A Dissertation Writing Schedule suggested by William E. Doolittle

Writing a dissertation is not an easy task, and some students find it much more
difficult than others. Based on my own, and numerous advisees’ experiences, |
herein offer a plan to help students manage their time and productivity.

First, start with a blank calendar of the academic year in which you will be writing
(Figure 1).

Second, on this calendar highlight the two “book end” dates, the beginning of the
academic year—for the Department of Geography and the Environment at the
University of Texas at Austin this is Alexander von Humboldt’s birthday party
which traditionally is held the Sunday before classes begin in the fall—and
graduation day (Figure 2 in yellow).

Third, highlight the dates of the holiday break between semesters and spring
break, and the dates of the AAG meeting (Figure 3 in light orange, and yellow
respectively). Please note, holidays and spring break are not dates free of writing
but dates in which your advisor and committee members might not be available.
Everyone, including YOU, goes to the AAG so do not plan to write at that time
(more on this later).

Fourth, the next important date to be highlighted is the last day for submitting
dissertations to the graduate school, usually the last day of classes (Figure 4 in
orange).

Fifth, assuming changes might need to be made after the dissertation defense,
and allowing time to finalize illustrations, bibliography, formatting, etc., schedule
the defense least one month before the final submission date (Figure 5 in
orange). Note, that sometimes this will be just before the AAG meeting. Trust me,
few things feel better than going to the AAG with a successfully defended
dissertation!



Sixth, your committee will need time to read your dissertation. Give them a full
month before the defense date. In most years this will be just before spring break
(Figure 6 in orange).

Seventh, assuming for the sake of discussion that your dissertation will consist of
seven chapters (or an introductory chapter, a concluding chapter, and five
papers), you will have to allocate approximately four weeks for each chapter
(Figure 7 in orange).

Eighth, create a detailed outline (tentative table of contents) with chapters,
sections, and subsections. With each chapter consisting of an introduction, a
conclusion, three sections composed of three subsections each. There is no
reason why you cannot write one page a day and complete a 27-page chapterin a
month, and therefore a 189-page dissertation in seven months (Table 1)

Ninth, stop thinking about “writing a dissertation” this year. With a detailed
outline the only thing you should think about in one- or two-day increments is
writing one subsection of one section of one chapter.

Tenth, the steps just outlined should be considered a model. It is offered as
guidelines intended to reduce the mental anguish of what is often seen as
intimidating and overwhelming task. For each student, each year, dates will
change and adjustments will have to be made to their calendars. Each
dissertation is different as per number, length, and details of chapters. And,
changes in previously written chapters will doubtless be needed as new chapters
are written. It is okay to deviate from this, or any other plan. Indeed, it is much
easier to deviate from a plan while writing a dissertation than it is to not have a
plan to deviate from. This is a plan that | have not seen fail.



Figure 1. Blank Dissertation Writing Calendar Based on University of Texas Academic Year 2017-2018

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
Aug-27 28 29 30 31 Sep-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Oct-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 Nov-01 2 3 4
5 6 7 8 9 10 11
12 13 14 15 16 17 18
19 20 21 22 23 24 25
26 27 28 29 30 Dec-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 Jan-01 2 3 4 5 6
7 8 9 10 11 12 13
14 15 16 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27
28 29 30 31 Feb-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 Mar-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 30 31
Apr-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 May-01 2 3 4 5
6 7 8 9 10 11 12
13 14 15 16 17 18 19




Figure 2. Calendar Showing "Book End" Dates

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
Aug 27 AvHBP |28 29 30 31 Sep-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Oct-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 Nov-01 2 3 4
5 6 7 8 9 10 11
12 13 14 15 16 17 18
19 20 21 22 23 24 25
26 27 28 29 30 Dec-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 Jan-01 2 3 4 5 6
7 8 9 10 11 12 13
14 15 16 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27
28 29 30 31 Feb-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 Mar-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 30 31
Apr-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 May-01 2 3 4 5
6 7 8 9 10 11 12
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 Graduate




Figure 3. Calendar Showing Dates of the AAG Meeting, and When Your Committee Might be Unavailable

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
Aug 27 AvHBP |28 29 30 31 Sep-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Oct-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 Nov-01 2 3 4
5 6 7 8 9 10 11
12 13 14 15 16 17 18
19 20 21 22 23 24 25
26 27 28 29 30 Dec-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 Holiday 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 Jan-01 2 3 4 5 6
7 8 9 10 11 12 13
14 15 16 Break 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27
28 29 30 31 Feb-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 Mar-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Spring
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 Break 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 30 31
Apr-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 AAG 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 May-01 2 3 4 5
6 7 8 9 10 11 12
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 Graduate




Figure 4. Calendar Showing the Last Date for Submitting Dissertations to the Graduate School

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
Aug 27 AvHBP |28 29 30 31 Sep-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Oct-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 Nov-01 2 3 4
5 6 7 8 9 10 11
12 13 14 15 16 17 18
19 20 21 22 23 24 25
26 27 28 29 30 Dec-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 Holiday 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 Jan-01 2 3 4 5 6
7 8 9 10 11 12 13
14 15 16 Break 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27
28 29 30 31 Feb-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 Mar-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Spring
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 Break 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 30 31
Apr-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 AAG 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 May-01 2 3 4 Submit 5
6 7 8 9 10 11 12
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 Graduate




Figure 5. Calendar Showing the Date of Your Dissertation Defense

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
Aug 27 AvHBP |28 29 30 31 Sep-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Oct-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 Nov-01 2 3 4
5 6 7 8 9 10 11
12 13 14 15 16 17 18
19 20 21 22 23 24 25
26 27 28 29 30 Dec-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 Holiday 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 Jan-01 2 3 4 5 6
7 8 9 10 11 12 13
14 15 16 Break 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27
28 29 30 31 Feb-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 Mar-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Spring
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 Break 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 30 31
Apr-01 2 3 4 5 6 Defense 7
8 9 10 11 12 AAG 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 May-01 2 3 4 Submit 5
6 7 8 9 10 11 12
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 Graduate




Figure 6. Calendar Showing the Date for Giving the Dissertation to Your Committee

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
Aug 27 AvHBP |28 29 30 31 Sep-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Oct-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 Nov-01 2 3 4
5 6 7 8 9 10 11
12 13 14 15 16 17 18
19 20 21 22 23 24 25
26 27 28 29 30 Dec-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 Holiday 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 Jan-01 2 3 4 5 6
7 8 9 10 11 12 13
14 15 16 Break 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27
28 29 30 31 Feb-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 Mar-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 Committee |10 Spring
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 Break 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 30 31
Apr-01 2 3 4 5 6 Defense 7
8 9 10 11 12 AAG 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 May-01 2 3 4 Submit 5
6 7 8 9 10 11 12
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 Graduate




Figure 7. Calendar of Dissertation Chapter Completion Dates

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday
Aug 27 AvHBP |28 29 30 31 Sep-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 14 15 16
17 18 19 20 21 22 Chapter 1 |23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
Oct-01 2 3 4 5 6 7
8 9 10 11 12 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 Chapter 2 |21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31 Nov-01 2 3 4
5 6 7 8 9 10 11
12 13 14 15 16 17 Chapter 3 |18
19 20 21 22 23 24 25
26 27 28 29 30 Dec-01 2
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 11 12 13 Holiday 14 15 Chapter 4 |16
17 18 19 20 21 22 23
24 25 26 27 28 29 30
31 Jan-01 2 3 4 5 6
7 8 9 10 11 12 Chapter 5 |13
14 15 16 Break 17 18 19 20
21 22 23 24 25 26 27
28 29 30 31 Feb-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 9 Chapter 6 10
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 Mar-01 2 3
4 5 6 7 8 Chapter 7 9 Committee |10 Spring
11 12 13 14 15 16 17
18 Break 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 30 31
Apr-01 2 3 4 5 6 Defense 7
8 9 10 11 12 AAG 13 14
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 May-01 2 3 4 Submit 5
6 7 8 9 10 11 12
13 14 15 16 17 18 19 Graduate




Table 1. Hypothetical dissertation chapter organization

Seven chapters at ~27 pages each = ~189 pages

Chapter Number and Title

Introduction (~1 page)

Section 1
Subsection a (~3 pages)
Subsection b (~3 pages)
Subsection ¢ (~2 pages)

Section 2
Subsection a (~3 pages)
Subsection b (~2 pages)
Subsection ¢ (~3 pages)

Section 3
Subsection a (~2 pages)
Subsection b (~3 pages)
Subsection ¢ (~3 pages)

Summary or Conclusions (~2 pages)
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