
Department of Communication
Ph.D. Dissertation Proposal Guidelines

General Considerations and Questions
1. Why do a dissertation proposal? The main reason for crafting a proposal is to prompt you to create a blueprint for your dissertation. With luck, this will save you from false starts and wasted time. Another reason is that the proposal essentially constitutes a contract between you and your supervisory committee. It apprises your committee of your plans and gives each member an opportunity to agree with them or alert you to potential problems. Your committee should evaluate your completed dissertation in light of the proposal. If your committee approves of the fundamental features of your project, as articulated in your proposal (e.g., its theoretical orientation, research methods, and overall significance), this prevents these concerns from arising after you have already begun researching and writing the dissertation.

2. When do you do your dissertation proposal? Department of Communication rules specify that your proposal is required by the end of the second quarter (excluding summer) following the General Exam. A copy of the approved proposal, along with the signature sheet, should be filed with the Graduate Program Assistant. Of course, you will probably start thinking about your dissertation earlier. Often parts of the proposal grow out of work undertaken for seminars and review for the General Exam. It is even possible that you will have a proposal ready for review immediately after taking your General Exam.

3. Who helps you develop the proposal? Students primarily work with the chair of their supervisory committee in drafting the dissertation proposal. Then it’s circulated to the full committee and revised based on members’ comments. But students should consult with individual committee members as appropriate. For instance, if one committee member has methodological expertise pertinent to the project, you might consult with him or her as you draft that part of the proposal. Check with committee members to ascertain whether they prefer to be consulted throughout the process or whether they prefer to see the completed proposal after your adviser approves it. If you wish to consult with faculty members outside your committee, including University of Washington faculty outside the Department of Communication, recognize that they have no formal role in developing your dissertation and are available for consultation on a limited basis.

4. Who approves the proposal? The dissertation proposal requires the signed approval of the reading committee, although it is strongly recommended that all committee members be involved in its review. The reading committee is a subset of the supervisory committee that should be appointed at the time of the dissertation proposal. The reading committee includes the chair and two other graduate faculty; at least two reading committee members (including the chair) must be primary or adjunct faculty in the Department of Communication.  The reading committee will eventually read and approve the dissertation as well. Each committee member signing the dissertation proposal form should check “yes” or “no” indicating whether they are reading committee members.  Subsequent changes to the reading committee membership requires the written approval of the faculty involved.
5. Are model proposals available for review? You might ask your chair or committee members to recommend completed proposals similar to your project. These can provide some guidance. Your chair might have some in his or her files or you can ask fellow students if they will share their proposals.
6. Can you deviate from your proposal once it’s approved? Some students delay in filing proposals because they worry about predicting (and committing to paper) every detail that they will encounter in their research. All research projects evolve as they unfold, and this concern should not become an excuse for holding up a proposal. The proposal should specify the major elements of your dissertation with reasonable precision. If it becomes necessary to adjust your plans after the proposal is approved, your chair should be consulted; if they prove to be significant enough, they can be discussed with your full committee. You don’t want to surprise committee members by submitting a dissertation for the final defense that departs too dramatically from the proposal they approved.

7. Does your committee meet to discuss the proposal? This varies considerably. Once approved by the chair, a draft of the proposal is circulated to committee members. Suggestions are channeled to the chair and the student. A revised proposal can then be circulated for final approval. The Department strongly encourages committee chairs to convene a meeting of the full supervisory committee to discuss the dissertation proposal, but this is not a formal requirement.

8. Does the proposal become part of the dissertation? The sentences and paragraphs that you labor over in preparing your proposal will probably be reincarnated as chunks of your dissertation. That’s great. A dissertation’s introduction logically draws heavily on the proposal as do the literature review and methods chapters.

9. How long are most proposals? There’s no magic length. Rarely is a proposal shorter than 15 pages of text, and only a few exceed 40 pages. Raw page counts, however, can be deceptive. A proposal might look relatively short but be accompanied by appendices that list sources or detail methods. 

Elements of a Dissertation Proposal

Dissertation proposals vary according to topic, methods, and preferences of the supervisory chair and committee. Most share the following elements, though not necessarily in this order.

1. The Introduction

A short section (maybe three paragraphs to three or four pages) gently introduces the problem or question that you’ll be exploring and draws the reader into the material. It’s probably best not to start with abstruse concepts. You might open with a general problem in communication, issues surrounding some texts, or the policy implications of the phenomenon you’re studying.

2. Research Questions
Most research projects are guided by a general research question. Normally, you want to state your question(s) relatively early in your proposal, perhaps toward the end of your introduction. Alternatively, you can introduce your questions at the end of the Literature Review, discussed below, though you may wish to mention them briefly at the end of the introduction. 

Overarching questions often subsume subordinate questions or hypotheses and these might be stated explicitly and precisely as H1 (first hypothesis), RQ1 (research question 1) and so forth. A statement of the research questions might also include any of the study’s boundaries—time, place, and topics. Terms with unusual meanings should be defined. Rather than specifying research questions and hypotheses in formal terms, some qualitative proposals explicate theoretical issues, critical questions, and general themes for investigation.

3. Literature Synthesis or Review 

The proposal should locate your dissertation in the broader scholarly literature. This is intimately connected with establishing the significance of your research. For instance, the discussion of literature typically shows how your project will extend what’s already known. 

In writing your literature review, think about the key theories and concepts related to your project and organize your discussion accordingly; you usually want to avoid a strictly chronological discussion (i.e., earliest study, next study, etc.). What research is directly related to your topic? Discuss it thoroughly. What literature provides context for your research? Discuss it briefly. In your proposal you should avoid writing a genealogy of your field’s research. For instance, you don’t need to tell your committee about the development of research in the field of international communication in order to justify the particular project you propose. Instead, isolate the major streams of research within your field that are relevant to your project.

Be sure to make use of recent state-of-the-literature summaries that are increasingly common. Also, don’t forget to discuss literature that pertains to the methodological issues relevant to your study. This might fit best in the Research Method section.

4. Significance of your Research Question
Good proposals leave readers with a clear understanding of the dissertation project’s overall significance. Why bother to undertake this research? What contribution—to scholarly understanding, to the practice of communication, to public policy—will it make? Answering these questions underscores a project’s significance. The significance of most dissertations comes through advancing scholarly understanding of communication phenomena. This can take many forms: advancing theoretical understandings; introducing new interpretations; explicating the relationship between variables; testing a theory; replicating earlier studies; exploring the generalizability of earlier findings in new times, places, or circumstances; refining a method of inquiry; and more.

5. Research Method
The research method that will be used in undertaking the dissertation research involves three levels of concern—overall research design, delineation of the method, and the procedures for executing it.

At the outset you have to show that your overall design is appropriate for the questions you’re posing. For instance, you might be interested in the effects of a text on an audience and propose to employ a content analysis. But content analyses alone are not well suited to pinpointing effects on audiences. The main issue here is appropriateness: Is your design for conducting the research appropriate for the task?

Next, you need to outline your specific research method. What data will you analyze? Your data could be a set of key texts, particular cultural artifacts, accounts of historical events, preexisting survey research data, new experimental data, a period of broadcast media recordings, or any combination of these and other data.

How will you collect the data? Supervisory committees sometimes expect proposals to sketch instruments (e.g., coding sheets, questionnaires, protocols) central to the project. If your committee requests a detailed instrument at the proposal stage, it can be attached as an appendix. Sometimes committees ask students to conduct a small pilot study to gauge the reliability, validity and feasibility of a research instrument. Some projects require a review by the human subjects office.

Third, what procedures will you follow as you conduct your research? What will you do with your data? A key here is your plan for analyzing data. You want to gather data in a form in which you can analyze it. If appropriate, you should indicate what rules for interpretation or what kinds of statistical tests that you’ll use.

6. Tentative Dissertation Outline 

Give your committee a sense of how your dissertation will be organized. You can list your chapters in outline form. Or you can write a short (two- or three-sentence) paragraph summarizing what you expect to include in each chapter.

7. Tentative Schedule for Completion
Be realistic in projecting your timeline. Don’t forget to include time for human subjects review, if appropriate (eight week minimum). One purpose of the outline is to alert your committee members, so they can inform you early if they expect to be on leave when you need them (e.g., for a dissertation defense). 

8. References

If you didn’t use footnotes or endnotes throughout, you should include a list of references to the literature cited in the proposal.

9. Selected Bibliography of Other Sources
You might want to append a more extensive bibliography (check with your committee chair). If you include one, you might want to divide it into several subsections. For instance, in historical studies students might have a section on primary sources divided into manuscripts, trade publication, autobiographies and then a section on different types of secondary sources. Other types of studies might group literature by concept, topic or field. 
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