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HOW TO CONVERT A PHD THESIS INTO A BOOK 

 

Workshop by Dr Helen Moffett, ANFASA member 

 

19 August 2011 

 

More accurately, how to get your PhD, or parts of it, published in a variety of forms 
 

Your thesis could be published as: 
 

� conference presentations/seminar papers that later form part of an essay 
collection/chapters in books* 

� journal articles* 
� academic monographs* 

� textbooks, or part thereof 

� trade books/publications 

� journalism 

� creative non-fiction writing 

� and don’t forget to think about e-publication forms. 

 

WHY publish your PhD? 

 

� career purposes/pressures 

� moving the research into spaces that can benefit from it (knowledge 

dissemination) 

� personal satisfaction 

 

The first thing you need to accept: YOU WILL HAVE TO REWRITE YOUR 

THESIS. Sad but true. 
 

Most PhDs are unpublishable. Why? 
 

� A PhD is not just original research – an audition to join an exclusive club 
� the audience is therefore tiny by definition 

� the accepted structure of a dissertation 

� the conventions of research 

� academic discourse – often unreadable. 

 

How do we change this? The biggest challenge for academics and graduate students is 

rethinking their writing in terms of audience. Having HAD to perform/present your 

work for degree purposes, your job is now to persuade people just to notice that it 

exists. 

 

Treat your dissertation as an archive, rather than a single entity. Think about how you 

could present its contents across different platforms. 

 

You will need to be: 
 

� an artist (telling a story, painting a picture) 
� a journalist (digging below the surface, trying to find out the whole story) 
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� a policy-maker (coming up with creative and constructive suggestions, 

conclusions and recommendations) 

 

A PhD will supply between 70 and 80% of the material required for publication. It’s 

the latter 20-30% – telling a story and coming up with innovative responses – that 

translates what you have done into publishable material. 

 
These rough guidelines will shape all your efforts at publication, from a 300-word 

opinion piece for the local paper to a blog to full-length monograph. 
 

An important aside: the language we write in 
 

� Why is English so difficult? And why are we writing in it anyway? 
 

English is the ultimate mongrel language. The British Isles were repeatedly 

conquered and settled, each time adding yet another language to the melting pot of 

various dialects. This makes English a very expressive language; unfortunately, it is 

also one of the hardest languages to learn as a second language. And mother-tongue 

speakers also struggle to find their way round its complex structures and numerous 
idioms. We speak it today because of the history of colonial conquest. This political 

history needs to be remembered, as one of the advantages we don’t often 

acknowledge in our society is that mother-tongue speakers get an immense head-start 

in any academic or writing project. In cases where I work with clients for whom 

English is a fourth or fifth language, I encourage them to write in their mother tongue 

and to employ a professional translator. 

 

� How can we write without feeling disempowered, or making our audience feel 

disempowered? 

 
Writing is an intensely political act. We often feel lack of confidence that is really 

nothing to do with our technical skills in English. Worse still, we sometimes pass this 

anxiety and confusion on to our readers. It is vital, in the era of the Internet and global 

communication, to use forms of English that open up discussion, instead of shutting it 

down. 

 

What is “Plain English” and how can it help us? 

 
The Plain English movement was started by lawyers in the UK and US who were 

worried that their clients were signing documents in the course of their everyday lives 

(hire-purchase agreements, bank documents, tax forms, leases, etc.) that were written 

in such complex jargon that no-one could possibly understand them. Plain English 

has caught on around the world, especially in developing and multi-lingual societies, 

where the practical advantages to communicating in clear language that the majority 

can understand are obvious. 

 

Let’s go back to “discourse”? How does it fit with Plain English? 

 
One definition of discourse is that it is the use of a specific register and vocabulary 

(including scientific terminology) that implies acceptance of a certain history of 

ideas, while also demonstrating competence in current ideas.  

 

Why are these discourses used? What functions do they serve? 
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� shorthand (terminology, jargon) 

 
This can be extremely valuable. In a hospital emergency room, medical personnel 

will call out strange words that mean nothing to a layperson, but which communicate 

potentially life-saving information to one another. The same goes for many 

disciplines; engineers and computer programmers, for example, need to be able to 

communicate information to each other with absolute precision. 

 

� indicates membership of a specific community (political implications) 

 
This is where use of discourse starts getting tricky. Increasingly, we use discourse to 

indicate that we belong to a specific group, or to show that we are worthy of respect. 

(Think of all the jargon we confront in NGOs and government, for example. 

Development spheres are particularly bad.) Here, the role of discourse becomes less 
neutral, and less directly related to the communication of knowledge. 

 

What special problems can this present?  

 

� gate-keeping  
 

Using discourse keeps those who don’t use or understand it outside of our 

discussions, out of educational institutions, and bars them from decision-making 

processes; it should be clear that this is a highly political function of discourse 

 

� generating anxiety  

 
those who don’t have the latest discourse at their fingertips may feel shy or nervous 

about contributing valid ideas or real concerns 

 
� display and fraud 

 
� poor written work  

 
These last two problems are linked, as it is the use of discourse either as a form of  

“showing off” or as a smokescreen to hide the fact that our research is thin and our 

ideas faulty, that leads to poor writing. Remember that even if your ideas are brilliant, 
they’re not much use if no one else can read or understand them. 

 

Why do we misuse discourse? 

 

� misguided (we truly think it’s expected of us) 

� intimidated (we are afraid that we won’t be accepted by our peers or superiors, 

and that our ideas won’t be taken seriously unless we dress them up in the latest 

jargon) 

� trying to impress (we want to come across as knowledgeable, we want to show 

that we have sufficient expertise, we want others to admire us, and we think we 

can achieve this by displaying our dazzling mastery of all the latest fashionable 

words and phrases) 

� habit or lazy thinking (we’ve always written or spoken this way, and we don’t 

really understand the need to change or update our thinking) 
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Using discourse appropriately means using a language level, writing style and tone 

that enables you to demonstrate your clear grasp of your topic and materials. 

 

ALL THIS MEANS CAREFUL CONSIDERATION OF YOUR AUDIENCE. 

 

First, catch your audience: writing for specific audiences 

 
To reach your audience, first you need to identify them.  

• Are they colleagues? Specialists? Practitioners? 

• Are they outside the academic community? (For trade books, the answer is yes.) 

• Mother tongues? Multi-lingual? Multi-cultural?  

• Be aware of the internal audience: identify the shared language of project (make 

sure you and your colleagues are “on the same page.”) 

 
Today, even when we are writing for colleagues, it is essential that we recognize we 

are writing for an audience that includes multiple languages, nationalities, cultures, 
religions and ethnicities. This MUST be reflected in the way we write. 

 

Using the right language levels 

 

• One very simple way to judge whether you are using the right language level for 

your audience is to work out how “Foggy” your writing is. A US writer, Robert 

Gunning, identified Fog – a style of writing that obscures, instead of clarifying – 

as a major problem in academic and technical writing. 

 

• Dispersing Fog 

− Breaking up is (not that) hard to do: paragraphs and sentences 

 
This is one of the most important skills that anyone, regardless of their mother 

tongue, can master. As a very rough guide, try not to express more than one main 
idea, with perhaps a minor qualifying phrase or two, per sentence. And every time 

you change direction or introduce a new line of thought, start a new paragraph. 
You might like to try this formula, at least until you feel more confident: one idea 

per sentence, one topic per paragraph. 
 

− A picture paints a thousand words: think about how you might use graphics 
(figures, maps, cartoons, diagrams, icons, flow charts, graphs, tables), case 

studies, glossaries, notes, summaries, bulleted points, etc.) You’re doing two 

things here: breaking up the text (long uninterrupted pages are very intimidating); 

and illustrating your points. The first will make your writing easier to read; the 

second will make your ideas easier to understand. 
 

George Orwell’s rules for writers 

• Never write a long sentence if a shorter one will do. 

• Never use a phrase if a single word will do. 

• Never use a long or complicated word if a simpler one can be found. 
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Common problems found in dissertation writing 
 

• No awareness of audience 

• Problems associated with writing in a non-mother-tongue language (and often 

feeling insecure as a result) 

• Confused/poor/hasty research (often caused by factors beyond our control, such as 

impossible deadlines or a harassed superviser) 

• “Waffling”; leads to “woolly” writing 

• Dazzling discourse displays 

• Timidity (“it seems possible that the data might suggest”) 

• Repetition 

• Showing, not telling 

• Constantly explaining what you are NOT doing 

• The formal structure of the dissertation. 

 
Let’s start with the structure of your dissertation: what needs to be tossed out and/or 

dramatically cut? 
 

The most obvious culprits, depending on your discipline, are: 

 

� theoretical framing 

� methodology 

� literature review 

� the thorny question of referencing, which we will get to later. 

 

Your options:  

� cut these out entirely (remember, you know longer need to prove that you know 

how to design a research project, that you have done the reading, that you have 

performed the methodology) 
� abbreviate them drastically 

� integrate them throughout. 
 

This last part is the hardest, but the most rewarding. It is what will make you a 
useful specialist in your field – the sense of how your work integrates with other 

research and writing in the same area. 
 

Your dissertation will have taught you the following “hard skills”: 
 

� Designing instruments 

� Gathering data 

� Reading (summarising, evaluating and debating) 

� Number-crunching or statistical analysis of the data 

� Comparison of findings with the hypotheses 

� Summarising, evaluating and debating (this time the data) 

� Writing up results 

� Making recommendations 

 

To write a publishable (which means a sale-able) book, you will need to develop the 

following “soft skills”: 
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� Creativity 

� Imagination 

� Lateral thinking 

� Digging below the surface, tenacity 

� Problem-solving 

� Confidence 
 

Let’s return to your publishing options: 
 

1. conference presentations/seminar papers that later form part of an essay 
collection* 

2. journal articles* 
3. academic monographs* 

4. textbooks, or part thereof 

5. trade books/publications 

6. journalism 

7. creative non-fiction writing 

8. e-publication forms. 

 

No 1 is a good place to start if you are a graduate student or researcher starting out. 

 

No 2 is almost obligatory if you are an academic at a university. 

 

No 3 is the big prize, and a source of pressure if you’re at a university. 

 

No 4 won’t get you bonus points with the hierarchies, but it might benefit students. 
 

No 5 has the advantage of spreading your findings beyond the ivory tower: very NB 
for knowledge dissemination and the benefit of civil society. Some of the most 

important writing on politics, the environment and other pressing social issues is 
emerging in the form of books that are not strictly academic monographs: consider the 

annual Alan Paton literary award. 
 

No 6 offers an even wider reach, but requires superb précis skills.  

 

No 7 is more unusual, but has a role to play, especially for more creative/arts-oriented 

dissertations. 

 

No 8 is a specialist field, to be investigated another day, but it’s the future of 

academic publishing, so find out as much as you can. 

 

Now catch your publishers! (The research starts all over again) 

 

� How to find the right journal 

 

Peer-reviewed? Especially for graduate students? Online? How to approach them? 
 

� How to find the right university press or trade publisher 
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I have one word: HOMEWORK. 

 

 

The little matter of referencing 

 

How and whether you reference your post-dissertation writings will depend on what 

audience/market you have in mind. 
 

Let’s remind ourselves: why do we reference? 
 

� to avoid plagiarism (accidental or intentional) 
� to create a resource for other researchers 

� to indicate to readers that we’re not reinventing the wheel or wasting their time 
� to locate our research among the work of our peers. 

 

If you are publishing for an academic audience or a peer-reviewed publication, you 

will have to reference as carefully and rigorously as you did (hopefully) in your 

dissertation. Ask for the house style and follow it. 

 

Referencing means a trip to Boston (Harvard) or Chicago. 

 

Let’s discuss these from a reader’s perspective. 

 

The bottom line is that while essential, referencing is a problem for readers (and 

publishers). 

 

If you are writing for a wider audience, then you think to think creatively about 
referencing. How are you going to create something readable for a trade audience 

while maintaining the integrity of your work? 
 

You can use: 
� Indexes 

� Bibliographies 
� Creative forms of referencing. 

 

 

I wish you all lots of luck, plenty of good coffee, enthusiastic publishers and friendly 

editors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


