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PhD Rules – Thesis Formatting

The GRS have very few rules about thesis style and format. 
This gives you the flexibility to format your thesis to fit your 
discipline and project needs - discuss your thesis format 
with your supervisors. 

Aim for a thesis that is logical and easy to read. Your 
choice of fonts, font sizes, margins, heading styles, the 
amount of white space used, and the number and titles of 
chapters should be informed by the needs of your reader 
and the norms of your discipline.

https://www.postgraduate.uwa.edu.au/students/thesis

https://www.postgraduate.uwa.edu.au/students/thesis/style

https://www.postgraduate.uwa.edu.au/students/thesis
https://www.postgraduate.uwa.edu.au/students/thesis/style
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0146167283094010

http://thefairlist.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Carrot-ice-cream.pdf

Reactions to the unexpected
Want to try something unusual? After having your writing 
heavily edited by your supervisors, it’s not an unusual for 
students to want to add a personal touch to their thesis. 

However, academia is very conservative and disciplinary 
conventions have been developed over time to promote 
understanding (mostly).

If you are working ‘outside of the box’ your audience is likely to 
be more critical. Make sure any choices that deviate from the 
norm are rational and high quality.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0146167283094010
http://thefairlist.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Carrot-ice-cream.pdf


• Consult with your supervisor

• Examine other theses in your discipline at 
UWA, other universities

• Read a concise style guide for your discipline 
(or instructions to authors in  discipline-
relevant, high quality journals)

• Make note of your own formatting choices to 
ensure consistency throughout thesis (create 
a style sheet)

General Advice



Font

Traditional choice = Times New Roman (serif font)
short lines at the upper & lower ends of letter strokes
considered easier to read when text is printed
Garamond, Century Schoolbook, Georgia, Cambria

Common choice = Calibri (sans serif font)
‘cleaner’ but ‘less formal’ and are often used for onscreen reading 
Arial, Helvitica, Verdana

Constantia - balance between printed and on screen 
readability. 



Font

Keep body text a consistent font 
and size and spacing.

Different fonts (and colours) can 
be used to differentiate 
headings from body text. 
[Consider using fonts from the same family. 
https://99designs.com.au/blog/tips/typefa
ce-vs-font/]

https://inkbotdesign.com/font-combinations/

https://99designs.com.au/blog/tips/typeface-vs-font/
https://inkbotdesign.com/font-combinations/
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Hierarchy

In a thesis there are typically a number of heading levels and emphasis 
of certain words within the body text. 

The highest level headings should be the most prominent text, and 
heading levels inbetween should become less prominent as they move 
from the highest to the lowest level, with body text the least 
prominent.

increase font size and bolding as heading levels increase 

avoid underlining and italicization where possible

consider colour but colour cues may be lost if thesis is printed – so 
maybe combine colour with changes in font size to ensure there is a 
visual hierarchy even in black and white. If using colour, use multiple 
shades of one colour rather than multiple colours. 

https://www.primoprint.com/blog/understanding-
the-3-levels-of-typographic-hierarchy/

https://www.primoprint.com/blog/understanding-the-3-levels-of-typographic-hierarchy/


Justification

Text aligned along the left hand side margin is said to be 
left justified or ragged right text. This is thought to be 
the easiest alignment to read. 

Text that is aligned on both margins, called fully justified
or flush text, is more difficult to read because unusually
large spaces may appear between words and white
space “rivers” may appear when spaces from lines above
and below align.



White Space

The area between design elements includes spacing between letters, spacing between paragraphs, paragraph 
indentations, line spacing, margins, and spacing before and after headings, paragraphs, figures and tables. 
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White Space

Some style guides ask for a double space after a full stop (APA), while others 
ask for a single space (Chicago).   Research on readability of this space is 
inconclusive. 

The word default line spacing is slightly greater than a single line. [You can 
adjust line spacing to suit individual pages – this can be very useful when you 
want to ensure tables do not break over pages and figures are not forced onto 
the next page leaving a large section of unwanted white space on a page. Just 
leave this level of formatting to the end, working from front of thesis to back].

Spacing above and below headings can be used to emphasise hierarchy by 
further differentiating the heading from the body text, by increasing the 
spacing as the level of heading increases. 

https://support.microsoft.com/en-
us/office/change-the-line-spacing-in-
word-04ada056-b8ef-4b84-87dd-
5d7c28a85712

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/change-the-line-spacing-in-word-04ada056-b8ef-4b84-87dd-5d7c28a85712
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Most word processors have a default margin of 1 inch. If you 
wish to hard copy bind your thesis as a double sided document 
you will need a 4cm LHS margin (gutter margin for binding). 

Paragraphs may be distinguished from one another by a line of 
white space OR an indentation at the beginning of the 
paragraph but NOT both. If indenting, the rule of thumb is to 
indent at least as far as the font size, and usually twice the size 
(ie if using 12 point font, indent 12-24 points). 

Ensure adequate space between figures (and the figure 
legend), tables (and table titles) and body text. 

White Space

https://researchwhisperer.org/2011/10/11/whi
te-space/

https://researchwhisperer.org/2011/10/11/white-space/
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