
THIS EXPLANATION PRETTY MUCH SAYS IT ALL: 
 

 

 

FROM http://facstaff.uww.edu/jaffej/seminar/proposal.pdf  (University of Wisconsin--Whitewater) 

 

 

Most students and beginning researchers do not fully understand what a research 

proposal means[;] nor do they understand its importance. . . .   

 

A research proposal is intended to convince others that you have a worthwhile 

research project and that you have the competence and the work-plan to complete 

it. Generally, a research proposal should contain all the key elements involved in the 

research process and include sufficient information for the readers to evaluate 

the proposed study.  

 

Regardless of your research area and the methodology you choose, all research 

proposals must address the following questions: What you plan to accomplish, why 

you want to do it[,] and how you are going to do it.  

 

The proposal should have sufficient information to convince your readers that you 

have an important research idea, that you have a good grasp of the relevant 

literature and the major issues, and that your methodology is sound.  

 

The quality of your research proposal depends not only on the quality of your 

proposed project, but also on the quality of your proposal writing. A good research 

project may run the risk of rejection simply because the proposal is poorly written. 

Therefore, it pays if your writing is coherent, clear and compelling. . . . 

 

 

Introduction:  

The main purpose of the introduction is to provide the necessary background or 

context for your research problem. How to frame the research problem is perhaps the 

biggest problem in proposal writing.  

 

If the research problem is framed in the context of a general, rambling historical 

discussion, then the research question may appear trivial and uninteresting. However, 

if the same question is placed in the context of a very focused and current research 

area, its significance will become evident.  

 

http://facstaff.uww.edu/jaffej/seminar/proposal.pdf


Unfortunately, there are no hard and fast rules on how to frame your research 

question just as there is no prescription on how to write an interesting and informative 

opening paragraph. A lot depends on your creativity, your ability to think 

clearly[,] and the depth of your understanding of problem areas.  

 

. . . [Y]ou need to provide a brief but appropriate background of the historical 

literature in the area. . . . [You also need to] provide the contemporary context in 

which your proposed research question occupies the central stage. Finally, identify 

"key players" and refer to the most relevant and representative publications. In short, 

try to paint your research question in broad brushes and at the same time bring 

out its significance.  

 

The introduction typically begins with a general statement of the problem area, with a 

focus on a specific research problem, to be followed by the rational[e] or justification 

for the proposed study.  

 

Development:  

 

[T]he Development section attempts to explain to the reader what is important about 

the topic, why it should merit research, and how you intend to go about the research 

process.  

 

Again, there are no hard and fast rules for this section, but you should attempt to 

deal with some or all of these elements:  

 

1. State the research problem and more fully explain the purpose of the study.  

2. Present the rationale of your proposed study and clearly indicate why it is worth 

doing.  

3. Describe the major issues or problems to be addressed by your research.  

4. Explain how you plan to go about conducting your research. Clearly identify 

the primary sources you intend to use and explain how they will contribute to 

the analysis of your topic.  

5. Set the delimitation or boundaries of your proposed research in order to provide 

a clear focus.  

6. Provide definitions of key concepts or historical terms, if necessary.  

 

[Do not get sidetracked into a “First, I am going to . . . ; then I am going to . . . ; 

next I will . . . .” The exact order of your semester’s work is not what the reader 

wants to know. The reader wants to know about your understanding of issues, 



problems, questions, etc. If you find yourself writing in future tense and in 

first person, you have probably gone off-track.] 

 

 

Conclusion:  

 

It is important to conclude your proposal with a paragraph reiterating the importance 

or significance of your proposal. This paragraph should emphasize how your 

project’s results might contribute to previous historical work in the field or area you 

are studying.  

 

 

Common Mistakes in Proposal Writing  

 

1. Failure to provide the proper context to frame the research question.  

2. Failure to delimit the boundary conditions for your research.  

3. Failure to cite landmark historical works in your proposed area of study.  

4. Failure to stay focused on the research question.  

5. Failure to develop a coherent and persuasive argument for the proposed 
research.  

6. Too much detail on minor issues, but not enough detail on major issues.  

7. Too much rambling -- going "all over the map" without a clear sense of 
direction.  

8. Sloppy or imprecise writing.  

[9. Turning the proposal into a mere list of sources.] 

 


