Proposal Guidelines for Thesis and Project-in-lieu-of-thesis in Art Education

University of Florida

The following are suggested guidelines for writing a proposal for a thesis or a project-in-lieu-of-thesis, which may be modified according to the specific study or project undertaken.  Keep in mind that a well-considered thesis proposal makes a strong thesis more likely, and vice versa.  Time spent on refining the proposal means less time spent trouble-shooting later, during the project itself. 

At a minimum, a thesis proposal should have the following components.  Its length will vary from as few as ten pages to perhaps as many as 25 pages. 

I. Introduction (3 to 5 pages)

This section provides a short introduction to the research project being proposed and describes the parameters under which the study will be completed. The identification of a problem provides the logical foundation upon which the rest of the proposal is built. The statement of the problem should be brief and concise. Information that indicates the significance of the study to the field of education should be included. The Introduction will indicate the general purpose of the study, and relate the problem to general theories and accepted bodies of knowledge. Wherever appropriate, the proposal should specify: how it could benefit practitioners or administrators in the field; how it is related to your institution or school; and what contribution it will make to your own professional development.  The Introduction may include a one- or two-sentence statement of the general purpose of the research, a list of specific objectives to be accomplished by the research, and a definition of terms used in the research.  Finally, it is often helpful to include toward the end of the problem section a one-or two-sentence synopsis of the research problem.

A. Introduce the topic: Orient your audience to what you are interested in and why; explain your position relative to this topic, briefly state your guiding questions, and share how you intend to approach this issue. 

B. Statement of the Problem:  Develop your interest into a specific problem statement or research question (or set of questions) and briefly indicate why this is important; mention key studies that indicate the current state of knowledge about the topic. 

C.  Purpose of the Study:  Describe how what you want to do will answer the questions proposed above.  Think about what you hope to accomplish by undertaking this project. 

D.  Importance or Significance of the Study: Explain why you feel this study or project will make a contribution to the field; briefly describe the gaps in current understanding,  the misunderstandings you hope to resolve, or the new ideas you hope to promote and make accessible.

E.  Definition of Terms:  Include a list of vocabulary or clarify key terms if necessary. 

F.  Limitations of the Study: If appropriate, briefly acknowledge related concerns that are outside the scope of this study, expose your personal biases, if necessary, and otherwise address points you may be critiqued upon later. 

II. Literature Review (10+ pages)
In this section, important prior research or writing pertinent to the problem at hand should be identified.  The essential difference(s) between the proposed study and prior research will be explicitly identified, based upon substantial familiarity with the literature and its relationship to the proposed study.  This involves conducting an exhaustive search for publications (electronic and print-based) that relate to the educational problem discussed in the introduction, critically and systematically analyzing them, discussing the most relevant or important, then drawing conclusions for your own study.  

 A. Remind your audience of the topic being researched.

B.  Organize the literature review according to key concepts or methods or other content categories that focuses the information and pulls together findings to provide a "state-of-knowledge" summary in regard to the research problem.

C. Make clear how your project extends, differs from, or replicates past studies; indicate shortcomings in the design of prior research that should be avoided and/or strengths to be repeated in conducting another study; where there are methodological alternatives, especially controversial ones, critique the literature that is relevant to making a choice.

 D.  The literature review should end with a summary statement which includes what we know and don't know about the topic and, if appropriate, why the latter is the case. You may wish to consider including a condensed version in the proposal and keeping the additional material for the literature review chapter of the thesis.

III. Methods and Research Hypotheses (<5 pages)

A.   State in detail research questions and sub-questions, or objectives.  Specific propositions deduced from the literature should be stated. 
B.  Design:  How the research will be conducted should be specified in this subsection. Whatever research design is to be selected, this is the place to indicate specifically the procedures to be followed.  Describe and justify the methods to be employed in completing the project. Indicate the sources and availability of data/information to be used in completing the project. 

C. Population:  The target population for the research, if used—the group to which it is hoped the findings will be applicable—should be defined, consistent with the statement of the problem and the purpose and objectives. In addition, the accessible population—the population from which the sample will actually be drawn—should be specified, the evidence, available or to be gathered, as to population validity should be discussed briefly. Procedures for selecting the sample should be outlined, including justification for the sampling method to be used.  

D.  Analysis:  Discuss intended procedures for analyzing the data, assessing the results of your project, and drawing conclusions.   

E. Timeline: Include in your proposal a rough outline of your schedule for completing tasks related to the project or study at hand. 

IV. Expected Findings (1 page)

A. This section should restate what the you expect to find, or to accomplish, based upon the literature review and statement of purpose.  In a sense, this section is a narrative summary of the anticipated answers to your research questions.  

V. Selected bibliography (3-8 pages)

A. This will not be the same bibliography that will be included with the final thesis or dissertation, but should deal essentially with those references discussed in the literature review.
