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This document presents the guidelines for the PhD Thesis Proposal to be written 

by the students enrolled in the PhD Doctoral Program in Computer Science and 

Engineering at IST.  

The PhD Thesis Proposal is a short monograph (suggested to be less than 20 

pages 11 pt single-column Times or equivalent) motivating and describing the 

planned research work and the contributions expected to lead to a PhD thesis. This 

proposal should be submitted no more than two years after the student has 

enrolled in the PhD programme.  

The objective of the PhD Thesis Proposal is to demonstrate that the candidate is 

well prepared and has an adequate profile to progress to the research phase of the 

PhD Program. This includes the acquisition of a good knowledge of a scientific 

area, the identification of an open problem in that area and the research directions 

to follow to solve that problem. The candidate should be able to convince the 

Thesis Advisory Committee (Comissão de Acompanhamento de Tese) that the 

proposed research is both significant and important, makes an original contribution 

to the field, corresponds to his/her knowledge and interest and can be completed 

within the time required.  

Full details of the work to be carried out are not expected to be given at this stage. 

It should be clear that the student has all that is needed to conduct the proposed 

work: a very good knowledge of the state of the art, a specific problem to work on 

and a realistic approach to tackle the problem. The full details of this work will be 

given in the dissertation, once the thesis is concluded.  

In what follows, a typical structure of a PhD thesis proposal. Note that the student 

is not obliged to follow this structure if she finds that there is another structure, 

more adequate, to the specificity of her PhD thesis. However, the contents 

described next should all be contained in the document.   

 

 



1. Introduction  

The student should introduce her work in an accessible and light way. She should 

briefly describe the research area she will be working on as well as the problem 

she is going to handle and how she proposes to solve it. Motivating examples are 

adequate in this section.  

 

2. Research Context  

Present the state of the art of the research area, ranging from the first papers to 

the most recent ones. Of course the student should have read and understand 

them all. Specially focus on the part that will be more relevant to her work. Give 

references to journals and conferences/workshops with published proceedings, 

and avoid url references, unless these complement journal or 

conferences/workshops references.  

 

3. Research Statement  

Clearly identify the problem to solve. Relate it with existing work. Explain why the 

problem is interesting and relevant. Characterize the solution being sought. Explain 

how the student plans to solve the problem and to what extent the planned 

contributions are new. State the contributions which are expected as the outcome 

of the thesis.  

 

4. Work plan  

The thesis proposal should present a realistic research plan in terms of milestones, 

with specific dates and planned publications. Some of the milestones may have 

already been achieved. These milestones do not have to be strict and may be 

adapted periodically. Nonetheless the student is expected to have a timeline in 

mind. Moreover, an accomplished PhD work should at least result in a couple of 

relevant conference/workshop or journal publications. The publication process 

takes time and therefore should be well planned in advance and not left only to the 

final stages of the PhD.  

 



5. References  

A complete list of related references, to be cited in the other sections, should be 

included. Guarantee that each reference is as complete as possible. The same 

references should be part of the references in the PhD dissertation.  

The most important part of the document is the research statement. The research 

statement describes the core of the work to be developed. It should be clear and 

ambitious although feasible. But the research statement can hardly be well 

understood without a carefully written research context. The work plan is intended 

to show that you will be able to carry out the proposed work in the time left for 

finishing the PhD.  

   


