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Lecture Notes
Chapter 5: How to Write a Research Proposal
Learning Objectives
5.1 Explain the headings in “traditional” and “three-chapter” research proposal.
5.2 Describe the strategies for writing each section of a research proposal.
Annotated Chapter Outline
I. Framework of the Research Proposal
A. Research proposal: The written document summarizing prior literature and describing the procedure to be used to answer the research question(s).
B. Proposals for thesis projects or dissertations are submitted to committee members.
C. The preparation of a grant proposal will have similar requirements as a thesis or dissertation proposal.
D. Research proposals are also helpful when preparing an Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol.
E. Although the elements of most research proposals are similar, they may differ depending on the demands of your department, your college or university, or the funding agency—federal, state, or private—to which you will be sending the proposal.
II. Strategies for Writing Each Section of a Research Proposal
A. Introduction
i. Introduction: The section that introduces the research topic and establishes its importance and significance.
ii. Show how the topic you are investigating is relevant to the lives of many individuals by quoting statistics or statements of influential people or organizations.
iii. Demonstrate the topic’s relevance to real life.
iv. After providing a clear discussion of the importance of your research topic, write the review of the relevant literature.
a. This enables you to show how your research study fits in with existing work by building on the existing literature and existing knowledge.
b. This also gives you the opportunity to present an argument of why your study or research problem is important.
B. Method(s)
i. You must develop some plan or strategy that will give you the information needed to provide answers to your research questions and test any hypotheses you might have stated.
ii. This plan or strategy specifies the procedures you propose to follow in collecting the data pertaining to your research questions.
iii. Specifying the procedures requires several actions, such as identifying:
a. Research participants who are to be included in your study.
b. Instructions to the participants
c. What information will be obtained from them.
d. How you will get this information.
iv. After you have thought through and decided on each step, you must provide a written narrative of these steps in your research proposal.
v. If another researcher can read your methods section and replicate your study, then you have provided an adequate description.
vi. Method(s): The section in a research proposal or report that tells the reader about the participants, research design, instruments, method(s) of data collection, and procedures.
C. Research Participants
i. Research participants: The individuals who participate in the research study.
ii. In your research proposal, you should specify exactly:
a. Who the research participants will be.
b. How many will participate in the study.
c. Their characteristics (e.g., age, sex, gender identity, level of education).
d. How they will be selected for inclusion in your study.
iii. Provide sufficient detail to allow others to identify the population from which you are drawing your sample so that appropriate generalizations can be made.
D. Design
i. Design: The section in a research proposal or report that presents the plan or strategy used to investigate the research question(s).
ii. Although a separate design section is frequently omitted in quantitative research, it should be included in your research proposal.
iii. A separate design section is often not needed in qualitative research because the designs are less structured or emergent and are more easily described in the procedure section.
iv. It is helpful to draw a picture of your design to communicate to your reader what you propose to do and the order in which you will do it.
E. Instruments or Measures
i. In this section, you describe the methods of data collection, including:
a. Instruments (such as an intelligence test, achievement test, or a measure of self-concept or attitude).
b. Materials (such as booklets or training manuals).
c. Apparatus (such as a computer or biofeedback equipment).
d. Interview guide and procedures.
e. Observational procedures you will be using to collect the data.
ii. If you are using specific measurement instruments, you should include:
a. Information about their past reliability and validity.
b. Where that information can be obtained.
c. A thoughtful argument about why the instruments are appropriate to use in your study.
iii. Any apparatus to be used should be described in sufficient detail to enable someone else to obtain comparable equipment.
iv. Explain and justify why each item is being used.
v. If you are collecting data using an interview procedure, make sure you provide information regarding the type of interview procedure and the contents of the interview.
vi. If you are using an observational procedure, make sure that you provide information regarding:
a. The specific behaviors targeted.
b. Who will make the observations.
c. When they will be made.
d. Where they will be made.
F. Procedure
i. Procedure: The section in a research proposal or report that describes how the study will be executed.
ii. Describe how you are going to execute the study from the moment you meet the study participant to the moment when you terminate contact.
iii. Include:
a. Any instructions or conditions to be presented to the participants.
b. The responses that are required of them.
c. Any control techniques to be used, such as random assignment to groups.
iv. It is helpful to include a visual depiction showing:
a. When and how any groups are formed.
b. What kinds of data are to be collected.
c. When these data are to be collected.
d. By whom the data are to be collected.
v. One criterion that you can use to determine whether you have adequately described the procedure section is to ask someone else to read it and then have that person explain to you how the study will be conducted.
a. If your reader can read your procedure section and conduct the study you designed, you have adequately communicated the procedure you will use to collect the data.
G. Data Analysis
i. The appropriate method of analyzing your data depends on whether you are conducting a qualitative, a quantitative, or a mixed study and the specific components of each type of study.
ii. Only when you know about both statistics and research methodology can you design a quantitative study from beginning to end.
iii. Qualitative data analysis is much more eclectic, and there is no single “right” way of analyzing the data because of the nature of the data collected.
iv. If you are proposing a mixed methods research study, you will need to explain your proposed quantitative and qualitative analysis as well as any integrated analysis you might plan.
H. Abstract
i. Abstract: A brief description of the essential characteristics of the study.
ii. Check with the person, group, or organization for which you are writing your proposal to determine whether an abstract is required.
iii. Although the abstract comes before the introduction, it is generally easier to write the abstract after you have completed the research proposal.
iv. The abstract in a research proposal should be a concise and precise statement of:
a. The research hypotheses or research questions and how they are to be addressed.
b. The number of participants and their essential characteristics and how they will be treated or what they will be asked to do.
c. How you plan to collect the data and how you will analyze the results.
I. Strategies for Evaluating Your Research Proposal
i. Make sure that it is well written.
a. It must be simple and clear.
b. Read your proposal multiple times to look for typos and ensure accuracy and clarity.
c. Continually revise your proposal until you are sure it is of very high quality.
ii. Evaluate your proposed study for its technical quality.
a. Use Tables 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4, ignoring quality criteria for the results and discussion sections which do not appear in proposals.
