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The Proposal Construction Course 

During the first four years of the program, students followed a traditional    

dissertation path familiar to most EdDs and PhDs: after completing core   

classes, research courses, and their electives, students worked alone with a 

chair and their committee to produce a dissertation proposal and ultimately 

complete the dissertation process.  
 

Faculty in the program determined that some students were not meeting these 

milestones effectively. A new Proposal Construction Course was created and 

run for the first time in the Fall I 2015 term.  
 

Students that wish to enroll were sent a “matching survey” that allowed them 

to express their preference over a range of available dissertation chairs. After 

“matching” was completed, students matched to each chair took the course 

with their chair as instructor. Thus, the chairs taught a section of the proposal 

course to a small cohort of dissertation students. During the iterations of the 

eight week course, students developed a refined draft of their proposals; they 

did not propose during the iterations of the course. 
 

This course is currently an elective—and thus offers a unique                

opportunity for assessment. We compared two groups of students: those 

that chose to take the course and those that did not, to determine the nature of 

any relationships between the course and proposal defenses as well as to un-

cover student perceptions about the course itself.  A further round of analysis 

will investigate faculty perceptions of the course. 

History of the Course and Data 

During the 5 terms the course was offered, 124 students had the opportunity to 

take it.77 have enrolled, and these students have been matched to 18 chairs. 

The 124 students were differentiated into 4 groups: those that completed the 

course and proposed their dissertations, those that completed the course but 

have not proposed, those that did not take the course and proposed, and those 

that did not take the course and have not proposed. 

Table 2.  Time to Proposal or Persistence  
Groups No. of Students Mean Days  St. Dev. 

1 42 89.02 58.90 

2 33 106.90 106.90 

3 22 200.00 109.10 

4 27 390.00 0 

Table 1. Sample Groups 
 

Groups Group Characteristics No. of Students 
1 Course = Yes; Proposal = Yes 42 

2 Course = Yes; Proposal = No 33 

3 Course = No; Proposal = Yes 22 

4 Course = No; Proposal = No 27 

Selected Student Survey Results 

The 77 students that enrolled in the course were sent a survey in August of 

2016. 33 students completed the survey. 
 

Ability to Write A Proposal. Prior to taking the course, only one student 

felt “very confident” in their ability to write a dissertation proposal. After the 

course, 18 students reported that they felt this way. 
 

Interactions with Chairs. 14 students repor ted that their  interactions 

with their chairs during the course were “very effective” while 12 felt they 

were “extremely effective”. 
 

Peer Interactions. The survey indicated that some areas of the course 

may require modification. 17 students reported that peer interactions in the 

course were “slightly” or “moderately effective”.  
 

Assignments in the Course. Students were asked about the usefulness of 

the course assignments; 27 students reported that these were “very” or 

“extremely useful”. 
 

Refining Dissertation Topics. Students were asked if the course had helped 

them refine their dissertation topics.  27 students reported that the course was 

“very” or “extremely effective” in this regard.  

The Research Design 

We investigated relationships between the course and the act of proposing a 

dissertation in three ways: 

 Whether or not a student successfully proposed their dissertation 

 How long it took after the opportunity to take the course to defend the    

proposal 

 Student perceptions of the course via a Qualtrics™ survey 

Table 3. Statistical Relationships  
Topic Test Result 

Completed course (or not) &       

proposed (or not) Rank Sum Test Z = -2.80, ρ = .004 

Completed course (or not) &    

proposed (or not) (2nd test) Chi-Square Test  χ2= 8.37,  ρ = .004 

Days to Propose: Course &           

Non-Course Students 
Rank Sum Test Z = 4.10, ρ = .000 

The results suggest that  students who completed the course tended to propose 

more often, and faster, than students who decided not to. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Students that completed the 814 Proposal Course appear to propose more       

often, and do so faster, than students that do not take the course.                 

Furthermore, students seem to believe that the course has been  effective in 

enhancing their dissertation proposals. However, some changes to the peer  

interaction assignments may be in  order. Further insights into the course may 

be produced during the analysis of interviews of the faculty/chairs that taught 

the course over the last year. After these data are analyzed and triangulated,   

modifications to the course may be made.  

 Group 1: 42 students finished the course and proposed their  disser tations 

(56% of 75 students). They proposed 89 days after the course (on average). 

 Group 2: 33 students completed the course but have not proposed. This 

included 17 students that took the course in August of 2016. 

 Group 3: 22 students did not take the course but have proposed their   

dissertations (42% of 49 students). They proposed in 200 days after the      

opportunity to take the course (on average). 

 Group 4: 27 students did not take the course and have not proposed.  

Non Parametric Statistical Tests of Relationships 

Abstract 

The creation of a doctoral dissertation is a two-phase process. First, students 

develop a proposal and defend it before a committee. After a successful     

proposal, students conduct the research, write a dissertation, and defend the 

final product. This project analyzes the relationship of a new proposal       

construction course and the length of time that it takes students to defend 

their proposals in the Doctoral Program in Interdisciplinary Leadership.  

Selected Student Feedback 

“The biggest draws to the course are that you are paired with your chair and 

that you begin to write your proposal...  Pairing with the chair allows for an 

easy transition to the dissertation phase... As for the writing, I have found it 

helpful to hear the opinions of my classmates...” 

 

“If a student is not clear on (the) topic and hasn't started preliminary         

literature review, this class is extremely overwhelming...there is a rush to 

complete  assignments that should take longer than a week to draft...” 


