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BEATING THESIS BLUES

All graduate students, and most academics, get bad patches when an academic project gets stuck and they lose all motivation for it.  So:  the first rule is ‘Do not worry, it does happen to everyone’.

Tell your supervisors and/or a trusted friend.  Then try to sort out what the problems are - with a friend, or the university welfare services or your supervisors.  They might be:

1. Health-Related

2. Domestic/Relational

3. Working Conditions Related

4. Project and Thesis Related

5. Financial

6. Isolation

The ‘survival’ texts for graduate students all address sub-sets of these, as does the Delamont et al. book on supervision.  (See reading list at the end).

1.Health-Related
If it seems to be a general ‘below par’ unspecified health issue, see your doctor or a well woman or well man clinic for a check up, improve your diet, take some exercise:  see if you improve.

Go to the University Health Centre for a check up/discussion.  Remember the Dept of Optometry does subsidised eye checks and glasses.  Make a counselling appointment.  Go to the dentist for a check up.

Taking some action to improve your health and/or to eliminate false diagnoses is in itself motivating.

If you have a diagnosed condition, check with the Student Support Centre that you are getting every scrap of help the system can provide for you.  If the specialist services (e.g. the Dyslexic Centre) don’t provide things you need, get your supervisors to e-mail them.  Use the SENDA legislation and befriend the SENDA co-ordinator in your department.
2. Domestic/Relational
Sometimes the all-consuming nature of a thesis can cause resentment among children, parents etc. - especially if they have no idea what you are trying to do.  Do try to explain the task, stress the timetable (i.e. that there is an end) and see if you can negotiate either a regular pattern of time on task and time for them which you must then keep to or a bargain.  “When I have submitted I will redecorate your room, take that break in Devon with you, cut down that apple tree........”

3. Working Conditions Related
Do you have a decent desk, chair, light, pc,  printer, transcriber.......?

Do you have the library and IT access you need?

Do you have the skills you need?

Do you need (new) glasses?

Analyse your working conditions and try to solve the practical problems.

Discuss them with your supervisors - can the Department, or even s/he lend you any of the above?

4. Project and Thesis Related 

There are 3 types of problem here.

1. Supervisors/Supervision

2. Major Crises

3. Unpleasant or Boring or Scary Tasks

Supervision:  go back to the handout on ‘managing’ your supervisor (attached at the end) and read the relevant chapter(s) in the Survival books.  Then decide exactly what the problem(s) are.

Be ruthless.  Do you need to change the pattern and content of the supervisions?  or do you need to change your supervisors/supervisory team?

If it is the former, then fix a supervision and say, politely, that you need to work in a different way.  Suggest what you need, and provide concrete proposals.  Take a positive tone, but put what you need in writing. E.g. ‘Can I confirm the appointments by texting your mobile(s) the night before so we don’t get confused and muddle the times?’  If you get a ‘no’, ask how the supervisors suggest the problem be resolved.
Are the problems organisational, or to do with the feedback you are getting or interpersonal?

If they are organisational – propose a new arrangement in a positive way.

If they are to do with the feedback – signal clearly what kind of feedback you want (and do not want).  If they want to give feedback in a way you find unhelpful, ask them to explain why they want to give it to you that way.
If they are interpersonal.  Can they be solved?
It is a good idea to email the ideas for change ahead of a supervision – phrased positively (even based on the research or the guidebooks)

If you can’t solve the problems, change the supervisor(s).  Check out the formal procedures and make an appointment with the Director of Graduate Studies.  Be positive, and not accusatory.  Don’t wait, do it now.

Major Crises:  these must be discussed with the supervisors.  If s/he is away, see the Director of Graduate Studies.  Don’t let the situation drift:  seek help.

Unpleasant, Boring or Scary Tasks:  there are three solutions here:

(a) does it have to be done? Discuss with the supervisors if the thesis depends on it.

(b) Can you pay someone else to do it?  (With money or as a job swap).  Think about it and discuss with your supervisors.

(c) Be brave. If you are scared, tell a friend or your supervisors, do a little bit and get reassurance.  If you are bored, or its unpleasant, do a work plan, with short bursts of time on that, then a reward, then time on a nicer task, then another grotty bit.

5. Financial
There are 3 positive steps you can take.

1. Go to the Student Support Services and check that you have maximised your income.

2. Discuss with your supervisors how to increase your income.

3. Look hard at your outgoings - can you cut back?

If you stop smoking, or reduce drinking or cycle or walk to the University, your health will improve.  Can you take a lodger?  Could you get baby-sitting or dogwalking work that can be combined with the thesis?

Beware the vicious circle of taking jobs that exhaust you.  Try to find work that enables you to think about the thesis (because it is mindless) or feeds into the work (like teaching) or gives you skills for your c.v.

6. Isolation
This is a common problem: the research and the autobiographical accounts regularly reveal.  You are not alone in feeling alone.

There are 2 kinds of isolation:  one essential, the other unnecessary and demoralising.  The necessary isolation is scary - you have become a world expert on a topic.  This is quite different from being an undergraduate,  where you can be a piece of blotting paper - this is the frontier of knowledge.

The unnecessary kind is loneliness:  here you do need to make links to potential colleagues - join the learned societies, join postgraduate groups, be active in the research group(s), set aside time for a social life - but be disciplined about it.

NONE OF YOUR PROBLEMS WILL BE NEW TO EXPERIENCED STAFF OR ACTIVE RESEARCHERS. YOU ARE NOT ‘A FAILURE’ BECAUSE YOU HAVE HIT A PROBLEM.

PROBLEMS GET WORSE - THE SOONER IT IS ON SOMEONE ELSE’S DESK THE SOONER IT CAN BE SORTED.  REMEMBER.  YOUR SUPERVISORS AND DEPARTMENT WANT YOU TO COMPLETE: THEIR STATUS DEPEND ON IT.

‘Managing’ your Supervisor

Having a reasonable experience as a higher degree student is dependent on the relationship with the supervisor(s).  Relationships have to be worked at, and discussed, and you cannot afford to be the passive ‘victim’ - you need to sort out a good working relationship with your supervisor.

Get hold of both E.M. Philips and D.S. Pugh 4th edition (2005) How to Get a PhD and read chapter 8 or Pat Cryer (2006) The Research Student’s Guide to Success and read chapter 7 or Rugg and Petre (2004) The Unwritten Roles of PhD Research and read chapter 4.
What follows are some guiding principles, reasonable expectations and then some vignettes for discussion.

Guidelines 
1.
Discuss with the supervisor how the two of you will work.  Does the 
supervisor like to be phoned or e-mailed at home or at work?  Is he or she


a morning person or a night owl?  Who will set up meetings?  Who decides 
the agenda?  
What is his or her annual, termly, weekly cycle like - when will 
he or she be free to concentrate on you?

Negotiate a working relationship.  

(E.g. - does the supervisor like you to confirm appointments the day before they happen?)

2
Sort out a timetable of your first term, first year, and whole thesis period - 
check mutual availability.  It’s no good relying on a supervisor reading 
50,000 words in July if s/he is going to be in Australia then.

3
Try to be as explicit as you can about what you hope to get from the 
supervisor (methods help, advice on the literature, research access


 theoretical ‘umph’, feminist critiques, practical tips, good references....)

4
Be clear about when written work is expected, when you’ll get it back, and 
the sorts of help you’ll get with it.

5
Keep an agreed record of decisions you’ve both taken.

6
Keeping minutes of supervisions is often useful.

Reasonable Expectations

1
You can expect to see your supervisor at least once a month (i.e. 12 times a 
year) if you are full-time, and at least six times a year if you are part-time. 
(However you may have patches of weekly or twice weekly meetings, and 
gaps).  See what your departmental guidelines are.

2 
You can expect to have your written material read, and returned with written 
comments in a reasonable time. But remember not to hand in 10,000 words 
in the middle of exam marking!

3
You can expect an evaluation of your progress, constructive criticism, and 
advice - though your supervisor may well need to refer you to others for 
some 
kinds of help (e;g; a specific method, a particular theory).

In return, your supervisor will expect you to:

1
turn up to appointments, prepared for them.

2
write regularly.

3
tell the truth about work done and not done.

4
keep in touch - both socially/practically and academically.

You might find it useful to read Phillida Salmon (1992) Achieving a PhD which has ten case studies of her relationship with her PhD students.

See also Delamont, S. et al. (2004) Supervising the Doctorate
Research Students’ Problems: Vignettes for Discussion

Vignette A - Clash of Method
Fred Ottermole is registered for an M.Phil.  He believes in quantitative methods, and wants to do a questionnaire to big sample (e.g. 250).  His topic is grandparents, and he wants to draw a sample of 300 couples.  Fred’s supervisor is Dr Hannah Cadwell.  She is an expert on grandparents, but believes in qualitative methods and all her research and publications have used life history interviewing of small samples.  What should Fred do?

Vignette B - Am I up to it?
Mirelle Feldster has been registered for six months as a Ph.D. student.  She believes that she probably isn’t clever enough to do a Ph.D., and keeps worrying that she’s not doing the right things.  Her supervisor, Dr Jamie Froude, has just told her to redraft the literature review she’s been working on for 4 months, and Mirelle has decided he thinks she is incapable of PhD level work.

Imagine (1) that Dr Froude thinks Mirelle is doing fine, but hasn’t said so - what should Mirelle do?

Now imagine that (2) Dr Froude is very worried about Mirelle’s work being below standard - what should he do?

Vignette C - Language Problems
Gatifa Abu-Lughod is back from her fieldwork in Egypt where she did a survey of women in 3 villages.  She is trying to write up, but her grasp of English slipped backwards while she was in the field.  Her supervisor, Bob Dysant, keeps telling her that her English isn’t good enough.  What should Gatifa do?

Vignette D  - Writing Block

Wendy Jackman has interviewed 73 policewomen, and is trying to write up the thesis.  She has written the methods chapter and the literature review, but writing up her own data makes her feel sick.  Her supervisor, Helen Marsh, keeps saying ‘I can’t help unless you give me something on paper’ and ‘Time’s running out’.  What should Wendy do?

Vignette E - Dependency Clash
Heidi Hayhoe is doing an M.Phil. Every week she sees her supervisor, Benita Melchette, and says: ‘What shall I do now?’  Benita seems cross, and keeps saying ‘It’s your thesis - what do you think you should do next?

What has gone wrong here?  What should Heidi do about it?

Vignette F - Control Clash
Ben Proble is clear about what he wants to do, and what methods to use.  He only wants his supervisor - Thorkjeld Svenson - to point him at any literature he’s missed, and read his draft thesis.  Ben would be quite happy to have only one or two meetings a year.  Thorkjeld wants a weekly meeting, and wants to control every step of Ben’s project.  What should Ben do?

Vignette G - Clash of Personal Styles
Humphrey Quint is being supervised by Wilfred Pomfret.  Humphrey and Wilfred agreed about the theory and method of Humphrey’s thesis, but have a clash of personal styles.  Humphrey is very well organised - 10 minutes early for meetings, with a clear agenda for supervisions, a timetable for his thesis work, and he keeps to his schedules.  Wilfred is a charming, but casual person.  He has usually lost his diary, he forgets things, and lurches from one forgotten appointment to the next.  When he meets Humphrey, Wilfred is inspiring, but he has now broken three appointments with Humphrey (no supervision for 8 weeks) and he has lost the draft chapter of Humphrey’s thesis he’s had for 3 months.

What courses of action are open to Humphrey?

Vignette H - Practical Problems
Florence Maybrick, Madeleine Smith and Gabrielle Fenayrou are all part-time M.Phil. students being supervised by Constance Kent.  Florence lives in Pwllheli, and her data are being collected in that area.  Madeleine has a part-time job, 3 children under 10 and an aged mother-in-law in Bath to worry about, as well as her thesis research.  Gabrielle is based in the department, and is always being asked to ‘help out’ with things (e.g. help run a conference, go to a meeting in London, show another person how to use CD-Rom in the library, pick up Constance’s children from school etc., etc.).

Florence has a ‘distance’, problem, Madeleine and Gabrielle ‘time’ problems.  What can they and Constance do to get the 3 theses done?

Vignette J - When 2 Supervisors go to War
Alexander Ricardo has 2 supervisors - Charles Bravo and James Gully.  Bravo is the expert on the psychological side of his thesis research, and Gully on the pharmaceutical.  Alexander usually sees them together, and it is clear that while they play cricket together and think they are friends, they disagree about Alexander’s thesis work.  What should Alexander do?

Vignette K - Ignorant Supervisor
Jules Hernest is being supervised by Henriette Francey.  Henriette is friendly and supportive, but ignorant of the methods Jules wants to use and the empirical area he is working on.  Henriette hasn’t read the literature Jules is reviewing, and Jules is wondering how useful her comments will be.  What should Jules do?

Vignette L - Authorship
Charles Russell is writing up his thesis.  His supervisor, Claire Reymond, has been helpful at the design, data collection and analysis stages, but isn’t reading the draft or, at least, isn’t writing any comments on the draft.  What should Charles do?

Vignette M - Clash of Theory
Jemima Ames is a Marxist, who objects to interactionist theories especially ethonomethodology.  She is interested in studying disaster enquiries.  The department’s expert on public enquiries, inquests and magistrate’s courts is Dr Peter Shandy.  However he is an ethnomethodologist.  Jemima can see endless trouble ahead.  What should she do?

READING LIST

Hitting the Wall:

There are several books to help students complete PhD, MPhil, or Professional Doctorate theses.  They have two purposes.  You can find help in them.  You can also use them to open up discussions with your supervisor about problems.  Give your supervisors a xerox of a couple of pages and say – ‘I feel like this’, or ‘have you ever met this problem before?’

In S. Delamont et al (2004) Supervising the Doctorate there is a chapter (6) on problems.  If you read it, you can steer your supervisor to providing the help you need using the book.  (They will not have read it, but you can draw something in it to their attention).

Pat Cryer (2006) The Research Student’s Guide to Success has a good chapter.

Phillips and Pugh (2005) How to get a PhD has two relevant chapters.  ‘How not to get a PhD’ (4) and Chapter 7.

Rudestam and Newton (2001) Surviving Your Dissertation has an excellent chapter (8) on overcoming blocks.

D. Leonard (2000) A Woman’s Guide to Doctoral Studies has a good chapter (7).

Rita S Brause (2000) Writing Your Doctoral Dissertation has two helpful chapters (8 and 9).
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