Bellarmine University

Honors Program

Writing An Honors Thesis  . . .

. . . is one of the most exciting and fulfilling challenges you may have as an undergraduate; it can also, frankly, have its frustrating moments—that’s in the nature of any large project you engage over an extended period of time.  But I can tell you quite honestly that no one who has gone through the process has ever expressed any regret.  Indeed, Bellarmine Honors program graduates consistently point to the thesis as one of the most valuable aspects of the program, and as something they feel extremely proud of having accomplished.  The information here is meant to help you work through the frustrating moments as painlessly as possible, and to offer insights into the process and its challenges and rewards.

Writing a senior honors thesis, or any major research essay, can seem especially daunting at the beginning. Just remember—you don’t do it all at once and precisely what you are doing may not be completely clear at every moment.  Your topic and your ideas about it will grow and change throughout the process, and that’s a perfectly natural part of the process.  A thesis requires a reflective, multi-stage research, thinking, and writing process. This handout will walk you through those stages, but asks you to remember everyone works a little differently, so no one expects a lockstep adherence to these suggestions.  A senior honors thesis is in many ways an independent project; the Honors Director, the Honors Council, your thesis committee, and this pamphlet are meant to offer assistance, but the final responsibility is yours.  Some of this information is more directly targeted at students in the humanities and social sciences, as their theses tend to involve more writing than projects in the hard sciences. Yet all thesis writers may find the organizational strategies helpful.  At the end of this document, you’ll find special sections that outline specific expectations for Science, Social Science, Creative Writing, Natural Science, and Translation thesis projects.
I. What is an honors thesis? 

That depends quite a bit on your field of study. However, all honors theses have at least two things in common: 

1) They are based on students’ original research. 

2) They take the form of a written manuscript, which presents the findings of that research. In the humanities, theses average 50-75 pages in length and consist of two or more chapters. In the social sciences or business, the manuscript may be shorter, depending on whether the project involves more quantitative than qualitative research. In the hard sciences, the manuscript may be shorter still, with much of the work done represented by the reporting (through graphs, charts, tables, or other appropriate data form) of the field or laboratory research. 


n.b.:  Length is often a concern of many thesis writers as they begin, but trust me:  it’s almost never a problem.  Indeed, the most typical scenario is that those who worried about length the most in the beginning stages come to me later on in the process, asking if it will be a problem if the thesis turns out to be longer than expected.  Once you truly engage a topic with this depth, you’ll find plenty to say.


The Senior Honors Thesis is often done in your major, but this is not a requirement.  Some students have chosen a topic more related to their minor, and some have chosen interdisciplinary projects.

II. Who can write an honors thesis? 

In general, students in the Honors Program who are entering the second semester of their junior year and have an overall GPA in line with the program’s requirements can write a senior thesis. Please note:  if you are graduating early, studying abroad during one of your last 3 semesters, student teaching, or have some other circumstance, it does NOT pose a problem for completing a senior honors thesis.  We will simply adjust your thesis schedule to meet your needs.

III. Why write an honors thesis? 

►Satisfy your intellectual curiosity 
This is the most compelling reason to write a thesis. Whether it’s the short stories of Jorge Luis Borges, the challenges of urban poverty, or the physiological effects of diet on cognitive function, you’ve studied topics in college that really piqued your interest.  This is your chance to follow your passions, explore further, and contribute some original ideas and research in your field. 

►Develop transferable skills 

Whether you choose to stay in your field of study or not, the process of developing and crafting a feasible research project will hone skills that will serve you well in almost any future job. After all, most jobs require some form of problem solving and oral and written communication. Writing an honors thesis requires that you: 

•ask smart questions 

•acquire the investigative instincts needed to find answers 

•navigate libraries, laboratories, archives, databases, and other research venues 

•develop the flexibility to redirect your research if your initial plan flops 

•master the art of time management 

•hone your argumentation skills 

•organize a lengthy piece of writing 

•polish your oral communication skills by presenting your project to faculty and peers 
►Work closely with faculty mentors 

Writing a thesis offers the opportunity to work one-on-one with a with faculty adviser, and to have two others on your committee who will also offer advice and perspective.  Such mentors can enrich your intellectual development and later serve as invaluable references for graduate school and employment. 
►Open windows into future professions 

An honors thesis will give you a taste of what it’s like to do research in your field. Even if you’re a sociology major, you may not really know what it’s like to be a sociologist. Writing a sociology thesis would open a window into that world. It also might help you decide whether to pursue that field in graduate school or in your future career. 
► Provide yourself with an impressive credential for any future undertakings
The Honors Thesis can provide an edge on the competition when applying to graduate and professional schools, as well as to jobs in business and industry, public service and government, or education.  A substantive work like a thesis serves as an excellent presentation to prospective employers, as it demonstrates that you have the critical, creative, and research abilities necessary to succeed in the workplace or in graduate school.
IV. 
How do you write an honors thesis? 
A. Choosing a Topic 
Ideally, you should start thinking about topics early in your junior year, so you can make the best use of the one-hour research credit in the second semester of your junior year and hit the ground running your senior year. 
1. How should you choose a topic? 

►Read widely in the fields that interest you 

Make a habit of browsing professional journals in order to survey the “hot” areas of research and to familiarize yourself with your field’s stylistic conventions. 
►Set up appointments to talk with faculty in your field 
This is a good idea, since you’ll eventually need to select an adviser and second and third readers. Faculty also can help you start narrowing down potential topics. 
►Consider keeping a journal about your thesis ideas

►Look at honors theses from the past 
These are currently available in Alumni 101, Dr. West’s office.  They will eventually be housed in the Bellarmine library.  To get a sense of the typical scope of a thesis, take a look at a sampling from your chosen field. 

2.  What makes a good topic? 

►It’s fascinating 

Above all, choose something that grips your imagination. 
►It’s doable 

Even if a topic interests you, it won’t work out unless you have access to the materials you need to research it. Also, be sure that your topic is narrow enough.   Faculty advisors can be particularly helpful with the process of narrowing.
Let’s take an example: 

Say you’re interested in the efforts to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment in the 1970s and early 1980s. That’s a big topic that probably can’t be adequately covered in a single thesis. You need to find a case study within that larger topic. So . . . 

Maybe you’re particularly interested in the states that did not ratify the ERA. 

Of those, perhaps you’ll select Kentucky, since you’ll more readily have access to local research materials. 

And maybe you want to focus primarily on the ERA’s opponents. Beyond that, maybe you’re particularly interested in female opponents of the ERA. 

Now you’ve got a much more manageable topic: Women in Kentucky Who Opposed the ERA in the 1970s and 1980s. 
►It contains a question 
There’s a big difference between having a topic and having a guiding research question. Taking the above topic, perhaps your main question is: 

Why did some women in North Carolina oppose the ERA? 

You will, of course, generate other questions: Who were the most outspoken opponents? White women? Middle-class women? How did they oppose the ERA? Public protests? Legislative petitions? etc., etc. Yet it’s good to start with a guiding question that will focus your research. 
B.  Choosing a Committee

Your committee exists to help guide you and to offer you assistance.  A thesis committee consists of you, a primary advisor, and two readers.  Ideally, your primary advisor should be someone with a good background in the area in which you are writing, although just how much of a specialty it is for them will, of necessity, vary across situations.  In addition, your primary advisor should be someone with whom you feel comfortable working.  Once you have settled on a topic (which may well narrow, focus, and transform over time) and an advisor, choose the other two readers in consultation with your director.  One of the three faculty members of your committee needs to be on the Honors Council (the list of faculty on the Honors Council is posted in our Blackboard website).

You should be checking in with all the members of your committee throughout the process, informing them of your progress, requesting their advice and feedback.  However, anyone who has ever written a dissertation will tell you that this can be tricky.  The old adage “too many cooks spoil the broth” may come into play.  In other words, it may not always be possible to do exactly what each person is telling you—their advice and perspectives may vary and even conflict.  In these cases, your primary advisor is the person you follow.  It is part of their job to coordinate expectations with the others.  Talk to them if you feel possible conflicts developing.

The three faculty who serve on your thesis committee will read and grade the thesis at the end of the process.  The final thesis grade will be an average of those three grades.

Part-time faculty may not serve as primary advisors, and the preference is that you avoid asking them to be readers where possible.  The reason for this has nothing to do with any prejudice against part-time faculty, but is meant rather to protect them and, to some extent, you.  Part-time faculty are paid very poorly, and it simply isn’t appropriate to ask them to give extensively of their time in this way.  In addition, some may not be here from year to year, so that someone you asked to work with you during your junior year might no longer be available when you are a senior.  Part-time faculty may also not be able to be available on campus very much.  If there is a part-time faculty member particularly strong in your thesis topic and he or she is willing to serve on the committee, please talk to the Honors Director about the possibility.

Your primary advisor should be chosen by February 15 of your junior year (preferably earlier), and your entire committee should be chosen by March 15.  This information should be submitted to the Honors office in writing.  
C. Goal-Setting and Time Management 

The senior year is an exceptionally busy time for college students. In addition to the usual load of courses and jobs, seniors face the daunting task of applying for jobs and/or graduate school. These demands are angst producing and time consuming. 
If that scenario sounds familiar, don’t panic! Do, however, start strategizing about how to make time for your thesis. Even if the thesis is the only thing on your plate, you still need to make a systematic schedule for yourself. In addition, the Honors Program will distribute a timetable of suggested deadlines, with, of course, a firm deadline for the completed project.

Here are a few suggestions for goal setting and time management: 

►Start Early 

►Set clear goals 

Some goal-setting will be done for you by your advisor and advisory committee. But any substantive research project requires a clear timetable. In making a timetable: 
•Find out the final deadline for turning in your project. (this year:  March 28, 2005)
•Working backwards from that deadline, figure out how much time you can allow for the various stages of production. 

►Avoid falling into the trap of procrastination: 

Once you’ve set goals for yourself, stick to them! For some tips on how to do this, see http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/procrastination.html.  The following strategies also help overcome procrastination:
►Consistent Production 

It’s a good idea to try to squeeze in a bit of thesis work every day -- even if it’s just fifteen minutes of journaling or brainstorming about your topic. Or maybe you’ll spend that fifteen minutes taking notes on a book. The important thing is to accomplish a bit of ACTIVE PRODUCTION (i.e., putting words on paper) for your thesis every day. That way, the creative juices will keep flowing. Or, if you feel you really need longer segments of work time, schedule blocks of time on your calendar and then stick to that calendar!
►Make yourself accountable to someone other than yourself 

You might want to form a writing group or enlist a peer reader, some person or people who can help you stick to your goals. Moreover, if your adviser takes a “hands-off” approach to your project, don’t be afraid to ask him or her to set up periodic meetings at which you’ll turn in installments of your project. 

► Don’t censor yourself too early.  One sentence doesn’t have to be perfect before you go 


      to the next one; one idea doesn’t have to be incontrovertible before exploring what comes next.

D. Brainstorming and Freewriting 

One of the biggest challenges of a lengthy writing project is keeping the creative juices flowing. Here’s where freewriting can help. Try keeping a small notebook handy where you jot down stray ideas that pop into your head. Or schedule time to freewrite. You may find that such exercises “free” you up to articulate your argument and generate new ideas. Here are some questions to stimulate freewriting: 
►Questions for Basic Brainstorming at the Beginning of your Project: 

•What do I already know about this topic? 

•Why do I care about this topic? 

•Why is this topic important to people other than myself? 

•What more do I want to learn about this topic? 

•What is the main question that I am trying to answer? 

•Where can I look for additional information? 

•Who is my audience and how can I reach them? 

•How will my work inform my larger field of study? 

•What’s the main goal of my research project? 

►Questions for Reflection Throughout Your Project 

•What’s my main argument? How has it changed since I began the project? 

•What’s the most important evidence that I have in support of my “big point”? 

•What questions do my sources NOT answer? 

•How does my case study inform or challenge my field writ large? 

•Does my project reinforce or contradict noted scholars in my field? How? 

•What is the most surprising finding of my research? 

•What is the most frustrating part of this project? 

•What is the most rewarding part of this project? 

•What will be my work’s most important contribution? 

E. Research and Note-Taking 

“for to play with an idea, to pass it from this one to that, to draw from it what is substantial and good and to discard the rest, here is what makes for that clarity of understanding upon which and by which one’s art is built.”—Ruth Sawyer

In conducting research, you will need to find both primary sources or to do field or laboratory research (“firsthand” sources that come directly from the time period/events/people you are studying) and secondary sources (“secondhand” sources that are filtered through the interpretations of experts in your field). The nature of your research will vary tremendously, depending on what field you’re in.

Whatever the exact nature of the research you’re conducting, you’ll be taking lots of notes and should reflect critically on how you do that. Too often it’s assumed that the research phase of a project involves very little substantive writing (i.e., writing that involves thinking). We sit down with our research materials and plunder them for basic facts and useful quotations. That mechanical type of information-recording is important. But a more thoughtful type of writing and analytical thinking is also essential at this stage. 
Some general guidelines for note-taking: 

First of all, develop a research system. There are lots of ways to take and organize your notes. Whether you choose to use note cards, computer databases, or legal pads, follow two cardinal rules: 

1) 
Make careful distinctions between direct quotations and your paraphrasing! This is critical, if you want to be sure to avoid accidentally plagiarizing someone else’s work 
2) 
Record FULL CITATIONS for each source. Don’t get lazy here! It will be far more difficult to find the proper citation later than to write it down now.  You wouldn’t believe how many researchers get caught up by this one.  You’ll save yourself enormous frustration by simply writing down all the citation information as you go.

Keeping those rules in mind, here’s a template for the types of information that your note cards/legal pad sheets/computer files should include for each of your sources: 

►Abbreviated Subject Heading 

•two or three words to remind you of what this source is about (this shorthand categorization is essential for the later sorting of your sources) 

►Complete Bibliographic Citation 

•author, title, publisher, copyright date, and page numbers for published works 

•box and folder numbers and document descriptions for archival sources 

•complete web page title, author, address and date accessed for online sources 

►Basic Notes: Facts, Quotations, and Arguments 

Depending on the type of source you’re using, the content of your notes will vary. If, for example, you’re using U. S. Census data, then you’ll mainly be writing down statistics and numbers. If you’re looking at someone’s diary, you might jot down a number of quotations that illustrate the subject’s feelings and perspectives. If you’re looking at a secondary source, you’ll want to make note not just of factual information provided by the author but also of his or her key arguments. 
►For lab and field research, it is crucial to record data carefully, along with dates and any

 significant environmental factors.
►Your Interpretation of the Source 

This is the most important part of note-taking. Don’t just record facts. Go ahead and take a stab at interpreting them. As historians Jacques Barzun and Henry F. Graff insist, “A note is a thought.” So what do these thoughts entail? Ask yourself questions about the context and significance of each source: 

Interpreting the context of a source: 

•Who wrote/created the source? 

•When, and under what circumstances, was it written/created? 

•Why was it written/created? What was the agenda behind the source? 

•How was it written/created? 

•If using a secondary source: How does it speak to other scholarship in the field? 

  Interpreting the significance of a source: 

•How does this source answer (or complicate) my guiding research questions? 

•Does it pose new questions for my project? What are they? 

•Does it challenge my fundamental argument? If so, how? 

•Given the source’s context, how reliable is it? 

You don’t need to answer all of these questions for each source, but you should set a goal of engaging in at least one or two sentences of thoughtful, interpretative writing for each source. If you do so, you’ll make much easier the next task that awaits: drafting. 

F. The Dread of Drafting 

Why do we often dread drafting? We dread drafting because it requires synthesis, one of the most difficult forms of thinking and interpretation. It can be very easy—even for those experienced at large projects—to just keep researching.  There’s almost always more that can be read on any subject, but there comes a time—and sometimes you have to choose it arbitrarily—when you need to put down the research and start writing.  Indeed, beginning to draft will help you see where you do and don’t need to do more research.  If you’ve been free-writing and taking thoughtful notes during the research phase of your project, then the drafting should be far less painful. Here are some tips on how to get started: 
►Sort your “evidence” or research into analytical categories 

If you’ve been forcing yourself to put subject headings on your notes as you go along, you’ll have generated a number of important analytical categories. Now, you need to refine those categories and sort your evidence.
Everyone has a different “sorting” style: 

•Some people file note cards into categories. 

•The technologically oriented among us take notes using computer database programs    that have built-in sorting mechanisms. 

•Others cut and paste evidence into detailed outlines on their computer. 

•Still others stack books, notes, and photocopies into topically-arranged piles. 

There is no single right way, but this step--in some form or fashion--is essential! 

►Formulate working arguments for your entire thesis and individual chapters 

Once you’ve sorted your evidence, you need to spend some time thinking about your project’s “big picture.” You need to be able to answer two questions in specific terms: 

•What is the overall argument of my thesis? 

•What are the sub-arguments of each chapter and how do they relate to my main argument? 

Keep in mind that “working arguments” may change after you start writing. But a senior thesis is big and potentially unwieldy. If you leave this business of argument to chance, you may end up with a tangle of ideas. 

►Divide your thesis into manageable chunks 

The surest road to frustration at this stage is getting obsessed with the big picture. What? Didn’t we just say that you needed to focus on the big picture? Yes. You do need to focus on the big picture in order to get a conceptual handle on your project, but you also need to break your thesis down into manageable chunks of writing. For example, take a small stack of note cards and flesh them out on paper. Or write through one point on a chapter outline. Those small bits of prose will add up quickly. 


►Let me say that again:  Divide your thesis into manageable chunks!

►Just start! Even if it’s not at the beginning. 
Are you having trouble writing those first few pages of your chapter? Sometimes the introduction is the toughest place to start. You should have a rough idea of your overall argument before you begin writing one of the main chapters, but you might find it easier to start writing in the middle of a chapter or somewhere other than word one. Grab hold where your evidence is strongest and your ideas are clearest.   Believe me—this strategy of starting somewhere other than the beginning can be invaluable when you feel stuck.
►Keep up the momentum! 

Assuming the first draft won’t be your last draft, try to get your thoughts on paper without spending too much time fussing over minor stylistic concerns. At the drafting stage, it’s all about getting those ideas on paper. Once that task is done, you can turn your attention to revising. 

G. Revising 

Peter Elbow, in Writing With Power, suggests that writing is difficult because it requires two conflicting tasks: creating and criticizing. While these two tasks are intimately intertwined, the drafting stage focuses on creating, while revising requires criticizing. If you leave your revising to the last minute, then you’ve left out a crucial stage of the writing process.  Allow plenty of time for revision at the level of argument as well as revision at prose level.
Some specific advice for revising an honors thesis: 

►Juggling feedback from multiple readers 

A senior thesis may mark the first time that you have had to juggle feedback from a wide range of readers: 

•your adviser 

•a second and third faculty reader 

You may feel overwhelmed by the prospect of incorporating all this advice. Keep in mind that some advice is better than others. You will probably want to take most seriously the advice of your adviser since he/she carries the most weight in giving your project a stamp of approval. But sometimes your adviser may give you more advice than you can digest. If so, don’t be afraid to approach him/her--in a polite and cooperative spirit, of course--and ask for some help in prioritizing that advice.
►Refine your argument 

It’s especially easy in writing a lengthy work to lose sight of your main ideas. So spend some time after you’ve drafted to go back and clarify your overall argument and the individual chapter arguments and make sure they match the evidence you present. 

►Cut and paste 

Again, in writing a 50-75 page thesis, things can get jumbled. You may find it particularly helpful to make a “reverse outline” of each of your chapters. That will help you to see the big sections in your work and move things around so there’s a logical flow of ideas. 
►Plug in holes in your evidence 

It’s unlikely that you anticipated everything you needed to look up before you drafted your thesis. Save some time at the revising stage to plug in the holes in your research. Make sure that you have both primary and secondary evidence to support and contextualize your main ideas. 

►Save time for the small stuff 

Even though your argument, evidence, and organization are most important, leave plenty of time to polish your prose. At this point, you’ve spent a very long time on your thesis. Don’t let minor blemishes (misspellings and incorrect grammar) distract your readers—and distract they will! 
H. Formatting and Final Touches 

You’re almost done! You’ve researched, drafted, and revised your thesis; now you need to take care of those pesky little formatting matters. An honors thesis should replicate--on a smaller scale--the appearance of a dissertation or master’s thesis. So, you need to include the “trappings” of a formal piece of academic work. 
Keeping in mind the caveat that you should always check with your department first about its stylistic guidelines, here’s a brief overview of the final “finishing touches” that you’ll need to put on your honors thesis. 

►Title Page 

I’ve attached a copy of the format for the title page as an appendix to this document.  In addition, it is posted on the Honors Program Course Documents in Blackboard.  
►Acknowledgments (optional) 

This is not a required component of an honors thesis. However, if you want to thank particular librarians, archivists, interviewees, friends, and advisers, here’s the place to do it. You should include an acknowledgments page if you received a grant from the university or an outside agency that supported your research. It’s a good idea to acknowledge folks who helped you with a major project, but do not feel the need to go overboard with copious and flowery expressions of gratitude. You can--and should-- always write additional thank-you notes to people who gave you assistance.   Actually, it can be great fun and very gratifying to write acknowledgments.
►Lists of Tables, Illustrations, Abbreviations, and Symbols (if applicable) 

Formatted much like the table of contents. 

►Table of Contents 

You’ll need to save this until the end, because it needs to reflect your final pagination. Once you’ve made all changes to the body of the thesis, then type up your table of contents with the titles of each section aligned on the left and the page numbers on which those sections begin flush right. 

►Page Numbering 

Each page of your thesis needs a number, although not all page numbers are displayed. All pages that precede the first page of the main text (i.e., your introduction or chapter one) are numbered with small roman numerals (i, ii, iii, iv, v, etc.). All pages thereafter use Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, etc.). 
►Text Matters
Font: Your text should be double spaced (except, in some cases, long excerpts of quoted material), in a 12 point font and a standard font style (e.g., Times New Roman). An honors thesis isn’t the place to experiment with funky fonts -- they won’t enhance your work, they’ll only distract your readers. 

Margins: In general, leave a one-inch inch margin on all sides. However, for the copy of your thesis that will be bound by the library, you need to leave a 1.25-inch margin on the left.
►Citations/Footnotes and Works Cited/Reference Pages 
These parts of the thesis will vary in format depending on whether your discipline uses MLA, APA, CBE, or Chicago (also known in its shortened version as Turabian) style. The Honors Program does not require a specific style, but expects you to use the one appropriate to your discipline.  Whichever style you’re using, stick to the rules and be consistent. It might be helpful to buy an appropriate style guide. Or consult these online handouts:
MLA: http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/mla.html 
APA: http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/apa_2002.html 
CBE: http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/cbe.html 
•Style Guides from the library at California State University (includes Chicago/Turabian guides, as well as MLA, APA, and CBE guides): http://www.calstatela.edu/library/styleman.htm 
•Basic facts on the Chicago Manual from Ohio State University: http://www.lib.ohio-state.edu/guides/chicagogd.html 
•FAQs on the Chicago style from the University of Chicago Press: http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/cmosfaq.html 
Turning it In


Please deliver one copy to each of your three readers on or before the deadline.  At the same time, you need to turn one unbound copy in to the director of the Honors Program.  That copy will eventually be placed in the Bellarmine library.  Whether and how you bind the copies for your readers is your choice.

Thesis Presentations
I’ll send instructions for this in the spring.  We will have an event to celebrate your accomplishments, but I don’t know yet how we’ll arrange it.  Given the size of your class, we will not be able to have everyone talk about their project on the same day, or even two days.  I’ll be discussing various options with the Honors Council.  I do work to make sure it is a very nice event for all concerned.
Celebrate!
For further reading on the writing process and producing research-based work: 

Kenneth Atchity. A Writer’s Time: A Guide to the Creative Process from Vision through Revision. New York: W. W. Norton, 1986. 

Do you have problems budgeting your time and sticking to a schedule? Atchity helps you find the right amount of structure and discipline without stifling your creative side. 

Jacques Barzun and Henry F. Graff. The Modern Researcher. Fifth edition. Fort Worth, Texas: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992. 

Barzun and Graff are both historians. Thus, their tips on conducting research are 

particularly well-suited for writing history. 

Peter Elbow. Writing With Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981. 

Elbow is an English professor and places a good bit of emphasis on creative writing. Writers of history and the social sciences, however, will also find many of his suggestions helpful. 

Anne Lamott. Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life. New York: Pantheon, 1994. 

Lamott takes a holistic approach to the writing process. She may help you understand how your approach to writing reflects your larger approach to life in general. In addition to psychological reflections, Lamott offers some blunt, pragmatic advice. 

Christopher Lasch. Plain Style: A Guide to Written English. Stewart Weaver, ed. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002. 

The first third of this book discusses the career and philosophies of Christopher Lasch, a prominent historian who detested jargon and urged a “plain style” of expression on his graduate students and colleagues. The rest of the book presents Lasch’s basic style guide that he compiled for his students. He offers tips on everything from word choice to punctuation. 

William Strunk, Jr., and E. B. White. The Elements of Style. Fourth edition. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2002. 

Originally published in 1959, this classic writing guide has stood the test of time. Like Lasch, Strunk and White emphasize clarity and conciseness. Their warnings against “overwriting” and “overstating” offer a useful corrective to puffed-up prose. 

Kate Turabian. A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, Dissertations. Sixth edition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996. 

For questions about the particulars of grammar, style, and citation format, Turabian is a must. She bases her guidelines on The Chicago Manual of Style, the accepted style book for some disciplines within the humanities and social sciences. 

The preceding expectations apply to all theses.  Here we list the specific expectations that come into play for certain disciplines:
Creative Writing, Music, and Artistic Thesis Expectations

When appropriate to their past and future work, we encourage students to exercise creative freedom in their development of a thesis.  At the same time, we require you to look at your work as a scholar in the context of the genres in which you are working and the other composers/artists/writers who have come before you.

Here are some examples of creative thesis work:
A music student composed the French horn line for the Star Wars suite.  John Williams had not composed that line, so the student researched the history/composition of the suite and then wrote the section herself.  Her print thesis included the research component as well as the scored musical piece and commentary on specific sections of the composition.
An art major produced and exhibited gallery pieces for her Honors thesis.  Her research included an in-depth analysis of the artists whom she identified as inspiring her work as well as exploration in the genre in which she was working.  Her print thesis included both the analysis of the artists/genre as well as individual descriptions/analyses for her pieces with accompanying photographs of what had been displayed in her gallery showing.
An English major writes a play about spousal abuse that invokes elements of the supernatural.  She wished to pursue graduate studies in film, and in thinking about her thesis, she wanted to show off her prowess behind the camera for potential graduate schools.  As she began her thesis, she applied for and received a $5,000 technology grant. She is using the money to coordinate all her own stage design and the ultimate filming of her stage production.  Her thesis will include a print copy of the play and copy of a CD with her filmed production.  It will also include analysis of the technological aspects of her work, as well as a discussion of the genre(s) for her writing and stage production.
Application to Produce a Creative Writing or Artistic Thesis

Those who wish to produce a Creative Writing or Artistic thesis must have a B+ or above in at least 2 creative writing courses or art or music courses and a letter of recommendation from their proposed advisor.  A portfolio, along with the letter of recommendation, needs to be submitted to the Director of the Honors Program.  The portfolio should consist of


8-10 pages of poetry, or

15-25 pages of fiction, or


10-15 pages of screenplay or stage play, or


samples of music, painting, or sculpture composition (photographs will do in the case of the latter two),

depending upon the form in which the thesis is to be written.

Requirements of the Final Thesis

Poetry:  25-50 pages

Fiction:  60-150 pages


Stage play:  60-90 pages


Screenplay:  90-120 pages


Musical or artistic composition as approved by the advisor and the Director of Honors,

For all of the above:  20-40 pages of critical analysis.  The latter is considered a substantive part of the thesis, not merely a tacked-on or rushed “here’s what I did.”  In other words, it sets an intellectual framework.  The critical section should discuss 1) how you engaged (or avoided) the conventions of your chosen genre; 2) your critical evaluation of style and genre; 3) the context and history of your chosen genre; 4) your influences; 5) how to place your work in a historical or social context; and/or 6) how your investigation of criticism influences your perspective.  Secondary sources must be apparent in this section.  It must be analytical, not merely descriptive.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Natural Science Thesis Expectations

The natural sciences are unique in that knowledge comes from direct observations of the natural world.  Although an undergraduate thesis should be informed by the work of other scholars, most of your information for the honors thesis should come either from primary scientific literature (research reports published in scientific journals by scientists who collected the data) or from your own experiments and observations.  


As is the case in any other academic field, the thesis in a natural science discipline is a creative endeavor.  Your work must be driven by, and organized around, a research question of your own.  This question, or hypothesis, can come out of direct experience: a walk in the woods, a night of stargazing, an afternoon bird watching, participation in a water monitoring service activity, a personal mineral collection, your own weather observations, the behavior of pets, something you notice in a yard or garden, or questions arising from your laboratory course work.  Engaged scholars also generate questions from the works of others:  books on topics of interest, articles from scientific journals, museum exhibits, talks presented by visiting speakers, or posters presented at a scientific meeting.  Constantly asking questions and developing alternative explanations for natural phenomena around you is the core of scientific inquiry and the most important challenge as you begin your work.  

Research Proposal  


   Because scientific questions must, by definition, be subject to experimental testing, you will also need to be creative as you devise ways to support or disprove your hypothesis. A plan of work, called a research proposal, must be developed and revised in consultation with your thesis committee before you begin your research.  If your work is primarily a library project, analysis of data collected by government agencies, on-line databases, or published researchers arises from a carefully planned strategy for collecting evidence that is relevant, credible, and unbiased.   The most important thing to remember is that you are not simply collecting and reporting information about a chosen topic; you are instead searching for evidence that will support or disprove your hypothesis.  


The other way to test your hypothesis is to generate data of your own through laboratory experiments, field trials, or recorded observations.  This effort must be coordinated through your thesis committee, and approved in advance by your advisor.   A written proposal is essential prior to this step because scientific data must be collected in a controlled fashion to isolate the variable(s) of interest, must be replicated enough times to generate a data set that can be statistically analyzed, must be described well enough that others can repeat your work, and must follow any applicable ethical and legal guidelines.  Generating a written research plan in advance, and working out its details with your advisor, will save you many hours in the library, laboratory or field as you conduct your original research.  Parts of a complete research proposal are as follows:

1) A title that is very specific, containing essential elements of your research question.

2) A background section, explaining for the non-specialists who will read your thesis any general information needed to understand your question.  Life cycles of organisms, physical properties of experimental materials, the function of instruments you intend to use, and similar information that would be common knowledge to specialists in the field all qualify as background information.

3) An introduction, reviewing research reports by scientists who have pursued similar questions, developed the methods you have used, or who contributed to the development of your hypothesis.  This section sets the stage for your own work.  It must include a clear statement of your hypothesis, and some context for your research question as it relates to the work of others.

4) Proposed methods for testing your hypothesis, to include any materials you will need to purchase, instruments or lab facilities you will need to use, on-line data bases you will search, and a clear experimental or investigative plan.  If permissions will be needed, make sure they can be obtained before you start.  Be aware that any research involving human subjects must be cleared through Bellarmine's oversight board, and that work with many kinds of animals must follow strict animal care standards.  Costs for the research must also be estimated, and funding obtained, so keep expenses in mind as you design your project.  The Honors Program may be able to offer some help with research expenses.

5) A literature cited section should be attached to your proposal to document all sources you used in devising your question and developing the research plan.


You will undoubtedly modify your methods, and perhaps even re-formulate your research question as you gain experience in this project.  To the extent you follow your proposed plan, though, the writing that you do at the proposal stage can be used in preparing the introduction, background, and methods sections of your final written thesis.  

Data Records


Whether you gather data from published reports or from laboratory experiments, it is very important to keep accurate records.  As you write down any kind of information published in print or digital media, document your source completely as part of the record so that you can accurately cite the source later on.  In laboratory or field work, document methods and any relevant information as you go.  Sometimes a critically important fact becomes apparent only after your data are assembled, so it is better to err on the side of documenting too much than too little.  All the details of your methodology, condition of subject organisms, any surprising observations you make or errors committed in the process, and the state of any uncontrolled variables such as temperature or time of day should be included in your data records.   Too often, researchers are forced to repeat hours or days of work because they failed to write down something that seemed trivial at the time.  Your data records, and not guesswork after the fact, are the source of credibility and confidence when writing a scientific report.

Statistical Analysis 


Single, isolated observations which seem to lead to a conclusion are seldom accepted in scientific work.  Any time quantitative information (counts, frequencies, or measurement data) leads to a test of your hypothesis, you will need to repeat your observations a number of times, develop a data set, and analyze your data with appropriate statistical tools.  When reporting your results, you can develop more reliable conclusions through descriptive statistics.   Descriptive statistics generally include a mean, median or mode from a group of numbers, along with a sample size and a measure of variation such as the standard deviation or the variance.  Never report an average without also reporting the size of the sample and a measure of variation within the sample, so the reader knows how reliable this statistic is as a representation of the variable you measured.


Statistical tests are designed to help answer scientific questions based on numerical data.  Selecting the right statistical test is critical.  Seek advice from your thesis committee about the kind of test to use and the way it should be interpreted.  Ideally, you should have an idea of the statistical method you plan to use before you gather data rather than after the experiments are completed.  The number of replications you need to perform are related to the kind of test you plan to use and the variation you encounter in your data.  

Results 


Report statistical methods, descriptive statistics, and results of statistical tests in the results section of your report.  Results can be displayed in tables, as illustrations or photographs, as statistical test outcomes, or as graphs.  Developing visual representations of your data as you go along is a good idea.  You will see patterns emerging from you work, and may even add some experimental or observational activities as a result of your findings.  When you are writing your thesis, it is often useful to have the results in graphic form to organize your thoughts before writing.

Conclusions


Interpreting the meaning of your research results is the purpose of the conclusion section of your final report.  Remember that scientists never speak of "proving" a theory or hypothesis, since new data may change our interpretation at a later time.  Instead, your conclusions discuss reasons that an hypothesis is supported or disproven by data you have collected so far.  A successful research project generates evidence relevant to your hypothesis, but questions generally remain.  The success of your project depends, not on whether your original hypothesis was right or wrong, but rather on the quality of the evidence you collect and the power of your interpretation.  When developing your conclusions, it is appropriate to think about how the work might have been better designed, how errors might have been avoided, and what further work is suggested by your research.

Literature Cited


Do not wait until you are writing your final report to develop an organized list of literature used in your project.  Scientists refer to other researchers by name in their writing and in their oral discussions.  Keeping the names of your fellow researchers in a bibliographic file, and referring to this information often as you think through your project, will make discussions about your work and the final report much more credible.

Acknowledgements


Whenever someone helps you with your project, whether it be a classmate who goes with you to the field, a reference librarian who helps you find a source, a lab manager who gives you permission to use equipment, or a granting agency providing funds supporting your purchases, be sure to record their names for acknowledgement in your written report and your oral presentation. Your thesis advisor and committee members deserve special recognition here.  Remember that science is a community activity, and acknowledging the contributions of others is an essential part of the collaborative process.

Presentation

It is customary for scientists to give preliminary findings in oral or poster form before publishing their work, which dovetails nicely with the Honors Program Thesis event at the end of each spring semester.  Oral reports at scientific meetings are generally accompanied by a few projected slides.  In your oral report, include the following:

1) a title slide,

2)  a few background slides to orient your audience, 

3) a slide clearly stating your hypothesis, including alternative models 

4) a few slides describing your methods

5) a slide summarizing your results, preferably in graphic format rather than tables of numbers,

6) a slide clearly stating your conclusion
7) a slide listing bibliographic sources for the information presented in your talk

8)  a slide of acknowledgements

Final Thesis 

If you follow the steps described above, you will have all the material you need to prepare an excellent thesis.  To assemble the final product, be sure to include the following:

1) Title: should be specific, and refer to your most important findings

2) Abstract: a one-paragraph summary of your hypothesis, your methods, and your key results

3) Acknowledgements:  Thank all the people who helped you. 
4) Background:  informing the reader of all basic information necessary to understand your work.

5) Introduction:  Review articles that led to your question, methodology, or interpretations.  Make sure you explain how your research fits into the body of works already published by others.

6) Methods:  Include sufficient detail for someone else to repeat your experiment or investigation.

7) Results: Describe observations and summarize data in descriptive statistics, tables, graphs or illustrations.  Include any statistical tests you used and the outcome of these tests.

8) Conclusions:  Interpret your results, and explain how they confirm or cast doubt on your hypothesis.  Include comments on ways the work could have been improved, sources of error, and further questions that need to be addressed.

9) Literature Cited:  Use style recommended by your committee to document every source that you used to develop your ideas, design your method, collect your data, and interpret your results.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Social Science Thesis Expectations

(in progress)
Translation Thesis Expectations

(in progress)

Timetable
The Honors Council is currently developing a timetable and list of expectations for the spring semester of the junior year. 

First week of September – you should have met with your Primary Advisor to discuss process, looming questions, and progress and development.  It’s not a bad idea to check in with your other committee members by this point as well.

October 15 – Turn in to the Director of the Program a timetable for completion of your thesis, worked out in conjunction with your primary advisor.  

October and November – Confer with your Primary Advisor on a regular basis.

October and November – Check in with your other readers at least once in these months. 

November – Start drafting if you haven’t already, even if it’s only bits in response to the research you are doing. 

December 1 – Due to differences across disciplines, it’s difficult to mandate a certain point everyone should be at by the end of the fall semester.  However, I strongly recommend that you have the bulk of your research done, and that you have started drafting.  As mentioned above, there comes a time when you need to put your research and reading aside and begin drafting, so that you have a better idea of how much and what research you still need to do.

By January 17 – Progress meeting with your advisor by this date.  Report to the Director of Honors on your progress after this meeting, but no later than January 21.

January – Some time during the month, be sure to check in with your other readers, let them know your progress, and see if they have any requests as to how you proceed.

March 1 – The entire thesis should be drafted by this point.  Report to the Director of Honors on your progress by this date.
March 28, 2006 – Turn in your thesis!  This is a firm deadline. One copy to your advisor, one to each reader, and one (unbound) to the director of the program.  (Given that March 28 is her birthday, I know you won’t want to disappoint her by being late!) 

March 29 – Celebrate and continue to enjoy the last month of your senior year (although you will probably somewhat miss having the thesis to work on).
Second through Fourth Weeks of April – Senior Honors Thesis Presentations will fall during these two weeks. 

TITLE OF YOUR PROJECT

tc \l1 "AWORKING TITLE OR GENERAL DESCRIPTOR OF YOUR PROJECT@
YOUR NAME

DATE

A Senior Honors Thesis Presented in 

Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements of the 

Bellarmine University Honors Program

Under the Direction of __________________ (your advisor’s name)


Reader:



Reader:

�  Thanks and acknowledgement to materials published by the National Collegiate Honors Council and the Honors Program at UNC-Chapel Hill for many of the ideas and format presented here.





