LTE Guidelines on the formulation of 

a proposal for doctoral study*
Introduction

These notes relate to the initial proposal that you send in, the document which may be decisive, in academic terms anyway, with regard to your being offered the opportunity to study here, or not.  It is worthwhile spending a few moments reflecting on the communicative purpose of your text.  In a nutshell, the assessors of a research proposal will have some basic questions in mind:

· Does this proposal fall within the research interests of this department?

· Does this particular project appear worthwhile and feasible?

· Does this writer appear to be competent to carry out the research?

· Do we have the specific expertise and capacity to supervise it? 

Your previous inquiries should have given you some information about likely responses to the first question.  In other words, you should already have demonstrated your potential as a research student by making sure that you are applying to a department where your interests are well catered for. You now aim to have your reader say, ‘Yes,’ to the next two questions.  You may not be in a position to influence the response to the last question, but one can also see it as an extension of the first, and a proposal aimed at the specific interests and expertise of potential supervisors can be very persuasive.

Thus far, then, we have a commonplace of communication: You must consider the nature of your addressee. This applies also to the educational culture that you are addressing.  Be aware that PhD study in the British system demands a great deal of self-motivated, highly focused, independent research towards the production of a thesis.  Be aware that this culture casts the supervisor in the role of reference point for, and adviser on, that work, while the responsibility for driving the research along from its conception to its conclusion remains with the doctoral student.
What arises from this awareness?

What arises is the need for you to formulate a proposal which expresses your specific and deeply held interests and aspirations.  We do not expect you to have worked out all the angles, but we do expect to see signs of commitment.  We do not expect you to fix your ideas in stone at this stage of your research process and we are very open to the idea of a developing research focus. This should not, however, be confused with vagueness. We certainly encourage individuality and originality and we are sensitive to the difficulties faced by someone attempting to write for the first time in a new genre.  

It is for all of these reasons that, while we cannot give a fixed template for your proposal, we do want to lay out for you the following expectations that we have for such a communication.

Expectations

In the proposal, the candidate will:

1
delineate an area of study and demonstrate a familiarity with that area in bibliographical and (where appropriate) experiential terms at least commensurate with that of someone who has studied the area to master’s level.  

2
specify a focus for research which may be expressed in various forms (e.g. hypothesis, question, problem, goal, strictly delimited area of study), but will anyway be articulated in such a way as to communicate (a) the candidate’s grasp of an appropriate scale and scope for doctoral research, (b) a grasp of what type of outcome (e.g. explanatory, interventionist) is sought, and (c) the identity of the discipline(s) or field to which the research is meant to contribute.

3
demonstrate an awareness of an appropriate research tradition (or paradigm) in the light of which the work will be done.
4
suggest what might count as data in the study and how those data might be gathered.
5
show at least initial familiarity with one or more appropriate theoretical models that would  allow that data appropriately to be analyzed and turned into evidence.

6
draft a set of appropriate and feasible procedural suggestions (in line with 3 and 4 above) for how the research will be carried out over the time allowed.

As we have said, it would not be appropriate to provide a fixed template for a doctoral proposal, but we do see it as a part of our responsibility to show you one way in which the above expectations could be met in terms of textual organization. Keep it as brief as you can while not underselling yourself.
Organisation of the proposal

	Section
	Purpose
	Comments



	Title
	Identify the precise topic (and possibly indicate the approach)
	The aim here should be to be as precise as possible. Use a colon if you want to add important extra information to pin down the main title further.  You will not be held to the exact wording of the title, but it’s important to produce something which clearly identifies a suitable topic.



	Introduction
	This should:

•
pin down the topic precisely

•
identify the relevant research space

•
show why the research is worth doing

•
indicate what you hope to achieve


	This is probably the most important part of the proposal, not least because if you can’t briefly and succinctly cover these points, it suggests to the reader that your research proposal is woolly, inadequately researched or trivial.

	Aims and objectives
	This expands on the first of the above topics.  In this section you should set out clearly what you take the aim of the research to be (it’s therefore an opportunity to develop your research question or hypothesis) and specify the intended outcomes from the research.  All of this should be done with reference to relevant literature.  Where appropriate, there should also be reference to the specific situation (educational, institutional, social, political) in which you intend to carry out the research.  


	If your research topic is too broad, this is where that will become apparent.  You should be able to state your research question or hypothesis in one sentence, although elaboration of this and the intended outcomes of the research will take longer (remember, though, that specifying intended outcomes is not the same thing as predicting what you will discover).  When contextualising your research, it’s useful to think in terms of the contribution it is intended to make to a wider debate, and also to a specific situation, if appropriate.

	Orientation to previous research


	This builds on the previous section and sets your work more explicitly in the context of previous work and wider issues. In it you set out a justification for your own research in the context of other studies, showing how it builds on and/or orients to these.  The section should demonstrate to the reader that you have read around the subject broadly and are acquainted with current issues.
	You might think of this section as a literature review, but this is a misleading term because it suggests that a simple review of the literature is sufficient when what is needed is a properly developed justification of your own work in terms of other contributions to the field.  Make sure that the reader is able to follow a clear line of argument demonstrating the value of your research and your own knowledge of the relevant field and sub-field.



	Methodology


	In this section you will need to provide a justification for your methodological approach and you should expect to include the following:

•
a statement of the paradigm and tradition(s) within which you will work

•
a description of the data collection procedures to be used and a justification for these (showing why they are appropriate and why alternatives were rejected)

•
a consideration of practical issues (e.g. permissions, gaining entry, ethics), showing that data collection is possible

•
the analytical approach which you plan to adopt


	This is the section that some candidates tend to dismiss lightly, settling for a general statement along the lines that, for example, the approach will be “ethnographic” and data will be collected by interviews and observation.  In fact it demands as much reading and preparation as the last section because it is on the success of this that the outcome of your research will depend.  You need to demonstrate here that you are familiar with relevant techniques and issues.  In a sense, while the last section demonstrated that you are aware of the outcomes of relevant research, this one shows that you understand what lies behind such research.

	Timetable
	Present a realistic timetable for the research, corresponding to the time available for the project (usually 3 years for a full-time and 4-6 years for a part-time PhD, including writing up). 


	You will not usually be held to the details contained in this section, but it will be the basis for what follows and your proposals must be realistic. Break the timetable down into manageable segments, each with a realistic target.

	References
	All references should be presented consistently, in a standard format.
	Take the time to get this right.  It’s surprisingly easy to make mistakes (e.g. omit a reference or two) and this gives a bad impression to the reader.  If in doubt about the format for references, simply copy that of a leading journal in the field.


Having laid out the above, and while it is the case that this is the kind of ground that you are looking to cover, it is also appropriate to say that very few initial proposals live up to this kind of scrutiny. Don’t allow yourself to be intimidated. We look forward to hearing from you.

*Several people have had input to this text, including Keith Richards, whose book on research in TESOL we recommend very highly:

Richards, K. 2003. Qualitative Inquiry in TESOL. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

For more general advice on doing a PhD, we strongly recommend:

Cryer, P. 2006. The Research Student’s Guide to Success. 3rd.ed. Milton Keynes: Open University Press.
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