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Pith is king.  Your dissertation prospectus should be a clear, succinct statement of the problem you propose to investigate and of how you propose to go about doing that.  The prospectus is not the place (in fact, there probably is no good place) for a comprehensive review of all the literature that touches upon your topic in any way.  Your purpose is not to demonstrate that you know the field.  That is what students do; now you are working as a scholar.  Your purpose is to tell your committee and any other interested party what it is you propose to do.  Lose the lit review. Aim for 15 pages, with a maximum of 25.

The dissertation prospectus is your first draft toward several occasions in the future when you will be called on to make succinct statements of what you are up to: grant applications, job applications, paper proposals, book prospectuses, etc.  It should include:

· The title of your dissertation.

· Your name and contact information.

· A statement of the precise topic of your dissertation (two pages, maximum three).

· A brief statement of where your dissertation will sit in the literature of the field (2-3 pages).

· A working table of contents, with chapters and subheadings.  This will change as you do your research and writing, but it is good to get an idea of the shape of what you are doing at the outset, and then to update it periodically.

· A description (not just a list) of archives, interviews, and other primary materials from which you hope to construct your dissertation.  Organize these so the reader can see which sources you expect will support which chapters.

· Your current fantasy timeline.  This will change, as everything takes twice as long as you think it will.  But it is important to set a clear goal and to make progress toward it.

· A bibliography of the major literature that bears on your project, broken down into categories so that the reader can see which books and articles relate to each chapter.

As you go forward with the research and writing, do not be alone with this process.  Gather a group of fellow graduate students, share your prospectuses, and make regular reports on your progress, moments of exhilaration, fears, writer’s block episodes, and occasional triumphs.  Help each other think through research problems, read each other’s drafts, and encourage each other.  These people are likely to be your posse for your whole career.

Also communicate regularly with each member of your committee.  Your chair is most important, but don’t let the other members think you have dropped off the face of the earth.  Keep them informed of your progress, and they can help you take your next steps.

