WRITING A THESIS PROPOSAL

(Henrike Korner, 1997 Learning Assistance Centre, The University of Sydney)

Length, scope, depth and originality of the thesis depend on the degree which it is for. The following table presents an overview of the general expectations of a thesis at Honours, Master’s and PhD level.

	
	HONOURS
	MASTERS MINOR THESIS
	MASTERS
MAJOR THESIS
	PHD

	DEFINITION
	A substantial

project which

demonstrates an

understanding of the

research process and

scholarly

conventions of the

discipline
	- An ordered, critical

   exposition of

   knowledge gained

   through student’s own

   effort;

-  demonstrate sound

   understanding of

   research process
	marks possession of

advanced knowledge

in a specialist field
	-candidate has

  conducted a

  substantial piece of

  research; 

- has been conceived,

  conducted and reported   

  by the candidate under

  academic supervision

  in an academic

  environment for a

  prescribed period

	SCOPE
	Similar to Masters minor thesis
	- not necessarily new line

  of enquiry or  

  contribution to

  knowledge, but still:

  locate topic in context of

  critical review; 

- demonstrate knowledge

  of appropriate  

  methodology
	not necessarily new line of enquiry, but shows that student has mastered research and synthesising skills in producing a contribution to knowledge
	similar to Masters Research degree, but deeper, more comprehensive treatment of subject

	SCHOLARSHIP


	
	demonstrate ability to present study in a disciplined way in scholarly conventions of the discipline
	-  shows evidence of

   independent investigation

   and testing of hypotheses; 

-  ability to make critical use

    of published work; 

-  appreciation of

    relationship of topic to 

    wider field of knowledge;

-  competence in
   independent work;

· understanding of

· approaches and 

   techniques appropriate to

   research question; 

· should draw 

   generalisations or further

   hypotheses for testing
	- demonstrates
   authority in candidate’s

   field and shows

   evidence of knowledge

   in relevant cognate

   field;

- mastery of appropriate

  methodological
   techniques and

   awareness of 

   limitations;

-  makes a distinct

   contribution to 

   knowledge; 

-  originality of approach 

   or interpretation; 

- ability to communicate

   research findings 

   effectively in 

   professional and 

   international contexts; 

- research apprenticeship

   is complete and holder 

   is admitted to the

   community of scholars

   in the discipline

	LENGTH

	Varies by department; depends on weighting  against

  coursework
	10,000 20,000  words, depends on weighting  against

  coursework
 


	varies by faculty; max. 50,000 words
	max. 100,000

	(adapted from Powels, 1994:24-25)


Differences According To Disciplines
There are also considerable differences between the sciences, the humanities and the social sciences as far as students’ range of topic choice, student’s degree of freedom in choosing specific research questions, and the overall timing of the research project is concerned. The following table provides an overview of disciplinary influences on topic selection.

	
	SCIENCES
	HUMANITIES
	SOCIAL SCIENCES/ APPLIED PROFESSIONAL

FIELDS

	RANGE
	restricted range of choice; suitable topics made available by department according to staff expertise, research interest and research funding
	students usually required to initiate own topics; take into account supervisor’s interests and availability of data
	wide range of practices: from close direction of science model to deliberate absence of direction of the humanities model

	DEGREE OF

FREEDOM
	students may have more

freedom on deciding research question, but often close direction by supervisor
	supervisor reluctant to

interfere in topic choice, theoretical perspective, method, specific research question
	topics and research questions

often derived from field of student’s professional practice

	GUIDANCE

TIMING 
	research question decided early; schedules, timelines, deadlines are important
	supervisor guides student in understanding how the chosen theoretical framework is situated against existing theoretical development in the field or in related fields
	identification of specific research question may take considerable time as students require a good deal of  disciplinary and methodological grounding


before they are able to


formulate specific research


questions







Proposal Headings:
	Biology (PhD)
	Anthropology (PhD)
	Polit. Science (PhD)
	Education (MEd)



	Aim

1. to describe

2. to test theory ...
	(Why is research

important - show

gaps)
	Problem
	I.
The problem

1.1  Background

1.2  Introduction

1.3 Purpose of study

1.4  Hypotheses
1.5  Definitions
1.6  Delimitations and
       Limitations

	Background
	Literature review (short)
	Subproblems (7 questions)
	2. Theoretical framework 

       and lit, review

2.1 ……
2.2 …….

	Additional questions
	Method
	Hypotheses (4)
	3.
Methodology
3.1
3.2   

	Theory
	Map
	Delimitations
	4. Application of findings

	Timetable
	Bibliography
	Definitions of terms
	5. Conclusion

	
	
	Methodology

	References


	
	
	Basic reading list
	

	Length: 6 pages
	Proposal: 8 pages

Bibliography: 19 pages
	Length:
9 pages
	Length:
19 pages


EVALUATION OF THE PROPOSAL


The following list shows the criteria that committees and examiners look for in proposals and finished theses. It would be useful to keep those criteria in mind as you are writing your proposal and your thesis to focus on the relevant criteria (The items marked * are used to evaluate the final thesis, not proposals.)

CHARACTERISTICS BEING EVALUATED

I.
Title is clear and concise.

2.
Problem is significant and clearly stated.

3.    Limitations and delimitations of the study are stated.

4.
Delimitations are well defined and appropriate to solutions of the problem.

5.    Assumptions are clearly stated.

6.
Assumptions are tenable.

7.
The research projected by the proposal does not violate human rights or confidence.

8.
Important items are well defined.

9.
Specific questions to be studied are clearly stated.

10.
Hypotheses, elements, or research questions are clearly stated.

11   Hypotheses, elements, or research questions are testable, discoverable or answerable.

12.  Hypotheses, elements, or research questions derive from the review of the literature.

13.  Relationship of study to previous research is clear.

14.
Review of literature is efficiently summarised.

15.
Procedures are described in detail.

16.
Procedures are appropriate for the solution of the problem.

17.
Population and sample are clearly described.

18.
Method of sampling is appropriate.

19.
Variables have been controlled.

20.  Data gathering methods are described

21.
Data gathering methods are appropriate to solution of the problem.

22.
Validity and reliability of data gathering are explained.

23.
Appropriate methods are used to analyse data.

24.
Sentence structure and punctuation are correct.

25.
Minimum of typographical errors.

26.
Spelling and grammar are correct.

27.
Material is clearly written.

28.
Tone is unbiased and impartial.

29.
Overall rating of creativity and significance of the problem.

30. * Tables and figures are used effectively.

31. * Results of analysis are presented clearly.

32. * Major findings are discussed clearly and related to previous research.

33. * Importance of findings is explained.

34. *The relationship between the research and the findings is demonstrated with tight, logical reasoning.

35. * Conclusions are clearly stated.

36. * Conclusions are based on the results.

37. *Generalisations are confirmed.

38. *Limitations and weaknesses of study is discussed.

39. * Implications of findings for the field are discussed.

40 .* Suggestions for further research are cited.

41. * Overall rating of the conduct of the study and the final document.

(Mauch and Birch, 1989:91-93)

*Not evaluated in proposal but in finished thesis only.
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