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Graduate Program in Sociology—York University 
Faculty of Liberal Arts & Professional Studies 

SOCIOLOGY 5995:  MA Seminar 
FALL 2018  

 
Course Outline  

 
 
 
Course Director: Eric Mykhalovskiy, Ph.D.  
Email:  ericm@yorku.ca 
Office Hours: Mondays and Thursdays 10:30 a.m.-11:30 a.m. or by appointment 
Office Location: 2078 Vari Hall  
Phone: 416-736-2100 x 66405  
email:  ericm@yorku.ca 
 
 
Class Time: Mondays 2:30-5:30 p.m. 
Room Location: South Ross Room 125 
 
Course Description 
 
This course is designed specifically for students entering the MA Program in Sociology 
at York University.  The course is based on a cohort model and will provide a supportive 
peer environment to help students acquire the knowledge and skills needed to 
successfully negotiate the transition from undergraduate to graduate education. 
 
The course focuses on developing a successful MA Thesis or Research Review Paper 
Proposal.  Developing such a proposal can be a challenging task that poses complex 
questions about one’s engagement with current trends in sociological inquiry, the 
approaches to sociological research that one most values, how one imagines contributing 
to the discipline, what types of research questions one deems feasible and worthy of 
being posed, and so on.   
 
Through a series of small assignments and opportunities for presentation and discussion, 
students will work through these questions and develop a clear, feasible, and 
intellectually engaging proposal.  The course will break down the work of developing a 
proposal into a series of manageable steps.  The key topics which will be addressed are:  
 
Understanding the proposal, research review paper, and thesis as genres of sociological 
writing; 
Thinking about and doing reflexivity in research; 
Exploring approaches to critical inquiry; 
Identifying and engaging with literatures relevant to your research;  
Treating scholarly work as an object of sociological reflection; 
Refining research objectives and formulating a research problem; 



 2 

Asking successful research questions; 
Developing a successful argument; 
Writing for scholarly audiences. 
 
Summary of Requirements/Grading  
 
SOCI 5995 is a pass/fail course.  Because so much of your learning will happen during 
our class discussions, it is absolutely imperative that you do your readings, be prepared, 
attend class, and share your perspectives.  You will not pass the course if you: (1) miss 
more than one class without documentation (e.g. for illness); (2) repeatedly attend class 
late, are not prepared, and/or are distracted by your electronic devices during class; (3) do 
not submit the required assignments; (4) submit written work that is of consistently poor 
quality.  Please engage and participate actively.    
 
While this is a pass/fail course, I will provide feedback on your assignments.  
 
Assignments 
 
1. Statement on reflexivity and critique (Sept. 24) 
2. Situational and relational map and draft statement of research context (Oct. 1) 
3. Statement of problem, purpose, and research question (Oct. 15) 
4. Critical analysis of an article (Oct. 29 or Nov. 5)  
5. Statement on engagement with the literature (Nov. 19) 
6. Draft proposal (Dec. 3) 
 
 
Detailed Course Outline 
 
 
10 September: Introductions, review of the course and course requirements 
   
During this class we will spend our time getting to know one another. This course 
depends on high levels of in-class participation and dialogue.  A condition of that 
dialogue is familiarity with one another and a culture of sharing and respect for one 
another.  We will put in place the building blocks for such a culture.  During this class we 
will also review the results of the questionnaire I distributed to you and review the course 
and course requirements.   
 
 
17 September:   The proposal, RRP and thesis as textual genres.  Knowing 

what you are getting into!! 
 
A central objective of this course is to support you to produce a draft proposal for an 
RRP or MA thesis. Given that that is our main goal I want us to start by reading some 
examples of proposals that have been written by prior MA students in our program and 
by reading some general materials on the nature of the proposal in social research. 
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Please read the proposal example that is most relevant to you (RRP or Thesis—the 
examples will be provided). Carefully review the proposal requirements form the SOCI 
grad program website.  Note the requirements for the thesis proposal are not fully spelled 
out on the website).  Come to class with your questions about the proposal.  By the end of 
the class you should have a clear understanding of what is expected of you in terms of 
writing a draft proposal.  You should also have sketched out the main headings for your 
proposal.   
  

“Organizing your social sciences research paper: Writing a   
   research proposal.”  University of Southern California   

Available Online       
   http://libguides.usc.edu/writingguide/researchproposal  

 
Punch, K. and McGowan W. 2006. Developing and writing a 
research proposal in N. Gilbert (ed.) From postgraduate to social 
scientist. A guide to key skills.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Available online through the York libraray website.  

       
 
24 September:  Reflexivity and critique 
    

 During this class we will explore two key questions that I am asking you to consider as 
you move towards doing your RRP or thesis. The first concerns what, if anything, makes 
your work critical.  I am asking you to consider different ways sociologists have 
understood sociological inquiry as a critical enterprise. The second concerns reflexivity. 
I am asking you to think about how YOU think about reflexivity and its significance for 
your intellectual work.  Reflexivity and critique are huge areas of scholarly thought. The 
assigned readings provide some examples of how these issues are dealt with in social 
research.  
 
 Collins, P.H. and Bilge, S. 2016. Chapter 2. Intersectionality and 

critical inquiry as praxis. Intersectionality.  Cambridge: Polity 
Press.  

 
Finlay, L.  2002. "Negotiating the swamp: the opportunity and 
challenge of reflexivity in research practice." Qualitative 
Research 2(2):209-230. 

 
   Submit statement on reflexivity and critique 
 
 
1 October:   Mapping social, political, institutional and discursive relations 
 

 Thinking about the broader context within which your research interests, topics and 
questions are situated can aid in the development of your proposal.  In this class we will 
draw from Adele Clarke’s Situational Analysis (SA) to map out these relations.  We will 
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adapt SA’s approach to situational and relational mapping to situate your research in 
ways that you can use as a basis for writing the research context section of your 
proposal.  
 
 Clarke, A., Friese, C., Washburn, R. 2018. Doing situational and 

relational maps. In Situational analysis: Grounded theory after the 
interpretive turn. Pp. 127-146. Thousand Oaks: Sage.  

   
  Submit situational/relational map and draft statement of research 

 context 
 
 
8 October:   Thanksgiving Day NO CLASS  
 
 
15 October:    Moving from a research topic to a research question 
    
All of you have entered the program with research topics that are of interest to you.  
Writing a successful RRP or thesis requires you to move from a general research topic to 
a more focused research question or problem. In this class we will discuss strategies for 
doing so.  We will discuss some of the criteria that make for a successful sociological 
research question.  We will place a premium on developing research questions that speak 
to your experience and social/intellectual locations as well as respond to relevant 
sociological literatures and developments in the field.  

 
Creswell J. W. 1998. Chapter 6 Introducing and focusing the study. 
 Qualitative inquiry and research design. Choosing among five  
 traditions. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

 
Booth, W. C., Colomb, G.G., and Williams, J.M. 2008. . Chapter 3. 
From topics to questions. The craft of research. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.  
 

   Submit statement of problem, purpose and research question  
  
 
22 October:   Engaging with the Research Literature—Scholarly 

 conversations, mapping, and the literature review as narrative  
 
Graduate students at all levels are challenged by the requirement to engage with the 
literature when doing scholarly writing and research.  How to find the relevant research?  
How much and what to review? How to move beyond simple summary of existing 
research?  How to make a review original?  In this class we will explore these and 
related questions.  We will emphasize how engaging with the literature is a matter of 
contributing to a scholarly conversation.  We will discuss how to treat the literature as an 
object of inquiry rather than simply as a source of information.  We will explore mapping 
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strategies that are used to “tame” the literature.  We will begin the discussion of how to 
create your own analytic story about the literature relevant to your research question.  

 
McDermott, L. Entering a scholarly conversation through a 
literature review. Center for Writing and Speaking.  Available 
online through google search.  
 
Booth, Wayne C., Gregory Colomb, and Joseph M. Williams 
(2008). “From Problems to Sources.” Pp. 68-85 in The craft of 
research. Chicago: University of Chicago Press 
 
Feak, C. and Swales, J. 2009. “How can order be imposed on the 
literature” and “Taking a stance toward the literature.” In Telling a 
research story: Writing a literature review.  Pp. 12-22; 71-73. Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press.   
 
Hart, C. 2010. “Reading to review.” In Doing a literature review. 
Pp. 53-56. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
 

 
29 October:   Developing Critical Analytical Skills 
 
Many graduate students find engaging in critical analysis a challenge. In this class we 
will explore possibilities for doing critical analysis of sociological literature (as opposed 
to doing critical analysis of empirical research data such as interview material). We will 
discuss the assigned readings. We will also apply our critical analysis skills to four 
articles chosen by students that address their research questions.   
 
  Hart, C. 2010. Chapter 4 “Argumentation analysis.” In Doing 

 a literature review. Pp. 79-108. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
 
  Mykhalovskiy, E., Adams, M., Power, E, King, S. 2018. “Reading 

 and critiquing the literature: Notes for graduate students.”  
 Unpublished manuscript. 

  
  Submit critical analysis of journal article 
 
 
5 November:  Developing Critical Analytical Skills – Selected Readings 2 
    
During this class we will repeat the exercise above using a  second group of 4 articles 
chosen by students.  
   Submit critical analysis of journal article 
 
 
12 November: Engaging with the Literature—Exploring exemplars 
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By this point in this course you will have produced a statement on reflexivity and critique, 
a statement on the context of your research, and a statement of problem, purpose and 
research question.  You will have begun to identify the literature relevant to your project 
and will have critiqued at least one article related to your research question.  It is now 
time to develop a statement about your engagement with the literature.   To support that 
task:  
 
1) We will explore different writing and analytic strategies for writing your statement of 
engagement with the literature;  
2) Students will present their ideas about their statements of engagement with the 
literature; 
3) We will examine published exemplars of reviews of sociological literature.  We will 
focus on two main varieties of publication: (1) papers that focus on providing 
commentaries and/or reviews of an area of sociological research; (2) articles that 
incorporate literature reviews as part of reporting on original empirical research. We 
will explore the following questions in our text analyses of the exemplars:  
 
1) How is the review structured (by theoretical framework, debates, methodological 
approaches, research questions addressed, empirical sites of investigation, etc.)? 
2) How do authors attend to individual studies as well as overall patterns or 
characteristics of groups of studies that comprise the literature? 
3) How do the authors critique the existing literature (problems in formulation of 
research questions, theoretical or conceptual shortcomings of published research, 
methodological flaws or limitations, gaps in research, etc.)? 
4) How do authors use the literature to produce an argument.  
5) What kind of analytic story or narrative does the review of the literature support?  
  
   
19 November:  Topic to be determined 
 
In most graduate courses, topics, issues and concerns arise that cannot be fully 
anticipated at the beginning of the course.  In order to create a course that is responsive 
to students’ emerging needs and respects principles of flexibility and context-specific 
learning, this class will be set aside for addressing emerging issues. We will explore 
options for this class and assign readings and/or relevant in-class exercises before 
November 19. 
 
 
26 November:  In-class presentations  
 
In the final two classes of the course students will present their draft proposals and 
engage in peer-review.  Guidelines for presenting and for responding to your colleagues’ 
draft proposals will be discussed prior to the class.  
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   Martin, E. 2016. How double-blind peer review works and what it  
   takes to be a good referee. Current Sociology.  64(5): 691-698.  
 
    
3 December:  In-class presentations 
 
Students will present their draft proposals. 
 
   Submit draft proposal 


