RESEARCH PROPOSAL GENERAL GUIDELINES

Elaine Chapman

A well-prepared research proposal provides a coherent thrust to the conduct of a research study. Potential strengths of the research project can be identified early and enhanced, while possible dangers and weaknesses can be detected and avoided. A proposal can be more than the basis for a research study: the task of formulating a proposal can serve to launch you into your chosen field of study in an organised, efficient and productive fashion. Some of the purposes of your doing a research proposal, then, are to:
(i) Help you to clarify your interests and objectives in undertaking a research study;

(ii) Establish the significance of the proposed research, in light of previous theory and research within the field; and
(iii) Allow supervisors to provide advice on the methods you will use in your project. 

This overview is designed to highlight key aspects of some published guidelines that are relevant for writing research proposals (e.g., the American Psychological Association’s Publication Manual). It is not intended to provide a comprehensive introduction to proposal writing. The following organizational framework is suggested (but not mandatory): 
· Title/Abstract
· Introduction/Context

· Conceptual Framework/Literature Review 

· Study Rationale and Aims/Questions

· Methods
· References
· Appendices
These are the key substantive headings.  Other headings that must be included will depend on whether it is a Masters, Ph.D., or Ed.D. proposal.  These will include titles such as Timeline, Resources, Budget, and Major Scholars.  You will need to consult the specific regulations of your degree for more on these areas.  Specific suggestions for the content that you should cover under each of the substantive headings given above are included in the next sections.
1. Title and Abstract

The title of your proposal should provide a concise but thorough statement of the topic or problem to be addressed in the study.  For example, in studies that will use a quantitative research design, the title should identify the variables investigated and their relationship to one another (e.g., “Effects of stress management strategies on performance in undergraduate education examinations”).  Omit any redundancies (e.g., “An investigation of...”, “A study of...”) and avoid the use of abbreviations here, even if these are used widely in the literature.

Your abstract should provide a concise, coherent summary of your proposed study (e.g., following the format prescribed in the Publication Manual). Open with a statement of the problem or topic addressed (e.g., “Although stress management strategies have been reported to have positive effects on examination performance, sex differences in responses to these strategies have not yet been examined”).  Go on to describe the proposed research design and data collection procedures (e.g., “Sixty educational psychology undergraduates (30 male, 30 female) will be assigned randomly to participate in a two-week stress management programme or to a no-treatment control condition...”) and data analysis methods. Then summarise the implications that your results may hold (e.g., “These results will indicate whether males and females should benefit from different test preparation procedures”).

2. Introduction/Context
This subsection, which includes your opening statements, should “set the scene” for your proposal.  Here, you should (i) clearly outline the problem/topic area addressed in your proposal; (ii) establish the importance of the problem/topic to be addressed (i.e., state why this line of research is worth pursuing), (iii) set a meaningful context for the area of investigation (e.g., historical antecedents to current research interest in the field), and (iv) define any key terms and concepts (i.e., those required for staking out the boundaries of your problem area). Terms and concepts that are not central to your proposal can be defined as they appear in the body of your argument.

Although each of the points raised in this section should be developed in sufficient detail to provide the reader with a thorough orientation to the problem, resist the temptation to deviate from your main thesis and discuss more tangential issues here (e.g., debates on conceptual definitions, where concept definition is not the major purpose of the research).  Refer the reader on to other sources that deal with such issues more thoroughly. Bem (1987) makes a number of useful supplementary recommendations for opening statements.

3. Conceptual Framework/Literature Review

After introducing the problem generally, you should provide a thorough yet concise summary of previous empirical and theoretical work in the area.  Your review should focus on studies that have specifically examined the variables or aspects of the problem that you have chosen to address, and should lead systematically towards your rationale and research aims or hypotheses.  At each point, a logical progression of ideas must be established clearly (subheadings may be useful here). The relevance of all material presented must also be made explicit:  Each point should make a clear contribution to the development of your overall thesis. (Although economy of expression should always be a primary goal, this is not an excuse to include points that you cannot adequately develop.)

The literature review should explain the relation of your topic and research aims to significant literature and recent (or even current) research in your field. The form of the literature review may well vary according to the nature of the field: experimental, philosophical, theoretical, comparative, etc. - but its purpose will be the same in all fields. It should place your proposed research topic clearly in its relevant research context, and should demonstrate your awareness of significant similar or relevant research. 
If there are various theories on your topic or in your field, which one(s) will you use in your conceptual framework for your thesis? Which themes or trends do you wish to follow up from the literature as you have reviewed it? Do you have any fresh suggestions of an explanatory, interpretive, or programmatic kind?  In short, what are the main considerations which will guide you in your research? 

Students often ask how much detail they should include in their summaries of previous empirical works. The Publication Manual states that you should “avoid non-essential details; instead, emphasise pertinent findings, relevant methodological issues, and major conclusions” (p. 11). Unfortunately, “essential” and “non-essential” features of previous works will be defined largely by the specifics of the problem you have chosen to address, and/or the points you are trying to make in developing your argument.  In most cases, however, you should summarise the procedures used in the study (e.g., “Sixty fourth-year psychology students were assigned to participate in a stress management programme or to a no-treatment control condition”), the specific results obtained (e.g., “stress management students achieved significantly higher exam marks than controls”), and any methodological flaws that impose serious threats to the validity of the results (e.g., the stress management group was composed of students who had taken up permanent residence on campus, whereas the control group consisted of students the lecturers had never seen before).

You will generally be expected to read widely in preparing your literature review, and to demonstrate this knowledge explicitly with clarity and style.  Probably the major challenge you will face in this section will be to provide a comprehensive background to your research area whilst keeping your discussion down to a reasonable word limit.  There are various strategies you can use to reduce the bulk of the information down to manageable levels (you should note, however, that these are my personal suggestions only).  One way is to tabulate the outcomes of previous studies, and then make reference to the table in your narrative.  A second way is present a critical overview of the conclusions reached in previous reviews of the area, and then conduct a more detailed review of work published subsequently.  A third way is to describe the procedures and results of exemplary or seminal works in detail, and to then cite only the overall findings or conclusions reached in subsequent replications.  In all of these cases, you will need to consult the original works before including them in your review.  
An explicit rationale should be presented for any conclusions you reach in the literature review.  For example, if (as is almost invariably the case), previous evaluations of a particular procedure have produced conflicting or equivocal results, you would need to explain why you weighted the outcomes of some studies more heavily than those of others in drawing your conclusions (e.g., favouring the results of methodologically sound studies). In addition, throughout your literature review, you should be setting the scene for your rationale by highlighting gaps or deficiencies in our current understanding of the problem, which you will then go on to address in your study.

You may wish to make certain qualitative judgements concerning the relevant literature. For instance, which pieces of research writing seem to have been most successful, or to be most promising, and which less so? What are the major lines of criticism that can be levelled at previous work. What major omissions/neglected emphases may be identified in the area? Once again, however, the evaluation of a body of literature can become a large task and can turn into an open-ended venture. 

It is possible that with some topics there may be very little relevant published material, or that there may be only materials of potential but as yet undemonstrated relevance. If you propose to attempt this, your literature review may need to consider what it is about your chosen topic that means it falls in a thinly researched area, or what it is about the area that has caused it to be neglected. What have researchers preferred to study instead? Why is the neglected area nevertheless of real significance? Some topics may require attention to more than one kind of literature, e.g., psychological/sociological, philosophical/comparative, etc. Such interdisciplinary undertakings can raise questions of balance and integration, and are obviously much more readily undertaken if there are existing interdisciplinary models to follow. Consultation with supervisors may be helpful in these cases. 

Finally, some research would be more influenced by values than others -educational, moral, political or religious - and researchers with different values will make different judgements of emphasis or interpretation. If you think this is to be the case, you should say so and indicate your own position. This is quite independent of the question of whether values can be justified by your own or anyone else's theorising or research, including the proposed research. Whereas sheer arbitrariness in making value judgements should be avoided - you need to show how a value-position affects the research proposal - no presumptions are made about necessary orthodoxies. Clarity and rational presentation are required, not conformity to a particular "line". This is a different matter, of course, from the conduct of research once the methodology has been chosen: the report should be presented in conformity with the rules and canons of the methods employed, and if new methods or variations on existing methods are adopted, these should be explained and justified. 

4. Study Rationale and Aims/Questions
Having developed the empirical and theoretical background to your study, you should provide a brief overview of the research design and procedures you used, and establish how these will yield results that add to our current understanding of the problem.  Specifically, you should state how your study addresses some of the gaps or deficiencies identified in your review.  The transition from the conclusions you reached in your review to your rationale should be smooth and orderly:  Each component of your study should be clearly justified by the information you presented previously.

Depending on the nature of the questions you are asking, you may conclude with a statement of general study aims and research questions, or with a statement of research hypotheses. Oftentimes, an expected pattern of results will be clearly suggested from the findings you present in your review, in which case, a formal statement of research hypotheses is warranted.  At other times (e.g., when you are conducting exploratory research, where there are no previous findings to support specific predictions), it may be more appropriate to simply state the aims of your study.  In either case, your aims, questions, and hypotheses should flow logically from your rationale, allowing their expression to take the form of a “thus”, or a “therefore” statement.

Any specific hypotheses you pose should conform further to the following requirements:
i)  The predictions should be logically consistent with the conclusions of your review.  For example, if you presented findings which suggest that males tend to score lower on measures of self-efficacy than females, your hypothesis for sex differences would be expected to follow this prediction unless you clearly state qualifications that suggest otherwise (e.g., your participants differ in some relevant [identified] way to those in previous studies).

ii)  Your hypotheses should be a logical extension of your introduction and rationale. In general, they can be incorporated into the body of your text: That is, they do not have to be presented in isolation, with a separate subheading.  The latter presentation may, however, add clarity when you have made a number of complex and interrelated predictions. 

iii)  Your hypotheses should state specifically what you expected to find in terms of your dependent and independent variables.  For example, you would not state that “It was hypothesised that people who were less stressed would do better in their exams”.  Rather, you should write, “It was hypothesised that education students who participated in the two-week stress management programme would achieve higher marks on their end-of-semester statistics exam than those in the no-treatment control condition”.

iv)  A specific rationale for each prediction (drawing from the arguments developed in your literature review) should be presented and justified appropriately.  Don’t leave it to your reader to educe the relations between the information presented previously and your expectations, even if they do appear obvious: It is your role to make these links explicit.

v)  Be sure that you can, and do, test all of the hypotheses you state by manipulating the data collected.  For example, don’t state that you expected to find a moderating effect for sex in the relationship between self-efficacy and end-of-semester grades, if you haven’t conducted appropriate inferential tests that compare the relationship between the latter two variables for males and females.

5. Method 

What procedures, research techniques and methods do you propose to use? What resources and approaches to analysis of data are to be employed? The following recommendations for the structure of the Method section are based on the guidelines of the Publication Manual (pp. 12-15).  It should be noted, however, that this format may not be suitable in all cases.  For studies that include both “qualitative” and “quantitative” aspects, decisions about the structure of this section should be informed by a variety of sources.  The following suggestions are designed to highlight some points to consider in writing this section.

Research Approach

In this section, indicate and justify your choice of overall research approach (i.e., qualitative or quantitatively oriented).  Generally, you should explain how your proposed approach is suited to your topic. Your approach will presumably follow from, or be consistent with, your stated theoretical orientation.
Sample
In your description of proposed participants, give a clear rationale for your strategy, indicating why it is important to adopt this rather than an alternative approach.  Give details on any sample characteristics that might bear on the generality or transferability of your results.  This typically includes numbers of males and females, age ranges, and any other characteristics (e.g., ethnic or socio-economic backgrounds) that may interact with the treatment or other procedures implemented.  You may also, in this section, discuss the numbers of participants in each of your experimental conditions or study groups, and discuss any problems you may encounter with attrition (either during the recruitment or data collection phases).  Consider how you might deal with this attrition, and any plausible implications this may have for your results.  For example, you should consider whether some attrition is expected as a response to your procedures (e.g., in an evaluation of stress management effects on achievement-related anxiety, is it likely that any attrition will include a disproportionate number of participants who were initially more anxious about their examination performance?).

Study Design

With some topics, there may be several available alternative research designs. Sometimes it will be possible to use more than one method in the same study, sometimes not. When choosing from among alternatives, you should give reasons for your choice indicating the distinctive contribution and advantages of the method(s) chosen. Again, these reasons would be drawn from, or at least compatible with, your stated theoretical position or conceptual framework.
Instruments/Protocols
In this section, describe any standardised tests or protocols used, justifying their selection over alternative measures (e.g., relevance of item content to the problem addressed), and refer the reader to literature on their technical characteristics (i.e., reliability and validity) where this is relevant.  If you have developed your own measures, these should be described in detail, and the procedures used in their development (i.e., item selection and validation) outlined here.  If the measures are too lengthy to present in this section, give examples of the items and place the full list in an appendix.

If your study will use other stimulus materials (e.g., specific curriculum materials), the characteristics of these should also be described here, in sufficient detail to allow subsequent researchers to reliably reproduce them.  If the stimulus set is bulky, highlight its defining characteristics with examples in this section, and place the full set of items in an appendix.  If the set is too bulky to include in an appendix, include some examples here, and indicate to the reader how they may obtain the full set if required.

Data Collection Procedures
State, in their expected order, what steps you foresee taking in your research, indicating, so far as possible, the time you would expect to spend on each step. Details of the types of research procedure or measures to be employed would need to be indicated in this section. In other words, your procedure section should describe, in chronological order, what will happen to your participants during each phase of the data collection.  Thus, you should outline any instructions you intend to give during experimental or interview sessions, the number and length of sessions conducted, and so on.

Generally, you should aim to describe the proposed implementation of your study in sufficient detail to allow other researchers to evaluate your work, but avoid presenting (that ambiguous term again) non-essential details.  Again, there are no hard-and-fast rules on what constitutes an “essential” detail:  It depends largely on the topic that you have chosen to address. In some, if not most kinds of research, there will be stages in which the next step is very largely contingent on the outcome of the preceding phase, and it will not be possible to forecast exactly what the step will be. It might be a case of eg, indicating that step 2 could be (a) or (b) or (c), depending on what happens in step 1. If so, state what would be involved in (a), (b) and (c) so that it will be clear what some of your options might be after completion of step 1. Perhaps it will not be possible to be even this precise; if so, you should explain why. 

Data Analysis Procedures
In this section, give a detailed description of the analysis methods you plan to use in your study.  Please note that it is not sufficient merely to indicate that “an analysis of variance will be used” or that “the Miles and Hubermann framework will be applied” to analyse the data.  You must be specific here about how these methods will be applied to address your research questions.
Conformity to Standards for Ethical Research Practice
You need to confirm that your study will conform to accepted standards for ethical practice in the conduct of educational research.  There are various guidelines available that you may consult in making these decisions.  If you would like further information on these, please contact me.  In this section, you should also indicate how you will overcome any constraints that are imposed by the need to conform to these principles.
Proposed Timeline
A major goal of this section is to demonstrate the feasibility of your proposed research, given the current state of the literature, your theoretical orientation and your methodological choices, and to indicate a tentative projected time schedule and sequence for the research and for its writing up.  Ensure that your proposed timeline is practical.
6. References
A list of all publications cited or quoted in your proposal (all sections not just literature review) must be provided towards the end of the proposal.  The reader should be able to judge the relevant context of publications for your thesis by perusing your references. In general the Faculty of Education employs the bibliographic and citation conventions of the American Psychological Association (APA). At this point, you should be fluent in presenting references according to accepted formats.  Refer to the Publication Manual or an alternative source for a revision of these rules if needed.

7. Appendices

This section should include copies of any non-commercial stimulus materials and dependent measures used, raw data, and any other information that could not be included in the main body of the proposal.

Some General Comments on Expression

Your proposal should be clear, concise, and coherent.  As noted above, economy of expression should be a major goal.  However, this is not an appropriate excuse for inadequate development of content: Most narratives can be condensed without loss of content through appropriate editing.  The article by Bem (1987) and the Expression of Ideas chapter in the Publication Manual provide useful recommendations on ways to achieve this.

Here are some additional points you should attend to in preparing your proposal.

i)  Substantiate all factual assertions.  If you make any firm statements about a particular issue, you must support this statement with reference to the relevant research literature.

ii)  Use language that is clear, concise, and direct.  Never clutter your narrative with jargonised terms when could state your point more directly, and try to present your arguments so that they follow a direct, logical route.  As stated by Bem (1987):

A journal article tells a straightforward tale of a circumscribed problem in search of a solution.  It is not a novel with subplots, flashbacks, and literary allusions, but a short story with a single, narrative line.  Let this line stand out in bold relief. (p. 174.)

This statement applies equally well to the form of a research proposal.

iii)  Avoid the use of value-laden terms.  For example, rather than saying, “The study design was woeful”, you should state your concerns in objective terms, supporting your conclusions with factual examples (e.g., “These results, however, may partly reflect methodological problems in the design of the study. For example...”).

iv)  Be explicit; avoid using general or vague terms when you can state exactly what you mean (e.g., rather than saying, “the experimental group did better”, prefer to say, “the stress management group achieved higher examination marks”).  Similarly, it is generally best to avoid introducing idiosyncratic acronyms in your report, unless the text would be excessively cluttered without them.  In addition, try to use descriptive, easily recognised labels for your experimental groups or categories (e.g., the “stress management” rather than the “experimental” group).

v)  Use tense appropriately in the different sections of your proposal.  For example, future tense is appropriate for describing things that you will do in conducting your study; perfect present tense is appropriate for discussing current theories in the field.

vi)  Avoid the use of colloquialisms (e.g., slang terms) and use quotations sparingly (direct quotes are appropriate only if there is some reason to retain the original wording of a particular statement, e.g., when you wish to comment on the wording used).
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