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CHAPTER 3
Writing and the  

Search for Literature

Proposals, Library Research, and the 
Preparation of Literature

T his chapter will address the different types of writing involved in the begin-
ning stages of a research project. While writing is not necessarily associ-

ated with the early stages of research, properly phrasing your search terms, 
research topics, and study interests will greatly aid you in the literature search 
process. This chapter will include developing a research topic and conducting 
library research, as well as the use of keywords and other strategies used for 
research both online and in the library. We will provide helpful hints and infor-
mation on gathering references, reading, evaluating research, and using soft-
ware to assist in the research and writing process. We also explain how to write 
from sources and how to properly attribute and include the work of other 
researchers in your own writing. In this chapter, we also review how to write 
outlines, summaries, and annotated bibliographies. These writing tools will 
help you stay organized and focused in preparing for a more formalized writing 
project. This chapter concludes with a discussion on organizing the literature, 
such as articles, books, and dissertations that you find to support your research. 
We begin with how to select and focus your research topic.

SELECTING A RESEARCH TOPIC

From start to finish, writing is an integral part of the research process. Most 
of us write down our thoughts and ideas, or brainstorm, to help us formu-
late our research projects and writing. Before you can begin a project, you 
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first need to select a research topic. Your topic will generally be determined 
by why you are undertaking the project. If, for example, you are writing a 
course paper, it is likely that your topic will be based on the area addressed 
by the course—for instance, writing a research paper on racism for a course 
titled “Race and Ethnic Relations.” However, if you are not writing a course 
paper and do not have an assigned topic, developing one on your own can 
seem challenging. 

In selecting a topic, think back to your “Introduction to Sociology” class. A 
topic or area within sociology likely jumped out at you. It might have been a 
theory or a particular study that caught your interest. For example, do you find 
yourself taking classes and writing your papers on issues pertaining to gender, 
deviance, or education? Most sociologists have at least three areas of focus or 
interest within sociology that we concentrate on and examine. If you look 
through your professor’s curriculum vitae, or academic résumé, you will prob-
ably see that you can group your professor’s publications and presentations 
into several similar topics within sociology. She may study one type of popula-
tion, utilize the same methodology in most of her research, or focus on the 
same theories. 

There are a few steps you can take in selecting and developing your topic. 
The first step is to brainstorm and come up with the areas of interest to you in 
the field of sociology. You may also be able to combine your research interests 
into a topic and refine that topic so you can use it as the basis of your writing. 
Each step is examined below.

Brainstorming

The first major challenge new sociologists must face is figuring out what 
to study. This is a lot easier if you are writing a course paper or you have 
been assigned a topic. If you are selecting your own topic, the task can 
seem quite daunting and may feel overwhelming for a new researcher, as 
the field of sociology is quite broad. This is also one of the great things 
about sociology—we can study a variety of different aspects of society, 
from a variety of different theoretical and methodological perspectives. We 
study everything from crime to the economy, from sexuality to deviance. 
We apply Marxist theories and functionalist theories to our analysis of 
urban education. We conduct interviews, ethnographies, and distribute 
surveys to examine one’s level of religiosity. However, sociologists, no mat-
ter how well informed on a variety of subjects both in and out of sociology, 
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neither know everything nor are interested in all areas within sociology. 
Thus, the majority of our research tends to fall within a few very specific 
areas of study. We have areas of focus. While we may select these areas of 
focus early in our careers, they may change as our research interests and 
tastes change. Often this is a good place to begin when trying to develop 
ideas for research. Below, we present four suggestions to help you select 
your areas of focus.

American Sociological Association

One way to help you choose your areas of interest within sociology is to go 
to the American Sociological Association’s website (www.asanet.org). The 
American Sociological Association (ASA) is an organization made up of more 
than 14,000 academics, researchers, and professionals who work to advance 
sociology as a discipline and who teach in academia or work for nonprofit and 
for-profit organizations and agencies. ASA publishes journals and newsletters, 
and it organizes the largest annual sociology conference in the nation. Many of 
your professors are likely members of ASA. ASA also welcomes student mem-
bers (we will discuss that in a little more detail in Chapter 11). On the ASA 
website, the link labeled “Sections” will take you to the current list of sociology 
sections—smaller committees focused on specific areas or fields of study within 
sociology that are tasked with promoting research and interest in those areas. 
As of 2012, the ASA has 52 sections.1

Figure 3.1  

(Continued)

Aging and the Life Course Body and Embodiment

Alcohol, Drugs, and Tobacco Children and Youth

Altruism, Mortality, and Social 
Solidarity

Collective Behavior and Social 
Movements 

Animals and Society Communication and Information 
Technologies

Asia and Asian America Community and Urban Sociology
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There are more areas of sociology that people may be interested in that are 
not listed above, but for most of us, our interests fall within one or several of 

Figure 3.1  (Continued)

Comparative and Historical Sociology
Consumers and Consumption

Medical Sociology

Crime, Law, and Deviance Mental Health

Culture
Development

Methodology

Disability and Society Organizations, Occupations, and Work

Economic Sociology Peace, War, and Social Conflict

Education Political Economy of the World-System

Emotions Political Sociology

Environment and Technology Population

Ethnomethodology and Conversation 
Analysis

Race, Gender, and Class

Evolution, Biology, and Society Racial and Ethnic Minorities

Family Rationality and Society

Global and Transnational Sociology Religion

History of Sociology Science, Knowledge, and Technology

Human Rights Sex and Gender

International Migration
Inequality, Poverty, and Mobility

Sexualities

Labor and Labor Movements Social Psychology

Latino/a Sociology Sociological Practice and Public 
Sociology

Law Teaching and Learning

Marxist Sociology Theory

Mathematical Sociology

Source: American Sociological Association. 2012. “Current Sections.” Washington, DC: American 
Sociological Association. Retrieved March 22, 2012, http://www.asanet.org/sections/list.cfm.
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the categories listed. Go through the list and see which topics interest you or 
what you may want to research further. Try to select at least three sections that 
contain your topics of interest.

News and Current Events

As an emerging sociologist, it is imperative that you keep up on current 
events. News stories can change every day, and we are constantly learning 
about aspects of society. As a sociologist, you should be engaged in the world. 
Get a newspaper subscription. Read CNN.com, The New York Times, The 
Boston Globe, and/or The Washington Post. Since you can now read newspa-
pers online (typically for free), there really isn’t any reason why you shouldn’t 
be well versed in current events. What issues are timely or of interest to you? 
For example, obesity has become a major cause for concern in the country, and 
news outlets have focused on this epidemic. Are you interested in obesity or 
other health issues? If so, you will want to look into the ASA section on 
“Medical Sociology” or “Body and Embodiment.”

Studying Yourself

As strange as this may sound, it is something that many sociologists do quite 
often. We are inherently interested in the social world, which is why we want 
to study it, but there are also many, often contested, aspects of our own lives 
or identities that fascinate us. Maybe you are a person of color and issues of 
race interest you. Maybe you are male and men’s issues are of concern to you. 
Think about the issues that fascinate you. Think about the aspects of your life 
or identity that you want to learn more about. What are the larger topics—
such as an ASA section—that these issues fall under? For example, if your 
upbringing by a single mother interests you, then maybe one of your areas of 
interest could be sociology of the family.

Active Reading

Active reading is the process of reading to enhance your understanding of a 
topic or concept. However, active reading is useful not only for conducting 
research; it can also be useful in thinking about a topic. While you read the 
research others have done, keep note of what interests you. What do you think 
the authors did well? What could have been done better? Is there another per-
spective you think is missing? If you are reading an article on math education 
in urban schools and you think the article is missing the perspective of women, 
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maybe that is an area of interest for you and you may want to think about 
studying gender. (Active reading as part of the writing process is discussed in 
more detail in the following chapter.)

Now that you have selected your areas of interest, you may want to come 
up with ways to combine them into one research topic. While you might keep 
some areas separate for future research, you may find that combining your 
areas of interest leads to a more developed research topic. For example, what 
kind of project could combine research interests within the areas of “Sex and 
Gender” and “Body and Embodiment” (as taken from the ASA sections list) 
into one research topic? One potential research topic could involve assessing 
gender differences in perceptions of the body. 

Focusing Your Topic

Once you have a general topic based on your areas of interest, you will need 
to focus it. Sociologists tend to organize their research around larger demo-
graphic questions (e.g., race, class, gender, sexuality, religion, nationality). Will 
your topic pertain to race issues? Gender issues? And, if so, which issues in 
particular do you want to examine? Which gender, specifically, will you study? 
In what geographic area will you assess this issue? Will you focus your work 
on the United States, or will you study some issue pertaining to gender in 
another country? Does a particular age group interest you?

The topic of gender differences and perceptions of the body, for instance, 
is much too broad. You will need to focus this topic to research and write 
about it effectively. What aspect of society influences or can be influenced 
by perceptions of the body? One aspect might be the media and their influ-
ence on perceptions of the body. Is that a lens you could use to examine 
your topic? Will you want to focus on women or on men, or compare the 
two? Will you be looking at a particular age group or the differences 
between multiple age groups? What aspect of the media will you focus on? 
The more defined your topic is, the easier it will be for you to conduct your 
research.

To help focus your topic, you may want to take a look at some review 
articles. These are articles written to provide academics with an overview of a 
particular field. Unlike a focused piece, a review article tries to incorporate all 
the main issues within that larger topic. A review article on the sociology of 
sports would include sections on the historical and current research on sports 
and sociology. This may cover issues of race, gender, sexuality, education, 
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funding, deviance, and nationality. A review article can help focus your topic 
because it can give you the important issues within that topic. The journal 
American Sociological Review is one place to find such articles.

Once you have selected a topic and focused it, you should ask for advice 
from a colleague, professor, mentor, or advisor. If you are new to research, you 
should never select a topic to research and study without first seeking advice. 
Your professor likely knows more about the topic you chose than you do. She 
may have suggestions on how to focus your project or may already be aware 
of literature on this topic. This informed perspective could save you a lot of 
time and frustration.

SEARCHING FOR LITERATURE

Now that you have your research topic, it is time to begin researching the lit-
erature previously published on your topic. Your review of the literature will 
show you the existing literature on your topic, where it is lacking, and where 
it can be improved. The first place most academics go to begin this process is 
the library.

Your college or university library is the best place to start your search for 
literature. As we are sure you have noticed, there are several differences 
between your college’s library and your local neighborhood public library. 
Although public libraries are great resources for high school students, they 
rarely provide access to databases that search through scholarly journal 
articles and other academic texts. Some cities, such as New York City, have 
what are known as research libraries. These libraries subscribe to social 
science and other scientific journals, as well as books based on research 
reports and projects. However, chances are you will conduct most of your 
research at a campus library. Your college or university library has many 
resources that will help you conduct your research and write up your 
research report. These resources include databases, research librarians, 
interlibrary loan, and bibliographic software. Each will be described in 
more detail below.

School Library Databases

Hundreds of databases exist to help you search through books, articles, 
newspapers, research reports, dissertations, and theses. The databases you 
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will have access to will vary depending on your institution’s subscription 
plan. As sociologists, we have a number of databases that help us find 
sources on our topics. Some of the most popular databases include the 
following:

 • Academic Search Premier
 • Anthropology Plus
 • Black Studies Center
 • Contemporary Women’s Issues
 • Criminal Justice Abstracts
 • ERIC (via EBSCOhost)
 • JSTOR
 • LGBT Life with Full Text
 • PAIS International
 • POPLINE
 • ProQuest Dissertations &  

Theses
 • PsychINFO

 • Psychology and Behavioral Sciences 
Collection

 • SAGE Journals Online
 • Social Sciences Citation Index
 • Social Sciences in ProQuest
 • Social Services Abstract
 • Social Work Reference Library
 • Sociological Abstracts
 • Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Data Archive
 • Web of Science
 • Women’s Studies International

The nature of your project will also determine which database you examine. 
For example, if your project explores issues relating to education, you may 
want to focus your literature search on databases that specialize in research 
pertaining to education, such as ERIC.

Most databases allow you to search for journal articles, books, book 
reviews, and even newspaper articles by focusing on a number of fields. 
Databases also usually allow advanced searches that give you the option of 
three to five search fields. These fields often are separated by boxes that con-
tain the Boolean search terms and, or, and not. These will help you refine your 
search if you are using more than one search term. For example, if you were 
conducting research on HIV/AIDS among heterosexual Latino men using the 
Sociological Abstracts database from ProQuest, you would focus on the terms 
Latino, heterosexual, and HIV/AIDS. You could separate the words by the 
terms and, or, and not. For example, you could search “Latino and HIV or 
AIDS”—which would include resources mentioning Latino and HIV or Latino 
and AIDS—and “heterosexual not homosexual”—which would add a focus 
only on the resources that include the term heterosexual and not homosexual. 
Some of the databases have implied Boolean searches, where entering any two 
terms implies an and.
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In your search, you can often include the following fields: 

Title—Insert the title of the article or book.

Name—Insert the author’s last name (e.g., “Smith” or “Smith, John”). Some 
databases will allow you to search by author’s first name or include the first 
name in the search. Others allow you to search only by last name.

Keywords—These are search terms or phrases that databases look for or 
filter out to find the appropriate resources for your project. The more appro-
priate or focused your keyword, the more likely you will find sources on 
your topic. Keywords are often the nouns and/or adjectives in your thesis 
statement/question or overall topic. For example, if you were conducting 
research on infant mortality among Indian women, you would search key-
words India, women, and infant mortality.

Figure 3.2  

Source: www.Proquest.com.
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Affiliation—This will allow you to search by the author’s affiliation. For 
instance, if you knew that you wanted to seek out a researcher who 
worked at a particular think tank or research institute, you could instruct 
the database to filter for the author’s affiliation (e.g., Ithaca College). 

Journal name—If you want to limit your search to a particular journal, you 
can search through the databases by journal name. If the journal is American 
Journal of Sociology, you can simply type that name into the search, along 
with any other search terms, and the database will search for key terms and 
phrases within that particular journal.

Time—You are also able to narrow your search by focusing your work 
within a particular time frame. The nature of your project will often deter-
mine the time frame you will need to focus on in your search. It is usually 
ideal to stick with research published within the past 10 years, as the data 
and the research are more recent and, thus, more likely to still be applicable 
to your project. An article exploring gender roles within the home that is 
published in 2007 will likely yield very different findings than will an article 
on the same topic published in 1964 or even 1984. As sociologists, we study 
society, and since society is constantly changing and evolving, our research 
and theories also evolve. As such, if your topic allows, searching for more 
recent articles will likely be more reliable. However, if your interest involves 
a historical perspective or changes over time, older documents are acceptable.

Scholarly/peer-reviewed articles—This will allow you to narrow your search 
to only articles that are peer reviewed. Peer-reviewed articles and scholarly 
papers are reviewed by scholars in the field before being published, thus giv-
ing the work more credibility within academic circles. As will be explained 
further below, including newspaper or magazine articles in your research is 
often ill advised because they are not peer reviewed.

After you input your search words or phrases into the database’s search 
engine, you will receive a number of results. If your search produces a book, 
you will be provided with the book’s title, author’s/editor’s name, year of pub-
lication, place of publication, and the name of the publishing house. If your 
search produces a journal article or newspaper/magazine article, results will 
include the article’s citation, including author’s name, title and journal/magazine/
newspaper name, date of publication, and issue and volume number so you can 
find the article, as well as the article’s abstract or summary. Depending on the 
database and what journals your university subscribes to, you may also get a 
link that will bring you to the actual article online or will provide a PDF or the 
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HTML link to the article. This will allow you to get your article easily without 
physically going to the library, searching through the stacks for the journal and 
specific issue number, and photocopying it. 

The number of search results you receive depends on how specific you are. 
Depending on your search terms, you can receive no results or thousands. If 
you find more than 50 articles on your topic, your search terms are too broad 
and should be better focused. As described above, this could include narrowing 
to a particular time frame, journal, or even gender of the group being 
researched. If you find you have too few articles/books, you should include a 
variety of search terms and phrases to increase the number of results. For 
example, if you are researching African American boys and school playgrounds 
in urban areas, you should consider that researchers may have used different 
words to categorize their research. You may want to search for the broader 
term Black, in addition to African American. You could also add yards to your 
search for playgrounds and children or male to your search for boys. Keep 
track of the different search terms used in the search fields so you don’t keep 
producing the same books, articles, and other literature in your search.

Additionally, you should also keep in mind that search terms can change 
over time. The word Negro, for example, was used before the 1980s to describe 
the group of people now often referred to as “African American” or “Black.” 
Some people who were born before that time may still refer to themselves in 
that way, and research conducted in the 1950s and 1960s may use this termi-
nology. If you are looking for information on African Americans in previous 
time periods, considering the change in terms is important. Other terms that 
have changed over time include special education, developmentally disabled, 
bilingual education, and adolescent. Broadening a search may include being 
aware of or researching the terms themselves.

Resource/Research Librarian

These librarians work within college and university libraries, often in a 
research capacity, to aid faculty, students, and staff with library research and 
literature collection. Many research librarians specialize in particular areas 
of study, such as education, medicine, and the social sciences. These librar-
ians serve as excellent resources, as they can help search for books and 
articles, as well as Internet sources. They can also help you come up with 
search terms and look for databases. Remember that these individuals have 
been trained and are paid to help you with your research. You should take 
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advantage of their presence. You can typically make an appointment to meet 
with these librarians in person, and at some universities you can also chat 
with research librarians via telephone or online.

Interlibrary Loan

If you discover that your college’s library does not have a particular book or 
article, before beginning the arduous task of searching for these sources on 
your own, find out if your school library participates in an interlibrary loan 
(ILL) consortium. Participation in the ILL will allow you access to sources such 
as books, journals, theses, and dissertations located at other libraries that par-
ticipate in the consortium. The ILL consists of a consortium of libraries, typi-
cally university libraries, across the country. Not all university libraries are part 
of a consortium; however, most large universities and colleges provide this 
service to students, faculty, and staff. With most ILLs, you will need to com-
plete a form with your name and contact information to order the text. 
Depending on how rare the book or article is, for example, you can receive the 
source any time from a few days to a few weeks. In the case of articles, many 
times they can simply be e-mailed to you as a PDF attachment or link. 

Bibliographic Managing Software

Bibliographic Managing Software helps you keep track of and store your 
references. The two main bibliographic software packages are RefWorks and 
EndNote. These packages allow you to store an unlimited number of refer-
ences, as well as a limited number of abstracts and notes in a file, often relating 
to the topic, for easier retrieval and reference. In fact, both software packages 
even create bibliographies for you in the correct citation style (e.g., ASA style, 
American Psychological Association style, or Chicago style) for inclusion in the 
reference section of your paper. These software packages are quite similar, but 
the main difference between the two is that EndNote requires a software pro-
gram on a Mac or PC. This means that you must save the program to your 
computer to access your references. RefWorks is a web-based program, so you 
can access your references anywhere you have an Internet connection. These 
software packages also allow you to export your records so you can share 
references with other users of the software package, which aids in collaborating 
on research projects.
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SELECTING APPROPRIATE LITERATURE

Not all literature is created equal. You want to be certain that the literature you 
use as resources on your topic is high quality and, importantly, reliable. Although 
scholars sometimes cite newspapers and magazines—usually because of their 
relevancy and timeliness—or theses or dissertations (these will be discussed in 
much more detail in Chapter 11) for more obscure topics, most scholars rely on 
articles published in scholarly journals and books as resources for their work. 

Scholarly Journals

One of the most common and well-respected forms of sociological and aca-
demic writing consists of research reports or writings published in scholarly 
journals. Scholarly journals contain research reports or empirical studies based 
on original research, theoretical papers, and reviews of the literature, as well as 
review essays and book reviews. The purpose of these journals is to disseminate 
new knowledge about a particular area of study to other researchers interested 
in the topic who subscribe to these journals. A manuscript submitted for peer 
review is first reviewed by the editor to make sure it is appropriate for the 
journal. Once the submission goes through this initial review, it is then sent out 
to other scholars in the field so they can review the paper for reliability. If they 
deem the paper an important contribution to the field, the paper is published. 

Scholarly journals are small booklets of varying length; some are quite slim, 
100 pages or so, while others can be a few hundred pages or more. Each journal 
issue or volume contains varying numbers of articles or reviews. Some journals 
publish several volumes a year, while others publish only one. There are also 
journals that focus on specialized topics and others that are more general. 

Larger publishing companies, such as SAGE, or organizations and associations 
such as the ASA publish research journals. Departments within universities and 
colleges also sometimes publish journals. Some journals are published in print, 
and, increasingly, others are being published solely online. If you are ever unsure 
of whether or not a source is peer reviewed or comes from a scholarly journal, 
you can always search for the name of the publishing source in a search engine. 

Books

As social scientists, we want to make sure we select the proper books as 
resources. Most important, we must make sure the work is reliable. It is a little 
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harder to verify the reliability of a book than of an article. Since most articles 
in scholarly journals are peer reviewed, you can be a little more certain that the 
article is reliable and a contribution to the field. However, this is not necessar-
ily the case with books. Some books make excellent resources, but literally 
anyone can publish a book. 

The type of research you conduct will likely determine the books you will 
need. Academic presses tend to publish the most reliable book information. 
There are a variety of academic presses; some are university presses, such as 
Harvard University Press and the University of Chicago Press. There are also 
academic presses that are not affiliated with a university, such as SAGE. 
Additionally, there are popular presses that publish academic books, such as 
McGraw-Hill. It is always important to note the publisher of the text and to 
use scholarly sources as your references. 

Some books, known as edited volumes or anthologies, consist of a number 
of essays written by multiple authors that are compiled and edited by one or 
multiple editors. Anthologies provide excellent resources, as they often focus 
on more specialized topics and provide a variety of perspectives on your topic. 

Although books are quite helpful as they provide a more thorough analysis 
of a particular subject, they are also quite time-consuming to read and analyze. 
You can read a dozen articles with dozens of methodologies, theories, and find-
ings in the same time it would take to read one book. Books also take longer 
to publish, and, therefore, the information within them is probably older than 
what you find in articles.

Reference Sections

The reference section or bibliography of a book or article lists the materials 
and literature referenced in the text. These reference sections potentially serve 
as great starting points for a literature search, as they already provide a list of 
materials on the research topic. The reference pages of dissertations and theses 
are also especially helpful. Go through the references the authors cited in their 
text and you can see if there are any titles or works you may want to examine. 
This is particularly helpful if you have an obscure topic or are having difficulty 
finding sources. You might also consider reverse-citation searches, which 
Google Scholar and JSTOR provide. These will allow you to find other sources 
that have cited the article you are reading. While examining an article’s refer-
ence section exposes you to older articles, reverse-citation searches open up the 
field to newer articles. Looking through the references of the various essays 
included in an anthology can also be particularly helpful because, with all the 
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articles contained in the collection, you may have access to hundreds of poten-
tial references on your topic. You don’t have to reinvent the wheel while col-
lecting references.

Encyclopedias

These provide great resources if you need an overview of an issue or the 
background story on a topic (we review encyclopedia articles and how they are 
written more extensively in Chapter 4). As social scientists, we typically con-
duct research that is much more focused than what you would find in your 
typical encyclopedia entry. As useful as a traditional encyclopedia can be, it is 
not as helpful if you are interested in doing research, for example, on the 
impact of stigma on the lives of those with AIDS. There are a number of more 
focused encyclopedias that we use in the social sciences, such as the Cultural 
Encyclopedia of the Body and the Encyclopedia of AIDS. Encyclopedia entries 
often provide a list of the works referenced in the entry or further suggested 
readings on the topic.

Webpages

Many websites contain valuable and reliable information, but many more 
do not. Websites often contain false or biased information and, as such, do not 
always make suitable sources. There was once a time when professors would 
caution their students against or even forbid them from using online sources as 
references in their research papers and projects. As the nature of the Internet 
has changed, professors have come to realize that some websites can be valu-
able resources. 

But not all websites are created equal. That is, not all webpages are reliable 
and appropriate for referencing in a course paper or professional report, so 
you should always cite webpages with caution. As anyone can create a “.com” 
webpage, we typically advise that such websites be fully researched before 
citation. With “.com” sites, it is important to check when the website was 
created and who or what organization or individual created it. You should 
consider whether this information adds or takes away from the webpage’s 
reliability. American websites ending in “.gov,” “.edu,” or “.org” are usually 
more reliable—especially those ending in “.gov,” as they are government web-
sites and contain findings from government reports and documents. Websites 
ending in “.edu” belong to educational institutions and are typically more 
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reliable sources, as are “.org” websites, which are often run by nonprofit 
organizations. However, “.org” is an open domain that anyone can use, so it 
should also be fully vetted. A number of scholarly journals are published only 
online, and those may be suitable sources because many of them are peer 
reviewed. Keep in mind that some websites are more accurate than others, and 
you should always be careful when using online sources. Below, we present 
several questions you should ask yourself to help evaluate the potential reli-
ability of a website’s information.

 • What is the webpage’s focus?
 • What is the webpage’s content?
 • Is the webpage well written or does it contain many grammatical/spelling 

errors?
 • Who created the webpage?
 • Is the author an expert on the issues addressed on the webpage?
 • What are the author’s qualifications?
 • When was the website first created?
 • When was it last updated?
 • What sources and information does the webpage cite or reference?
 • Can you verify the information?
 • Can you contact the author?

To verify the webpage’s author, you can always search her name using a 
search engine such as Google.com. You can also look up her institutional 
affiliations. Additionally, to verify the content, you can search for the refer-
ences cited on the webpage in library or online databases such as JSTOR or 
Google Scholar. In the end, you (and your professor) will have to use your best 
judgment to determine if a webpage is suitable for use and if it will help 
enhance your research.

WRITING FROM SOURCES

Once you have selected the relevant literature for your project, the process 
of incorporating these sources into your own work to help inform your 
research begins. You can incorporate the work of another author or a par-
ticular source through the use of summaries, paraphrasing, and direct 
quotes, but all this must be properly cited. Each discipline has an appropri-
ate way of citing sources, and we will examine how this is done within 
sociology using the two most frequently used styles, ASA and American 
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Psychological Association (APA). First, however, we will briefly discuss 
(and caution against) plagiarism.

Plagiarism

To plagiarize is “to steal and pass off (the ideas and words of another) 
as one’s own” or “to use (another’s production) without crediting the 
source.”2 This means if a writer uses the words, ideas, or language of 
another and is not authorized to do so (either under fair usage, which must 
be cited properly, or by permission), he is committing plagiarism. However, 
most plagiarism is not intentional but, rather, the result of sloppiness or 
disorganization. As we will show in several of our chapters, the writer may 
find that much of the information in the first few sections of his document 
will be cited information, as the early sections of a paper are where the 
research gathered has not yet come together to create the writer’s own per-
spective. When something isn’t cited, it is usually a known fact or the 
researcher’s own contribution. If there is a question as to whether some-
thing should be cited, citing the work is always best. The writer must 
remember this one rule about citations: Every piece of information that is 
not the writer’s must be credited. 

Plagiarizing is highly frowned on in academia, as colleges and universities 
are in the business of producing knowledge. As a result, the consequences of 
plagiarism can range from a failing grade to expulsion from one’s school or 
place of employment. Every institution has its own rules, definitions, and 
guidelines concerning citations and plagiarism. Rules regarding plagiarism can 
typically be found in the student handbook, the school guidebook, or several 
other locations on a school’s website.

Summary and Paraphrasing

There are several ways to organize and use the information the writer has 
extracted from academic sources. The first is through summarization. A sum-
mary overview is not a common assignment within sociology, but the most 
common place where a summary is used is in writing an abstract. Most other 
summary-type writing will focus on a particular theme or question and will not 
be a simple summary of the whole piece. Even in completing a book review, as 
will be elaborated on in the next chapter, there will be a focus on a few areas 
of importance rather than describing the entire piece as a whole.
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The more common use of a summary is found in paraphrasing or indirect 
quotes. Paraphrasing someone else’s work is a way to synthesize various pieces 
of information. Here, the writer has the opportunity to summarize a particular 
idea or several ideas from one or multiple authors. As these are not the writer’s 
original thoughts, even if the ideas have been put together in unique ways, they 
must be cited.

Initial quote:

“According to domestic and transnational polls on religious beliefs and 
commitment, ‘American Blacks are, by some measures, the most religious 
people in the world.’”3

Possible paraphrasing:

Research indicates that African Americans are among the most religious 
racial/ethnic groups in the world (Pattillo-McCoy 1998).

Direct Quotes

Direct quotations are, as the name suggests, directly borrowed from the 
book or article and included in the writer’s piece. The initial quote above is  
an example of a direct quote. The quote either will be no more than a few 
 sentences—in which case, it can be set in line with the rest of the paragraph—
or will be longer and set as a block quotation—that is, set off from the rest of 
the text in a manner that varies by discipline. In sociology (ASA format), four 
or more lines of text should be structured as block quotations, which are 
indented on both sides and single spaced. Short quotations always include 
quotation marks at the beginning and end as well as a citation, which in soci-
ology is the author’s last name, followed by the date, a colon, and the page 
number. Longer quotes also include citations but not quotation marks. Unlike 
paraphrasing, the citations for direct quotes must include page numbers. 

The exact wording from the original writing should also be used in a direct 
quote. When it is necessary to edit, the writer must note that changes have been 
made through the use of ellipses (. . .)—which indicate missing words—or 
brackets ( [ ] )—which indicate changed words, when, for example, a personal 
pronoun must be changed or a word needs further explanation or translation.

Initial quote:

“The school was difficult for me. I really wanted a lot more than I was 
able to receive there. I felt I put my all into my work and didn’t see the 
rewards” (Jenkins 2008:53).
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Possible revision:

According to Jenkins, Jade’s “school was difficult for [her]. . . . [She] felt 
[she] put [her] all into [her] work and didn’t see the rewards” (2008:53).

Below, we provide a passage and show how a direct quote, summary, and 
paraphrase can be written based on the passage.

As illustrated in the above example, remember that when you refer to an 
author of an article or a book, you do not need to use the name of the article 
but simply the author’s last name. Also, you do not need to keep saying, “he 
said”; let the audience know who “he” is by referring to the author’s first and 
last name the first time you mention the article and the last name alone for each 
subsequent mention.

In-Text Citations and References

The ASA and APA citation styles are the most commonly used reference 
styles within sociology journals and papers. American Anthropological 

“Yet in spite of this gender development, attitudes to female football supporters remain 
strikingly sexist. One man who witnessed women throwing bottles and punches at Fulham 
Broadway said female fans only wanted ‘to watch Beckham’s legs and marry Wayne Rooney.’ 
A policeman regularly deployed at football grounds, who conceded that women were 
increasingly engaging in disorderly [behavior], rejected the idea that rowdy female fans could 
be serious about the sport. ‘The girls are just trying to impress the boys, aren’t they?’ he said. 
‘They’ve had one too many Smirnoff Ices.’”4

Direct Quote Summary Paraphrase

According to 
Wake, many 
football fans 
believe that 
women are 
interested in the 
sport only to 
“watch Beckham’s 
legs and marry 
Wayne Rooney” 
(Wake 2008:20).

The article describes the ways female fans of 
football (nee soccer) are still referred to in sexist 
ways. According to Katie Wake, women who are 
fans of football are interested in it only because 
they connect with the players in a sexual way, 
believing that they have attractive bodies or are 
husband potential. Women may also find that 
interest in the sport attracts the attention of men. 
Overall, many men tend to look at female fandom 
with skepticism and, even when faced with female 
hooliganism, still see it as based on women’s 
relationship with men and not their own interests 
(Wake 2008).

Researchers have 
found a lack of 
understanding of 
female fandom, 
such that men 
often believe 
women get 
involved because of 
their attraction to 
the players or to 
get attention from 
men (Wake 2008).
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Association (AAA) is the style cited by anthropologists. Chicago style may also 
be used in courses that don’t emphasize a particular social science format. Since 
ASA and APA are the styles most frequently used by sociologists, we will focus 
on those two styles in this chapter. We discuss AAA and Chicago styles in the 
Appendix of this text. However, it is always good to have a style guide on hand 
for more details and to keep abreast of changes in the citation styles when they 
occur. Each professional organization should have a hard copy of the style 
guide available for purchase on its website. Some of the organizations also 
provide access to free digital versions.

American Sociological Association Style

When you use direct quotes in ASA style, you incorporate short in-text quo-
tations into the text of your paper and enclose them in double quotation 
marks. The accompanying citations are written in this format: ([author’s last 
name] [year]:[page number]). If the quote is indirect or you are referring to the 
entire book, you do not need to include the page number. There is a space 
between the author’s last name and the year but not between the year and the 
page number. If you include the author’s name in explaining your quotation, 
you do not need to repeat the name in the parenthetical citation; likewise, if 
you include the year of publication with the author’s name, you need not 
include it in the parentheses at the end of the quotation. In-text citations in 
these instances should precede the ending punctuation.

Finally, if one volume has more than two authors, you should include each 
author’s last name (up to three names) with commas between them and an and 
before the last author name. For all subsequent citations for these authors, 
write only the first author’s name and use et al. for the remaining authors. If a 
work has more than three authors, include only the first author’s name and use 
et al. for the other authors in the first citation as well as in all subsequent cita-
tions. If you are citing multiple works within one set of parentheses, they can 
be ordered either alphabetically by the authors’ last names or chronologically 
and should be separated by semicolons. However you decide, be sure that all 
your citations follow the same format.

Block quotations, those of more than 40 words or 4 lines, should be 
indented with a space before and after the quote. They are often single 
spaced. You should introduce the quotation with either a comma or a 
colon. In a block quotation, the in-text citation should follow the ending 
punctuation. If the author’s name and the date are included in the quota-
tion, in the parentheses, add a capital P for page, followed by a period and 
then the page number.
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Figure 3.3  

Citing the entire book:

 • Garcia (2003) strongly agrees.

Citing one author—name not in text:

 • “the issue with public health” (Garcia 2003:29)

Citing one author—name in text:

 • As Julio Garcia suggests [first and last name used on first mention; only LAST 
name used afterward], “the issue with public health is that time and again funding is 
often denied to the groups and organizations most in need” (2003:29).

Citing two authors—name not in text:

 • (Lopez and Best 2010)

Citing three authors—names not in text:

 • (Leon, Pace, and Chang 1999)
 • After first citation: (Leon et al. 1999)

Citing four or more authors—names not in text:

 • (Leblanc et al. 2010)

Citing multiple works by the same author—different years:

 • (Pugh 2008; 2009)

Citing multiple works by the same author—same year:

 • (McGruder 2009a; 2009b)

Citing multiple works—alphabetical order:

 • (Bartley 1982; Carrillo 2000; Torres 1999)

Citing multiple works—chronological order:

 • (Carrillo 2000; Torres 1999; Bartley 1982)

Citing a work with an unknown author:

Use the least amount of information needed to identify the reference in the reference list.

Citing a work with multiple editions:

If you are using a later edition of a volume than its original, place its earliest date in 
brackets first and then follow it with the date of the volume you used.

Citing a work with an unknown date:

Tyner (n.d.)
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The heading for the reference section is generally a first-level heading. Each 
item should be double spaced and formatted as a hanging indent (first line is 
left justified; all subsequent lines are indented below it) and in title case. 
References should list all the articles, in alphabetical order, by author’s last 
name. All authors’ full first and last names should be included in the reference 
section (no et al. or initials, unless that is how they have referred to themselves 
in their document). For multiple works by the same author, list them in chron-
ological order from oldest to newest. If an author has completed both solo 
work and multiauthored work that you have cited, include the solo work first, 
followed by the multiauthored work. Be sure that the letters following the dates 
of works by the same author published in the same year match up with those 
used in the in-text citations. 

Figure 3.4  

Books, one author:

 • Anyon, Jean. 1997. Ghetto Schooling: A Political Economy of Urban Educational 
Reform. New York: Teacher’s College Press.

Books, multiple authors:

 • Attewell, Paul and David E. Lavin. 2007. Passing the Torch: Does Higher Education 
for the Disadvantaged Pay Off Across the Generations? New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation. 

 • Bryk, Anthony S., Valerie E. Lee, and Peter B. Holland. 1993. Catholic Schools and 
the Common Good. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.

Edited volumes (entire):

If there is a volume or edition, it should be after the title and not italicized.

 • Arum, Richard, Irenee Beattie, and Karly Ford. eds. 2011. The Structure of 
Schooling. 2d ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Edited volume (chapter):

 • Coleman, James, Ernest Campbell, Carol Hobson, James McPartland, Alexander 
Mood, Frederick Weinfeld, and Robert York. 2011. “Equality of Educational 
Opportunity: The Coleman Report.” Pp. 120–36 in The Structure of Schooling, 2d ed., 
edited by R. Arum, I. Beattie, and K. Ford. Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Journal articles:

 • Battle, Juan. 1997. “The Relative Effects of Married Versus Divorced Family 
Configuration and Socioeconomic Status on the Educational Achievement of 
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American Psychological Association Style

APA format is used for publications associated with the APA but also may 
be found in other disciplines and journals that sociologists might encounter, 
such as in the field of education. Some professors and sociological journals still 
accept or even prefer articles in APA format. For these reasons, we thought it 
was important to include a discussion of APA style in this volume. 

When incorporated into the text of your paper, short in-text quotations in 
APA should be enclosed in double quotation marks. In-text citations of direct 
quotes in APA format are written in this format: ([author’s last name], [year], 
p. [page number]). If the quote is indirect or you are referring to the entire 
book, you do not need to include the page number, but APA recommends it. 
There is a space between the comma after the author’s last name and the year 
and before and after “p.” Similar to ASA style, if the author’s name is included 
in your explanation of the quotation, you do not need to repeat the name in 
the parenthetical citation, and if you include the year of publication with the 
author’s name, it does not have to be included in the parentheses at the end of 
the quotation. Finally, if there is more than one author for one volume, you 
include each person’s last name (up to five authors) with commas between 
them and an “&” before the last author. For all subsequent references to these 
authors, write only the first author’s name and use et al. for the remaining 
authors. If a work has more than five authors, include only the first author’s 

African American Middle-Grade Students.” The Journal of Negro Education 
66(1):29–42.

 • Aguirre, B. E., Dennis Wenger, and Gabriela Vigo. 1998. “A Test of the Emergent 
Norm Theory of Collective Behavior.” Sociological Forum 13(2):301–20.

Articles from magazines or newspapers:

 • Neergaard, Lauran. 2012. “Use of Condoms Stalls: CDC Issues Report on Teens’ 
Sexual Behavior.” Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, July 25, p. 3A.

Information posted on a website:

 • Botsch, Carol Sears. 2000. “Septima Poinsette Clark.” USC Aiken. Retrieved July 15, 
2012 (http://www.usca.edu/aasc/clark.htm).

Blog posts:

 • Lewis-McCoy, R. L’Heureux. 2012. “58 Years After Brown: More Separate, Less 
Equal.” Uptown Notes Blog. Retrieved May 25, 2012 (http://www.uptownnotes 
.com/58-years-after-brown-more-separate-less-equal//).



56 Writing for Emerging Sociologists

name and use et al. for the other authors in the first as well as subsequent ref-
erences. If you are citing multiple works within one set of parentheses, they 
should be written in the same order they are listed in the references (i.e., alpha-
betical) and separated by a semicolon.

Block quotations, those of more than 40 words, should be indented half an 
inch. Most journals will also allow them to be single spaced. You should intro-
duce the quotation with either a comma or a colon. The in-text citation should 
follow the ending punctuation.

Figure 3.5  

Citing the entire book:

 • Garcia (2003) strongly agrees.

Citing one author—name not in text:

 • “the issue with public health” (Garcia, 2003, p. 29)

Citing one author—name in text:

 • As Julio Garcia (2003) [first and last name on first mention of the author; only 
LAST name afterward] suggests, “The issue with public health is that time and 
again funding is often denied to the groups and organizations most in need” (p. 29).

Citing two authors—name not in text:

 • (Lopez & Best, 2010)

Citing three to five authors—names not in text:

 • (Leon, Pace, & Chang, 1999).
 • After first reference: (Leon et al., 1999)

Citing six or more authors—names not in text:

 • (Muhammad et al., 2009)

Citing multiple works by the same author—different years:

 • (Pugh, 2008, 2009)

Citing multiple works by the same author—same year:

 • (McGruder, 2009a, 2009b)

Citing multiple works by different authors—alphabetical order:

 • (Bartley, 1982; Carrillo, 2000; Torres, 1999)
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The reference heading should be centered at the top of a new page. Each 
item should be double spaced and formatted as a hanging indent. All major 
words in paper and journal titles should be capitalized, but titles of chapters, 
articles, books, and websites should be set in sentence case. References should 
be in alphabetical order by author’s last name. You should use the authors’ last 
names and first initials for all authors up to six. If there are seven or more 
authors, follow the sixth name with et al. If you have multiple works by the 
same author, list them in chronological order from oldest to newest. If an 
author has completed both multiauthored and solo works, include the solo 
works first, followed by the multiauthored works. Be sure the letters that fol-
low the dates of works by the same author that were published in the same year 
match up with those used in the in-text citations. Books and journal titles 
should be italicized.

For online information, cite exactly as you would for the print version of 
the work. If the work is available only online, also include the URL. If there 
are no page numbers, use the abbreviation “para.” and include the paragraph 
number.

PREPARING TO WRITE

Now that you have your topic and a pile of scholarly journal articles and books 
that you think will be helpful and inform your research topic, you are ready to 
begin organizing the literature so you can prepare yourself to write. The three 
forms of writing that will help you prepare your research are annotated bibli-
ographies, proposals, and outlines.

Citing a work by an unknown author:

You should use the title of the work in the body of the text or the first couple of words 
of the title in the parenthetical citation. Use the abbreviation n.d. if the date is unknown.

Citing a work with multiple editions:

If you are using a later edition of a volume than its original, place the original 
publication date first and then the date of the newer volume you used; separate the two 
dates with a backslash (e.g., 1970/1988).

Citing a work with an unknown date:

 • Tyner (n.d.)
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Figure 3.6  

Books, one author:

If there is a volume or edition, it should be placed in parentheses after the title and not 
italicized.

Goffman, E. (1990). The presentation of self in everyday life (15th ed.). New York: Penguin 
Books. (Original work published in 1959)

Books, multiple authors:

Attewell, P., & Lavin, D. E. (2007). Passing the torch: Does higher education for the 
disadvantaged pay off across the generations? New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Bryk, A. S., Lee, V. E., & Holland, P. B. (1993). Catholic schools and the common good. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.

Edited volumes (entire):

Arum, R., Beattie, I., & Ford, K. (Eds.). (2011). The structure of schooling (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Edited volume (chapter):

Coleman, J., Campbell, E., Hobson, C., McPartland, J., Mood, A., Weinfeld, F.,  
et al. (2011). Equality of educational opportunity: The Coleman Report. In R. Arum, I. 
Beattie, & K. Ford (Eds.), The structure of schooling (2nd ed., pp. 120–136). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Journal articles:

Battle, J. (1997). The relative effects of married versus divorced family configuration and 
socioeconomic status on the educational achievement of African American middle-
grade students. Journal of Negro Education, 66(1), 29–42.

Aguirre, B. E., Wenger, D., & Vigo, G. (1998). A test of the emergent norm theory of  
collective behavior. Sociological Forum, 13(2), 301–320.

Articles from magazines or newspapers:

Neergaard, L. (2012, July 25). Use of condoms stalls: CDC issues report on teens’ sexual 
behavior. Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, p. 3A.

Information posted on a website:

Botsch, C. S. (2000). Septima Poinsette Clark. USC Aiken. Retrieved from http://www 
.usca.edu/aasc/clark.htm
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Annotated Bibliographies

There are two different types of annotated bibliographies. In addition to 
what we will talk about in this chapter, there are also the annotated bibliogra-
phies written and published in research reports and journals to help other 
scholars ascertain the work in a particular field or area of study. These will be 
discussed further in Chapter 4. This chapter will discuss those written by 
researchers in the beginning of the research process, as they help organize the 
literature on a specific topic.

An annotated bibliography is a list of articles, books, or other research 
that pertains to your topic, along with the bibliographic citation (generally 
written in ASA or APA format), a short description, and an evaluation/
analysis. The analysis part is very important because it will help you con-
struct your literature review when you write up your research report. 
Citations in annotated bibliographies are commonly listed in alphabetical 
order by the first author’s last name and are analyzed one by one. However, 
instead of arranging this annotated bibliography in alphabetical order by 
author’s last name, we would suggest arranging it by theme/concept. This 
can help you see where your deficiencies may lie and will help you organize 
your research topics. 

Annotated bibliographies save a tremendous amount of time in the writ-
ing process, as they help you keep track of the literature you have and, 
therefore, you won’t have to reread all the literature to remember how it 
relates to your research when you sit down to write it up. Also, if you plan 
on writing a literature review (see Chapters 4, 6, and 8), arranging the 
annotated bibliography entries by theme will help you begin to organize 
your literature review. 

The structure of the annotated bibliography typically consists of the follow-
ing: an introductory paragraph; a series of annotations, including the citation 
of the source; and a concluding paragraph. 

Introductory Paragraph

Many annotated bibliographies begin with an introductory paragraph that is 
about 150 to 250 words long, introducing the annotated bibliography as well as 
the literature. This paragraph should contain background information on your 
topic as well as the questions that interest you about the topic and an overview 
of what you learned from this particular body of literature. Why did you choose 
to include this literature in the annotated bibliography? Explain the overall 
themes you found in all the literature presented in the annotated bibliography. 
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Annotations

Each annotation should start with a full citation of the source, preferably in 
ASA or APA format. Annotations are generally concise. Each description 
should range from 150 to 250 words; excess words and phrases should be 
omitted. Remember, each annotation should be succinct and to the point. 

Actual annotation styles can vary, but they generally begin with a brief 
summary of the article or book. Articles and books already contain sum-
maries either at the beginning or the end of the piece. Your summary, how-
ever, should not focus on the whole piece but should pay particular 
attention to how the book or article relates to your research and your topic. 
It is important that your annotation is critical and explains the author’s 
argument. Briefly explain how this research relates to, contributes to, or 
refutes what other scholars have found. This part is particularly important, 
as it will aid in the construction of your literature review. At the end of the 
annotation, you should include a few short sentences that explain how this 
particular work will contribute to your potential project or overall topic. 
The purpose of the annotation is not just to help you begin to think about 
the literature but, more important, to help you discover how it relates to 
your larger research topic. 

Concluding Paragraph

After you have listed all your annotations, you should include a conclud-
ing paragraph that assesses what you have learned as a result of your lit-
erature search, as well as how you will use these resources. This, too, is 
typically 150 to 250 words long. Importantly, you should include a thesis 
statement, or what you propose to argue or research as a result of the lit-
erature you examined. Explain what research questions you now have and 
how this literature will aid you in your project. The concluding paragraph 
should help you form your research question based on your search topics. 
What has the literature, overall, said about your research topic, and what 
resulting research question do you now have? This question forms the basis 
for your project. 

For example, if you are interested in exploring the influence of the media on 
the perceptions of body image for men, you will probably find a variety of 
sources. Based on your research, how can you focus your topic into a concise 
research question? What aspects of the media do you want to focus on? 
Television? Magazines? Additionally, you may want to focus your sample of 
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men by age. One resulting research question could be, “How do teenage boys 
react to the depictions of the male body on exercise and weightlifting magazine 
covers?”

Research Proposal

Now that you have your annotated bibliography, or list of readings, and 
your research question, it is time to develop a research proposal and begin 
thinking about your thesis statement and/or hypothesis. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, a hypothesis is an early answer to the research question(s) 
you developed as a result of your literature search, and a thesis is developed 
after more extensive research has been conducted. As you focus your topic, 
think about how a sociologist might examine this issue. As sociology is the 
scientific study of society, you want to be certain that you examine your 
issue from a sociological perspective. You should begin this process by pre-
liminarily answering your research question. For example, if your research 
question is, 

“How do teenage boys react to the depictions of the male body on exercise 
and weightlifting magazine covers?”

a statement that answers this question could be,

“Depictions of the ‘idealized’ male body on weightlifting and exercise 
magazine covers have a negative influence on the body image of teen 
boys.”

This statement could serve as the hypothesis, or the answer to the research 
question. To develop the hypothesis, you should first think about the purpose 
of your project and what you hope to accomplish as a result of your study. 
Based on your review of the literature, what do you expect to find? Although 
there could be a number of possible reactions to these depictions, you will need 
to work to focus your hypothesis so it is neither too broad nor too general. This 
will help guide you through the rest of the research process.

Writing a research proposal will help you think about the process of devel-
oping and proving your thesis statement. Research proposals explain the pro-
posed research and what it will entail. Proposals can be written for yourself as 
a reminder of what you plan on doing for your project, but they can also be 



62 Writing for Emerging Sociologists

written for professors and different agencies and organizations. Research pro-
posals can vary in length depending on the size and nature of the intended 
project. Some could be as long as 20 pages, while others could be only 500 
words. These proposals help prepare you for your project and keep you on 
track. Importantly, these proposals are handy in helping you articulate your 
project to a professor or colleague. Although the structure of research  proposals 
may vary, they contain the following basic parts: an introduction to the prob-
lem/issue, background for the problem/issue, a description of the proposed 
research, and a list of references.

Introduction to the Problem or Issue

The issue is the problem you find, or expect to find, based on a particular 
research topic. If the topic is the economy, the issue may be the high unemploy-
ment rates found within minority communities. This introduction should intro-
duce the reader to the issue. This may seem a bit confusing if you are writing 
a research proposal for yourself, but you may want to have your professors or 
colleagues read your proposal for their insight and feedback. An introduction 
that adequately and briefly introduces the issue should provide the necessary 
background information for readers. Explain what this problem or issue is and 
why you are interested in examining it. 

Background to the Problem or Issue

Provide a background to the overall issue. Here, you will briefly explain 
how this issue became a problem. At the end of the description, state your 
thesis statement and explain how you came upon it. This may include explain-
ing your research question(s) and the resulting hypothesis as well. 

Description of Proposed Research

Explain how you plan on proving your thesis. You should have an idea in 
mind of what kind of data you plan on collecting and how you plan on 
gathering this data. Describe the methodology you propose to utilize to 
explore your thesis statement. Given your time and resources, think about 
what methodology will be feasible so you can explore your thesis. You don’t 
want to propose a methodology that is too costly or too difficult for you to 
conduct on your own. Also, think about what has been done before and 
how. When you look back at those other articles, or the annotated 
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 bibliographies you created from them, think about the methods they used. 
What did you think worked and did not work? Are there ways you could 
expand on or change their methodology? You will already have an idea of 
the different work on your topic, as you have conducted a review of the 
literature and have written about your overall findings within the literature 
in your annotated bibliography.

References

Provide a list of the key references that helped inform your research hypoth-
esis and that you plan to cite in your research. You do not have to include all 
the references you plan to use in your project, but you should list the important 
ones in the area of study. Again, this will be helpful to your professors or col-
leagues, as they can see which research you have or have not cited. This way, 
they can provide some suggestions on intended  literature.

Outline

Although not necessarily part of the research process, writing an outline 
is certainly part of the writing process. We are including a discussion of 
outlines in this chapter because, while outlining does not necessarily help 
you prepare your research, it does help you prepare to write, and lay out, 
your paper. Whether you are writing a research paper or literature review, 
an empirical research report, or even a book review, an outline should 
always be part of the writing process. Like the proposal, an outline can help 
you organize your thoughts and ideas. Ideally, the outline should be written 
once all research is conducted, or once you are ready to write up your 
paper. However, some people write outlines as part of their process of 
thinking through the topic (for more information on writing an outline at 
this stage, see Chapter 9). In creating an outline, you will want to think 
about how you plan on breaking up your paper and what you plan to 
include in it. It will be easier if, before writing the outline, you already have 
an idea of the overall purpose of your paper and already know its structure 
as well as your intended format. Since there are a number of different types 
of papers and formats, this section will focus on a standard empirical paper 
(with the following sections: introduction, literature review, methods, 
results, discussion, conclusion) as an example. Chapter 8 includes some 
other examples of paper formats.
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Outlines follow the logical progression of a paper, as they contain some kind 
of summary of the introduction, the body of the paper, and the conclusion. 
They concisely state what will be included in each section of your paper and 
use numbers, letters, and/or Roman numerals to identify how the proposed 
project is broken up and its subheadings.

You can begin writing an outline in a number of ways. We suggest beginning 
by listing the sections you know you will include in your paper, organized in a 
logical order. These sections could also translate into subheadings in your final 
paper. This will serve as the basic skeleton of your outline. If you were to write 
an empirical paper, you would include the following sections: 

 I. Introduction

 II. Literature Review

 III. Methodology

 IV. Results

 V. Discussion

 VI. Conclusion

Once you have the major headings, you can begin to flesh out the skeleton 
by listing what you plan to include within each section. Again, this keeps you 
organized and helps your paper follow a logical progression. Your outline 
should begin with an introduction to the essay or paper and your topic. 
Depending on the level of detail you want to include in your outline, you can 
also explain what specific topics you will address.

I. Introduction

 a. Introduction to topic
 b. Introduction to paper
 c. What you will discuss in your paper

 i. Issue 1 you will discuss

 ii. Issue 2 you will discuss

You can see that here the general structure is indicated by uppercase Roman 
numerals, while the details of the introduction use lowercase letters. If you 
further break down those details, you might use lowercase Roman numerals, 
capital letters, numbers, or bullet points. 
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As you further develop the section on literature reviews, for example, you 
could list all the citations you plan to include in your paper.

 II. Literature Review

 a. Introduction to literature review

 i. Collins (2001); Smith and Rodriguez (1989)

 b. Literature on topic

 i. Chu (2011); Goodhand (2010); McGuire (1999)

The various sections of your outline can serve as subheadings as you transi-
tion from one topic to the next. Remember, outlines help keep you focused so 
you know what you will include in your paper and where you will include it. 
It is also helpful to show your developed outlines to a professor or colleague 
and ask her for feedback on what you should or should not include in your 
paper before you actually begin to write it. 

After you have completed your library research, review of the literature, 
annotated bibliography, research proposal, and outline, and you have an 
understanding of how to cite the literature on your topic, you should have a 
clear picture of the paper you are about to create. You are then ready to begin 
the work on that construction. The next chapters in this text explore the 
various types of writing you are likely to encounter as a sociology student and 
scholar.

SUMMARY

This chapter examines the common writing styles often used in conducting 
library research and in the beginning stages of the writing process. We explored 
the following areas:

 • Ways of developing research topics, such as brainstorming for topic ideas, 
combining areas of interest, and focusing research topics

 • Conducting library research and the resources available in a typical uni-
versity or research library

 • How to select appropriate sources, such as books, refereed journals, ency-
clopedias, and websites

 • How to avoid plagiarism and incorporate the proper citation styles into 
your text
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 • How to reference sources in ASA and APA formatting styles
 • The different types of writing that help you develop a larger writing pro-

ject, including annotated bibliographies, research proposals, and outlines

The following “Writing in Practice” piece was written by Cynthia W. Bruns. 
This essay explains her role as a reference librarian. It also provides advice on 
developing a research topic as well as conducting library research.

WRITING IN PRACTICE

by Cynthia W. Bruns

I am a reference and research librarian specializing in sociology. I have a master’s 
degree in library and information science and a second master’s in American studies. 
As a librarian, it is my job to select the sociology resources and the research databases 
that the library purchases and to instruct students in the process of effectively manip-
ulating these databases. I work with sociology classes, the faculty, and with individual 
students to assist in the process of discovering the literature of sociology and locating 
materials on the topics under investigation.

I work daily with research databases, and it is easy to forget that our students do 
not automatically recognize the existence or effectiveness of these resources. I can 
recall that as a college freshman, I had my first experience with journal articles when 
I was given the assignment to read an article of my choice. The only parameter I was 
given was that the article could not come from a magazine. What a shocker! Even 
though I had attended an excellent high school, I had no idea that journals existed, 
or how to access one. I don’t remember how I was able to locate that first journal 
article, but I must have, because I passed that class. I have focused on this snippet 
of a memory to remind me that students do not arrive at a university well versed in 
all aspects of research and often may not have any awareness of the breadth of 
quality research information available to them. This is where I can help.

I worked for a number of years as an instructional librarian after receiving my 
first master’s. Assisting the students, I found that the most challenging aspect of 
researching a paper can be beginning the process. Narrowing and focusing a 
research question is a stumbling block for many students and yet is a critical por-
tion of the research process. A poorly chosen topic or a subject that does not inter-
est the student can turn the research process into pure drudgery. Students have 
told me that when they meet with faculty members, they are generally directed to 
research a narrower and more focused topic. This is actually very good advice and 
will make the paper much easier to research and write. 
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As an instructional librarian, I had watched students struggle with choosing a topic. 
When I went back to school and started my second master’s, I had the same chal-
lenges. I knew I was especially interested in researching the changing American atti-
tude toward our environment as reflected in our outdoor recreation choices. However, 
I needed to turn my interest into a manageable question. Instead, I found myself 
exploring and reading everything on outdoor recreation and even more on environ-
mental attitudes. First, I started with books, then moved into the popular press, then 
on to journal articles, and, eventually, started looking at legislation. As a result, I 
ended up with a great mishmash of everything. The more I read, the more avenues of 
inquiry opened up for me. It can be a hazard of my profession, having easy access to 
all types of information. I found it all very interesting but also quite distracting, as I 
was thoroughly mired in my topic. It was a problem because I was not making progress 
in producing a thesis. I needed to step back and do what I had always recommended 
to students: concentrate my research on a concise topic and then stick to my estab-
lished constraints.

The best way for me to start focusing was to meet with my faculty advisor to 
discuss my research. I took advantage of the advisor’s expertise in the discipline 
and listened carefully to the suggestions. The questions presented to me chal-
lenged some of my ideas, clarified my thoughts, and established the boundaries 
for my paper. First, I needed to limit my research by time. Therefore, I chose to 
work with the decade surrounding the first Earth Day in 1970. I also needed to 
narrow it to one particular type of outdoor recreation. I chose backpacking in the 
wilderness.

Further, I needed to start taking my own advice. I had always suggested that stu-
dents start the research process by reading the introductory and background informa-
tion on the overall topic to develop a global understanding of the larger issues 
involved. This was really necessary with an issue such as environmental attitudes. 
After doing so, I knew the dates of significant events, names of people involved, 
important legislation of the period, had an idea of the theoretical framework, and 
had a plan of where I was going with my research. I began to see overall patterns, 
learned the names of some researchers in the area, and found that I was much less 
likely to spend my research time on tangential issues. Finally, the research began to 
take shape. The paper would take many more hours of researching and writing; how-
ever, after focusing my time on a succinct subject matter, I was able to make effective 
progress toward completing my thesis and, eventually, was very pleased with the 
resulting paper. 

—Ms. Cynthia W. Bruns, MA, is reference coordinator at Pollak Library,  
California State University, Fullerton.
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