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Assessment Guide SOS4100 – Spring 2020 
 

The exam in SOS4100 consists of a term paper. The student will receive a grade between A and 
F. The student defines the topic and objective of the term paper, usually in dialogue with the 
teachers. The teachers approve the research question (or topic). The term paper should be 
4000 words (+/- 10%) and can be written in Norwegian, Swedish, Danish or English. 
See https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/sv/iss/SOS4100/ for more information about formal 
requirements.  

In the term paper, the student should describe and investigate a certain phenomenon 
or topic chosen by him or herself, related to one or more of the topics covered in the syllabus. 
The term paper should document that the student can fruitfully use perspectives, concepts or 
ideas from these texts.  

However, due to the intensive and compressed nature of the course and the limited 
number of theories, topics and empirical analyses presented, the student may also use other 
relevant texts from other sources. Although the course emphasizes cross-national 
comparisons, students do not need to write a comparative/cross-national paper. 

The papers should be graded by the criteria below. To receive an A, we expect the term 
paper to fulfil or exceed all, or nearly all, of these criteria. To receive a C the term paper should 
fulfil most of these criteria, though it may fall short on some. A term paper that fails to fulfil 
most of these criteria should be given an F, even if the paper meets the formal requirements 
(word count etc.). 
 

Research question The term paper should have a clearly formulated research question. 
 
The research question should be: 

 Related to one or more of the topics covered in the course 

 Possible to (tentatively) answer with the methods/approach used 

 Not too wide to be answered within the scope of the paper 

 Not too narrow to be uninteresting or irrelevant 

 Clearly motivated 
 

Basic knowledge The term paper should reflect sufficient knowledge about the topic and about 
relevant texts from the syllabus. 
 
The term paper should: 

 Show a good understanding of the subject matter 

 Show an understanding of central concepts, theoretical positions and 
methods 

 Show, through the use of references, that the student has read and 
manages to incorporate central arguments from relevant syllabus texts 

 

https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/sv/iss/SOS4100/
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Conceptual clarity Concepts, measures and definitions should be used clearly and accurately 
 
The term paper should: 

 Include clear definitions of central concepts 

 Include critical reflections on the utility, strengths and weaknesses of 
concepts, definitions and measures 

 
In particular, an independent understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of 
concepts, definitions and measures should be rewarded. 
 

Consistence Arguments made in the term paper should be: 

 Clearly articulated and progress in an orderly fashion that is easy to follow 

 Logically consistent 

 Clearly linked to the research question 
 

Language The term paper should be written in a clear, succinct language. 
 
The term paper should: 

 Be sufficiently grammatically correct 

 Use formally well-formed sentences 
 
However, some students may have difficulties with reading and writing, and some 
foreign exchange students or recently immigrated students may also struggle with 
the language. We therefore encourage the examiners to take such potential issues 
into account and focus on the substantive content of the term paper. 
 

Originality and creativity Although this is difficult, the student should strive to contribute with relevant 
knowledge/original insights through the term paper. 
 
The term paper should ideally do one or more of the following: 

 Combine insights or information from different sources to shed new light 
on the topic 

 Apply existing theories or perspectives to a new case 

 Compare or contrast two or more relevant cases in an interesting way 

 Empirically explore or test a hypothesis related to a topic covered by the 
course 

 Show originality or creativity in some other way 
 
Term papers that show a high degree of creativity and/or independence in the use 
of theory, methods, sources etc. should be rewarded. 
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(Self) critical reflection The term paper should show a high level of critical reflection. 
 
The term paper should 

 Present and address counterarguments, possible alternative explanations 
and conflicting views/theories 

 Show openness to alternative interpretations 

 Be open about limitations with regards to data, materials/sources and/or 
methods used 

 
Critical reflections on the main theoretical position and/or approach used in the 
term paper should be rewarded. 
 

Good research practice The term paper should adhere to norms about good research practice. 
 
This includes, but is not limited to norms about citation and plagiarism, openness 
etc. (also see rules on cheating and plagiarism). 

 

Overview The term paper should show that the student is capable of differentiating 
between central and more peripheral aspects of the topic. 
 

Empirical basis The term paper should base its main arguments on empirical evidence. 
 
The term paper should 

 Draw on relevant empirical research literature from the syllabus 

 Draw on relevant empirical research literature from outside the syllabus 
when this is relevant 

 Include relevant references to empirical studies that contradict the main 
argument 

 Reference relevant sources (such as official statistics, laws etc) when 
making statements about facts 

 

Non-normativity Although the topics covered by the course are highly politically contested and 
have normative implications, the term paper should not be strongly normative, or 
only present a single side of an argument. 
 
The term paper should 

 Not include strongly normative or subjective opinions or views, unless 
these are clearly presented as such 

 Not argue in favour of a particular political or ideological view 
 
However, some normativity is acceptable. For instance, motivational statements 
in favour of reducing discrimination, inequality of opportunity etc. 
 

Critical thinking Term papers that challenge prevailing views, methods or approaches in a good 
way, particularly those presented in the course or syllabus texts, should be 
rewarded. 
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Empirical analysis The term paper does not need to be based on an empirical analysis, but students 
are encouraged to do this if they have sufficient skills and time. 
 
Term papers that present results from an empirical quantitative or qualitative 
analysis should be held to similar standards at those used for corresponding MA-
level methods courses. 
 

 
Attached is an overview three different designs for term papers, which we have presented to the 
students. Note that these were presented to the students as tentative suggestions, and that they have 
been encouraged to also come up with other approaches. 
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Dear students 
There are many ways to write the term paper. Below, we sketch out some suggestions for how to 
dispose and write three different types of term papers. This list is far from exhaustive, and there are 
many other approaches that you might take. Feel free to use a different approach, and contact us if 
you have questions. Remember to be critical (also towards the perspectives and theories presented in 
the syllabus). 
 
Best regards, Adrian and Gunn 
 
A theoretical discussion of different perspectives 
[This approach has been common among students in previous semesters] 

1. Define your topic of investigation based on the themes covered in the syllabus. 

2. Narrow the overall topic to a more specific research question.  

3. Find two perspectives that give different explanations or empirical predictions for your 

research question.  

4. Write about these two perspectives, presenting each in a fair and balanced way. 

5. Discuss the two perspectives with regard to their strengths and weaknesses. Which 

perspective is more plausible/reasonable/realistic? Can they be combined? 

a. It is important to reference relevant empirical studies. You should also search the 

relevant research literature not covered by the syllabus for this. 

6. Write your conclusion. 

Suggested disposition: 
1. Introduction 

2. Theoretical perspectives 

3. Empirical evidence 

4. Discussion 

5. Conclusions 

 
Discussing recent media articles 
[This approach was previously suggested by Gunn] 

1. Find an empirical observation in the traditional media or in social media that addresses a topic 

relevant for social stratification. Define this as your empirical observation. 

2. Suggest alternative explanations for this observation. Use your sociological imagination. Try to 

suggest at least three alterative explanations (i.e., you are in the locus of an armchair 

sociologist). 

3. Deduce logically empirical implications based on each explanation (i.e., you are still in the 

locus of an armchair sociologist). 

4. Find relevant research publications on the topic of your observation (i.e., you are now leaving 

the armchair and starting to work). Use the syllabus/reading list for the course and – if you 

want – to other relevant research, to eliminate explanations not supported empirically. 

5. Discuss your results. You can also discuss critically your own starting point (the media 

observation). 

Suggested disposition: 
1. Introduction 

2. Theoretical perspectives/explanations 

3. Empirical evidence 

4. Discussion 

5. Conclusions 
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An empirical investigation using quantitative data 
[This approach can be fruitful for the more empirically inclined students who have taken courses in 
quantitative methods, but is recommended only for students with relatively advanced methods skills. 
Be aware that finding data can be time-consuming.] 

1. Find a relevant research question based on the syllabus. 

 It does not have to be completely novel. A replication of a study using a new dataset, 

or doing a descriptive comparison is also possible. 

2. Formulate some hypotheses or questions you want to test/answer. 

3. Find a (publically available) dataset that allows you to answer your research question 

 There are several relevant datasets available online. European Social Survey and 

International Social Survey Programme are examples of individual-level data, but 

there are many others. Statistics Norway has excellent aggregate-level data for 

counties, municipalities and the entire country. The same goes for numerous national 

and international agencies. Foreign/exchange students may also be able to find 

relevant data from their country. 

 You may need to go back and forth between 1, 2 and 3 if you cannot find data to 

answer your original research question. 

4. Write your introduction, literature review, theory, data and methods section. Do your analysis 

and then write your discussion and conclusions. 

Suggested disposition: 
6. Introduction 

7. Theory and previous research 

8. Data and methods 

9. Results 

10. Discussion 

11. Conclusions 

 
 
 


