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2 PART I ESSENTIALS

clarify your ideas. Chapter 3, “Acknowledging Sources,” explains when and
how to introduce and cite borrowed information, and Chapter 4, “Polishing
Your Paper,” shows how to edit and format a final draft of your paper.

GETTING STARTED

Additionally, and especially in the social sciences, much unclear writing is based

on unclear or incomplete thought. It is possible with safety to be technically ob-

scure about something you haven't thought out. It is impossible to be wholly
clear on something you do not understand.

JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH

Writing, Typing, and Economics

Writing a good sociology paper starts with asking a good sociological ques-
tion. Picking a topic is just the beginning of planning your paper. You need to
frame your paper’s topic in the form of a question. Asking a good question will
make the other tasks of writing your paper much easier and will help you
hand in a good finished product.

Everything else follows from the question your paper asks. Think of taking
a photograph. The deepest artistic sensitivity or the most sophisticated tech-
nical skills cannot create a beautiful picture unless you point the camera in
the right direction. But carefully aiming the camera in the right direction can
combine with simple competence and a personal point of view to produce a
fine and, if you are lucky, breathtaking photograph. Likewise, when you cre-
ate a sociology paper, you can produce interesting, high-quality results with-
out being the smartest or most eloquent student in the world: the key is to
take the time to “point” your work in an effective direction by asking a well-
formulated question.

Sometimes instructors assign papers by requiring students to respond to a
particular question. When that happens make sure you thoroughly under-
stand the question and keep it in mind as you work on the paper. Not an-
swering the instructor’s question is one of the most frequent pitfalls of stu-
dent writing. Even if you have a thoroughly researched, insightfully
reasoned, and eloquently written paper, if it does not answer the assigned
question, most instructors will find it unsatisfactory. Read the question care-
fully when you begin your work, reread it as you are doing any reading or re-
search that may be required, reread it when you sit down to write, and
reread it as you begin your final draft. People’s minds, especially intelligent
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people’s minds, have a tendency to drift to interesting and related, but not al-
ways pertinent, topics.

Even when the assignment is not presented as a question, you must for-
mulate one to address in your paper. Three features distinguish a question
that will serve as a strong foundation for a sociology paper. First, a helpful
question reflects an understanding of sociology’s distinctive perspective on
human life. Second, it is carefully posed and framed. Third, it is asked in such
a way that it lends itself to a logical and well-structured answer (in contrast to
a question that suggests an endless list, such as “What are all the roles
adopted by leaders?” or one that is too open-ended, such as “Why are people
irrational?”). The following sections will help you to meet these three criteria
for asking good questions.

WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?

Failing to understand what sociology is and what sociologists do is a main
reason that students experience difficulty in writing successful sociology pa-
pers. Since asking a good sociological question depends on understanding
what sociology is, this section defines sociology and discusses how it is differ-
ent from other fields.

Sociology is the study of human social behavior. Sociologists investigate
how individuals are shaped by their social groups, from families to nations,
and how groups are created and _méigtgipeid' ‘bymffle individuals who compose
them. Sociology’s basic insight is that who a person is, what she or he thinks
and does, is affected by the groups of which that person is a member. To begin
thinking sociologically, look around and consider how the world may be ex-
perienced differently depending on whether a person is male or female, rich
or poor, of one race/ethnicity or another.

Another part of sociology’s insight is that interaction takes place in ways
that are patterned, even though the people involved may be separated by
many years or many miles or may appear to have differences. For example,
societies at different historical times or in different geographical locations all
find ways to enforce rules, to teach children valued beliefs, and to organize
the production of goods necessary to their members’ welfare. Sociologists try
to understand the consistencies in these processes—the ways in which their
similarities and differences follow a predictable pattern.

Finally, sociologists attempt to explain inconsistency as well. How do new
social patterns emerge? For instance, what accounts for ‘-éﬂé’nges in dating
patterns, parent—child relations, or types of college degrees earned?

SOCIOLOGY AND OTHER PERSPECTIVES ON HUMAN BEHAVIOR

Sometimes new students (and more experienced ones!) are confused about
how sociology is distinguished from other disciplines that study people, such
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as psychology, political science, history, philosophy, anthropology, and eco-
nomics. In fact, these fields are not totally distinct. Right now, however, we
want to focus on what is distinctive about sociology because, in order to write
successfully in any discipline, you need to have some idea of its boundaries.
OQur brief sketch necessarily simplifies the definitions of sociology and its
“neighbors” and exaggerates their dissimilarities. The differences we discuss
here are intended primarily to sensitize you to sociology’s distinctive features;
they are not rigidly observed by theorists or researchers. In fact, many schol-
ars describe themselves explicitly in terms that cross these boundaries (such
as social historians, political economists, and social psychologists), often in-
corporating a sociological perspective into other disciplines.

The following summary compares and contrasts sociology with psychol-
ogy, political science, history, philosophy, anthropology, and economics. We
have illustrated their differences by showing how researchers in each field
might approach one aspect of human life—deviant behavior.

Sociology and Psychology

Similarities: Both are concerned with attitudes, beliefs, behavior, emotions,
and interpersonal relationships.

Differences: Psychology is more likely to focus on the individual level of
human behavior. When sociology considers the individual, it is within the
context of social groups.

Studying deviance: Psychologists investigate the categories of mental disor-
ders underlying deviant behavior. A sociologist might try to discover whether
members of one socioeconomic class are more likely than members of an-
other class to be labeled “mentally ill.”

Sociology and Political Science

Similarities: Both are concerned with government.

Differences: Political scientists analyze different forms of government and
their underlying philosophies and study the political process. A sociologist is
more likely to examine the interrelationship between political structure and
behavior and other aspects of society, such as the economy, religious institu-
tions, and the attitudes of various social groups.

Studying deviance: A political scientist might analyze laws regulating de-
viance. A sociologist might examine how such laws change as the members
of society adopt different ideological beliefs or how they serve the interests of
some classes more than others.

Sociology and History

Similarities: Both look at human life over time.

Differences: Historians are more likely to focus on the influence of individ-
uals and on the causes of specific events. Sociologists concentrate on the
causes and effects of changes in patterns of social life, among both famous
and ordinary people.
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Studying deviance: A historian might interpret the motivations and actions
of influential deviant individuals and attempt to explain their influence. A
sociologist is more likely to trace changes in society’s ways of defining and
controlling deviant behavior.

Sociology and Philosophy

Similarities: Both are interested in beliefs about the nature of life.

Differences: Philosophy is a system of abstract reasoning that follows spe-
cific rules of logic. Sociology is empirical: it seeks to discover information
about the real world by gathering data about what people actually do.

Studying deviance: Philosophers might ask “What is good?” and “What is
evil?” or analyze the appropriate uses of the term “deviance.” Sociologists
stick to what actually goes on in the social world, asking, for instance, “What
do members of this particular society or subculture believe is ‘right’ and
‘wrong’?”

Sociology and Anthropology

Similarities: Both are concerned with social life, including culture, beliefs,
decision making, relationships, and so on.

Differences: Anthropology is more likely to study societies other than our
own, and to compare aspects of society cross-culturally.

Studying deviance: Anthropologists might travel to an isolated, nonindus-
trialized society to study how it defines and treats deviant behavior. Sociolo-

gists would study the same processes by focusing on complex, industrial soci-
eties.

Sociology and Economics

Similarities: Both are concerned with how society produces and distributes
goods and services.

Differences: While an economist concentrates on the economy in its own
right, sociologists are more likely to consider how the economy affects and is
affected by other social processes.

Studying deviance: An economist might study the contributions and costs
of deviance to the gross national product. A sociologist might study how the
control of the economy by upper social classes provokes deviant behavior,
such as burglary and theft, by those without access to a fair share of goods
and services.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

One way to describe what is distinctive about a sociological point of view is
the “sociological imagination,” a phrase coined by C. Wright Mills ([1959]
2000). Using the sociological imagination means recognizing the connection
between individual, private experience and the wider society. Mills calls the
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personal level an individual’s “biography”; he uses the term “history” to refer
to patterns and relationships on the larger scale of society.

As a student, for example, you have followed your own life path to col-
lege. Being a college student is part of your personal life story. Your family
has its own beliefs about what a college education means. You have your
own academic and career goals. You have individual feelings and attitudes
about the subjects covered in your classes and your own mixture of college
and work schedules. All these things make up your personal, biographical ex-
perience of your life as a college student.

Applying sociological imagination to your college life expands your per-
spective. It is like a wide-angle lens that allows you to see ydurself in a larger,
more complex (and, in many ways, more interesting) picture. Using sociolog-
ical imagination, you can begin to see where your experience as a college stu-
dent fits into the social world in which you live, the history of which your bi-
ography is a part. Perhaps you are part of a trend among your peer group to
major in computer science or communication studies. It could be that you are
part of an ethnic group whose members are underrepresented in higher edu-
cation. Perhaps your academic goals have been affected by social values (say,
an increasing emphasis on the need for a college degree), or maybe your ca-
reer choice, combined with many others’, will affect the way society’s work-
force is balanced between producing goods and providing services.

To use sociological imagination, then, is to identify the intersection of bi-
ography and history, the ways in which people are affected by social forces
and social groups are affected by their members. As Mills ([1959] 2000} him-
self puts it:

Every individual lives, from one generation to the next, in some society; . . .

he [or she] lives out a biography, and . . . he lives it out with some histori-

cal sequence. By the fact of his living he contributes, however minutely, to
the shaping of his society and its history; even as he is made by society and

by its historical push and shove. (. 6)

Mills’s deceptively simple insight—that people both affect their own des-
tiny and are swept by currents of history—challenges and eludes sociologists
from first-year college students just beginning to study the field to seasoned
scholars. The key to using sociological imagination is to not lose sight of ei-
ther side of this relationship.

Mills also recommends a very practical technique for keeping track of your
sociological insights. In The Sociological Imagination, he describes intellectual
work as craftsmanship, implying that doing sociology is like making fine pot-
tery or designing a livable house. It is not just a matter of raw talent, but a
disciplined skill honed by careful attention to details. He suggests keeping a
set of files on each project you are working on. Keep these files in mind as
you go about your daily routines and be ready at any moment to jot down
ideas that occur to you. These files can be either paper files that you keep in
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a folder or binder, or a file that you keep Open on your computer screen.
Whenever you come across anything related to the project— newspaper arti-
cles, conversations with friends, idle thoughts while walking to class, read-
ings for other classes—put a note in the file.

To develop your sociological imagination, it is important to think about
your topics imaginatively and broadly, going beyond the formal terminology
of your original question. For example, if you are writing a paper about why
the American divorce rate has increased, think about other reasons why mar-
riages end, such as the death or desertion of one partner. Look around you.
Consider your parents and their friends. In fact, children were just as likely to
grow up without one of their birth parents 100 years ago as they are today
because so many parents died before their children were tully grown. If you
are writing about why so many young women are anorexic or bulimic, think
about all the subcultures that place a high premium on physical appearance,
not just those that emphasize slimness. When you are doing a library or In-
ternet search, use your keywords and associated synonyms to help you think
about your topic in a new way. For example, when your look up “divorce,”
the associated keywords might include “marriage law,” reminding you that
changes in the divorce rate depend not only on what happens in families, but
on the legal reasons for divorce. When looking up “anorexia,” you might find
“men—psychology,” reminding you that it is not just women who suffer
from this condition. (See “Taking Notes” on pages 62-63 and “Recording In-

formation: Managing Your Photocopies and Printouts” on pages 101-102 for
more information.)

SOCIOLOGY’S FOCUS AND METHODS

One of the major differences between high school and college is that in high
school, “learning” usually means learning facts. Those high school students
who demonstrate that they have learned the most facts generally earn the
highest grades. In college, however, there is greater emphasis on analytical
reasoning and thinking. Students are expected to understand entire systems
of knowledge. Moreover, college students often find that there is more than
On€ correct way to approach a topic; that is, that there is more than one per-
Spective on an issue. A perspective is a way of looking at a topic. For example
think about the various ways of looking at a house. If you view it from the;
front, you see a door and windows with a roof overhead. If you look at the
house from the side, you might see no doors, only windows. If you take your
perspective from above, you see neither doors nor windows, only the roof.
Although all three perspectives involve the same house, your observations
from each perspective result in very different descriptions of that house.
Intellectual perspectives can differ as well. Earlier we saw how a number
of disciplines take different perspectives on deviance. They all look at the
same behavior, but each discipline paints a different description and develops
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a different explanation of it. Even within sociology there are several perspec-
tives. Beginning students may find this confusing. For example, by adopting
a conflict perspective, we can look at society in light of the ever-present conflict
that goes on within it; by contrast, taking on a consensus perspective points us
toward examining society in terms of the enduring ties that produce stable
patterns of relationships among people. Likewise, whereas microsociological
perspectives consider social life in terms of everyday interaction among small
groups of people, macrosociological perspectives see things from the point of view
of long-term change and societies as a whole.

To some extent these perspectives disagree about what we might generally
consider the “facts” of society—about whether it is stable or conflicted, about
whether it is defined by what occurs on a large scale or in direct interpersonal
relations. More often than not, however, different perspectives are simply
asking different questions. It’s like looking at the house from different per-
spectives. A microsociologist might examine the process of becoming deviant
from the deviant’s point of view, whereas the macrosociologist might ask
how definitions of deviance have changed over time. A sociologist operating
from a conflict perspective might examine how deviance is produced as a re-
sult of the opposing needs of different social groups, whereas a colleague
with a consensus perspective might ask how deviance serves to reinforce the
rules of society. All of these perspectives share the features of sociology dis-
cussed earlier. All ask different questions—but within a sociological frame-
work.

Some students struggle with the cognitive ambiguity that can arise when
different perspectives with very different implications are all considered ac-
ceptable. This is one of the great intellectual feats of a college education: to be
able to juggle more than one perspective in one’s mind at the same time. As
a novice sociologist, your task is to understand these different perspectives
and to learn how to support whichever approach you take with empirical ev-
idence.

Sociology not only encompasses a range of perspectives, but also allows
sociologists to apply these approaches to questions about an innumerable
array of topics. Like other disciplines, sociology has several major subdisci-
plines—variations on a theme, as it were. Some focus on large-scale
“macro” phenomena, such as political activities or economic relations.
Some focus on “micro” activities that occur on a face-to-face basis, such as
in families, small groups, and work settings or among friends. Likewise, so-
ciology may examine events that are as momentary as the eye contact be-

- tween strangers on a bus or as long-term as the industrialization of society.

It may deal with social life in terms of its structure, attempting to uncover
stable, underlying patterns, or it may look at the fleeting interactional
processes through which individuals relate socially.

In sociology classes, then, you might study anything from the sociology of
sports to the sociology of religion. You might learn about how those engaged
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in different occupations perceive their work lives, how a thief accomplishes
her or his crime, or how children learn table manners. You might study
birthrates, medical decision making, or the sex lives of teenagers in the 1930s
versus the 1990s. And, for each of these subjects, sociologists may disagree
about the kinds of questions to ask and the methods to use in order to answer
them.

It should come as no surprise, then, that just as there is no one “right” way
to think sociologically, there is no single “right” way to do sociological re-
search. Sociology’s methods vary considerably. Most sociology texts and
many instructors describe sociology as a “science.” By this they mean that so-
ciologists systematically collect information about the social world and then
methodically analyze this evidence or “data.” The data may come from any of
a number of sources—from controlled laboratory experiments, from written
accounts of social life, or from observing, interviewing, or surveying people
involved in the phenomenon being investigated. (Part II of this book presents
tips on how you can use four types of data sources commonly found in un-
dergraduate sociology papers.)

Many sociologists literally do use the scientific method, in much the same
way that a botanist or chemist would: they set out to support or reject a pre-
diction, or “hypothesis,” about the relationship among several elements of
the social world. To do that, they collect quantifiable data—information that
can be transformed into numbers and analyzed statistically. (One example of
this method is the survey research described in Chapter 8.) Those who adopt
this “positivist” approach to sociology believe that we can observe and quan-
tify the relationship between selected social variables (such as age, race, or
gender) and particular social experiences (such as deviant behavior). After
collecting and analyzing data on prisoners, for instance, the researcher
might generalize about whether a 20-year-old or a 45-year-old is more likely
to end up in prison. The generalizations produced by these kinds of methods
often form the basis of decisions regarding public policy, social programs,
and the like.

However, not all sociologists see sociology as a science in the literal sense.
Some sociologists believe that the complexity and subtlety of human experi-
ence make understanding social relations a very different endeavor than, say,
measuring the effects of gravity on a falling object, as a physicist would do.
Instead of quantifying social forces, these “interpretive” or “constructivist”
researchers concentrate on probing how aspects of everyday life are con-
structed—given meaning—through social interactions. In studying deviance,
for example, they might ask how (if at all) an individual who breaks the law
comes to see him- or herself as a criminal. Or they might explore how social
interactions produce different ideas about deviance in different subcultures.
To accomplish their goals, these sociologists use qualitative methods, con-
ducting research that is quite different from that done in the biological or

physical sciences. Examples of these methods include the participant-

!;;
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observation method and open-ended interviewing (Qiscussed in Cha.pte.r 7).
Rather than trying to generalize, interpretive socic')loglsts want to SpeC'lfY in as
much detail as possible just Zow the social world is constr.ucted. De§p1te their
different approaches, however, all sociologists base their con.clusmns on a
combination of insight and carefully collected an_d a1.1a1yzed ev1den§e. ‘
Although some sociology departments specialize in one perspective, topic,
or method, most departments include faculty merr}bers \.zvho r.epresePF a
range of sociological concerns and styles. Course .currlcula, including wrm.rig
assignments, reflect this variety, and students.typlcally have t.he opp.orltur-u 3{
to become familiar with several ways of asking and answ<_er1ng sociologica
questions. When you are trying to understand what an assignment req:ilirfles
of you, it will help to keep in mind the focus qf the course as a whole and the
i ach your instructor is presenting.
Par:cfcl:lii)alf)gs,p trl?en, iz a diverse field. But ac.ros.s .all soc'iologic.al method; an(jr
topics, a sociolagical perspective involves seeing individuals z.nteractzng as.ﬁnem derslfe
social groups. As you prepare to formulate 'the quest.lon .that will under N
your sociology paper, remember that adopting the sociological perspective is a
ways the first step in writing a successful paper.

FRAMING A QUESTION

Writing a good sociology paper requires using your sociological imaglzalzl.on
to frame an interesting question that then guides your research effoirtit. ; ] 1n,ti
a sociologically imaginative question is one of th'e tasks st.uden.ts ;1 tr}r}l:rse
challenging and most difficult to pin down. There is no magic recipe, bu nere
are some tips that might help. Your instructor may feel that some aspec s ’
what we say are more important than others, so remember that these are ju

suggestions.

‘Remember the “history” part of the sociological imagination. Avoid overly in-
dividualistic or psychological questions, question§ that concern.or%ly 1vvhat
happens inside a person’s head. For example., askmg'whethe‘r Crlmm}zli s1 ar_f:'
motivated more by aggression than by greed is more }nterestlng psyc 1o c')gll
cally than sociologically. (We are in no way implying that psycbo oglrclzli_
questions are inferior to sociological questions, but our'purp‘ose he.:re is .to e'
phasize the sociological aspects of human life.) A sociologically 1mag1ndat1ve
question might ask what aspects of social life—such as' race,.class, or genb fr;
influence people to act out their aggression or greed in socially acceptable

unacceptable ways.
Remember the “hiography” part of the sociological imagination. Avoid overly

; . i
economic questions that drop people out of the picture. (Again, }elco.nglglle
questions are often interesting and important, but we want to empnasiz
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sociological aspects.) For example, asking how much income is lost to crime
each year is less sociologically imaginative than asking what types of crime typ-
ically victimize wealthy people as compared to poor people.

Ask a question concerning differences between individuals, groups, roles, rela-
tionships, societies, or time periods. Only rarely do sociologists make claims
about all people or all societies. They are typically more interested in how and
why people or societies differ from each other; that is, they more frequently
ask questions about variation than about uniformity. For example, they would
probably not ask whether people are by nature aggressive but rather why some
people are more aggressive than others. Are highly aggressive people social-
ized differently, part of a different subculture, vulnerable to different social
pressures, or aspiring to different goals than less aggressive people?

The remaining five suggestions apply to questions for any discipline, not
just sociology.

Ask a question that requires more than a simple “yes” or “no” answer. A “yes—
no” question is a dead end. The case is already closed and there is nothing to
investigate or argue. For example, the question “Does socioeconomic status af-
fect marital stability?” can be answered “yes,” and there is no more to say. So,
too, with this question: “Can children born with severe language/communi-
cation deficits caused by aphasia be socialized to participate in society on a par
with nonaphasic persons?” One way to improve such questions is to put the
phrase “To what extent . . .” in front of them; for example, “To what extent
does socioeconomic status affect marital stability?” Another remedy is to re-
phrase the question; for example, “What are the most effective ways for pri-
mary schools to enhance the normal socialization of children born with severe
language/communication deficits caused by aphasia?”

Ask a question that has more than one plausible answer. The paper’s task is to
demonstrate why your answer is more valid than other plausible answers. You
must argue why your answer is more correct and convincing than alternative
answers. The question “What are the four crucial elements in the process of
diffusion and adoption according to Everett Rogers?” has only one correct an-
swer that can be checked by consulting what Rogers claimed. Nothing is left
to argue. One way to improve this question would inject an element of inter-
pretation by applying Rogers’s model to a specific organization; for example,
“How well does MADD {Mothers Against Drunk Driving) fit the four-part
process of diffusion and adoption identified by Everett Rogers?” So, too, bela-
boring the obvious wastes both your time and your reader’s. For example,
whether there is widespread public opinion against violent crime can only have
one plausible answer. No one would seriously claim otherwise. Before start-
ing the research, specify different plausible answers to your question. Can you
imagine anyone seriously taking the other side? If not, you need to reformu-
late the question.
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Unless your assignment specifies otherwise, ask a question that draws relation-
ships between two or more concepts. (Some exceptions are a definition paper,
a “feeling” or reaction paper, and a story or narrative paper.) Typically, assigned
questions concern the relationship between concepts. Are two concepts (for
example, deviance and socialization) empirically associated or not? That is, are
deviants likely to be socialized differently from nondeviants? Are two concepts
(for example, social prestige and deviance) negatively associated; that is, when
one is high, is the other low? For example, are people with high prestige less
likely to engage in crime than people with low prestige? Unless specifically in-
structed, avoid questions that address only one concept, such as “What is de-
viance?”

Make sure you have access to the information to answer your question. Although
some paper assignments do not require any research outside assigned read-
ings and lectures, many do require you to document your points with evidence.
For these papers, you must consider, when you ask your question, whether
you can realistically get the necessary documentation. For example, “Has de-
viance always existed?” is an interesting question with important consequences
for sociological theory. But it would be difficult to document adequately
whether prehistoric societies had deviance or not. On the other hand, students
are sometimes surprised to discover what information does exist and can be
tracked down with a little work, so it is best to check with your instructor if
you are unsure.

Make sure your question is answerable in the space allowed. This may be the
most elusive of our tips and the one students falter on most frequently. Part of
the difficulty is that some instructors expect finer detail of documentation or
a more fully developed argument than others. Another problem is that stu-
dents often don't know how much information they will find until they have
done their research. Here are two guidelines. First, ask middle-range questions
that are neither grand, monumental, deep-truth questions nor minutely ex-
acting, picky-detail questions. Second, check out your question with your in-
structor before you begin your research.

To sum up this section, then, we want to stress that a good paper should
not just be about some topic (such as mental health, race, gender, or occupa-
tions). For example, rather than a paper about social mobility, you might
frame and address the question “Is there more opportunity for upward mo-
bility in America today than there was a hundred years ago?” Notice that this
question concerns differences between two fairly specific time periods. And it
has more than one plausible answer; reasonable people could disagree about
whether there is now more opportunity for mobility or less. Framing an an-
swerable but debatable question is a fundamental, and sometimes the most
demanding, part of writing a paper.
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TERMS AND STRATEGIES IN ESSAY
AND EXAM ASSIGNMENTS

When students are given a paper or essay assignment, they naturally want to
know what the instructor wants, but asking “What do you want us to do on
this assignment?” usually annoys the instructor. From the instructor’s point
of view, the instructions already indicate what students are expected to do
with the information. Knowing the course content is not enough to do well
on a paper assignment; knowing what to do with this content and having a
strategy for selecting.and presenting this information are essential. The way
to determine such an appropriate strategy is to scrutinize the wording of the
assignment, to clarify for yourself what is expected, and then to use a suitable
strategy to produce the paper. ‘

Instructors deliberately design assignments to get you to work with—and
think about—course concepts and data in various ways. For example, writing
about deviance could involve defining it, illustrating it, analyzing it, compar-
ing it to other behavior, evaluating its effects, summarizing someone’s theo-
ries about it, and so on. Sometimes instructors will provide you with a well-
framed, unambiguous question to start with. At the other extreme, you may
be given a very vague assignment (“Discuss deviance”) that will require you
to create and frame your own question. In the middle of this range are the
following common commands that cue you to appropriate questions that can
be framed concerning the course information and that tell you what the in-
structor wants you to do with this information.

Note that sometimes an assignment calls for more than one question be-
cause the instructor deliberately combines these commands, thereby requir-
ing you to work with the material in several ways, applying several different
strategies. At other times, instructors provide several different versions of es-
sentially the same question but repeat it in different words to help you un-
derstand what you are supposed to do. If your assignment seems to call for
several questions, first determine whether they are the same single question
in different words or whether they involve separate strategies.

Analyze: Break something down into its parts; for example, a theory into
its components, a process into its stages, an event into its causes. Analysis in-
volves characterizing the whole, identifying the parts, and showing how the
parts relate to each other to make the whole. Corresponding question: “What
is the relationship between anomie and frustration in the functionalist theory
of deviance?”

Assess/Criticize/Evaluate: Determine the importance or value of something.
Assessing requires you to develop clearly stated criteria of judgment and to
comment on the elements that meet or fail to meet those criteria. Corre-

sponding question: “How useful is labeling theory for explaining why people
join gangs?”
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Classify: Sort something into main categories and thereby pigeonhole its
parts. Corresponding question: “If someone cheats on an examination to get
a better grade, which of Merton’s forms of deviance does the behavior belong

to?”

Compare/Contrast: Identify the important similarities and differences be-
tween two elements in order to reveal something significant about them. Em-
phasize similarities if the command is to compare and differences if it is to con-
trast. Corresponding question: “What are the similarities and differences in
labeling theory and functionalist theories of deviance?”

Define/ldentify: Give the special characteristics by which a concept, thing, or
event can be recognized; that is, what it is and what it is not. Place it in its gen-
eral class and then differentiate it from other members of that class. Corre-
sponding questions: “What is anomie? What behaviors or attitudes indicate
that a person or group is anomic?”

Describe: Present the characteristics by which an object, action, person, or
concept can be recognized or an event or process can be visualized. Corre-
sponding question: “What is Durkheim’s theory of deviance?”

Discuss/Examine: Analyze and/or evaluate a particular topic. You must de-
cide on your own question concerning the things to be discussed. .Instructors
usually expect you to go beyond summary. Corresponding questlon:' ”'What
can sociological theories tell us about why gangs exist and why individuals

join them?”

Explain/lustify: Make clear the reasons for or the basic principles of .Sf)me—
thing; make it intelligible. Explanation may involve relating the unfamiliar to
the more familiar. Corresponding questions: “Why do people break rules that
they believe in? What theories do you think give the best explanation of this
kind of behavior? What evidence can you present to support this theory?”

Illustrate: Use a concrete example to explain or clarify the essential attri-
butes of a problem or concept. Corresponding question: “Give a concrete €x-
ample of ‘innovative deviance.” How does this example show the defining fea-

tures of the concept?”

Interpret: Explain what the author of a quotation means (not what you
mean). Corresponding question: “What does Durkheim mean by stating that
animals cannot commit suicide?”

List/Enumerate: Give essential points one by one in a logical order. Corre-
sponding question: “What are the forms of deviance in Merton’s theory of

deviance?”
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Outline/Trace/Review/State: Organize a description under main points and
subordinate points, omitting minor details and stressing the classification of the
elements of the problem or the main points in the development of an event
or issue. Corresponding questions: “What have been the major debates over
deviance in the past quarter century? How has the resolution of one debate
led into the next? Highlight these debates with reference to leading theories
and pathbreaking studies.”

Prove/Validate: Establish that something is true by citing factual evidence
or giving clear, logical reasons for believing it is true. Corresponding question:
“Make a case on behalf of or opposed to labeling theory. What are the strongest
justification and best evidence you can present to support your point of view?”

ANSWERING AN ESSAY EXAM QUESTION

Because essay exams test thinking, not ability to memorize details, under-
standing the directions represented by the terms just listed is especially im-
portant. This is particularly true when you are writing under time pressure.
What instructors want to see in your exam essay is the big picture—mean-
ingful generalizations. They want you to demonstrate quickly what all the
details covered in class add up to. To put it another way, they want you to
show that you can see the forest for the trees! Therefore, answering an in-
structor’s ready-made question requires a special approach.

Begin by reading through the exam sheet(s) twice in order to make
choices if they are available and to ration your time. Otherwise, especially if
you are nervous, you may confuse the number of questions or not under-
stand important directions. Start with the question you feel most confident
about answering, even if it’s not in the first section of the exam. (Be sure to
label clearly the number of each question as you answer it.) Other ideas will
come to you as you write, and your relatively easy answer will build your
confidence for tackling the others.

Underline or circle the key terms like “analyze,” “evaluate,” “how (in
what way),” and “how much (to what extent).” If the instructions simply say
“discuss,” you're on your own. Are there several theorists, institutions, con-
cepts, or example? Try a comparison. Does the question require demonstrated
understanding of key terms? Try defining and illustrating. Is a process impor-
tant? Try analyzing its different stages. Would grouping help? Try classification.

One common essay exam strategy is to begin by cannibalizing the words

in the question and using them as a ready-made part of your thesis answer,
for example:

Question: “In what ways has the subsequent development of the West con-
firmed or disconfirmed Marx’s theory about class conflict in capitalism?”

Answer: “The subsequent developmet of the West has disconfirmed Marx’s
theory about class conflict in capitalism in at least three ways. First, the class
structure did not polarize into two unbridgeable classes, but instead gave rise

$
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to a very large middle class. Second, life chances for We.alth and prestige now
depend at least as much on education and occupation as on .class t‘)a<zk-
ground. Third, the revolutions Marx predicted in advanced capitalist soc1et1e§
did not occur, but instead Marxist-inspired revolutions have developed pri-
marily in peasant-based societies.”

Such a bald statement might be too obvious for a polished paper, but for an
exam essay, an announcement like this can help you outline your answer and
then stick to it. .
Focusing on the question is essential. The object of your essay is not to
demonstrate all the facts you know, but to answer the question as clearly and

concisely as possible.

DEVELOPING AN ARGUMENT:
LOGIC AND STRUCTURE

In writing, logic refers to the relationship between the paper’s assertions
and its evidence. Structure concerns how the parts of the paper fit together.
If sentences are the “trees” of the paper, then logic and structure are the
“forest.” According to one faculty survey, structure and logic are among the
most important criteria instructors weigh in grading papers: '

Logic demands that a good paper go beyond mere assertion (”tfhls' state-
ment is true because I say it is”). The answer to your question, which is your
thesis, must be supported by evidence and reasoning. One way to accomplis'h
this is to assume that the reader is naive (a Martian, for example) or skepti-
cal. Try to imagine actively what a naive reader might not_ understan.d ab9ut
what you are saying and explain your points to her or him. Try to 1mag.1ne
the kinds of doubts a skeptic might hold and attempt to convince her or him,
just like a debater would.

Structure demands that in a good paper each sentence should be well
written and make sense; each sentence should also be logically connect(?d
to the sentences around it, each paragraph to the paragraphs around it,
each section to the sections around it, and all of them to the overall theme
of the paper. Whether you write sentence by sentence or begiI_1 with a gen-
eral plan and work down to the level of the sentence, by the time you sub-
mit the paper, you should be able to conceptualize the structure of the
whole paper in your head (and, if necessary, to explain that structure to the
instructor). This means being able to say in one or two sentence.s what ?he
paper’s main thesis is and how you go about arguing that thesis. Imflgln(ei
your roommate or a friend asking “What’s the point of the paper? .an
“Why should the reader believe you?” If you can’t answer those questions,
you still have work to do before turning in the final draft. ‘ 4

The next step after framing your question is constructing a loglFal e-
fense of your thesis—why your answer is more correct than alternatlye a}r:-

swers. This defense requires pieces of evidence that support your thesis. The
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evidence must be logically connected to the thesis so that you can make the
statement (either in your head or in the paper) “If the evidence is true, the
thesis is true.” Many student papers (and some professional papers) falter
here, presenting interesting and important evidence in narrative form, or in
a controlled study, or sometimes through reasoned reflection, but then
drawing a conclusion that is less than warranted by the evidence presented.
So be sure to put aside the actual paper and think through the first three
items on the checklist presented in Part III: “What is my thesis? Does my
thesis remain evident and central throughout the paper? Have I supported
my thesis with adequate evidence?”

Finally, the structure of the paper should reflect the logical connection of
the evidence to the thesis. It is the writer’s job, not the reader’s, to draw the
connections between evidence and conclusions and to show how the paper
logically proceeds. Thus the paper’s introduction, transitions, and conclusions
are essential, not just incidental, parts of the paper. The introduction should
state the question that is being answered and specify the plan for answering
it. As the paper unfolds, provide guideposts for the reader telling where the
paper has gone and where it is going. These transitions indicate how sen-
tences, paragraphs, and sections logically fit together. Transitions can be ac-
complished by including transitional words and phrases, such as “on the
other hand” and “furthermore.” (See Chapter 2 for a list of transitions.) Or
they can be stated in sentences: “The last section discussed Durkheim’s basic
presuppositions; this section will show how those presuppositions influenced
his theory of religion.” A common writing error is the non sequitur, a Latin
phrase for sentences or paragraphs that have no apparent connectjon. This
often results from a connection that is in the writer’'s mind but that she or he
fails to demonstrate to the reader. A conclusion should remind readers where
they have been and why you think the thesis has been demonstrated. Try to
summarize the paper without repeating specific sentences. This is also the ap-
propriate place to reflect upon the larger implications of your thesis—to an-
swer the question “So what?” But it is not appropriate to present new evi-
dence in the conclusion.

LOGICAL FALLACIES

Logical fallacies are errors in reasoning. Even if facts are accurate, errors in
logic can lead writers to inappropriate conclusions, often with the best of in-
tentions. Try not to make any of the following typical errors:

ad hominem (attacking the person, not the issue), for example,
“They believe that they [animals] have ‘inherent moral rights.” Some
of the people who most vigorously support animal rights are cruel to
their own family members.”

begging the question (circular reasoning), for example, “Because
they have nowhere to stay, the homeless must live on the streets.”

N
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“ i "), for example, “If school re-
ither/or (also called “false dilemma”), : : -
fe(::ms in th(e last several decades have not created high-quality educa

tion for everyone, it is time for school vouchers.

false analogy (assuming that becaus:; p.eople or objectls sl’iiavr[e one
characteristic, they share all characteristics), for example, \ a.n};orma-
Americans hire private investigators to spy' for them an‘d galnfm_ forma
tion about someone else. Just as the CI‘A v1o_lated t_he r1ght§ (i tc; rens
in poor countries around the world, private investigators viola

rights of anyone they spy on.”

false cause (also called post hoc, ergo propter'hc?c, assurming tlﬁat I;ustt
because one thing happened after another, it is caused by t et ;fl L
event), for example, “After people lost respect for goverm”nen

ity in the 1960s, violent crime rose all across the country.

hasty generalization (also called “sweeping generalizanqn ),-for
example, “Americans will never accept a single-payer medical insur-

ance system.”

-non sequitur (making no apparent logical connection?, for example,
“If other stress factors lead to the weakening of thCII.‘ w111p0\.zver c"aus-
ing binge eating, all of the diet centers have counseling sessions.

reverse reasoning (confusing cause for effect), for ex'ample, The t
more knowledge teenagers have about sex, the more likely they are to

engage in premarital sexual activities.

slippery slope (inaccurately predicting a causal chain), f-(ﬁ lsxa(lim_ple,
“If human cloning research is permitted, thfe next steps_w1 € de .
signer human beings and then the elimination of handicaps, afl lin 1
with the killing of people who aren’t perfect or whom we don't like.

spurious causation (treating things with a commor'1 cause as th'(t).uih
they cause each other), for example, “Poor people w1th ba:i nutritio
commit more violent crime than those with healthy diets.

For a fuller description of logical errors, see David Hackett Fischer, thg;zz];
Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historial Thought (1970. .New York: Harper11 ‘ters.
Even though written specifically for historians, it is very useful for all writers.

TWO FORMATS OF LOGIC AND STRUCTURE

We suggest here two formats of logic and structure that arebcomn;gnrliraltzofc;;
ology papers. There are, of course, other formats that may ‘fe appexpliCit Lo
specific assignments. If the paper assignment does not speci yt e.l(rileaspwnh or
mat requirement, it is often helpful to talk over your format i

instructor.
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The Three-Part Essay Format

This type of paper is most commonly structured in terms of a major thesis
(that answers a question) and three supporting “points.”

There is nothing magical about the number three; it is a convenient
number of points for the length and scope of papers typically written for
course assignments. Each of the three points should logically support the
thesis. You should be able to say “If point A (or B, or C) is true, the thesis is
true.” More precisely, in terms of formal logic, you need to be able to main-
tain that “if point A (or B, or C) were not true, the thesis would probably
not be true.”

Take as an example the thesis “Over the last hundred years, educational
opportunities in America have opened up the American social structure to
more upward mobility.”

Point A could be: Educational achievement is more closely connected to
high-status jobs than it was a hundred years ago.

Point B could be: Education is more equally accessible to all members of
the society than were earlier means of determining people’s status.

Point C could be: The content of education relates more to job skills than it
did a hundred years ago.

The paper itself is structured around an introduction, discussion of point
A, discussion of point B, discussion of point C, and a conclusion. The intro-
duction presents the question that is being answered, the general thesis, and
usually a plan of the body of the paper. Each point is discussed in turn. Each
section usually starts with a claim—a statement of its main point. Often the
next sentence is an example of this claim, followed by an explanation of how
the example illustrates the point. Then you can elaborate on this point, iden-’
tify its implications, take issue with some aspects, or provide other types of

evidence. Finally, you need to tie it back in with your general thesis and with
the argument so far.

You will need at least one paragraph for each discussion section, because
that’s what a paragraph is—a logical section with one main point. You may
need more than one paragraph to deal with each main point, especially if the
point is complicated or if you are presenting elaborate evidence. If you do, al-
locate separate paragraphs to each subpoint or aspect. This often happens
when you want to analyze a particularly revealing example and explain to
what extent it does, but also does not, illustrate a point you want to make. In
other words, the discussion gives evidence and reasoning for why the point is
true; the discussion also explains the logical connection between that point
and the general thesis.

The conclusion then summarizes the overall argument and often offers
your personal thoughts about the issue you have discussed.

A modified version of the essay format is also appropriate for a paper
based on ethnographic research. If that is the kind of paper you're preparing,
follow the structure described in this section, replacing the thesis and
supporting claims with three major themes, or three points about a single
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theme, gleaned from your data. See Chapter 7 for details on this modified
e ’

application.

The Journal Format | . N .

This is the format often found in articles in major academic J;)ug;a s s;}c1 "
as the American Sociological Review and the American ”Journal of S‘czo ogy.l. ;
j al format is not the same as “journalistic style.” The term . ]'our.na istic
Js(t);lllrer’1 is sometimes used to describe the easy and fluid style of writing in pop-

gazines such as Time and Newsweek. The journal format refers to a par-

o would almost never

i that a paper or article can be organized. On'e :
E(s:: l?;:ljézlrnalistipc Is)tyle of writing in a paper orgamzedl ?cc.(;r((i)lfnfhzo”;};
journal format The journal format follows the .procefiura 0%1 the by
pothesis testing” mode of conducting research, in wh1ch.you cin;lar nylzat N
specific hypothesis through systematic research. Th.e ]ou_rna ‘ gest Sl,lited
though usable for projects other than formal hypothes1s test%ng, 1srl P
to projects that include some sort of systfemat.lc data. collectllt?n ature reViev‘;
Its structure follows this order: introduction (including the zit‘era e
and the statement of hypothesis), methods, results, and ‘llscusm .
Chapter 8, on the quantitative research paper, for. morfe detail.) 1 in vour
The introduction specifies the question .that 1s”bel¥1g answ;lirel.t o Zl v
paper and your general thesis. In this section, a review of t (i .1 ien ure
summarizes what other people have written abO}.lt the topic, expngl.l Sictiog
it is an important issue to study and what their answerlsl are. ) is ection
should also formally state your hypothesis (for exarpple, A g;t':; erhp né)red
tion of men today hold higher-status jobs tl;ar; their fathers did a hu
” d justify why you expect it to be true. N
Yea;;: %r(l)ezlf;ls ]sectign regoZts your research procedure, detailing Wkller.e yglli
got the data, how the variables were measured, and W'hat sort of anz:i ysl;s 3;01_
conducted on the data. A reader shoul(; be ab.le to replicate your study by
i “cookbook” of your methods section. .
lov;l}rllg gelsemts section rep(?rts in literal terms what the s_tudy-/ shows.thS)r. (1)1;5
stance, “30 percent of men a hundred years ago were }n h%glﬁer-s:atlés ]-obs
than their fathers, while 29 percent of men today are in hig ber-s a niade
than their fathers,” which is virtually no change. (These numbers are
i k. They are not accurate.)
up'lf“(t);tgi:clﬁ(:ion seztion draws the conclusi?ns and reflects uppn ;hfnl:::
sult—for example: “The hypothesis must be rf‘:]ected. The occupatlonfa0 rS e
ture has not opened up. The American prormise of an equal chance
ed.” '
nOtTXI,;t ilslslaﬁéland journal formats are illustrated by sample s1‘iuder1tth[;a.;:)tlelrrsnl:l
this book. The paper on quantitative research (Chapter 8) follows ] }iic o
format. The remaining two sample paperé—one based on etk‘lnocgi1 ap o 5
research (Chapter 7) and one demonstrating a textual analy51sh ( o 12 N
are modified versions of the essay format. See the relevant chap

tails on organizing your paper.
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THE PROPOSAL

A proposal (sometimes called a “statement of intent” or even, misleadingly, an
“abstract”) is a preview of your paper. Instructors assign a proposal to get you
started on your paper by framing a question and making a commitment to
answering it. Obviously, your proposal can’t describe your intended paper in
much detail because at this stage you often don’t know much about the topic.
However, you can frame your question and provide a context for it. As such,
the proposal is a quick introduction, usually only one or two pages long, to
what you want to do. On the basis of this information your instructor can ad-
vise you about possible leads to follow up or alert you to problems that may
snowball as you prepare your paper.

Your proposal should feature your question; for example, “To what extent
is homelessness in Los Angeles attributable to mental illness?” In addition, it
may include any of the following, depending on what you already know or
hope to find out:

+ related questions triggered by your main question, such as: “What
counts as ‘mental illness’?”; “Who counts as ‘homeless’?”: “Which comes
first: the illness or the homelessness?”; “What drives people onto the
streets?”; “How do people survive in these conditions?”; “Where do
homeless people go for help?”; “Why do some people get off the street
while others don’t?”

+ aprovisional answer to your question; in other words, your thesis. An
example of this might be: “Many older homeless people behave eccen-
trically, but increasingly children and families are being made homeless
and they are not necessarily mentally ill, at least not before becoming
homeless.” This provisional answer may be just a hunch or an “educated
guess” based on course materials. You will definitely refine it as you learn
more about your topic, and in the process you may change it entirely.

+ a brief statement of the personal reasons this question interests
you; for example, you can’t help noticing more and more homeless peo-
ple, you find their presence disturbing and frightening, and you are
alarmed that not enough is being done to help them.

+ an academic justification for studying this topic; that is, why it in-
terests other researchers; for example, the increasing problem of urban
homelessness for policymakers, for providers of social services, for pub-
lic health and recreation, for tourism, and for others in addition to the
homeless people themselves.

+ asense of direction: what you need to find out first and where you
will start looking for it; for example, statistics on how many homeless
people live in Los Angeles. Depending on how detailed a proposal your
instructor requires, you may need to specify the steps you will take to
answer the question. Some instructors want only a sense of direction in-
dicating, for example, that you will be reading popular magazines and
academic journals. Others want a more detailed methodological blueprint
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with a step-by-step plan listing variables or ethnographic. site. I'n any
case, you need to demonstrate that what you Qlan to c.io will prov.lde an
adequate answer to your question. This sometimes will also require ac;-
knowledging limitations on your.answer; for example, we really don’t
know exactly how many homeless people there are because they are so
difficult to identify. Moreover, some types of mental illness, such as pa_ra-
noid schizophrenia, are easier to detect than other eql%ally debilitating
forms, such as severe depression. What all this means is that yf)u need
to do some preliminary reading and thinking before you write your

proposal.

A SAMPLE STUDENT PROPOSAL

Here is a sample proposal that student Daryl Williams wrote for a.clasls on
“Organizations and Society.” The instructions for tl_le paper. were simply to
“Write on an organization that relates to a concept dlsc'ussed in class and for;1 a
topic that interests you.” A two-page proposal was assigned at the end of the
first week of the quarter. Because Daryl did not yet know much about the or-
ganization he had selected, his proposal is understandably rat¥1er vague.
Other proposal assignments could require considerably more detail.
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OUR COMMENTS

Daryl begins by accounting for his interest in his chosen organization.

Daryl’s instructor liked the informal tone and word choice of his proposal; -

for example, the word “indulge.” Another instructor might have preferred
more formality.

Daryl’s question is a good start, but it needs to be refined. His instructor
pointed out two initial problems here. First, the concept of an organization’s
motivation is very slippery, elusive, and hard to establish. What evidence es-
tablishes motivation: constitutions, public pronouncements, leaders, members,
or actions of the organization? Organizations usually have a complex assort-
ment of motivations, if they can be said to have motivations at all. Daryl’s in-

structor suggested instead that he might study a particular instance, such as the -

AMA's position on various health insurance schemes, and modify his question
accordingly.

Second, Daryl’s question assumes that all professional associations attempt
to control and regulate entire industries. This generalization is itself debatable.

Another possibility, if it appealed to Daryl, would be to use the example of the
AMA to test—not just illustrate—this assumption,

Here Daryl justifies the importance of studying this organization.
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Daryl Williams
- Sociology 168
7/16/90

PROPOSAL

Choosing an organization that interests me is hard because there are
so many possibilities. Last quarter, though, | took a class on the sociology of
medicine. This was a completely new and fascinating area of sociology to
me, and my interest in it has been piqued ever since. In that class, we
learned a little about the American Medical Association (AMA) which |
found intriguing. Now, as the focus of my term paper on organizations, |
have the perfect opportunity to further explore this group (as well as induige
in a bit more medical sociology).

| think that what | find most interesting about the AMA is that it is not
necessarily the do-good organization that most people think it is. There is a
popular misconception that the medical profession is in some ways more
virtuous than other organizations. This is not true. Rather, the AMA, like
other large and powerful organizations, has its own goals and interests, and
acts primarily to defend or perpetuate them. In fact, I've learned that the
AMA was specifically developed to keep a tight-fisted reign over the medical
profession in such a way as to monopolize the medical industry. Hence,
using the AMA as a case study from which | can generalize to include other
organizations, my research question will be this: In what ways does the
American Medical Association (AMA) exemplify an organization’s attempt to
control and regulate an entire industry?

| think this is a particularly important question to examine because it
seems that large and powerful organizations everywhere are increasingly
coming to dominate their respective industries. In other words, what the
AMA is doing is not unique; rather, it represents an existing and growing
trend. In addition, the AMA is a particularly useful model because it shows
that all types of organizations—even the ones that we thought were more
exceptional, professional, or noble than the rest—can behave in this

manner.
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Here Daryl identifies related questions triggered by his main question.

Daryl does not provide even a provisional answer to his question. He should
have made some attempt at articulating a hunch.

. Here Daryl identifies a sense of direction, but he should have offered more
u}formatlon about his sources of data. At the least he could have copied from
his textbook some possible titles that he intended to consult in the library.
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The content and ton€ of my research question raises several other
questions: Why does the AMA wish to obtain such professional hegemony?
At whose expense is this done? How is the AMA organized? What resistance
does the AMA face? How is the AMA similar to other organizations? How is it
different? | think these questions, and this research topic in general, merit
study and attention. While my intentions are not to “expose” the AMA in any
way, | think it is vitally important to assess the motives and actions of large
organizations such as the AMA, because these groups play suéh a large and
important part of both our social and personal lives.

| plan to begin by reviewing my notes from last quarter. My textbook for
that class has some references about books and articles on the AMA that |

can check in the library.




