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Robert Pirsig offers a critique of academic writing.

Quotes sourced from Robert M Pirsig, who wrote ‘Zen and the art of motorcycle 
maintenance: An inquiry into values.’ The book was originally written in 1974 and 
updated in 2000. The work is autobiographical. Pirsig (Phaedrus) approached the 
department of philosophy at the university of Chicago to do a PhD on how to 
define the concept of quality within the discipline of English composition. The 
thesis idea was rejected by a doctoral committee as English composition was notthesis idea was rejected by a doctoral committee as English composition was not 
considered to be a substantial methodological field. He proceeds to examine the 
committee’s background, including its statement of purpose as well as individual 
committee members’ works because  “he felt this committee was off into some 
entirely alien pattern of thought” (Pirsig, 2000, p. 348).
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Pirsig hypothesised that the committee’s work was unnecessarily complex 
because they were too deeply connected to their work. (Perhaps this is an 
occupational hazard when doing a thesis, especially a PhD.)

The editing or polishing stage is about moving away from the intensity of the 
elements and looking back at the thesis with the audience in mind. Consequently, 
this is the purpose of this seminar. It is based largely on errors identified within 
my thesis drafting process The thesis used a highly qualitative approach tomy thesis drafting process. The thesis used a highly qualitative approach to 
understanding the online experiences of people with disabilities within the 
discipline of psychology.
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In the last year of the thesis, you may have less contact with one of your 
supervisors, especially a secondary supervisor, as you may be working largely 
with one main person who reviews your work regularly. This may open up an 
opportunity to utilise your secondary supervisor as a peer-reviewer before final 
submission. Ensure that you notify your secondary supervisor of your intention to 
have them read over the entire thesis before you submit – work out timing, so 
they are not at an overseas conference or on sabbatical.

To help manage the process of editing your thesis, this seminar is designed as a 
tool kit for you to keep and use in the future.
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Some of this is very straight forward. You may have heard it before. Some of it is 
information that you will also find in writing manuals and style guides.
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Have the intros and conclusions as a task to do towards the end of writing up.
Because the writing of a thesis is so large, you constantly need to relocate your 
topic and where each part fits within your topic.
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Abstract in the true sense of the word – summary of the whole chapter, including 
findings. Set out as a block text, right justified, not just left justified as it appears 
here. Physically marked way of beginning each chapter.
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If you do not like the repetitive nature of these sentences, you could change the 
order by beginning with a verb phrase:
Setting the stage for the thesis is the purpose of this chapter.
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‘But’, ‘yet’, ‘or’, ‘nor’, ‘and’, ‘because’, and ‘so’ are deemed coordinating 
conjunctions, and as such are better used for linking clauses within the same 
sentence.
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Best to decide on one version to use throughout the thesis.
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Be aware of plural versus singular Greek and Latin words.
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Regardless of the spelling convention you adopt, ensure consistency throughout 
the thesis.
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However, in the case of ….some of the issues raised are only relevant for these 
repertoires” – Identifying elements that don’t need to be explicitly stated. 
Basically highlighting the inconsistency. Don’t draw unnecessary attention to the 
negative.

18



Instead, here is a small paragraph about the overall design of each chapter in the 
Preface.
Instead of making the whole paragraph about the inconsistency in relation to 
where a discussion of the findings is located, it’s about extra features embedded 
in one paragraph, with the last feature about the inclusion of a discussion in 
Chapter Eight.
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Why mention ‘arguably’ if you are arguing the point anyway.
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Many of these words are tautological in that they repeat an idea unnecessarily.

21



It is important to limit the amount of work required by your reader. In the case of 
the first example, the “cf.” refers to the need to compare or confer with a previous 
chapter. Rather than requiring your reader to do the work, it is better if you 
explain the connection for comparison.

In the latter example, it is necessary to explain the parallels. 
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Why it is important to elaborate on the concept? This needs some explanation 
because it is as the heart of the analytical approach chosen.
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Overall, a key point to follow is smooth transitions from one tense to the next. 
While specific tenses are appropriate for specific chapters, It is difficult to pin 
down the use of one tense for the entirety of a chapter. Rather you may adopt 
one tense for the majority of sentences and paragraphs in a chapter, but will 
need to move into other tenses as required. 
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Some of these are subjective.
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