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Department of Sociology

Proposal Guidelines for Senior Honors Thesis

Spring 2004

The members of the Sociology department are considering nominating you to write a Senior Honors Thesis during the 2004/2005 academic year. You meet the standards of academic achievement we expect of such candidates, and we look forward to working together as you set out on this important intellectual challenge.

To ensure a quick and effective start to your project, we are asking that you write a short research proposal (three to five single-spaced pages should be enough). The proposal will also provide us with guidance concerning the precise topic and direction of your research. It is only with this information that we can determine whether one or more of us is sufficiently prepared in that precise area of interest – an important factor if we are to give appropriate support as you are engaged in researching and writing your project. 

You have until (deadline date to be established) to complete the proposal, but it must be complete in time for Spring registration. No late proposal can or will be considered. Get this right the first time. You will not have the leisure of revisiting the proposal to correct mistakes or complete portions left undone. 

Once you have successfully completed the proposal, and we determine our ability to assist you in the ways you will need, I will contact you immediately. After that, you will work with your committee chair (advisor) on a host of other issues that need not be addressed here.

Offer a thoughtful and well written proposal. We want you to work on your project throughout the next year, enjoy your research and writing and, finally, succeed. We are happy to suggest this project now, and look forward to working with you later. Please let me know if you have questions

General proposal components

Title

Introduction

Literature Review

Methods

Ethical considerations

Costs (rough budget)

Timeline 

Discussion

Guidelines 


At minimum, your proposal should reveal careful consideration of the issues and problems listed below. Of particular importance is the specific focus of the project (something general about, say, “capitalism” will not suffice). You will also want to think carefully about what might be called various “doability” issues. For example, do not propose a project that will require extensive travel – unless you can assure us that you have the time and funds for that kind of travel. Make sure that what you want to do can actually be done. What follows are some tips that might further help you draft this proposal:

Title


The title should be concise and descriptive. For example, resist the temptation to start with phrases such as “An investigation of…,” or “A treatment of….” A good title helps generate interest about your project. One sociologist published an article in network analysis that he called, “Dwarfs are short people too!” It is likely that many people read the title, but it is less likely that anyone read the article. Avoid the temptation to be cute or charming. Academic research is serious business and you will want to convey your seriousness from the beginning.

Introduction


The purpose of the introduction is to define the context and boundaries of your research project. This is best accomplished by a general statement of the problem or issue, and should conclude with a specific research question. You will also want to explain why you are interested in a particular topic. The introduction should, then, address the following:

· A general statement or description of the research problem – empirical, theoretical, societal, et al. – and the best approach is to reduce this to a single question. For example, one might wonder why there are so few labor unions in the American South? This would then suggest both a theoretical issue – and empirical analysis if sufficient data could be obtained.

· A brief discussion of the major theoretical models related to the research problem. You may need some help with this, and we will help you once you have identified a general direction your thinking seems to be traveling. 

· A clear statement of the purpose and rationale for this study. Why is it worth doing? Why is it worth the investment of time, resources and energy it is likely to consume? Again, why do you care? How do you come to the question? These are not trivial things – and thinking about them will inevitably help you challenge yourself in this project.

· If relevant, a statement of hypotheses, and an explanation for your predictions. 

Literature Review


Do not make too much of this at this stage of the work. Just reveal that you have paid some attention to the question in the context of the available literature. If you propose, for example, to study  union density in the American South, we would like to see some evidence that you have explored the relevant literature in Labor History. And, it may well be that you might explore the literature in labor migration, race and labor in the region, etc. Other possibilities also come to mind. The approach you take to this exploration is up to you (ever in the context of the topic), but explore you must. Note: This does not mean that you have read all that might be available. Instead, it just means that you demonstrate and assessment of the scope of the issue or question you plan to address. (This can be reduced to a bibliographic format, but be sure the information is complete.)

Methods

Here you will demonstrate that you have considered what might be the best research method(s) for your project. If the “Introduction” above indicates your research question, this section will reveal how you plan to go about answering the question. To answer a question about labor union density, for example, one might engage in archival or historical analysis, and will likely sharpen those efforts with interviews or surveys of some kind. Again, other possibilities also come to mind. Again, this can be tricky, but we will help you once you begin to focus your question(s).  The key here is that you have thought through these issues.

Ethical considerations


You must investigate, reflect upon, and make clear the ethical risks you think might emerge during the conduct of your research. You are only writing a proposal here, of course, but your work will be evaluated in terms of the attention you pay to each of the major (and some less serious) ethical harms that might occur during such research. If your project does not risk a particular kind of injury or does not demand certain standards of ethical care, simply say so. If, on the other hand, your project (if when put into action) does present such risks, attend to them here in a substantive way, addressing the precise nature of the risk, the efforts you would undertake to minimize or eliminate the risks, and the alternative strategies you might employ should the alternatives not satisfy commonly-understood ethical guidelines. Here, of course, we am willing to offer some guidance – but only after you are confused.


If your research does suggest any “human subjects” impact, you will later be asked to submit an application to the Austin College Institutional Review Board. You will not engage the IRB for this proposal, but be aware that these may be issues as you engage your work later on.

Costs and budgets


One of the central issues that your project will raise is its financial costs, so you must propose something that you might actually be able to afford. We want you to limit your projects to the kind of financial costs you might now be able to handle – while a student at Austin College. You might be able to scrape together several hundred dollars, so you will want to conceive of work that would fit a budget of not too much more than that. What we do not want is proposals that suggest unlimited funds – “blue sky” proposals that reflect what you would do if money were not an issue. Your proposal must include a realistic budget that anticipates reasonable costs. 

Timeline


While it is always necessary to consider financial costs when conducting research, it is equally imperative that careful thought be given to the time the research will also require. Once your proposal is accepted we will establish with you precise dates by which certain components of the project must be completed. That said, here we want only to see that you have considered how long it might take to accomplish the goals you have set for yourself – to see that you can actually do what you plan.  Be thoughtful about this. Don’t tell us you are going to interview two thousand people in a six week period. Can’t be done. Make it clear that you have considered such issues.

Discussion


This section of your proposal will discuss both the significance and limitations of  the proposed research. Here you should communicate a sense of enthusiasm without exaggerating the merits of your proposed project. Be excited and a bit humble. It is not likely that the Nobel Committee is watching in any case. 

Be sure to let us know if you have questions. 

We know that this can be confusing.
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