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Introduction  
 

 

This intensive seminar will help students to craft an MA thesis argument or identify a research 

question; organize research material and master existing literature on the subject; position your 

own work in relation to other scholarship; create an outline and timeline; give and receive 

feedback; and work towards writing a draft of the final project. While we will bypass the MA 

thesis proposal which many programs require, you will still be expected to provide the 

components which it entails: an abstract and statement of argument, bibliography/review of 

the literature, a description of the methodology you will be using, and a statement of your 

project’s significance to the field. 

 

Goals:  

• Develop a timeline for the completion of your thesis and accountability to help you 

stick to it 

• Finesse a convincing thesis argument or question that will guide your thesis 

• Develop and master a comprehensive annotated bibliography of the scholarship in the 

field, identifying the key arguments and approaches of the authors 

• Present the research methods you will be using in your thesis 

• Present your thesis in a comprehensive way, especially to those not knowledgeable in 

your area of expertise 

• Critique others’ theses and accept critiques of your own work 

• Complete a large portion of a coherent, accurate, well documented, and persuasive MA 

thesis. 
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Note: we will be meeting together for the first weeks, to be followed by intensive individual 

check-in sessions with the instructor every week by Zoom, followed by workshopping and 

critiquing each others’ projects. These individual sessions are not intended to replace the work 

you do with your advisor, of course, but to keep you accountable and on track with your thesis. 

 

 

Assignments:  

 
Abstract 2/11 

Literature/scholarship annotated bibliography 2/25 

Outline and timeline 

Statement of project’s significance 

3/ 4 

Presentation and critique (to be issued before 

class so students can read before) 

5/6, 5/13 

Final package: abstract, annotated 

bibliography, thesis (even if partial) 

 

Note: I will not be judging your thesis on the 

content necessarily, since it’s not my area of 

expertise; but I will be looking at how you 

organize and present the material. 

5/21 

 

 
Reading: 

There will be no required reading (except for your own thesis, of course, but I will be posting 

useful articles on Blackboard every week). 

 

Schedule of Classes 
 

2/4 Introduction; the MA thesis; advisors; expectations for the course; discussion of 

student theses so far 

 

 

2/11 

DUE: 

1. Contact your advisor 

2. Abstract due, stating argument of thesis 

            150-300 words, stating the following: 

                    Your research problem/ argument/statement 

        Aims 

        Methods you’ll be using 

        Conclusion and significance (why should this topic of yours be pursued”    



      The “So what?” question) 

      Keywords (I’m including this because a lot of journal articles now require  

        it) 

       

2/18  

1. One-page description of sources and research materials, to be discussed 

2. Presentation on existing research in the field 

3. Begin compiling and writing annotated bibliography with at least five sources 

4. Revise abstract if necessary 

 

2/25  

1. Annotated bibliography due (5+ pages) 

2. Presentation: how will your thesis engage with this existing scholarship? 

 

3 /4  

1. Outline of thesis and presentation 

2. Statement of the project’s significance 

3. Presentation of your timeline and strategies 

 

 

3/11 

 

Writing time and individual check-in sessions with professor 

 

 

3/18 

 

Writing time and individual check-in sessions with professor 

 

 

 

3/25 

 

Writing time and individual check-in sessions with professor 

 

 

 

4/1 

 

No Class (spring break) 

 

 

4/8 

 

Check in on work: progress report and oral presentations 

 

 

 



 

4/15 

 

Writing time and individual check-in sessions with professor 

 

 

4/22 

 

Writing time and individual check-in sessions with professor 

 

 

4/29 

 

Writing time and individual check-in sessions with professor; those presenting on 5/6 

need to send on the work they have, so others may read it beforehand 

 

 

5/6 

 

Presentations and critiques; those presenting on 5/6 need to send on the work they 

have, so others may read it beforehand 

 

 

 

5/13 

 

Presentations and critiques 

 

 

5/21 

 

 

Thesis and other supporting material due (thesis itself can be partial, or not) 

 

 

The Master’s Thesis 
By Timothy Alborn, Graduate Center and Queens College, CUNY (History) 

http://www.lehman.edu/academics/arts-humanities/thesis_guide.php 

 

• Although many master’s programs are moving away from a full-blown (70+ pages) 

thesis, most still require a substantial research assignment as a graduation requirement. If 

they give you a choice, and you intend to pursue a PhD following your master’s degree, 

you should opt for the longer project, since that will be closer to what you’ll go through 

at the next level. Regardless of the length of the assignment, you’ll be expected to master 

several skills on the way to completing it. You’ll need to choose a topic, read what other 

scholars have written about it, and discover a new angle on that topic.  

• Choosing a topic can be harder than it seems: it needs to be narrow enough for you to be 

able to say something original about it, but not so narrow that it’s either trivial or difficult 

to find material. The danger of choosing a very general topic is that all you’ll be able to 

accomplish in the semester or two you have to work on it will be to summarize what 

others have written; and this is typically not sufficient at the master’s level or higher. Last 



but not least, it needs to be a topic you’re truly interested in. To do outstanding research, 

you need to eat, drink, and sleep it, and this can only happen if you pick a topic that 

sustains your interest. 

• Once you’ve chosen a topic, you need to read what other scholars have written about it 

(this is often known as a “literature review”). You should focus on books and articles 

published in the last five to ten years; these will lead you back to earlier, “classic” works, 

which you’ll also need to learn about. You should also be proactive in seeking advice 

from faculty members at this point—including faculty from other colleges, if there is no 

expert in the field at your college. Electronic databases can provide you with most of 

what you need for a literature review, but there’s no substitute for talking to someone 

who has published in the field. 

• Finally, you need to discover something original to say about your topic that contributes 

to the literature you’ve reviewed. Think of it as joining a conversation halfway through: 

once you’ve figured out what the other people are talking about, you need to find 

something to say that will move the conversation forward. This can be a matter of finding 

new primary sources that put a new spin on a set of old questions, or it could be a new 

interpretation of old evidence by examining it in a new context. 

• By this point you are already well into the process of researching your project. With the 

guidance of your adviser, you will continue digging through primary sources until you 

have the confidence to declare what your original argument is and how you propose to 

make a case for it. You will often be asked to do so in a formal piece of writing known as 

a prospectus or proposal, which will be read by your adviser and often by an additional 

faculty member. This should include your literature review, a thesis statement, a blueprint 

of the work you will undertake in the thesis, and a full bibliography of primary and 

secondary sources. With your prospectus in hand, you are ready for more intensive 

research, in which you collect information that will help you deliver on the promise of 

your prospectus. 

• Next comes the writing process. Everyone has their own methods for organizing 

information and translating it into written work that will be understood by other 

intelligent people. When you’re just getting started, it’s helpful to ask several different 

experienced researchers and writers how they do it. Then pick a method that seems to 

work best for you. 

• The one constant is that you need to be prepared to submit several drafts for revision. 

Without this, your final product might seem fine to you but will, almost inevitably, be full 

of problems. Remember that successful revision is a two-way street. You need to find an 

advisor who is able and willing to offer constructive criticism, but you also need to be 

able and willing to listen to that criticism without taking it personally. A big part of the 

challenge (and it is very challenging!) is being willing to accept that your original plan 

for organizing your material—even if it’s something your adviser signed off on—is 



probably not the best plan, and it’s only after one or more drafts that you and your adviser 

really start figuring out what your argument is and what the best way is to present it. 

• By the time you and your main adviser are satisfied with your research project, you’re 

almost at the end of your master’s degree—but not quite. In most cases, and in contrast to 

most undergraduate assignments, your project will need to be approved by a second 

reader. [Note: this is not the case with BAM]. This is a second test to see if you’ve really 

succeeded in communicating your ideas: since your adviser has been working with you 

all along on the project, he or she might have missed some obvious points. And even the 

best advisers will always bring a different set of interests and concerns to a project from 

those of their colleagues. In the “real world,” academic or otherwise, you always need to 

please many people with whatever you write, not just a single faculty member. Think of 

this as a practice run for the rest of your life. 


