A Short Guide to Preparing Proposals
For Theses and Research Projects
Frank Fuller
	

There are many ways of contributing to the body of knowledge in education and cognition. At one time, testing quantitative data in a positivist paradigm occupied most of our time.  Research conventions have become more complex, and action research, policy analysis, qualitative methods, and portfolio assemblage have become important parts of the material of educational research. Therefore, the amount of time we spend discussing the formal proposal for traditional research has diminished. However, the proposal for experimental research remains a vital part of graduate education. This guide should serve as a kind of reminder of how such a proposal may be constructed.
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INTRODUCTION

"Why are you interested?" is the first question a major professor asks a student who is beginning to think about a topic for a thesis. "What difference will it make?" That question has two purposes. The first is for the student’s sake. The proposal marks the student’s departure on a long journey: one in which the topic is less a destination than a traveling companion. Like any trip, this one will be much more interesting with a congenial associate.

"Why am I interested?" is also the question the Introduction answers for the reader. The Introduction reveals the problem and provides a rationale for reading further. The author directs the reader’s attention to a specific problem within the first couple of sentences, setting the tone for the rest of the proposal. An Introduction that must be read into the second or third page to locate the study’s focus suggests that the author, as well, cannot find the purpose of the study.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Students and faculty members alike are sometimes confused about the differences between the statement of the problem, purpose, and the research questions. The Problem Statement should evolve from the Introduction and forms a question to be answered.

·     What reading program is most generally used in excellent schools?

·     What effect does block scheduling have on middle school student achievement?

·     Which theory of cognitive development holds the most promise for decision-makers working with early school retention?

·     How can The Tempest be effectively presented in eleventh grade English?

The Problem Statement rests on theory: the researcher’s assertion of a relationship between a change in the educational environment and a change in performance or cognitive strategy. The Problem Statement establishes the limits within which the theory will be tested. Often, subsidiary problems that derive from the initial Statement are included at this point.

Stating the problem is neither easy nor automatic. At the least, it is the result of hours spent in an academic library and of repeated searches through databases and search tools.

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The Purpose of the Study states the researcher’s intention or obligation to the experiment. Unlike the Problem Statement, the Purpose should be specific and precise.

·     to identify

·     to measure

·     to develop

·     to determine

·     to analyze

·     to evaluate

The Statement of the Problem and forms the basis of the Purpose of the Study, which, in turn, generates The Hypotheses.

HYPOTHESES OR RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Every kind of research begins as an effort to answer a question. In education, the sorts of questions we seek answers for come in many forms, and the appropriate technique for finding answers generally is a result of the kind of question being asked. The question "what happened?" for example calls for historical research. "What sort of thing is going on?" asks the researcher to describe phenomena, and calls for a ethnography. 

Research questions about variables include descriptions of a single variable or the possible relationship between two or more variables (survey research), or the impact of one variable on another (experimental or quasi-experimental research). The focus of this essay is on experimental research; nonetheless,  it is important to remember that good experimental questions are possible only after the investigator is sure of the kind of question to be answered, and that other approaches will produce valid answers to different sorts of questions. 

Experimental research provides precise answers to unambiguous and understandable questions. The statement of research questions must also be understandable and unambiguous, for they are the framework on which the investigation rests. They must be precise, strong, definite, and thorough.

Traditional researchers state Hypotheses. Research questions, in contrast, when allowed at all, were admissions that the project was a kind of preliminary investigation—insufficiently developed to permit a precise test. Recent investigators see clear differences between the two kinds of questions, and see, as well, a role for both in constructing studies.

The Hypothesis states that a measurable change may be attributed, with a degree of certainty, to a specific source; it infers a cause-effect relationship. Where such a relationship is being investigated, the Hypothesis is appropriate.

·     There will be significant difference between reading comprehension scores of groups using two basal sets.

·     Block scheduling will make no significant difference in LEAP scores of ninth grade students.

·     There will be a significant increase in GED scores when mandatory class attendance increases.

·     There will be significant positive relationship between Self Concept Assessment Test and selected California Achievement Test sub-section scores for third graders.

Questions that are answered with tests of inferential statistics are often stated in terms of no significant difference: the famous Null Hypothesis. For other kinds of research, the null hypothesis often suggests an insufficient conviction of the researcher in the effects of the theory being tested.

Sometimes more tentative or exploratory problems are to be answered, and the relatively structured format of the Hypothesis seems too constricting. In that case, research questions are appropriate. In projects that gather qualitative information, research or (in the case of ethnographic research) foreshadowing questions form a better statement of the test of theory the project is about.

·     What word-attach strategies do adult, low-reading-level welders employ when deciphering OSHA Safety Manuals?

·     How do elementary school principals define the role of the elementary school counselor?

·     What are the opinions of second year teachers about the Louisiana Assessment of Teacher Effectiveness?

In every case, the questions, regardless of their form, provide a clear path from the Statement of the Problem to the Results. When Research Problems have been answered by the researcher, it will be in terms that address the issues the researcher has raised in the Statement of the Problem.

SYNTHESIS OF RELATED LITERATURE

The Synthesis of Related Literature presents the researcher’s intellectual journey to the Research Questions. It tells the reader what other researchers have discovered about the topic at hand, and suggests the basis for reasonable assumptions the present researcher may be making concerning the relationship between theory and variables, and one variable and another, within the study at hand.

The Synthesis will always be longer in the making than in its final form. Though the literature read by the researcher is—and should be—exhaustive, the Synthesis should not exhaust the reader. Though this section is often called a "review," its purpose is really to give the researcher a chance to rework, in her own language, the reading that brought the project to the point of being a Research Proposal. As a synthesis, is it original work, and requires original work to produce. The literature review tells the reader why the study is significant and why the proposed research design should be valid.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

This section provides operational definition of terms that are unusual or unfamiliar. It identifies precisely the names of concepts, tests, or participants introduced in the Statement of the Problem and employed in the Hypotheses. If the study does not employ such terminology, omit this section.

ASSUMPTIONS

Every pertinent variable within an experiment should be recognized and dealt with in the context of the experimental design. Primarily, variables within an experiment are measured or controlled. From time to time, the experimenter will develop a rationale for assuming that variables are not, in fact, pertinent.

If a variable can be assumed not to exist, or not to have an effect on experimental validity, it can be listed here. Along with the statement of the variable, this section should include the experimenter’s rationale for assuming that the controlling variable is not critical to the experiment.

Do what you can to make this section unnecessary.

LIMITATIONS

The generalizability of any research study is important. The researcher relies on other studies being generalizable in the Synthesis of Related Literature, and assumes that the study at hand will be generalizable when formulating the Purpose of the Study. Therefore, the researcher will try to recognize elements in the study that will restrict the generalizability of the study, and to control for them through the experimental design.

There are elements that cannot always be controlled for, however. It remains the researcher’s obligation to recognize limitations to generalizability, and to state them explicitly, in this section. The statement of limitations warns the reader about assuming applicability of the study’s results to other settings, and demonstrates that the researcher understands limitations that are not accounted for in the Procedures.

Try to make this section unnecessary, as well.

PROCEDURE FOR COLLECTING DATA

The Procedure for Collecting Data tells, in detail, every step and alternative the investigator will take to carry out the experiment. Another equally competent researcher should be able to read this section and proceed with the experiment in exactly the same fashion as the author.

This is the section in which the reader should find the characteristics of the population and the method for selecting the sample. The researcher’s treatment of variables is discussed here at length. The section anticipates the reader’s questions about the procedure. What are the independent, dependent, and intervening variables? How are threats to validity dealt with?

Special circumstances and instruments must be described. If there is training for interviewers, this is the place to explain it and to defend its adequacy. If instruments that are not standardized will be used, here is where the validation data are presented. The relationship between phenomena and measuring scales (reading ability and reading test scores, for example) that have been rationalized in the Synthesis of Relevant Literature is applied in the Procedure for Gathering Data.

The protection of human subjects, ethical treatment of animals, or control of hazardous substances enter into most experiments. Those concerns should be articulated and satisfied in this section.

This section will occupy several pages, and is usually divided into sub-sections.

THE POPULATION

The original research questions deal with a population of people. What are their demographic characteristics? What special qualities need to be accounted for? How are they alike each other; how are they different from other persons?

THE SAMPLE

This section answers questions concerning the size of the sample and the method by which the sample will be selected.

Adequate sample size depends on the experimental design and is related to the statistical techniques selected to satisfy that design. Any research text can help you determine—and describe—an adequately sized sample for the study.

It is difficult to over-emphasize the importance of insuring the protection of human subjects throughout the experiment. The Procedure for Collecting Data and The Sample are two sections in which these assurances are made. Be absolutely sure that your participants are fully informed about the purpose of your study and their role in it, that they are protected from harm by internal controls and external review, and that they are completely free to agree to be part of your study. In short, be sure that they are exactly what we call them: participants; partners with you in your project.

If the sample is to be randomly selected, the reader should be able to determine the way that randomness has been assured. Many studies rely on other sampling techniques, however. Systematic, cluster, or some other sampling technique should be carefully described, along with the researcher’s rationale for using the technique proposed.

Though convenience or data-producing samples are attractive for their ease of location, their use can diminish the value of an otherwise useful study. If using such a sample is unavoidable, extra care must be employed to explain and defend the choice.

Many participant pools lose participants, especially if the experiment occurs over an extended period. Over-sampling or establishing procedures for extending the original sample is more desirable than being embarrassed by a group too small to complete the experiment.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Is the difference attributable to chance, to an unforeseen cause, or to the treatment variable? Is it truly a difference at all? Trustworthy answers to these questions result from good experimental design. Every proposal’s readers will look critically at the experimental design, weighing it against the requirements of previous sections of the proposal. It is the design that insures the reader that the sample size is treated appropriately, that the effect of intervening variables is accounted for, and that the results of the work with the sample can be attributed to the population.

The surest way to insure that the design is adequate and understood is to select one of the examples in Experimental and Quasi-experimental Designs for Research: the famous "Campbell & Stanley." Though the brief book is summarized in most research texts, the original work provides detail and discussion that researchers often find invaluable (NY: Rand-McNally, 1972).

Though historical studies, surveys, and other kinds of inquiry do not employ an experimental design, they still require a plan for proceeding.

PROCEDURE FOR ANALYSIS OF DATA

The proposal is complete before data are gathered. Nonetheless, the researcher needs a plan for analyzing the information gathered. How will survey returns be analyzed? What statistical tests will be employed? What considerations need to be employed when analyzing raw data? …standard scores and test results?

If a standard procedure is to be used, provide references about the test. Pay attention to the guidelines for allowable and adequate data described in the APA Publication Manual (1993). If the statistical analysis is unusual, describe it carefully. Be sure to provide a complete rationale for why the novel procedure will provide the results claimed for it.

TESTING THE HYPOTHESES

The statistical procedures provide a test of the hypotheses discussed previously. This part of the Procedures section describes the nature of the test and the standards for a successful evaluation of the experiment. The standards for accepting or rejecting the hypotheses should be established in advance, for the researcher will use this description as a kind of self-check to make sure that the hypotheses, the procedure, and the analysis of data all work together.

The statistical test of the null hypothesis has become less common in quantitative educational research. Therefore, one is less likely to encounter the practice of pegging the test of the hypothesis to a predicted confidence level: "significant at the .01 or .05 level." In most cases simply reporting the level of significance provides an adequate resolution to the hypothesis. Early consultation in this matter – usually at the same time as the formulation of the hypothesis is being finalized – with the major professor is highly recommended.

Investigations that rely on historical, survey, or other kinds of evidence do not normally use a statistical test to affirm a hypothesis. They retain, however, the obligation to state, in advance, what kind or degree of evidence will be sufficient to accept their assertions.

REPORT OF DATA

The research proposal does not include data to analyze and report, of course. However, a plan for reporting the data, along with samples of the tables or charts that will be used, clarifies in the researcher’s mind – and in the mind of the major professor – how quantified data will be managed.

A carefully prepared format for data reporting will also reduce the amount of time necessary to analyze and present data, once the information comes in. Experience indicates that researchers appreciate any time-saving strategy in the last days of the project.

REFERENCE LIST

The reference list comprises the citations made in the body of the proposal, and nothing else. In the reference list, and in the body of the proposal, the citation format and conventions of the APA Publication Manual (1994), as well as additions necessitated by electronic information sources, determine how the list will look. Purchase the APA Manual and consult it often.

	

No guide can replace your most valuable asset: your major professor. That person is regularly engaged in research, stands as the veteran of dozens – perhaps hundreds – of thesis projects, and will welcome your early and regular consultation during the period of your project.
Your graduate degree may include the first formal research activity you’ve planned, though you will find application for these skills in your work in the future. Action research, grant preparation, program evaluation, and further graduate work await you. If the project you have undertaken here has been successful, you will find that these skills will reward you throughout your professional life.


