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Scarcity of space.   These papers should be no longer than four single-paced pages.  The two parts of the paper – conclusions and response – need to be different in some important ways. 

A.  For conclusions part, proceed immediately to the author’s major views and conclusions, since the space available is very limited. To put it differently, avoid comments about the author and/or reading material. Here are some examples of what to avoid.  (James Gosling’s Budgetary Politics is being used for this purpose.) 

The author makes one aware of the historical context of government budgeting.  I have always believed that without paying sufficient attention to the context, one gets an inadequate understanding of most social issues.  It is an issue I have a great deal of interest in, and would like to pursue in the future.


The author planned to de-mystify the complexities of budgeting.  It is such a 

complicated process that its intricacies are hard to fully understand.  The 


author makes a valiant effort, one that should be commended for.  I had often 

wondered about several aspects of it...

Instead, the limitations of space should take you in the direction of condensing substantive information or analysis in a way that highlights the specific contents of the author’s conclusions, and writing in a style that is “tight” and succinct.   

Here is an example of how to write the conclusions part; it is based on a segment of Krugman’s book, The Age of Diminished Expectations.

Paul Krugman identifies three kinds of economics writing: Greek-letter (i.e., highly mathematical and abstract, and understandable only to other well-educated economists), up-and-down (comments about the most recent news about the stock market, interest rates, inflation figures, etc.), and airport (often promising doom, sometimes gushing with optimistic enthusiasm).  Since the first is not accessible to most, the second boring, and the third not well informed, his book is expected to provide evidence that shows that (1) our impressions should not be limited to either “disaster” or bliss,” (2) the American economy has done terribly in relation to what was expected 20 years ago, and (3) wages have remained stagnant since 1967 and inequality has increased.  Perhaps because we have diminished our expectations so considerably, he argues, the economy is widely believed to be in good shape, and there is no significant pressure building up for it to do better.

B. The response part should be divided into three categories: (1) information, analysis, and insights derived from recent program activities (i.e., films, lectures, presentations, etc.) that are relevant to the reading material you are writing on, (2) words, phrases, concepts, theories, and frameworks in the reading material that seem important to you, and (3) evaluative statements, connections with other readings, agreements or disagreements with the author/s, and relevance to your personal and/or professional experiences.

Here is an example of a highly shortened version of a paper that contains both conclusions as well as response. As you can see, two parts of the response are omitted (information and analysis, etc. and words, phrases, etc.).

.

Conclusions. Eric Alterman distinguishes between two kinds of left-wing positions: reformist/social democratic (which emphasizes economic issues) and radical/academic (which focuses on gender, sexual preference, and race).  He distinguishes between them on the basis of how they view liberalism.  Reformist left considers “liberals as well-meaning but unreliable allies” (p.10), even though substantive differences between them are hard to find.  Radicals, on the other hand, view the liberals as enemies. His conclusions – based, it seemed to me, primarily on two conferences he recently attended – are that the American left is not only divided, it is too abstract and theoretical to be relevant in pragmatic, political settings.  High-sounding expressions of concern turn out to be about issues that are only of local relevance.  

Response. Alterman’s advice toward the end is hard to understand.  Betty Dumas, an immigrant from Trinidad, he tells us, faced great difficulty in explaining to her children why she was being jailed when she had taught them repeatedly the significance of complying with the law.  After that description comes his last sentence: “A left that cannot find a way to unite behind the Betty Dumases of this world is no left at all.”  I found that exasperating. I was left wondering if he wants the left to unite in going to jail, teach the children to obey the law, or debate the choice between political action and parental responsibility. 

Seek balance in your paper.  That is to say, don’t devote too much space to some (or one) chapter or part of the readings, and neglect others.  Similarly, maintain a balance between the space devoted to the conclusions part of the paper, on one hand, and the response part, on the other.  

APA Style.   Start using the APA style.  That is the style you will be relying on to write your research paper. Perhaps you are familiar with it already.  Our library has the complete version of it; a one-page version of it can be picked up from the reference desk of the library.  Get gradually used to this style because for your research paper it is a requirement.  

Audience.  When undertaking virtually any writing, it is helpful to think of a particular audience that one is addressing.  For purposes of writing the conclusions and response papers, assume that your audience has not read the material that you have read and written on, and they are looking to you to both summarize it for them and provide your reflections as well.  Be sure not to disappoint them. 
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