
Making  The  Implicit  Explicit
Creating  Performance  Expectations
For The Dissertation

Making  the  Implicit  Explicit:
Creating  Performance  Expectations
for the Dissertation
The doctoral dissertation—a monumental undertaking requiring years of
dedicated  research  and  meticulous  writing—often  suffers  from  a
critical flaw: unclear performance expectations. While deadlines and
general submission guidelines exist, the nuanced criteria for success
frequently remain implicit. This article addresses the crucial need
for making these expectations explicit, outlining strategies for both
students and supervisors to foster a clear understanding of what
constitutes  a  high-performing  dissertation.  We  will  explore
techniques for defining *research quality*, managing *expectations
for writing clarity*, and navigating the *supervisory relationship*
to ensure a successful outcome. This process will improve the overall
*dissertation process* and reduce unnecessary stress and rework.

Understanding  the  Need  for  Explicit
Expectations
Many  dissertation  struggles  stem  from  a  lack  of  transparency
regarding performance standards. Students often enter the process
with a vague understanding of what their supervisor considers "good
enough,"  leading  to  anxiety,  revisions,  and  potential  delays.
Supervisors,  too,  can  benefit  from  a  clear  articulation  of
expectations,  ensuring  that  their  feedback  is  consistent,
constructive, and aligned with university guidelines and disciplinary
norms.  Explicitly  defining  performance  expectations  improves
communication, reduces ambiguity, and creates a more productive and
collaborative research environment. This proactive approach prevents
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misunderstandings  and  allows  for  timely  intervention  should  the
dissertation  fall  short  of  the  desired  quality.

### Defining Success: Beyond the Word Count

The simple act of setting a word count, while essential, doesn't
define success. A lengthy dissertation filled with poor research and
weak arguments falls short of expectations, regardless of its length.
True success lies in the quality of research, the strength of the
argument, the clarity of the writing, and the overall contribution to
the  field.  Defining  these  aspects  explicitly  requires  careful
consideration:

Research Quality: This includes the rigor of the methodology, the
validity and reliability of the data, the appropriate use of
theoretical frameworks, and the originality of the contribution.
Defining specific criteria for these aspects—for example, the
number of interviews required for a qualitative study or the
statistical  significance  levels  for  quantitative  research—is
vital.
Writing Clarity: Clear, concise, and well-structured writing is
non-negotiable. Expectations should include aspects like proper
referencing,  logical  argumentation,  consistent  style,  and
effective use of evidence. Specific guidelines regarding writing
style manuals (e.g., APA, MLA) and expectations for grammar and
syntax should be made explicit.
Supervisory Relationship: A healthy supervisory relationship is
crucial.  Clear  communication  channels,  regular  meetings  with
agreed-upon agendas, and a supportive yet challenging environment
are  all  essential.  Explicitly  defining  the  roles  and
responsibilities of both supervisor and student fosters trust and
mutual understanding.

Strategies for Making Expectations Explicit
Creating  clear  performance  expectations  requires  a  collaborative
effort  between  the  student  and  supervisor.  This  involves  open
communication, careful documentation, and a willingness to adapt as
the dissertation progresses.

Developing a Detailed Dissertation Proposal: The proposal should
not just outline the research topic and methodology. It must
explicitly state the expected outcomes, the criteria for judging
success,  and  a  realistic  timeline  for  completion.  This
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collaborative document serves as a living contract, constantly
refined throughout the research process.
Regular  Progress  Meetings:  Scheduled  meetings  provide
opportunities to assess progress, address challenges, and adjust
expectations as needed. Using a structured approach to these
meetings, such as an agenda and minutes, ensures accountability
and transparency.
Feedback Mechanisms: Establish a clear system for providing and
receiving  feedback.  This  might  involve  regular  drafts,  peer
reviews, and formal progress reports. Clear guidelines on the
type and frequency of feedback ensure consistency and prevent
misunderstandings.
Using Checklists and Milestones: Breaking down the dissertation
into smaller, manageable tasks with associated deadlines helps
maintain momentum and allows for regular assessment of progress
against expectations. This approach provides concrete markers of
achievement and simplifies the overall process.

The Benefits of Explicit Expectations
The advantages of clarifying expectations extend beyond the immediate
completion of the dissertation. These include:

Reduced  Stress  and  Anxiety:  Clear  expectations  alleviate
uncertainty and allow students to focus on the research itself,
rather  than  constantly  worrying  about  meeting  undefined
standards.
Improved  Time  Management:  A  well-defined  plan,  with  clearly
articulated milestones and deadlines, promotes efficient time
management and prevents procrastination.
Higher Quality Dissertation: Explicit expectations promote higher
quality research, clearer writing, and a more rigorous argument,
ultimately leading to a more impactful and valuable contribution
to the field.
Enhanced Supervisor-Student Relationship: Open communication and
collaborative  goal-setting  foster  a  positive  and  productive
working relationship, improving the overall experience for both
parties.

Navigating Potential Challenges
While  establishing  clear  expectations  is  beneficial,  potential
challenges  may  arise.  These  include:
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Resistance  to  Change:  Both  supervisors  and  students  may  be
resistant to adopting new methods for defining expectations.
Overcoming  this  requires  a  collaborative  approach  and  a
willingness  to  compromise.
Differing Interpretations: Despite clear guidelines, different
interpretations of expectations can occur. Regular communication
and  constructive  feedback  are  crucial  in  addressing  these
differences.
Unexpected  Challenges:  Unforeseen  challenges,  such  as  data
collection difficulties or changes in the research environment,
may  require  a  reassessment  of  expectations.  Flexibility  and
adaptability are key to navigating these hurdles.

Conclusion
Making the implicit explicit in the dissertation process is not
merely good practice; it’s essential for success. By clearly defining
performance expectations regarding research quality, writing clarity,
and the supervisory relationship, both students and supervisors can
create a more transparent, collaborative, and ultimately, rewarding
experience. This proactive approach ensures that the dissertation
process is not only completed successfully but also fosters a deeper
understanding  of  the  research  process  and  the  development  of
essential  research  skills.  The  investment  in  creating  explicit
expectations pays dividends in terms of reduced stress, improved
quality, and a more positive overall experience.

FAQ
Q1: How can I ensure my dissertation proposal adequately addresses
performance expectations?

A1:  Your  proposal  should  detail  your  research  question(s),
methodology, data analysis plan, and expected outcomes. Crucially, it
should also include specific criteria for assessing the quality of
your  research  (e.g.,  sample  size,  statistical  power,  types  of
evidence). Discuss with your supervisor how your findings will be
evaluated and what constitutes a successful contribution to your
field. Define specific criteria for writing clarity, referencing, and
style.

Q2: What if my supervisor and I disagree on performance expectations?

A2: Open and honest communication is paramount. Schedule a meeting to
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discuss your differing perspectives. Refer to relevant university
guidelines and disciplinary norms. Try to reach a compromise that
balances both your perspectives and meets the minimum requirements of
your program. If disagreements persist, consider seeking mediation
from a faculty member or departmental advisor.

Q3: How often should I meet with my supervisor to discuss progress?

A3: The frequency of meetings should be agreed upon collaboratively.
Regular  meetings,  perhaps  monthly  or  bi-monthly,  are  generally
recommended,  especially  during  the  writing  stages.  However,  the
specific  frequency  might  adjust  depending  on  the  stage  of  the
research process and individual needs.

Q4: How can I incorporate feedback effectively into my dissertation?

A4:  Treat  feedback  as  a  valuable  opportunity  for  improvement.
Actively  listen  to  your  supervisor's  comments,  ask  clarifying
questions, and document all feedback received. Prioritize revisions
based on the importance and impact of the suggested changes. Consider
seeking feedback from peers or other faculty members for diverse
perspectives.

Q5: What should I do if I’m falling behind schedule?

A5:  Immediately  communicate  your  concerns  to  your  supervisor.
Together, reassess your timeline and identify potential reasons for
the delay. Collaboratively adjust your plan, setting new realistic
deadlines  and  priorities.  Discuss  potential  solutions,  such  as
reducing the scope of the project or adjusting the timeline for
specific tasks.

Q6: How can I ensure my dissertation is original and contributes to
the field?

A6: Thoroughly review existing literature in your field to identify
gaps in knowledge and research areas that need further exploration.
Develop a clear research question that addresses these gaps. Clearly
articulate  your  research's  theoretical  framework  and  methodology,
ensuring rigor and innovation in your approach. Your contribution
should be substantiated by your findings and clearly articulated in
your conclusions.

Q7:  Are  there  any  resources  available  to  help  with  setting
performance  expectations?
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A7:  Yes,  many  universities  provide  guidelines  and  resources  for
dissertation students. Consult your department's website or contact
your graduate program advisor for information on relevant policies,
handbooks, or workshops. You can also seek advice from experienced
researchers or mentors within your field.

Q8: What if my dissertation doesn’t meet initial expectations?

A8: This is a common occurrence. Don't panic. Openly discuss the
shortfall  with  your  supervisor  and  explore  potential  solutions,
including revising your methodology, focusing on specific aspects of
your research, or adjusting the scope of your work. Remember, the
goal is to produce a high-quality dissertation that reflects your
best work, even if it means adjusting your initial expectations.

Making  the  Implicit  Explicit:  Creating
Performance Expectations for the Dissertation
The arduous journey of completing a dissertation is often fraught
with uncertainty. While the ultimate goal – a winning defense – is
generally understood, the path to reaching that goal is frequently
left unclear. This lack of clarity can lead to frustration, delay,
and ultimately, shortcomings to meet expectations. Therefore, the
vital first step in navigating this complex process is to make the
implicit explicit: to articulate clearly the performance expectations
for the dissertation. This article will explore how to transform
these unspoken assumptions into tangible, assessable goals, leading
to a more effective and less anxiety-inducing dissertation writing
experience.

Defining Success: From Abstract to Concrete

Many  students  begin  their  dissertation  endeavor  with  a  general
concept  of  what  success  entails.  They  may  envision  themselves
presenting a completed document, but lack a detailed understanding of
the benchmarks by which that success will be judged. The first stage
is to clarify these criteria. This requires a thorough examination of
the university's guidelines, the supervisor's preferences, and even
the implicit norms within the scholarly field.

This method often involves engaging in a frank discussion with the
supervisor. Questions to inquire include:

What constitutes an "original contribution" within the context of
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this dissertation?
What  are  the  main  aspects  of  the  methodology  that  will  be
evaluated?
What extent of literature review is necessary?
How will the clarity, unity, and organization of the dissertation
be assessed?
What are the specific expectations for presentation quality?

By proactively soliciting clarification on these points, students can
sidestep  misunderstandings  and  potential  conflicts  later  in  the
process. The supervisor's input, documented where possible, provides
a robust foundation for setting performance expectations.

Creating Measurable Goals: Breaking Down the Dissertation

Once the overall expectations are understood, the next stage is to
break down the dissertation into smaller components with distinct
goals. Instead of focusing on the daunting task of writing an entire
dissertation, students can concentrate on realistic milestones. These
milestones could include:

Completing a comprehensive literature review by a specific date.
Finalizing the methodology section within a given timeframe.
Gathering and analyzing data by a particular deadline.
Writing and revising individual sections according to a pre-
determined schedule.

Each of these milestones should be measurable. Instead of "write a
good literature review," the goal might be "complete a literature
review of at least 50 relevant articles, organized thematically, by
[date]".  This  provides  a  tangible  marker  of  progress,  enabling
students and supervisors to track development effectively.

Utilizing Tools and Techniques: Tracking Progress and Maintaining
Momentum

Several tools can assist this process. Project management software
like Trello or Asana can be used to create visual representations of
the dissertation's structure and progress. These tools allow for
efficient  task  management,  partnership  with  the  supervisor,  and
tracking  of  deadlines.  Regular  sessions  with  the  supervisor  to
evaluate progress and address challenges are also essential.

The Power of Regular Feedback: Refining and Improving
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The process of setting and achieving performance expectations is not
a direct one. It is an repetitive process that involves regular
feedback and adjustment. Regular meetings with the supervisor allow
for the review of progress, the identification of challenges, and the
adjustment of goals as necessary. This flexible approach ensures that
the dissertation stays on track and that unforeseen difficulties are
addressed promptly.

Conclusion:

Making the implicit explicit, in the context of a dissertation, is
crucial to success. By clearly defining performance expectations,
breaking  down  the  dissertation  into  realistic  milestones,  and
utilizing tools and techniques for following progress, students can
transform  a  daunting  task  into  a  systematic  and  ultimately,
fulfilling experience. The key lies in candid communication with the
supervisor,  regular  feedback,  and  a  adaptable  approach  to  goal-
setting.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: What if my supervisor isn't supportive in defining expectations?

A1: Proactively initiate the conversation, presenting a sketch of
your understanding of the expectations and soliciting feedback. If
issues persist, consider requesting advice from other faculty members
or the graduate program coordinator.

Q2: How often should I meet with my supervisor to discuss progress?

A2: The frequency of meetings will change depending on your needs and
the nature of your research. A good starting point is to schedule
routine meetings at least once a month.

Q3: What if I lag on my timeline?

A3: Don't panic. Communicate the issue promptly with your supervisor.
Together,  you  can  re-evaluate  the  timeline,  identify  any
difficulties,  and  create  a  modified  plan.

Q4: How can I stay motivated throughout the extended dissertation
process?

A4: Celebrate small achievements, break down the work into smaller,
realistic tasks, and remember your final goal. Remember to practice
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self-care and seek support from peers or mentors when needed.
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