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COLLEGE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE AND PUBLIC POLICY 

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS PROGRAM 

DIRECT INDEPENDENT RESEARCH (DIR) GUIDELINE 

This guideline provides information about the Directed Independent Research (DIR) option in the International 
Affairs Master’s Program at Florida State University. The guideline will describe the tentative timeline, process, 
and requirements of a DIR. Faculty and students may use this guideline to develop a research plan and create 
assessment rubrics to assess the student’s performance.  

COURSE DESCRIPTION  

The Directed Independent Research (DIR) course allows International Affairs Master’s students to complete 
an original research project as a degree completion requirement in lieu of the comprehensive exam or master’s 
thesis. Students who decide to complete the DIR will use their research project to demonstrate the full range 
of knowledge, skills, and competencies gained through their graduate studies.  

PURPOSE 

The DIR is intended to encourage talented graduate students to undertake independent and original research 
as part of their graduate experience, within a framework similar to that of a thesis-based master’s degree 
program.  

Course objectives  

• Engage in and contribute to international policymaking and diplomacy 
• Analyze, interpret, and synthesize global data and cross-national trends 
• Apply critical thinking and cross-cultural problem-solving skills to complex international challenges 
• Communicate effectively with diverse international stakeholders, institutions, and audiences 

Students will demonstrate their mastery of these competencies by conducting an individual research project. 
To complete the course, students must: develop a clear project scope; conduct background research on an 
international issue or problem area; design and implement an appropriate study methodology to collect and 
analyze relevant data; prepare a professional-level written analysis of their findings. In addition, students will 
present their findings orally to the graduate committee.  

The DIR is an individual project completed by the student. Students are expected to undertake the DIR during 
their final semester on campus after successfully completing the two research methods courses offered by 
the International Affairs program or an affiliated department (these courses must be approved by the program 
director or graduate director). In the semester prior to beginning the DIR, students will identify a faculty 
member to supervise their research and prepare a project prospectus. This prospectus must be approved by 
the supervisor, the graduate director, and a third DIR faculty committee member. The project must be 
completed by the end of the degree program, which includes submitting the final research report and delivering 
a DIR presentation to the graduate committee.  
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ELIGIBITY 

Graduate students in the International Affairs Program who have completed two approved research methods 
courses offered by the International Affairs Program (INR XXXX and INR XXXX) or an affiliated department and 
approved by the Program Director or Graduate Director, are eligible to begin DIR research. 

COURESE REQUIREMENTS 
 
The DIR course is graded on an S/U (Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory) basis. The minimum passing grade is 85 
points. 
 
Participation/Attendance (10 points) 
During the DIR semester, there will be three scheduled meetings with the graduate director, as well as weekly 
consultations with the student’s chosen DIR instructor. The scheduled meetings with the graduate director 
include the first-day class meeting, a mid-semester check-in, and the final oral presentations. Communication 
is an essential component of the capstone course. Students are required to meet with their DIR instructor 
regularly, or as needed, depending on the DIR instructor’s available time slots and schedule. 
 
DIR Presentation (20 points) 
The DIR presentation takes place toward the end of the semester (approximately Week 13). The presentation 
committee includes the DIR instructor, the Graduate Director, and a third DIR faculty committee member 
identified at the outset of the process. 
 
Final Research Paper (70 points) 
The DIR should be formatted like a conference research paper. Students are expected to submit papers that 
fully meet professional writing standards, meaning that there should be no typos, misspelled words, wordy or 
run-on sentences, or grammatical errors in your drafts. DIR papers must also be well organized and provide a 
clear narrative flow. The DIR paper should generally have a length of 30–50 pages of text (with double line 
spacing). Major section headings (background, methodology, etc.) should be in 14-point font size; other 
subheadings and text should use a 12-point font. 

TIMELINE AND DEADLINES 

Students must submit signed forms at various stages of the DIR approval process. DIR research may begin in 
the fall, spring, or summer semester. Students must register for DIR credit hours during the research semester. 

A successful DIR typically spans three semesters: 

1. Methods I and Application Semester 
2. Methods II and Prospectus Approval Semester 
3. DIR Research and Defense Semester 

Although students enroll in the DIR course during their final semester, research preparation should begin at 
least two semesters earlier to allow adequate time for skills development and project refinement. Students 
assemble and work with a faculty committee to select a topic, develop a prospectus, complete a written 
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document based on their original scholarship or creative project, and defend their project orally before their 
committee.  

APPLICATION SEMESTER:  

Students are encouraged to express interest in completing a DIR after the orientation to ensure timely 
enrollment in the Methods I course. Applications to pursue a DIR must be submitted by the end of the Methods 
I semester and include preliminary research ideas and identification of a DIR instructor. Eligible DIR instructors 
can be tenured, tenure-track, specialized, and visiting faculty members, as well as postdoctoral researchers, 
provided they will remain at FSU for the duration of the project. A third DIR committee member must also be 
selected in consultation with the DIR instructor. 

PROSPECTUS APPROVAL SEMESTER 

A formal written prospectus (6–8 pages, excluding references) must be submitted approximately one month 
before the end of the semester in which the student completes Methods II. The prospectus must be approved 
by the DIR instructor, Graduate Director, and third committee member. During the prospectus stage, students 
should discuss their research interests with the DIR instructor, identify a scope of research topic, conduct 
preliminary literature review, and develop a project prospectus. The prospectus should include the problem 
statement, objectives, research methodology, research activities, and a time schedule in about 6-8 pages. A 
prospectus typically includes:  

1. Introduction: Background or introduction section provides a description of the basic facts and 
importance of the research area - What is your research area, the motivation of research, and how 
important is it for the industry practice/knowledge advancement? 

2. Problem statement and Hypothesis: The problem statement provides a clear and concise 
description of the issues that need to be addressed - What is the specific problem in that research 
area that you will address (e.g. lack of understanding of a subject, low performance ...)? Formulate a 
hypothesis that will be tested in your research project. The hypothesis should be focused, concise 
and flow logically from the introduction. 

3. Objectives: Objectives provide a list of goals that will be achieved through the proposed research – 
What are the benefits/impact (e.g. better understanding, improved productivity ...) that will be 
generated if the research problem is answered? 

4. Preliminary Literature Review: Preliminary literature review provides a summary of previous related 
research on the research problem, their strength and weakness, and a justification of your research - 
What is known/what has been done by others? And, why is your research necessary? What are you 
contributing to the field? 

5. Methodology: Research methodology defines the research methods and logic steps - What to do and 
how to solve the problem and achieve the proposed objectives? Which research methods (e.g. survey, 
modeling, case study...) will be used?  

6. References: All factual material that is not original with you must be accompanied by a reference to 
its source. Cite all references: Last, First, (year), Title, Journal, volume, pages. For citation rules, 
consult 
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/apa_style/apa_formatting_and_style_guide/refer
ence_list_basic_rules.html  
 
*8 page prospectus limit (not including References), double  spaced, 12pt Times New Roman font 
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RESEARCH AND DEFENSE SEMESTER 

Students enroll in the DIR course during the semester in which they conduct their research and defend their 
findings. During this semester, students should: 

• Work with the DIR instructor to create a meeting schedule and develop a research plan/timeline. 
• Finalize the literature review. It is a crucial step to start gaining more knowledge of the field and explore 

what other experts have found. 
• Collect data and select proper instruments for data collection and analysis. 
• Analyze the data or assess the outcomes. If appropriate, the student may need to work with the DIR 

instructor or relevant resources to learn how to use analytical tools or software.  
• Interpret the results and identify findings, conclusions, and recommended next steps.  

This is also the defense semester. Students complete their DIR project by way of a formal defense in front of 
their supervisory committee during their final semester of project work. Following the defense, the final written 
project must be approved by all members of the faculty committee (the graduate director, the DIR instructor, 
and the third DIR committee member).  

ORAL DEFENSE 

Within the first four weeks of the research and defense semester, students must collaborate with their DIR 
instructor to schedule the day and time of their defense and get it approved by the DIR committee. All 
committee members and the student must attend the entire defense in real time. Defenses can be held in 
person or held remotely under extenuating circumstances (medical or other emergencies, if committee 
members or the student are out of town for professionally related reasons, etc.) In the oral defense, students 
should prepare a 15-minute presentation that covers their research project and be prepared for 30 minutes of 
questions and answers. 

WRITTEN RESEARCH PROJECT 

The deadline for the written research project should be determined by the committee. Most committees will 
request that the written research project be completed 7 days prior to the oral defense. However, this is at the 
committee’s discretion.  

The written research project should include:  

• Title page: identifying the DIR title, University information, student information, supervisory 
committee, and oral defense date. 

• Abstract (of 250 words or less): the abstract should stand alone and not reference the main text. It 
highlights the main objective(s) and conclusion(s) from the conducted research. The abstract should 
be no more than one paragraph which succinctly identifies the issue, your research question and 
findings, why it is significant to international affairs, and your bottom-line conclusions and/or 
recommendations 

• Table of Contents 
• A main text: (30-50 pages)  

• Introduction, Background, and Literature Review  
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It is important to start the introduction with:  

(1) Defining the problem. Being able to condense your research into definable aims, 
objectives, and hypotheses is crucial. Successful students should be able to identify 
– what is it that we do not know and that we seek to understand better? This ideally 
should be identified early in the research project and prior to the plan of study.  

(2) Identifying the significance of a research activity. Why is your research activity 
significant and what can it add to the field that is not already know? What are the 
consequences if you are able to meet the goal of your research? What assumptions 
are your making and how may your conclusions change if your assumptions prove to 
be false? To do this, students should understand the field and demonstrate a 
reasonable understanding and ability to reference the relevant literature.  

(3) Literature Review - summarize the current literature (academic, professional, and 
government reports) and key theories and findings that are relevant to your issue. 
Describe how your study relates to existing literature in terms of the specific problem 
you are examining, the variables and relationships you are focusing upon, what other 
studies related to the issue have concluded, and the alternative solutions that have 
been proposed.  

• Research Methodology  

The methods should state what you did, when you did it, and how you did it. Present the 
methodology you used to carry out your project - Include your methods for collecting 
information, the primary data sources used, the techniques used to analyze the data, and the 
statistical tests performed (as applicable). Moreover, briefly discuss any methodological 
limitations that might affect the reliability and validity of your findings.  

While students often find this section the easiest to write, it is often an area of focus during 
the oral defense. Students should be prepared to justify why their method is suitable to the 
research project. Students should understand what methods are typically used to 
accomplish similar research, as well as recognize the advantages and potential limitations of 
these methods. While you are not expected to be an expert at an analytical method or a 
sophisticated technique, you are expected to have a general idea of the basic principles of 
the key technique used in your research and how it was used to generate data. 

• The Results  

The results section should show your data and your data analysis. The results section notes 
significant findings. As expected, this section is typically a major point of emphasis during the 
oral defense. Students should demonstrate that they understand the results and how the 
data was analyzed. In the result analysis section, students should explain what their findings 
mean and why they matter. The results should be organized into clear themes or patterns and 
connect them to the research question, the theories, and/or concepts introduced in the 
course (for example, realism, liberalism, or constructivism).  

It is acceptable to present negative or inconclusive results. If you have a negative result (i.e., 
the result was counter to expectations), that is valuable too! Again, your hypothesis (i.e. 
scientific guess) does not need to be true in order for you to conduct quality research. 
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Students are ultimately being assessed on their skills in the design of experiments, 
questionnaire development, data collection, qualitative/quantitative assessment, and/or 
data analysis, not whether the original hypothesis (i.e. scientific guess) was actually true.  

• The Discussion  

The discussion is your opportunity to present your data relative to what is known in your field. 
This is your opportunity to really discuss what you learned, what you would have done 
differently, and what you would do next if you were to continue this work. This is a prime 
section to demonstrate your research skills – design of experiments, prototype development, 
data collection, qualitative/quantitative assessment, and/or data analysis – by critically 
evaluating your own work and what you would do next to continue to solve problems in your 
field. If you worked diligently but found roadblocks for which there was no time to overcome, 
or obvious problems with the research strategy or alternative approaches opened up toward 
the end of your research, be sure to explain this.  

Go beyond simply describing the data—explain how your findings support, challenge, or 
expand existing ideas in the field. Use evidence from your research to back up your points 
and, where appropriate, compare your case to other examples in international relations. 
Finally, acknowledge any limitations that might affect your conclusions and reflect on the 
broader implications of your work for understanding global issues or informing policy.  

• Conclusion  

The conclusion is intended to help the reader understand why your research should matter to 
them after they have finished reading the paper. A conclusion is not merely a summary of your 
points or a re-statement of your research problem, but a synthesis of key points. It allows you 
to create a lasting impression by highlighting main findings and results of your analysis. The 
conclusion summarizes your thoughts and conveys a larger implication of your study in the 
field. It also offers possible new and extended ways of thinking to address your research 
questions. For most essays, one well-developed paragraph is sufficient for a conclusion, 
although in some cases, a two-or-three paragraph conclusion may be required. 

• References 
All factual material that is not original with you must be accompanied by a reference to its source. 
Cite all references. Consult for rules and style at: 
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/apa_style/apa_formatting_and_style_guide/refer
ence_list_basic_rules.html  
 
 

• Appendices 
Appendices are not included in the written research project page count. Appendices are not required 
but may be used, if necessary. Applicants should be aware that the supervisory committee is not 
required to review appendices, and thus, appendices should only be used as supplementary material.  

Some formatting reminders: 

• The abstract, title page, table of contents, and references are not included in this page count.  
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• The main text should have margins no smaller than 1 inch. 
The main text should be in 12-point font, Times New Roman. 
The main text should be double-spaced. 

• Do not include critical figures in the appendices. Critical figures should be in the main text, as your 
committee is not required to review the appendices.  

AI USAGE DISCLOSURE 
If you use any AI tools to assist you with this assignment, you will have to disclose it. Note that according to the 
University's policy: Presenting AI-generated content as though it is original work is an example of 
plagiarism. 

  
Please make sure to have this disclosure in your assignment file. 
An Artificial Intelligence Disclosure should contain the following statements: 

I did not use artificial intelligence in creating this paper.  
or 
I did use artificial intelligence in creating this paper, namely ____________ (ChatGPT, Bard, etc.). I used 
it in the following ways (check which of the following acceptable uses were utilized): 

• Brainstorming help 
• Outlining help 
• Background information 
• Grammar/spelling/punctuation/mechanics help 

and 
I affirm I did not generate text with artificial intelligence and directly copy it into my paper. 
 

SUBMISSION REQUIREMENTS  

The final version of your paper or writing assignment must be submitted in Word format through the upload link 
on the course Canvas site. After submitting, confirm that you have received a submission confirmation notice 
and keep a copy for your records. This serves as proof of submission in case a technical issue arises. Before 
uploading, ensure that your file is complete, written in English, and free from unusual characters or symbols. 
It is your responsibility to ensure that you have properly submitted the correct file.   

 

 

LATE SUBMISSIONS  

The DIR course requires a high level of independent work, and meeting deadlines is essential. Missing 
deadlines can delay your graduation. There are no daily late penalties, but if you fall behind, you may receive 
an “I” (Incomplete) and finish after the semester ends. Please note that an Incomplete will be granted only 
upon evidence of substantial progress interrupted by an unforeseen emergency. Students not making 
satisfactory progress at the time of the mid-semester meeting will be required to take an incomplete and finish 
the DIR in the following semester or will withdraw from the DIR altogether (see further information below).  
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DEADLINE EXTENSION AND WITHDRAWAL FROM THE DIR COURSE 

A student who wishes to withdraw from the DIR should first meet with the DIR instructor to discuss concerns 
and options. Sometimes extending a DIR project into a fourth semester, modifying the research plan, 
requesting an extension on a deadline, or trying a new time management strategy can create a pathway to 
project completion. Exploring such options is highly encouraged, given the amount of work students put into 
the DIR project.  

If after consulting with the DIR instructor a student still wishes to withdraw from the DIR program, they should 
email their withdrawal request to the International Affairs graduate director, the DIR instructor, and cc: the 
third DIR committee member. 

Students who withdraw from the DIR program are strongly encouraged to drop their DIR credit hours for the 
semester in order to avoid a failing final grade. Prior to the seventh week deadline, graduate students can drop 
a course on their own without dean’s permission. After the seventh week deadline, students must contact their 
academic dean’s office to request permission to drop.  

Students should proactively plan with the DIR instructor on a schedule for meeting necessary deadlines. If 
extenuating circumstances prevent adherence to deadlines or milestones, both the student and the DIR 
instructor should together send a single email to the graduate director at least three business days before the 
deadline with an explanation and a request for an extension. Ten business days, or two weeks, is the maximum 
extension that can be requested for any one of the milestone meetings. Extension requests will not be 
considered if they do not come from both the student and the DIR instructor. The graduate director will 
evaluate requests in consultation with the DIR instructor and make a decision. Decisions regarding extension 
requests will be communicated to the student and the DIR instructor within three business days of receipt. 
Extension requests made after a missed deadline or milestone will not be considered.  

RESPONSIBILTIES OF DIR INSTRUCTOR AND STUDENT 

The DIR instructor will need to take an active and enthusiastic role in fostering the student’s growth. This will 
include recurring meetings with the student to determine what feedback, guidance, training, and resources 
may be necessary at each stage of the DIR project. The DIR student, in turn, should plan on coming to those 
meetings with a summary of what they are currently working on, with a description of what aspects of their 
project they believe are going well versus aspects they are struggling with, questions, and plans for continued 
work until the next face-to-face meeting. The student should prepare for these meetings and not be afraid to 
state their needs, in an effort to explore with the DIR instructor what steps could be taken and what resources 
utilized to meet those needs. Regular active communication about the process is crucial.  

The responsibilities of the DIR instructor include: 

• Directing the student’s research, study, and writing.  
• Helping the student structure the scope and objectives of the DIR project.  
• Working with the student to discover an appropriate research or creative strategy for achieving these 

objectives.  
• Monitoring the progress of the student.  
• Providing specific guidance to the student regarding formal deadlines.  
• Helping the student schedule and participate in the oral defense.  
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Responsibilities of the student include: 

• Speaking with the International Affairs’ graduate director about the DIR and choosing a faculty 
instructor for the DIR.   

• Choosing the DIR topic based upon their major and interests. 
• Independently constructing a research design appropriate for their major and their topic, with support 

of their DIR instructor.  
• If applicable, the student is responsible for taking steps necessary to make sure that the research is 

legal (such as secure OHSP or IRB approvals for data collection).  
• Analyzing the data or assessing the outcomes. If appropriate, the student may need to work with their 

DIR instructor or relevant resources to learn how to use analytical tools or software.  
• Interpreting the data and identifying findings, conclusions, and recommended next steps.  
• Securing signatures on approved prospectus, and final written research, and submitting signed 

paperwork by the deadlines.  
• Registering for the appropriate DIR course on the defense semester.  
• Scheduling the oral defense, including scheduling a space for the event and finding a time that works 

for all committee members.  
• Submitting the final version of your paper or writing assignment in Word format through the upload link 

on the course Canvas site. 

 

 

SUGGESTED RUBRICS 

PRESENTATION RUBRIC: 
 

CONTENTS 
Importance of topic, 
relevance, accuracy 
of facts, overall 
treatment of topic  

ORGANIZATION/ 
CLARITY  
Appropriate 
introduction, body, 
and conclusions; 
logical ordering of 
ideas; transitions 
between major points  

COMPLETENESS  
Level of detail, 
depth, appropriate 
length, 
adequate 
background of 
information  

DELIVERY 
Adequate volume, 
appropriate pace, 
diction, personal 
appearance, 
enthusiasm/ 
energy, posture, 
effective use 
of visual aids  

A 
(90-100%)  

Topic is tightly focused 
and relevant; 
presentation contains 
accurate 
information with no 
factual errors  

Ideas are presented in 
logical order with 
effective transitions 
between major ideas; 
presentation is clear 
and concise  

Presentation 
provides good 
depth and detail; 
ideas well 
developed; facts 
have adequate 
background; 
presentation is 
within specified 
length  

Good volume and 
energy; proper 
pace and diction; 
avoidance of 
distracting 
gestures; 
professional 
appearance; 
visual aids used 
effectively  
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B 
(80–89%) 

Topic is adequately 
focused and relevant; 
major facts are 
accurate and generally 
complete  

Most ideas are in 
logical order with 
adequate transitions 
between most major 
ideas; presentation is 
generally clear and 
understandable  

Presentation 
provides adequate 
depth; few 
needed details are 
omitted; major 
ideas 
adequately 
developed; 
presentation is 
within specified 
length  

Adequate volume 
and energy; 
generally 
good pace and 
diction; few or no 
distracting 
gestures; 
professional 
appearance; visual 
aids used 
adequately  

C 
(70-79%) 

Topic would benefit 
from more focus; 
presentation contains 
some factual errors 
or omissions  

Some ideas not 
presented in proper 
order; transitions are 
needed between 
some ideas; some 
parts of presentation 
may be wordy or 
unclear  

Additional depth 
needed in places; 
important 
information 
omitted or not fully 
developed; 
presentation is too 
short or too long 

More volume/ 
energy needed at 
times; pace too 
slow or fast; some 
distracting 
gestures or 
posture; adequate 
appearance; visual 
aids could be 
improved  

D 
(60-69%) 

Topic lacks relevance 
or focus; presentation 
contains multiple 
factual errors; student 
is unprepared and/or 
does not demonstrate 
command of the topic.  

Ideas are not 
presented in proper 
order; transitions are 
lacking between 
major ideas; several 
parts of presentation 
are wordy or unclear  

Presentation does 
not provide 
adequate depth; 
key details are 
omitted or 
undeveloped; 
presentation is too 
short or too long  

Low volume or 
energy; pace too 
slow or fast; poor 
diction; distracting 
gestures or 
posture; 
unprofessional 
appearance; visual 
aids poorly used  

 

 

WRITING RUBRIC 
 

THESIS AND 
ARGUMENTATION 

USE OF SOURCES ORGANIZATION GRAMMAR, 
MECHANICS 
AND STYLE 

A 
(90-100%)  

Thesis is clear, 
specific, and presents 
a thoughtful, critical, 
engaging, and creative 
interpretation. 
Argument fully 
supports the thesis 
both logically and 
thoroughly. 

Primary (and 
secondary texts, if 
required) are well 
incorporated, utilized, 
and contextualized 
throughout. 

Clear organization. 
Introduction 
provides 
adequate 
background 
information and 
ends with a thesis. 
Details are in 
logical order. 
Conclusion is 
strong and states 
the point of the 
paper. 

No errors. 
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B 
(80–89%) 

Thesis is clear and 
specific, but not as 
critical or original. 
Shows insight and 
attention to the text 
under consideration. 
May have gaps in 
argument’s logic. 

Primary (and 
secondary texts, if 
required) are 
incorporated but not 
contextualized 
significantly. 

Clear organization. 
Introduction 
clearly states 
thesis, but does 
not provide as 
much background 
information. 
Details are in 
logical order but 
may be more 
difficult to follow. 
Conclusion is 
recognizable and 
ties up almost all 
loose ends. 

A few errors. 

C 
(70-79%) 

Thesis is present but 
not 
clear or specific, 
demonstrating a lack of 
critical engagement to 
the text. Argument is 
weak, 
missing important 
details or making 
logical leaps with little 
support. 

Primary (and 
secondary texts, if 
required) are mostly 
incorporated but are 
not properly 
contextualized. 

Significant lapses 
in 
organization. 
Introduction 
states thesis but 
does not 
adequately provide 
background 
information or 
support. 
Some details not in 
logical or expected 
order that results 
in a distracting 
read. Conclusion is 
recognizable but 
does not tie up all 
loose ends. 

Some errors. 

D 
(60-69%) 

Thesis is vague and/or 
confused. 
Demonstrates a failure 
to understand the text. 
Argument lacks any 
logical flow and does 
not utilize any source 
material.  

Primary and/or 
secondary texts are 
almost wholly 
absent. 

Poor, hard–to–
follow 
organization. There 
is no clear 
introduction of the 
main topic or 
thesis. There is no 
clear conclusion, 
and the paper just 
ends. Little or no 
employment of 
logical body 
paragraphs. 

Many errors. 

 


