Honors Thesis Guidelines for Students and Faculty
Honors website: www.bridgew.edu/HonorsProgram

The Honors Thesis is the culmination of student achievement in the BSC Honors Program, reflecting tremendous effort, creativity and intellectual mastery in support of a meaningful undergraduate research project.  Below are answers to some frequently asked questions about how the thesis works for students and faculty involved.

Students

When do I choose a thesis topic?


First you need to apply to your department’s Honors Program, whether you have been pursuing Commonwealth Honors already or not, and you must have been accepted into Departmental Honors.  Choose a thesis topic in the semester before you actually begin the thesis.  We recommend that you begin thinking about possible thesis topics early in your junior year, considering what problems or questions have arisen out of your courses or experiences that you would want to pursue in a sustained academic manner.  This can be an idea growing out of a course paper or project, a directed study, a question suggested in a lecture or discussion—in short, anything within your discipline that interests you a great deal, and about which you can pose a question, is fair game for a thesis topic.  You can use your Honors Contract as a way to explore a potential thesis topic, but you do not have to do so.  You should have a thesis topic thought through at the latest by the end of your junior year, and should start the thesis ideally during your junior year or the first semester of your senior year.  If you have other time commitments, plan ahead.  For instance, if you know you will be doing student teaching during one semester of your senior year, you probably do not want to plan writing your thesis at that time as well.  If you plan to study abroad one semester, factor that in as well.  And the same goes for any personal or academic time commitments that you can foresee.  Your thesis advisor, Department Honors Chair, and the Honors Director/Assistant Director can work with you to develop a plan that accommodates your scheduling needs. 

What if no ideas come to me?


Then you are in good company.  This is probably the greatest single anxiety that Honors students express: the fear of not having anything to ask in order to get started.  Talk with your professors, brainstorm with them and with other students and friends, meet with faculty in your discipline who mentor undergraduate research projects regularly, and meet with the Honors Director or Assistant Director.  This is supposed to be hard!!!  Do not be discouraged.  

What do I do next?


Find a faculty advisor to mentor the thesis.  Again, you should do this in the semester before you actually begin the thesis.  Ideally, you would develop and refine your topic with the advisor, and you would seek out an advisor whose expertise lies in the general area you want to explore.  For instance, students interested in Russian history would not seek out a British historian to mentor the thesis.  Find a faculty member who shares your academic interests and with whom you can work for a considerable length of time.  You do not have to be friends, but you will need to be compatible partners, for this is a partnership.  To find a faculty member who shares your academic interests, you can consult with your department Honors chair.
How do I actually sign up for the thesis?


You fill out the thesis registration form either before or in the first two weeks of the semester in which you plan to begin.  This requires a description of your proposed project (written in consultation with your thesis advisor) as well as the signature of your thesis advisor, the department Honors Chair, and the Honors Director/Assistant Director.  Once you have all the relevant signatures, give a copy to each signatory, take the form to the registrar and use it to register for the thesis as if it were a course.  It has a number—485—with the prefix relevant to your major.  So if you were a Chemistry major, you would register for CHEM 485.  You earn three credits for the thesis each semester you register for it.  
What happens if I want to write my thesis over two semesters?


Departments have different requirements for the thesis; some require a two semester thesis and some require one and some let you choose which option works best for you.  We recommend doing two if you have the time for it.  This does not mean signing up for one semester of thesis work and taking an incomplete—rather, it means doing three credits of thesis work each of two semesters.  You simply register for it again the second semester.  You need to work out with your thesis advisor exactly what each of you expects you to accomplish over each semester, both for your own time management and the grade you will receive.  

How is the thesis evaluated?


Your thesis advisor assigns a grade as in any other course.  When you finish the thesis, your thesis goes to a faculty reading committee constituted in different ways for each department.  Your Department Honors Chair can tell you how the process works in your particular department.  This committee ultimately decides whether the thesis earns Honors credit or not.  While working on the thesis, you should meet with your thesis advisor at least one hour each week.

When do I have to be finished?


You must hand in the final copy to the reading committee the last day of scheduled classes (not including final exam days).  This is so that the committee will have time to read the thesis, meet to discuss it and, one hopes, award it Honors.  The committee may require revisions before awarding Honors, and you should check with your department Honors Chair to determine if this is the case.
Once the thesis has been approved for Departmental Honors, the student has three bound copies of the thesis made: one for the student, one for the faculty advisor, and one for the Honors Center.
How can my Thesis work fit into the opportunities of the Adrian Tinsley Program for Undergraduate Research (ATP)?

Both Honors and ATP support undergraduate research in different and complementary ways.  While working on your thesis, you can apply for ATP Semester Grants to defray research expenses during the semester such as supplies, research-related travel, books, microfilms, lab equipment, etc.  When presenting your thesis research at a conference, you can apply for an ATP Travel Grant to pay for travel costs to and at the conference, on the condition that the conference accepts your work for presentation.  You can present your thesis research at the annual ATP Undergraduate Research and Creative Achievement Symposium on campus.  If you plan to work on your thesis over two semesters, and you get an ATP Summer Research Grant, you can use that Summer Grant in effect as one semester of the thesis, and waive three required Honors credits with the approval of your Department Honors Committee.  Using the ATP Summer Grant in this way can allow you to pursue your thesis over the summer while fulfilling part of the requirements for Honors.  You can do an ATP Summer Grant as either the first or the second semester of your thesis, and should discuss this option with your thesis advisor in advance.

Student checklist

The following checklist summarizes steps that you should take when beginning to think about your thesis:

1.        Choose a thesis topic and appropriate faculty mentor the semester before beginning the thesis.

2.        Fill out the Thesis Registration form available on the Honors website and in the Honors Center, with signatures of student, thesis advisor, department Honors Chair, and Honors Director/Assistant Director, by the end of the third week of the semester.

3.        Give a copy of the Thesis Registration form to each signatory, and take the original to the Registrar to sign up for the thesis.
4.        If you will be working with human or animal subjects in any capacity, you must submit proposals to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to conducting research.  The IRB can be accessed at http://www.bridgew.edu/sponproj/human_subj.cfm
5.        If this is the second semester of a two-semester thesis, repeat steps two and three at the beginning of that semester.  You need to sign up for the thesis each semester in which you expect to work on it.

6.        Students must hand in the final copy of the thesis to the Department Honors Chair by the last scheduled day of classes.

7.        Once the thesis has been approved for Departmental Honors, the student has three bound copies of the thesis made: one for the student, one for the faculty advisor, and one for the Honors Center.

Faculty

What is my role as the student’s thesis advisor?


Students develop ideas into thesis projects the semester before the thesis begins, and they sign up for the thesis before or during the first two weeks of that semester.  You will have to consider whether you also have the time to mentor a project well; you will be closely involved with the student for a long time, considering that the thesis can take up to two semesters; can extend into or include an ATP summer grant; and can involve the student in presenting research at conferences, preparing research for publication, and applying to graduate school or other employment.  As the student’s thesis advisor, you are in effect signing up to mentor the student in all these potential areas.  This is not meant as a warning but as a realistic assessment on your part.


A student will come to you with an idea, and your mentoring role begins at that point as you and the student develop that idea into a project.  You have far more experience than the student in this process, and so you will have to model the research process, steer the student away from unviable projects, work with the student on finding research materials and generally balance supporting them with letting them experience the turbulence of academic scholarship.  


While mentoring the thesis, you should meet with the student at least one hour each week, although your actual time commitment to the project will certainly exceed that.  In the beginning of the project, you should set up detailed expectations of what the student should accomplish at key points during the semester, and how those expectations will translate into a grade.  If this is one part of a two-semester thesis, you have to provide a grade each semester—not an incomplete.  This is why it is important to articulate semester expectations very early in the process.

If students will be working with human or animal subjects in any capacity, they must submit proposals to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to conducting research.  The IRB can be accessed at http://www.bridgew.edu/sponproj/human_subj.cfm.   

How does advising a thesis fit into my workload?


Faculty advising the thesis receive 0.5 credits of Alternative Professional Responsibility (APR), for which you need to fill out the appropriate APR form each semester you mentor a thesis.  If you mentor a two-semester thesis, you need to fill out this form each semester.  Forms are available from the Office of Academic Affairs and the Academic Affairs website.  This means that when you mentor six semesters of thesis work, you have accumulated enough for one course release.  This can accumulate by mentoring three students for two semesters each as well; you receive 0.5 credits APR per student thesis advised per semester.  If you do not fill out the APR form, the college awards you the equivalent of 0.25 credits, so it is in your interest to get the form turned in for appropriate compensation.  
What happens when the student finishes?

Students must hand in the final copy to the reading committee the last day of scheduled classes (not including final exam days).  This is so that the committee will have time to read the thesis, meet to discuss it and, one hopes, award it Honors.  The members of the reading committee are determined by the Departmental Honors Committee; in some departments the two committees will be the same, and in some departments the reading committee will consist of faculty chosen specifically for content knowledge.  This choice is up to the Departmental Honors Program.


The reading committee has one week to consider the thesis and decided whether or not to approve it for Departmental Honors.  The reading committee may suggest or require changes for approval.

Once the thesis has been approved for Departmental Honors, the student has three bound copies of the thesis made: one for the student, one for the faculty advisor, and one for the Honors Center.  Students can have their theses bound durably at the campus print shop, Staples or any other office supply/printing store.

