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GOAL: Spend some time thinking about your project as a whole. After everything you’ve read and all the 
conversations you’ve had, where do things stand? 

 

While I’m asking you to consider lots of specific details, I absolutely don’t expect you to have perfect 
answers for everything! Some of these may not come clear for quite a while – as Meghan Sumner said, 
sometimes the perfect research question finally emerges when you’re in the last stages of writing up your 
data. As Brian Thomas suggests, though, trying to lay out your current thoughts can be an excellent way 
to clarify things for yourself, and to identify points that you need to keep working on. 

 
So:  I’m not asking you to commit to a final, polished, comprehensive project outline! Instead, I just want 
to hear about where you currently stand on each of these questions. 
 
• Research question. Give the most focused one-sentence version of your primary question for 

investigation that you can at this point. Ultimately, this will be something that will lead fairly 
naturally to focused data collection, for example, “Are word-initial P and B more acoustically similar 
than initial T and D?” 
 

As always, it’s fine if your topic isn’t fully narrowed down yet. Please do, though, give the most 
focused description you can; if appropriate, also comment on how you hope to narrow it further: what 
are some possible narrower questions? How will you decide which specific question you will pursue? 
 

• Mini-literature review.  Choose 3 papers that you find particularly useful (it doesn’t matter whether 
you’ve previously reported on them or not). For each, give a very short (1-2 sentences) – but 
substantive, not vague! – description of the conclusions, plus full citation information. Synthesize 
these to give an intellectual motivation for your project, as Brian Thomas suggested: “Smith analyzed 
X, Jones described Y, and Johnson concluded Z. No one has looked at how these fit together, though, 
so I’m looking at construction X in social context Y to see if Z is a factor.” 
 

• Methodology.  Describe your plan for collecting data. Issues to address include what type of data will 
be collected, what procedure you’ll use, and what kinds of subjects you’ll work with. Also, are there 
any potential obstacles you’re worried about?  

 

Again, I definitely don’t expect you to have all the details worked out on this yet! In the interest of 
getting feedback on your current thoughts and articulating your next steps, though, please do discuss 
each of these points, even if the discussion is just: “I know I need to record French speakers. I’m not 
sure what I’ll have them say yet, but it will probably be individual words differing in X and/or Y. I 
still need to finish narrowing my topic, then construct a word list; I also need to talk to Meghan about 
using the lab. Also, I really hope there are enough French speakers around.” 
 

• Data analysis.  Do you think you’ll be comparing reaction times or grammaticality judgements? 
Analyzing acoustic properties? Coding conversational data? Is this something that seems 
straightforward, or are there skills or resources you’ll need? 

 
• Faculty adviser.  Who are you planning (or hoping) to work with? Have you talked with this person 

yet? If not, what are your plans for starting to discuss your project with him/her? 
 
• Next steps.  What’s on your list next? Remember: the goal for the end of this quarter is to have 

defined a project at a level of detail that makes you confident you can finish it by the end of spring 
quarter. Does this seem feasible? If you have concerns about this (concerns would be entirely 
reasonable; I’ve never felt confident about finishing a project until it’s actually done), now would be 
an excellent time to discuss them! 


