THE WRITE STUFF
Many doctoral candidates will tell you that the biggest
obstacle they face in obtaining a Ph.D. is a task that’s
completely in their own hands: their doctoral dissertation.
That’s why nine UMBC graduate students have assembled on
the third floor of The Commons bright and early on a Monday
in July to attend “Dissertation House” – a weeklong session of
goal-setting, dedicated working time and concrete advice
from experts aimed at getting them closer to finishing the
capstone of their graduate experience.
The week of coaching was created by PROMISE – Maryland’s
Alliance for Graduate Education and the Professoriate, which
includes UMBC as well as the University of Maryland
campuses at Baltimore and College Park. PROMISE is one of 21 alliances created by the National Science Foundation (NSF) to
increase the number of U.S. students receiving Ph.D.’s in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (or “STEM”)
disciplines, with a special focus on boosting the numbers of doctorates taken by minority students.
The “head coach” of Dissertation House is Wendy Carter, a nationally renowned expert on strategies for dissertation
completion. (She’s even written a book and created a company – TADA!: Thesis and Dissertation Accomplished – to tackle the
completion problems that students face.)
Carter shares her mantra with the assembled graduate students: “A good dissertation is a done dissertation.” After laying out
challenges and offering tips (“When you read journal articles, always do a summary”), she has the students write their goals for
the week on large sheets of white paper hung on the walls of the room.
The coaching starts as soon as the students present those goals to the group. Carter urges some students to clarify their tasks,
and revise them towards greater self-accountability. “They need to be measurable,” she tells the group.
Renetta Garrison Tull, the director of the PROMISE program, says that participants gain valuable tips and advice from Carter and
a wide range of guest speakers throughout the week – including Janet Rutledge, the dean of UMBC’s Graduate School and vice
provost for graduate education, who stresses the importance of developing a strong mentoring relationship with one’s thesis
advisor.
Tull also sees personal transformation and the acquisition of clarity, direction and self-discipline in the dissertation process as
the key benefit of the weeklong experience. She tells the students that such things don’t come easily – and that Dissertation
House is intended to be a catalyst to get them there. “We don’t leave you where you are,” she tells the group. “We move you
forward. And sometimes that’s uncomfortable.” The Dissertation House was founded in 2006 and has shepherded over 70
students to Ph.D. completion in its first five years.
And when Friday rolls around for the Summer 2011 class, the sense that these nine students are on their way to joining those
other alumni is palpable. The room is abuzz with activity, and the lists of goals placed on the wall on Monday are now
emblazoned with items crossed out or checked off.
Look for them in a commencement ceremony soon.
— Richard Byrne ’86

