Some Tips and Pointers for the M.A. Thesis

Here are 2 pages of frequently asked Q&A’s about the Thesis, followed by two pages about time-line and scheduling, followed by 4 pages on the thesis from the M.A. Handbook.
How big an idea do I need for the M.A. Thesis?: The thesis will usually contain an idea of equivalent magnitude to the central idea in a published critical article.  You might think of your thesis as a long version of an argument that you could later condense into a length more appropriate for a published article.  Your thesis might be 40 pages, for example, which could later be condensed into a 20-page article.

Once I have picked my general topic, where do I get a specific idea for my argument?  Your own ideas about a literary text (or other research topic) will come in response to other critical work on that text or topic.  Just as you will notice that other critics create a “conversation” with each other as they respond to each other’s articles, so you will want to add your voice to that conversation.  Don’t be concerned that you don’t have a definite thesis argument when you start your research; your thesis argument will probably develop in response to the work of other critics that you read.
How do I get started? Decide on a text or topic of interest to you, and go and make an appointment to meet with the professor in the department most qualified to address that topic (ask another professor you trust or the director of graduate studies for suggestions for a faculty advisor).   That professor will help you brainstorm about how you might approach the topic, give you suggestions about what else you might read, and help you decide on who you might ask to be your second reader.  
Thesis propsal form:  When you have a 1st and 2nd reader on board and you have designated your basic area of research, you should submit your thesis approval form (available from Jane Dugan or online on the Graduate College web site) to your first reader; ask that person to give it to your second reader.  It will then be sent to the Graduate Director, who will appoint a third reader; the Department Chair will also approve the form, and it will be sent to the Graduate College.  Note: you will not be allowed to register for Thesis credits until this form has been received by the Graduate College.  
Familiarizing yourself with current research in your field:  Since a thesis, like any critical article, enters into a conversation with the critics who have already published on your topic, you will need to familiarize yourself with recent and earlier, critical material.  Start by doing a thorough search, using the MLA and ABES search engines, of the major books, articles, and book chapters published in the last 15 years on your text(s) or topic of interest.  You may generally ignore unpublished dissertations, unless they are the only research materials available on a given topic.  Once you have read 10 or 15 recent articles or chapters, work your way back through earlier material, by following the footnotes to the significant previous articles cited by recent articles.  Try to read another 10 or so significant articles from earlier decades.  If you choose a recent text, then you should find everything published about it (including non-peer reviewed material, such as book reviews, if that is all that is available); you might then read a more developed range of critical articles about another work of its genre or by the same author, or related in some other way.
Following a hunch, incorporating other theory or context:  After all this reading, you should find that you are having an urge to respond to one or more articles that you have read.  As you will note, in reading other articles in your field, there is usually something to be added to what others have said.  You may find that other critics make interesting points, but offer an interpretation (or close-reading) of the work with which you would disagree.  You may find that a critic uses a certain theoretical method, which would be improved by a closer attention to a primary work of theory (you might feel that certain critics have mis-represented Foucault, for example), or by combining various theoretical approaches (just as certain critics have combined traditional feminist approaches with a more nuanced cultural critique to offer, for example, a specifically Native-American feminist readings of various texts).  
You might find that a certain type of interpretation would be improved if the work was put into the context of a different genre of different set of works: the “mediocre novelist might be read as an innovative satirist, when placed in the context of other satirist of her era.”  To work on Jane Austen, you might decide that you would gain insight into your topic by reading certain novels of Maria Edgeworth, or some of the anti-Jacobin writings in response to the French Revolution.  To approach very recent works, you might want to place the works or within the context of other similar types of fantasy writing and the criticism on those: you might want to review Tolkien criticism when preparing a project on the Harry Potter novels, for example.

Make another appointment: Once you have a hunch as to how you would like to enter into the conversation of critics on your topic, meet with your advisor to talk through your idea and get more suggestions for other works you might need to read in order to follow your hunch.  

Prospectus: Once you have followed up on what your advisor has suggested, it is probably time write up a prospectus, which will help you focus your ideas.  Then give it to your advisor for feedback and comment.  When it is ready, turn it in to your entire
committee, and send a copy to the director of graduate studies for your file.

Outline and sections:  Once you have written your prospectus, outlining your central argument, outline your thesis.  You might plan on a 1-4 page introduction, laying out the sorts of criticism that have been used on this topic and articulating what you are doing that is new.  You may next need a 8-10 page section perhaps in which you engage with the other theory or context you might be adding to the critical conversation.  You will probably have several 5-10 page sections in which you examine different aspects of the work(s) in detail, making your argument through close analysis of the work(s) in light of the theoretical, historical, or other context that you have established.  In your conclusion, you might gesture towards other questions that remain unresolved, as your sum up your own argument.  Read the next two pages on scheduling carefully as you plan your timeline for finishing and defending.
