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THE FINER DETAILS OF THESIS PREPARATION 
 

Having read over 100 theses from 2008 to 2022, we pass on these suggestions to help prevent reader frustration. 
We are not Examiners—just proofreaders who may make editorial comments.  It is up to the candidate and their 
Supervisor/s to decide whether to accept or reject our suggestions. 
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1 EDITORIAL COMMENTS 

1.1 Doctorate of Philosophy – or Not? 

The weight ascribed to a PhD thesis may be augmented by inclusion of a discussion of the philosophical 
underpinning which frames the enquiry and a rigorous discourse as to why that certain philosophy will form the 
approach to finding answers to the research question/s or hypothesis.   
 
A theoretical perspective is reflected in the methodology, frames the enquiry and guides the method of analysis of 
data and the research narrative.  Clarification of adherence to these choices through the steps towards conclusion, 
adds weight and depth to the creation of new knowledge.  Doctoral candidates can justify their chosen theoretical 
perspective by citing approaches to similar productive studies.  
 
EXERCISE 
Write your own linking descriptions in this equation.  Rationalise forward and back. 
 
Linking philosophical orientation çè methodology çè method çè data and data collection çè data 
analysis çè conclusion. 

1.2 TRIANGULATION 

There are four types of triangulation in research practice:  data triangulation; investigator triangulation; theory 
triangulation; and, methodological triangulation.  Explain which has been used and why.  
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1.3 WRITING CONCLUSIONS 

Conclusions which might, possibly, perhaps, could…? 
 
This is the finale to your grand opus.  When we read this research proves that there might be the possibility that … or 
perhaps scientists could review … or maybe in the future… etc., we wonder if the candidate really believes in their 
work.   
 
It has taken four or six years to complete the research, from hypothesis to submission and it is not easy.  A 
conclusion should convince the reader that the researcher believes in the consequences of his or her research, eg. 
 

• This thesis creates new knowledge about the way…   
• This research proves that the hypothesis that …. is wrong (or right), because it has been tested by… 
• An analysis of the data shows that…   
• Thus, an outcome has been determined and a relevant set of conclusions has been drawn.  They are:…  
• The implications for this are:…  
• I recommend 1), 2) & 3).  
• If action from this research doesn’t happen, the consequences are likely to be this or that ….  

 
Use further research could … not future research – everything happens in the future.  
 
Another cause for concern is when the thesis writer introduces a new topic/field/concept into the conclusion which 
has not been mentioned anywhere else!   

1.4 ‘TAKE A LOOK AT…’ 

The intention of examining others’ research documents, asking specifically designed questions, recording data about 
events, etc. for a defined purpose, deserves more than a look at in doctoral theses.  The process of ‘looking at’ 
(whether it be by reflection, critical analysis, interpretive analysis, scientific analysis, etc.) should refer back to the 
methodological choices outlined in the methodology chapter which, in turn, should relate to the philosophical 
underpinning of the research.  This adds weight to the research, and justification for examination, about the 
appropriateness of the methodological choices in answering the research question/s.   

2 WRITING TIPS 

2.1 Vagueness 

1. Numerous, a number of, huge, a few, some, large, very large, various, several, many. There is neither qualitative 
nor quantitative value in these vague expressions. 

2. The wider community….  What is meant?  The surrounding suburb, the state, the nation, the whole world? 
Women with Type 2 diabetes who live on the outskirts of Darwin, children with from single parent families who 
live on the New England tablelands, ex-patriots from Australia who live in central London, etc..  
Globally, many American people, and many countries of the world, most third world countries, are also non-
descriptive.  Suggest: Countries such as Norway and Denmark etc. 

3. Candidates often fall into the trap of writing about a wide body of literature and quote one or two authors!  
Literature on this topic is exemplified by authors such as Blogs and Jakes who claimed, said, contributed that … 
etc, would suffice.   

2.2 Being Accurate 

1. How is this different? 
The total number of participants was 25 versus There were 25 participants. 

2. Check that percentage totals in tables equal 100%. 

3. About 14.3% is exact, not roughly.  Starting a new sentence with 14.3% is OK. 
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4. In the 1960s or 2010s.  Not possessive so no apostrophe.   
1960’s or 2010’s style… Possessive, use apostrophe. 

5. Quantify percentages, distances, numbers, increases, decreases, quantities, amounts, studies, etc.   A large 
percentage of students, great distances, huge amounts, various studies are unqualified and unquantified. 

6. Table 13, or Figure 22, not The table or figure below or above or on p. 25 

7. Do not refer to anything on any specific page number – you are setting yourself up for trouble as page numbers 
alter throughout the writing and the formatting processes, or in preparing for journal publications.  Say, 
Discussion of yellow submarines is in Chapter 4, Section 4.2. 

2.3 IRRELEVANT STATEMENTS 

These include: 
1. Given the constraints of time, space, resources.  Common issues for all candidates and will ot receive sympathy 

from an examiner who may have experienced likewise. 
2. How much running around to interviews 
3. Interviewees not being on time 
4. Supervision problems 
5. Who made the tea during the interviews 
6. How long transcription took. 

3 GRAMMAR 

3.1 HYPHENS 

Ignore what MS Word tells you about hyphens! 
It was time for decision making, rubbish collecting, information gathering, work making, book keeping.  No hyphen is 
correct. 
 
Used adjectivally: rubbish-collecting mechanisms, information-gathering network, work-making devices, book-
keeping software, decision-making teamwork.  All need a hyphen.   
 
BUT, for happily integrated classrooms – no hyphen is used as happily is an adverb. 

3.2 VOICE 

Active voice is preferable.   
The full implications, however, were felt by the congregation in January when ... (passive) 
However, the congregation felt the full implications in January when … (active) 

3.3 100S OF WORDS/PHRASES 

1. 100s of howevers.  However is not a conjuction.  It can be used in situations where one would say:  
The children had fun at the beach; however, they were tired at the end of the day.  
The town was abuzz on Saturday; however, the streets were deserted on Sunday. 
This punctuation is appropriate: semi colon, then however, then comma. 
A sentence can begin with However, … 

2. 100s of therefores.  The meaning of the sentence should indicate that something is different from the previous 
sentence, without writing ‘therefore’.  

3. 100s of thats  
In some instances ‘that’ can be disused (or deleted when it is implied) to create a sleeker sentence, eg.  
This:  … and suggests that there are three interpersonal factors (teacher support, parent support, and peer 
support) affecting … 
To this: … and suggests three interpersonal factors (teacher support, parent support, and peer support) affect… 
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This: That it was going to rain was quite obvious because of the dark clouds on the horizon. 
To this: Dark clouds on the horizon foretold rain. 

3.4 ACRONYMS 

The Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC)…  Use for first mention and subsequently ABC.  For first time use in 
subsequent chapters you may wish to repeat The Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC), especially if it is far 
removed from the first mention. 

3.5 HEDGING 

APA Hedging.  Candidates often use single quotes around commonly used words. Some authors hedge to avoid over-
precise commitment to word use.   
 
The use of single quotes around words or phrases is only reserved for newly introduced technical terms, 
colloquialisms, coined terms, quaint, sarcastic, ironic, or ambiguous words. (Aust Style Manual p.114).  Suggest 
either committing to the word by removing the single quotes, or using more accurate expressions rather than using 
words which are intended not to convey the complete meaning.  When introducing a new term or technological 
phrase, only use single quotes for the first time.   
 
Eg.“… based on competitive selection processes oriented to ‘merit’ and performance criteria.”  What does ‘merit’ 
actually mean here?  If, simply merit, then why hedge?  Is it ambiguous?  Is it not really merit but nepotistism, based 
on favours, gender bias, etc, say why it was not really merit. 
 
“… emergence as a ‘paradigm shift’ from the old public …”  
Paradigm shift is common language so does not need to be hedged.   If it is not a paradigm shift then don’t use the 
words, if it was something like a paradigm shift then explain, if it was supposed to be a paradigm shift but ended up 
as something else, then explain what that something else was. 
 
Where language is part of everyday lexicon, hedging is unnecessary unless introducing a colloquialism, a coined term 
or a specific term.  Once hedged, no need to continue. 

3.6 NOUNS 

1. Knowledge, behaviour, understanding, future.  These are mass nouns like milk or weather.  If there are different 
categories of knowledge and behaviour, identify…cultural knowledge, historical or non-Indigenous 
understanding, etc.  These mass nouns cannot be pluralised.  (See Aust Style Manual p. 69.)  Instead of 
knowledges, behaviours, etc. write: five branches of knowledge, different types of adolescent behaviour, etc. 

2. Professionals, academics, staff.  Professional people, academic staff, staff members.   

3. Write about people not individuals.   

3.7 WHICH? OR THAT? 

This is a common mistake.  
 
“That” is a restrictive pronoun. It’s vital to the noun to which it’s referring.  e.g., I don’t trust fruits and vegetables 
that aren’t organic. This refers to all non-organic fruits or vegetables. In other words, I only trust fruits and 
vegetables that are organic.  
 
“Which” introduces a relative clause. It allows qualifiers that may not be essential. e.g., I recommend you eat only 
organic fruits and vegetables, which are available in your area’s grocery stores. In this case, you don’t have to go to a 
specific grocery store to obtain organic fruits and vegetables.  
 
“Which” qualifies, “that” restricts. “Which” is more ambiguous however, and by virtue of its meaning is flexible 
enough to be used in many restrictive clauses. e.g., The house, which is burning, is mine. e.g., The house that is 
burning is mine. 
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4 FORMATTING 
Some theses we receive have too many user introduced Styles.  Modify existing Word styles if required: don’t 
create new ones.  
MS Word’s Preferences may be set to introduce a new Style every time a different font face is chosen, a 
different alignment, bold, italics, size, colour, table fonts, list fonts, etc.  This makes the job of standardising 
styles very difficult.   
To prevent this happening, choose: Word, Preferences, Edit and DESELECT the command that lets the program 
create new styles.  On this version of Word it is:  Keep track of formatting.    

 
 

4. Remove excess spaces between words 

5. Use only one space between the end of one sentence and the next 

6. Format Heading Style 1 to begin a new page 

7. Do not insert a Section Break when you only need a Page Break.  Margins and layouts can be altered within two 
Section Breaks. 

8. Do not use for Section 6, say: 6.0, 6.1, 6.2.  The zero numeral is not included. 

9. Except for simple graphs, figures, or diagrams, .pdfs inserted in a Word document with a 4cm left margin for 
binding, may reproduce poorly when printed.  

10. For theses with prepublished papers, pamphlets, booklets, 
check with your research department regarding their reproduction. 

a. For digitally published theses: 

i. converting the thesis to .pdf,  

ii. open all the .pdf files  

iii. view the Thumbnails 

iv. drag the .pdf papers into the thesis 

v. save the whole work as .pdf. 

 
b. For printed and bound theses: 

i. there needs to be a 4cm margin on the left-hand side for binding.    

ii. inserting .pdfs into a word document with a wide left-hand margin will not give a good result.   

5 DISSERTATION FORMATTING INSTRUCTIONS APA7th:  
Some candidates pick and choose what they want to comply with but check with Supervisors on this.  Some 
examiners are sticklers for compliance others may not worry. 
 
There have been changes from APA6th to APA7th which makes formatting less complicated. 
 
APA7th https://apastyle.apa.org/ 
DOWNLOAD STUDENT PAPER SET UP GUIDE  
https://apastyle.apa.org/instructional-aids/student-paper-setup-guide.pdf  
 
  



©  Dr Bronte Somerset, Thesis Proofreading and Formatting, 2017.   
Reproduction permitted with permission for academic purposes.                                 bjsomerset@gmail.com 

 

FONT FACE AND SIZE Times New Roman, 11, Calibri 11, Arial 11, Lucida Sans Unicode 10, Georgia 11, 
Computer Modern 10 

NORMAL SPACING Double 
HEADING LEVEL STYLES 

 
PARAGRAPH AND REFERENCES 
INDENTS 

First line of each paragraph indented to 7 spaces  

PAGE NUMBERING o Arabic numbers all pages from Page 1, including on front page. 

o Page numbers on top right. 

MARGINS o For binding: 4 cm left hand side, 2cm for top, right and bottom 

o For digital presentation: Check university guidelines. 

SECTIONS Use Sections, not Chapters. The word ‘Introduction’ is irrelevant 

TITLE PAGE example Guided Imagery and Progressive Muscle Relaxation in Group 

Psychotherapy 

 
Hannah K. Greenbaum 

Department of Psychology, The George Washington University 
PSYC 3170: Clinical Psychology 

Dr. Tia M. Benedetto 
October 1, 2019 

 
CAPTIONS o Tables, Figures, Appendices, Maps, etc. to start on a new page.   

All captions above the item. See example. 

o Descriptions beneath figure or table.    

o Description and caption should be in the same font and size as the whole 
document. 

o For text within an image, APA recommends using a sans serif font (e.g. 
Arial) with a size between 8 and 14 points. 

TABLE FORMATTING o May be single-spaced, 1.5 spaces or double spaced.   

o Hanging indent for text in cells which are more than one line of 0.5 cm.  

o Tables which go over a page can have the heading row repeated. 

https://apastyle.apa.org/style-grammar-guidelines/tables-figures/tables 
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