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Abstract
This paper discusses a first-year writing research prospectus prompt designed to support first-year un-
dergraduate students transitioning from high school writing—which often focuses on summary and
synthesis—to college-level writing. In college, “research papers” often require knowledge production:
developing research questions that address gaps in existing scholarship. My prospectus prompt offers a
scaffolded structure for writers embarking on such college-level projects, and it also offers a tool to facili-
tate writing transfer, with the goal of enabling students to develop major research projects independently
in other classes. It does so in two ways. First, it labels the components of major research projects (e.g.
objects of study, research questions about those objects of study, and the theoretical frameworks used to
analyze objects of study). Second, it provides a process for approaching research projects, including show-
ing students how to develop research questions and how to move beyond summarizing and synthesizing
other scholars.

This paper introduces a first-year writing (FYW) research prospectus designed to teach
first-year undergraduate students how tomove beyond high school research reports into college
level writing. In college, “research papers” often require knowledge production: developing
research questions that address gaps in existing scholarship. My prospectus prompt offers a
scaffolded structure for writers embarking on such college-level projects. More importantly,
it facilitates writing transfer by identifying the components of major research projects and
making visible how such projects are developed: how to develop research questions, and how to
move beyond summarizing and synthesizing other scholars. The assignment’s goal is to enable
students to develop such projects independently in later classes. While this article focuses
primarily on a FYW prospectus prompt, I conclude by discussing a graduate version that I have
used to guide graduate students in fields ranging from forensics to literature.

Origin Story #1: The Components of
a Research Project
When I first began teaching FYW, the students’ final research projects were well-organized, well-
documented recitations of other scholars’ work on massive topics like “gun control.” Essentially,
my first-year college students were continuing to engage in summary and synthesis, the most
common forms of high school writing (Beil et al. 2007, p. 7; Rounsaville et al. 2008, p. 102-103).
In those early classes, I identified two problems: 1) students did not know how to narrow their
projects, and 2) students did not know how to move beyond summary and synthesis of existing
scholarship.
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Several colleagues came to my rescue. First, Rachel Riedner suggested I shift from discussing
paper “topics” to “objects of study.” As I eventually came to define these terms in my prompt, a
topic is a “broad and general issue that can be studied.” An “object of study” is any narrowly
defined “object” being studied. Examples of an “object” include an utterance, a written or
visual text, a political or historical event, an actual object, person, or a group. More specifically,
Shakespearian plays are a broad topic; King Lear is an object of study. Political protests are a
broad topic; the Westboro Baptist Church visiting George Washington University in 2010 to
protest the “gay-friendly” campus is an object of study. This language gave me a way to show
students how to narrowly define projects for any subject/discipline.

Second,my colleagueMarkMullen introducedme to theoretical “lenses”: scholarly conversa-
tions throughwhich to analyze objects of study. I eventually named such scholarly conversations
“frameworks.”1 Some frameworks focus on specific theories, like feminist theory. Others cluster
within disciplines, like psychology. Applying a framework to an object of study generates re-
search questions. For instance, the Westboro Baptist Church protest, to which straight students
responded by organizing a counterprotest, could be analyzed through a free speech framework:
Given the harm the protest might have caused some students, should that protest have been
banned, or was allowing the counterprotest (“more speech”) the better choice? Alternately, a
different framework such as allyship raised different questions: While straight students tried to
serve as allies to the campus gay community, did the straight students overstep allyship bounds
by organizing the counterprotest without consulting the George Washington University gay
community? Each “framework” raises different questions about the object of study.

Origin Story #2: The Research Prospectus
as a Tool for Writing Transfer
These two components—an object of study and theoretical frameworks—became the basis of
my research prospectus prompt, along with a third component, research questions. A new
problem emerged, however. Former students repeatedly emailed me because they did not
know how to transfer what they had done in my class to other college classes. As Inoue (2019)
described, “Getting students in a program or classroom to produce a certain kind of written
product does not mean that anyone has learned anything in particular. It means they have been
able to reproduce a certain kind of document in those circumstances . . . [We do not know]
whether students can or will be able to transfer what they learned to future contexts” (p. 149). I
did know: my former students were telling me they could not develop college-level research
projects without me.

Two ofmy colleagues, Phil Troutman andMarkMullen, proposed using a research prospectus.
I was skeptical. Like many academics, I first encountered the prospectus genre—also called a
proposal—as a graduate student. Here is how the conversation with my dissertation advisor
went:

ME: You want me to write what?
ADVISOR: A prospectus.
ME: What’s that?
ADVISOR: A document that describes what your dissertation will be about.
ME: You want me to describe something I haven’t yet written??

My advisor was not alone in her struggles to explain this genre. The prospectus is, to
use Swales’s (1996) term, an “occluded” genre, one that exists “to support and validate the
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manufacture of knowledge,” but that—because it operates behind the scenes—is often not a
genre writers encounter until they have to write in it (p. 46-7).

Several college writing handbooks, which often target first-year writers, include brief intro-
ductions to “research proposals.” However, these handbooks simply tell students to “outline a
specific research question and/or hypothesis, and describe how you would go about answering
the question” (Miller-Cochran et al., 2018, p. 271-272) or “Your objective is to make a case for the
question you plan to explore” (Hacker & Sommers, 2016, p. 408). The assumption is that students
already have their questions. For many students just beginning their research, however, the
challenge is not explaining why a question is important, but rather how to develop a question
that interests them.

I decided to assign a prospectus as a scaffolding step before the major research project.
Unlike the college handbooks, however, my prompt establishes the groundwork for students
to construct research questions. The prompt provides a space to identify, research, and sift
through possible frameworks to apply to the object of study, thus helping students visualize
different potential research questions. It gives students a way to imagine—and then choose—the
frameworks and questions that most interest them. The prompt also makes visible the process
students are following, so they can reproduce and adapt it later.

Research on writing transfer—the process of students adapting writing skills and knowledge
learned in one context to a new context—has shown such transfer is difficult to achieve (Beaufort,
2007; Bergmann & Zepernick, 2007; McCarthy, 1987). Recent research, however, offers models
that help teach writing transfer: writing about writing (Bird et al., 2019; Downs & Wardle, 2007),
teaching for transfer (Yancey et al., 2014), and genre-based approaches (Devitt et al., 2004;
Driscoll et al., 2020; Tardy, 2016). My FYW research prospectus prompt aligns itself with these
models by giving students the vocabulary and explicit writing knowledge to facilitate writing in
new contexts. If the goal of FYW is to prepare students for college-level, academic writing, then
I want my students to leave FYW knowing the components from which academic scholarship is
constructed, so that they can succeed in future writing contexts without me.2

In terms of institutional context, the FYW curriculum at George Washington University uses
theme-based courses, taught by multi-disciplinary faculty who either teach FYW via their home
disciplines, or who select cross-disciplinary themes to teach college-level research and writing.
The course themes I use are often cross-disciplinary. For instance, the FYW theme I have taught
most frequently is profanity. Students have written research papers on profane utterances that
drew upon research in the social sciences, business, the humanities, and law. More recently, I
used the prospectus prompt to scaffold a FYW research paper grounded in the social sciences,
where students conducted interviews and surveys of college writers, which they then analyzed
using theoretical frameworks from writing studies, psychology, and education. The approach to
“theoretical frameworks” that I teach is most closely aligned to how scholarship is shaped in the
humanities and social sciences, and thus is most likely to transfer successfully to future college
courses in those disciplines. At the end of this article, however, I also discuss how the prompt
attempts to build a bridge to future writing in the sciences and business.

In the following sections, I describe how I launch the assignment and student responses. I
conclude with plans to use the prospectus in a graduate student “dissertation boot camp.”

First Steps: Introducing the Prospectus
to First-Year Students
The FYW version of the prospectus is divided into three sections,3 one for each of the three
components already discussed: 1) object of study research, 2) “theoretical framework” research
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where specific “theory sources” are summarized, and 3) research questions. I begin teaching
the prospectus by having students read an introduction to the assignment vocabulary.4 I define
“frameworks” as scholarly conversations. I show examples of how scholars workingwithin a field
read and cite each other: I label individual articles or books within such scholarly conversations
“theory sources.” The “theory source” concept is borrowed from Bizup (2008), although Bizup
used the term “method” source, a label derived from the “methods” sections of social science and
science articles. Bizup defined such sources as those “from which a writer derives a governing
concept or a manner of working” (p.76). Based on reviewer feedback for this article, this year
I replaced Bizup’s social science-based label with “theory” sources because it better matched
the humanities-based projects my students were engaged in. “Theory” sources provide my
FYW students with intellectual tools that help them shape their analysis, evaluation, and/or
interpretation of their object of study. I ask students to envision each individual theory source
as part of a larger scholarly conversation; I call that conversation a “theoretical framework.” For
example, one theoretical framework explores how people from historically dominant groups
can work in allyship with historically minoritized groups. A specific “theory source” within that
broader framework is K.R. Kraemer’s (2007) article on allyship, which my class used to analyze
the Westboro Baptist Church visit. I need both terms because in order to find specific theory
sources via library database searches, students have to be able to describe and conceptualize
the broader conversation—the theoretical framework—within which the theory sources they
hope to find are situated.

I do not show students the prospectus prompt until after they have decided upon their object
of study, and after they are comfortable with the assignment’s concepts and terms. Students
research andwrite several one-page, pre-writing assignments, each exploring a possible object of
study, and share one of those assignments with the class. To learn what theoretical frameworks
are, the full class—seventeen students—devotes approximately ten minutes toward helping
each peer brainstorm possible frameworks that might intersect with the proposed object of
study. For instance, one student wrote about a U.S. soccer player caught yelling the f-slur at
a ball boy who dropped a ball. For a framework, the student explored scholarly research on
homophobia in team sports. This framework helped the student develop a question about the
part played by that soccer player’s straight identity, in a professional soccer context where only
one professional player had thus far come out as gay. A different framework—on branding—later
generated different questions focused on Major League Soccer’s response to the incident.5

In the process of generating ideas, students learn to shape research questions about the object
of study, via the frameworks they propose. This full-class brainstorming requires four classroom
sessions, but the repetition provides important practice of new conceptual moves: imagining
possible theoretical frameworks that might intersect with an object of study, brainstorming
possible database search terms for the frameworks, and seeing the different research questions
each framework can potentially generate.6

Only after students have selected their objects of study and identified at least one possible
theory source do they read the prospectus prompt. At that stage, the only new term/concept is
the requirement to include and define a “keyword”; I explain it by pointing to articles where
scholars define keywords in ways that shaped their arguments. When students read the prospec-
tus prompt, I emphasize that the prospectus is not a traditional essay: there is no thesis, no
introduction, no transitions, no conclusion. It is more of a heavily segmented, intellectual exer-
cise with subheadings than what students recognize as a “paper.” I convey that segmentation in
part by presenting the assignment as a chart (which also serves as the grading rubric). I also
have students read a sample prospectus, provided with permission by a former student. As
homework, each student prepares three questions about either the prompt or the sample; in
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class, we discuss those questions until students fully understand the genre expectations.

Contributing to Scholarly Conversations
One of my goals as a teacher of academic writing is for students to learn that academic research
contributes to conversations on an object of study. A student learning to produce knowledge
usually engages in two steps:

1) Familiarize themselves with current conversations about the object of study to
enable identifying gaps in the scholarship, what Swales (1990) called finding a
“niche.”

2) Identify and apply the analytical tools (the “theory sources”) that will shape
analysis.

Withinmy FYWcourse, there is not time for both steps. My prompt thus creates an automatic
scholarly “niche” for students’ research projects by requiring objects of study that are too new
to have been the focus of any published scholarship. For instance, in my profanity-themed FYW
class, most students write about a public, profane utterance from the past eighteen months.
We discuss the approximate time it takes to publish scholarly articles and books—longer than
eighteen months—so that students understand why no scholarship yet exists on the utterance
they have selected.7 Students hesitate at this point: they have been trained to distrust “non-
academic” sources such as newspaper articles, YouTube videos, or Twitter comments. Because
scholarship does not yet exist on their objects of study, however, I point out they will have to
use non-academic sources. I tell students that they will be the scholars to open conversations,
to contribute new scholarship on their chosen objects of study.

To ensure that students understand not all research has to be entirely “new,” on the last day
of the semester, I introduce students to the literature review genre. Doing so helps students see
that scholars explore existing research before launching into new projects. Literature reviews
allow scholars to gauge what current or relevant research—and what gaps in that research—
exists for “objects” that have been well studied (such as Shakespeare’s King Lear), as well as those
that have not (their projects on recent profanity).

By already creating the scholarly “niche” that students will fill with their research, my
prospectus prompt emphasizes the second step for producing authentic scholarship about
an object of study: learning how to identify and apply relevant scholarly frameworks. For
the prospectus, students find two or three specific journal articles or book chapters (“theory
sources”), and summarize them, one paragraph each. By separating “framework” research from
“object of study” research, the prompt makes it structurally impossible for students to engage in
pure summary/synthesis.

In class, I illustrate this point with whiteboard diagrams, represented in the figures. Figure
1 shows a high school research report, where students summarize and synthesize research on
an object of study. Because students only research the object of study, their writing can only
repeat what other researchers have written.

Figure 2 shows a college-level research project, where students research an object of study,
but also select theory sources that never mention the object of study. In their writing (repre-
sented by the blue-filled arrows), students do the intellectual work of applying theory sources to
the object of study. This structure makes pure summary and synthesis impossible.
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Figure 1. High school research report. Blue shading indicates student writing.

Figure 2. College level research project. Blue shading indicates student writing.

Research Questions and Facilitating Dialogue
The prospectus also shows writers how to develop research questions. The questions that the
students developmust be about the object of study. Next to each research question that students
frame, the prompt demands that they also name the theory source that will help them answer
that question. This structure enables professors to engage in productive dialogue with students
about their research questions. Without a prospectus, professors are stuck asking a question
to which students often don’t have an answer: “What are your research questions?” With a
prospectus, professors can instead ask a sequence of facilitative questions:

• “What frameworks exist that might intersect with this object of study?”
• “Which of those frameworks raise questions that interest you?”
• “What questions about the object of study will this specific theory source help
you answer?”

While students who write strong prospectus drafts are well positioned to outline and write
final projects, the prompt is perhaps most valuable for students who do poorly initially be-
cause it facilitates productive dialogue, based on the questions above. In end-of-semester
self-assessments, students often comment that they plan to borrow and adapt the prospectus
structure as a planning tool for future major papers.
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Transfer and the Disciplinary Limits
of this FYW Prompt
Given the humanities-influenced research projects in my profanity-themed FYW course, stu-
dents leaving my course are well situated to transfer what they learned into “near transfer”
humanities contexts (Perkins & Salomon, 1988). Students moving into science or business con-
texts, however, will be faced with “far transfer,” that is, the need to abstract the essence of a skill
or knowledge to apply it in a new context (Perkins & Salomon, 1988). To address this limit, in the
“Introductory Overview” to the prospectus I include a section entitled, “Disciplinary examples
of how ‘theory’ sources work.” There, I give “theory source” examples from the sciences, social
sciences, business, and humanities. In the humanities, “theory sources” provide an analytical
tool with which to examine an object. In the sciences, “theory sources” provide the foundation
for the researcher’s methodological choices, which the “Introductory Overview” describes as “an
experimental method which you [the researcher/student] might then borrow [from a scholar]
to conduct your own experiment.” Both Bizup (2008) and I see these intellectual moves as the
same—a source providing “a governing concept or a manner of working” (p. 76)—but I admit the
abstraction level is high for students outside the humanities. I thus talk students through this
section of the prompt, linger over the examples, and return to those examples in individualized
ways as I find out students’ planned majors. To prevent possible negative transfer, with each
major paper I ask students to also reflect on their writing in other courses, asking what FYW
concepts and skills they have been able to use—and which concepts and skills have not applied.
I emphasize that writing in new disciplinary contexts demands that students determine what
writing strategies are not appropriate in the new context, as well as which concepts will transfer.

Graduate Students: The Dissertation Prospectus
For graduate students, I add a literature review requirement to the prompt, so students explore
existing research on their object of study. In cases where literature reviews do not make visible
a “gap” that a thesis or dissertation could address, the framework section becomes key. For such
students, finding “theory sources”—scholarly sources that do not discuss the object of study—
helps overcome the anxiety of influence (Bloom, 1973). For instance, one graduate student
studying literature felt she was simply repeating, rather than adding to, the conversations
surrounding her object of study. Adding a framework section to her prospectus pushed her
to locate two or three scholars not directly engaged in her object of study, but whose work
provided a theoretical framework through which to analyze her object of study. The process
also enabled her to understand and articulate how her line of analysis differed from that of
other scholars.

Conclusion
Unfortunately, almost all dissertation advice books, many of which include chapters on writing
proposals, currently focus on disciplines outside the humanities. Only a small handful offer
more general advice targeting all graduate students (Bolker, 1998; Dunleavy, 2003) or writers in
the humanities (Clark, 2007; Semenza, 2010). Moving forward, I hope to develop the graduate
version of my prospectus prompt by partnering with my college’s writing in the disciplines
program and writing center to develop a stand-alone workshop, and eventually a one-week
“dissertation boot camp.” Providing graduate students—particularly in the humanities, where
the prospectus genre tends to be the least explained—with explicit instruction about the genre’s
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purpose and scaffolding structure could potentially save months (perhaps years) of dissertation
time. The humanities-shaped terminology of the FYW version of the prompt adapts well for
humanities graduate students. With further adaptations—such as shifting terminology from
“theory sources” to “method sources” and the addition of an explicit “methodology” section,
this prompt could also become the basis for graduate students in the sciences and business.
Ultimately, a prospectus should facilitate productive dialogue between students and faculty,
and provide a structured process that supports students, at any level, as they learn to become
producers of knowledge within their fields.

ASSIGNMENT
Papers 2 and 3: Introductory Overview
to the Research Project
The Research Project Assignment
For your major research project this semester, I will ask you to develop an argument about an
object of study: a specific, profane utterance.

Steps in this Project
To develop your research project, you will engage in two steps:

1. STEP ONE: Write a Research Prospectus (Paper #2)
A prospectus is a planning document that will help you structure your initial
research on your project as you make decisions about a) which object of study
you want to focus on, b) which scholarly tools you want to use to analyze that
object of study, and c) which research questions you want ask about that object
of study.

2. STEP TWO: Write the Final Research Project (Paper #3):
The final project is where you’ll answer the research questions you’ve posed
about your object of study, drawing on the scholarly sources you identified in
the prospectus.

Project Vocabulary
1. Object of Study
A paper topic is a broad and general issue that can be studied and analyzed. For instance, the
general use of the term “bitch” by comedians is a topic. In contrast, an object of study is a single
instance within that broader topic: it’s a specific utterance, embedded in a particular context—
such as a single usage of the word “bitch.” For your final research project (and the Research
Prospectus leading up to it), you might write about a politician’s use of “fuck” at a specific
fundraiser, about a specific performance where a comedian used a racial epithet, about an
athlete’s use of the f-slur toward a referee during a specific game. What all these instances have
in common is that they are individual moments—a particular moment at a particular time and
place where an individual speech act occurred.

Center your paper on an object of study that focuses on a specific, profane utterance. That
utterance may be part of a public event that has been reported on in public forums (newspapers,
magazines, blogs, news websites, etc.), or it may be something you said or experienced (i.e.,
personal experiences are allowed for this paper).
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While your object of study will focus on a specific, profane utterance, that speech act may
have provoked a response or several responses. For instance, when Dick Cheney uttered “fuck”
on the Senate floor in 2004, there were a slew of responses. As the writer, you would choose the
responses that seem most relevant to your project and include them in your object of study to
research and analyze. In other words, your “object of study” will be a specific event which will
probably include not only the profane utterance, but also the response(s) to that utterance.

Limits to selecting your object of study
The goal of this paper is for you to contribute your voice as a scholar to conversations regarding
your object of study. In order for you to do so, you must choose a moment when profanity was
used that has not been written about by other scholars. If you choose a widely-publicized object
of study that took place over 18 months ago—such as Dick Cheney’s 2004 use of “fuck” on the
Senate floor—there is a very good chance that some scholar somewhere has already written
about that object of study. Your paper would then turn into a report on other scholars’ analyses
of the profane utterance. That’s not the assignment.

To ensure that there is space for your voice in the scholarship on your object of study, you
should do one of three things:

1. Write about a small, local instance where a profane utterance was reported on
publicly (in local newspapers, a local blog, a local news source), but that remained
a local news item, rather than a national or international item. For instance,
when the (all Black) Washington, DC, Dunbar high school football team went to
play a game against the (largely White) Maryland Fort Hill high school team and
the “N-word” was allegedly used against the Dunbar team players, the local DC
press picked up the story—but it remained a local news item, unreported on a
national scale. If you go with this option, you may pick any instance, whether
contemporary or historical, to work with. To find this type of object of study,
you may want to focus on local or historic newspapers.

2. Write about an instance where a profane utterance was reported on publicly in
the national and/or international press, but restrict yourself to utterances that
took place in the past 18months (i.e., since April 20XX). Given the publishing timeline
of most scholarly publications, it usually takes 18-24 months before scholars
respond to and analyze such public incidents in their articles and/or books. Thus,
if you restrict yourself to utterances that have taken place since April 20XX, you’ll
be inserting your voice into the conversation before that conversation gets fully
started (so there will be intellectual space for you to develop your own line of
analysis and argument).

3. Write about a personal experience that involved yourself or a close friend/family
member. Because you’ll be writing about a personal experience, you’ll obviously
have a clear field for writing: no published scholars will have written about this
object of study, so you’ll be the one doing the intellectual work of contextualizing
it, analyzing it, and developing your own line of argument.

Broadening your understanding of “object of study”
For the purposes of this class, your object of study must be an instance of profanity. The term
“object of study,” however, can be used in other contexts, for other assignments. It usually refers
to a specific person (i.e., a specific political figure, athlete, or musician), group (i.e., the hacker
group, “Anonymous”), event (i.e., a political assassination, a specific market crash, a specific
experiment or case study), object (i.e., a specific novel or film), or place (i.e., Times Square). You
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may find it useful to think about this definition more broadly, so that you can start looking for
“objects of study” in the scholarly articles you read, as well as the future papers that are assigned
to you during your time at GW.

2. “Theory” Sources and “Theoretical Frameworks”
“Theory” Sources

“Theory” sources are scholarly texts that provide writers with the intellectual tools needed to
analyze, interpret, or evaluate events, places, objects, phenomena, groups, or people (i.e., to help
writers discuss their objects of study).

Disciplinary examples of how “theory” sources work:

• In the sciences, a “theory” source might be an article in Science that ex-
plains how to conduct an experiment in microfluidics—an experimental
method which you might then borrow to conduct your own experiment.

• In the social sciences, a “theory” source might be an article explaining
how a certain study was conducted (i.e., how to establish intercoder
reliability)—an experimental method you could borrow to conduct your
own study.

• In business, a “theory” sourcemight beAdamSmith’s theory of economics—
and you might draw on his theory to help you analyze your object of
study (such as a recent federal decision about regulating banking prac-
tices).

• In the humanities, a “theory” source might be a feminist scholar whose
work will help you analyze anything from a recent film to a Shake-
spearean play.

“Theoretical Frameworks”
Scholars—the people who produce “theory” sources—write to other scholars in their field:
they read and cite each other to make visible their conversations. In disciplines within the
humanities, those conversational networks are often referred to as “theoretical frameworks,”
“intellectual frameworks,” or “scholarly lenses.”

To find a useful “theory” source, you have to identify the scholarly conversation taking place--the
“theoretical framework” that houses that conversation. Such conversations sometimes cluster around
a specific theory. Think of Adam Smith’s theory of economics, which has generated and shaped
a number of scholarly conversations, or think of feminism or Marxism. These are theories that
have engaged a number of scholars. In selecting such a theory, your task would be to familiarize
yourself with several of the main voices within a particular theory and to decide which of those
sources to adopt as the “theory” sources that would best help you analyze your object of study.

Or, you may choose to take a more disciplinary approach. Scholarly conversations are often
clustered within disciplines and sub-disciplines, such as linguistics, anthropology, psychology,
sociology, literature, history, economics, biology, architecture, etc. Again, these are disciplines
that have engaged a number of scholars. In selecting such a discipline, your task would be
to familiarize yourself with several of the main voices within a particular discipline (or, more
probably, a particular sub-discipline, such as the study of Hip Hop within African American
Studies; or child development within psychology) and then select from among those scholars
the specific “theory” sources that will best help you analyze your object of study.
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Profanity as a (mostly minor) framework for your project
In addition to finding a framework (scholarly conversation) to engage with for your object of
study, our course readings will provide you with a second possible framework: profanity. In
our class, we’ve read scholars who are engaged in conversations with each other (witness how
Stephens cites Pinker; how Seizer cites Douglas). Given that your objects of study must focus on
an instance of profanity, almost all of you will draw on one or two course readings as “theory”
sources contributing to those “framework” conversations on profanity.

The theory sources that you select are what will guide your approach to your object of study
and determine the kinds of research questions you’ll ask. These theory sources will provide you
with the tools to develop you own voice, your own analysis, your own critical inquiry into and
interpretation of your object of study. Your use of these theory sources will push you beyond
simply repeating what others have said about your object of study (writing a “report” on it), to
adding to that conversation.

Paper #2: Research Paper Prospectus
Percentage of Final Grade
25% of your final grade

Technical Details
• A 1500-1750 word prospectus, formatted in MLA style, double-spaced, 12 point
font, Times New Roman or Arial. Please include your final word count (not including
the Works Cited page) in parentheses after the final paragraph of the paper.

• Works Cited page: This page should include at least two scholarly sources found
through the library’s electronic subscription services and the book catalog. At
least one of these sources must be a book. The Works Cited page should also
include several object of study sources (whichmay be newspaper articles, websites,
blogs, etc).

Due Dates
Finalize object of study and explore possible frameworks Wednesday, [DATE]
Workshop drafts are due at your individual conferences with me:
—Individual Conferences Monday, [DATE]
—Individual Conferences Wednesday, [DATE]
—Individual Conferences Friday, [DATE]
Final drafts due in class Monday, [DATE]

Definitions, Goals, Tips
A “prospectus” is a genre commonly used to establish the intellectual parameters of major
projects, such as honors theses or capstone writing projects. A prospectus is also useful, however,
for long research papers, as it will help you delineate the major aspects of your project before
you sit down to write the paper. It’s a trouble-shooting tool that allows you to test out the different
parts of your project at an early stage—before you’ve committed a massive amount of time
to researching and writing—to see whether you’re likely to hit a dead end, and whether the
lines of research you’re following are leading to the kinds of research questions you’re actually
interested in exploring.
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College writing asks you to add your own voice to scholarly conversations. To do so with
credibility and authority, you need to give yourself analytical tools. “Theory” sources will
provide you with the criteria/tools/lenses to develop your own analysis about your object of
study. Your research on your object of study and “theory” sources must be completely separate:
you may not draw on the same sources for these different parts of your research. Because your
theory sources will be completely different from your sources for your object of study, you will
have to do the intellectual work of applying the theory sources (your analytical tools) to the
information and narratives that you’ve gathered about your object of study. In doing so, you
will develop your own analysis/interpretation/ evaluation of the object of study.

Finally, the prospectus helps prepare you for the moment when you develop the “research
questions” that will structure and guide your final paper. The task of the final research paper
will be to answer these questions. “Research questions,” as defined by this prospectus, are
open-ended. That is, they are interpretive, evaluative, analytical, or argumentative questions
(i.e., questions that cannot be answered with a “yes” or “no,” and that cannot be answered just
by looking up factual information). These questions should arise from your theory sources but
should be articulated in terms of your object of study (i.e., the questions should be about your object
of study).

Formatting this Assignment
This prospectus will be formatted in a series of individual sections that will be set apart from one another
by subheadings. The subheadings that you’ll use are given in the chart below. After each subheading,
you’ll write one or more paragraphs, giving however much information is needed to respond
to that prompt (without, of course, exceeding the set page limit for the assignment). You may
decide to combine several of the subheadings or change the order of the entries. For instance,
some of you may prefer to begin by describing the background context for your object of study,
before introducing the object of study itself. Others will choose to merge the “keyword” section
into the “theory sources” section. That’s fine, but please do include all the relevant subheadings
for any given section.

Below is not only the prompt to which you’ll be responding for this analytical portion of the
assignment, but also the rubric that I’ll be using to grade the paper.

Assignment
(Editors’ note: The author’s assignment is represented here in paragraph form. As the author has
noted above, however, students receive it in the form of a table. The Supplementary Materials
available online present the assignment in its original formatting.)

1. Object of Study and its Rhetorical Situation: 18 pts
The object of study identifies a specific, profane utterance, along with any relevant responses.
In this section of the prospectus, you’ve brought in enough information to introduce your object
of study to readers unfamiliar with it.

2. Theory Sources and their Corresponding Theoretical Frameworks: 42 pts
Begin by naming the framework (scholarly conversation) within which your “the-
ory” sources are situated. Then introduce two or three “theory” sources within that
framework (most students devote a separate paragraph to each theory source).
Where appropriate, research debates within the framework and select theory
sources that represent alternative/oppositional perspectives. Your description
of each theory source should address readers unfamiliar with it and follow the
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“SCaD” process, where you include a Summary of the source, Contextualize a quota-
tion from the source so that readers can understand the quotation as we’re reading
it, and Discuss the quotation (showing your readers what you want us to see in the
quotation). Your handling of the “theory” source should be detailed enough that
by the time I finish reading about each theory source, I should be able to see how it
will help you develop your analysis of your object of study.

REQUIREMENTS
• Your “theory” sources for this section should have been found through the library’s services
and MUST be one of the following types of sources:
– scholarly journal article
– book
– legal case

• Your “theory” sources must explore different information/ideas (i.e., two “theory” sources
explaining that trash talk is beneficial in the heat of a game would be redundant)

• Include one or two italicized sentences (but not more) at the end of each SCaD paragraph
that briefly applies that theory source to a specific aspect of your object of study, to show
the line of analysis you plan to use the theory source to develop in the final paper.

Target length = Approximately 2 pages

3. “Research” Questions: 15 pts
REQUIREMENTS:

At the beginning of this section (which can be a bullet-pointed list of questions), re-name the
scholarly framework from which the questions will arise.

• Present at least three questions—more, if possible—from the named framework
• Name (in parentheses next to each question) the theory source(s) that will
help you answer that particular question.

• The questionsMUST be articulated in terms of your object of study because your paper
is about the object of study, not your theory sources.

• At least one major set of debates should be visible in your questions.

NOTE: “Research” questions are open-ended questions that invite analysis, interpretation,
or argument about your object of study. The work of your final paper will be to answer those
questions.

4. Keywords: 10 pts
Definition: Keywords are words that you, as the researcher and writer, plan to explicitly define in
your final paper in order to shape how your readers think about those terms.

REQUIREMENTS:
• Devote one full paragraph to defining a keyword
• Cite at least one scholar (and possibly more) to help you establish your definition
(“scholar” means you need to draw on scholarly journal articles, books, or legal
cases). Introduce your source, draw upon a quotation to help you define the
keyword, and explicate the quotation.

• Make visible to the reader (explicitly or implicitly) why you picked this keyword
(i.e., why giving it a precise definition matters to your project)
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TIP: Do not cite a dictionary definition or encyclopedia (including Wikipedia). Doing so would
signal to your reader that you’re not an expert on this topic—and that’s a problem in a research
paper. Instead, cite the scholars you’ve been reading: use these definitions to make visible the
range and depth of your research to your readers. A potential exception to this rule is profane
words. For instance, while a number of scholars have provided definitions of the “n-word” and
“bitch,” it’s very difficult to find scholars who provide definitions of the f-slur or “gay.” If you are
struggling to find a scholarly definition for one of your keywords, talk to Prof. Hayes about it.

5. Correct grammar/Clear of typos: 5 pts
NOTE: Not a subheading—this is a grading criterion

6. Correct formatting of the Works Cited page: 10 pts
NOTE: Not a subheading—this is a grading criterion

Final Research Project
PERCENTAGE OF FINAL GRADE: 35%

Assignment
This paper will bring together all of the work you have done this semester. It should present, in
beautifully worded prose, a provocative, complex, and persuasive argument about an object of
study that focuses on a specific, profane utterance. Contextualize that utterance in order to
make visible the impact of the rhetorical situation on the word/phrase as it was used in that
particular time and place.

Your argument about this object of study should. . .
• Be grounded in the research you have done on your object of study;
• Include whatever background context your readers will need to understand your
argument fully;

• Be shaped by your exploration of theory sources drawn from at least one frame-
work;

• Make visible the exigency for writing this paper (the immediate, pressing need
for the intervention you are making in the conversation surrounding your object
of study).

NOTE: This essay is not an extended summary of (or report on) your various sources. Instead,
it is your opportunity to make an original contribution to the conversation surrounding the
object of study that you are examining.

Technical details
• 2500-3000 words, double-spaced lines, one-inch margins, 12 point font, Times
New Roman or Arial. Number the pages. Please include your final word count (not
including the References page, DO include the title page and abstract in the word count) in
parentheses after the final paragraph of the paper.

• References (APA format)with aminimum of 8 sources, including at least three
scholarly sources. At least one of the three scholarly sources must be a book; at
least one must be a scholarly journal article.
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Notes
1I adapted this term from Greene’s (2001) discussion of “framing” writing.
2There is considerable debate on the role of FYW in American universities. I agree with scholars who argue that

what constitutes “good” writing is determined by the disciplines (Crowley, 1991), discourse communities (Beaufort,
2007), or activity systems (Russell, 1995) in which writers work. However, I also agree with writing transfer scholars
who argue that FYW can help transition students from high school to college-level writing through attention to writing
transfer-enhancing moves (Downs & Wardle, 2007; Gorzelsky et al., 2017; Yancey et al., 2014).

3When working with graduate students, I add a fourth section to the prospectus: a literature review. For reasons
explained later in the article, I exclude a literature review from the FYW version of the assignment.

4In past years, I defined the assignment vocabulary in the final paper prompt, which students read first. Based on
reviewer feedback for this article, however, this year Imoved the assignment vocabulary (“object of study,” “frameworks”)
to a new introductory “overview” of the prospectus and final paper, which worked well.

5With this student’s permission, I have posted their prospectus to my George Washington University faculty web
page to serve as a sample prospectus for interested readers. It is also available at part of the Supplementary Materials
on this journal’s website.

6For scholarship on the impact of practice, see Ericsson (2006), Kellogg and Whiteford (2009), and Schwartz et al.
(2005).

7In the prompt, two other options are presented that allow students to explore objects of study that have not been
discussed by scholars.

Supplementary Material
For supplementary material accompanying this paper, including a PDF facsimile of the as-
signment description formatted as the author(s) presented it to students, please visit https:
//doi.org/10.31719/pjaw.v5i2.63.
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