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If you have any questions about writing a research proposal, please feel free to email me at sbeard1@stu.chi.ac.uk 
Research Proposal
· Remember – this is just the start! Be prepared for change
· Can see this from how my research title changed from my form one to now – as the research progressed realised that the projected needed greater focus, whilst undertaking empirical research in four schools seemed realistic at the start I soon realised that it was not practical in the depth that I wanted/time that I had, and therefore adjusted accordingly
· Wrote a basic proposal when applying for PhD, but will be focussing on the research proposal completed early in the PhD which is used to determine if the project is suitable for PhD status
· At my institution called a Form one – first big milestone in the PhD - full time PhD research proposal completed within approx. first 3 months, part time first 6 months
· I completed my research proposal with the support of my supervisor – showed me a good example of a completed research proposal which helped me to see what was expected – would strongly recommend that you ask if it is possible to see an example – ended up writing multiple drafts to get it right
· Conversations with supervisor really helped with honing the focus of the research and ensuring that the project was realistic for a PhD – use their expertise to help you
Research Proposal: What is it?
· Proposed plan of work, including its relationship to previous work, with references.  Please set out your research to date with key references, how the stated aims will be achieved, the methodology, and the expected outcomes.   Please do not exceed 750 words, excluding any lists of references.
· Length of the document appears to vary between institutions, so make sure you are aware of how many words you have available for the main section which will relate to outlining your research
· The research proposal document itself is likely to ask you other questions relating to previous experience etc, but this is the main and most challenging element to complete
· Is a brief overview of your project and indicates what you are going to do, how you are going to do it and shows you have an awareness of the field within which the research is situated/ where your research fits into it
· I will explain a bit about how I approached this, using my own form 1 as an example, to show how this works
Title and Aims:
· But before this element, or potentially as part of it depending on your institution’s forms, you will be asked for the title and aims of your project
· With the title, I would recommend going for something that is clear in relation to the focus of the project, however, if you can do this with a creative flare (which I really struggle with!) then great
· Aims/objectives of the project start to outline what you are going to do/the purpose of the project. For example, from my aims you can tell that I will be looking at two schools minimum (a faith-based school and a community school) with the purpose of understanding how they construct their identities separately and then in comparison.
· Can be challenging to do this, so it is important to consider what you are focussing on – the PhD project is a 3-6 year project, is it possible to meet your aims and objectives within this time? Is it too broad, too narrow? Could someone read these and build a picture of what it is that you are hoping to achieve? All important to consider when putting together the research proposal
Literature Review:
· A key element of the PhD project will be a literature review, and in your research proposal you will need to show an awareness of relevant literature and debates
· With limited words, this will need to be carefully crafted, so will need to think critically about what is most important and relevant to include at this stage – probably the part that took me the most time
· My literature review focussed around the context into which my research is stepping – having read a variety of documents that related to my research question I found that the literature could be divided in to four categories and I used these to structure this part of the proposal, choosing literature by the most relevant/important proponents of each category to be included
· My research proposal only allowed for a very limited number of words, which can make it difficult to show confidence in handling the material/critical engagement, but by placing the work in to different categories it enabled me to show this element whilst using the words allowed to indicate my understanding of the texts
· When you put this element together, consider how you are going to structure this to your advantage – how does the literature relate to your questions/aims? If it is not clear, it may be that it is not appropriate to include it. Where does your project fit in? Is there are gap in the existing literature that you are seeking to fill? Do you make this clear to the reader?
· Ended this section by putting forward my hypothesis, which indicates what I believed I would find during the project, which whilst relating to the literature discussed, spans across more than one of the categories that I identified in the existing literature
Methodology
· Another important element will be the methodology
· As with the literature review, important to show how this relates to your research question and aims
· Consider what approaches are most appropriate for answering the questions that you have – what methods have been used in studies that you have referred to in your literature review? Are these methods realistic for your study (i.e. a study that looks at 15 schools in depth seems unlikely to be appropriate, but some of the actual methods used, i.e. observations, interviews, document analysis may well be applicable)
· Ethical approval – if you are undertaking research that involves human participants this is something you should really consider at an early stage. When putting together your methodology you need to consider if it will comply with the ethical approval framework for your institution/ethical expectations in your field. If in doubt, speak to your supervisor, or someone involved with ethical approval at your institution as they will be able to guide you.  
Other possible things to consider:
· There may be a separate section that asks you specifically about ethical approval, it may ask if you already have it, or how you intend to approach this
· You may also be asked for a timeline for your research – this is a rough guide to when you think certain key events will happen. If you are anything like me, these timelines are likely to change as you go along, so whilst it is important to be realistic with these, do not feel too beholden to them if they need to change in the future

Tips for starting the PhD
1. Read the handbook and plan ahead
Obvious but important – find out what you need to do and when you need to do it. Training you must attend? Forms need to be in by a certain deadline? Expectations between you and your supervisor? Don’t miss out on something important because you didn’t look ahead
2. Take advantage of opportunities offered to you
Linked to the first point – does your university offer a bursary for all PhD students for conference attendance? If so, how much, how do you claim? Opportunity to complete other qualifications for free? Consider what is available to you, how will you fit it in with your research, does it fit in with long term plan? If so, take advantage. Look for opportunities outside of your own institution, i.e. Summer Schools, small grants to help attend conferences provided by societies
3. Take care of yourself
This is vitally important – PhD long and hard, if you don’t take care of yourself it will be a lot more difficult. Make time to do things you enjoy that are not PhD related, keep up friendships and relationships – easy to let these things slide when busy, but try to build a healthy routine that still makes room for those things you enjoy most and downtime
4. Maintain and build support networks
Relates to previous point – PhD felt a bit isolating at times, working on your own for long stretches of time etc… don’t be afraid to lean on your support network e.g. friends, family. Also look for opportunities to build new ones – might be fellow postgrads in your department or colleague, if in a small department might be worth looking at cross-department initiatives, might meet people at training events etc. Might be through conferences – people who will understand the PhD process, understand the challenges
5. Things may not go according to (the original) plan
Be prepared for change and the possibility for things to not turn out quite as you had in your original plan. If you set out with an open mind and embrace the potential for change you are more likely to be able to overcome these challenges. Most people will hit a few bumps along the way, some likely to be very minor, some more major, speak to your support network and supervisor when these things happen, learn from their experiences, find ways to overcome/move on from these issues 
6. Enjoy it!
Initially thought this was odd advice – something that my supervisor always says – unlikely to get the opportunity to research like this again (admin/teaching loads in academic jobs can infringe on this) so enjoy it. Where possible, choose a topic that interests and matters to you. See this as a chance to do something amazing – getting to devote extended amount of time to learning about and answering/creating new questions on topics that are important to you. Might not always feel enjoyable (see point above) but overall the experience should be a positive one.
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