



School of Public Policy
Doctoral Dissertation Handbook







School of Public Policy
University of Maryland, Baltimore County
Public Policy Building, 4th Floor
1000 Hilltop Circle
Baltimore, MD  21250
410-455-3201
410-455-1172 (fax)publicpolicy.umbc.edu


















Contents

Overview – Public Policy Doctoral Dissertation Process…………………………………	1
Identifying a Dissertation Topic
Dissertation Coursework
Dissertation Proposal Abstract
Formation of the Dissertation Committee
Dissertation Committee Composition
Dissertation Proposal 
Proposal Defense
Candidacy
Dissertation Defense

Guidelines for Writing a Dissertation Proposal Abstract………………………………….	4

Dissertation Proposal Abstract - Template
Application to Form a Dissertation Committee - Form

Guidelines for Preparing a Dissertation Proposal…………………………………………	8

Approval of Ph.D. Dissertation Proposal - Form 

Public Policy Doctoral Dissertation Defense Norms…………………………………….   14


Updated 8/15/2016




Overview - Public Policy Doctoral Dissertation Process


Identifying a Dissertation Topic
The distinguishing characteristic of the Ph.D. degree is doctoral dissertation research. By the end of the third year in the Ph.D. program, or after 24 hours of credit, whichever comes first, a Ph.D. student should have set forth, with the advice of his or her concentration advisor or Ph.D. dissertation advisor, a tentative topic for the Ph.D. dissertation. This should include, to the extent possible, the problem or issue under consideration, the major research question or questions to be pursued and a potential dissertation committee chair. This is intended to ensure that the student begins thinking about the dissertation topic early and often. The selected topic is readily changeable and may be little more than a “best guess” at this point in time. This document, envisioned to be a paragraph or two at most, should then be co-signed by the track advisor and sent to the academic coordinator to be placed in the student’s file. It should be updated at least once a year thereafter, with updates moving with greater precision toward the topic. It is the advisor’s responsibility to ensure that the initial statement and annual updates are completed.

Dissertation Coursework
Once a Ph.D. student has completed all of nearly all of his or her coursework, and has successfully passed the comprehensive and field qualifying examinations, the student must take either PUBL 700, the dissertation research course, or seek a waiver from this course. After discussion with his or her advisor, a student may ask for a waiver from the requirement to take PUBL 700, the Doctoral Research Seminar. To receive a waiver the student must submit a form, signed by the advisor and the student, to the Director, to verify that such a discussion has occurred (this form is on the Blackboard site). Those who receive the waiver must register either for another three hour course in his or her concentration, a related elective, or three hours of independent study with their dissertation advisor to prepare his or her dissertation proposal. They must also make a formal presentation of their research proposal to the PUBL 700 class during one of its class sessions during the academic year in which the waiver was granted.  

Students who have completed all of their coursework and examinations should begin taking at least three credits each semester of PUBL 898, pre-doctoral dissertation research, until candidacy is reached. 

Dissertation Proposal Abstract 
Upon identification of a topic for the Ph.D. dissertation, the student’s mentor submits to the Director of the School of Public Policy a Dissertation Proposal Abstract (see Guidelines for Writing a Dissertation Proposal Abstract on page 4). The abstract should be no longer than two or three pages, single spaced.

Formation of the Dissertation Committee
The director then distributes the abstract via e-mail to all Public Policy faculty, and to the chairs of the Departments of Economics, History, Political Science and Sociology (and through the chair, to their faculty) to identify faculty who are interested in the topic and might sit on the student's dissertation committee. This process of circulating the abstract will normally take between two and four weeks. After receiving feedback from the director about faculty who wish to serve on the student’s dissertation committee, the student and mentor should identify the members of the dissertation committee (see Guidelines for Writing a Dissertation Proposal Abstract on page 4). The student’s mentor, in consultation with the student, will then formally request approval of the dissertation committee by the Director of the School of Public Policy at least 30 days before the dissertation proposal defense. The Public Policy form, Application to Form a Dissertation Committee, should be used for this approval process (see page 7). 

Dissertation Committee Composition
 The committee should be composed of a chairperson (usually the student’s mentor) and at least four other members. At least three members (the chair and two others) must be regular members of the Graduate Faculty, and one member must be from outside UMBC and must be a distinguished scholar in his or her field. In choosing individuals to serve on the dissertation committee, primary consideration should be given to the relevant substantive and methodological expertise that the various members bring, including disciplinary balance. In particular, all dissertation committees in Public Policy must have representatives from more than one discipline. Other rules concerning the composition of a dissertation committee are stated in the Graduate School Catalog. The Graduate School must formally approve the dissertation committee at least six months prior to the final dissertation defense. The student must submit the form, Nomination of Members for the Final Doctoral Dissertation Committee, for this approval process.

Dissertation Proposal 
A dissertation may be in the form of a single manuscript, comprised of several chapters, or a collection of three independent essays.  

The proposal for a multi-chapter manuscript should include three substantially completed chapters: 1) An introduction which states the question(s) to be investigated, discusses necessary context and establishes the importance of the dissertation; 2) A summary and integration of relevant literature bearing on the question, making clear what is known, and what is not, and; 3) A description of the data and methods to be employed. The dissertation proposal should also include a summary of the importance and potential policy implications of the findings, as well as a time schedule for completing the dissertation.

The proposal for a three essay dissertation should include a summary introduction to the set of essays, describing the problems under consideration, the analytic approaches and expected contributions. The proposal should include one completed essay, and a written plan for the remaining papers. The written plan should describe the questions addressed, summary of relevant literature, description of data and methods, and policy importance. One essay may be co-authored. Dissertations in essay form should be substantively linked, although each should stand on its own as a publishable paper, and the dissertation should include a summary introduction describing the contribution of the collection. 

Copies of proposals and dissertations are available for inspection in the Public Policy Reading Room.


Proposal Defense
After a student has completed a dissertation proposal to the satisfaction of the committee chairperson, the student must make a formal proposal presentation and defense before the full dissertation committee. The committee must formally approve the proposal before the student can proceed (see Guidelines for Preparing a Dissertation Proposal on page 8 and Approval of Ph.D. Dissertation Proposal form on page 13).

Candidacy
Candidacy is a major milestone on the way to the Ph.D. degree. A Ph.D. student formally applies to the Graduate School for Ph.D. candidacy upon successful completion of the following: all coursework, comprehensive and field qualifying examinations, and development and successful defense of a dissertation proposal. Once a student is a candidate, the Graduate School requires the student be enrolled in nine credits of doctoral dissertation research (PUBL 899) each semester until completion of the dissertation. The Graduate School requires enrollment in 899 for at least two semesters before the student is eligible for the doctoral diploma.

Dissertation Defense 
After the dissertation is completed to the satisfaction of the dissertation committee, the dissertation committee chair and two designated readers sign the form indicating it is ready for defense (Certification of Readiness to Defend the Doctoral Dissertation)) and the defense date is formally announced (Announcement of Ph.D. Dissertation Defense). The dissertation presentation is open to the public and will be announced to the Public Policy community via the listserve.  After the dissertation is successfully defended before the dissertation committee, a Report of the Examining Committee form is filed with the Graduate School. The procedures for the defense are spelled out in the Graduate School Catalog. 

All forms described in this section, and the regulations for the format and submission of the dissertation electronically, are available from the Graduate School website. 

Guidelines for Writing a Dissertation Proposal Abstract


Each Ph.D. student is required to write an abstract of his or her dissertation proposal. The student should work closely with his or her dissertation advisor in preparing the abstract. Once the student’s advisor approves the abstract, the advisor submits it to the director of the School of Public Policy. The Director distributes the abstract to all faculty within the School of Public Policy and also to the Chairs of the Departments of Economics, History, Political Science and Sociology and Anthropology. These Chairs distribute the abstract among interested faculty in their departments. 

The purpose of this distribution is to announce the student’s dissertation topic broadly among the core and affiliated faculty within the public policy program and also to seek potential members for the student’s dissertation committee. Faculty who have expertise in the subject of the dissertation and the time and interest to serve on the committee are asked to notify the director of the School of Public Policy of their interest in serving on the student’s dissertation committee. The Director then provides these names to the student’s mentor, and the student and the mentor use the names when forming dissertation committee. At their sole discretion, the mentor and student may choose to accept all, some or none of these names. But, this guidance means, too, that the advisor should not have locked in the membership of a committee before the proposal abstract is distributed.

Perhaps the first thing of importance to note about a dissertation proposal abstract is that it is an abstract. This means that it is short. It should be no longer than two to three pages single spaced.  

Neither these guidelines nor the distribution of an abstract implies that a student has developed a complete dissertation proposal. The student will develop a full proposal under the guidance and tutelage of his or her mentor and committee members.

The abstract should cover the following areas:

Problem or issue under consideration, which is a brief but succinct statement of the problem or issue that the student will examine in his or her dissertation:“In this dissertation, I will examine the issue of the pollution of the Chesapeake Bay and policy alternatives to reduce its pollution.” Obviously, this is too brief, but, as an introductory sentence, it does give readers a clear indication of the topic under consideration.

· Why study the problem: Why is this problem or issue important and why should it be examined? At the student and advisor’s discretion, this can be combined with the problem identification above.

· Likely data: Where will the data come from? Existing datasets? Primary data collection (of what sort: interviews, a survey, etc.)? 

· Method: What analytical methods will be used to analyze the data? Content analysis? Case study? Quantitative analysis (of what type), etc.? Here is also where the student’s tentative research questions or hypotheses should be presented. 

· Policy Significance: This is a public policy program, so all dissertations must have a policy angle or hook. What are the policy implications of the student’s findings? Again, to use the example above, the policy significance would be that federal policy is needed to clean up the Bay. We do not permit dissertations that propose only or even mainly to explain variance in some outcome or outcomes and that do not address policy implications of the findings of the research.

· Source citations and bibliography: As appropriate throughout the abstract, the student must cite sources using the APA style, and, at the end of the abstract, the student must provide a bibliography of sources cited. The bibliography does not count against the page limitation of the abstract.


The first (title) page of the abstract should begin as shown below:   

Dissertation Proposal Abstract
School of Public Policy
University of Maryland, Baltimore County

Student’s Proposed Dissertation Title

Student’s Name

Dissertation Advisor’s Name

Date (of submittal)

The text of the abstract (in particular, the statement of the problem or issue under examination) should immediately follow the heading. Should students or mentors have any questions about these guidelines, they should contact the Director of the School of Public Policy for clarification. The following page is a template for use by students in preparing the dissertation proposal abstract.


(Revised and Approved by the Public Policy faculty, November 2010)


School of Public Policy
University of Maryland, Baltimore County

Dissertation Proposal Abstract

Student’s Proposed Dissertation Title

Student’s Name

Dissertation Advisor’s Name, Mentor

Date (of submittal)



The problem



Why study the problem
(This section can be combined with the problem at the discretion of the student and mentor.)


Likely data



Methods



Policy significance




Bibliography








School of Public Policy
Application to Form a Dissertation Committee

Student Name:  __________________________________________________
Concentration:  ____________________________________________________
___ I have passed the comprehensive and field qualifying examinations and have completed all of my coursework. Please attach a curriculum worksheet and a transcript to this form.

Dissertation Mentor: _____________________________________

Dissertation Topic or Title:  __________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

Please list potential dissertation committee members and their affiliations below. A minimum of five members is required. UMBC faculty on the committee must be members of the Graduate Faculty. There must be more than one discipline represented, and there must be at least one external member who holds a doctorate and who is a distinguished scholar in the field of the dissertation. You must provide a C.V. for the external member(s).

1._____________________________________________________________
	Name and Affiliation

2._____________________________________________________________
	 Name and Affiliation

3. _____________________________________________________________
	Name and Affiliation

4.______________________________________________________________
	Name and Affiliation

5.______________________________________________________________
	Name and Affiliation
We have contacted all potential committee members and they have agreed to serve.
The C.V. (s) for external committee member(s) is/are attached.

___________				______________________________
Date					Student Signature

___________				______________________________
 (
Once signed, p
lease return this form
 to
 Public Policy
.
)Date					Faculty Mentor’s Signature



Guidelines for Preparing a Dissertation Proposal

A typical doctoral dissertation proposal will have the following sections: 

· Introduction (which presents the issue under investigation) 
· Literature Review 
· Research Questions and Hypotheses 
· Research Design and Methodology 
· Outcomes and Significance 
· Organization 
· Preliminary Bibliography 

Introduction

This is a succinct statement of the problem or issue that you are examining. You should develop it in a clear, comprehensive and understandable manner. What is the issue? What are the major dimensions or characteristics? What are its trend(s) over time? What are the social and policy contexts surrounding this issue? Why is it important to study? You should cite appropriate literature in your discussion of the problem.  

Your dissertation topic (as distinct from the broader problem) should be sufficiently specific as to be researchable. For example, school finance, per se, is too broad. A more reasonable topic might be whether there is a relationship between expenditures for public education and educational outcomes.  

Literature Review

The literature review should discuss the principal scholarly literature that bears on the topic under investigation. It should discuss evidence from qualitative and quantitative studies of the topic as well as studies that are relevant in terms of the methodology(ies) you have chosen for the dissertation.

It is not necessary to include in the literature review everything written on the broad subject. Rather, the literature review should inform the topic and the research questions/hypotheses to be addressed, as well as justify the methods that are proposed. It should place the proposed research in scholarly context (“what gap in the field is being filled by this research? What will it add to existing work?”). In order to do so, the current frontiers of the topic must be clearly identified in the literature review (“we know this, but not that”). It is important to address the social and policy context in the proposal, but it is generally preferable to discuss this in the Introduction section of the proposal.

In presenting the findings of their literature reviews, students often fall victim to a mode that might best be described as serial recitation. These presentations read like: “Jones and Maynard found…”, followed by “Smith and Watson concluded…”, followed by “Brown said…”, etc. Serial recitation confronts the reader with little more than a series of summaries of literature sources and is not an appropriate method of presenting findings from a body of literature.  

Instead, students should present their literature findings thematically. The literature review should be organized around logical divisions within the literature, with the relevance of the literature review to the research to be conducted made explicit. 

One possible set of logical divisions around which to organize the literature review are the research questions or hypotheses that the student plans to investigate. When organized around research questions or hypotheses, subsections might pertain to operationalization and measurement of variables in the hypothesis/research question, or methods used to test the hypothesis/answer the research question. Findings from previous research might be included in each subsection or contained in a separate subsection. In some cases, a separate section might be needed to summarize ways in which a critical piece of your methodology has been used to address research questions in other areas. Within each section and subsection of the literature review, the results should be presented in an integrated manner, not serially.

In addition, the literature review should be analytical and critical. Not everything published is a reliable basis for future research. Thus, among other things, students should discuss in an integrated fashion the strengths and weaknesses of the studies they review and the relevance of those studies to their topic.

While all sections and subsections of the literature review should be included in the proposal, each section and subsection will not necessarily be complete. However, if it is not complete, the remaining literature that needs to be reviewed must be identified. Moreover, the literature review must be sufficiently developed so that there is minimal risk that the remaining literature would have major implications for the conduct or significance of the dissertation.

Research Questions and/or Hypotheses

In this section of the proposal, you will present the research questions to be examined and hypotheses to be tested in the dissertation. The questions and hypotheses must have a solid basis in fact and logic, and must contribute to the advancement of current knowledge. They cannot have been created out of whole cloth, but must be based on supposition that can be supported by reference to current knowledge. You must demonstrate both that the questions you raise are important and relevant to the issue at hand, and that they are answerable and meaningful. As such, describe why and how your questions and hypotheses are important within the context of the general issue you study. You may wish to specify the mechanisms in which you are interested in the context of a conceptual (or mathematical) model, and describe how your questions or hypotheses help illuminate relationships between key factors.

The research questions and hypotheses must also be operationalized. That is, you must define them in such a way as to show how they can be examined or tested in your proposed research. If your research involves a survey instrument or questionnaire, you should “map” the research questions and hypotheses to the survey questions and vice versa (in an appendix). This is to ensure that all research questions and hypotheses are covered by survey questions and, conversely, that there are no survey questions that are not directly related to at least one research question or hypothesis.

Research Design and Methodology

[bookmark: _GoBack]Here you will set forth your research design. This is the strategy for conducting your study and answering your research questions. Describe how the questions and hypotheses you are concerned with will be cast as variables and operationalized. That is, you must define them in such a way as to show how they can be examined and tested. Set forth in detail your plan to collect and analyze information and to draw inferences about the questions and hypotheses you laid out. This should include discussion of where and how you intend to acquire or collect data. For example, if you plan to conduct interviews, describe your plan for getting access to your interview subjects. If you plan to conduct a survey, describe your sampling technique, interview method and expected time lines. Describe any particular obstacles you anticipate, and your tentative plans to deal with them. These might include measurement difficulties, lack of access to administrative data, or poor response rates. Finally, describe how you will draw conclusions from the information you collect. If your research design is quantitative, describe the methods and statistical techniques you foresee using and the inferences that can be drawn. If your research design is qualitative, describe how you will compile and analyze the information you collect, and how you will reach conclusions based on that information.  

Outcome and Significance

In this section you should tell your readers what you believe the outcome(s) of your research will be. Although you clearly have not done the research yet, you should briefly address the “why?” and “so what?” questions here. Using the example of educational expenditures and outcomes, do you expect to find that there is or is not a relationship between the variables and why. Additionally, you should discuss the practical and theoretical significance (the “so what?”) of your work in this section (e.g., it will help decision makers to understand the factors affecting student educational outcomes). This is also the place to address the policy implications, if any, of your findings. After all, this is a public policy graduate program. 

Organization

This is a preliminary guess at the principal chapters in the dissertation. Based on long experience, do not be surprised if the number of chapters, their titles and contents change more than once during the process of the research, analysis and writing. Your actual findings should dictate the organization of the dissertation.

Preliminary Bibliography

The proposal must contain a bibliography in two parts. The first part must include all of the references that the student has employed in the proposal, in alphabetical order by author. Do not include references that were examined but not actually cited in the proposal. The second part must include the works that the student has not read and plans to examine in preparing for the dissertation. Alternatively, it can be a single bibliography in which works that were not actually reviewed are noted with an asterisk (*).

Helpful Hints

Write the proposal and the dissertation in a clear, straightforward essay or narrative form using Standard English, not jargon. Make sure you carefully proofread for typos and spelling and grammatical errors. A word about computer spell checkers and grammar checkers: they do not always work. You, not your computer, are responsible for the quality of your work.  

Use appropriate illustrations, charts and tables in order to present the data more clearly. Illustrations, charts, tables, etc., must be sequentially numbered (e.g., Figure 1, 2, 3, etc.). More importantly, illustrations, charts, and tables are never self-explanatory. This means that they should be explained in the text so that the reader can understand them. Do not photocopy charts, graphs, tables, or other illustrations from original sources and include them as such in your proposal (unless there is no other way to present them). Instead, create them anew for the proposal. Always provide appropriate source citation for illustrations, charts and tables.

Employ appropriate major and minor headings to divide the principal sections of the text of the proposal. Use enough, but not too many headings and make sure that they are descriptive of the narrative that follows them. Don’t be boring with headings (e.g., “Literature Review,” “Findings,” etc.), but don’t get too cute with them either. This is, after all, a research proposal.  

All sources used in the proposal must be cited regardless of whether they are direct quotes or summaries of material. Whether to use footnotes, endnotes or APA style (references in parentheses in the text) is up to you and your mentor. Some mentors insist on footnotes, others on APA style. 

The length of proposals will vary. There is no hard and fast rule. However, quality is more important than quantity. The wise student will discuss proposal length with his or her mentor. Both will certainly recognize that any proposal will have to be as long as it needs to accomplish its objectives (stating a problem, reviewing the literature, developing research questions and hypotheses, describing methodology, discussing outcomes and significance, etc.).

The Graduate School has very specific requirements for dissertation format. The instructions for submitting the final copy of the master’s thesis or doctoral dissertation electronically can be found on the Graduate School’s website. These requirements should be followed carefully.

Two useful guides for writing style and format are: William Strunk, Jr., and E B. White, 1999, The Elements of Style, 4th ed. (Needham Heights: Allyn and Bacon); and Kate Turabian, 1996, A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, 6th ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press). If you do not own these guides, or similar references, you would be well advised to purchase, read, and use them.  

Academic Integrity

All students are expected to display the highest standards of academic integrity throughout their career at UMBC, including the dissertation process. For a formal statement of these expectations, 

see Academic Integrity: Rights and Responsibilities of Students in the School of Public Policy in the School of Public Policy Graduate Student Handbook.

Mentor’s Assistance

Throughout the process of developing your proposal, seek the regular advice of and feedback from your mentor. That’s the mentor’s job and he or she will gladly work with you to make sure that the proposal is completed and defended successfully.  










UMBC
School of Public Policy
					
Approval of Ph.D. Dissertation Proposal



Name of Candidate: _____________________________________________________

Proposal Title:  ____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________


Date of Proposal Defense:  ____________________________________


Committee Members: 

_____________________________________________________
	Committee Chairperson (name and signature)


	____________________________________________________
	(printed name here, signature above the line)

	
	____________________________________________________
	(printed name here; signature above the line)

	
	____________________________________________________
(printed name here; signature above the line)
	

	____________________________________________________
	(printed name here; signature above the line)


	
If the proposal is approved, the dissertation committee chairperson shall present this form to the members of the committee for their signatures and return the signed form to Public Policy at the completion of the proposal defense.



Public Policy Doctoral Dissertation Defense Norms

Over the years, several norms around the doctoral dissertation and the dissertation defense have developed in the Public Policy Ph.D. Program. The first norm concerns decisions by a dissertation committee to concur that a dissertation is ready for defense and that a defense should be held. Formally, this decision requires the assent of the dissertation chair and the two designated “readers” on the Graduate School form, Readiness to Defend the Doctoral Dissertation. The consensus within the Public Policy doctoral program (not just the Public Policy core faculty) for many years, however, has been that this formal requirement is not sufficient. The norm and practice is that all members of a committee must agree that a dissertation is defensible. Also, all members should have had ample opportunity to present any issues or concerns to the student and the student should have effectively responded to those issues and concerns.

If, for whatever reasons, one or more committee members will not assent to a defense, the chair for  the committee should first discuss the matter with the member(s) and try to resolve whatever issues or concerns they may have. If this does not resolve the member(s)’ concerns, then the chair should convene a meeting of the committee so that the member(s) can make their concerns known. During this meeting a resolution should be sought. If no resolution is possible, then the dissertation chairperson should bring the matter to the attention of the Public Policy director.

Of almost equal importance, all committee members should have been given ample time to read and comment on the dissertation and to have their comments responded to by the student. My personal practice is to make sure that the period between when a dissertation is distributed to committee members and the date that a defense should be even tentatively scheduled should be no less than four (4) weeks. In any event, this time period is something that the dissertation committee chair should have negotiated with committee members at least at the time of the proposal defense, if not earlier.

It is also a strong norm in the doctoral program that the dissertation proposal is the stage in the process when the student and the members of his or her committee reach agreement on the dissertation’s research questions, hypotheses, methods, and expected results. If the student lives up to this agreement, it would not be appropriate for fundamental disagreements to arise on the part of the committee members about them (that is, about the research questions, hypotheses, methods, and expected results) at the time that the student is ready to submit a dissertation based on a proposal the committee has already approved.

Of course, this does not, in any way, diminish the responsibility and prerogative of the committee to judge the merits and quality of the dissertation and to render an appropriate decision about it at the conclusion of the defense. To put the matter more clearly, the student may well have followed the agreement in the proposal, but the dissertation may be so inferior in quality that the committee cannot approve it.
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