Focus on editing, not
proofreading
At this later stage in the doctoral project,
editing of the thesis is a key contribution from
supervisors. Editing is tough because it requires:
• Having a clear understanding of the
intended meaning and purpose
• Reading to assess how effectively the
current text conveys the intended meaning
and purpose
• Identifying and explaining specific
examples (high-level feedback) where a
text fails to convey the intended meaning
and purpose

Ultimately, the reader (typically the external
examiner) needs to understand the intended
meaning and purpose as well as you do.
No wonder that effective editing is timeconsuming and difficult; good academic
editing is a cognitively demanding task that
puts a lot of demands on the frontal lobes!
From this description, it is clear that editing
is far more than proofreading. The most
effective editing by supervisors addresses the
types of issues in the feedback tool below.
Note that this tool is most appropriately
applied to a well-developed version of the
thesis that is close to submission, rather than
to individual chapters.

• Making specific suggestions (high-level
feedback) on what needs to change to
adequately convey the intended meaning
and purpose

Focus of editing
1 = Needs work
5 = Doing well
Overall, is there a persuasive ‘story’ with a clear beginning, middle and end, with
these sections signalled to the reader in advance?
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Are the most important messages apparent in each chapter, and in the overall
Introduction and Discussion? The details should illuminate rather than
obfuscate the most important messages.
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Are there inconsistencies within or across chapters? e.g. inconsistencies in
definitions, terminology, assessment methods or conclusions.
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Is there conceptual clarity and unity across the chapters?
(This is usually achieved in the Introduction and Discussion.)
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Has appropriate context been provided? Is there an over-reliance on limited
theoretical perspectives or references to set the context?
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Is there an appropriate use of appendices so as not to disrupt the flow of
the reading of individual chapters? Appendices are useful for large tracts of
methodological detail, presentation of large amounts of detailed data, and
presentation of supplementary data.
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Is there unnecessary repetition in the thesis?
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Does the thesis clearly indicate how it has made an original contribution to
knowledge? (Most likely to be in the overall Discussion)
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