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DMA Document and Essay Proposal Guidelines 
 
A proposal for the DMA Document or Essay should consist of the following: 
 

1. A title that accurately reflects the thesis topic. 
 

2. Three to six pages of prose. The structure of this part of the proposal is something the student 
works out with their research committee chair. It typically begins with a brief description of the 
background of the research problem (e.g., some history of the piece or person being researched, 
the issues surrounding the research that is currently available, the holes in the research that is 
currently available, etc.). There should then be a clear presentation of the thesis and working 
hypothesis (see Kate L. Turabian et al., A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and 
Dissertations, 8th ed. [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013], 5-55 on how to formulate 
these). The remainder of the prose section should explain how the essay or document will be 
structured. It should present the various topics that will be explored, explain why those topics are 
relevant, and present some evidence to support any claims made about them. The prose section 
should close with a brief description of the potential significance of the research. It is expected 
that the prose section will be a well-written, polished essay, and will include footnotes that cite 
sources using proper Turabian/Chicago note formats.* 

 
3. A working outline (typically one or two pages) showing sections of the essay and/or presenting 

the chapters of the document. Each section or chapter description should briefly list the topics to 
be covered and the evidence to be presented. 
 

4. A working bibliography of the sources that are likely to be used over the course of the project. 
This is, of course, just a starting list, but it should typically contain twenty or more sources. The 
bibliography must have all entries properly formatted in Turabian/Chicago bibliographic format 
(this is not the same as the “note” format mentioned above).* 
 

Once the student has completed a draft of the above, he/she should present it to their research committee 
chair. It is common for a proposal to go through several drafts before the chair says it is ready to 
distribute to the committee, and the chair must approve the proposal before it is sent to the 
committee. It is, of course, permissible to get input from other members of the committee while writing 
the proposal, but, in general, the committee does not evaluate the proposal until the chair says that it is 
ready. Once the rest of the committee has agreed that the proposal is acceptable, the student should then 
have them sign the “DMA Thesis Topic Approval” form, which must have a copy of the final proposal 
attached. This must then be submitted to the Director of Graduate Studies.  
 
Remember that the proposal is just the starting point—it is not a binding contract on what will be covered 
in the essay or document (the research will determine that). If, however, the subject of the essay or 
document changes significantly during the course of researching, a revised proposal must be submitted to 
the research committee for approval. 
 
         Dr. Marcus Karl Maroney 
         Director of Graduate Studies 


