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1  INTRODUCTION

Writing a senior thesis in the social sciences is a unique and challenging endeav-

or, requiring students to integrate complex theoretical frameworks with empirical 

research. Writing a senior thesis demands critical thinking, research proficiency, 

and clear communication. To support students through this process, instructors 

need to focus on teaching techniques that emphasize critical thinking, method-

ological rigor, and clarity of communication – skills that are essential in social 

science research. 

This capstone project was designed to address the persistent challenge of im-

proving social science students’ writing skills, particularly within the context of a 

sociology senior thesis seminar. The focus was on creating a pedagogical frame-

work that integrates reflective exercises, storytelling, peer feedback, and experien-

tial writing techniques to improve students’ ability to communicate complex so-

ciological ideas in senior thesis projects. In addition, tools from the Bard College 

Institute for Writing and Thinking (IWT) were incorporated to provide a structured 

approach to enhancing writing proficiency. The framework builds on existing liter-

ature and theories from scholars such as Burgess-Proctor et al., 1 Ciabattari, 2 Man-

non and Camfield, 3 and Honan and Bright, 4 while addressing both traditional and 

non-traditional thesis writing challenges.

The project sought to develop a series of innovative, collaborative strategies 

that align with the demands of senior thesis projects, emphasizing the creation 

of knowledge through participatory methods and the disruption of conventional 

academic writing norms. This paper presents the results of the capstone project, 

demonstrating the efficacy of these approaches in improving writing competen-
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cies, fostering creativity in the senior thesis writing process, and how tools from 

IWT facilitated this process.

2  PROJECT OBJECTIVES

The primary objective of this project was to implement and evaluate a comprehen-

sive IWT pedagogical framework that enhances sociology students’ writing skills 

on senior thesis. Specific goals included:

1	 Developing students’ ability to write reflectively and critically about their research 

topics.

2	 Incorporating storytelling techniques to help students clearly articulate sociologi-

cal concepts and their research design and findings.

3	 Encouraging iterative writing and revision processes through peer feedback and 

collaborative learning.

4	 Introducing experimental writing formats to foster creativity and break free from 

conventional academic structures.

5	 Utilizing tools from the Institute for Writing and Thinking to provide structure and 

improve clarity in thesis writing.

3  METHODOLOGY

The project implemented a series of writing exercises throughout a senior thesis 

seminar during a semester with a group of sociology students. The framework was 

developed based on insights from existing pedagogical research and tools adapted 

from the Bard College Institute for Writing and Thinking (IWT). Key components 

included reflective writing exercises, peer storytelling sessions, critical engage-

ment with literature, and experimentation with writing practices. 

4  UTILIZING IWT TECHNIQUES FOR EFFECTIVE THESIS 
DEVELOPMENT

As Ciabatarri 5 highlights, teaching writing within the sociology curriculum does 

more than just improve writing skills – it deepens students’ ability to think socio-

logically, which is directly beneficial when they embark on the process of senior the-

sis writing. In a senior thesis, students are expected to conduct in-depth sociolog-
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ical research, develop complex arguments, and contribute original insights to the 

field. The connection between writing and sociological thinking becomes crucial 

here, as the thesis is not just a writing exercise but a demonstration of the student’s 

ability to apply sociological theories, analyze data, and draw connections between 

individual experiences and larger social structures.

Thesis writing requires students to critically engage with existing literature, 

identify gaps or problems, and formulate research questions that address broad-

er social issues. The iterative writing practices allow students to develop and re-

fine their arguments. Through practicing different writing assignments, students 

learn how to structure arguments, develop a clear narrative, and support their 

claims with empirical evidence – core elements of a strong thesis. This process 

also instills in students the ability to think critically about their own work, identify 

areas for improvement, and incorporate feedback – key components of producing 

a high-quality senior thesis. As students transition to more independent work on 

their thesis, they are equipped with drafts of thesis sections, which they use later in 

the writing process. 

In-class writing exercises serve as a “low-risk” entry point for students to en-

gage with the material, 6 which helps to create a more supportive learning envi-

ronment. Writing in class is structured to encourage students to start writing their 

thesis rather than to assess students’ mastery of content. As a result, students feel 

less pressure to produce a thesis. By focusing on the process rather than the final 

product, these exercises alleviated pressure and enabled students to build drafts 

that evolved into structured thesis sections. 

Moreover, by shifting away from the need for submitting thesis-ready pieces 

of class writing, these exercises support higher-order thinking essential for thesis 

writing. This shift moves the emphasis to a more profound understanding and cre-

ative exploration of topics. For example, students might be tasked with applying 

theoretical frameworks to new research questions or integrating multiple sources 

of information into a cohesive argument in class. This practice not only prepares 

students for the intellectual demands of thesis writing but also encourages them 

to think critically about how their research connects to broader academic contexts 

and real-world issues. Ultimately, these in-class exercises help to scaffold students’ 

writing and improve it by breaking down complex skills into more manageable 

pieces of the thesis. 

In particular, the use of IWT tools, such as Focused Free Writing, Loop Writing, 

and Dialectical Notebooks, was integrated into the course to help students move 

from initial ideas to well-developed thesis statements and structured arguments. 

These tools are designed to encourage exploratory thinking, revision, and the de-

velopment of coherent arguments over time. The students’ writing progress was 
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measured using pre- and post-assessments, peer reviews, and faculty evaluations.

Incorporating IWT techniques, this capstone project guided students through 

stages of writing development, beginning with freewriting and loop writing and 

progressing to more complex tasks such as literature analysis and addressing field-

work challenges. As Ciabattari  7 argues, writing improves with practice, and the iter-

ative nature of the capstone project – combined with IWT’s writing-to-learn strate-

gies – allows students to revise and refine their work over time.

5  PRACTICES

This framework incorporates several collaborative writing practices, combining 

insights from pedagogy with writing-to-learn techniques from IWT. By combin-

ing pedagogical strategies with these writing approaches, the framework fosters 

a more interactive and reflective learning experience. Collaborative writing encour-

ages students to engage in meaningful dialogue, share diverse perspectives, and 

build knowledge together, while IWT techniques, such as freewriting and revision 

workshops, allow students to deepen their understanding of the thesis project bet-

ter. These practices are designed to enhance both critical thinking and writing skills, 

equipping students with the skills necessary to produce thoughtful, well-structured 

written work.

5.1  Practice 1: Loop Writing to Reflect on Research Projects

Loop writing, a technique inspired by IWT, is a reflective writing exercise that 

prompts students to connect their research projects with broader sociological 

themes. This exercise mirrors the “low-risk” writing activities recommended by 

Burgess-Proctor et al., 8 allowing students to explore their ideas freely without the 

pressure of formal assessment. By creating a feedback loop where students re-

visit and revise their reflections, this practice encourages deeper metacognition 

– students think about their thinking, a critical skill in both writing and sociological 

analysis.

•	 Objective: To encourage students to articulate the significance of their research 

topics and highlight the sociological relevance of their work.

•	 Activity: After watching a sociology-related video, students respond to prompts 

such as “What is the significance of your project?” and “What makes your research 

sociological?” Class discussions follow, promoting peer feedback and collabora-

tive reflection on each topic shared by students.
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•	 Outcome: By participating in loop writing, students better understand how their re-

search fits within the broader discipline of sociology. This reinforces Burgess-Proc-

tor et al.’s assertion that writing is closely tied to critical thinking. 9 The IWT tech-

nique of revisiting initial reflections (looping) encourages students to continuously 

refine and deepen their understanding through writing.

The emphasis on continuous revision and reflection of the loop writing helped stu-

dents develop a stronger understanding of their research’s significance within the 

field of sociology. As a pedagogical tool, loop writing fosters self-directed learning, 

as students take ownership of their ideas, continually refine their thinking, and de-

velop more nuanced arguments. This also supports differentiated instruction, as 

students with varying levels of writing ability can progress at their own pace, deep-

ening their work with each loop.

5.2  Practice 2: Storytelling as a Tool for Research Development

Storytelling exercises allow students to clarify and organize their thoughts through 

the structure of a narrative, helping them to see their research as part of a larger so-

ciological story. This practice taps into Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal 

Development, 10 where learning occurs most effectively through social interaction 

and scaffolding provided by peers and instructors. Through storytelling, students 

articulate complex ideas in a more accessible and engaging way, fostering a deeper 

understanding of their research. Storytelling is a valuable method for helping stu-

dents articulate their research ideas in a clear, coherent, and compelling manner. 

This approach incorporates IWT’s freewriting exercises, which help students draft 

their ideas quickly and explore them creatively.

•	 Objective: To enable students to present their research ideas clearly while receiving 

constructive peer feedback.

•	 Activity: In pairs, students share their research stories, focusing on topic selection, 

sociological relevance, and identifying gaps in their research. This mirrors the peer 

review process recommended by Ciabattari, 11 where feedback is central to revising 

and refining academic writing.

•	 Outcome: Through storytelling and freewriting exercises, students sharpen their 

ability to communicate their research effectively, develop stronger arguments, and 

gain confidence in articulating sociological ideas. These practices combine the sto-

rytelling techniques of Mannon and Camfield 12 with IWT’s emphasis on using writ-

ing as a mode of inquiry and reflection.
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The dialogic nature of storytelling promotes active learning, as students are en-

couraged to engage in discussions that refine their thinking and writing. This meth-

od also supports experiential learning by allowing students to draw on personal ex-

periences and observations as they construct their sociological narratives, making 

abstract theoretical concepts more tangible.

5.3  Practice 3: Dialectical Engagement with the Literature

Teaching students how to conduct a thorough literature review offers another ma-

jor benefit. In social sciences, understanding the theoretical and empirical context 

of research is crucial. Engaging with existing theories and debates allows students 

to position their work within a broader academic conversation, which enhances 

their critical reading and synthesis abilities. This practice helps students gain ex-

pertise in identifying research gaps, formulating unique perspectives, and contrib-

uting original insights to pressing societal issues.

Engaging critically with sociological literature is crucial for students to devel-

op higher-order thinking and writing skills. IWT’s “writing in response to texts” 

technique enhances this process by prompting students to write reflections and 

engage in dialogue with the literature.

•	 Objective: To build students’ ability to critically engage with academic literature 

and integrate it into their own research.

•	 Activity: Students choose key sentences from sociological articles and engage in a 

dialectical notebook exercise, writing responses that either agree or disagree with 

the author’s arguments. They then relate these reflections to their own research 

questions.

•	 Outcome: This practice helps students practice critical thinking, reflection, and 

writing, aligning with Ciabattari’s 13 belief that writing and critical thinking are deep-

ly interconnected. IWT’s approach encourages students to respond to texts as a 

way of thinking through the material and deepening their analysis, providing an 

exploratory method to engage with the literature.

Engaging in a dialectical process with literature requires students to move be-

yond passive reading and into a more dynamic relationship with texts. By writing 

responses to key arguments and then connecting these reflections to their own 

research, students engage in a process of knowledge synthesis, where they actively 

integrate new ideas with their existing understanding.
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5.4  Practice 4: Addressing Fieldwork Challenges

Fieldwork presents unique challenges for sociology students, especially when it 

comes to translating the experiences into academic writing. Group discussions on 

these challenges promote collaborative problem solving, reflecting advocacy for 

peer writing groups. 14 IWT’s focused freewriting exercises allow students to unpack 

and reflect on their fieldwork experiences. Addressing fieldwork challenges through 

reflective writing and group discussions draws from the principles of experien-

tial learning theory, 15 which emphasizes learning through experience, reflection, 

conceptualization, and experimentation. This approach also integrates aspects of 

collaborative learning, where students work together to solve problems and learn 

from one another’s experiences By encouraging reflection and collaborative prob-

lem-solving, this practice aligns with Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, where stu-

dents first engage in concrete experience (fieldwork), then reflect on these experi-

ences, conceptualize them within theoretical frameworks, and finally experiment 

with ways to integrate them into their writing.

•	 Objective: To help students navigate fieldwork challenges and improve their ability 

to articulate these experiences in writing.

•	 Activity: Students write about the obstacles they face in fieldwork and discuss them 

in small groups in brainstorming solutions. This process echoes Ciabattari’s 16 peer 

writing group model, where collaboration leads to improved research and writing.

•	 Outcome: Students develop practical strategies for overcoming fieldwork challeng-

es while improving their writing skills, supporting Mannon and Camfield’s 17 call 

for storytelling techniques that help students “represent the social world in com-

pelling ways.” IWT’s reflection techniques give students the space to think through 

these challenges creatively.

Fieldwork presents a unique set of challenges for sociology students, particularly 

when it comes to translating lived experiences into academic writing. This peda-

gogical approach helps students develop metacognitive skills, as they reflect on 

their own learning processes and think critically about the challenges they face in 

the field. By discussing these challenges with peers, students engage in collabora-

tive learning, which builds a sense of community and allows for the exchange of 

ideas and solutions. This practice also helps develop the methodological part of 

their thesis, particularly in the sections devoted to limitations and challenges.
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6  ASSESSMENT AND REFLECTION: INTEGRATING 
COLLECTIVE AND CUMULATIVE APPROACHES

Peer review sessions reflect the idea that learning is a social activity and that stu-

dents benefit from engaging with their peers’ work. By providing feedback to one 

another, students practice critical reading and develop a deeper understanding of 

what constitutes strong academic writing. Through peer interaction, students ex-

tend their learning by reflecting on their own writing and receiving constructive 

feedback.

Continuous assessment and reflection are crucial to improving students’ writ-

ing skills. Peer review and feedback sessions, as recommended by Burgess-Proctor 

et al. 18 and Ciabattari, 19 served as formative assessments in this capstone project, 

allowing students to refine their ideas and improve their drafts. IWT’s focus on re-

flective writing practices further deepened students’ engagement with their work, 

providing a space for critical self-assessment.

The implementation of this pedagogical framework, combined with the IWT 

tools, yielded the following key results:

1	 Improved Reflective and Critical Writing Skills: Students demonstrated significant 

improvement in their ability to engage in reflective writing. IWT’s “focused free-

writing” exercise allowed students to explore their ideas without worrying about 

structure or grammar, which resulted in deeper engagement with their topics. The 

pre-assessment indicated that only 25% of students could clearly define the signifi-

cance of their projects, while post-assessment data showed this increased to 85%. 

This aligns with Burgess-Proctor et al., 20 who stress that writing facilitates critical 

thinking, a principle echoed in the project outcomes.

2	 Effective Use of Storytelling for Research Development: Storytelling sessions 

proved highly effective in helping students articulate their research narratives. Af-

ter practicing storytelling, students showed a 60% improvement in the clarity and 

coherence of their research stories, as measured by peer feedback. The IWT’s “loop 

writing” tool allowed students to revisit and revise their narratives, ensuring they 

connected personal experiences with broader sociological issues. This technique 

enabled students to clarify their arguments more effectively and align their person-

al reflections with academic standards, as emphasized by Mannon and Camfield. 21

3	 Increased Engagement with Iterative Writing and Revision: One of the major out-

comes of the project was the students’ greater willingness to revise their work. 

Initially, only 30% of students engaged in multiple revisions, but this increased 

to 90% by the end of the semester. The IWT’s Dialectical Notebooks helped stu-

dents to actively engage with their own writing through ongoing dialogue with their 
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peers, refining their ideas over time. This iterative writing process significantly im-

proved the quality of their thesis drafts, aligning with Ciabattari’s (2013) model of 

cumulative learning through revision.

Iterative writing processes also encourage deep learning by allowing students to 

refine their arguments over time, developing a more polished and well-thought-out 

thesis. The focus on revision teaches students that writing is not a one-time activity 

but an ongoing process of development, encouraging resilience and persistence in 

their academic work.

7  CONCLUSION

From a pedagogical perspective, the practices implemented in this capstone proj-

ect reflect a commitment to active, reflective, and collaborative learning. By guid-

ing students through these stages, using IWT teaching techniques helped students 

cultivate critical thinking, methodological rigor, and the ability to analyze societal 

issues deeply – all of which are essential skills in the thesis writing process in so-

cial sciences. By integrating methods such as loop writing, storytelling, dialectical 

engagement, and peer review, the project supported the development of critical 

thinking and writing skills in a way that was engaging and meaningful for students.

This capstone project demonstrated that collaborative writing pedagogical 

practices can significantly improve senior students’ thesis writing skills. The inte-

gration of storytelling, reflective exercises, and dialectical writing techniques en-

abled students to develop their critical thinking, engage more deeply with theoret-

ical concepts, and experiment with creative forms of expression. These practices 

not only improved the quality of student writing but also encouraged a deeper en-

gagement with the research process, particularly in the context of thesis writing.

Adaptation of IWT writing techniques in social science should be useful on a 

larger scale, ensuring that writing instruction is integrated throughout the curric-

ulum. By doing so, social science departments can better support students in de-

veloping the skills necessary to produce rigorous, reflective, and creative academic 

writing.
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