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Reflection on the 10 Drafts to Completion: The Final Leg of the PhD Journey 

Lauren Gray

Tara Brabazon’s ingenious 10 Drafts to Completion methodology works. Embarking on the final stage of the PhD is daunting. For me, reaching the point where my research had been purged into a full draft was an incredible feat. It was the culmination of years of inquiry, planning, data collection, and analysis. Stage 1 and 2 assessments were complete, my ethics approvals secured, and my structural framework finalized. But, I was also staring at a document containing 162,632 words, when the mandated word limit was between 80,000 and 100,000. I needed a way to edit and elevate my thesis. I certainly had no experience in editing such a large document. Tara Brabazon’s Ten Drafts to Completion methodology provided the roadmap. It works.

I say this without hesitation. Though the process is gruelling, intense, and demanding, it delivers. At the start, I questioned the sequence. I wondered whether transitions, something I was anxious about, should be addressed earlier. But as I moved through the methodology and better understood the logic behind each step, I came to appreciate its structural brilliance. The first six drafts are designed to ensure compliance: the academic, formal, and structural requirements of a PhD. Drafts seven through ten are about elevation - a creative, intellectual and editorial progression designed to make the research shine with clarity, sophistication, and confidence. Trust the process and stick to its order.

As a records and archives management professional, the organizational rigour of the 10 Drafts process resonated. I cannot overstate the importance of record-keeping in navigating these ten drafts. I created a main folder on my desktop titled “10 Drafts” containing ten subfolders. Each subfolder was titled by stage and date, for example Draft 1 – Evaluate the Structure – 22 December 2024. Within each subfolder, I saved daily versions of the thesis, clearly labelled by function and date - for example, Draft 1 – Form and Structure – 23 December 2024. This system did two things: first, it tracked the purpose and timeline of the changes. Second, it served as a reassuring historical trace. In a process where 5,000 words might be edited out in a single sitting, it’s vital to know where, when, and why those changes occurred. That is, whether it was structural or an effort to highlight the Significant Original Contribution to Knowledge. These drafts within the subfolders are not just backups. They are evidence of process, markers of growth, and a comfort during moments of doubt. I strongly encourage and recommend due consideration of record-keeping systems before embarking on this process.

Another important factor in my experience was time. I had the luxury of nearly a year for my Expected Work Submission and could take the time to engage with each draft thoroughly. I needed to submit my thesis as soon as possible for personal reasons. I acknowledge that I had space to balance the quality of work with the pace required. I know others may have only ten weeks to completion. To those candidates, I’d say: follow the process. Even if time is tight, adhere to the steps. The order matters. The clarity and coherence it yields activates not only compliance, but scholarly elevation.

Of the ten drafts, Draft 4 - References and Bibliography - was, without doubt, the most gruelling for me. As someone who champions record-keeping, I assumed my meticulous use of Zotero would make this step relatively straightforward. I was wrong. I spent 11 long days reviewing every citation, checking page numbers, ensuring consistency, confirming titles, verifying footnote formatting, and refreshing bibliography fields. Each refresh felt like an eternity, and I lived in constant fear of the system crashing. Scholarly accuracy matters. Every citation is a testament to the intellectual scaffolding. I appreciate that the integrity of the thesis rests on these details – but gosh this was hard.

One surprising element of the editing process was how much re-writing was required. Editing is not merely a matter of cutting or tweaking. It is a process of sharpening your argument, restructuring paragraphs, simplifying and shortening convoluted sentences. It is astonishing how often I repeat the same word or phrase. Also, reading the thesis in full ten times is a challenge, but absolutely essential. It became coherent in a way it never had before when reading chapter by chapter. Patterns emerged, arguments aligned, and there was rhythm and pace in the transitions. Reading and editing the work in its entirety, at least ten times, ensures high levels of coherence across and between chapters.

Ten Drafts to Completion is about finishing well. It’s about transforming text into a coherent, elegant, and scholarly thesis that communicates your research clearly and powerfully. It teaches methodical discipline, enhances clarity, and builds confidence. I am immensely grateful for this process. This process enabled me to reduce from over 162,000 words down to a tight, focused thesis of 97,611 words. I am proud of the final result. To those yet to begin this process: trust this methodology, prepare your systems, and embrace the gruelling grind. You’ll come out of it with more than a finished thesis. You’ll emerge as a stronger writer and with the knowledge to edit at a very high standard.
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Ten drafts to completion: a methodology

How does a PhD (actually) end? The degree has a potent beginning, carrying excitement, inductions and social media posts. But how is a conclusion named, claimed and configured (Lyons and Doueck, 2010)? How is an ending organized and planned? Put another way, how do students, supervisors / advisors, higher degree coordinators and deans assess and validate the thesis for its quality, research integrity, academic integrity, scope, scale and standard? Indeed, what is ‘the standard’ for submission (AQF, 2025)? While the beginning of a PhD is punctuated by rituals and events like inductions, library training sessions, ethics discussions, health and safety briefings, mandatory requirements and milestones, the end is hard to determine, configure, establish and enable. While the submission itself is often a stressful, whimpering disappointment, the pathway to that submission is riddled with confusion, fear, worry and profound uncertainty. Unlike fairy tales and romance fiction, the ending is difficult to recognize. There are no rites, customs or formalities to signal the beginning of the end, or the arrival of the last stage of a doctorate.

This lack of ritualistic behaviour is intensified because most people only complete one PhD in their lives. This data set of one does not provide confidence or certainty. Supervisors or thesis advisors may be supportive or disengaged. Experienced or inexperienced. They may be a research partner or a gatekeeper (Kaur et al., 2022). But the supervisor required at this last stage of the candidature is very different from the enthusiastic cheerleader who welcomed you to the start of the programme. The beginning of a PhD is filled with joy, potential, passion, and hope. The ending is a morass of disappointments, despair, confusion and a loss of faith in the research, the process, the institution or the supervisor.

To manage these disappointments, this book assembles a system to complete the PhD. It is a predictable, planned, and calm process that allows students and supervisors to exchange drafts at this last stage of the process, reduce stress, and improve the quality of the thesis at speed. This process can be completed between a student and supervisor through an iterative exchange of drafts. But if the supervisor / advisor has vacated the building like Las Vegas Elvis, then the process can also be completed by a solo student. Remembering the profound instability of international higher education, through restructures, redundancies and retirements, one reason that this book has been written is to provide a guide on the side – a disembodied friend, confidant and assistant – to enable the completion and graduation of students that the system has discarded, ignored or marginalized. Together, we will complete your PhD for submission and examination.

There are many guides to academic writing. I log the remarkable career publications from Pat Thomson (2025) and Inger Mewburn (2025), alongside Completing your PhD by Williams, Bethell and Lawton (2017). My book, Ten drafts to complete your PhD, differs from the fine work produced by these scholars. It is based on a system that thousands of students have deployed in the last thirty years, to great success. This process has lived in videos and podcasts, professional development seminars and personal conversations. I developed it when I was a young academic and supervisor. It has an origin story, cloaked in confusion and worry. As a supervisor, I made a mistake. I was baffled. I did not know how to help a student who had been incredibly successful throughout her academic career. The only caveat to that narrative of achievement was the final six months of her doctorate. 

Let me tell you how I found myself in this supervisory moment of failure, and why I constructed this system in response. In my late 20s, I supervised my first five PhD completions. This was my first generation of completions. My Star Trek original series. Four of these students finished in under three years. But the fifth candidate finished in three years and six months. It was a struggle. She should also have finished in three years. But something happened. She was brilliant, having achieved both first class honours and a full scholarship to complete her doctorate. She progressed incredibly well with her thesis and only had the introduction left to write in the remaining three months. But then she lost her focus and direction. The fear of finishing was too much for her. Also, her best friend through the degree, who was not on a scholarship and taught at another university while enrolled in a doctorate and did not have first class honours, was doing incredibly well and in fact intellectually jumped beyond her during the PhD. Fear and anxiety were triggered by competitiveness.

The result of these emotions, and the personal and professional dramas summoned from them, was that it took her nine months to write an introduction. It was not strong. After grinding out very difficult and emotional drafts, an adequate introduction was submitted with the thesis. The examiners passed it with minor corrections. And – you are ahead of me, dear reader – the minor correction required was an improvement to the introduction.

What occurred in the final few months to incapacitate this high-achieving student? The fear of completion, fuelled by perfectionism and competitiveness, blocked a crisp, professional and high-quality conclusion to her candidature. Emotions obstructed her completion. These emotions must not be denied. But they must be acknowledged in a way that ensures their management. Emotional regulation is challenging (Abdel-Hadi, Kaba and Ellala, 2023). Importantly, there is a strong relationship between emotions, self-regulation and academic achievement (Asikainen, Hailikari and Mattsson, 2018). Academic emotions are real and meaningful (Barclay, 2021). But without understanding them, managing them and organizing them, deadlines are missed. Theses are not completed. My comments are not minimizing the realities of imposter syndrome or personal doubts and worries. Instead, I offer a mantra that the longer a student is enrolled in a doctoral programme, the less likely they are to finish. While emotions cause delays, these lags create a cascade of other problems, such as a supervisor or advisor resigning, retiring or dying, a loss of funding or scholarship support, and formal institutional policies to remove a student after a particular length of enrolment. From my fifth PhD student, I trialled a new way of supervising to completion. That system has been used by thousands of graduate students in the subsequent thirty years. This is the pathway presented in this book. 

This system can also be described as a strategy, methodology, template, or frame. Whatever noun is favoured, this template is imposed over the final stages of a PhD, to regulate emotions and focus on improving the thesis. Therefore, “boundary work” must be in place (Johansson et al., 2014). Students and supervisors agree to focus on specific tasks each week. 

This emotional regulation through task completion is organized by ten drafts. It is not an arbitrary number. The goal is to empower students and supervisors and to construct an ending with consciousness, precision, and propulsion. This is not a Fordist approach. This is not an “Uberfication” of the doctorate (Brabazon, 2024a). Instead, this methodology is used to guide a diversity of doctorates to the single goal: submission of the document for examination. The ten draft process – completed in ten weeks – concludes a student’s candidature and delivers their research into the hands of examiners. Without such a system or structure, tired academics, administrators and students allow a thesis to drift, seemingly indefinitely. Through ten drafts and ten weeks, the ending is real, tangible and powerful. 

––––––––
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Figure 1 - The exchange of ten drafts (Tara Brabazon)

Each draft involves reading the entire thesis. The supervisor reads the document and offers tracked changes. The student makes those changes and corrections, and then reads the thesis once more, crafting improvements on the specific area that is the focus of that draft. The document is then returned to the supervisor and read once more. This is not a matter of simply embedding the tracked changes from the supervisor and handing back the draft. The supervisory corrections provide the starting point for the next drafting iteration by the student. Each version of the script the student sends to their supervisor must be the best thesis they can construct at that moment. This process of exchanging drafts happens ten times. 

Besides reading the full draft, each draft probes a different deal breaker correction. Each of these ten drafts forms a chapter in this book, where that focus is discussed and addressed. To commence this process, think about how you – as a supervisor or student - would like the final three months of your candidature to progress, logging it is a time of extreme tiredness and emotional uncertainty. Neoliberal academic timescapes will not respect or care for exhaustion, anxiety, fear or delay (Bosanquet, Matai and Fredericks, 2023). There are alternative ways of living, learning, thinking and researching beyond the dread and distress. There is, as Waghid, Waghid and Christie confirms, “a philosophy of caring in higher education” (2019). The ruthlessness and pressure impose rigid demands and expectations on students. This book stands for the autonomy of students. The empowerment of students. The goal is to give you – our students – the skills, knowledge and expertise to claim back your PhD enrolment and finish the thesis. I know it feels like ‘the system’ is against you. This is an anti-intellectual time. In response, my focus in this book is to return autonomy, quality, value, hope and momentum to you. It is time to finish this PhD. It is the moment for you to make decisions about the next stage of your life.

The imperative is to establish a structure, to invest in the process, rather than becoming lost in panic, confusion, competitiveness or perfectionism. The stress and emotion are managed and reduced through an emphasis on a specific task, and allowing the momentum of the drafts to drag the thesis to completion. Every doctoral candidate has a few days in their enrolment where one thoughtless, ill-judged email or telephone call from a supervisor or other staff member can trigger a crisis in confidence and a threatened withdrawal from their degree. Our role as supervisors is to keep students reading, thinking and writing. Doctoral education is a mode of socialization into academic life (Gardner, 2008). But this socialization, no matter what the distress, anxiety or fear, must focus on the completion (Devos et al., 2017). 

Attrition is too common in doctoral education. Older students, students with impairments and disabilities, women, Indigenous students and students of colour attrit at higher rates than white men in most nations (Lovitts, 2001). Humanities graduates attrit more frequently than the students in the sciences (Lovitts, 2001; Hunt, 2020; Gardner, 2010; Golde, 2005; Groenvynck, Vandevelde and Van Rossem, 2013). In logging these disciplinary and sociological differences, the focus of this book remains to address and correct this injustice and imbalance.

My goal is also to ensure that students, whatever their discipline, finish, and quickly. These ten drafts can provide a stable structure of support in the challenging final weeks. Yes, it is hard work. I experience a couple of months each year where four students are in this final stage. I read hundreds of thousands of words a week. However, the hard work is meaningful because it ends. There is an agreed conclusion, and a considered methodology that builds to it. Beginnings matter. Endings matter more.

Supervisors and students reading my words may wonder if the candidature will ever end. Such thought processes are not productive. It is time to make a decision. It is time to begin the ending. The introduction that follows this preface moves the doctoral project to the rough first draft. The intellectual, personal, professional and emotional barriers, blockages, worries and confusions are addressed. Then, ten chapters follow. Each guides you through a particular draft, with its specific focus and requirements. The conclusion offers strategies to recognize the achievement of the completion, while using the examination period to continue the momentum.

The literature consulted in this book is diverse and inspirational. The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) and the Scholarship of Supervision (SoS) are both vital in enabling qualitative, quantitative and theoretical shaping of the contemporary doctorate. Inspirational scholars have proceeded us, including Umberto Eco’s How to write a thesis (2015). But I value Anne Lamott’s career and methodologies for writing, including handling perfectionism, and writing and editing in small and manageable sections (1995). This is also, however, a book of argument. The tough and often ruthless nature of international higher education is presented: little or no funding, uneven institutional support, “rescue” supervision (Brabazon and Redhead, 2017), and job insecurity for students and supervisors (Burton and Bowman, 2022). This is “accelerated modernity” (Redhead, 2006) in Paul Virilio’s University of Disaster (2010). It is not a buoyant or positive time. While Berg and Seeber valued the “slow professor” to critique this culture of speed (2016), there are few political, economic or social resources to mount that resistance. If students take a long time to complete their thesis, funding sources decline, the research currency dates, and supervision will be unstable. It is a competitive environment for any academic post. Students who have completed their PhD will be favoured over those still enrolled. While the slow movement has benefits for the environment and wellbeing, the institutional system that funds, defunds, enrols and dis-enrols requires a completion at speed. But, as I argue throughout this book, finishing the thesis quickly is also to a student’s benefit. The speed of completion enables self-preservation rather than compliance with – ambiguously determined – neoliberal overlords. Finishing as quickly as possible ensures that the research is not gazumped, and the PhD becomes a slice of a life, rather than an entire academic meal.  

Higher Education Studies, and particularly Critical University Studies, offers a lens to understand the new and unique challenges of a doctorate in our universities, spanning a diversity of disciplines, industries and students. This is a time of Dark Academia (Fleming, 2021). This is the Zombie University (Whelan, Walker and Moore, 2013; Murphy, 2017). These are inspirational, if horrific, research projects and arguments that must not be denied, parked or marginalized. Universities are troubled. PhD students are enrolled at this troubled university. The model in this book ensures that the PhD student knows what they can control, and makes key decisions to survive and, I hope, thrive. The references at the end of the book include the foundational theoretical and empirical research that has built the innovative model presented in these pages. 

While these frameworks from Higher Education Studies are to be expected, the key article that triggered this methodology in response to my mis-management of a former PhD student is from Edward Palmer Thompson (1967). This powerful argument is deployed in a radically different discourse and field than its original intention. This article, published in 1967 in the journal Past and Present, explored how the industrial revolution transformed the appreciation, interpretation and configuration of time. Pre-industrial life was organized around the completion of tasks. Cooking a meal. Milking a goat. Picking ripe fruit. Tasks were completed each day in alignment with the seasons and the requirements of daily life. Through the industrial revolution and the rise of the assembly line, humans were disciplined by the machine. Workers became hands of the machine and were disciplined by time, rather than tasks. 

This configuration of pre-and post-industrial time – and task and time orientation – has profound value in organizing and (re)calibrating the new PhD. There are sharp and clear expectations of completion schedules. Indeed, there are universities where if a student submits a thesis one day late, they are automatically excluded from enrolment and the university. So industrial time – time orientation – is the framework for the doctorate. However, universities are pre-industrial formations. Tasks were and are finished to achieve a grade, completion and a degree. Therefore, the goal of this book is to take EP Thompson’s argument, and re-activate task orientation into the final stages of a PhD, so it is completed in time.

How to read this book

This book is a guide through the final stages of a doctorate. For the students reading my words, you are my audience and focus. While I discuss ‘students,’ I also directly address ‘you.’ Because you matter. Each chapter is written in a prescriptive way. While the first few paragraphs orient you into the specific requirements of this draft, there is detailed scaffolding provided in almost all the chapters. There is fear in that paralysing question: Where do I start? The imperative of this book is that students have this guide on the side as they are completing each of these drafts. I recommend you read the book in order, and work through the process.

There are also students reading this book who are just beginning their candidatures, who want to know how it will end and, indeed, how to build towards that ending. This book also offers quiet strategies for you, right at the start of your candidature, to avoid the messy ending, or the frantic push to submission.

Finally, I want to acknowledge the supervisors / advisors reading this book. Thank you for your contribution to research, education and knowledge. I know that each day, we watch the higher education system in which we invested our lives shred like rags at our feet. You may be tired. Angry. Confused. Percolating with despair. Our only hope for a future remains with these remarkable PhD students. If we can push through the fear and the bone-deep tiredness and complete ten drafts in ten weeks, our students have the opportunity for a future. Our careers are rendered meaningful through their life and research, through the maintenance of the high standards of international doctoral examination.

I offer a last word about definitions. The PhD is one of many doctorates, including professional doctorates, that span from the Doctor of Education to the Doctor of Public Health, and beyond. These professional doctoral dissertations are shorter, as a scaffolding coursework programme must be completed before enrolling in the dissertation (Nelson and Coorough, 1994; Neumann, 2005). Beyond the Professional Doctorate, the PhD itself encompasses many modes, including the artefact and exegesis thesis, a PhD by Prior Publication (Brabazon, 2022; Brabazon, 2023), and a PhD by Publication. All differ in length, but in terms of standards, quality and the necessity to make a significant, original, contribution to knowledge (SOCK), the requirements are the same. Whatever mode of doctorate is being completed, except the higher doctorate, which does not require the execution of a SOCK, this model will operate and enable a rapid completion. 
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