Soc 4 – Sociological Analysis 
Writing Assignments and Final Paper – Steps to a Successful Research Proposal 

Read all of this EARLY and before you proceed (refer back along the way too). 
For this course, a major portion of your assignments will help you practice creating a research proposal for a sociological research project – although you could also use the same steps to plan other forms of scientific research!  A research proposal is a document used to organize and plan a project intended to better understand some aspect of the world around us through some form of observation or data collection – to create new knowledge or confirm existing knowledge.  In sociology, specifically we are interested in better understanding the social world, such as how individuals interact in groups (e.g., meetings, business or non-profit organizations, or friend and family networks), and how social categories (e.g., class, race, gender, or sexuality) and social institutions (e.g., family, economy, education, government, or religion) shape our thoughts and behaviors.  There are two main purposes for these assignments:
1) Some of you will go on to have research-focused careers, and many of you will have careers that include at least occasional information gathering projects.  Some of you may also be interested in gathering information as part of volunteering, or in support of a hobby, or as part of personal curiosity and interests.  This set of assignments will give you some practice developing research-planning skills (and project planning skills more generally).

2) Almost everyone in the modern world is under a constant barrage of information, including information that makes claims about how the world works.  Having a better understanding of how scientific research is planned and conducted will help develop awareness and insight into when a claim is being made, what kind of claim, and how to judge whether the claim is well supported (such as what questions to ask and where to go to look for more information).
A research proposal is made up of several components, including a statement of the research question, a review of previous studies regarding the topic (aka “literature review” or “lit review”), and a plan for data collection (aka “research protocol”).  You will be expected to turn in writing assignments throughout the semester directed towards addressing each of these components in turn:  a statement of the research question and rationale (Writing Assignment #1), a lit review (Writing Assignment #2), and a research protocol (Writing Assignment #3).  The Rough Draft (and, eventually, Final Paper) will integrate these.  More detailed descriptions of expectations for each assignment are provided in subsequent pages.

General Formatting Guidelines for Writing Assignments and Papers:

· DOC, PDF, or RTF format (Works, OpenOffice, Pages, and other word document programs should be able to “Save As” one or all of these formats).

· Do NOT include a cover sheet.  
· Margins should be one-inch to one-and-a-quarter inch.  (MS Word’s default is 1.25”)

· Double space and use a 10-12 point readable font (Times New Roman is standard). 

FINAL NOTE:  The time constraints of this course do not allow for us to carry out your actual research plans, although I encourage you to consider doing so in a future semester – especially (but not only) if you are considering pursuing a graduate degree!  If you are interested in doing research, please contact me outside of class (office hours, email).  
Writing Assignment 1: Research Question                  
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Research Question and Rationale

Due: Check Syllabus for official due date
For Writing Assignment 1 your goals are to state your research question and explain why answering this question is important.  Your research question will form the basis for the rest of your research proposal (aka Final Paper) in this class.  The main goal of a research question is to orient and focus the work you do in planning a research project.  Therefore, while your research question can (and probably will) evolve over the course of the semester, I encourage you not to stray too far from the original question. 
The first part of the assignment is to simply state your research question.  At first glance, stating a research question may seem like a simple task.  However, you need to struggle with and think ahead about what type of project your research question will entail.  Attempt to write a research question that is not so broad that a project designed to understand it would take more than a lifetime to complete.  At the same time you must guard against writing a research question that is so specific that finding information related to your project will be difficult.  Writing a research question that falls between these two extremes is difficult and takes practice.  This assignment is intended to help you practice this skill.  The more thought you put into your question now, the easier your project will be down the road.  

The second part of the assignment is to explain why finding an answer to your research question is important.  While we often want to research a question for personal reasons, the broader public rarely cares about those types of reasons for doing research.  Think about why or how people in general would benefit from knowing the answer to your research question (which may or may not be related to reasons for your own curiosity) and focus on those reasons in your explanation.

Example research questions:

· Do high school students who attend a summer diversity-awareness program report higher levels of tolerance than classmates that did not attend the program one year later?

· Is a woman’s likelihood of being diagnosed with anorexia related to her mother’s self esteem?

· Do public or private prisons have lower recidivism rates?

· Do violent video games cause children to become more aggressive?

Formatting:

Writing Assignment 1 should be about two (2) pages in length.  Refer to the General Formatting Guidelines on the first page of this document.  If you include references, do not include a separate reference sheet.
What I’m looking for: 

I want to see that you have a workable idea that you’ve thought about and are interested in.  I’ll try to give any suggestions that come to mind concerning any part of this assignment.  I encourage you to ask me questions about the assignment, meet with me during office hours to discuss your ideas, and talk to your fellow students about your ideas.  They are probably thinking about the same types of problems as you.

A: Assignment states a clearly worded question, explains personal interest in the question, and thoroughly explains what other groups and institutions would be interested in or benefit from an answer to the question.
B: Assignment states a somewhat clearly worded question, explains personal interest in the question, and explains what other groups and institutions would be interested in or benefit from an answer to the question.
C: Assignment states a somewhat clearly worded question, explains personal interest in the question, and gives some explanation of what other groups and institutions would be interested in or benefit from an answer to the question.
D: Assignment states a question and gives some explanation of interest in the question.
F: Assignment does not state a question and/or give no explanation of interest in the question.
NOTE:  All research questions are subject to approval by the instructor.

Writing Assignment 2: Literature Review
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Literature Review
Due: Check syllabus for Due Date
For Writing Assignment 2 your goal is to present a formal review of the literature concerning your research question.  The purpose of a literature review is to orient your project in terms of the existing literature.  This means you will need to synthesize the information you read in your sources, so you can apply it to your particular research question.  You should not just summarize the information you read.  While based on what you read, the literature review is mostly about your project.  You’ll be using what you’ve read to strengthen or support your ideas or to show how your ideas differ from those that came before you.   

Often literature reviews contain sub-headings (by topics, theories, etc) that can help you organize your thoughts and help your reader follow along.  Use them if you find them helpful.  

You need to include at least six journal articles, or three books, or some combination of these where a book counts as two journal articles.  (“Book” here means most or all of the text – an individual chapter such as from an edited volume is the equivalent of a journal article.)  Journal articles here refer to scholarly or scientifically reliable journals, not popular, journalistic, or trade publications.  If you are unsure of the difference, a basic guide is available here:
http://www1.wne.edu/library/index.cfm?selection=doc.5188
Citations/References:

ASA style – http://www.calstatela.edu/library/guides/3asa.pdf
You need to cite your sources within the body of your paper and have “Works Cited” or “References” list at the end.  

Formatting:

This paper should be about seven (7) pages in length.  If you go much over seven pages, you are probably including information not relevant for your current paper and/or overly reliant on summarizing.  If you are well under seven, you have probably not spent enough time explaining how the previous research connects with your idea.
Refer to the formatting guidelines!
What I’m looking for: 

I’m looking for a clearly written account of how your current project fits into the existing literature.  It is important to keep in mind that your project is the real focus of a literature review.  The sources should cement your project, not overwhelm it.  I am also looking for a thematic literature review.  Meaning that it should not be organized "by articles" (a list of articles with summaries of each article) but "by topics" or "by themes."  What this means is you will want to identify key themes from any particular article and especially shared themes across articles and write about them in a way that relates the themes together.
One example of an actual research article's literature review can be found in the textbook.
One example of a brief thematic literature review can be found here:
http://www.d.umn.edu/~sjanssen/samplelitreview.htm
Here the literature review sections are divided up into:

"Defining Moments" - conceptualizing what a "defining moment" is, in part by referencing how other studies have understood this concept. 

"Research on College Students" - Discusses what research has been done specifically on college students and why this might be a group worth focusing on (including what is NOT known about them!).

"Intimate Relationships" - Discusses the theme of how defining moments might affect initimate relationships or people's desire to seek out intimate relationships, in particular - a theme this study wants to focus on apparently.

"Data and Methods" is not part of the lit review - we'll work on data and methods with Assignment #3.
Another in-depth lit review example using "Critical Thinking" is here:

http://www.library.american.edu/Help/tutorials/lit_review/critical_thinking.pdf
As always, feel free to ask me questions about the paper, and talk to your fellow students.  
A: Assignment presents information from the required set of sources, uses scientifically reliable sources, is focused on how these sources can inform the proposed project, and relates this information to the project thematically.
B: Assignment presents information from the required set of sources, uses mostly scientifically reliable sources, is somewhat focused on how these sources can inform the proposed project, and attempts to relate this information to the project thematically.

C: Assignment presents information from the required set of sources, uses mostly scientifically reliable sources, but is mostly focused on the sources rather than the proposed project and/or does not attempt to highlight common themes across sources and/or is summary-heavy.
D: Assignment presents information from less than the required set of sources, and/or uses mostly scientifically unreliable sources, and/or is mostly summary.
F: Assignment has no sources, uses sources entirely unreliable, and/or is entirely summary.
Writing Assignment 3: Research Protocols
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Research Protocol/Methods
Due: Check syllabus for due date
Real research protocols are quite detailed and explicit concerning data gathering and analysis.  They lay out the exact procedures to be used for generating subjects or respondents, the exact questions to be asked or treatments to be conducted, the types of analyses expected to be done on the data, and all other research procedures (like the number of research assistants you expect to need and for what they will be responsible and a budget for each specific component of the research).  

For Writing Assignment 3 (and the Final Paper) I do not expect such a detailed account of your proposed research.  What you should do for this paper is choose a data collection method (experiment, survey, field research, secondary data analysis, etc) and explain why you think it is the best data collection method for your research question.  

Then, tell me what would be involved in collecting data using this method.  This section will differ greatly depending on which method you are using.  Be as specific as possible.  Walk me through each step necessary to generate your data.  Identify any human subjects’ issues and how you will respond to them in an ethical fashion.
Finally, tell me what impact using this data collection method will have on the type of data you will (and won’t) be able to collect and the type of data analysis you would do on that type of data.  

After you have finished the written portion of the paper, put together the measurement instrument (that is, the set-up of the experiment, guidelines for field observations, list of interview or questionnaire questions, etc) you intend to use to gather the data.  Include this as an appendix at the end of your paper.
Formatting:

This paper, not including the appendix, should be about four (4) pages in length.  Do not write more than five pages for this paper.  (The measurement instrument appendix is not included in this page count because its length will depend entirely on your variable construction and how many variables you intend to collect.) 
Refer to the formatting guidelines!
What I’m looking for:

I’m simply looking to see if you have an understanding of the data collection method you choose to use and if you have an understanding of why it would be a good method for your question as well as its limitations.  

I’m also looking to make sure you have reasonable measures for all of your variables.

As always, feel free to ask me questions about the paper, and talk to your fellow students.  
A: Assignment identifies ONE best data collection method for your research question, explains why it is the best method (including discussion of strengths and weaknesses compared to other methods), gives specific steps used to collect your observations or data (including how you will gain access to your field and/or choose your sample), thoroughly discusses any human subjects’ or other ethical issues related to your method, and presents a detailed appendix of your measurement instrument.
B: Assignment identifies your best data collection method for your research question, explains why it is the best method, gives steps used to collect your observations or data, discusses any human subjects’ or other ethical issues related to your method, and presents an appendix of your measurement instrument. 
C: Assignment identifies a data collection method for your research question, attempts to explain why it is the best method, gives some steps used to collect your observations or data, discusses at least one ethical issue related to your method, and presents an appendix of your measurement instrument.  
D: Assignment is missing one of the following: identified data collection method, attempt to explain why you chose it, explanation of steps, discussion of ethical issues, or appendix of measurement instrument.
F: Assignment is missing more than one of the following: identified data collection method, attempt to explain why you chose it, explanation of steps, discussion of ethical issues, or appendix of measurement instrument.
Rough Draft
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Due: Check syllabus for due date
Submitting a rough draft is not required but is highly recommended since it gives you an opportunity to receive formal feedback prior to submission of your final paper.  An important point to make here is that the rough draft (and final paper) should not simply be a “copy and paste” of previous assignments.

Begin with your rationale (generally based on Writing Assignment 1).  Remember that this sets up why your project is important.  During the course of your literature review, you may have come across some information that will strengthen the argument that your project is important.  Now you can integrate that information into your rationale.  

Somewhere near the end of your rationale, you should explicitly state your research question (note that this differs from Writing Assignment 1, where you started with your research question).  In other words, for the research proposal the rationale should build to the statement of your question, so it should come somewhere near the end of the rationale section.  Do not just leave your research question as a sentence all alone.  Integrate it into a paragraph.  Possible titles for this first section might be “Introduction,” “Purpose of the Study,” “Research Question,” or “Statement of the Problem.” Be sure to incorporate any critiques I’ve given you along the way.
Next you should frame and clarify your study in terms of existing theory and research.  Here you should include your literature review (based on Writing Assignment 2).  You need to explain what is already understood about your research question as well as how you conceptualize your independent and dependent variables.  Possible titles for this section (or sections) might be “Background,” “Conceptual Framework,” “Literature Review,” “Theoretical Framework,” or “Theory.” Be sure to incorporate any critiques I’ve given you along the way.
Finally, you should detail how you will conduct your study, justify your approach, and outline any weaknesses or limitations.  Here you should include your research protocol (based on Writing Assignment 3).  You should also integrate information about how you will measure your your independent and dependent variables.   Possible titles for this section (or sections) might be “Data & Methods,” “Research Design”, or “Study Design.” Be sure to incorporate any critiques I’ve given you along the way.
Formatting:

This paper should be 15-20 pages in length not counting your “Works Cited” or “References” page and your measurement appendix.  I do not recommend you write more than 20 pages for this paper.  Since this is a lengthy paper, please number your pages.

Refer to the formatting guidelines!
What I’m looking for:

I’m looking for a paper that has fully integrated the previous papers (again, note that simply copying and pasting together previous papers will not be looked upon as full integration) and incorporates feedback from previous papers.  The rough draft should read as if it was written as a single paper.  The rationale should have me asking your research question right as you tell me what it is.  Then I should be wondering what we already know about your question.  I should be wondering what variables are important, how they are related to each other, and how they have been conceptualized in the past and how you are conceptualizing them now.  You should be telling me each of these things as the question occurs to me.  I would then be wondering how you plan to measure the variables.  You should lead me through the steps you are planning on taking to generate the subjects/respondents you need to gather the data you need to answer your question and explain why those are the appropriate steps.  
As always, feel free to ask me questions, and talk to your fellow students.  
Final Paper – Research Proposal
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Due: Check syllabus for due date
What I’m looking for:

For the final paper I will be looking at the same things as for the rough draft.  If you submit a rough draft I will also be looking at whether you integrated any new comments and suggestions from the rough draft.
As always, feel free to ask me questions about the paper, and talk to your fellow students.  

A: Assignment reads as if written as a single paper (per guidelines under Rough Draft), has three or more sections that integrate the previous three assignments, and incorporates most feedback from previous assignments (and rough draft, if relevant).
B: Assignment reads as if edited to be read as a single paper (attempting to follow guidelines under Rough Draft), has clear transitions between different sections based on the previous assignments, and incorporates most feedback from previous assignments (and rough draft, if relevant). 
C: Assignment reads as if edited to be read as a single paper (attempting to follow guidelines under Rough Draft) and significantly incorporates feedback from previous assignments (and rough draft, if relevant).  
D: Assignment reads as having been copied and pasted, but incorporates some feedback from previous assignments (and rough draft, if relevant).
F: Assignment does not incorporate feedback from previous assignments (and rough draft, if relevant).
