	
	
	



Cell & Molecular Biology Graduate Program
Preparing your Dissertation


This document is intended to assist you in preparing your dissertation.  Your dissertation will represent the culmination of your PhD work and should showcase your original research; contributions you have made through collaborative projects may also be included.
In its final form, your dissertation should demonstrate your expertise in the field, your skill in scientific writing, and your technical accomplishments.  

These points below are not strict requirements; rather, they are suggestions for how you might develop your document.  Ultimately, the dissertation’s content is determined by you, your advisor, and your dissertation committee.  

Students may follow the guidelines of the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE), which sets standards for scholarly publication. The ICMJE provides recommendations on authorship criteria, conflict of interest disclosure, reporting practices, data sharing, and ethical standards.  It is particularly important to discuss authorship with your advisor.  

1. Chapters of the dissertation.
· Chapter 1: Review of the literature. This chapter establishes the scholarly foundation for your research.  Its purpose is to critically evaluate and organize the existing body of knowledge related to your topic so that the reader understands:

· An overview of the significance of your field of research; why the problem you are working on matters. 
· What is already known in your field
· What is debated, controversial, or uncertain.
· Where gaps in knowledge or opportunities exist for further study
· How your research fits in, and what your overall hypothesis is.
· What questions you will answer in your research chapters, and briefly, how.

A strong literature review cites all relevant sources, and functions both as a map and a justification for the work you will present: It maps the intellectual landscape of your topic and justifies the need for your specific project within that landscape. 

Many students write and publish Review Articles at some point during their PhD studies. If appropriate, students may use the published Review as the Literature Review Chapter, or portions of it.  If a review article has been written by multiple individuals, it is suggested that the sections not written by the student be attributed appropriately.    

· Chapter 2: Research chapters. In the dissertation, these chapters   often follow the IMRaD structure (Introduction, Methods, Results, and Discussion) commonly used in journal publications.  Chapters may consist of published or unpublished work. For published work,  the manuscript may be inserted directly into the dissertation provided that the formatting is acceptable to the requirements of the Graduate School.

· Final Chapter: Conclusions and Future Directions. Here, the students bring the entire dissertation together, articulate the broader significance of your findings, and identify what experiments or questions arise from your work that could be addressed in future studies. This chapter is your opportunity to claim your contribution, show you understand where it fits into the larger scientific conversation, and guide others towards the next step of discovery. A well-written chapter should:
· 
· Synthesize, not just summarize
· Integrate the main findings from all dissertation chapters into a coherent narrative.
· Highlight overarching patterns, relationships, or themes that emerged across the studies.
· State the big-picture conclusions
· Explain how your work advances the understanding in your field.
· Relate your conclusions back to the research questions and hypothesis posed in the introduction. 
· Discuss the significance and implications
· Identify theoretical, methodological, and/or practical contributions of your work.
· Explain the relevance of your findings to the broader discipline.
· Acknowledge limitations
· Transparently note the scope and constraints of your research
· Address how these limitations might affect the interpretation or application of results.
· Propose future directions
· Suggest specific next steps for research that builds upon your findings
· Identify unanswered questions, gaps revealed by your work, and opportunities for new approaches

2. Attribution of the Contributions made by of the Student and Collaborators.  Chapters often describe research designed and conducted primarily by the student. However, modern science is frequently a collaborative effort, and manuscripts are often edited and co-written by a team.  If the student, adviser, and research committee agree, students may include figures and written sections produced by collaborators.  In such cases, it is important that the student provides proper attribution.  A widely accepted method is to include a CRediT statement (Contributor Roles Taxonomy) at the beginning of the chapter.  This standardized system defines and acknowledges the specific contributions of each individual involved in the work.   


3.  Enjoy the process!  We recognize that completing a dissertation is a challenging and significant undertaking, and we encourage you to seek support and stay engaged throughout the process, while also seeking to enjoy the experience and take pride in producing a work that reflects your dedication and contributions to the field.
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