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Masters Degree

Research Proposal for Dissertation/ Short Dissertation/ Research Article

Please draw up your research proposal under the following headings, and according to the guidelines in each section and the recommended length. Not all the guidelines need necessarily apply in the case of all disciplines. The length of the proposal should be approximately 5-8 pages (font size 12, single spacing).

1)
Short descriptive title:

· succinctly define problem to be investigated;
· avoid generalisation, abstraction, vague metaphors - be concrete, specific, exact;

· title: subtitle only where strictly necessary (e.g. case study);
· avoid academic clichés: “analysis of/ study of/ investigation into ...” (what else?);

· remember: title must direct potential researcher to your topic.











(40 words)

2) Background and outline of research problem:

· more detailed explanation of problem indicated in (1);

· briefly establish the context of the research;

· pose the research question/ problem/ hypothesis (state what the dissertation will deal with);

· amplify and refine research problem;

· remember: research topic should be formulated as a question, not as a descriptive account;

· postulate your hypotheses.















(300 words)

3)
Preliminary literature study, and reasons for choosing topic:

· provide a rationale for the research project;

· any research project must show its lineage from background of existing knowledge, previous investigations, contemporary practice;
· your proposed study should be  inserted into a line of inquiry and a developing body of knowledge;

· identify significant prior research: explain whether these questions have been asked before, whether related questions have been asked, and what answers have been obtained - i.e. outline, evaluate and synthesise current state of critical/ theoretical debate;

· identify limitations of past/ current research, and explain your point of entry into the debate (identify gaps, misinterpretations, errors, contradictions, particular critical or theoretical problems);

· explain how you will build on past strengths while overcoming limitations;

· identify potential outcomes of your research and the importance of each;

· spell out key assumptions of research project;
· be explicit about limitations of research project: “This research will not.,.”

· explain why your proposed research is worthwhile and necessary:











(600 words)

4) Research problems and objectives: Key questions to be asked 

· these are the questions essential for consideration of the main topic;

· they should display, in logical order, all the sub-parts of the research topic;

· clarity is all-important: reduce all you want to discover to a a series of  specific questions;

· questions should be formulated in terms of the research design and analysis of data to be employed;

· proposed study should be directed toward suspected alternatives rather than toward a scanning of ‘interesting’ findings;

· avoid a ‘fishing’ approach to research (collecting material, applying a number of techniques ‘to see what will come out’);

· hypothesis form is employed when state of existing knowledge and theory permits formulation of reasonable predictions about the relationship of variables;

· key questions determine and anticipate the  theoretical framework.











(200 words)

5)
Research problems and objectives: Broader issues to be investigated:

· problems and issues more broadly framed in philosophical/ social terms;

· general questions in a larger context;

· evidence of larger social/ philosophical significance of project.





· test of whether proposal has imagination;









(300 words)
6)
Principal theories upon which the research project will be constructed (-> research design):
· the theoretical framework is the guide to writing the entire research plan (will determine literature review, selection of sample, methodology, techniques for data analysis);

· clearly outline the theory/ model/ perspective/ conceptual framework within which you will investigate the problem/test the hypotheses;

· if the theory is new, clearly explain it in detail, defining relevant terms and providing examples;

· if the theory is established, explain why and how its application to this research problem  is appropriate and useful for providing answers;
· select an appropriate research design, e.g.
· an empirical study using primary data (survey, experiment, case study, programme evaluation, ethnographic study);
· an empirical study using/ analysing existing data:
-  text data (discourse analysis, content analysis, textual criticism, historical study)
                        - numeric data (secondary data analysis, statistical modeling)
· a non-empirical study: philosophical analysis, conceptual analysis, theory building, literature review (Mouton)














(400 words)

7) Research methodology and methods:

· the research methodology is determined by the  theoretical framework and research design;
· sketch the research approach as clearly as possible;

· provide a specific and detailed account of how you will test your hypotheses and answer your research questions;

· identify the appropriate population/ material from which you will sample;

· describe procedures to collect data;

· identify the techniques, methods, instruments you will use for measurement;

· specify which tests/ scales/ questionnaires you will use and which procedures;

·  explain why they are appropriate for your research question;

· discuss the reliability and validity of specific instruments and procedures and of entire method (will the results be replicable? generalisable?);

· explain how you will analyse your data (what statistical method? is the sample sufficiently large to enable detection of differences?);

· the method of analysis is important: there are generally accepted methods in a field - apply known techniques accepted as valid before embarking on untried methods of analysis;

· outline plans for contingencies;















(400 words)

8)
Structure of dissertation:

· list the expected chapters in the  dissertation;

· give chapter headings and a short paragraph briefly describing what will be covered in that chapter;

·  be as specific as possible; highlight the structure, don’t give much detail;

· a general format:

· Introduction (general problem area, definition of research question, explanation of why topic is important, research approach of dissertation, limitations and key assumptions, contribution to be made by research);

· Literature review (comprehensive survey of prior research; could be combined with Introduction; provides background/ context to research; documents value of research);
· Theoretical framework
· Description of research methodology
· Research results (results reported, data presented, conceptual framework described, historical analysis defined, or comparative studies explained);
· Analysis of results (could be included with previous chapters; key section explaining the conclusions drawn from data and implications of a theory);
· Summary and conclusions (dissertation summarised with emphasis on results obtained, contribution made by results,recommendations and suggestions for further research).

















(200 words)

9)
References: Primary sources:

· main texts (literary, political, historical, critical, theoretical) and documents that form the actual subject of the research/ provide the main information;

· do not include secondary critical/ theoretical/ historical material here (this belongs in (10) and (11). 

10) References: Relevant unpublished research (dissertations/ theses):

· list similar or parallel work done in your discipline, in cognate disciplines in the Faculty/University, other universities in South Africa, and  abroad, where relevant (unpublished masters dissertations and doctoral theses).
11) References: Relevant published research:

· a select, not full, bibliography;

· demonstrate that you have done the necessary literature search for the research topic;

· exclude dictionaries, encyclopaedias, textbooks, general disciplinary works, standard reference works, background reading;

· only strictly pertinent critical studies;

·  directly relevant theoretical works;

· pertinent journal articles (local and international);

· other relevant reports, published papers, monographs.   






        (1 page, single spacing)

12) Research schedule (work plan/ time-frame): 
	Month / Year


	Description
	Outcomes


· construct a timetable or schedule for research (e.g. month by month);

· outline how long entire project will take to complete - be realistic;

· describe major research activities required to complete various stages together with time estimates for each;

· identify outcomes aimed for (completion of sections);

· build in some ‘slack’ at the beginning to permit yourself to set up the project, acquire additional literature, etc.;

· consider contingency plans: what is likely to go wrong, and what will you do if it happens?

· allow enough time for final revision, editing, proofreading, copying and binding of dissertation;

· aim to complete by submission deadline;

· this schedule forms the basis of the working contract between you and your supervisor.









(100 words)

Each masters research proposal should be submitted together with a fully completed 

· Research Ethics Application Form, as well as a

· Contract between Supervisor and Candidate. 


