Senior Thesis Instructions and Practical Advice

Department of Religion and Philosophy

Roanoke College

Preparing a topic:

· By the end of the junior year, students should meet with their department advisor to discuss a possible topic and appropriate faculty member to advise the student with their research and writing.  The summer should be spent nailing down a proposed topic and preliminary thesis statement.  

· A good topic is one that you already have substantial experience with from a previous class, and one for which appropriate resources are readily available (e.g., in a language you speak, at a library you have access to or can access through inter-library loan, etc.) 

· A good thesis is a statement that proposes an answer to a question worthy of scholarly debate.  A question worthy of scholarly debate is one that points out an issue complex enough to warrant a significant investigation into primary sources, as well as multiple interpretations, discussion, and dispute amongst scholars in the field.

· A concise paragraph specifying the topic must be approved by your thesis advisor before the student can enter into the agreement to undertake the Senior Thesis.

· In the first week of the first semester of their senior year, students should register for their thesis project with the department chair.  

· The department recommends working on the thesis project over the course of a full year – that is over the course of a 1/2 credit independent study in the fall, and another 1/2 credit in the spring.  It is possible, however, to do the senior thesis in one semester for a full credit.

· When the senior thesis is done in two semesters, the first semester grade is entered either as NG (no grade) or NP (no progress).  An NG for the first semester will be replaced with a grade when the final project has been completed and evaluated.

· Students eligible for honors theses (students having at least a 3.4 GPA in the major) who wish to apply for honors should decide whether they plan to do so by the end of their junior year.  Students must submit their application by the first week of their senior year.  This application consists of a proposal, bibliography, and decided upon committee composed of three faculty members.  (The committee should be decided upon with the help of the student’s advisor). 

Research and Writing:

· Start early!  A thesis often goes through a number of transformations while it is being written:  It is quite impossible to leave it to the last minute.  Treat your thesis like a class that you budget a good chunk of time to work on every week.

· Students should complete an agreement with their thesis advisor establishing a schedule of meetings, deadlines, and a grade-breakdown for the project.   An example of such an agreement is attached. 
· Students should remember that the senior thesis project is done as an independent study.  This is quite different from a classroom study.  In an independent study the student is responsible for coming up with a topic, finding relevant research materials, working through them, and budgeting the proper amount of time to do all this.  The professor is available as an advisor in this process, which is a minor role in comparison to his/her role in the classroom.  

· The thesis represents the most professional piece of academic work you have done so far.  Make sure to put as much care into its form as you do into the content of its ideas.  That means you should make sure to budget a good amount of time to proofread and polish your writing.

· In general, an average paper will demonstrate familiarity with the depth and breadth of the topic, and an awareness of the major perspectives on it.  It will present its findings in an organized and orderly way with the use of clear reasoning and with no errors in grammar.  

· A good paper will show an appreciation of the complexities of the topic, and strive to resolve them or relate them.  The writing will clearly articulate strengths and weaknesses of the perspectives discussed.  

· An excellent paper integrates research, reflection and composition in a distinctive way.  It demonstrates the significance of the thesis by pointing out its implications for other topics, and it raises possible objections to it, or shows that it is sensitive to the limits of the thesis and possible tensions within the paper.
· Depending on the thesis topic and methodology, the thesis is expected to be in the 30-50 page range, and is to be a product of significant research.  It must utilize both relevant primary and secondary sources.  Details are to be worked out with your advisor.
The Defense:

· The defense is your opportunity to support your thesis in a question and answer session with the committee of professors who have read it.  

· Students should consider the defense to be an occasion that is at least as formal as a job interview.  Prepare for it and behave in it as you would in such an interview.  

What happens at the defense?

1. At the defense, the student is first asked to offer a 5 to 10 minute presentation about their project.  

This presentation might include:  (1) a statement about what got you interested in the topic in the first place or what your initial questions were surrounding your topic; (2) a brief review of your main argument as presented in the thesis; (3) the conclusions you have come to (both expected and unexpected); and (4) what new questions have arisen for you from working on this topic in depth.

Referring to a written outline is fine, but the presentation should not be read word for word.

2. The committee members will then begin taking turns asking questions they have prepared for you while reading the thesis.  This question and answer session will likely turn into a broader, more spontaneous conversation between all who are present. 

3. Once the committee is finished with their questions, the student will be asked to leave the room briefly while the committee members deliberate about a grade.

4. The student will then be invited back in for their evaluation.

5. The whole defense lasts about an hour.

Good Luck!

Deadlines:

As mentioned above, students should develop a calendar of meetings and deadlines with their advisor (see an example of Wisnefske’s agreement attached).  At the very least, students must meet the following deadlines.  If any of these bare minimum requirements are not met, students should expect to add another semester of thesis work to their college careers in which they complete these deadlines on time.

Week One of the Independent Study:  

Turn in topic paragraph to advisor and discuss 

End of Semester One (of year-long Independent Study):  

Turn in a significant chunk of your thesis (think 10-15 pages) and discuss with advisor 

Three Weeks before your Defense/Finals Week:


Turn in complete draft of thesis to advisor for last round of feedback

Reading Day/Senior Thesis Lunch:

Present a 5-10 minute explanation of your thesis project, with some brief pieces of advice for rising seniors.

Be prepared in your presentation to complete the following sentence in a succinct way:  “In my thesis, I argue . . .”  or even better “Against scholars who argue . . .  I argue . . .”

One Week before Defense: 

Turn in final draft to advisor and readers, so they may have time to prepare questions for your defense. 

Agreement and Schedule for Senior Thesis

Meeting time with advisor


Every/every other__________
at____________

Topic sentence and bibliography


Due date____________
Percent of grade__________
            Grade______

Written summaries of reading


Number________________
Percent of grade___________
Grade_______

Oral progress reports with other students and faculty


Dates: 9/21, 10/26, 12/7         Percent of grade___________

Grade_______

(Fridays at 4pm in Rm. 311)

Thesis statement and precis of argument


Due date_________

Percent of grade___________
Grade_______

First draft or first 10 pages


Due date_________

Percent of grade___________
Grade_______

Final paper


Due date_________

Percent of grade___________
Grade_______
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