Critical Reading and Writing Guideline for Students of Sociology



This goal of this writing guide is to help you, the student of sociology, better prepare and produce an assignment using primary source documents. It is divided into three sections: 1) critical reading, 2) writing guidelines, and 3) revision. 

A primary source may be a government document, a letter or diary, a pamphlet, a newspaper or magazine article, visual materials (pictures, drawings, cartoons, etc.), audio materials (speech, oral history account, etc.) a doctor's or social worker's report, a novel or autobiography, or even a scholarly article as long as it is from the period under investigation. 
 
Since we all bring different assumptions and analytic skills, it is quite possible (and common) for historians to draw opposing conclusions from the same source.  There is no one "right" interpretation of any document.  However, there may be wrong interpretations!  A convincing analysis of a primary source must be grounded in (1) an understanding of the document itself, and (2) knowledge of its historical context.



· Critical Reading 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Critical reading is the starting point for good writing. You must understand the document and be able to critically assess its value. Critical reading requires you to evaluate the document on multiple levels.

Level 1: This level should provide factual information that allows you to assess the nature of the document. When reading a document or viewing an image, you should train yourself to be able to answer the following types of questions.
· Who wrote the document? What was the author’s background, what groups did the author belong to (e.g. class, race, gender, nationality, etc.)? When and where was the document written or picture taken?
· Who is the intended audience? Was the document intended for public consumption or a limited audience? What knowledge does the author assume the audience shares and how might that affect the presentation of materials?
· What is the basic story line of the document? Do you understand what is going on in the document? Who are the important people or details? Can you identify the author’s thesis, and what proof he/she offers to support the thesis?




Level 2: In this level, you will move beyond the basic facts of the document and begin to interpret the document in a wider context.
· Why was the document written? Was it intended to convince the audience (that you have already identified) and if it was, what logic or argument does it employ? Are you convinced? If the document was written to entertain or motivate its audience, how did the author attempt to accomplish this? Were you entertained or motivated?
· What assumptions does the author make? Are these assumptions explicit or implicit? What does the author leave unsaid? Sometimes what not there may be just as revealing as what’s there.

Level 3: By now you should understand the document and be able to interpret the author’s intentions. Your ability to answer the following questions will form the heart of your essay or response to the assignment.
· Can you believe this document? Is there another side to the story? What knowledge do you possess that the author lacks, ignores, or suppresses?
· What can you learn about the society that produced this document? Everyone is influenced by the historical period in which they live and social and cultural environment. How is the author a product of his/her environment and how is this reflected in the document?
· What does this document mean to me? Every document had meaning to the society that produced it and for you. Does the document mean the same thing to you as it did the author’s audience? Can you account for similarities and differences? Are they significant?


II. Writing Guidelines
	Once you have critically read and answered as many questions as you can about the document (you cannot consider all of them with every piece), you need to begin to craft an analytical essay. Writing, like critical reading, is a multi-sided operation. You will need to consider multiple factors in crafting your essay.

· Write several drafts. You want to hand in a paper with a clear and consistent beginning, middle, and end. However, even the most experienced writers cannot sit down and write a clear and consistent piece from beginning to end. As you write, you will develop and refine your own ideas and argument. This is a good thing. However, you must make sure your introduction is in accord with your conclusion. After completing your first draft, revise your introduction and possibly even middle so that it is alignment with your conclusion. 
· A useful technique might be to take your first draft’s conclusion and re-write it as an introduction and then write a new and more forceful, definitive conclusion.


· Use an appropriate title. A title should reveal the central purpose of your paper. A title can help you begin the writing process and help you focus and be consistent. If you can’t come up with a title it may be an indication that your ideas are confused or inadequately focused.

· Use quotations carefully. Quotations certainly bolster the impact of your argument, but overuse can weaken it. An insightful quotation lends considerable weight to the effectiveness of your argument, however, too much quoting may look like you are padding your essay or do not fully understand the document. Avoid quoting a secondary source as a conclusion or critical point in your argument. Use your own words to fashion your own argument and conclusion. When you do quote, it is a good rule to identify the original author in your text.

· Keep Citations Consistent. When you quote or paraphrase ideas, arguments or specific references that are not your own, you must cite the source. It is not necessary to cite common knowledge. 
· Exact wording from a source. When you use a direct quote from a source, use quotation marks or set the quote apart from the rest of the body of the text. Direct quotations should be used judiciously.
· Paraphrasing from a source. In this instance, you are using your own words to convey the meaning of another. There is no need to use quotation marks but you must still use a footnote, endnote or other approved citation method (check with your professor to be sure) to indicate where the information came from.

When citing sources, you must be consistent in form. It is recommended as a student of sociology you both use ASA format and learn the proper format for footnotes and endnotes.

Examples of sample footnotes:

· Book by a single author:  Sample sentence from body of text.1

1 Thorne, Christopher. Allies of a Kind: The United States, Britain and the War Against Japan, 1941-1945. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 341.

	Subsequent references to the same source can use this format:

			1 Thorne, Allies, 350.

· Journal Article:

2 Thorne, Christopher. “Indochina and Anglo-American Relations, 1942-45.” Pacific Historical Review 4 (February 1976): 73-96.

	Or		2 Thorne, “Indochina,” 75-77.

· Eliminate Mechanical Errors. Spelling and grammatical errors distract the reader from the argument you are trying to make. Mistakes in spelling, punctuation and grammar create the impression that you do not care. Remember that your computer is no substitute for proofreading your work. Ultimately, you are responsible for the finished product. If it is full of careless errors and silly mistakes, you can expect a poor grade. (For a list of common errors to avoid and pet peeves, see Pet Peeve Page.) 
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