EuRADE Summer School – writing research proposals
This summer school focuses on planning and designing research projects. We want to explore how disability research questions can be turned into workable proposals for useful research. The intention is to help build the skills and collaborations to do this.
The summer school provides a step-by-step approach to research design through presentations, discussion and small group work. Issues to be covered include: introduction to research design, methods and practical strategies, generating research problems and questions, problems of sampling and selection, data analysis, dissemination, ethics and politics. The goal is to generate ideas and proposals for new research proposals that could be developed through collaboration during the next year.

Your task during the week (individually or as a group) is to begin writing an outline proposal for a research project on a topic of your choice.
As a guide, your research proposal will normally include: the background to the research problem; the main questions or hypotheses; the proposed methods and techniques of data collection; some ideas about sampling and access; some plans for data analysis; ethical issues; outline timetable and sequence of activities; some dissemination plans.

What is a Research Design?

Most research designs or proposals will address the following core areas (not necessarily in this order, and different designs will put greater emphasis on some elements than others):

· The research problem, question(s), or hypothesis. A clear statement of the questions to be addressed by the research is always needed.

· The background to the research - e.g. intellectual issues (theoretical orientations, relationship to other research, to social change); political issues; purpose of the research in some broader context - e.g. Why is this project important? Why is it worth doing? Why is it worth doing now?

· The broad methodological approach and research strategy. What is the relationship between social theory and your research? What is the theoretical and philosophical underpinning? How will you translate that into a research strategy (that is, into the way you actually go about doing your research)?

· Proposed methods/techniques of data generation. These usually need to be elaborated in some detail, and you need to justify your choices of method (e.g. by reference to other possible methods) to show that you have weighed up different possibilities and made informed choices.

· Sampling and access (including questions of scale and strategy in sampling, and practical issues, including how you might gain your sample, and gain access). For example, how many people will you interview? How many institutions will you visit? How many locations will you study? And why? What is your logic in choosing 30, 50, 2? Why this 30, 50, 2? Why these particular comparisons? How will your sample be stratified?

· How the data will be handled, processed and analysed. e.g. What kinds of records do you propose to develop and keep? Are you intending to transcribe any 'field' data? What kinds of analytical principles will you adopt? How do these relate to your sampling strategy, and to your choice of method?

· Ethical, moral and political issues. What ethical, moral or political issues are raised by this research, or might you encounter whilst doing the research? How do these issues inform your research, e.g. choice of topic, research strategy and practice, methods, sampling, analysis, dissemination.

· How long the project will take? How long will the different phases or stages of research take? A realistic timetable is important.

· What resources will be required (e.g. human, physical, technical)?

· Who will do the research? What skills are needed? What division of labour will there be within the research team, if appropriate.

· Dissemination plans, proposed uses of the research. Who will benefit and how? What outputs and publications will result, for what audiences?

Writing ‘good’ research proposals
Adapted from the UK ESRC ‘General Guidance Notes on Constructing a Good Proposal’

1. Allow yourself time.

2. Study your funding source

3. Read the rules...

4. Discuss your application 

5. Justify your costs

6. Content and Presentation

Make sure you think your plan through and cover all stages.

Ask yourself the following questions.

· Have I clearly formulated the problem, have I put it in context of contemporary scientific and theoretical debates, demonstrated the way in which my work will build on existing research and make a contribution to the area? Is there a clear and convincingly argued analytical framework? What will the research do, to whom or to what, and why? 

· Have I established appropriate aims and objectives? Are they clear and concise, do they reflect intellectual aims and practical, attainable objectives? 

· Have I provided a well-thought out research design in which there is a reasoned explanation of the scale, timing and resources necessary? Am I being realistic about these? Am I using the most relevant approach and the most appropriate methods? How will it relate to and deliver the objectives? 

· What will my research design allow me to say in the interpretation of anticipated results? 

· Have I given a full and detailed description of the proposed research methods? Is there any innovation in the  methodology I am planning to use? Am I developing any new methods or using established methods innovatively? 

· If I am using data collection have I considered already existing data resources? Am I sure that access will be given where necessary, and do I have written confirmation of this? Am I convinced of its quality, validity, reliability and relevance? Have I considered the costs of cataloguing and preparing data for archiving? 

· Have I demonstrated a clear and systematic approach to the analysis of data and how this fits into the research design? 

· Have I thought about the ethics of what I am planning to do? Are there any sensitive issues or potential problems which need to be addressed? Have I fully consulted on these issues and obtained the approval of an ethical committee where required. 

· Have I recognised and planned for the skills and competencies that will be required to bring the work to a satisfactory conclusion? 

· Have I anticipated potential difficulties? Have I shown that I recognise these and discussed how they would be handled? 

· Have I provided a bibliography?  This will be used in the selection of referees and will indicate your familiarity with the theoretical grounding and current state of the art of your subject. Where there is genuinely little or no relevant literature, explain this fully. Board members and referees will not assume your erudition, they want evidence. 

· This proposal will be subject to the critical appraisal of my peers. Am I satisfied that I have fully defended my chosen research design and made it clear why others are not appropriate? 

· Have I identified potential users of this research outside of the academic community; have I involved/consulted them in my planning? Have I arranged for their continuing involvement in the research process in an appropriate way? 

· Have I considered the possibility of co-funding of the research, with the main funder being asked to provide only a proportion of the project funding? 

· Have I provided a clear dissemination strategy for the research demonstrating how the research outcomes will be communicated to all interested parties including potential users of the research outside of the academic community?          

Convey your genuine interest, understanding and enthusiasm for the work. Keep the following questions in mind as you plan:

· what is the story you are telling?
· what is the audience?
· why does it matter?
· why now?
· why you?        
