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Zoology PhD Program:  hints and tips for writing a PhD proposal 
 
Format of the proposal 
 
There is no single required format for the proposal, but most proposals contain the following 
components, which may or may not occur in this particular order: 
 

A. Title 
B. A statement of the big picture question of the proposed research. 
C. An introduction/literature review with sufficient background information to provide 

context, elucidate the specific knowledge gap being addressed, and demonstrate the 
significance of the research area and hypothesis/question. This introduction does not 
need to be comprehensive, but should be focused on justifying the research questions. 

D. A series of specific objectives, which will generally become thesis data chapters. A 
typical PhD thesis in Zoology consists of at least three of these chapters. The specific 
nature of an acceptable data chapter will vary between fields, but they are almost always 
in collaboration with the primary supervisor. 

E. A description of the data-gathering/testing plan for each specific objective that includes:  
a. Rationale and required literature background for the specific study. 
b. Description of the data-gathering/testing approach. This should include an outline 

of the specific steps that is sufficient for judging whether the work is feasible. 
However, given the space limitations of the proposal, this will likely not include 
the level of detail you would write in a manuscript. 

c. Summary of any preliminary data or results to date. (PhD students may not have 
any preliminary data at this stage, but if any are available it should be 
summarized briefly. This can be helpful to allow the committee to judge 
feasibility.) 

d. Description of predicted outcomes of proposed work and a description of how the 
results will be analyzed and interpreted.  

e. Discussion of feasibility, caveats, possible problems, contingency plans, and 
potential alternative hypotheses that could be pursued if the original hypothesis is 
rejected. 

F. Reference section. 
G. Timeline/Gantt chart (there are tools online that can help generate these charts). 

 
The proposal should be no more than 25 pages, double spaced, including figures but 
excluding references. With this in mind, the literature review does not need to be 
comprehensive, but instead should focus on providing the justification for the research question 
and approach (What is already known? Is the question posed novel? Is it important? Is the 
approach feasible? Do the questions, aims and methods connect logically?). 
 
 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gantt_chart
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Tips for writing a good thesis proposal 
 
A good proposal clearly identifies what you will research, why it is important and relevant, and 
how you will perform the research. The most important feature of a good proposal is logical 
clarity.  
 
The checklist below provides some suggestions of things to consider while you write your 
proposal. Not all points will be relevant to all proposals. Remember that there is no single 
required format for the proposal. The subheadings listed here are suggestions for the most 
typical format for PhD proposals. 
 
Title 

● Does the title reflect the overall aims and scope of the work? 
● Is it brief and compelling? 

 
Overall Goal/Objectives (brief summary statement - short paragraph – may be part of the 
introduction) 

● What is the overall goal of your thesis work? 
● Is the importance of the work clear? 
● If included, this section should probably be written last. 

 
General Introduction: 
The purpose of this section is NOT to provide a comprehensive literature review but instead 
should use the literature to identify the knowledge gap that you are addressing through your 
work. 

● Does my proposal clearly frame a research question/problem/hypothesis that is logical 
and testable/researchable? 

● Does my literature review provide a clear justification for why the 
question/problem/hypothesis is being studied? (This may involve identifying gaps, 
shortcomings, and limitations in existing research to provide context to your study) 

● If appropriate, is the proposed research clearly linked to existing theory or ideas 
● Will readers who are not familiar with the specific topic area be able to understand its 

significance? 
 
Summary of specific objectives 

● Are all specific objectives clearly stated? 
● Do these specific objectives address the overall question posed? 
● Is each specific objective logical? 
● Collectively, do the specific objectives fit together logically to address the overall goal of 

the thesis? 
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Sections for each specific objective: 
● Is each specific objective clearly tied to my overall research goal and questions? 
● Each of these sections may contain a separate introduction. If so, does it summarize 

relevant additional literature needed to understand this specific objective? 
● Do I fully explain the approach I intend to use to address this research question? 
● Is it explicit and well thought out? 
● Are my design and methods appropriate  to achieve this specific objective? 
● Are the procedures well organized and clearly described in a carefully focused, straight-

forward manner? 
● Are the methods reasonable and achievable? 
● Do I provide information about required sample sizes and logistics (i.e. is the work 

feasible) 
● Are potential pitfalls and alternatives outlined? 
● Are required resources (i.e., any special equipment or materials that will be needed 

during the research) described? 
● Are all required resources available, and if not, what is the plan for getting access? 
● Does the proposal identify possible methods for data analysis? 
● Does the proposal demonstrate thorough and current understanding and knowledge of 

the approach to data analysis? 
 
Reference section: 
 

● Do I provide a list of cited references that are current and relevant? 
● Are all the references in my proposal listed? Are there any extraneous ones? 
● Am I using the correct citation style? (There is no mandated style, but you must choose 

one style and be consistent. We recommend a style that includes the full title of the 
paper.) Be careful to check the references to make sure that species names are 
italicized and that capitalization is consistent across all references. 

 
Timeline/Gantt chart: 
 

● Does my timeline provide dates for specific achievable goals?  
● Do these goals link to my specific objectives and my overall PhD goal? 
● Is my timeline manageable and realistic?  
● Do I allow adequate time for completion of each stage? 
● Is the sequence for completion logical? 

 
Overall: 

● Is the proposal coherent and easily understood by reviewers? 
● Are there any spelling, grammar, punctuation, or presentation features that interfere with 

coherence and clarity? 
● Is the writing at the level of quality expected of a PhD candidate? Note that writing does 

not have to be perfect for the proposal to be approved. However, it should at least be 
clear and logical. If improvement is needed, the proposal is an opportunity to determine 
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whether some additional training in writing is needed to allow the student to have the 
skills to ensure that the final dissertation meets the required quality. 

● Is peer-reviewed literature used effectively to support the proposal’s theoretical 
underpinnings? 

● Are headings used to organize sections and demonstrate understanding of essential 
components? 

● Do the specific objectives link logically to the overall goal of the thesis? 
● Do the experiments or analyses proposed effectively answer the question or test the 

hypothesis that is posed? 
 
 


