
 

 

Dissertation Proposal Guidelines – OU College of Nursing 

The College of Nursing has specific guidelines for what is expected in a dissertation proposal.  
Students are expected to review the guidelines with their committee and develop their proposal 
accordingly. The guidelines are available on the OU CON PhD website: “Dissertation Proposal 
Guidelines for OUCN.” 

Purpose - The dissertation proposal is a formal proposal for a dissertation project; the purpose of 
the proposal is twofold:  

a. Ensure that a candidate has a concrete, specific and workable plan for the dissertation. 
b. Allow the dissertation committee to offer constructive suggestions for improving the student's 

dissertation project. 

The dissertation proposal is a formal proposal for a dissertation project.  The purpose of the 
proposal is to ensure that the student has a concrete, specific and workable plan for the dissertation 
and allows the student’s committee to offer constructive suggestions for improving the project prior 
to implementation. The dissertation proposal serves as a contract between the student and the 
dissertation committee. The proposal should include sufficient detail for the committee to evaluate 
the student’s knowledge and understanding of the science and the tools the student is planning to 
use to address the question, and whether the proposed research is of the quality and quantity 
expected for a doctoral dissertation.  
  
Instructions:  

1. Create a proposal following the outline below. Include references, tables, figures and 
appendices as appropriate to the style. Discuss style and page limitations with your 
committee. 

2. With guidance from your Chair, obtain input from your committee members as you develop 
the proposal. 

3. Once your committee agrees that the proposal is ready for GEC review, submit the proposal 
and the GEC Review coversheet to the PhD Program Office. 

4. Once the proposal has been reviewed and approved by the GEC review committee, meet 
with your Chair to determine the time for the formal proposal defense meeting. 

5. At a proposal defense meeting of your PhD Dissertation Committee, obtain approval of the 
proposal, with signatures of ALL your Committee members on the PhD Dissertation Proposal 
Meeting Outcome Form. 

6. Submit the signed form to the Director of the PhD Program. 
 
Elements of the Written Proposal – Traditional format 

 Title: Create a title that reflects the specific aims/research questions.  
 
 Introduction: Background and Significance of proposed research 

 
 Describe a situation or problem that needs solution, improvement or alteration, identifying gaps 

in knowledge addressed by this study.  

The primary function of the opening section of the proposal is to build a rationale for the 
proposed study. In this section, the purpose of the study is explained and its relationship to the 
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relevant scholarship is described. In addition, this section establishes the theoretical framework 
for the study. This section links the project with the body of knowledge in which it is grounded. 
Although this review is not expected to be as extensive as the review in the dissertation itself, it 
should be thorough enough to demonstrate the connections between the proposed study and 
related scholarship and empirical research. 

o The research purpose statement: Include a purpose statement that is specific and concise 
and serves as a preview of the more detailed specific aims, hypotheses, and/or research 
questions.  

 
o Specific aims are the actual steps that must be done to achieve the study purpose. They are 

directly linked to the hypotheses or research questions that will achieve each specific aim. 
The aims and questions should also guide the data collection and analyses. The variables to 
be studied should be included in these specific aims, hypotheses or questions. 

 
 Methods and Materials:  

o Research design: Describe the project design. If you will use existing data, name the 
investigator with whom you worked and briefly describe the primary study.  

 
o Population and sample: Describe the target population, setting and accessible 

population from which the sample was or will be obtained. State criteria used for selection 
of participants (inclusion and exclusion criteria). 
 
► Describe selection of sample (participants), including number and rationale for sample 

size 
 
► Describe measures taken to protect human subjects: Include plan for the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) approval  
 

o Data collection: For qualitative studies: Describe study phenomena and briefly describe 
reliability/validity/rigor of the data collection plan. For quantitative studies, describe how 
each variable is operationally defined. Briefly describe the validity and reliability of the 
measure for each variable. 

 
o Study procedures:  Explain the systematic steps that will be taken to implement the 

study methods. This will vary, depending on whether the investigator uses an existing 
data set or gathers original data. 

 
o Specify data analysis methods, including computer software, that will be used to 

analyze your results 

 
o Discuss the significance of your proposed study for nursing and health care.   

Reiterate how the proposed research and findings will add to the existing knowledge base 
and/or solve a health care problem.  
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Elements of the Written Proposal – Multiple Manuscript format 

The multiple manuscript option for proposals/dissertations permits students to organize the 

Methods/Materials and Results chapters from the traditional dissertation format into independent 

chapters, each comprised of a publishable manuscript. Publication of the manuscripts is not 

required. At least 1 manuscript must be data-based. Elements of data-based and literature review 

manuscripts are described below. Discuss selection of the 3 manuscripts with your committee 

before you submit your proposal. 

 Title:  Create a title that reflects the specific aims/research questions.  
 
 Introduction: Background and Significance of proposed research  

Describe a situation or problem that needs solution, improvement or alteration, identifying gaps 
in knowledge addressed by this study.  

The primary function of the opening section of the proposal is to build a rationale for the 
proposed study. In this section, the purpose of the study is explained and its relationship to the 
relevant scholarship is described. In addition, this section establishes the theoretical framework 
for the study. This section links the project with the body of knowledge in which it is grounded. 
Although this review is not expected to be as extensive as the review in the dissertation itself, it 
should be thorough enough to demonstrate the connections between the proposed study and 
related scholarship and empirical research. 

o The research purpose statement: Include a purpose statement that is specific and concise 
and serves as a preview of the more detailed specific aims and/or research questions.  

 
o Specific aims are the actual steps that must be done to achieve the study purpose. They are 

directly linked to the hypotheses or research questions that will achieve each specific aim. 
The aims and questions should also guide the data collection and analyses. The variables to 
be studied should be included in these specific aims, hypotheses or questions. 

o Make a clear link to proposed manuscript by indicating which manuscript is linked to each 
Specific Aim.  

  



 

 

 
 
For each of the required 3 manuscripts, provide the following details, organized by manuscript. 
 
Research Methods Manuscript 

 Research design: Describe the project design. If 
you will use existing data, name the investigator 
with whom you work and briefly describe the 
primary study.  

 
 Population and sample: Describe the target 

population, setting and accessible population 
from which the sample was or will be obtained. 
State criteria used for selection of participants 
(inclusion and exclusion criteria). 

 
o Describe selection of sample 

(participants), including number. 
 
o Describe measures taken to protect 

human subjects: Include plan for the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. 

 
 Data collection: For qualitative studies: Describe 

study phenomena and briefly describe 
reliability/validity/rigor of the data collection plan. 
For quantitative studies: Describe how each 
variable is operationally defined. Briefly describe 
the validity and reliability of the measure of each 
variable. 

 
 Study procedures:  Explain the systematic steps 

that will be taken to implement the study 
methods. This will vary, depending on whether 
the investigator uses an existing data set or 
gathers original data. 
 

 Specific data analysis methods, including 
computer software. 
 

 Significance of study for nursing and health. 
Provide a coherent summary of how the 
manuscript will advance the science of the 
discipline of nursing 

 
 

Literature Review Manuscript 
 

 Specify type of review (eg methodological, 
theoretical, integrative, systematic, meta-analysis, 
etc); rationale for selecting type of review, fit with 
purpose. 

 
 Search Strategies - Describe the literature that 

will be reviewed and ways in which the literature 
will be identified –step by step so others can 
replicate. 

o Inclusion/exclusion criteria 
o Key words to use in search 
o Disciplines 
o Specific strategies (eg databases, 

ancestry searches, hand searches etc) 
 
 Data evaluation – describe how the quality of the 

primary sources will be evaluated –step by step 
so others can replicate. 

 
 Data analysis - describe how the data gathered 

in the review will be organized, categorized and 
summarized in a meaningful manner. Explain 
how you plan to compare/contrast studies, look 
for commonalities, etc. –step by step so others 
can replicate. 

 
 Significance of review for nursing and health. 

Provide a coherent summary of how the 
manuscript will advance the science of the 
discipline of nursing. 

 
 

 
 
 

 


