
January 24, 2007 

 
 
Syllabus: Women's Studies 240.10 
(Spring 2007; 3 credits; CRN: 21231)  
 
Women and Public Policy 
 
Professor Cynthia Harrison 
Tuesday: 7:10 - 9:40 p.m. 
Room: Phillips 413   
 
Office hours:      Tuesday:  5:30 – 7:00 p.m.  (837 22nd St.) 
Also by appointment   Thursday: 4:00 – 5:30 p.m.  (Phillips 303)  

 
Telephone numbers:  202-363-4356 (10-5, M-F);  202-994-6943 (T: 5:30 – 7:00 p.m.).  
 
E-mail: harrison@gwu.edu 
 
Note: This syllabus is a guide to the course for the student. Sound educational practice requires 
flexibility and the instructor may therefore, at her discretion, change content and requirements at any 
time during the semester. 
 
Course description & objectives: 

Ideas about gender, implicitly or explicitly, influence policy makers in many areas of American life. 
Moreover, policy decisions frequently affect women differently from men because of the continuing 
distinction in the social roles men and women customarily assume.  
 
This course will examine several areas of policy, some expressly related to women and others that have 
significant impact on women though policy-makers may not present the issue in that way. Such study 
offers the opportunity to achieve a deeper understanding of the way in which "gender" functions in the 
policy arena. Students will also familiarize themselves with the various vehicles of policy 
implementation: legislation, regulations, judicial interpretation, and executive actions. 
 
Although gender will be the primary category of analysis, discussion should incorporate awareness that 
gender is not a unitary category, that many factors influence the ways in which individuals view policy 
issues, that policy choices affect individuals differently depending on their specific characteristics, and 
that men and women share affiliations with other women and men based on class, race, religion, 
ethnicity, geography, age, political outlook, and sexual orientation as well as other identities.  
 
As participants in a graduate course, students should anticipate learning from each other, sharing both 
differing perspectives and research findings.  
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Course requirements: 
 
This class will devote its time principally to discussion of the readings. All students must read 
thoughtfully and come prepared to write briefly on the readings and to share their insights and 
observations with the class. Class participation will count for 20% of the final grade. Attendance is 
expected at all classes and will be factored into the grade for participation.  
 
In addition, students will have the following responsibilities, described below: 
 
* conducting class discussions as assigned, with a fifteen-minute presentation on a related policy 

topic, accompanied by an original short research paper of 750 to 1250 words (25%) 
*  one long research project: a written legislative/policy history of a specific policy issue related to 

women (40%) 
* a presentation based upon the research project accompanied by a two- to four-page original 

handout (15%). 
(See pp. 9-12 for a fuller description of these assignments.) 
 

Classroom protocol: 
 
All viewpoints, courteously expressed, are welcome. Robust discussion, including disagreement, makes 
for an interesting class.  
 
In order to receive accommodations on the basis of disability, a student must give notice and provide 
proper documentation to the Office of Disability Support Services, Marvin Center 436, 994-8250. 
Accommodations will be made based upon the recommendations of the DSS Office. Class sessions may 
be taped only in cases of documented necessity. 
 
Please consult the university code of academic integrity, which can be found on-line at 
http://gwired.gwu.edu/dos/GuidetoStudentRights/. Note especially the definition of plagiarism: 
“intentionally representing the words, ideas, or sequence of ideas of another as one's own in any 
academic exercise; failure to attribute any of the following: quotations, paraphrases, or borrowed 
information.” All examinations, papers, and other graded work products and assignments are to be 
completed in conformance with The George Washington University Code of Academic Integrity. 
 
If you are having problems with the reading assignments, with class participation, or with any other 
facet of the course, please come and see me. If my office hours are not convenient for you, we will find 
another time that suits your schedule.  
 
For all written work submitted in hard copy, use twelve-point Courier 

(that is, this typeface) and double-space all material including 

footnotes and indented quotations. Do not use 1.5 line spacing. Do 

not justify the type. Number your pages.  
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COURSE BOOKS THAT SHOULD BE AVAILABLE FOR PURCHASE AT THE GW 
BOOKSTORE: 
 
 
1. Mary C. King. Squaring Up: Strategies to Raise Women's Income in the United States. Michigan. 

2001. 
 
2. Gwendolyn Mink & Rickie Solinger, eds. Welfare: A Documentary History of U.S. Policy and 

Politics. NYU Press, 2003. 
 
3. Ronald Elving. Conflict and Compromise: How Congress Makes the Law. Simon & Schuster. 1996. 
 
4. N.E.H. Hull & Peter Charles Hoffer. Roe v. Wade: The Abortion Rights Controversy in American 

History. Kansas. 2001. 
 
5. Dorothy Roberts. Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty. Vintage 

Books, 1999. 
 
Additional readings will be assigned, available electronically.   
 
 
Although not required, A Pocket Style Manual by Diana Hacker (Bedford Books) contains concise 
information concerning rules of grammar, style, and citation. You should be able to find it in the 
bookstore.  In addition, A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations by Kate L. 
Turabian offers fuller citations for legal materials. (Further advice on citation appears on p. 13 of this 
syllabus.) 
 
Students who would like more assistance with written assignments should consult the Writing Center, 
Rome 550, 994-3765. See also the “writing advisory” attached to the syllabus. 
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SCHEDULE OF CLASSES: 
 
WEEK 1 (January 16): Introduction 
 Discussion of syllabus  Course organization 
  Overview of women and public policy 
 
WEEK 2 (January 23): Women and waged work 
 
Mary C. King. Squaring Up: Strategies to Raise Women's Income in the United States. 2001. 
 
Discussion leaders:   
 
Update topics: 
 
a. Current wage gap 
     
b. Heather Boushey, “Are Women “Opting Out”? Debunking the Myth,” December 2005. 
 (Blackboard, Electronic Reserves) 
 
 
WEEK 3 (January 30):  Welfare (I) 
 
Gwendolyn Mink & Rickie Solinger, eds. Welfare: A Documentary History of U.S. Policy and Politics. 

NYU Press, 2003. 
Read section introductions for parts I – V. 
Read documents 1, 4, 7, 9, 15, 18, 22, 25, 26, 28, 31-33, 36, 39, 41, 43, 47, 48, 51-56, 58-59, 64, 68-89, 

92, 94-97, 100, 104, 105.   
 
Discussion leaders:  
 
Update topics:       
 
a. AFDC/TANF enrollment data: 1990, 1995, 2006 
 
b. Reauthorization of TANF, 2006  
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WEEK 4 (February 6): Welfare (II) 
 
Gwendolyn Mink & Rickie Solinger, eds. Welfare: A Documentary History of U.S. Policy and Politics. 

NYU Press, 2003. 
 
Read documents 106, 108, 111-113, 115, 116, 118, 119, 121, 125-127, sections VII entire (except 181-

185). 
 
Discussion leaders:   
 
Update topics:  
 

a. A recent research report on welfare outcomes from a moderate policy institute (e.g., the 
Brookings Institution, the Urban Institute, the Center for Law and Social Policy) 

 
b. A recent research report on welfare outcomes from a conservative policy institute (e.g., the 

Heritage Foundation or the Cato Institute) relevant to welfare reauthorization   
 
c. A recent research report on welfare outcomes from a feminist policy institute (e.g., IWPR) 

relevant to welfare reauthorization   
 
 
WEEK 5 (February 13): Politics of Family Leave 
  
Ronald Elving. Conflict and Compromise: How Congress Makes the Law. 1996. 
 
Discussion leaders:  
 
Update topics:  
 

a. Utilization of FMLA leave by sex 
 

b. California: paid family/medical leave 

c. Healthy Families Act 

 
WEEK 6 (February 20): Reproductive rights (I) 
 
N.E.H. Hull & Peter Charles Hoffer. Roe v. Wade: The Abortion Rights Controversy in American 
History. 2001. 
 
Discussion leaders:  

Update topics:  

a. Pending federal legislation/court cases  
 

b. Emergency contraception/FDA 
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WEEK 7 (February 27): Reproductive rights (II) 
 
Dorothy Roberts. Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Meaning of Liberty. 1999. 
 
Discussion leaders:   
 
Background topics: 
 
 a.  Arline Geronimus, “Teenage Childbearing and Personal Responsibility: An Alternative 

View,” Political Science Quarterly, v. 112, no. 3, 1997. (Blackboard, Electronic Reserves) 
 
 b. Gwendolyn Mink, “Ending Single Motherhood” (Blackboard, Electronic Reserves) 
 
 
WEEK 8 (March 6): Sexualities and Public Policy 
 
BLACKBOARD: Selections from John D’Emilio, William B. Turner & Urvashi Vaid. Creating 

Change: Sexuality, Public Policy & Civil Rights. St. Martin’s Press, 2000. 
 
  
Discussion leader:   
 
Update topics: 
 

a. Lawrence v. Texas, 2003   
 

b. Federal marriage amendment 
 
c. Gay marriage in the U.S. 

 
 

SPRING BREAK (March 12-16) 
 
 
WEEK 9 (March 20): Public policy to end discrimination in education  
 
20 U.S.C. §1681, 1682, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972  

(Blackboard, Electronic Reserves) 
 
U.S. Department of Education Regulations:  

http://www.ed.gov/policy/rights/reg/ocr/edlite-34cfr106.html#A 
 
Discussion leaders:  

Update topics:  
 
 a. Brown University court case, 1998 
 
            b. "Open To All"--Title IX At Thirty The Secretary of Education's Commission on 

Opportunity in Athletics 
  http://www.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/athletics/report.html 
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WEEK 10 (March 27): Global public policy issues 
 
United Nations Research Institute for Social Development. Gender Equality: Striving for Justice in an 

Unequal World. 2005.  
 
AVAILABLE FREE ON-LINE at: 
http://unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/(search)/1FF4AC64C1894EAAC1256FA3005E7201?Opendocument&highlight=2,gender,equality&fromsearch=yes
&query=gender+equality 
 
Sections to be assigned. 
 .  
 
 

WEEK 11 (April 3): Presentations (5) 

1.      2.      3. 
 
4.      5. 
 
 
 
WEEK 12 (April 10): Presentations (5) 
1.      2.      3. 
 
4.      5. 
  
 
WEEK 13 (April 17): Presentations (4) 
 
1.      2.       
 
3.      4. 
 
WEEK 14 (April 24): Presentations  (4) 

 
1.      2.       
 
3.      4. 
 
 
May 1: FINAL PAPERS DUE 
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CLASS DISCUSSIONS 
 
The discussion should seek to analyze the readings and to connect the readings with each other and with 
other material familiar to students from other sources (e.g., classes, work). 
 
Leading discussions: 
 
For each class reading, students will be assigned to conduct the class discussion on the general reading 
for the class period and to prepare brief presentations on a topic related to the reading. Each speaker 
should take no more than fifteen minutes.  
  
Leading the discussion should consist of making some opening remarks or observations, perhaps listing 
key insights of the author, and then posing questions based on the reading for the class to discuss. (See 
below for examples.)  
 
Discussion leaders should remember that everyone has already read the book. Do not recap the contents 
of the book in your introduction. 
 
Class responsibilities: 
 
All students should come to class prepared to write briefly on the reading and to participate in the 
discussion. As you read each book, mark passages or sections you find unusually insightful – or 
ambiguous – to share or discuss with the class. 
 
In analyzing readings, questions to be considered may include: 
 
What thesis is the author arguing? What evidence is offered? Is it persuasive? Is there other evidence to 
be considered? Is the focus too broad or too narrow? 
 
How does the author handle race/ethnicity in terms of the policy debate?   
How does the author handle class in terms of the policy debate?   
How does the author handle sexual orientation/gender identification in terms of the policy debate?   
What assumptions about gender govern the quest for a particular policy goal? (Equality/Identity of 

treatment/equity/difference) 
Does the author anticipate objections from other perspectives? What is omitted? 
What is the historical context that generates a particular discussion of gender and policy? 
What role do women play in shaping the policy? 
Who had shaped that policy in the past?  
Were the gender implications explicit or implicit? 
Who are the proponents of change?  What institutions do they represent? 
What are the sources of resistance? What factors favor change/resistance? 
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WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 
All written work submitted in hard copy should be typed in twelve-

point Courier (i.e., this font), with all material double-spaced. 

• Grammar, spelling, and organization count in all written assignments. 
• At her discretion, the instructor may impose penalties for the submission of late papers. 
 
The three written assignments are:  

A. A short research paper of 750 to 1250 words, due on the day of the discussion, to accompany a 
presentation of no more than 15 minutes on an update related to a policy issue. (25 % with the 
class discussion) 
 

You may complete this assignment from secondary sources, including newspapers and websites. Public 
interest organizations that follow these issues often provide recently updated summaries. However, you 
must synthesize the material in your own words, citing your sources and providing some background on 
the organization supplying the information, such as political orientation and academic credentials. If you 
print material from a web site for a visual, be sure that it is formatted in a way that looks professional. 
Reformat material to include ONLY relevant data. If you use overheads, you do not need to provide 
copies of your overheads for the whole class, but you need to provide a copy to the professor along with 
a copy of your paper. 
 
 
IMPORTANT NOTES:  
• EMPHASIZE CLARITY FOR THIS ASSIGNMENT, NOT LENGTH.  
• WHERE APPROPRIATE, SEEK ALTERNATIVE VIEWPOINTS. 
• Students who supply a big batch of unfiltered information will lose points.  
• On an overhead or slide, LESS IS MORE. NEVER put up a full page of type. 
• Caution: Do not assume that the updates of other students are models; they may have gotten it 

wrong. 
• Fifteen minutes is SHORT. Don’t try to include too much. 
 
B.  Gender and Policy: A policy chronology, briefly annotated. 
  (40%) (See below for fuller discussion). 

 Due May 1, 2007  

 

C. A two- to four-page outline to accompany presentation on policy chronology.  
This outline will be considered in the grade for the presentation, which composes 15% of the grade for 
the class. If you use overheads, you do not need to provide copies of your overheads for the whole class, 
but you need to provide a copy to the professor along with a copy of your outline. 
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Gender and Policy: A policy chronology, briefly annotated 
Length: 15-25 pages PLUS the cover memo. 
 
DUE DATE: May 1, 2007.  
Deposit in the drop box under the “projects” tab on Blackboard. 
 
The list of topics below includes policy issues that have a gender component and that federal policy-
makers have addressed. Students will choose a topic to write on. For your topic, you will draft a policy 
chronology, noting the most significant legislative or administrative or judicial events in each case. (You 
should include only significant changes in policy, not, for example, minor increases in budget 
allocations or stipends.) Keep your focus on the aspects of the topic that most implicate women and 
gender. 
 
Your chronology should include, in a single listing, the following items: 
 Key Legislation  
 Important (e.g., first) Congressional hearings, debates, and reports 
 Executive orders and reports of federal commissions 
 Implementing regulations by the authorized agency 
 Supreme Court decisions  
 Major publications by executive branch agencies 
 Formation of, or activity by, important lobbying organizations 
 
(Note that not every policy will encompass all of these items, some topics will focus heavily on one kind 
of policy instrument, and some will have substantial activity on the state level. However, you must 
consider including any of these items if relevant to your topic – i.e., you can’t simply decide only to 
cover some kinds of events and not others.) 
 
We will have an orientation to the Law Library for those who have not had occasion to visit it before. 
Research guides are available on line for many of the categories listed above. Note that information 
concerning implementation can be obtained from agency annual reports. 
 
For each of the above, supply appropriate identification in the first line, starting with the date; e.g., 
 
1906: Food and Drug Act, P.L. 59-384 
 
Follow with a paragraph or two [double-spaced, 12-point type, don’t justify] describing the substance of 
the law, executive order, court holding, etc., as it affected women.  
 
In a cover memorandum, describe, in no more than 1500 words (double-spaced) the evolution of the 
issue historically, including: 
*  the reason the issue emerged as a political dispute when it first did; 
*  the key supporters and key opponents inside and outside government; 
*  the issues originally in contention: 
*  major departures in the policy: 
*  the nature of the current debate.  
  [Have the key players changed? Is the issue different?] 
(Keep in mind the impact of organized feminism and organized anti-feminism.) 
 
ADVISORY: It may help you to treat each of the above bullets as a separate section and report on them 
in the order listed above. 
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Research: 
 
Start with secondary sources (i.e., history and policy books) in order to familiarize yourself with the 
subject. You should consult more than one secondary source to ensure that you understand the issue and 
that you know which policy instruments to look at. You also need more than one perspective. However, 
in order to do this assignment, you must look at the primary documents themselves (i.e, the statutes, 
court cases, regulations, executive orders) --not all, necessarily, but several.  Your annotations should 
include some brief quotations of the relevant sections of key measures (not in every instance, but some).  
 
You should read at least The Washington Post every day to make sure that you're aware of pending 
measures related to your topic. Check current status of pending legislation on thomas.loc.gov. 
 
Tone: 
 
Prepare this chronology as if it were for a member of Congress who needs to know the background on a 
pending matter. Make your tone reportorial and neutral. (Labeling motives or outcomes as "sexist" or 
"patriarchical" will not persuade anyone who doesn't already agree with you and may cause some 
readers to dismiss your research out of hand.) 
 
Style (See also writing tips, below): 
 
When referring to judicial decisions, you must specify the court you are talking about -- not "the court," 
but, e.g., "The U.S. Supreme Court," or "The New York State Court of Appeals." 
 
Whenever you refer to a member of Congress, first mention should include first name and last name, 
followed by state and party in parentheses: Sen. Barbara Mikulski (D., Md.). 
 
When you refer to a federal agency, use its proper name in the initial mention: "U.S. Department of 
Labor," not "DOL" or "Labor." 
 
READ THROUGH THE “WRITING ADVISORY” AT THE END OF THE SYLLABUS. IT 
CONTAINS MOST OF THE PROBLEMS I ROUTINELY ENCOUNTER IN STUDENT PAPERS. 
 
Consultation: 
 
Plan to meet with me as you progress on your papers to make sure you are on the right track and to 
address questions that might arise. 
 
Paper grades will depend on the content of the paper and the degree to which the writer followed 
instructions for preparations AND on the quality of the writing. 
 
You will not have the opportunity to submit drafts to me. However, you may want to consider trading 
drafts with a classmate in advance of handing in your final paper. 
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Topics 
(You may propose additional topics) 

Child care funding        

Constitutional equality         

Discrimination in private club membership (local ordinances, state laws, federal cases) 

Federal advisory/policy-making bodies on women     

International family planning funding from the U.S.    

International treaties on women's rights (except sex trafficking) 

Jury service         

Military service         

Nationality/Citizenship laws for married women  

Native American women and federal control of Indian affairs   

Policy regarding women's health research 

Prostitution and sex trafficking (U.S.) 

Sex trafficking (international)         

Suffrage          

Treatment of women in penal institutions     

Violence against women  

Vocational education for women (displaced homemakers, discrimination protection)   

Women and immigration policy       
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Citation: 
 
The major source for legal citation is The Bluebook: A Uniform System of Citation. There are others, 
including the Hacker and Turabian volumes, two mentioned on page 3. You can find an online resource 
for legal citation at http://www.law.cornell.edu/citation/. In the chronology, your citation should 
reference the original piece of legislation, etc., not a secondary source. Subject indexes exist for virtually 
all sets of court decisions, statutes, and agency rulings. See also 
http://www.libraries.psu.edu/instruction/infolit/andyou/mod8/citing2.htm#hearing. 
 
Citation of court cases: 
 
U.S. Supreme Court -- citation to U.S. Reports: 
Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) 
name       vol.      pg.  year 
 
U.S. Court of Appeals -- citation to Federal Reporter, 3d series: 
U.S. v. Commonwealth of Virginia, 44 F.3d 90 (4th Cir.), 1995 
name        vol.    pg.   circuit year 
 
U.S. District Court -- citation to Federal Supplement: 
U.S. v. Commonwealth of Virginia, 852 F. Supp. 471 (W.D. Va. 1994) 
name        vol.      pg.  district  year 
 
State court -- citation to state law reporter and to West Publishing Co.'s Atlantic Reporter, 2d series: 
LeClair v. LeClair, 137 N.H. 213, 624 A.2d 1350 (1993) 
name               vol. state pg. vol.     pg.   year 
 
You should include a bibliography at the end of the paper. 
 
Citation of statutes: 
 
When passed initially: 
 
National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Years 1992 and 1993, P.L. 102-190 (December 5, 1991). 
[“P.L.” stands for public law.] 
 
In the annual collection of laws (United States Statutes at Large): 
National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Years 1992 and 1993, 105 Stat. 1365,  December 5, 1991. 
          (vol.)       (pg.) 
 
When a law is codified (i.e., when added to the U.S. Code of laws), pieces usually go into different 
places of the code, which is organized by subject rather than date. So pieces of this law (the part that 
repealed the combat exclusion applied to women for the Air Force and the Navy) were codified at 10 
U.S.C. § 8549 (Air Force) and 10 U.S.C. § 6015 (Navy and Marine Corps).  When citing to the 
annotated U.S.Code, the abbreviation is “U.S.C.A.” 
 
Agency regulations are published initially for comment in the Federal Register, located by the date of 
publication, and, after formal adoption, in the Code of Federal Regulations (C.F.R.), arranged by 
subject. 
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PRESENTATIONS (AND HANDOUTS): 
 
 
Each student will have an opportunity to discuss her/his research project with the class during the last 
four meetings for 25 minutes.  Students should plan to divide the presentation between speaking (about 
15 minutes) and questions and answers. A student may choose to give an overview of the topic or to 
focus on a specific statute, court decision, or administrative action (such as an executive order or a 
presidential commission).  Students must leave time for discussion of their topics; those who do not will 
be penalized. Twenty-five minutes is not a long time. Don’t try to pack too much in either your talk or 
your handout. 
 
This exercise has three goals: 
 
* to acquaint the class with a larger variety of policy areas than the class can study as a group and 

to consider the variety of policy instruments employed to effect policy outcomes; 
 
* to provide feedback from the class to assist the writer in revising the paper; 
 
* to give students an opportunity to hone presentation skills. 
 
 
Recommendations for preparing presentations: 
 
Treat this assignment as a formal presentation; you will stand at the front. 
Dress professionally, as you would if presenting a talk at work. 
Prepare notes to help you recall what you expect to say (but, if possible, avoid reading a written paper).  
Plan some audio-visual aids. 
Don't chew gum.  
Enunciate clearly.  
Humor is fine, but avoid too many colloquialisms (e.g., "I'm like 'Hel-looo'!?").  
Look pleasant, but avoid nervous smiles.  
If you need to pause to collect your thoughts or find your place, do so silently rather than filling in the 

silence with “umm.” If you don’t look nervous, everyone else will be calm as well. 
End your sentences firmly rather than letting them trail off.  
Drop your pitch at the end of your sentence, which sounds authoritative, rather than raising your voice, 

which makes you sound tentative.  
At the end of your talk, as an exit line, say: “Thank you very much for your attention. I’ll be happy to 

take questions and I’m most interested in hearing your comments.” 
 Say this line as if you meant it! 
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INTERNET AND WORLD WIDE WEB 
 
All GW students are entitled to a GW account and you should secure one, even if you routinely use 
another. With a GW account, faculty, administrators, and other students can locate you on our directory; 
if you wish, you can re-route your mail so that it goes to your other account. Gelman Library and CIRC 
offer workshops on web browsing; consult the reference or help desk to find out times. 
 
     ***************** 
 
There are hundreds (maybe thousands) of web sites relevant to policy topics.  
A few of them are listed below: 
 
Women and public policy: 
www.asa.ugl.lib.umich.edu/chdocs/womenpolicy (Univ. Michigan) 
www.now.org (NOW) 
www.wlo.org  (Women Leaders Online) 
www.feminist.org (Feminist Majority) 
www.aclu.org (ACLU) 
www.rci.rutgers.edu/~cawp (Center for the American Women and Politics, Rutgers) 
www.welfareinfo.org (Welfare Information Network) 
www.iwpr.org (Institute for Women's Policy Research) 
www.childrensdefense.org (Children's Defense Fund) 
www.clasp.org (Center for Law and Social Policy) 
www.ngltf.org (National Gay and Lesbian Task Force) 
www.hrc.org (Human Rights Campaign) 
Government information: 
Census data: www.census.gov 
     Justice statistics: www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs 
Labor statistics: www.bls.gov 
Legal information:  
www.findlaw.com 
www.law.cornell.edu (Cornell) 
www.house.gov (U.S. House of Representatives) 
www.usscplus.com (U.S. Supreme Court decisions) 
Legislative information: 
 thomas.loc.gov/ (Library of Congress) 
 
 
 
DO NOT USE A WEBSITE IF YOU CANNOT TRUST THE RELIABILITY OF THE SITE’S 
CREATOR. 
 
DO NOT EVER CITE WIKIPEDIA.
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Writing advisory: 
 
1. Use active verbs – have the subject of the sentence perform the action. Use "to be" in all its forms sparingly. 
Passive voice: “Class time was devoted principally to discussion of the readings. All students were expected to read 
thoughtfully and to share their insights and observations with the class.”  
Active voice:  “This class devoted meeting time principally to discussion of the readings. The professor expected all 
students to read thoughtfully and to share insights and observations with the class.” 
Note that “passive voice” and “past tense” are different. 
  “He threw the ball” uses an active verb in the past tense.  
  “The ball is thrown” uses a passive verb in the present tense.  
In the first sentence you know who is performing the action; you don’t know who is throwing the ball in the second 
sentence.  
2. Avoid using "this" as pronoun; follow it with a noun to eliminate confusion about what you mean. 
Vague:  “Despite data to the contrary, the American public believes that women receiving welfare have a higher birth rate 
than non-recipients. This is because the media focus on women who do not represent the average welfare recipient 
accurately.”  
Clearer: “Despite data to the contrary, the American public believes that women receiving welfare have a higher birth rate 
than non-recipients. This misperception comes from a media focus on women who do not represent the average welfare 
recipient accurately.”  
NEVER use the phrase “This is because . . . .” It is both vague and syntactically irregular. (“This is so because . . . .” fixes 
the syntactical problem but the locution remains vague.) 
3. Avoid labels, jargon, slang, colloquialisms.  Use the word “incredible” only when you mean the person genuinely can’t 
be believed. The expression “in regard to” should never appear as “in regards to.” Regards are only for sending. 
4. Quotations: Whenever you use someone else’s words, you must indicate that you are doing so. Enclose short quotations 
in double quotation marks. If the selection is longer than five lines, indent instead of using quotation marks. (Don't use 
italics to indicate a quote. Italics denote foreign phrases, court cases, and titles; they are also used for emphasis.) You 
must also include a citation to the source, including a page number. You should use direct quotations from sources 
rarely – only when the precise wording is essential to your point. Otherwise, synthesize and paraphrase. However, 
when you do quote from either a secondary or a primary source, you must introduce the quoted material in the 
text by explaining who the speaker is; don’t just drop it in without warning. 
Examples of introductions:  
 As historian Alice Kessler-Harris noted: ". . . ." [or] 
 In the words of political scientist Cynthia Burack, ". . . . " 
In addition, quotations must fit syntactically in the sentence. Add words in brackets or delete words and use ellipses, if 
necessary.  A quotation within a quotation requires single quotation marks; quoted material within the body of an indented 
quotation requires double quotation marks. 
5. Ellipses: Omit ellipses at the beginning and end of quotations. Use three periods, each separated by a space  
[ . . . ], for omissions within sentences and four periods [. . . .] for omissions that include the end of a sentence. (Do not 
include the brackets.) 
6. Don’t repeat yourself, either in words or in substance. Write concisely. Vary your choice of words. (See examples 
of introductions to quotations, above.) 
7. Spell out numbers of one or two words; use numerals for others, except at the beginning of a sentence. If you must use 
a number as the first word in a sentence, spell it out. Use numerals with “percent” and spell “percent” rather than using the 
percent sign. 
8. Use apostrophes to denote possession EXCEPT for “its.” “It’s” means ONLY “It is.” The possessive form of “its” has 
no apostrophe. Plurals do not use apostrophes. E.g. “The Harrisons came to dinner.” But: “This is Professor Harrison’s 
class.” 
9. Avoid the word “things,” as in “Things changed rapidly.” Use a specific phrase: “The political context changed 
rapidly.” 
10. Avoid the first person in formal writing (“I think the evidence fails to support the thesis”). The statement “The 
evidence fails to support the thesis” suffices. If you must include your own response, use the third person: “This reader 
finds that the evidence fails to support the thesis.” 
11. Avoid contractions in formal writing. 
12. Do not put a comma before “and” or “but” when they introduce another verb UNLESS a subject precedes the verb. 
 


