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Introduction 

Congratulations! You are embarking on an exciting experience in your graduate degree ï the 
culminating project. Over the next semester(s) you will be investigating a topic of your choice or 
compiling and reflecting on the work that you have produced throughout this program and will 
make an argument for how you have met the program objectives. During this process, there are 
several important steps that you must take in order to be successful. This document is designed 
to familiarize you with these steps. 
 
The EDS culminating project is intended to provide you the opportunity to apply the knowledge 
and skills that you have accumulated in your graduate program. There are two types of 
culminating projects ï EDS 601: Thesis OR EDS 602: Portfolio.  
 
EDS 601: Thesis 
 
EDS 601: Thesis requires you to produce an original conceptual or applied project that 
integrates the knowledge and skills gained through the program by investigating a problem or 
extending the current state of knowledge. 
 
These projects can take one of three forms ï empirical, non-empirical/conceptual, or a 
review of literature.  
 
An empirical study is an investigation that includes the systematic collection and analysis of 
original data, typically involving human subjects. Empirical studies involve the quantitative 
and/or qualitative measuring of factors to describe behaviors and context or to estimate how 
factors are related to and have an effect on each other.  
 
A non-empirical/conceptual study is a collection and analysis of non-original data and 
includes such research as a historical analysis, policy study, or curriculum review.  
 
According to Bangert-Drowns (2005), ña literature review is both the process and the product. 
A literature review is a descriptive, analytic summary of the existing material relating to a 
particular topic or area of study. The literature review process involves a systematic examination 
of prior scholarly worksò. 

As adapted from Ling Pan (2013), the following are examples of purposes you might have for a 
literature review:  

1. trace the history of social, political, philosophical, or scientific developments in 
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3. estimate the overall degree of effectiveness of curriculums, instructional methods, 
school policies, etc. by evaluating the studies in which the outcomes of these are 
examined; and 

4. describe possible fruitful areas for future research based on the research conducted 
to date (p. 2). 

 
For the thesis project, you will choose a topic of interest and a problem of study related to that 
topic. Based upon that problem, you will create a final product that includes five chapters: (1) an 
introduction to, and the background of the research problem with a list of research questions; (2) 
a review of the relevant literature that informs your work; (3) a description of the data collection 
and analysis methods; (4) a description of the results/findings; and (5) a discussion of the 
results/findings. The only exception is the review of literature, which will not include a literature 
review as Chapter 2. Throughout the process of writing the proposal and final paper, you will 
demonstrate your ability to work independently and professionally, to pay attention to detail, and 
to think critically.  
 
All forms of the thesis require the same process of writing a proposal, orally defending it in front 
of your culminating project committee, and the writing and defense of the final project. You 
should expect a minimum of two semesters to reach completion. One semester will be for the 
proposal stage of the project. The second semester will be for completing data collection and 
writing the final paper.  
 
You should expect MANY revisions of your work based upon comments from your Culminating 
Project Chair (from now on referred to as ñChairò) and your committee members. In the long-
run, paying attention to format (APA 6th1) and writing details will shorten the process for 
everyone. You need to adhere to a schedule of events in submitting, revising, and defending 
your project. Development of a culminating project also entails adequate and regular contact, as 
appropriate, with your Chair and committee members. It is recommended that you create a 
timeline with due dates for turning in drafts of the project. You will NOT be allowed to enroll in 
the second semester of the project until the proposal has been defended and approved.  
 
The outlines provided in this document are appropriate for most students. Your Chair will help 
you adapt the outlines to less traditional research approaches.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
1 A good online reference is the APA Style Guide at Purdueôs Online Writing Lab (OWL) 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/apa_style/apa_style_introduction.html  

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/apa_style/apa_style_introduction.html
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Thesis Project Completion Checklist 
 

Date completed 
 
__________ Prior to enrolling in EDS 601, you must meet with your Chair to discuss your 

project, including project options, projected timeline, and additional committee 
members. 

 
__________ Complete the Committee Approval Form and return it to your Adviser.  
 
__________ With approval from your Chair, you will enroll in the first one to three hours of EDS 

601 to complete the writing of the proposal. You must contact EDS Office Staff to 
enroll.  

 
__________ If you plan to do any empirical research/inquiry involving human subjects, you 

must complete the training and paperwork required by the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) (see page 7 for additional information). 

 
__________ When the proposal has met the satisfaction of your Chair, you will arrange to 

orally defend the proposal with your committee. 
 
__________  





http://www.wiu.edu/sponsored_projects/compliance/hs_researchers_guide.php
http://www.wiu.edu/sponsored_projects/compliance/irb_policy_and_procedures_June2016.pdf
http://www.wiu.edu/sponsored_projects/compliance/irb_policy_and_procedures_June2016.pdf
https://about.citiprogram.org/en/homepage/
https://about.citiprogram.org/en/homepage/
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Semester 2: Data Collection and Final Paper Stage 
 

The final culminating project is the addition of two chapters to the work you completed during 
the proposal stage. The actual content of the chapters will depend on your topic but generally 
will include a description of the results/findings and a discussion of the results (to include your 
conclusions, interpretations, and recommendations). See pages 10 to 18 for a list of the 
chapters and minimum required content. Again, be sure to follow APA guidelines for formatting, 
references, and style. You will continue to work closely with your Chair during data collection, 
analysis, and the writing of the final paper. You should expect many revisions.  
 
Data collection and analysis must be completed with sufficient time for you to write and defend 
the final paper. We recommend that you do not spend more than half of the semester collecting 
data to allow you at least four weeks for data analysis and writing. As with the proposal, you 
should send your final paper to committee members no later than four weeks before the end of 
the semester to allow them time to read the project before the defense and for you to make 
revisions after the defense.  
 
Culminating Project final papers must demonstrate: 
ǒ Evidence of student mastery of the conceptual and/or theoretical focus of the project 
ǒ Mastery of the relevant literature upon which the culminating project is grounded 
ǒ Evidence of mastery of the methodological and analytical tools employed in addressing 

the problem that was the focus of the culminating project 
ǒ Use of appropriate form and organization (guidelines are provided) 
ǒ Adherence to all university, college, and department requirements related to the master's 

culminating project 
                                                             

Final Oral Defense 
 
The oral defense for the final project will be similar to the defense of the proposal. When your 
Chair feels the final project is ready for the entire committee, you will arrange an oral defense. 
For the defense, you will present your project to the committee members and all others in 
attendance. In this defense, you should plan to introduce the topic by providing some 
background information and explaining the purpose of your study, your research questions, and 
methodology. The description of these should be briefer than that of the proposal defense as 
the focus of your presentation is on the results or findings of your study and your discussion and 
recommendations.  Your presentation should be around 20-25 minutes in length. 
 
After your presentation, the committee members will question you about your study, which might 
include asking for clarification or elaboration. You will then be asked to leave the room while the 
members deliberate and determine if you have passed the oral defense. The committee will 
then invite you back into the room and you will be notified of their decision. It is very common for 
committee members to recommend additional corrections or changes to the final project.  
 
 



http://www.wiu.edu/graduate_studies/thesis_and_dissertation/
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Format of Thesis Projects 
 

Empirical Study 

 

I. Prefatory Material 
ǒ Title Page 
ǒ Abstract (final paper only) 
ǒ Table of Contents, table of contents for tables and figures, if needed 

 
II. Chapter I – Introduction 
 
This chapter will be in future tense for the proposal and past tense for the final paper. 
 
This chapter provides an introduction to the study.  Its length will vary from topic to topic.  
For the sake of brevity, the EDS faculty would like this chapter to be approximately 10 
pages. 
 

A. Introduction 
ǒ Briefly introduce the topic.
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https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
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IV. Chapter III – Methods 

 
This chapter will be in future tense for the proposal and past tense for the final paper. 
 
This chapter provides a discussion of the studyôs methodology and intended data analysis.  
Its length will vary from topic to topic.  For the sake of brevity, the EDS faculty would like this 
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and 5. This should complement your chosen research methodology 
and theoretical perspective. 

 
Chapters 1 – 3 complete the proposal stage of the project. Any changes to the 
culminating project proposal must be approved by the committee and the Institutional 
Review Board before going forward with the final project. 
 
 

V. Chapter IV – Results 
 
NOTE: This chapter will only be part of the final paper. 
 
This chapter is the basic presentation of the results. You will not provide interpretations in 
Chapter 4. 
 

A. Participants 
ǒ Describe the demographics of the individuals who participated in your study. 

B. Instrumentation and Data Collection 
ǒ Describe the actual process of how data was collected. 

C. Analysis 
ǒ Describe the methods used to analyze your data. 
ǒ This is used sparingly in quantitative research, particularly in studies using 

widely recognized methods of statistical analysis; however it is usually 
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ǒ Mention important strengths of your study and limitations including 
generalizability.  

ǒ If applicable, describe specific implications of your results on the original 
context and population you sought to study; and/or implications on your 
practice in your field.  

ǒ Make specific recommendations for future research.  
 

VII. References (must be in APA format) 
 

VIII. Appendices (e.g. solicitation for participants, informed consent, instrument, etc.) 
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Non-empirical/Conceptual Study 
 

Policy analysis, historical analysis, curriculum review 
 

I.

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
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Review of Literature 
 
 

I. Prefatory Material 
 
ǒ See guidelines for empirical studies 

 
II. Chapter I – Introduction 

 
ǒ See guidelines for empirical studies 

 
III. Chapter II - Proposed Methods 

 
E. Introduction 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Andrew_Holmes9/publication/260421552_Researcher_positionality_-_a_consideration_of_its/data/00b4953121227a3086000000/Researcher-positionality-a-consideration-of-its-influence-and-place-in-research.pdf
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IV. Chapter III – Literature Review 

 
NOTE: This chapter will only be part of the final paper.  A comprehensive review of literature 
will be approximately 40 pages.  
 

A. Introduction 
ǒ Briefly provide background and context of the study. 
ǒ Provide an overview of the chapter,  

B. Discussion of Theory/Research  
ǒ Organize the literature review around your research questions, typically 

starting from broad issue(s), such as the theoretical framework, to more 
specific.  
i. Each section of the literature review should summarize a context that 

helps readers understand a certain aspect of the research problem being 
studied.  

1. Review the works that add to this understanding within each 
section 

2. Synthesize the works by describing how they relate to each other 
and, together, bring about an understanding of the context and 
research problem 

3. Describe inconsistencies and/or conflicts in the research within 
this context 

ii. Identify new ways to interpret the research, 
iii. Critique any relevant theories associated with the research, 
iv. Summarize the current state of knowledge from the works you reviewed 

regarding the research problem under investigation, 
 

V. Chapter VI – Discussion  
 
ǒ See guidelines for empirical studies, 

 
VI. References (must be in APA format) 

 
VII. Appendices (if necessary) 
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EDS 602: Educational Studies Portfolio2 

 

The primary aim of the Western Illinois University Educational Studies graduate program is to 

assist in the development of highly competent, flexible, and empowered practitioners who will 

have a positive impact on student learning, their immediate professional setting, and their 

profession as a whole. Graduates of the ES program currently work as teachers, instructors, 

educational consultants, policy analysts, and academic advisors in schools, colleges, and other 

professional settings. Students who graduate with a M.S.Ed. in Educational Studies will be able 

to demonstrate a discipline-grounded knowledge base regarding contemporary psychological, 

sociocultural and philosophical theories and/or research. Components of this knowledge base 

include the review, analysis, and evaluation of scholarly literature and an exploration or 

investigation of relevant topics, skills, programs and issues with an eye toward resolving 

problems of practice. 

 

Directions: Upload each reflective statement, with accompanying artifacts into the Assignments 

folders on the EDS 602 course space on WesternOnline. Examples will be provided.    

   

1. Choose and submit a minimum of five distinct artifacts (papers, projects, exams, work 

samples) from the courses that you have completed in the M.S.Ed. program.   

2. Write a total of five, 200-300 word reflective statements, one responding to each prompt 

below.
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4. The same artifact might support more than one prompt, but make sure to have at least 

five different artifacts in all.  

5. The reflective statements should respond to the prompts above and be very specific.  

The reflective statement should tell the reader exactly why an artifact, or multiple 

artifacts, was/were chosen and how it/they demonstrate(s) the competency for which the 

entry is submitted. Among the artifacts, readers should be able to see  

a. the ability to organize and present information, arguments, and conclusions in a 

cohesive logical manner; and  

b. the ability to write clearly using academic language, appropriate style (APA), and 

formatting; including references. 

 

Portfolio Project Completion Checklist 

 
Date completed 
 
__________ Prior to enrolling in EDS 602 (0 credit hours/no cost), you must contact your 

program adviser (MSEd in Educational Studies Graduate Program Coordinator) 
for approval of this option. 
 

__________ Your adviser will make sure than you have submitted a degree plan that includes 
your required courses and an additional 3 credits of graduate electives. 
 

__________ Contact the Office Manager, Danielle Beard, to be enrolled in EDS 602.  
 

__________ 
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