[bookmark: _m3b9ytyxzlg7]Writing a Senior Thesis in the Department of Sociology at The Ohio State University
Updated AU2025[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This guide was created in Autumn 2025 by Hollie Nyseth Nzitatira and Candice Crutchfield and should be updated periodically to reflect program changes. ] 



What is a senior thesis? 

A senior thesis, often referred to as a “research thesis,” is a year-long, independent research project that allows sociology majors to explore academic topics in depth, building upon knowledge gained within the classroom. At The Ohio State University, a senior thesis is considered an original research project undertaken during a student’s junior or senior year. The thesis requires understanding of existing literature, theories, and the analysis of data — either original or pre-existing — with a written final product. While projects may vary, a typical thesis is feasibly completed within one academic year and is considered complete after a one-hour oral defense with an academic committee. 

Why should I write a senior thesis? 

As a sociology major, you’ve been exposed to a variety of ideas, courses, and topics. A senior thesis demonstrates mastery of sociological theory, research methods, and written and oral communication. Students who choose to pursue a senior thesis ultimately gain valuable skills in project management, critical thinking, and knowledge development. You may choose to write a senior thesis if you fit into one or more of the following categories: 

· Students interested in pursuing graduate education (MA/MS, MPH, JD, PhD, etc.)
· Students passionate about a specific sociological issue or theoretical question
· Students seeking additional research and hands-on experience within an academic setting

Thesis writing is great preparation for graduate school in sociology, other social sciences, humanities, and other disciplines. Writing and completing a thesis provides you with an opportunity to not only test but also improve your skills as an independent researcher. Thesis writing is great preparation for non-graduate school careers as well. The act of gathering information, analyzing, synthesizing, and persuading others is a task that many professional careers need and value. 

As an Ohio State student, there are two available routes for completing a senior thesis. These options can and should be discussed with the Department of Sociology’s undergraduate advising office: 

1. An honors thesis, completed with the University Honors Program. This requires a 3-faculty committee; and
2. A research thesis, completed with the Department of Sociology. This requires a 2-faculty committee.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  This should include your main advisor who you will meet with often, ideally several times a month. Your advisor will guide you and the development of your work. A second faculty member (another individual teaching and researching within the Department of Sociology) is required to be on your committee. ] 


The advising office will also help you enroll in the required thesis credit classes, which are typically taken as four credits over two semesters. 

Ultimately, the decision to write a senior thesis is a personal and serious matter. You should consider your personal obligations, professional interests, and time management skills. These can often be very helpful to prepare you for law school or graduate school. 

This introductory guide is considered a starting point. Below, we review the general expectations and guidelines for completing a senior thesis: 

1. Choosing a Topic and Advisor 
2. Creating a Plan and Timeline 
3. Turning a Topic into a Research Question
4. Understanding Methodology 
5. Collecting your Data 
6. Analyzing your Data 
7. Writing your Thesis 
8. Defending and Submitting your Thesis 
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Congratulations, you’ve decided to pursue a senior thesis! Now that you’ve decided to dive into a research project, you must choose a topic and an advisor[footnoteRef:3] to help guide your work.  [3:  This advisor is not your academic advisor but rather a faculty member in the Department of Sociology. ] 


How Do I Choose a Topic? 

A research topic often starts as a broad area of interest (e.g., inequality, the criminal legal system, families and relationships, violence, immigration, etc.). Your research topic should be sociologically relevant and personally meaningful. While thinking of research topics, consider the following: 

· Allow your interests to guide you. What topical classes or research areas have you found most interesting during your undergraduate career? 
· Think of your thesis as an opportunity for something new. Was there a course or topic that you wish the Department of Sociology offered? What research questions might stem from this topic or idea? 
· Engage with current and past research. What has been published recently in the American Sociological Review, Social Problems, Criminology, or the American Journal of Sociology? These top journal articles often include the leading discussions within the discipline and are a great way to spark intellectual curiosity! 
· Think about a professor’s work you admire. Sometimes, a thesis can be related to a faculty member’s research. Did you take any classes with anyone whose research inspired you? 

At this point, your research topic does not have to be specific or set in stone. Conduct some brainstorming, begin to keep a list of topics of interest, and have open conversations with faculty, friends, or even family members. After deciding on a topic, it’s time to choose an advisor! 

How Do I Choose an Advisor? 

After identifying the broad subject area you’re interested in exploring, you must then think about finding an advisor. All students completing a senior thesis are required to be supervised by an advisor. Your advisor will work with you throughout the thesis writing process, guiding you on approving your topic, making methodological decisions, and reading drafts. 

Faculty members in the Department of Sociology may serve as a thesis advisor. Advanced graduate students in the PhD program in sociology may offer advice and assist with the construction of your project but may not serve as formal advisors. 

There are several ways to choose your advisor. One strategy is to consider the professors whose courses you’ve taken. Is your topic relevant to their course or general research interests? You may wish to review the Department of Sociology’s faculty page for a list of available faculty, topical interests, and contact information. You can email faculty to request a meeting to talk about a possible thesis, and you are welcome to consult with the Department of Sociology’s Director of Undergraduate Studies for guidance selecting an advisor as well. Keep in mind that some faculty members might find your topic compelling but might not have capacity to be your adviser (such as if they are taking a leave). In this case, do not worry! There are many faculty in the department. 

Once you’ve chosen an advisor, you should establish expectations for communication and feedback. This may include regularly scheduled check-ins, consistent email communication, or other pathways as agreed upon. Note that your other committee member(s) is typically chosen much closer to your defense data, often several months beforehand. 
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Writing a thesis requires careful planning and time management. One of the most challenging parts of conducting original research is scheduling your time. Too many researchers leave the writing to the last minute, don’t allow time for drafts, and consequently, produce a research product that doesn’t meet the scholar’s true potential. Others leave their advisors in the dark until shortly before the due date! To meet the expectations of the Department of Sociology, consider the following tips for time management: 
· Plan, Plan, Plan! Using your graduation date as a timeline, consider working backwards and designating time for each step in the thesis writing process. Typically, your advisor will require about one month for revising, polishing, and formatting your senior thesis. With that in mind, you should have a completed draft at least five weeks before the deadline. Also consider whether you want to use your thesis as a writing sample for graduate school applications, as this would impact when you want to have a polished draft.  
· Meet regularly with your advisor. As mentioned earlier, consult with your advisor on a regular schedule. This allows ample time for your advisor to provide feedback and observe your progress. You may wish to use shared calendars or checklists to stay on track. 


Table 1. Suggested Schedule for Junior & Senior Year

	Timing

	Tasks

	Autumn of Junior Year:
	Consider research topics and reach out to possible advisers

	Spring of Junior Year:
	Read existing research and work with your adviser to determine your research question and approach

	Spring of Junior Year:
	Look into possible funding options and determine when you will apply. Click here for more on funding.


	Summer of Junior Year:
	Determine data source; possibly collect data

	Autumn of Senior Year:
	Analyze data; begin writing parts of thesis.


	Spring of Senior Year:
	Write and defend thesis.
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Now that you have your research topic and a general timeline, it's time to move from topic to question. But what’s the difference? A research topic is a broad subject area, whereas a research question is narrower and more specific. As you learned in “Research Methods in Sociology” (SOCIOL 3487), a research question turns a topic into a specific problem or puzzle that can be answered (or tested) with empirical evidence. 

Consider making a list of things tied to your topic. What do you find the most interesting? Is it how people feel or perhaps a behavior, process, or outcome? Are you interested in a specific group or event?  

After brainstorming, consider having conversations with your peers and advisor. You may look to existing journal articles for guidance. Your research question should ultimately: 
· Identify gaps or debates in existing research; 
· Be framed sociologically (e.g., structural, cultural, through institutional lenses, etc.); and 
· Be able to be answered with empirical evidence 



Table 2. Examples of Moving from Topic to Research Question 

	General Topic
	Brainstorming
	Research Question

	Mass Incarceration 
	Incarcerated women, family members, and how prisons impact people
	How do formerly incarcerated women rebuild relationships with family members after release? 


	Education Inequality 
	Access to resources; first-generation college students; rural education
	How do first-generation college students navigate academic support systems at large research universities? 

	Media and Culture
	TikTok influencers, news, and pop culture icons
	How do Gen Z social media users understand and negotiate influencer culture?

	Health and well-being 
	Food insecurity, mental health services
	How does food insecurity shape daily decision-making among low-income families? 
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Now that you have a research question, it’s time to start answering it! Let’s review SOCIOL 3487. What methods did you learn about? In sociology, methods are typically described as either qualitative or quantitative. Qualitative analysis typically includes, but is not limited to, interviews, ethnography, or participant observation. Quantitative methods include statistical analyses or other sets of numeric data. Additionally, sociologists have used methods like content analysis, archival methods, and mixed methodologies, combining both approaches. 

You should discuss your methodological ideas, understanding, and plans with your advisor. They will help you determine the appropriate methods for your project and can support you with additional resources. Note that it is often possible to analyze data (like from surveys, large quantitative datasets, or interviews) that have already been collected by others. 

Table 3. List of Sociological Methods 

	In-Depth Interviews
	The researcher conducts a verbal interview typically lasting 1-2 hours with each subject/participant; it can be open-ended (without specific questions) or more structured (with specific questions) 

	Ethnography
	The researcher completes observations of a social space or place; data are collected through taking notes on what you observe.

	Participant Observation
	Typically coupled with interviewing or ethnographic observation. You may participate in a group or organization that you wish to study in hopes of gaining insight into the process or organization. 

	Survey Analysis
	Surveys contain closed-ended questions where respondents typically select their responses from a provided list of options. Often, you can analyze data that others have already collected. 

	Content Analysis 
	Depending on the type, the researcher looks for keywords, phrases, or other subject matter in written or video media and assesses how they vary on key dimensions.

	Historical or Archival Analysis
	The researcher uses primary source data (e.g., newspaper articles, letters, documents, etc.) and interviews key social actors to piece together how a historical event occurred.
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High-quality data collection is the foundation of all successful senior theses. Whether your project uses interviews, surveys, archival materials, or a combination of methods, the overall accuracy and integrity of your data will shape the strength of your findings and the credibility of your work. In many cases, you might collect your own data. In others, you might use data gathered by other researchers, however, though you will still need to determine how you will access these data. 




Why Does Data Collection Matter? 

Data collection is more than simply gathering information. It is the process through which you produce the empirical evidence that will support your arguments and answer your research question. Strong data does the following: 
· Ensures reliability, or consistency, in how information is gathered;
· Enhances validity, helping your data accurately capture the concepts you intend to measure;
· Provides a transparent foundation for your analysis, allowing others to understand, evaluate, and replicate your findings; and
· Reflects the rigor expected of sociological research. 

Your research design should match your research questions, and choosing the right instrument is a key step. You will work alongside your advisor to determine the proper pathways forward. 

What is the IRB, and Do I Need Approval? 

If your project involves collecting data from human participants through interviews, surveys, fieldwork, or experiments, you may be required to obtain approval from The Ohio State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). IRB review ensures that your research upholds the mandated ethical standards. Your thesis advisor can help you determine whether an IRB application is necessary and guide you through the submission process. Please plan! IRB review can take months, and you cannot begin data collection until final approval is granted. 
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Why Does Data Analysis Matter?
Data analysis is the stage where your project truly comes to life. After collecting your data, your task is to interpret it in a systematic, rigorous, and theoretically informed way. Whether you’re working with interview transcripts, survey responses, field notes, or other documents, this process transforms information into meaningful, empirical insights. Analysis is not simply summarizing what participants said or describing certain patterns. Instead, it involves: 
· Identifying themes, patterns, and relationships within the data;
· Connecting findings to your theoretical framework and prior knowledge; and
· Making analytical claims supported by empirical evidence. 

You will work closely with your faculty advisor to analyze the data depending on the type of data you collected. For instance, if you interviewed people, you will transcribe the interviews and likely import them into a qualitative coding software like NVivo for coding (analyzing key themes in the text). If you have quantitative data, you will likely work in software like Stata or R to run analyses. 
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How Do I Put It All Together?
Once you’ve completed your data collection and analysis, the next step is to bring your work together in a well-organized senior thesis. While individual advisors may have specific formatting ideas, most senior theses within the Department of Sociology follow a standard structure. Below is an overview of the major components of your thesis:  
1. Cover Page
2. Abstract
3. Introduction
4. Literature Review
5. Methods 
6. Findings 
7. Discussion
8. Conclusion
9. Bibliography 

This page provides a great breakdown of how this could be further structured, which is also detailed below. 

Cover Page
Your cover page is the formal first page of your thesis. This typically includes your thesis title, your name, your advisor’s name, the Department of Sociology, and the date of submission. 

Abstract
The abstract is a concise summary (typically 150-250 words) of your thesis. It should describe your research question, the data or methods used, your central findings, and the broader significance of your work. You may think of your abstract as a “snapshot” that helps readers quickly and easily understand what your research is about. It may be helpful to read the abstracts of recent publications for more ideas. 

Introduction 
The introduction sets the stage for your thesis. It should clearly present your research question, explain white it matters, and highlight your main arguments. A strong introduction draws readers in and articulates the stakes of your project. 

Literature Review
The literature review situates your project within existing scholarship. This selection summarizes what other researchers have discovered about your topic, identifies gaps, or highlights debates in the literature. Your review explains how your thesis contributes new insight and understanding of your topic. It also highlights existing theoretical frameworks and establishes context for your study. 

Methods
Your methods section outlines the methods you used. You explain why you chose your methods, what you did (e.g., interviews, survey analysis) with detail about the source of the data, as well as how you analyzed it. 

Findings
This section is the core of your thesis. Here, you present your key findings in a clear, organized manner. Qualitative projects often include major themes or analytical claims, while quantitative projects may include descriptive results, models, and interpretation. Your findings should always be grounded in your evidence and connected to your research question and overall theoretical framework. 

Discussion
The discussion considers the significance of the findings in light of relevant literature. Essentially, it puts your findings in conversation with your literature review. This is sometimes rolled into the conclusion (as a combined discussion and conclusion). 

Conclusion 
A strong thesis will include a conclusion. This section, while short, synthesizes your key insights, reflects on the implications of your findings, acknowledges limitations, and suggests directions for future research. 


Bibliography 

Your bibliography, also referred to as a “works cited” page or “reference list,” includes all the sources you cited in your thesis. Entries should follow the American Sociological Association (ASA) citation guide.  

Formatting
For consistency and ease of presentation, the Department of Sociology suggests using standard Times New Roman, 12-point font, double-spaced. You should also use 1-inch margins and include page numbers. 

You may wish to consult the most recent edition of the American Sociological Association (ASA) Style Guide and follow its formatting suggestions for headings, tables, etc. 

As you work on finalizing your thesis, you should also be in touch with one or two other people (based on the requirements detailed on p. 2 of this guide) who will read the thesis and attend your defense as part of your committee. You should email them several months before the defense to see if they will be willing to serve on the committee. 
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Advisor Approval 

Be sure to stay in touch with your advisor as you draft parts of the thesis. Your advisor will read your work closely and provide detailed feedback aimed at strengthening your arguments, sharpening your analysis, and improving the clarity and organization of your writing. You should expect to go through multiple rounds of revision. This is a normal and essential part of the research process. Each revision helps refine your thinking and strengthens your written work. 

Once you have addressed the feedback and your advisor gives their final approval, you’re ready to defend the thesis. Congratulations! This is an important milestone and reflects the hard work, persistence, and intellectual growth you’ve invested throughout the year! 


Defense

Be sure to carefully review the academic calendar deadlines and consult the Department of Sociology’s website for the most up-to-date submission instructions and requirements. Deadlines can vary by semester, so it's important to plan and confirm all details. 

The thesis defense is a one-hour meeting that you schedule with your committee. Defenses can be in person or online, though in person is generally preferred. At least one month prior to when you would like to defend, you should send an email to your committee members with a poll to select the time. At that point, you should also work with your faculty adviser to book a room. 

At the start of the defense, you will give a quick overview (often 5 minutes) of your pathway to the project, what you did, and what you learned. Most people prefer not to use PPT, though PPT is fine as long as the overview is short. Then the committee will ask you questions about your project for up to an hour. They will ask you to leave the room as they vote on passing you and consider any final changes to make to your thesis before submitting it to the university. 


Submission
The final copy of your thesis must be submitted to the University Libraries’ Knowledge Bank by the last day of the semester in which you will graduate. You will receive an email with information about how to do this. Congratulations! 
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