
How to Organize your Thesis

Peter N. Mosaad

Universität Oldenburg

November 18, 2015

1 / 22



Outline

How to Organize your Thesis?

Getting Started

Hints & Tips

2 / 22



Q: What Graduate Research is All About?

I The distinguishing mark of graduate research is
an original contribution to knowledge

I Thesis
I a formal document to prove that you have done the above
I two important things

1. identify a worthwhile problem or question which has not
previously answered

2. solve the problem or answer the question
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Q: What Graduate Thesis is All About?

I The examiners want to find the answers of the following
questions:

Q1: What is this student’s research question ?
Q2: Is it a good question?(been answered before?

or worthwhile to work on?)
Q3: Did the student convince me that the question

was adequately answered?
Q4: Has the student made an adequate

contribution to knowledge?
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A Generic Thesis Skeleton

1. Introduction

2. Background Information (optional)

3. Review of the State of the Art

4. Research Question or Problem Statement

5. Describing How you Solved the Problem or Answered the
Question

6. Conclusions

7. References

8. Appendices
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1. Introduction

I A general introduction to what the thesis is all about - not
just a description of the contents of each section

1. Briefly summarize the question
2. Describe some of the reasons why it is a worthwhile

question (scientific neighborhood)
3. Give an overview of your main results
4. A description of the contents of each section
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2. Background Information(optional)

I A brief section giving background information may be
necessary, especially if your work spans two or more
traditional fields (notation conventions)
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3. Review of the State of the Art

I Here you review the state of the art relevant to your thesis

I Present the major ideas in the state of the art right up to,
but not including, your own personal brilliant ideas

I Organize this section by idea, not by author or by
publication
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4. Research Question or Problem Statement

I Three main parts:

1. A concise statement of the question that your thesis tackles
2. Justification that your question is previously unanswered
3. Discussion of why it is worthwhile to answer

NOTE: The order of the sections is not fixed for example
you need to write this chapter before the related work
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5. Describing How You Solved the Problem or
Answered the Question

I This part of the thesis is much more free-form
I one or several sections and subsections

don’t forget to make balance between the chapters

I Only one purpose
I to convince the examiners that you answered the question

or solved the problem that you set for yourself
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6. Conclusions

You generally cover three things in the conclusions section

1. Conclusions
I short, concise statements of the inferences that you have

made because of your work- not a rambling summary of the
thesis

I ordered from most to least important
I all conclusions should be directly related to the research

question

2. Summary of contribution
I list the contributions of new knowledge that your thesis

makes
I ordered from most to least important

3. Future Research (open research questions)
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7. References

I Being closely tied to the review of the state of the art

I All references given must be referred to in the main body

Truth be known: most examiners also look for their own
publications if they are in the topic area of the
thesis, so list these too
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8. Appendices

Q: What goes in the appendices?

I Any material which impedes the smooth
development of your presentation, but which
is important to justify the results of a thesis

Examples: program listings, immense tables of data, lengthy
mathematical proofs or derivations,...
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Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review
I is there unnecessary material? then remove
I is there missing material? then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review
I is there unnecessary material? then remove
I is there missing material? then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review

I is there unnecessary material? then remove
I is there missing material? then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review
I is there unnecessary material?

then remove
I is there missing material? then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review
I is there unnecessary material? then remove

I is there missing material? then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review
I is there unnecessary material? then remove
I is there missing material?

then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review
I is there unnecessary material? then remove
I is there missing material? then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Getting Started

1. Prepare an extended outline

2. For each section and subsection, write a brief point-form
description of the contents of that section

I make a list of dependency between the sections
I outline might be 2 to 5 pages long

3. You and your thesis supervisor should carefully review
I is there unnecessary material? then remove
I is there missing material? then add

NOTE: Make such decisions early, during the outline phase

16 / 22



Q: How Long Does it Take to Write a Thesis?

I Longer than you think

I Writing the thesis requires the complete organization of
your arguments and results

I Examiners feedback? fixing takes time

Truth be known: supervisors are sometimes not quick at
reviewing and returning drafts

Bottom line: leave yourself enough time
share it with others as a proofreading

I Take-home message: a rush job has painful consequences at

the defense
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Hints & Tips

I Always keep the reader’s backgrounds in mind (Who is
your audience ?)

I Don’t make the readers work too hard!

I A corollary of the above: it’s impossible to be too clear!

I Remember that a thesis is not a story

I Avoid using phrases like ”Clearly, this is the case...” or
”Obviously, it follows that...”

I Avoid red flags, claims(like ”software is the most important
part of a computer system”)

I In Germany, your PhD thesis is true publication
(for public)
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A Note on Computer Programs and Other Prototypes

I the thesis is NOT about the tool, it is about
the contribution to the knowledge

I you must use the tool to demonstrate that you have made
an original contribution to knowledge; e.g., through its use,
or ideas it embodies
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Conclusion

GOOD LUCK!
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