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Research Concepts (ECO 601)       Drs. DeStefano and Roy 
Fall 2012 
 

Guidelines for the Proposal or Prospectus 
 
Overview 
Of the many tasks that you are expected to accomplish as a graduate student, one of the most critical is 
a completed and approved research or project proposal or prospectus. In fact, because a proposal or 
prospectus describes your graduate project in detail and forms the foundation for your graduate work, 
you could consider this the most important step in your entire graduate career . . . except maybe for 
actually finishing your degree. 

A proposal or a prospectus is basically a plan, and if you are engaged in any meaningful endeavor, a plan 
is always important. This plan allows you to do at least 2 very important things: 

(1) it forces you to think through the process and plan how you are going to carry out your 
project, including the preparations you need to make, the goals and objectives that you hope 
to accomplish, and the methods you will need to use to achieve those goals and objectives; 

(2) it allows you to get feedback, evaluations, and criticism from a number of people, including 
other graduate students, colleagues or collaborators, the agency or institutions that might be 
funding your work, and, of course, your major advisor and graduate committee members. 

And there are 2 more practical reasons to write a proposal or prospectus: 
 (3) it is a course requirement for Research Concepts; 
 (4) it is a department requirement for your graduate degree. 
 
Proposal versus Prospectus 
The words proposal and prospectus have very similar meanings, although there are some subtle 
differences. For our purposes in Research Concepts, however, MS candidates in the thesis option (as 
well as all PhD candidates) will write a proposal, while MS candidates in the non-thesis option can write 
either a research proposal or a project prospectus. The differences are explained below. 
 
I. The Proposal 
A research proposal describes the major features of a proposed research project in enough detail so that 
prospective funders, participants, collaborations, or other scientists may evaluate it. This serves a 
number of purposes, including getting you to think through and thoroughly plan the project before you 
begin, to inform your committee, to provide the opportunity for others to offer suggestions to improve 
the work, and to secure funding.  
 
Graduate students in the thesis option will write a proposal for their graduate research. The goal of a 
research thesis is to contribute something new to the base of knowledge for a particular topic. Thus the 
work should be original and ultimately publishable in a peer-reviewed, scientific journal or on-line 
outlet. To accomplish this, and for virtually all research, the approach is to collect data from a 
representative sample(s) in order to infer from the sample to a population of interest. How you collect 
the sample data is critical, as are the analyses, interpretations, and conclusions. The basis or foundation 
to a good proposal starts with questions:  what is it that you want to know about a topic, system, 
process, or species?  From these questions, hypotheses can be developed and tested, and a set of 
specific objectives, which are statements that describe what actions you will take … such as to measure, 
to estimate, to describe, to compare, etc., … can be articulated. 
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A proposal will:  
1. describe original research; 
2. have well-defined questions and research hypotheses; 
3. define the population of interest and the sample or experimental units employed; 
4. address the spatial, temporal, and ecological/sociological scope of inference involved; 
5. include a research design based on an adequate and unbiased sample; 
6. include a subsection in Methods that describes the types of data to be collected and the 

statistical approaches or methods to be used. 
 
II. The Prospectus 
A prospectus is a document that describes the major features of a proposed project or paper; e. g., book 
publishers require a prospectus from perspective authors that describes their book idea. The prospectus 
will differ from the proposal in that it can be largely a descriptive document that outlines an internship, 
paper, or project. It does not have to include research hypotheses, a detailed sampling design, or the 
statistical approaches you might use. However, these elements can be included if they are appropriate, 
and we encourage you to do so. 
 
The non-thesis prospectus can be a general description of your proposed internship, professional paper, 
or project, but there are 2 special cases of the prospectus that might apply to your situation: 

A. Case Study 
A case study is an in-depth investigation of an individual subject. It has been defined as a 

process or record of research in which detailed consideration is given to the development of a 
particular person, group, or situation over a period of time. Case studies are used to collect 
descriptive data through the intensive examination of a phenomenon in a particular individual, 
group, or situation. They are used when research is performed in detail on a single individual, 
group, incident, or community, as opposed to, for instance, a sample or samples from a 
population of interest. 

B. Synthesis 
A synthesis combines all available information in order to arrive at a coherent conclusion or 

result. It can be as simple as compiling information on a particular topic. More involved 
examples include meta-analysis, decision analysis, systematic reviews, and cost-benefit or cost-
effectiveness analysis. Here are some examples of synthesis papers: 

Regional and national issues for forest wildlife research and management (Forest Science) 
Relative importance of early-successional forests and shrubland habitats to mammals in the 

northeastern United States (Forest Ecology and Management)  
A review of the status and distribution of northern goshawks in New England (Journal of 

Raptor Research) 
Equipment and techniques for nocturnal wildlife studies (Wildlife Society Bulletin) 
Twenty-six key research questions in urban stream ecology: an assessment of the state of the 

science (Journal of the North American Benthological Society) 
 
In general, then, if you are working on a research thesis or a dissertation, you will write a research 
proposal. If you are enrolled in the non-thesis option you have 3 choices: (a) a research proposal if your 
topic addresses a research question, (b) a prospectus, but with some of the elements of a proposal (e.g., 
sampling from a population of interest), or (c) a descriptive prospectus that describes the activities in 
which you will be engaged for your internship or non-thesis project. That latter could take the form of a 
case study or a synthesis of a specific topic. If you are unsure of which it will be, that is an excellent topic 
for discussion for this course. 
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The Organization 
There are no proposal or prospectus format guidelines for Department, as each project is different and 
has its own unique needs, and you and your advisor may have specific preferences. However, for the 
purpose of this class, we are providing an organizational structure to guide your proposal writing. 
Logistically, the structure will help to organize class meeting discussions on proposal writing, provide 
assignment deadlines, and facilitate group peer edits. This is also good practice for writing grant 
proposals and preparing manuscripts for publication, as these often have strict guidelines. 
 
At a minimum, every proposal and prospectus should include the following information (in this order): 

1. Heading Info (title, date, your name, affiliation (University & Department), advisor’s name) 
2. Abstract 
3. Introduction  
4. Objectives  
5. Methods  
6. Anticipated Results and Potential Management Implications (could separate) 
7. Timeline/Schedule 
8. Literature Cited 
9. Tables (if applicable) 
10. Figures (if applicable) 

 
You should use headings (clearly denoted with bold, italics, underline, capitals, or small capitals) to 
designate the above sections and any additional sections appropriate for your project. Additional 
headings and subheadings are encouraged to help a reader follow the document. For example, 
subheadings under methods may include: study area, experimental design, protocols for each objective, 
and statistical approach.  
 
The proposals from past ECo students (posted on Moodle) provide a general idea of content, length, and 
format, although you should not use these as a strict structure.  
 
The Nuts & Bolts 
In addition to the organizational guidelines above, we ask that you follow a few additional rules in your 
writing. Everything that you turn in should have your heading information (to save space, please do not 
have a separate title page) and be in Times New Roman 12-point font (or equivalent). Additionally, we 
ask that you double space the entire document, leave 1” margins, and include continuous line numbers 
to aid in the editing/review process. In MS Word, line numbers can be found under page layout. 
 
While not all scientific writing follows the same rules, in the fields of environmental science and 
conservation, use of the first person is not only accepted but preferred in order to avoid excessive use of 
passive voice. Since this is your proposal or prospectus, use “I” not “we” (when you write a paper with 
co-authors, you will use “we”). First person is most effective in methods, e.g., “I will sample 15 small 
ponds (100-200 ha) encompassing a range in adjacent land cover (0-100% forest cover).” Be careful not 
to use first person excessively or use it to make the paper about you (e.g., “I think it would be best to” or 
“I am curious about”). Succinct and clear writing is always preferred in science. 
 
Since this is a work you plan to do, you should write in future tense. This applies to objectives (e.g., 
“evaluate” not “evaluated”), methods (e.g., “I will” not “I did”), and anticipated results and implications 
(e.g., “the study will provide”). Of course, the introduction and literature review will be in past tense, as 
you will be providing background about work already done. 



4 
 

Citing Literature 
For this class, we will follow the guidelines of the Journal of Wildlife Management for in-text citations 
and the literature cited section. A brief description of the guidelines and citation examples are provided 
below; however, you should look at the Journal guidelines (link provided on the course website and 
here: http://joomla.wildlife.org/documents/JWMguidelines2011.pdf) for more details on specific 
situations. You can also use a published article from the Journal of Wildlife Management to help you 
with formatting. (Note: formatting for JWM is not unique to this journal; it is the format used by many – 
although certainly not all – journals in the natural sciences.) 
 
References to published literature within the text should follow parenthetically at the end of a sentence, 
with series of citations (no more than five) listed chronologically and separated by commas. The author’s 
last name and the date of publication should be listed as follows for one author (White 1998), two 
authors (White and Brown 1998), and three or more authors (White et al. 1998). Citations can also be 
listed within sentences as follows: “White et al. (1998) found…” For an author or authors with more than 
one paper you can use the form: (White et al. 1998, 2000; Johnson 2010a). Notice the use of semi-
colons and commas in this case. If there are papers by the same author(s) in the same year, simply add 
an a, b, c, etc. to each paper for in-text citations and literature cited. Do not cite a lot of web sites, but if 
you do need to cite a web site, determine the author or source and year, and use a similar form as any 
literature (e.g., “CBE 2012”). For unpublished literature and personal communications, refer to the 
Journal guidelines (page 39) for details. For equipment, list the manufacturer name and location at the 
first mention in test (e.g., Interface, Missoula, MT). For software, list the product name and location at 
first use (e.g., SAS Institute, Cary, NC; R Version 2.15.1, www.r-project.org, accessed 6 Sep 2012).  
 
Full citation information for all published literature (including government reports, theses, and 
dissertations) should be included in the literature cited. The literature cited section should be double 
spaced and use hanging indents. Organization of the literature cited should be alphabetical by the first 
author’s surname, and within alphabetical order the sequence is chronological. Write titles exactly as 
they are published (although following Journal of Wildlife Management guidelines for capitalization), 
and use full journal titles. Only abbreviations for 1) Washington, D.C., 2) U.S., and 3) USA are allowed 
(within the author and publisher locations). Examples of common types of citations are listed below; see 
the Journal of Wildlife Management guidelines (Appendix B, pages 46-53) for more examples.   

 
Book: 
Smith, R. L. 1974. Ecology and field biology. Second edition. Harper and Row, New York, New York, USA. 
 
Chapter in book: 
Zeleny, L. 1978. Nesting box programs for bluebirds and other passerines. Pages 55–60 in S. A. Temple,  

editor. Endangered birds: management techniques for preserving threatened species. University 
of Wisconsin Press, Madison, USA. 

 
Journal article: 
Steigers, W. D., Jr., and J. T. Flinders. 1980. A breakaway expandable collar for cervids. Journal of 

Mammalogy 61:150–152.  
 
Proceedings: 
Stout, S. L., and R. Lawrence. 1996. Deer in Allegheny Plateau forests: learning the lessons of scale. 

Pages 92–98 in Proceedings of the 1995 Foresters Convention. Society of American Foresters, 28 
October–1 November 1995, Portland, Maine, USA. 

http://joomla.wildlife.org/documents/JWMguidelines2011.pdf
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Web site: 
Council of Biology Editors [CBE]. 1999. CBE homepage. <http://www.council scienceeditors.org>. 

Accessed 7 Oct 2012. 

 
Assignments 
The assignments below don’t precisely follow the format of the proposal, but they build on each other in 
a logical way to help you progress toward creating a complete proposal or prospectus. The assignments 
also do not cover every section of the proposal or prospectus; there are some sections you will turn in 
for the first time with the draft proposal.  
 
I: Title and Brief Description of Proposed Research or Professional Paper (Due: 19 Sep) 
Construct a working title (this doesn’t have to be your final title!) and write a brief description of what 
you propose to do for your thesis or professional paper. The primary purpose of this assignment is to get 
you to start thinking about your project and putting your ideas on paper—we don’t expect you to have 
reviewed the literature or have clear objectives (yet). That said, do your best to clearly describe the area 
you are working on and possible questions or objectives within one page. We will use this as a starting 
point to discuss your proposal or prospectus ideas on an individual basis. Please include your full 
heading information (title, date, your name, affiliation (University & Department), advisor’s name) that 
you will include on each of your assignments from here forward. This should be emailed to both Steve 
and Allison before class on the day it is due. 
 
II: Annotated Bibliography (Due: 26 Sep) 
An annotated bibliography is a great way to organize the literature you are finding and summarize the 
important points of each document that you plan to refer to later in your introduction or methods 
section. For each reference, include the full citation information properly formatted for the Journal of 
Wildlife Management; this is your first chance to try out the format and get feedback. Below the citation 
information, include bullet point(s) from the article/book/chapter that you think are useful. This is not a 
full description of the document; rather, it is a list of highlights of what you think is useful. Shorthand 
and paraphrasing is encouraged, but be sure to include enough information (e.g., page or figure 
number) so you can easily find the information again. You’ll probably find that some references have 
lots of important information, and some may only have one useful bullet. Just keep in mind what will be 
most useful for you in writing your prospectus or proposal. Include at least 10 references. This should be 
emailed to both Steve and Allison before class on the day it is due. 
 
III: Title, Introduction, Objectives, and Literature Cited (Due: 9 Oct) 
The introduction should be a comprehensive synthesis of the peer-reviewed literature pertaining to 
your topic. Much like an introduction in a published manuscript, your introduction should bring the 
reader from the broad scientific area to the specific research that has been done directly related to your 
topic. Each paragraph should have distinct content that easily transition from the previous paragraphs. 
Be sure the reader comes away with a clear idea of your research question(s) and the specific gap(s) in 
the literature. Any sentence that is not common knowledge or your own idea (e.g., a statement of what 
research is needed) should be cited. Remember that citing literature is not only important for giving 
proper credit and helping the reader track sources, but is also essential for avoiding plagiarism.  
 
The objectives of your research project or professional paper should be in a separate section following 
the introduction. It can be in paragraph or numbered bullet form, as long as your objectives are clear to 
the reader. Objectives should start with verbs, such as quantify, assess, evaluate, model, compare, etc. 
Your methods will be directly aligned with the objectives, so consider this while writing your objectives.  
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A reasonable length for your introduction and objectives is 3-6 pages. You’ll also want to include your 
header information and literature cited (properly formatted!). This should be emailed to your group (cc: 
to Steve and Allison) before class on the day it is due. 
 
IV. Conceptual Model (Due: 17 Oct)  
A conceptual model is an extremely helpful tool to communicate ideas in both research plans (proposal 
or prospectus) and products (report, book chapter, or article). It can take the form of a diagram, flow 
chart, picture, or other visual representation. Conceptual models are typically used to synthesize 
information (from other sources or collected during your study) or describe methodological approaches. 
For the purpose of this class, you can design a conceptual model to be included in your introduction, 
methods, anticipated results, or management implications. The model may present terminology, 
illustrate relationships, describe complex experimental designs, or show how your project fits within the 
larger landscape. The website includes examples of conceptual models put together by past ECO 601 
students. You may use Word, Powerpoint, or a drawing program of your choice to create your figure. 
This should be printed and brought to class on the due date for review by Steve and Allison. Include your 
name, title, date, and a detailed figure caption or written description that explains the figure. 
 
V. Methods (Due: 24 Oct)   
This section should be a clear and organized description of the procedures used to collect and analyze 
data for your project. It should be broken down into subheadings, which may include: study area, 
experimental design, procedures for each objective, and data analysis. In general, you can’t have too 
many subheadings in your methods, so you may also want to separate abiotic and biotic data, or field 
and lab procedures. While all scientific writing is a balance between clarity and brevity, a key feature to 
any Methods section is that it should include enough detail so that another researcher could reproduce 
your experiment or project. Length of methods is likely to vary greatly from project to project. The key is 
to be thorough and concise. The methods along with all of the other sections you have created (heading, 
introduction, objectives, literature cited, etc…you are building a document here!) should be emailed to 
your group (cc: to Steve and Allison) before class on the day it is due. 
 
VI. Abstract (Due: 5 Nov) 
An abstract is a brief summary that highlights the essential components of the document. As you know, 
these tend to be the first (and sometimes only) parts of a paper people read, as they help to assess 
whether the content of the paper is potentially of interest. In the same way, an abstract for a proposal 
can intrigue potential funders or discourage them from reading on. We will, of course, read your entire 
proposal; however, a well-written abstract sets the stage for a great proposal to follow. You will want to 
include 1-2 sentences of each of the following: introduction/background, question/objective, methods, 
anticipated results, and potential management implications. The abstract should be less than one page, 
and written in one paragraph (double spaced). The abstract, along with your name, the date, and the 
title, should be emailed to your group (cc: to Steve and Allison) before class on the day it is due. 
 
VII. Draft #1 Proposal/Prospectus (Due: 14 Nov) 
Your full draft should include sections previously turned in (header info, abstract, introduction, 
objectives, methods, and literature cited), along with a few additional sections (anticipated results, 
potential management implications, timeline/schedule, and any other sections relevant to your project). 
Also don’t forget to include your conceptual model in the appropriate section. We will talk about the 
content of the additional sections in class. The entire document should be emailed to your group (cc: to 
Steve and Allison) before class on the day it is due. 
 


