
How to write a Masters 
thesis proposal

DAT315 The Computer Scientist in Society



This course

• Write ”a” Masters 
thesis proposal

• Get feedback from 
course assistants

• Judged on writing

Your real 
Masters thesis
• No feedback

• Judged by your
examiner

Same deadline!

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
But different assessment.You CAN write a totally separate proposal for us if you really want to…



Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
What’s the difference between a paper and a proposal?



What is the problem to be 
solved?

• Is it interesting?

• Is it important?

• Is it feasible?



What is the problem?

• What is the question to be answered?
• We should learn something from the project.

• There should be a clearly defined research question
to be answered.

”Is it possible to improve Evosuite’s test case generation 
by taking contracts into account?”

What’s
Evosuite?

What are contracts in 
this setting?

What do we mean by 
improvement?



What is the problem?

• Is it interesting?

”Is it possible to build a web 
site for <…> AB?”

The answer to the 
question should not be 

obvious



What is the problem?

• Is it important?

• Is there a ”customer”?
• Why do they want it?
• What do they plan to do with it?

• What will a solution make possible?

Company?
Open-source project?

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
Why should I care?



What is the problem?

• Is it feasible?

”I plan to prove that P=NP.
Success will be the death knell
of non-quantum cryptography.”



What has been done before?

• Show that you know the area
• At the very least, identify key papers to study

• Show that there is previous work to build on
• Feasibility!

• Identify the gap you will fill
• Show what is new
• Feasibility!

Problem and 
previous work are

key parts of the 
thesis too!

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
You know what you’re getting into! (Not so unusual for a literature study to be part of a project)Use the study you’ve done on this course!



What is the planned approach?

• What is your idea?

• What are the key
challenges?

• Are there initial results?

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
What do you think will be the main problems you need to solve?Nothing more convincing than having made a start!



How will you evaluate results?

How will you
define success?

Simon Peyton-Jones’ suspicious
phrases:
• “Gain insight into…”
• “Develop the theory of…”
• “Study…”



”Is it possible to improve Evosuite’s test case generation 
by taking contracts into account?”

What do we mean by 
improvement?

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
Better coverage?Better at finding simulated bugs?Better at finding real bugs?How will you measure?



Why you?

• Why are you the right person(s) for this project?

• What previous experience can you bring to bear?
• Courses, obviously
• Other relevant projects

Please give
me money!

Please let
me start my 

Masters 
thesis!

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
Critical for a research funding applicationYour examiner will still want to know that you’re qualified for the task!



What are the risks?

• Must you learn about an entirely new tool?
• How long will that take?

• Are you relying on existing software?
• What if it works less well than you expect?

• What if the problem is harder than you think?

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
Research often is harder than you think.



Backup plan

Stretch goals



What about IPR?

• e.g. source code

• Open source?

• Probably hope to use
the results

• May give you private 
information

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
IPR belongs to youUse on what terms? Many companies offer a bonus on completion—expect to give up IPR.Clear open source with the company in advance.Make IPR plan clear!



One more thing—the template

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
Template on sharelatex—use it!



Theory
Methods
Results

Conclusion

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
Don’t do this! Not appropriate for CS.



Deadlines

29 Nov

6 Dec

13 Dec

Submit first draft proposal

You get feedback from TAs

Deadline for complete
proposal

Presentatör
Presentationsanteckningar
And this is the same deadline as for the real thesis.
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