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I.  Written Assignments at the Graduate Level*

A.  General Information: Approach-Avoidance Thoughts

1.  Topic too Broad

2.  Abulia

3.  Procrastination

4.  Uninteresting Topic

5.  Inadequate Background

6.  Topic too Familiar

7.  Impressing the Instructor

8.  Controversial Topic

9.  Resources Unavailable

10.  Reliance on Secondary Sources

* Adapted from what appears to be a chapter by Reese??, J. G., & Baxter, P. M. called “Topic selection” in a book possibly titled “Library Use: A handbook for psychology.” (Sorry, old poorly photocopied and referenced material.)

I.  Written Assignments at the Graduate Level

A.  General Information: Approach-Avoidance Thoughts

-
the first step in a paper or most written assignments involves selecting, narrowing, and defining a topic.

-
selecting a topic can be a difficult task and is usually time consuming. The topic you select should be interesting, manageable, and appropriate.

-
by being aware of identified problems in writing a paper you may be able to avoid or minimize them.

1.  Topic too Broad


-
you probably do not plan to write a book—so you will likely need to limit the broad topic you have been dreaming about. This process is often called “delimiting” the paper.

-
one way to delimit the paper is to set a time limit or a page restriction—perhaps your instructor has kindly did that for you! It is also possible to limit some topics by age, location, socio-economic level, race, cultural group, educational philosophy, or a host of other defining features.

-
what is important is to tell your audience what you intend to do and not do in the paper.

2.  Abulia


-
is the inability to act or make a decision. Graduate students (and others as well) demonstrate all three major forms of abulia—as expressed in phrases like... (a) “Everything appears to be so interesting that selecting one topic is impossible.” (b) “Nothing looks interesting enough to be a topic.” and (c) “I’m just too poorly informed to select a good paper topic.”

-
at a graduate level, asking an instructor for a topic may be suggesting abulia, but asking for help with delimiting is often reasonable.

3.  Procrastination


-
library research time and writing time—takes a lot of time! Deciding on a topic may require some time-intensive broad-based reading. After you have selected a topic, some aspects of library work and writing can be accomplished by starting a series of small actions in small time-blocks. For example, sometimes finding a relevant book or copying a review article to make a start takes may only a few minutes.

-
typical procrastination excuses include, (a) I don’t have enough time right now.” (b) I’m in the wrong place, space, or mood.” (c) It’s too noisy.” (d) It’s too quiet.” (e) Other things are more important right now.” or (f) “My life is too complicated.” 

4.  Uninteresting Topic

-
be forewarned... if the topic does not interest you—it will not likely sustain your motivation and you will probably produce a poor quality document. 

-
the best advice is to start early, explore several alternative topics and select one that you know will sustain your interest. 

5.  Inadequate Background

-
some topics demand extensive background knowledge—be honest and assess your own background to determine whether you can handle the topic. Still, don’t sell yourself short—you are taking graduate classes to learn and stretch. 

6.  Topic too Familiar

-
the purpose of student papers is for the student to learn something about some topic—therefore it can be to the student’s advantage to select a topic with which he or she is relatively unfamiliar.

-
the action of writing on a topic that is too familiar is suspect—essentially if this route is taken to optimize safety, time, or grades at the expense of learning. 

7.  Impressing the Instructor

-
writing a paper is a way to integrate, evaluate, and organize your learning and to communicate it effectively to another person or group. 

-
choosing a topic dear to the instructor may backfire because (a) you do not have sufficient time to conduct the research, and (b) the instructor may not like to be “apple-polished” or possibly “up-staged.” 

8.  Controversial Topic

-
this type of topic demands extra or extreme care—the case must be stated clearly and precisely. Furthermore, the controversial topic must be heavily supported with documentation.

-
at times the controversial topic may be a negative personal experience if discoveries during the research forces self-examination of values and behaviors. 

9.  Resources Unavailable

-
when selecting your topic, make sure there is enough information to write a good paper—consider conducting a search of one or more of the data base systems. One journal article on a topic does make for a literature review paper—perhaps use that for an article critique. Alternatively 30 papers on the topic often says... “choose something else” this topic is overworked. If you remain keen on a “done to death” topic then think about delimiting creatively or taking in interesting slant in the paper. 

10.  Reliance on Secondary Sources

-
a review paper based on or taken from “text” books is seldom adequate in a graduate paper. In general, books are secondary or tertiary sources where the author has already summarized, interpreted, evaluated, and reported the research and theories of others. 

-
unless you read the original source, you cannot be certain that the reporting is accurate. 

