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This is no small feat, and you should be very proud. You’re in the
homestretch now. I can tell you, from personal experience, that there
are few things more rewarding than completing a thesis and successfully
defending it.
But the journey to that point is difficult. This guide will help you at
any stage of your thesis process, whether you’re just getting started or
preparing your defense. It’s chock-full of tried-and-true experience and
recommendations from those who have been in your shoes! Enjoy!

THIS GUIDE IS MADE WITH LOVE BY ASHLEY WARREN
ASHLEYWARRENRESEARCH.COM

GETTING
ORGANIZED
Organization is key to maintaining some semblance of sanity during your
thesis process. It also ensures that your research and methods are accurate; if
your data and resources are all over the place, it becomes much harder to revise
later on, which means important details can fall through the cracks.
If you’re about to start your thesis process, take a day to assemble your
toolkit. It’s never too late to get organized! On the next page, you’ll see a list of
recommended tools — digital and analog — that current and former graduate
students use themselves.

YOUR THESIS TOOLKIT

WORD PROCESSING SOFTWARE:
Microsoft Word (paid)
LibreOffice (free/open source)
LaTeX (free)
Emacs (free/open source)
Scrivener (paid)
Google Docs (free)
Ulysses (paid)

WORD PROCESSOR
What do you plan to use to actually write your
paper? There are many options besides Microsoft
Word (which is a good option, too!). I used a mix of
Google Docs and LaTeX while writing my thesis.
Google Docs was great for keeping my drafts and
ideas stored in the cloud, but it’s not the best to use
for formatting requirements. This is where a tool
like LaTeX comes in handy, although there is a bit of
a learning curve. Take the time to try out a few
options. You should find something you love,
because you will be spending a lot of time with
this program.
CITATION MANAGER
When you start writing your literature review,
you will collect a ton of documents that you’ll need
to cite in your paper. Managing your citations and
references early is a life-saver. Be consistent in using
a citation manager so you don’t have to scramble to
put together your reference page at the very end.
STYLE GUIDE
The internet has plenty of great resources for
citation style, but I highly recommend investing in
a print copy of your required style. It’s much easier
to flip through it on your desk then to have to constantly tab back and forth on your computer. A style
guide also has more information than just citation
formatting; there will be important information
about how to structure and report your research.

NOTEBOOK
I love digital tools, but I never leave my house without a
notebook, and they are super useful to document notes
or progress. You may try documenting your search terms,
informal research observations, ideas for your defense, and
so on. Brainstorm on the go.
CLOUD-BASED NOTETAKER
Even if you use a notebook, it’s helpful to have a web
version for general outlining, planning, and note-taking.
Use a cloud service so you don’t have to worry about losing
any of your notes. Cloud notetakers tend to also offer
options to upload other file types, including spreadsheets
or images.
EXTERNAL HARD DRIVE
Yes, I just said how wonderful cloud services are, but I
(along with thousands of other writers) cannot stress this
enough: BACK UP EVERYTHING YOU DO. There is
nothing more terrible or demoralizing than losing time or
data that you can never retrieve. Don’t even put yourself
in that position. Be extra careful and get an external hard
drive to store everything you’ve worked on, including all of
your research articles used for your literature review. Use
it in conjunction with cloud storage. Don’t risk it. Seriously.
Can you tell how serious I am about this?!
CALENDAR APP
Find a calendar app for desktop or mobile that you
absolutely love, or invest in a nice planner — you’ll be using
it a lot. I prefer a calendar app because I can set reminders
for all of the many deadlines that arise during the thesis
process.

RECOMMENDED TOOLS

ZOTERO
Zotero is a free tool that helps you manage your
references. You can easily bookmark research
from anywhere on the web, and organize your
references by category (or any system you want,
really). zotero.org
MENDELEY
Mendeley is also a reference manager and a social network for academics. Their library makes
it easy to find and store research relevant to your
thesis topic, and you can connect directly with
other researchers in your field. mendeley.com

“Zotero. May the Gods bless
Zotero.” — J. Saperstein,
Master of Arts in Geography,
University of Missouri

EVERNOTE
Evernote is a notetaking and archive app that
syncs between desktop and mobile. You can also
use it to schedule reminders, and upload audio/
video/multimedia files. evernote.com
BULLET JOURNAL
Bullet Journaling is an analog organization
system that you can use to organize and
document your life. It’s great to use for
longterm projects that have many deadlines
or moving parts. bulletjournal.com
SHIFT
If you use more than one Google account — like,
one for school and one for personal — Shift
makes it easy to switch between Gmail,
Calendar, and Drive without having to use
separate tabs. tryshift.com

MANAGING
YOUR
RESEARCH
Everyone’s research process varies depending on the study or report
(qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods, etc.) your paper entails. Regardless,
you’ll likely be doing a mix of reviewing existing research on your topic and
conducting your own original research. Throughout the process, you’ll amass a
ton of PDFs, articles, links, spreadsheets, and more.

R EADIN G A ND R E V I E W I NG
EX IST I NG R E S E A R CH

USE A FILE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

Find a system that helps you organize the
articles and sources you find by topic, idea, or
author (or any system you prefer). You will
likely include dozens and dozens of references
within your paper, so a tool (such as Mendeley,
mentioned in section one) can help you tag or
categorize sources and files for quick reference.
ADD DIRECT QUOTES TO A BLANK
DOCUMENT

As you’re reading through existing research,
take note of quotes you want to incorporate
directly into your paper, and copy and paste
them (or type them) into a blank document. If
you haven’t already started writing this section
of your thesis, these quotes will give you ideas to
work around. You can later decide if you want
to keep these quotes in the paper as-is or if you
prefer to reword the ideas to better synthesize
them into the rest of your paper (either way,
you will be attributing the quote or ideas to the
proper author!).
CREATE YOUR REFERENCE PAGE AS YOU GO

As soon as you add a quote or idea to your
document, add the citation for it to your
reference page. This will make it much easier for
you to check your sources during the revision
process, and ensure that nothing falls through
the cracks. (It’s also far less tedious than having
to write multiple citations at once.)

CO N DU CT IN G YO U R OWN
RE SE A RCH

TEST YOUR DATA COLLECTION TOOLS

Get your tools and supplies in order before you
start collecting data. Make sure that you know
how the tools you’re relying on work (video
cameras, survey software, etc.), and practice
collecting information before you work with
your participants. You don’t want to lose data
because something wasn’t recording correctly,
or a paid service capped out how many entries
you can receive.
RECORD YOUR PROCESS AS YOU GO

You will likely already have gotten approval for
your methodology before you start collecting
data, but sometimes your process may change.
Record every part of your research process as
you proceed, including the tools you use to collect data; remember that this is what helps other
researchers replicate your study and
verify your findings.
USE EXISTING RESEARCH TO GUIDE YOUR
METHODS

A thesis is practice for conducing research in
your career. It’s a learning process, so use the
guidance of existing research in your field to
mold your methodology. You’re not copying an
existing study; you’re using their expertise to
help craft the right methods for your study. This
is why a research/literature review is part of a
research paper; you’re contributing to a larger
conversation of science, so it’s important that
you acknowledge and credit the ideas and logic
that you used to form your study.

WRITING
AND
REVISING
Sitting down to write your actual paper is arguably the most difficult part of
the whole process, but it doesn’t need to be that way! You’ve already done the
harder parts — planning your study, collecting data, gathering your references,
etc. — so now it’s just a matter of getting all of that out of your head and onto the
paper. Leave yourself plenty of time to write and revise, and take it one part at a
time. Before you know it, you’ll have an epic first draft.

WRITING YOUR THESIS

CREATE OUTLINE(S)
Before you put pen to paper, write an outline. It can be as sparse or detailed as you like,
but this will help you keep track of which sections you need to complete, and it will
give you very specific goals. You may consider writing outlines for each major section.
With an outline, you’re essentially just filling in the blanks, which makes your first
draft go by quickly.
TACKLE THE HARD PARTS FIRST
According to the researchers I interviewed, the hardest part to write was the
literature review. Your literature review should inform much of what you do, so you’ll
want to get that part finished early in the process. (Some advisors require you to
submit this section to them before you continue researching.)
GET YOUR IDEAS OUT FIRST, AND EDIT SECOND
Repeat after me: YOUR FIRST DRAFT WILL NOT BE PERFECT. A sentence does not
need to be well-written the first time you write it down. Your whole first draft may
just be a series of incomplete sentences and ideas. Don’t get so caught up in writing
well that you don’t write anything at all. It is infinitely easier to edit and revise with
something than nothing.
Tip: Record your ideas aloud, and then transcribe your recording. For example, if you
were to explain to someone the steps of your methodology, how would you say it?
Or, how would you explain your research topic to someone? You can have a friend
prompt you with questions, and use your phone to record the conversation. Type out
everything you just heard yourself say. You will be surprised how much you can write
with this technique, and it helps break you out of the fear of just putting something on
the paper.

SETTING UP A WRITING SPACE
Your writing space may be a home office, a
desk at a coworking space, or your kitchen
table. Whatever it is, make it great, and plan
on setting up shop there. If possible, I
recommend including the following
elements:
BLUETOOTH SPEAKER

If you find chill background music or
podcasts helpful, consider getting a
bluetooth speaker for ambient noise.
ELECTRIC KETTLE

If you need some sustenance, an electric
kettle is an easy way to whip up a cup of tea,
coffee, soup, or oatmeal without having to
take a long snack break.
WHITE BOARD

If you have wall space, put up a white board
to use for tracking deadlines or brainstorming ideas. There’s something inspiring about
having a wide, blank surface to fill.
STANDING DESK

Take care of your body by using a collapsible
standing desk at your writing space. Don’t
sacrifice your health just because you’re
busy or stressed. Standing while working
can help keep you focused, too.
AMBIENT LIGHTING

Consider purchasing a light with adjustable
brightness and color settings so that your
eyes and body can work without strain.
CLEANING KIT

Nothing is more discouraging than sitting
down at a dirty writing space covered in
gunk and dirty dishes. Keep a garbage bin
and some surface wipes on hand, and make
your space nice so you can focus on writing.

REVISING YOUR THESIS

“Fork over the
money for
Grammarly. They
have an ‘academic
dissertation mode’
which was worth
every penny.”
— Ben Hammel,
PhD in Physics,
University of
Nevada-Reno

You’ve finished writing your paper, so you’re done, right? Not!
Dedicating time to revision is what makes or breaks a defense,
and also determines how much work you’ll need to do after
defending. I recommend dedicating at least a month to
revision: this includes editing for content, copy editing,
checking citations and references, reviewing your results,
adding or updating footnotes, and any additional detailspecific tasks.
For some, revising can be just as daunting as writing. Here’s
how to ease the dread of revision:
FOCUS ON ONE THING AT A TIME
Like writing, your revision process shouldn’t happen all at
once. At the end of this guide is a checklist to follow. Keep in
mind that editing and revision are not the same thing;
revision is a comprehensive process that helps you verify
that your thesis is readable, on topic, and correctly formatted
and cited.
HIRE AN EDITOR AND A CITATION EXPERT
Once you’ve completed the writing portion of your paper,
you’ve been looking at it for a long time. At this point, it helps
to bring in new eyes to edit your paper. If you can’t afford to
hire an editor, check if your college or university has a
writing center (most do). This is a great place to go for expert
feedback and revision.
A citation expert is someone who knows the ins-and-outs of
your citation style, and can review your paper to ensure that
your citations are correct.
LET YOUR FRIENDS AND FAMILY READ YOUR PAPER
Even if your family has no idea what your paper is about,
they can at least give you some general feedback on your
paper’s readability.

PLANNING
YOUR
DEFENSE
Once your paper is complete and in the hands of your advisor, you can start
preparing for your defense. While many students dread this step, I think it’s the
most exciting: it’s your first chance to share your research with the world! The
hardest part is behind you.

“A scripted defense
helped LOADS!”
— Eric Au, Masters in
Environmental Design,
University of Calgary

WRITE A SCRIPT
Regardless of your feelings toward public
speaking, a script helps you include all of the
important information. You don’t have to
“perform” your script word-for-word, but you
won’t have to worry about forgetting vital
details because you’re nervous or anxious.
EXPECT THE HARDEST QUESTIONS
Remember that your committee is there to
support you, but they are also there to hold your
research accountable. Make a list of all the
questions that you think would be the hardest
to answer — for example, limitations with your
methodology — and draft responses for each.
(A practice sheet is included at the back of this
guide.)
USE YOUR OUTLINE TO CREATE
YOUR PRESENTATION
If you’re creating a PowerPoint (or similar), the
sections of your paper can serve as the slides
(“Introduction,” “Methods,” “Results,” and so on).
KEEP YOUR VISUALS SIMPLE
Your slides should be minimal; don’t include
huge text blocks and plan to read directly from
them. This shows insecurity in your work.
You’re now the expert of your specific topic, so
speak with confidence and use your slides as
backup to convey simple ideas. Plus, your
committee will already have copies of your
paper.
GET SOME SLEEP!
In the weeks leading to your defense, get some
sleep, drink lots of water, and take some time
to chill out. It’s important to make self-care a
priority so you can be at your best when
you defend.

YOU CAN DO IT!
Writing a thesis or disstertation is hard, and stressful — there’s no
way around that. But you hold the reins, and if you spend the time to
get organized and develop healthy habits, you can enjoy the process.
I look back on the year I worked on my thesis with fondness; despite
all the late nights, the messy apartment, and the many many dirty
coffee cups, I’m proud of what I accomplished, and I smile every time
I see a copy of my thesis out in the wild. You never know what
impact your research will have on the world.

Best of luck, scholars!
The world can’t wait to read your discoveries.

A B O U T A S H L E Y WA R R E N R E S E A R C H
Ashley Warren Research is a full-service
research agency for writers, academics,
creatives, and communities. I received my
Master’s degree in Literacy Studies, with an
emphasis on research and library science,
from the University of Nevada-Reno. I was a
graduate writing consultant at Nevada’s
University Writing Center and a Northern
Nevada Writing Project fellow.
I’ve worked with scholars from all disciplines,
and have edited, revised, and consulted on more
than 50 theses and dissertations.
Let’s work together!
hello@ashleywarrenresearch.com

THESIS REVISION CHECKLIST

I have checked that all of my references on the Reference page are also
cited within the paper itself.
I have checked that all of my references (including tables and
diagrams) are cited properly, according to my chosen citation style.
I have read my paper aloud to ensure that there are no incomplete
sentences or other glaring issues.
I have carefully proofread my paper to check for grammar, spelling,
and punctuation mistakes.
I have let someone else (a friend, colleague or family member)
read my paper.
I have consulted with an editor, writing consultant, or content
specialist.
I have thought critically about how my paper addresses my research
question, and revised where necessary.
I have formatted the document in compliance with my school’s thesis
or dissertation formatting guidelines.

DATE:
DRAFT VERSION:
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D E F E N S E P R E PA R AT I O N
Sample questions you may receive from your committee during your defense.
Use this to practice; print it out and fill out each response, or have a friend
prompt you with questions.
How did you determine what type of study would be best suited to answer your
research questions?

How did you form your methodology?

How did you determine how to best analyze your data? (Example: Why did you choose
a specific statistical model?)

What are some limitations/challenges of your methodology?

How can other researchers continue studying this topic?

How can your research be applied to your field?
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