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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course is a seminar intended to aid Ph.D. students in developing a prospectus for a major 
research project.  Depending on the student’s chosen sub-field and progress within the Ph.D. 
program, the research prospectus may be:  

a) a dissertation prospectus;  

b) a research prospectus providing an overview of a three-paper dissertation; 

c) a research prospectus for one of the three papers in a three-paper dissertation; or 

d) a research prospectus for a major research project that is not part of the dissertation.   

The course will provide tools and a framework for developing a research prospectus, including in-
class workshops to provide feedback on drafts of your prospectus.  The course addresses topics 
such as identifying a viable and compelling research question, situating and framing a research 
project within the existing literature, selecting a methodological approach (or approaches), and 
developing a strategy for moving forward with the research project.   
 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
I.  Class Participation    35%  

Attendance in class is required.  More than two unexcused absences during the semester will 
negatively affect your participation grade (please see “Makeup Work for Legitimate Absences” 
in the “Course Policies” section below for more detail).  You are expected to do all of the 
readings and written assignments in advance and to come to class prepared to participate 
actively in discussion and to participate actively in group workshops.   

Participation includes the following: 

Contributions to the online class forum (posts about your daily writing practice) 5% 

Short writing assignments (dissertation plan, research question overview, etc.)  10% 

Methodology presentation        5% 

Participation in peer workshops, including reading other students’ work and                             
providing them with detailed feedback       15% 

 
II.  Prospectus Outline or Draft  25%   

   
III.  Final Research Prospectus   40%  
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Your final research prospectus – whether it is a dissertation prospectus or a prospectus for another 
research paper or project – should include all of the following elements (quoted from the Humphrey 
School Ph.D. Handbook’s description of a research prospectus): 
 

• “a statement and description of the research question(s) and objectives 
• a placement of the proposed research within a theoretical and conceptual framework 
• a well-developed plan for data collection and analysis that includes a description of the 

research methods to be used 
• appropriate references and full citation of references.”  (Handbook, p.19) 

 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
 
Student Conduct Code 
The University seeks an environment that promotes academic achievement and integrity, that is 
protective of free inquiry, and that serves the educational mission of the University.  Similarly, the 
University seeks a community that is free from violence, threats, and intimidation; that is respectful 
of the rights, opportunities, and welfare of students, faculty, staff, and guests of the University; and 
that does not threaten the physical or mental health or safety of members of the University 
community. 
 
As a student at the University you are expected adhere to Board of Regents Policy: Student Conduct 
Code.  The Student Conduce Code is available 
at: http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/Student_Conduct_Code.pdf. 
 
Note that the conduct code specifically addresses disruptive classroom conduct, which means 
“engaging in behavior that substantially or repeatedly interrupts either the instructor’s ability to teach 
or student learning. The classroom extends to any setting where a student is engaged in work toward 
academic credit or satisfaction of program-based requirements or related activities.” 
 
Academic Integrity and Scholastic Dishonesty 
You are expected to do your own academic work and cite sources as necessary. Failing to do so is 
scholastic dishonesty.  Scholastic dishonesty means plagiarizing; cheating on assignments or 
examinations; engaging in unauthorized collaboration on academic work; taking, acquiring, or using 
test materials without faculty permission; submitting false or incomplete records of academic 
achievement; acting alone or in cooperation with another to falsify records or to obtain dishonestly 
grades, honors, awards, or professional endorsement; altering, forging, or misusing a University 
academic record; or fabricating or falsifying data, research procedures, or data analysis. 
(http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/Student_Conduct_Code.pdf).  If it is 
determined that a student has cheated, the student will receive a failing grade for the assignment in 
question and may face additional sanctions from the University.  For additional information, please 
see: http://policy.umn.edu/education/instructorresp. 
 
The Office for Community Standards has compiled a useful list of Frequently Asked Questions 
pertaining to scholastic dishonesty: https://communitystandards.umn.edu/avoid-
violations/avoiding-scholastic-.... If you have additional questions, please contact me.  
 

http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/Student_Conduct_Code.pdf
http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/Student_Conduct_Code.pdf
https://policy.umn.edu/education/instructorresp
https://communitystandards.umn.edu/avoid-violations/avoiding-scholastic-dishonesty
https://communitystandards.umn.edu/avoid-violations/avoiding-scholastic-dishonesty
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Use of Personal Electronic Devices in the Classroom 
Using personal electronic devices in the classroom setting can hinder instruction and learning, not 
only for the student using the device but also for other students in the class. To this end, the 
University establishes the right of each faculty member to determine if and how personal electronic 
devices are allowed to be used in the classroom. For complete information, please 
reference: http://policy.umn.edu/education/studentresp.   
 
Makeup Work for Legitimate Absences 
Students will not be penalized for absence during the semester due to unavoidable or legitimate 
circumstances. Such circumstances include verified illness, participation in intercollegiate athletic 
events, subpoenas, jury duty, military service, bereavement, and religious observances. Such 
circumstances do not include voting in local, state, or national elections. For complete information, 
please see: http://policy.umn.edu/education/makeupwork. 
 
Appropriate Student Use of Class Notes and Course Materials 
Taking notes is a means of recording information but more importantly of personally absorbing and 
integrating the educational experience. However, broadly disseminating class notes beyond the 
classroom community or accepting compensation for taking and distributing classroom notes 
undermines instructor interests in their intellectual work product while not substantially furthering 
instructor and student interests in effective learning. Such actions violate shared norms and 
standards of the academic community. For additional information, please 
see: http://policy.umn.edu/education/studentresp. 
 
Grading and Late Submissions 
Writing assignments are due on the date listed on the syllabus.  Late submissions will be penalized, 
except in cases of documented family or medical emergency.  The penalty for late submissions is 
four points per day that the assignment is late.   
 
The University utilizes plus and minus grading on a 4.000 cumulative grade point scale: 

A 4.000 - Represents achievement that is outstanding relative to the level necessary to meet course requirements 
A- 3.667 
B+ 3.333 
B 3.000 - Represents achievement that is significantly above the level necessary to meet course requirements 
B- 2.667 
C+ 2.333 
C 2.000 - Represents achievement that meets the course requirements in every respect 
C- 1.667 
D+ 1.333 
D 1.000 - Represents achievement that is worthy of credit even though it fails to meet fully the course requirements 
S Represents achievement that is satisfactory, which is equivalent to a C- or better. 

For additional information, please refer to: http://policy.umn.edu/education/gradingtranscripts. 
 
 
 

http://policy.umn.edu/education/studentresp
https://policy.umn.edu/education/makeupwork
https://policy.umn.edu/education/studentresp
https://policy.umn.edu/education/gradingtranscripts
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All assignments as well as the final course grade will use the following grading scale: 

A 93-100 
A- 90-92 
B+ 87-89 
B 83-86 
B- 80-82 
C+ 77-79 
C 73-76 
C- 70-72 
D+ 67-69 
D 60-66 
F 59 and below 
 
Sexual Harassment 
“Sexual harassment” means unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and/or other 
verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature. Such conduct has the purpose or effect of 
unreasonably interfering with an individual's work or academic performance or creating an 
intimidating, hostile, or offensive working or academic environment in any University activity or 
program. Such behavior is not acceptable in the University setting. For additional information, 
please consult Board of Regents 
Policy: http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/SexHarassment.pdf 
 
Equity, Diversity, Equal Employment Opportunity, and Affirmative Action 
The University provides equal access to and opportunity in its programs and facilities, without 
regard to race, color, creed, religion, national origin, gender, age, marital status, disability, public 
assistance status, veteran status, sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression. For more 
information, please consult Board of Regents Policy: 
http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/Equity_Diversity_EO_AA.pdf. 
 
Mental Health and Stress Management 
As a student you may experience a range of issues that can cause barriers to learning, such as 
strained relationships, increased anxiety, alcohol/drug problems, feeling down, difficulty 
concentrating, and/or lack of motivation. These mental health concerns or stressful events may lead 
to diminished academic performance or reduce your ability to participate in daily activities. 
University of Minnesota services are available to assist you with addressing these and other concerns 
you may be experiencing. You can learn more about the broad range of confidential mental health 
services available on campus via www.mentalhealth.umn.edu.  
 
Remember that there are advisors in the Humphrey Student Services office who are trained and 
experienced counselors. They are available at short notice to address any concerns you have and 
provide further resources within the University: Humphrey Student Services, HHH 280, (612) 
624-3800. 
 
 

http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/SexHarassment.pdf
http://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/policies/Equity_Diversity_EO_AA.pdf
http://www.mentalhealth.umn.edu/
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Disability Accommodations 
The University of Minnesota is committed to providing equitable access to learning opportunities 
for all students. Disability Services (DS) is the campus office that collaborates with students who 
have disabilities to provide and/or arrange reasonable accommodations. If you have, or think you 
may have, a disability (e.g., mental health, attentional, learning, chronic health, sensory, or physical), 
please contact DS at (612) 626-1333 to arrange a confidential discussion regarding equitable access 
and reasonable accommodations.  If you are registered with DS and have a current letter requesting 
reasonable accommodations, we encourage you to contact your instructor early in the semester to 
review how the accommodations will be applied in the course. 
 
Academic Freedom and Responsibility 
Academic freedom is a cornerstone of the University.  Within the scope and content of the course 
as defined by the instructor, it includes the freedom to discuss relevant matters in the classroom. 
Along with this freedom comes responsibility. Students are encouraged to develop the capacity for 
critical judgment and to engage in a sustained and independent search for truth.  Students are free to 
take reasoned exception to the views offered in any course of study and to reserve judgment about 
matters of opinion, but they are responsible for learning the content of any course of study for 
which they are enrolled.* 
 
Reports of concerns about academic freedom are taken seriously, and there are individuals and 
offices available for help.  Please contact me, your advisor, the associate dean, or the Vice Provost 
for Faculty and Academic Affairs in the Office of the Provost.  
* Language adapted from the American Association of University Professors "Joint Statement on Rights and 
Freedoms of Students". 
 
 
 
 
 
 
COURSE MATERIALS 
 
There is one required book for purchase for the class: 
 
Gerald Graff, Cathy Birkenstein, and Russel Durst, They Say/I Say: The Moves That Matter in Academic 
Writing, Third Edition (Norton, 2014). 
 
All of the other required readings for the course are articles or book chapters, available on the 
Moodle site for the course.   
 
Throughout the course, we will be watching videos and webinars created by the National Center for 
Faculty Development & Diversity (NCFDD).  The University of Minnesota has an institutional 
membership in NCFDD, which provides all graduate students and faculty with access to NCFDD 
materials.  You will need to create a free account with NCFDD to access the material online; once 
you do this, you will be able to access the material from any computer.  
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WEEK 1   
January 19:   Introduction and course logistics 
 
Reading assignment: NONE 
 
Writing assignment: NONE 
 
In class: 

• Introductions and status update: what are your ideas for your dissertation project (or for 
your dissertation papers, if you are writing a three-paper dissertation)?  What progress have 
you made so far?   

• Watch National Center for Faculty Development & Diversity, Dissertation Success Program 
“Getting Started” video, “Week 1: Orientation” video, and excerpts from “Core Curriculum 
Webinar: How to Establish a Daily Writing Practice”.  

• In-class writing exercise: 30 minutes of brainstorming and writing ideas for your research 
prospectus. 

 
 
WEEK 2   
January 26:  Generating ideas and developing research questions     
 
Reading assignment:  
Karl Gustafsson and Linus Hagström, “What is the Point? Teaching Graduate Students How to 
Construct Political Science Research Puzzles,” European Political Science (September 2017). 
 
Denise Shekerjan, “Talent and the Long Haul,” and “A Change of Perspective” in Uncommon Genius: 
How Great Ideas Are Born (New York: Viking, 1990). 
 
Writing/homework assignment:   

• Begin your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Watch NCFDD Dissertation Success Program “Week 2: Dissertation Plan” introductory 

video and the associated NCFDD “Core Curriculum Webinar: Every Semester Needs a 
Plan”.  

• Write a dissertation plan. 
• Review the document you wrote in class last week regarding your ideas for your 

dissertation/research topic and refine it.  Bring to class a brief (1-2 paragraphs) overview of 
your research question.  
 

In class:  
• Discussion of the readings, as well as how you incorporated insights from the readings into 

your writing for this week. 
• Bring a copy of your semester plan to class, as well as your ideas for your research question.  

We will break into small groups to discuss and workshop your semester plans, as well as 
your research questions/ideas. 

• In-class writing: 30 minutes. 
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WEEK 3   
February 2:   Clarifying expectations and goals 
 
Reading assignment:  
Columbia University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences Teaching Center, “Completing Your 
Dissertation Without Tears.” 
 
Locate a recent dissertation or dissertation paper in your chosen area of focus and read it!  (We will 
discuss in class how to go about finding/choosing a dissertation to read). 
 
Writing/homework assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Watch NCFDD Dissertation Success Program “Week 3: Exploring Your Mindset” 

introductory video.  
• Write several paragraphs answering the three questions listed on the NCFDD website, under 

week 3.  Reflect on whether your answers to these questions have changed at all after 
reading the sample dissertation or dissertation paper from your field.   

• While reading the dissertation or dissertation paper, take note of any citations or references 
to relevant literature that may be relevant to your project. 

• Set up a meeting with your advisor either this week or next, to discuss your ideas, 
expectations, and goals for your dissertation. 

 
In class:  

• Discussion of the readings. 
• Bring your answers to the NCFDD questions to class, and be prepared to share at least 

some of this with others in the class.  In class we will discuss your expectations and goals for 
your dissertations (or research projects, for those of you working on prospectuses for other 
projects).   

• In-class writing: 30 minutes. 
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WEEK 4   
February 9:  On writing, and beginning to frame your research 
 
Reading assignment:  
Gerald Graff, Cathy Birkenstein, and Russel Durst, They Say/I Say: The Moves That Matter in Academic 
Writing, Third Edition (Norton, 2014). 
 
Pamela Richards, “Chapter 6: Risk” in Howard S. Becker and Pamela Richards, Writing for Social 
Scientists: How to Start and Finish Your Thesis, Book, or Article, Second Edition (University of Chicago 
Press, 2014). 
 
Howard S. Beck, “Chapter 7: Terrorized by the Literature” in Howard S. Becker and Pamela 
Richards, Writing for Social Scientists: How to Start and Finish Your Thesis, Book, or Article, Second Edition 
(University of Chicago Press, 2014). 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Watch NCFDD Dissertation Success Program “Week 4: Understanding Resistance” 

introductory video and NCFDD “Core Curriculum Webinar: From Writing to Resistance”.   
• Identify two major articles that are relevant to your topic.  Read them, and consider how 

they relate to your proposed project.  Make any necessary revisions to your working 
document on your ideas for your research project.  Also consider the writing style in these 
three articles.  What have the authors done well, and not so well?  Write a brief paragraph 
summarizing your thoughts.   

 
In class:  

• Discussion of the readings. 
• In-class workshop: we will break into small groups to discuss how your ideas for your 

dissertation have evolved over the past few weeks (after reading a sample dissertation and 
after speaking with your advisor), and to workshop these evolving ideas.   

• In-class writing: 30 minutes. 
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WEEK 5   
February 16:   Framing your research  
 
Reading assignment:  
Read articles for your literature review. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Your main assignment for this week is to work on developing the literature review for your 

project: 
• Do a comprehensive search for relevant research, and read 5-7 of these articles this 

week.   
• Create an outline that identifies how these articles (along with the two that you read 

last week) fit together or relate to one another. 
• As you work on your literature review, think about whether and how you might 

refine or shift your research question in light of what you are learning about the state 
of current research on related topics. 

 
In class:  

• Discussion of the readings. 
• In-class workshop: bring your outline to class, and be prepared to talk about it with the 

group. 
• In-class writing: 30 minutes. 

 
 
WEEK 6 
February 23:  In-class writing 
 
Reading assignment:  
Read articles for your literature review. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Your main assignment for this week is to continue working on your literature review: 

• Read another 5-7 articles on your topic.   
• Incorporate these articles into your outline (along with the articles you’ve read over 

the past two weeks). 
 
In class:  

• We will spend our class time writing this week – plan for a two-hour class meeting, in which 
we will work on turning your literature review outline into a written section that you can 
incorporate into your research prospectus.  Ideally, this first section of your prospectus will 
lay out your research question, frame your question in terms of the existing literature, and 
explain why your question is important/compelling. 
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WEEK 7   
March 2:   In-class workshops  
 
Reading assignment:  
Read the three drafts submitted by your peers. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Write several questions and/or comments on each of the drafts submitted by your peers. 

 
In class:  

• We will devote our class time to a group workshop, in which we discuss each of the draft 
documents in detail. 

 
 
WEEK 8   
March 9:    In-class workshops  
 
Reading assignment:  
Read the three drafts submitted by your peers. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Write several questions and/or comments on each of the drafts submitted by your peers. 

 
In class:  

• We will devote our class time to a group workshop, in which we discuss each of the draft 
documents in detail. 

 
 
 
WEEK 9  
NO CLASS – SPRING BREAK  
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WEEK 10  
March 23:   Methodological approaches and research design 
 
Assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• The main assignment for this week is a mini-research project, on a methodological approach 

of your choosing (for example, surveys, qualitative interviews, field experiments, etc.).  You 
should aim to choose a methodological approach that you are likely to use in your research 
project.   

• Read two articles or book chapters discussing the methodological approach – for 
example, articles discussing best practices, analyzing the utility of the approach, 
addressing concerns or critiques surrounding the approach.  I will provide you with a 
list of suggested readings. 

• Read two articles or book chapters presenting research that employed this 
methodology. 

• Prepare a brief presentation evaluating the advantages and limitations of the 
particular approach you’ve chosen: what kinds of research questions or problems is 
this methodology well suited to answer?  What can you gain from using this 
methodological approach?  What are the limitations of this approach?  What will you 
be unable to explore or examine using this approach?  What insights can you gain 
from the two applied articles you read?  

 
In class:  

• We will devote our class time to student presentations on each of the methodological 
approaches.   

   
 
WEEK 11 
March 30:   Methodological approaches and research design, part II 
 
Assignment:  

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• The main assignment for this week is to research available sources for your planned research 

project and to write a review of the available sources.  In the review, you should assess the 
availability of information or data, weigh and compare the strengths and weaknesses of 
different sources of information or data, and address any challenges associated with 
gathering or using these sources.  This assignment is intended to serve as the basis for 
developing the research design section of your prospectus. 

 
In class:  

• In-class discussion of your research design plans. 
• Tentative: presentation from UMN LATIS Research Support Services on data management 

and other relevant topics. 
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WEEK 12 
April 5:   NO CLASS  
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
 
 
WEEK 13  
April 13:   In-class writing 
 
Reading assignment:  
Read as needed on your topic, in order to be able to complete a draft of your prospectus in the next 
week. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Watch NCFDD Dissertation Success Program “Week 7: Overcoming Academic 

Perfectionism” introductory video and “Core Curriculum Webinar: Overcoming Academic 
Perfectionism”. 

• You should be working intensively on your draft prospectus this week, so that you will have 
a final draft ready for our in-class workshops in the coming weeks.   

• Check in with your advisor this week, and make any necessary course corrections in your 
draft prospectus. 
 

In class:  
• We will devote our class time to writing, as well as a discussion of any issues that have arisen 

as you are nearing the final draft of your prospectus.  
 
 
WEEK 14   
April 20:   In-class workshops of draft research prospectuses 
 
Reading assignment:  
Read the two or three prospectuses that we will be discussing in class. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
 

In class:  
We will devote our class time to workshopping two or three draft research prospectuses. 
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WEEK 15   
April 27:   In-class workshops of draft research prospectuses 
 
Reading assignment:  
Read the two or three prospectuses that we will be discussing in class. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Watch NCFDD Dissertation Success Program “Week 8: Handling the Imposter Syndrome” 

introductory video, and the associated webinar.    
 

In class:  
• We will devote our class time to workshopping two or three draft research prospectuses.  

 
 
WEEK 16  
May 4:   In-class workshops of draft research prospectuses 
 
Reading assignment:  
Read the two or three prospectuses that we will be discussing in class. 
 
Writing assignment:   

• Continue your daily writing practice and record your progress in our class online forum. 
• Watch NCFDD “Core Curriculum Webinar: How to Handle Stress and the Haters in Your 

Midst.” 
 

In class:  
• We will devote our class time to workshopping two or three draft research prospectuses.  

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


