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A Writer’s Guide
Paper Check List
Chris Bickel
Department of Sociology, UCSB
Introduction
_______  Do you have a clear thesis?  Did you clearly state your research question?
_______  Does your introduction contain signposts?

_______  Is your introduction creative?

Grammar
_______  Did you eliminate all run-on sentences?

_______  Did you cut down on the use of passive sentences?

_______  Did you eliminate unnecessary words?

_______  Did you spell check?

Body
_______  Did you support statements with evidence, either from your observations or outside materials?

_______  Did you present a logical argument?

_______  Do you have a consistent theme throughout your paper?
Conclusion 
_______  Does your conclusion restate your thesis, and add something new?

_______  Does your conclusion speak to the importance of your work?
Miscellaneous

_______  Did you cite ideas other than your own?

_______  Do you have a title page?  Be creative with your titles!

_______  Did you include a bibliography?

_______  Did you write in a creative way?

_______  Did you use imagery in your writing?

A Writer’s Guide

Thesis Statement

     A thesis statement is an introductory sentence, usually within the opening paragraph that clearly outlines the main point of your paper.  A thesis statement should interest the reader and be as clear and as specific as possible.  It’s easier to write a good thesis statement after you have written your paper.  See the next page for examples of how to write an introduction.
Signposts

    Signposts are sentences that tell the reader what topics you are going to talk about and the order in which you will address them.  Signposts provide the core of the introductory paragraph, they provide the map that guides the reader through your paper.
Passive and Active Sentences
     A passive sentence occurs when the subject of the sentence receives the action rather than doing it.  Passive sentences are not necessarily bad.  However, they can be a problem when they are used excessively.  The following are some examples:

Passive Sentence:  Mistakes were made.  (See there is no subject doing the action)

Active Sentence:  George Bush made mistakes.  (Here there is a subject doing the action)

Passive Sentence:  The basis on which similarity was determined revolved primarily around skin color.

Active Sentence:  Skin color determined similarity.

     Notice how much better sentences in the active voice read.  Often times forms of the verb to be (is, are, was, were, have been and so on) signal that your sentence is in the passive voice.  If you read through your paper and change all passive sentences to active sentences, you will be amazed by how much better your paper reads.

Quotes
     Be sure to introduce all quotes.  Don’t just drop them into your paragraphs.  A good way to introduce quotes is to tell the reader about the author and why they are important.  For example:  According to John Irwin, author of The Felon, “the rising tide of  . . .”
Conclusion

     Your conclusion should be a restatement of your thesis.  However, don’t simply restate your thesis, add something new to it.  Tell the reader the importance of your paper.  The conclusion is usually the hardest part to write, because you have to summarize a whole ensemble of ideas in one paragraph.  Take the conclusion seriously, because it often makes or breaks your paper.

How to Eliminate Wordiness

“Vigorous writing is concise.  A sentence should contain no unnecessary words,

a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that a drawing should

have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary parts.  This requires not

that the writer make all sentences short, or avoid all detail and treat

subjects in outline, but that every word tell.”

                                               -- William Strunk Jr. & E.B. White

Common Wordy Phrases

In order to




To

Along the lines of 



Like
The question as to whether


Whether

There is no doubt but that


No doubt (doubtless)

Used for fuel purposes


Used for fuel

He is a man who



He

This is a subject that



this subject

Her story is a strange one


Her story is strange

The reason why is that 


Because

By virtue of the fact that


Because

Owing to the fact that



Since

In spite of the fact that


Although

Due to the fact that



Because

As a matter of fact



In Fact

At all times




Always

At the present time



Now

In the final analysis



Finally

In the neighborhood of


About

Until such time as



Until

In the event that 



If

By means of 




By

Don’t Say It, Just Write It

Example:  It is important to mention that hierarchies are destructive.
Revision:   Hierarchies are destructive.

Example:   First, I want to mention that times are changing.

Revision:    Times are changing

Example:  In my opinion, the world is coming to an end.

Revision:  The world is coming to an end.

Here, if it’s so important to mention, then mention it.  Or, if you want to mention that times are changing, simply say, “Times are changing.”  And, finally, if you write it down, the reader already knows it’s your opinion, unless you state otherwise.

Useless Words

Basically, Essentially, Very, Actually
How to write Introductions

     The opening paragraph should introduce your research question.  There are many ways to introduce your paper, so be creative.
Personal Openings

     I am a thief, a common thug, if you will, for I have stolen from every job I have ever worked.  I have tightly packed gallons and gallons of Baskin Robbins ice cream into the trunk of my car, not just once, but many times, too many, in fact, for my feeble mind to count.  I have stolen aquariums, large beautiful ones with carved wooden stands, through the warehouse doors of Pet Supplies Plus.  I have even passed on the gift of free Time Warner cable to my friends, so that they, too, can enjoy the glittery pitfalls of HBO, Showtime and Cinemax.  In this sense, I am every bit as reprehensible as Dostoevsky’s nameless hero, who depressed and angry wrote notes from the underground after he was forced there by his growing consciousness of the world.  It is here, below the cracks of the hardwood floor of society, that I lunge my critique at you, Max Weber, the so-called father of sociology. 
* * *

      This introduction is deeply personal.  It starts with personal reflections, and then ties them to the thesis at hand:  a critique of Max Weber.  Of course, this introduction still needs signposts that tell the reader precisely how the author is going to argue the paper.  But, it’s a good creative start to a paper.  Sometimes personal stories help to bridge the structure/agency divide that plagues sociology.  If relevant to your thesis, you can include personal stories of being arrested, working with incarcerated children, or conversations that you have had with people involved with the prison industrial complex.
Explanatory Openings

      What causes revolutions?  Are revolutions the product of some rare combination of structural circumstances?  Or, are revolutions the product of human actors attempting to change social and political relations?  These questions are at the heart of academic debates on the causes of revolutions.  On the left hand, Selbin argues for human agency: “without people articulating compelling stories with engaging and empowering plots, revolutions will not come.  On the right hand, Skocpol argues that structures constrain human actors, and dictate the outcomes of social revolutions:  “Revolutions are not made; they come.” In this paper, I first outline the theoretical frameworks of both Selbin and Skocpol.  Second, I critically evaluate their claims.  Third, I will attempt to synthesize their arguments into a more inclusive theory of revolutions that accounts for both agency and structure..

* * *

    This is a concise introduction.  Explanatory openings tell the reader exactly what the paper is going to argue (thesis), and how the author is going to argue the thesis.  Explanatory openings are like a map of the paper, they tell the reader everything they need to know about the paper, before they begin reading.  Think of the opening scene of Hollywood movies.  They, too, show the viewer everything they need to know about the movie, before it begins.  Explanatory introductions are generally easy to write after you have written the paper.  Read through your paper, and outline the main points.  Then, explain the outline in paragraph form.  This is the introduction.  It’s easy, simple, and to the point.

Exploratory Openings

     In what ways is a culture created within juvenile detention centers that promote authoritarianism among detention guards?  I began to think seriously about this question after my interviews with detention guards.  I came across an unexpected finding.  Most guards explained that they took jobs at juvenile detention centers out of a sincere desire to work with children.  For example, after years of volunteering in local jails, Wally, a white detention guard in his 40s, left a well paying job to work at the detention center.  He says he felt called, in a religious sense, to work with detained children.  Another detention guard left his job in banking to work at the detention center.  In fact, guards came from all types of occupations, from loan officers to architects, police officers to recent college graduates.  The thread that tied them together was their desire to work with children.  But, their attitudes changed over the years.  Many guards “toughened up,” and lost their initial desire to work with children.  They became more punitive and authoritarian.  In this paper, I attempt to address the following questions.  How and why do guards become authoritarian?  What is the process through which guards adopt authoritarian approaches to dealing with children?  What institutional pressure do they encounter, and how are these constraints played out in their everyday interactions with detained children?  

* * *

     Exploratory openings are suspenseful.  First, the author sets up the problem.  In this case, the problem is how guards become authoritarian.  Second, the author explains why it is a problem, or how they came to see the problem.  Third, the author poses a series of questions that guide the reader through their paper.  The author doesn’t answer the questions in the introduction, because they want the reader to be in suspense, which hopefully will push the reader to continue reading. 

Conversation with the Public
    You might want to frame your introduction around a public debate.  For example, debates frequently arise in the newspapers about the causes of high incarceration rates.  So, you might begin your paper by framing the different ways that people think about the prison system.  Some conservative commentators argue that high incarceration rates are caused by individual character defaults – laziness, mental illness, and so on.  While more liberal commentators connect high incarceration to poverty.  You may find that both of these ways of framing high prison rates are problematic.  So, you might assert a different way of thinking about the causes of high imprisonment rates.  Backed by your research, you might argue that high prison rates are the product of dehumanizing public policy, self-promoting politicians, and systemic racism.  The general idea here is that you frame your paper around a social problem—high incarceration rates—that needs more research.

A Conversation with the Literature
     You may wish to address your paper to other sociologists.  Take Becker’s “Becoming a Marijuana User.”  He introduces this chapter by talking about the traditional ways that sociologists have studied deviance.  Sociologists, he argues, have traditionally asked “Why people do it.”  Becker argues that this question has produced a lot of problematic research that focuses on the personality traits.  Becker poses a different question, “How do people become marijuana users?”  In framing the question this way, Becker can now discuss the process of becoming a marijuana user without resorting to moral judgements.  In short, he identifies a problem that is poorly understood by sociologists, and then suggests a better way of thinking about marijuana use.      
� Taken from Diana Hacker, A Writer’s Reference (Boston:  Bedford Books, 1992)





