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Before the Thesis



Brainstorming

● Brainstorm for an extended project—60 pages maximum, to be exact. 

● Can you find existing literature on this topic? Is there a gap that you can 
fill in this area of literature? 

● It would certainly help if you’re passionate about the topic.

● Will this be an investigation into an area you want to learn more about, or 
will a deep-dive into an area that you already know all about? Both are 
appropriate! 



Situating Yourself

● Your supervisor must be in the English Department; other members of 
your supervisory committee (first reader, second reader) can be outside 
of the department. 

● Is there someone that can lend you their expertise so that you can 
accurately settle your thesis into the surrounding literature? 

● Is there someone that can fill in the gaps in your knowledge and enhance 
your perspective?

● What combination of professors can you approach so to maximize the 
assistance you can get?
○ E.g., If you plan on writing about Star Trek, having a combination of 

professors who cover topics in science fiction and film adaptations 
would be helpful! 



Approaching Professors

● While you’re obviously not limited to the professors you’ve had classes 
with, it can help to connect with a professor through their assigned 
readings and seminars.

● Search through the faculty directory to figure out who’s who.

● If you want advice on who may be an appropriate professor to approach, 
feel free to ask Christie, Suzy, Adam, or even senior MA and PhD 
students.

● Cold calling is okay! Just be sure to give sufficient information about 
yourself, your intended project, and why you’re approaching them.

● Each professor has their own supervisory “style.” If a professor agrees to 
be your supervisor, be sure to communicate with them about this! 



Getting Started



The SSHRC Proposal

● Quick facts:
○ Canadian citizens / permanent residents are eligible
○ Must be enrolled in full-time graduate studies
○ $17,500 over the course of 12 months (non-renewable)

● The application consists of:
○ The outline of proposed research with accompanying 

bibliography/citations (the proposal and bibliography are each a 
maximum of one page)

○ A Canadian Common CV
○ Two references
○ Up-to-date, official transcripts



The SSHRC Proposal

● “Provide a detailed description of your proposed research project for the 
period during which you will hold the award. Be as specific as possible.” 

● “Provide background information to position your proposed research 
within the context of current knowledge in the field.”

● “State the objectives and hypothesis, and outline the experimental or 
theoretical approach to be taken (citing literature pertinent to the 
proposal) and the methods and procedures to be used.”

● “State the significance of the proposed research to a field or fields in the 
health sciences, natural sciences and/or engineering, or social sciences 
and/or humanities, as appropriate.”

“Instructions for completing an application.” Canada Graduate Scholarships – Master's program. Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada. 
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/ResearchPortal-PortailDeRecherche/Instructions-Instructions/CGS_M-BESC_M_eng.asp



The SSHRC Proposal

● You don’t have to be in the thesis-track to apply for SSHRC.
○ “If your degree program does not involve a thesis, a major research 

paper/essay or a major research project, clearly outline the research 
component of the degree.”

● You don’t have to stick to your proposal after receiving an offer.
○ “If you have not yet decided on a specific project, you must still 

provide a detailed description of a proposed research project. You 
may change your research direction or activities during the course of 
the award.”

“Instructions for completing an application.” Canada Graduate Scholarships – Master's program. Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada. 
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/ResearchPortal-PortailDeRecherche/Instructions-Instructions/CGS_M-BESC_M_eng.asp



The SSHRC Proposal

● Creating and editing (and editing and editing) your SSHRC proposal is a 
great opportunity to think through your ideas and gather a “toolbox” of 
perspectives. 

● Allow yourself the mental and emotional space to evolve your ideas and 
opinions, throughout the proposal, prospectus, and thesis writing 
process.

● Don’t be afraid to ask professors or senior students for their advice.

● Refer to the English Department and G&PS websites often—resources are 
gathered for you on the English Caucus website. 

● Use the Center for Writing and Scholarly Communication and other UBC 
Library services to your advantage. 



The Thesis Prospectus

● Quick facts:

○ 1500 words maximum (standard presentation guidelines)
○ Includes a bibliography that provides a comprehensive list of the 

primary texts and the most relevant and influential secondary 
sources on/surrounding the topic

○ Will go through multiple revisions with your Supervisory Committee. 
Once they approve, you will submit it to the Graduate Committee.

“MA Thesis.” M.A. Degree Requirements (Language or Literature). Department of English Language and Literatures. https://english.ubc.ca/graduate/m-a-degree-requirements-2/.



The Thesis Prospectus

● The prospectus should include a:

○ Background theory
○ Working hypothesis
○ Methodology (an outline of your approach, organized by chapters)
○ Body of work for analysis (which may or may not be contextualized 

for the Graduate Committee)
○ Bibliography 

“The Thesis Proposal.” Graduate School – The Graduate Thesis. Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies. https://www.grad.ubc.ca/handbook-graduate-supervision/thesis-proposal.



The Thesis Prospectus
● Contribution:

○ Show why your research idea is interesting within the field.
○ What scholars have done/not done in this field?
○ Show confidence and eagerness (at the rhetorical level, this is signalled by “I” 

author-mentions and concise, positive phrasing, such as “I will” rather than “I 
may”).

● Methodology:
○ Show that you can carry out your idea
○ After showing the WHAT and WHY, fill in the HOW (this includes technicalities 

and limitations in your proposed methods)
○ Give enough detail to establish feasibility but limit your promises. Exclude 

things you can’t (and don’t need to) fully explain at this point; outline/explain 
things that you can and are vital to understanding your project.

Procter, Margaret. “Academic Proposals in Graduate School.” University of Toronto: Writing Advice. https://advice.writing.utoronto.ca/types-of-writing/academic-proposals-in-graduate-school/.



Good Practices

● I suggest having a designated thesis notebook.
○ Scribble down ideas as they come to you, take notes at your 

meetings with your Supervisory Committee, collect significant ideas 
when reading through primary/secondary texts, etc.

● Download and learn how to use a citation manager.
○ Refer to the UBC Library Guide on citation management
○ Commonly used citation managers are Zotero and Mendeley

● Get into the habit of backing up all of your files. Consider which method is 
right for you:
○ Cloud system
○ External memory device 



Familiarize yourself with the 
submission process

● Don’t let the submission process and timeline catch you by surprise!

○ Refer to the G&PS website, “Final Submission Instructions.”
○ Keep your eye out for info sessions and workshops held by G&PS, 

the English Department, and UBC Library. 
○ Make sure that you are receiving and regularly reading emails from 

Christie (english.graduate.program@ubc.ca). 


