Thesis Proposal and Defense of Proposal 

A student's research formally begins with the presentation of a thesis proposal. The thesis proposal is normally about 20 pages (not including references). In many ways a thesis proposal is like a grant proposal, though it is a bit longer than most, in order to give students more space for the development of their theoretical framework and more space for the critical review of relevant literature.  The format of the proposals can range widely, depending on the nature of the student's research project. Normally, the proposal lists the research objectives, contexts for the research (defined to include your theoretical framework, a critical review of the relevant research literature, relevant historical background to the problem, and/or description of the site where research will take place, as appropriate), and a detailed account of methods.  The proposal may include a time-line for the research in the text or an appendix; it need not include a budget. 

Some of the following readings may be helpful in giving ideas about how to draft certain parts of the proposal.  Copies of this documents are available in the Graduate Office.

Hill, Jane [former president of the American Anthropology Association, and a linguistic anthropologist].   “Grant Proposals.”  Manuscript prepared for the 1995 Summer Linguistic  Institute Survival Skills Workshop.  

“Baron, Robert A.  “Research Grants:  A Practical Guide.”  In Zanna, Mark P. and John M. Darley (eds.), The Compleat Academic:  A Practical Guide for the Beginning Social Scientist.  NY:  Random House, 1987.  151-169.

“Convincing the Sponsor to Fund You:  A Guide for Proposal Preparation.”  From Grants for Graduate Students 1986-88, Peterson’s Guides, Inc.  (Stock no. 4831), pp. 17-25.

Silverman, Sydel.  (Former Director of the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research; Article in Current Anthropology on how to write a good grant proposal).

Students may also want to consult the guidelines produced by major granting agencies (CIHR, IDRC, NSERC, SSHRC, Wenner-Gren Foundation) in order to get a sense of the kinds of questions that the proposal should cover.

Students should submit their thesis proposal by the end of August of the second year (by the end of August of the third year for direct entry PhD students). However, students are encouraged to submit their thesis proposals to their supervisors as soon as possible in their second year, and many students have successfully submitted and defended their thesis proposals by May of their second year. Failure to complete all pre-thesis program requirements by these deadlines normally results in interruption of the UTF portion of funding until such time as student meets these requirements.

Steps to acceptance of the proposal are:

1. Advisor approves proposal in writing and recommends to the Graduate Coordinator at least six faculty members who will read and evaluate the proposal.

2. Student obtains cover letter from the Graduate Office, copies and circulates the proposal (one copy for the Graduate Office). Students may use the Graduate Office photocopy card.

3. Written evaluations must be submitted to the Advisor within four weeks of the date of circulation of the proposal.

4. If the proposal is considered acceptable by the readers, the Advisor, in consultation with the Graduate Office and student, schedules a Defense of Thesis Proposal to take place no more than six weeks after initial circulation of the proposal.

5.  All readers of the proposal will be invited to the Defense of Proposal as voting members. An Examining Committee will consist of no fewer than four (quorum).

6. One member of the Examining Committee, who is not the student's Advisor or Co-Advisor, will be asked by the Graduate Coordinator to Chair the Proposal Defense.

7. The Defense of Proposal begins with a brief statement by the student (no more than 15 minutes). The Examining Committee may then ask questions arising from the proposal to determine whether the student is prepared to undertake the research. At the end of questioning, the members of the Examining Committee vote to pass or fail the proposal.

8. If there are two or more votes to fail the proposal, the Defense will be adjourned. The student will have the option to revise the proposal and try again.

9. If at the second attempt, there are two or more votes to fail the proposal, it will be deemed unsatisfactory progress and the student will be required to withdraw.
