Guidelines for Developing a Thesis / Dissertation Proposal

Your proposal should consist of the following parts, in the order listed below.

A. Cover Sheet


Title


Name


Organization (Dept of Biology, ECU)


Date

B. Summary of the Project

Statement of objectives, methods, importance (merit), and relevance (impact)


Limit to one (1) page

C. Table of Contents

D. Description of the Project


Nature of the problem and relation to present state of knowledge in the field


Objectives 


Hypotheses


Methods (experimental methods and procedures)


Relevance of the project

E. Literature Cited

Explanations

Summary.   “Importance” refers to why your project is worth doing—its merits.  Imagine you are submitting this proposal to some agency in the hopes of having them fund your work, so you need to persuade them why it’s worth their investment.  “Relevance” refers to the potential contribution your work will make toward understanding a basic structure, process, system, etc in your field of interest.  Relevance also includes a consideration of who would be impacted by your findings; i.e., others researchers working on a related subject, policy makers, the public,  etc.  You may want to write this portion of the proposal last.  

An articulate summary also provides you with a most valuable commodity:  a clear and concise explanation of what you’re doing in graduate school. This is something you will be asked by your friends, colleagues, peers, mentors, instructors, relatives and parents as long as you are a student.

Description of the Project.  

The bulk of your proposal will be devoted to describing the nature of the problem you wish to solve.  In essence, you are providing the reader with the background information necessary to understand what you want to do, and why it should be done. This review is thus an analysis of the literature, not just a reporting of what’s been done. As part of this process, you delineate what is, and what is not, understood about your topic of interest, which in turn sets the stage for the statement of your specific problem / question you intend to work on.  

Your objectives are your aims, your goals, what you basically wish to accomplish in your work.  For example, if you are interested in determining if one animal –a predator—is controlling distribution of another—its potential prey, your objectives might be to determine if a) both species co-occur in their natural habitat, b) the putative prey is actually part of the predator’s diet, c) where the prey is located within its habitat varies in the presence of, and absence of, its predator.  

Your hypotheses are your predictions about how something works, or the nature of the relationship between two or more variables.  In the above example, you may hypothesize that the prey are abundant only in those regions of its habitat that are not visited by, or inaccessible to, the predator.  Some projects are purely descriptive, such as a characterization of the development of a species, and thus hypotheses may not be appropriate.

Methods include an accounting of the molecule / cell /organism / system you plan to study, how you will obtain your molecule / cell / organism , the various activities you will carry out to accomplish your objectives and test your hypotheses (includes experimental design),  the equipment and materials you will need, and where the work will be done (relevant primarily for those who study will involve field work), and how you plan to analyze your data.

Relevance of the project is explained above in the section on the Summary.

Literature Cited.  Use appropriate format for citing your references (book, chapter in book with separate authors for each chapter, journal articles, on-line articles, ….) as described in the recommended text for this course or a similar type of text.  When citing a journal, give the entire name of the journal, not its abbreviation. Your references must be peer-reviewed, and thus not someone’s personal website.

How Long Should it Be?  A maximum of 15 pages if the text is single-spaced. The 15 page limit includes any tables, graphs, images you may wish to include, but does NOT include the Literature Cited section.

