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How To Use This List 
 
As a short list of books about writing, editing, and academic publishing, this list should 
be fairly self-explanatory. While it began as a list of books on writing the dissertation, it 
has now expanded to include books about other forms of academic writing. It is 
organized chronologically, according to the stage of a graduate career in which they are 
likely to be most helpful. Basic resources, such as the accepted style and citation 
manuals for your discipline, are not included.  
 
Do not feel as if you must read all of these books in order to be a successful academic 
writer. I have included notes on each volume in order to help you identify those that 
best suit your current needs. Many echo one another; some contradict. The goal is to 
help you find—and feel confident in—how you write best. If you and your colleagues 
have devised a writing or accountability group (and if not, why not?), some of these 
resources (especially Hayot, Williams, and The Thesis and the Book) may provide the 
group with fruitful debate or discussion. Academic writing can only be improved by 
serious conversation about its goals and methods. Please read, discuss, share, and above 
all— write! 
 
Beginning 
 
Bolker, Joan. Writing Your Dissertation in Fifteen Minutes a Day: A Guide to 

Starting, Revising, and Finishing your Doctoral Thesis. New York: Holt 
Paperbacks, 1998. 184 pp. $18.99 USD/$21.99 CDN. Kindle edition 
available. 

 
If you have gotten stuck with starting your dissertation after achieving candidacy, read 
Bolker’s book first. In fact, I wish that I had read her book in undergrad, as the practice 
she suggests of the “zero draft”— of writing terrible words in order to work through 
your thoughts and not have to stare at a blank word file— would have been immensely 
helpful in managing my essay-related anxiety. She spends some time discussing the 
choice of an adviser and committee, as well as the task of revising the dissertation, but I 
think she is most helpful in thinking about how to begin. Her discussions of technology 
(as when discussing computer backups) are quite out-of-date, but her basic principles 
are sound. 
 
Semenza, Gregory M. Colón. Graduate Study for the Twenty-First Century: 

How to Build an Academic Career in the Humanities. 2nd edition, revised. 
New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan: 2010. 360 pp. $32 USD/$36.99 
CDN. 

 
As a structured overview of how to think strategically about your academic career from 
coursework to the job market, the chapters on writing take up only a portion of this 
handbook. Writing a dissertation is, however, only a part of a larger process, and this 
book helps to place it in context. Be sure to consider the unique requirements of your 
own department: for example, my graduate program in medieval studies does not 
demand many of the sub-sections of a dissertation prospectus that Semenza describes. A 
final note: Semenza has a good deal of strong advice, but can sound grim, particularly 
when discussing time management. 
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Continuing: Stamina, Community, and Time Management 
 
Miller, Alison B. Finish Your Dissertation Once and for All! How to Overcome 

Psychological Barriers, Get Results, and Move on With Your Life. 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2013. 181 pp. 
$29.95 USD/$38.50 CDN. Kindle edition available. 

 
Rather than treating the mechanics of writing and editing, this book discusses the 
emotions and “mental traps” that tend to accompany graduate study and inhibit 
dissertation writing—anxiety, imposter syndrome, procrastination, and other ills. A 
combination of low-grade Cognitive Behavior Therapy methods for anxiety, time-
management advice, and a common-sense discussion of taking care of yourself 
throughout the process, this wise and readable book has the potential to be a valuable 
help for students in a wide variety of circumstances. 
 
Silva, Paul J. How to Write a Lot: A Practical Guide to Productive Academic 

Writing. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2007. 
149 pp. $14.95 USD/$19.50 CDN. Kindle edition available. 

 
Silva, in contrast to his fellow psychologist above, has no truck with books on writing 
that focus on the mental aspects of the process. His focus, rather, is on concrete external 
helps to producing a large volume of academic writing, some of which are fairly 
common sense: schedule your writing time, prioritize, track your progress, and reward 
yourself. However, some may find his casual tone a useful push towards focusing more 
on their own writing. Primarily written for academic psychologists, but adaptable for 
the humanities. This book also includes a useful section on accountability groups. 
 
Style and Revision 
 
Belcher, Wendy Laura. Writing Your Journal Article in Twelve Weeks: A Guide 

to Academic Publishing Success. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Press, 2009. 
376 pp. $82 USD/$89 CDN.  

 
This book is listed under “revision” because the book is not a guide to writing a journal 
article from scratch in twelve weeks—as the title suggests— but to revising a piece of 
work that you have in hand, whether a conference paper, seminar paper, dissertation 
chapter, or rejected article. As the list price suggests, this is a workbook, with 
worksheets and a daily breakdown of tasks for the twelve-week period. In short: this is 
not a book that you can casually read through. Revising, however, is a useful exercise for 
improving your writing at any stage and can help clarify the difference between the 
kind of writing generally expected of students and publishable academic writing, and it 
is thus worth a look. (On stereotypically ‘student’ vs. publishable writing, see also Hayot 
and Harman, Montagnes, et al.) Written for graduate students in both the humanities 
and social sciences. 
 
Hayot, Eric. The Elements of Academic Style: Writing for the Humanities. New 

York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2014. 258 pp. $20 USD/CDN. 
Kindle edition available. 
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Hayot begins with a simple premise: most graduate students have been trained in 
writing course papers, but have not internalized the organizational and rhetorical 
structures that one finds in publishable academic prose. This book explains rules and 
customs of writing for the humanities, often based on surveys of books and journal 
articles. Some may see this as formulaic, but Hayot offers the most extensive discussion 
available of how arguments are structured, from the individual paragraph to the 
number of chapters in your book. Hayot’s may be the best book on this list for prose 
style; it is also the only one specifically directed towards academics in the humanities, 
particularly literary and cultural studies. While Hayot himself might prefer his book to 
fall in an earlier section of this list, some of his instructions (particularly his discussion of 
the uneven-U) are somewhat instinctive and best understood when one has acquired 
some writing experience, hence its inclusion here. 
 
Williams, Joseph M. and Joseph Bizup. Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace. 

11th Edition. New York, NY: Addison Wesley Longman, 2013. 272 
pp. $53.60 USD/$58.95 CDN 

 
This book differs from the others on the list in being an undergraduate textbook, but do 
not let that deter you. A series of essays and exercises on revising your writing for—as 
implied— clarity and grace, Williams makes a strong argument for the ethics of writing: 
the consideration of your audience and the rhetorical implications of how you structure 
your prose. 
 
Like most textbooks, editions abound, and so it is easy to find a used copy for cheap: the 
previous title was Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, but the latest edition appears to have 
broken free from the constraint. (There is a Canadian edition: Williams and Ira Nadel. 
Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace. Canadian Edition. Pearson Canada, 2004. 288 pp, 
$90.40 CDN. I cannot comment on how it differs aside from the extra sixteen pages, I 
merely report its existence.) 
 
Next Steps 
 
These works are included provisionally. I have not yet turned my thesis into a book, and so I 
cannot say that I am speaking from any expertise. These are the books I am reading as I think 
about my own next steps in academic writing. 
 
Harman, Eleanor, Ian Montagnes, et al. The Thesis and The Book: A Guide for 

First-Time Academic Authors. 2nd edition. University of Toronto Press, 
2008. 104 pp. $21.95 USD/CDN. E-PUB and Kindle editions 
available. 

 
Up to this point, the books on this list have been written from the perspective of a writer; 
this book, in contrast, presents a collection of essays from the editors’ perspective, 
offering advice from the first stages of reimagining a thesis as a book (which occupies 
the greater part of the book) through submission and copy-editing (in the last chapter). 
Most of the contributors advise waiting some time post defense before considering 
turning your thesis into a book, and the same should probably be said for reading this 
volume— none of the contributors has much to say that is in favor of the dissertation as 
a genre, and their advice may overwhelm at an early stage. 
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Germano, William. Getting It Published: A Guide for Scholars and Anyone Else 
Serious about Serious Books. 2nd edition. University of Chicago Press, 
2008. 224 pp. $19 USD, $24 CDN. Kindle edition available. 

 
Including this title on the list is, admittedly, cheating: I haven’t yet received the copy I 
ordered at Kalamazoo. This is a placeholder entry, with the note that Germano’s other 
book, From Dissertation to Book [2nd edition. University of Chicago Press, 2013. 184 pp. $18 
USD/$23 CDN. Kindle edition available] was highly recommended by the editor at 
University of Toronto Press.  
 
 
 
 


