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These guidelines supplement Ithaca College Division of Graduate Studies’ Thesis Preparation Guidelines to provide more detail to students interested in doing a thesis project as part of the masters of communications degree.


A thesis is a significant independent research project conducted over two or more semesters. The thesis project may be theoretical or applied in nature within the domain of organizational communication and learning (see types of studies below). 

Process of initiating a thesis project


Students interested in completing a thesis should first consult with the graduate program chair in his or her role as academic adviser. If the thesis option seems reasonable in terms of the students’ academic record and timetable for graduation, then the student will be encouraged to prepare a 1 – 2 page double spaced “vision” paper detailing his or her ideas for a thesis study and proposing a timetable for the project. This paper should be submitted to the graduate program chair, who will then distribute copies to the graduate faculty. At a subsequent meeting, the graduate faculty will review the paper, discuss the proposed project and the students’ potential for successful completion in the given timetable, and approve or disapprove of initiating the project. The graduate program chair will inform the student in writing of the graduate faculty’s decision.

Committee membership and responsibilities

Following approval of project initiation, the student proposing a thesis (hereafter referred to as the candidate) is responsible for forming the thesis committee. The thesis adviser (or one of two co-advisers) must be a member of the graduate faculty of the school of communications.


The thesis adviser provides guidance and constructive feedback to the candidate through all stages of the process, and ensures that the proposal and thesis are completed and defensible prior to copies going to the committee members. 


The graduate program chair serves as a member of all thesis committees. If she or he has expertise in the topic area, then the committee includes one additional member (i.e., a third member). If she or he does not have expertise in the topic area, then the committee includes two other members (i.e., a third and fourth). These additional committee members are normally members of the graduate faculty of the school of communications. An exception may be granted where special expertise warrants the inclusion of one member of the Ithaca College graduate faculty from outside the school of communications.


The committee meets with the candidate at the candidate’s request, reads and offers constructive feedback on the thesis proposal, participates in the proposal presentation meeting, reads and offers feedback on draft sections of the thesis as requested by the candidate and/or thesis adviser, and reviews the thesis and participates in the thesis defense. At times, the committee may meet independent of the candidate to discuss the project.


When significant contributions can be made by a faculty member outside the graduate faculty, either from Ithaca College or another institution, the candidate may petition the graduate program chair to include such a person as a member of the thesis committee. This faculty member would be an addition to the committee, not a substitution for a member listed above.

Typical timetable 


The timetable for completing a thesis will depend in part on the student’s status (full- or part-time), the type of study, and on whether Human Subjects Review approval is needed. Most typically, students doing a thesis will follow a four semester plan of full-time study to complete the degree. Work toward a thesis starts by the second semester. The student consults with the graduate chair and faculty members regarding a possible topic and then prior to the Monday of the seventh week of the semester (i.e., the seventh week of the second semester in the program, as opposed to the seventh week of the semester in which the student is enrolled in thesis) submits the “vision” paper described above to the graduate chair.


If a project is approved, the student then works with a graduate faculty member of his/her choice (and based on the graduate faculty member’s availability), who is subsequently named the thesis thesis adviser, as well as with the graduate chair to form the thesis committee. Through the remainder of the second semester and into the winter or summer break that follows, the student conducts the literature review, refines the thesis topic, and starts to draft the thesis proposal.


More focused work on the thesis occurs in the third semester, and the student signs up for three thesis credits. She or he develops the thesis proposal, as well as the proposal for Human Subject Review, when necessary. As soon as the proposal is completed and prior to the end of the seventh week of the semester, the student presents the thesis proposal to the committee. Upon approval, the student begins to conduct the study.


Research continues into the fourth semester of the program. The student completes the writing of the thesis and defends by the end of the seventh week of the semester.

Deadlines


Candidates should refer to the Thesis Preparation Guidelines from the Division of Graduate Studies, particularly page 7 where information on thesis copies and deadlines are given. Notice that the thesis—following the defense and with all required revisions made—must reach the graduate chair at least six weeks, and the graduate dean at least 30 days before graduation. 

Proposals for different types of studies


The thesis can be completed following a number of traditions and types of inquiry. Below are sample proposal outlines of five different types. Note that these different types of theses may pose different challenges and require different allocations of time for the various stages of the thesis research and writing process. An experimental research design usually requires more preparation prior to data collection than a qualitative research design or analytical thesis; an historical or descriptive thesis poses significant challenges in terms of boundary definition, so time spent reviewing and collecting information must be carefully managed; qualitative research often requires extensive reflection and time during data analysis. The student should discuss these differences with her/his thesis advisor so that time is allocated most effectively. Proposals that combine and/or do not fall neatly into one of the sample types below are possible; this too should be discussed with the thesis advisor. Note that the five samples represent proposals, as opposed to the finished thesis formats that are specified in the Thesis Preparation Guidelines of the Division of Graduate Studies.

(1) Investigative or Experimental (or Quasi-experimental) (for example, investigating the effectiveness of a communication or learning tool)

a. Title of proposed thesis

b. Statement of Purpose(s)

c. Relationship of study to related research and analysis of pertinent research (literature review)

d. Statement of need or relevance of the study

e. Investigatory or experimental procedures to be followed:

i. Experimental design

ii. Subjects to be used

iii. Measures used (surveys/interviews/psychological instruments/etc.)

iv. Plan for the analysis of data

v. Ethical considerations

vi. Bibliography

(2) Historical or Descriptive (for example, a rich descriptive case study of the development of peer-to-peer groupware and its implications for virtual teams)

a. Title of proposed thesis

b. Statement of purpose(s)

c. Relationship of study to related research and analysis of pertinent research (literature review)

d. Research plan

i. Sources and evidence (primary and secondary)

ii. Limitations of sources and evidence

e. Proposed chapter development with discussion of major subheadings

f. Bibliography

(3) Interpretive, Analytical or Critical (for example, a treatise on the relevance of Habermas’ theory of communicative action for CMC)

a. Title of proposed thesis

b. Summary of the argument and its significance as a contribution to knowledge

c. Review of the criticism and scholarly literature on the subject

d. Description of the analytical/critical/interpretative methods and the theoretical approaches that will be used

e. List of works cited and consulted

(4) Creative (for example, the creation of an interactive multimedia learning module on information visualization or a creative advertising campaign)

a. Title of proposed thesis

b. Statement of purpose(s), e.g., a clear description of the nature and the themes of the final creative product

c. A brief discussion of the major elements of the craft what will be used and how they will be used to achieve certain aims or effects

d. An explanation of why a creative thesis was chosen and why the specific form and genre were selected

e. Bibliography

(5) Qualitative (for example, an ethnographic study of an organization or work group)

a. Title of proposed thesis

b. Statement of purpose/description of phenomenon to be studied

i. Significance to field of study

ii. Research questions

c. Review of relevant research as appropriate to methodology

i. Sample selection

ii. Data gathering technique

iii. Data analysis methods

iv. Limitations

v. Ethical considerations

d. References

The outlines for various types of proposals above are borrowed and adapted from Graduate Studies, Southern Connecticut State University, www.southernct.edu/departments/graduatestudies/tpg.php3
Proposal presentation and thesis defense 


The proposal presentation should be scheduled by the candidate, in consultation with the thesis adviser and committee members, as soon as the proposal is sufficiently prepared and no later than the end of the seventh week of the semester prior to the final semester before graduation. The candidate should provide copies of the proposal to committee members two weeks in advance. At the presentation, the candidate is expected to give a brief synopsis of the study, then answer committee members’ questions. When the committee is ready to proceed, the candidate is asked to leave the room. The committee then discusses the thesis project and makes a decision to approve, approve with recommended revisions, stipulate revisions that need to be made prior to a second presentation, or recommend that the project be discontinued. Grades (A-F) for thesis credits are assigned by the thesis chair independent of this decision.


The thesis defense is similar to the proposal presentation. It should be scheduled by the candidate, with the approval of the thesis adviser, at the convenience of committee members, and no later than the seventh week of the final semester before graduation. Committee members should be given copies at least two weeks in advance of the defense. At the defense, the candidate summarizes the study for approximately 15-20 minutes, then committee members ask questions. The candidate is then asked to leave the room, and the committee makes its determination. Potential outcomes of the defense are approval of the thesis, approval with required revisions, required revisions prior to a second defense, and disapproval. (The thesis adviser will not approve of scheduling the defense if she or he feels disapproval of the thesis is a likely outcome.)


Candidates who anticipate completing the thesis and graduating in the summer should work carefully with the thesis adviser to adjust deadlines.

Policies 


The thesis must follow the Thesis Preparation Guidelines available from the Division of Graduate Studies or from the graduate program chair.


Other relevant policies that must be followed are stated in the academic policies subsection of the graduate catalog, available on the Division of Graduate Studies website (www.ithaca.edu/gradstudies/)


The thesis must be prepared according to guidelines, fifth edition, of the American Psychological Association (APA).


When the thesis project involves gathering data from human subjects, then the candidate is responsible for gaining project approval from the Ithaca College Human Subjects Review Committee. Guidelines, meeting dates and deadlines are avalailable at www.ithaca.edu/hsr/


If the candidate fails to meet aforementioned deadlines, the committee will meet to assess the project’s status and potential for completion.


Requests for exceptions to these guidelines and appeals of committee decisions should be made to the graduate program chair after consultation with the thesis adviser.
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