How (not) To Write a BA Thesis – a Brief Manual of Academic Writing
Note: The document is a selective list of some useful hints for writing a BA thesis, not a complete academic writing manual. It aims to highlight some of the most common mistakes made by students in their own writings and to show how to avoid them. The tips are solely concerned with the content of the thesis, not its formal aspect (for that, see the BA thesis writing manual on the KAJ website).






----------------------

The thesis represents a piece of academic writing. In order to stay true to the style required, you will need to avoid two main 'enemies':

a) subjectivity

b) use of informal language

... as explained in more detail below.

AVOIDING SUBJECTIVITY

The purpose of an academic text is to argue your point on the basis of solid evidence, not your subjective feelings. You are asked to draw conclusions based on the data you have collected, not express unfounded opinions. What results from this are the following points:

· Don't 'get philosophical' on the selected topic. Sometimes, students wish to enrich the text with their own thoughts, thus violating the 'objectivity principle', as in the following example:


In my opinion, the British government did the wrong thing in sending troops to Iraq against the 
wishes of the general public. They should have listened to the people's opinion before 
committing British troops to this much-troubled region. Whatever happened to the glorious 
British
democracy?

           Expressions such as in my opinion, I think, it seems to me, etc. have no place in an academic    
text. You are writing a thesis, not a newspaper column. Whatever conclusions you reach, they 
must be supported by something more solid than your own opinions, i.e. by evidence. An 
objectively written paragraph may look something like the following:

           
The decision to send troops to Iraq proved very controversial with the general public, the 
majority of whom were against British involvement in the region [26].  Concerns over 
democracy in Britain were voiced in the media (for more detail, see 2.3.3) and at public 
demonstrations, the largest of them taking place in London in March 2005. These concerns 
appeared justified by the increasingly problematic development in Iraq.

· Avoid any words and expressions with subjective or expressive overtones. In the first, 'unacademic' extract, the words troubled and glorious may serve as an example. Similar words include 'excellent', 'ridiculous', 'clever/stupid', 'precious', etc. These are fine in fiction, book reviews, newspaper opinion columns, TV reports but not a BA thesis. 

· Avoid the use of direct questions. One or two in a thesis are acceptable, but some students take delight in asking more questions than giving answers, e.g.:


Feminism seems strong in Britain today, but has it been really successful? Has it achieved what 
it originally planned? Or are women still discriminated against? What evidence do we find?


Again, it is not your task to philosophize over your topic, but to give solid facts. The use of 
indirect questions (in moderation) is more preferable, e.g.:


It needs to be considered whether feminism has achieved what it originally planned.

· Avoid the use of personal pronouns as much as possible. They spoil the objective tone of your writing and give the readers an impression that they are reading your subjective story, not the objective truth. Here are some examples of sentences and phrases often encountered in students' theses:


We all need education to succeed in society.


We must realize that communication among people takes place on several levels.



I chose this topic because I think it is very relevant for understanding business strategies.

            I asked thirty employees via email to answer my questions, and I received twenty-two replies.


In the first two examples, the personal pronoun refers to the collective 'we', in the other two to


the author of the thesis. In both instances, this can be replaced by more objective/neutral 
structures. 



Education is one of the key factors of success in today's society.


It should be realized/noted that communication....


This topic was selected with respect to its relevance for....


Thirty employees were asked....twenty-two answers were received.


Note that it is especially the passive that helps avoid personal pronouns. On the other hand, 
remember that the sentences must sound natural. The overuse of passives could lead to the text 
being 'unreadable'. Use your language skills to achieve a balance between objectivity and 
readability; English offers plenty of opportunities to say one thing in numerous ways.


Note: The use of 'I' is acceptable where you describe how you proceeded in the research for 
your thesis (if there is a sequence of actions, too many passives may sound 'heavy'):


Firstly, I prepared a simple questionnaire which I distributed.... Secondly, I conducted 
personal interviews with employees....Thirdly, I entered the data collected into a...

AVOIDING INFORMAL LANGUAGE

Knowing how to make your text 'sound academic' takes some experience, mostly gained by doing some previous reading of academic (or at least non-fiction) books/articles. Here are some of the key language features to be avoided in your thesis:

· Avoid contracted forms, e.g. don't, they'll, we'd like, 'cos, etc. They have no place in academic writing. Write the full forms instead.

· Avoid colloquialisms, i.e. expressions suitable for conversation, not formal written English.

Some of the colloquialisms most encountered in BA theses include:


quantifiers:  A lot of factors were involved.

   A lot of effort was put into the project.

   This reaction was a bit / a little bit unexpected.

           replace these with their more formal counterparts:



        A large number of factors were involved. (the verb is plural because the subject is)



        A great amount of effort was put into the project.



        This reaction was slightly/somewhat unexpected.





intensifiers:   English has such a large vocabulary. (> ... has an extensive vocabulary)


 
       The members were so surprised by this news. (> ...were considerably surprised)



       Finding the correct equivalent was really difficult. (> was very difficult)



  .... again, the opportunities for replacing the colloquialism with a more formal 


             expression are numerous.



general verbs (do, make, get ...) and nouns (people, thing)


     
The results I got were a bit inconsistent > The results obtained were slightly 



inconsistent.



People think that violence on TV should be limited. > It is widely believed that 



violence on TV should be limited.



phrasal verbs:   Some phrasal verbs are neutral and thus acceptable (rule out, carry out, look 
into, seek out, do away with, etc.) while others are colloquial and, therefore, to be avoided. 
Here are some examples:


They refused to put up with the situation (> .... to tolerate the situation)


The problems are often sorted out .... (> ...are dealt with....)


various idiomatic expressions  .... the most notorious of them being to be about:


This chapter is about various translation strategies. > This chapter/the present chapter deals 
with/is concerned with various translation strategies.

informal or slang words, such as fun, telly, bad guy, the net, posh,  cool, stuff,  junkie, etc.


· Avoid culture-dependent expressions Assume that your thesis may be read by anyone in the world. Therefore, do not support your explanations by examples that are only limited to a certain culture (Czech, American, etc.)


 The public would not have the right to know what the relations among the contestants are like. 
We would watch another ‘Running Man', a half true story, some carefully chosen and modified 
scenes.


In this example, the allusion to the novel/film Running Man works for only those who have 
heard of it. For the rest, the comparison is meaningless.

SOME TIPS ON THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

· Introduction. 
The very first chapter should give the reader an idea of the objective and structure of the thesis, as well as the sources and methods used. Within the first two paragraphs, the objective should be clearly stated, perhaps also accompanied by an explanation why the topic was selected. For instance:


The Bachelor's thesis deals with recent trends in the British education system. Its objective is to 
show both the positive and negative effects of education reforms implemented by a series of 
New Labour governments since 1997. The topic was selected with respect to its relevance for 
the general state of British society today, as well as for the country's future ability to compete 
on the global market.


If your thesis deals with the translation of texts from a selected specialized area, you can state 
your personal interest in the area as the reason for your choice.

Besides providing the objective of the thesis, you should also indicate what field/subfield of 
humanities your topic contributes to (Translation Studies, Cultural Studies, Media Studies, English Syntax, Business Studies, etc.). This gives an impression that the thesis is supported by solid theory (and is not merely a piece of writing without any methodological background). 
Perhaps one or two sentences about the content of the given field would also be helpful (e.g. a 
definition of Cultural Studies, Syntax, etc.)


Next, describe briefly how the thesis is structured (what the individual parts of the thesis deal 
with). This should be provided here, in the introduction, not in the conclusion as some students 
incorrectly think!

The introduction should also contain a brief overview of the sources for your research. Do not 
go into detail (this is the task of the Bibliography section); simply state, for instance, that most 
of your sources were articles from the Internet editions of British newspapers (name two or 
three), plus you also used some printed monographs on the topic (name one or two). If you have 
done some authentic research (questionnaires, interviews or a glossary of a terminology not yet 
presented in any dictionary available), make sure you stress this fact in your introduction. Do 
not be afraid to advertise your originality!
A note on the sources: Pay special attention to the selection of your sources. Where possible, choose printed sources by respected authors or electronic articles in scientific journals. Another acceptable source is newspaper articles (if your thesis deals with their analysis) or various studies and reports by reputable organizations, such as Office for National Statistics, the BBC, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (British charity conducting social research) and so on.
· Theoretical part 
Each thesis should provide an overview of the theory regarding the subject selected. Thus, in a translation thesis there will be some fundamentals of translatology, in a grammar thesis some linguistic theory, in a realia thesis some historical/cultural background. The theoretical part is written on the basis of secondary literature, not primary sources. This makes it rather easier to write than the research part but less valuable due to its 'compilation' character. Make sure you provide sufficient references to the secondary literature!

· Research part (my own term). This is the body of your work. Its structure and content will always depend on your topic, so no generalizations will be made here. Well, perhaps one – make sure you finish each chapter of this part with a mini-conclusion. The readers will wish to know what findings you have made for each area discussed.

Some students pay great attention to the theoretical part and neglect the research itself. Don't let it happen to you! Equally, don't allow the style of writing in this practical part to be different from that of the theoretical part. It may lead to suspicions of plagiarizing. The style should be consistent across the thesis; there is no reason for you to make more mistakes in one part of the thesis than another.

· Conclusion  
The conclusion should summarize the main results of your research. There is no new information here, but there can (and should) be some generalization based on the evidence presented earlier in the thesis. A typical extract from the conclusion may look something like the following:


As discussed in 3.2, the greatest problem in translating texts dealing with transpersonal 
psychology proved to be the non-existence of Czech equivalents for some English terms. Where 
possible, suggested translations have been provided (all of them having been consulted with 
a specialist). In some problematic instances, however, the original English terms have been 
preserved, with brief encyclopaedic notes explaining their meanings. Due to the increasing 
interest in transpersonal psychology in the Czech Republic, it is very likely that yet more 
equivalents of English specialized terms will soon enter the Czech language, coined by experts 
involved in the given field.
As stated earlier, do not repeat the structure of the thesis in the conclusion. Repeat and 
summarize the results! A good ending to the conclusion is the suggestion how the topic could be further elaborated; how the research might continue in the future. The concluding sentences 
should be written with particular care as they will capture the attention of the readers. Make 
them interesting!

SOME FINAL TIPS ON MORE EFFECTIVE WRITING 
· Academic  caution

In their writing, many students have a tendency to make statements that are too categorical, failing to recognize the often intricate nature of reality.  Here are some typical examples:

The world is becoming a very dangerous place.

British people are conservative.

Lady Diana was loved by the whole nation.

The 1960s were definitely the best period in British history.

And some examples of corresponding expressions:

all; every; always; certainly obviously; clearly; absolutely; obviously; definitely; in my essay I have proved; there is no doubt that, etc.
However, good academic writing uses caution (sometimes referred to as “hedging”) – careful phrasing which makes sure that your arguments cannot be easily challenged. Writing with caution means avoiding categorical or overly general statements.
Some examples of the language of caution:

verbs: appear, seem, suggest, indicate, tend to






                 modal verbs: could, may, might, would, should





                  adjectives: likely, probable, possible, potential





                       adverbs: usually, generally, normally, predominantly
Also, while using cautious expressions, it is recommendable to support your statements with some evidence or specific examples, as you can see below:

Non-cautious sentence: Japanese is an extremely difficult language.

Cautious sentence: A considerable number of learners consider Japanese a difficult language, especially owing to its writing system comprising four alphabets.

Note: Write cautiously but not over-cautiously, otherwise your writing will come across as unconvincing, such as:

It is probable that a senior party politician might, in some instances, possibly challenge the party leader.

· Use of discourse markers
Never start sentences with and, but and so. Make full use of discourse markers, such as in addition, however, nevertheless, on the other hand, therefore, thus, accordingly, etc. See what difference this makes:


The use of the split infinitive is acceptable in contemporary English. But some speakers still 
regard it as unnatural. (incorrect)


>>>>  The use of the split infinitive is acceptable in contemporary English. However, some 
speakers still regard it as unnatural. (correct)

            Television programmes tend to be full of violence. And there is a great deal of offensive 
language, too. (incorrect)


Television programmes tend to be full of violence. In addition,  there is a great deal of 
offensive language. (correct).

            The company suffered huge losses. So hundreds of jobs were cut.  (incorrect)


The company suffered huge losses. As a result, hundreds of jobs were cut. (correct)
Here is a list of the most common discourse markers. Do not forget that most are separated by a comma.


 addition: in addition, additionally, furthermore, moreover, besides, what is more, as well as 

 contrast:  however, on the other hand, in contrast, despite, in spite of, even though, on the  

                   contrary

             reason: since, as, due to, owing to, because of

             result: as a result, as a consequence, consequently, hence, thus

             condition:  as long as, in the event of, provided that, assuming that, given that

·  Use of quotations and references
Do not use quotations excessively, and do not make them too long. A quotation (i.e. the actual words, either spoken or written, of someone else) is refreshing to include from time to time, as it makes the text more vivid and gives it authenticity. However, too many quotations make you look lazy (why should I use my own words when I can quote?). One or two quotations per page are fine. In the remaining instances, paraphrase the information presented by the source and use a reference to the source instead.
For example:  As argued by Vickery [55], the introduction of tea into England played a key role in the development of social life of the middle classes.
Alternatively, you don’t need to mention the author at all, just paraphrase the argumentation and  

provide a reference to the source – by checking the References section, the readers can find for  

themselves the origin of your information.
A reference is an acknowledgment of the fact that you are using another author’s information or idea.
A reference should be provided when you state some important information whose source a potential reader of your thesis might want to check. References are often provided when you give specific numbers, dates, statistics or other vital data. Often, references are used when you state some important idea, opinion or controversial claim.
References give more authority to your writing and also protect you from charges of plagiarism.

Students sometimes display two extremes: either they give very few references or, on the contrary, use too many of them. Lack of references raises doubts about the credibility of the thesis (what are the author’s sources?); excess of references, again, gives an impression of “lazy work“(see the section about quotations above). Students often worry that if they don’t cram their pages with references, their work will be considered „unacademic“ and will be failed. Do not worry! 3-4 references per page are enough. As always, it’s a fine balance between relying on the sources and your own powers of formulation and paraphrase. Here’s an extract from an article (written by the author of this Manual) demonstrating the use of references:

“We are all middle-class now,” exclaimed John Prescott, a senior New Labour figure, shortly after the party’s landslide victory in 1997 (Webb 2011). A soundbite rather than a reflection of social reality, this assertion not only demonstrated the shift of the New Labour project from the left to the centre, but also voiced a vision of a more affluent, meritocratic Britain, no longer divided by traditional class barriers. Fifteen years on, the false optimism of this statement is evident. Class awareness remains an entrenched element of British society, while social mobility, a pre-requisite to greater social equality, has been in steady decline. What is more, the position of the British middle class, so far relatively secure and comfortable, is becoming vulnerable under the strains of the present economic recession. The “coping classes”, another name popularly given to the middling sections of British society, are finding it increasingly more difficult to cope. 

The present paper aims to provide an analysis of the recent changes faced by the British middle class, both from economic, social and cultural points of view. Before that task is undertaken, some theoretical background may help to illuminate the relevance of discussing British society in terms of class. Cultural historian Arthur Marwick has called the British class system “that topic all absorbing”, emphasizing the crucial role of class as an identity indicator in contemporary Britain (Marwick 2003, 17).  Even in the face of sweeping demographic changes, class is showing remarkable resilience, as numerous polls repeatedly demonstrate.

The term “class” may require some initial explication. In his seminal book Class in Britain, historian David Cannadine argues for three models of social structure that have developed over centuries and have provided the British with a means of making sense of their position in society (Cannadine 2000, 20). The first and oldest is the hierarchical model of ranks and orders. Medieval in origin, this model perceived society as “providentially ordained, hierarchically ordered and organically interconnected” (Cannadine 2000, 26), with each rank being essential to the functioning of the organic whole. Though being used mainly in pre-industrial Britain, the model did not die out completely, playing a role in the visions of some twentieth-century, conservative-minded writers or politicians (Evelyn Waugh, Stanley Baldwin and, to some extent, even Margaret Thatcher).

The second model, the tripartite system comprising the upper class, the middle class and the working class (with possible subdivisions, plus the addition of an underclass) came into existence during the Industrial Revolution as a result of the rapid growth of cities and urban populations. This is the model which is most commonly referred to when discussing class  and in terms of which the majority of British population identify their social position.

The third, dualistic model of “two nations” (i.e. the rich and the poor, or “them” and “us”) originated during the nineteenth century and was popularized by Benjamin Disraeli in his novel Sibyl.1 Despite having its roots in Victorian social divisions, the model has also proved viable in more recent periods, having been evoked by a series writers, artists and political figures (examples including the concept of U and non-U language by novelist Nancy Mitford, the rhetoric of The Guardian journalist Polly Toynbee or the song Common People by the Britpop band Pulp).  For the purposes of the present paper, the tripartite model will be primarily used, with reference to the two nations model where needed. 

Having outlined the three possible concepts of class, some delimitation of the term “middle class” needs to be provided. Here, definitions vary greatly, especially when made from the economic point of view, i.e. when attempting to define middle class membership on the basis of income. The solution most workable for the purposes of the present paper appears to be the delimitation used by sociologists Nicolas Abercrombie and Alan Warde, who define the middle class on the basis of occupation, given that the other attributes of class (social and cultural patterns, etc.) are to a great extent linked to the occupation performed by the individual (Abercrombie and Warde 2000, 168-176).
Source: Alice Tihelková: Recent Changes in the Role and Status of the British Middle Class.  (ACTA FF 2014)






--------------------------

Finally, remember …. you cannot write a good BA thesis unless you have done some amount of reading in the English language. Novels, short stories, newspaper articles, non-fiction – all these provide you with means of enhancing your vocabulary and developing an appropriate style of writing. Do read, even if it’s just on the train or during a coffee break. Your written output will look natural, rather than resembling Czech sentences translated literally into English. If you don’t have time to read, at least listen to good old BBC. Authentic language lives in real texts (written or spoken), not in English textbooks or grammars!
Good luck with your thesis.
Alice Tihelková

