
SOC 470 & 776 – Writing Sociology 
Autumn 2009 

 
Mgr. Benjamin Vail, M.Sc., Ph.D. 

 
SOC470 Credits: 10 
SOC776 Credits: 15 
Seminar time: Thursdays 12.00-13.30 
Classroom: 117 
Office hours: Tuesdays 10.00-11.00 in room 3.59 
E-mail: vail@fss.muni.cz 
 
Course Description 
 
This course is intended to help masters students improve their academic writing skills and practice 
English.  Sociology 470 is intended for Czech students, while international students should enroll in 
SOC776. This is a writing-intensive course that provides training in the methods of researching and 
writing Sociology essays in several different styles, such as writing book reviews, social issue reaction 
papers, and reports on quantitative and qualitative research.  This writing experience is intended to 
enhance students’ knowledge and understanding of sociological theory and methods and help them 
develop critical writing and reading skills to assist them in their Masters studies.  By the end of the 
semester, they will gain experience writing in a variety of academic literary genres, learn about 
different perspectives on proper professional writing, understand and be able to follow academic 
honesty standards, and be able to cite information properly according to academic norms. 
 
Assignments and Evaluation 
 
Writing and Homework 

 
• Homework: There will be several homework assignments so students can practice technical 

aspects of writing and demonstrate their understanding of the course requirements. 
• Weekly essays: Approximately every two weeks, students will write two drafts of an essay 

based on the assigned reading.  In each two-week cycle, students will write a draft of the essay 
in the first week.  This draft essay will receive written and verbal feedback in class from the 
teacher and other students.  You will use this peer review feedback to revise the essay and turn 
in a final draft during the second week.  This gives you an opportunity to improve your 
writing and learn to give and receive constructive criticism.  More details about these 
assignments will be given in class.  Each essay should be 1500-2000 words in length. 

• Final essay: A research essay 2000-3000 words in length is due in January 2010.  You are 
invited to make your thesis topic the focus of this essay.  More details will be provided in 
class. 

 
Class Participation 
 

• Attendance: All students are required to attend every seminar meeting.  Any absence must be 
documented (for example, due to family or medical emergency).  Your attendance is important 
because the course is organized around classroom discussion and giving feedback to each 
other. 

• Discussion: Active participation in classroom discussion is an important part of your grade.  
You are required to read the assigned literature before the seminar meeting to facilitate 
discussion. 
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• Peer Review: Approximately every other week, we will engage in the written and oral in-
class critique of each student’s first-draft essay.  Each student will be assigned to read another 
student’s draft essay and give a presentation about suggested revisions. 

 
 
Evaluation 
 
The quality of your use of English is not part of the grade, but you must write the essays at an 
adequate level of language use such that they are understandable.  Your essays should express your 
own ideas (see the section on Academic Honesty below).  However, you are free to consult with 
classmates or others to check the quality of your use of English. 
 
Students will receive a final letter grade (A-F) for the semester based on the follow criteria: 
 

Final grade components Final grade scale 

10% - Homework 
10% - Attendance and class participation 
80% - Essay assignments 
 

A = 90 – 100% 
B = 80 – 90% 
C = 70 – 80% 
D = 60 – 70% 
E = 50 – 60% 
F = <50% 

 
Penalties for Late Assignments 
 
Assignments should be submitted into the Assignments folder in the course’s IS page by 11.59 on the 
due date, unless otherwise specified by the teacher.  First drafts that are received late need not be read 
or commented on by the teacher or the author’s peer review partner.  Final drafts that are late will 
receive a grade of F and no feedback.  Homework assignments received late will receive a grade of F. 
 
E-mail Policy 
 
Students may contact the instructor at any time by e-mail with questions about the course.  I will strive 
to reply to your questions within 48 hours of receipt of your e-mail.  I usually do not read or respond 
to e-mail on weekends or holidays. 
 
Academic Honesty 
 
The Faculty of Social Studies at MU expects students to know the study rules and maintain academic 
honesty by refraining from plagiarism and from cheating during exams.  Plagiarism means that one 
presents other peoples’ ideas as one’s own and does not credit the author.  Plagiarism is one of the 
most serious breaches of ethical standards in the academic environment, for it denies the mission of 
the university and the meaning of studying.  From a legal perspective, plagiarism is the stealing of 
intellectual property.  The official FSS policy on academic honesty is available in the course’s 
interactive syllabus in IS in English and Czech.  Academic dishonesty is not tolerated under any 
circumstances at FSS.  The minimum penalty for academic dishonesty is expulsion from the course, a 
grade of F for the semester, and referral to the Faculty disciplinary committee. 
 
In this course, students will become thoroughly acquainted with the problem of plagiarism and how to 
avoid it.  If you have questions about plagiarism, contact the instructor.  In the first weeks of class, 
students are required to read about ASA citation guidelines and write a short essay entitled “What is 
plagiarism and how can I avoid it?”  Students are also required to read and sign a Statement on 
Academic Honesty and give it to the instructor within the first two weeks of class.  These materials 
can all be found in the “Writing Resources” section of the interactive syllabus in IS. 



 3 

Weekly Schedule 
(See online Interactive Syllabus for specific reading assignments) 
 

W
ee

k 

Date Seminar topic Required reading 
(* = reading for SOC776 students only) 

1 Sept 24 
Course orientation; 

Proper citation and writing 
guidelines 

- Syllabus 
- Quick guide to essay-writing and citation style 
- Stern: Avoiding plagiarism 
- Johnson, et al. pp. 14-98, 108-110 

2 Oct 1 Writing an expository essay 
(5-paragraph essay) 

- ASA style guide 
- Trim: Traditional peer review 
- Guide to writing well (online) 
- Sociology Writing Group: Working With Sources; Outlining 

3 Oct 8 Discuss expository essay 1st draft 

- Sociology Writing Group: Finishing Up 
- 26 Golden rules 
- Handout on writing expository essays 
- Internet resources on 5-¶ essays 
- Orwell: Politics and the English language* 

4 Oct 15 Writing a book review 
- Johnson, et al. pp. 181-203 
- Sociology Writing Group: The Textual Analysis Paper 
- Belcher: Book Review Guidelines 
- Examples of book reviews 

5 Oct 22 Discuss book review 1st draft - Procter: Book review guidelines 
- Dartmouth Writing Center: Why and How to Revise 

6 Oct 29 Writing a social issue paper - Johnson, et al. pp. 156-180 
- Examples of social issue papers 

7 Nov 5 No class – Reading week 
- Little, Brown Handbook 
- Zinsser: Simplicity* 
- Mahrer: Proofreading Your Own Writing 

8 Nov 12 No class – Research and 
writing 

- Strunk: The Elements of Style pp. 1-89 (online)* 
- Orwell: Politics and the English Language* 
- Giddens: What is Sociology?* 
- Mills: The Promise* 
- Charon and Vigilant: The Discipline of Sociology & The 
Meaning and Uses of Sociology* 

9 Nov 19 Discuss social issue paper 1st 
draft - Little, Brown Handbook 

10 Nov 26 Writing a quantitative report 

- Johnson et al. pp. 100-138, 147-154, 204-218 
- Sociology Writing Group: The Quantitative Research Paper 
- Van Poppel and Day 
- Arber 
- Marsh 
- Mack and Lansley 
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11 Dec 3 Writing a qualitative report 

- Johnson, et al. pp. 219-234 
- Sociology Writing Group: The Ethnographic Research Paper 
- Kerlin 
- Holdaway 
- Polsky 
- Duneier 

12 Dec 10 No class – Research and 
writing - Little, Brown Handbook 

13 Dec 17 Discuss quantitative/qualitative 
report 1st draft 

- Homan 
- Georges and Jones 
- Mills: On Intellectual Craftsmanship* 
 

 
Summary of Assignments 
(All assignments should be submitted to the Assignments folder by 23.59 on the due date; those 
marked * should be uploaded to the Assignments folder before class and submitted in class on the due 
date.) 

Due date Assignment 

October 1 

• Short essay on plagiarism* 
• Sign and return statement on 

academic honesty (due in class) 
• Choose book to review 

October 3 Expository essay topic and outline 

October 6 Expository essay 1st draft 

October 8 Citation homework* 

October 14 Expository essay 

October 20 Book review 1st draft 

October 28 Book review 

October 29 Paraphrasing homework 
  

November 5 Submit social issue paper topic 

November 17 Social issue paper 1st draft 

November 25 Social issue paper 
  

December 10 
• Abstract writing homework 
• Statement with information about 

your research paper 

December 15 Quant/qual report 1st draft 

December 22 Quant/qual report 
  

January 25 Final essay 
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