Marine Science Graduate Program

Thesis Proposal Guidelines
0. Title Page

· The title page should include a descriptive title for your thesis project, your name, and the names of your committee members, chair first.  A sample title page is included at the end of this document.

1. Introduction

· First paragraph: The first paragraph should briefly cover key points that provide the background for your thesis project.  The final sentence of this paragraph should describe the main purpose or goal of your thesis project.  In a sense, you might think of this opening paragraph as an abstract for the initial portion of your thesis proposal.
· The rest of your introduction should provide the foundation for your proposed research.  In this section you will describe your experimental system; provide a perspective on the current state of knowledge in the field, based on previous work; and establish a logical, well-reasoned basis for your research questions.  A solid knowledge of the literature relevant to your thesis topic will be critical to this section.
2. Questions and Hypotheses

· Begin this section with a very short paragraph that draws together the major concepts from your Introduction, frames your research topic broadly and sets up your specific research questions.

· Your research questions should follow logically from your Introduction.  In general, I prefer research questions that do not have "yes/no" answers.  "How does upwelling intensity relate to primary production in the Southern California Bight?" is preferred over "Is there a relationship between upwelling intensity and primary production...?"  Each research question should be accompanied by a null hypothesis.
3. Significance

· This short section should explain why the questions you're posing are important.  Not every project will have the same type of rationale here.  For example, in addition to the scientific significance, some people could be taking advantage of a research opportunity that is time-sensitive, while others could be using a newly-developed technique that will permit the collection of data in a way that was unavailable in the past.
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4. Methods

· Describe your research approach in sufficient detail for a knowledgeable reader to evaluate whether your approach is appropriate and reasonable.  Literature should be cited in support of your methods, and you may want to mention alternate approaches, if there are multiple comparable options for acquiring particular data.  You don't need to include extreme methodological detail or pretend that you have decided on an approach that still is uncertain.  It may help to have separate subsections for (e.g.) field work, lab work and statistical analysis of the data.
5. Considerations

· In this section, you should describe aspects of your questions, research methods, and study system that should be considered when analyzing and interpreting your results.  For each major consideration, you should describe briefly how you plan to address that issue.  Considerations are not the same as potential problems.  Considerations are intrinsic to your research; potential problems may or may not occur.  As an example, a student is conducting a project that involves a study of diet in fishes that will be collected with a towed net.  One consideration is that fishes captured in nets are known to feed after entering the net and before the net is retrieved.  This "cod-end feeding" could lead to incorrect conclusions about the diet of the fishes being studied, and a method to address this source of bias should be proposed. 
6. Implications

· This short section should describe the expected contribution of your research to the field in which you work.  What is the likely benefit of the results from your thesis project?  This section could include both scientific and non-scientific applications for your results, as appropriate.
7. Potential Problems

· This section should address potential foreseeable problems that you could have in conducting your proposed research.  Problems could be technical, logistical, etc.  For each anticipated problem, please provide a "plan B" that you can implement in the event that the problem occurs.
8. Budget

· Your budget should include all the resources you need to carry out your research.  Needless to say, you may not be able to identify all of your costs exactly, but please do your best.  Your budget may include equipment, supplies, travel, etc.  For taxable items (most supplies), be sure to include the costs of sales tax and shipping.
9. Timeline

· This should be a realistic timeline for the completion of your thesis research as well as data analysis and thesis writing.  Allow at least six months for writing your thesis, if you are an excellent writer with a lightning-fast committee chair who will read and comment on your thesis drafts very soon after you turn them in.  If both of those characteristics aren't in place, please budget more than six months for thesis writing.  Typically, a complete thesis draft (not the first draft) is necessary one month before the defense, and another month or more may be required after the defense to make all the editorial changes requested by the committee.
10. References
· This section should include all of the sources that you've cited in your proposal.  References should be cited in alphabetical order.  If you've read a reference but have not cited it, do not include it in your References section.  There are many different formats for references, and each scientific journal has its own style for citations and references.  For this class, please use the following format.
Journal Article - Single Author
Voronina, N.M. 1998. Comparative abundance and distribution of major filter-feeders in the Antarctic pelagic zone. Journal of Marine Systems 17: 375-390.

 
Journal Article - Two Authors
Sprong, I. and P.H. Schalk, 1992. Acoustic observations on krill spring-summer migration and patchiness in the northern Weddell Sea. Polar Biology 12: 261-268.

 

Journal Article - Three or More Authors
Wiebe, P.H., A.W. Morton, A.M. Bradley, R.H. Backus, J.E. Craddock, V. Barber, T.J. Cowles, and G.R. Flierl. 1985. New developments in the MOCNESS, an apparatus for sampling zooplankton and micronekton. Marine Biology 87: 313-323.

 

Technical Report
Bakun, A. 1973. Coastal upwelling indices, west coast of North America, 1946-1971. NOAA Tech. Rep. NMFS SSRF-671. 103 pp.

 

Book
Zar, J.H., 1999. Biostatistical Analysis, fourth edition. Prentice-Hall, New Jersey, 929 pp.

 

For citations in the text of your paper, put the name of the author(s) in parentheses, followed by the year in which the work was published. Multiple references should be in chronological order within a single set of parentheses and separated by commas. For example:

A long-term discrepancy was found between the supply of food measured at abyssal depths and its demand by the benthic community from 1989-1996 in the NE Pacific Ocean (Smith and Kaufmann 1999, Smith et al. 2001).

Single author publications should be cited as author and publication year, with a space in between.  For example: 

        Dissolved oxygen is an important factor affecting benthic communities (Johnson 1998).

Two-author publications should be cited as both authors' names and publication year.  Publications with three or more authors should be cited as the first author's name, followed by "et al." (Latin for "and others") and the publication year.  The first example in this section shows the correct in-text citation format for dual author and multi-author references.
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