Guidelines for an Honors Research Proposal
History Department

General Information:

Your research proposal constitutes a statement of purpose and intent regarding a research project that you have decided to do. It also provides a road map for the theoretical and practical work that lies ahead of you. Writing a research proposal helps you to clarify and organize your thoughts, delineate your subject, begin to identify the questions that will be driving your research, and formulate some preliminary ideas about the results you expect to find. It is a contract of sorts, but it retains a degree of flexibility in recognition of the fact that the research process itself is flexible, as the sources, ultimately, are in control.

Your research proposal should be formal in structure (e. g., quotations should be properly footnoted), should be about 5-6 pages in length (plus preliminary bibliography) and should include the following components, generally in this order:

· Title of the Project

· Context

· Statement of the Problem

· Significance of the Problem

· History (or current state of knowledge) of the Problem 

· Methodology and Plan of Work (including sources, list of questions to be brought to the sources, timetable for completion, description of the format your completed project will take)

· Expected Results/Conclusions

· Bibliography

Each of these components is described briefly below.

Title of the Project
Make sure the title is precise and makes sense. You can revise it later, but formulating it carefully at the outset can help you to clarify your own ideas.

Context
Give the reader a paragraph or so on the historical context of your topic, particularly if you cannot expect the average reader to know much about it. A brief scene-setting paragraph may also be helpful for professors from other fields reading your proposal. It is possible to weave this part of the proposal into the next section.

Statement of the Problem
You should identify, both generally and specifically, the central issue you will research in your project. What is your topic? And how does it fit into the larger picture of the general topic with which you are dealing? Try to focus narrowly, for your sanity's sake as well as for the sake of the success of your project. You need to develop a creative research agenda with a guiding question or thesis. This should be the focus of the proposal.
Significance of the Problem
This is your chance to tell the reader what is important about the problem(s) you will be researching. Basically you are trying to provide a convincing answer to the cynic's question, Who cares? What difference will your research make to historians, to a broader audience? You should take time here as well to consider the problem's significance at the "cosmic" as well as at the microcosmic level. What light will your research be able to shed on historical assumptions about the larger field of your topic? Why is the issue you have chosen to study particularly interesting, or important?

History of the Problem
Having told the reader (and yourself) what you are going to work on and why the topic is worth studying, you must now inform the reader of the work that has been done generally in your field (here you will cite and discuss secondary materials that have in one way or another dealt with your general topic and/or the questions you, too, have decided to explore). Again, you have an opportunity to tell us how your research fits in, what is new about it, what it will add to the field, etc.

Methodology and Plan of Work
Now move on to a discussion of how you plan to accomplish the research goal you have set for yourself, giving as much detail as is possible. What sources (primary and secondary) will you use? How will you use them? Why these sources? What do you already know about the sources you have identified? What questions will you bring to the sources in order to tease out the kind of information you seek? What is your tentative timetable for completing the project? Is the timetable realistic? What will your project look like when it is done? 

Expected Results/Conclusions
Finally, you should take a bit of time to contemplate what you expect to find, recognizing of course that you must nonetheless allow the sources to speak to you as objectively as possible.  Even as you develop a sense of what you are looking for, you must restrain yourself from  imposing your "agenda" on the sources, you must be willing for your sources to contradict your expectations and willing to report frankly on these contradictions. Still, it is useful to have some sense of where you are going, and that is the purpose of this section.

Bibliography
A formal list of the sources (categorized into primary and secondary sources) you used for the preparation of the proposal, and of those you have already identified as being necessary for your research. The bibliography that accompanies your completed project will almost certainly be longer, but this represents the core. Please note that historians generally use the Chicago Manual of Style for citations. Consult the library webpage on research in History: http://www.colby.edu/academics_cs/library/helpwithassignments/history.cfm. The most useful bibliographical databases for historians are “Historical Abstracts” (for world history since 1450 excluding the United States and Canada) and “America: History & Life” (for North America). Both can be consulted through the Colby libraries webpage.

