Guidelines for Writing the Honors Thesis Proposal

Preparation

Before writing your proposal, it is a good idea to read several articles in peer-reviewed journals that cover your general topic area. This process should familiarize you with the type of content expected and with writing styles. This process also helps you compile a list of journal titles to which you might submit your thesis research for publication. You should consult with your thesis advisor concerning the prospects of publishing your thesis work in a journal. 

You may also want to read previously published honors theses in your discipline. Copies of previously written theses are in the library and may be located by performing a keyword search in the online catalog (LION). Be sure to include Honors Thesis as a search term. Theses are shelved in a remote storage area, so you will need to take the call number to the Circulation Desk and ask the attendant to retrieve the thesis for you.

Purpose

The purpose of the Honors Thesis Proposal is to clearly communicate to the Honors Committee the identity, scope, and nature of your research project. The proposal should prepare the foundation of your completed paper. 

Writing the Proposal

Title. Your first step should be to create a working title. This title will probably change as you prepare the proposal; it should become more refined until it is as specific as possible to the content that you will present. 

For example, your thesis is a project for which you need to prepare hands-on activities that can be performed by middle school students who are studying chemical principles as part of a physical science inquiry curriculum. Your initial working title might be Protobook. But as you progress through your investigative stages, this title becomes Exercises for Teaching Middle School Chemistry. But Exercises does not convey activity or active input by the student. Also, the activities are to be used in conjunction with a main textbook and lab manual. Therefore, the title could be further refined: Supplemental Activities for Teaching Chemical Principles to Sixth through Eighth Grade Students using the Scientific Inquiry Method.

Abstract

The abstract should follow the bibliographic information, that is, the title and author. The abstract is a synopsis or summary of the main points of your paper and should clearly identify the question that your thesis research is designed to address. 

To ascertain how electronic access to publications has impacted the manner in which chemists publish their research, we will examine two journals in the field of chemical education. The Chemical Educator is a premier electronic only journal covering chemical education topics. The Journal of Chemical Education (JChemEd), by contrast, is a longlived print resource that was recently supplemented with an electronic format. In this paper, we examine the birth and growth of the Chemical Educator through its topic coverage, its readership, its publisher support, and interviews with its creator. We compare and contrast this with a similar examination of the transformations of JChemEd that accompanied a change in editorship. 

Sometimes an abstract is not included in the proposal; it is prepared only for the final thesis paper. Check with your thesis advisor to learn which style you will use.

Introduction

In the Introduction you should describe your research project. There are several parts to the introduction: background or historical development, how your research relates to the background, what is important about your research, and what exactly you plan to do.

Your literature review should provide you with an adequate background of your chosen topic. Carry a set of 3X5 cards with you – or if electronically inclined, a Newton or PDA – and record the citation of any article that you find to be of interest. In this way you will have your bibliography readily available for compilation into a List of References which is the final part of your proposal. If you do all your searching from a nonpublic computer, you may want to use citation manager software. In your proposal, you should summarize what you have learned about your topic through the literature review. Be sure to reference your paragraphs, so the reader can see which references relate to which insight. After the reader is familiar with the history or background of the subject, you should identify in what way your research continues, refines, or otherwise adds to already published work. You might highlight your contribution with a statement such as “In this study, we propose to … .”

The introduction to your paper should be written for a general readership. Remember that the persons reading your proposal are most likely NOT in the same field as yourself. Therefore, you will want to write clearly and concisely. You will want to be as precise and complete as you possibly can. Do NOT presume the reader has a background in your subject. Have someone unfamiliar with you and your work read the proposal and give you feedback on the content. If you have to do a lot of explaining and interpreting, you most likely need to revise the document with an eye on clarity. Say What you Mean by Rudolph Flesch (PE 1115 .F5 1972) and Write What you Mean by Alan Weiss (HF 5718 .W42) are two resources that might help. These books are available in the university’s library. 

Vocabulary is very important to getting across your point. Choose words that fit your meaning. A good desktop dictionary and a thesaurus should help with this. You will want to identify any terms that could be misinterpreted by the reader: terms for which the definition depends on the discipline in which it is used, terms specific to a discipline (jargon), newly coined terms or phrases, or dated, unfamiliar terms.

Methodology

After you have identified in the Introduction what you plan to do, you need to discuss how you will accomplish it. That is, how will you go about your research? What methods will you use to accomplish the task you have proposed to do? 

For example, if your title is “The Growth of the Chemical Abstracts Service from 1907 to the Present,” you would want to list and discuss the factors that indicate growth or the lack of it. You would want to discuss how you would be able to track those growth indicators. The number of employees, an increase or decrease in the number of divisions within the company, budgets, and an increase in the number of buildings or facilities owned are four means of determining growth. To measure these factors you could look through the front matter of each issue of the Chemical Abstracts. Within these pages are a list of abstractors and an organizational chart. You could also examine the budgets that appear in annual reports for the society and search the general trade literature for articles describing the building of larger or additional facilities. 

The methods chosen will, of course, depend on the topic and discipline in which your research is undertaken. Methods used in a study might be an experimental procedure, a standard laboratory protocol, a standard testing instrument from Mental Measurements Yearbook, review of an author’s personal papers, oral history interviews, or a survey. If your method is an original work such as a survey instrument developed by you and your advisor or a modified version of a standard protocol, you will want to include a copy of your method as an appendix to the proposal. 

The method or methods chosen will, in part, determine the type of data that you will collect. So you need to consider the data that you will gather and how it will be presented in your final paper. For this paper on the Chemical Abstracts Service (CAS), you would expect to see graphs, charts, and/or tables. One graph might be the total number of abstractors vs. time in years. Consideration of the data collected, the methods of collection, and data presentation, should help you identify limitations of your study. Knowing the limitations of your study strengthens the idea that you have a well thought out proposal. One possible limitation of the CAS example is that volunteer abstractors were used prior to the 1950s. How might this fact affect the employee count?

References
The List of References is an alphabetical compilation of the sources you consulted while researching the topic for your proposal. Citations should be in a format consistent with the style guide agreed upon by you and your advisor. The library has copies of the following style guides.

Chicago Manual of Style
 – REF Z253 .U69 ED.14 1993

A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations

 – REF LB2369 .T8 1996  

MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers – REF LB2369 .G53 1999
Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (APA)

– REF BF76.7 .P83 2001

The ACS Style Guide: A Manual for Authors and Editors (Chemistry)

– REF QD8.5 .A25 1997

Scientific Style and Format: the CBE Manual for Authors, Editors, and Publishers (Biology)

– Ref  T11 .S386 1994 

If you need assistance applying the style guide, you may want to contact the Writing Center in the Hall of Languages or visit the Online Writing lab at http://www7.tamu-commerce.edu/litlang/CSC/Students.htm . These centers offer other valuable resources and services to the writer. It is well worth your while to check them out. 

Two other books that may be helpful while working on your thesis are: Writing the Laboratory Notebook (Q180.58 .K36 1985) and Writing up Qualitative Research (T11 .W65 2001).

Example Outlines for Five Types of Proposals
The following five proposal outlines are modified from those listed by the Southern Connecticut State University School of Graduate Studies in their Revised Thesis Proposal Requirements and Guidelines dated May 1999.

AN OUTLINE OF AN INVESTIGATIVE OR EXPERIMENTAL STUDY
A. Title of proposed thesis
B. Abstract – optional
C. Introduction
1. Statement of purpose(s)

2. Literature review - Relationship of study to related research and analysis of pertinent research

3. Statement of need or relevance of the study

D. Methodology 
1.   Experimental design (include methods and materials)

2.   Subjects to be used, if appropriate

3. Measures used (surveys, interviews, psychological instruments, protocols, etcetera)

4. Plan for the analysis of data

E. List of References 
AN OUTLINE OF A DESCRIPTIVE OR HISTORICAL STUDY
A. Title of proposed thesis
B. Abstract –optional
C. Introduction
1. Statement of purpose(s)

2. Literature review - Relationship of study to related research and analysis of pertinent research

3. Statement of need or relevance of the study

D.
Methodology 
1. Research plan
2. Proposed chapter development with discussion of major subheadings
D. List of References 
AN OUTLINE OF AN INTERPRETIVE, ANALYTICAL OR 

CRITICAL STUDY
A. Title of proposed thesis

B. Abstract – optional
C. Introduction
1. Summary of the argument and its significance as a contribution to knowledge

2. Review of the criticism and scholarly literature on the subject
D. Methodology
Description of the analytical, critical, or interpretative methods and the theoretical approaches that will be used
E. List of References 
AN OUTLINE OF A CREATIVE STUDY*
A. Title of proposed thesis
B. Abstract – optional
C. Introduction
1. A clear, concise description of the nature and themes of the final creative product

2. An explanation of why a creative thesis was chosen and why the specific form and genre were selected
D. Methodology
A brief discussion of the major elements of the craft that will be used and how they will be used to achieve certain aims or effects.

E. List of References 
* Examples of research creative methods: Art Project, Music Recital, or Curriculum Development

            AN OUTLINE OF A QUALITATIVE STUDY*
A. Title of proposed thesis
B. Abstract – optional
C. Introduction 
1. Statement of purpose and/or a description of the phenomenon to be studied including its significance to the field of study and research questions.

2. Review of relevant research as appropriate to methodology used (include researcher's perspective)

D. Methodology

1. Sample selection
2. Data gathering technique
3. Data analysis methods
4. Limitations
5. Ethical considerations
E.
List of References

*Examples of research using qualitative methods: phenomenological, ethnographic, grounded theory, philosophical investigations
Example Theses from the TAMU-Commerce Collection

You may want to read over theses prepared by others in your chosen discipline. Theses written by students at Texas A&M University-Commerce may be found in the James G. Library. A list of the theses available may be found by searching the Lion, the Library’s online catalog (http://www7.tamu-commerce.edu/library/lion.htm). Print copies are available at the Reserve Desk and may only be used inside the library; theses are not circulated outside the library. A limited number of TAMU-Commerce theses may be obtained electronically through Current Research@Texas A&M University-Commerce located on the Library’s Electronic Databases page: http://www7.tamu-commerce.edu/library/tel.htm .

Please submit one printed copy of your proposal to the Honors office, and email the document as an attachment (Microsoft word) to the Honors Director at Raymond_Green@tamu-commerce.edu.  Listed below is the information necessary for the cover page.
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Student’s name
Telephone#
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Overall / TAMU-Commerce GPA
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Graduation date
Major(s)
CWID
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Advisor’s Signature
