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Master’s Paper-Elements and Content

The Master’s Paper can take several forms (research project, program evaluation, needs assessment,
policy white paper, etc.), and there is no current divisional policy on its organization or content. The
following paragraphs regarding the content of major sections has been compiled from the helpful book
How to Write and Publish a Scientific Paper (R.A. Day, ISI Press, 1979) to serve as a starting point for
section content. Be sure to check with your advisor on the elements and contents that are appropriate for
your paper. It is appropriate to use a high quality published report in an area related to your paper as a
template for the elements, style of presentation, and citation format.

Master’s Paper Elements

Title Page--check CHS Student Handbook for correct text
Abstract--usually written last

Table of Contents

Acknowledgments (optional)

Introduction

Literature Review/Background & Significance
Theoretical Framework

Methodology

Results

Discussion

Conclusions

Literature Cited

Appendices--include any instruments/forms, consents, copies of IRB approval, etc.

Research Study

Introduction:  "The purpose of the introduction should be to supply sufficient background
information to allow the reader to understand the problem you chose, its importance, and how you
plan to study it." It is important for the reader to understand how the problem is defined and the
approach you will be taking for the rest of the paper.

Literature Review: Give the reader sufficient background information to understand the intellectual
and existing research on the topic. This ought to allow the reader to “evaluate the results of the
present study without needing to refer to previous publications on the subject. Choose references
carefully to provide the most salient background rather than an exhaustive review of the topic". This
is not an annotated bibliography listing all known works on the subject, but is a critical analysis of
pertinent literature relating to your topic or problem. The topics should be arranged in a logical
sequence, using subheadings. There should be good flow/transitions between sections. The review
should lead the reader through what is known (and not known) and evaluate the methods which have
been used to date. A good review should lead to no surprises in the methods section (e.g. a sample
you did not discuss, a measure you did not bring up, etc.)

Theoretical Framework: This section needs to give the reader an overview of the social, behavioral,
physiological, political, economic or other theory being used to guide the study, analytic review or
policy analysis. The conceptual model that reflects the concepts being addressed is presented and
discussed here. The theoretical propositions derived from the theoretical framework are stated and
explained in reference to the theory and conceptual model developed for the paper. For position or



policy analysis papers and analytic literature reviews, the theoretical framework ought to reflect the
concepts being discussed.

Methods: In this section, you detail the methods and steps you used to perform the study. These are
usually presented chronologically, taking care to include how the sample and subjects were selected,
any instruments developed and validated, variables selected, method(s) used to obtain the data, and
statistical analysis plan. While your sample population can be generally described, do not introduce
results in this section. Be sure to include in the appendices any instrumentation you used. Remember
that all student research must be approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to your
beginning the project; it is appropriate to include mention of this approval in the methods, and to
include a copy of the approval in the appendices.

Results: Give brief overview of what was done, without repeating the Methods section, then present
the data. If there are only a few determinations, then the data can be presented descriptively in the
text. More complex data should be presented as tables. Keep in mind that whatever you present
should be meaningful and not repetitive. Variables which seemed to have little effect on your results
can be mentioned, but may not necessarily be included in their entirety--check with your advisor.
Unanticipated findings can and should be presented. Any statistics used should also be meaningful.
"The results should be short and sweet, without verbiage". Your results represent that aspect of your
study which is new knowledge, and as such, they must be very clear. "When the perfect scientific
paper is written, if it ever is, the Results section may possibly have just one sentence: "The results are
shown in Table 1. Theoretically, the written results and any tables or figures should be able to stand
alone, but this does not mean that all points from a table are described in the text. Contrary to a
manuscript submitted for publication, tables and figures in a Master’s Paper are included in the text
near their first citation.

Discussion: This is often the most difficult section for students because term papers often don't give
you much practice at doing it. However, this is an important section because it explains what your
results mean and how they relate to what we already know. Key features of a good discussion include:
(a) presentation of the principles, relationships and generalizations suggested by the Results; (b)
integrate the findings into the theoretical/conceptual basis for the research; (c) point out any
exceptions or lack of correlation and define unsettled points; (d) discuss how your results and
interpretations agree (or contrast) with previously published work; (e) discuss the theoretical
implications of your findings; and (f)discuss possible practical applications to public health practice.
The discussion also includes a section on the limitations of the study or analysis.

End the paper with a statement of your conclusions, and relate back to the overall significance of your
results. "Seldom will you be able to illuminate the whole truth; more often, the best you can do is
shine a spotlight on one area of the truth, ...buttressed by your data.” Don’t conclude beyond what
your data and findings suggest.

Literature Cited: There are several styles used in citing sources you use in the paper--use the one
your advisor suggests. A good guide for format issues for citations as well as other issues is the
Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association. It is important to be consistent
with whatever style you use. Similarly, you need to select and cite primary and original sources; it is
not acceptable to list a reference you have not directly consulted.

Sources:
Day, R.A., How to Write and Publish a Scientific Paper, ISI Press, Philadelphia, 1979.
DePoy, E. and L.N. Gitlin, Introduction to Research, Mosby, St. Louis, 1994.
Leedy, P.D., Practical Research: Planning and Design, Third Edition, Macmillan, New York, 1985.



Analytic Literature Reviews

Rather than being an annotated bibliography, a good review paper critically evaluates the published
literature in an area(s), usually drawing conclusions based on the literature. Often, literature from several
content areas will be evaluated to explore a particular problem, form the basis for suggesting other
research, develop a theoretical model, or to make recommendations aimed at resolving a pertinent
problem. As with any paper, getting organized is important; many writers find an outline helpful, and it
shows your advisor/reader where you intend the paper to go. As an example of appropriate reviews, you
might check those listed in a recent Annual Review of Public Health (found in the SPH Reference
Center, Library of the Health Sciences and on-line).

The major topic/concept areas are arranged in a logical order, leading the reader through the maze of
information to the point you wish to make. Each topic area should be introduced with a general
description of what you will cover, and will end with a similar paragraph which bridges from one division
to another.

Introduction: This section introduces the reader to your topic and the problem(s) you plan to address
in the rest of the paper. A good introduction provides the road map for the reader. It clarifies the
chosen problem, why it is important, and how you will address the essential elements in the review.

Background and Theoretical Framework: It is appropriate to have a section following the
introduction which provides the theoretical framework you are using to explore your research
questions, and/or outlining the research approach you are taking to the analytical review. It is
important to provide the reader information about the topic so that the literature to be reviewed can be
assessed in relationship to what is known about the topic. A theoretical framework is also presented in
which the major concepts are identified. Also, the theory or theories used to understand the topic is
discussed.

Methodology: Provide a fairly detailed description of the methods used. This will include, at
minimum, the procedure used to search for the relevant literature, the criteria for including a research
report in the review, and the procedure for abstracting the relevant information or data from the
literature. This section ought to be sufficiently detailed so that the search could be replicated.
Remember to be selective in your review. A literature review is not everything you have read on a
topic; it is everything you have read that is directly related to the topic of study.

Results: Some sources suggest organizing the review as an inverted pyramid, moving from the broad
perspective to a more specific one. Sub-headings are very helpful for the reader, and can serve as an
'internal outline' of the literature review. Throughout, it is important to show the 'relatedness' of the
study to your problem. Remember what you "say about the study is more important than what the
author says in the study".

Discussion: This is a major section of the paper where you develop and integrate the ideas presented
with the literature, heavily relying on your own ideas. This section can also identify gaps in the
literature and specific areas for additional research. Through the literature review and discussion
process you demonstrate your understanding of the theoretical, research methods, findings and
implications of the reviewed literature in that field. Remember not to go beyond your data.

Conclusion: An analytical literature review should also include a brief conclusion section where you
take all the information you have gathered and integrated and present the significance--what does it all
mean and why is it important?



Timeline for Preparation of the Master’s Paper

The Master’s Paper is an important and rigorous product of the MPH student experience. To ensure
quality of the paper, preparation should begin no later than the beginning of the semester before the
semester you intend to present it

It is expected that you will write and submit multiple drafts of your paper for review and feedback from
your advisor and second reader before you do your oral presentation. You need to allow adequate time
for your advisor/reader to review each draft. After the presentation, you most likely will need to make
additional (often minor) modifications based on feedback at the presentation.

Each paper poses unique challenges, and so the Master’s Paper-preparation process will vary from student
to student; you should work out the details of this process with your advisor. The timeline below is given
as one example of how your Master’s Paper preparation could be paced. This timeline represents the
writing part only. Students involved with survey development, interviewing and/or data collection and
analysis should allow more time than projected here; these steps are presented on the next page and many
can be completed concurrently with the writing time line. Students will need to discuss how to manage
this with their advisor. IRB approval (if required) is necessary before data collection can begin. The
actual steps you complete along the way will vary, depending on the type of paper you are doing.
However, in all cases you should expect to spend several months working on your Master’s Paper.
Remember that like many other projects, completing a quality paper usually takes longer than you
anticipate.

EXAMPLE OF A TIMELINE FOR WRITING THE MASTER’S PAPER

Semester Before the Oral Presentation of Your Master’s Paper
Weeks 1-5: Discuss paper ideas with advisor; if you plan a research project, please see the Research Tasks
portion on the following page
Make final decision on topic, purpose, and audience
Develop initial paper outline
Project a time line for completing the project; goals and milestones will help you move forward
Review outline and time line with advisor
Select a second reader and meet with them to discuss your paper
Start literature review

Weeks 6-10:  Conduct complete literature review and begin writing this section
Develop problem statement in detail
Obtain feedback from advisor on work done thus far

Weeks 11-15: Revise outline
Draft abstract
Organize and complete literature review
Re-write problem statement as needed
Obtain feedback from advisor on work done thus far; several drafts may be needed

Semester in Which the Oral Presentation of Your Master’s Paper Takes Place
Weeks 1-4: Complete first draft of complete paper and give to your advisor

Weeks 5-7: Revise drafts according to feedback from advisor and second reader
Draft overheads or slides for presentation
Obtain feedback from advisor on overheads



Weeks 8-9:

Week 10:

Weeks 11-12:

Weeks 12-14:

Week 15:

WHEN DOING

Estimated
Time to Allow

Submit abstract and revised complete paper to advisor; advisor must approve abstract before
giving it to Academic Coordinator. Note that advisors need to read a complete draft of your
paper and approve your abstract in order for you to present your work.

Revise complete paper based on feedback from advisor and second reader
Revise slides/overheads

Continue needed revisions on paper and slides/overheads
Rehearse oral presentation, including at least one rehearsal with advisor

Oral presentations take place

Make final changes in paper, based on feedback from presentation and discussion with advisor
Proofread and edit carefully; don’t forget to consult the CHS handbook for final guidance

Submit final copy of Master’s Paper for approval and signature by both advisor and reader.
Be sure to provide copies for your advisor, reader and CHS; at least one original and at least two
copies are needed.

A RESEARCH PROJECT, HERE ARE TASKS STUDENTS NEED TO PLAN FOR before
starting THE WRITING PHASE

Task

2 wks-6 months

2 - 4 weeks

2 wks - 1 month

1 month

2 weeks

2 - 6 weeks

< 1 week

Identify idea/concept for research project and discuss with advisor

Think through the project; do preliminary library work; identify theory base/conceptual
framework; group to be studied; instruments needed; research design issues; identify time and
resources needed; discuss potential second readers with your advisor

Make and finalize any arrangements needed with agency or organization to conduct your
research

Draft protocol/methodology (what data do you need? how will you get it?); research and
sampling design; develop and test instruments, if needed; make arrangements to get secondary
data or records; develop analysis plan; provide agency, advisor and reader with a draft
protocol

Finalize protocol; complete and submit IRB application, if required

Use IRB waiting time to complete literature search; read and select articles for the literature
review; draft literature review outline and begin writing this section

Set up data base for data entry and analysis

2 wks - 2+months  Once IRB protocol approved, begin and complete data collection

1 -2 weeks

2 - 4 weeks

2 - 3 weeks

1 month

Data entry and cleaning
Data analysis
Synthesis of findings and develop tables

Draft Results and Discussion chapters and integrate with Literature Review



