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Dissertation Lab 

• Dealing with obstacles and myths 
• Discovering your creative process 
• Finding your integral voice 



Dealing with obstacles 

• Writing may not be the hardest part of the 
dissertation process 
 

• The biggest obstacles may be 
psychological 
 
 



Dealing with psychological obstacles 

• Overwhelm: unmanaged chaos 
• Choose a topic you’re passionate about 
• Focus (the inquiry, each chapter, each section) 
• Break the project into small, manageable sections you 

can finish in a predictable amount of time, preferably a 
single writing session 

• Think of your dissertation as several 20 to 40 page 
reports 
 

• Negative thoughts 
• Being overpowered by negative thoughts, self-defeating 

thoughts 
• Make a deal with your inner critic to show up when 

you’re ready to edit 
 

Retrieved from www.columbia.edu/cu/ 
tat/pdfs/dissertation.pdf 



Dealing with psychological obstacles 

• Isolation 
• Form a peer group 
• Join a writing group 
• Explain your work out loud to help formulate and clarify 

you ideas, which leads to more sophisticated, logical, 
and compelling thinking and writing 
 

• Anxiety of engaging in the academic 
community 
• Work closely with your chair 
• Seek out experts on your topic area 
• Talking about your inquiry is great practice for your 

defense 
 Retrieved from www.columbia.edu/cu/ 

tat/pdfs/dissertation.pdf 



Academic Writing Myths 
• I’m only writing when I’m writing 

• Writing is research, thinking, imagining, creating, 
brainstorming, revising, reorganizing—it’s a dynamic process 
 

• There are as many ways to “write” as there are writers. 
Explore your own creative process. 
 

• It’s not perfect enough to submit to my chair 
• There is no such thing as perfection. Writing is subjective 

and, depending on your mood, what you have recently read, 
new thoughts you’ve had, your writing environment and more, 
you may feel compelled to change what you have written so 
how can it ever be “perfect.” 
 

• Declare a chapter “good enough” to move on to other 
sections, then come back and revise. 



Academic Writing Myths 

• Never use “I”  
• What’s important is to express an authentic voice 

while understanding the “rules” for the dissertation, 
your field, conferences, and publications. 
 

• The work must be objective 
• What does it mean to be objective? 
• How will you know if you are being too subjective? 
• How can we move beyond the disembodied 

Cartesian style of academic writing? 
 



A Dissertation is Transformative 

• The process moves us from: 
 
• Course-takers to scholars 

 
• Consuming information to contributing knowledge; 

from readers to writers with a unique voice 
 

• Transactional education to creative inquiry, which 
is inviting and alive. 
 
 



Dissertation as a Creative Process 

• Incorporating creativity means the 
process is: 
• Messy 
• Non-linear 
• Inspired by intuition and other ways of knowing 

 
• As creator, the knower and the inquiry 

develop together 
 

• Creativity shifts the focus 
 
 
 



Discovering Your Creative Process 
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Balancing Creativity and Science 

• There is artistry in the interaction between the 
rigid and the fluid, between chaos and order. 
 

• Creativity is deepened and transformed when 
tethered to the rules and theory of science. Within 
the boundaries of structure and logical analysis, 
creativity has something to bounce against to 
create a new, original form.  
 



Balancing Creativity and Science 

“Imagination is more important than 
knowledge” ~Albert Einstein 

 

• “Imagination brings knowledge to life” 
 

• Imagination and creativity: 
• “are the driving force behind change, 

adaptation and evolution” 
• the source of new possibilities, dreams, and 

action 
 

 
*Dilts, R., Epstein, T., & Dilts, R. W. (1991). Tools for dreamers: Strategies for creativity and 
the structure of innovation. Cupertino, CA: Meta Publications. 



Sousanis, N. (2015). Unflattening. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 



Putting it all Together 

• Once we dispel the myths and overcome our 
obstacles, we liberate our thinking, our 
writing, and ourselves. 
 

• By discovering your own creative process, 
you can learn to create at will and find your 
flow rather than be at the mercy of mood or 
inspiration. 
 

• By balancing science and imagination, 
dominant discourse and unique perspective, 
an authentic integral voice can emerge from 
within. 
 



Integral Voice: 
Balancing Creativity and Science 

• Establish a reasonable, open-minded tone 
that promises honest consideration of a 
question.* 
 

• Consider yourself and the reader for a 
Perspective that is interesting, inviting, and 
engaging. 
 

• How did you learn to write? Is your writing 
voice and authentic version of you? 

*Retrieved from www.columbia.edu/cu/ 
tat/pdfs/dissertation.pdf 



Integral Voice: 
Balancing Creativity and Science 

• For you, what is the voice that lies at the 
intersection of knowledge and creativity? 
 

• Write for you, revise for the reader.  
• Can you imagine shared goals and expectations 

with your reader?  
 

• Can you anticipate reader questions and/or 
assumptions and move to explain a concept more 
fully before moving on to another topic? 
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