
experience oppression related to identity (e.g., race or gender) while 
also experiencing or exercising privilege related to another identity (e.g., 
class, ability, or sexuality)” (Banks, Pliner, & Hopkins, 2013, p. 103). Us-
ing the term Status style as equivalent to the performance of privilege, 
Nieto and her colleagues (2010) note that “Status may be high or low 
in any given moment, and almost any individual can take a high Status 
or low Status position at any time. Status is slippery, labile, constantly 
changing” (p. 11). Because individuals’ privileges shift as they move from 
one context to another, privilege is not fixed in a conception of privilege 
as performative but is socially constructed according to the nature of the 
performer, audience, and context.

Assessment of Privilege: Undesirable
In a view of privilege as performative, privilege is seen as something 

disdainful that individuals reject because they “do not want to be recipi-
ents of unearned advantage” (Rosette & Thompson, 2005, p. 272). From 
this perspective, privilege is a “dirty secret” (Jensen, 1998, p. 79) or a 
“dirty process” that limits who people “are and who they can become” 
(Hurtado, 1996, p. 124). Privilege constitutes “moral disapprobation” 
(Kruks, 2005, p. 179) and gives “license to be ignorant, oblivious, arrogant 
and destructive” (McIntosh, 1988, p. 10). Because it involves the exploita-
tion of individuals, privilege is “very dangerous” (Wise, 2008, p. 10), “a 
form of violence” (Kleisath, 2014, p. 153), and “a trope of domination” 
accompanied by “terror and fear” (West, 2005, p. 388). Writers about 
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privilege use a number of negative metaphors to suggest that privilege is 
a devil term. A privileged identity, for example, “has blinded” those who 
possess it (Crosby, 1997, p. 185); is “murderous” (McIntosh, 1988, p. 12); 
causes “damage” (Wise, 2008, p. 17); and is “a dangerous creature that 
preys on others” (Shome, 2000, p. 367).

Objective of Efforts to Alter Privilege: Individual Transformation
The objective of efforts to alter privilege in performative privilege is 

personal transformation, or the shifting of standpoints by change agents 
through their “own individual endeavors: through actively addressing 
[their] own ignorance, through trying to be more sensitive, through using 
[their] imagination to grasp the reality of others” (Kruks, 2005, p. 182). 
The process of transformation, according to the literature, “involves 
learning to see the world through the experiences of the oppressed” 
(Flood & Pease, 2005, p. 131), rejecting the “stereotypic knowledge” that 
characterizes privileged modes of relating (Carrillo Rowe, 2003, p. 68), 
and coming to see those stereotyped others as “rational, autonomous 
persons deserving of respect” (Superson, 2004, p. 47). This is a process 
that is never ending, and those who are privileged can never “feel finished 
with their efforts to unlearn” the language and behaviors associated with 
privilege; they thus are required to commit “to an ongoing process of 
self-examination” (Case, 2012, p. 91).

Key Strategy for Altering Privilege: Performing Equality
The primary strategy for the privileged in the performative perspec-

tive as reported in the literature is the enactment of “new modes of living 
one’s life, new methods of relating to the various individuals with whom 
one comes in contact” (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1998, p. 24). These new 
modes and methods involve the performance of equality in everyday in-
teractions so that the lives of the privileged become “a living example” of 
their politics of nondomination (hooks, 1994, p. 48). As they “develop new 
ways of seeing and being” that deepen their understanding of and appre-
ciation for each other, individuals express an identity “without dominating 
and subjugating people in the process” (Manglitz, 2003, p. 131). They cre-
ate through their performances “the kinds of experiences that would be 
more available in a just and caring society—more equitable, mutually sup-
portive, and authentic relationships” (Goodman, 2000, p. 1078). In Ben-
habib’s (1992) terms, interactions in these performances are “governed by 
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the norms of equity and complementary reciprocity,” in which each person in 
the interaction “feels recognized and confirmed as a concrete, individual 
being with specific needs, talents and capacities” (p. 159). The other is 
treated in accordance with the “norms of friendship, love and care,” and 
the “moral categories that accompany such interactions are those of re-
sponsibility, bonding and sharing” (Benhabib, 1992, p. 159).

Performances of equality may be characterized by a variety of com-
munication behaviors that disrupt “everyday moments of oppression” 
(Allen, 2011, p. 191). They may take the form of “interrupting the racist 
comments of family, friends, and co-workers” (Case, 2012, p. 87) and “in-
terrupting racist jokes, interrupting racial violence, interrupting misinfor-
mation and stereotypes about others” (Ellsworth, 1997, p. 267). Actions of 
equality may involve “intervening when a store clerk ‘ignores the African 
American’ . . . customer” (Case, 2012, p. 87); posting “information on so-
cial media sites about oppressive policies and legislation” (Crisp, 2014, p. 
113); and engaging in a dialogic orientation that “attempts to understand 
difference and similarity” (Striley & Lawson, 2014, p. 181). Performing 
equality can mean that the privileged opt out of events they would like to 
attend because those events privilege some and discriminate against oth-
ers, as McKenzie (2014) suggests:

If you’re an able-bodied person and that retreat you really, really want to 
go on isn’t wheelchair accessible, and the organizers of said retreat have 
been asked and supported in making a change and done nothing, and you 
realize how fucked up that is, don’t go. (p. 2)

Performances of equality can assume other forms as well, the litera-
ture suggests. They may involve not talking in instances when the privi-
leged typically would talk and in which their voices would carry “much 
weight and importance” (McKenzie, 2014, p. 2), instead listening carefully 
to others and not interrupting them when they speak. Individuals also can 
perform equality by not claiming nonprivileged identities with which they 
have little experience:

If you’re a cis dude who is only into women but you call yourself “queer” 
because all your friends are queer and . . . you feel more politically 
aligned with queer folks . . . rethink that. Consider how your privilege 
(and sense of entitlement) gives you access to claim identities even when 
your lived experience doesn’t support it. (McKenzie, 2014, p. 2)
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Performances of equality also may assume quieter manifestations such as 
avoiding the use of “we” and “us” to eschew the “assumption that one’s 
view of a privileged person is universal” (Geiger & Jordan, 2014, p. 264); 
giving another a greater amount of personal space and thus nonverbally 
according the individual respect and an assignation of high status; or even 
simply letting others step ahead in line, providing them with the benefit 
of saved time.

Although individual performances of equality may appear to have rela-
tively limited impact in that they occur in the interpersonal domain, they 
are seen to have the capacity for substantial influence in the larger society 
from a performative perspective. Individuals’ performances of equality 
constitute important change efforts because ordinary, everyday, transi-
tory acts are conceptualized as precisely the acts that maintain systems of 
privilege. For an oppressive system to survive, it “must have the support 
of all those it has designated as its constituency, or it ceases to exist” 
(Ignatiev & Garvey, 1996, p. 11). A performance that does not provide 
such support may produce “a shift in the terms of legitimacy as an effect of 
the utterance itself” (Butler, 1997, p. 147), contesting “what has become 
sedimented in and as the ordinary” (Butler, 1997, p. 145). Performances 
that do not support systems of privilege not only can challenge and disrupt 
the operation of privilege, but their impact can spread: “Taken collectively, 
such individual efforts . . . add up to an important contestation of privilege” 
(Kruks, 2005, p. 183).

In summary, in the view of privilege as performative that is contained 
in the literature, privilege is socially constructed in contexts in which 
individuals perform identities of superiority and exercise power over 
others. Privilege is seen as undesirable because it involves the dominat-
ing, unequal treatment of others. The objective in this perspective is 
the transformation of individuals into human beings who treat others as 
equals, and the key strategy for such transformation is enacting perfor-
mances of equality instead of privilege in interactions with others. Privi-
lege from this perspective breaks with the standard definition rooted in 
McIntosh’s (1988) essay and is conceptualized as communication prac-
tices that enact superiority of the self over others and that are aimed at 
exerting power over others’ lives.5

As is certainly clear by now, a large body of literature that theo-
rizes privilege exists in numerous disciplines. In this review, I have 
distilled that literature into the two key perspectives—structural and 
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The following literature review was developed from the conceptual 
schema concerning lay viewers’ responses to visual art. Recall that the 
research question guiding the study and the literature review is, “How is a 
rhetorical response to visual art constructed by lay viewers?” In her litera-
ture review, the student is summarizing the relevant aspects of the theories 
that come the closest to answering that research question.

Literature Review: Sample #2

Theories of lay viewers’ responses to visual art images are con-
spicuously absent in literature concerned with art. Although there are 
no studies that inquire into viewers’ responses in the manner in which I 
propose, studies in communication, aesthetics, art criticism, anthropology, 
film studies, and psychology offer pieces of information about aspects of 
rhetorical responses to visual art. In organizing these pieces of information 
into a literature review, I am integrating myriad theories, not all of which 
are commensurate with each other, but that provide a conversation about 
visual images that elucidates what is agreed upon and what is at issue in 
understanding rhetorical responses to visual art.

The theories can be grouped into three thematic sections, each of 
which foregrounds a specific research focus. The organization of these 

performative—that are intermingled and often conflated in the litera-
ture. Although I have presented them as mutually exclusive here, they 
clearly are not; in several ways, aspects of the two constructions are 
complementary. Performative privilege, for example, is always taking 
place within the context of structural privilege, and structural privilege 
can be and often is mediated by acts of performative privilege. Similarly, 
individuals can share resources and transform themselves, and, in fact, 
self-transformation very well could be seen to function as a precondi-
tion for the sharing of resources. Despite the overlap between the two 
perspectives, however, there are substantial differences between the 
two in the ways in which they assign privilege, evaluate it, suggest what 
the objective of altering privilege should be, and recommend strategic 
options for accomplishing that objective.
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three sections moves from notions concerned with the visual work of 
art itself to those concerned with societal conventions—from object to 
culture, in other words. I begin with research that emphasizes the physi-
cal characteristics or data presented by visual art. From object-centered 
approaches, I move to research focusing on the viewer or audience as key 
to understanding rhetorical responses. Finally, I conclude the literature 
review by exploring studies in which cultural codes and practices are seen 
as influential to the construction of responses. Throughout this literature 
review, I ask the reader’s indulgence in recognizing that the boundaries for 
these categories are soft and, in many cases, blurred; an inevitable amount 
of overlap and slippage exists among them.

Object-Centered Theories
Many contemporary theories of art and art criticism identify the phys-

ical characteristics of a work—color, scale, shape, line, media, light and 
dark values, along with the design and relationship of those elements—as 
essential both to creating visual images and to forming interpretations of 
works of art. In this approach, viewers’ interpretations are assumed to be 
grounded in the material components of a work of art and their organiza-
tional devices—in the structure of the work. The physical characteristics 
of the work, literature in this category suggests, cultivate the likelihood 
of one particular response or type of responses more than others. This 
section begins with assumptions about physical and design elements, pro-
ceeds to notions asserting that the physical data of visual images function 
as a language, and ends with notions that contend that the physical data of 
visual images function in non-language-like ways.

Many artists contend that the physical and design elements of visual 
works of art speak for themselves and constitute constructions of mean-
ing. The artist Mondrian, for example, defended his use of straight lines 
rather than curves in his paintings because “curves are too emotional” 
(Freeberg, 1989, p. 1). Mondrian believed that reality best could be ex-
pressed through the equivalence of the fixed rhythms and changing rela-
tions of color, size, and line. Artist and educator Chaet (1983) posits that 
“line, value, texture, form, and color are the plastic means by which the 
artist can express graphic ideas” (p. 11). Textbooks for studio artists, such 
as Basic Visual Concepts and Principles for Artists, Architects, and Designers 
(Wallschlaeger & Busic-Snyder, 1992); Drawing: A Contemporary Approach 
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(Bette & Sale, 1980); Working with Color (Kriesburg, 1986); and Design Ba-
sics (Lauer, 1979) reveal that artists ground the production of their work 
in the assumption that the physical elements are expressive.

Semiotic Theories
A semiotic perspective is one that foregrounds the physical character-

istics of images. Semiotics is a method of inquiry into the basic workings 
of symbolic function that involves the analysis of culturally shared signs 
and codes. Signs are arbitrary or conventional concepts that stand for 
something else, while codes are systems of conventions and rules that 
determine how individuals interpret or use signs. Both are used by mem-
bers of cultures to explicate the world and their relation to it and to each 
other. Semiotic research that focuses on signs foregrounds the significance 
of the individual physical elements, while research that focuses on codes 
is concerned with relationships between the sign and its object and the 
responses codes evoke.

Dondis (1973) and Saint-Martin (1987) each has developed semiotics 
of visual signs; in their works, they examine the basic visual elements and 
the strategies, options, and techniques of visual expression. Dondis defines 
his work as a primer of literacy—a survey of visual components that can 
be used like language for the construction and understanding of messages. 
He argues that visual components are “a body of data composed of con-
stituent parts, a group of units determined by other units, whose signifi-
cance as a whole is a function of the significance of the parts” (p. xi). He 
presents a theory of both individual elements—such as line, color, tone, 
and texture—and the expressive power of techniques—such as symmetry, 
repetition, and accent—as the simplest level of content.

Similarly convinced that visual representations “are signifying practices 
constituting a language,” Saint-Martin (1987) presents a semiology of visual 
language and a grammar that tells how a given ensemble of signs is orga-
nized to convey meaning (p. x). She defines the fundamental units of visual 
language—coloremes—and develops syntactical rules for their use and 
description. She also explicates a semiotic analysis to discover the inter-
relations among elements to illustrate how producers of visual works use 
the potentialities of this syntax. According to Saint-Martin, a primary char-
acteristic of a visual language is the component of space. Her work clarifies 
the differences between visual and perceptual space and their function in 
the construction of meaning in visual images and human environments.
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Barthes (1957) also employs semiotics to investigate and uncover 
the ways in which sense is manufactured other than by oral speech. He 
contends that any object or ritual can be a form of signification within a 
culture; photographs, washing detergents, wrestling matches, or cooking 
practices, for example, can be endowed with meanings and stand as rep-
resentations or mythologies of something else. Concerned with unmasking 
these sign systems and accounting for “the mystification which transforms 
petit-bourgeois culture into a universal nature” (p. 9), Barthes’s semiologi-
cal analyses explicate the values of these signs. Human history, Barthes 
argues, converts reality into the sign; human history is key to the associa-
tion or correlation that unites signifiers and the signified.

Prescriptive Theories
Several scholars have developed prescriptive models for constructing 

meaning from art that depend on analysis of the physical elements of an 
art image. Feinstein (1989), for example, claims that properties or quali-
ties of visual phenomena—for example, color, scale, shape, form, pattern, 
texture, and space, along with their organization, unity, variety, valance, 
movement, orientation, and placement—elicit sensory and emotional 
responses and prompt interpretation of the work. Her model relies on 
the processes of description of form, analysis of form, metaphoric inter-
pretation of form, evaluation of the image in comparison to others of 
its kind, and identification of the viewer’s preferences. While Feinstein’s 
model seeks to provide a framework from which viewers can construct 
responses to visual works of art, her suggestions do not attempt so much 
to mediate viewers’ responses as to provide a “tool for accessing works 
of art, a verbal scaffolding for organizing and expanding visual perceptions” 
(p. 44) that is rooted in the physical data of a work.

Message-Formation Theories
Another way in which scholars approach object-centered theories of 

response to art is with a focus on message formation. Kanengieter’s (1990) 
work on message formation in architecture, for example, formulates a 
three-step process for the attribution of meanings to built forms that relies 
on the physical data of the building. Her proposed process emphasizes the 
identification of presented elements—space, media, shapes, colors, and 
scale—to identify ideas, themes, concepts, and allusions that a viewer then 
organizes into a message, thesis, or assertion in the attribution of meaning 
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to the form. Kanengieter’s procedure is helpful in that it suggests sources of 
viewers’ differing responses to visual images. Kanengieter posits that diverse 
responses may result from viewers’ focus on different presented elements 
or from viewers’ differences in processing the elements.

Degge’s (1985) model for visual aesthetic inquiry in television expands 
the range of physical characteristics under consideration that influence 
viewers’ responses by including phenomenological and cultural aspects 
of the image. The phenomenological aspects Degge suggests include 
expressions of immediacy (Are the images being presented as happening 
right now, or do they reflect a past event?) and reality (Are the images 
authentic and genuine?). The cultural aspects include the relation of the 
visual message to the audience and the effects of the medium (television) 
on the message. Degge’s model is based on the assumption that meanings 
are dependent on how visual messages are designed.

Other scholars find form essential to the construction of meaning. 
Bell’s (1913) theory of significant form is representative; he argues for the 
existence of an aesthetic emotion aroused by the form of the art object. 
An object, according to Bell, must possess this form—seen as a visual pat-
tern, not as a representation of the external world—in order to be art. 
Viewers, as constructed in Bell’s theory, are merely spectators and need 
bring “nothing from life, no knowledge of its ideas and affairs, no familiarity 
with its emotions” in order to respond to art (p. 27).

Langer (1953, 1957) also finds form essential to the construction of 
response and meaning in visual art. According to Langer, a work of art is 
an image of feeling—an expressive form that presents the subjective for 
contemplation and cognition. Expressive form is composed of tensions 
and their resolution; balance and unbalance; and rhythms that correspond 
to the tensions, balance, and rhythms of individuals’ somatic, mental, 
and emotional life functions. Langer (1957) contends that art works are 
experienced as objective because of the correspondence between life 
functions and expressive form: “But this image, though it is a created 
apparition, a pure appearance, is objective; it seems to be charged with 
feeling because its form expresses the very nature of feeling. Therefore, 
it is an objectification of subjective life, and so is every other work of art” 
(p. 9). The complexity of expressive forms results from the fact that form 
is not abstractable from the works that exhibit them; while the form is 
more than the material elements of the work of art, the material aspects 
create the form.
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Burke (1968) articulates a theory of form for literature that also may 
be applied to visual images; it explores how effects are produced. Burke 
defines form as “an arousing and fulfillment of desires” (p. 124), with a 
work both creating an appetite in its audience and providing satisfaction 
for that appetite. The form of the work, then, becomes its own appeal: 
the “form is the appeal” (p. 138). In Burke’s conception, form is also the 
organizing principle of the work, and he identifies three aspects of form 
that work in this way: progressive form, repetitive form, and conventional 
form. Form is also a way to experience the work, Burke contends; “there 
are no forms of art which are not forms of experience outside of art” (p. 
143). Burke’s notion of form, then, suggests that the organization of physi-
cal data in visual art images constitutes both an appeal to audiences and 
evokes certain responses in them.

Still other scholars have developed theories that explicate the pro-
cesses by which certain physical features of works of art come to have 
meaning. In his essay on the ways that certain architectural works symbol-
ize or come to have meaning attributed to them, Goodman (1992) con-
tends that viewers may read buildings through a “vocabulary of reference” 
(p. 369) that includes four terms: (1) Denotation, which includes naming, 
prediction, narration, description, exposition, portrayal, and pictorial 
representation; (2) Exemplification, a reference to structure such as col-
umns, beams, and planes that literally or metaphorically allude to certain 
properties or qualities associated with the structure; (3) Expression, the 
ascription of emotions or ideas; and (4) Mediated reference, the use of 
referential links or chains for more complicated ideas. Buildings that use 
mediated reference may depict other forms in order to refer to the prop-
erties with which they are associated.

Goodman acknowledges that buildings may come to have meanings 
because of their functions or usage rather than because of their physical 
characteristics. But he insists on staying grounded in a work’s physical 
characteristics in assertions that the material aspects of a work define 
and constrain interpretations, arguing that “to mean in such a way is not 
thereby to function as an architectural work” (p. 373). Although Good-
man’s notions of a “vocabulary of reference” seem to imply a theory 
centered on viewers (in fact, he does have a theory of viewers that will be 
dealt with in the next section), his insistence on foregrounding the physi-
cal characteristics of the building in this study situates his ideas within an 
object-centered focus.

15_465-Foss.indb   121 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER FIVE

122

Foss (1993) asserts that the physical data of images are central 
to the construction of their appeal. She contends that viewers are at-
tracted to and interested in images in which a technical novelty—“some 
dimension of the form, structure, or construction technique of the im-
age that stands out as exceptional or extraordinary”—violates viewers’ 
expectations and engages them in constructing a new context in which 
to interpret the image (p. 9). Foss also contends that viewers participate 
in the construction of their responses to the physical characteristics of 
visual images. In an earlier study, Foss (1988) explains that while the 
viewer has the primary role in the establishment of meaning for a work 
of art, “a viewer’s interpretation is limited by the actual object itself”; 
the work’s “solid physical presence makes possible the work’s aesthetic 
and rhetorical effects” and “renders one rhetorical interpretation more 
likely to occur than another” (p. 12).

For some scholars, then, the interpretation of visual and art images 
is rooted in analysis of the physical data of the image. An object-centered 
perspective provides several pieces of information relevant to understand-
ing a rhetorical response to works of art. Scholars are in agreement that 
the physical data of visual art play important roles in cultivating the likeli-
hood of particular responses and in limiting the potential interpretations 
available to viewers for any specific work of art. At issue in this perspec-
tive are the processes by which the physical data operate in the construc-
tion of responses. Several scholars foreground the identification of and 
attribution of meaning to individual elements as instrumental, while others 
assert that overall form is the primary determinant of response. Contest 
over the language-like properties of the physical data of visual images also 
is paramount as an issue. Notions of the effects of time/immediacy and 
appeal, while not addressed by all scholars, also are at issue.

Of particular use in understanding the object-related aspects of the 
process of constructing a rhetorical response for my analysis are the 
notions of a semiotics of visual images—theorizing visual components 
as units organized through the use of syntactical rules—and the idea 
that the significance of the whole (the form of a work of art) is depen-
dent on the significance of the material parts. Ideas of the processes by 
which these elements work—such as those presented in the models by 
Kanengieter, Degge, Feinstein, and Goodman—and the notions of appeal 
as hypothesized by Foss and Burke also seem particularly pertinent to 
the development of an explanation of the nature of responses from an 
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object-centered perspective. They provide means to get at the meanings 
of symbols and provide descriptions of processes by which some of the 
data can come to mean something—to have a rhetorical effect.

Audience-Centered Theories
The largest number of studies with information relevant to viewers’ 

rhetorical responses to visual art are those with an audience-centered 
focus. This perspective situates the viewer as the dominant factor in the 
construction of meaning and response to art. I have organized the litera-
ture within this perspective into three categories: those concerned with 
qualities inherent in the viewer, those asserting culturally shared visual 
codes and meanings, and those concerned with the variations or differ-
ences in rhetorical responses.

Theories Focused on Qualities Inherent in Viewers
Several scholars suggest that viewers’ responses to art are depen-

dent on characteristics or processes inherent in the viewer. Scholars of 
psychology note the importance of understanding how the eye works in 
coming to an understanding of perception. Sekuler and Blake (1985), for 
example, argue that knowledge of the eye’s anatomy is important because 
the physical structure of the eye influences how and what is seen. The 
eye is regarded as an optical instrument that senses light waves emitted 
by electromagnetic radiation and relays visual information in the form of 
neural impulses to the brain. Sight, these scholars believe, actually occurs 
in the brain.

Various theories have been proposed to explain how the process of 
perception is accomplished; the most popular are the structuralist and 
Gestalt theories. Structuralist theories are based on the notion that “com-
plex mental processes—ideas and perceptions—are created by combining 
fundamental components”; in other words, “simple sensations constitute 
the building blocks of perceived form” (Sekuler & Blake, 1985, p. 139). 
Gestalt psychologists, however, maintain that “overall structure or pattern 
is the major determinant of form perception” (Sekuler & Blake, 1985, p. 
140). Gestalt theories of perception are based on three assumptions: (1) 
the tendency to group or integrate fragmentary impressions—even vague 
pieces of information—into organized, meaningful patterns; (2) the insta-
bility of perception—what happens in the brain may change and fluctuate 
for a variety of reasons even though the information received remains 
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stable; and (3) the eyes are more sensitive to edges and changes. While 
structural theories have fallen from favor and neither school of theories 
has been proven conclusively, Gestalt principles of organization are used 
by many scholars to explain perception.

Several scholars (Wertheimer, 1923/1958; Hochberg, 1971; Sekuler & 
Blake, 1985) categorize the properties of vision according to five Gestalt 
principles of organization. The first is the principle of proximity—objects 
that are near one another tend to be perceived together as one unit. 
The principle of similarity—the second principle—is an organizational 
tendency for stimuli presented together (those similar in lightness, size, or 
spatial orientation) to be grouped together as a perceptual unit. A third 
principle of Gestalt organization is the principle of closure—the tendency 
to close small breaks or gaps in figures to complete them and to unite 
boundaries of figures that are close to each other. Figure-ground percep-
tion, another Gestalt principle, is the “tendency to see parts of a scene as 
solid, well-defined objects (the figure) standing out against a less distinct 
background (the ground)” (Sekuler & Blake, 1985, p. 144). A final Gestalt 
property of perception is that of size constancy—the tendency to realize 
that size changes due to distance, and objects are perceived as the same 
size even though they may appear as smaller when far away.

Arnheim (1974) also articulates a psychology of perception derived 
from Gestalt theory, arguing that “a whole cannot be attained by the ac-
cretion of isolated part” (p. 5). Arnheim posits that individuals see objects 
and visual elements in relationships, not alone; vision is not a mechanical 
recording of elements but apprehension of patterns within total visual 
fields. This means, Arnheim argues, that viewers see perceptual categories 
before they see particular objects; they see “doggishness,” for example, 
before they recognize a particular dog (p. 45). Arnheim also suggests that 
every visual experience is embedded in a context of time and space—what 
a person sees is based on what was seen in the past—and that the greater 
the relevance or meaning an object has, the easier its recognition.

Other scholars are concerned with the psychology of color percep-
tion. Work by Albers (1963), for example, deals with the interaction 
of color and perception from a Gestalt perspective. Albers argues that 
color is almost never seen as it physically is due to interaction with other 
elements in the visual field; in visual perception, there is a discrepancy 
between physical fact and psychic fact. Individuals’ perception of color 
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changes, Arnheim (1974) notes, for example, when a tone is heard simul-
taneously with the viewing of a color.

Some scholars study the effects of color perception. Sekuler and 
Blake (1985), for example, note that color affects moods, productivity, 
discrimination between objects, and perception of distance and can also 
alter the taste of food. Murray and Deabler (1957) maintain that colors 
have a general affective meaning for individuals within a culture. Blue and 
green, for example, are associated with feelings of security, calmness, and 
tenderness, while red connotes excitement, cheerfulness, defiance, and 
power. Such associations are learned, not inborn, as Yaffe (1972) points 
out; color associations and preferences are learned and consistent within 
groups of people. Yaffe contends that the lighter or more saturated a 
color, the more happiness it connotes; red and blue tend to be preferred 
by more people than yellow. Mehrabian and Russell (1974) suggest that a 
general relationship exists between color brightness and pleasure. Viewers 
report experiencing the most pleasure from viewing blue, green, and blue-
purple and the least for the green side of yellow. Mehrabian and Russell 
assert that pleasure in combinations of colors is a weighted sum of the 
pleasure response in the individual colors.

Several scholars focus not on the perceptual but on the cognitive 
processes of individuals. One who adopts such a perspective is Carlson 
(1992), who asserts that individuals know how to appreciate art objects 
because these objects are human creations made for human purposes; 
thus, individuals know what acts of aspectation to perform regarding 
them. Since they are human creations, humans know what is and is not a 
part of them, which features are for aesthetic appreciation, and how to 
accomplish that appreciation:

In creating a painting, we know what we make is a painting. In knowing 
this we know that it ends at its frame, that its colors are aesthetically 
important, but where it hangs is not, and that we are to look at it rather 
than, say, listen to it. All this is involved in what it is to be a painting.  
. . . Works of different particular types have different kinds of boundar-
ies, have different foci of aesthetic significance, and perhaps most impor-
tant, demand different acts of aspectation. (p. 592)

Scholars who present arguments for a visual mode of thinking rec-
ognize visual cognition as a characteristic of viewers that is necessary to 
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the construction of rhetorical responses. Arnheim (1974), for example, 
although more concerned with how artists and others use visual thinking 
to create than with reception, contends that “visual perception is visual 
thinking” (p. 14), and he posits that the cognitive processes called thinking 
are “not above and beyond perception but the essential ingredients of 
perception itself” (p. 14).

Arnheim (1974) explains visual processing as occurring in two ways. 
The first is an intuitive mode whereby the viewer takes cognizance of the 
image all at once simply by looking at it. In this mode, all of the properties 
of the image—its size, shape, and color, for example—are projected by 
means of the eyes onto the brain field of the visual cortex. In the intuitive 
mode, what the viewer sees in the picture is “already the outcome of an 
organizational process” (p. 177). The second way is an intellectual mode in 
which the viewer makes a conscious analysis of each element of the image 
independently. Arnheim suggests that the viewer sacrifices the full context 
of the image in order to accomplish visual processing in this mode.

Works by Langer (1953, 1957) provide another example of a theory 
that proposes interpretation and understanding of art works as dependent 
on qualities and characteristics possessed by viewers. Closely related to her 
notions of form, Langer’s (1957) ideas of audience response begin with the 
notion that art, a symbolic process with no discursive referent, picks up 
where language leaves off and relies on a “deeply intuitive process in the 
human brain” (p. 60). She states, “I do believe, with many aestheticians and 
artists, that artistic perception is intuitive, a matter of direct insight and not 
a product of discursive thinking” (p. 61). In Langer’s conception, then, each 
art object is unique and untranslatable and is comprehended as a whole by 
a single act of intuition; critical discourse does not mediate its reception.

For Langer, the burden of the process of interpretation and response 
to art rests on the viewer, who must have the intuitive capacity to grasp 
the work. She argues that this intuitive capacity cannot be taught, may be 
hindered by inhibiting prejudices, and may be heightened through experi-
ence. Her conception is of an elite audience; while everyone may have this 
intuition to some degree, only a specific few have the ability to respond 
to works of art.

Other scholars hold that responses to works of art are dependent 
on the skills of the viewer. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) work on discerning 
the structure of and optimizing the aesthetic experience, for example, 
contends that increasing the quality of viewers’ aesthetic experiences re-
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quires controlling the conditions of viewing and an investment in training 
and sharpening the skills of the viewer. Although more concerned with 
art professionals, such as curators, educators, art critics, and museum 
administrators and with aesthetic experiences—the feeling of “awe and 
exhilaration people feel upon seeing or hearing something beautiful” 
(p. 5)—Csikszentmihalyi’s work has implications for understanding the 
viewing experience and thus the construction of rhetorical responses in 
lay viewers. Csikszentmihalyi asserts that his studies reveal that viewers 
interact with and experience works of art through four modes:

A perceptual response, which concentrated on elements such as balance, 
form and harmony; an emotional response, which emphasized reactions 
to the emotional content of the work, and personal associations; an in-
tellectual response, which focused on theoretical and art historical ques-
tions; and finally what we characterized as the communicative response, 
wherein there was a desire to relate to the artist, or to his or her time, 
or to his or her culture, through the mediation of the work of art. (p. 28)

Each category of response is intended to describe a variety of discrete but 
related types of viewing that were the most commonly described by the 
respondents in Csikszentmihalyi’s study.

Theories Focused on Culturally Shared Visual Codes
Another type of audience-centered theory is grounded in a concern 

for meanings shared among viewers. Scholars articulating this perspective 
suggest that viewers use or are aware of socially constructed meanings or 
codes for art images and that these shared meanings or codes are instru-
mental in influencing viewers’ responses. Reid’s (1990) use of cluster analysis 
to discover the meaning of a painting by Hieronymous Bosch and to demon-
strate the method’s applicability to visual images, for example, concludes by 
suggesting that shared understandings between the artist and viewer for the 
meanings of the physical elements are key to the construction of viewers’ 
interpretations and evaluations of images: “the extent to which the visual 
communicator and viewer have similar interpretations is based on the ex-
tent of their shared knowledge and understanding of the elements” (p. 52).

Wood (1985) is representative of scholars who articulate perspectives 
about audience-centered theories of responses concerned with cultural 
codes. Codes are collections of rules or systems of conventions that fa-
cilitate making sense of signs. Wood claims that cultural concepts about 
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communication—such as the correct times for communication, socially ap-
propriate locations for presenting or perceiving communication, the social 
rules of who may or may not be present or perceive artistic forms, and the 
setting in which the work is presented—significantly affect and influence 
viewers’ perceptions and attribution of meaning. Wood believes that works 
of art are “part of extremely complex communication networks and that 
definition and appreciation are affected by social concepts and perceptual 
processes that are only marginally derived from sensory contact” (p. 24).

Panofsky (1955), too, argues that cultural codes are the key to under-
standing visual art images. Panofsky is credited with developing the science 
of iconography and iconology as ways of classifying and understanding 
the relations among the common signs used as conventions of visual 
representation in art works. Panofsky asserts that visual representations 
can be reduced to three categories of subject matter, each representa-
tive of a different level of meaning. Primary or natural subject matter— 
configurations of line, color, and shape that represent natural objects such 
as human beings, animals, plants, houses, and tools—carries natural or 
primary meanings. Secondary or conventional subject matter—composed 
of artistic motifs, themes, or concepts—is the secondary carrier of mean-
ing. The third level is intrinsic meaning or content, described by Panofsky 
as the underlying attitudes of a nation, time period, class, or religious or 
philosophical persuasion. Panofsky claims that the process of interpreting 
these three layers and attributing meaning to an image based on them 
requires a code common to both artist and viewer; he contends the art 
work is indecipherable and meaningless without access to the code. Panof-
sky provides a model of interpretation that focuses attention on the equip-
ment used for interpretation—such as practical experience, knowledge of 
literary sources, and synthetic intuition.

Other scholars find cultural codes an integral part of visual symbol 
systems that are both arbitrary and polysemic. Audigier (1991) uses a 
semiotic method to discover how non-linguistic sign systems function 
as communication. She asserts that the image is a complex structure of 
multiple signs—polysemic and ambiguous—and that cultural codes play an 
important role in reading the image. She describes the reading process as 
dependent on the viewer’s discovery of a system by which to make sense 
of the image. First, the viewer scans the image, trying to discover among 
the undifferentiated stimuli elements that will refer to a past experience 
or to some more or less collective knowledge. Next, the viewer explores 
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the recognized signs for suggested values. Through the discovery of a sys-
tem beyond the obvious material signs, the viewer is able to perceive the 
values and construct meaning for the image.

Questions of reality and natural referents concern other scholars 
interested in cultural codes. Theories of codes distinguish between arbi-
trary referents and natural referents. Arbitrary referents are grounded 
in the notion that any image can be a sign for anything of which those 
who participate in the code choose it to be a sign, while natural referents 
operate on the idea that certain signs naturally signify specific objects in 
a known reality because of shared characteristics. An example of a sign 
with a natural referent might be a so-called realistic painting of a dog; the 
argument is that the conventions used in such a painting mimic the actual 
physical appearance of the dog. Another example is a photograph, which 
is argued to have captured the visual reality of an object. Questioning the 
division between the two kinds of signs brings into play larger questions 
related to the influence of cultural conventions on viewers’ perceptions of 
reality, objectivity, and pictorial representation.

Grombrich (1960, 1972) holds that visual representations, while they 
may be shared within a culture, vary considerably across cultures. He 
argues that the very understanding of pictorial representation differs from 
culture to culture; someone who never experienced a specific pictorial 
style—photography, for example—may not be able to make sense of it. 
Viewers make sense of images by using a stock of images and pictorial 
styles in their minds gleaned from experience and learning. Grombrich 
(1972) posits that what a picture means to the viewer is strongly depen-
dent on the viewer’s past experience and knowledge. For Grombrich, 
then, a visual image is not a mere representation of reality but an arbitrary 
cultural “symbolic system” (p. 86).

Goodman (1976) also speculates about theories of cultural codes and 
viewers’ understanding of pictorial representation. He contends that all 
images are arbitrary symbol systems, and he refutes the natural and cul-
tural differences used in semiotics, whereby signs have natural or arbitrary 
referents. Goodman argues that realism itself is a result of a viewer’s cul-
tural conditioning, not an image’s relationship to or appearance of reality. 
He believes that the world is always a construction and that realistic im-
agery, such as that offered by photographs or realist paintings, constitutes 
conventionalized ways of seeing; individuals still have to learn how to read 
what is depicted. He contends that almost anything can serve as a picture 
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of anything else if a culture so wills it. Goodman contends that different 
sorts of visual images—charts and maps, for example, as opposed to art 
images—use different systems. Audiences know how to read images by 
determining what system is in effect, and they know how to read various 
systems by habit and convention.

Studies exploring visual literacy contribute additional information 
concerning the audience’s role in the construction of rhetorical responses 
to works of art. Such work, grounded in the assumption that visual repre-
sentations differ considerably from their real-life appearances, investigates 
whether viewers need prior experience to understand visual images. 
Messaris (1987, 1991, 1994) exemplifies this area of inquiry with an ex-
ploration of the effects of increased exposure and heightened awareness 
of the workings of visual media on viewer comprehension and aesthetic 
appreciation of visual images. Messaris’s data include both still images—
paintings, advertising images, and photographs—and film and televisual im-
ages. Messaris (1987) identifies three central components of visual literacy: 
analogical thinking, the ability to perceive a formal analogy between a visual 
device and some aspect of everyday experience; spatial intelligence, the 
ability to derive a coherent sense of a three-dimensional scene out of a 
limited number of partial views of that scene; and sensitivity to contextual 
information in the interpretation of nonverbal behavior.

Although Messaris’s conception of a literacy of visual images situ-
ates his studies in an audience-centered approach, his findings about 
responses to images often involve object-centered dimensions. Mes-
saris asserts, for example, that many of the informational cues of which 
people make use in their perception of physical and social reality are 
present in visual images and that viewers depend on these cues in attrib-
uting meaning to images. He also concludes that familiarity with images 
does not result in the “broader cognitive advantages analogous to those 
that result from learning a language” (p. 165). In other words, viewers 
do not acquire a “system of conceptual categories or a set of analytical 
operators for ordering those categories” (p. 165). Finally, he suggests 
that knowledge and awareness about the mechanisms of visual images 
are not necessary for their understanding but do lead to increased con-
scious appreciation of their artistry by viewers.

Theories of audience response to literature and television constitute 
another area of literature relevant to lay viewers’ rhetorical responses to 
visual art. Work by Barthes (1974) is central to questions of representa-
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tion, subject position, and ideology in visual images. Although his work 
S/Z (Barthes, 1974) deals with literature, the model Barthes develops in 
it for the analysis of subject effect is useful in understanding how any text 
organizes meaning and addresses its readers in particular ways. Barthes 
proposes five codes by which to organize the reading of a text, refusing 
to privilege one over the others as a determinant of meaning, and instead 
using them to remain attentive to how the interplay of different discourses 
may form the text. Through the use of these codes, Barthes proposes a 
method of analysis by which readers can discover possibilities for multiple, 
shifting, and sometimes contradictory meanings.

Theories Focused on Variations in Meaning
Several other scholars suggest that the determination of meaning 

occurs as an articulation between the individual reader and the text, a 
process that inevitably produces variations in meaning attributed by view-
ers to visual images. Differences in meaning attribution are explained as 
differences in the viewer or the viewer’s situation. Eco’s (1965) model for 
semiotic inquiry into the televisual message is illustrative. Interested in 
aberrant decodings of televisual messages, Eco questions whether different 
individuals in different environments actually receive the same message or 
different ones. He posits that the sender and addressee, systems of signs 
and their correlations, and the context of the communication need to be 
recognized as determinants of meaning.

Social position also has been theorized as a determinant of meaning 
in decoding visual images. Hall (1980), for example, investigates the cor-
relation between a text’s ideology and the procedures and mechanisms by 
which viewers interpret or decode that ideology based on their own social 
positions. Hall proposes that three decoding strategies are available to au-
diences to make sense of cultural texts: (1) the dominant reading, in which 
the audience accepts the ideology; (2) the negotiated reading, in which the 
ideological stance of the image is adjusted to the social conditions of the 
audience; and (3) the oppositional reading, in which the audience takes a 
stance in total opposition to the ideology presented.

Similarly, Morely (1980, 1981) relates variations in television view-
ers’ decodings to differing cultural factors such as socio-economic 
position, educational level, cultural or interpretive competencies, and 
position within various social discourses. He concludes that the text 
does not construct or determine the reader; rather, contexts for view-
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ers determine which referential potentialities are influential in any given 
decoding situation. Viewers are always connected to multiple discourses, 
and these discourses are always involved in the relationship between the 
viewer and the text.

Radway’s (1984) study, Reading the Romance, an analysis of romance 
novels and a small group of women who read them, also raises issues 
pertinent to the determination of meaning as an articulation between 
the individual reader and the text. Radway posits that reading is an active 
process controlled partially by the readers themselves who resist, alter, 
and reappropriate materials designed elsewhere for their purchase. In her 
study, Radway provides a model of how researchers may push evidence of 
a sample audience against that of the text, bringing into sharp focus the rub 
between the ideal viewer, as positioned by the text, and the real reader, 
a more active agent.

Shields (1990) argues that both ways of seeing and ways of looking 
affect viewers’ responses to visual images. Shields defines ways of seeing as 
“culturally imbued codes which are consistent across not only advertising 
images but other visual images as well such as oil painting and portraiture”; 
ways of looking refers to “the address of the image to its spectator” (p. 26). 
Shields contends that the relationship between the two processes must be 
explored to deconstruct viewers’ responses.

Theories of spectatorship provide other insights regarding differences 
in lay viewers’ responses to visual images. Mayne’s (1993) overview of the 
history, theoretical background, and contemporary paradoxes of specta-
torship theory provides several bases from which to explore the nature of 
lay viewers’ rhetorical responses to visual art images and the differences 
that result. One such base is the notion that the term spectatorship refers 
not just to the acts of watching and listening or to identifying with the 
characters on the screen but also to the various values with which film 
viewing is invested.

Another potentially useful theme to explore in the spectatorship lit-
erature concerns its potential to mediate the unresolved tension between 
the ideal spectator as constructed by the text and the real spectator. Some 
models of spectatorship propose an ideal spectator position that posits 
certain requirements the viewer has to fulfill in order to make sense of 
the film and participate in its pleasures, while more contemporary notions 
challenge the ideal position as marginalizing the real viewer. Recent theories 
contend that the two positions are not so easily separated or explained. 
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Mayne (1993), for example, posits that “spectatorship occurs at precisely 
those spaces where ‘subjects’ and ‘viewers’ rub against each other” (p. 37). 
Mayne argues that to locate spectatorship at the tension between the two 
terms is to recognize the need to negotiate and problematize competing yet 
simultaneous claims about subject positions and real viewers.

A third potentially useful notion concerning variations in responses 
derived from the literature on spectatorship is that of the gendered 
spectator as discussed by Pribram (1988). Recent film studies question 
film pleasure and spectatorship from a feminist perspective. Feminist film 
theorists suggest that women hold a cultural and historical position that 
is absent from or marginalized in dominant forms. Cinema, these scholars 
contend, incorporates the male gaze, leaving women with no active spec-
tatorial position. As Pribram notes, more recent studies involve “reread-
ing women’s cultural positioning as well as a reworking of the theoretical 
approaches by which we read” (p. 5). Pribram suggests a need for future 
studies that investigate differences—economic, political, racial, as well as 
gender—in spectators.

Many scholars posit an audience-centered approach as instrumental 
to unlocking the nature and function of responses to visual images. Several 
notions are in contest within this perspective. A primary issue is whether 
rhetorical responses to visual art are dependent on individual human 
physiology and psychology or are the result of culturally determined and 
learned rules and systems of convention. Still at issue—a question implicit 
in Arnheim’s (1969) notion of visual cognition—is the relationship be-
tween visual communication and language. If humans engage naturally in 
visual thinking, is that thinking different from or mediated by language? In 
question, too, are the factors instrumental in individual differences among 
viewers and the degree of participation by viewers in creating meaning 
from visual works of art. While most scholars agree that viewers “bring 
themselves” to interpretations of works of art, disagreement still abounds 
over exactly what is brought and to what degree it influences individual 
readings and interpretations.

I have attempted, in this literature review, to identify the major the-
matic perspectives applied to the study of visual images and to identify 
relevant information that may provide insights into rhetorical responses to 
visual art from a lay position. Although many studies explore meaning and 
aesthetics in the arts, comprehensive inquiries addressing responses from 
a lay position do not exist. Clearly, the issues concerning how responses 
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Rhetorical Response to Visual Art: A Case Study of Brushstrokes in Flight” (PhD 
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samples in this chapter, but the references to which they refer were not.

3.  Adapted from the Latin honors thesis of Laura Knaster, “Communication 
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tween Missions and American Values” (University of Colorado Denver, 2013).

4.  Adapted from research by Katryna McCoy, “Going on Living Despite 
HIV.”

5.  Adapted from “Acting to Alter Privilege by Maintaining the Structural-
Performative Paradox” by Sonja K. Foss and Kimberly C. Elliott.

6.  Chryslee.

to visual images are constructed are not resolved, and agreement does not 
exist on how visual images function to create particular responses.

To gain a more complete understanding of the construction of rhe-
torical responses to works of art from lay positions, I will extend the 
inquiry begun in these studies, hoping to discover more information about 
the components and factors that affect viewers’ responses to art. My study 
will be one small step toward beginning to explore this process in a some-
what systematic way from a rhetorical perspective, focused on the process 
of meaning attribution. I hope the results of my study will add greater 
clarity to the notions and processes described in the literature review and 
will allow for a sorting out and evaluation of those notions and processes.6
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CHAPTER SIX

GETTING THERE:  
THE DISSERTATION PROPOSAL

When you travel, it’s sometimes fun not to have a plan. You 
wander where your interests take you, find somewhere to 
stay when you come into a new place, and decide what 

you want to do according to how you feel on a particular day. At other 
times—usually when you have a limited amount of time—you want the 
kind of trip where you have figured out most things ahead of time—
where to go, where to stay, and what to see—so that your trip will be 
easy and efficient and you don’t spend large parts of every day figuring 
out the basics. You want to have key arrangements made so that you can 
get the most out of what you are experiencing and can do all the things 
you want to while you’re there.

You want to do this second kind of traveling when you are writing a 
dissertation. Save the adventure for another time. You can’t prearrange 
and know everything you’re going to encounter, but some advance plan-
ning makes things go much more smoothly. In the dissertation process, 
the dissertation proposal constitutes this kind of planning. Just like 
tickets purchased for air travel and hotel reservations represent a com-
mitment to particular travel plans, the dissertation proposal represents a 
major commitment on your part to doing a particular kind of study. It 
can be changed only at a price—a longer timetable for completing your 
dissertation.

Steps 7–11 (200 hours)
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You did the key planning for your dissertation, of course, when you 
created your preproposal. In that stage of the process, you created a one-
page document that summarized the decisions you made about the prob-
lem, research question, categories of your literature review, data, method 
of data collection, method of data analysis, significance, and outline of 
your study. In addition, if you’ve been following along with us in this 
book, you’ve completed your literature review, which is a major part of 
the proposal. Once you explain and elaborate on the decisions you made 
in your preproposal, you will have your dissertation proposal.

The first step in building on your preproposal to create your proposal 
is to find out what the expectations are for the format of a dissertation 
proposal in your department. Some proposals become the first chapter 
of the dissertation. These kinds of proposals are often used for qualita-
tive dissertations and for dissertations composed of a series of publish-
able studies. They include as their basic sections an introduction (which 
includes the problem), the research question, the literature review, the 
research design, significance of the study, and outline of the study.

A second common format for dissertation proposals is for the pro-
posal to serve as the first three chapters of the dissertation. This is the 
kind of proposal that is expected when you are doing a five-chapter dis-
sertation in which the first chapter of the dissertation is the introduction, 
the second chapter is the literature review, the third chapter is the research 
design, the fourth chapter is the findings or results, and the fifth chapter 
is the discussion. The proposal for this kind of study has three major 
sections or chapters on the topics of introduction, literature review, and 
research design.

If you are writing a three-article dissertation (TAD) or sandwich 
dissertation, your proposal will be much shorter than proposals for tradi-
tional dissertation formats. Proposals for TAD dissertations vary greatly 
across advisors and universities, but you can expect to include some or all 
of the following in your proposal if you are doing this kind of disserta-
tion: An introductory section that defines the area of research and the 
theoretical issues that will be addressed in the dissertation, the aims of the 
research, the significance of the studies, the research design for each of the 
separate studies, a timeline for completion of the project, and a discus-
sion of whether the proposal must be submitted to the university’s review 
processes concerning human subjects and animal subjects. You might 
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also be asked to include copies of any completed manuscripts (whether 
published or not) that will become part of the dissertation, outlines of 
any manuscripts in progress, and a list of proposed journals to which each 
article might be submitted.

You also want to find out how long your dissertation proposal is 
expected to be. For some advisors and in some departments, your pro-
posal is the same length as either your first chapter or your first three 
chapters, depending on the format you are using. In other departments, 
the proposal is considerably shorter than the corresponding chapters 
will be, and students are expected to fill in and elaborate on the ideas in 
the proposal for those chapters in the dissertation. If you have a choice, 
write your proposal as though it’s going to be your actual chapter or 
chapters so that the proposal itself constitutes major progress on your 
dissertation. In such a case, the proposal is usually between 30 and 50 
pages long. In our discussion of the proposal in the rest of this chapter, 
we’re going to assume you have and are choosing this option for your 
dissertation proposal. In other words, what you write for your proposal 
becomes an actual chapter or chapters of your dissertation with only 
minor changes or additions. Let’s turn now to the various sections of the 
proposal and what should be in them.

Introduction

The introduction section of the proposal constitutes an invitation into 
the dissertation. It invites the reader to consider the general problem your 
dissertation addresses and the theoretical conversation to which it will 
contribute. It provides context, in other words, for the question you are 
investigating by explaining the reason for asking the question. You can 
issue this invitation in a number of ways. You might begin with an anec-
dote that illustrates the problem with which you are dealing, explain how 
you became interested in it, or quote others who discuss the importance 
of the problem. Or you might lay out the key tenets of a debate on the 
problem that is taking place in the literature in your discipline. Perhaps 
you can feature proponents of key positions and suggest how your study 
is going to contribute to the debate among them. However you set up 
your introduction, make sure it flows easily into your discussion of your 
research question, which is the next section of your proposal.
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In the introduction, as a general rule, stay away from discussing the 
data you’ll be using to answer your research question. Stay focused on 
the theoretical debate to which your dissertation will be contributing. 
Your theoretical contribution—not your particular data—will be the 
significant part of your dissertation, so keep your readers’ attention on 
the debate to which you will make this contribution. The introduction 
should be three to five pages long if your proposal will become your first 
chapter. Aim for 10 to 15 pages if your proposal turns into the first three 
chapters of your dissertation.

Introduction: Sample #1

The impact of human problems on productivity and work perfor-
mance has been and continues to be a concern of organizations. Occupa-
tional programs that offer employees assistance with a variety of problems 
were developed in response to this concern (Comstock, 1983).

One of the assumptions underlying the rationale for such programs 
is that a person’s psychological and physical well-being are reflected in 
his or her job performance. A decline in an employee’s job performance 
is considered to be symptomatic of an underlying problem. Therefore, 
many businesspeople and mental health professionals believe that the 
workplace is a good environment for the early identification of problems 
(Egdahl et al., 1980).

Traditionally, managers have responded to poor job performance 
with disciplinary action or threats of disciplinary action. Occupational 
programs are “more effective and efficient in altering the behavior of em-
ployees than purely disciplinary methods” (Shain and Groeneveld, 1980, 
p. 3). Thus, occupational programs provide employees with resources to 
help them resolve problems while remaining employed, offer managers 
an alternative to the “discipline-only” approach to management, and de-
crease the production costs of the organization (Scanlon, 1983; Shain and 
Groeneveld, 1980; Thoreson and Hosokawa, 1984).

The provision of occupational program benefits began in 1942, when 
DuPont and Eastman Kodak implemented Occupational Alcoholism Pro-
grams (OAPs). The establishment of OAPs within these organizations 
stemmed from the realization that alcoholic employees had a negative im-
pact on productivity. The goals of the OAP included the identification and 
rehabilitation of the alcoholic employee with the subsequent restoration 
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of the employee to a particular level of job performance (Archambault et 
al., 1982; Comstock, 1983; Scanlon, 1983).

In the 1970s, many OAPs dropped the word alcohol from their pro-
gram titles and broadened their focus. These OAPs became Employee As-
sistance Programs (EAPs), and their treatment approach became known as 
the broadbrush approach. Broadbrush refers to the expansion of EAP-service 
provision to include a wide range of problems, not just alcohol problems 
(Archambault et al., 1982). The goal of the EAP changed from identifying 
the alcoholic worker to identifying the worker whose job performance 
had declined (Thoreson and Hosokawa, 1984).

As of 1979, over five thousand businesses, industries, and professional 
organizations were offering their employees and members OAP and EAP 
benefits, and the implementation of occupational programs within organi-
zations is expected to continue to increase throughout the 1980s (Roman, 
1982; Wrich, 1980). Although occupational programs reflect a diversity of 
approach, all share the following common goals:

(1) To identify employees whose personal or health problems may be in-
terfering with job performance; (2) To motivate those individuals to seek 
and accept appropriate help; (3) To address underlying stressors in the 
workplace through prevention, intervention, education, and evaluation 
strategies; and (4) To assist employees and employers in achieving their 
mutual aim: health and productivity. (Feinstein and Brown, 1982, p. 27)

Organizations evaluate their occupational programs by comparing 
the costs and benefits—both human and economic—of service provi-
sion (Egdahl et al., 1980). Utilization rate, which refers to the percentage 
of an organization’s total employee population who utilize occupational 
program services during any given year, is a primary indicator of program 
success (Egdahl et al., 1980). The rate of employee utilization is deter-
mined by three types of referrals—formal supervisory referrals, informal 
supervisory referrals, and self-referrals.

A formal supervisory referral is a mandatory referral. The continued 
employment of the referred employee is dependent upon his or her 
participation in the program. These referrals usually are a response to a 
pattern of unsatisfactory job performance, which the employee has been 
unable or unwilling to reverse. Formal referrals often are preceded by 
informal referrals. An informal referral occurs when a supervisor suggests 
to an employee that she or he utilize the occupational assistance program. 
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These suggestions are based upon observation of declining job perfor-
mance or information that an employee is having problems. Self-referrals 
are voluntary referrals stemming from an employee’s awareness of a prob-
lem and subsequent decision to seek help for that problem.

Most occupational program directors are aware of the utilization rate 
for their particular programs, and many strive to reach and maintain an 
identified goal for employee referrals. Directors attempt to accomplish this 
goal through various publicity techniques designed to inform employees of 
program services. The promotional techniques most commonly used by 
program directors are brochures, posters, orientation for new employees, 
supervisory training programs, newsletters, and home mailings (Archam-
bault et al., 1982; Feinstein and Brown, 1982; Braun and Novak, 1984).

The vast majority of programs strive to achieve a high rate of self-
referrals. Self-referrals indicate that the employee has taken the initiative 
to seek assistance before her or his job performance is affected. By resolv-
ing the difficulty in its early stages, the employee often avoids a supervisory 
confrontation and subsequent referral. Such confrontations may be time 
consuming and uncomfortable for all parties involved. In addition, self-re-
ferrals indicate that the program has attained a particular level of trust and 
is seen as viable by the employee population. Furthermore, many program 
directors argue that strict confidentiality only can be maintained through 
self-referral (Shain and Groeneveld, 1980). For these reasons, self-refer-
rals are considered to be characteristic of program success (Archambault 
et al., 1982; Thoreson and Hosokawa, 1984; Wrich, 1980). Because of the 
desirability of encouraging self-referrals, increased efforts are being made 
to promote services to organizational employees.

Health-care marketing professionals maintain that effective promo-
tional strategies take into account how the actual and potential client pop-
ulations perceive the service, program, or product that is being marketed. 
If the potential clients have negative perceptions about the occupational 
program, the staff should evaluate whether or not these perceptions stem 
from the services that are provided, the manner in which these services 
are offered, or inaccurate information about the program. Staff may 
be able to alter negative perceptions through program or promotional 
changes or communication of accurate information about the program 
(MacStravic, 1980).

Literature in the area of occupational programming has not been con-
cerned with the perceptions of or “visions” of employees about the oc-
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cupational program, nor has there been any detailed discussion about the 
development of audience-tailored messages. In order to tailor messages 
to targeted audiences, researchers must understand, in addition to the 
visions of employees about the occupational program, how these visions 
contribute to program utilization and how these visions are supported by 
program-marketing strategies. This understanding will enable occupational 
program professionals to develop persuasive messages that challenge the 
visions that contribute to program non-utilization and support the visions 
that contribute to program utilization.1

Introduction: Sample #2

“Communication is an embodied process” (Streeck & Knapp, 1992, 
p. 5) in that the human body is essential to virtually every communication 
act. Whether in the realms of interpersonal, organizational, cultural, or 
rhetorical communication, the importance of the human body is difficult to 
deny. Even in realms where the salience of the body may seem minimal—
in textual and mediated communication forms, for example—the body is 
a vital, omnipresent force.

For instance, although you are now reading my seemingly disembod-
ied written text, the fact that I am hungry, my back aches, and my cat is 
purring on my lap are all occurrences that undoubtedly affect my commu-
nication with you. My hunger involves impatience for anything but eating; 
thus, I am writing quickly with inattention to detail in anticipation of an 
upcoming meal. My ailing back causes irritability and lends a terseness to 
my expression. The sensation of the cat on my lap is comforting, hopefully 
tempering the irritation. These experiences are possible at all only because 
I “have” a body. Further, any combination of such embodied experiences 
can—and inevitably does—affect your process of receiving/decoding/
interpreting my messages. Perhaps you are hungry, tense, or uncomfort-
able. Perhaps you are habituated to reading in a particular, patterned man-
ner. Or maybe you are distracted from this reading by the varied sights, 
sounds, and sensations that comprise human experience.

Despite the empirical certainty of the role of the body in communica-
tion, the bulk of communication research, whether of humanistic, social 
scientific, or critical orientation, “has ignored for too long a significant part 
of the process” by predominantly focusing on verbal or written exchange, 
often at the exclusion of the body (Knapp & Hall, 1992, p. 29). This lack 
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of attention to the body is ironic because, as some nonverbal researchers 
insist, the act of speaking itself is accomplished by the gesturing of the 
tongue (Koechlin, 1992). Still, the underlying supposition in communica-
tion scholarship seems to be that somehow the product of a communica-
tion process (i.e., talk, words, the verbal code of formal language) is more 
important than the bodily processes from which it emanates. The relative 
absence of the body in communication scholarship may be because human 
experience and its vehicle—the body—are multifarious and seemingly 
resistant to scholarly theorizing.

In general, when the body is considered in communication research, 
it typically is situated within the category of nonverbal communication. 
Such labeling carries with it three underlying assumptions: First, because 
nonverbal communication is, by definition, nonverbal, it can be separated 
from its verbal counterpart; second, because verbal and nonverbal codes 
are distinct, verbal communication is primarily a cognitive process that 
occurs in the brain somehow separate from the body; and third, because 
nonverbal communication is defined according to what it is not (non-
verbal), nonverbal communication is devalued.

One perspective that challenges these three assumptions is a so-
matic perspective. Somatics establishes the body as the theoretical entry 
point and makes the body central to every theoretical claim. The term 
somatics derives from the Greek somatikos, soma, and somat, which refer 
to the living body. More specifically, soma refers to “the biological body 
of functions by which and through which awareness and environment 
are mediated” (Hanna, 1983, p. 1). Conceptualizing the human as soma 
fuses the mind/body dichotomy so prevalent in European-American cul-
ture and in conventional communication scholarship by recognizing the 
embodied self in its wholeness. The term somatics describes the art and 
science of the inter-relational processes among awareness, biological 
functioning, and environment, with these three realms understood as a 
synergistic whole (Hanna, 1983).

Somatics is a relatively new arrival on the academic scene. Its origins 
can be traced to Hanna’s book, Bodies in Revolt: A Primer in Somatic Think-
ing, published in 1970 by the American Council of Learned Societies. 
Responding to a nation in need of a “guide for the perplexed,” Hanna, 
a philosopher, introduced somatic ways of conceptualizing the human 
race and the world by drawing on what he calls “somatic scientists and 
philosophers” (1970/1985, p. 3). In the book, he laid out the basic tenets 
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Research Question

In the second section of the dissertation proposal, state the research 
question you intend to answer in your study. You already developed your 
research question as part of your dissertation preproposal, so you just have 
to list the question (or questions, if you have more than one) here. If you 
have hypotheses for your study, they go in this section as well. Conven-
tions in your field may dictate that you transform your research question 
into an objective, a purpose statement, or a thesis statement instead of 
stating it as a question. That’s easy to do. Simply make a statement that 
you will explore a particular phenomenon instead of asking a question 
about it. For example, you could turn the research question, “What are 
the strategies that youth suggest for preventing youth violence?” into this 
purpose statement: “My purpose in this study is to discover the strategies 
that youth suggest for preventing youth violence.” The section on your 
research question is usually no more than one page long, regardless of the 
kind of proposal you are writing.

of somatics and focused “the somatic attitude” on the present evolution 
of human culture (1985/1970, p. 3).

Since Hanna’s introduction, somatics has grown into an interdisci-
plinary and multicultural field. Somatic knowledge and techniques derive 
from disciplines as varied as anatomy, physiology, chemistry, psychology, 
physics, electronics, kinesiology, education, and medicine, as well as East-
ern philosophy, healing, and martial arts traditions and practices. Somatic 
institutes and educational facilities have sprung up throughout the United 
States and the world, and several American institutions, such as Ohio State 
University and the California Institute of Integral Studies, offer graduate 
programs in somatics.2

Research Question: Sample #1

Despite its impact on us, we know little about the process by which 
we come to assign particular meaning to architecture and how it affects 
us. This study is designed to provide a starting point for the understanding 
of this process. The ways in which architectural features guide viewers to 
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construct a particular kind of message is the focus of this study. Thus, the 
research question directing this inquiry is: “How does a viewer formulate 
a message from a building?” I am assuming that architecture can function 
as a kind of argument in that a viewer can see a building as making a claim 
or an assertion of some kind. This study is an investigation of the process 
by which the viewer comes to see a claim as a result of interacting with 
a building.3

Research Question: Sample #2

In both the scholarly and popular literature, empowerment as a term 
crosses many boundaries, but it is used largely as if all readers will under-
stand its meaning. Empowerment as it relates to abused spouses, however, 
might mean something very different from the empowerment of students 
who would benefit from a choice in the learning mode they use. Not only 
is the definition of empowerment not clear, but no means of operationaliz-
ing it in a text exists. This study is designed to address both of these issues.

There are two primary purposes for this study: (1) To develop a 
schema that operationalizes empowerment in a text; and (2) To apply 
the schema to texts to discover the strategies involved in the rhetorical 
construction of empowerment.

I am interested in the process by which a text empowers because of 
my commitment to the democratization of public discourse. Despite the 
emergence of new technologies with the potential for such democratiza-
tion, it often is not realized. A hierarchy most likely will continue to exist 
in public access to media, and those who currently are shut out of the 
dominant discourse—those who belong to ethnic minorities or those 
who lack economic clout—will continue to be excluded. Despite the 
emergence of the Internet, public access channels, and fiber optics that 
can carry hundreds of channels of information to a single household, ac-
cess to this extravagance of media will remain tightly controlled; market 
forces, not altruistic notions of democracy, will decree who gains access. 
The cost of the equipment required to gain access to these channels also 
will continue to provide an economic disincentive to democratization. The 
difficulties in creating and disseminating empowering texts, then, are not 
likely to improve, and I envision this study as providing initial insights into 
how such texts can be constructed.
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Definition of Terms

There may be instances when you want to elaborate on your research 
question in the section in which you introduce it. One is when you need 
to define some of the terms in your research question. Define terms if 
many different definitions are available for the terms in your question, if 
the terms are likely to be misunderstood, or if you are operationalizing a 
construct in a particular way. The definitions follow the formal statement 
of your research question, and you can define terms either in a list (if you 
have many terms to define) or in a paragraph (if you have relatively few).

I also am interested in the analysis and construction of texts that 
empower because I have seen numerous instances in which efforts to 
create such texts fail to achieve the empowerment envisioned by their 
creators. Appropriation, commodification, and further marginalization 
are some of the fates that might befall a new voice in the public dis-
course. The question of appropriation, in particular, has significance for 
me as a result of my participation in video projects that attempted to 
document how some groups in Columbus, Ohio, were systematically 
excluded from representation in the mainstream media. The story was 
told, but instead of empowering anyone, our projects well might have 
appropriated others’ voices or objectified the persons we attempted 
to help. This project is a theoretical extension of those video projects, 
then, in which I hope to be able to discover how texts of empowerment 
might be created that are more successful.4

Definition of Terms: Sample #1

By loneliness, I mean a feeling of disconnection to self and/or to others 
that can manifest in a “sense of utter aloneness” (Weiss, 1973, p. 21). This 
definition of loneliness is a combination of ideas articulated by Weiss (1973) 
and Gaev (1976). I am combining the feelings associated with Weiss’s defi-
nition of emotional isolation—a subjective response to a perceived lack 
of intimacy—with Gaev’s vision of existential loneliness of the inner self 
to suggest that an individual’s experience of loneliness may be connected 
to something other than a dearth of relationships or of “valid” intimacy.
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The definition of intimacy that I use in this study is a combination of 
definitions from several communication scholars: Intimacy and intimate 
relationships are characterized by intense mutual influence between part-
ners; the “generation of private cultures and shared systems of meaning” 
that help convince partners of the unique nature of their relationship 
(Stephen, 1992, p. 522); and the assumption of a long-term future that 
transcends particular incidents, feelings, or relational states (Wood, 1993).

By relationship, I mean any kind of committed, interdependent roman-
tic intimate relationship between two persons. My definition of a good 
relationship is less important than my respondents’ definitions, as they are 
the ones who will decide whether or not they are in “good” relationships. 
The purpose of this research is not to prove or disprove that individu-
als’ relationships are healthy or good. Their perception is what will count 
them as eligible for the study.5

Definition of Terms: Sample #2

An analysis of the communicative construction of empowerment in 
a text must be rooted in some definition of empowerment. To empower, 
according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is to “invest legally or formally 
with power or authority; to authorize, license” or to “impart or bestow 
power.” Empowerment is either the “action of empowering” or “the state 
of being empowered” (1989, p. 192). Although empowerment and its vari-
ants seem to have come to prominence only recently, the first usage cited 
in the Oxford English Dictionary occurred in 1654 (published in 1655) in a 
description of a letter from the pope (L’Estrange, 1655); Thomas Jeffer-
son’s use of empower also has been documented in his Writings, penned in 
1786 and published over seven decades later (1859).

These definitions are unsatisfactory for the purposes of this project 
primarily because of their implicit assumptions that empowerment can 
be bestowed from one person to another, an assumption that I do not 
share. For my purposes in this study, I define empowerment as a state of 
confidence in one’s ability to affect positively one’s environment, a state 
initiated by a text that presents options for action of which the audience 
previously was unaware.

Certainly, empowerment and power are linked. The definition of power, 
as I am conceptualizing it, means to gain power over or to influence a con-
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dition, another, or oneself. To be empowered under my definition is not 
necessarily to gain power over another, but such a situation could occur; 
in this situation, there must be no assumption made that power over an-
other is necessarily negative. If power is not conceptualized as a zero-sum 
game, then a gain in power by one person does not inevitably result in a 
loss of power by another. A gain in power also could include power over 
conditions, rather than others, or power over oneself.

My definition of empowerment also contains assumptions relating to 
the use of unaware, environment, positively, and text. Unaware, in this case, 
does not necessarily mean the audience member has never thought about 
or come into contact with the options the text is presenting. Audience 
members quite likely are aware of the options presented but have not 
thought of those options in connection with themselves; for practical 
purposes, then, such audience members are being exposed to options of 
which they previously were unaware.

Environment, as used here, does not privilege the world outside one’s 
own body. An audience member’s environment certainly could include a 
household, a government, or some other setting, but the environment that 
is being addressed here also includes one’s mental environment. A change 
in attitude would be construed, then, as an impact on one’s environment.

A positive impact is one that is viewed as such by the audience mem-
ber. The audience member’s perspective is adopted in order to come to 
some judgment as to the positive or negative value of the impact being 
described. A positive impact is one that includes perceived advantages or 
benefits as seen from the point of view of the audience member.

A text, in the specific instances used here, assumes the intentional use 
of symbols by a rhetor to inform or persuade, but that limitation is not 
necessary; it is a function of the artifacts selected for analysis. Rhetoric, on 
the one hand, uses symbols with the intention to persuade, but a second 
purpose of these symbols is to create reality or to generate knowledge. A 
text, then, need not be discursive or intentionally persuasive; it can be ei-
ther an act or an artifact. The artifacts selected for analysis are representa-
tions of prior acts, but the analysis easily could involve the acts themselves. 
A concert, for example, would be characterized as an act, while a video of 
a concert is deemed a rhetorical artifact; either could be a text.

My assumptions about and definition of empowerment also have impli-
cations for the concept of disempowerment. I interpret this term to mean 
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Literature Review

If you’ve been following the guidelines we’ve offered earlier in this book, 
you’ve already completed your literature review. You developed the 
categories for your literature review from your research question at the 
time you developed your preproposal. You then collected and coded the 
relevant literature and developed a schema for presenting it. You simply 
have to import that literature review into the proposal at this point. It 
becomes your third section if your proposal is your first chapter in your 
dissertation. It’s your second chapter if your proposal turns into the first 
three chapters of your dissertation. The literature review should be in the 
range of 10 to 35 pages, depending on the amount of literature you have 
to cover. Because a sample review of literature is included at the end of 
chapter 5, we aren’t including another one here. An additional sample is 
in the sample proposal at the end of this chapter.

Research Design

The section of the proposal on research design is typically divided into 
two sections: data and procedures. Sometimes, a section on context or 
history is included, and there can also be a section on assumptions about 
method. You made decisions about key aspects of your research design 
when you created your preproposal. Now you simply have to flesh them 
out and provide explanations for your choices. The section on research de-
sign is generally 5 to 10 pages long, depending on the methods you choose 
for data collection and analysis and how much explanation they require. 
(Note: This section can also be called the Methods section. Don’t call it 
Methodology, though—methodology is the study of method, just as biology 
is the study of life. This section isn’t a study of method but a description 
of the methods you’ll be using.)

a condition in which the persons affected are alienated—or perceive that 
they are alienated—from a set of conditions that would allow them to 
become empowered. There is no assumption that a person who is disem-
powered was at one time empowered; rather, my use of the term suggests 
that the potential for action on behalf of oneself has not been realized.6
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Data
In the data section, identify the data for your study. You figured 

out what your data will be earlier, so you simply have to provide a more 
detailed description of them here. The data section is also the place to 
provide basic information that readers might need to know to understand 
your data. This contextual information should be relatively brief. If you 
are analyzing films as your data, for example, tell the dates of the films, 
who the directors are, which actors play the major roles, and brief sum-
maries of the plots. If you are studying an organization, provide details 
about the organization such as when it was formed, who its members 
are, how the organization is structured, its primary activities or products, 
and basic financial details about it. If you are using a secondary data set, 
explain the source of the data, when and where the data were collected, 
and information about which components of the data set you will use. If 
you are doing the kind of study where it is required, describe the research 
variables you’ll be using in this section as well. Identify them and describe 
the attributes or characteristics associated with the independent, depen-
dent, and confounding variables that are part of the study.

There’s something else to do in this section besides identifying your 
data. Justify why they are appropriate for answering your research ques-
tion. You could have chosen all kinds of data for answering your question, 
so readers want to know why you chose the data you did. Two or three 
good reasons for the choice of your data will suffice.

What might such good reasons be? One is that the data exhibit the 
quality or phenomenon you want to study. If you are studying agency as 
it is enacted in popular culture, for example, you could argue that certain 
films are appropriate data because they exhibit different kinds of agency. 
If you are studying conflict resolution among stakeholders in public dis-
putes, you could justify your selection of a conflict over the erection of 
a communications tower on the top of a mountain because it is a long-
running public conflict and has many different kinds of stakeholders—
environmentalists, hikers, nearby property owners, the city’s chamber of 
commerce, and the communications company. Another reason for select-
ing your data is that they are easily accessible or available to you. You 
probably don’t want this to be your only reason for selecting your data, but 
it is often a major reason and certainly an appropriate one. If you use this 
as a reason, explain why and how the data are accessible to you.
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Data: Sample #1

The rhetorical record of Abigail Scott Duniway is a rich and untapped 
resource for the study of women’s communication strategies. Despite a 
limited formal education of less than a year and responsibility for a family 
of six children and a semi-invalid husband, Duniway was a prolific writer 
and an active lecturer for equal rights.

A number of historians and journalists have considered Duniway’s 
extensive work as a regional and national advocate for the equal suffrage 
cause and as editor of the New Northwest, the “human rights” newspaper 
she published in Portland, Oregon, from 1871 to 1887, and the Pacific 
Empire, a Portland journal with which she was associated as editor from 
1895 through 1897. (For citation purposes, the New Northwest will be 
designated as NNW and the Pacific Empire as PE.) In addition, several bio-
graphical works on Duniway have been made available for general adult 
and juvenile readership. Given the extent of Duniway’s rhetorical record 
as a speaker, an editor, an equal rights organizer, and a novelist, one would 
expect to find a number of studies of her rhetoric; however, only two ar-
ticles with a focus on Duniway’s rhetoric have been published. No scholar 
has focused on the communication strategies that Duniway recommended 
to other women through her novels, speeches, and essays.

In particular, Duniway’s twenty-two novels, which spanned a publica-
tion period of forty-six years, invite exploration of the development of her 
theory of women’s communication strategies. Her novels include Captain 
Gray’s Company; or, Crossing the Plains and Living in Oregon, published in 
1859 and later serialized in her weekly newspaper, the New Northwest; 
seventeen other serialized novels that appeared in the New Northwest 
from 1871 to 1887; three serialized novels that appeared in the Pacific 
Empire from 1895 through 1897; and From the West to the West: Across the 
Plains to Oregon, published in 1905. Duniway’s later revisions for three of 
the published serials also are available in the Duniway Papers. All twenty-
two novels involve women’s responses to male authority in a variety of 
Western frontier settings and circumstances. In addition to settings in the 
Middle West and the Far West, Duniway’s readers are taken occasionally 
to settings in the East and even to Cuba, Australia, and England.

I have chosen Duniway’s novels as primary data for four major rea-
sons. First, the theme of women’s responses to systems of male authority 
is central in all of Duniway’s novels. Second, Duniway intended her novels 
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to be realistic depictions of women’s condition and options. In an early 
serialized novel, Duniway stated that the didactic and persuasive purpose 
of her novels was “to picture real life rather than fictitious life” (The Happy 
Home, ch. 19, NNW, 26 Mar. 1875). In published correspondence with one 
of her readers, Duniway wrote that she believed her novels did more to 
show women “their real status—social, religious, civic, pecuniary, and po-
litical—than all the preachers and all the lawyers in the land” accomplished 
for the same purpose (“An Hour with Correspondents,” NNW, 22 Feb. 
1878). In another serialized novel, Duniway explained that she sought “to 
reveal causes of human misery that need only to be generally seen and 
understood to be remedied and, in time uprooted” (Madge Morrison, ch. 
10, NNW, 18 Feb. 1876).

My third reason for selecting Duniway’s novels as texts is that pub-
lished correspondence from readers of several of Duniway’s serialized 
novels in the New Northwest attests to Duniway’s success at realistic depic-
tions in her novels. A correspondent from Boise City, Idaho, wrote: “Your 
paper has become daily food for me, and I would not be without it for ten 
times its costs. Your stories are marvelous, because they are so true” (“A 
Forenoon with Correspondents,” NNW, 7 Sept. 1877). E. A. Case, writing 
from Williamstown, New York, observed:

Allow me to congratulate you on the success of the stories that are from 
week to week published in the New Northwest. The stamp of truth which 
they bear wins for them a way to many hearts. Who, indeed, among us 
has not witnessed equally pitiful effects of one-sided government, which, 
while it claims to protect, so frequently oppresses woman? (“A Voice 
from the East,” NNW, 31 Mar. 1876)

Although some correspondents—usually men—objected to “the stamp of 
truth” on the characters and circumstances in Duniway’s novels, the vast 
majority indicated that the serials were realistic and effective in raising 
consciousness about the systems in which women found themselves.

My final reason for using Duniway’s novels as the rhetorical texts 
for this study is that few scholars have noted the existence, let alone 
the rhetorical significance, of Duniway’s fiction. In fact, to the best of my 
knowledge, no scholar has provided a complete list of Duniway’s novels. 
Historian Ruth Barnes Moynihan provided the most complete listing in 
1983 but was unaware of Duniway’s publication of three novels in the 
Pacific Empire (Rebel for Rights 257–58).
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Most frequently, Duniway’s novels have been dismissed as “sentimental” 
and “flowery” and therefore of little consequence for serious scholarship. 
Although Moynihan recognizes the didactic purpose of Duniway’s fiction and 
quotes from some of the novels as “a form of evidence” about Duniway’s 
“personality and her society,” her comment on the novels as rhetoric/litera-
ture is brief: “Familiar as she was with the dime novels of the day, she wrote 
for the same mass market and deliberately tried to articulate the ‘reveries’ 
of other women like herself” (“Abigail Scott Duniway of Oregon” 15–16). 
Journalist Roberta O. McKern provides a brief summary of one of Duniway’s 
novels (Ellen Dowd) and concludes that, as Duniway “seldom used one adjec-
tive or adverb where three, four or five would do, the serials were superbly 
dreadful, but they served their purpose of reinforcing suffrage thought in 
the minds of their readers” (79–90). More appropriately, Duniway’s novels 
should be considered as examples of what literary critic Nina Baym has 
identified as “woman’s fiction” of the nineteenth century—fiction written by 
women, addressed to women, and intended to give readers something “that 
would help them in their lives” (Woman’s Fiction 16).

Duniway’s novels were agencies to communicate her equal rights 
arguments and complemented her nationally recognized work as an or-
ganizer and lecturer for equal suffrage. The serialized novels in the New 
Northwest and the Pacific Empire frequently held front-page prominence 
and drew considerable written response from readers across the country. 
Paid subscriptions to the New Northwest probably never exceeded about 
three thousand, but the paper was shared extensively with non-subscrib-
ers in Western frontier communities. Duniway also sent complimentary 
copies of the New Northwest to influential people throughout the country 
and exchanged with women’s journals and newspapers in the East.

In addition to Duniway’s twenty-two novels and published corre-
spondence with readers of the serialized novels in the New Northwest, 
resources for this study will include a substantial collection of Duniway’s 
other rhetoric—both private and public. Although the novels are the ma-
jor texts for the study, Duniway’s speeches, editorials, articles, and letters 
will be useful complementary data.

The Duniway Papers have been made available to me by David C. 
Duniway, Abigail Duniway’s grandson and archivist emeritus for the state 
of Oregon. Included in the Duniway Papers are a variety of Abigail Duni-
way’s public and private writings: “Journal of a Trip to Oregon,” written by 
Duniway during her family’s overland trip from Illinois in 1852; Duniway’s 
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scrapbooks of manuscript speeches, articles, news clippings, stories, po-
ems, and letters; weekly letters from Duniway to her son, Clyde Duniway, 
1890–1915; My Musings, a collection of Duniway’s poetry published by the 
Duniway Publishing Company, Portland, Oregon, 1875; and Duniway’s 
articles in The Coming Century, Portland, Oregon, 1891.

Examples of Duniway’s rhetoric are found in a variety of other 
sources. Her autobiography, Path Breaking: An Autobiographical History of 
the Equal Suffrage Movement in Pacific Coast States, includes several of Du-
niway’s major speeches. David and Anna Matson, published as a book, is a 
lengthy narrative poem about a woman’s struggles in New England. Her 
earliest newspaper articles were published in the Oregon City Argus and the 
Oregon Farmer. Duniway’s editorials, speeches, and articles, published for 
sixteen years in the New Northwest and for three years in the Pacific Empire, 
provide even more examples of her rhetoric.

Finally, in addition to my four major reasons for selecting Duniway’s 
novels as texts and her other writings as complementary primary data, 
I am aware that, in recent years, several communication scholars, par-
ticularly discourse analysts, have selected novels for the study of human 
communication. Although these scholars have focused on contemporary 
novels, their rationale for novels as rhetorical texts is persuasive. Not all 
communication scholars would agree about the legitimacy of using fiction 
as rhetorical texts for the study of interpersonal communication, but 
those engaged in the enterprise see fictional literature as “a rich store-
house” for analysis (Ragan and Hopper 312).

Kathleen Mary Kougl, who analyzed the interpersonal communica-
tion of main characters in three novels—one each by Doris Lessing, Saul 
Bellow, and Joseph Heller—argues that “a character’s interpersonal rela-
tionships comprise a fictive case history,” and the “novelist may penetrate 
to greater levels of subtlety about interpersonal relationships, suggesting 
possibilities not readily discernible in daily living” (282). Sandra L. Ragan 
and Robert Hopper agree with Kougl and conclude from their literature 
review that fiction represents a valid representation of behavior, that fic-
tional talk and naturally occurring talk are more similar than disparate, and 
that reality and fiction—life and art—constitute a “co-construction” (312). 
As R. Fowler observes, fiction is a theory of reality constructed through a 
particular use of language, and a novel is “a linguistically constructed sys-
tem of beliefs which bears some interesting, usually critical and defamiliar-
izing, relationship to the numerous ideologies current at the time” (35).7
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Data: Sample #2

The Health and Retirement Study (HRS) is ideal for examining how 
social, economic, and cultural capital mediate racial/ethnic and sex differ-
ences in physical activity (Survey Research Center, various years). The 
HRS contains data from individuals aged 51 to 61 who were interviewed in 
1992 and re-interviewed in 1994, 1996, 1998, and 2000. In 1998, the HRS 
data were joined with data from its partner survey, the Assets and Health 
Dynamics among the Oldest Old (AHEAD), as well as two new cohorts, 
making the 1998 HRS a nationally representative survey of nearly 15,000 
adults, aged 50 and older, as well as their spouses or domestic partners.

The 1998–2000 HRS data are well suited for my analysis for three 
reasons. First, panel data allow me to clearly specify causal relationships 
between physical activity and a variety of covariates. Indeed, they allow me 
to accurately assess the order of events that link income, wealth, social 
relationships, or cultural dispositions to health outcomes.

Second, because these data are longitudinal and include large num-
bers of individuals even into the oldest ages, I can distinguish between 
age-related changes and cohort differences in exercise. Cross-sectional 
data cannot fully distinguish between age- and cohort-related differences 
in physical activity, although some research suggests that both effects may 
be important. Indeed, changes in physical ability and norms for appropriate 
behavior change both by age and across cohorts (Bailey 2001; Campbell 
2001; Riley 1973). Thus, the methodological advance of longitudinal data 
permits me to more accurately assess both age and cohort differences in 
physical activity than prior work has allowed (Grzywacz and Marks 2001; 
Hayes and Ross 1986; Idler and Kasl 1997; Ross 2000; Ross and Wu 1995; 
Wu and Porell 2000). Although these data will not permit an examination 
of physical activity at the younger ages, the surveyed individuals are at ideal 
ages for this analysis. They are young enough that many might undertake 
physical activity but old enough that physical activity might provide sub-
stantial advantages in future health.

The HRS data also are ideal because of the breadth and depth of 
the data collected. Indeed, few other data sets collect data on partner 
characteristics; time and money given to children, grandchildren, or par-
ents; occupational characteristics for non-retired individuals; leisure-time 
activities, including exercise, volunteering, and religious participation; and 
a host of other socioeconomic, sociodemographic, and cultural factors. In 
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addition, the HRS oversamples Blacks, Hispanics, and residents of Florida 
to ensure racial and ethnic diversity among the respondents. These ad-
vantages make the HRS better suited for this work than surveys that are 
cross-sectional, have fewer covariates, or are less current, including the 
National Health Interview Survey and the Longitudinal Study of Aging.

Variables
The 1998 and 2000 waves of the HRS ask about physical activity with 

this question: “On average over the past 12 months have you participated 
in vigorous physical activity or exercise three times a week or more? By 
vigorous physical activity, we mean things like sports, heavy housework, or 
a job that includes physical labor.” This question allows only yes or no an-
swers and will be coded dichotomously. Roughly 40% of the respondents 
were active in 2000, indicating substantial variation for the dependent 
variable, and this variable correlates positively with self-rated health (r = 
0.197). Although this variable does not measure specific activities, such as 
running or swimming, it is advantageous because it assesses physical activ-
ity more broadly, prevents the exclusion of individuals who do not under-
take specific activities, and allows respondents to interpret the questions 
within the context of their own lives. Notably, this variable also captures 
work-related activity. Some argue that work-related activity might lead 
to better health in the future (Cropper 1977), but others suggest that it 
may be repetitive and conducive to injury (Ehrenreich 2001). Thus, I will 
control, where appropriate, for how often the respondent’s job requires 
“lots of physical effort,” a separate variable in the HRS.

To evaluate differences among race/ethnic and sex groups in physi-
cal activity among aging individuals, I will include categorical variables for 
non-Hispanic Whites, non-Hispanic Blacks, and Hispanics. To ensure con-
fidentiality for survey respondents, the HRS collapses Asians and Native 
Americans into a single “other” category, thus prohibiting more detailed 
analyses of those racial/ethnic groups. Sex will be coded dichotomously 
into males and females. I will include age as a linear term to control for 
established decreases in physical activity with age but will also test for a 
curvilinear relationship.

Variables relevant to the social capital perspective include marital 
status, employment status, friends and neighbors, participation in religious 
activities, and volunteering in religious or charitable activities. Marital sta-
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tus will be coded as married or non-married, as this most closely relates 
to the theoretical argument above. Should numbers permit, non-married 
cohabiting relationships will be included separately, as they may confer 
some, but not all, of the benefits of marriage (Waite and Gallager 2001). 
The norms supported by marriage that might affect exercise behavior will 
be indicated by whether the spouse is physically active, a current smoker, 
or a moderate drinker. Further, the HRS asks questions about how enjoy-
able the respondent finds time spent with his or her spouse and which 
spouse has more power in the relationship—factors that might accentu-
ate or diminish the effect of the household norms. Finally, I will examine 
potential costs associated with excessive time spent caring for children, 
grandchildren, parents, or sickly partners.

Employment status indicates whether individuals are currently em-
ployed. The costs and benefits of employment will be assessed with the 
number of hours worked, the number of hours spent working undesired 
overtime, and workplace-associated stress. When examining the hours 
worked or undesired overtime, I will test various functional forms, in-
cluding categorical, linear, and curvilinear transformations. Integration 
into the neighborhood will be indicated by how often respondents stop 
to chat or socialize with their neighbors, how many of their neighbors’ 
names they know, and their subjective satisfaction with their friendships. 
Although the HRS does not ask about the health behaviors of neighbors 
or friends or how they spend their time together, these variables allow 
some insight into social integration that takes place outside of the home, 
workplace, or religious communities. Participation in religious activities 
will include how often the individual attended religious services in the 
last year. An alternate variable asks how many hours the individual spent 
volunteering for religious or charitable organizations and will be coded 
to test whether very high or low amounts of participation predict less 
physical activity than moderate levels.

The variables relevant for the economic capital perspective include 
family income, wealth (or net worth, defined as assets minus debts), health 
insurance, and education. Both income and wealth will be measured as 
logged continuous variables. Kaufman and his colleagues (1997) posit that 
residual confounding may bias estimates of the effect of economic factors 
on racial differences in health through problems associated with categori-
zation, incommensurate indicators, and measurement error. Categorical 
SES indicators may bias results if they mask significant racial variation 
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within groups. Thus, I will use logged, continuous measures of income and 
wealth to control for heteroscedasticity while minimizing problems associ-
ated with categorical coding (Berry and Feldman 1985).

The problem of incommensurate indicators suggests that a variable will 
be biased if Blacks, Hispanics, and Whites receive unequal benefits from the 
same level of income or wealth. Thus, I will test for interactions between 
race/ethnicity and the income and wealth measures to examine whether 
Blacks, Whites, and Hispanics receive the same returns in exercise for the 
same level of economic well-being. Finally, measurement error may bias re-
sults if it varies systematically by race. The HRS specifically attempts to mini-
mize the effects of missing data for income and wealth by imputing values 
for the missing data with a “bracket technique.” That is, respondents who 
“don’t know” or “refuse” to answer questions about their income or wealth 
are asked whether they fit into broader amount categories (see Smith 1995 
for a detailed discussion of this technique) and then are given imputed values 
accordingly. This technique introduces less bias in the imputation process so 
that some researchers find the HRS estimates of wealth to be more reliable 
than those in other surveys (Moon and Juster 1995).

Health insurance will include a series of categorical variables that in-
clude insurance from Medicare, Medicaid, private sources, other sources, 
or no insurance. Education will be coded categorically as 6 years of school 
or less, 6 years to less than a high school degree, a high school degree or 
graduate equivalence degree (GED), some college, an associate degree, 
a baccalaureate degree, or a post-baccalaureate degree. I will expand or 
collapse those categories as variation in the data permits.

Variables relevant to the cultural capital perspective include occupa-
tional status and religious denomination. Following Wu and Porell (2000), I 
will code occupational status using codes from the Standard Occupational 
Classification Manual (U.S. Department of Commerce 1980). White-collar 
status includes managerial, professional, technical, sales, and administrative 
support occupations; blue-collar status indicates workers in labor, manu-
facturing, industry, farming, forestry, construction, mechanics, transporta-
tion, and production-oriented tasks. Further, the HRS designates whether 
individuals are self-employed. Religious preference will be coded categori-
cally as Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, other, or no religious preference, 
although I will explore smaller subdivisions as cell size permits.

The analyses will further control for other factors that are necessary 
for appropriately specified models. First, because poor health will make it 
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History or Context
Sometimes, readers may need to know the history of a conflict or 

phenomenon to understand your data and analysis, and this history may 
require several pages of explanation. Labeled History or Context, this sec-
tion provides a descriptive and chronological report of the background 
without any analysis. This history or context is as neutral as you can make 
it and is factual rather than interpretive. If your study is about the resis-
tance strategies used by antiwar protesters against the Vietnam War in the 
United States, for example, your history would be a history of the United 
States’s involvement in Vietnam. If you are studying the conflict over the 
possible erection of a communications tower, provide in this section a 
history of the conflict in that city, the measures that have been passed in 
an effort to resolve the conflict over the years, the key participants in the 
conflict, and the current status of the conflict.

In some cases, the history or context discussion is long enough to 
make into a separate chapter of your dissertation. In this case, it’s usually 
not part of your proposal and is something you prepare with your other 
chapters following the approval of your proposal. Such a chapter usually 

difficult to participate in physical activity, I will control for baseline health 
status, with variables including subjective health status, the number of 
chronic conditions, and any activity limitations. Second, I will control for 
work-related physical activity, where appropriate, as some suggest that 
activity on the job may not confer the same health advantages as leisure-
time exercise. Third, I will include dummy variables for different cohorts. 
The HRS includes a variable that locates individuals as part of the original 
AHEAD sample (born before 1924), children of the Depression era (born 
between 1924 and 1930), original HRS households (born between 1931 
and 1941), and children born during the World War II era (born between 
1942 and 1947). I will initially test for differences among these cohorts but 
will examine other combinations of birth years as well. Finally, I will test 
various functional forms of all the variables listed above as appropriate. 
The preliminary analyses suggest some modeling strategies that might be 
appropriate, but I will continue to test various categorical and linear trans-
formations to insure that the findings are robust, the results are as clearly 
presented as possible, and the models represent the true relationships in 
the data as accurately as possible.8
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follows the introduction chapter (if your proposal will be the first chapter 
of your dissertation) or the research-design chapter (if your proposal is the 
first three chapters of your dissertation). History or context sections are 
usually a few pages long if they are part of the proposal or the first chapter 
of the dissertation. As a separate chapter, the history or context discussion 
is usually somewhere in the range of 8 to 10 pages.

History or Context: Sample #1

The following summary concentrates on the major events, dates, is-
sues, and outcomes of the teachers’ strike. Also included is information 
regarding the 4-J School District, the teachers and their union, major per-
sonalities, and a summary of possible causes of the strike.

On April 8, 1987, at 6:00 a.m., the teachers employed by the 4-J 
School District in Eugene, Oregon, went on strike. Since June 30, 1986 
(for 10 months), the teachers had been working without the benefit of a 
contract, although bargaining talks prior to the strike had been in progress 
for over a year. On March 15, 1987, the District warned parents that 
a strike was possible, and the Eugene Education Association, the local 
teachers’ union, formally notified the District that it intended to strike on 
March 17. Three days later, Margaret Nichols, the District Superintendent, 
announced that she was beginning to recruit replacement teachers. The 
strike came on the heels of a 1979 strike and directly affected 17,000 stu-
dents, 1,200 teachers, and other educational specialists.

On April 12, the first talks began following the walkout. As the ne-
gotiations continued to bog down, the teachers’ role in the strike began 
to escalate. On April 24, they picketed the homes of Margaret Nichols 
and the school-board members. Four days later, the first signs of violence 
erupted at Churchill High School in conjunction with the hiring of replace-
ment teachers and the reopening of the schools on April 28, 1987. In this 
first serious confrontation, a picketer tried to prevent a police officer from 
using his baton on another picketer. The picketer stumbled when she was 
hit from behind by a police officer.

On April 29, after considerable encouragement, Nichols joined the 
bargaining team on behalf of the District. While the negotiating teams 
continued to struggle, the initial 80% student-return ratio, which occurred 
on April 28, dropped drastically by May 2, 1987. In fact, even the students 
who attended school protested, claiming that the classes were useless. 
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While the bargaining teams debated over insurance issues, four teachers 
were arrested. The arrests occurred because striking teachers blocked 
the path of a replacement teachers’ bus, breaking a public ordinance by 
blocking a public way. According to the police, they could not arrest 
everyone and so chose some, although several were involved in a blatant 
violation of the ordinance.

Six major issues continued to stall contract talks: salary, insurance 
benefits, workload, assignment transfer, performance evaluation, and se-
niority. A settlement was reached on May 8 at 2:21 a.m., and the teachers 
unanimously voted on May 10 to accept the new contract. Resolution 
on most of the issues followed, although debate continued surrounding 
insurance and amnesty for the replacement teachers hired by the District. 
Sufficient resolution was attained, however, for the teachers to return to 
the classroom.

The cost of the strike to the typical teacher was approximately 
$3,100. Some claimed these financial losses, as well as other losses such as 
teacher credibility in the community, never would be regained. The events 
of the strike left some wondering if it was worthwhile. Even the final con-
tract, enacted on May 8, would remain in force only until June 30, 1989.

The strike occurred in Eugene, Oregon, an educational environment 
that some described as a “Nirvana” or “Camelot.”107 The livability of Eu-
gene and the surrounding communities is considered by the teachers who 
have chosen to work there to be among the highest in the country. The 
teachers generally applied to work in Eugene because of people involve-
ment, open government, and an emphasis on process.108

Many parties were involved in the strike. The teachers, of course, 
were major participants. The 1,200 teachers and related educational spe-
cialists employed by the District implemented the overall objectives of the 
District. They were concerned that people realize that teaching 25 to 30 
students a day is hard work, draining them physically, mentally, and emo-
tionally. In general, the teachers believed that they were underpaid, over-
worked, and unappreciated. They also believed that the District’s spending 
priorities needed to be the teacher, the students, and the classroom. Thus, 
District money spent for paint, parking lots, and non-classroom personnel, 
they believed, warranted careful scrutiny.109

A second group involved in the strike were the District employees; 
representatives of the District involved in the teachers’ strike were Su-
perintendent Margaret Nichols and the District’s negotiator, Steve Gold-
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schmidt. The District maintained a staff of over 100, involved in various 
levels of management and management-support services. These personnel 
were distributed in the District’s office, thirty-seven schools, and seven 
educational support centers, creating a decentralized structure that af-
forded a high degree of “building autonomy.”110

In addition to the preceding personnel, the District had a seven-
member school board. Members were elected as representatives of the 
4-J District and were endorsed and encouraged to seek office by both 
the District and the union. The school board was chaired by Jack Bill-
ings, a Eugene attorney. The board was composed of another attorney, a 
business manager, a homemaker, a law student, the head of a computer-
programming staff, and a campus minister at the University of Oregon.

The teachers’ priorities were the major concern of the Eugene Edu-
cation Association, headed by its president, Ray Gross, with Tom Doig 
serving as its chief negotiator. The union was a democratic organization 
that advanced the causes of its membership, the organization, and the 
instructional program of the students. One avenue through which the 
organization could achieve these objectives was collective bargaining, and 
each round of bargaining generally resulted in advances for the member-
ship and the organization. A strike occurred when the collective bargaining 
process failed.

Several explanations have been offered regarding the cause of the 
strike. Contributing factors were summarized by Rudy Johnson, an inde-
pendent consultant, hired to conduct a post-strike analysis. Johnson sug-
gested the following eightfold explanation:111

•	 The union entered collective bargaining with high expectations be-
cause Margaret Nichols, who was child centered and pro-teacher, 
was highly respected. In addition, the union believed there was 
adequate money available and that the District would be generous 
in recognizing teachers’ contributions to the educational excellence 
of the 4-J District.

•	 Unresolved baggage from the 1979 strike provided a negative pre-
disposition to the 1987 negotiating process.

•	 The board and the management team were inexperienced. Because 
many of them were new, they were anxious to avoid conflict and 
present an image of positive leadership to the community.
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•	 The union’s bargaining team had more experience than the Dis-
trict’s team, and they both had a different sense of bargaining. Thus, 
when the District made an offer that amounted to its best and last 
offer, the experienced union did not believe the finality of the offer; 
it perceived the offer as bargaining. This difference in the perception 
of negotiating prolonged the strike.

•	 The union’s initial proposal was perceived as “way out of line” and 
was reported as such by the local newspaper, the Register-Guard. 
Actually, the proposal was a “wish list,” although coverage of the 
subsequent negotiation hardened the union’s resolve. Thus, many 
teachers blamed the newspaper more than the District for the strike.

•	 The aspect of the negotiation process called “take-backs” frustrated 
the union. When the District took back items previously offered 
because of expense or other factors, the union expected something 
in their place.

•	 The 4-J principals played an ambiguous role. They made recom-
mendations, yet they denied affiliation with either side, a stance that 
confused the teachers.

•	 The negotiators, specifically the District’s Steve Goldschmidt and 
the union’s Tom Doig and their respective teams’ style of negotiat-
ing, were antithetical. The influence of their different styles was felt 
in their continual dogged commitment to their divergent bargaining 
positions. Both sides expressed confidence in their negotiators, 
although union representatives complained of the endless stalling 
techniques used by the District members.9

History or Context: Sample #2

Natural Ties was founded at the University of Kansas in 1988 by 
Patrick Hughes, Jr. While walking through the lobby of his fraternity one 
day, Pat met a young man with a disability, J, and struck up a conversation 
with him. The two discovered that they shared the same taste in music. 
Pat called J’s parents and explained how they had met and that he was in-
terested in getting to know J. Pat and J began spending time together, and 
their friendship became the cornerstone for Natural Ties. Pat had the op-
portunity to get to know someone with a disability for the first time in his 
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life, and J had the opportunity to develop a real friendship with someone 
who did not have a disability.

Eventually, the university newspaper wrote an article on Pat and J, 
detailing the new understanding and perspectives each of them had found 
as a result of their relationship. This relationship captured the interest and 
attention of others who wanted a similar experience. Pat received phone 
calls from both students on campus and the director of a residential facility 
for individuals with disabilities. With the guidance of J’s parents and the 
facility director, in a three-week time span, Pat paired up 20 University 
of Kansas students with 20 individuals with disabilities. These students 
developed first a one-to-one friendship and then included their new friend 
in their everyday groups and activities.

During his remaining years at the University of Kansas, Pat developed 
and organized Natural Ties. He was invited to speak at several national dis-
ability conferences and received letters from all over the world indicating 
that what he was doing in Lawrence, Kansas, was unique and was needed 
everywhere. After graduating in 1991, Pat moved home to Evanston, Il-
linois, and formed Natural Ties as a nonprofit organization. Since 1991, 
Natural Ties has grown into a national organization with an office staff of 
5 and a Board of Directors of 20 individuals. In 1992, President George 
Bush named Pat the 687th Point of Light in recognition of his work with 
National Ties. Natural Ties is currently active on 12 college campuses.

Natural Ties was founded on the belief that people with disabilities 
desire social contact with the mainstream community. The mission of 
Natural Ties is to increase awareness of the need for full participation in 
college communities by creating friendships between young adults with and 
without disabilities. Educating the mainstream community about the inclu-
sion process is vital. Natural Ties increases community awareness not only 
by facilitating the development of relationships between people with and 
without disabilities but by opening existing recreational, social, and service 
organizations to people of all abilities and making buildings accessible.

Natural Ties chapters pair up individuals with and without disabilities 
to create “Ties” in which friendship is encouraged. Group events for all 
participants are organized, but the focus is on the individual friendship. 
Once the friendship is established, individuals are encouraged to invite 
their Ties to become involved in the groups to which they belong. The 
emphasis is on making the Natural Ties friendship exactly like any other 
friendship. The friendships are viewed as life-long commitments; partici-
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Procedures
In the discussion of procedures in your section or chapter on research 

design, explain the procedures you are using for collecting and analyzing 
your data. The two subsections of the procedures section, then, are typi-
cally labeled Data Collection and Data Analysis.

pants are expected to handle them as they would any other friendship. 
They are expected to maintain contact over the summer, if that is what 
they usually would do, and to handle transition with their friends in what-
ever manner is most comfortable for them. It is hoped that individuals 
will invite their new friends to be involved in the groups or organizations 
to which they belong because these groups provide a consistent activity 
schedule, a place to meet other individuals, and a sense of belonging.

The basic vehicle for achieving the mission of Natural Ties is the 
establishment of student groups or chapters on college campuses that 
pair individuals with disabilities with students on campus. The college-age 
group is targeted because it is after graduation from high school that many 
individuals with disabilities lose all social contact with their peers who do 
not have disabilities. Through secondary school, social networks exist that 
allow integration. Once high school ends, if individuals with disabilities do 
not go on to college, chances are they will become fairly isolated. Whether 
they move into a group home, work in a sheltered workshop, or remain in 
the family home, they have limited opportunities for age-appropriate social 
interaction. The college campus has a wealth of social opportunities avail-
able if individuals with disabilities are invited to participate. Fraternities, 
sororities, clubs, athletics, volunteer groups, and residential programs all 
offer social networks that can open doors for individuals with disabilities.

The hope is that, by being included in the groups to which other 
students belong, individuals with disabilities will make other friends 
and have regularly occurring events in which to participate, such as 
Thursday-night dinner at a sorority house, Tuesday-evening meetings of 
the Circle K club, or Friday-night movies in a dorm. Such regular activ-
ity provides stability in the individuals’ lives. It also helps with transition; 
undergraduates eventually complete their degrees and move on. If indi-
viduals are included in an organization, chances are they will meet many 
individuals, all at different stages in their undergraduate careers. If one 
graduates and moves away, there are other friends and regular activities 
to maintain the social network.10

15_465-Foss.indb   164 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



GETTING THERE: THE DISSERTATION PROPOSAL

165

Data Collection
In your discussion of the procedures for collecting your data, discuss 

how you plan to gather or obtain your data. Will you interview people? 
Conduct focus groups? Collect articles from certain newspapers? Request 
the documents you need from an organization? Visually record meetings? 
Distribute surveys using a service like SurveyMonkey? Gather documents 
from a historical archive? Engage in direct observation of behavior? Make 
use of an existing database? You might have multiple methods of data col-
lection if you plan to use multiple kinds of data in your study.

Explain in detail exactly how you plan to collect your data using the 
method or methods you identify. If you plan to interview people, discuss 
who will be interviewed, the process you will use to select your partici-
pants, how you will locate interviewees for your study, the type of inter-
view you plan to use, and the questions you plan to ask. Just as you did 
with your data, justify your choices for the methods you’re using to collect 
the data. Explain, for example, why you believe the kinds of interviews 
you have selected are the most appropriate ones for getting the kinds of 
information you want from your participants. If you are using a research 
instrument such as a questionnaire or inventory to collect data, describe 
the instrument and its validity and reliability. If you are doing a pilot 
study—a small-scale version or trial run to test or assess a research instru-
ment—describe the pilot study. (A copy of your questionnaire or instru-
ment is typically included in an appendix at the end of the dissertation.)

Data Collection: Sample #1

The data for this study will be gathered primarily from two sources: 
books about arts organizations and interviews with individuals involved in 
non-profit arts governance. These will be supplemented by journal articles, 
newspaper stories, miscellaneous papers and documents, and my personal 
experiences in arts organizations.

From the books that will be reviewed and coded, the data sought are 
any fragments about the governance process, especially the perspectives 
of participants involved in that process and descriptions of governance 
structure. Typical of the books that will be coded are Nathaniel Burt’s A 
Social History of the American Art Museum and Ronald L. Davis’s Opera in 
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Chicago. In addition to these types of books, analytical works that contain 
commentaries on governance as well as examples that could be used as 
data also will be coded. Robert W. Crawford’s In Art We Trust: The Board 
of Trustees in the Performing Arts and Joan Jeffri’s The Emerging Arts: Man-
agement, Survival and Growth are two examples of this type of work. The 
coding of these written materials will allow me to expand the quantity and 
variety of arts-governance situations I am able to examine.

I also will conduct interviews with trustees and directors of non-profit 
arts organizations. I plan to interview 20 trustees and 20 directors for the 
study. Because this study deals with arts governance in America in general, 
interviews will be completed across the country and will not be confined 
to a single locale. The interviews also will be conducted in different parts 
of the country to determine whether there are any broad, geographical 
differences in the form and manner in which arts organizations are gov-
erned. I am planning to conduct interviews in the following cities: Chicago, 
Illinois; Reno, Nevada; Seattle, Washington; Eugene, Oregon; Portland, 
Oregon; Norfolk, Virginia; and Denver, Colorado. These are all places 
where I have contacts with arts organizations.

The sample from which the data will be drawn for this study is a 
judgmental sample. In such a sample, units to be examined are selected on 
the basis of the researcher’s own judgment about which ones will be the 
most useful or representative. This type of sample is most useful for the 
exploratory nature of my study. Those interviewed will participate in a 
range of arts organizations, including performing arts organizations, visual 
arts organizations, and government-funded organizations serving the arts. 
The organizations the interviewees represent will be large, medium, and 
small organizations, with large organizations defined as those with budgets 
over $1 million, medium organizations as those with budgets between 
$200,000 and $1 million, and small organizations as those with budgets 
under $200,000.

The interviews will not be tightly structured, thus allowing the inter-
viewees to develop topics and raise issues concerning governance that they 
feel are important. Interviewees will be guided only in the following ways:

•	 After I greet the interviewee and introduce myself, I will provide a 
brief overview of the purpose of the research project, which is the 
development of a conceptual framework of governance in private, 
non-profit arts organizations.
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•	 I will ask interviewees to provide a brief overview of their organiza-
tions and to provide any materials that would assist me in under-
standing the structure and programs of their organizations.

•	 I will ask the interviewees to detail the history of their involvement 
in their organizations.

•	 I will prompt the interviewees to talk about the governance process 
in their organizations.

•	 Later in the interviews, as issues and topic areas emerge, I will ask 
the interviewees to address specific areas if they have not covered 
them in their unstructured conversations. These questions will fill 
out any developing clusters of data around particular issues and will 
serve as a means of verifying or dismissing the presence of phenom-
ena that emerge in earlier interviews. The questions will be asked 
in broad, non-directed terms such as, “Tell me about how you and 
the president work together” and “Is the founder of your organiza-
tion still involved in it? If so, how does he or she function within it?”

To preserve utmost confidentiality, the interviews will be conducted 
without a tape recorder; I will take notes during each interview. Follow-
ing the interviews, I will review my notes, correct them, and supplement 
them in order to make them as clear, comprehensive, accurate, and useful 
as possible. The primary reason for this confidentiality is that I believe the 
study will produce more useful data if those interviewed are totally candid 
in their statements about governance. In many cases, public revelation of 
their statements could cause embarrassment to the interviewees and, in 
some cases, perhaps even lead to their dismissal.11

Data Collection: Sample #2

I will use ethnographic methods to collect my data. Ethnography is 
designed to generate understanding of behavior within a culture according 
to the meanings of its members and to describe that culture in its mem-
bers’ own terms. Ethnography as a method also allows the researcher to 
participate in the community in which she or he is working: “Ethnography 
is a process of exchange, whereby the researcher also reciprocates, with 
self-disclosure, with information needed by community members, with 
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visits and gifts; the ethnographer necessarily has commitment to making a 
positive contribution in her relationships with those studied” (Kamphoef-
ner, 1991, p. 41). Ethnography as a method of data collection is to be 
distinguished from producing an ethnography; ethnography as a form of 
research report depends on “thick description” to share experience with 
the reader. I will use ethnographic methods to collect my data; I am not 
writing an ethnography.

I became personally involved in the process of building shared vision 
first as an individual being brought into a shared vision and later as an 
individual facilitating shared vision. Ethnography not only allows this kind 
of personal participation on the part of the researcher but encourages it. 
The fact that I am looking at the process of building shared vision from a 
narrative perspective requires me to participate in the stories being told, 
constructed, and reconstructed. Simply being a passive, objective observer 
in this context is not possible. My presence at a meeting or in the office 
changes the stories being told and their impacts. The only option is to em-
brace this subjectivity and use it as an opportunity to gain valuable insight 
into the processes being examined (Conquergood, 1991).

There are several reasons why ethnographic methods are the most 
appropriate method of data collection for this study. First, I am interested 
in communication as the vehicle for the process of building shared vision; 
this communicative behavior is best captured by a participant. The mean-
ings associated with the communication that occurs in context is under-
stood fully only by individuals involved in the interaction.

Ethnographic methods are appropriate as well because the Natural 
Ties organization claims that the reason individuals with disabilities are 
excluded from community and isolated from individuals without disabilities 
is because relationships between individuals with and without disabilities 
never have been encouraged. Investigating this organization, which relies 
so heavily on relationships, through surveys or even one-time interviews 
violates the philosophy of Natural Ties. As a researcher, I need to engage 
the organization, the staff, the participants, the Board of Directors, and the 
participating communities in relationships.

Furthermore, these relationships need to be sincere; a relationship 
established solely for the purpose of conducting research would not be ap-
propriate. Ethnography engages the researcher in long-term relationships 
with the participants, and the participants are empowered as partners in 
the research process as a result.
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Data Analysis
After you describe how you plan to collect your data, explain how 

you plan to analyze those data. If you have to clean or process the data in 
some way to make them into usable data, begin by explaining that process. 
The most common method to create usable data in qualitative studies is 
to transcribe data from audio or video recordings. A note of caution here: 
Many students believe that if they conduct interviews or video sessions of 
some kind, they must transcribe them completely. This is a very tedious, 
time-consuming process. Unless your research question is an inquiry 
into the precise language that is used by participants, you don’t need full 
transcripts of your data. Even a short, half-hour interview will have many 
irrelevant sections in it. A more efficient process is to listen to or view 
your recorded interviews, listening and looking for those parts that are 
relevant for answering your question. Then transcribe just those sections. 
Remember, too, that there are many transcription services online, and 
taking advantage of them will certainly make your process more efficient.

The bulk of the discussion of your section on data analysis is a descrip-
tion of the method or methods of analysis you’ve chosen to apply to your 
data. Here is where you provide some explanation of or background about 
your method. This explanation can include literature about the method if 
there’s discussion or controversy about the method. (A reminder: Litera-

The final reason I have chosen ethnography as the method for data 
collection for this research has to do with my own personal preferences, 
ethics, abilities, and style as a researcher. I have never felt comfortable 
conducting research that requires short-term “use” of individuals for infor-
mation and distance between the researcher and the subjects. I have felt 
that this objectification of research subjects does nothing to develop an en-
vironment of trust and openness between the researcher and the research 
participants. I maintain that the discovery, development, and understanding 
for which researchers work must be done in partnership with the research 
participants. This partnership requires input from all research participants 
on all aspects of the research, including its purpose, design, implementation, 
and analysis. Because I view meaning as socially constructed, a researcher 
who does not participate in the construction of that meaning cannot ap-
proach full understanding. This partnership or dialogue is a collaborative 
effort that contributes to a greater richness of accountability.12
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ture about your method goes in this section on research design and not in 
your literature review.) If you have chosen to analyze your data using the 
grounded-theory or constant-comparative method of analysis, for example, 
explain that it was developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 1960 
and modified by Strauss and Juliet Corbin in 1997, lay out some of its basic 
features, and describe the major steps used to analyze data with the method. 
If appropriate for your study, here’s the place to cite your use of statistical 
software programs such as SPSS and to provide a rationale for their use. 
There is no need to include histories or overviews of these software pro-
grams, though. You just need a rationale for using them.

Your discussion of your method of analysis also includes a justification 
of your method or methods. Because many options were available to use 
for your method of analysis, explain why the one(s) you chose best accom-
plish your objectives. For example, you might justify your use of grounded 
theory to analyze your data by stating that current research on your subject 
does not share a common conceptual framework. In an area where very 
little research has been completed, the grounded-theory method allows 
you to provide a comprehensive theoretical description of the phenom-
enon, offering the prospect of locating most of its significant features.

If your dissertation is the kind where you write a TAD or a series 
of papers that you hope to be able to publish, your section on research 
design is divided into the number of studies or potential articles you plan 
to complete. A dissertation on the impact of culture on consumer prefer-
ences using experimental economics might be composed, for example, of 
three studies—a hypothetical bias experiment, a risk-aversion experiment, 
and a time-preference experiment.13 These become subheadings within 
the discussion of research design, and each one includes a discussion of 
the theory guiding that particular experiment, the hypotheses to be tested, 
and the methods that will be used to gather and analyze the data.

Data Analysis: Sample #1

The method I will use to analyze the data is grounded theory. Grounded 
theory as a conceptual framework is presented by Barney Glaser and An-
selm Strauss in The Discovery of Grounded Theory.15 The grounded-theory 
method is rooted in the comparative analytic method, which has both 
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anthropological and sociological sources. In sociology, the works of both 
Weber and Durkheim are cited as early examples of the use of the compara-
tive method. Durkheim’s work on suicide and Weber’s study of bureaucracy 
both used the comparative method to generate theory.16 In the field of 
anthropology, the comparative method has long been used to arrive at an 
understanding of societies. The nineteenth-century study of the Iroquois by 
Lewis Morgan is cited as an early and influential use of the method.17 Later, in 
the mid–twentieth century, the comparative method was used in anthropol-
ogy in such studies as African Political Systems by Forts and Evans-Pritchard18 
and African Systems of Kinship and Marriage by Radcliffe-Brown and Forde.19

Another source for the grounded-theory method is fieldwork, which 
has found its greatest development in the field of anthropology. Lewis 
Morgan’s study of the Iroquois20 and Franz Boas’ study in British Colum-
bia21 were two of the first significant uses of the method. Sociologists such 
as Beatrice Potter Webb22 and Charles Booth23 also employed the method 
in their work, and perhaps its most widely known use was in the study 
that resulted in the book Middletown by Robert Lynd and Helen Lynd.24

The grounded-theory method has other historical roots as well. Dis-
cussion surrounding the book The Polish Peasant in Poland and America by 
W. I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki, which was spearheaded by Herbert 
Blumer, centered on the adequacy of data to support theory, the amount 
of data needed for theory verification, and the degree to which researchers 
should approach data-based research with preconceived theoretical concep-
tions.25 The work of Robert Merton in Social Theory and Social Structure also 
relates to the concept of generating theory grounded in data. Merton’s com-
ments in this area focused on the modification of theory through research 
feedback, which he called “grounded modification of theory.”26

The grounded-theory method is defined by several characteristics. 
One is that the focus of the process is on theory generation rather than 
theory verification. The researcher focuses on the comprehensive and 
systematic review of data that will generate—rather than verify or re-
ject—hypotheses. Thus, the emphasis is on discovery and creation rather 
than empirical testing. Consequently, analysis using the grounded-theory 
method focuses on process rather than product. As the researcher dis-
covers patterns in the data, they are viewed as indications of a phenom-
enon rather than a final statement about its nature. Absolute closure is 
ruled out because the array of interpretive possibilities afforded by the 
artifacts never can be exhausted.

15_465-Foss.indb   171 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER SIX

172

A second characteristic of the grounded-theory method is the con-
cept of grounding in data. The theory that emerges is formulated only 
after detailed review of the data through an inductive process. No theo-
rizing occurs apart from the data. Rather than relying on pre-established 
propositions or hypotheses to test and interpret data, the researcher 
derives a structure from specific observations about the phenomenon. 
Developed directly from the data, the theory that results illustrates the 
patterns that are observed to constitute the phenomenon. Glaser and 
Strauss believe grounding a theory in the data has two major benefits: (1) 
The theory will fit the situation that was researched and will not contain 
artificial and forced aspects; and (2) The theory will be understandable 
and usable to those in the area under study because its basis is data with 
which they are familiar.27

The grounded-theory method features a particular kind of data. The 
data analyzed using the grounded-theory method are qualitative rather than 
quantitative. Narratives, novels, myths, interviews, music, film, paintings, 
sculpture, and other such artifacts are considered appropriate data from 
which to develop the theory. Quantitative data may serve as one of several 
arguments to support the presence of a particular proposition in the frame-
work, but they seldom are the prime indicator of that proposition.

Using the grounded-theory method, I will proceed in the following 
steps: (1) I will code the interviews for the aspect of governance to which 
the data segment relates; (2) I will sort the codes into major variables in 
the process of governance and the characteristics evident of those vari-
ables; (3) I will compare and sort the codes in an inductive process until 
no further conceptual variables are generated and sufficient support has 
emerged for the existence of particular propositions that describe the 
qualities and functions of those variables and the relationships among the 
variables; (4) I will present the propositions derived from the categoriza-
tion of the data, along with support for them from the data, to justify their 
identification as propositions or hypotheses; and (5) I will organize the 
propositions into a holistic conceptual framework that explains, in part, 
the process of governance.14

Data Analysis: Sample #2

To examine the effects of social, economic, and cultural capital on 
physical activity and to take advantage of the panel data provided by the 
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Health and Retirement Study (HRS), I will use logistic regression to predict 
physical activity at one time period with covariates from the prior period 
(Pampel 2000). That is, I will use bivariate logistic regression and covari-
ates from 1998, including physical activity, to predict activity in 2000. The 
covariates, then, will be assessed prior to subsequent physical activity and 
essentially predict the change in physical activity from one time period to 
the next (Ross & Wu 1995).

The coefficient for physical activity in 1998 will likely be upwardly biased 
as it will control for unobservable characteristics that might lead a person 
to undertake exercise in the first place and that might correlate with social, 
cultural, and economic capital. But the upward bias of the coefficient for 
physical activity in 1998 is not problematic. The preliminary findings suggest 
that exercise between two time periods is highly correlated, although my 
focus is on whether covariates other than activity in 1998 are associated 
with activity in 2000. Further, by accounting for the unobserved factors that 
might associate with activity and employment, marriage, or other factors, 
this model will provide stringent and conservative estimates for the effects 
of the social, cultural, and economic factors on changes in future physical 
activity. Because the HRS uses a stratified, clustered, multi-stage sampling 
frame, I will run all final analyses in Stata 7.0 software (STATA 2001) to 
adjust the coefficients and standard errors for design effects.

Several modeling strategies will be followed to ensure that the findings 
will be clear and robust. First, following Mirowsky (1999), I will use pro-
gressive adjustment to model how social, cultural, and economic capital 
mediate race/ethnic and sex differences in physical activity by introducing 
the variables in a logical framework. In separate models, I will parse out 
the various dimensions of social, cultural, and economic capital that may 
impact health. For example, I will individually assess the social, cultural, and 
economic dimensions of employment and include them in a full model to 
determine how they relate to each other and mediate race/ethnic and sex 
differences in activity.

Second, I will examine each type of social, cultural, or economic capi-
tal in combination. Once I know how the various dimensions of marriage 
associate with health, I will examine how marriage and employment or 
religion and friend or neighborhood factors work together. This will allow 
me to understand the importance of each social institution in relation to 
others. Third, I will run separate models by marital status, employment 
status, race/ethnicity, sex, and other key dimensions to assess whether 
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Assumptions or Theoretical Framework
Another topic that is sometimes included in the section on research 

design of a dissertation proposal is a discussion of the methodological as-
sumptions that inform you as a researcher and guide your study. This dis-
cussion of assumptions is sometimes called a theoretical framework, but its 
function is the same: to provide the particular perspective or lens through 
which you will investigate your topic and to help you define and limit 
the problem. Marxism, nationalism, postcolonialism, feminism, social 
construction, anthropology, and gender studies are examples of possible 
theoretical frameworks. Your university or your advisor might require you 
to include such a section in your proposal. If they don’t, there’s no need 
for such a section unless your assumptions are unusual or unconventional 
or need to be articulated so that readers can understand your rationale for 
your selection of your methods or how you will apply them.

the findings are generally applicable or apply only to specific groups or for 
those in particular categories.

Third, I will run all analyses separately by retirement status. Some 
factors may change little; being married or living with a partner, for 
example, may promote exercise for all individuals. But other forms of 
capital, especially employment, may decline dramatically in importance 
after retirement (some retired individuals are also employed, but work-
ing may have a different impact on physical activity among retired than 
among non-retired individuals).

Fourth, I will test for interactions among each form of capital. For 
example, perhaps social and cultural capital may provide norms and 
support for exercise but only if the individual has adequate economic 
resources. Alternately, low levels of social support or unhealthy cultural 
preferences may not be important if individuals have enough economic 
resources, and wealthy individuals may receive no advantages from social 
or cultural capital.15

Assumptions: Sample #1

This study is built upon feminist assumptions, many of which overlap 
with assumptions of qualitative research in general. To better understand 
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the methodological choices I make, I include in this section a discussion 
of the feminist assumptions that I bring to this qualitative study. These 
include a belief in a holistic perspective, an acknowledgment of the im-
portance of self-reflexivity, a focus on process and the changing nature 
of any research study, a commitment to mutuality and reciprocity, and an 
acceptance of the notion that gender shapes epistemology.

Holistic Perspective
The feminist effort to bridge theory and practice in communica-

tion study necessitates viewing human communication within a larger 
context. Because the study of interpersonal communication tends to 
focus primarily on the communication that happens between people 
in particular relationships, it can be transformed by a feminist stance. 
Interpersonal scholarship does not often acknowledge the wider soci-
etal influences on the communicative relationships between and among 
people. Rubin (1983) asserts that

society and personality live in a continuing reciprocal relationship with 
each other. The search for personal change without efforts to change 
the institutions within which we live and grow will, therefore, be met 
with only limited reward. And the changes we seek will not be fully 
ours unless and until we understand where the roots of our problems 
lie. (p. 206)

Rubin’s prescription is built on feminist notions of changing institutional 
structures, and it troubles the kind of interpersonal communication study 
that does not often take societal structures into account in its study of 
human relationships.

In this study, I consciously place the particular relational phenomenon 
of loneliness within intimacy into a wider context. Although my main 
purpose concerns explicating individuals’ definitions of loneliness in their 
relationships, I am aware that these individuals’ social identities and roles 
affect their stances and must be acknowledged. Toward that end, I will 
ask participants to provide demographic information to help elucidate the 
positions from which they are participating. Also, I will actively seek out in-
dividuals in both heterosexual and gay/lesbian relationships. Because little 
research has addressed loneliness within social roles, I offer possibilities of 
connections and raise questions for future research.
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Self-Reflexivity
Crucial to feminist scholarship is feminist researchers’ awareness of 

our own positions and how those positions influence the questions we 
ask, the way we seek to address those questions, and the interpretations 
we gain from our study. Feminist scholars typically are invested in critiqu-
ing their own subject positions; they hold a belief that they “should locate 
themselves in the same critical plane as their overt subject matter; that is, 
researchers must take their own embeddedness in history, class, gender, 
and race as causal for their own investigations, rather than seeing only 
others as affected” (Steiner, 1989, p. 167). In so doing, feminist scholarship 
underlines the importance of the researcher inside the research process 
(Harding, 1991).

In the social science tradition, a recent advancement toward self-re-
flexivity is in the practice of researchers listing their own subject positions 
and thereby acknowledging on a basic level that their race/sex/class—all of 
their various identities—influence the research. Taking my subjectivity into 
account means taking responsibility for my own assumptions, for admitting 
them in the first place, and acknowledging that my various social positions 
have something to do with my research (c.f., Houston, 1002; Marty, 1996).

In this study, I will pay attention to the fact of my identities and 
positions—to my femaleness and whiteness and heterosexuality, for 
example—in the research design and in my interaction with the people 
I interview. My positions affect my interpretations and the questions I 
ask. For example, I begin this study with assumptions about commitment 
that includes a more closed relational stance. Heterosexuals are more 
likely to believe in and practice a more closed form of relating, where 
the intimate relationship is strictly boundaried, while gays and lesbians 
are more likely to believe in and practice a more open form of relating, 
where the intimate circle is broader. In acknowledging my own position-
ality, I have decided to ask the participants themselves to define for me 
what they mean by commitment.

Focus on Process
One of the key elements that distinguishes feminist scholarship is 

its insistence on focusing on the process of research. I view a focus on 
process as strongly tied to self-reflexivity. In the research process, for in-
stance, feminist methods are supposed to allow for intersubjectivity of re-
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searcher and researched: This intersubjectivity “will permit the [feminist] 
researcher constantly to compare her work with her own experiences as 
a woman and a scientist and to share it with the researched, who then will 
add their opinions to her research, which in turn might change it again” 
(Duelli-Klein, 1980, p. 56). The process itself is as important as the end 
result, and it can be, in fact, the end in itself.

In this study, I predict, some participants will attempt to negotiate the 
interview and perhaps some of their own dissonance by asking me ques-
tions about my personal life and about the study. I plan to respond to their 
questions—and in fact, invite them at the beginning of the interview to ask 
me whatever they want to know. This mutual self-disclosure, common 
especially in interviews influenced by traditional feminist thought (Minister, 
1991), will provide a break from the spotlight for the interviewees and 
perhaps will give them a chance to test me out, to get more of a handle 
on how I am perceiving their responses, and to figure out if I will apply 
negative judgments to those who admit loneliness.

Some tenets of feminist thought emphasize the particular need to 
focus on the affective element of process. Reason and emotion have been 
split apart in traditional Western notions of science, and credibility in 
academe has largely rested on (ostensibly emotionless) reason (Jaggar, 
1989). Part of the reason that other kinds of research are not very process 
oriented is that emotion is inherently part of the process of research; ac-
cording to many notions of objectivity, however, emotion is not supposed 
to be there. We do not typically address emotionality in any part of our 
research, particularly in the explication of the findings:

Notably missing, or at least reduced to virtual silence, is the passion that 
obviously drives our choices to write about particular topics in particular 
ways. Our writings suppress our convictions, our enthusiasm, our anger, 
in the interest of achieving an impersonal, “expert” distance and tone. 
. . . Masked also are the mistakes we inevitably make in the process of 
research and writing. (Blair, Baxter & Brown, 1994, p. 383)

We like or dislike the people we interview. We can empathize with 
some people we interview but not others (see Reinharz, 1992, ch. 1). We 
are happy or unhappy with how our research is going. We are moved 
to study something that has touched our lives. How does that affect our 
interpretations? Essentially, focusing on our own affective states highlights 
the possibility that we are influencing our own results. Feminist research 
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suggests that emotion always plays a part in our research process, no mat-
ter what methods we use.

Mutuality and Reciprocity
Philosophical underpinnings of much qualitative research include the 

idea that knowledge is co-created between the interviewer and inter-
viewee. These ideas reflect a worldview that respects interaction and the 
importance of mutuality, ideas that are far from the mainstream approach 
to research:

A more traditional research stance would see . . . reciprocal perspec-
tive-taking on the part of interviewers and interviewees as a problem, 
in that what is said by a respondent is supposed to be a reflection of 
what is “out there” rather than as an interpretation that is jointly pro-
duced by interviewer and respondent (Briffs, 1986). What is needed, 
however, is a heightened awareness of the research interview as a 
context in which meanings (“findings”) are cooperatively constructed. 
(Jorgenson, 1989, p. 38)

An acknowledgment of the cooperative symbolic construction of meaning 
influences the whole research process tremendously. One way that valu-
ing mutuality or interdependence changes the research process is in how 
it necessitates a different view of interviewees from that in traditional 
scientific approaches.

One way I will attempt to enact the principle of mutuality and reciproc-
ity is by offering a follow-up meeting to interested participants in which I will 
share the results of this research. It is important for me to offer everyone 
the possibility of finding out what I have done with their words because that 
commitment serves as a reminder to me to treat their interviews with care 
and as a reminder to them, I hope, that I value their participation.

Mutuality and reciprocity are also emphasized in feminist interview-
ing. Feminist researchers have problematized what it means to conduct 
an academic interview. The traditional approach, for instance, is one built 
on distance and an assumed hierarchy between the untouchable and unaf-
fected interviewer and the emotional interviewee. Oakley (1981) suggests:

“Proper” interviews in the methodology textbooks owe a great deal 
more to a masculine social and sociological vantage point than to a 
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feminine one. For example, the paradigm of the “proper” interview ap-
peals to such values as objectivity, detachment, hierarchy and “science” 
as an important cultural activity which takes priority over people’s more 
individualised concerns. (p. 38)

In feminist research (in the ideal), there is no “artificial object/subject 
split between researcher and researched (which is by definition inherent 
in an approach to knowledge that praises its distant ‘neutrality’)” (Duelli-
Klein, 1980, p. 57). It is interactive and participatory (Minister, 1991; 
Oakley, 1980).

I will attempt to enact the principles of feminist interviewing. The 
goals of feminist interviewing, however, are idealized and difficult to attain. 
Feminist researchers, suggest Reinharz (1992), expect a “‘deep identifica-
tion’ that breathes life into that which is studied and into the woman do-
ing the study” (cited in Kleinman & Copp, 1993, p. 34). This expectation 
places tremendous pressure on interviewers to establish a perfect feminist 
rapport that will facilitate the kind of sharing they hope to induce. I have 
yet to build a perfect rapport in any interview, but I do hold feminist in-
terviewing as a goal.

Gender Shapes Epistemology
Most feminist research is predicated on the belief that our gender 

“serves as a lens through which all experience is filtered” and therefore 
does more than affect our viewpoints (Foss & Foss, 1991, p. 20). It also 
affects, on a basic level, how we know; it affects our way of being in the 
world and how we experience the world. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, 
and Tarule (1986), among others, have been instrumental in developing 
the idea that how we know is inherently connected to our gender.

The feminist belief that one’s gender affects one’s epistemological as-
sumptions is a tremendous challenge to established notions of science. At 
the same time, feminist research (in the ideal) does not suggest that our 
gender determines how we know the world. We simply must be aware 
that our gender is not a variable; it is not something that can be parceled 
out of our lives. It inherently affects every part of our being. I believe we 
cannot “turn off” parts of ourselves. We can acknowledge, however, that 
what we do know is affected by our gender. In this study, I attempt to 
address how gender interacts with assumptions about and experiences of 
relating and loneliness.16
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Assumptions: Sample #2

I adopt a somatic perspective on communication in this study. Such a 
perspective is grounded in certain epistemological and ontological assump-
tions that provide a unique framework from which to view communica-
tion. Three interconnected assumptions contribute to the perspective.

First, the human is conceptualized as soma. This means the human is 
understood in its wholeness as an embodied living organism. A somatic 
perspective on communication takes the soma, the embodied self, as 
the theoretical entry point. Somatics is “a field which studies the soma; 
namely, the body as perceived from within by first-person perception” 
(Hanna, 1986, p. 4). A somatic perspective advocates increasing proprio-
ception—awareness of the myriad stimuli produced within our bodies. 
Thus, a somatic perspective conceptualizes living human experience from 
the inside out. The perspective is self-focused and legitimizes the internal 
realm where inner awareness and proprioceptive communication are 
central foci. This is a radical departure from the conventionally accepted 
scholarly perspective of observing communication phenomena from an 
external, third-person standpoint.

A second assumption of a somatic perspective is that of holism. As 
the site of the synergistic interrelated processes of awareness, biological 
functioning, and environment, the embodied self is conceptualized in its 
complete multidimensionality. A somatic perspective recognizes four si-
multaneous and interconnected dimensions of human existence: the physi-
cal, emotional, mental, and transpersonal. The body is understood as the 
site and location of the convergence of these dimensions. The result is an 
alternative somatic ontology that conceptualizes the human in integrated 
wholeness as embodied self.

Somatics also assumes human interdependence. Within this frame-
work, human beings cannot be reduced to isolated entities but must be 
understood as part of a mutually interrelated web. None of the constitu-
ents of this network is discrete or fundamental in that each component 
reflects the properties of the other parts. In essence, embodied selves 
have no meaning as isolated entities and must be understood as inter-
connections and potential interconnections. Thus, a “social” concern, a 
concern for the interrelationship between self and others, is implicit in 
somatics. The potentiality of interconnectedness is located within the 
embodied self.17
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Significance of the Study

In the section of the proposal concerned with the significance of the 
study, discuss the importance of your study and the contributions it will 
make. You already identified at least some reasons why your study will 
be significant in your preproposal, so you simply have to elaborate on 
them to have a good start on this section for your proposal. Now that 
you’ve actually written your literature review, which you hadn’t done at 
the time you created your preproposal, you probably have more ideas 
about why your study is significant. Aim for three or four reasons as to 
why your study is significant, and take a paragraph to talk about each 
one. The discussion of significance goes in your first chapter, whichever 
form your proposal assumes.

Significance of the Study: Sample #1

Although the notion of empowerment has been a topic of interest and 
study in academe for several years, its shift into popular usage reflects an 
expansion, presumably of its definition and certainly of its impact on public 
life. This study will contribute to an understanding of the term by sort-
ing out existing definitions to arrive at a more coherent, comprehensive 
definition than those that currently exist.

In addition, the schema developed will provide an initial way to con-
ceptualize empowerment as rhetorically constructed in texts. Such a con-
ceptualization contains the potential for others to construct empowering 
texts more easily. This project, then, is an extension of my commitment 
to the process of allowing those who are disempowered to gain voice in 
the public discourse.

This project also will offer a glimpse into three major trends in 
American life: Citizen outrage at an unresponsive government, a form of 
feminism that has been integrated into mainstream entertainment, and 
a revival of militant civil rights activism in a commodified form that pays 
homage to the struggle of the 1960s and suggests both continuing and 
altering the direction of that struggle. An examination of the artifacts and 
what they seem to offer will suggest commonalities within the dynamic of 
the movements themselves and reasons for the important position that 
empowerment has achieved in the national dialogue.18
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Significance of the Study: Sample #2

My study of aesthetic communication will help to bridge a gap be-
tween the aesthetics and the communication literature. The literature 
in aesthetics expresses an ill-defined connection between aesthetics and 
human experience but rarely deals with its communicative dimensions. 
Communication literature focuses indirectly on aesthetics in two ways. 
First, traditional communication studies explore the phenomenon of 
aesthetics under the rubric of style. These studies tend to focus on word 
choice and placement or on techniques for the delivery of public speeches. 
Second, scholars of nonverbal communication come closer to what I want 
to study, but although they recognize that aesthetic dimensions of com-
munication affect others, they have done little to explicate the process by 
which the effects occur. My work will extend the literature in aesthetics 
and communication in an effort to understand the communicative dimen-
sions of aesthetics.

My work also will contribute to the conversation concerning feminism 
and aesthetics. Many feminist scholars have focused on how aesthetic 
communication functions in women’s cultures. For example, Hein notes 
that feminist theory is linked fundamentally to the aesthetic because of 
similar values: Both feminism and aesthetics are theoretically grounded 
in experience and pluralism. Hein argues that feminist theory is hindered, 
at present, by the lack of an adequate aesthetic theory. She suggests, in 
fact, that feminist “aesthetics may well be the prologue to feminist theory 
understood more broadly because aesthetic theorizing has an intrinsic 
adherence to the immediate and the experiential on the one hand, and is 
dedicated to the communion of form on the other.”117

In contrast, Devereaux sees the relationship between feminism and 
aesthetics as one of challenge. As a body of theory, feminism has suc-
ceeded in making gender a central issue of contemporary literary and 
artistic theory, and this new agenda has unsettling consequences for tradi-
tional aesthetics. Devereaux calls special attention to the formal concept 
of disinterested contemplation as a requirement for an aesthetic experi-
ence. She equates this concept with the idea of the male gaze, a notion 
originating in film criticism and referring to a way of looking that dehuman-
izes the object of perception and inscribes the patriarchal unconscious of 
the culture at large. Devereaux argues that aesthetic contemplation need 
not involve dehumanizing someone.118
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Some scholars argue for a distinctive feminist aesthetic. They recog-
nize that women’s communication is characterized by unique features due 
to women’s oppressed position, which means they must communicate 
using a patriarchal language. This view is expressed, for example, by Pe-
nelope and Wolfe:

A feminist aesthetic, as it emerges out of women’s evolution, grounds 
itself in a woman’s consciousness and in the unrelenting language of pro-
cess and change. A feminist aesthetic encompasses the cultural and social 
attempts to cripple women, to bind us, to strip us of our self-awareness, 
and it also traces the unwinding of the patriarchal bonds that have limited 
our perceptions and descriptions of our experience. As women strain to 
break through the limits of English, certain patterns begin to emerge, re-
currences of similar syntactic ways of ordering perception that is always 
moving and often contradictory.119

Felski, in contrast, represents the rejection of the notion of a uni-
versal feminine aesthetic, choosing instead to provide a model of com-
munication, a feminist public sphere, that allows for the analysis of diverse 
forms of women’s aesthetic communication. Felski’s model of a feminist 
public sphere is similar to Habermas’s concept of the public sphere, but 
Felski’s model balances the particular with the universal.120 Bovenschen 
also rejects the idea of a feminine aesthetic characterized as an unusual 
variant of artistic production or expression, but she does so ambivalently: 
“We ought to rid ourselves of the notion of a historically ever-present 
female counter-culture. And yet, on the other hand, the very different 
way in which women experience things, their very different experiences 
of themselves, enable us to anticipate different imaginations and means of 
expression.”121 Because I believe that aesthetic communication is a distin-
guishing feature of traditional women’s cultures, I hope to contribute to 
the conversation concerning the relationship among feminism, the femi-
nine, and aesthetics.

In addition, my study of aesthetic communication in traditional wom-
en’s cultures may reveal significant insights into previous interpretations of 
nondiscursive aspects of women’s communicative styles. While generally 
accepted that fundamental differences exist between the way men and 
women communicate,122 few studies question the interpretation of power 
that undergirds the operational definitions of these differences. Women’s 
communication strategies often have been labeled powerless when exam-
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Outline of the Study

You decided how to organize your study in your dissertation preproposal, 
so you have nothing new to work out for this last section. Turn the outline 
of the study that is in your preproposal into a narrative paragraph that tells 
how many chapters your study will have and what each one will contain. 
Include in this summary chapter 1, even if the proposal itself will turn 
into that chapter and you’ve already completed it. In referencing the first 
chapter, you might say something like, “Chapter 1 has been an introduc-
tion to the study, including a discussion of the problem, the research ques-
tion, the literature review, the research design, and the significance of the 
study.” The discussion of how the study is organized should take between 
one paragraph and one page of your proposal. It goes in your first chapter, 
whatever form your proposal assumes.

ined as a traditional construct that features a hierarchy of power, with 
some strategies ranking high in perceived power and others ranking low.

Traditional women’s cultures, in particular, are judged poorly because 
of their emphasis on aesthetics. The attention to form as played out in 
traditional women’s cultures is not valued as a serious or legitimate means 
of communication in our society. Women who exhibit a concern for aes-
thetics are often seen as superficial, materialistic, or suffering from false 
consciousness. One study, for example, reported that individuals who 
show particular interest in their dress (in this case, sorority women) are 
often labeled “conventional, conscientious, compliant before authority, 
stereotyped in thinking, persistent, suspicious, insecure, and tense—i.e., 
uncomplicated and socially conscientious, with indications of adjustment 
problems.”123 My study may suggest that women’s communication may 
not be characterized simply as powerful or powerless in the traditional use 
of those terms. Examination of women’s communication through the lens 
of aesthetic communication may provide alternative interpretations of 
women’s ways of communicating.

The significance of my study, then, lies in its potential to bridge a gap 
between aesthetics and communication, to contribute to the discussion 
concerning the relationship between feminism and aesthetics, and to pro-
vide a reinterpretation of the evaluation typically accorded to women’s 
nonverbal communication.19
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Outline of the Study: Sample #1

Chapter 1 introduces the project and lays out the relevant context for 
it. Chapter 2 is a description of the foundations for a feminist-rhetorical-
schizoanalytic perspective, with those foundations translated into tools 
for reading. The tools for reading then will be applied to the artifacts 
created by Madonna, with each analyzed in a separate chapter. Chapter 3 
is an analysis of The Immaculate Collection, Chapter 4 of Truth or Dare, and 
Chapter 5 of Sex. Chapter 6 deals with insights developed about feminism 
and Madonna and the transformative potential of schizoanalysis for femi-
nist rhetorical theory.20

Outline of the Study: Sample #2

My primary goal in Chapter 1 is to situate my topic within the lit-
erature of public memory, rhetoric, and history museums, demonstrating 
the significance of the National Civil Rights Museum (NCRM) as a site of 
memory and the benefits a rhetorical perspective yields to appreciating 
its textual features. The studies reviewed, particularly those of Katriel, 
Prosise, and Taylor, should illustrate that history museums, though rheto-
ricians have largely overlooked them, are institutions worthy of sustained 
critical analysis.

In Chapter 2, I will trace the historical and political circumstances sur-
rounding the transformation of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination site 
from the Lorraine Motel to the NCRM. In this chapter, I will contextual-
ize the study by describing the history of the NCRM and the exhibits it 
houses. I will conclude this chapter with a descriptive walking tour of the 
interior exhibits to provide a reference point for readers who have not 
visited the NCRM.

The purpose of Chapter 3 is to examine the rhetorical interplay of 
space and agency within the NCRM. Bennett (1995) argues that the narra-
tive structure employed by museums enables certain people to “recognize 
themselves as fully addressed by that narrative and thus be able to carry 
out its performative routines” (p. 193). I will use the museum’s mission 
statement as a criterion against which to evaluate the museum’s perma-
nent exhibits to discover whether they encourage or discourage agency.

Chapter 4 of the study will be an examination of what I argue are the 
crowning features of the museum: the King shrine at rooms 306 and 307 
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If your proposal will become the first chapter of your dissertation, all 
of the sections we have discussed will be together in that proposal/chapter. 
If your proposal will become the first three chapters of your proposal, the 
introduction, research question(s), significance of the study, and outline of 
the study will form your first chapter. The literature review will become 
the second chapter, and the research design will become the third. You 
can see a sample proposal in which all of the sections have been put to-
gether into a complete proposal at the end of this chapter; this sample is 
for a proposal that becomes the first chapter of the dissertation. You’ll also 
find a sample of a proposal for a TAD at the end of this chapter, which, 
of course, includes a different set of elements.

Approval of the Proposal

Different universities and departments have different methods for ap-
proving dissertation proposals. In some departments, approval is simply 
a matter of getting your advisor’s signature on a form. In other depart-
ments, the advisor and all of the committee members read the proposal 
and approve it with their signatures. The most common means is with an 
oral defense, in which the members of your committee meet with you in 
a formal session to ask you questions about your proposal.

Typically, if you defend your proposal orally, there’s a set procedure to 
follow prior to the defense. It usually begins with your submitting your pro-
posal to your advisor. She will likely want two weeks to read it, so schedule 
a follow-up meeting for two weeks after you submit it. When you meet, she 
will provide suggestions for revision to get the proposal to where she thinks 
it needs to be. Schedule a specific amount of time for completing these revi-
sions and then resubmit the proposal to your advisor. When your advisor ap-
proves it, distribute it to the other committee members two weeks ahead of 
the defense to give them plenty of time to read it. You might ask your advisor 
to attach a note endorsing the proposal as it is distributed to the committee 
members. In this note, she can tell the other members that she believes your 
proposal is well done and ready to defend. This kind of endorsement gives 
your credibility a boost as your proposal goes out to your committee.

Faculty members’ primary objective in your defense of your proposal is 
not to test your knowledge or to try to trip you up but to help you eliminate 
potential obstacles to the smooth completion of your dissertation. Because 
of their greater experience with research design, they might be able to iden-

(including the balcony where his assassination took place) and Jacqueline 
Smith’s counter-memorial situated across the street. Although I will touch 
upon these two places earlier in the dissertation, I believe their significance 
to the overall museum experience merits a close analysis. My inquiry will 
focus on the symbolic tension created between these two very different 
manifestations of King’s legacy.

The main objective of the concluding chapter will be to summarize the 
study and highlight its primary contributions to rhetorical theory and criti-
cism. I will underscore the importance of the NCRM as a rhetorical text and 
offer suggestions for additional ways in which scholars may take up notions 
of race, identity, agency, and space as they relate to collective memory.21
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If your proposal will become the first chapter of your dissertation, all 
of the sections we have discussed will be together in that proposal/chapter. 
If your proposal will become the first three chapters of your proposal, the 
introduction, research question(s), significance of the study, and outline of 
the study will form your first chapter. The literature review will become 
the second chapter, and the research design will become the third. You 
can see a sample proposal in which all of the sections have been put to-
gether into a complete proposal at the end of this chapter; this sample is 
for a proposal that becomes the first chapter of the dissertation. You’ll also 
find a sample of a proposal for a TAD at the end of this chapter, which, 
of course, includes a different set of elements.

Approval of the Proposal

Different universities and departments have different methods for ap-
proving dissertation proposals. In some departments, approval is simply 
a matter of getting your advisor’s signature on a form. In other depart-
ments, the advisor and all of the committee members read the proposal 
and approve it with their signatures. The most common means is with an 
oral defense, in which the members of your committee meet with you in 
a formal session to ask you questions about your proposal.

Typically, if you defend your proposal orally, there’s a set procedure to 
follow prior to the defense. It usually begins with your submitting your pro-
posal to your advisor. She will likely want two weeks to read it, so schedule 
a follow-up meeting for two weeks after you submit it. When you meet, she 
will provide suggestions for revision to get the proposal to where she thinks 
it needs to be. Schedule a specific amount of time for completing these revi-
sions and then resubmit the proposal to your advisor. When your advisor ap-
proves it, distribute it to the other committee members two weeks ahead of 
the defense to give them plenty of time to read it. You might ask your advisor 
to attach a note endorsing the proposal as it is distributed to the committee 
members. In this note, she can tell the other members that she believes your 
proposal is well done and ready to defend. This kind of endorsement gives 
your credibility a boost as your proposal goes out to your committee.

Faculty members’ primary objective in your defense of your proposal is 
not to test your knowledge or to try to trip you up but to help you eliminate 
potential obstacles to the smooth completion of your dissertation. Because 
of their greater experience with research design, they might be able to iden-
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tify some areas where you might get slowed down or stuck and can propose 
some ways to eliminate those pitfalls from the start. If you’re trying to do 
too much in your dissertation, they can help you cut back on the project. 
Another purpose of the proposal defense is for you and your committee to 
agree on a “contract” concerning what you will do so that the committee 
members can’t come back later and ask for something additional or differ-
ent from what you designed for your study. Because your proposal is based 
on your preproposal, which your advisor already approved (and which 
you might have shared with your other committee members earlier), you 
shouldn’t encounter any major resistance to your proposal at this stage.

The strategies for preparing for a defense of your proposal are exactly 
the same as those for preparing for the defense of your dissertation at the 
end of the process. For ideas about strategies for preparing for the pro-
posal defense, what to expect in it, and possible strategies for dealing with 
what might come up, take a look at chapter 10.

You have worked out your preproposal, completed your literature re-
view, written your dissertation proposal, and had it approved. Now you want 
to secure the approval of your university’s human subjects review commit-
tee. This committee evaluates research involving human subjects, and you 
typically need written approval from this committee before you can begin 
to collect your data. At most universities, all research must receive the writ-
ten approval of the committee, but a full committee review is not required 
for exempt research—research that is of minimal risk to participants in the 
study. Exempt research typically involves surveys or interviews of subjects 
when the data are recorded without an identifiable link to the participants, 
surveys or interviews of public officials, and archival or secondary data. At 
most universities, the human subjects review committee requires that you 
submit an approved dissertation proposal with your application, so with the 
approval of your proposal, you’re ready to submit your application. If you 
need human subjects approval, get advice from your advisor or other faculty 
members on the committee so that your application meets the committee’s 
requirements as precisely as possible. Your university is also likely to have 
a website or an office that offers guidance on this process. You want to do 
everything you can to facilitate this process.

Because it can take a while to receive approval from the human sub-
jects committee, while you are waiting for the committee’s approval, see 
what you can be doing on your dissertation (other than data collection) 
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that will move you ahead. Can you begin identifying participants who 
might be appropriate to interview? Can you write the history or context 
chapter of your dissertation? Can you set up the proper formatting of your 
dissertation so that all of the chapters you write are in that format? Can 
you put your bibliography or works cited in the correct form? Once you 
secure approval from the human subjects review committee, you’re ready 
to act on all of the decisions and arrangements you’ve made for your study, 
and you can begin collecting your data. Full speed ahead!

Dissertation Proposal: Sample #1

A Generic Analysis of the Rhetoric of Incivility in Popular Culture

Introduction
Cultural commentators claim, “We are in a culture war. And one of the 

first casualties of war is civility” (Himmelfarb in DeMott 15). In this war, no

one respects anyone and anything anymore because there are no 
one and nothing left to be held in high regard. . . . Decency has been 
dethroned. We have become nothing more than a nation of selfish, 
whining complainers, and every time we open our mouths, the cavities 
are there for all to see. We are all conniving to get ahead in the Age 
of Irrelevance, a time in which respect is breaking down on all levels 
of society. Vulgarity, malaise, off-color entertainment, lack of civility 
and decorum, and a penchant for sensationalism are all typical of the 
modern age. (Barrett 11)

Civility has become a popular rallying cry for, among others, national 
politicians and small-town government officials. President Bill Clinton, for 
example, encouraged more civility and less partisanship in his 1995 com-
mencement speech to his alma mater, Georgetown University. Clinton 
explained that the

national conversation had suffered at the hands of more and more and 
more sharply defined organized groups [that] communicate more and 
more in extreme rhetoric through mass mailings . . . or 30 second ads 
designed far more to inflame than to inform. [Thus] Americans’ future 
has been clouded, and their doubts about their leaders and their institu-
tions are profound. (Elving 2114)
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He also attempted to “seize the high moral ground from his critics” 
and claimed that “we need more conversation and less verbal combat” 
(“Clinton” 74).

In the spring of 1997, members of Congress met in Hershey, Penn-
sylvania, for more than the kisses. The retreat in which they participated 
came about because of a proposal by David Skaggs (D-Colo) and Ray La-
Hood (R-Ill), who believed civility could be enhanced if members of Con-
gress and their spouses spent a few days socializing and getting to know 
one another. Over 200 Congressional members and approximately 100 
spouses and children attended the three-day event. Before the retreat, 
members were given a report, “Civility in the House of Representa-
tives,” prepared by the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School 
of Communications. The report, which traced the rise of rude language 
on the House floor, claimed that the words “damn, whore, stupid, 
weirdo, nerd, bozo, idiot, fatso, scum, and nitwit” have increasingly lit-
tered the Congressional discourse (McCarthy 8). According to Kathleen 
Hall Jamieson, Dean of the Annenberg School, “It’s a sign of the general 
coarsening of our culture. Things we used to say in private we now say in 
public. Congress may simply be reflecting a social norm” (McCarthy 8). 
Although the motivation for the retreat was to restore a deeply divided 
Congress and a sense of civility, both parties held independent retreats 
prior to Hershey. While “attendance was encouraged by the leadership 
of both parties . . . , as one Republican Congressman said, it was not 
clear they really wanted it” (McCarthy 8).

Concern with an apparent increase in uncivil behavior is being mani-
fest in non-political arenas as well. Many communities across the country 
are spending thousands of dollars bringing in consultants to restore a 
sense of civility. One town in particular, Raritan, New Jersey, has gone so 
far as to pass a law that prohibits the use of rude language in public (“In the 
Front Line” 22). Corporations and schools “are sending peer groups for 
training in conflict management” (Lyttle 38). Former Ohio State University 
president E. Gordon Gee explains, “Civility is a notion whose time has 
come. There’s been a lot of deterioration in the way we conduct ourselves 
as people over the last 20–25 years. Without civility, we’ll never be able to 
ultimately solve the problems of the social community” (Lyttle 38).

In his 1996 presidential address to the International Communication 
Association, Charles Berger articulated what he believed to be the po-
tential big questions that communication scholars should be asking and 
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how the communication field can contribute to public policy discussions. 
It is Berger’s third question that is of interest and relevance here: “Why 
do we believe that we as a people are speaking and treating each other 
less civilly” (Berger 114)?

While the words civil and civility conjure up a diversity of positive im-
ages—participatory government, citizens working side by side for a com-
mon cause, colleagues problem solving together, peace, an environment 
of mutual respect—just what is civility? What constitutes a rhetoric of 
civility or a civil rhetoric? Definitions of civility range from “civility means 
cultivating personal humility rather than indulging in self-righteousness” 
(Pappano 44) to “civility is inclusive of individuals: an awareness of the 
commonness of us all” (Benson 361) to “the kinds of behavior persons 
can rightfully expect from one another” (Sinopoli 613). These definitions 
are generic and imprecise and do little to illustrate what a civil or uncivil 
act may look like. Incivility is assumed and implied to be the simple op-
posite of civility. But is it?

Research Question
As a feminist scholar, I am committed to disrupting the ideology of 

oppression that pervades Western culture—an ideology that values and 
supports the enactment of competition, hierarchy, dichotomy, otherness, 
and incivility. According to hooks, “to be a ‘feminist’ in any authentic sense 
of the term is to want for all people, female and male, liberation from sex-
ist role patterns, domination, and oppression (hooks, Ain’t 195). A libera-
tory goal, then, “directs our attention to systems of domination and the 
interrelatedness of sex, race, and class oppression” (hooks, Feminist 31). 
Thus, feminist movement becomes a struggle “to eradicate the underlying 
cultural basis and causes of sexism and other forms of group oppression” 
and a challenge to “an entire structure of domination of which patriarchy 
is one part” (hooks, Feminist 31; hooks, Talking 25).

In addition to challenging and disrupting an ideology of oppression 
and domination, feminism has a creative, proactive component: “it can 
transform relationships so that the alienation, competition, and dehuman-
ization that characterize human interaction can be replaced with feelings of 
intimacy, mutuality, and camaraderie” (hooks, Feminist 34). While feminism 
begins with a struggle to end sexist oppression, it is a movement for all 
people because it “challenges each of us to alter our person, our personal 
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engagement (either as victims or perpetrators or both) in a system of 
domination” (hooks, Talking 22).

As a rhetorician, I believe that criticism has the potential to assist in 
the disruption of an ideology of oppression. Equipped with rhetorical tools, 
scholars can identify the forms and sites of domination and oppression in 
popular culture and create a culture that is less elitist, hierarchical, uncivil, 
and disrespectful. Foss identifies this kind of criticism as feminist and suggests 
that it “is rooted in the same commitment to the elimination of oppression 
that characterizes feminism, but its focus is on the rhetorical forms and 
processes through which oppression is maintained and transformed” (168).

As a media consumer, I cannot help noticing the abundance, popular-
ity, and prevalence of texts that are antithetical to my professed feminist 
beliefs—texts that create hierarchies, are uncivil and disrespectful, and do 
not value the perspectives of those who are different from oneself. Yet, 
I must admit that I am amused and entertained by some of these texts, 
an admission that feels uncomfortable given my commitment to feminism. 
The tension between my feminism and my laughter at these texts, then, 
draws me to this research on incivility. My own tension is an important 
starting place because critics should

begin the search for things worth writing about as critics by reflecting 
on their own experiences, curiosity, and commitments—with what they 
care about, and think would be worth understanding. Critics should 
judge finished criticism, in part, by the extent to which its conclusions 
are useful or insightful for them, and relevant to their own experiences, 
curiosity, and commitments. (Nothstine, Blair, and Copeland 10)

I intend to discover just what is going on rhetorically in uncivil texts 
to make sense of the tension. Specifically, I will examine the notion and 
expression of uncivil discourse as it is enacted rhetorically. Is this uncivil 
discourse really a problem? Does it serve a positive function for the audi-
ence and the larger society? Is our society just going downhill, as Jamieson 
suggests, with uncivil discourse the norm and acceptable to increasing 
numbers of individuals? Or is something more complex going on? My 
research question is: “What are the rhetorical features of the genre of 
popular incivility?” The discovery of the rhetorical features or character-
istics of uncivil discourse will better enable scholars and media audiences 
to recognize its presence in rhetorical texts, understand how it operates, 
and discover the purpose it serves for the audience.
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Literature Review
Understanding the role of incivility in the three artifacts I have 

chosen to study requires a familiarity with the relevant literature. The 
literature pertinent to this research will be drawn from research on civil-
ity and/or incivility in communication and other disciplines. I am aware of 
the literature that exists concerning the relationship between a civic so-
ciety and democracy as it relates to the state, originating primarily from 
the disciplines of political science and history. This body of work will not 
be reviewed here because it falls beyond the scope of this research: to 
define and describe a rhetoric of incivility. The relevant literature was 
approached and discussed by answering the following questions: (1) How 
have civility and incivility been defined? and (2) What are the causes of 
uncivil rhetoric?

Definitions of Civility and Incivility
Civility is an old idea, similar in meaning to the ancient Greek term 

sophrosyne, meaning self-control and moderation. Its opposite was “hubris: 
excessive pride, insolence and arrogance” (Barrett 146). For the ancient 
Greeks, civility was characterized by courage, temperance, justice, and 
wisdom (Barrett 146). Speaking for both historical and contemporary con-
texts, Barrett explains that civility is “at the heart of rhetorical maturity, 
[it] is a social good—an ethical value—and a rich source of ethos” (147).

In one of the few communication studies of incivility, Benson studied 
political discourse as expressed on computer bulletin boards to offer 
scholars “a provisional rhetorical criticism of the discussions, asking how, 
if at all, networked political debate meets, fails, or challenges the standards 
of civility and community implied by rhetoric as a mode of human action” 
(359). Benson defines civility as

welcoming all parties to the debate and foster[ing] the dignity of all 
participants; for an ongoing sense that all participants share a common 
humanity and fate; for an acceptance to submit arguments, broadly de-
fined to general consideration, and to accept victory or defeat in debate 
while protecting minority rights. (361)

The implication is that incivility is the absence of such features. Incivil-
ity, then, can be defined as an interaction with others that denies respect 
and consideration of diverse opinions and perspectives. In such interac-
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tions, victory, at whatever cost, is the goal of communication, and domina-
tion is the prevailing philosophy.

A theme consistent within the sparse incivility literature is the notion 
of the individual as self-absorbed and isolated. Explicitly connecting the un-
civil rhetor with qualities of selfishness and isolation, Barrett claims, “a per-
son with no conception of being an integral part of society whose proper 
operation depends significantly on his behavior or of having responsibilities 
to others is not a civil being” (147). The uncivil individual engages in such 
“unsocial or antisocial” behaviors as “coercing, confronting, deceiving, and 
manipulating,” presumably as a means to his or her own ends (147). He 
is careful to note the distinction between individuality and individualism: 
the former is a socially necessary quality to distinguish one person from 
another and is “even a mark of civility” (152). The latter, a “doctrine or 
personal aberration enforcing the assumption that the individual and not 
society is the dominant consideration or end,” results in rampant incivil-
ity that threatens community interest (152). In our daily life, individualism 
appears as “ordinary incivilities”: “the behaviors of difficult people, inane 
and deleterious television programming, monopolistic pursuit of attention, 
inauthenticity, and interpersonal insensitivity” (153). Individualism, then, is 
the “parent of incivility” (Barrett 154). Benson concurs: “the debates [on 
the Usenet] appear to emphasize the radical individuality of each partici-
pant, who achieves connection to a collective through identification with 
high level ideological affiliations” (368). The rhetor is therefore isolated 
and separated from others in a perceived community.

Causes of Incivility
To date, there has been little scholarly inquiry into the causes of in-

civility. One study that addresses this question received national attention 
when President Clinton invited its author, Robert Putnam, to participate 
in White House discussions. In “Bowling Alone,” Putnam traces America’s 
declining social capital—those “features of social organization such as 
networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and coopera-
tion for mutual benefit”—through the nation’s declining membership and 
participation in civic organizations (67).

Putnam’s cleverly titled article comes from his discovery that, while 
“more Americans are bowling today than ever before, . . . bowling in orga-
nized leagues has plummeted in the last decade or so. [Specifically], between 
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1980 and 1993 the total number of bowlers in America increased by 10 
percent, while league bowling decreased by 40 percent” (70). He explains:

Lest this be thought a wholly trivial example, I should note that nearly 
80 million Americans went bowling at least once during 1993, nearly a 
third more than voted in the 1994 congressional elections. . . . The rise 
of solo bowling threatens the livelihood of bowling-lane proprietors 
because those who bowl as members of leagues consume three times as 
much beer and pizza as solo bowlers, and the money in bowling is in the 
beer and pizza, not the balls and shoes. The broader social significance, 
however, lies in the social interaction and even occasionally civic conver-
sations over beer and pizza that solo bowlers forgo. (70)

Chronicling the decline in associational membership, Putnam con-
cludes, “more Americans than ever before are in social circumstances 
that foster associational involvement (higher education, middle age, and 
so on), but nevertheless aggregate associational membership appears to 
be stagnant or declining” (72). While he cites four possible explanations 
for this trend—the movement of women into the labor force, mobility 
(the re-potting hypothesis), other demographic transformations, and the 
technological transformation of leisure—the first three factors explain 
why participation in civil organizations has lessened (74–75).

As women have moved from work in the home to paid employment 
over the past few decades, there has been a seemingly related decline in 
civic participation. For women, the demands of working leave them with 
less leisure time to devote to the PTA, the League of Women Voters, the 
Red Cross, and other similar organizations. Similarly, as their wives or 
girlfriends spend more time at the office and less time taking care of the 
house and children, men, in turn, devote more time to these tasks, thus 
leaving them with less leisure time to spend at the lodge. The re-potting 
hypothesis suggests that because there is less residential stability among 
Americans due to the automobile, suburbanization, and the migration to 
the Sun Belt, they have fewer roots to put down in civic organizations. 
Similarly, other demographic transformations in our society include fewer 
marriages and children, more divorces, and lower real wages. All of these 
changes may affect civic participation “since married, middle-class parents 
are generally more socially involved than other people” (Putnam 75).

While these three phenomena are all factors in explaining a declin-
ing social capital, recent technological advances in leisure also account 
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for a greater lack of civility. Technological advances have privatized and 
individualized leisure time and, as a result, have disrupted “many oppor-
tunities for social capital formation” (Putnam 75). For Putnam, the “most 
obvious and probably the most powerful instrument of this revolution is 
television” (75). Television has made what Americans experience as com-
munities “wider and shallower” in that they can have access to a wide 
variety of experiences via the experiences of television characters, but 
their understanding of such an experience is limited and dictated by the 
television character itself (75). By watching television as the primary form 
of leisure, Americans’ access to and membership in civic organizations is 
limited and thus reduced.

Agreeing that incivility is related to isolation, Carter explains that a 
large part of the incivility problem stems from the fact that individuals do 
not know one another or even want to try; not knowing one another, 
individuals seem to think that how they treat one another does not mat-
ter (56). The ethic of rugged individualism—independence and autonomy, 
the pull-yourself-up-by-the-bootstraps way of thinking—is an obstacle to 
building community (Peck 280). When individuals see themselves as sepa-
rate and isolated, they cannot act civilly.

Technological communication advances such as the telephone, televi-
sion, and the Internet exaggerate individuals’ isolation from friends and a 
community. Before the advent of the telephone, for example, to commu-
nicate with a friend, one either could write a letter or pay a personal visit, 
both of which required a commitment of time and perhaps resources. 
The correspondence not only preserved and maintained the friendship but 
established a permanent record of its existence. Thus, individuals invest far 
less in their friendships when they decide to call or email rather than to 
write or meet in person (Carter 190-91). While civility requires a sense 
of commonality and community, the appeal of the cyberspace culture is 
autonomy. Moreover, an individual’s opinion or false information can be 
delivered instantaneously with little or no accountability (Carter 193-94).

Role of Civility in the Public Sphere
Like the equivocal nature of the meaning of civility, much ambigu-

ity and complexity surround the question of the role of civility within a 
democratic state and social order. Although the literature in this area 
does not deal with humorous forms of expression of civility, it is relevant 
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in that it extends understanding of the nature and function of discourse 
that contributes to a civil public sphere. Seligman, for example, describes 
civility as a “philosophical normative concept . . . as an ethical ideal a vision 
of the social order that is not only descriptive, but prescriptive, providing 
us with a vision of the good life” (201). For him, this vision of civil society 
will nourish democratic possibilities.

Thomas argues that civility plays two significant roles within our 
society. It “is essential to the functioning of a civil society,” which is “the 
existence of a private sphere of human interaction that’s separate from 
and independent of government control” (“In Pursuit” D3). In addition, a 
civil society “creates mediating institutions that stand between the indi-
vidual and the power of the state” (“In Pursuit” D3). These two functions 
of civility, combined with its current societal decline, threaten the main-
tenance of a civil society, asserts Thomas, and if individuals lack common 
courtesy and respect for one another, it will be difficult for them to forge 
civic and community groups. The danger is that civility is one of those 
skills that makes self-government possible; when individuals lack civility, 
they therefore lack the resources to engage multiple arguments and make 
informed decisions for the common good (“In Pursuit” D3). Kuman cau-
tions that civil society is culture specific; thus, when talking about the role 
of civil society and democracy, the conversation must be grounded in the 
recognition that civil society as a term and concept must be conceptualized 
and utilized within a national or ethnic setting.

Schudson takes up the debate that democracy is best brought about 
through a type of conversation that embodies principles of civility. 
He draws largely from Carey to make his case because he “has been 
especially eloquent in placing conversation at the center of public life 
and the restoration of a public at the heart of the contemporary task 
of democratic society” (298). Carey defines the public as “a group of 
strangers that gather to discuss the news” and, as a “society of conver-
sationalists,” they are “dependent upon printing for the dissemination of 
their ideas” (381). Scudson argues that for conversation to be the road 
to democracy, it would have to be egalitarian, but he states that “this 
is not necessarily so” (298). For a person “to participate effectively in 
a conversation,” he or she must possess “cultural capital” (298). More-
over, when conversation is among true equals, the more the talk “fails 
to make assumptions clear, fails to state premises,” the more it “fails to 
be accessible to all” (298).
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To support his argument, Schudson distinguishes between the so-
ciable model of conversation and the problem-solving model. The former 
is non-utilitarian and involves neither informing nor persuading. This form 
of conversation “does not compose an argument” and is “an unrehearsed 
intellectual adventure” (Oakeshott 198). The latter, by contrast, has a goal 
or end in mind; there is inquiry and a search for solutions. The sociable 
model conceptualizes conversation as an end in itself, while the problem-
solving model “sees conversation as a means to an end of good govern-
ment” (Schudson 300). Coming down on the side of problem solving, 
Schudson states that “democratic talk, . . . unlike the kinds of conversation 
often held in the highest esteem for their freedom and their wit, . . . is 
essentially oriented to problem-solving” (298). Reflecting on Americans’ 
rhetorical history, Darsey states that not a lack of civility but “the absence 
of meaningful incivility, of radical engagement” is problematic for discourse 
in the public sphere (x). This problem-solving talk is the kind of conversa-
tion to which the notion of civility is most relevant.

In addition to a problem-solving orientation to conversation for de-
mocracy, the notions of engaging the other and differences in opinion and 
ideals also are common to much of the literature concerning civility and 
the public sphere. Galston notes that there must be both a “willingness to 
listen seriously to a range of views” and a “willingness to set forth one’s 
own views intelligibly and candidly” (227). Salvador and Sias argue that to 
achieve effective deliberation in a participatory democracy, citizens must 
have a voice in the discussion while simultaneously considering the voices 
of others (4). Arguing for a need to “problematize the term public voice, 
which implicitly assumes a single, unified public voice,” Sias explains that 
“democracy requires the voices of all citizens to be heard; the voices 
of women and citizens of various ethnic backgrounds are often muted 
by a dominant voice typically reflecting a white male perspective” (191). 
Problem solving can come about only when there is “interaction of the 
participants” to revise each statement “in accord with the prompts and 
responses of the other” (Schudson 301).

Recognizing the complexities that arise out of an intersection of 
democratic ideals and conversation in a public forum “among people 
of different values and different backgrounds,” Schudson notes that this 
sort of civil democratic talk is also “profoundly uncomfortable” (299). 
Gutmann and Thompson offer guidelines or principles for those situations 
where there is moral difference arising out of deliberative democracy. 
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Of uttermost value is mutual respect; “like toleration,” it is a “form of 
agreeing to disagree” (79). But unlike toleration, mutual respect demands 
more from the participants: “it requires a favorable attitude toward, and 
constructive interaction with, the persons with whom one disagrees. It 
consists of an excellence of character that permits a democracy to flour-
ish in the face of fundamental moral disagreement” (79). These persons 
are “self-reflective,” can discern the “difference between respectable and 
merely tolerable differences of opinion,” and are “open to the possibility 
of changing their minds or modifying their positions at some time in the 
future if they confront unanswerable objections to their present point of 
view” (79-80). Gutmann and Thompson are careful to note that this is not 
synonymous with recognition respect, which one owes to all persons simply 
because they possess personhood. Instead, mutual respect is a “form of 
appraisal respect; it expresses a positive evaluation of a person manifesting 
some excellence of character” (376).

To translate mutual respect into a political reality, Gutmann and 
Thompson assert that citizens must follow “civic integrity,” which has 
three dimensions. The first, consistency in speech, demands that citizens 
and political officials “espouse their moral positions independently of the 
circumstances in which they speak” (81), which means that their actions 
and beliefs are based in a deep oral commitment rather than used as a 
tool for political gain. The second form of civic integrity is “consistency 
between speech and action” (Gutmann and Thompson 81). Citizens and 
government officials alike should act in ways that mirror their professed 
belief systems, and in cases where there is legitimate reason for dis-
agreement between speech and action, there should be a complete and 
forthright explanation of the discrepancy. Finally, civic integrity requires 
the “integrity of principle” that includes the “acceptance of the broader 
implications of principles presupposed by one’s moral positions” (Gut-
mann and Thompson 81). Under this principle, a pro-life advocate, for 
example, also should endorse policies that ensure care and welfare for 
all children.

Looking outward toward the judgment of others, Gutmann and 
Thompson propose three aspects of civic magnanimity that parallel 
those of civic integrity. Here, the citizen is focused on acknowledging the 
“moral status of the positions they oppose” (82). To recognize opposing 
opinions, one first must demonstrate “acknowledgment in speech” that 
recognizes that an opponent’s point of view is “based on moral prin-
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ciples about which people may reasonably disagree” (82). The second 
feature of civic magnanimity is “open-mindedness,” in which people are 
convinced of the possibility that they may be persuaded to believe in 
the moral position they now oppose. The third component, “economy 
of moral disagreement,” states that when “justifying policies on moral 
grounds, citizens should seek the rationale that minimizes rejection of 
the position they oppose” (84-85). Essentially, this feature advocates 
avoiding unnecessary conflict.

Deetz enters the discussion on civility in the public sphere by con-
tributing the notion of a particular kind of participation that is implicitly 
civil. Noting that, in a liberal democracy, communication always has been 
about expression and advocacy, Deetz argues for the introduction of the 
concept of participation over control. By participation, he means the par-
ticipation of diverse perspectives so that “more positions are represented 
in the decisions we eventually make” (129). Unless individuals converse in 
ways that enrich their discussions and transform ideas and opinions, they 
are simply reinscribing the same information; “it is by the otherness that 
the self is productively transformed. The very capacity to escape the fixity 
of one’s own views and homogeneous community is through seeking the 
other—that which is different and cannot be denied” (130)

Although the literature on incivility is sparse, it suggest three common 
themes: (1) Incivility is believed to be highly correlated to individualism; 
(2) When incivility is present in a culture, people are less likely to become 
involved with civic, religious, or associational groups; and (3) Conceptual-
ized as more than manners or politeness, civility requires soliciting, listen-
ing to, and genuinely engaging diverse opinions; only then can citizens and 
policy makers make democratic decisions that truly reflect and contribute 
to the common good. These themes will serve as my starting point for my 
development of a rhetorical genre of popular incivility.

Research Design
Data

In selecting rhetorical texts to be included in this research, I applied 
a number of criteria. First, I wanted to select artifacts of popular culture. 
According to Brummett, “popular culture refers to those systems or arti-
facts that most people share and that most people know about ” (21). He 
explains, for example, that
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television is an immensely rich world of popular culture, as nearly every-
one watches television and, even if not everyone sees the same shows, 
they are likely to know in general about the shows that they do not see. 
In speaking of popular culture, then, we are concerned with things, like 
television, that are part of the everyday experience of most people. (21)

Because I am interested in our culture at large and the charges of inci-
vility upon it, I wanted to select artifacts that many members of our culture 
share and have in common, assuming, as Garvey does, that “our only com-
mon culture is made up of law and television” (599). I selected media texts 
because the entertainment industry often is blamed for the ills of society 
and often is charged with generating incivility. Barrett, for example, argues 
that “the entertainment media has become a major contributor to the Age 
of Irreverence, setting the tone for impressionable audiences, especially 
American youth” (12). In fact, Senator Ernest Hollings opened hearings 
before the Senate Commerce Committee on the Television Improvement 
Act by citing the violence contained in Beavis and Butt-Head (Cooper 127). 
I chose popular culture generally and media texts in particular as my area 
of focus because they provide me with sites of shared rhetorical meanings 
by which to ascertain the presence of incivility, define its characteristics, 
and describe the substantive and stylistic features.

A second criterion I applied in the selection of artifacts was variety: 
I wanted variety among my artifacts in verbal and visual forms. Variety 
among my artifacts will enable me to make stronger claims about a rheto-
ric of incivility. If I do find that there is, indeed, a genre of uncivil rhetoric, 
I want to understand how it is manifest and enacted in a multitude of rhe-
torical forms. By selecting a variety of forms, I also hope to avoid mistaking 
characteristics of this genre with characteristics of specific program types.

Finally, I wanted to select artifacts that are popular and are watched 
or listened to by a substantial segment of the television and radio audi-
ence. If there is a direct correlation between the entertainment industry 
and the level of incivility in our culture, as some critics suggest, then it is 
necessary to analyze widely viewed shows. The more popular the pro-
gram, the greater the impact it may have on the culture at large.

In keeping with all three criteria, I selected Beavis and Butt-Head, Sein-
feld, and The Howard Stern Show for inclusion in this study. All meet Brum-
mett’s definition of popular culture, all are different from one another in 
form and type (animated cartoon, live-action situation comedy, and radio 
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and television program), and all are very popular and earn high ratings 
in their respective categories. Moreover, all seem to structure their dis-
course in both form and content in ways that violate standards of civility. 
The rhetors involved place utmost importance on the self or individual and 
do not locate themselves in any broad social or political context. Their 
circle of friends is small, and few, if any, are allowed into the “inner circle”; 
otherness and diversity appear to be features to be avoided at all cost.

Beavis and Butt-Head. Beavis and Butt-Head was the brainchild of cre-
ator Mike Judge and appears on the Music Television Network (MTV). 
The show first premiered on MTV on March 8, 1993, and was an instant 
success. The on-screen promotional clip read, “Beavis and Butt-Head are 
dumb, crude, thoughtless, ugly, sexist, self-destructive fools. But for some 
reason the little weinerheads make us laugh” (McNeil 83). The target 
audience for the show was 12- to 34-year-olds, and the premise of the 
show was simple: “Beavis and Butt-Head are the cartoon representations 
of everything that can possibly go wrong with an adolescent boy. The half-
hour episode shows the pair at their underdeveloped best: telling very 
stupid jokes, behaving like idiots in the back of their high school classes 
and masturbating while they watch rock video[s] on MTV” (Zagano 6).

The audience never sees or hears from Beavis’s and Butt-Head’s 
parents, although Beavis’s mother is sometimes referred to as a slut, and 
Butt-Head claims to have seen her naked. Minor characters include a few 
of the kids’ teachers—Mr. Buzzcut, The Principal, and Mr. Van Dreissen. 
Beavis and Butt-Head do not have any real friends, but other classmates 
include Todd, a senior who drives and is cool because he knows how 
to “pick up chicks and party,” and Stewart. Todd sees Beavis and Butt-
Head as annoying and stupid kids and likes to torment them. Because 
Beavis and Butt-Head worship Todd and are themselves a bit slow, they 
fail to see his torment as dislike and think it’s cool to be in his company; 
negative attention is better than no attention. Stewart is the same age as 
Beavis and Butt-Head and wants to hang out with them and be like them; 
however, Beavis and Butt-Head think Stewart is a baby and only hang out 
with him when it is in their best interest. For example, they go over to 
Stewart’s house because Stewart has a satellite dish, which allows them 
to watch violent movies.

For this study, I will review the Beavis and Butt-Head movie, Beavis 
and Butt-Head Do America, released in December, 1996, and 12 episodes 
that aired on television. Each half-hour episode contains two vignettes, 
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interspersed with the boys sitting on the couch and critiquing music videos 
on MTV (MTV made its entire video collection available to Mike Judge to 
create the series).

The Howard Stern Show. Like Beavis and Butt-Head, disk jockey Howard 
Stern has received his fair share of criticism and blame for contributing 
to an uncivil society. In an article titled, “One More Ounce of Civility,” 
Budiansky reports that Stern is faced with $2 million in Federal Communi-
cations Commission fines as a result of his uncivil tongue (122). The fines 
result from behaviors such as his discussions of vaginas and sex-related 
jokes on the air (McConnell and Fleming 24). Stern’s sidekick since 1980, 
Robin Quivers, explains the appeal of the show: “We are the high wire act. 
We’re working without a net so you have to tune in everyday just to see 
what will happen” (Stark 80). Stern has earned the nickname shock jock for 
his ability to say the unexpected and amaze his listeners.

His shocking style has secured Stern a large and loyal following. As 
of March 31, 1997, Stern could claim to his credit a number-one movie; 
a number-one album; the fastest selling book in Simon-Schuster history; 
cover stories in Penthouse, Rolling Stone, Entertainment Weekly, Movieline, 
Time Out New York, Los Angeles, and TV Guide; major features in The New 
Yorker, Playboy, Vanity Fair, Esquire, Cosmopolitan, Time, Newsweek, and 
Billboard; and guest spots on Letterman, Dateline, Today, and World News 
Tonight (Alterman 6).

The Howard Stern Show is broadcast live every morning from New 
York to syndicated stations all across the country. His show runs four 
hours and is totally unscripted and spontaneous. Sometimes he has ce-
lebrity guests, sometimes local eccentric personalities, and sometimes no 
guests at all. On these days, he and his cohorts pick up on a topic and 
just “go with it,” taking calls from the audience. Quivers is responsible for 
reading the daily news that often provides the impetus for a day’s topic 
and antics. His other two on-air playmates are Jackie and Fred, who back 
up Stern’s jokes and support his humor.

Quivers has received her own share of criticism for her role in The 
Howard Stern Show. An African-American woman, Quivers has been called 
a “self-hating black woman” for her part of what some African-Americans 
and women perceive as a “misogynistic and racist show” (Stark 80). 
Quivers seems unflustered by the critics and rationalizes the criticism by 
explaining, “we do an entertainment show. People want to make it into 
some social commentary. I feel sorry for them” (Stark 80). Besides being 
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the news reporter, Quivers’s other on-air roles are listening to Stern and 
articulating “the voice of reason on the show” (Stark 80).

For this research, I will analyze five radio shows, which are four 
hours each, and four segments of The Howard Stern Show on E! TV. 
Stern’s two books, Private Parts and Miss America, and the film, Private 
Parts, also will be included as supplementary and supporting material for 
the broadcast discourse.

Seinfeld. The comedy Seinfeld is the third artifact under study in this 
research. Seinfeld first aired July 5, 1989, and was co-created and writ-
ten by Jerry Seinfeld, a stand-up comic, and Larry David. It is a half-hour 
situation comedy that aired weekly on Thursday nights at 9:00 p.m. and 
was a crucial program of NBC’s “Must See TV” night. “Must See TV” is 
a programming device used to entice viewers to watch TV from 8:00 to 
11:00 p.m. on Thursday evenings. NBC placed three of its top-ratings 
draws—Friends, Seinfeld, and ER—in this time slot.

The show ended after its ninth season and had “evolved into some-
thing as close to a religion as pop culture allows” (Flaherty and Schilling 
24). The show was a top-five Nielson show for four years, thanks to the 
loyal 30 million who tuned in every Thursday night. Likewise, the millions 
who faithfully tune into the reruns have made it number five in national 
syndication (Flaherty and Schilling 24).

On the surface, Seinfeld is about the daily lives of four friends—Jerry 
Seinfeld, Elaine Benes, George Costanza, and Cosmo Kramer—who live 
and work in New York City. There are no major—or even minor—social 
or political issues dealt with by these four characters; in fact, they are so 
self-centered that they would fail to see a socio-political issue if it were 
right in front of them. All of the characters embody the narcissistic indi-
viduality that captures Barrett’s notion of incivility: Elaine calls herself the 
“Queen of Confrontation,” George and Jerry continuously manipulate 
women, and Kramer is always scheming to make an easy buck.

In one of the later episodes, for example, George failed to swerve 
his car in time and ran over and killed a pigeon. He turned to his date, 
shrugged, and asked, “So, what do you want to do for dinner?” On the 
same episode, Jerry dated a woman who had an incredible toy collection 
but would not let him play with the toys because of their economic value. 
After a series of unsuccessful attempts to gain access to the toys, Jerry 
drugged the woman so she would pass out and he would have free rein 
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among the collection. When George and Elaine heard about the toys, they, 
too, came over and drugged the woman in order to play.

For this study, I will analyze 12 episodes of Seinfeld from 1990 to 
1997. As supporting material, I will draw from the book Sein Language 
by Jerry Seinfeld.

Data Analysis
To define and describe a rhetoric of incivility in the discourse of Beavis 

and Butt-Head, Howard Stern, and Seinfeld, I will use generic criticism. Generic 
criticism “is rooted in the assumption that certain types of situations pro-
voke similar needs and expectations among audiences and thus call for par-
ticular kinds of rhetoric” (Foss 225). The goal of the rhetorical critic using 
this method is to discover rhetorical trends that occur throughout similar 
rhetorical situations. Doing so allows the critic to “understand rhetorical 
practices in different time periods and in different places by discovering the 
similarities in rhetorical situations and the rhetoric constructed in response 
to them” (Foss 225). Generic criticism provides the critic with “an angle of 
vision, a window, that reveals the . . . dynamic within the rhetorical acts of 
human beings . . . , responding in similar ways as they attempt to encompass 
certain rhetorical problems” (Campbell and Jamieson 21).

When a critic is engaged in generic criticism, the artifacts are grouped 
according to similarities so that a rhetorical genre is a clustering of three 
different kinds of elements—situational requirements, substantive and 
stylistic features, and the organizing principle. Situational requirements are 
those situations that provoke a particular type of rhetoric. The substan-
tive and stylistic features of the rhetoric are the rhetorical choices made 
by the rhetor concerning how to respond to the requirements of a given 
situation. Organizing principle is the label for the internal schematic formed 
by the situational, substantive, and stylistic features of the genre. Accord-
ing to Campbell and Jamieson, “a genre is a group of acts unified by a 
constellation of forms that recurs in each of its members. These forms, in 
isolation, appear in other discourses. What is distinctive about the acts in 
a genre is the recurrence of the forms together in a constellation” (335). 
Thus, the features of the genre must be interdependent.

The concept of a rhetorical genre first appeared in Aristotle’s Rhetoric; 
Fisher claims that genres “are an Aristotelian construct . . . [because] they 
are constituted through actual examinations of discourse. They are induc-
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tive” (291). Contemporary scholars have made important contributions to 
the study and practice of what Black first labeled generic criticism in 1965. 
In this work, Black outlines the assumptions of his method:

First, we must assume that there is a limited number of situations in 
which a rhetor can find himself. . . . Second, we must assume that there 
is a limited number of ways in which a rhetor can and will respond 
rhetorically to any given situational type. . . . Third, we must assume 
that the recurrence of a given situational type through history will 
provide the critic with information on the rhetorical responses avail-
able in that situation, and with this information the critic can better 
understand and evaluate any specific rhetorical discourse in which he 
may be interested. (133)

Bitzer’s development of the concept of the situation in 1968 contrib-
uted significantly to the theoretical advancement of this critical model. He 
reasserts and reinforces Black’s first and second assumptions, described 
above: “Rhetorical discourse is called into existence by situation; the 
situation that the rhetor perceives amounts to an invitation to create 
and present discourse” (306). Bitzer offers the following definition of a 
rhetorical situation: “a complex of persons, events, objects, and relations 
presenting an actual or potential exigence that can be completely or par-
tially removed if discourse, introduced into the situation, can so constrain 
human decision or action as to bring about the significant modification of 
the exigence” (304). His position thus assumes that rhetoric is persuasive 
in that a rhetorical response to a situation has the potential to somehow 
alter it. As he explains, “The rhetor alters reality by bringing into existence 
a discourse of such a character that the audience, in thought and action, 
is so engaged that it becomes a mediator of change. In this sense rhetoric 
is always persuasive” (302).

An additional contribution to the study of generic criticism is pro-
vided by Campbell and Jamieson. Their book, Form and Genre: Shaping 
Rhetorical Action, was the result of a conference held in Lawrence, Kansas. 
Entitled “Significant Form in Rhetorical Criticism,” the proceedings of 
the conference provide both theoretical discussions and sample essays of 
generic criticism. According to Foss, the book “brought into one volume 
the best thinking that had been done on generic criticism and served as a 
catalyst for further work in the area” (228).

15_465-Foss.indb   206 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



GETTING THERE: THE DISSERTATION PROPOSAL

207

Some contemporary communication scholars are cautious of generic 
criticism and wary of the “difficulties and critical deficiencies genre ap-
proaches confront us with” (Conley 47). Conley reminds scholars that, in 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric, genres constitute a way a problem is solved as inter-
preted by the audience rather than “anything distinctive about the work 
itself” (48). He warns the generic critic that

(1) seeing acts of discourse through the prism of genre theory guaran-
tees a blindness to a good deal of what is going on in them . . . [because] 
one of the worst aspects of genre criticism is precisely that it detaches 
us from our experience of the work and (2) the tendency of generic clas-
sifications to proliferate into tiresome and useless taxonomies. (52–53)

Although Miller agrees with Conley that “rhetorical criticism has not 
provided firm guidance on what constitutes a genre,” she does not concur 
that it yields no useful information or should not be used by rhetorical 
critics (151). By drawing from Campbell and Jamieson’s argument that 
genre criticism is important because it attempts to place and understand 
rhetorical discourse through its social and historical connections, Miller 
asserts that “classification is necessary to language and learning” (151). 
Methodologically, genre criticism embodies the importance of context, as 
Campbell and Jamieson claim:

Generic rhetorical criticism aims at understanding rhetorical practice 
over time by discerning recurrent patterns that reflect the rules practi-
tioners follow. Such rules reflect culturally recognized motives, they de-
fine rhetorical situations, and they mark audience expectations. In other 
words, genres are jointly constructed by rhetors and audiences out of 
shared cultural knowledge. (Introduction, 1986, 295)

Despite the above criticisms, I believe that generic criticism is a valu-
able tool for this study. Given that little scholarly inquiry exists into the 
rhetoric of incivility, genre criticism is appropriate because it provides 
definitions and descriptions of this rhetoric that can be used as starting 
places for additional research. Moreover, the concept of definition is im-
portant to a rhetor’s understanding of the rhetorical choices available to 
him or her in a given situation because “situations are social constructs 
that are the result, not of ‘perception,’ but of ‘definition.’ Because human 
action is based on and guided by meaning . . . at the center of action is a 
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process of interpretation. Before we can act, we must interpret the in-
determinate material environment; we define, or ‘determine’ a situation” 
(Miller 156). To ascertain appropriate rhetorical choices, then, the critic 
must be able to define the given rhetorical situation, and genre criticism 
provides such a definition.

There are three types of generic criticism the critic can perform—ge-
neric participation, generic application, and generic description—all lead-
ing the critic to different observations and conclusions. Both generic par-
ticipation and generic application are deductive processes. With the first 
option, the critic moves from a general rhetorical classification to a specific 
text or artifact. The critic’s goal is to determine if the specific artifact is 
a member of a particular genre. Generic application requires the critic 
to apply a generic model to specific rhetorical artifacts to assess them. 
Campbell and Jamieson note that most generic studies are deductive and 
thus carry two potential limitations. First, “the critic may fail to delineate 
the essential characteristics of the model so that the basis for comparison 
is faulty” (22). Second, “a generic fit” may be “asserted although certain 
essential characteristics are absent or significant dissimilarities exist” (22).

The third type of generic criticism is generic description, an inductive 
process in which the critic investigates several artifacts to ascertain if a 
genre exists. Broadly, generic description requires the critic to examine 
various rhetorical artifacts to determine if a genre exists and to “formulate 
theoretical constructs about its characteristics” (Foss 229). The risk for 
inductive criticism, according to Campbell and Jamieson, is that it must 
transcend the problems “inherent in any procedure that draws inductive 
generalizations” (22).

Given that minimal scholarly inquiry exists on the rhetoric of incivility, 
a necessary and logical starting point for me for this initial inquiry into the 
rhetoric of incivility is generic description. To conduct such an inquiry, the 
critic must proceed through the following four steps: “(1) observation of 
similarities in rhetorical responses to particular situations; (2) collection 
of rhetorical artifacts occurring in similar situations; (3) analysis of the ar-
tifacts to discover if they share characteristics; and (4) formulation of the 
organizing principle of the genre” (Foss 229).

The first step, observing “similarities in rhetorical responses to 
particular situations,” was the original impetus for the study. I noticed 
many striking similarities between Beavis and Butt-Head and Howard Stern. 
Focusing on the similarities, I began to search and inquire as to the spe-
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cific situations to which these rhetors were responding. I noticed that all 
the texts and rhetors in them, although their target audience is primarily 
adults, were speaking from contexts and situations that are reminiscent of 
boyhood adolescence. Their discourse exhibits a preoccupation with sex, 
the objectification of girls and women, the absence of any socio-political 
awareness, and explicit selfishness. Through their discourse, they seem 
to be implicitly commenting on the demand for political correctness in 
our public discourse; their discourse appears to be a backlash against the 
women’s and civil rights movements. The talk across the rhetorical situa-
tions appears to be self-centered, disrespectful, rude, and often sexist and 
racist. In short, their communication violates all Western social rules and 
norms for polite and proper discourse.

Once I figured out the specific situation that initially seemed to unite 
these two texts, I began looking for a “collection of rhetorical artifacts 
occurring in similar situations.” The third step, “analysis of the artifacts 
to discover if they share characteristics,” will be accomplished by a close 
textual analysis of these artifacts. The analysis will focus on the specific 
substantive and stylistic features used by each rhetor to enable him to 
respond to the demand for political correctness and effectively produce 
uncivil discourse. Ultimately, I will organize my analysis to define and de-
scribe the organizing principle—if one can be identified—for the genre.

Significance of the Study
This study into the rhetorical genre of incivility is important for 

three primary reasons: (1) It constitutes a starting place from which to 
determine if a rhetorical genre exists and, if so, its rhetorical features and 
organizing principle; (2) Understanding the rhetorical features of this genre 
will help scholars and public policy makers restore civility in our cultural 
discourse; and (3) Restoring a sense of civility is important for disrupting 
the ideology of domination of our current culture.

Given that the talk and concern over a current lack of civility are in-
creasing and may be serving as a scapegoat for other social problems, this 
research is important because it will offer a clear definition and description 
of a rhetoric of incivility. While examples of incivility abound—such as 
road rage, impoliteness, and rudeness—no research has offered a thor-
ough rhetorical definition or description of the rhetorical characteristics 
of such discourse as a whole. Defining and describing this rhetorical phe-

15_465-Foss.indb   209 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER SIX

210

nomenon is a crucial first step in determining the prevalence and location 
of such discourse in our culture.

By attempting to discover the rhetorical features of incivility, commu-
nication scholars can contribute to public policy discussions and decisions 
concerning incivility. Not until scholars and public policy makers know ex-
actly what constitutes a rhetoric of incivility can we determine if incivility 
is something that needs to be eradicated from our cultural discourse. The 
alliance with public policy makers is important for two primary reasons. 
One, communication in general and rhetoric specifically is directly related 
to the enactment of incivility. Ideas and feelings are communicated though 
symbols that others read and interpret as uncivil. A rhetorical analysis 
yields a more comprehensive understanding of the form, content, and 
power of such symbols. Second, an alliance with public policy makers is 
beneficial to our field. In recent years, an increasing number of communi-
cation departments have come under attack because universities and the 
general public fail to see how communication as a discipline is related to 
“real world” issues. Wider recognition of the discipline’s contribution to 
the social problem of incivility may deter some critics and enhance the 
discipline’s standing.

Finally, this research is important because of the significant role civility 
plays in eradicating an ideology of oppression. When alienation, competi-
tion, and individualism are the status quo, it is difficult to achieve the goals 
of a feminist movement—the feminist goals of eliminating alienation and 
dehumanization seem antithetical in a climate of incivility. Restoring a 
sense of civility, then, contributes to the creation of an environment char-
acterized by respect and value of diverse perspectives, immanent value, 
self-determination, safety, and mutuality.

Outline of the Study
In the first chapter, I identify the purpose of the study, the research 

design, the relevant literature on rhetoric and incivility, the significance 
of the study, and an outline of the study. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 are a ge-
neric analysis of the discourse of each of the three artifacts of popular 
culture selected for inclusion is this research: Chapter 2 focuses on the 
rhetoric of Seinfeld, Chapter 3 on Beavis and Butt-Head, and Chapter 4 
on the rhetoric of The Howard Stern Show. In the final chapter, I will 
construct the rhetorical genre of incivility—its substantive and stylistic 
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features—by synthesizing the analyses from the previous three chapters. 
In this chapter, I also will define and describe the organizing principle of 
this genre, discuss the implications for rhetorical criticism, and suggest 
paths for future research.22

Dissertation Proposal: Sample #2
(for a two-article dissertation)

Twist Buckling of Blood Vessels
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A. Specific Aims
Tortuous or twisted blood vessels are associated with cardiovascular 

diseases such as hypertension, diabetes, and atherosclerosis and could 
potentially result in myocardial infarction, stroke, or death. However, the 
underlying mechanisms responsible for tortuosity development remain 
unclear. Blood vessels are often subject to twist deformations during 
surgical implantation of vascular grafts; skin grafting procedures; or with 
movement of the neck, limbs, and torso. Excessive twists may cause blood 
vessels to lose stability and buckle. Buckling is characterized as the failure 
of a structure due to mechanical instability and can be the result of various 
loading conditions including torsion. Once a blood vessel buckles, vascular 
remodeling may ensue and lead to permanent tortuosity. During the ag-
ing process, blood pressure often increases as a result of vessel stiffening, 
while the in vivo stretch may reduce due to degradation of proteins (i.e., 
elastin and collagen) within the vessel wall. Accordingly, recent studies 
by our group have shown that blood vessels buckle when subject to hy-
pertensive pressures or a reduction in axial tension. Yet, little is known 
regarding the mechanical stability of blood vessels under torsion loading. A 
severely twisted or kinked blood vessel may increase the risk for further 
clinical complications such as reduced blood flow and blood clotting and 
may result in traumatic stent-artery interactions. Thus, it is necessary to 
understand the buckling behavior of blood vessels under torsion in order 
to elucidate the pathogenesis of tortuosity and to aid in the development 
of improved vascular therapies. Furthermore, many studies have shown 
that stents in mobile arteries such as the carotid, coronary, and superficial 
femoral arteries are subjected to vessel twisting and have a higher rate of 
fracture and restenosis, but the mechanisms are poorly understood.

Accordingly, the objective of this study is to determine the buckling 
behavior of blood vessels under torsion and investigate its effect on stent-
artery interactions. The central hypothesis is that torsion can produce 
buckling in blood vessels and increase wall injury in stented arteries. The 
hypothesis has been formulated based on preliminary experimental data of 
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torsional bucking analysis performed on porcine common carotid arteries 
using a torsion machine designed in our laboratory. The rationale for the 
proposed research is that understanding the buckling behavior of blood 
vessels under torsion will improve our understanding of tortuosity devel-
opment and provide guidance for improving the design of vascular stents.

We plan to test the central hypothesis and, thereby, accomplish the 
objective of this proposal by pursuing the following two specific aims:

1.	 Determine the critical buckling torque and critical buck-
ling rotation angle required to initiate torsional buck-
ling in blood vessels.
The working hypothesis is that blood vessels will buckle into a 
kinked configuration when subject to large rotation angles. Ex-
perimental studies will be conducted on porcine common carotid 
arteries and internal jugular veins. The critical buckling torque and 
critical buckling rotation angles will be determined at various com-
binations of axial stretch ratio and lumen pressure. Experimental 
data will be incorporated into a finite element model that will accu-
rately predict the buckling behavior of blood vessels under torsion.

2.	 Evaluate artery wall damage and stress distribution in 
stented arteries subjected to torsion/twist buckling.
The working hypothesis is that twist deformations placed on cur-
rent stent designs amplify the extent of artery wall damage and 
increase the risk of stent fracture. An established organ culture 
system will be utilized to subject stented porcine common carotid 
artery segments to various rotation angles. Artery wall damage will 
be examined by histology. A finite element model will be developed 
to identify areas of high stress concentrations.

The proposed project is significant because it will provide a better 
understanding of blood vessel behavior under torsion, which, in turn, 
will improve understanding of tortuosity development and expose the 
negative effects of torsion on stent-artery interactions. Such results will 
have an important positive impact because the results will fundamentally 
advance an understanding of blood vessel tortuosity and provide guidance 
for improved vascular stent design. Our long-term goal is to identify the 
mechanisms responsible for the development of blood vessel tortuosity 
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associated with torsion. My training goals are to gain effective research and 
communication skills through my doctoral studies. Combining both exper-
imental and computational studies will not only provide an effective tool 
to achieve the research goal but also will enable me to gain a wide range 
of research skills that are applicable to biomedical engineering research.

B. Significance
B.1. Tortuosity and Blood Vessel Torsion

Twisted or tortuous blood vessels are observed throughout the hu-
man body in association with cardiovascular diseases such as hypertension, 
diabetes, and atherosclerosis [1, 2]. From an engineering perspective, 
blood vessels may be regarded as pre-stretched cylindrical structures that 
experience a wide range of biomechanical loads in vivo. It is well known 
that engineering structures may buckle or lose mechanical stability when 
loading conditions exceed critical limits. Similarly, it has been shown that 
arteries and veins will suffer a loss in mechanical stability and buckle into 
tortuous shapes when subject to hypertensive pressures or a reduction 
in axial stretch [3, 4]. However, blood vessels are also subjected to sig-
nificant twist deformations during vascular surgery or with natural body 
movement [5, 6]. It is essential that blood vessels remain mechanically 
stable and patent under torsion loading in order to carry out normal 
physiological function [7, 8]. A severely twisted or kinked blood vessel 
may significantly reduce blood flow, resulting in thrombosis or ischemic 
complications [9-11]. Furthermore, repetitive twist loading is thought 
to contribute to the high incidence of stent failure observed at mobile 
arteries within regions of the neck and lower extremities [12, 13]. In vivo 
deformations dramatically increase stress and strain at the stent-artery in-
terface and could trigger in-stent restenosis, thrombosis, or stent fracture 
[14]. Because of the potential devastating effects of torsion, it is crucial 
to understand the mechanical stability of blood vessels and stent-artery 
interactions under torsion loading.

B.2. Blood Vessel Torsion in Vivo
Physical activity and body movement naturally subject blood vessels 

to torsion, especially those vessels located within mobile anatomical re-
gions. Head turning subjects the common carotid artery and the internal 
carotid artery to considerable torsion shear compounded by their physi-
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ological tendency to twist around each other [15, 16]. Prolonged head 
turning and subsequent deformations of the carotid arteries during sleep 
have been shown to cause stroke [17-20]. The carotid arteries have 
long been known to exhibit geometric anomalies such as twists, kinks, 
and coils in association with clinical complications, including stroke, ath-
erosclerosis, and hypertension, yet the underlying mechanisms remain 
unclear [2, 17, 21]. The vertebral artery is vulnerable to torsion move-
ment due to a sharp angulation as it travels through the upper cervical 
vertebrae and into the skull [22]. In vivo arteriographs have shown that 
rotation of the head to the left and right positions can initiate obstruc-
tion or kinking of the vertebral artery at the atlantoaxial joint and has 
been shown to result in vertebrobasilar symptoms [23, 24]. Similarly, 
the internal jugular vein has also been shown to become obstructed 
with head rotation and presents a risk for developing increased cranial 
pressure and subsequent hydrocephalus if the contralateral vein is also 
obstructed [25]. Because frequent occurrence of torsion in a wide range 
of blood vessels throughout the body has been associated with severe 
clinical health risks such as stroke, vertebrobasilar symptoms, hyper-
tension, and atherosclerosis [2, 17, 24], it is critical to understand the 
mechanical stability of blood vessels under torsion.

B.3. Vascular Surgery and Blood Vessel Torsion
Blood vessels are also susceptible to twist deformations during vascu-

lar surgery. In propeller flap surgery, a reconstructive technique for skin 
grafting, skin islands are dissected away while remaining attached to their 
perforating artery and vein. The skin island, along with its perforating ves-
sels, is then rotated up to 180 degrees to cover a damaged skin area [26]. 
The ability of the blood vessels to remain patent post operation is critical 
for this procedure to be successful [27]. Additionally, surgical implantation 
of vascular grafts and microanastomosis procedures may result in inad-
vertent twisting of the arteries or grafts [6]. Excessive rotation of grafts 
or micro-vessels during these procedures may reduce vessel patency or 
cause the vessel to kink [6, 9, 10]. Significantly reduced patency or kinking 
may dramatically reduce blood flow, leaving patients at risk for thrombus 
formation and organ dysfunction [9, 11]. The successful outcome of vas-
cular surgeries requires that special care be taken to avoid blood vessel 
kinking [6]. Because of this, it is of strong clinical interest to identify the 
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critical buckling loads under torsion in order to provide guidance for im-
proved vascular surgery techniques.

B.4. Stent-Artery Torsion
The long-term success rate of vascular stent therapy remains a key 

challenge in current medicine due to clinical complications such as in-stent 
restenosis, thrombosis, as well as injury due to stent fracture [28, 29]. Re-
petitive biomechanical loads placed on arteries within mobile anatomical 
regions, such as in the neck, torso, and lower extremities, has been widely 
implicated in long-term stent failure [14]. It is thought that arteries oppose 
the strain caused by the stent struts through increased collagen deposi-
tion, marked destruction of elastin, and persistent inflammation [30]. Over 
time, the artery becomes re-occluded and must be treated with additional 
intervention procedures. It is worth noting that arteries that experience 
large rotations during physical movements also display a high incidence of 
failure due to in-stent restenosis and stent fracture [12, 31, 32]. Clinical 
trials have shown 1-year in-stent restenosis rates as high as 29.2%, 71%, 
and 52.4% for the carotid, superficial femoral, and femoropopliteal arter-
ies, respectively [32-35]. During in vivo deformations, the stented portion 
of an artery segment will remain rigid, while the remaining segment is left 
to accommodate for the mechanical strains. This is particularly important 
in the short carotid artery segment, where large rotation angles may cause 
the vessel to kink near the edge of the stent, disrupting blood flow to the 
brain [33, 36]. High-stress concentrations and repetitive mechanical loads 
lead to stent fatigue over time and eventual fracture of the stent struts 
[31]. Stent fracture is commonly associated with the presence of in-stent 
restenosis and reduced patency [31]. Areas of fractured stent struts pro-
vide a favorable location for thrombus formation or possible stent migra-
tion [37]. Therefore, it is of paramount clinical relevance to understand 
the interactions between arteries and stents under torsion.

B.5. Project Significance and Impact
The twisting deformation of blood vessels can be linked to wide-rang-

ing cardiovascular diseases and complications; yet, limited data are avail-
able regarding blood vessel twist and its role in tortuosity and traumatic 
stent-artery interactions. Accordingly, this project will determine the 
effects of blood vessel torsion on tortuosity formation and its impact on 
stent failure. This project is innovative because it will provide quantitative 
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measurements of the critical buckling loads of blood vessels under torsion. 
Another novelty is the combination of experimental measurements with 
computational simulations of the buckling behavior of natural arteries. 
Quantitative experimental measurement provides accurate validation to 
the model, and model simulations provide a powerful tool to determine 
the underlying mechanism and identify key factors affecting the buckling 
behavior. Furthermore, numerical simulations of stent-artery interactions 
under twist will provide stress profiles at the artery wall, plaque, and stent 
to be observed for better understanding of the injury mechanisms. The 
significance of this project lies in its capacity to provide critical loads at 
which blood vessels may become unstable under torsion and serve as a 
platform for improved stent design. As a result, these studies will have a 
positive impact on the understanding of tortuosity progression and vascu-
lar stent therapy.

C. Approach
C.1 Specific Aim 1: Determine the critical buckling torque and critical 
buckling rotation angle required to initiate torsional buckling in blood 
vessels.
C.1.1 Rationale

Determining the critical buckling torque and critical rotation angle of 
arteries and veins is essential for understanding the progression of twisted 
arteries. Identifying factors that are important determinants in blood ves-
sel twist buckling (i.e., axial stretch, lumen pressure, vessel diameter, thick-
ness, and length) will help to predict susceptibility to mechanical instabili-
ties. Conducting experiments in combination with finite element models 
can provide a more in-depth understanding of the buckling behavior of 
blood vessels. This information will further an understanding of how tortu-
ous vessels develop, provide guidance for vascular surgery techniques, and 
improve our fundamental understanding of vascular biomechanics.

C.1.2 Research Design
The critical buckling loads (torque and rotation angle) of blood ves-

sels under torsion will be investigated through experimental analysis and 
numerical simulations. The porcine common carotid artery and porcine 
internal jugular vein will serve as experimental models for the torsional 
buckling experiments. These models were chosen due to their cylindri-
cal shape and long segment availability and because of the large rotation 
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angles encountered within the neck. Experiments will be carried out using 
a custom torsion machine, which is capable of generating simultaneous 
axial stretch, lumen pressure, and torsion in order to mimic in vivo loading 
conditions. The critical buckling torque and critical buckling rotation angle 
will be determined at various combinations of axial stretch and internal 
pressure. A total of nine porcine common carotid arteries will be tested 
at axial stretch ratios and lumen pressure combinations of 1.1, 1.3, 1.5, 
and 1.7 and 20, 40, 70, and 100 mmHg, respectively. Nine porcine internal 
jugular veins will be tested at axial stretch ratios and lumen pressure com-
binations of 1.6, 1.7, 1.8, and 1.9 and 6, 10, and 15 mmHg, respectively. 
Once the vessels are loaded to an initial axial stretch and lumen pressure, 
they will be slowly rotated until buckling (or kinking) is visually evident. 
The torque will be plotted as a function of rotation angle. The critical 
buckling torque and critical buckling rotation angle will be determined 
by identifying where torsional resistance suddenly drops. This point of 
instability will also be observed visually through digital recordings for vali-
dation. The pressure-diameter, pressure-axial force, and torque-rotation 
angle relations will also be recorded in order to determine the mechanical 
properties of the tissue. The data will be fit to a seven parameter Fung-
type generalized strain energy function [38].

The Fung-type exponential model has been shown to be a good 
descriptor of the passive mechanical properties of the carotid artery, ac-
counting for material anisotropy and non-linearity [39-42]. Because the 
mechanical stress varies through the artery wall, a three-dimensional Fung 
strain energy function will be used to model the arteries. Veins have a much 
thinner wall and can be modeled using the two-dimensional formulation. 
The material information for arteries and veins will be implemented into 
a finite element software package (ABAQUS software V6.11), where the 
experimental loading conditions can be replicated. The simulated results 
for the critical torsion loads will be compared to experiments for valida-
tion. Geometric parameters of the vessels such as diameter, thickness, and 
length will be varied in the finite element model in order to determine 
their effect on the critical buckling loads under torsion.

C.1.3 Experimental and Numerical Techniques
Torsion Machine

A custom torsion machine (Fig. 1) has been designed and built in our 
laboratory that is capable of applying torsion to blood vessels while sub-
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jecting them to simultaneous axial stretch and lumen pressure (to mimic 
in vivo loading conditions). The blood vessels are mounted to the torsion 
machine vertically within a clear organ bath tank designed to immerse the 
tissue. The clear lexan bath tank can slide up and down as well as rotate 
along the base cylinder to facilitate blood vessel mounting and image cap-
ture. The axial stretch ratio and lumen pressure are adjustable, allowing 
a wide range of load combinations to be tested. The blood vessel is filled 
with phosphate buffered saline (PBS), and the static lumen pressure is con-
trolled by adjusting the height of a PBS reservoir. A digital pressure gauge 
(Ashcroft model: error at 0.5% at full scale) measures the lumen pressure. 
A programmable servo motor (Applied Motions) is connected to the top 
cannula and controls the rotation angle applied to the blood vessel as well 
as the rotation speed. A miniature reaction torque transducer (Sensotec 
model: Sensotec error at 0.1% at full scale) and miniature load cell (Senso-
tec model: Sensotec error at 0.15-.25% at full scale) measure the torque 

Figure 1.  Schematic of the torsion machine.
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and axial force respectively. Labview 2009 (National Instruments) records 
the data for torque and axial load as a function of the rotation angle.

Twist Buckling Experiments
Common carotid arteries and internal jugular veins will be harvested 

from domestic farm pigs (100–150 kg) at a local abattoir post-mortem. 
The vessels will be placed in test tubes containing ice cold PBS and trans-
ported to the laboratory in an iced cooler. Once in the laboratory, excess 
connective tissue will be removed, and a leak test will be performed. Only 
those segments free of leaks or branches will be included in the experi-
ments. Vessel segments will be cannulated at both ends onto luers to fa-
cilitate preconditioning and mounting to the torsion machine. The vessels 
will be pre-conditioned in two steps. The first pre-conditioning step will 
be performed via a free-end inflation test in which the lumen pressure is 
slowly increased (200 mmHg for arteries and 50 mmHg for veins) and 
deflated to zero for four to six cycles, after which a digital image of the 
vessel at zero pressure will be taken and the in vitro free length and outer 
diameter will be measured with Image-Pro Plus software (Media Cyber-
netics, Inc.). The second pre-conditioning step for twist pre-conditioning 
will be carried out on the torsion machine (described in next paragraph).

Vessels will be mounted vertically onto the torsion machine so that 
the distal end is positioned towards the top (by mounting the luers to 
the cannula with tight-fittings). The vessels will be tested under a wide 
range of combinations for axial stretch ratio and lumen pressure in order 
to determine their effects and accurately describe the mechanical behav-
ior of the tissue. Porcine carotid arteries internal jugular veins will be 
tested at designed axial stretch and lumen pressure combinations. The 
torque-twist angle will be recorded and the torque at which blood ves-
sels lose stability and buckle into a kinked configuration will be measured 
as the critical value. Torsional buckling tests will be performed at each 
combination of axial stretch ratio and lumen pressure two times, and the 
results will be averaged.

Upon completing the torsional buckling tests, the vessel will be re-
moved from the torsion machine, and short ring segments will be cut from 
the proximal, middle, and distal portions of the vessel and photographed to 
measure the inner diameter (Image-Pro Plus software, Media Cybernetics, 
Inc.). For arteries, a radial cut will be made for each ring segment to allow 
it to pop open into a sector and relax in order to fully release its circum-

15_465-Foss.indb   220 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



GETTING THERE: THE DISSERTATION PROPOSAL

221

ferential residual stress. The opening angle (Φo) of the artery is measured as 
the angle subtended by two radii connecting the midpoint of the inner wall 
of the open sector (Fig. 2A). For each artery, the inner diameter and open-
ing angle are averaged from the three cross sections. Veins are considered 
thin-walled structures, and the residual stress is insignificant.

Twist Buckling Numerical Simulation
The torsional buckling behavior of porcine common carotid arteries 

and porcine internal jugular veins will be simulated numerically using the 
finite element software package ABAQUS (ABAQUS software V6.11). The 
critical buckling torque and critical buckling rotation angle will be deter-
mined and compared to experiments for validation.

Model Geometry
Porcine common carotid arteries and porcine internal jugular veins 

will be modeled as idealized vessels represented by a cylindrical shell. 
The diameter, thickness, and length of the cylinders will be taken from 
experimental measurements of the blood vessels. The cylinders will be 
uniformly meshed with 8-node shear deformable elements having reduced 
integration (S8R).

Material Properties
The blood vessel wall will be modeled as an anisotropic-orthotropic 

material defined by a generalized Fung-Strain energy function

where

and w represents the strain energy density, C is a material constant that 
has the same unit as the stress, and b

1
 to b

7 are dimensionless constants. 
The radial strain is ignored for the thin-walled assumption of veins, and 
thus equation (5) simplifies to
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Thus, a total of 8 material constants will be determined for arteries, while 
only 5 are needed for the veins. The methods for determining the mate-
rial constants for arteries are described in detail in the Preliminary Results 
section. The material constants for this Fung model will be determined 
from experiments and implemented into the finite element software, 
which accounts for incompressibility. The material constants for veins will 
be modeled in a similar fashion.

Boundary Conditions and Applied Loads
The boundary conditions, displacements, and loads will be imple-

mented on a cylindrical coordinate system and applied in the same order 
as in experiments. One face of the cylinder will be allowed to displace 
radially while remaining fixed in the axial and circumferential directions. 
The opposite face will be free to displace in all three directions (axial, ra-
dial, and circumferential) in order to facilitate axial stretch, expansion, and 
rotation. The mechanical loads and displacements will be applied in three 
steps. In the first step, a displacement will be applied to the free face of 
the cylinder to achieve the desired axial stretch ratio. In the second step, 
a uniform pressure load will be applied to the inside of the cylinder, allow-
ing symmetric expansion. Torsion buckling will be initiated in the final step 
by applying concentrated loads in the circumferential direction to a node 
set (based on mesh) located on the free face of the cylinder. Steps 1 and 
2 will be conducted using a static-general analysis that allows non-linear 
behavior. The final step, in which buckling occurs, will be analyzed using 
RIKS method. The RIKS method is best suited to problems where there 
is unstable buckling or collapse and significant changes in the structure’s 
stiffness. The total torque as a function of rotation angle will be plotted, 
allowing the critical buckling torque and critical buckling rotation angle to 
be determined. Geometric parameters, including the diameter, thickness, 
and length, will be varied in order to determine how these factors impact 
the critical torsion loads.

Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis for artery and vein torsional buckling experiments 

will be performed separately. The experimental data values for the critical 
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buckling torque and the critical rotation angle at all tested combinations 
of axial stretch ratio and lumen pressure will be input into their respective 
analysis. An unbalanced two-way ANOVA with type III sum of squares er-
ror will be used to test for significance between the independent variables 
(stretch ratio and lumen pressure) and the dependent variables (critical 
buckling torque and critical buckling rotation angle). After determining 
significance, a Tukey’s HSD post hoc analysis will be used to determine 
whether an incremental increase in stretch ratio or lumen pressure are 
significantly different from one another.

In order to determine how well the determined material constants fit 
the experimental behavior, a “goodness of fit” between the predicted and 
experimental values for lumen pressure, axial force, and moment will be 
determined using the coefficient of determination (R2) and the percentage 
of root mean square error with respect to the mean, also known as the 
coefficient of variation of the root mean square error (CV-RMSE).

C.1.4 Expected Results
The critical torques and twist angles under various lumen pressures 

and axial stretch ratios will be obtained. A finite element model will be 
developed that can accurately simulate the experimental results. Further-
more, the key factors affecting the critical load will be identified through 
parametric studies using the FEA simulations.

C.1.5 Alternative Strategies
Blood vessels often exhibit various geometric imperfections such as 

defects in the artery wall or tapering along their length. Such imperfec-
tions may influence the buckling loads or change the location of buckling 
when the axial stretch ratio or lumen pressures are varied. The influence 
of tapering is expected to be more pronounced with increased levels of 
axial stretch and lumen pressure, causing buckling to occur at the edge of 
the vessel and thereby impacting the results. Therefore, only those ves-
sels that buckle two diameters or farther from the edge will be included 
in the analysis. Additionally, at lower axial stretch ratios, vessel segments 
may become curved with increased lumen pressure (bend buckling) and 
therefore cannot be tested for pure torsion buckling. Such load combina-
tions cannot be included in the analysis, and the dataset will require an 
unbalanced two-way ANOVA to determine whether axial stretch ratio 
and/or lumen pressure had a significant effect on the critical loads.

15_465-Foss.indb   223 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER SIX

224

C.2 Specific Aim 2: Evaluate artery wall damage and stress distribution in 
stented arteries subjected to torsion/twist buckling.

C.2.1 Rationale
It has been well documented that stent implantation causes damage at 

the endothelial cell layer and initiates a wound-healing response [14]. Ad-
ditionally, repetitive biomechanical loads such as torsion remain a trigger for 
chronic inflammation, neointimal hyperplasia, and stent fatigue. However, a 
knowledge gap exists regarding stent-artery interactions under torsion and 
its role in injurious biological and mechanical outcomes. It is of clinical need 
to determine the interaction of stents and the arterial wall under torsion to 
better understand the injury responses in stented arteries.

C.2.2 Research Design
Experimental analysis will be combined with numerical simulations 

in order to understand the negative biological and mechanical impacts of 
stent-artery twist interactions. The porcine common carotid artery will 
provide an ideal experimental model due to its cylindrical shape, long seg-
ment availability, and large rotation angles encountered within the neck in 
vivo. The Xact carotid stent system (Abbott Laboratories) has been chosen 
for this investigation based on the comparatively high incidence of fracture 
that has been reported in the literature [16, 37]. The Xact carotid system 
is a closed-cell, self-expanding nitinol stent designed for maximum surface 
area coverage while maintaining flexibility. The stents will be implanted at 
the middle segment of the arteries according to the manufacturers’ instruc-
tion. The stent-artery combination will be placed within an organ culture 
system developed previously in our lab and maintained under physiological 
conditions. An experimental group of arteries will be subjected to 54° at 
the distal end, while a control group will remain in the straight configuration. 
Both groups will be placed within the ex vivo organ culture system, where 
a flow loop will be used to circulate perfusion media through the artery lu-
men. The stented arteries will be maintained for up to 7 days. The lumen 
pressure will be oscillated between 80 and 120 mmHg and a time averaged 
flow rate of ~160 ml/min to generate a physiological wall shear stress of 1.5 
Pa. The pressure waveform is shown in figure 2.

At the conclusion of organ culture, the level of cell proliferation, cell 
death, and artery-wall damage will be analyzed with immunohistochemis-
try and histology techniques. The results will be compared between the 
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two groups. In addition, a finite element simulation will be developed that 
consists of an artery, inner plaque lining, and a computer model of the 
Xact stent system. Here, the artery, plaque, and stent will be modeled 
separately and fit together using the contact method available in the finite 
element software. The numerical model will be subjected to lumen pres-
sure and rotated to 54° to match the experiments. The stress distribu-
tion within the artery wall, plaque, and stent can be observed in order to 
analyze areas of maximum stress.

C.2.3 Experimental and Numerical Techniques
Ex Vivo Organ Culture System

The ex vivo organ culture system is shown in Figure 3. The artery 
segment will be mounted within a vessel chamber between two stainless 
steel cannulae; the distance between the cannulae is manually adjusted 
to apply the appropriate physiological stretch level. The vessel chamber 
is filled with bath media, and perfusion media is circulated through the 
vessel lumen driven by a peristaltic pump. The resistance clamp controls 
the pressure, and a T-end dampener functions as an elastic chamber to 
regulate the amplitude of the pulse pressure. The mean pressure is gradu-

Figure 2.  Pressure waveform through carotid arteries using organ 
culture system.
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ally increased until it reaches a physiological value of 100 mmHg. Pulsatile 
pressure is then applied so that the systolic and diastolic pressures reach 
in vivo values of 80 and 120 mmHg, respectively. The system is then placed 
in a tissue culture incubator where it is maintained at 37° C and 5% CO2 
for the duration of the experiment. The organ culture systems are capable 
of maintaining the viability of the arteries for 1 to 2 weeks.

The bath media used in the vessel chamber (approximately 100 mL/
loop) is composed of (approximately 100 mL/artery) DMEM supple-
mented with sodium bicarbonate (3.7 g/L), antibiotic/antimycotic (14 
mL/L), L-glutamine (10 mL/L), calf serum (100 mL/L), and HEPES buffer 
(25 mL/L). The circulating perfusion media (approximately 250 mL/loop) is 
bath media supplemented with Dextran (50-55 g/L). Dextran is added to 
increase the viscosity of the media to that of normal blood (4 cP).

Stent-Artery Twist Experiments
Porcine common carotid arteries will be obtained from a local abat-

toir and transported back to the laboratory in phosphate buffered saline 
(PBS) supplemented with antibiotic/antimycotic (14mL/L). Once in the 
laboratory, arteries will be placed in a petri dish containing bath medium. 

Figure 3.  Diagram of the ex vivo organ culture system.
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The arteries will be cleaned of excess connective tissue, and a leak test 
will be performed. Branches will be ligated if necessary, and the segment 
will be cannulated at both ends onto luers to facilitate mounting inside 
the vessel chamber. The preparation tools, vessel chambers, media, in-
cubators, and work environment will be sterilized to prevent contamina-
tion. Once mounted, the vessel chamber will be filled with bath media, 
and the artery will be manually stretched to a physiological level of 1.5. 
The stent will be implanted at the middle of the artery segment by in-
serting the catheter guide wire through the steel cannulae of the vessel 
chamber. The distance from the middle of the artery segment to the end 
of the cannulae will be measured and marked on the stent catheter guide 
wire to ensure consistent placement of the stent at the middle of the 
artery segment. Once positioned, the stent will be deployed according 
to manufacturer instruction. Perfusion media will be introduced to the 
artery lumen, and the pressure will gradually be increased to a physi-
ologic level of 100 mmHg. A pulsatile pressure of 120/80 will be achieved 
using a T-end dampener.

A control group will remain in the straight configuration, while the 
group to be tested under torsion will be rotated 54°. A sample size of 6 
(n=6) will be used for the control and test groups. For the test groups, the 
vessel chamber will be modified to include a general purpose angle indica-
tor, and a tight fit between the cannulae and vessel chamber will prevent 
slip. The closed loop systems (control and test groups) will be placed in a 
tissue incubator at 37° and 5% CO2. Both control and test groups will be 
cultured for 7 days.

Cell Proliferation
Cell proliferation in the intima, media, and adventitia will be measured 

with Bromodeoxyuridine (BrdU at 5 μg/L, Sigma). BrdU will be added to 
the circulating media 48 h prior to the conclusion of the organ culture 
period in order to label the nuclei of newly proliferated cells.

Cell Death
To quantify the level of cell death, a downstream segment of the 

artery will be cultured in ethidium homodimer-1 (EthD-1) for 24 hours 
immediately following the organ culture period.
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Histology
After the organ culture period, the artery will be fixed under pres-

sure (100 mmHg) in 10% formalin for 24 hours. Then the arteries will be 
transferred to 70% reagent alcohol and stored until they are prepared 
for histology. To prepare arteries for histology, cross sections will be cut 
from the stented segment as well as immediately proximal and distal to the 
stent. The cross sections will be placed in separate tissue cassettes labeled 
appropriately. The samples will be embedded in paraffin blocks, and 5 mm 
cross sections will be cut for anti-BrdU and EthD-1 staining.

Anti-BrdU Stain
Proliferating cells stained with BrdU during the organ culture period 

will be labeled with a fluorescent antibody. The 5 mm cross sections 
prepared in histology will be deparaffinized using a series of Xylene and 
alcohol washes (100–95%). The cross section is then permeabilized and 
incubated with the primary antibody (anti-BrdU). The cross section is 
rinsed and incubated with the secondary antibody (anti-mouse FTIC) and 
the counterstain Hoeschst 33258 to label all cells present. A coverslip is 
applied, and the section is recorded with a fluorescent microscope and 
attached digital CCD color camera. The BrdU cells are expressed as a 
percentage of the total cells.

EthD-1 Stain
The EthD-1 stain labels dead cells within the tissue. The molecule 

fluoresces when exposed to ultra-violet light, so additional steps are not 
needed to visualize the EthD-1 positive cells. However, it is still necessary 
to deparrafanize the tissue cross sections and apply the Hoeschst 33258 
counterstain as described above in the anti-BrdU stain section.

Numerical Simulation–Stent-Artery Twist
A finite element model of stent-artery twist interactions will be de-

veloped in the software package ABAQUS (ABAQUS software V6.11). In 
order to accurately simulate the experiments, the finite element model 
will only consist of an arterial wall and stent (plaque lining will be included 
as an alternative model; see section C.2.5 Alternative Strategies). The nu-
merical simulation will enable the stress levels within the artery wall and 
stent to be examined under extension, inflation, and torsion.

15_465-Foss.indb   228 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



GETTING THERE: THE DISSERTATION PROPOSAL

229

Model Geometry
Porcine common carotid arteries will be modeled as idealized ves-

sels represented by a thick walled cylinder. The dimensions will be based 
on experimental measurements. The stent model used in the analysis 
(Xact carotid stent) will be modeled using pyFormex software. Briefly, 
pyFormex is an open source software capable of generating and mesh-
ing complex 3D structures that then can be implemented into ABAQUS. 
The geometric dimensions of the Xact stent will be obtained from previ-
ously published data (Müller-Hülsbeck et al., 2009). All components will 
be meshed using 8-node linear brick, reduced integration elements with 
hourglass control (C3D8R).

Material Properties
The artery wall will be considered as an anisotropic, incompressible 

material modeled by a Fung-Orthotropic strain energy function previously 
described in specific aim 1. The stent material is composed of nitinol, and 
the constitutive model will be implemented into ABAQUS via a user sub-
routine using typical NiTi material parameters obtained from the literature 
(Table 1) [45].

Table 1.  Adopted nitinol constitutive parameters.

Symbol Description Value Unit

E Elastic modulus 51,700 MPa
ν Poisson’s ratio 0.3 —
εL Maximum transformation strain 0.077 —
h Stress-strain slope measure during transformation 707 MPa
β Temperature dependence for transformation stress 5.33 MPa°C−1

M
f

Reference temperature −28 °C
T Working temperature 37 °C
R Elastic domain radius 141 MPa

Boundary Conditions and Applied Loads
The artery boundary and loading conditions will be the same as 

described in specific aim 1. Briefly, one cylinder face will be free to ex-
pand radially, while the opposite face will be free to displace in the axial, 
radial, and circumferential directions. The artery will first be stretched 
to an axial stretch ratio of 1.5 and then drastically inflated to a uniform 
lumen pressure of 1,500 mmHg. Excessive inflation of the artery will 
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enable the already expanded stent to be positioned at the middle of the 
artery segment and thereby avoid modeling the stent expansion process. 
Once the stent is in position, the artery lumen pressure will be reduced 
to 100 mmHg, and the artery will conform around the stent geometry. 
The highly deformable nature of the hyperelastic arterial wall material 
will enable the stent to serve as a scaffold at the wall, and a frictionless 
contact can be assumed. Finally, a rotation angle of 54° will be applied to 
one end of the artery as described in the Boundary and Applied Loads 
section of specific aim 1.

Statistical Analysis
A power analysis will be used to determine the appropriate sample 

size for the experiments. A one-way ANOVA will be used to compare the 
test group to the control group. One-way significance will be measured 
at a level of p ≤ 0.05.

C.2.4 Expected Results
Buckling behavior of stented arteries will be obtained. Cell prolifera-

tion, cell death, and damages to EC and intima in the stented area will be 
determined. These parameters are expected to be higher in stented arter-
ies under torsion. From the computation model, we expect to visualize 
the stress distribution and stress levels at the stent-artery interface.

C.2.5 Alternative Strategies
For experiments, including another control group of non-stented 

arteries subject to the same twist loading conditions as the experimental 
group may be included for additional comparisons. Additionally, adding a 
group of stented arteries cultured for 1 day in the straight configuration 
may be added in order to evaluate initial arterial wall damage due to the 
stent implantation process. For numerical simulations, including an inner 
plaque lining would better mimic in vivo conditions and would provide 
additional stress distribution data. The plaque lining can be assumed to be 
crescent shaped or concentric with the artery wall. The minimum value 
of carotid artery occlusion at which symptomatic patients are considered 
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for stenting is 50% [46]. Therefore, the plaque would be modeled to block 
50% or more of the artery lumen area. A two-term Ogden strain energy 
formulation can be used to model the non-linear behavior of the carotid 
plaque components. This model, which describes large deformation of 
isotropic, incompressible elastomeric solids, is

where N is the number of terms (taken to be 2), λ
i
 are the principal 

stretch ratios, J is the Jacobian modulus, and K is the bulk modulus. μ
i
 are 

moduli constants and μ1 = −μ2. αi
 are exponent constants and α1 = −α2 

[47]. The material components have been adopted from previously pub-
lished data from Li et al. (Table 2) [48].

Table 2.  The parameters used for the plaque components in the 
Ogden model.

Tissue Properties μ1 μ2 α1 −α2
K (MPa)

Fibrous Cap 0.0015 −0.0015 30 −30 3000
Lipid Pool 0.0001 −0.0001 27 −27 200

D. Preliminary Results
D.1 Twist Buckling Experiments

Preliminary results demonstrate that blood vessels will buckle when 
twisting under torsion at given axial stretch ratios and lumen pressures, 
characterized by the onset of a kink. The vessels buckled suddenly into 
a twisted kink configuration at approximately the middle portion of the 
vessel segment. The torque increased linearly with rotation angle until 
a sudden drop when buckling or kinking of the vessel occurred. Careful 
examination of the video recordings of the experiments verified that the 
sharp drop in torque occurred simultaneously with the kinking of the ves-
sel. The critical torque and rotation angle represents the maximum torque 
and rotation angle that were reached before buckling occurred for a given 
combination of axial stretch ratio and lumen pressure.
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D.2 Model Analysis of Arteries Under Torsion
We have established a theoretical model for analyzing the twisting 

behavior of arteries based on existing literature. The material constants in 
the constitutive equation of arteries under extension, inflation, and torsion 
were characterized by fitting the pressure-diameter, pressure-axial force, 
and torque-rotation angle data with a generalized Fung-type strain-energy 
function. The porcine common carotid arteries are assumed to be straight 
cylinders with a circular cross section. We consider an artery with an open-
ing angle Φo to account for circumferential residual stress. The dimensions 
of the sector at zero-stress configuration are defined by initial inner radius 
(R

i
), outer radius (R

e
), and the opening angle (Φ

o
) (Fig. 6 (Left)), while the 

initial length is defined as L. The dimensions of the artery at the loaded 
configuration are defined by the inner radius (r

i
), the outer radius (r

e
), and 

the stretched length (l). The artery is acted upon by a longitudinal stretch 
(λ), lumen pressure (P), and torque (T), which twist the artery by an angle 
(θ) (Fig. 6 (Right)).

Figure 4.  Raw torsion data for a porcine common carotid artery dis-
play linear relationship with rotation angle until the critical buckling 
point results in a sharp drop in torque.

Figure 5.  Raw torsion data for a porcine internal jugular vein displays 
linear relationship with rotation angle until the critical buckling point 
results in a sharp drop in torque.
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The deformation gradient matrix (F) is

where γ is the twist per unit unloaded length and Θo is equal to π – Φo 
[41]. Enforcing incompressibility, that is detF ≡ 1, requires that

The deformation at any given point in the artery can be characterized by 
Lagrangian Green’s strain tensor (E), given by

Figure 6.  (Left) Schematic of an arterial ring in zero-stress configura-
tion with opening angle Φo or arc angle Θo, and inner and out radii Ri and 
Re respectively. (Right) Schematic of an arterial segment acted upon 
by axial stretch λ, lumen pressure P, and torque T, which produces a 
rotation angle θ.
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where I is the identity matrix [41]. The diagonal elements in the matrix 
are the principal components of Green’s strain tensor, E

r
, Eθ, and E

z
, and 

the only non-zero non-diagonal component are Eθz = E
zθ. Accordingly, the 

generalized form of the exponential Fung strain-energy function, with the 
incompressibility assumption, becomes

where Q was previously defined by equation (2), w represents the strain 
energy density, C is a material constant which has the same unit as the 
stress, H is a Lagrangian multiplier, and b

1
 to b

9 are dimensionless con-
stants. Therefore, the Cauchy stresses are given by

The equation of equilibrium in a straight axisymmetric artery is

with boundary conditions

Integration along with boundary conditions yields
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The axial force required to maintain a constant axial stretch ratio with 
changing lumen pressure and rotation angle can be determined by

The twisting moment (i.e. torque) M
T
 is given by

D.3 Determination of Artery Material Constants
Material constants (C, b1 − b7) were determined by minimizing the 

error associated with the sum of the squares of the differences between 
theoretically calculated and experimentally measured quantities while nor-
malizing for residual errors. The minimization equation is

where m is the number of quasi-static equilibrium configurations mea-
sured in the laboratory, P

i
, F

T
, and M

T
 are the model predicted lumen 

pressure, axial force, and moment, respectively. The material constants 
that optimally minimized the error function were determined via a genetic 
algorithm available in the MATLAB (Mathworks) Optimization Toolbox 
similar to the method described in [49, 50]. In order to ensure convexity, 
a constraint was given so that the eigenvalues of the matrix 

were always positive.

15_465-Foss.indb   235 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER SIX

236

Experimental data for lumen pressure, axial force, and moment were 
obtained from buckling tests between stretch ratios of 1.3 and 1.5 (in vivo 
value), lumen pressures between 20 and 100 mmHg, and moment values 
for the first 270 degrees of rotation. The first 270 degrees of rotation 
were chosen because it was the maximum range of rotation that all ves-
sels had in common without buckling. For simplification, the experimental 
axial force (F

exp
) was assumed to remain constant during rotation. Material 

constants were determined for those arteries from which the buckling 
tests were started at the maximum axial stretch ratio of 1.7 and tested 
for at least 5 different lumen pressure conditions between axial stretch 
ratios of 1.3 and 1.5.

We obtained the material constants of the generalized Fung strain 
energy equation for five porcine common carotid arteries (Table 3). 
These constants are convex (Figure 7 [Left]) and include a constant (b7), 
which describes torsional shear deformation. These material constants 
were determined for axial stretch ratios in the range of 1.3 and 1.5, lu-
men pressures between 20–100 mmHg, and twist within 270 degrees of 
rotation angle. The coefficient of determination (R2) and the percentage of 
root-mean-square error with respect to the mean between the predicted 
and experimental values for lumen pressure, axial force, and moment are 
also listed in Table 1. For an artery loaded to an axial stretch ratio of 1.5 
and a lumen pressure of 100 mmHg (in vivo), a comparison between the 
experimental and predicted twist behavior displays a very close fitting, 
indicating the material constants well represent the behavior of the artery 
(Fig. 7 [Right]).

Table 3.  Convex material constants that fit a Fung-type exponential 
function. Extension, inflation, torsion experiments performed on por-
cine common carotid arteries.
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D.4 Stent-Artery Model
We have previously performed a successful implantation of a bare-

metal vascular stent (Monorail Express, Boston Scientific) into a porcine 
common carotid artery. A torsional buckling test was performed at 
various axial stretch ratio and lumen pressure combinations. The stent 
remained rigid during rotation transferred the kink toward the top of the 
segment. A high stress intensity would be expected to occur as the artery 
wall twists around the stent struts.

E. Timeline
I plan to complete specific aim 1 by November of 2012 (Year One). 

Specific aim 2 will be completed by September 2013 (Year Two). Data 
analysis will be carried out throughout the duration of the studies, and I 
will begin to assemble the dissertation in October of 2013. I plan to defend 
my dissertation in December of 2013.

Figure 7.  (Left) Contour plot of the strain energy function for one 
porcine common carotid artery. (Right) A comparison between ex-
perimental torque (diamonds) and predicted torque (line) for one 
artery during the first 270 degrees of rotation. The artery was ini-
tially loaded to an axial stretch ration of 1.5 and a lumen pressure 
of 100 mmHg.
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F. Human Subjects
None

G. Animal Subjects
None. The animal tissues used for this study are from a local abattoir.23
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THINGS TO SEE AND DO:  
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

You’ve put a lot of planning into your trip. You’ve talked to previous 
travelers and have studied the guidebooks about what to see and 
do. Now you’ve arrived at your destination and are ready to see 

and do the things you’ve heard and read about. You might even discover 
some new things that were unknown to previous travelers. In the disserta-
tion, this is the point in your trip where you are collecting and analyzing 
your data. This is what you came for—the experience of your trip, the dis-
covery of what will answer the question that started you on your journey.

Collecting Your Data

You made a decision in your preproposal—that you carried through into 
your proposal—about how to collect your data. Perhaps you are inter-
viewing or surveying people or are locating and gathering articles from 
newspapers. Maybe you are collecting episodes of a television program. 
You might be using a database that already exists and simply have to gain 
access to it. Perhaps you are using an ethnographic method and are taking 
notes on what you are observing. Whatever your method of data collec-
tion, now is the time to do what you said you would do: Question, survey, 
gather, collect, access, or observe. You’ll have great fun doing the actual 
research after all of your planning.

Steps 12–18 (247–447 hours)
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Because methods of data collection are so varied and you’re likely to 
have been well trained in whatever method you have chosen, we’re not 
going to discuss specific procedures for collecting data here. We do want 
to remind you, though, to be as efficient as you can in your data collection 
and not to overcollect your data. (If you followed our earlier guidelines for 
selecting your data, this won’t be a problem for you.)

Creating Codable Data

Depending on the form your data take, you may have to transform your 
data into codable form. Transcribe your interviews or type up your ob-
servations or type up your notes on the films you are analyzing or do 
whatever is required to get your data into a form that you can work with 
and analyze. Remember, though: You don’t need to transcribe every word 
and pause of interviews or focus groups you have recorded. Listen to or 
watch the recording for ideas relevant to your research question, identify 
the beginning and end of those sections, and transcribe only those sec-
tions. Don’t forget, too, that you can save a lot of time by paying someone 
to transcribe for you (and there are many transcription services available 
online). Transcribing even five minutes of an interview, especially if you 
aren’t used to it, can take 40 to 50 minutes. People who are experienced 
transcribers can do it much faster than you can, and this is one way to pick 
up speed in your dissertation schedule—a lot of speed, in fact.

It’s easy to transcribe recorded speech into text using speech-to-text 
transcription software like Dragon. Software like this allows you to turn 
interviews recorded on a digital recorder, phone, or computer into text 
automatically. This software also provides an alternative to taking notes by 
hand if you are a slow keyboarder or have messy handwriting. If you are 
coding visual or filmic data, you can also make use of this software—speak 
into your recorder to note your observations as you watch a film or look at 
images, and they get translated into text.

Even if you don’t have to transform your data in any way—say it’s 
qualitative data already in hard copy, ready to be coded, as with newspaper 
articles, printouts of blogs, or completed transcriptions—there’s one more 
step to take before you begin coding: Make a second copy of each page of 
your data, and set the pages aside. You’ll see why shortly.
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Identifying Your Unit of Analysis

Just as you collect a lot of experiences when you travel, your method of 
data collection is likely to yield plenty of data. But how do you make sense 
of all of your experiences and all of your data? That’s where the crucial 
step of coding comes in. You chose to do your study for a reason: to an-
swer your research question. You are now at the step in the process where 
you pick out those aspects of your data that are most relevant to answering 
that research question. This involves identifying the unit of analysis. The 
term unit of analysis is a fancy way of saying a specific kind of example. It 
helps you know which aspects of the data to focus on in your coding, and 
it serves as a scanning device for coding your data in order to answer your 
research question.

You don’t have to invent your unit of analysis because it comes from 
your research question. The unit of analysis should be a concept, idea, 
or action that illuminates the significant features of your data so that the 
question you asked can be answered. If your research question is about the 
kinds of questions teachers ask in classrooms that stimulate the greatest 
amount of discussion among students, your unit of analysis is the types 
of questions asked by teachers. If you are studying methods by which 
parents transmit political beliefs to their children, your unit of analysis is 
methods of transmission of political beliefs, whatever form those might 
assume. If you are studying means by which dance companies balance eco-
nomic viability and artistic vision, your unit of analysis is any mechanism 
or strategy where there is evidence of balancing or negotiating between 
survivability and artistic vision.

If you can’t figure out what your unit of analysis is from your re-
search question, your research question might not be sufficiently refined. 
In particular, it might not meet that criterion of recognizability that we 
talked about in chapter 4. If you’re having difficulty identifying your unit 
of analysis from your research question, you might need to tweak your re-
search question so that it clearly points you to particular units of analysis.

Once you know your unit of analysis, it’s the only thing you’ll look 
for when you code your data. Knowing your unit of analysis, then, is the 
first step to unpacking the wealth of data before you. Next, you’re going 
to find examples of your unit of analysis in your data and code them so 
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that you can assemble the examples into a coherent and original answer 
to your question.

Coding Your Data

Let’s begin by getting clear about what coding is. A code is a word or short 
phrase that sums up a key feature or attribute of some aspect of your data. 
So, by coding, we mean systematically and carefully reviewing your data to 
find and mark passages, images, or scenes (depending on the kind of data 
you have) that constitute your unit of analysis.

Because the coding of qualitative data tends to trip students up the 
most, we’re going to focus on how to code these kinds of data. Plus, there 
are well-established procedures for running and analyzing quantitative 
data, and if you’re using these kinds of data, you’re undoubtedly familiar 
with them. Whether you are coding transcripts of interviews, field notes, 
ethnographic observations, speeches, novels, newspaper articles, websites, 
or blogs, the principles are the same, so we’re going to offer a generic 
method of coding that applies to most qualitative research.

The task ahead might seem daunting as you look at all those pages of 
data in front of you. This feeling is understandable and, in fact, because 
of it, this is the stage where many otherwise fully operational dissertations 
come crashing to a halt. Without a clear method for reviewing and analyz-
ing the data, you might feel like you’ll never be able to turn your data into 
an answer for your research question. Once again, though, we’re going to 
divide the process up into discrete steps that are concrete and manageable, 
and you’ll be able to make progress step by step.

The process of coding to find examples of your unit of analysis is 
pretty straightforward. Working on the copy you made of your data, go 
through each page of data and, when you come to a unit of analysis, mark 
the start and the end of the excerpt that constitutes or contains that unit 
(just as you did if you used the photocopying method of coding your 
literature for the literature review). For example, if you are looking for 
the unit of analysis of mechanisms by which parents transmit political 
beliefs to their children, every time you see in your transcripts what seems 
to you to be a transmission mechanism, mark the beginning and end of 
the description of that mechanism. It might be, for example, a parent’s 
description of how she makes a regular practice of sitting down with her 
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children to watch Fox news and discussing with them what they heard 
and saw. Or perhaps she talks about how she introduces political topics 
into the family’s conversation at dinner. Each of these episodes would be 
a unit of analysis—a transmission mechanism—that you would mark in 
your transcript. Keep enough information in your marked excerpt so that 
you are clear about what is happening in it. But don’t get carried away 
with giving yourself context around a relevant excerpt. Keep the focus on 
the relevant quote that constitutes an example of your unit of analysis.

After you locate an excerpt that you see as a unit of analysis, write a 
code next to the excerpt in the margin. Come up with a term or phrase 
that captures what you are seeing there. A code for the mechanism of 
watching and discussing Fox news, for example, might be watches and 
discusses Fox news with family. Don’t agonize over the wording of this 
code. It’s just something that describes what you see as relevant in the 
excerpt. Don’t stray too far from what you are seeing when you construct 
this code—don’t try to come up with a more abstract word as you code. 
For example, if you are coding classroom interactions and a teacher yells 
at a student, code that excerpt as teacher yells at student. Don’t code it 
as violence or irrational response. Those are too abstract. You’ll be doing 
that kind of transcendence and abstraction later, but now isn’t the time. 
Capturing what you are literally seeing will also help you go much faster 
with your coding.

Go through all of your pages of data, marking units of analysis and 
giving them a code in the margin that captures what you are seeing in 
them. Yes, this will take some time—it may take the most time of any 
part of your dissertation. The process may feel tedious, especially at first, 
but as you get more practiced at it, you’ll get faster. A double-spaced page 
of data should take no more than two or three minutes to code. To keep 
yourself moving along as you code, you might set a timer for 15 minutes 
and set yourself a goal of coding eight or nine pages in that amount of 
time. When the timer goes off, if you find that you’ve only done three or 
four pages, see if you can move faster.

As you code, code with naïveté. What we mean by this is that you 
should code trying to forget what you know about your topic. Try not 
to use background and accumulated knowledge to create the codes in 
your data. Let’s say that you know the reason why the teacher yelled at 
the student—because he had a migraine headache that day. Code teacher 
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yells at student and not teacher yells because of migraine. The migraine 
headache is not something that others would be able to get from the 
video or the transcript of the interaction. Staying at the surface level 
of the text makes using the coded examples as support in your analysis 
much easier because there will be less that you need to explain when you 
write up your findings.

A good test for whether you are bringing too much of your previous 
knowledge into your coding is to ask yourself if you would be able to 
explain to someone else how you came up with a particular code using 
only the excerpt that prompted the code. This is the standard of reason-
able inference. You must be able to show how you moved from the unit 
of analysis to the code you have given it. Would you be able to point 
to the excerpt and explain to someone how, from that alone, you came 
up with the code teacher yells because of migraine? No. There’s nothing in 
the excerpt itself that points to headache pain on the part of the teacher. 
You would, however, be able to point to the excerpt and explain how 
you came up with the code teacher yells at student. That behavior on the 
part of the teacher would be evident to anyone who reads the transcript 
or views the video.

You might find yourself in situations in which you resist using the 
standard of reasonable inference—you want to code so that your data give 
you particular results. If you are tempted to do this, it’s probably because 
you already have an idea of what you want the data to say. When you code 
in this way, you are no longer conducting research but are simply confirm-
ing a position you already hold. We think you are capable of doing better 
research than that. Remember, too, that if your research question meets 
the criterion of capacity to surprise, you want to be genuinely surprised by 
what you find in your analysis of your data.

As you move through your data, you might discover that one excerpt 
requires more than one code because it contains several units of analysis. 
This happens most often if you have a long excerpt. Perhaps a parent is 
discussing how she tries to transmit her political beliefs to her children, 
and she names three such mechanisms within one paragraph or one ex-
cerpt in a transcript. That’s OK. Just give that one excerpt three different 
codes—one for each mechanism.

It’s also important to keep track of where the coded excerpts come 
from in your data. You are soon going to be cutting the coded excerpts 
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apart and using them as support in your findings chapter(s), so you’ll 
need to be able to cite your sources. If you have transcripts of interviews 
from 10 people, for example, you want to be able to tell where a particular  
excerpt came from—from which page of which transcript linked to which 
interviewee. If you are coding newspaper articles, you’ll want to be able to 
tell the newspaper, date, and page from which a coded excerpt came. One 
way to keep track of the origins of your excerpts is to make a shorthand 
citation at the end of each code you put next to an excerpt. For example, 
you could put something like 2-9 by the code to indicate that it is from 
interview #2 and is on page 9.

Another system for keeping track of your data is to color code each 
separate transcript or data set. If you are coding transcripts from inter-
views, for example, you can take a crayon or colored pencil and draw a 
line in one color—let’s say red—vertically in the margin of all of the pages 
of one of your transcripts. Do the same with the transcript for the second 
interview, except use a different color—maybe green. If you run out of 
colors, just repeat the colors but as multiple lines—use a red line and a 
green line on one transcript, for example. An easy way to keep track of 
what the colors mean is to make the same color always stand in for the 
same number. Let’s say that the color red = 1, green = 2, and blue = 3. If a 
red line represents the number 1, then two red lines would represent two 
1’s next to each other, standing for transcript #11. A red, a green, and a 
blue line would indicate transcript #123. Keep a list, of course, of which 
number each color represents. If you use this system, you’ll only have to 
put the page number of the transcript next to each coded excerpt because 
the colored line that is running down each page and thus each excerpt 
references the transcript.

Whatever system you use for keeping track of your data, you’ll end 
up with pages and pages and pages of coded data. Each excerpt that con-
stitutes an example of your unit of analysis is marked for where it starts 
and ends and is coded with a word or phrase that captures what you are 
seeing in it. Also on the excerpt is a citation that notes the page and source 
from which it comes. The sample on the next page shows what a coded 
page of data might look like. Nicki’s dissertation in the field of history 
had as a research question, “What is the nature of the resistance identity 
constructed by the residents of the San Luis Valley in Colorado between 
1960 and 2002?”1
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Sorting Your Codes

Remember how you made good use of your scissors to complete your 
literature review? It’s time to bring out those scissors again. After coding 
all of your data, cut out each excerpt you coded from your pages of data. 
If you coded transcripts of interviews, cut out the coded excerpts from 
those pages. If you coded newspaper articles, cut out the coded excerpts 
from the articles. If you are coding notes you took on a film, cut the coded 
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excerpts out from your notes. This is why you made a second copy of your 
data. You are cutting one copy up, but you still have another one intact. 
You might find that some of your coded excerpts go over more than one 
page. If that’s the case, tape them together as you are cutting them out.

If you have any excerpts that have more than one code, make multiple 
copies of those excerpts so that you have one excerpt for each code. After 
photocopying one of these excerpts, cross out a different code on each copy 
so that each copy of the excerpt has a different code on it. That way, when 
you sort, you’ll know which code to pay attention to on each excerpt.

Just as you did after you cut out the notes for your literature review, you 
now have a huge pile of excerpts in front of you, each containing an example 
of your unit of analysis that has a code and a citation on it. Now you’re go-
ing to sort the coded excerpts, exactly like you did to create the schema for 
your literature review. A big open space is useful here—a large table, a bed, 
the floor—someplace where you can keep things spread out for a while.

One by one, take an excerpt and put it into a pile according to which 
codes seem to go together. Take the first excerpt and place it anywhere 
in the open space before you. Now look at the second excerpt. Is it the 
same as the first—the same kind of action or idea? If it is, put it right 
on top of that first excerpt. This is the beginning of your first pile. If the 
second excerpt is something different from the first excerpt you placed 
in front of you, put that second excerpt somewhere beside the first. 
Now you have the beginnings of two piles. Continue on, one by one, 
working your way through your excerpts. Use your codes, not the quotes 
themselves, to decide how to categorize your excerpts. Don’t think about 
patterns in the codes or wonder about what you are going to do with 
them. Simply put together codes that seem similar. Don’t worry about 
whether you’re doing the sorting right or not—you’ll get a chance to 
check and revise your sorting later.

As your piles start to take shape and have three or four excerpts in 
them, use sticky notes to label your piles with terms that express succinctly 
what all the codes in that one pile have in common. That will help you sort 
quickly. You might label one pile, for example, explicit discussions to capture 
any mechanisms parents describe that involve explicit discussions with their 
children about what to think about politics. This pile might contain both 
the mechanisms of deliberately introducing political topics into dinner con-
versations and discussing the nightly news following a broadcast.
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more piles of coded data than this. These are from Nicki’s dissertation deal-
ing with the nature of resistance identity in a particular area of Colorado.

Checking Your Codes

You now have many different piles in front of you, and each one has a 
label on a sticky note describing what characteristic, attribute, or mecha-
nism the codes in the pile share. Now check your piles to be sure that all 
of the codes on the excerpts in each pile are relevant to the label you’ve 
given it. Take each pile in turn and look at the excerpts it contains, check-
ing to be sure that all the codes deal with the topic summarized by the 
label you’ve given to that pile. If you find that some excerpts don’t belong 
in one pile but belong in another, move them. As the piles take shape, 
you also might need to move an excerpt out of a pile into the don’t know 
pile. Gradually refine the piles until you are satisfied that the codes on the 
excerpts in each pile share some characteristic.

This is also the time to look through that don’t know pile. Can any of 
the excerpts in this pile go into other piles? Now that you have a better 
sense of the essence of each pile, you might see that one of the excerpts 
in the don’t know pile actually fits nicely into another pile. Go ahead and 
move it. See if you can find homes for the other excerpts in the don’t know 
pile in your other piles. There are likely to be some excerpts in the don’t 
know pile, though, that you can’t convince yourself belong in another pile 
or are important enough to sort. Don’t worry about them, and just keep 
them in the don’t know pile. You will have sufficient evidence to make a 
claim about your data without them, and, if they truly don’t fit in any pile, 
they’re probably outliers—not important enough to be considered as you 
interpret your data.

How many piles should you have after you’ve coded and sorted your 
data? The answer, of course, is however many piles your data suggest. 
About 40 or 50 piles is typical for coding data for a dissertation. In some 
cases, though, you might have as few as 10 or 20. Can you have too many 
piles? If you have 100 or so, you probably do have too many. That many 
piles will make it very hard to find an explanatory schema and to write 
up your findings chapter(s). If you find yourself in this situation, go back 
through your piles and try to combine some of them. Move up one or two 
levels of abstraction in how you think about your codes so that some of 

If you discover that you have one pile that is becoming much larger 
than your other piles, you probably have codes on different topics in that 
pile. You are probably doing too much abstracting as you sort to make 
many different codes fit under one label. Pause for a minute and sort the 
excerpts in that pile by making finer distinctions among your codes than 
you originally did. Don’t worry if you have lots of small piles. That’s better 
in the beginning than a few large piles. You’ll review the piles later to see 
if you can combine them.

Keep going until all of the excerpts are in piles. As you sort, you’ll 
probably come across a number of excerpts that don’t seem to belong 
anywhere. Either these excerpts don’t seem relevant anymore or are about 
things other than your unit of analysis. Or maybe you can’t quite remem-
ber why you coded them. Don’t worry. This happens. Make a don’t know 
pile—a pile that contains excerpts that you can’t fit into any existing pile 
and that don’t seem as relevant as you earlier thought they would be to 
answering your research question. You’ll come back to them later.

When you’ve finished sorting your excerpts, your piles and their labels 
will look something like the following figure, although you’ll have many 
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more piles of coded data than this. These are from Nicki’s dissertation deal-
ing with the nature of resistance identity in a particular area of Colorado.

Checking Your Codes

You now have many different piles in front of you, and each one has a 
label on a sticky note describing what characteristic, attribute, or mecha-
nism the codes in the pile share. Now check your piles to be sure that all 
of the codes on the excerpts in each pile are relevant to the label you’ve 
given it. Take each pile in turn and look at the excerpts it contains, check-
ing to be sure that all the codes deal with the topic summarized by the 
label you’ve given to that pile. If you find that some excerpts don’t belong 
in one pile but belong in another, move them. As the piles take shape, 
you also might need to move an excerpt out of a pile into the don’t know 
pile. Gradually refine the piles until you are satisfied that the codes on the 
excerpts in each pile share some characteristic.

This is also the time to look through that don’t know pile. Can any of 
the excerpts in this pile go into other piles? Now that you have a better 
sense of the essence of each pile, you might see that one of the excerpts 
in the don’t know pile actually fits nicely into another pile. Go ahead and 
move it. See if you can find homes for the other excerpts in the don’t know 
pile in your other piles. There are likely to be some excerpts in the don’t 
know pile, though, that you can’t convince yourself belong in another pile 
or are important enough to sort. Don’t worry about them, and just keep 
them in the don’t know pile. You will have sufficient evidence to make a 
claim about your data without them, and, if they truly don’t fit in any pile, 
they’re probably outliers—not important enough to be considered as you 
interpret your data.

How many piles should you have after you’ve coded and sorted your 
data? The answer, of course, is however many piles your data suggest. 
About 40 or 50 piles is typical for coding data for a dissertation. In some 
cases, though, you might have as few as 10 or 20. Can you have too many 
piles? If you have 100 or so, you probably do have too many. That many 
piles will make it very hard to find an explanatory schema and to write 
up your findings chapter(s). If you find yourself in this situation, go back 
through your piles and try to combine some of them. Move up one or two 
levels of abstraction in how you think about your codes so that some of 
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the piles can be put together. Here is where you might begin to combine 
the earlier example of a teacher yelling at a student with excerpts such as 
teacher sends student to office and teacher puts student in timeout under a label 
of disciplining. You want to be able to work with your data in categories, 
so do enough abstracting so that you have categories of data and not sim-
ply individual pieces of data. Too many piles make it as difficult to come 
up with insightful findings as too few.

Once you are convinced that your piles all contain excerpts dealing with 
the same codes, put the piles into envelopes so that they don’t get mixed up 
or rearranged by a family pet or a young helper. Put the don’t know excerpts 
into an envelope as well. While it is unlikely that you’ll be using them in this 
project, you might have occasion to return to them in some future project. 
Then give the envelopes the same labels you had on the sticky notes that 
you used while sorting the excerpts. If one of your piles was labeled disciplin-
ing, that’s the label to put on the envelope containing the excerpts from that 
pile. You’ll work on refining these labels later.
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Creating Your Explanatory Schema

You have before you many different envelopes with labels on them con-
taining coded excerpts. What you really have, of course, is the beginning 
of an explanatory schema for your findings. An explanatory schema is 
an explanation for what you see across your piles of coded data. It is the 
conceptual, organizing principle that allows you to tell the story of your 
data in an original and insightful way. Your coded excerpts haven’t been 
organized yet or connected to one another, but they represent a good 
starting place for coming up with the explanatory schema. The envelopes 
represent major ideas that, when combined, will become the answer to 
your research question.

To turn your envelopes with their excerpts into an explanatory 
schema, return to your computer and type the labels that are on your 
envelopes. Type each label on a separate line and in a large font size—
something like 26 point—and leave space between each label. There is 
no need to worry about the order in which you type these labels into 
your computer—any order will do. When you have finished typing up 
all the labels, print them out and cut them apart. Take the labels back 
to your flat surface, and lay them out in any order. Nicki, the student 
writing the dissertation on resistance identity in the San Luis Valley, 
had labels like the ones shown below.

Now you’re going to use the labels to find relationships among the 
piles of coded excerpts. Once you have the labels laid out, play around 
with the relationships you see among the topics they represent. Put topics 
together that seem to go together, and arrange them in ways that suggest 
connections and relationships among them. You might have some topics 
that are major and some that are sub-topics under them. Or you might 
use a kind of pairing, placing one set of labels on the left and another set 
that relates to them on the right side of your work space. Perhaps you see 
a chronological or cause-and-effect relationship. Maybe the labels connect 
because they represent different perspectives on something or describe 
the steps in a process. In whatever way seems to make sense, lay out the 
labels so that you see some kind of relationship or organizing structure 
that links them together. Use sticky notes to indicate the groupings and 
the relationships you are seeing among the labels as you arrange them.
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Your first layout is likely to be an obvious one, and you’ll typically find 
yourself sorting, grouping, and arranging the labels in topical, chronologi-
cal, or other conventional ways. For example, if you are trying to discover 
the ethical system by which state legislators operate, you might sort your 
labels into standard ethical categories like honesty, fairness, and trustwor-
thiness. You might describe the relationship among the three concepts in 
this way: Being fair leads to the need to be honest, which in turn leads 
to being perceived as trustworthy. This is fine, but it’s an obvious and 
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expected schema that doesn’t really say anything new about ethics. Often, 
this first layout is a schema of what you want to find or think you will find, 
so it tends to reflect the story you think you know about your data. While 
this explanatory schema is certainly serviceable, we believe there is always 
a more original and useful pattern to be discovered if you keep sorting and 
arranging your labels.

When you’re done with your first sort and have identified some rela-
tionship among your labels, jot down some notes about that relationship. 
For example, for the explanatory schema above, you might have sticky 
notes for honesty, fairness, and trustworthiness and some labels under them, 
and you would quickly map out on a sheet of paper the cause-and-effect 
relationship you are seeing in the labels. Then take a picture of your layout 
with your phone so that you’ll be able to reconstruct it if you want to at 
a later time. We’re guessing you won’t, but you will have preserved the 
schema just in case.

Now comes the scary—but exciting—part. Remove your sticky notes 
from the schema, and set them aside. Then mix your labels up. In other 
words, dismantle whatever layout you had of how the labels relate to one 
another by shuffling them all around. Now organize them again, making 
yourself arrange them differently from how you did before. Your goal is 
to find a completely different layout for the labels from what you created 
the first time. You might have a couple of labels that stay in the same 
relationship as they were in your earlier sort, but the general rule guiding 
you here should be to force yourself to think of new relationships among 
the labels and new ways in which they connect to one another. Look for 
patterns other than expected and conventional ones.

After you find a second explanatory relationship or schema, we rec-
ommend that, just as you did before, you document the layout and then 
mix the labels up again, rearranging them yet another time. What you are 
doing is forcing yourself to look beyond the obvious as you try to create 
an explanatory schema for your data. We’ve found that the second or third 
sort is likely to birth a truly exciting and original explanatory schema.

Getting Inspiration for Your Explanatory Schema

As you are playing around with the labels and trying to come up with a 
schema that explains your data, you might find it helpful to try out some 
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methods designed to prompt you to think creatively. Some that we’ve 
found particularly helpful are talking out loud either to yourself or some-
one else, random stimulation, shifting focus, Aristotle’s system of topics, 
reversing, and framing.

Talking Out Loud
One of our favorite ways to formulate an explanatory schema from 

data is to talk out loud about the labels and any relationships you see 
among them. Explain what you are thinking about or what you are trying 
to figure out to someone. You don’t have to do this talking to your advi-
sor or a fellow student or anyone who knows anything about academia or 
your field. Your spouse or partner will do just fine. As you work to explain 
your labels about an explanatory schema that holds them together, you 
will probably articulate things you had been thinking about that you didn’t 
know you understood. Your explanation of the relationships of the labels 
and the questions your conversational partner asks often can lead you to 
an insightful explanatory schema.

Random Stimulation
Formal brainstorming techniques can also help you come up with an 

explanatory schema from your data. These are formal techniques designed 
to facilitate creative and original thinking, and if you apply them to your 
thinking about your labels and the relationships among them, new ideas 
for an explanatory schema might emerge. One of these techniques is 
random stimulation. Using this technique, you deliberately introduce ap-
parently irrelevant and unconnected information into your thinking about 
your future schema. You can open a dictionary, point to a word, and then 
relate that word to your labels in as many ways as you can. Or you might 
look around the room and select an object. Create as many connections as 
you can between that object and the topics of your labels.

Sonja used this technique to construct an explanatory schema for a 
group of artworks she was studying known as body art. These were popular 
in the 1970s and involved artists using their physical bodies as their me-
dium of expression in unusual and often painful ways. As she was trying 
to devise an explanatory schema for her coded data, she looked up and saw 
a picture of a clown on the wall. She began connecting the clown to her 
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labels about various aspects of body art in as many ways as she could. After 
just a few minutes, she had her explanatory schema. The clown wasn’t the 
explanation she was seeking, but the insane person was. She constructed 
a schema around the notion of insanity, in which the viewer adopts the 
role of a therapist to make sense of the works of art. She never would have 
developed that schema without the image of the clown as a prompt.2

Shifting Focus
Shifting focus is a second brainstorming technique that might help 

you think in more creative ways about how to organize your labels. 
Human beings can pay only limited attention to things in their envi-
ronment, which means you must choose where to focus your attention. 
Because your attention usually settles over the most obvious areas of 
something, a slight shift in attention by itself might suggest a new 
explanation for your data. In shifting focus, you deliberately turn away 
from your natural attention areas to see what happens if you pay atten-
tion to something else. If you are studying Texas politician Rick Perry’s 
appeals to Latino/a voters, for example, you undoubtedly coded your 
data (and thus attended to) the kinds of appeals the campaign made to 
these voters. Your labels are probably organized around that focus. If 
you deliberately select a different, less obvious point of attention—the 
real intended audience for the appeals—you might discover an explana-
tion for your data you had not thought about before. Perhaps the appeals 
were really directed at White voters who were listening to the appeals 
and not at Latino/a voters at all. This insight could provide the organiz-
ing principle for your explanatory schema.

Aristotle’s Topics
Another brainstorming technique that might help you think in cre-

ative ways about the labels laid out before you is Aristotle’s topoi or topics. 
In his book Rhetoric, Aristotle suggests various topics or places to go to 
discover ideas for arguments, including definition, comparison, contrast, 
cause and effect, opposites, relation of parts to a whole, and conflicting 
facts. Three of the topics are used to illustrate how they might generate 
ideas for an explanatory schema that deals with Steve Jobs’s communica-
tion in his rollouts for new Apple products:
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•	 Definition: How can Jobs’s communication be defined? As 
myth creation? A sermon? Gift giving? Game-show rhetoric? 
Hype?

•	 Comparison and contrast: How was Jobs’s communication 
like or unlike that of Bill Gates? Were the similarities and 
differences significant? How was his communication like or 
unlike that of Lee Iacocca, who, as president, CEO, and chair 
of Chrysler Corporation, endorsed the K-Car in ads on TV?

•	 Cause and effect: What effects did Jobs’s communication 
have on the perceptions of Apple products? Did Microsoft’s 
assumption of its dominance of the market affect audiences’ 
perceptions of Jobs’s communication? How has Jobs’s com-
munication continued to affect perceptions of Apple after 
his death?

Any of these might encourage you to look at your labels in new ways to 
develop an explanatory schema for your findings.

Reversing
Reversing is another brainstorming technique that can prod you 

to creative thinking as you are trying to come up with an explanatory 
schema. Using the reversal technique, you deliberately move away from 
what you know or believe you have figured out from the relationships 
among your labels and pursue an opposite direction or opposite qualities. 
Take the ideas encoded in your labels and the relationships you see and 
turn them around, inside out, upside down, and back to front to see if 
the reversal generates ideas for an explanatory schema. Let’s say you are 
analyzing the German film Run Lola Run, in which Lola tries to secure 
a large sum of money to rescue her boyfriend, Manni. You are trying to 
develop an explanatory schema from labels you developed from coding the 
film. Reversal would encourage you to ask questions such as these:

•	 Lola is running to save Manni’s life. Is there a way in which 
Manni is saving Lola’s life?
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•	 The security guard stands at the entrance to the bank where 
Lola goes to ask her banker father for money. Is there some-
thing that Lola guards? What does her father guard?

•	 Manni’s boss demands money by noon. What does the money 
demand that the boss do?

•	 Manni is killed by an ambulance. If the ambulance doesn’t 
save Manni, who or what does it save?

Framing
Applying various metaphors to your labels to create different ways of 

framing or thinking about your topic is another way to push you to think 
in new ways about relationships among your labels. See if you can come 
up with a frame by using a metaphor that captures most of the relation-
ships among the labels or the essence of the idea they represent. Try 
out different metaphors, suggesting different kinds of relationships that 
might explain what is going on in the labels. So, for example, you might 
ask metaphoric questions of your labels such as these: Is what is going on 
here the frontier West, with cowboys and shootouts and lawlessness? Is 
the proper frame that captures my labels a three-ring circus, with many 
different activities going on at once, all trying to capture people’s atten-
tion? Is what I have here the Olympic Games, with people from diverse 
backgrounds competing in various events before audiences? If you try a 
frame that doesn’t work, it will help you say what it was about the rela-
tionship that was overstated by or missing from the metaphor. As a result, 
you clarify the groupings of the labels and the relationships among them.

There are two ways in which you can make use of a metaphoric frame 
in connection with an explanatory schema. One is to use it simply to help 
you think about and develop your schema. In this case, you use a meta-
phor to isolate and clarify the connections among the labels, but it doesn’t 
become part of your actual schema. If you decide that the image of the 
frontier West helps you clarify your thinking about your labels, for exam-
ple, play around with all of the things you know about the frontier West 
to help you develop the explanatory schema. In your schema, think about 
who or what functions as the sheriff. Who or what are the outlaws? Who 
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or what are the townspeople? What are the laws that are being followed 
and broken? Are some people deputized by others? What constitutes the 
saloon in your data? Is the railroad coming through town? What’s the rail-
road in your data, and what is it bringing? Who is building the railroad? 
You get the idea. The elements of the metaphor help you think about the 
relationships among your labels and push you to think in new ways about 
the various labels and how they might function in a schema.

When you use a metaphor in this way as a prompt to help you think, 
the metaphor disappears before you write up your data. You won’t talk 
about your findings in terms of sheriffs, outlaws, and saloons. You’ll talk 
about your findings using the labels you formulated from your coding pro-
cess. No one reading your analysis would have a clue that you ever thought 
about your data in terms of the frontier West, but thinking about them in 
that way may have been key to constructing your explanatory schema. It 
helped you find the underlying organizational principle for your schema.

Another way to use a metaphoric frame to develop an explanatory 
schema is to make it an explicit organizing principle for your schema. In 
this option, the metaphor is obvious in your presentation of your findings, 
and the various elements of your schema are titled according to the parts 
of the metaphor. For example, as Nicki played around with her labels, she 
discovered that the means of resistance her codes revealed were activi-
ties typically associated with mothering. She used the metaphor to test 
the relationships she was seeing and to push her thinking: What makes 
a mother? Pregnancy makes a mother, so what’s the pregnancy in this 
resistance identity? When do mothers give birth? What do they birth? 
What do mothers do after the births of their children? The metaphor of 
the typical role of a mother seemed to apply perfectly to what Nicki was 
seeing in her data, so she decided to use it explicitly and organized her 
labels using it. The metaphor itself became her explanatory schema, and 
she answered her research question using aspects of mothering.

The concepts of Nicki’s explanatory schema, then, became primary 
activities associated with mothers—protecting, cleaning, clothing, and 
educating. The nature of the resistance identity, she suggested, involves 
conventional motherly roles, whether they’re assumed by women or 
men. In fact, she argued, by adopting a motherly role in their resistance 
identity, the residents of the San Luis Valley birthed a new generation of 
metaphorical children who themselves adopted this mothering behavior. 
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Over time, this led to the preservation of community identity despite 
continuous environmental and societal challenges. Nicki ended up with 
the explanatory schema shown here.

You have another example of a metaphor functioning as an explana-
tory schema right in front of you—this book. When we first began writing 
this book, we knew the things we wanted to talk about—having a concep-
tual conversation, writing the literature review, collecting and coding data, 
and so on. We tried to find an explanatory schema that held all of these 
general categories together—something that would be more insightful 
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and interesting than simply saying they were all parts of the dissertation 
process. That would have been one of those obvious schemas we talked 
about. We were trying to account for the process of going somewhere, col-
lecting a whole bunch of little pieces, coming back, and getting something 
at the end. We tried out several metaphors, including one of a scavenger 
hunt. We played around with that frame for a while, but we rejected it 
for a couple of reasons. Although some aspects of scavenger hunts fit the 
dissertation—the participants follow a list, assemble parts, and win—other 
things don’t. For example, what about the losers? In scavenger hunts, there 
are lots of players and only one or two winners, and we didn’t want to 
suggest that some of you are going to be losers in the dissertation process. 
Also, someone besides the hunters organizes the hunt, which means that 
the participants don’t have much agency in the process or control over what 
happens to them. That didn’t fit with our perspective on writing a disserta-
tion. Then we hit on using the travel metaphor you see in this book. After 
testing this metaphor, we found that it nicely explains the key relationships 
among our processes and introduces into those processes entailments we 
like such as fun, an aberration from normal life, a limited period of time, 
and a confidence that any obstacles can be readily overcome.

Assessing Your Explanatory Schema

What determines how many times you sort and rearrange labels before 
you decide you have your explanatory schema? You can stop when the 
schema you propose meets several criteria. One is that it must encompass 
all of the major categories of your data. All of the labels that represent 
your data should have a clear role in this schema. If the schema leaves out 
several key labels that represent envelopes of coded data, you don’t have 
your schema yet. Keep rearranging and thinking.

A second criterion for an explanatory schema is that it should be marked 
by an organic and coherent relationship among your labels. All of the labels 
should function together, without undue strain, to answer your research 
question. The schema should clearly show connections among your labels.

A third criterion is reasonable inference—the same criterion you used 
for coding your data. Just as you want to be able to explain how a code 
you are using to capture what you see in an excerpt comes from the data, 
you want to be able to explain how the schema you are proposing fits your 
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labels. There has to be a clear and plausible fit between your schema and 
your coded data (represented by the labels) that is evident to others.

Another criterion you should be trying for as you develop your schema is 
insightfulness. You don’t want your schema to be an obvious one—one that 
almost anyone would derive from a quick review of your data. You want to 
produce new insights and new understandings as a result of your careful and 
systematic analysis of the data. The obvious schema is likely to have been the 
first one you developed. That’s why we encourage you to keep shuffling and 
rearranging your labels so that you’ll come up with a truly original schema.

The final criterion a schema should meet is a strange one, we know, 
but it’s the one that really tells you that it’s time to stop mixing up labels 
and that you have your schema. It’s an a-ha feeling you get when the 
schema you see before you really does explain your data. You’ll get the 
feeling that you’ve got it. This feeling doesn’t tell you that your schema is 
the right schema because there is no right or wrong schema for your data. 
Any number of different schemas could be developed to explain the same 
data. What you should feel, though, is that, from your perspective, the 
schema truly captures what you are seeing in the data.

That’s what happened with Nicki. She saw that the concept of mothering 
created a very strong schema that explained what was unique in the resistance 
strategies used in the San Luis Valley. The concept explained both how the 
resistance persisted even when it didn’t accomplish its stated goals and how 
women, in an otherwise typically patriarchal society, played prominent roles 
in the resistance. The schema resonated strongly with Nicki’s sense of what 
was going on, even though it was a total surprise to her when she found it. 
When you get this a-ha feeling, it’s quite exciting, and our experience is that 
the feeling will reinvigorate you at a critical time in the dissertation process.

15_465-Foss.indb   263 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER SEVEN

264

When you do have a working explanatory schema, document it. Take 
a picture of it with your phone. Sketch out the relationships you see 
among your labels, just like you did with your first obvious schema. Write 
down enough so that you won’t forget the schema you’ve seen—the road 
map, in effect, of the decisions and insights you’ve come to about your 
data. Note what leads to what among the labels. What starts the process 
the schema describes? What is the chain of events or actions or ideas that 
holds the process together that you are describing?

When you have your explanatory schema fully developed and re-
corded, create the actual names or terms you will use for the various 
concepts and relationships of the schema. Choose these explanatory 
terms carefully because they are both the concepts of your schema and the 
headings in the write-up of your schema in your findings chapter(s). If 
possible, give the concepts and the relationships among them terms that 
are original and not conventional—terms that don’t come from existing 
literature. Certainly, if some part of your schema is a well-known process 
with a known term, you want to use that term, but not everything in your 
schema should repeat what is already known. If you have new observations 
and insights, they should produce new terms. You might come up with 
terms such as victim, supplicant, and director, for example, for the three 
major concepts in an explanatory schema about the enactment of agency. 
Although common words, they have not been used before to describe op-
tions concerning agency. Thus, they are new in that no previous theory 
puts them together in this way.3

Also be sure that the terms you devise are parallel in form and ab-
stractness. For example, if you have four strategies of some kind, you 
might name them all using the gerund form—asking, asserting, enacting, 
and appreciating, for example. You wouldn’t want one of these strategies 
to have the label of ask and another appreciating because the language isn’t 
parallel. You would want to use ask and appreciate or asking and appreci-
ating instead. Likewise, you don’t want to label one concept with some-
thing that is very abstract—such as asserting—and another that is very 
concrete—such as enacting the housekeeper role. These two are not at the 
same level of abstraction. Aim for originality, consistency, and parallelism, 
then, in the terms of your schema. Such terms will make your theory more 
sophisticated and make it easy for others to understand and use.
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After you have your schema laid out with the labels from your piles/
envelopes, we recommend that you write a one- or two-page narrative 
that summarizes your schema. It maps out and briefly explicates the con-
cepts in the schema and explains how they connect to one another. With 
this narrative map, you won’t forget the relationships you are seeing in 
the layout of your schema, and if you lose your way temporarily as you are 
writing, you can refer to it to refresh your memory. Let’s take a look at 
what such a narrative looks like. 

Following is an example of a schema and the narrative written from 
it. We’re going to switch to a new schema now and use one that Bree de-
veloped as the answer to her research question, “How can emerging social 
justice educators find support to develop as professionals?” She collected 
data from new teachers who were members of a group called the Critical 
Inquiry Project (CIP). You’ll see her schema below.

Next you’ll see the narrative Bree wrote to summarize that schema. 
Notice how it explains the concepts of the schema and the links she sees 
among concepts and among the five levels or components of the schema.

Writing It Up

You now have an explanatory schema that explains your data and answers 
your research question. It is summarized in a narrative and is represented 
in envelopes that contain the labels you’ve been working with to develop 
the schema. You’re almost ready to begin writing up your analysis. But 
there’s one more thing to do first—something that will help make the 
writing go quickly. Figure out about how long your findings chapter(s) 
should be. Your advisor might have told you this, or you might have fig-
ured it out by looking at other dissertations in your department. Divide 
your chapter up according to the categories of your explanatory schema. 
If your chapter is expected to be 40 pages long, for example, and you have 
eight major concepts in your explanatory schema, that means you have 
five pages to write about each concept. Keep that in mind as you deter-
mine how in-depth you can go in explaining and supporting the various 
aspects of your explanatory schema.

You are now ready to write, and you’ll be surprised at how easy it is 
and how quickly it goes. Pick any concept of the schema that you feel like 
writing about first. You can start anywhere in writing up your schema be-
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cause you know the whole picture. That’s because you know each concept 
you want to develop and each relationship you want to explain.

Whatever concept you pick is represented by an envelope that con-
tains excerpts you coded from your data. Find that corresponding enve-
lope. Remove the excerpts from that envelope, and lay them out in front 
of you. Move the excerpts around to play with different ways of arranging 
them. You are creating a miniexplanatory schema that presents the major 
ideas you see among the coded data related to that one topic. In other 
words, do the same thing you did with the labels earlier but on a smaller 
scale. Arrange the excerpts so that they make the argument you want to 
make about what the data say about that concept.

As you develop the miniexplanatory schema for this one concept of 
your explanatory schema, you’ll discover that some excerpts say the same 
thing. Group those together and then choose the excerpt that says the 
idea the best. You’ll also discover that some excerpts aren’t as relevant or 
are weak examples of the concept you’re discussing. Take those out. Use 
the number of pages you have to discuss a concept of your schema to de-
cide roughly how many excerpts you want to include as evidence for that 
concept. If you have 5 pages to discuss a concept and 50 excerpts of coded 
data, that means, first of all, that you can’t use all of the pieces of evidence 
you have to discuss that concept. You’d have to cover 10 pieces of evidence 
or 10 of the excerpts of coded data per page. You can’t do that and do an 
analysis of the data at the same time. Your analysis of your coded data and 
not the amount of data you cite is what produces an insightful analysis. 
Too much support for a claim about a concept makes it easy for readers 
to lose track of your argument, so select the number of coded excerpts 
that you have room for and that best tell the story of your concept. This 
means you’ll pull some of the excerpts out of your layout and won’t use 
them in your analysis so you have the best ones that make your argument 
in the space that you have. Put the ones you aren’t going to use back in 
the envelope so you can access them later if you need to return to them.

What is left when you are done arranging the excerpts from that one 
envelope is a layout in front of you of your coded excerpts on that concept 
and the order in which you want to write about them. The example you 
want to discuss first is at the top of your workspace, the second one is 
next, and so on down through all of the excerpts. You have in front of you 
something that looks like this:
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Now comes the magical part because your explanatory schema almost 
writes itself. Begin by writing a one-paragraph introduction that talks 
about the function or significance of all the data excerpts together that 
support or explain a concept. Then introduce your first excerpt and quote 
it. Follow this with an analysis that relates the excerpt back to what you 
are saying its function is in the section. Give a couple more examples 
using the next excerpts in your miniexplanatory schema. Follow those 
with analysis as well. Use the citations or colored lines on the excerpts to 
introduce or cite the source.

Don’t just list several of your data excerpts in a row and leave them 
at that with nothing of yourself and no analysis inserted. You’ve seen this 
done in some dissertations and articles—where the data are floating out 
in the middle of the text in a column. The quotes are just plopped into 
the text with no discussion of how the author sees them functioning to 
make the argument that is the explanatory schema. You want to drive 
the analysis, so feature what you are doing with the excerpts as you write 
them up. The excerpts are examples of or evidence to support the story 
that you are telling about the data, but they aren’t the story itself. That 
has to come from you.

Repeat the process until you’ve told the story—presented your 
claims about and evidence for all of the concepts and relationships of 
your schema. You might even want to include a diagram that visually 
summarizes the concepts and the relationships among them in your 
explanatory schema.

Let’s take one of the concepts in Bree’s schema and see how she wrote 
that idea up using the excerpts from her data. If you look back at her 
schema, you’ll see the concept CIP challenges members intellectually, which 
appears in the second section of the schema, CIP conditions/expectations/
norms. She explained this idea in the second paragraph of her narrative 
summary. One of the norms of the group that she identified from the 
coding of her data had to do with the group’s allowing of tension. This 
tension was manifest in part in the members’ deliberate embrace of intel-
lectual challenge. When Bree came to the section of her analysis where 
she wanted to write about this idea, she went to her envelope labeled CIP 
challenges members intellectually to get the excerpts she had coded from her 
data that led her to formulate that concept. She found several quotations 
from her interviewees there, but many of them said essentially the same 
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Now comes the magical part because your explanatory schema almost 
writes itself. Begin by writing a one-paragraph introduction that talks 
about the function or significance of all the data excerpts together that 
support or explain a concept. Then introduce your first excerpt and quote 
it. Follow this with an analysis that relates the excerpt back to what you 
are saying its function is in the section. Give a couple more examples 
using the next excerpts in your miniexplanatory schema. Follow those 
with analysis as well. Use the citations or colored lines on the excerpts to 
introduce or cite the source.

Don’t just list several of your data excerpts in a row and leave them 
at that with nothing of yourself and no analysis inserted. You’ve seen this 
done in some dissertations and articles—where the data are floating out 
in the middle of the text in a column. The quotes are just plopped into 
the text with no discussion of how the author sees them functioning to 
make the argument that is the explanatory schema. You want to drive 
the analysis, so feature what you are doing with the excerpts as you write 
them up. The excerpts are examples of or evidence to support the story 
that you are telling about the data, but they aren’t the story itself. That 
has to come from you.

Repeat the process until you’ve told the story—presented your 
claims about and evidence for all of the concepts and relationships of 
your schema. You might even want to include a diagram that visually 
summarizes the concepts and the relationships among them in your 
explanatory schema.

Let’s take one of the concepts in Bree’s schema and see how she wrote 
that idea up using the excerpts from her data. If you look back at her 
schema, you’ll see the concept CIP challenges members intellectually, which 
appears in the second section of the schema, CIP conditions/expectations/
norms. She explained this idea in the second paragraph of her narrative 
summary. One of the norms of the group that she identified from the 
coding of her data had to do with the group’s allowing of tension. This 
tension was manifest in part in the members’ deliberate embrace of intel-
lectual challenge. When Bree came to the section of her analysis where 
she wanted to write about this idea, she went to her envelope labeled CIP 
challenges members intellectually to get the excerpts she had coded from her 
data that led her to formulate that concept. She found several quotations 
from her interviewees there, but many of them said essentially the same 
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thing. She chose the following two quotes as the ones she wanted to use 
to support her claim that deliberately challenging themselves intellectu-
ally was a way in which the members of the CIP group generated the 
tension that was one of their norms. She first typed those quotes into 
her document, providing the skeleton of her paragraph. She then added 
transitions, explanation, and analysis. You can see here how Bree made 
the two quotes into a paragraph that made a claim about the concept in 
her schema and used the excerpts to provide support for it.4

Writing from a Schema

Concept in schema: CIP challenges members intellectually

Claim about the concept: By being challenged intellectually, the CIP 
members push themselves to learn and grow as social justice educa-
tors. Many of the daily aspects of teaching are anti- intellectual and 
more about paperwork. Having a space to be intellectual helps them 
to stay connected to important ideas, which helps them grow.

Excerpts from coding used to develop the claim:
Quote #1: “It’s important for me to have that challenge. Writing the 
book chapter we did together was a challenge. I don’t feel challenged all 
that often.” (Jonathan, p. 6)
Quote #2: “I like having those kinds of discussions because unless you 
are learning and teaching social justice regularly, I don’t think that our 
minds are that inclined to be that reflective about what we do. I think 
our jobs are really stressful, and, at the end of the day, I don’t feel like 
thinking about this stuff. So CIP, for me, is a time where I can sort of be 
intellectual about it and more academic.” (Uma, p. 11)

Paragraph of analysis that develops the claim about the con-
cept, using the quotes above as support:

Another form of allowing tension was the members’ desire to use the 
space to push themselves intellectually so that they could continue to re-
flect and grow, even if the process was challenging. As Jonathan explained, 
“It’s important for me to have that challenge. Writing the book chapter 
we did together was a challenge. I don’t feel challenged all that often.” 
Uma contrasted the intellectual challenge of the group with her normal 
routine as a teacher:
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You’ll notice how easy it is to organize your findings chapter(s) us-
ing this system. The major concepts and relationships of your explana-
tory schema become the headings of your chapters. Subtopics within the 
concepts become the subheadings of your chapters. Each heading and 
subheading is followed by a short introduction to that section, which is 
followed by a claim about how the excerpts that follow are functioning. 
This is followed by quoted examples from the excerpts, which in turn are 
followed by analysis that relates those quoted excerpts back to the first 
claim. You have to do very little thinking during the writing process be-
cause you’ve worked out everything in your arrangement of the labels and 
then your arrangement of the excerpts. The writing is simply reporting 
and supporting the explanatory schema you developed.

Are you beginning to see how easily and quickly you can write up your 
findings chapter(s) using this system? You always know exactly where you are 
in a section of the chapter. The next excerpt with which you want to deal is 
right there in front of you, physical and tactile, prompting you to keep writ-
ing. You can carry an envelope of excerpts around with you and write through 
that envelope when you have even just a few minutes of free time. Starting 
and stopping aren’t problems either because you have the big picture. And, 
of course, when you’ve written through the excerpts in all of your envelopes, 
you’re done with a draft of the findings or analysis chapter(s). As you work 
your way through your data and your schema—as you explain the major sites 
you visited on your journey—your awareness that you have something new 
to say propels you forward with anticipation to the next stage of your trip.

I like having those kinds of discussions because unless you are learning 
and teaching social justice regularly, I don’t think that our minds are that 
inclined to be that reflective about what we do. I think our jobs are really 
stressful, and, at the end of the day, I don’t feel like thinking about this 
stuff. So CIP, for me, is a time where I can sort of be intellectual about 
it and more academic.

Many of the daily aspects of teaching involve paperwork and routine that 
do not challenge teachers’ minds. CIP provided a space in which group 
members were intellectually stimulated. Unlike traditional professional de-
velopment that is more about training teachers to use particular programs, 
CIP allowed the space for members to push themselves intellectually.
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Explanatory Schema: Sample #1

Research question: “Why do people continue to tune into local televi-
sion news broadcasts that cannot compete with the more in-depth 
war coverage provided by international and national news?”5

Explanatory Schema:

1.	Viewers feel physical helplessness
•	 Helplessness associated with inability to physically assist soldiers 

or war effort
•	 Helplessness associated with inability to control decision making 

and outcomes
•	 Helplessness associated with physical separation from loved one

2.	Local news creates subject positions that address physi-
cal helplessness
•	 Booster
•	 American patriot
•	 Practicing Christian
•	 Family/friend of absent soldier

3.	Viewers feel intellectual helplessness
•	 Helplessness associated with behavioral uncertainty
•	 Helplessness associated with cognitive uncertainty

4.	Local news creates subject positions that address intel-
lectual helplessness
•	 Responsible viewer
•	 Business (as usual) person
•	 Student
•	 Practicing Christian

5.	Viewers feel emotional helplessness
•	 Helplessness associated with feelings of anger
•	 Helplessness associated with feelings of disappointment
•	 Helplessness associated with feelings of isolation
•	 Helplessness associated with feelings of hopelessness
•	 Helplessness associated with feelings of grief
•	 Helplessness associated with fear of loss of local identity
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6.	Local news creates subject positions that address emo-
tional helplessness
•	 American patriot
•	 (Vicarious) proud parent
•	 Friend/family of absent soldier
•	 Practicing Christian
•	 Communal mourner
•	 Community member
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Explanatory Schema: Sample #2

Research question: “How do social workers negotiate group purpose 
in compulsory treatment groups for adolescents with emotional dis-
turbances in therapeutic day schools?”6

Explanatory schema:
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Notes

1.  Constructed from conversations with Nicki M. Gonzales about her dis-
sertation, “‘Yo soy loco por esa Sierra’”: The History of Land Rights Activism in 
San Luis, Colorado, 1863–2002” (PhD diss., University of Colorado at Boulder, 
2007).

2.  Sonja K. Foss, “Body Art: Insanity as Communication,” Central States 
Speech Journal 38 (Summer 1987): 122–131.

3.  Sonja K. Foss, William Waters, and Bernard J. Armada, “Toward a Theory 
of Agentic Orientation: Rhetoric and Agency in Run Lola Run,” Communication 
Theory 17 (2007): 205–230.

4.  The article that resulted is: Bree Picower, “Learning to Teach and Teaching 
to Learn: Supporting the Development of New Social Justice Educators,” Teacher 
Education Quarterly 38 (Fall 2011): 7–24.

5.  Constructed from the dissertation of Wendy Hilton-Morrow, “Local News, 
National Story: Television’s Construction of Viewer Subject Positions during the 
Iraq War” (PhD diss., University of Iowa, 2005).

6.  Constructed from the dissertation of Francis S. Bartolomeo, “Social Group 
Work with Adolescents in Therapeutic Day Schools: Discovering Group Pur-
pose with Nonvoluntary Clients” (PhD diss., Simmons College, 2007).
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CHAPTER EIGHT

MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR TRAVELS:  
THE LAST CHAPTER PLUS

Your trip is nearing its end. You begin to look homeward, antici-
pating your return to a familiar routine but a bit disappointed, 
too, that the journey is coming to a close. You begin to reflect 

on what you enjoyed most, what you learned, and what you plan to do 
differently in future travels. These kinds of reflections mark the final 
chapter of the dissertation.

If you’re like most students, when you get to the last chapter, you’re 
completely spent. You feel like you have no new ideas to offer and 
that you simply can’t muster up the brainpower to write another word. 
You’re probably also thinking, “After reading the dissertation, won’t 
readers know what the conclusion is? Can’t they figure that out for 
themselves?” We know that this last chapter can be tough when you’re 
so ready to be done. But you know how we’re going to respond to your 
pleas: You do indeed have to write one more chapter, and you want to 
make good use of it to direct readers to your conclusions—to offer them 
the insights you are seeing.

There are two things about this last chapter that might motivate you 
to get going on it: It’s a very important chapter, and it’s short. Why is this 
last chapter so important? For a couple of reasons. One is that many read-
ers will only read the last chapter of your dissertation because it provides 
them with the answer to your research question and the implications that 

Steps 19–20 (25 hours)
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follow from that answer. This last chapter, then, is your chance to present 
the key details of your study in a way that is useful to these readers. It’s 
also the place where you make your contribution to a conversation in your 
discipline using your findings. What you do with your findings here is 
really the reason you undertook your study, so you want to showcase your 
insights. But just because it’s important doesn’t mean this chapter has to 
be long. You presented and discussed the nuances of your key findings 
earlier. Now you have to interpret them or do something with them, but 
this doesn’t require all that many pages.

If you are writing a dissertation with a conventional format (not a 
three-article dissertation or TAD), there are four sections of your final 
chapter: summary, interpretation, limitations, and suggestions for future 
research. Your advisor also might want you to include in this last chapter 
a section on significance. If that’s the case, move the discussion of signifi-
cance you wrote earlier into this chapter. Final chapters are usually about 
15 pages long, which means that none of these sections takes that long to 
write. We think you can write the whole chapter in 20 hours—a week-
end. And once you dive in, you’ll get energized and will be surprised at 
how quickly you finish this final reflection on your journey. Ready to get 
started? Let’s take a look at what should happen in each section.

Summary

Begin your last chapter with a summary of your study. Because some 
people are only going to read this chapter, you want to summarize your 
study here. Tell readers what your research question was, the data you 
chose for your study, how you collected and analyzed the data, and what 
your major findings were. You can probably summarize your study in 
three or four pages.

Summary: Sample #1

The purpose of this study was to discover how a viewer formulates a 
message from a building. Stephen Toulmin’s model of argument was used 
as the starting point for the formulation of a method to discover how 
this process occurs. The model includes two components relevant to the 
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assessment of architecture—the grounds (physical or presented elements 
of the building) and a claim (a message a viewer could derive from the 
physical structure of the building). To discover the movement or process 
between viewers’ observations of the physical features of a building and 
the claim they might infer from those features—what Toulmin labels the 
warrant—I analyzed three buildings designed by Michael Graves: the Port-
land Public Service Building in Portland, Oregon; the San Juan Capistrano 
Regional Library in San Juan Capistrano, California; and the Humana Build-
ing in Louisville, Kentucky. For each building, I noted the presented or 
physical elements of the building, identified where those elements could 
lead the viewer in terms of themes and references, and formulated a claim 
that might be reached as a result.

In my analysis of the Portland Public Service Building, I discovered 
the following major presented elements: columns, ceramic tiles, colors, 
concrete, gypsum board, geometric shapes, windows, square cut-out 
spaces, lighting, security station, information booth and concession stand, 
seal of Portland, layering of spaces, molding, stenciled wall patterns, 
models of Portlandia and the Portland Building, and the lounge area. I 
determined that the presented elements, in turn, suggested the follow-
ing ideas, concepts, and themes: order, strength, regularity, informality, 
sensuality, romance, delicateness, permanence and stability, flatness, rib-
bons and garlands, uniformity, monotony, welcome, enduring qualities of 
government, theatre gallery boxes, a stage, portraits of city officials, ticket 
sellers, bounty, infinite regression of space, animation, decoration, gaiety, 
vision, an ideal, stage lighting, theatre lighting, and smoked-filled rooms of 
crooked politicians.

I then sought patterns in those qualities and found that the suggested 
elements grouped into categories of theatricality, celebration, anthropo-
morphism, routinization, dysfunction, and inconsistency. These categories 
were classified into two broader groups. The categories of theatricality, 
celebration, and anthropomorphism seemed to indicate qualities that 
were lively and creative, while the categories of routinization, dysfunction, 
and inconsistency evidenced boring and habitual qualities. Once a viewer 
recognizes these groups, the formulation of the message—the contrast 
between actual and real city government, the bureaucratization of the 
imaginative—is likely to follow.

In chapter two, which was my exploration of the San Juan Capistrano 
Library, I discovered the following presented elements: color, columns and 
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pillars, diagonal lines, windows, geometric shapes, towers, stucco, gazebos, 
flora, courtyard, wood, layering of spaces, small spaces, large spaces, fur-
niture, and lighting. The suggested elements inferred from the presented 
physical features included: sensuality, relaxation, romance, uniformity, 
order, formality, Christian symbols in the cross and water, seclusion and 
remoteness, sun porches, garden rooms, ethereal qualities, animation, 
playfulness, whimsy, enduring qualities, celebrations, intimacy and privacy, 
quiet repose, Spanish monasteries, artistry, endless regression of spaces, 
intrigue, community, church-like qualities, informality, and softness.

After reviewing the list of suggested elements, I found that they orga-
nized into the following categories: contemplation, ceremony, spirituality, 
mystery, fantasy, romance, and homeyness. In an effort to formulate a 
message from these contradictory themes, the viewer may apply a meta-
phorical framework that structures the themes as genres or narrative plot 
lines. Seen in this context, the elements are no longer paradoxical but 
complementary of one another. A possible message the viewer may for-
mulate is that library patrons are encouraged to discover alternative “life 
stories” or plot lines for their lives.

The final building I analyzed was the Humana Building. I identified the 
following as the major presented elements: granite, scale, building shape, 
top of building, rounded shaft, columns, water, glass panels, vertical lines, 
crossed lines, truss, parking garage, lobby rotunda, information station, 
art works, wood, and various elements found on the 25th floor. The sug-
gested elements inferred from the presented elements were: permanence, 
durability, wealth, grandeur, tombstones, cash register, ziggurat, Greek 
and Roman burial temples, memorial column, order, ceremony, decorum, 
sustenance, purification, flags hung in mourning, crosses, hidden and se-
cretive entrances, cathedral qualities, the Pantheon, grave markings, burial 
grounds or cemeteries, tombs, mausoleum, caretakers, treasures, coffins, 
stately home or mansion, outdoor plaza, ballroom, and a church.

As in the previous analyses, I sought patterns and relationships 
among the suggested elements and discovered that they grouped into 
the categories of death and wealth. To move from the organization of 
the suggested elements to the construction of a message, the viewer is 
likely to transfer the suggested elements that cluster around the cat-
egories of death and wealth back to the Humana Corporation, linking 
Humana to those qualities by way of metaphor. The interaction between 
the metaphors of death and wealth encourages the viewer to formulate a 

15_465-Foss.indb   282 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR TRAVELS: THE LAST CHAPTER PLUS

283

message that characterizes the Humana Building as a memorial to those 
who have suffered or died because of a system of health care that em-
phasizes profit over charity.

As a result of my analyses of the buildings, using Toulmin’s layout of 
argument as a starting point, I created a three-step procedure for dis-
covering how a viewer formulates a message from a building. In the first 
step, a viewer discovers the various presented elements that character-
ize a building. The presented elements are the major physical features 
observed by the viewer.

The second step involves processing or orchestrating the elements 
observed and occurs in two stages. In the first stage, the viewer makes 
inferences about what the presented elements suggest. The suggested 
elements reveal a variety of themes, ideas, concepts, images, qualities, 
and references a viewer might make from the presented elements. In 
the second stage, the viewer organizes the various suggested elements. 
Here, viewers look for the similarities, differences, and interactive pos-
sibilities among the suggested elements. These categories then become 
bridges to clues that allow the viewer to proceed to the naming of a 
message from the building. The third step of the method involves identi-
fication of a message a viewer may formulate from a building as a result 
of the previous two steps.1

Summary: Sample #2

Given the fervent cries for civility from politicians, religious leaders, 
and social critics and the seemingly increasing popularity of this discourse 
within popular culture, I became interested in learning more about the 
nature and function of uncivil discourse, particularly as it occurs in popular 
humorous texts. I wondered if uncivil discourse provides some sort of 
benefit to its audience not obvious through casual observation. Therefore, 
my specific purpose within this study was to discover, describe, and under-
stand a rhetoric of incivility, particularly as it occurs in contexts of humor.

To answer my research question, I used the method of generic 
criticism because it allows the critic ways of looking at texts to discover 
rhetorical features that occur across similar rhetorical situations. Generic 
criticism allows the critic to understand the “dynamic within the rhetori-
cal acts of human beings” and how rhetors respond “in similar ways as 
they attempt to encompass certain rhetorical problems” (Campbell and 
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Jamieson Form 21). To practice generic criticism, the critic groups the ar-
tifacts according to similarities so that a rhetorical genre is a clustering of 
three different kinds of elements—the rhetorical situation, substantive and 
stylistic features, and the organizing principle. Situational requirements are 
those situations that provoke a particular type of rhetoric. The substan-
tive and stylistic features of the rhetoric are the rhetorical choices made 
by the rhetor concerning how to respond to the requirements of a given 
situation. The organizing principle is the label for the internal schematic 
formed by the situational, substantive, and stylistic features of the genre.

In selecting rhetorical texts to be included in this research, I applied 
four criteria. All the texts were situated within the broad category of 
popular culture, were humorous, represented a variety of verbal and visual 
forms, and were popular. Based on these criteria, I selected the television 
shows Seinfeld and Beavis and Butt-Head and the radio and television ver-
sions of The Howard Stern Show as the data for this study. Specifically, I 
analyzed 13 episodes of Seinfeld, 12 of Beavis and Butt-Head, and five radio 
broadcasts of The Howard Stern Show and four episodes of the television 
version. For each text, I examined and analyzed the rhetorical situation 
or exigence for the discourse, its substantive and stylistic features, and its 
organizing principle.

In this final chapter, I synthesize and analyze the data discussed in 
the previous three chapters and use the analysis to develop a theory of 
the genre of humorous incivility to answer my research question. Before 
proceeding, however, I briefly will summarize the analysis of the shows, 
identifying their rhetorical situations, substantive and stylistic features, and 
organizing principles.

The exigence for Seinfeld was that of smart comedy. The show was 
trying to appeal to an educated and sophisticated segment of the baby-
boom generation. This audience, presumably tired of and too sophisti-
cated for the more predictable comedic formulas of traditional sitcoms, 
wanted something new to reflect its lifestyle. Given the demand for adver-
tising dollars, its desire was met. Seinfeld responded and situated itself as 
a smart comedy through the creation of characters to which the audience 
could relate and through humor that arose from mundane situations. This 
was a radical departure from the traditional sitcom that inserts one-line 
jokes into a basic situation that is repeated weekly.

The substantive and stylistic characteristics of this show are lack 
of employment of the main characters; application of childhood logic, 
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concerns, and communication styles; children’s food; the blurring of fan-
tasy and reality; bodily functions; joking about adult concerns and lives; 
lack of adult relationships; prominence of childhood games; prominence 
of toys; use of adult technology for play; lack of meaning accorded to 
prices of goods; insider expressions; and the idealized childhood home. 
Together, these features suggest that the organizing principle for Seinfeld 
is children’s play.

The organizing principle of children’s play on Seinfeld is exemplified 
in the multiple ways in which the four main characters—Jerry, George, 
Kramer, and Elaine—react to the mundane situations in which they find 
themselves weekly. All of the male characters, for example, demonstrate 
an aversion to conventional adult employment: Jerry avoids it by being a 
stand-up comedian, George frequently changes careers and selects jobs 
requiring minimal effort, and Kramer avoids employment altogether. The 
characters make numerous references to superheroes and often apply 
childhood experiences and logic to solving adult problems. Technology 
is rarely used for its original intent but is adapted instead for the pur-
pose of play. By creating this playground complete with toys, games, and 
children’s food, the audience is drawn into a world where life was less 
work and less complicated.

The exigence for Beavis and Butt-Head reflects a transition in both the 
music-video business and the television network built on this industry—
notably, MTV’s transition from an all-video channel to one where few vid-
eos are played. Moreover, the main role assumed by Beavis and Butt-Head 
is to offer a tired and blasé critique of the videos—also a reflection of the 
public’s attitude toward videos and their declining popularity.

The substantive and stylistic features specific to this show are the 
prominence of television; cultural references; references to violence; 
dumb, obvious, or wrong statements; images of women as sexual ob-
jects; bodily functions; references to unlawful behavior; men as carica-
tures; insider expressions; children’s food; and work as play. All of these 
characteristics suggest an organizing principle of the anti-family for Beavis 
and Butt-Head.

The anti-family is created through the use of two strategies: opposi-
tional characterization and symbolic orphans. Oppositional characterization 
allows the construction of these characters as a direct inversion to char-
acters within the traditional family television genre. For example, the name 
Beavis recalls for viewers a similarly named character, Beaver—featured on a 
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Interpretation of Findings

The second section of your final chapter is the most important. This 
is where you interpret your findings to make a contribution to your 
discipline. You want to answer the question “so what?” or “who cares?” 
about your earlier analysis of your data. In this section, you’re supposed 
to “do something” with or transcend your findings. But what exactly 
does that mean?

show that was the prototype of the family genre. By creating the characters 
as symbolic orphans, free from parental or adult guidance, a space is cre-
ated where the characters and, by extension, the audience are freed from 
control, rules, or limitations.

The final text I studied was The Howard Stern Show, both in its radio 
and television versions. The exigence for Stern’s show is the need to stand 
out among the competition. The plethora of current talk shows and news 
shows in the present market makes success difficult to achieve. Therefore, 
the host of the show needs to be unique in some fashion. Stern’s brand of 
uniqueness is manifest in his nickname of shock jock.

Analyzing Stern’s discourse, I discovered the following substantive and 
stylistic characteristics: violation of norms of civility; exertion of power 
and dominance; encouraging illegal acts; humiliation of others; images 
of women as sex objects; contradictions; and a rough, raw appearance. 
Together, these characteristics create the organizing principle of men in 
beer groups.

Stern, his crew, the guests on his show, and the callers talk as if they 
were in the context of a bar. The talk is crude, rough, and unpolished 
and often violates the norms of civility found in more public, institutional 
settings. Women are kept outside of the groups and are referenced in 
sexual or derogatory terms. The men within the groups are privileged, and 
those outside are ridiculed, teased, or humiliated. The type of power that 
characterizes this group is that of dominance and power-over. This per-
spective on Stern suggests the presence of a separate space—a space away 
from the rules and norms of mainstream, professional, or institutional 
discourse. By creating the context as men in beer groups, Stern provides 
his audience with an alternative space for discourse. I now will explain the 
genre of humorous incivility and how it can be utilized to explain the ap-
peal of these three shows.2
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One way to conceptualize the function of this section is to think of 
it as a place where you move from the specific to the general. Until now, 
your dissertation has been moving from the general to the specific. You 
began by asking an abstract research question about a general concept or 
phenomenon and ended with specific findings. If you asked a question, 
for example, about how parents transmit political beliefs to their children, 
your analysis produced some ideas about the specific mechanisms that 
parents use. That’s what you talked about in your analysis chapter or 
chapters. Now you want to reverse direction and move from the specific 
to the general—from your specific data set and your particular findings to 
something larger. You want to transcend the specifics of the answer that 
is rooted in your findings.

What might this “something larger” be? A number of possibilities are 
available for interpreting your findings. One is to lay out a theory that re-
sults from your findings. If your dissertation was one where you analyzed 
different artifacts, each in a different chapter, the easiest way to create a 
theory is to put all your analyses together and to develop a theory across 
them. Look for patterns of similarity or difference across your findings 
about the different artifacts, and make those patterns into a theory that 
conceptualizes a process or a phenomenon as a whole.

You can also come up with a theory if you used only one data set 
or one artifact in your study. Your presentation of your findings in your 
analysis chapter(s) was a schema about your particular data. One option 
in your last chapter is to make that schema into a theory by laying out 
the concepts and the relationships among them in more abstract terms. 
Let’s say you analyzed a film to discover the conception of agency it of-
fers. In your schema of the findings, you laid out what you found out 
about different ways of enacting agency in the film. In your last chapter, 
theorize ways of enacting agency in general that may apply to contexts 
other than that one film. In other words, transcend your specific data 
and talk more generally and more theoretically about the phenomenon 
you have been studying.

You can also develop a theory by creating a list of theoretical proposi-
tions or hypotheses from your findings that need to be tested. This is a 
particularly effective way to interpret your findings if you used grounded 
theory as your method of data analysis. This method is designed to gener-
ate propositions that function as hypotheses that can be tested in future 
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research projects. Clearly laying out what the theoretical propositions are 
that derive from your findings can be an easy route to interpretation.

Perhaps we should pause here for a moment and talk about that word 
theory. Yes, you really are qualified to create and present a theory in this 
last chapter. If you’re like many students, when you hear that you can or 
should formulate a theory at this point, you get a bit skeptical or even 
fearful. You might be thinking that you’re not at the stage of your career 
where you have the right to generate a new theory.

A couple of things might change your mind about this. One is that a 
theory isn’t something that has to be complex and at such a high level of 
sophistication that you can’t create one. It has just two elements—con-
cepts (or variables) and relationships among the concepts (or axioms). In 
other words, a theory identifies some things that it’s about, and it also says 
something about the relationships among those things. A second thing 
to remember is that you generate theories all the time. Let’s say you text 
a friend five days in a row, but she never texts you back. You develop a 
theory as a result of these data and your analysis of them. You might theo-
rize that she isn’t interested in being your friend anymore, for example. 
The same is true for your dissertation. You know some things as a result 
of your analysis that can become the tenets of a theory, so identify them 
and create a theory out of them.

But creating a theory isn’t your only option for interpreting your find-
ings. Another is to relate the schema of your findings to the previous litera-
ture. Remember that literature review you did at the start of the dissertation 
process? Referring back to it will generate ideas for interpreting your find-
ings. How do your findings align with that literature? Did you confirm that 
earlier literature? Extend it in some way? Contradict it? Can you use your 
findings to propose a new theoretical explanation that differs from what 
earlier studies proposed? Can you explain why your findings are different 
from previous ones? When referring back to the literature, remember to be-
gin with your insights and then make the connections from your ideas to the 
literature, rather than the other way around. If you begin by emphasizing 
what the literature says and then follow that with some kind of agreement 
or disagreement with your findings, you diminish the impact of your find-
ings and weaken your voice. Begin by restating and featuring your findings 
and then allow the literature to support or challenge them.

15_465-Foss.indb   288 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR TRAVELS: THE LAST CHAPTER PLUS

289

You have other options, too, for interpreting your findings. Review 
why you said your study would be significant. Can you transform those 
reasons into an interpretation of your findings? In other words, can a ra-
tionale for significance prompt you to use your findings in some way? For 
example, if you said in your first chapter that your dissertation would help 
sort out the relationship among feminism, the feminine, and aesthetics, 
you can discuss the relationship among these concepts that is suggested 
by your findings. In other words, show your readers that your study con-
tributes what you said it would.

Another way to interpret your findings is to discuss the implications 
of your findings for one or more major conversations in your discipline. 
Perhaps your findings encourage a new way of conceptualizing a construct 
or a phenomenon. Maybe they challenge conventional understandings of 
a phenomenon. Or they might suggest new directions for theorizing. If 
you find, for example, in a study of viruses in bats, that four pathogens 
emerge from a single host genus in a short period of time, you could dis-
cuss implications of changes in ecology for disease emergence. In this op-
tion, you suggest some ways in which your findings might have an impact 
on theorizing in your field.

And don’t forget about application as an option for the interpretation 
of your findings. Are there ways you can suggest that your findings be ap-
plied? Can they help solve a particular problem or create a best practice? 
Discovering the ideas that young people have for ending youth violence, 
for example, can lead to the design of programs for addressing youth 
violence. Use your expertise about the phenomenon and your knowledge 
of real world problems to propose some ways in which how what you 
discovered might be applied. Make recommendations for ways to do 
something better.

The interpretation section of the last chapter is the most important 
one. It’s what enables you to enter the conversation in your field around 
your topic, and it allows your findings to become relevant to more than 
just the participants, organizations, or data of your particular study. 
This section is usually in the range of 7 to 15 pages long, depending on 
which option for interpretation you select and the nature of your data 
and findings.
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Interpretation of Findings: Sample #1

Several contributions to rhetorical theory grow out of Hannah Ar-
endt’s speech perspective. Some of these are readily placed within debates 
on issues that traditionally have been associated with the study of rhetoric. 
Others augment rhetorical theory by offering new constructs or new 
perspectives on traditional constructs. Arendt’s primary contributions 
to rhetorical theory lie in the areas of speech versus writing, rhetoric as 
epistemic, the rhetorical situation, the rehabilitation of public discourse, 
the essence of humanness, and the focus of her theory.

Speech vs. Writing
One of the ancient debates in rhetorical theory is over the supremacy 

of orality or literacy. With her notion of reification, Arendt offers the basis 
for a rapprochement between speech and writing, between orality and lit-
eracy. Although reification is necessary for a thought to become a thing, in 
her view, it is inferior to speech mainly because there is a price to be paid 
for it: “it is always the ‘dead letter’ in which the ‘living spirit’ must survive.”2

At the same time, however, Arendt sees writing as vital to memory 
“because remembrance and the gift of recollection, from which all desire 
for imperishability springs, need tangible things to remind them, lest they 
perish themselves.”3 She cites the example of poetry, which, because it 
takes its form so much from the rhythm of language, has a closeness “to 
living recollection that enables the poem to remain, to retain its durability, 
outside the printed or the written page, and though the ‘quality’ of a poem 
may be subject to a variety of standards, its ‘memorability’ will inevitably 
determine its durability, that is, its chance to be permanently fixed in the 
recollection of humanity.”4

In poetic language, speaking and writing appear to be interdependent 
or complementary in their relationship. But the larger principle here per-
tains to more than just the endurance of a pattern of words. Arendt shows 
how the interdependency of speaking and writing provides the sustenance 
for the endurance of culture.

Rhetoric as Epistemic
A second debate to which Arendt’s speech perspective contributes 

is that concerning the nature of rhetoric as epistemic. Arendt’s contri-
bution to the debate on rhetoric as epistemic focuses on the role of 
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human mental experience and its link to the presentation of the human 
in speech and action.5 She does not deal with the actual process of 
symbolization as it is involved in the creation of reality.6 Her potential 
contribution to the debate rests on her notion of intersubjectivity, which 
is not the sharing by humans of the same perspective on an object but 
the same object being sensed and the “same sensual equipment” being 
used by humans to sense it.

Another of Arendt’s notions that has pertinence to the idea of in-
tersubjectivity is her view of language. She views language as a bridge 
between the world of appearances—objective reality—and the world 
of being—subjective reality: “Language, by lending itself to metaphorical 
usage, enables us to think, that is, to have traffic with non-sensory mat-
ters, because it permits a carrying-over, metapherein, of our sense experi-
ences.”7 The connection of the inner and outer world through language 
suggests, for Arendt, that “no speechless thought can exist” and that the 
mind is “geared to the world of appearances.” 8 Because of the function of 
language in thought and its constitution as a system of symbols that we all 
use, the meaning of our world is shared.

Arendt’s notions of intersubjectivity and language clearly place her in 
the discussion about the relationship between rhetoric and knowledge. 
But she seems to have a foot on both sides of the rhetoric-as-epistemic 
question. On the one hand, she seems to side with those scholars in 
the debate, such as Robert Scott and Barry Brummett, who argue that 
humans apprehend sense data by symbolic processes; hence, “reality” is 
constructed by humans, in concert, as they transform sense data into sym-
bolic, intelligible experience. Her similarity to the view of Scott and oth-
ers can be seen in the contention that our individual assurance that such 
a reality exists is confirmed in the communication we have with others.

On the other hand, Arendt seems also to side with those scholars, 
such as Richard Cherwitz, James Hikins, and Earl Croasmun, who suggest 
that reality exists independently of human experience but is accessible 
to humans; truth is correspondence to reality. Arendt suggests that an 
independent tangible reality obviously exists and that our knowledge of it 
arises through the senses and is transformed with the aid of language into 
images that become the substance of thought.

Through Arendt’s interpretation of the existentialist perspective, 
with which she seems to agree, the two sides of the rhetoric-as-epistemic 
debate are combined. The existentialist perspective, as advocated by Got-
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thold Ephraim Lessing and Karl Jaspers, insists on the inseparability of 
truth and communication: “[T]ruth can exist only where it is humanized by 
discourse.”9 By this they mean that the dogmatic claims of any view would 
be dissolved by the criterion of what is “universally communicative.”10 The 
kind of truth conceived of here is a truth that binds us together rather 
than one that splits us apart. However, the additional qualification Arendt 
emphasizes with regard to this concept of truth is not the obliteration of 
differences among individuals and cultures in uniformity but the recogni-
tion and allowance of such differences, combined with a “will to limitless 
communication”: “The unity of mankind and its solidarity cannot consist 
in a universal agreement upon one religion, or one philosophy, or one 
form of government, but in the faith that the manifold points to a Oneness 
which diversity conceals and reveals at the same time.”11

In short, Arendt agrees with the view that the world of human af-
fairs is contingent and that speech is necessary in order for truth to exist. 
She also agrees with the opposite view that there exists a reality that is 
knowable. Given the complexity of the issues in the epistemic debate, a 
more detailed examination of Arendt’s ideas and how they might extend, 
resolve, or integrate the various positions would be appropriate.

The Rhetorical Situation
Another debate among rhetorical theorists for which Arendt has 

relevance is that regarding the rhetorical situation. Much of the debate sur-
rounding this theory seems to be concerned with the nature of the rhetori-
cal situation and particularly the issue of who or what controls meaning. 
Richard Vatz interprets Lloyd Bitzer to say that meaning resides in objects, 
people, and events themselves. Vatz disagrees, claiming that, in most cases, 
we learn of facts and events when a rhetor communicates them to us, 
thereby creating meaning. Scott Consigny attempts to take a middle ground 
between Bitzer and Vatz by arguing that meaning is partly created by the 
rhetor and partly determined by the situational constraints.12

Arendt’s speech perspective, as it incorporates the notion of sensus com-
munis, adds clarity and insight to this debate. Her perspective features the 
community rather than the situation or the individual rhetor as the ground of 
meaning. All three authors—Bitzer, Vatz, and Consigny—place emphasis on 
the individual rhetor in assessing and acting in a particular situation.
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Arendt might say that the interpretation of the meaning of situations 
arises in a sensus communis, the community sense, that puts one’s sensate 
perceptions into the context of one’s community. Sensus communis, then, 
functions as a kind of community hermeneutic for interpreting the mean-
ing of various phenomena. Arendt’s view would allow for individuals to 
have differing perspectives about the meaning of an object, person, or 
event; the difference, in Bitzer’s terms, would “invite utterance.”13

In Arendt’s public realm, individuals manifest their unique distinct-
ness to each other in speech and action. She argues that individuals are 
called out of their plurality by mutual interests—the tangible things that 
exist between them, such as the environment—as well as by the intan-
gible aspects of human life, such as freedom and justice. The recognition 
of their paradoxical existence as different and yet the same evokes the 
activity of speech from individuals as they engage in discourse about the 
meaning of their world.

The Rehabilitation of Public Discourse
Arendt also offers a view that helps us reexamine public discourse to 

assess its value and viability in contemporary mass society. Arendt offers 
two ways in which political rhetoric can and should be improved. The first 
is by combining speech and action; for her, problems arise primarily when 
action is performed without speech. To claim that public discourse can be 
rehabilitated is to imply that something is wrong with it. One of the main 
problems Arendt addresses is the separation of speech and action in public 
discourse. The term rhetoric, in popular usage, carries with it a great deal of 
negative baggage. One of the most common assumptions is that rhetoric 
is all talk and no action. Arendt argues that speech and action, as the two 
supreme human capacities, are meant to be together. She often reads one 
into the other. From her book on the human condition, one easily could 
get the idea that her main concern is with action because she subsumes 
speech under that division. However, such a conclusion is inaccurate 
because she clearly states that action and speech are coeval and coequal. 
An even stronger statement appears later when she states that action is 
meaningless without speech.

Arendt offers suggestions, then, about how public discourse should 
be improved by describing how speech and action ought to be united. Her 
view also has implications for how we think of speech and its role in our 
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age. If it is the definitive characteristic of politics, much more emphasis 
should be placed upon its responsible development.

A second way in which public discourse should be rehabilitated con-
cerns the education and development of those who participate in the pub-
lic realm. Her focus is on the cultivation of speech in those who will be a 
part of the public discourse. In Eloquence in an Electronic Age, Kathleen Hall 
Jamieson points out that speech cannot flourish in a society in which it can-
not be practiced.14 Thus, more focus needs to be placed on the develop-
ment of the individual not only to speak up but to become more involved. 
Jamieson provides, then, a rationale and theory for speech education as 
well as argumentation theory. The relevance of political speech for most 
individuals is minimal in a mass society like our own. Arendt advocates 
the necessity of viable and relevant speech by a greater number of people 
about affairs that have an impact on their lives; without such participation, 
individuals are alienated.

The Essence of Humanness
Another contribution to rhetorical theory is that Arendt adds to the 

meaning of the essence of humanness. She does this in two ways. First, she 
argues that instead of taking a view of life that features the end of humans, 
she suggests we take a view of life that features the beginnings of which 
humans are capable. In other words, rather than focusing on our mortal-
ity, she suggests we focus on natality as one of the distinctive features of 
humans. Because we are unique beings by virtue of our birth, she argues, 
we are capable of creating new beginnings. Her focus complements the 
work of other scholars, such as Kenneth Burke, who are interested in the 
human being as rhetor.

A second way in which Arendt contributes to our understanding of 
the essence of humanness is through her explanation of speech as find-
ing its highest value not in its function as a tool or an instrument that is 
used to achieve another purpose but in its function in the manifestation 
of an individual’s identity. Thus, the end of speech lies in the very act 
of speaking itself because it is the revelation of the individual. In singling 
out “speech as the decisive distinction between human and animal life,”15 

Arendt is not saying simply that it is merely the tool of a more advanced 
animal; rather, speech is the ontological characteristic that distinguishes 
humans from other animals.
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The combination of these two characteristics of human essence, the 
notion of natality and speech as an end in itself, has obvious implications 
for the area of ethics. What is said or left unsaid, as the manifestation 
of a person’s character, can trigger chains of consequences that last for 
decades, if not centuries. For example, one might quip, “And Brutus is an 
honorable man.” This statement, for some time to come, will carry the 
meaning that someone’s will to power may have no ethical bounds. Char-
acteristics of the essence of humanness, then, add more depth and detail 
to the ontological study of rhetorical theory.

Focus of Arendt’s Theory
One of the unusual features of Arendt’s speech perspective is that, 

while the ultimate goal of her theory carries the common political im-
plications of people held together in a community, it places uncommon 
emphasis on the mental processes of the individual in that community. 
Most rhetorical theory seems to deal with external dimensions of the 
communication situation—symbol, message, audience, and situation. Ar-
endt, in contrast, explains how humans function mentally in such a way as 
to anticipate and prepare for speaking and acting. Her work thus repre-
sents a complement to work on the manifestations of mental processes in 
rhetoric by focusing on the mental processes themselves.3

Interpretation of Findings: Sample #2

Five years ago, as I was reading Dhyani Ywahoo’s Voices of Our Ances-
tors, I began to think that the rhetorical theory that I was studying at the 
time was not helping me to understand how the rituals in the text were 
working as rhetorical artifacts. I remember feeling very moved and very 
disturbed that I could not explain those feelings. Five years later, as I am 
writing this concluding chapter, I am beginning to understand how the 
rituals created by Dhyani—and now Starhawk and Shakti—work and why 
they affected me. Through this analysis, I have discovered several insights 
into the functioning of these rituals.

Although I had recognized each rhetor as seeking a type of cultural 
change, through genre analysis, I discovered the nature of that change. I 
came to recognize that each rhetor is seeking a physically and spiritually 
nonviolent, intrapersonal, and interpersonal rhetoric that would enable 
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individuals to dissolve internal and external barriers to an integrated, 
harmonious consciousness of body, spirit, self, world outside of self, and 
power. Thus, I came to realize that, although they were seeking cultural 
transformation, the transformation they sought was a process of transfor-
mation rather than of any specific product.

In examining the rhetorical elements that the rhetors employed, I 
found that each woman uses both objects and concepts from the personal, 
cosmic, and symbolic realms in embodied, dramatic, ludic, mystical, inter-
rogative, and non-oppositional ways. Moreover, I realized that, in doing 
so, each rhetor has created rituals that enable her participants to enact 
a reorientation in their consciousness—to create or remember different 
understandings of symbolic elements, embrace a multidimensional reality, 
and achieve transformation within their bodies.

Finally, through writing this analysis, I also have discovered that I was 
correct five years ago in my assessment that the rhetorical theory I was 
studying at that time could not account for the functioning of these ritu-
als. To account for the symbolic effectiveness of the rituals of this study, 
several rhetorical constructs had to be reconceptualized. I turn now to 
examine those constructs and to suggest the implications that these re-
conceptualizations have for rhetorical theory.

As a result of this study, I see at least six aspects of rhetorical theory 
that are challenged by these rituals and that need to be reconceptualized 
to account for the symbolic effectiveness of the rhetoric of reorientation. 
First and perhaps most obvious, this study reconceptualizes notions of 
social change that traditionally have been accepted in rhetorical theory. 
In contrast to conceptions of social change rhetoric as violent, confronta-
tional, or agitational, the non-confrontational, non-engaging, intrapersonal, 
and enacted or embodied strategies that Starhawk, Shakti, and Dhyani 
employ in their rituals were previously unrecognized in rhetorical theory. 
As a result, such strategies were unaccounted for by previous conceptions 
of how the rhetoric of social change works. Within this study, then, I have 
suggested alternative strategies for engendering cultural transformation 
through personal transformation—physically and spiritually non-violent 
intrapersonal strategies that allow transformation within the conscious-
ness of the participant.

A second aspect of rhetorical theory reconceptualized by this study 
is the previously dichotomous categorization of rhetorical texts as either 
sacred or profane. Insofar as they enact secular personal and cultural 
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transformation through spiritual praxis, the rituals studied here seem to 
function as both at the same time. As a result, spirituality is reintroduced 
into the study of secular rhetoric, a reintroduction that, in turn, recon-
ceptualizes understandings of artistic proofs. For example, religious studies 
scholar Charlene Spretnak has argued that “consciousness can be fed from 
arational as well as rational sources, and women’s rituals have emerged 
as a channel for that nourishment” (162). Given such a realization, logos 
must be reconceptualized to include arational proofs such as multivocal 
symbols, ethos must be expanded to include immanent value, and pathos 
must be stretched to incorporate mystery. Ultimately, such reconceptu-
alizations may lead us to question even these very categories of proofs.

Once spirituality is reintroduced into the study of secular rhetoric, we 
must ask how the spiritual dimensions of this rhetoric are working—or 
not working—to enable the world that feminist rhetors are seeking to 
create. Anthropologist Mary Catherine Bateson has addressed this issue 
in Composing a Life, where she argues that “millennia of monotheism have 
made us idealize” a single conception of “the good” (166). Bateson asks, 
however, “what if we were to recognize the capacity for distraction, the 
divided will, as representing a higher wisdom” (166)? “Instead of concen-
tration on a transcendent ideal,” she suggests that “sustained attention to 
diversity and interdependence may offer a different clarity of vision, one 
that is sensitive to ecological complexity, to the multiple rather than the 
singular” (166). Again, then, reconceptualizing secular rhetoric to include 
an awareness of its spiritual or sacred dimension and suggesting some of 
the implications of this dimension are important contributions of this study 
to rhetorical theory.

A third implication of this study relates to the assumptions that tra-
ditionally have served as the theoretical framework upon which studies 
using genre criticism have been built. In my previous discussion of method, 
I noted that both Lloyd Bitzer and Edwin Black had written important 
theoretical works that lent support to this method early in the history of 
its use. Both Bitzer and Black, however, hold an assumption called into 
question by this study. Both assume that “there is a limited number of 
situations in which a rhetor can find himself” and that “there is a limited 
number of ways in which a rhetor can and will respond rhetorically to 
any given situational type” (Black 133). This study challenges that assump-
tion by recognizing the power of the rhetor to define and redefine any 
situation in new and previously unconceived ways. Perhaps under certain 
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circumstances, both the number of rhetorical situations and the number 
of possible responses to those situations may explode such that an infinite 
number of situations and responses are possible.

The possibility of an unlimited number of rhetorical situations does 
not undercut the rationale for using genre criticism in this study, however, 
because situations still may recur. Recognizing that an unlimited number 
of rhetorical situations is possible in no way implies that every situation 
is unique. Consequently, a study of a recurrent rhetorical situation still 
would “provide the critic with information on the rhetorical responses 
available in that situation” (Black 133). Moreover, this information still 
would allow the critic “to better understand and evaluate any specific 
rhetorical discourse in which he may be interested” (Black 133). The 
implication, then, is that the assumptions supporting the use of genre 
criticism need to be reconceptualized—not that genre criticism should be 
abandoned as a method of rhetorical analysis.

A fourth potential reconceptualization suggested as a result of this 
study involves the divisions that traditionally have existed within the field 
of communication among the study of intrapersonal communication, inter-
personal communication, small group communication, and rhetoric. The 
rituals within this study seem to dissolve those boundaries and, in fact, 
suggest that the boundaries are unnecessarily limiting and prevent us from 
studying certain types of communication that fall between the divisions.

A fifth area of rhetorical theory that I have begun to question as a 
result of this study is the rhetorical canons. For example, arrangement, as 
it traditionally has been conceptualized as fixed or pregiven, is nearly non-
existent in these rituals because all steps of reorientation occur virtually 
simultaneously. Memory, on the other hand, becomes far more important 
than it has been recognized as being in the rhetorics that are traditionally 
studied. In fact, if multivocal symbols enable the multidimensional reason-
ing that is an essential step of reorientation and if memory is essential for 
the functioning of those symbols, memory, in effect, becomes the essential 
ingredient of reorientation.

The importance of the process of listening also is suggested by this 
study, a process mentioned but typically ignored and undertheorized in 
rhetorical theory. Expanded to include intrapersonal listening or proprio-
ception, listening becomes the primary and privileged function of commu-
nication in the rhetoric of reorientation—it is not simply a passive process 
that facilitates better exchange of messages.
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Limitations

The third section of your final chapter should be about the limitations of your 
study. Discuss the restrictions or qualifications concerning the study. Don’t 
worry that having limitations somehow invalidates what you have done—ev-
ery study has limitations. This section, then, is where you head off potential 
critics by acknowledging yourself some of the shortcomings of the study you 
designed and conducted. Common limitations cited for studies include:

•	 The study’s design was flawed.

•	 Limited data were available.

•	 The scope of the study was limited.

Finally, this study contributes to a reconceptualization of women’s 
communication. Spretnak explains that ritual empowers and sustains 
women “in our beliefs and commitments. It is an area in which women 
have moved beyond myriad patriarchal conscriptions of mind and body. 
We declare what is meaningful to us, and we honor it in our own ways” 
(162). Thus, through the enactment of these rituals of reorientation, 
women are giving voice to their lives and their bodies as they have experi-
enced them—not as they fit into the structure of the dominant discourse. 
Because the rituals are both interrogative and embodied, the participant 
herself is an essential component of the enactment; her voice cannot be 
silenced. As a result, the enacted rituals constitute an authentic text of 
women’s intrapersonal communication, unencumbered by the stylistic and 
substantive structures of the dominant culture and, as such, contribute to 
our knowledge of such communication.

Although scholars of rhetoric traditionally have been most interested 
in public communication, Karen Foss and Sonja Foss have argued that the 
communication that affects human beings much more often than discourse 
at the national and international level is the communication experienced 
close up. This is the case, they argue, because these “messages do mat-
ter in terms of how our lives are lived,” “the friendships we form,” the 
organizations in which we work,” and “the nature of the communities 
in which we live” (Women Speak 14). Consequently, the insight that this 
study provides into the intrapersonal communication of women suggests 
significant revisions for our understanding of women’s communication.4
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•	 The purposive sampling procedure decreased the generaliz-
ability of the findings.

•	 The sample size was small.

•	 The sampling procedures used college students, who are not 
representative of the larger population.

•	 Only one case was studied, and the study of more cases might 
produce different results.

•	 Only one type of data or one artifact was analyzed; other types 
or artifacts might have produced different results.

•	 The self-report method may have produced findings different 
from what participants actually do in situations.

•	 The controlled environment encouraged participants to act in 
abnormal ways and may have produced artificial results.

•	 The tasks the participants were asked to perform may not be 
ones they are accustomed to doing, and their processes thus 
may have been distorted.

•	 The data analyzed represent a Western perspective, and other 
perspectives might have generated different results.

•	 Because of limited background or training in certain areas, I 
may have misinterpreted the data.

•	 The study did not take into account a body of work that might 
have enriched the analysis.

•	 Certain criteria were used to evaluate the artifact, and the ap-
plication of different criteria might have resulted in a different 
evaluation.

Usually, the limitations section includes three or four limitations, 
with at least one paragraph devoted to each. In addition to identifying the 
limitation, you can discuss why the limitation is not as problematic as it 
might initially seem or justify your methodological choices that resulted 
in the limitation. You don’t want your discussion of limitations to be so 
extensive that the entire study comes to seem problematic to your readers. 
Your discussion of limitations should be two to five pages long.
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Limitations: Sample #1

The National Civil Rights Museum (NCRM) is an unconventional and 
challenging text for rhetorical analysis. As a memorial site layered with 
both discursive and non-discursive dimensions, the museum presents the 
rhetorical critic with a number of challenging responsibilities, the least of 
which is to describe coherently the visual experience for readers who 
have not visited the museum. Although I have attempted to explain the 
museum’s rhetorical dynamics to the best of my ability, there are still a 
number of critical gaps that merit attention.

The insights yielded from this dissertation have come from the per-
spective of a non–African American rhetorical critic. Consequently, this 
study is limited to the extent that it reflects the biases of someone whose 
personal investments in African American identity and community could 
not be as deep as those of some African American critics. To those who 
believe that a given African American perspective would be better suited 
to interpreting the NCRM, this study will seem limited.

On the other hand, I believe that analyses of the museum from a 
variety of perspectives can yield additional insights that may or may not 
otherwise have been uncovered. On this point, I agree with bell hooks, 
who expresses my point with eloquence:

I did not think that I needed to be a white man to understand Heming-
way’s The Sun Also Rises nor did I think I needed to be in a classroom 
with white men to study this novel [ . . .] [However,] as a black woman 
reading this white male writer I might have insights and interpretations 
that would be quite different from those of white male readers who 
might approach the text with the assumption that the novel’s depiction 
of white male social reality was one they shared. (47)

Like hooks, I, too, believe that I have something to offer not only to “dis-
tanced” critics but also to those with deep personal investments in African 
American communities. It may be in the latter’s interest to understand 
additional ways in which the NCRM is received by audiences without 
these ties.

At the same time, I have to acknowledge that an interpretation 
of the museum from the perspective of someone with deeper ties to 
African American communities—or even to Memphis, for that mat-
ter—would be valuable. Such an interpretation probably would exhibit 
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a different quality of sensitivity to issues related to white racism, the 
emotional impact of the King shrine, and especially reactions to Jacque-
line Smith’s counter-memorial. An African American perspective filtered 
through a lifetime of culture-specific narratives, for example, might en-
able another critic to see things in the museum that have been invisible 
to my own critical sensibilities.

Another area of concern has to do with the limits of my expertise 
in subject areas that are pertinent to this study. Although I have been 
trained as an expert in rhetorical criticism, my analysis of the NCRM 
has relied heavily upon literature from the disciplines of history, sociol-
ogy, art, architecture, museum studies, and geography. I have read the 
literature extensively to become reasonably familiar with the vocabular-
ies and critical perspectives of each area in order to enhance my inter-
pretation of the museum. Ultimately, however, I relied most heavily on 
my training in rhetorical studies to uncover the rhetorical dynamics of 
the museum—training that encouraged me to be as open and receptive 
as possible to dimensions such as design layout, the spatial position-
ing of visitors’ bodies, identity formation, and agency. Although I have 
uncovered much in my examination of the museum, I know that critics 
with more formal training in the areas mentioned above—particularly in 
architecture and museum studies—would be able to bring a host of fresh 
insights to a study of this nature. Simply to articulate the ways in which 
space and material objects function to shape visitors’ experience of the 
museum has been a great challenge. A critic better versed in this vocabu-
lary might be able to elaborate my own points with more sophisticated 
insights, clarity, and eloquence.

Another limitation of this study is that most of the insights gener-
ated here have resulted from my own critical abilities without any reli-
ance on visitors’ reactions to the museum. That is, I did not interview 
any visitors to determine whether my conclusions about the museum 
fit with visitors’ interpretations. There are two reasons for this. First, 
time constraints dictated that some things be relinquished in order to 
place greater emphasis on others. Logistical concerns meant that some 
sacrifices simply had to be made.

Second, visitors’ reactions to the museum are a helpful piece of the 
criticism puzzle, but they are not, in my opinion, absolutely essential for 
determining the validity of my arguments. Jennifer Stromer-Galley and Ed-
ward Schiappa argue that “many rhetorical criticisms of popular texts do 
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not stipulate a specific conceptualization of audience even though [ . . . ] 
explicit references to audiences are often made” (29). Upon reviewing the 
literature of rhetorical criticism, the authors then observe that “audience 
conjectures are being advanced without adequate evidence” (30).

If I agreed with Stromer-Galley and Schiappa’s argument, then I would 
have to concede that the present study leaves much to be desired. How-
ever, although I do believe that audience feedback can add some face valid-
ity to claims advanced in critical essays—particularly in convincing some 
social scientists who believe that the only good criticism is the kind that 
presents some empirical, quantifiable data in support of its claims—I also 
believe that it has its limitations. Part of the value of criticism is that it is 
an act of interpretation by individuals trained with a heightened sensitivity 
to the persuasive power of symbolic behavior. Such training means that a 
good critic should be able to discover and articulate the persuasive dimen-
sions of texts of which most laypersons are unaware, just as a good auto 
mechanic should be able to pinpoint the problem preventing an engine 
from starting in ways that laypersons who simply drive cars cannot. In my 
opinion, audience feedback can be helpful, but it is not a lynchpin on which 
to base the validity of one’s critical insights.

A final area to be noted pertains to the evaluative criterion by which 
I have judged the rhetoric of the NCRM. My critique of the museum—
especially in Chapter Three—is rather pessimistic. This is because I have 
judged its rhetoric according to the criterion of intent or, in other words, 
its thesis, which the visitor encounters upon entering the museum. This 
criterion seems particularly appropriate given the museum’s mission state-
ment and other related discourses that quite overtly express a desire to 
mobilize new generations of civil rights sympathizers. For this reason, I do 
not believe that I am holding the museum and its founders to an unfair 
standard. Furthermore, I do not believe I am exaggerating that standard to 
gain argumentative leverage. The notion of active agency is communicated 
quite clearly by the interpretive caption under Pavlovsky’s lobby sculpture, 
Movement to Overcome, and the introductory film, Cornerstone of Freedom. 
The sculpture and the film are clearly meant to frame visitors’ introduction 
to the museum and to filter the rest of their experience. Therefore, much 
of my experience has focused on the ways in which the museum fails to 
constitute an audience of active agents of change.

Another critic, however, might abandon my chosen criterion and 
evaluate the museum more positively based on completely different crite-
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ria. One possibility might be to judge the museum using the criteria that 
are applied to rhetorical biography. Despite its faults regarding human 
agency, the NCRM provides visitors with a thorough rhetorical biography 
of King’s public life. Although it does filter visitors’ perceptions of King to 
a degree by presenting him as a near-perfect individual, this narrative might 
be overlooked in favor of the enormity of information available throughout 
the museum—documentary footage, photographs, primary and secondary 
source documents, and material artifacts. Judged from this perspective, 
the NCRM could be evaluated favorably for using these materials, as well 
as the King shrine, to capture an essence of King and his contributions to 
both African American civil rights and humanity in general.

Another set of criteria also would warrant a more favorable evalu-
ation of the museum—that of community building inspired through its 
“extra-museum” activities, such as the annual celebrations held there on 
the anniversaries of King’s birth and death. In terms of community build-
ing, the museum does function to bring people together in ways that they 
previously were not. For instance, the museum maintains an active role in 
the Memphis community by presenting its annual Freedom Awards to two 
outstanding individuals—regardless of whether they are black or white, 
male or female, American or foreign—who embody the spirit of King in 
their role as public advocates for human rights. Some past recipients have 
been Barbara Jordan, Rosa Parks, Jimmy Carter, and Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu. By bringing people together to honor King and others like him, the 
museum plays a role in strengthening Memphis’s identity and encouraging 
activism in the larger community.5

Limitations: Sample #2

There are several limitations to this study, most of which are limita-
tions of the data I used to develop Arendt’s speech perspective. One 
limitation is in the number of sources I used to develop her theory. My 
reading has encompassed nearly all her works, but because my primary 
objective was to lay out the general framework of her perspective, I fo-
cused mainly on those works in which she attempts to articulate her view 
and which, through my reading, seem to contain the most ideas that have 
direct relevance for the development of her speech perspective—The 
Human Condition, The Life of the Mind, “Lectures on Kant’s Political Phi-
losophy,” and Between Past and Future. Greater clarification or elaboration 
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Suggestions for Future Research

You’re almost there. This is the last section of your last chapter. It’s an 
easy one to write because it flows easily and logically out of the previous 
limitations section. You can simply take each of the limitations you iden-
tified in the previous section—or at least the most important ones and 
the ones that can be remedied—and turn them into suggestions for future 
research. If you analyzed the films of only one director, for example, you 
can suggest that future research should be done on films by other directors 
in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of whatever it is 

might have occurred had I included insights and observations gleaned from 
those works in which she devotes attention to specific events or people 
rather than restricting myself to her philosophical treatises. My conclu-
sions also might have been affected had I included in my investigation those 
scholars who had a direct influence on her thinking—Martin Heidegger, 
Karl Jaspers, St. Augustine, and Immanuel Kant, to name a few of the more 
significant of such influences.

My conclusions also might have been expanded had I used as data 
works by commentators on Arendt. I did not use secondary sources in 
the formulation of her speech perspective. Perhaps the most important 
unexplored resource for clarifying, elaborating, or correcting my interpre-
tation, of course, would have been Hannah Arendt herself. Because she 
died in 1975, however, that resource was not available to me.

Another limitation with respect to the data from which I developed 
Arendt’s speech perspective is that Arendt did not view herself as a rhe-
torical theorist or her work as situated in the discipline of rhetoric. De-
spite my best attempts to read her in her own context, I may have altered 
some of her concepts simply by choosing to interpret them as a rhetorical 
theory. My goal, to present her speech perspective, means that I have put 
her ideas together differently from what she intended, which may or may 
not have done justice to her larger theoretical perspective.

One possible limitation of the study does not pertain to the data as 
much as it does to me as the researcher. My background is not in political 
theory or philosophy, two of the fields in which most of Arendt’s concepts 
naturally are situated. However, while my lack of background could be 
viewed as a limitation, it also could be seen as advantageous by allowing 
for fresh insights into the data and issues of a different discipline.6
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you are studying. If your data were limited by a Western perspective, you 
can suggest that future research be done on data that encode more diverse 
perspectives. You get the idea.

And, of course, you don’t need to be limited by the limitations you 
identified to formulate suggestions for future research. There may be 
things you want to suggest should be done next that have nothing to do 
with the limitations of your study. Perhaps the next step is to test the 
propositions or hypotheses you developed in this study, for example, or to 
fill out the theory you developed by investigating aspects of it that are un-
dertheorized. This last section of your last chapter is actually a good place 
to begin thinking about your own research program. What would you 
want to do next in terms of research to build on what you’ve done here? 
Planning for your next study in the last pages of your current one keeps 
you going on a research trajectory that is programmatic and unified—both 
good things for a research program.

Suggestions for Future Research: Sample #1

The results of this study have several implications for future research. 
This section will detail recommendations for research in the following 
areas: (1) The relationship between the visions in which employees par-
ticipate and program utilization; (2) The relationship between the visions 
in which employees participate and demographic variables; (3) The rela-
tionship between the visions in which supervisors participate regarding 
their organization’s Employee Assistance Program (EAP) and whether or 
not they refer employees who have job-performance problems to the 
program; (4) Use of the Q-technique in program development and expan-
sion; and (5) Exploration of the effectiveness of promotional messages in 
changing the visions in which employees participate regarding their EAP.

Examination of the relationship between the visions in which employ-
ees participate regarding their organization’s EAP and whether or not they 
have or have not used program services entails studying a sample popula-
tion that is representative of program utilizers and non-utilizers. One way 
to ensure that the sample is representative of both populations would be 
to conduct a purposive sample, selecting participants from each of the 
two populations—the population of program utilizers and non-utilizers. 
Because program policy of all EAPs guarantees the confidentiality of pro-
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gram clients, a study using this type of sampling plan would have to be 
conducted by an EAP counselor. Counselors are likely to have access to 
a list of employees who represent both populations; therefore, program 
confidentiality would not be violated.

Another way to ensure that the sample is representative of program 
utilizers and non-utilizers would be to increase the number of employees 
who are randomly selected to sort the structured Q-deck. The organiza-
tion to which EAP-1 provided services employed over 13,000 employees 
in the Denver metropolitan area. Thus, the fact that the sample included 
only one program utilizer is surprising. A significant increase in the size of 
the sample would increase the probability that both program utilizers and 
non-utilizers would be represented by the sample.

If the sample size were increased, employees would have to be placed 
randomly in groups of 30 and a separate Q-analysis conducted for each 
group. This would ensure that the number of observations or Q-cards 
exceeds the number of variables, or respondents, by a ratio of 2:1 (Cragan 
and Shields, 1981, p. 244). The increase in the sample size also would en-
able the use of a chi square statistic to determine whether or not there is 
a significant relationship between typal groupings and program utilization.

To explore the relationship between employees’ perceptions toward 
the EAP and program utilization, then, selecting a sample that is repre-
sentative of program utilizers and non-utilizers would be necessary. The 
sorting behavior of the respondents would be analyzed to determine 
whether or not program utilizers participate in visions that are different 
from the visions in which non-program utilizers participate. This research 
would add to an understanding of the relationship between the beliefs and 
behavior of organizational employees.

In the present study, a frequency count was conducted using the 
responses to the questionnaire given by the persons who represent each 
type. The frequency count explored whether or not any of the demo-
graphic variables appear to identify persons who represent each type. The 
frequency count indicated that there was a trend across both organiza-
tions that suggests that certain variables—age, marital status, and educa-
tion—do distinguish the typal groupings.

Due to the absence of findings that indicate that the relationship 
between the types and these three variables is significant, conclusions 
cannot be drawn or interpretations made. However, based on the trend 
evidenced across both organizations, the need for further research on the 
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relationship between age, marital status, and education and employees’ 
perceptions about their organization’s EAP is indicated.

A third recommendation for future research is to explore the rela-
tionship between the visions in which supervisors participate regarding 
their organization’s EAP and whether or not they refer employees who 
have job-performance problems to the program. The rate of employee 
utilization of an EAP is determined by three types of referrals—formal 
supervisory referrals, informal supervisory referrals, and self-referrals. 
Self-referrals have been the focus of the present study and occur when 
an employee is aware of a problem and takes the initiative to seek help 
from the EAP for that problem. Supervisory referrals, whether formal or 
informal, occur when a supervisor suggests to an employee that he or she 
use the EAP. These suggestions are based upon observation of poor job 
performance or information that an employee is having problems. Thus, 
supervisors are an important source of referrals to an EAP.

Previous research has attempted to distinguish between supervisors 
who refer and supervisors who do not refer employees to the EAP and 
to identify differences between referring and non-referring supervisors’ at-
titudes toward the EAP (Kurtz, Googins, and Williams, 1980; Googins and 
Kurtz, 1981; Googins, 1979). A research design that is similar to that used 
in the present study could be employed to gain a greater understanding 
about the relationship between the visions in which supervisors participate 
regarding their organization’s EAP and whether or not they refer employ-
ees to the program.

Specifically, an understanding of the rhetoric used to train supervisors 
to make supervisory referrals could be gained through a rhetorical analysis 
of the training literature and workshops. Focus-group interviews could 
elicit information from supervisors about their perceptions of the EAP and 
the role and responsibilities of the supervisor in referring employees to 
the program. The results of the rhetorical analysis and the content analysis 
could be used to develop a structured Q-deck, which would measure the 
attitudinal differences between referring and non-referring supervisors. 
The results could be used to develop training messages for supervisors 
who do not refer employees with job-performance problems to the EAP.

A fourth recommendation for future research is to explore the use 
of Q-technique as an aid in program expansion and development. Struc-
tured Q-decks typically are used to measure people’s current perceptions 
toward a particular phenomenon. The structured Q-deck that was devel-
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oped for the purpose of this study can be used to measure the discrepancy 
between how employees currently perceive their EAP and their idealized 
vision of the program. Specifically, participants would be asked to sort 
the deck along the forced-choice continuum from most reflective to least 
reflective of their view of the program as it currently is. Participants then 
would be asked to re-sort the deck according to their “idealized” view 
of the EAP. The data obtained from the “as-is” sort would be analyzed 
separately from the data obtained from the “ideal” sort. The results of the 
two separate analyses could be used by program professionals to gain an 
understanding of how employees currently perceive the program and how 
they would like the program to change. This information would be useful 
as a guide for service development and expansion.

The final recommendation for further research is to explore the ef-
fectiveness of promotional messages in changing the visions in which em-
ployees participate regarding their EAP. Research that explores this issue 
might utilize a research design similar to that used in this study. However, 
the study would be expanded, and new promotional messages would be 
developed using the results of the Q-analysis. After exposure to the new 
marketing messages, the employee sample would be re-administered the 
Q-deck, and the data obtained from the two different Q-sortings could be 
used to measure attitudinal changes.7

Suggestions for Future Research: Sample #2

By reconceptualizing popular music as inter-textual and, if the reader 
will allow, as inter-contextual, I have developed a schema that assists crit-
ics in going beyond the interpretation of musical texts. Beginning with a 
text, a critic employing this schema can understand the response to the 
text as a process that connects the listening experience to a number of 
patterns of experience that govern it.

The most obvious need for future research in terms of the schema 
is for further testing and refining. In the evaluation section above, I noted 
several aspects of the schema that require further work. Continued use 
of the schema by rhetorical critics would provide further tests of its 
usefulness and refinement of elements that are not effective. The most 
obvious refinements could come in the area of connecting the schema to 
other approaches to music. For example, by connecting the schema more 
explicitly to Frith’s discursive formations, critics can develop complex un-
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derstanding of how individual texts and genres are articulated to listeners 
within the framework of a given formation. Continuing my research of the 
Pixies’ music, for example, I might emphasize how the Pixies’ avant-garde 
impulses connect the pop and the bourgeois discursive formations. Other 
refinements to the schema could include a more explicit connection of its 
concepts to constructs such as taste cultures or museums.

Continued use of the schema also would help to enhance understand-
ing of popular music as rhetorical. Studies of several songs by one artist, 
songs by different artists within the same musical style, or comparison of 
songs across musical styles would lead to more precise and meaningful ex-
planations of music’s power to influence. Such studies also would help to 
develop understanding of the ways musical styles, genres, and performers 
are articulated to audiences at given historical junctures.

An alternative approach to using the schema would be not to begin 
with a text but to end with one. As Becker and McGee suggest, listeners 
construct texts and messages from a mosaic of possible influences. A fan 
of punk rock, for example, may listen to hundreds of punk songs and non-
punk songs in a given time period, may read dozens of books on punk rock 
in a lifetime, may attend many concerts in a year, and may be engaged daily 
in conversation about music and culture, replete with taste judgments that 
Frith argues are the common currency of popular music. Studying punk 
music as rhetoric in this case may proceed not from the reading of a single 
punk text but from the treatment of the collected texts and experiences 
with music that inform an individual’s understanding of what punk is, why 
he or she values it, and how its creators employ fragments of rock and roll 
and other cultural discourses in producing it.

Taking McGee’s notion to heart—that a postmodern shift in contem-
porary culture means audiences’ and critics’ most vital practice has be-
come text construction and rhetors’ most vital practice has become inter-
pretation—critics of rhetoric and popular music could use the schema to 
examine how culture has been interpreted by given performers, styles, and 
institutions and how audiences may formulate the meaning of music based 
on their experiences with it. From this approach, critics would investigate, 
say, how the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame uses bourgeois cultural practices 
to legitimize rock and roll and how this affects visitors’ construction of 
rock and roll as an ideological form. Using my proposed schema, critics 
would investigate how the myriad bits of the mosaic that constitute the 
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Three-Article Format

The conclusion chapter for a TAD or sandwich dissertation isn’t that dif-
ferent from the conclusion chapter in the standard format, except that it’s 
shorter. Its main function is to tie the three articles together and to show 
the contribution they make together to knowledge in the discipline. The 
conclusion should briefly summarize the key findings and limitations, dis-
cuss and interpret the findings, and suggest an agenda for future research 
derived from all three studies. As much as possible, in this final chapter, 
you want to discuss the findings of your three papers as representative of 
a coherent body of work.

Rock and Roll Hall of Fame add up to a message about rock and roll—how 
it constitutes a text that tells the visitor what rock and roll is.

Alternatively, critics may begin with a musical style, asking, for ex-
ample, why swing music is emerging among fans of punk music—in other 
words, asking against and within what musical and social contexts must 
swing be read. Using the schema, critics would actually construct (or illus-
trate how fans construct) swing style as a text—explainable only in terms 
of the fragments of context that inform it. Similarly, critics may investigate 
the messages communicated by musical styles by addressing the various 
fragments of context that may be observed by a given fan of the style. Us-
ing the schema would lead critics to focus not only on the music itself but 
also on the discourse that surrounds the music—such as arguments made 
in fanzines, expressions of musical taste in Internet groups, or perhaps in-
terviews with fans themselves. This approach would mirror the ways fans 
construct their musical taste preferences on an everyday basis.

Whether or not such research on popular music is framed in terms of 
the schema I developed in this thesis, the contribution I hope to make is 
in convincing critics to avoid moving more deeply into the musical text in 
order to understand how the text works in consumption. Musical form it-
self harbors no inherent meaning; its cultural and social significance derive 
from what situated listeners put into it—conceptions of taste, affective 
involvement, and personal beliefs. Understanding music’s rhetorical power 
requires a critical move into the social, aesthetic, and cultural contexts 
that inform it.8
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Finishing Up

Your last chapter is done. That wasn’t so bad, was it? There are just a 
few small things left to do to complete a draft of your entire dissertation. 
These revisions are minor. They’re not hard and won’t take you long, so 
they aren’t anything that will hold you up.

One of these finishing-up tasks is to return to your proposal and 
revise it to turn it into the first chapter or the first three chapters of your 
dissertation. Go back through your proposal, paying attention to and re-
vising it in two ways. One is to change your discussion of any elements of 
your research design that you might have altered in the actual execution 
of your study. At the proposal stage, did you think you were going to be 
interviewing people in three cities, but you ended up doing the interviews 
in only two cities for some reason? Or maybe you expected to hold five 
focus groups, and you ended up conducting seven. These are the kinds 
of things to watch for and to revise to turn your proposal into your first 
chapter or chapters of your dissertation.

A second act in the revision process is to change the tense of the lan-
guage you used in your proposal. There, you talked about what you would 
do in the future using phrases such as “My data will be” and “I will analyze 
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the data by. . . .” At the point at which your dissertation is done, of course, 
you’ve already completed the things you said you would do, so change your 
language to reflect the fact that they’re completed. You can either write in 
the present tense or the past tense: “My data are . . .” and “I analyze the data 
by . . .” or “My data were . . .” and “I analyzed the data by. . . .”

If you are writing a three-chapter dissertation and some or all of your 
three articles were coauthored, you now need to acknowledge that coau-
thorship. In the introductions to each of the articles, explain that the piece 
was coauthored and give credit to the other person or persons who did the 
research and writing up of the research. Your university might have guide-
lines for exactly what has to be included in this crediting of coauthors.

Next comes the abstract. Writing the abstract last makes sense because 
you now know definitively what your dissertation is about. The abstract is 
what will be published in ProQuest (if you submit your dissertation there) so 
that other scholars can determine if your dissertation is relevant to their own 
research. The abstract, which is typically limited to 350 words, summarizes 
the study and generally contains three items: purpose of the study, basics of 
the research design, and major results. The purpose of the study is a state-
ment that summarizes your research question, so simply turn your research 
question into a purpose statement. Then explain the key aspects of your 
research design—the data you analyzed and how you collected and analyzed 
them. Wind up the abstract by summarizing the key findings of your study.

Abstract: Sample #1

The purpose of the study was to define the rhetorical strategies—both 
discursive (verbal) and non-discursive (nonverbal)—that women use in work-
ing for peace and to formulate a theory of rhetorical strategies that might 
prove useful to those engaged in the peacemaking process. Ecofeminism 
constituted the framework for studying women’s strategies of peacemaking.

Qualitative data were drawn from four artifacts representative of the 
ecofeminist perspective and focused on a range of human symbolic activity. 
The artifacts were rituals performed by Starhawk; Ursula LeGuin’s novel 
Always Coming Home; the film Goddess Remembered, produced by Studio 
D of the National Film Board of Canada; and three paintings by Meinred 
Craighead. The method of analysis was grounded theory, developed by 
Glaser and Strauss. Patterns that emerged from the data were sorted, cat-
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egorized, and identified as rhetorical strategies, with each major rhetorical 
strategy supported by one or more specific sub-strategies.

An analysis of Starhawk’s rituals revealed the following major strate-
gies: (1) Use of natural elements; (2) Self-affirmation; and (3) Development 
of interconnection. Analysis of LeGuin’s novel Always Coming Home re-
vealed the following major strategies: (1) Use of metaphors; (2) Creation 
of new realities; (3) Use of contrast; (4) Violation of conventional form; 
and (5) Enactment of content through form. Analysis of the Studio D film 
Goddess Remembered revealed the following major strategies: (1) Provision 
of legitimacy; (2) Factual presentation; (3) Discontinuity; (4) Wholeness; 
and (5) Slow pace. Analysis of Craighead’s paintings revealed the following 
major strategies: (1) Use of conventional metaphors; (2) Presentation of 
dual perspectives; and (3) Evidence of historical origins.

The rhetorical strategies discovered were organized into a framework 
that explains how they function to persuade audiences to engage in peace-
making. The framework involves two major categories of strategies—fa-
cilitating the audience’s break with the current world order and providing 
positive depictions for the audience of ways of being in a new and peaceful 
world. This framework is applied to two instances of peacemaking efforts 
to demonstrate how it may be implemented by others.9

Abstract: Sample #2

This research examined the rhetoric of humorous incivility as it is en-
acted in popular culture, specifically in the television programs Seinfeld and 
Beavis and Butt-Head and the radio and television program The Howard Stern 
Show. The purpose was to identify, describe, and understand the features 
and functions of a rhetoric of humorous incivility. The method of genre criti-
cism was used to identify and explain the rhetorical situation, the substantive 
and stylistic features, and the organizing principle of each program.

The analysis of the shows suggested that they may be read as both 
civil and uncivil, depending on the frame from which the audience views 
them. If the audience focuses on how these shows treat issues of differ-
ence and otherness, they appear uncivil. In a second reading of the shows, 
the themes of sex, family, technology, and bodily functions act as strategic 
diversions to focus attention away from the closed mindedness and in-
civility of the characters and the dialogue and toward the novelty factor 
of each show. They thus create a frame in which to read the shows as 
open, new, playful, and creative. When dealing with self-focused topics, the 
shows are civil; when dealing with other-focused topics, they are uncivil.10
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There are just a few more things to do now. Prepare the front matter 
of your dissertation. This includes the title page, the copyright page, the 
approval (signature page), the dedication page (if you want to have one), 
the acknowledgments page, the table of contents, the list of figures and 
the list of tables (if you have them), the bibliography or works cited, and 
any appendices. Your university will provide specific guidelines for all of 
these. Follow them carefully—they often are given the greatest scrutiny by 
the person who does the format checking in the graduate school.

Some of these finishing-up tasks are tedious, but none of them takes 
very long, especially because you’re quite likely to have been working on 
them earlier in the process of the dissertation. You probably aren’t start-
ing from scratch on most of them. And when you’re this close to having a 
complete draft done of your dissertation, you’re certainly not going to let 
anything stop you now!

The hard part is done. You have your ideas down on paper, and your 
task now is to turn to the process of revising and editing your work. How to 
go about refining, shaping, and sculpting the words that express your ideas 
is the topic of the next chapter. After one of those quick breaks to celebrate 
the achievement of a major goal—the completion of the entire draft of your 
dissertation—sit down again with your manuscript, and get back to work.

Conclusion Chapter: Sample #1

Conclusion: Protest Rhetoric Reconceptualized
For centuries, women have struggled—individually and collectively—to 

piece their lives together with the bits of choice and freedom men have 
allotted them. The pattern of life into which women have arranged these 
remnants is testimony to women’s fortitude and ingenuity. Unable to accept 
fully their suppressed and muted status, women have devised creative out-
lets for their thoughts, feelings, and desires. One such strategy is the use of 
quilts to communicate their ideas about social and political issues and their 
own lives and experiences. Through the analyses performed for my study of 
quilts as protest artifacts, the complex nature of quilts has been illuminated.

In this chapter, I will summarize my analyses of four quilts by review-
ing the method of analysis and the protest characteristics and conclusions 
I drew about each of the quilts. Then, drawing from the conclusions of the 
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analyses, I will formulate a theory of protest rhetoric and compare this 
theory to traditional notions of protest rhetoric. The third section of this 
chapter will contain a discussion of the limitations of my study. Finally, I 
will conclude with suggestions for future research.

Summary of Analyses
The purpose of my study was to formulate a theory of protest rheto-

ric derived from an analysis of protest quilts. This study was designed to 
address two research questions:

1.	 What are the characteristics of protest quilts?
2.	 Does the study of protest quilts change traditional notions about 

protest rhetoric?

I employed an inductive method of analysis to study the protest 
characteristics of four quilts: the Secession Quilt, the Crusade Quilt, the AIDS 
Memorial Quilt, and the Eugene Peace Quilt. I began my analysis of the quilts 
without preconceived ideas of the protest characteristics of quilts that 
I might discover and instead delineated the characteristics of quilts that 
protest following a systematic collection of observations from my artifacts. 
I did begin, however, with a definition of the phenomenon to be studied. 
Quilt was defined as an eclectic amalgamation of materials—such as fabric, 
thread, and paint—for the end result of function and expression.

The quilts were coded to discover core categories and properties. 
To accomplish this coding, I listed the primary observable elements and 
properties of the quilts. Then, I compared the elements and properties to 
one another, placing those that had similar characteristics in a common 
category. When all of the data had been coded, I generated categories that 
helped to explain how quilts function as symbols of protest. The conclu-
sions I drew are summarized below.

Secession Quilt
There are a relatively small number of elements and properties ob-

servable in the Secession Quilt. Such features as base materials, needlework, 
images, aesthetic elements, and themes were coded. From these groups, 
I determined two primary categories that help to explain how the quilt 
functions as a protest artifact: references to the world represented by the 
Union and references to the break-up of the Union.
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Cook’s support of the Union is demonstrated through references she 
makes to the history of the Union and common symbols used to repre-
sent it. There are three primary ways that Cook communicates her lack 
of enthusiasm for the break-up of the Union: through the names on the 
quilt and their placement, reference to war, and the elements she does 
not include in the quilt.

Upon first viewing the Secession Quilt, the viewer’s impression is that 
Cook supported secession. Dominant references to the Union, how-
ever, led me to conclude that Cook wanted to keep the Union intact. 
Given her position as the wife of a plantation owner, Cook could not 
express her support for unity openly; therefore, she used her quilt as a 
covert expression of her thoughts. Professing the desire for one course 
of action while covertly indicating preference for another provided Cook 
with an official front of protection. This veil of protection allowed Cook 
to express her feelings without fear of offending the dominant group. 
A strategy of expressing a preferred policy without really expressing it 
seems to be viable for a rhetor such as Cook, who holds little power 
to affect political policies and whose position is radically different from 
that of the majority.

Crusade Quilt
In the course of my analysis of the Crusade Quilt, major elements and 

properties I discovered included visual images, verbal text, organization of 
blocks, sparseness of decoration, use of machines in the quilt’s construc-
tion, and institutional themes. From these elements, I determined one 
major protest characteristic of this quilt. The Crusade Quilt functions as a 
protest symbol by featuring women as participants in the public realm. The 
quilt’s properties seem to deny or omit virtually all references to feminin-
ity and to depict the WCTU women as embracing behaviors traditionally 
attributed to the public sphere. Thus, in the process of denying femininity 
and embracing public behaviors, woman’s realm is transformed from the 
private to the public sphere.

Contradictions that became apparent through the analysis of this 
quilt led me to conclude that the Crusade Quilt is a sophisticated response 
designed to meet the contradictory features of the exigence. Five pairs 
of contrasting messages were identified through which the women seem 
to claim an allegiance with the public over the private while maintaining 
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women’s connection to the private: alliance with women’s sphere/denial 
of women’s sphere; protest/denial of protest; engaging in public activity/
not engaging in public activity; personal persuasion/public persuasion; and 
support for the system/challenge of the system. The five pairs of contrast-
ing messages contain both a denial of women’s sphere and an emphasis 
on that sphere. This contradiction seems to be intentionally devised and 
fostered by the women. While straddling the fence between the private 
and public domains, the women could maintain ambiguity—affording them 
the latitude they needed to operate legitimately in both spheres.

AIDS Memorial Quilt
Major elements and properties of the AIDS Memorial Quilt fell within 

three main categories of items: media, aesthetic elements, and relation 
of elements to the deceased. From these categories, I determined that 
the protest function of the AIDS Memorial Quilt is achieved through three 
primary characteristics: development of victims’ credibility, demonstration 
of the magnitude of the AIDS crisis, and creation of identification between 
the victim and the audience.

Characteristics of both content and form distinguish the quilt from 
traditional protest symbols. The content of the quilt—characteristics re-
lating to the content of the message communicated—functions to polarize 
the audience and victims by establishing the victims as special individuals 
who deserve more respect and admiration than most people. At the same 
time, viewers are encouraged to identify with the victims. Thus, feeling 
both in awe of victims and a kinship with them, viewers begin to under-
stand the magnitude of what is being lost as a result of AIDS.

The form of the quilt—characteristics associated with its configuration 
as a quilt—suggests several concepts that distinguish it from other protest 
symbols. Many of the concepts represented by the form are not parallel, 
such as death, illness, comfort, protection, and love. In addition, the context 
in which the quilt appears is limited. Finally, the quilt is not a symbol that is 
readily displayed; its size, however, demands that it not be ignored.

Eugene Peace Quilt
When listing the physical, observable elements and properties of the 

Eugene Peace Quilt, I discovered that they fell within four groups or catego-
ries: media—the processes by which the quilt and blocks were created, 
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aesthetic elements, verbal text, and nature themes. From these groups, 
three characteristics of the quilt emerged: depiction of a state of peace, 
absence of strategies for achieving peace, and labeling of peace advocates. 
The three characteristics suggest a strategy of protest that involves creat-
ing an alternate discourse for peace. Thus, the quilt constitutes a strategy 
for peacemaking that challenges the dominant social order by creating an 
alternative discourse to that of the mainstream world.

A Theory of Protest Rhetoric
Through a systematic analysis of four quilts that function as channels 

for voicing change, I discovered four protest characteristics shared by the 
four quilts I analyzed. They all have in common depiction of the system as 
positive, establishment of common ground, lack of credibility of rhetors, and 
ambiguity—features that suggest alternative views of protest rhetoric. In the 
following section, I discuss each feature as it is manifest in the four quilts 
and conclude with a summary of the theory constituted by these elements. 
Then, I will compare this theory with traditional features of protest rhetoric.

Depiction of the System as Positive
In all of the quilts I studied, the dominant power structure does not 

receive blame for the ills of the non-dominant group. Either the system 
is not directly discussed, or its contribution to the subordinate power’s 
dissatisfaction is muted. In the Secession Quilt, the Union—the dominant 
power group—is not depicted as evil or blameworthy. The propensity 
of Union symbols that appear on the quilt, coupled with an absence of 
Southern symbols, led me to conclude that Cook is not displeased with 
the Union. She does not blame the Union for the dissension within the 
country, even though her quilt ostensibly supports a breaking away from 
the Union. My analysis, of course, showed that Cook may have been a 
Union supporter or at least nostalgic for a unified country. Even viewed 
from such a perspective, however, her quilt does not blame or disparage 
the system against which she protests. The depictions of the Southerners 
breaking apart the Union are neutral; nothing negative is associated with 
them, except for their secessionist stance.

The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, through the Crusade 
Quilt, evidences support for the system the WCTU members desire to 
change in that the political and social institutions—the government and 
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religious systems—receive positive recognition in the quilt. The WCTU 
women do not hold these institutions responsible for instituting policies 
that encouraged the social ills the women were trying to correct.

In the AIDS Memorial Quilt, panel makers and victims rarely use the 
quilt as a forum to assign blame to “mainstream” society. Although there 
are a few panels that are overtly politically oriented and that suggest that 
the system, in its indifference, may have hastened a victim’s death, the bulk 
of the panels do not; they focus on the victim.

The discourse of peace articulated by the Eugene women in the Eu-
gene Peace Quilt does not include references to policies of the dominant 
power group that have stymied progress toward peace. There are no 
references at all—and thus no negative evaluations made—to the United 
States government, missiles, war, or the Pentagon, for example. In addi-
tion, the references to making peace with nature as a step toward attain-
ing world peace do not include depictions of the state of non-peace the 
dominant order now maintains with nature. Thus, the Eugene women’s 
discourse of peace is not based on finding fault with or placing blame on 
the dominant system.

Establishment of Common Ground
Through each of the quilts, the non-dominant person or members of 

the subordinate group seek to establish what they have in common with 
members of the dominant system. Rather than emphasizing the differences 
between them, the rhetors focus on similarities between the protesters 
and the system. The focus on commonalities is less prevalent in some 
quilts than in others; however, the feature appears in all of the quilts. In 
the Secession Quilt, Cook identifies herself as a supporter, to some extent, 
of both the North and the South—both dominant political systems. Of 
course, because she is not explicit about the side she supports, the com-
mon ground she seeks to establish is somewhat obscure.

In the Crusade Quilt, the WCTU women identify themselves as le-
gitimate participants in the public arena. Seeking to empower themselves 
in order to effect changes in public policies and private attitudes about 
alcohol consumption, the women represent themselves, in the quilt, as 
enfranchised members of the system. They sign the quilt; it becomes their 
petition and their ballot. Blocks are made by county and township organs, 
representing the women’s membership in governmentally organized and 
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designated regions. They show themselves as active participants in the 
very system they seek to challenge.

Through the AIDS Memorial Quilt, victims are presented as legitimate 
members of the dominant system who have much in common with non-
victims. Common ground between the system and the victims is estab-
lished by depictions of events, careers, and organizational affiliations that 
victims share with non-victims; universally owned objects and experiences; 
and common concerns and beliefs.

The Eugene Peace Quilt is the one quilt of the four that stresses com-
mon ground more than any other protest feature. In their discourse of 
peace, the Eugene women speak of the need for all people to find a com-
mon ground—a common unity. They specify that the common ground 
shared by all is nature.

Lack of Credibility of Rhetors
Through their quilts, the rhetors depict themselves as lacking main-

stream credibility. The quilt makers acknowledge, in their quilts, that they 
are operating from a low-power position. Cook’s Secession Quilt exempli-
fies her acceptance of her lack of credibility in that she cloaks her opinion 
of the Union within the design of her quilt. Recognizing her position as 
a woman and a Southern woman, Cook could not and did not overtly 
express her views.

The rhetoric of the Crusade Quilt indicates that the WCTU women 
recognize their status as one of low credibility. As members of the private 
sphere, they realize they have little power to persuade; therefore, they 
seek to transform their realm to include the public. Still, they do not at-
tempt to gain complete credibility by identifying themselves as full mem-
bers of the public sphere. By maintaining their membership in the private 
realm, they seek to assure the dominant group that they are not trying to 
usurp power, further reinforcing their low credibility.

Panel makers of the AIDS Memorial Quilt recognize the lack of cred-
ibility that is afforded AIDS victims. In the panels they make, they attempt 
to build victims’ credibility by depicting them as people with strong moral 
character, as valued members of society, and as inspirations for the living.

Makers of the Eugene Peace Quilt identify themselves as having low 
credibility with the dominant power group in two ways. First, the women 
choose to create their own language with which to speak about peace. 
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Whether consciously or unconsciously, the women understand that they 
have little input into the development of a language that talks about peace 
in terms of war. Because they have no power or credibility to change 
the dominant discourse, they choose to create their own discourse. The 
second way in which the Eugene women acknowledge their low credibility 
is through the people they choose to depict on their quilt. The dominant 
group is not represented in this quilt; instead, there are children, minor-
ity groups, and members of the counter culture. These low-power, low-
status groups are the groups with which the women identify.

Ambiguity
Each of the four quilts contains ambiguous features—the messages 

they present are complex, difficult to identify and define, and sometimes 
contradictory. Ambiguity is particularly evident in the Secession Quilt. At first 
glance, the quilt appears to be Cook’s vote in favor of secession. A closer 
look, however, causes the viewer to become less sure of her position. Al-
though Cook seems to be advocating secession—she embroiders the word 
opposite the name of a leading secessionist—her reliance on Union symbols 
causes the viewer to wonder about the true nature of Cook’s message.

In the Crusade Quilt, ambiguity abounds as the women communicate 
contradictory messages. For example, they present themselves as mem-
bers of the private sphere and public sphere. They seem to be protesting, 
yet they are not protesting. As they deny their femininity, they also em-
brace femininity. While they seem to support the system, they challenge 
the system. Finally, although the quilt facilitates public protest, it also is a 
symbol for personal persuasion—encouraging the fainthearted crusader 
to continue the fight.

The AIDS Memorial Quilt is characterized by ambiguity as well. For 
instance, the quilt stands as a memorial to victims at the same time that it 
is a call for help for future victims. While the rhetoric of the quilt seems 
to polarize victims and viewers by establishing the victims as special in-
dividuals who deserve more respect and admiration than most people, 
the arguments advanced by the quilt also encourage viewers to identify 
themselves with the victims.

There is a great deal of ambiguity in the Eugene Peace Quilt. Slogans 
that leave the reader wondering what is meant are common on the quilt. 
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The relationship between the image of peace and the individual rhetor’s 
definition of peace often is difficult to determine. How the unity that 
is necessary to achieve peace can be attained is left to the viewer to 
determine, creating an ambiguous message concerning means to use to 
achieve peace.

Summary of the Theory and Comparison  
to Traditional Notions of Protest Rhetoric

In the four quilts studied, the feature of ambiguity—the last common 
characteristic identified—serves as the base from which a theory of pro-
test rhetoric can be developed. Ambiguity is the element that connects 
and makes sense of the other three features. All of the rhetors attempt 
to make use of a system in which they lack credibility through a strategy 
of ambiguity. By remaining noncommittal about the system that subsumes 
their power—they do not blame the system—these muted, low-status 
rhetors are able to possess some credibility because the dominant group 
is not able to identify them as for or against it. By establishing common 
ground with the dominant group, the protesters are able to be both part 
of and against the system simultaneously.

A strategy of ambiguity helps the protesters work within a system 
that affords them little or no credibility by establishing and maintaining 
mystery around them. According to Kenneth Burke, those who hold posi-
tions high on the social hierarchy are anomalies to those who are lower 
on the hierarchy; the mystery that surrounds the dominant group keeps 
the non-dominant groups in awe. Similarly, those lower on the hierarchy 
are unknown to those at the top.1

This mystery serves an important function, however, as Burke ex-
plains: “Mystery allows for the transcending of the differences among 
members—whether real or imagined—by hiding some of the differences 
that do exist and allowing them to believe that they share some sub-
stance with one another.”2 By maintaining mystery, the divisions among 
groups of people become obscured—the dominant group has difficulty 
recognizing how they differ from non-dominant groups. Therefore, when 
protesters bring inequalities in the system to light, the dominant group 
is more inclined to identify with the protesters. With this identification 
comes a greater possibility that the system will be changed. Thus, ambi-
guity enables rhetors who lack credibility to establish common ground 

15_465-Foss.indb   323 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER EIGHT

324

with the social order that perpetuates their non-dominant position 
through the maintenance of mystery.

The theory of protest rhetoric developed from the four quilts, then, 
identifies four primary features of protest: depiction of the system as posi-
tive, establishment of common ground, lack of credibility of rhetors, and 
ambiguity. Ambiguity is the connecting and root strategy and facilitates the 
development of mystery around the protesters. This theory differs from 
traditional notions of protest rhetoric identified as rhetoric intended to 
effect change in the status quo by members of non-dominant groups who 
challenge the dominant system through confrontational means.

The four major elements of the traditional definition of protest rheto-
ric can be contrasted with the view of protest I have formulated. First, 
the women, through their quilts, do not always want to effect change. The 
Secession Quilt, for example, appears to be a vehicle through which Cook 
expresses her views. Although the Eugene women advocate peace, their 
visualizations of peace do not include images that encourage a change in 
the current system.

Efforts of the quilters are not always directed at the status quo—the 
second element of the traditional definition of protest rhetoric. In the AIDS 
Memorial Quilt, for instance, the efforts of the panel makers are directed 
toward the victims, who are remembered, mourned, and memorialized. 
Also, the Crusade Quilt was—in addition to a protest symbol—a symbol of 
unity and motivation for the members of the WCTU.

The third element of the traditional definition of protest is challenging 
the dominant system. Rather than challenging the system, the quilt makers 
often identify themselves with it. The women of the WCTU represent 
themselves as participants in both the public and private spheres. Panel 
makers of the AIDS Memorial Quilt present the victims as people with 
whom the viewer can identify. Sometimes, because of ambiguity, there is 
difficulty determining what side the quilter is on, as is the case with the 
Secession Quilt.

Finally, the fourth element of the traditional notion of protest— 
confrontational means—can be contrasted with the view of protest of-
fered in this study. The quilt makers’ means are not usually confrontational. 
They acknowledge their lack of power to confront and are accommodat-
ing to the system that deprives them of this power. The Crusade Quilt, for 
instance, through its support of government and religious institutions, is an 
acknowledgment of the system’s authority. Cook’s acceptance of her posi-
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tion as a low-credibility source is evidenced by the fact that she does not 
overtly express her views in the Secession Quilt. The AIDS Memorial Quilt 
does not resist the system; instead, the quilt’s makers are accommodating 
of it—depicting the victims as legitimate members of the system.

Limitations of the Study
There are several limitations to this study. First, only four artifacts 

were used as data from which to develop a feminist theory of protest 
rhetoric. As a consequence of the small number of quilts used in the study, 
the explanations of protest formulated apply to those quilts alone. Second, 
the protest nature of the quilts varied. In particular, the Secession Quilt and 
the Eugene Peace Quilt did not function as protest symbols in the same 
way that the Crusade Quilt and the AIDS Memorial Quilt did. Formulation of 
a theory of protest rhetoric that relates to all the quilts required greater 
generalization as a result; a less detailed theory of protest rhetoric thus 
was generated.

The third limitation of this study is that the quilts used as data were 
drawn from different time periods. I chose to study both historical and 
contemporary data in an effort to develop a theory of protest using data 
from dissimilar contexts. While using a variety of data had some advan-
tages—consistent characteristics could be documented and changes in 
the quilts over time could be discovered—data derived from different 
time periods present some disadvantages. Given the different contexts in 
which the quilters worked, comparisons made among strategies of com-
munication that were discovered in the quilts were sometimes strained. 
For instance, relating Jemima Cook’s method of couching one message 
within the folds of another to the Eugene women’s efforts to create an 
alternative discourse results in comparing an implicit to an explicit strategy 
of resistance. The approaches are so different that a valid relationship be-
tween the two is difficult to develop. Such comparisons might have been 
easier with the contexts of time periods consistent.

A fourth limitation of this study is its lack of generalizability to other 
protest artifacts created by women and other non-dominant groups. Be-
cause I used only one alternate protest form as data—quilts—I was not 
able to identify other means of protest that might be evident in other forms.

The fact that I could not personally view the Secession Quilt was a fifth 
limitation of the study. This was the one quilt that I was not able to see 
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in person and that I analyzed from photographs alone. Details of the quilt 
that I missed by viewing only photographs of the quilt might have caused 
me to draw conclusions about the quilt that were not accurate.

Problems inherent in the reconceptualization of a construct is another 
limitation of this study. Where to draw the definitional limits is difficult to 
know. At what point am I no longer dealing with protest but with another 
construct entirely? Have I discovered a new view of protest rhetoric as a 
result of this study, or have I simply rediscovered, for example, the notion of 
identification so well elaborated by Kenneth Burke?4 The problem becomes 
more acute when comparing my “new” notion of protest to traditional 
definitions that are not clearly outlined. Because there is no agreement on 
a definition of protest rhetoric, the difficulty of comparing traditional defini-
tions with alternative definitions is compounded.

Suggestions for Future Research
The limitations of this study provide some threads from which future 

studies may be woven. First, the small number of quilts used in this study 
provided the beginnings of a theory of the protest rhetoric that is articu-
lated through quilts. More quilts need to be analyzed for their protest 
characteristics in order to validate the theory identified in this study and 
to elaborate on that theory.

From this theory of protest rhetoric derived from quilts, a second 
thread of inquiry needed is to test the theory on other forms of women’s 
rhetoric. For example, women’s protest through art, music, poetry, and 
discourse might be analyzed to discover whether the theory articulated in 
this study is evident in those as well.

Given the reconceptualized theory of protest rhetoric discussed in 
this study, a third area of future inquiry should involve a reassessment of 
the theory and literature of social movements from a feminist perspective. 
Feminist scholars now need to review past theories of movements and 
assess and re-vision them, sorting out those that seem to incorporate the 
perspectives of women from those that do not.

A final thread of inquiry could involve designing a study in which the 
theory developed in this study could be used and thus tested by a protest 
group. An experimental study of this nature would afford the opportunity 
to discover whether the strategies of protest identified provide effective, 
alternative means for creating change.11
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Conclusion Chapter: Sample #2
(for a TAD; the headings in the sample are the titles of the three articles)

The knowledge generated by this dissertation enhances an under-
standing of cultural variation in economic agent behavior. Neoclassical 
economic theory operates around the assumption that theoretical predic-
tions are not influenced by agents’ culture or societal norms and beliefs. 
Much like a physicist would expect a feather to fall at the rate of gravity 
without wind or atmospheric disturbances, economic theory predicts stra-
tegic negotiations to fall to Nash equilibrium without cultural influence or 
normative pressure. In reality, feathers seldom drop without atmospheric 
disturbance, and economic agents rarely make decisions independent of 
culturally influenced instincts.

Economic experimentation is the method common to all three disser-
tation essays. Economic experiments provide direct methods to test eco-
nomic theory and the effects of subject experience context and environ-
ment on economic behavior (List 2005). Economic experiments are used 
as tools in this dissertation to test hypotheses motivated by the concept 
of ecological rationality, which provides the premise that economic be-
havior is not independent of cultural and biological evolutionary processes 
(Smith 2003). The experiments in this dissertation keep the experimental 
context and environment the same across treatments but vary the cultural 
background of subjects used across treatments by using subjects from dif-
ferent locations. The findings from all three essays indicate that economic 
behavior and subjects’ preferences for food and the environment are not 
independent of culture.

A Multidimensional Homo Economicus:  
Dimensions of Economic Behavior in Four Countries

The first essay builds upon and expands prior evidence of cultural dif-
ferences in economic behavior (e.g., Roth et al. 1991; Henrich et al. 2001; 
Cason et al. 2002; Croson and Buchan 1999; and Weber and Hsee 1998). 
Previous studies have investigated the influence of culture on economic 
behavior but within a limited scope of experiments (e.g., a risk experiment 
or an ultimatum bargaining experiment in isolation, not in conjunction with 
each other). Past findings indicate there are differences in behavior, but 
it is unclear how systematic these differences are across multiple dimen-
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sions of agents’ economic behavior. Further, little research is available on 
the relationships among economic behavior measures (e.g., risk prefer-
ence and strategic bargaining behavior, strategic bargaining and free-riding 
behavior). The economic experiments employed in this study afford the 
opportunity to explore the correlation between different economic be-
havior measurements.

The results of the experiments in the first essay enhance an under-
standing of differences in economic behavior across cultures and the 
pervasiveness of these differences across multiple dimensions of economic 
behavior. Individuals within culturally similar groups are predisposed to 
behave in a similar manner, especially with respect to strategic behavior. 
Greater differences exist between culturally distinct groups (e.g., the 
American and Nigerien subject groups). Multiple, two-way dimensional 
comparisons of behaviors reveal groups that display more aggressive 
bargaining behavior and make lower Proposer offers in the ultimatum-
bargaining-game experiment are more prone to free-ride in the Volun-
tary Contribution Mechanism. There is statistically significant correlation 
between Proposer offers and public account contributions and risk and 
time preferences across all individuals. Risk- and time-preference results 
vary with the degree of individuality in different groups’ societies. Clearly, 
culture and wealth are loosely intertwined in risk and time preferences. 
Still, the groups in this study from more individualistic societies in the 
United States and France tend to have higher risk aversion and lower time 
preference than the groups from the more collectivist societies of China 
and Niger. Similarly, groups in more hierarchical cultures—France and 
Niger—tend to make lower offers in the ultimatum-bargaining game and 
display more free-riding behavior than groups from the more egalitarian 
cultures in the United States and China. Although this is a small sample 
of the range and number of cultural groups available in the world, future 
research may explore and strengthen the connection between previously 
defined dimensions of culture and relationships with economic behavior.

Inter-Location Differences in Hypothetical Bias
Increasing international and intra-national non-market valuation needs 

require the contingent valuation method (CVM) to be used for similar 
projects in multiple locations. The benefit-transfer technique has been 
developed to facilitate this process by transferring CVM estimates from 
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one geographic location to the next. An issue that has been overlooked 
in this process is whether or not hypothetical bias is consistent across 
locations. If CVM estimates are corrected using one calibration method 
in area A, will the same method be applicable in area B? Moreover, past 
research assumes hypothetical values are overstatements of real values 
and that individuals do not generally understate valuation in hypothetical 
contexts. Thus, a dichotomous choice referendum is used in the second 
essay to investigate the degree to which hypothetical bias differs across 
locations, the role culture plays in explaining differences in hypothetical 
bias, and the implications of differences in hypothetical bias for the CVM 
and benefit-transfer technique.

Findings reveal that subjects display both differing frequencies and direc-
tions of degrees of hypothetical bias across locations. Two different types of 
hypothetical bias are identified in this essay—non-directional and directional 
hypothetical bias. Subjects from more collective cultures are less likely to 
display non-directional hypothetical bias. Subjects from locations with lower 
levels of market integration are more likely to understate their value for a 
good, while subjects from highly integrated markets are likely to overstate 
their value for a public good in the hypothetical decision.

These results imply that calibration techniques used in the CVM 
method in one location may not work in the next. This has important 
implications for global environmental valuation work and policy develop-
ment. More care needs to be taken in future CVM work to measure hypo-
thetical bias for valuation projects in new locations. In short, measurement 
of hypothetical bias in a project to measure the value of clean air in Indiana 
is not likely to be accurate for the same project in China.

Determining Consumer Information Hierarchies in Credence Attribute 
Valuation: Country of Origin in Relation to Genetic Modification and 
Organic Food Valuation in China, France, Indiana, Kansas, and Niger
Prior studies in the United States find that consumers are willing to 

pay a substantial premium for own-country-of-origin food (e.g., Umberger 
et al. 2002; Loureiro and Umberger 2003). They do not, however, reveal 
whether this is simply a result of ethnocentric tendencies or if country-
of-origin labeling provides more valuable information than other types 
of information. The research in the third essay draws upon insight from 
more general marketing literature to explain consumer preferences for 
country-of-origin labeling. It also compares the value of country-of-origin 

15_465-Foss.indb   329 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER EIGHT

330

information to that of information about genetically modified food content 
and organic food production.

Results from a hypothetical conjoint experiment reveal that con-
sumers in each of the five locations value own country of origin less 
than the other credence attributes. Genetically modified food content 
is most important to subjects in France, Niger, and the United States. 
Organic food production is most important to subjects in China. Despite 
its lower relative importance to other credence attributes, consumers 
do prefer food from their own country as opposed to other countries. 
This reiterates the importance of ethnocentrism in country-of-origin la-
bel policy—it is likely to benefit domestic producers in each market. The 
degree of importance that consumers place on country of origin relative 
to other product attributes is different across locations. Subjects with 
affective information needs value country-of-origin information more 
highly than subjects with normative and quality-information needs. These 
findings indicate that country-of-origin labeling may be a lower policy 
priority compared to providing information about genetic modification 
and organic production to consumers.

Conclusions
The work presented in these three essays provides a richer under-

standing of the effect of culture on economic behavior and consumers’ 
preferences for food and the environment. The idea of a uniform unidi-
mensional Homo economicus is not consistent with the behavior of sub-
jects in the current study. Divergent patterns of economic strategic in-
teraction behavior, individual decision-making behavior, and hypothetical 
bias arise across groups in dissimilar locations. The importance consum-
ers place on product attributes reflects the influence of social structure 
and norms on their preferences. Applied and theoretical economists 
need to consider the consequences of these findings in future cross-
cultural and inter-location work to more accurately measure the effect 
of policy changes on consumer welfare and to predict the effectiveness 
of economic incentives across populations.12
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University, 1999).
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CHAPTER NINE

USEFUL PHRASES:  
WRITING AND EDITING

Your experience as a traveler is always enhanced when you know the 
local language. You understand more of what you’re seeing, and 
you’re able to get around more easily. Most important, you’re able to 

share your ideas with others. Even if you aren’t fluent in the language of the 
place you are visiting, your experience is enriched if you’re able to use some 
words and phrases and understand some basic conventions as you interact 
with those you meet. The same is true for dissertation writers. You want 
to share your ideas in the clearest, most effective form with those who can 
make use of them, but if you don’t know the idioms of writing and revising, 
you’ll find yourself stammering and unable to express your ideas.

We don’t intend to teach you how to write in this chapter. What we 
want to do is to help you make the processes of writing and revising easier 
and more effective for you. Our focus here is on those places where stu-
dents tend to get stuck or slowed down while writing. If you write easily 
and quickly and are happy with what you produce, there’s no need for you 
to read this chapter. Just get back to writing and revising!

Our assumption in this chapter is that you are clear about what you 
want to say—you know the ideas you want to communicate. Whether you 
are working on your proposal or one of your chapters, if you have been 
following along with us in this book, you should have a general idea about 
what to write. Now you want to put your ideas into print. You want to 

Steps 21–25 (245 hours)
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turn them into prose as quickly as possible and then polish that prose into 
a well-written dissertation.

There are two key processes you need to know in order to write ef-
fectively—fast writing and slow revising. We want to begin by separating 
these two processes because many people think they are one and the same. 
Although some writers try to go faster by combining these two steps, it’s 
much more efficient to keep them separate because they rely on different 
parts of the brain. Writing is capturing your ideas on paper, while revising 
is sculpting to express your ideas effectively and perhaps even eloquently. 
Writing is about adding materials, while revising is about scrutinizing, 
moving, removing, and transforming materials.

Fast Writing

When it’s time for you to write, only write. Don’t do any revising as you 
write. What this means is that you’ll be writing a “spew” or a “vomit” 
draft—a draft in which you write as fast as you can until you have a com-
plete rough draft of a chapter. Write without concern for full sentences, 
proper spelling, or correct grammar. Don’t stop to correct typos, add cita-
tions, figure out the nuances of an argument you are making, or reread 
what you just wrote. Just keep going, typing as fast as you can in a state 
of uninhibited invention. We’re talking about writing so fast that you’re 
producing as many as six or seven pages an hour. The pages should liter-
ally be flying out from your printer. You’ll revise later, but right now, your 
task is to get your ideas on paper in any form.

We’re very committed to fast writing as one of the major ways to be-
come a productive writer for several reasons. One is that it’s much faster 
than the typical alternative, which is to write perfect first drafts. If you write 
perfect first drafts or try to, you know how agonizingly slow your writing 
can be. It’s agonizing in part because you spend your time making perfect 
prose that you later end up having to cut when you discover that it doesn’t 
fit. You might have spent hours on a particular piece of text, and then, in 
the editing process, you find yourself cutting large parts of a paragraph or a 
section. As a result, you’ve lost precious time. Our guess is, too, that when 
you write perfect first drafts, the writing process is painful and not a lot of 
fun. We think writing should and can be fun, and one of the ways to make it 
so is to write as fast as you can, delightedly watching those pages mound up.

15_465-Foss.indb   334 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



USEFUL PHRASES: WRITING AND EDITING

335

A second reason why we encourage you to do fast writing is that 
it’s a method that works for big projects like the dissertation. Sure, the 
perfect-first-draft method might work fine if you’re trying to write a 20-
page paper. You can keep all your ideas in your head for 20 pages’ worth. 
A dissertation or any kind of longer writing project, though, is something 
entirely different. You can’t possibly work out and keep in your head what 
you want to say for 200 pages, for example. The method will fail you if 
you try to write that many pages as a perfect first draft. You’re likely to get 
stuck when the writing method you’ve always used doesn’t work.

We’re also big fans of fast writing because, when you’re beginning 
to write your proposal or a chapter, you have no criteria to use to decide 
whether a sentence should be in a particular spot or whether a word is the 
precise one you want to use. You can’t make those decisions until you see 
the whole product and can see how that sentence or that word fits into the 
whole. No wonder you agonize over which word to use or how to sculpt 
a particular sentence. There’s no way you can make the decision at this 
point, but that’s exactly what you’re trying to do. This kind of debate, of 
course, slows you way down.

Editing as you write is not unlike moving into a new house or apart-
ment and trying to arrange the furniture by focusing on one or two pieces. 
It’s like moving a single table and a lamp here and there until you get it 
in just the right place. The problem is that you’ve ignored the sofa and 
the chairs and the coffee table that may need to go in the exact place 
you positioned the table and the lamp. The perfect place is no longer so 
perfect when the other pieces of furniture fill the room, and you probably 
won’t be able to keep the perfect placement of the table and the lamp. 
Imagine instead placing all the furniture in a rough, workable arrange-
ment and then making smaller and smaller adjustments until the room is 
perfect. When you work from that rough arrangement, all of your adjust-
ments take into account the whole, and there aren’t any major surprises or 
changes along the way. Fast writing, then, gives you the arrangement of 
the whole room before you begin to make smaller adjustments.

Writing a perfect first draft instead of writing fast can also contribute 
to a weaker overall product. The longer you spend thinking about and 
wording an example or producing the perfect sentence or picking the 
perfect word, the more attached you become to it. Consequently, the 
more you’ll resist putting it aside in favor of making a stronger argu-
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ment if that’s required. Imagine that you have five perfect pages of prose, 
complete with exceptional wording, exquisite examples, and carefully 
documented citations. Then imagine that you discover that you no longer 
really believe what you worked out in those pages or that you find some 
holes in your argument that make you uncomfortable. Maybe you decide 
that what you wrote is actually irrelevant to your argument.

Having spent the time to create this perfect piece of text, you are less 
likely to want to dispense with it altogether. You are more likely to spend 
time trying to patch it up and make it fit. Then you limp forward, drag-
ging with you something you know doesn’t work but that you can’t bear to 
cut. In fast writing, in contrast, you try to work out the argument first, and 
you may find yourself moving back and forth across several sides of a point 
before coming to grips with the nuanced perspective that is going to create 
your argument. You do this before any polishing of your prose takes place. 
Cutting a section of fast writing at this moment doesn’t cut you as deeply.

When we talk with students about fast writing, many of them have 
never tried it, and most don’t believe that successful writers actually en-
gage in fast writing. Well, guess what? They actually do. Below are two 
pages from Sonja’s first drafts for two different writing projects. She was 
writing fast and was just trying to get her ideas on the page. When you 
read what she wrote, you’ll probably think that there’s no way she could 
possibly get published with these pages as the starting point, but both of 
these turned into articles.1 Sonja has successfully used the strategy of fast 
writing her initial drafts to produce something like 50 articles and book 
chapters and 10 books.
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gage in fast writing. Well, guess what? They actually do. Below are two 
pages from Sonja’s first drafts for two different writing projects. She was 
writing fast and was just trying to get her ideas on the page. When you 
read what she wrote, you’ll probably think that there’s no way she could 
possibly get published with these pages as the starting point, but both of 
these turned into articles.1 Sonja has successfully used the strategy of fast 
writing her initial drafts to produce something like 50 articles and book 
chapters and 10 books.
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If fast writing isn’t something you’ve done before, we encourage you 
to give it a try. The following strategies might help—switching off the 
screen, making notes to yourself, writing with headings, skipping around, 
and getting yourself unstuck when you’re stuck. They’re all designed to 
keep you writing and to stop you from editing prematurely.

Switching Off the Screen
One of the most fun and dramatic ways to get yourself to write fast is 

to switch off the screen on your computer. Yes, turn it off so you can’t see 
what you are writing. This is hard to do on some laptops, but there are 
all sorts of tools that will allow you to turn off your screen if your laptop 
doesn’t make it easy. You can get essentially the same result by adjusting 
the brightness and contrast on your screen, dimming it so you can’t see 
what’s on it. The same effect can be achieved if you have a wireless key-
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board for your computer. Sit with your back to your screen or sit far from 
your desk and type away.

Not being able to see what you are writing is scary at first, and, of 
course, you have to be careful when you begin that your hands are on the 
right keys because you won’t be able to tell that from the screen. But what 
switching off the screen does is force you to keep moving. You can’t go 
back and reread the sentence you just wrote. You can’t go back and correct 
typos. There’s nothing to do but keep writing. When we ask writers to try 
it, they usually enjoy the feeling of freedom they get from the process, and 
they often have fun writing for the first time in their lives.

Making Notes to Yourself
You’re writing along, and you can’t think of the word you want to use. 

Or maybe you know you need an example of something, but you can’t 
think of one. Perhaps you need a citation, but you don’t have the source 
at hand. Maybe you know that a theorist in your field said something 
about an idea you are developing, and you wonder if that concept would 
help you elaborate your idea. Most students, when they find themselves in 
one of these situations, stop and go find what they need. That, of course, 
stops the fast writing. You interrupt the flow you have going, and, once 
you leave your computer to take care of these things, you’ll find it much 
harder to get writing again.

When you hit one of these places and are tempted to wander away 
from your desk to find what you need, don’t. Instead, type a note to your-
self right in the text about what to insert there, and keep writing. There 
are lots of ways you can do this: Type the note in all capital letters or type 
it in bold text or put it in a different color font. (Don’t choose a system 
that just allows you to waste time, though. The system you choose should 
be one you can do quickly.) Anything that you can’t write right now 
should simply be noted in one of these ways in your text. For example: 
NEED EXAMPLE, SUPPLY CITATION, DOES FOUCAULT FIT 
HERE? CHECK HEADINGS FOR PARALLEL LANGUAGE. It will be 
easy for you to fill in the missing information or to make these decisions 
when you revise.

In the following example, Wendy knows that she needs some details 
about what scholars have written about the connection between local news 
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and a sense of community. Then she discovers that she needs to locate a 
citation for a set-off quote. Notice how she simply makes notes to herself 
and keeps writing.

Communication and journalism scholars have written widely about 
the connection between local news, both print and broadcast, and a 
sense of community. (BRIEFLY REVIEW SOME LITERATURE 
HERE.) Many broadcast journalism scholars contend that economic 
incentive drives local news organizations’ larger efforts to create a sense 
of community within their viewing audience (Hallin & Gitlin, 1993; 
Kaniss, 1991; Reese & Buckalew, 1995). Phyllis Kaniss (1991), whose 
book-length study examines the processes involved in creating local 
news, explains:

The major focus of local news coverage in media markets throughout 
the country has come to be placed on issues with the symbolic capital 
necessary to unite the fragmented suburban audience. In other words, in 
order to sell their product—a set of messages the hallmark of which is 
their uniquely local character—the metropolitan news media have had to 
produce local identity as much as they produce news and entertainment. 
(FIND CITATION)2

By inserting a note to yourself in such places instead of stopping to 
supply details or to find a citation, you are able to keep writing. You can 
then insert these items later when you have a small amount of time or 
are feeling tired. If you find yourself with 10 or 15 minutes free to work 
on your dissertation, you can use that time to find a citation and fill it in. 
Perhaps several missing pieces come from the same book, so you also save 
time when you are finding the materials to fill in several holes at once.

Writing with Headings
Headings are single words, short phrases, or complete sentences that 

categorize all of the material under them until the next heading. You’re 
used to using headings to divide ideas in a paper as guideposts to help your 
readers understand your content more easily. You can use them in another 
way, too—a way that helps you keep writing fast.

Start by identifying how many parts your chapter or section will 
require. For each chapter, you know exactly what job that chapter has. 
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Given the specific function of a chapter, ask yourself what the parts of that 
chapter need to be. Those parts become your sections.

Then give your sections titles or headings. Descriptive headings that 
explain the gist of the section are likely to make it easier for you to write 
fast because they clearly indicate to you what the function of the section 
is. Consider headings such as Problems, Techniques, and Alternatives within 
a dissertation chapter about disciplining students at a school for special 
education. They don’t tell much of a story, do they? They certainly won’t 
help you expand the sections, either. Consider these alternative descrip-
tive headings: Adolescent discipline problems in special education, Common 
techniques for disciplining emotionally challenged students, and Alternative 
methods of disciplining with respect and rigor. Because they are descriptive, 
it’s easier for you to fill in the sections of the chapter with fast writing. 
You know that you are going to fill in the first section with a discussion of 
the most common discipline problems in special education. In the second 
section, you will explain the most common techniques for disciplining the 
students in these situations, and in the third section, you will detail new 
alternatives to the techniques in the second section. Knowing the content 
of each section in this way propels you forward.

Type all your headings into your document when you first sit down to 
work on a chapter. You can see in front of you the sections you have to fill. 
What you are doing is turning a seemingly overwhelming project into many 
small steps. When the size of what you have to write is small enough, you 
can deal with it more effectively emotionally. Telling yourself “I only have 
to fill in this small section” weighs very differently from “I have to write a 
chapter.” When you are fast writing to fill in a section, you see a very doable, 
concrete task ahead of you that won’t take very long to complete.

There’s yet another way to make use of headings to encourage yourself 
to write fast. Put in more headings than you’ll keep in your final document. 
This allows you to break the writing down into even smaller sections—even 
smaller doable pieces. Make a heading for each idea or even each paragraph 
you want to write if that helps you write fast because you are very clear about 
what you need to write for that paragraph and how it should function. It 
will be easy to remove the extra headings at revising time.

After you set up all of your headings, use the complexity and impor-
tance of the ideas in each section to get an idea of how long it should be. 
For example, if you want to have a 30-page findings chapter and you have 
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five equally important sections, you know that each of these sections needs 
to be about six pages long. Once you know you have six pages to use for 
explaining an idea, you can look at that idea to see what smaller parts are 
included. If there are three other parts, assign each of those parts a page 
count—perhaps a page or a page and a half. You might also have half a 
page for an introduction and another half a page for a conclusion to this 
section. Now that you know how long the section is going to be, you can 
effectively limit the amount of information you have to write to fill that 
section. This helps you pace out the project and tells you how in-depth 
you can go on a particular topic as you are doing your fast writing.
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Skipping Around
Something else that might encourage you to keep writing fast is that 

you can jump around. In contrast to the method of writing a perfect first 
draft, where you typically have to start at the beginning and develop the 
essay chronologically because you develop each idea from the previous 
one, with fast writing, you aren’t bound to writing in order. Because you 
know the sections you want to write and what you want to say in each 
section, you can start writing in whichever section you choose. When you 
can write on whichever section appeals to you at the moment, writing 
becomes much more fun. If you do get stuck, you can leave a section for 
a while, go work on another one, and then come back to the section that 
is giving you trouble later.

Getting Unstuck
Even though you’ve figured out the content of your chapters and sec-

tions before you start to write, you’ll still get stuck sometimes. You won’t 
have a clear idea of what you should say about something or where you 
should go next as you try to develop your text. A few strategies can be use-
ful for helping you unfreeze from these kinds of temporary writer’s block 
during fast writing: focused free writing, making lists, and talking out loud.

Sometimes, focused free writing about the ideas in a section where 
you’re stuck will give you enough energy and clarity to find your way 
again. Focused free writing is short, nonstop, timed writing designed to 
generate ideas relevant to your topic, but it isn’t anything you’ll keep in 
your actual draft. To use focused free writing to encourage your ideas to 
flow, try setting up some questions about the section that you think are 
important to answer: Who am I talking to? What am I trying to tell them? 
Why is this important? You might even try writing to answer these ques-
tions: Why am I stuck? What’s keeping me from figuring out this idea? 
By writing for five minutes about these questions, you’ll often find your 
way back into the ideas of the section.

Something else that can help you figure out what you want to say as 
you develop your ideas is to make a list of all the points that you think 
need to be in the section. This is a version of outlining and offers you the 
freedom of figuring out ideas without getting caught up in exact wording. 
After you develop a list of points, organize them so you know the order in 

15_465-Foss.indb   343 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER NINE

344

which you want to write about them. Then flesh out the points in the list 
into sentences and paragraphs using fast writing.

Here’s something else to try if you’re temporarily at a loss for ideas 
while you’re fast writing. Talk through ideas out loud—to a friend, to 
a nearby stuffed animal, or to yourself. If you’re a teacher, you might 
imagine yourself in front of a classroom. A student has just asked you to 
explain the idea on which you’re stuck. You wouldn’t just stand there and 
not respond, would you? Of course not. You would open your mouth, and 
something would come out. So open your mouth, and see what comes 
out. You’re likely to discover that you know more about what you want to 
say than you thought you did. You might even record yourself as you are 
talking so you can capture your points easily when you’re ready to write. 
And, of course, this is another time when Dragon software can be useful 
because it translates your talk into text on the page.

The first part of the process of getting your ideas on paper is writing. 
Writing fast gets a complete first draft done in a short amount of time. It 
gives you the raw material to sculpt. You know what your entire draft says 
before you begin the process of revising.

Slow Revising

Only after you have a complete spew or vomit draft as a result of fast writ-
ing should you begin to revise. Revising is a slower, more systematic pro-
cess than writing, and it includes two different kinds of acts—editing and 
proofreading. Although they are often considered identical, they are really 
two very different stages of the revising process with different functions. 
Both demand close and careful reading, but they focus on different levels of 
the writing and make use of different techniques to make different kinds of 
changes. Because editing demands a large scope of vision and proofreading 
demands a very small scope of vision, combining the two tasks is like trying 
to focus on both the forest and the trees at the same time. Very difficult! 
Begin with editing and then move on to proofreading.

Editing
Editing involves higher level concerns and larger changes than proof-

reading does. When you are editing, you want to see, for example, if your 
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ideas are in the correct order, if your evidence backs up your argument, 
if you have effective transitions between paragraphs, and if you are sty-
listically consistent. We suggest that you edit on printed pages and not 
on the computer. It’s easier when your document is printed out to move 
across pages to check whether you have fully developed an argument, your 
ideas are organized clearly, you have consistent coverage of information in 
terms of amount and depth, and you are stylistically consistent.

Don’t try to edit for everything at once. Do serial editing, where you 
make a number of passes through your chapter, each time editing for just 
one thing. Look first at the highest level of the argument and then move 
progressively to lower levels of organization, style, and word choice. You’ll 
probably do each of these steps of serial editing multiple times before you 
move on to the next step. You also might find that you sometimes need 
to go back and repeat a step you thought you had finished.

To begin editing, make a pass through your spew or vomit draft first 
to remove unnecessary information or text where you get off track and 
develop an idea that doesn’t belong. Having a clear sense of your research 
question and the purpose of your chapter will help you determine if you 
have any information that doesn’t fit. Only include information that is 
pertinent to making the argument you are making in this chapter. All 
other information will only cloud your presentation and make it weaker. 
Ask yourself, when editing to remove extra information, if you really need 
a section or a sentence to make your case. Repeat as necessary.

When you believe that you have removed information that doesn’t 
belong, edit to rearrange the essential pieces of the remaining information 
so that your ideas are in the order that gives you the clearest presentation 
of your argument. Here you are asking yourself if the major ideas included 
in your chapter follow one from another. Because you’ve already removed 
any extra information, you might need to rearrange some of the ideas to 
get the most out of your argument. One way to do this is to use a reverse 
outline, where you check the thesis sentences of your paragraphs to see if 
and how they connect to one another. Read the thesis sentences of your 
paragraphs in order (out loud if possible), or copy your text into a new 
document and delete everything from your draft except for your thesis 
sentences. Read down the list. You will be able to tell whether your ideas 
are in the proper order or not. Repeat as necessary.
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When you are comfortable with the arrangement of your ideas, turn 
your attention to places where you need to add new information to fill in 
gaps in your argument. Here you are beginning to pay attention to under-
developed arguments. You can use the thesis sentences of your paragraphs 
to help you out here as well. Reading through them will tell you whether 
you have all the key pieces you need to make your argument or to tell the 
story you want to tell. You’ll see where you need to add paragraphs or re-
work thesis sentences so they make a link in your argument more clearly. 
At the end of this step, you should be confident that your chapter does 
what you want it to do and reads smoothly for argument and organization. 
Repeat as necessary.

Now check for two common writing problems—overwriting and 
underwriting. Overwriting is when you provide too much information 
about something. It often comes from having the feeling that you have to 
explain or prove what you know to your readers in order to show that you 
know it. It’s often disrespectful to your readers, however, because you are 
assuming they don’t know things that they certainly know. The solution 
to overwriting is to go through your text and cut everything you think 
might be too basic to tell your audience. Focus on what you are saying 
that is new rather than summarizing things your audience already knows.

Underwriting is the opposite of overwriting—not saying enough to 
make your point or, more likely, not providing enough evidence and analysis 
to support a claim. Here, the main cause is a feeling that, if a claim makes 
sense to you, then it must also make sense to everyone else who reads it. 
You leave out important details and support because you are so familiar with 
your argument. The solution to underwriting is to read your own work as if 
you haven’t lived with it day in and day out for months or years. Read as if 
you know nothing about your subject, and read what is actually before you; 
don’t read for what you think you are saying. Repeat as necessary.

You now want to focus on your paragraphs. Read each paragraph to 
see if what is in the paragraph fits with the thesis sentence of the para-
graph. Make sure you assess the content against what the thesis sentence 
actually says, not what you intended it to say. Note all the details, ex-
amples, and explanations in the paragraph. Do these materials develop the 
thesis sentence? Do you need more examples? More explanation? Are the 
materials related enough to be in the same paragraph? You may discover 
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that you have more than one idea in a paragraph and that it needs to be 
made into two paragraphs. Repeat as necessary.

You next want to review your document for the transitions between 
paragraphs. Transitions are words, phrases, or sentences that connect 
ideas. Because they summarize or restate the point you just discussed and 
preview your next idea, they let your reader know where you’ve been and 
where you’re going. Decide if you need to make a transition more explicit, 
to rearrange the order of your paragraphs to make a transition possible, 
or to create transitions if some of yours are missing. Also check to be sure 
your transitions aren’t all the same. Repeated use of also, as well, and in 
addition suggests that you’re simply making a list—and not a very creative 
one at that. In such a case, your draft needs more development so that 
you can highlight the hierarchical or subordinating connections you see 
among the ideas. Repeat as necessary.

Once your transitions are in place and well crafted, review your sen-
tences. Do you have complete sentences? Do you have variety in the types 
of sentences you’ve written? Repeat as necessary.

Then edit for word choice. Have you used the best words to capture 
the ideas you want to express? Repeat as necessary.

Your next focus in the serial editing process is on spelling and punc-
tuation. Make sure that your words are spelled correctly and that you are 
following guidelines for things like commas, italics, and capital letters. 
Repeat as necessary.

Your final editing task is to check your citations against the originals. 
Look up each of your quotes in the original source and be sure you quoted 
them exactly. If you are using a reference list at the end of your chapter 
(rather than footnotes), you also want to be sure that every author you cite 
in the body of your document is included in the reference list. Likewise, be 
sure there is nothing in your reference list that doesn’t appear in the body 
of your text. It’s easy to do both of these processes using the search function 
on your computer. Just search for each author’s name, and be sure it appears 
both in the body of the text and in the reference list. 

Proofreading
Proofreading is concerned with lower order concerns such as me-

chanical errors and formatting requirements. You only begin proofread-
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ing after you are convinced that your draft is conceptually complete and 
stylistically sound. This is the final step in polishing a document and is 
crucial for a professional presentation of your ideas. You finish proofread-
ing when you are absolutely convinced that there are no errors in your text. 
You may not need all of the proofreading strategies we suggest here, but 
taking advantage of several of them will increase your confidence that the 
final version of your proposal or chapter is error free.

As with editing, you want to proofread your document several times. 
Each time, make use of a different technique for proofreading so you’ll be 
able to catch all of your errors. Proofread for only one kind of error at a 
time. For example, if you know that you have a difficult time with com-
mas, go through the proposal or chapter looking just for commas. If you 
try to identify too many things at once, you risk losing focus, and your 
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proofreading becomes less effective. In addition, some of the techniques 
that work well for catching one kind of mistake won’t catch others.

As the basis for effective proofreading, we encourage you to develop 
a style sheet of your own most common errors. When you notice errors 
that you make frequently, write them down alphabetically on a piece of 
paper to create your own personal style sheet. Using this style sheet, you 
can easily look for the errors you make most frequently. Maybe you tend 
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to confuse affect and effect or you find that you usually put a period after 
instead of before the citation in a set-off quotation. Search for ing if 
dangling modifiers are a problem for you, for it if you confuse its and it’s, 
or for opening quotation marks if you tend to leave out the closing ones. 
Your list of such errors becomes an excellent starting point for proofread-
ing because you can check each item on the list. Use your computer’s find-
and-replace function to catch these errors in your document.

Two proofreading techniques are available for catching the errors on 
your personal style sheet as well as other mistakes: computer-aided and 
hard-copy proofreading. Be sure to apply techniques from each category 
as you’re proofing. After completing computer-aided techniques, you 
should always print out and proofread a hard copy of your chapter because 
it’s very easy to miss errors when reading on a computer screen.

Computer-Aided Proofreading
One kind of proofreading makes use of the tools available on your 

computer. These techniques are only a beginning point, though, and 
while helpful in many ways, they have several shortcomings that make 
them inadequate for use by themselves. These tools are your spell checker 
and the find-and-replace function.

Before printing out a hard copy of your text to proofread, run your spell 
checker. Spell checkers can be useful tools, but don’t rely on them solely to 
identify misspellings. They are literal and limited. Because a spell checker can 
only compare a typed word to its own databank of correctly spelled words, if 
a word that you have correctly spelled isn’t in that spell checker’s data bank, 
that word will be flagged as misspelled. Likewise, if you have mistyped a 
word like their as they’re, because both words are correctly spelled, your spell 
checker will not flag this misspelling. Run the spell checker and check each 
flagged misspelling carefully. It’s a start for catching spelling errors. And re-
member, if you habitually misspell or misuse a word, write it down on your 
style sheet so that you can make sure you check for it in the future.

Hard-Copy Proofreading
After using the proofreading options on your computer, print out 

your document and read through it slowly, reading every word. Try read-
ing out loud, which forces you to say each word and also lets you hear how 
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the words sound together. This is especially helpful for spotting run-on 
sentences, but you’ll also hear other problems that you may not see when 
reading silently. When you read silently or too quickly, you can skip over 
errors or make unconscious corrections. Another technique is to point 
with your finger or a pen as you read one word at a time. This will slow 
you down, but, of course, that’s the idea.

If you have trouble with sentence punctuation, try separating the 
text into individual sentences, which will help you read each sentence 
carefully. When you’re working with a printed copy, you might use two 
highlighters of different colors to alternately mark sentences. This will 
help you isolate and evaluate your sentences as well as identify and assess 
beginning and ending punctuation marks.

Perhaps you tend to miss things in your footnotes, endnotes, or cita-
tions. If that’s the case, circle or highlight every note or citation in your 
text and then review only those items. This forces you to look at each one 
so that you can see if anything is missing or incorrect. After you highlight 
each citation, you can quickly review each one to make sure it matches 
the style sheet you are using. Highlighting your footnotes or endnotes and 
the numbers in the text also lets you quickly check to see that you have a 
note—and the correct one—for each reference.

Don’t stop to fix your errors on the computer at the moment that 
you identify them. When you identify an error or a potential error, mark 
it on the hard copy and continue looking for more errors. If you have a 
question, write your question on a sticky note, and place it on the page 
beside the item in question. If you need to use a reference book to look 
up one error, you can look up several at a time. Marking your errors like 
this allows you to find answers to all of them at once, so you don’t have to 
interrupt your proofing multiple times throughout the document.

Writing and revising your dissertation can look overwhelming in 
the beginning. You can find yourself looking at a blank computer screen 
and wondering how you are going to communicate all of your ideas ef-
fectively—or even how you’re going to generate the amount of text you’re 
going to need to turn that blank screen into a dissertation. You might also 
fear that you don’t know the right words to use or that you aren’t very 
good at expressing yourself. That’s kind of how you feel when you travel 
and don’t know the local language, isn’t it? Once you learn some useful 
phrases, you find you are able to accomplish what you want to do and 
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begin to enjoy the journey more. Try out some of these ideas for writing 
and editing if these processes cause you difficulty. We suspect that you’ll 
be delighted with how quickly you pick up the local lingo and begin to 
develop effective writing and revising skills.

Notes

1.  Sonja K. Foss and Cindy L. Griffin, “A Feminist Perspective on Rhetorical 
Theory: Toward a Clarification of Boundaries,” Western Journal of Communication 
56 (Fall 1992): 330–349; and Sonja K. Foss and Karen A. Foss, “Constricted and 
Constructed Potentiality: An Inquiry into Paradigms of Change,” Western Journal 
of Communication 75 (2011): 205–238.

2.  Constructed from the dissertation of Wendy Hilton-Morrow, “Local 
News, National Story: Television’s Construction of Viewer Subject Positions 
During the Iraq war” (PhD diss., University of Iowa, 2005).
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CHAPTER TEN

TRAVELOGUE:  
THE DISSERTATION DEFENSE

When you return home from your travels, you are eager to 
share your experiences with others. You might create a blog, 
post pictures on your Facebook page, or email pictures and 

accounts of your journey to friends and family. For dissertation writers, 
sharing takes the form of explaining and justifying your ideas in conversa-
tions with interested and educated others. Of course, you are sharing your 
ideas in written form in your dissertation itself, but discussing your ideas 
orally is another way in which this sharing takes place.

When you think about a defense, you’re probably thinking about 
the final defense—the defense with your chair and committee members 
that happens after you’ve completed the writing of your dissertation. But 
that’s not the only defense in which you’re engaged in the dissertation 
process. There’s also an ongoing defense that begins as soon as you start 
working on your dissertation. In this defense, you’ll be defending and 
supporting any number of aspects of your project—perhaps your topic, 
the categories of your literature review, your methods, how to present 
your findings, and your writing style—in conversations with your advi-
sor and other committee members.

We aren’t suggesting that you go into defense mode every time your 
advisor asks for revisions or questions something you want to do. He 
will have many excellent suggestions for revision that you’ll be happy to 

Steps 26–29 (124 hours)
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follow because you can see how they make your dissertation better. But 
there will be times when you have an idea that is really important to you 
or when you have a strong commitment to a particular way of present-
ing something in your dissertation, and you’ll want to defend your ideas 
in an effort to gain your advisor’s support. Your ongoing defense helps 
you retain control of your dissertation so that you’re able to do a study 
that excites and interests you. It also helps you develop the skills of pre-
senting, supporting, and scrutinizing ideas in scholarly conversations. 
Equally important, the ongoing defense builds your confidence in your 
ability to use these skills.

In other chapters, we’ve suggested some of the critical times when 
you’ll want to engage in an ongoing defense of your dissertation, so our 
focus in this chapter is on the final defense—the one you’ll do after you 
have completed your travels. The functions of this defense are different 
from those of your ongoing defense. The final defense is designed to al-
low you to disseminate the findings of your study. This is the first time 
you’ll have a chance to talk formally about your findings and to share 
new scholarship that contributes to your discipline. You are also publicly 
showcasing and celebrating the skills you developed and the confidence 
you gained through your work on the dissertation. Because your defense 
marks the end of your research apprenticeship, it has another function, 
too: It is your formal welcome into the community of scholars.

Defenses vary substantially from department to department and from 
university to university. In some departments, in fact, there is no oral de-
fense; the advisor and the committee members just sign off on a dissertation 
after they judge it to be satisfactory. The steps we outline in this chapter 
are true of most defenses, but you’ll want to augment our description with 
specific information about how defenses are conducted in your department.

Preparing for Your Defense

The first step of preparation begins long before you enter the seminar 
room for your own defense. Attend the defenses of some other students 
in your department. Attending others’ defenses will give you an idea of the 
kinds of questions that faculty members ask, the tone of the proceedings, 
and any skills you might need to practice to ensure a successful defense for 
yourself. If defenses aren’t open to the public in your own department, at-
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tend some in other departments and ask students who have been through 
the process in your department what the experience was like.

As you are finishing up the writing of your dissertation, schedule your 
defense. Graduate schools have rules about what the latest date is when a 
defense can be held each quarter or semester if you want to graduate that 
term. Find out what that date is, and schedule your defense accordingly. 
Scheduling can take some work given faculty members’ busy schedules, so 
begin working on figuring out a time when everyone can get together well 
ahead of when you want your defense to take place. There are electronic 
ways of doing this now, of course, that make finding a common time for 
everyone to meet relatively easy.

At most universities, in addition to your advisor and committee mem-
bers, an outside person is likely to be present at your defense—a repre-
sentative of the graduate school. She sits in on your defense to be sure it 
is conducted properly and to protect you from conflicts among committee 
members that they might try to take out on you. Sometimes, when you 
schedule your defense, you can designate a faculty member who will serve 
in this role. If you have a choice, you can select a professor from whom 
you’ve taken courses and whose research specialty is relevant to your study.

You may have a choice about whether your defense will be open to 
other students, faculty, friends, and family. If you do have a choice, think 
carefully about the decision. How comfortable do you feel defending your 
ideas orally? Does having a large audience make you more nervous? If you 
don’t defend your dissertation as well as you would like or if committee 
members identify serious flaws in your project, do you want lots of people 
watching? If you do decide you want to invite others to attend, now is the 
time to create the invitation or develop the flyer to advertise your defense.

You also want to package your dissertation effectively. At some point 
in the process of completing your dissertation, you are required to have 
the format reviewed by someone in the graduate school. This person will 
check your dissertation for things like the size of your margins and the 
format of your headings. At most universities, you have a choice about 
when to have this checking done. It can be done now or after your de-
fense. We suggest you do it now so that the dissertation is in the proper 
form when you submit it to your committee members. Having it checked 
at this point in the process will also leave you less to do following your 
defense, when you’ll really be ready to be done.
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After you’ve made any revisions the graduate school requires in terms 
of formatting, make your manuscript as clean and as perfect as you can 
make it. Your committee members might want you to email the document 
for them to print out themselves. But if you have the chance to print copies 
of your dissertation for your committee members, package it attractively. 
Put it in a box (copy shops have manuscript boxes that are perfect for this), 
or bind it with one of those coil bindings so the pages stay together. All of 
these presentational strategies encourage a positive response to what you 
have written because they communicate to your committee members that 
your dissertation is of high quality and that it is done.

Give your committee members your dissertation two weeks ahead of 
your defense date. This will give them time to read the dissertation before 
your defense, and there’s also enough time so that, if a committee member 
thinks there’s a major problem with the dissertation, the defense can be 
rescheduled. (Don’t worry: This doesn’t happen very often, but you would 
rather have your defense delayed and revise your dissertation than go into 
a defense when your committee members don’t believe your dissertation 
is ready to defend.) When you distribute your dissertation to your com-
mittee members, you might want to do again what we recommended with 
your proposal: Ask your advisor to include a note with the dissertation 
that endorses it and states that it is ready for defense.

If your advisor agrees and if the practice doesn’t violate norms in your 
department, call, email, or visit in person with your committee members 
a few days before your defense to see if they have any questions or com-
ments to share with you. Faculty members are usually willing to share 
concerns they have or to preview some of the questions they plan to ask 
you. At the very least, you will have a sense of how they are likely to 
respond to your dissertation at the defense. An alternative to contacting 
your committee members yourself is for your chair to contact them. Either 
way, such conversations reduce surprises at the defense.

Now is a good time to have a conversation with your advisor about 
the role he will play in your defense. Some advisors adopt a role of me-
diator, clarifier, and cheerleader. This might involve clarifying confusing 
questions, asking you questions to which he knows you know the answer, 
and interrupting trains of hostile questioning. Other advisors assume the 
role of harshest critic, expecting you to rise to the challenge and display 
how much you know. An advisor who adopts this role often may surprise 
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you with criticism that he hasn’t given you before—perhaps about things 
as major as the need to reorganize your study or about the inadequacy of 
your findings. Knowing what you can expect about the role your advisor 
will assume will help you be prepared.

Before your defense begins, ask your advisor to write down the ques-
tions that you are asked and by whom at the defense. There are several 
reasons for this. Your advisor wants a record of the questions so she can 
talk with the committee members about which ones require revisions 
in your dissertation. The record also gives you a sense of the kind of 
responses you’re likely to get to your study when you revise it for publica-
tion as an article or a book. There’s another reason, too: You are likely, at 
the end of your defense, to remember very few of the questions you were 
asked because you’ll be nervous and will be concentrating on your own 
performance, and it’s useful and fun to have a record of them. But you 
don’t want to be writing down the questions yourself because you want 
to focus on giving good answers to the questions. That’s why it’s a good 
idea to establish with your advisor ahead of your defense that she’ll keep 
a record of the questions for you.

Also ask your advisor to prepare a list of possible questions you might 
be asked at your defense—questions that cover the range of types of ques-
tions you’ll be asked at varying levels of difficulty. Here’s where those 
conversations with committee members will be very helpful. But even 
if such conversations aren’t possible, your advisor is probably familiar 
enough with your study and the committee members that he can make 
some pretty good guesses about the kinds of questions they’ll ask.

Whether or not your advisor and committee members are willing to 
suggest some questions you might be asked, we recommend that you do 
another kind of preparation: Prepare 10 basic answers. Some of these 
answers should be about major aspects of your study—an answer about 
your method, an answer about your data, and an answer about your find-
ings, for example. Some should be more global answers about the history 
of trends in your field and about the literature on which you drew for 
your study. At a minimum, you will have 10 solid, articulate, rehearsed 
“speaking modules” on which you can draw to formulate the answers to 
the questions you are asked.

Your next step should be to prepare your presentation for the defense. 
Departments differ as to how long and how formal your presentation 
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should be, so be sure to find out what is expected in yours. In some depart-
ments, you are asked to give a five-minute summary of your project while 
you are sitting down at the table with your committee members. With these 
kinds of presentations, the attitude of the faculty is that they’ve all read the 
dissertation and don’t need a lengthy summary, but they want to be sure 
you can give one. This short summary is also useful for anyone in the room 
who hasn’t read your dissertation. In other departments, you are expected to 
give a 30-minute formal presentation, often with PowerPoint, summarizing 
your project in detail. With this format, of course, there will be less time for 
questions by your committee members. Regardless of the length of the pre-
sentation, you want these items to be included in it: (1) Research question, 
(2) Key literature that sets up the theoretical conversation for your study, 
(3) Methods you used to gather and analyze your data, (4) Major findings, 
and (5) Recommendations for future research.

There’s still more preparation to be done. If you are doing a Pow-
erPoint presentation, get your slides ready. In some departments, the 
custom is to have a one-page handout that summarizes your dissertation 
prepared for guests who have not read the dissertation in advance. If this 
is the case in your department, prepare your handout. Then practice and 
practice and practice your presentation until it flows easily and eloquently.

You next want to hold a mock defense. Give your presentation and 
answer out loud the questions your advisor and perhaps other committee 
members have given you. If possible, do this practice defense with your 
advisor, who can critique your presentation and your responses and help 
you develop strategies for responding to questions. If this isn’t something 
your advisor is willing to do or if you aren’t comfortable asking her to do 
this, you can have a mock defense with a fellow student or students or 
even your partner or spouse. Pretend you are actually at the defense, and 
answer the questions as you would in the real situation. You will get used 
to presenting complete answers and articulating ideas out loud, and some 
of your nervousness should dissipate because of your increased comfort 
level with the process. As a result of this mock defense, make changes to 
your presentation if necessary and study up on subjects on which you were 
a bit rusty as you answered sample questions.

As the date approaches, pull the things together that you will want to 
bring to your defense: A copy of your dissertation, a legal pad on which to 
take notes, a pen, water, and a handkerchief or Kleenex if you tend to sweat 
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or cry during such events. If you’ll be submitting your dissertation in hard 
copy or if you want to include original signed pages in the bound copies 
you’ll have made up, also bring along copies on the required bond paper 
of the dissertation page that has to be signed by your committee members.

You might have to do one more thing in preparation for the defense, 
and that is to buy or make refreshments. In some departments, there’s a 
tradition that the doctoral candidate brings food to the defense for the com-
mittee members, and in some cases, the food is expected to be an elaborate 
spread. We’re not fond of this practice for a couple of reasons. One is that 
it adds another job for you to do on top of all of the other things you are 
preparing. But is also seems to us that supplying food to committee mem-
bers could be seen as a sort of bribe—the implicit message might be that 
if the food is abundant and tasty enough, you’ll pass. If bringing food isn’t 
a tradition in your department, don’t do it. Many committee members are 
likely to find the practice odd, inappropriate, and off-putting.

15_465-Foss.indb   359 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER TEN

360

The Defense Itself

You can expect your defense to be two hours long. It will probably be held 
in a conference or seminar room in your department, where the standard 
arrangement is a rectangular table, where you sit at the head. Your advisor 
will introduce the proceedings, usually explaining that everyone is gath-
ered for your defense, and she’ll also summarize the procedures that will 
be followed. In some departments, defenses begin by having the student 
leave the room so that the committee members can determine the order 
of questioning and discuss any major concerns they might have, so don’t 
be surprised if you are asked to leave the room immediately when your 
defense begins.

The Opening
Then it’s your turn. You probably want to begin your opening pre-

sentation by thanking your advisor and your committee members for their 
assistance with your dissertation. Then you’ll give the oral presentation 
or summary of your project that you’ve been practicing. Following your 
presentation, you are likely to be asked to talk about any changes you 
would want to make in your study. Come prepared to talk about a few. 
Avoid two common mistakes students make in discussing such changes. 
One is to point out such major flaws that the committee members begin 
to question whether they should pass you. Another is to pick out piddling 
revisions you would like to make, such as correcting typos. Remember 
that you want to exude confidence about your dissertation, so your ex-
planation of changes you would make should be ones that other scholars 
might readily identify but that don’t substantially diminish the value 
of your study (the sample consisted of college students and thus lacked 
heterogeneity, for example). Your final defense has begun, so make even 
your suggested changes be part of your effort to justify your choices and 
demonstrate your familiarity with conventions of scholarship.

The Questions
The major part of the defense consists of the professors on your com-

mittee asking you questions. They will do this in one of two ways. They 
might choose to take turns, going around the table, one by one, with each 
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person asking you the questions he wants to ask. Or the defense may take 
the form of a conversation, where one person will begin the questioning, 
and others will jump in, asking their questions at the point in the conver-
sation where they seem to fit. Even if the procedure is a turn-taking one, 
you’ll find that the question asking often turns into a conversation. Others 
may ask follow-up questions or respond to your answer after one profes-
sor asks a question before the turn-taking format is restored. Sometimes, 
too, you’ll find that the professors will start talking and debating an idea 
among themselves. Faculty members enjoy talking with their peers about 
ideas, but they don’t get the chance to very often; a defense provides them 
with this opportunity. Don’t worry if that happens. You’re out of the hot 
seat temporarily, so take a deep breath and get ready for the next question 
when your committee members discover that they ought to refocus their 
attention back onto you.

So what kinds of questions are you likely to be asked at your de-
fense? Some will be narrow questions focused on a sentence you wrote 
on a certain page. A committee member perhaps doesn’t understand 
what you mean or takes issue with what you’ve said or how you’ve ex-
pressed an idea. In these cases, the questioner will ask all the committee 
members to turn to that page of your dissertation, and you’ll be asked to 
explain the statement. A question in this category might be something 
like this: “On page 27 of your dissertation, in the first sentence of the 
second paragraph, you make a statement about truth. This suggests that 
you believe there is an objective reality out there that can be discovered. 
Is this what you mean to say here?”

A second type of question has to do with the logistics of your study. 
Questions may be asked about why you chose the data or methods you did 
or why you organized your dissertation in a particular way. Likewise, you 
might be asked to explain how you applied a particular method in your 
study or to explain some aspect of your statistical procedures. A question 
of this type would be something like: “Can you explain in more detail the 
process you used to code the television programs?” or “Why did you use 
grounded theory as your method instead of content analysis?”

Other questions will focus on your findings or the results of your 
analysis. These questions might be about the schema you developed to 
present your findings, the implications of your findings, or the connec-
tion between your findings and previous literature. Here are two questions 
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of this type: “The theory of humor you developed in your last chapter 
provides an explanation for humor that is very different from previous 
theories of humor. How do you reconcile your findings with those past 
studies?” or “Did anything surprise you about your findings?”

Some questions will be asked about topics related to but not directly 
concerned with the subject of your dissertation. Your committee members 
will assume that you are familiar with related theories and bodies of litera-
ture and may ask you questions about them. They also might want to ask 
you questions about related theories or concepts because they seem use-
ful for developing an explanation of your findings. An example of such a 
question is: “Do you remember Kenneth Burke’s notion of perspective by 
incongruity? Can this idea be used to enrich your analysis of your data?”

Other questions will ask you to reflect on the dissertation process and 
move you forward into a professional life. These questions are things like: 
“Now that you have finished this study, what have you learned about do-
ing research?” or “What are your plans for research following the comple-
tion of your dissertation?”

The questions you are asked by the graduate school representative 
or outside reader at your defense are likely to be different still. Unless 
this person has a vendetta against you for some reason (as we saw once 
when the outside person happened to be the best friend of the man with 
whom the student had just broken off a relationship), the outside person 
will be supportive and interested. Because of a lack of knowledge of your 
discipline, she will tend to ask questions from an educated outsider’s per-
spective. Her questions typically will be of general interest, application 
questions, or questions that allow her to learn more about a subject and 
methods that are new to her. Although the external reader may see herself 
as the final gatekeeper who must validate your expertise through rigorous 
inquiry, such a stance is rare, and the external person rarely disagrees with 
your committee on the final evaluation.

If your committee members complete their questioning and there’s 
still some time left, any other people present at your defense may be 
invited to ask questions. Fellow students, friends, and family members 
will be genuinely interested in understanding your dissertation, so their 
questions will be fun and easy for you to answer. They might even ask you 
questions they know you can answer easily just to be supportive and to try 
to decrease your anxiety.
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Your Answers
Let’s turn now to some strategies for answering questions. Your strat-

egy for answering any question you are asked should be the same: Answer 
it confidently but not arrogantly and explain yourself as articulately and 
clearly as you can. Be assertive about your knowledge—remember that you 
know more about your study than your committee members do. Provide 
expansive responses to questions. Be in command of the literature that 
informs your dissertation. Your committee members may not agree with 
some of the choices you made in your dissertation and probably would 
not have done your study in exactly the same way you did, but your job is 
to show them that you can justify your choices in ways that make sense.

Most important, be sure that you understand a question. Some 
questions will be poorly worded, and you’ll miss parts of some questions 
simply because you’re nervous. Don’t answer a question if you’re not 
sure what it is. Get clarity first. It’s all right to pause for five seconds or 
so to think. One way to create a pause is to jot notes on your legal pad 
while a faculty member is asking a question. Then you can look back at 
what you’ve written to try to understand the question. You can also ask 
a faculty member to repeat a question or to elaborate on it if you don’t 
understand it. Don’t be afraid to engage in the practice of active listen-
ing to be sure you’ve understood a question: “Let me see if I have this 
right. You’re asking me to explain the methodological assumptions that 
led me to do interviews for my study?”

You may be asked some questions that are difficult to answer for 
various reasons. Strategizing about how you might answer them will 
help you feel more at ease if you get asked these kinds of questions. For 
example, what if you get asked a question to which you truly don’t know 
the answer? Such questions are often questions about subjects you didn’t 
deal with in your dissertation, theories with which you aren’t familiar, 
or issues that you haven’t thought about in conjunction with your study. 
Don’t respond to such a question by saying “I don’t know.” Instead, you 
want to demonstrate that you know how to respond professionally in such 
situations. You might simply say, “I’m not prepared to discuss that be-
cause it’s beyond the scope of my study” or “My study didn’t involve data 
that would allow me to answer that.” Another option is to say, “That’s 
an interesting question. I haven’t thought about that before. Let me talk 
through some possible connections so you can see how I might begin to 
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approach this.” Now might also be the time to bring in one of those 10 
answers you prepared and to try to make a connection between a prepared 
answer and the subject of the question.

Another kind of question you might be asked is also likely to confuse 
you. This is a question that doesn’t make sense to you because the answer 
is clearly in your dissertation—in fact, you might have dealt extensively 
in the dissertation with what the committee member is asking you to 
explain. In such cases, you’ll be tempted to try to figure out the motive of 
the questioner for asking the question, or you’ll wonder if the questioner 
is asking you for a deep and profound answer that goes beyond what is in 
your dissertation. Probably not. When these kinds of questions are asked, 
it’s usually because the questioner hasn’t read your dissertation very well or 
at all. (Yes, this happens. In fact, we just heard of a case where a student 
was quite certain her advisor hadn’t read her dissertation by the time she 
defended it.) Your first effort to answer these kinds of questions should 
be to answer them as you did in your dissertation. An example is: “I dealt 
with the nature of my data-collection procedures on pages 10 to 13 of my 
dissertation, but I am happy to reiterate that information for you now.”

You also might be asked questions that are designed for faculty 
members to show off their knowledge in front of their colleagues. These 
questions might be quite lengthy and seem more like sermonettes than 
questions. They’re difficult to answer because they aren’t really questions. 
If you get one of these questions, see if you can find something in the 
statement–question with which you agree and that’s relevant to your dis-
sertation. Affirm the questioner by restating the so-called question, agree-
ing with it, and relating it to your dissertation. Here’s an example: “You 
make an excellent point, Dr. Freyer, about the abuses of the ethnographic 
method as it is being used today. I tried to deal with such issues in my 
dissertation by . . .”

You also might be asked questions about why you did not do some-
thing in your dissertation, with the implication that your study should 
have been bigger than it is, encompassed other subjects, employed other 
methods, or generally been a different study. Your answer to such ques-
tions can be something along the lines of: “That’s a fine idea, and ex-
panding my data certainly would enhance my findings. But that’s really 
a different study, and I hope others will do that in the future to build on 
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the work I’ve begun. It might even be something I’ll want to do myself 
because it would fit nicely into my research program.”

After everyone is done asking questions, you’ll be asked to leave the 
room. If there are visitors sitting in on the defense, they’ll be asked to leave 
with you. Don’t take your things with you as you leave because you’ll be 
asked to come back in again fairly soon. Hang around not too far from 
the door so that your advisor can find you easily when your committee 
members are ready to bring you back in again.

The Closing
While you are out of the room, your committee members will be 

making several decisions. They’ll first decide whether to pass you on your 
defense and your dissertation. Voting processes and requirements vary 
across universities, so be sure to find out what they are before you go into 
your defense. At some universities, you can receive one negative vote on 
your defense or dissertation and still pass. At other universities, you can 
have one negative vote on one but not the other, or you must have all 
positive votes on both the defense and the dissertation in order to pass. 
If you don’t pass, the options are likely to be to redo the dissertation and 
the defense, schedule a second oral defense, or terminate matriculation. 
At some universities, your committee also has an option of choosing to 
pass you “with distinction.” This means you have done an exemplary job 
on your dissertation.

If you pass—certainly the most likely option—a second decision your 
committee members will be making concerns the nature of the revisions 
they want you to make. The choices often are “pass with no revisions,” 
“pass with minor revisions,” or “pass with major revisions.” “No revisions” 
rarely means absolutely no revisions. It can mean correcting tables, cor-
recting typos, or adding a few sentences of clarification. “Minor revisions” 
means explanation or clarification of several paragraphs at various places 
in your dissertation. “Major revisions” are those that involve a substantial 
rewriting of sections of your dissertation.

A third decision the committee members will make is about who will 
be accountable for making sure the revisions they ask for are completed 
satisfactorily. In some cases, some or all members of your committee will 
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want to see the revisions, but, typically, the committee members agree 
that your advisor will be the final arbiter about whether you have suc-
cessfully made the revisions they requested. To help with these revisions, 
committee members often return their copies of the dissertation to you 
with margin notes and editing suggestions.

When the committee’s deliberations are done, you will be called back 
into the room. In many departments, you know right away how well 
you’ve done. The convention is for your advisor to greet you outside of the 
door, if you’ve passed, with “Congratulations, Dr. ___.” You can breathe 
a sigh of relief then. You may have revisions left to do, but you’ve made 
it through the defense, and your committee has passed your dissertation.

Following Your Defense

The final stage, of course, is your celebration. In some departments, a 
reception takes place immediately after the defense—perhaps in the same 
room in which the defense was held or somewhere else in the depart-
ment. There might be a norm that your faculty advisor brings champagne 
(if alcohol is allowed on your campus), which is then shared among you, 
your committee members, and any friends and family members who have 
gathered. In some departments, the norm is for the student to supply food 
for a reception immediately following. Be sure to find out what the norms 
are in your department.

For some students, gift giving follows the defense. Again, this prac-
tice varies across departments, so check on the conventions in yours. Some 
students give gifts to all of their committee members immediately after 
the defense or at a later time. These gifts might be things like bookmarks, 
gift certificates to a bookstore, Starbucks cards, mugs, or pens. If your 
committee members have not been very involved in your dissertation, 
gifts can seem excessive, in which case you might want to give a small gift 
only to your advisor and perhaps write thank-you notes to your committee 
members. If you want to give your advisor a gift, those gift certificates, 
mugs, or pens work well, as does something a bit more personal, such as 
a scarf, a piece of pottery, desk accessories, or flowers. Some advisors give 
their advisees a gift following the defense, so don’t be surprised if you 
receive such a congratulatory item from yours. Whether your department 
has a norm of gift giving between students and committee members or 
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not, at a minimum, you’ll want to write your advisor and committee mem-
bers an email following the defense, thanking them for their contributions 
of time and valuable insights. A handwritten note would be even nicer.

The defense is the moment you’ve been planning and preparing for 
over the course of months and even years. It might feel anticlimactic when 
it’s over—like it wasn’t such a big deal after all. To counter the possibil-
ity that you might feel a bit let down, plan a small celebration for that 
day—perhaps go out to lunch with friends or family after your defense. 
You might not want your big party to be that night, though, because you 
are likely to feel utterly drained after the defense and feel more like taking 
a nap than partying.

The day after the defense, begin to attend to any revisions your com-
mittee members have asked you to make. You’re not likely to feel much 
like making revisions to the dissertation at this moment, but tackle them 
quickly. Make a list for yourself of all the revisions you need to do, break-
ing each one down into discrete, doable units. This is the same process 
that you did innumerable times to get your dissertation done, and you just 
have to do it one more time. Take each item on your list one by one and 
make the revision. When you’ve done all of them, read the entire disserta-
tion through to make sure your revisions don’t require changes in other 
parts of the dissertation and that there is alignment throughout.

15_465-Foss.indb   367 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER TEN

368

A note about revisions: If the revisions seem major and designed not 
to correct flaws in your study but to make it into a substantially more 
sophisticated work, chances are you are being asked to make the kinds of 
revisions that would be needed to turn your dissertation into a book. If 
you think this is what’s happening to you, you’ll need to engage in that 
ongoing defense one more time. Remind your advisor and committee 
members that this is a dissertation, and the revisions required should be 
ones required to make the dissertation satisfactory. You might have to 
assert that you will be happy to make book-type revisions if you decide to 
turn your dissertation into a book.

When your advisor (and any committee members who have asked 
to be involved) sign off on your revisions, you’re almost done. Make the 
required number of copies on the required bond of paper. (If you are 
required to submit your dissertation electronically, of course, this won’t 
be necessary.) Your university also might require you to submit your dis-
sertation to ProQuest, a service that archives dissertations and theses and 
makes them available to others. You’ll also probably want to give your 
advisor a bound copy, and some of your committee members might want 
one, too (they usually don’t). Now is also the time to make copies for any 
family members and close friends who want one. You can have copies 
bound at copy shops with spiral bindings or in fancier form through Pro-
Quest. Be sure to have extra money in your budget or available on your 
credit card at submission time because the submission fees and copying 
and binding costs can be substantial.

Both your ongoing defense and your final defense help you develop 
the skills involved in sharing and defending ideas in conversation. In con-
trast to those situations in which you impose a travelogue on friends and 
relatives who may be less than interested, at the defense, those in the con-
versation are interested in the ideas you’ve developed and want to explore 
them with you. They also want you to succeed and aren’t deliberately 
trying to harass or block you. Relax as much as you can, feel good about 
what you have done, try to have some fun, and remember that you know 
more about your dissertation than anyone else. As Robert L. Peters rightly 
notes, “Remember that not only is the defense an open-book examination 
but you wrote the book!”1
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Note

1.  Robert L. Peters, Getting What You Came For: The Smart Student’s Guide 
to Earning a Master’s or Ph.D. (New York: Noonday/Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 
1997), 245.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

MAKING THE BEST USE OF YOUR GUIDE: 
ADVISOR ADVISING

Sometimes, when you travel, you are fortunate to be accompanied 
by a guide who shows you the way, shares knowledge and expertise 
with you, frames your experience of a site in a useful way, answers 

your questions, and generally enhances your traveling experience. Your 
advisor has the potential to serve in this same way for you. Just as a guide 
can have a major impact on your experience while traveling, your rela-
tionship with your advisor affects the kind of dissertation you write, your 
experience of doing the dissertation, the time it takes to complete it, and 
your career options once the dissertation is done.

Because advisors have the greater power in the advising situation, 
you might expect them to take the lead in initiating communication that 
facilitates effective relationships. Ideally, you’d like your advisor to engage 
in communication such as inviting interaction between the two of you, 
offering assistance, creating a safe environment in which to explore ideas, 
and adapting his communication to you and your needs. Not all advisors, 
though, engage in these kinds of communication. They don’t always have 
or make use of the kinds of communication skills required to create an 
effective mentoring relationship.

Does your advisor’s lack of skill in communicating mean she doesn’t 
want to help you? Definitely not. Most advisors are well intentioned and 
want to be helpful. Faculty members generally don’t take on graduate ad-
visees unless they want to work with them and help them succeed. Many, 
however, simply don’t know what to do to be good advisors. They also 
aren’t likely to get much support in helping them learn how to improve 
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their advising skills. What this means is that they’re likely to be using as 
an advising script their own experience as an advisee—what their relation-
ship with their own graduate advisor was like—and that can be a limiting 
and often dysfunctional model.

If your advisor seems to lack the skills of a good advisor, are you 
doomed to have a troubled relationship that may slow you down? Again, 
no. The advising relationship is, at its core, a communication relationship. 
It is initiated, developed, and maintained through communication, which 
means that, by using skillful communication, you can exert some influence 
in the relationship. Engaging in particular kinds of communication can help 
you make your advisor into the best possible advisor for you—someone who 
will allow you to complete your dissertation and flourish as a professional. 
There’s another reason for you to employ effective communication skills: 
Such skills can help reduce the power differential between you and your 
advisor and can dramatically affect your advisor’s perception of you. By us-
ing good communication skills, you can transform yourself from a groveling 
graduate student into a proactive, capable, committed potential colleague.

Five communication skills are particularly important in helping you 
create an effective advisor: Asking a faculty member to be your advisor at 
an appropriate time, agreeing on a vision, articulating your needs, enact-
ing professionalism, and assessing your relationship.

Asking Appropriately

Asking appropriately has to do with asking a faculty member to be your 
advisor. If you are reading this book because you are in the throes of the 
dissertation process, you already have your advisor. If that’s the case, skip 
this discussion of the skill of asking and go on to the next skill—agree-
ing on a vision. If you are reading this at the beginning of your program, 
haven’t yet begun to think about your dissertation, and don’t have an 
advisor, keep reading.

The first step is something you know a lot about as a graduate stu-
dent—doing research. Now, though, you want to do research on the fac-
ulty members you are considering for your advisor. How do you go about 
this? Talk with other students who have those faculty members as advi-
sors. Take classes from potential advisors. Read their books and articles. 
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Serve on committees in your department that have student members 
so you’ll be able to see various faculty members in action. When you’re 
getting close to making a decision, interview the faculty members you’re 
considering. They might be surprised that you are being so thorough and 
systematic in picking an advisor, but they’ll be impressed, too. You have 
already begun to demonstrate your professionalism and competence in the 
relationship with your future advisor.
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There’s one more thing to find out, and it’s a big one. Find out 
whether the potential advisors have directed dissertations before. If they 
haven’t, use caution. Sure, there may be advantages to being a young fac-
ulty member’s first advisee. He is likely to be energetic and enthusiastic 
and to remember how it felt to be a graduate student. How many students 
he graduates could factor into his own tenure decision, so he also might 
be eager to perform well. But being someone’s first advisee can delay your 
progress on your dissertation. He may simply not know what to do and 
won’t be able to provide you with the guidance you need.

A first-time advisor also can delay you because she wants to prove her 
brilliance to her faculty colleagues using your dissertation. Jackson worked 
for five years on his dissertation, going through draft after draft. No ver-
sion was good enough for his advisor, though. She was a new faculty 
member who wanted a perfect dissertation for her first student to defend 
to demonstrate her own competence. Jackson ended up not getting tenure 
himself because his dissertation wasn’t finished on time.

There are other advantages to a more seasoned advisor. She won’t 
be focused on trying to get tenure at the expense of helping you. She 
will be less likely to steal your ideas (unfortunately, not an uncommon 
practice in academia), and she’ll be more able to protect you in academic 
conflicts. A tenured professor is also more likely to remain at your uni-
versity and to see you through your dissertation instead of leaving for a 
better position somewhere else.

Let’s assume you’ve done your research and have decided on the fac-
ulty member you want to have as your advisor. Don’t ask yet. Remember 
the onus your request to be an advisor places on a faculty member. He 
may have many advisees, and if you become his advisee, you’ll be taking 
a great deal of his time. If this is the person you really want to be your 
advisor, you don’t want to ask before he’s had a chance to get to know 
you, thus increasing the likelihood that he’ll say yes. Getting to know 
him means going through the process people usually go through to get 
to know someone.

Interpersonal relationships typically go through five stages, starting 
with when people first meet someone and ending with a fully developed 
relationship. The stages are: initiating, experimenting, intensifying, inte-
grating, and bonding. In the initiating stage, two people meet each other 
for the first time and engage in polite, safe, and superficial conversation, 

15_465-Foss.indb   374 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



MAKING THE BEST USE OF YOUR GUIDE: ADVISOR ADVISING

375

trying to make a positive impression on one another. In the experimenting 
stage, they begin to express their likes and dislikes, values, attitudes, per-
sonal opinions, and common interests. The third stage is the intensifying 
stage, and it’s characterized by more breadth and depth of self-disclosure. 
In other words, the people involved will talk about more topics in more 
in-depth ways. The next stage, the integrating stage, is marked by a high 
degree of intimacy and is the stage at which the tastes, attitudes, and opin-
ions of the two people begin to merge. They begin to present themselves 
as a team or a couple, and others begin to see them that way. In the last 
stage, the bonding stage, two people publicly declare their commitment to 
each other. This happens through marriage or a commitment ceremony in 
romantic relationships. In advising relationships, of course, this is when a 
faculty member commits to serve as a student’s advisor.1

When two people develop a relationship through these five stages, 
it’s on solid footing because the relationship has been built gradually on 
shared information. What’s important about these relationship stages 
for you is that they suggest the appropriate time for you to ask a faculty 
member to be your advisor. Asking is a move to a committed relationship, 
and asking too early in the relationship can result in a rejection of your 
invitation just because the faculty member you’ve selected doesn’t know 
you. Initiate and develop that relationship in the ways people normally 
do, going through at least most of the stages of initiating, experimenting, 
intensifying, and integrating before you pop the question.

Knowing about the stages of a relationship can also be helpful for you 
if you’ve been assigned an advisor or don’t have a choice about an advisor 
because there’s only one person in your department who is qualified to 
direct your dissertation. In these instances, your advising relationship isn’t 
beginning at the initiating stage but at the integrating or even the bonding 
stage. Relationships don’t typically begin with a request to the proposed 
friend to be a friend, but that’s the way your advising relationship is begin-
ning if you’re in this situation. You are starting your relationship late in 
the steps of relationship building without the benefit of mutual interests, 
shared enthusiasm, and the reciprocal exchange of information.

So how do you develop a relationship with your potential advisor? 
Take advantage of any opportunities that are available to exchange the 
kind of information that typically would be shared at the early stages of a 
relationship. Join her research team, attend a workshop she’s conducting, 
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attend the business meeting of an interest group at a conference in which 
she participates, attend social events in your department, take classes from 
her, and perhaps even work on an independent study with her. Don’t for-
get the option of inviting her to tea or lunch. Another strategy is to ask 
your potential advisor for advice on a paper for another class or one that 
you want to submit to a convention. After several such interactions, ask 
the targeted faculty member to be your advisor.2 If she says no, you’ll begin 
the process over again with another potential advisor. If she says yes, you’re 
ready to go on to applying the next skill—agreeing on a vision.

Agreeing on a Vision

Something that can cause major difficulties between students and advi-
sors is lack of a shared vision for the dissertation. You and your advisor 
each have a view of the dissertation and the process you’ll be using to 
create it, but these views might not match up. What’s more, you’re not 
likely to be aware that the other has a dramatically different view from 
yours. As a result, all sorts of problems are likely to arise as the two of 
you try to work together. Where can things go wrong? Three common 
misalignments make sharing a vision difficult—lack of agreement on 
your roles, the advising model you’ll be using, and what the dissertation 
is supposed to be.

Expectations about Roles
You and your advisor need to agree on the roles you expect to adopt 

during the dissertation process. Roles are sets of behaviors that reflect your 
view of what is appropriate. Both you and your advisor bring character-
istics, identities, commitments, and experiences of various kinds to the 
advising relationship that affect how each of you thinks you both should 
act. Let’s look at a couple of examples of how this can work.

You and your advisor each bring physical characteristics to the rela-
tionship. You may see yourselves in particular ways and try to live up to 
particular expectations because of these characteristics. It’s not the char-
acteristics themselves but how you interpret them that’s important here. 
Your interpretations can serve as obstacles to shared expectations about 
roles when they create different expectations for behavior.
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Gender is an obvious example. What we’re talking about here is a sit-
uation in which the nature of gender performances encourages the adop-
tion of particular roles either by you or your advisor, and the two of you 
disagree on what those should be. You might believe, for example, that 
because you’re a woman, you must adopt a particular role—perhaps be-
ing deferential, putting yourself down, or being unassertive. Your advisor, 
however, doesn’t see that as an appropriate role for you. Or perhaps you’re 
a young woman who has an older man as an advisor. You may see him 
in a fatherly role and expect him to guide, support, and protect you. But 
he might not be viewing your relationship in those terms at all. Similarly, 
when you and your advisor are of the same gender and relatively close in 
age, you may find that one of you sees the relationship as a friendship, 
while the other doesn’t. In all of these cases, interpretations of gender cre-
ate expectations that are different between you and your advisor.

How you and your advisor interpret race also might disrupt the po-
tential for sharing a vision of role expectations. If you and your advisor 
are both persons of color, you might see your advisor’s role as supporting 
you and compensating for the discrimination you might have experienced 
in the past. Perhaps you believe that he should give you a break and hold 
you to less rigorous standards than other students. Your advisor, though, 
might see his job as toughening you up and insisting that you meet the 
highest standards so you’ll be able to succeed in academia. If the percep-
tions that you and your advisor have don’t match up, you’ll have a difficult 
time figuring out how to work together.

Expectations about Advising
Different expectations between advisors and advisees also occur 

around advising models. You and your advisor might not be approach-
ing the work of the dissertation using the same advising model. An 
advising model is the basic approach to mentoring that the two of you 
will use to do the work of the dissertation. Because this model has a lot 
to do with how the dissertation is created and developed, lack of agree-
ment here is a big problem.

There are three major advising models—replication, apprenticeship, 
and cocreation. They are all legitimate and appropriate to use. All three 
can result in a good or a poor relationship between you and your advisor. 
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All three can enable you to finish your dissertation efficiently or not. And 
all three can produce high- or low-quality dissertations. What’s important 
about the models is not which one you’re using but whether you and your 
advisor are working from the same one. Let’s take a look at the differences 
among the three models.

Replication Model
Just like the name sounds, in the replication model, you re-create a 

model supplied by your advisor. She gives you the formula, outline, or ba-
sic plan for your dissertation. This might mean that your dissertation is on 
a topic of her choosing, that you ask a research question she’s interested 
in answering, or that you use research methods she dictates. You might 
also be asked to use her data set. When your advisor supplies the basic 
plan for your dissertation, you still have choices, but they’re made within 
a prescribed set of options.

Different kinds of communication by the advisor and student char-
acterize the advising models. In the replication model, your advisor’s 
communication is focused on establishing clear boundaries within which 
you can work. He provides explicit instructions about what you should do 
and gives you a lot of information about how to accomplish his view of 
the dissertation. Your primary communication behaviors, in response, are 
to listen to the instructions of your advisor, ask questions when you don’t 
understand something, and perform as close to his ideal as you can.

Apprenticeship Model
A second option is the apprenticeship model of advising. Here you 

have some freedom in how to accomplish the tasks involved in the dis-
sertation, but they’re assigned and directed by your advisor. Your advisor 
guides and models for you, much as a master artist would for an appren-
tice. You select the plan for your dissertation from a range of options that 
your advisor offers you, and your primary job is to perform an insightful 
and credible interpretation of whatever option you choose.

In the apprenticeship model, your advisor supervises and monitors 
your work. She tries to prevent you from making errors, often by giving 
you what amount to mini-lectures on best practices. She responds to the 
work you produce and lets you know how far you can deviate from the 
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boundaries she has established. For your part, you are trying out the pro-
cesses she recommends, listening and responding to her critiques, and ne-
gotiating places where your own vision for your study can come through.

Cocreation Model
There’s a third option for an advising model, and that’s the cocre-

ation model. Here is where you and your advisor both contribute in 
substantial ways to the plan for your dissertation. Together, you create 
something that neither of you would have created alone, and, in fact, 
what you create might be quite different from the kind of work your ad-
visor usually does because of your input. You drive the research agenda 
and process in this model. If your advisor has greater input into the 
process at some points, it’s simply because he has more experience than 
you do with the research process.

In the cocreation model of advising, communication is reciprocal and 
symmetrical, so you and your advisor are communicating almost equally. 
There are times, in fact, when your advisor is likely to deliberately hold 
back and keep from making suggestions to encourage you to come up 
with your own answers and ideas. Conversations in which the two of you 
explore ideas are a primary form that communication takes in this model. 
And, of course, conversation can’t take place without question asking, so 
that’s a major kind of communication in this model of advising, too.

The advising model determines how your dissertation project is 
planned and developed, the kinds of communication you and your advi-
sor will use, and the standards by which your dissertation will be judged. 
It’s one of the most important things, then, on which to reach agreement 
with your advisor.

Expectations about Dissertations
Another stumbling block to a shared vision is widely disparate ex-

pectations of what a dissertation is. The two of you might disagree, for 
example, about the function of a dissertation. Some see it as a test to be 
passed. Others believe that if students have passed their comprehensive 
exams, they are qualified to write a dissertation. Some believe a disserta-
tion is the culmination of an individual’s scholarly work and is the best 
research a student will ever produce. Others see it as something that sim-

15_465-Foss.indb   379 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER ELEVEN

380

ply demonstrates that a student can do research. If you have one idea of 
its function and your advisor has another, the kind of dissertation you each 
envision and want produced will be substantially different.

Conception of the scope of the dissertation is another potential 
source of disagreement. Scope has to do with magnitude and signifi-
cance and usually translates into the level of difficulty of doing a dis-
sertation and the length of time it takes to write it. Your advisor might 
think a dissertation is supposed to be a major struggle that takes years 
to complete, while you see it as a doable project you can accomplish in 
seven or eight months. Or it can work the other way around. Many stu-
dents see the dissertation as a project of such enormity and intellectual 
sophistication that they blow it all out of proportion. They believe it 
must be incredibly difficult and time consuming to complete. If you are 
one of these students and your advisor tells you the dissertation is not 
unlike writing a series of papers, which you’ve done quite successfully 
for classes in the past, you aren’t likely to believe her. Misalignment on 
the nature of the product is likely to be the result.

Your career goals have a lot to do with the kind of dissertation you’ll 
produce, and, again, if you and your advisor have different ideas about 
your future career, misalignment can result in what you see as appropriate 
for a dissertation. Perhaps you want to be a renowned scholar. Or maybe 
you want to teach at a community college or a teaching-oriented univer-
sity. You might be getting a doctorate just because you’ve always wanted 
to and not for anything it will give you in terms of a career. Maybe you’re 
getting a PhD simply to advance in a career in which you’re already well 
established. These different career goals translate into different ideas 
about what a dissertation should be. Again, if you and your advisor don’t 
agree, you won’t have a shared vision of your dissertation.

Different visions of your dissertation can result, then, if you and 
your advisor don’t agree on the roles you’ll adopt in the relationship, the 
advising model you’ll be using, and the nature of a dissertation. An effec-
tive advising relationship and completion of your dissertation depend on 
getting your view and your advisor’s view on these issues to line up. This 
doesn’t mean, though, that you have to completely share the same view as 
your advisor on all three of these factors to have an effective relationship. 
But you do want to develop agreement on as many as possible. If you 
identify some areas in which you and your advisor don’t agree, we encour-
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age you to have a conversation with your advisor about those differences. 
Such a conversation can go a long way toward making your advisor into 
a good advisor for you. If both of you are aware that there may be some 
difficulty in working together as a result of your differences, those differ-
ences are less likely to turn into significant obstacles.

Articulating Needs

There’s another way to make your advisor into a good advisor and that’s 
to articulate your needs. It’s perfectly appropriate to ask for what you 
need and want from your advisor. In fact, asking your advisor for explicit 
assistance around your needs is most likely to encourage him to view 
you as a committed and engaged professional. Let’s take a look at some 
places in the dissertation process where you might want to ask your 
advisor for help.

Conceptual Conversation
Ask your advisor to engage in a conceptual conversation to develop 

your dissertation preproposal. As we explained in chapter 3, we think a 
conceptual conversation, which results in a preproposal, is the best way 
to get your dissertation off to a good start because it’s a way for you and 
your advisor to work out and agree on the basic elements of your study. 
We know that engaging in a conceptual conversation with your advisor 
may not be possible for a number of reasons, though, so don’t worry if you 
don’t feel comfortable asking your advisor to have this kind of conversa-
tion with you. There are other things for which you can ask.

Ground Rules
Ask for a discussion with your advisor to lay out ground rules for your 

interaction around the dissertation. We suggest that you cover some key 
topics in this meeting:

•	 How often will you and your advisor communicate? What 
form will the communication take? In-person meetings? 
Email exchanges? Phone calls? Are there rules you want to 
adopt in terms of how these are conducted? For example, 

15_465-Foss.indb   381 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER ELEVEN

382

perhaps you’ll agree that you can call one another at home but 
not before 8:00 a.m. and not after 10:00 p.m.

•	 How will you and your advisor keep track of the decisions you 
make about your dissertation? Will you send an email to your 
advisor documenting the meeting? Will your advisor type a brief 
note at the end of a meeting and make a copy for both of you?

•	 Does your advisor want you to notify her in advance that you’ll 
be giving her a chapter to read?

•	 How quickly will your advisor respond when you give her 
something to read? You might establish a guideline that your 
advisor will read a chapter within two weeks, for example, un-
less there are extenuating circumstances.

•	 What kind of advising model will the two of you be using as 
you work together to produce the dissertation? Replication? 
Apprenticeship? Cocreation?

•	 How do you learn best? How can your advisor facilitate your 
learning?

•	 What coaching techniques work well with you? Does guilt 
work? How about deadlines? Rewards? What doesn’t work? 
What should your advisor never say to you if she wants to 
motivate you?

•	 What expectations does your advisor have for your behavior? 
That you shouldn’t avoid her when you are having problems 
with your dissertation? That you should tell her when you don’t 
understand something? That you need to meet deadlines?

What you and your advisor are doing here is creating a system under 
which you will work together to get your dissertation done. Some advisors 
have written, well-articulated statements of the ground rules under which 
they prefer to work, so ask your advisor if she has such a statement. Here 
are samples of two of these statements. If you’re a graduate student, they 
will give you ideas about what to work out in terms of ground rules with 
your advisor. If you’re a faculty member, they’re good models if you’d like 
to write such a statement for your advisees.
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Ground Rules: Sample #1

Working Together
As we get started working on the working and writing process to-

gether, let me stress that I am committed to your success! You also need 
to be aware that I will need your help and cooperation as your advisor. I 
normally have several people in various stages of the coursework, comps, 
and writing process—some times are heavier than others. Here are three 
things to think about, followed by practices I am asking us to follow to 
guide our working together:

First, it is important that we work together—we are a team. Make me 
the first person to know what is going on with you, and please keep me 
apprised of your progress. It is important that I be your first line of com-
munication. Please do not zoom ahead without me. Except for small ques-
tions, please do not contact your committee members, send out chapters, 
discuss orals dates, or do anything major without you and me being on the 
same page and me giving you the go-ahead. My goal is to follow a workable 
protocol and to help and protect you.

Similarly, if you are struggling and/or stuck, I want to know that, too, 
so I can help you through it. Silence is the hardest thing for me to inter-
pret, and you likely know me well enough now to know that I do not deal 
well with this kind of ambiguity. Of course, everyone has short periods of 
being stuck or frustrated—that is normal. But at some point, if it persists, 
let me help you.

When dealing with policy-related issues (e.g., paperwork, deadlines), 
please try to handle your questions internally first. Check the depart-
ment’s graduate handbook and the graduate college’s website first. Talk 
with me if necessary and please call Graduate Studies last—I want to save 
questions and contact with them for when we really need it.

Second, I encourage you to seek support from your own networks 
and especially your student and/or alumni colleagues. Read one another’s 
drafts and interview protocols, do practice interviews with one another, 
and proofread for one another. This really helped me, and I ask my advi-
sees to have one or more colleagues who are reading their work before it 
ever comes before me. It makes a difference. I suggest that you set up your 
own comps and thesis/dissertation network—have someone to report to 
weekly and hold one another to deadlines. Sometimes, recent graduates 
you know are very helpful as they just went through all this (and success-
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fully!). So, when you send me something, it should not be a first draft but 
should have the benefit of several drafts from you and other scholars. The 
version you are sending to me is at its best, then. Think of everything you 
send me as a version rather than a draft (see below).

Third, try as I might to sequence students so I am not handling 
everyone at once, it rarely works. What often happens is that multiple 
people send their work at once, or I will set aside time for one student 
who says something is coming on this date or that, and then the student 
does not meet the deadline he or she promised. Believe me, I understand 
completely how this works from your end. I often have big plans for writ-
ing that get moved back. This is not a critique, but it is a plea for help, 
understanding, and action as we start this process.

This is how we will proceed together:

1.	 Advance warning, please! I need at least one week (preferably more) 
warning that a document or chapter is coming. Please do remind 
me even if you are meeting a deadline that you set and told me 
about earlier. Understand that it takes planning on my part to 
queue up this work to be able to devote the time to read your 
work. It can take me the better part of a day to read a single 
chapter. For example, I recently spent three hours and wrote four 
pages of comments on just the first 11 pages of text of a chapter I 
was seeing for the first time. This is not atypical. In turn, I will keep 
you posted on my progress getting things back to you.

2.	 Title and date each version and attachment: Be sure to title and date 
each item you give me each time (do this on top of the first page 
of a document and copy and on the document title): Gonzalez 
Prospectus Ch. 1—Version #1, 11/27/04. Title the electronic 
document title similarly: GonzProspecCh1_11/27/04.doc.

3.	 What you need to do: The learning curve: Of course, you can reduce 
the time it takes for me to respond to your chapter by turning in 
work that is the best that you can do. In other words, I should 
never be reading an early draft. In the end, that will slow us both 
down. Remember, one major purpose of this dissertation process 
is to launch your career as an independent scholar. This is your 
last opportunity for this level of support and feedback. Make the 
most of it.
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Expect to write multiple versions of any document. It will not 
be unusual for us to pass three or more versions back and forth, 
and that would represent several drafts each round on your part 
before I see it. Note that I am not calling these drafts because that 
implies work in progress. Whatever you send me should be the 
best version you can send me at the time.

It is very important to me that you learn from previous feed-
back and implement the suggestions. Each subsequent version 
should demonstrate growth. If I do not see that, I will send the 
chapter back to you. I keep your earlier papers and each version 
you send of a chapter. As I have suggested elsewhere, keep a writ-
ing journal—keep noting things you are learning and working on so 
you do not forget them the next time you sit down to write, espe-
cially post dissertation. I do expect that you will correct errors and 
incorporate suggestions from earlier papers (and remember I have 
all your papers electronically and, yes, I do check when frustrated 
and believe I have made comment X before. I am sure you can 
understand that). So, do read over your old papers and comments 
before starting to write a prospectus and dissertation or thesis. If 
there is a previous comment that you do not agree with, talk with 
me or write me a note rather than just going about your business 
and sending back what I will perceive to be an error.

What I am saying is, “Hit me with your best stuff.” Don’t float 
something to see how I will react. You may certainly ask me ques-
tions as you write, rather than wondering if you should do this or 
that. What you hand to me, then, is the best you can do at the 
time. I would rather move a deadline forward than have you rush 
and send me something that is not ready for me to read. Finally, of 
course, we do need to balance this against becoming paralyzed and 
trying for some level of perfection not possible either, right? Again, 
keep me in the loop—talk with me!

4.	 Promises, promises: Please do not promise me a deadline you can-
not deliver. It may make you feel better to set a goal, but you 
feel terrible when you do not reach it, and I am left juggling my 
schedule. If you need to move a deadline, give me as much warn-
ing as you can. I do need you to set realistic deadlines and do 
your best to meet them. This is also part of the learning process 
for your future success.
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5.	 Turn-around time: While sometimes I can work quickly, my general 
rule of thumb is a minimum of one-week turnaround; my valiant 
attempt is one to two weeks unless there is something big going 
on or an emergency. This quick turn-around time applies to those 
who are making good progress. Generally, my rule of thumb is that 
I have as long to return things to you as you took to get them to 
me. So, if you take a long writing hiatus, realize that it unlikely that 
I will return your work quickly, and I will be prioritizing students 
who are making rapid progress.

My one-to-two-week time frame grows when you give me 
items right before conferences, finals time, or holidays (just as 
would be true for you, right?). Working yourself to the end of 
deadlines is a very risky thing to do. This will be your emergency, 
but it is not an emergency that can be imposed on your advisor, 
committee members, or graduate school. I am sure you can under-
stand all this, and do plan accordingly. I will let you know as I make 
progress and prepare to send things back to you.

6.	 Scheduling: I reserve holiday breaks and summers for my own 
work, and I will protect that right for your other committee mem-
bers as well. I may choose to work with you over breaks or the 
summer, but I am sure you can understand that this is not to be an 
expectation. Except in dire emergencies, the department does not 
hold orals after classes have ended (finals’ week), and we generally 
try not to hold orals the last week of classes. Do plan accordingly.

7.	 Always, always write from an outline: First, send me the outline to 
check over before you write the chapter. I cannot catch every-
thing from looking at an outline, but, hopefully, I can start helping 
you before you write. Second, when you revise a chapter or part 
of a chapter, start with a revision of the outline. I cannot tell you 
how many times I have received revisions, and it is obvious that 
the revision was not written from an outline. All of a sudden, the 
structure goes out the window. So, revise the outline first, and be 
sure to send along a copy of the revised outline with your revision, 
highlighting for me where the main revisions are.

8.	 Logistics: Unless I request otherwise, send your document as a 
Word attachment. Be sure to date and label the top of the first 

15_465-Foss.indb   386 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



MAKING THE BEST USE OF YOUR GUIDE: ADVISOR ADVISING

387

page as well as the attachment title. I will return comments using 
Word track changes.

I hope this helps! I want to do the best I can by each of my students. 
It is my desire to be open about this process and also to teach you about 
faculty life at the same time. Each student is important to me, and your 
work is important. And I can only do so much. I want to help you un-
derstand what is going on so that we can work together the best we can 
toward our ultimate goal—your success!3

Ground Rules: Sample #2

Expectations for Working Together
Professional Relationship

Our relationship—as advisor and student—will be a long-term one. 
In most cases, it will last for the duration of our academic careers. Fur-
thermore, your advisor is extremely important to your career in terms 
of writing letters of recommendation throughout your career. Finally, my 
reputation is on the line almost as much as yours is in this process; if I 
direct your project poorly, that affects me. For these reasons, I like to 
spell out my expectations so we can make our decision to work together 
based on as much information as possible.

When you first ask me to be your advisor, I will ask why you would 
like me to serve in that capacity. Whatever your answer is—whether it’s an 
interest in the same content, in rhetorical criticism as a method, in a per-
spective on the world, an approach to the discipline, or something else—I 
believe it will give me a sense of your interests, expectations, and concerns. 
If I choose to serve in this capacity, we will be embarking on the co-creation 
of a relationship that can be one of the most rewarding of your life. I will ex-
pect a sense of professionalism from both of us throughout this relationship. 
For me, the professional relationship is built on trust and respect. While we 
may not be best buddies, I hope to enjoy your company, appreciate your 
abilities and interests, and know that we share a commitment to the com-
munity that is the Communication & Journalism Department. We have both 
chosen to be at this institution, and I want us to contribute in positive ways 
to the overall climate by how we work together, relate to our colleagues, 
and undertake the process of research. And if our relationship, for whatever 
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reason, fails to work, either one of us can choose to terminate it—and I 
hope we can do so without hard feelings.

Comprehensive Exam
For doctoral students, the comprehensive exam is a requirement to 

be completed before writing the dissertation. From my perspective, the 
comprehensive exam fulfills two functions: (1) It is an opportunity for you 
to synthesize material often closely related to the subject of your disser-
tation; and (2) It is an opportunity for us as faculty to see how you think. 
Comprehensive exams are less about spewing out all of the information 
you know on a given subject and more about stating a claim and making a 
coherent argument about something.

To begin the process of studying for comps, you will meet with your 
committee members and get a reading list from them after talking with 
them about the areas they represent for you. At that point, I suggest 
you take general notes on the computer for each source on the list. 
Know the gist of the argument being made, any particular nuances, and 
perhaps memorize a quote or two. Then turn the book back in to the 
library—don’t look at it again. Once you have prepared these notes, get 
up every morning and read through them. Don’t try to memorize them, 
don’t panic about them, just read them. When it comes time to write, 
you will have specific material in your head without having had to work 
hard to get it there.

If you feel you need to spend more than half an hour a day studying for 
comps, give yourself practice questions and spend your time at the com-
puter, formulating an answer. Concentrate on coherence, creativity, and 
making a contribution of your own in the process. Don’t simply regurgitate 
what others have said; use what others say to offer your own argument.

Keep in mind throughout this entire process that you are a student 
first and a teacher second. If you need to be a good teacher instead of an 
excellent or outstanding teacher for a few weeks because of your scholarly 
commitments, your students probably will not be able to tell the difference.

Basic Procedures for the Thesis/Dissertation
Check in with the graduate administrative assistant to make sure you 

are familiar with all deadlines. You will need to submit paperwork through-
out the process, and I do not know all of the deadlines or requirements. 
That’s what the staff are there for. If you are confused about something, 
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do come and talk to me, but you are primarily responsible for knowing 
and meeting these deadlines.

In terms of the thesis, project, or dissertation itself, I will be your 
primary reader. You will give me drafts of the project first—prospectus, 
chapters, etc.—and once we have worked through them to our satisfaction, 
you will distribute them to other committee members. I try to make myself 
available so that you can progress in a timely fashion toward your degree. 
To this end, you may email me or call me between 7:00 a.m. and 9:00 p.m., 
seven days a week. I will return chapters to you within a day or two.

I expect you to attend my writing groups on a regular basis and to 
make appointments with me as needed to make sufficient progress. This 
is a learning process, so you need to let me know what you don’t know 
and what you need my help with. Furthermore, keep in mind that there 
are an almost infinite number of ways to approach a topic. You are not 
looking for the “correct” one; you are looking for one that provides use-
ful and interesting insights into some communication phenomenon. I will 
do everything I can to help you come up with a topic and method that 
works for you, overcome writing blocks, and the like, but ultimately, you 
are the expert on your topic and are responsible for putting the work 
together. And while I have my own biases as a researcher, just because 
I suggest something doesn’t mean you have to do it. Often, my sugges-
tions are designed to get you thinking in new ways, so use my ideas in 
whatever ways they work for you. That is the point of this task: to be-
come, by the end, an independent scholar/researcher, capable of making 
contributions to our discipline.

You will do multiple drafts of everything you write—writing one 
draft will not be sufficient. I often write 10 to 20 drafts of things I write. 
Rewriting is fundamental to the process of conceptualization, organization, 
and style that go into a polished piece of writing. I expect you to do the 
best you can on each draft, but I do not expect it to be perfect. Don’t be 
discouraged when every draft has comments; I can always find more to 
ask about. But there will come a time when we both stop the process and 
say it’s good and that it’s time to turn it in. This also means that writing a 
thesis or dissertation will take time. A good thesis or dissertation is not 
written and polished in a week.

From the beginning, set your margins to correspond to the regula-
tions of the Office of Graduate Studies; this will save your having to refor-
mat at the end. Left: 1.5 inches; all other margins: 1 inch.
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In terms of the writing process, I expect you to make timely 
progress. Remember, this project is not the culmination of your life’s 
work—it is merely the beginning of it. And if you do not finish this, you 
cannot get to your life’s work. Think of this as simply writing five papers 
(each chapter is equivalent to a paper)—something you’ve done virtually 
every semester, so this is nothing new. I am here to help with whatever 
obstacles seem to be in the way of making progress, whether that is diffi-
culty conceptualizing, writing, or whatever. I always remember my friend 
Cindy, who used to have a ritual before she wrote: She would sharpen 
three pencils and make a cup of tea. Now, she just writes. While you 
may have writing rituals, make sure they are not ones designed primarily 
for procrastination, and remember that even 15 minutes is long enough 
to write a paragraph. So just do it! Or, as one of my students once said, 
“Don’t whine, write!”

Many students get stuck on the literature review. This is the place 
where you report what has been done in your chosen area of investigation 
so we can see that you are not repeating what has been done and how 
your study builds on existing scholarship. You do not need to read every 
article or book in depth to do a literature review. You read to get the gist 
and to be able to summarize that work in a few sentences and to organize 
what you’ve read into some broad categories.

The approval of the thesis or dissertation involves two formal meet-
ings: a prospectus meeting and the defense. The prospectus typically 
involves Chapter 1 (introduction and background), Chapter 2 (literature 
review), and Chapter 3 (research design). If these chapters are written 
carefully, they can become part of the thesis or dissertation itself. (There 
are sample theses and dissertations in the Communication & Journal-
ism conference room that you can check out and use as models.) The 
prospectus is a contract between your committee and you about what 
you will and won’t do in the thesis/dissertation. Once we have approved 
the prospectus, your committee cannot come back and ask you to add 
another major component to your study, for example.

The prospectus must be approved in a different semester from the 
one in which you defend your thesis or dissertation; it can occur between 
semesters as well, with the defense in the upcoming semester. Many com-
mittees expect to have the prospectus two weeks before your prospectus 
meeting. If you are under a tight timetable, check with all of your com-
mittee members about a shorter reading time. I would like to have the 
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final version a month before the defense so you and I are not rushed in 
pulling together the final version. Remember, I may not be available for 
around-the-clock help when you are trying to finish—I might be attending 
a conference, on vacation, or finishing a project of my own with a deadline. 
Let’s work together to set a realistic timetable.

At the prospectus meeting, I will ask you to speak for about 10 
minutes to give us an overview of your project. Yes, we will all have just 
read it, but it gets us thinking together about the project and also helps 
out those committee members who may not have read it that carefully. 
Often, candidates begin by talking about how they came to study this 
topic. Once your presentation is over, the committee members can ask 
questions. I will ask the other committee members to ask questions first 
because you will have heard most of mine throughout the process. This 
really is an opportunity for the committee to work out any kinks in the 
project, so this is usually more a conversation among everyone than any 
formal questioning about it.

The defense occurs after your committee has read what you believe to 
be a completed and polished version of your thesis/dissertation. The format 
is similar to the prospectus meeting in that you will be asked to make a 
presentation about your project, and each committee member will have a 
chance to ask questions. Sometimes, these questions are purely for infor-
mation’s sake: The committee member wants clarification about something. 
More often than not, the questions have to do with implications, insights, 
and extensions of your work. This is because, by this point, we should 
all have had input into the thesis/dissertation, most kinks will have been 
worked out, and we can have an interesting conversation with you.

There usually are no right or wrong answers, so don’t try to figure 
out what the right answer is as you answer questions at your defense. 
Rather, there are good answers—interesting, thoughtful, creative answers 
versus not-so-good answers—answers where you don’t commit to a posi-
tion, can’t seem to think through a situation, or have no idea of the overall 
significance of your project. I will take notes throughout the process so 
you don’t have to try to remember what changes committee members 
want you to make.

When no one has any more questions, we will ask you to leave the 
room so we can make a judgment about the project. Our options are: 
“pass,” “pass with distinction,” or “fail.” Virtually everyone is asked to make 
some changes after the defense, so don’t get upset if we ask this of you.
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Information about the Dissertation Process
Ask your advisor for information about the dissertation process itself. 

Be sure you find out, near the beginning of your project, answers to ques-
tions like these:

•	 What goes into a proposal? Does the proposal become the first 
chapter of your dissertation? The first three chapters?

•	 How long is the proposal expected to be? How long is the dis-
sertation supposed to be?

•	 What is the procedure for having your dissertation proposal 
approved? Is there an oral defense of the proposal as part of 
the process?

•	 What is the system of approval your advisor and committee 
members will use for your dissertation? Will your advisor read 
and approve all chapters before your committee members see 
them? Do some or all committee members want to read drafts 
along with your advisor?

Please bring the red-bordered signature pages to your defense. Bring 
at least three of these sheets so that both of the required copies have 
these original pages in them. If you would like your own copies to have 
original signature pages, bring as many copies as you like. These pages can 
be purchased in the bookstore or downloaded from the Web.

The prospectus meeting is for the candidate and the committee, but 
the defense is open to the public. You may invite family and friends, and 
the defense is advertised in the department. You may find it helpful to at-
tend a defense before you go through the process yourself.

Graduation
Communication & Journalism has a separate graduation each spring 

that typically is held on the Friday of finals’ week. I encourage you to at-
tend. All graduate students are “hooded” by their advisors, and the cer-
emony is quite nice. I would like the opportunity to hood you at the end 
of our formal advising relationship.4
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•	 Is there an oral defense of your dissertation?

•	 How will you be required to submit your dissertation? In hard 
copy? Electronically?

•	 Can your advisor recommend some dissertations that can 
serve as good models for you to follow?

Information about Research and Writing
Ask your advisor to share with you his perspective on the processes 

involved in research and writing. You might want to gather the following 
information:

•	 Is there a particular format your advisor wants you to use in 
writing your literature review?

•	 Are there particular ways in which your advisor wants you to 
code your data? Ask him to code some of your data with you 
so you can see the coding process he’ll be expecting you to use.

•	 Does your advisor have tips for you on writing that he’s found 
particularly useful?

•	 Does your advisor have helpful ideas for dealing with writer’s 
block?

•	 Does your university require a particular style sheet? If not, 
what style sheet does your advisor want you to use?

Information about the Dissertation Defense
The dissertation defense is often a mysterious event to students, but 

if you specifically ask your advisor to talk about it with you, you’ll be pre-
pared for what happens there. Ask your advisor to clarify things such as:

•	 How long do defenses in your department usually last?

•	 What kinds of questions are faculty likely to ask at a defense?

•	 Is the defense open to the public?
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•	 Will you be asked to give a presentation summarizing your 
study at the defense? If so, how long is it expected to be?

You’ll find more on what you need to know about the defense in chapter 10.
We’ve suggested a number of areas in which to ask for the kinds of 

information you need from your advisor. But you want to do this asking 
in particular ways. You want to choose ways of communicating both ver-
bally and nonverbally that suggest a peer relationship and self-confidence. 
Clearly, you don’t want to go overboard here so that you aren’t respectful 
of your advisor and don’t communicate that you acknowledge and appre-
ciate the status she has earned. But, at the same time, you want to com-
municate that you have ideas to offer that are worthwhile and that you are 
interested in adopting the role of competent scholar.

We associate some kinds of communication with high-status, pow-
erful people and other kinds with low-status, less powerful people. To 
communicate as a peer with your advisor, choose your behaviors from your 
repertoire of behaviors that suggest high status. This means, for example, 
being direct in your speech and avoiding qualifiers and hedges as in, “I 
guess my draft of the chapter is sorta done” or “This may not be a good 
idea but . . .” Don’t denigrate your abilities and your ideas—advisors get 
tired of students who constantly need propping up. Communicate equal 
status through your nonverbal behavior as well. Assume a relaxed position 
as you sit in your advisor’s office, use direct eye contact, and avoid those 
approval-seeking kinds of smiles.

Tillie discovered what a difference direct communication could make 
with her advisor. She had written 14 preproposals for her dissertation in 
response to her advisor’s requests, and her communication through all of 
these drafts was deferential and unassertive. After several years of being 
ABD, she stopped writing preproposals for her advisor and completed a 
draft of her entire—and very defensible—dissertation. When she gave it 
to her advisor, he asked her to write yet another preproposal before he 
would read the completed dissertation. Tillie responded assertively to her 
advisor for the first time in their relationship: “I’ve written 14 prepropos-
als for you, and I’m not going to write another one. I’d like you to read 
my dissertation, and I think you’ll see that it’s a good, defensible disserta-
tion.” Her advisor did indeed read the dissertation, and Tillie defended it 
a month later.
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Advisors often forget what you don’t know. Asking for the informa-
tion you need from your advisor not only generates the information but 
helps you polish your image with your advisor as a concerned and com-
mitted professional. When you communicate confidently and assertively 
in your interactions, you enhance your image even more.

Enacting Professionalism

There’s another communication behavior you can use to help make your 
advisor into a good one and that’s to enact professionalism. Certainly, all 
of the advice we’re giving you in this chapter helps you do that, but there 
are some things you can do that are particularly effective in developing a 
professional image. You want to demonstrate to your advisor that you are 
becoming the professional he is mentoring you to be, and you can do this 
in a number of ways.

Start by keeping appointments and showing up on time for meet-
ings with your advisor. Don’t forget, too, to respect the ground rules 
you established together. Cultivate a professional image by getting your 
work done on time and appearing serious about your work. Don’t make 
statements that might hurt your image with your advisor or other faculty 
by, for example, refusing to cut your hair or wearing shorts year-round 
regardless of the weather.

An equally important way to assert professionalism is to only give 
your advisor polished work. Whether research support for a project she is 
doing, papers for her classes, or dissertation chapters, don’t give your advi-
sor spew or vomit drafts or drafts you’ve only edited once or twice. Even 
better, ask some fellow graduate students or other friends whose opinions 
you respect to read your drafts before you submit them to your advisor. 
When you give your advisor an unpolished draft to read, you leave a bad 
residue in her mind about the kind of work that you do. And if your advi-
sor has to read drafts that you both know aren’t complete or fully edited, 
she is likely to become frustrated and irritated. She knows she’s going to 
have to read another draft of the same thing in the not-too-distant future.

Asking for and accepting feedback also involves professionalism. 
When you submit papers or program proposals for presentation at profes-
sional conventions, essays to journals, or proposals to book publishers, you 
will be receiving feedback. How you handle that feedback often deter-
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mines how quickly you advance in your career. At the dissertation stage, 
it can determine how quickly you progress on your dissertation and how 
much of a professional you appear to your advisor. There’s no doubt about 
it: Accepting feedback is difficult, and it’s especially so when it comes 
from someone you respect and really want to impress. By keeping a few 
guidelines in mind, you’ll be able to respond gracefully and professionally 
to feedback and make the best use of it as you revise your proposal and the 
chapters of your dissertation.

First, see feedback for what it is—something that helps you learn 
and grow as a scholar. Feedback doesn’t mean you have a terribly flawed 
project that can’t be repaired, and it isn’t a commentary on your worth 
or value. Your advisor has spent a lot of time giving you feedback, so ap-
preciate his efforts to help you be successful. Also remember to focus on 
those sections where he hasn’t made comments on your chapter—these 
are places he believes are solid.

We highly recommend that you get feedback from your advisor in 
writing. Some advisors like to meet with students and give feedback orally 
as they go through a dissertation chapter. This is difficult for you because 
you can’t take notes fast enough to capture everything your advisor is say-
ing. Plus, your advisor can easily forget what she tells you orally, and you’ll 
have no written record of her comments. What can happen, then, is that 
your advisor might respond quite differently to your next draft, and there’s 
no way either one of you can tell if you’ve made the revisions asked of you. 
So ask your advisor to give you feedback in writing—either on the pages 
of the chapter themselves or typed in separate notes.

If negative feedback from your advisor comes as a surprise to you, 
use silence as a technique for response. Silence allows your advisor to 
rephrase or clarify his meaning. Try not to respond with the emotions 
you’re feeling at that moment. Waiting longer before you respond gives 
you time to be in greater control of your response. And, of course, if you 
can’t figure out what your advisor wants you to do, ask questions and 
ask for examples.

Accepting feedback, though, doesn’t mean that you have to acquiesce 
to every suggestion your advisor makes. Scholars often must defend their 
ideas, so begin even now to engage in this scholarly behavior with your 
advisor. As we’ve suggested throughout this book, the defense of your 
dissertation is an ongoing process, and responding to feedback from your 
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advisor is a place where you’ll want to defend. If you have a clear and co-
herent preproposal that both you and your advisor approved, you have the 
right to confidently assert that a revision your advisor is suggesting will 
take you away from the preproposal.

You can also ask questions about how your advisor’s suggestions for 
revision can be tweaked to fit with your ideas. You can explain, for example, 
that you’re excited about the schema you developed to explain your find-
ings and ask him something like “What do I need to do to be able to use 
this schema to present my findings?” of “How can my schema be made to 
work with what you’re suggesting?” or “Can you help me fit your ideas into 
the preproposal we created for my dissertation?” Rather than acquiescing to 
changes that radically change the nature of your work or your vision for it, 
ask your advisor to help you make what you want to do satisfactory.

Although academics don’t do it as often as they should, enacting 
professionalism also involves appreciating—appreciating others’ support, 
their reading of manuscript drafts, their construction of theories useful to 
you, and the research they’ve done on which you can build. You can enact 
this aspect of professionalism by appreciating your advisor. The advising 
relationship is a reciprocal one. Just as you’d like to have your needs met 
and to achieve certain outcomes in the advising relationship, so does your 
advisor. Your advisor wants to feel that she’s not just giving and giving 
and getting nothing in return.

One way to show appreciation is to do your best to follow your advi-
sor’s guidelines, expectations, and advice (always remembering, of course, 
to defend your ideas when appropriate). Be attentive to your advisor’s sug-
gestions for your dissertation, and make the revisions he suggests. Noth-
ing irritates an advisor more than to keep correcting the same problem 
over and over again because you simply haven’t attended to it. Another 
way is to explicitly express your appreciation to your advisor. This can be 
as simple as a verbal “thank you for all the help and support you give me” 
at the end of a conversation, putting a thank-you note or card in his mail-
box, or bringing him a cup of coffee when you stop for one for yourself on 
the way to a meeting with him. Your advisor will appreciate it, too, if you 
talk about him positively to others. You might nominate him for awards 
in your department, at the university, or in your discipline. Disseminating 
information about his positive qualities is one way to show your apprecia-
tion for what he is doing for you.
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Professionalism can spread. If you act like a professional, you model 
the behavior and encourage the same kinds of behaviors by your advi-
sor. At minimum, do good work. But you can do even more to present 
a professional image by respecting ground rules, accepting feedback in a 
professional manner, and appreciating your advisor.

Assessing Your Relationship

There’s one more thing to do to create a good advisor for yourself: Regu-
larly assess your relationship with your advisor. Assess how closely your 
visions for the dissertation match, whether your needs and those of your 
advisor are getting met, and how well you are working together.

What are the warning signs that things aren’t going well in your rela-
tionship? The primary one is if you aren’t making progress on your disserta-
tion. If you are stalled out because of your relationship with your advisor, 
that’s a major warning sign. Another is if you try to avoid communicating 
with or even seeing your advisor. Maybe you’ve got a route worked out into 
your department’s building where you don’t have to go down the hall that 
leads past her office. Or is it that you do interact, but the interaction seems 
to generate misunderstanding and conflict? Does your advisor frequently 
criticize and disparage you? Do you sense your advisor is competing with 
you? Is your advisor inaccessible and doesn’t respond to your messages? 
These are other common signs of a poor relationship.

Many of us aren’t very good at managing conflict, so to expect you 
to manage conflict with your advisor in an effective way is a lot to expect 
from you. There are whole books written on how to manage conflict in 
productive ways,5 and professional mediators who resolve conflicts for a 
living train for a long time to be able to do that successfully. Not to men-
tion that you have less power than your advisor does, so you aren’t likely 
to have the kind of input into the interaction that would allow you to 
orchestrate a process of conflict resolution.

Although you may not be able to shepherd your advisor through a 
formal process that will end up with your conflict satisfactorily resolved, 
there are some things you can do in your interaction to create an envi-
ronment in which your conflict has a better chance of being worked out. 
These actions are on a continuum, ranging from small strategies you 
can use in your everyday interactions with your advisor to strategies that 
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involve taking major and dramatic action. They are understanding your 
advisor’s perspective, framing issues collaboratively, protecting your advi-
sor’s face, planning for action, applying productive chicanery, performing 
completion, adding a coadvisor, and switching advisors. With the excep-
tion of the last one, these can help you make your advisor into a good one 
for you, even when your relationship is a difficult one.

Understanding Your Advisor’s Perspective
Often, in an advising relationship in which you’re experiencing con-

flict, you’re so concerned about getting your points across that you don’t 
listen to your advisor. As a result, you don’t really understand your advi-
sor’s perspective and miss opportunities for resolving or managing the 
conflict you might be experiencing. Listening is an active process that in-
volves thinking about what you heard, trying to clarify misunderstandings, 
and providing feedback. It also means attending to the whole meaning of 
the message—what the person is saying verbally and nonverbally and what 
the feelings are behind the message. It means listening, in other words, 
for what your advisor thinks, feels, and wants as well as to what she says.

So how do you listen actively in a conflict situation? One is to sim-
ply delay your response. Don’t formulate a response to your advisor too 
quickly—whether in your head or spoken aloud. Think about your re-
sponse before you offer it, and let it be a response to what you actually 
heard, not to what you thought you heard. Pondering time gives you the 
chance to be sure you’ve understood your advisor’s perspective.

Another way to listen actively as you try to understand is to ask ques-
tions. To understand your advisor’s perspective, try to find out as much as 
you can about it by asking nonjudgmental questions. This means that you 
want to ask questions that are genuine questions—not questions dripping 
with sarcasm designed to reveal your attitude toward what your advisor 
has just said. If your advisor hasn’t explained something in enough detail, 
ask him to elaborate. If what he’s told you is confusing, ask him to explain 
his perspective again or to give examples to clear up the confusion. You 
might ask questions such as, “Are there things going on that make it dif-
ficult for you to read my chapters in a timely manner?” or “I’m not clear 
on what you mean when you say that I haven’t provided enough evidence 
for my claims. Can you show me a place where I don’t do that?”
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You can also indicate to your advisor that you heard what she said 
and are trying to understand her perspective by restating the content of 
her comment: “Let me be sure I understand you. You want me to make 
sure my thesis sentences are broader than my specific examples from my 
data. Did I get that right?” Sometimes, instead of restating the substance 
of the message, state the feelings you think your advisor is conveying: 
“You seem very frustrated with my writing style in this chapter. Is that 
correct?” In both of these ways, you focus on what your advisor is saying 
and make a genuine effort to understand her perspective accurately. You 
also acknowledge her and show respect for her by making a sincere effort 
to understand what she is saying.

Framing Issues Collaboratively
In a conflict situation, problems and issues tend to get framed as op-

posing positions. The conflict then becomes a conflict of wills because the 
positions have to be defended. The more you and your advisor clarify your 
positions and defend yourselves, the more committed you each become to 
them and the harder it is to resolve a conflict. To avoid this kind of po-
larization, try to frame the issue or difficulty you are having in a way that 
makes it a problem the two of you can solve together. Reframe the issue so 
that it’s not one on which you disagree but is a problem that needs solving.

Suppose you and your advisor are disagreeing about your advisor’s 
lack of responsiveness when you submit chapters for him to read. If you 
argue over positions, your position might be that you need feedback on 
chapters you submit within a week, and your advisor’s position is that he 
can’t possibly get chapters read that quickly. Talk about the issue with-
out fixing blame or responsibility. Instead of saying, “You take forever 
to read my chapters, so I don’t get the feedback I need,” you might say, 
“It’s important that I get feedback to produce a good dissertation. With-
out that kind of feedback, I’m at a loss as to how to proceed. Is there 
something we can do to ensure that I get the feedback I need?” You 
have framed the issue as one that enables the two of you to collaborate. 
Instead of telling your advisor, “You’re trying to make this your project 
and aren’t letting my vision for the study come through,” you might say, 
“One of the things you’ve taught me is how important it is to honor your 
own vision for a project because that’s what produces original scholar-
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ship. How can we work together here to make sure that my vision comes 
through in a quality dissertation?”

You can also frame the issue as a problem that needs solving by focus-
ing on the interests and goals that you share with your advisor. Focusing 
on interests means searching for the concerns underlying your different 
positions. Many possible solutions can come from those interests—not 
just the positions the two of you originally articulated. When your advisor 
makes a demand or a suggestion, look beneath it to try to discover what 
she hopes to gain, what she wants or needs, or what is important to her.

For example, you might articulate to your advisor that your interest is 
in graduating at the end of the fall semester. Your advisor might articulate 
several interests: completing a manuscript due to a publisher in two weeks, 
which means he can’t read your dissertation immediately; wanting to give 
your chapters the time they deserve; and wanting you to graduate this 
semester. As a result of this identification of your interests, the two of you 
might come up with solutions such as these: You might volunteer to grade 
a set of papers or do the copyediting on the manuscript for your advisor 
so he has time to read your chapter. You might offer to bring him lunch 
one day so he can hole up in his office and read your chapter. Or perhaps 
he can record his comments about your chapter instead of having to write 
them out and thus save time. Try to turn the conversation to a focus on 
new solutions instead of endlessly defending your respective positions.

Protecting Your Advisor’s Face
As you work to manage the conflict, look for ways to preserve your 

advisor’s face. Face is the image of yourself that you want others to see and 
believe. Just as you want to present yourself in certain ways, your advisor 
also wants to manage the impressions others have of her. Like you, she 
wants to be seen as competent, professional, and reputable.

In a conflict situation, you might unintentionally threaten the face 
of your advisor. You might be inclined to say what’s on your mind to get 
it off your chest, without thinking about how your advisor might receive 
this information. But criticizing, blaming, attacking, and disparaging are 
all face-threatening acts that generate embarrassment, shame, or guilt. 
Work to make sure, then, that your advisor doesn’t feel any of these as a 
result of your interaction.
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How can you communicate in ways that save face for your advisor? 
Start by being tactful—speaking in a thoughtful, gentle, and diplomatic 
way. Minimize negative information, even if an issue is something very 
important to you. In talking with your advisor, for example, you might 
frame the issue as a “minor issue” you’d like to talk about. Be appropri-
ately deferential, acknowledging the contributions of your advisor, and 
remember to keep showing appreciation—in other words, continue to as-
sert professionalism, as we suggested earlier. And give your advisor an out. 
If he hasn’t read your chapter and has had it for two months, you might 
preface your request for quicker feedback by saying something as simple 
as, “I know how busy you’ve been recently with your responsibilities on 
the department’s search committee.”

One way to help yourself remember to help your advisor save face 
is to imagine how you’ll feel in the future as a result of engaging in a 
particular kind of communication. Embarrassed? Stupid? Silly? Unpro-
fessional? Guilty? Also imagine how your advisor might feel as a result. 
Angry? Inadequate? Stupid? Thoughtless? Uncaring? Frustrated? Think 
about the long-term implications of what you want to say as well. Sonja 
had an advisee tell her once that she was doing the wrong kind of work 
and that she should be pursuing a different line of research. Actually, the 
student used much stronger language, but you get the idea. The student 
clearly had not imagined how he would feel in the future when he en-
countered Sonja at professional conventions or when he wanted a letter 
of recommendation from her. Needless to say, he didn’t get that letter. 
Taking a moment to imagine yourself after the conflict ends can help 
you choose to communicate in ways that foster self-respect and enable 
your advisor to save face.6

Planning for Action
Many conflicts end with participants wondering, “What did we ac-

complish here?” You and your advisor might have hashed out a topic, you 
might feel better about your relationship, and perhaps you even feel closer 
to one another. But you’ve failed to plan for how to make the agreements 
you’ve reached actually happen. If you and your advisor don’t devise some 
action steps to take, you’re likely to have to revisit the conflict again. So 
be sure to end a session in which you work through an issue with action 
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planning. Action planning is the mechanism for changing behavior after 
you reach an agreement. It means making goals specific, making them 
doable, and developing them together.

For example, let’s say a conflict session ends with your advisor agree-
ing to read your dissertation chapters more quickly. But what exactly does 
that mean? You can be right back into the same conflict if you aren’t ex-
plicit. An action plan might be this statement, which you articulate, and 
with which your advisor agrees: “Reading chapters more quickly means 
that you will get them back to me no later than two weeks after I give 
them to you, and when I turn them in, we’ll set an appointment to meet 
two weeks from that date so that I can pick them up.”

If a discussion doesn’t result in this kind of a major decision, you 
and your advisor can still commit to take some smaller steps. You can 
agree to meet again to continue discussing the issue, for example, and 
you can set the time and place for that meeting. You can agree that each 
of you will try to define your interests instead of your positions for the 
next meeting and that you’ll email them to each other the day before 
that meeting. These small commitments are still action steps that can 
move a relationship forward.

Applying Productive Chicanery
Strategies of deceit are typically not a good way to create an effective 

relationship with your advisor. Sometimes, though, a little deception can 
be just what is needed. We call the deception we sometimes recommend 
productive chicanery, and it can be used to solve a number of conflict situ-
ations in advising relationships. Productive chicanery is the use of clever 
action to deceive in ways that are beneficial to you. Using productive 
chicanery, you verbally reinforce your advisor’s perspective of how the dis-
sertation process is supposed to go while doing something different. What 
you are doing is creating a means of identification between the two of you 
that works to your benefit.

Productive chicanery is a good strategy to use when your advisor be-
lieves a dissertation should take a long time and should be a protracted 
struggle. Let’s say you want to finish much more quickly than your advisor 
believes is possible, your dissertation is flowing easily, and you are being 
very productive. Articulating to your advisor how quickly and easily things 
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are going is not likely to generate positive results. It will only increase the 
cognitive dissonance she is likely to feel. She will probably see whatever 
you submit to her as inadequate because it didn’t require the hard work 
over a long period of time that she expected. Before you turn in chapters 
that are completed much more quickly than she believes is possible, en-
gage in talk of struggle and weariness when you’re around her. Drop into 
her office and tell her how hard you’re working, that you never imagined 
a dissertation would take so much hard physical and intellectual work, 
and that you’re working long hours to get it done. When you do give her 
a chapter to read, this context is likely to frame her perceptions of your 
work, and she’ll be able to fit your fast pace into her experience—she’ll be 
able to equate the extraordinary nature of your effort with the extraordi-
nary speed of your production.

Another version of productive chicanery involves turning in your first 
version of a proposal or a chapter after multiple drafts done in response to 
your advisor’s suggestions. Often, the suggestions your advisor makes for 
revision aren’t requests for revision but things to think about or ideas to 
consider. He may believe that he should be as helpful as possible, which 
means demonstrating that he always has ideas to share with you. Because 
you’re likely to be trying to satisfy your advisor, you, of course, are doing 
your best to address each of his suggestions. As a result, your vision for 
your study and your voice can begin to disappear. As Catharine Randazzo 
described the result, “In my case, the revisions drew me further and fur-
ther from my vision. I felt like my dissertation was being dragged out to 
sea, with me in tow, as a new ersatz was being installed, by my own hand 
and against my will.” When Catharine looked for the lost vision and tried 
to regain her voice, she found it in the first version of her dissertation. 
She resubmitted a newly printed copy of that first version, which she felt 
was her best work. Her chair gave her just one comment on it, “This is 
what I’ve been looking for.”7 Your advisor may be tossing you ideas to be 
helpful, but he may not intend for you to follow up on all of them, espe-
cially if it means losing your way and your voice in your own dissertation. 
Sometimes, resubmitting your first or an earlier draft does the trick.

There’s no doubt about it: Productive chicanery is an audacious strat-
egy to use in whatever form it takes. But sometimes, the use of this strat-
egy brings positive results that would be difficult to get in other ways—it 
helps you get done in a timely fashion or helps you retain your voice and 
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vision in the dissertation. Certainly, there’s a bit less deference and respect 
being shown to your advisor if you choose this strategy. You aren’t being 
completely honest with her, and you’re taking advantage of the fact that 
your advisor is busy and not always as attentive as she should be. But you 
sometimes help your advisor be the best advisor she can be for you by 
gently helping her out of the way of your progress.

Performing Completion
One of the most successful strategies we’ve found for dealing with dif-

ficult advising relationships is to perform completion. This means submit-
ting your entire dissertation to your advisor in perfect form, with virtually 
no feedback from him along the way. When you perform completion, you 
write your entire dissertation, edit and polish it as much as you can, and 
put it in perfect form according to your university’s guidelines. Then have 
others—fellow students and friends—read it for content, style, and form. 
You want nothing missing, no citations to be filled in later, no ideas left 
hanging that you want to develop further. The entire dissertation is as 
complete and as perfect as you can make it. You then turn it in to your 
advisor. Sometimes, when an advisor sees your dissertation completed and 
knows the conflicts that are plaguing the relationship can stop, he will 
happily approve it.

Performing completion is an excellent strategy to use in a couple of 
situations. One is when you’ve been ABD for a long time, your advisor has 
lost interest in you and your project, and you feel you aren’t getting any 
real help from her. Another is when you and your advisor have an ongoing 
major conflict that is impeding progress on your dissertation. It also can 
work when you can’t get your advisor to respond to you in a meaningful 
or timely way.

Obviously, there’s a risk here because, with this strategy, you’ve 
ratcheted up the stakes. Your advisor may reject your dissertation and 
want you to redo major parts of it, and you’ve spent a lot of valuable time 
performing completion. But there are a couple of things students tend to 
forget about advisors that you have on your side here. Advisors are busy 
people, and if they don’t have to get you through multiple drafts, doing all 
that reading and editing and perhaps engaging in contentious interactions 
along the way, they are likely to be very relieved. Also don’t forget that 
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advisors accrue benefits from finishing graduate students. They get to list 
a graduating dissertation student on their annual merit reports and gain 
credit for getting that student done. If you can have yourself “count” for 
your advisor and he doesn’t have to do that much work to have you count, 
that may be very appealing to him.

Let’s say you perform completion, and your advisor’s response is that 
major revisions have to be made. You still are likely to be farther ahead 
than you would have been without using this strategy. Your advisor 
has a specific product to which to respond and make suggestions. Also 
remember to defend what you have done to your advisor if her response 
is that major changes are required. If you believe you have a logical re-
search design, insightful findings, and a high-quality dissertation, argue 
for what you’ve produced.

Asking for Help from a Mediator
There are some instances when a conflict has gone on so long or 

involves such major issues that you may need a mediator to help you re-
solve it. The chair or the director of graduate studies in your department 
or your university’s ombudsman can serve this function. Remember, 
though, that going outside of the advising relationship is not going to 
endear you to your advisor. He will lose face with others in the univer-
sity, including his own chair, and he may very well become defensive and 
hostile as a result. Sometimes, though, advisees are being treated very 
unjustly and truly are being abused emotionally and intellectually, and if 
that’s what is happening to you, you may need the outside help that an 
external mediator can provide.

Adding a Coadvisor
If you’re having trouble with your advisor or your advisor isn’t respon-

sive to your needs, another solution is to add a coadvisor. Some students 
start out with a coadvisor just in case some difficulty arises with an advisor 
or because they want the expertise that two faculty members bring to the 
project. Conflicts can arise between coadvisors, of course, if the two have 
very different visions for your project. But the benefits are typically posi-
tive, especially if you select as coadvisors faculty members who respect one 
another and get along well.

15_465-Foss.indb   406 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



MAKING THE BEST USE OF YOUR GUIDE: ADVISOR ADVISING

407

But let’s say you started with only one advisor and now want to add 
a coadvisor to resolve a conflict you’re having with your original advisor. 
You have to be careful about this strategy politically because it’s not likely 
to make your advisor very happy. It can also be a politically dangerous 
strategy for the faculty member you take on as a coadvisor because she can 
incur the wrath of the original advisor, which may work against her later, 
especially if she is untenured. But making your advisor into a coadvisor 
can be a way for your advisor to save face because you are still retaining 
him as an advisor. You are able to finish because you’re getting the as-
sistance you need to finish from your new coadvisor.

Switching Advisors
If you really believe that you won’t finish your dissertation if you con-

tinue with your advisor and you’ve tried all other available options, your 
only remaining option is to change advisors. Clearly, such a decision is 
not to be made lightly. Both you and your advisor have invested a lot of 
time and energy in the advising relationship and in your dissertation. The 
decision may have political ramifications in your department and perhaps 
later for your career. Plus, don’t forget that switching to another advisor 
may slow you down because a new advisor may want a very different kind 
of dissertation from the one you had planned.

If you believe, however, that no strategies you can use with your ad-
visor will allow you to finish or to finish in a timely manner, make the 
request to your advisor that you discontinue your advising relationship. 
Although students tend to think that the advisor in such an instance will 
be angry or disturbed, a very real option is that he may feel great relief. 
If you perceive that your advising relationship is unsatisfactory and inef-
fective, he is likely to feel the same. He may be happy to turn you over to 
someone else. If you do decide to end the relationship with your advisor, 
try to end it on a positive note, and thank him for his mentoring and 
his assistance. And, of course, before you have this conversation, be sure 
you’ve lined up someone else to serve as your new advisor.

Key to an effective working relationship with your advisor and to 
making progress on your dissertation is that you do what you can to help 
your advisor be a good advisor for you. Five communication practices are 
particularly useful in enabling you to have a significant influence on the 
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advising relationship: asking someone to be your advisor at the right time 
and in the right way, agreeing on a vision, articulating needs, enacting 
professionalism, and assessing your relationship. When we work with stu-
dents who are having difficulty with their advisor and suggest some of the 
strategies in this chapter, they often respond with, “My advisor won’t go 
for that.” But they usually do. If you engage in communication behaviors 
that encourage good advising on the part of your advisor, you are likely to 
be surprised at how different your advisor’s responses are from what you 
predicted. By engaging in effective communication behaviors, you can 
help your advisor be as helpful as possible to you.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

AVOIDING DELAYS AND ANNOYANCES: 
ENACTING THE SCHOLAR ROLE

Despite careful planning, few trips are flawless. They involve 
unexpected annoyances and obstacles that the traveler must cir-
cumvent to have a successful trip. You might get lost trying to 

reach a destination. Maybe your plane sits on the runway for a couple of 
hours, and you miss your next flight. Maybe you feel overwhelmed with 
all the new stimuli you’re experiencing, and you long momentarily for 
a familiar routine. Maybe you need something and don’t know how to 
ask for it because you can’t speak the local language. We believe that, by 
following the processes covered in the first eleven chapters of this book, 
you’ll avoid many of the common difficulties with your dissertation. But 
students like you are creative. You have the capacity to innovate endless 
ways to impede your progress on your dissertation and spoil your trip. We 
hope this chapter will redirect this kind of creativity so that you can avoid 
delays and annoyances and have a fun and productive trip.

Granted, there’s a major difference between the delays and annoy-
ances you experience while traveling and those you experience while 
writing your dissertation. The stakes are much higher with your dis-
sertation. If you get stuck and can’t get unstuck, there are major life 
consequences. But there’s another difference, too. While traveling, the 
delays you encounter are usually not your fault. In your dissertation, 
they often are. Although the fact that you generate most of the delays 
and annoyances you encounter in the dissertation process can be a major 
problem, it’s also a wonderful relief. Because you generate them, those 
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delays and annoyances are under your control. You are the one who can 
deal effectively with them and get back to enjoying the trip.

The way out of the delays and annoyances that you may be creat-
ing for yourself is to enact the role of the scholar. This means actually 
doing the things that make you a scholar. Scholars are scholars because 
of what they do, not who they are. You may be bright and enrolled in a 
graduate program, but you aren’t a scholar until you begin to live your 
life and approach the work of your dissertation so that you actually enact 
the scholar role. As writer Marge Piercy said about writing, “The real 
writer is one who really writes.”1 Likewise, the real scholar is one who 
really does scholarship.

So what’s involved in enacting the role of a scholar? What do you 
have to do to be one? Being a scholar involves two major kinds of work—
coming up with ideas and sharing them with others. Many people have 
excellent ideas that could make exciting contributions to a field, but until 
they document those ideas so they can be scrutinized and tested by others, 
those ideas don’t become part of the conversation of a discipline. They 
are ephemeral and fleeting and are never offered in a way that can be as-
sessed, applied, and extended by others. If you want to adopt the scholar 
role, then, you must come up with ideas and make them permanent by 
writing them down.

Incomplete-Scholar Roles

If you are like many students, the most common way in which you are 
likely to respond to the exigency of the dissertation is by enacting an 
incomplete-scholar role. You enact the first part of the scholar—you gen-
erate ideas—but you don’t complete the role by writing them down in a 
dissertation so they can be shared. So your enactment of the scholar role 
is incomplete.

The incompleteness is due to the fact that you have assumed a role 
that makes you into something other than a scholar. You are doing dis-
sertation work that isn’t—work that seems relevant to the work of the 
dissertation but isn’t helping you share the ideas you have with others. 
Incomplete-scholar roles provide some rewards to you at a time when you 
feel the need for some kind of reward—after all, you aren’t getting the re-
wards that would come if you were making progress on your dissertation. 
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But we contend that actually adopting the role of the scholar offers fuller, 
more complete, and longer lasting rewards.

Here are eight of the most common incomplete-scholar roles. In all 
of them, the potential scholar has good ideas but never gets around to 
documenting and sharing them because other kinds of work are taking 
precedence over actual dissertation work. Do you recognize yourself in any 
of these self-generated, self-sabotaging roles?

Housekeeper
Does this sound familiar? You sit down to work on your disserta-

tion and decide that your kitchen cupboards need to be cleaned out, the 
laundry needs to be done, the newspapers need to be put in the recycling 
bin, the plants need to be watered, your books need to be rearranged, or 
the fringe on the rug in your office needs to be straightened. One of our 
favorite examples of this kind of reasoning comes from Mark Matloff, 
who believes he must walk his dog a few times before he starts writing 
because, after all, “isn’t a walked dog a happy dog, and isn’t a happy dog 
a quiet dog? If my dog doesn’t make noise, it will be so much easier to 
concentrate.”2 And then there’s email. If you could just get your inbox 
cleared out, you would feel psychologically able to write.

What is going on with all of these variations on the housekeeper role 
is that you are doing things other than the dissertation in the belief that 
their completion will make writing easier. You believe that the conditions 
in your environment must be perfect before you can write, so you spend 
your time making those conditions perfect. Your dissertation always gets 
pushed to a back burner because there is always something you can do to 
improve your working conditions to make them more conducive to writ-
ing. Instead of making yourself into a scholar, these activities, of course, 
are making you into a housekeeper.

The motivation for adopting the role of the housekeeper is obvious. 
You feel helpless trying to write a dissertation. Cleaning up your environ-
ment, in contrast, makes you feel helpful and valuable. And you are re-
warded with completed projects, cleaned-up messes, and order when you 
do not see how you can clean up the mess you perceive your dissertation 
is in, see only disorder in the project, and don’t see any completion date in 
sight. But if you can write only when conditions around you are perfect, 
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you’re never going to be able to write. Writing is not dependent on exter-
nal conditions but on what you do as a scholar. As we’ve discussed earlier, 
when conceptualized as small tasks, scholarly activities can be done in the 
midst of virtually any condition, including when you have a few minutes 
in a car while waiting for your kids, between classes if you are teaching, or 
while waiting to get the oil changed in your car. Your environment does 
not have to be perfect in order for you to write.

Model Employee
You enact the role of the model employee when you have a job to 

do—paid or otherwise—and let the demands of that job push your disser-
tation aside. When you adopt the role of the model employee, you spend 
an inordinate amount of time doing an exemplary job in some area other 
than the dissertation. You believe this other area of your life is so impor-
tant that it can’t be compromised in any way, so the dissertation must take 
a backseat to it. Because there is never an end to what you can do on the 
job when you are busy being a perfect employee, the tasks multiply to fill 
the time available. If you try to cut back at all from your job, you feel guilty 
and believe you will be judged to be inadequate or incompetent.

Graduate students often adopt the role of the model employee in their 
teaching. Partly because you haven’t been at it very long and partly because 
you like doing it, you may find yourself spending a great deal of time 
preparing way too much for each class. You know you’ve adopted this 
role when you create complex and time-consuming methods for grading, 
when every lecture is a glitzy media presentation, and when you radically 
redesign every class each time you teach it. Certainly, your students are 
benefiting from your teaching, but guess what? They may not be noticing 
or appreciating all of that superb teaching as much as you think.

Students’ inattention to teaching vividly hit home for Sonja when 
she met a young woman at a cocktail party who had just graduated from 
a nearby university with a degree in Sonja’s field. Sonja knows many of 
the professors at that university, so she asked her who some of her pro-
fessors had been. This newly graduated student couldn’t name a single 
one. That’s right. Not one. Her professors are very competent teachers, 
but their excellent teaching did not have the impact on this student that 
we suspect they think they’re having. To help get you out of enacting 
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the role of model employee in your teaching, you might want to read My 
Freshman Year by Rebekah Nathan. A study of today’s students written 
by an anthropology professor who enrolled in her own university as a 
freshman, it provides revealing insights into how students manage their 
college experiences.3

You can also be a model employee in your personal life. You can 
choose to be the perfect spouse, partner, parent, son, or daughter. “My 
kids and my spouse need me!” is likely to be your anthem in the most 
common version of the role. You believe that if you don’t devote your time 
to what needs to be done at home, your children will suffer irreparable 
damage, or your marriage will fail. Your dissertation takes a backseat to 
planning play dates, helping your kids with their homework, making a 
new dress for your daughter for her first day of school, painting the living 
room, cooking elaborate meals, and hosting Thanksgiving dinner.

What is happening with the model-employee role is that, although 
you know your priority is to finish your dissertation, you keep busy with 
short-term tasks related to some other job. These tasks are a means of 
avoiding the anxieties of the high-priority, long-term task of the disserta-
tion. Once you are immersed in the busyness of some other area of your 
life, there seems to be no room for any other high-priority task. If you 
attempted to work on the dissertation in the midst of everything else you 
are doing that is important, your thinking goes, it would severely impact 
your performance in that other area of your life.

And let’s not forget how much support you get for enacting the role of 
the model employee. Your boss (or partner, child, or parent) tells you that 
you are doing an exemplary job in this area of your life. At a time when 
rewards are hard to come by, such rewards are precious. It takes a long 
time to begin to feel competent doing your dissertation, but, as a model 
employee, you are already demonstrating your skills and competence. It 
feels so good to have someone say she needs you, can’t do without you, 
and requires all of your time and attention.

But the role of the model employee doesn’t produce a dissertation. 
And, in fact, in the long run, not working on the dissertation may actually 
increase tension between you and your work or family. Wider rewards will 
come with finishing the dissertation. Then you can choose to engage in 
exemplary behaviors in all aspects of your life as well as enjoy the rewards 
of being an accomplished scholar.

15_465-Foss.indb   413 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER TWELVE

414

Undocumented Worker
In the role of the undocumented worker, you can’t secure a real job 

because your dissertation isn’t done. Because you don’t have the proper 
papers or credentials—a done dissertation and a doctoral degree—to 
legitimize you for the job you really want, you aren’t allowed to do the 
work that will pay you appropriately. As a result, you take on many jobs 
to produce a livable wage. You end up teaching as an adjunct at several 
colleges and universities, editing papers for students, and working as a 
server at a restaurant, with each job earning you far less than you would 
get for one job if your dissertation were done. And when you work at all 
of these jobs, you make yourself into an undocumented worker who is too 
busy and too tired to be a scholar.

In contrast to the model employee, your time as an undocumented 
worker is being taken up not because you believe you must do such ex-
emplary work in a job other than writing the dissertation but because you 
are doing so many jobs. Because working at several subsistence jobs takes 
up all your available time, your dissertation never gets written. When you 
adopt this role, you believe you must work at all of these jobs to support 
yourself while writing the dissertation, but these jobs become your work, 
and the dissertation doesn’t get done. The need for a paycheck is used to 
do anything but write the dissertation.

Another common way in which the role of the undocumented worker 
is enacted is in spending time writing grant proposals to fund the disserta-
tion. The expectation here is that the dissertation will take you so long 
to write that you need funding to support yourself while you write it. If 
you actually wrote the dissertation instead of the grant proposals, the dis-
sertation would be done. But because you perceive a lack of finances as 
something you must address before you write your dissertation, the grant 
proposals get done, but the dissertation doesn’t.

The role of the undocumented worker has its rewards, of course. 
Just as in the model-employee role, you gain the rewards that come from 
work—demonstrating your competence, doing a good job, and making 
money. As you pick up extra shifts or teach more classes and revel in the 
larger paychecks, you ignore both the larger cost of not finishing your 
dissertation—tuition, fees, and lower wages—and the larger payoff that 
awaits you. If you adopt the role of the scholar and finish the dissertation, 
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two things go away—the cost of maintaining yourself in school, and the 
lack of documentation that keeps you from getting a good job.

Patient
The patient is the role you adopt if your dissertation work consists 

largely of trying to cure yourself of whatever is preventing you from 
making progress on your dissertation. You perceive yourself as suffering 
from an ailment that blocks your progress on the dissertation, and you 
are unable to make progress until you are cured. You have constructed a 
causal relationship between some kind of disease from which you must be 
healed—physical illness, mental illness, or the dis-ease that comes from 
lack of progress on your dissertation—and an inability to work on your 
dissertation. You feel, as a result, that the work you do to produce a cure 
is actual dissertation work.

You can assume a patient role in various ways. One of the most com-
mon is to join dissertation-support groups or writing groups. You spend 
a significant time each week or month in self-remedy—attending meet-
ings, discussing your problems concerning the dissertation, and bringing 
in snippets of writing to be critiqued by others who have never written a 
dissertation before. If you go into therapy and get professional help to try 
to cure what is keeping you from completing your dissertation, you have 
adopted the role of the patient, too. A focus on physical or psychological 
ailments as things that are keeping you from completing your dissertation 
is another way in which this role is enacted. Maybe you have ADD, di-
etary issues, chronic fatigue, or something else. If you use it as the reason 
why you can’t finish your dissertation, you have become the patient.

When you feel like a fraud, suffering from feelings of intellectual 
fraudulence and chronic self-doubt that prevent you from making prog-
ress on your dissertation, you have made yourself into a patient as well. In 
this role, despite your accomplishments and the fact that you were admit-
ted to and are apparently succeeding in a graduate program, you remain 
unconvinced that you are capable, intelligent, and competent. One scholar 
described the phenomenon in this way:

I am a fraud because I don’t work the way everyone else does. I don’t 
read the classics as bedtime reading; hell, I don’t read anything except 
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weird novels and stuff that has nothing to do with my “work.” I don’t 
sit in the library taking notes; I don’t read the journals cover to cover; 
and what’s worse, I don’t want to. I am not a scholar. . . . I haven’t the 
commitment to steep myself in the ideas and thoughts of The Masters. 
I couldn’t converse meaningfully about The Literature on any topic 
including those in which I am allegedly a specialist.4

Sound familiar? When you believe you must get over feeling like a fraud 
to write a dissertation, you have become a patient.

With all of the variations on the patient role, you give power to some 
condition and allow it to stand in the way between you and a completed 
dissertation. Your response is to do the work that reinforces, reifies, and 
highlights the disease so that it becomes the thing to which you respond 
and on which you focus your attention—not the dissertation. The reward 
you gain from the patient role is that you feel like you are taking steps 
toward the completion of your dissertation—you feel like you are making 
progress. You are rewarded with activity and optimism—you feel hopeful 
that you can get your dissertation done because you are engaged in healing 
activities. You have something specific to do and know what it is—what-
ever it is that will cure you—and you count this as dissertation work.

Everyone has conditions to deal with in their lives. To make them 
into an excuse that prevents you from accomplishing a significant goal is 
to give them power and agency that they don’t deserve. You are in con-
trol—not your disease. People in far worse health than you have accom-
plished amazing things, but they didn’t accomplish them by giving power 
to some kind of dis-ease. We know students with dyslexia and multiple 
sclerosis who have successfully completed their dissertations, but they did 
so not by making their diseases into obstacles that kept them from writ-
ing. They saw their diseases as something to be dealt with as quickly and 
efficiently as possible so that they could turn to real work on their disserta-
tions. They made themselves into scholars instead of patients.

Good Student
When you adopt the role of the good student, you focus on what you 

are learning from others instead of developing your own original ideas to 
share. Yes, we know you are a student, so it probably seems odd that we 
are suggesting that a student role can be one of the incomplete-scholar 
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roles. But, at some point in your graduate career, you have to make the 
switch from student to scholar. You have to stop relying on the ideas that 
have come from others and begin to develop ideas of your own. In the 
student role, you continue to learn about others’ ideas instead of generat-
ing and writing about your own.

The most common enactment of the role of the good student is over-
reading. When you enact this version of the role, you are always seeking 
one more source, one more citation, one more way to demonstrate your 
knowledge. Every new source leads to other sources, of course, and, as 
the student, you read on and on because, after all, reading is an important 
part of scholarship. The rewards come easily when you read and read and 
read because there are always new and exciting materials out there to be 
discovered. You can always find a book or an article you haven’t read that 
sheds light on the subject you are studying. And that new book usually 
points to several other books that you believe you need to read. Reading 
becomes a game—a scavenger hunt for sources.

There’s another common way in which the role of the student is 
acted out and that is by learning complex and sophisticated procedures 
of some kind prior to doing your dissertation. You might think you have 
to learn NVivo software to manage your qualitative data, which means 
cleaning and entering your data before you can even begin your coding. 
Perhaps you believe you must learn a new complex way of transcribing 
interviews. You might have to learn a language to do the translations you 
want to do or to interview your participants. Maybe you have to learn a 
whole new research method you never studied in your coursework. In all 
of these activities, you are learning. You are developing skills you didn’t 
have before and are enjoying the rewards that come with mastering new 
skills and developing competence. But these are skills that you don’t need 
to develop for your dissertation, and they don’t by themselves lead to a 
completed dissertation. In other words, you stop short of being a scholar 
by focusing on the accomplishment of skills that don’t get you there or 
that slow you way down.

If you’ve come as far as you have, you undoubtedly have been rewarded 
and reinforced for being a good student. So you continue to engage in the 
behaviors that gave you those rewards in the past—learning new things, 
following procedures, getting things right. It’s easy, then, to continue to 
do those things that make you into a good student by constantly learning 
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new things and demonstrating your mastery of them to someone else. 
But when you don’t get past this role to become a scholar, generating and 
sharing your own ideas, your dissertation doesn’t get done.

Proxy Critic
You’re writing along on your dissertation. You write a paragraph 

or a sentence. Then you start to wonder about what you’ve just writ-
ten. “This isn’t good enough,” you say to yourself. “It doesn’t flow, my 
argument isn’t strong enough, it isn’t eloquent writing, my advisor will 
never like it.” Your indecision stops the writing. You feel like you need 
approval before you can proceed, but, of course, there’s no one who can 
or will approve every sentence you write at the moment you’re writing 
it. Because you can’t get confirmation, you tend to stop writing, or your 
writing proceeds very slowly.

When this happens, you have assumed the role of the proxy critic. 
What the proxy critic is creating instead of a scholar is an imaginary editor 
or a fantasy critic who stops the flow and development of ideas by assess-
ing them prematurely. As the proxy critic, you are trying to assess and edit 
your work at the same time that you produce it. Many students believe 
this is an efficient way to produce high-quality texts. Their reasoning goes 
something like this: “If I don’t make any errors while I’m writing my first 
draft, I won’t have to spend any time on revisions.” But the reality is that, 
when you approach writing in this way, you cut yourself off at the pass—
you never make progress or you proceed extremely slowly because you are 
prematurely questioning every organizational structure, every argument, 
every idea, every paragraph, every sentence, every word.

In the role of the proxy critic, you are standing in for a critic who 
doesn’t exist. Even if such a critic existed, that person probably wouldn’t 
be saying everything you think he is saying. You are forgetting that writ-
ing and editing are two separate processes, and the first process is getting 
the ideas on paper—as rough and unpolished and inelegant as they might 
be. The second task is to revise, and this is the place where you scrutinize 
and assess your writing and polish it as much as you can. (For more on 
how to do these two processes effectively, check out chapter 9.)

Yes, at the point at which you begin to revise, you want to try to imag-
ine what other people—such as your advisor—might think about your 
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work. But you can never completely predict how others will react and, 
more important, even if you could, you don’t want your primary criterion 
for judging your ideas and writing to be whether someone else likes them. 
Your primary criteria should be the strength of your idea, whether you 
believe it’s useful, and whether you have documented the idea so that oth-
ers can understand it. Adjusting an idea to suit others makes it no longer 
original and no longer yours. Dropping the role of the proxy critic and 
adopting the role of the scholar, primarily by writing multiple drafts and 
revising after you write, allow you to do the development and documenta-
tion of your ideas so crucial to the role of the scholar.

Executor
An executor is someone who is appointed to carry out the provisions 

and directions in someone’s will and to put that person’s affairs in order. 
When you adopt this role as you attempt to write your dissertation, you see 
yourself as designated by the participants in or interviewees for your study 
to tell their stories or to give voice to their experiences and their lives. You 
believe that the responsibility with which you are entrusted to represent 
others is so heavy and so significant that you can’t possibly fulfill it. Your 
goal is to uncover stories no one knows and to share them—certainly both 
noble goals. But when you spend all your time trying to get the stories right 
from the perspective of those you are studying and believe you can’t possibly 
do justice to their voices, you have adopted the executor role.

One common way executors work to get the story right is in the 
transcribing process. You may believe you must transcribe every word 
your interviewees say, even though you’re only interested in the ideas on 
a particular topic that the interviewees share with you. You transcribe 
even vocal nonfluencies like uh and um, every pause, and every cough 
because you are touched by their stories and want to honor their voices. 
Obviously, transcribing at this level takes a great deal of time—time not 
invested in the dissertation itself. Alternatively, you could simply listen to 
the recording until you hear an idea expressed that is relevant to your re-
search question and transcribe that section. (Note: There are times when 
you want to transcribe every word of an interview—if you are studying the 
communication behavior of the interviewees, for example, and want to 
know how they talk about the subject and not just what they say about it.)

15_465-Foss.indb   419 9/23/15   12:33 PM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 5/4/2024 12:14 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



CHAPTER TWELVE

420

Another variation of the executor is when you burden yourself with 
obligations you perceive are incumbent upon you and your dissertation 
because of a special relationship you have with your advisor. This often 
takes the form of wanting the dissertation to be extraordinary in some 
way because you don’t want to disappoint your advisor. Another form it 
may take is wanting to make sure that your dissertation adequately cap-
tures your advisor’s perspective or philosophy because you consider your 
dissertation to be part of your advisor’s legacy. You feel you are entrusted 
with special duties, responsibilities, and obligations given your relation-
ship with your advisor.

Where do executors get waylaid? Executors who deal with estates get 
paid for handling other people’s business and, because they get paid, they 
often drag out that business. They are spending time and energy on the 
person being represented, but the time and energy don’t fulfill the real 
wishes of the person being represented. In the dissertation, the executor 
role allows you to extend your relationship with the people whose voices 
you are representing. You want to maintain what you perceive is a special 
connection to them, and as soon as you tell the story, that special connec-
tion to the participants will vanish. Just as with typical executors, actually 
handling the estate or telling the story ends the paycheck and the connec-
tion. You were special because you were the only one who knew the story 
or who could do justice to your advisor’s legacy, and once you tell what 
you know, your uniqueness disappears.

What you don’t realize when you adopt the role of the executor is that 
your uniqueness grows and continues in a more profitable way when you fin-
ish your dissertation. Your value and expertise are demonstrated not by tell-
ing the stories of those you are representing but by making your own claims 
about those stories. When you assume the executor role, you are privileging 
the data over your claims. Your dissertation is made up of your claims and 
your analysis, and adopting the role of the executor shirks the responsibility 
of analysis. You do the real work of a dissertation when you use the stories 
as evidence in support of claims that you develop from your analysis of the 
data—when you enact not the role of the executor but the role of the scholar.

Maverick
Graduate students sometime adopt the role of the maverick—the 

lone cowboy who rides into town and stays apart, maintaining indepen-
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dence and refusing to conform to the community. Adoption of this role 
usually takes the form of believing that you have to figure out everything 
about a dissertation by yourself—assuming that you don’t or can’t have 
access to any resources to help you. You usually don’t take advantage 
of resources your advisor might be prepared to give, the help of other 
graduate students, or the resources being offered by family members. 
You go it alone, trying to figure everything out by yourself and doing 
everything by yourself.

The rewards gained by the maverick are the rewards that come with 
figuring out a problem, coming up with a solution, trying and succeeding, 
and relying on yourself. The costs are high, though, and they take the 
form of time spent reinventing wheels—constantly re-creating processes 
and ideas already developed by others. What the maverick creates instead 
of a scholar is someone who, yes, is independent but who is also engaged 
in an unnecessary struggle that creates disconnection and isolation from a 
scholarly community. As a result, your progress on the dissertation is very 
slow or nonexistent.

Enacting the Scholar Role: Writing Regularly

Perhaps you’ve recognized yourself in one of the incomplete-scholar roles, 
and you see how the role is delaying the completion of your dissertation. 
You want to take up the role of the scholar so that you can finish. How 
do you do that? The primary antidote to any of the roles of the incomplete 
scholar is writing regularly. What the incomplete-scholar roles have in 
common is that they allow you to do things other than write, so to counter 
them, you want to make writing a regular, recurrent activity. Regular writ-
ing will help you confront the incomplete-scholar roles head on and will 
transform you from student, patient, executor, housekeeper, or whatever 
your chosen role is into a scholar.

Evidence for how effective regular writing can be comes from Robert 
Boice, who has done a great deal of research on the subject. One of his 
studies involved 27 faculty members from various universities who were 
having trouble completing writing projects. Nine of them agreed not to 
write during the 10-week period of the experiment, another nine were 
encouraged to write only when they were in the mood, and those in the 
third group were forced to write during 50 scheduled sessions. This last 
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group produced the highest and most stable outputs. They wrote about 
three times as much as those who wrote only when they were inspired. 
Plus, they enjoyed their writing more.5 In another study, Boice tracked 
the writing habits and outputs of newly hired professors over six years. 
He found that participants who wrote daily wrote twice as many hours 
as those who wrote occasionally in big blocks of time, and they wrote or 
revised 10 times as many pages.6

In response to Boice’s research, you’re probably thinking of all sorts of 
reasons why you can’t write regularly. One might be that you can’t write 
unless you are inspired or in the mood—when you’re excited about what 
you’re working on and know exactly what you’re doing. You also probably 
believe you shouldn’t stop writing when you’re in such a state because 
the inspiration might depart, so you need to take advantage of it while 
you can. But you often have to do things when you’re not in the mood, 
and you do them anyway. Do you always feel like teaching a class? Of 
course not. But you don’t cancel the class. You go to class and often find 
that, once you start teaching and interacting with the students, you begin 
to enjoy the experience and do it well. The same goes for writing. You 
can perform on demand in this situation as well as any other.7 Writing 
regularly in daily sessions means that you don’t have to wait to write until 
you are motivated or inspired. The regular habit of writing provides the 
stimulus for you to write because it involves you in the writing process first 
and generates motivation later.

Perhaps you believe you can’t write unless you have large blocks of time 
available. Your rationale here is that you need time to figure out where you 
are in your project and to get back into it. You can’t do this in half an hour 
or an hour. If you tried writing in small blocks of time, you believe, you 
would have to stop when you were just getting started and would have to go 
over the whole process again when you had a little time to write on another 
day. But the reason you take so long to get started is that you aren’t writing 
regularly. You would easily remember where you were if you wrote even half 
an hour or an hour each day. Plus, the processes in this book are designed to 
make sure you always know exactly where you are, so this problem should 
no longer be an issue for you. A regular writing schedule also teaches you 
that you can make good progress under all conditions. You may feel lethar-
gic one day or have a headache another. None of these is reason not to keep 
making progress during your writing time.
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You may believe that you can work only when you are facing an immi-
nent deadline. Using this approach, you delay the start of a writing project 
until just before the deadline and then binge—writing frantically in a 
marathon session over several days and perhaps nights, working until you 
are exhausted. It’s very difficult to get your dissertation done by bingeing, 
though, because the project is just too big. Bingeing also doesn’t allow you 
to reflect on what you’ve written. Because you don’t have sufficient time 
for revising and editing, bingeing leads to lower quality in what you pro-
duce. In contrast, writing regularly requires that you take periodic breaks 
so you can recharge your batteries. You eat regular meals and get enough 
sleep, providing the energy and concentration required for writing.

With these excuses out of the way, are you ready to begin the regular 
writing that makes you a scholar? Two things will help—writing on a 
schedule and focusing on your successes.

Writing on a Schedule
The first thing to do to get yourself writing regularly is to work on your 

dissertation according to a schedule. Just like you would go to work at a job 
and work regular hours, do the same with your dissertation. Even if you just 
have an hour or two to devote to your dissertation each day, schedule it. Make 
writing during that period a sacred part of your day. If you’re an academic, of 
course, your schedule is likely to change every quarter or semester, so you’ll 
have to commit to a new writing schedule each time your teaching schedule 
changes, but the point is this: Include writing in your daily schedule.

As you create a writing schedule, take into account when you are at 
your best. If possible, schedule your writing times for when you are fresh 
and alert. Do everything else when you are tired. Prepare for teaching and 
grade papers, pay bills, do laundry, and read email when you come home 
at the end of a day of teaching and are tired. Don’t do this kind of work 
in the morning if that’s when you feel energized and ready to go—that’s 
the time to work on your dissertation.

Be sure family and friends understand your commitment to your dis-
sertation schedule. Don’t let them pull you away from it. A friend might 
suggest, for example, that because you have seven months for writing your 
dissertation, you surely can go shopping with her for one afternoon. On 
a dissertation schedule, you can accept such an invitation only if you buy 
time from yourself and replace that lost time. If you lose two hours of 
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scheduled writing time on one day to go shopping, you need to make up 
those hours somehow during that week. If you don’t, those seven months 
you allocated for writing your dissertation will quickly slip away, leaving 
you with anxiety and not much else. It might be easier, then, to just say 
no to your friend’s invitation and stick with your schedule.

What’s key to writing on a schedule is that you get your scheduled 
hours of dissertation work in each week. Kate was so committed to getting 
her hours in each week that, if she got to Saturday night and didn’t have 
her requisite number of hours completed, she hired a babysitter to care for 
her daughter. Instead of going out to dinner or to see a movie, Kate stayed 
in and worked so she could meet her dissertation goal for the week. We 
know that keeping to a schedule is not always easy, so take a look at the 
following strategies to see if any of them might be helpful for you.
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Finding the Time
If you feel you have no time during a day for regular writing, try this: 

Chart your daily activities for a week or two in half-hour blocks. You 
undoubtedly will discover that you are spending time on nonessential 
activities that you could use for working on your dissertation. You might 
be chatting with colleagues during a period of the day when you could be 
writing. You might be spending two hours preparing for a course when 
you really only need half an hour. Maybe you watch television for an hour 
in the morning, and you could cut that out. Maybe you play video games 
for half an hour after dinner and could use that time for writing. The first 
step in developing a schedule, then, is to identify some periods of time—
even short ones—that you have free and can use for writing.

Prioritizing Your Dissertation
Sometimes, reconceptualizing how your dissertation fits into your day 

helps you develop and keep a regular writing schedule. Many people con-
ceptualize their dissertations as something to fit in around their teaching 
schedules and their family activities. See if you can reverse that thinking. 
Your dissertation is now your real job. Conceptualize everything else as 
something that gets in the way of it and disrupts your writing time. When 
you are working on your dissertation and it’s time for you to go teach a 
class, our guess is that, before you read this chapter, your response would 
likely to have been something like, “Oh, good, I can stop writing on my 
dissertation because it’s time for me to go teach.” When you conceptualize 
your dissertation as your job, your new attitude becomes, “Is it time for 
class already? Too bad! I’m really making good progress on my disserta-
tion, and I hate to stop. But I’ll come back and use that hour I have free 
after class to keep writing.”

If you’re fortunate and regularly have large blocks of time free over 
several days to work on your dissertation, establish a schedule that makes 
the dissertation the major activity you do on those days. Some students 
work on their dissertations on their free days following the schedule of 
the Scholars’ Retreats we used to hold in Denver (and now conduct at 
universities that bring us in for this purpose). Here’s the schedule:

•	 6:15: Wake up

•	 6:30: Exercise
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•	 7:30: Shower and dress

•	 8:00: Breakfast

•	 8:30: Writing

•	 12:30: Lunch

•	 1:30: Writing

•	 5:30: Dinner

•	 7:00: Writing

•	 9:00: Social hour (a time to talk with your spouse or part-
ner, tweet, pin, post, or check out the latest cat video)

•	 10:00: To bed

By the way, most people who attend our Scholars’ Retreats don’t 
believe it will be physically possible for them to work as many hours as 
we ask them to work daily. But they find that their writing energizes and 
motivates them, and they discover that they can easily spend 8 or 10 hours 
a day writing. We suspect that you, too, will be amazed at how productive 
you are on a schedule, especially when you put your dissertation front and 
center in that schedule.

Working on a 40-Minute Cycle
If you can’t quite conceive of yourself as working in a sustained fash-

ion for such extended periods of time, you might try the 40-minute cycle. 
This is a system in which you do 40 minutes of sustained work, take a 
20-minute break, and then repeat the cycle. You might set a timer for 40 
minutes so you know when that period of time is done and it’s time for a 
break. The 40-minute cycle prevents you from becoming physically tired 
and burned out and also motivates you to write on the days when you 
don’t feel like it. When you feel like you just can’t face working on your 
dissertation, knowing that you just have to complete two 40-minute cycles 
doesn’t sound so bad—it seems like something you can do.

Keeping and Sharing Records
Here’s something else that might help you stick to your writing 

schedule: Keep a record of how many hours you write each day, and share 
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those records with someone at the end of every week—your spouse or 
partner, a fellow graduate student, or your advisor. Record keeping makes 
you aware of how much time you are actually writing on your dissertation. 
Equally important, being accountable to someone else makes a big differ-
ence. Without a commitment to share your records with someone, you 
can easily convince yourself that you will begin writing tomorrow.

Boice did a study that showed how important keeping track of your 
writing time and sharing it with others can be. He worked with three 
groups of writers and required different kinds of record keeping of each 
group. The first group wrote occasionally in large blocks of time, kept no 
records of their writing, and in one year wrote an average of 17 pages. 
The second group wrote every day and kept a daily record; their average 
was 64 pages a year. The members of the third group wrote daily, kept a 
daily record, and were accountable to someone every week; they averaged 
157 pages a year.8 Actually, we think 157 pages is pretty small output for 
a year, and we hope the processes in this book allow you to work more 
quickly than that, but you get the point: Keeping track of your hours and 
reporting them to someone can greatly increase your productivity.

Several software programs are available that also help you track the 
hours you work. For example, toggl is a free desktop program that allows 
you to quickly track writing time. Academic Ladder is an accountability 
database that enables you to schedule and record hours. This is one you 
have to pay for, but it might be worth it because it compares your progress 
to other members of an academic writing group.

Tracking Hours Visually
You might try another strategy to keep you writing regularly, and 

that’s to visually keep track of the number of hours you spend working. 
Let’s say, for example, that you want to work on your dissertation 40 
hours a week. At the start of a week, put on the wall of your office or 
the side of your file cabinet 40 of those neon colored sticky bookmarks. 
When you work an hour (and we mean real work—work that actually 
moves you along on your dissertation), pull one bookmark off the wall. 
When you work a second hour, pull a second bookmark off the wall. 
You’ll always know visually where you are in terms of the number of 
hours you have left to work that week.
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Whatever method you use for visually tracking your hours, you can 
play around with your schedule in terms of how you want to accomplish 
your writing goal for the week. You might decide to work 10 hours in one 
day to free up another day of the week for doing something else. In other 
words, you can buy time from yourself.

Checking In
Here’s another way to help you stay on your schedule: Ask a friend 

or family member to call you at the start of your designated writing pe-
riod—not to chat but to ask if you are sitting down, ready to write. Her 
only goal during the phone call should be to give you a friendly reminder 
of your obligation. At the end of the writing time, ask her to call again to 
check in with you to see how your writing session went and to make a new 
appointment for the next day. Another option is to set up your writing 
time so that you and a friend have the same writing periods. You can meet 
somewhere, such as in the library or at one of your houses, to write for a 
prearranged period. Again, remember to write and not chat!

Creating a Reverse Calendar
A very concrete strategy that can help you keep your writing goals is a 

reverse calendar. This is a calendar you create by working backward from 
your desired graduation date. You can actually post it on your wall, or it 
can be something you keep on your computer so you can review it regu-
larly. Here’s how it works. If you want to graduate next May, then you 
probably have to submit the final version of your dissertation to the gradu-
ate school three weeks before that, which means your defense must be 
two weeks before that to give you time to do any required revisions. Dis-
sertations are usually given to committee members two weeks before the 
defense, and your chair probably wants a final version a couple of weeks 
before that. Mark these dates on a calendar, going backward from May.

But there’s more you want to do with this calendar. You also want 
to chart how much time you can take to complete each chapter of your 
dissertation before you even get close to those deadlines. Be very specific 
here. Work expands to fill the time available, and that is certainly true of 
dissertations. If you give yourself unlimited time to complete a particular 
process, it will take unlimited time. You will feel that you are never done 
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with a process or a section, and you don’t ever finish it. So set limits in 
your calendar on the amount of time you can spend on each chapter—
much like you’ve done in the past with papers for classes. You probably 
wrote many papers that you thought weren’t ready to turn in, but because 
they were due, you had to consider them done.

Conceptualize and work out the time for each chapter in terms of 
hours, not days. Days are ambiguous. Are you working five-hour days 
or nine-hour days? Number of hours clearly tells you how much time 
you have to put in. Conceptualizing your calendar in terms of hours also 
visibly reminds you that you can make progress on your dissertation by 
working for one hour when you have a chance. You get the dissertation 
done by putting in the hours, and one hour worked means one hour 
closer to your goal.

You’re still not done with your calendar. Take each of the chapters 
of your dissertation and divide it up into the major processes that you 
must complete to finish that chapter. Be very clear as you chart out ex-
actly what each process involves and how you’ll know when you’re done. 
Instead of putting on your reverse calendar “Do literature review,” divide 
doing the literature review into concrete, discrete processes. If you are 
planning 140 hours for your literature review, your calendar for that time 
might look something like this: 40 hours for collecting your literature, 
60 hours for coding the literature, 2 hours for creating a conceptual 
schema for the literature review, 30 hours for writing up the literature 
review, and 8 hours for editing it.

Here’s another example: Let’s say one major step on your reverse 
calendar is to schedule your interviews to collect your data. Divide that 
task into concrete tasks: Call five interviewees to set up appointments, 
send reinforcing emails to the five interviewees, make 20 copies of the 
consent form, and so on. Identify the component steps of any potentially 
overwhelming task and complete each step one at a time.

You can get even more specific with your calendar. Take the amount 
of hours you have to spend on an activity and divide those hours up among 
the various processes you have to complete. For example, if you have 60 
hours for coding your books and articles for your literature review and 
you have 120 sources to code, that means you must code two sources an 
hour to maintain your schedule. This is the level of specificity you want 
on your calendar.
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As you sit down to write each day, think in terms of small steps. Use 
your calendar to figure out how much you can accomplish in your hours 
for that day. You might decide, for example, that, within a four-hour 
block of time, you are going to accomplish six tasks. Make each item on 
your list something very specific, something very clear, and something 
that you will know when you are done with it. You might say, for example, 
at the start of your work period, “Today, I will code 15 of my books for 
my literature review” or “In this hour, I will cut apart all of my notes for 
my literature review” or “In my writing time today, I will write up the 
first two sections of my analysis chapter.” When you have completed the 
task, cross it off the list. With each item, you are making steady progress 
toward completing your dissertation, and you feel a sense of accomplish-
ment. You feel positive about what you have done because you know it 
actually was progress toward your dissertation. You will, if you keep going, 
as Beth Triplett suggests, finish your dissertation “by completing literally 
hundreds of mundane tasks and writing approximately 4,000 sentences.”9

What do you do if you don’t know how long the various processes 
of your chapters should take? After all, you’ve never done many of them 
before, so you don’t have any idea how long it will take you to do them. 
You might be inclined, then, not to put time limits on processes simply 
because you don’t know how long they will take. We suggest that you 
take the reverse position. Instead of allowing yourself to take as long as 
you want to do one of the processes, use the timeline for a nine-month 
dissertation in chapter 2 to give yourself an idea of how long you should 
take. Allot that amount for doing each chore. Act as though that is all the 
time you have for that activity.

There’s another way you can figure out how much time a chapter 
should take you to write. We discussed this in chapter 7, but it’s important 
enough to explain again. Start with how long each section in the chapter 
should be. Let’s say you are working on one of your analysis chapters. The 
introduction to the chapter is one page, you have five themes from your 
data to explain, and your conclusion section should be about two pages. 
You know that your chapter is expected to be about 35 pages long. That 
means you only have six to seven pages for explaining each of your five 
themes. When you are trying to figure out how much time you need to 
write up one of the themes, think about how many pages it is supposed 
to be. Six pages. How long should it take you to write that? By the way, 
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this little trick also helps you figure out how in-depth to go on a particular 
topic or section of your dissertation. If you know it can only be three pages 
long, you can only go in-depth three pages’ worth. Thinking this way not 
only gives you an idea of how long something should take, but it helps you 
give proper weight to the various sections of a chapter.

So far, we’ve been assuming that you’ll meet every deadline you set 
on your reverse calendar. But, of course, you sometimes won’t meet your 
goals. If you don’t meet a deadline, adjust your reverse calendar to reflect 
the missed deadline, giving yourself lesser amounts of time for future pro-
cesses. You might feel a bit anxious or panicked when this happens, but 
don’t beat yourself up about it. This happens to even experienced scholars 
from time to time. Do what you can to compensate for the missed dead-
line so that you can stay pretty much with the schedule you planned. Do 
you need to work a few more hours that week? Do you need to reduce the 
number of interviews you will conduct? Can you pay someone to do some 
work for you? What kinds of adjustments can you make so that you can 
stay on schedule?

Naming Your Dissertation
One strategy that can help you resist others’ efforts to draw you away 

from your writing schedule is to name your dissertation with a person’s 
name—Fred or Maura, for example. Then, if someone invites you to do 
something and you want to stay firmly committed to working on your dis-
sertation, you have an easy way to refuse the invitation: “I’m sorry, I can’t 
go because I have an appointment at that time with Fred.”

Buying Time
Don’t forget, too, that there are all sorts of resources available to you 

to complete your dissertation. Taking advantage of some of them can 
make a big difference in sticking to your writing schedule. The major one 
is to buy time. That means paying someone else to do things that would 
take up your time. This could mean, for example, paying someone to 
gather sources for you in the library or to do an Internet search for you. 
It might mean paying someone to copy the excerpts you marked in your 
books and articles for your literature review. You might want to pay some-
one to transcribe your data or to format your dissertation or to prepare 
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your tables. Or maybe pay someone to do nondissertation tasks you would 
normally do, such as cleaning the house. Especially if these tasks are ones 
you aren’t good at or don’t like to do, paying someone else can make you 
much more efficient and keep you on your schedule.

Removing Distractions
If self-discipline is a real problem for you and you need more drastic 

measures to ensure that you keep to your writing schedule, try this: Turn 
yourself over to a friend or family member for a period of time so you can 
focus on your dissertation. Stay at that person’s house so you aren’t dis-
tracted by what usually distracts you at home. Ask that person to keep you 
on a strict schedule, make meals for you, and make sure you are at your 
computer during scheduled writing times. Without any distractions, it’s 
easy to stay on a schedule. Some students have even checked into motels 
for this purpose (be sure to have the television removed if you do this). 
Paying the daily motel bill is also a strong motivator to get your writing 
goals accomplished so you can return home.

Stopping When It’s Time
When you are done with your scheduled writing period for the day, 

stop. Put your dissertation aside. It’s OK! You’ve met your goals for the 
day, so there’s no reason to feel guilty. Whatever you turn to next, give it 
your focused attention, and have fun with it. You may be tempted to keep 
going on your dissertation if you are making good progress. But learning 
to stop at regular times for breaks is an important part of learning to write 
regularly. Stopping at the end of your designated time keeps you from be-
coming hungry and exhausted, both of which make writing much harder. 
Stopping on time also reduces your feeling of being overwhelmed because 
you have time to do other tasks you need to do. If you’re doing what we’ve 
been suggesting in this book, you will never not know where you are, so 
don’t worry about stopping in the middle of a chapter or a section you are 
writing. Plus, stopping at a point when you are eager to write more makes 
it easy for you to begin writing at your next session.

Likewise, when you’ve met your schedule during a week, you don’t 
have to exceed it by continuing to work. Now is the time to schedule a 
reward or a miniholiday for yourself. Go see a movie, meet a friend for 
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coffee, run some errands, get up an hour later, or indulge yourself by doing 
something you really like to do. One of Sonja’s rewards, for example, is 
that she gets to sew something when she has accomplished a major writ-
ing goal. Again, when you take this time off, make it time off. Don’t be 
thinking you should be working on your dissertation or try to do some-
thing on it when you are supposed to be rewarding yourself. If you do, you 
won’t be productive on your dissertation, and you won’t feel relaxed at the 
end of your reward time.

Writing regularly is a mechanism that helps you do what scholars 
do—develop ideas and document them. What writing regularly does is 
put you in your chair. Staying in your chair usually means that, eventually, 
you will do something productive. One of Sonja’s students told her, at the 
end of a dissertation process that was much more protracted than it should 
have been, “I could have done it much sooner if I had just sat down.” So 
sit down on a regular schedule. Something will happen. Another way to 
think about this is, “Butt to seat. You need to sit and write, regardless of 
whether you feel like it or not.”10

Focusing on Successes
Writing on a schedule to ensure that you write regularly is a good start 

to enacting the role of a scholar. But even if you are writing regularly, you 
may find yourself discouraged and frustrated by your slow progress and by 
how much remains to be done on your dissertation. After several weeks 
and months of this, you can begin to feel crushed by your apparent lack of 
progress. That’s where focusing on your successes comes in.

We are both in disciplines (communication and English) that privi-
lege the power of symbols, and we are strong believers in the power of 
words and thoughts to create reality. There are many different schools of 
thought and philosophies that support the need to be attentive to how you 
frame things, including symbolic construction, rational emotive behavior 
therapy, and even quantum physics.11 In one way or another, these phi-
losophies posit that whatever you expect or focus on becomes your reality.

The starting point for all of these perspectives is that external things 
and events don’t make you happy or sad, disturbed or upset. Instead, your 
feelings come from your perceptions and evaluations of these events. The 
interpretations or meanings you give to them—your view of them—cause 
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your despair, frustration, anger, or whatever you are feeling. The phrases 
and sentences that you keep telling yourself are or become your thoughts 
and emotions. This means that you have the ability to exert control over 
how you feel and how you respond to what is going on around you. You 
can control your emotions by changing the internalized sentences or self-
talk you used to create them in the first place.12

If self-talk can create and sustain emotion, you are probably not 
surprised at its role in writing problems. What you say to yourself about 
your dissertation is powerful, and writers “can literally talk themselves into 
blocking.”13 You’ve undoubtedly had the experience of witnessing the role 
your thoughts play in your experiences in other situations. Have you ever 
expected not to have a good time at a party and then didn’t? The same 
thing happens in writing. Boice’s research has shown that both blocked 
and unblocked writers talk to themselves about writing, but blocked writ-
ers report telling themselves 10 times as many negative as positive things 
about writing.14 What we’re suggesting is that, by focusing on your suc-
cesses in your self-talk, you can be a happier writer, and these happy feel-
ings are more likely to keep you writing regularly and productively.

Although you can’t maintain perfect control over your thinking, you 
can significantly change and regulate it and thus change and regulate your 
experience of writing. You can literally talk yourself into a positive mood, 
enthusiasm for writing, and confidence that you are taking practical steps 
to produce writing that will be of high quality and will be well received. 
You do this by ferreting out and challenging internalized messages that 
are negative and replacing them with patterns of self-talk that are more 
functional for you—patterns that give you new meanings and interpreta-
tions for the writing process and thus new feelings about it.

How do you do this? The first step is self-monitoring. Much of what 
you say to yourself goes unobserved, so jot down your best guess of what 
your self-talk is like. Work at observing your ongoing inner discourse. One 
way to figure out what you tend to tell yourself is to observe your mood or 
how you are feeling. Inner discourse that focuses on themes like victimiza-
tion or anticipated failures is rarely accompanied by positive affect. Use how 
you are feeling as a guide to whether your self-talk is positive or negative, 
functional or dysfunctional. If you feel frustrated or despairing when you sit 
down to write, chances are your self-talk about writing isn’t positive.
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Next, stop the thoughts and the talk that you identify as dysfunc-
tional. Merely recognizing negative self-talk sometimes disarms and dis-
rupts it. As silly as it sounds, stopping negative self-talk can be as simple 
as a command to yourself: “Stop!” When more effort and planning are 
necessary, try to analyze the self-talk from a detached, objective vantage. 
Consider what you’re saying as though an impartial jury were listening, 
and assess your self-talk through their eyes. Would those jury members 
rate your inner discourse as realistic? As helpful? Would they conclude 
that you’re being too pessimistic or too self-critical?15

The third phase of regulating your self-talk requires thought substitu-
tion. In general, negative self-talk is easier to supplant than to stop. Trying 
to think about nothing is difficult, but planning to replace negative self-talk 
with more constructive self-talk can help fill that void. Generate more posi-
tive, helpful scripts to replace your negative ones by identifying the positive 
in a condition or situation and focusing on it. Instead of seeing something 
as a problem or an obstacle, pivot and look at the situation from a different 
perspective. The more power and energy you give something, the more it 
manifests as reality for you. What do you want to become reality? Surely not 
delays and annoyances. You want your reality around your dissertation to 
be efficiency and productivity and success. So focus on the doable and the 
done and choose self-talk that focuses your attention on how much you are 
accomplishing and how well the process is going.

Some examples might help. Do you tend to make statements such as, 
“I’m tired, and I don’t feel like working on my dissertation today”? Can 
you replace that kind of statement with something like, “I am tired, but I 
know I can make progress even when I’m tired. I’ve also found that making 
progress energizes me, so I’m going to put in my hours today anyway.” Is 
your advisor the problem? Instead of “I have a lousy advisor, and I’m not 
getting good advising,” you can reframe your statement into, “I’m making 
good progress without much help from my advisor, and I’m finding all sorts 
of resources that are making up for the lack of help from my advisor.” If 
your progress is slow and you’re tempted to lament how very slow it is, make 
statements such as these: “I have made consistent progress up until now, 
and there’s no reason to think that won’t continue. I know how to chunk 
the dissertation out so that it’s a series of small processes that I know how 
to do. I will finish if I just keep going through those processes.”
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Sometimes, looking backward can help you reframe. If you feel 
overwhelmed by the dissertation process, you can say to yourself, “Well, 
I haven’t written a dissertation before, but I did write some papers for 
classes that received grades of A, and I did receive a top-paper award at 
the national convention in my field.” Go back and read something you 
wrote that you like. It will remind you of how well you can think and 
write. “I did that?” you might find yourself saying. “That’s not so bad. I 
can write something like that again.”

Or look to the future. Call trusted friends and tell them about what 
you are working on, and they are likely to reinforce you and assure you 
that you are smart and are making good progress. You might tell yourself, 
as Pamela Richards does, when she begins to doubt her writing:

Yes, I produce an appalling amount of crap, but most of the time I can 
tell it’s crap before anyone else gets a chance to look at it. And occasion-
ally I produce something that fits, something Lillian Hellman might 
have written, something that captures exactly what I want to say. Usually 
it’s just a sentence or two, but the number of those sentences grows if I 
just keep plugging away.16

Something else that might help you transform your self-talk is to see 
yourself simply as joining a conversation. That’s all. You don’t have to be 
brilliant. You don’t have to have everything figured out. You are simply 
tuning into the ongoing conversation on this one topic in your field. You 
know how to enter a conversation: You hold off on speaking when you 
first join the group, you listen for a while, get informed about what is be-
ing talked about, and then make a contribution that takes the conversation 
into account and adds something to keep it going. That’s not so hard, is 
it? That’s what you are doing with your dissertation.

Be sure to follow the strategy of focusing on your successes when 
you are talking with others about your dissertation. Tales of struggle or 
of bad advisors can be entertaining to friends and family, and you might 
be tempted to tell such stories to amuse them or to gain their sympathy. 
But when you tell such tales, you are making struggle a part of your reality 
and your experience. Struggling isn’t a very fun way to do a dissertation. 
That’s why, when you talk about your dissertation to others, you want to 
focus on what is going well and on how much progress you’re making. If 
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someone asks how your dissertation is going, your response should always 
be, “Great!”17 Tell your questioner about the progress you’ve made in the 
last week and how good you feel about your progress. Celebrate your 
progress with your words.18

Use self-talk, too, to get a feeling of success at the end of each workday. 
Instead of ending a day feeling discouraged, feeling like the endless disserta-
tion stretches before you forever, try to end each day feeling successful and 
pleased with your progress. That way, you’ll get a taste of those rewards that 
are so hard to come by when you’re working on such a large project. At the 
end of the day, recap what you’ve done that day. Don’t focus on everything 
that’s left to do. Here’s how to think about this using our travel metaphor: 
You are driving from New York to California, and you’re currently in Indi-
ana. You can choose to focus on how far from California you still are, get 
discouraged, and stay in Indiana. Or you can focus on how far you’ve come, 
eagerly anticipate the miles ahead of you, and resolve to cover them quickly. 
That’s the kind of sense of accomplishment we want you to foster about 
your own work, and self-talk focused on your successes will help.

Certainly, delays and annoyances will happen along the way as you 
complete the trip that is your dissertation. If your tendency is to respond 
to those delays and annoyances by adopting one of the incomplete-scholar 
roles—perhaps the housekeeper, the patient, or the good student—you 
avoid doing what you need to do to become a scholar, which is both 
generating ideas and sharing them with others. To get back to the scholar 
role, begin writing regularly and tracking your successes with your self-
talk. We guarantee that, if you do these things, you’ll soon be back to 
enjoying your trip.

This is where we leave you—traveling light, clear about where you are 
headed, confident about your abilities, and eager to see what comes next 
in your research. The wind is at your back, so you’re moving along at an 
efficient pace. That’s traveling toward a done dissertation the way we like 
to see it happen. All our warmest wishes go with you as you complete your 
journey. Bon voyage!
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