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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM 

Proposal Commenting Do’s and Don’ts 

When reviewing a peer’s proposal, the following questions are always important ones to keep in mind: 

 Does the proposal succinctly introduce the topic and specific research question(s) or problem(s)?

 Does the proposal provide sufficient context for an academic reader unfamiliar with the topic,
region, or author’s discipline?

 How well does the proposal describe how the dissertation seeks to draw from and contribute to
existing literature on the topic?

 How well does the proposal describe and justify the sources and methods of investigation to
undertake this research?

 Does the proposal include information about how the researcher will analyze the evidence he/she
will gather in order to answer the research question(s) posed?

 Does the proposal offer a convincing description of the researcher’s qualifications to undertake
this project successfully (including relevant summer research experiences)?

 Is the budget put forth reasonable given the dissertation research plans outlined?

However, the transition from merely reviewing a peer’s proposal to actually making productive and useful 
comments on one is a learned skill.  Reflecting on the Dissertation Proposal Development Program’s 
experience in running proposal writing workshops, we have identified some techniques for peer 
commenting that warrant emulation, and less helpful ones that we encourage commenters to avoid.  

Do’s 

We have found the most productive and useful comments to be ones that address the content of the 
proposal in a meaningful way, and that explain to the author why certain text works (or does not work) in 
the document.  See below for some examples of such substantive comments that address issues of 
organization, clarity, and ask specific questions about research plans/methods. 

Do: Ask a question about specific parts 

of the proposal. 

Do: Place critiques about word or phrase 

choices in context. 
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Do: Give concrete suggestions based off of stated critique(s) along with any compliments. 

Do: Connect your critique(s) to other 

key parts of the proposal.  

Do: Include rationale in any complimentary 

comments. 
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Don’ts 

As a general rule, we ask students to avoid commenting on the minutiae of a proposal such as grammar 
and syntax, especially without first foregrounding why the change would impact the quality of the 
proposal’s content. We also discourage comments that are complimentary but lack any specificity. See 
below for a few examples of such unproductive comments.   

Don’t: Provide vague suggestions for improvement. 

Don’t: Provide complimentary comments without rationale. 

Don’t: Copyedit, but rather focus your comments on the content of the draft proposal. 
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Other helpful tips 

Another productive approach to commenting is to use the third person when referring to the author, rather 

than addressing the author directly. Alternatively, depersonalizing comments entirely from the author and 

instead addressing the document can help to take the focus off of the author and onto the product. 

Try this…

Note: Even some comments in the “Do's” section violate the best practices stated above. 

Not this… 


