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Project Proposal Instructions

When and how should I start thinking about my LAS Honors project?

Start thinking about your LAS Honors project at least one semester before the project proposal is due.  One way to get good ideas is to read journal articles on a topic of interest to you.  Another approach would be to ask the teachers of your most interesting classes for suggestions.  You might read publications written by the most interesting faculty members you know, and then ask them whether you could take part in their current research.  It is also a good idea to attend the University Honors Poster Presentations to see what other students have done.

What makes an appropriate LAS Honors project?

The purpose of an LAS Honors project is to advance knowledge through scholarship.  Scholarship includes a range of activities such as research (an organized, systematic and logical process of inquiry, typically using empirical information to answer questions), writing (journalism, literature, translation, history, biography, etc.), and original composition/performance (art, drama, music, etc.).

The project should represent "advanced" undergraduate scholarship (based on knowledge and training in the area).  The project does not have to be in your major area of study, but it should be in an area you know beyond the beginning level.

All scholarship requires the investment of considerable time, energy and other resources.  If you cannot easily answer the following "why" and "what" questions, then you probably don't have an appropriate project: Why is this project worth doing?  Why would scholars in the field be interested in knowing the results?  What is the significance, importance, or contribution of this project?  Your project may have interest and significance to you, but it should also be interesting and important to others.

If your project is part of a faculty member's larger research project, you need to be making some original contribution to that project.  It isn't sufficient to merely work in a research lab or with a research group.

All LAS Honors projects must include a written document (beyond the 100-200 word abstract kept in the Honors Program Office).  A brief paper, at the very least, must be a part of all projects, even those involving art, drama, computer science, etc.

Why does the project proposal need to have bibliography and why is it important to write the references in a style appropriate to the discipline?

The proposal should identify a body of literature relevant to the project and explain how the project will relate to that literature.  In other words, the proposal demonstrates how the project fits into the context of what others have done and what we already know.  The proposal should explain how the project will fill a gap in the existing literature, extend it, apply it, confirm, replicate, disconfirm, or challenge it, etc.  It is entirely possible that you may not comprehensively review the literature until you actually begin your project.  Nevertheless, a bibliography is required in the project proposal in order to locate the project in a literature, and to explain and justify the direction your project will take.  

Because scholarship requires systematic, thorough and careful work, a bibliography with references written in a style appropriate to the discipline helps demonstrate, in its content and its presentation, that the scholar knows what he or she is doing.

Can I work with another student on a joint project?

Scholarship (particularly scientific research) often occurs in team settings.  The LAS Honors Committee will accept joint projects.  However, the Committee expects that a joint project will involve substantial work on the part of each team member.  Each student must prepare a distinct project proposal, a unique final written document, and a unique display for the Honors Poster session.  The project proposals must spell out each partner's unique contribution and role in the scholarship process.

How do I find a project adviser and how should I work with him/her?

One way to find a project adviser is to ask someone who already knows you and who already appreciates your capabilities (e.g., an academic adviser, a favorite teacher, a researcher you worked for on a previous project).  The project adviser must be an ISU faculty member (even if the project is part of an off-campus experience).  The Statement on Professional Ethics in the ISU Faculty Handbook suggests that the project adviser should not have a personal relationship with you beyond that of "intellectual guide and counselor."  The ideal project adviser would be a faculty member who has the knowledge, the time, and the desire to work with you.  Previous experience directing undergraduates in research projects (in Freshman Honors projects, independent studies, lab and research groups, other Honors projects, etc.) would also be helpful.  

The project adviser is supposed to help you successfully complete your Honors project.  He or she is also responsible for determining whether your project is of sufficient quality to warrant your graduation in the Honors program.  Hence, it is probably wise to work closely with the adviser.  You should meet regularly with your project adviser (e.g., weekly meetings), and take the project adviser's suggestions seriously.  Provide your adviser with “Guidelines for Project Advisers” (hot link) so the adviser can fully understand his/her role in the process.

How should I prepare the LAS Honors project proposal document?

The proposal itself is part of the scholarship process.  The proposal is really the first part (the planning and designing part) of the project.  The proposal should be as carefully planned and executed as the rest of the project.

The project proposal has to be a "stand alone" document that makes sense to a non-expert reader.  The proposal should be so clearly written that it does not need the student's presence to interpret or make clear what is being said (and doesn't require numerous follow-up questions from the LAS Honors Committee).  If you have any doubts about how to answer the questions on the proposal form, make sure to ask for help before you submit your project proposal.  

The project proposal may list various techniques and steps you will take in your research.  Please make sure to indicate the relevance of each of these to the overall objective of your project.

The purpose of the proposal is to seek approval of the proposed project from the LAS Honors Committee.  The proposal is not supposed to be a "sales job," but it should convince the Committee that the project can be completed on time, that it makes a demonstrable contribution to scholarship, and that it will be done well. 

How to work with the LAS Honors Committee.

The LAS Honors Committee's job is to help you engage in the scholarly process.  This may include critique of your project proposal and a request for revision.  This is a common part of the scholarly process, and you should use it to your advantage.  Respond to the Committee in a timely manner, and if you are asked to revise your proposal or add clarification(s), make sure your responses address all of the Committee's critiques and questions.  If you disagree with any part of the Committee's critique, carefully spell out your reasons to the committee after you have consulted your project adviser about the critique.

What is "human subjects approval"?  Who needs it?  How do you get it?  When do you need to get it?

If you are using people in your research--interviewing, teaching, testing, surveying, observing, recording, or using living human beings in any way as part of your project--you most likely will need "human subjects approval."  This is an essential part of the research process that safeguards people from inadvertent or purposefully unethical or harmful research practices.  It is a requirement for anyone doing research at ISU or at any college or university in the United States.  You get human subjects approval from a committee (often called Institutional Review Board) administered by ISU's Human Subjects Research Office.  The Human Subjects Research Office maintains a website at http://grants-svr.admin.iastate.edu/vpr/humansubjects.html .   This website has complete information on how to get the required training and how to submit the required documents.  If there is any doubt about whether you will need human subject approval, you need to take responsibility for finding out from your project adviser and from the Human Subjects Research Office.  If you need approval, you must get it before initiating research.  The Honors Committee will not approve any proposal that involves research with human subjects without prior human subjects approval or waiver.  The best course of action would be to secure human subjects approval before submitting your project proposal and include a copy of the approval notification in your project proposal materials.  
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