
 1 

THE CLASSICS DEPARTMENT THESIS GUIDE 
 

 
“Yes, the process could be hell, but the day that I turned in my thesis was one of the happiest in 
my life.  Wait, what is a thesis?”   –Former Classics major and resident of Happy Acres 
community for the intellectually burnt-out 
 
 “You can stop whining or leave my office now.”  –Sadistic, unnamed Classics professor 
 
“I am so proud of you that I could just bust.” –Kinder, gentler, unnamed Classics professor 
 
Here is some advice to aid the thesis process. Please remember that each one of you will 
have ups and downs during this process; but you are all in this together, and we are here to 
help. You should feel comfortable talking to all of us about your ideas.  
 
 
I. Introduction: The Classics Thesis: An Overview 
 
 Over the course of your final year at Reed, Classics majors are asked to execute a 
sustained research project on a topic within the field of Classics through which they are expected 
to 

n execute a sustained research project that they have chosen and defined from a major field 
or fields in consultation with their adviser 

n develop a clear methodology appropriate to the research topic 
n independently investigate that topic with the support of their adviser 
n develop, critique, and evaluate a bibliography of primary and secondary sources 

appropriate to the research topic 
n meet weekly with their adviser to discuss their progress 
n respond effectively to feedback 
n write a persuasive and coherent document that meets the criteria set below 
n present, discuss, and defend their work orally, both in the Classics Department’s spring 

thesis symposia and in the oral exams scheduled in late spring 
 
 
II. TIME MANAGEMENT!! You need to treat your thesis just like any other class. Block 

out at least 9-10 hours each week in your calendar that you dedicate solely to your thesis. 
 

 
III. Picking a Topic 
 

1) Write on a topic/question that really interests you and that can sustain you for the entire 
academic year. As you think about topics, be mindful of your strengths and your 
weaknesses. For example, if you have taken only one year of Latin, you probably should 
not write a thesis that is focused on Latin philology. 

 
2) Start by casting your net broadly, but then make sure that you narrow your focus to 

ensure that you have a topic that is viable within the time frame allotted.  
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3) Once you have started to focus on a topic, consult the copies of theses in the 

Classics/Religion Lounge to get a sense of the shape, size, organization, and scope of 
previous theses. 

 
4) Remain flexible and allow your topic to develop naturally. Of course, you do not want to 

switch topics in February, but you should be open to the possibility of new ideas as you 
read both your primary sources and secondary sources. 

 
5) Try to read the primary sources that you will be covering and come up with your own 

questions and ideas before you begin to look at secondary sources. Scholarly articles and 
monographs will help you sharpen your question and get a better sense of where you 
stand on an issue, but you should begin with your own ideas. 

 
6) Please remember that this is not a race and that you should not be concerned if you are 

having some issues focusing on a topic. Every student will encounter different obstacles 
during this process and will have very different experiences.   

 
 
IV.  Research: Please check out the Classics Research Guide, which you can find on the 

library webpage (http://libguides.reed.edu/classics) and will point you to the following: 
 
A. Locating primary and secondary sources:   
 

1) The Primary Text Sources link on the Classics Research Guide will give you direct 
access to both the TLG (Thesaurus Linguae Graecae) and the LLT-A/B (Library of Latin 
Texts, Series A and B). 

 
2) The Primary Text Sources link on the Classics Research Guide will give you direct 

access to The Perseus Project, which is a good resource if you need to do research on 
Greek and Latin texts or to search for images of archaeological sites, buildings, works of 
art, and coins. Its most useful feature is the collection of on-line electronic texts of many 
ancient authors, which offer direct links for all Greek and Latin words in the texts to the 
major dictionaries. In addition, many ancient works are linked to commentaries and 
English translations. 

 
3) L’Année Philologique: The Articles & Journals link on the Classics Research Guide will 

give you access to the most useful database available for Classics research: L’Année 
Philologique. You can search via modern authors, ancient authors, subjects and 
disciplines, dates, terms, and other criteria. There is a lag-time of a couple years before 
recent publications make it into the database. 

 
4) Gnomon Online: If you want to find the very latest in scholarship, try this index to 

classical studies, which is also available via the Articles & Journals link on the Classics 
Research Guide. It has a German interface but is not too hard to navigate and primarily 
indexes publications from 1997 to the present. 
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5) L’Année Epigraphique: This database focuses on inscriptional evidence and scholarship 
(http://www.anneeepigraphique.msh-paris.fr/).  
 

6)  Interdisciplinary databases: JSTOR (http://www.jstor.org/) can be very helpful. You can 
conduct searches on it in a number of ways, and it in many cases offers immediate access 
to complete articles in pdf form. You may also find PROJECT MUSE helpful, since it 
offers highly current full text content (http://www.muse.jhu.edu). Both are listed among 
other databases on the Classics Guide. 
 

7) Oxford Bibliographies (https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/): The Classics entries are 
generally very good, detailing what an expert in the field considers the most relevant 
scholarship on a given topic. You can also access this database via the Background 
Information link on the Classics Research Guide. 
 

8) Bryn Mawr Classical Review: You can also find out about recent works and read reviews 
of such works by consulting the archives of the Bryn Mawr Classical Review, which you 
can access via the Finding Books link on the Classics Research Guide. You can search 
this site by authors, subjects, key words, etc. Reviews can help you get a rough idea of a 
field very quickly, if they are good.  BMCR is generally reliable, but you should take all 
reviews with a grain of salt (except those written by your own faculty). Seriously, see if 
you agree with the review when you read the book. 

 
9) Library Catalogue: You can also get a start by doing keyword searches on the catalogue.  

Please make sure that you search both Reed’s catalog and Summit to make sure that you 
are not missing works available from local libraries. 

 
10) Books and articles in the field: It is a good idea to check out the footnotes and 

bibliographies of recent work published in your field of interest.  Let other scholars do 
some of your work for you. Even if articles or books are in languages that you do not 
read (esp. French, German, and Italian), do not overlook these works. Their footnotes and 
bibliographies are every bit as helpful as those of scholarly works in English. 

 
11) Websites: For certain topics you should consult specialized websites, such as Diotima, 

which is an excellent site for works on gender. 
 
 
B. Notes and Note-Taking: 
 

1) Always take careful notes that include a full bibliographical citation for each article or 
book that you are reading and page numbers. It is also a good idea to make it clear when 
you have quoted directly from a secondary source. You should probably keep notes on 
secondary articles and monographs separate from notes concerning your own ideas. You 
might want to keep a separate journal for your original ideas and your reactions to what 
you are reading (both positive and negative). Spend a few minutes each day thinking 
about where your work is leading you or where your research has proved satisfying or 
frustrating. You should note both kinds of reactions somewhere, so that you can discuss 
them with your thesis adviser. 
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2) If you keep your notes organized in folders (both the paper and computer kinds) 

connected with each chapter, you might find it easier to access your notes.   
 

3) When you meet with your adviser and first reader, you should take careful notes 
concerning both ideas and corrections. There is nothing more frustrating than you and 
your adviser having important ideas about your topic in a thesis meeting, and then not 
being able to recall them later. You should also try to address the ideas and changes 
suggested by your adviser and first reader as soon as you can, while these ideas are still 
fresh and clear.   

 
 
C. Footnotes, Citations, and Bibliography: 
 

1) Keep a running bibliography of everything that you have read or that you plan to read.     
Briefly note how you reacted to each work or the main point of each work. 

 
2) Each professor in this department likely uses a different style for both footnotes and 

bibliographical citations. Either ask your adviser for suggestions or pick a style that you 
like from the articles and monographs that you read. Please make sure that the press you 
use is well known and that your style remains consistent throughout the thesis. If you use 
more than a handful of references, you could benefit from using bibliographic 
management software such as Zotero. Help is available from CUS and the Library. The 
effort you will need to invest in learning one of these packages will pay off amply, 
especially if you start early. 
 

3) Citations: For abbreviations of the names of ancient authors and ancient works, please 
consult the Oxford Classical Dictionary (https://oxfordre.com/classics/page/abbreviation-
list/) 
 

4) Make sure that the bibliography is formatted correctly and consistently!! 
 
 

V.  The Thesis Document 
 
You are required to produce a thesis document that meets requirements not just for content but 
also for presentation. Rules governing presentation are few and simple, but they are not 
negotiable. You can save much time and trouble in the last hours by considering presentation as 
soon as you start writing. 
 

1) Rules: The presentation rules are documented in the Senior Handbook and the final 
arbiter is the Library. Old theses are not a reliable guide! Standards have changed and 
may not have been strictly applied in every case. 

 
2) Software: Most Reed theses are produced using either Microsoft Word or LaTeX.  

Whichever you choose, you will need to spend a little time mastering the tool in order to 
produce a polished document. Time spent learning will pay off amply during this year 
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and into the future. CUS provides tools and help with both packages. You can start by 
accessing the relevant website (http://web.reed.edu/cis/help/thesis.html) or come by the 
Help Desk with questions.  

 
3) Non-text elements: inserting non-textual elements such as photographs, tables, etc. into 

your thesis is not hard, but it can take a little extra planning. You will need to master the 
technology early, and CUS can help.  
 

4) Thesis template: Go ahead and start putting your work into the thesis template when you 
first start to write. 

 
 
VI. Thesis Schedule   
 
Here is the Classics Department’s schedule. Since this document is meant to provide a 
general overview, all dates are provisional. The department updates the guide every year to 
reflect new deadline dates. The department expects all thesis students to follow these 
guidelines to the letter: 
 
Early September: Submission of the Information for Thesis Form, stating thesis adviser and 
title/topic. 
 
Late September/early October: Submission of a one- to two-page statement of the thesis topic. 
  
Fall (up to fall break): Students should be reading to gain more background on their topics and 
constantly writing as they read and take notes. This writing should constitute the beginning of the 
first chapter. Students also should be gathering a bibliography and formulating a clear question.   
 
Fall break to winter break: Students should finish writing their first chapter during this period 
and continue reading and working on the material that will lead to their second chapter. 
 
Late November: Submission of two hard copies of a clear, cohesive, and complete chapter at 
least 20 pages in length and formatted in the thesis template, together with a brief prospectus of 
the remainder of the thesis. 
 
CRITERIA FOR A PASSING THESIS CHAPTER near the end of the first semester: 
 

1) Deadlines: The department expects all seniors to meet the deadlines designated above in 
line with the adviser’s expectations and the department’s guidelines. 

2) Length: The document (NOT including bibliography) is to be at least 20 double-spaced 
pages. 

3) Primary and secondary work: The thesis demonstrates active engagement with and 
synthesis of primary and secondary sources. 

4) Bibliography: The bibliography demonstrates consistency in its formatting and consists 
of a list of the works cited and consulted.  

5) Clarity: The document presents a clear thesis, methodology, and structure. 
6) Argumentation: The document presents a clear and coherent argument. 
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7) Engagement with feedback: The final paper incorporates feedback from the adviser and 
other faculty, if consulted. 

8) Clean document:  
a) The document has been carefully edited and proofread to minimize grammar, 

spelling, and typographical errors. 
b) Citations, notes, and bibliography are to be properly and consistently formatted. 

 
 
Early December: Thesis mini orals with student, adviser, and first reader to be scheduled by the 
Division during the week in the late afternoon. We strongly advise all seniors to meet with both 
their advisers and first readers after the mini-orals to de-brief and get written feedback. 
 
Spring (up to spring break):  
 

1) Departmental Symposia: In the first half of the spring semester, the department hosts 
senior thesis symposia, where seniors present their research to the rest of the department. 
At these symposia, each of the seniors is expected to offer a formal presentation of their 
work that lasts for twenty minutes. Seniors are also expected to provide either a handout 
or a power-point presentation. All seniors are required to attend all symposia and should 
be prepared to give constructive feedback to their peers. 
 

2) Fourth reader: Each student is responsible for finding a fourth reader for their final oral 
exam, i.e. a professor who is not in the Division of Lit & Lang. People get booked up 
very quickly, so try to take care of this sooner rather than later!! 

 
After spring break: This is the period when students are expected to revise their entire 
document and make sure that they incorporate the feedback from their advisers! Students need to 
make time to edit and proofread the entire document. This revision will make the whole thesis 
coherent, sharp, and strong; and it really teaches students a great deal about the process. 
 
Late March: Submission of a draft of the complete thesis, which may be sent to the thesis 
adviser electronically. 
 

n This draft should represent a complete, preliminary version of the thesis and should 
include a clearly articulated introduction and conclusion. Students should keep in mind 
that the Division recommends a length of 18,000-22,000 words (not including notes and 
bibliography). The student’s thesis adviser will read the draft and provide the student 
with suggested revisions within one week. Any student who does not meet the draft 
deadline will not be guaranteed comments by their adviser. In addition, because the 
Division considers the draft to be an essential portion of the thesis course, any 
student who does not meet the draft deadline should not expect to graduate at the 
regular time.  

 
n For the draft to pass and earn the adviser’s signature, it must meet the same 

requirements as those specified above for the thesis’ first chapter. 
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Early May: Four copies of the thesis are due in the Registrar’s office. The thesis adviser must 
provide a signature on a separate piece of paper.  
 
Early May:  Thesis orals boards: Once students learn their thesis time, they must immediately 
contact their fourth reader and make sure that they can still be on the orals board. Thesis Orals 
Boards will be scheduled by the Division.  
 
** One more thing:  When students print out all four copies of their thesis, they need to 
make sure they put their name, date, time, and location of thesis orals on the thesis 
envelope/bag that they can get at the print shop. Students then need to put the theses in the 
mailboxes of all four professors or deliver them by hand (= a surer way to make sure that 
they have their copies). 
 
Mid-May:  Two bound copies of theses with the adviser’s signature on the approval page are 
due in the library. 
 
 
VII. Things to Avoid 
 

1) Fetishizing originality: Please do not think that everything in your thesis must be entirely 
new. Rather, you should consider what you are adding to an ongoing discussion about a 
particular author, field, or question. 

 
2) Mismanaging your time: It is important to assign blocks of time each week for your 

thesis so that it does not get cannibalized by other courses and responsibilities in tough 
weeks. 

 
3) Panicking: Do not look at the project as a whole but try to break it up into manageable, 

“bite-size” pieces that you can handle. 
 

4) Comparing yourself to other students: Each student at Reed will have a unique 
experience, with unique challenges and successes. Try to focus on your own work and 
not become concerned that your thesis is not as far along as someone else’s. 

 
5) Spending too much time reading and researching and not enough time writing and 

revising: There will always be one more article to read, one more book to consult, or one 
more nineteenth-century German dissertation to locate. At some point such behavior just 
becomes procrastination.  

 
6) Catastrophic data loss: All things turn to dust, including computers. They also get lost, 

stolen, dropped, and destroyed by food and drink. One year, in fact, Ellen’s computer had 
a nervous breakdown and forgot “who” it was, and Wally’s computer went up in smoke.  
If they had not backed up their files, they both would have had nervous breakdowns, and 
their classes would have gone up in smoke! If all your notes, writing and materials (eggs) 
are on one computer (basket), you are cruising for a sad, miserable end, replete with tears 
and hysteria. BACK UP YOUR DATA! In other words, make sure that you have several 
copies, in several places, so that one or two strokes of bad luck will not wipe out all of 
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them. CUS can fix computers and reinstall software, but if you do not have your notes 
and written sections backed up, nobody can restore them.   

 
a) How should you back up? Put copies on the home server and in other clouds, use 

a thumb drive, email copies to yourself. Pick something that you will do regularly. 
 

b) How often should you back up? That’s easy – how much work can you afford to 
lose? You should back up your files daily, and as you get near the end of the 
thesis process, you might back up several times each day. Keep several recent 
versions of your documents; sometimes the best way to recover data is to look at 
an older version.  

 


