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Course Description and Objectives 
 
This course will combine the ideas of research design and development from the fall quarter with the 
quantitative skills learned in the winter quarter, in order to prepare students to conduct independent 
research projects for the final paper.  The course will discuss how to evaluate strengths and weaknesses 
of each of the main components of a scholarly paper, both while reading others’ research and while 
writing about one’s own.  In particular, the course will focus on the challenges and best techniques for 
choosing a research question, developing a theory, concepts, and hypotheses, choosing between various 
research designs (with a focus on quantitative observational studies), operationalizing and measuring 
one’s variables, gathering and analyzing secondary data, and writing up the results of statistical tests.  The 
course will use collaborative social science practices, encouraging students to offer questions and 
suggestions to improve one another’s research and to incorporate such feedback into one’s own 
revisions.  
 
Readings 
 
There are no required textbooks for this course.  All readings will either be available online or will be 
provided on Canvas.   
 
Statistical Software 
 
While R use will be more limited this quarter than in the winter quarter, we will be using R as the main 
statistical software for this course.  It is available for free download.   
 
Students may also use other statistical software if they prefer, but assistance may be more limited.   
 
Grade Composition 
 
Participation:  It is important that all students attend class, having read the assigned readings, and 
prepared to be engaged, active members of the class.  The first, minimal requirement for participation is 
attendance, including arriving on time.  Students are always responsible for any information they miss.  
Second, students will be responsible for participating in class discussions on Canvas prior to each class.  
Students in group A will post a question about the readings for Tuesday classes, and will respond to two of 
their classmates’ questions for Thursday classes.  Students in group B will post a question about the 
readings for Thursday classes, and will respond to two of their classmates’ questions for Tuesday classes.  
All posts are due by 11 AM.  Beyond attendance and discussion questions, participation will be based on 
students’ preparation for class and involvement in class discussions and smaller-group activities.  
Participation counts for 13% of the course grade.  



 
Research Design:  The research design should be a 5-page brief on the plan for your final paper.  The 
project should be something that is best answered through observational, quantitative social science, and 
which does not require more advanced statistical methods than you are capable of.  It should include the 
question you plan to ask, and brief summaries of the theory, variables, data, and methods you plan to 
use.  For this stage of the project, you do not need to conduct any statistical tests or discuss results, but 
you should ensure that the data you plan to use are available and manageable.  If you have challenges or 
questions, you are encouraged to discuss these so that you can get feedback and suggestions on them.  
These are due by 8 AM on Monday, April 22.   The research design will account for 13% of the course 
grade.  
 
Research Design Presentation:  Students will give a 4-5 minute presentation on their research design, and 
are encouraged to include visual aids (PowerPoint presentations).  These should summarize the main 
components of the research design, especially any questions or concerns.  Another student will then 
provide suggestions and questions about the paper, followed by questions from the class.  All 
PowerPoints should be emailed to the professor before class.  They are due on the day you present.  
These presentations are worth 5% of the course grade.  
 
Research Design Discussant Role:  Each student will read two other students’ research designs and write 
up 1-2 pages, briefly summarizing the argument and design as they understand them, providing 
suggestions, and asking questions. They will give a 2-3 minute discussion of the research design for one 
other student.  PowerPoints are optional (probably not needed), and if used, should be emailed to the 
professor before class.  Papers are due Monday, April 29, but you need to be prepared to discuss the day 
of your discussion. These responses are worth 5% of the course grade each.   
 
Ethics Reaction Paper:  Instead of class on May 9th, students will listen to and read some material on 
recent ethical breaches in the social sciences.  They will then write a brief 2-3 page reaction paper, 
discussing what might be the underlying causes for these breaches and how social scientists might try to 
keep similar issues from occurring in the future.  These papers will be due by class on Monday, May 13th 
by 8am.  They are worth 5% of the course grade.  
 
Final Paper: For the final project, students will develop a research question of their own, develop a 
theoretical argument to answer that question, find data, run a regression, and analyze the results.  The 
papers should be 20-25 pages, double-spaced.  Students are encouraged, in the strongest possible terms, 
to choose existing and easily available data and to begin considering that early on.  Work on the papers 
should begin early! The papers will be due by 8 AM on Monday, May 20.  If they are turned in completed 
and of reasonable quality, students will have the opportunity to revise them for an improved grade.  
Revised papers will be due by 8 AM on Monday, June 10 and should use track changes to document the 
changes.  The final paper will account for 33% of the course grade.   
 
Final Presentation:  Students will give a 10-12 minute presentation on their final projects, and are 
encouraged to include visual aids (PowerPoint presentations).  These should summarize all of the main 
parts of the paper in an interesting and understandable way (including for those who have not read the 
paper).  Another student will then provide suggestions and questions about the paper, followed by 
questions from the class.  All PowerPoints should be emailed to the professor before class.  They are due 
on the day you present.  These presentations are worth 7% of the course grade.  
 



Final Presentation Discussant Role: Each student will read two other students’ papers and write up 2-3 
pages, briefly summarizing the argument and findings as they understand them, providing suggestions, 
and asking questions.  They will then give a 3-5 minute discussion of one of the papers.  PowerPoints are 
optional (probably not needed), and if used, should be emailed to the professor before class.  The 
discussant papers are due on May 28, but you need to be ready to present on the day of your discussion.  
These discussions are worth 7% of the course grade each.   
 
 
 
Course Policies 
 
Academic Integrity – All work must be your own.  Students must cite source material correctly in a 
uniform and appropriate format in any written work.  You must be the sole author of all written work and 
it must be written specifically for this course.   Plagiarism and other infractions of academic integrity will 
result in an automatic zero for the assignment in question and will be referred to the appropriate judicial 
body within the university.  If you have any questions about how to correctly cite material, please raise 
them before turning in an assignment.  Please be aware of the university’s standards of student conduct.  
 
Technology – Laptops should be used only for class purposes, and will not be permitted during 
presentations.  Cell phones must be off and away during class.  Any infractions to either of these policies 
will result in a reduction in your participation grade. 
 
Late Assignments – Late assignments will lose a third of a letter grade for each full day they are late, if 
they do not impact another student.  Late assignments that impact another student will lose a full letter 
grade per day they are late.  Late work of reasonable quality will receive a minimum of an F if turned in 
before the end of the quarter.  If you are absent from class, the assignment is still due at its original time.   
 
Contact – Email is the easiest and most reliable way to contact me.  However, you should not expect an 
immediate response, especially on the weekends.   I also encourage you to come talk to me during office 
hours, especially regarding the written assignments or any topics that you find confusing.   
 
Disabilities - If you have a disability that entitles you to a specific course accommodation, you are 
encouraged to contact the instructor, after speaking to the Coordinator for Student Disabilities Services, 
as early as possible in the term.  
 
Course Outline 
 
April 2 – Class Introduction 
 
April 4 – Reading and Structuring Research, Part 1 
 
 Readings: 
 
  Dane, Chapter 3, “Reading a Research Report” 
 
  Buttolph and Johnson, Chapter 15, “The Research Report: An Annotated Example” 
 
 



April 9 – Critically Reading Research 
 
 Readings: 
 

Doleac and Mukherjee, “The Moral Hazard of Lifesaving Innovations: Naloxone Access, Opioid 
Abuse, and Crime” 

 
The Weeds Podcast, “The Opioid Debate: Could reversing overdoses worsen the epidemic?”  

 
April 11 – Choosing a Topic and Research Questions 
 
 Readings: 
 
  Buttolph and Johnson, Chapter 3, “Beginning the Research Process” 
 
  Schmitter, pp. 263-268 
 
     Pautz (2016) – “Cops on Film: Hollywood’s Depiction of Law Enforcement in Popular Films, 1984-

2014” 
 
April 16 – Theory Building, Concepts, and Hypotheses 
 
 Readings: 
 

Manheim et. al., Chapter 2 – “Explaining the Political World: Building Theories and Hypotheses” 
 
Schmitter, pp. 268-273 
 
Perez, “Why Turnover is Important,” excerpted from “Turnover in the European Parliament: What 

Causes Differences Between Member States?”  
 
Scherpereel and Perez, “Turnover in the Council of the European Union: What It is and Why It 

Matters” (pages 658-666) 
 
April 18 – Research Design 
 
 Readings:  
 
  Burnham et. al., Chapter 2 – “Research Design and the Research Process” 
 
  Schmitter, pp. 273-280 
 
April 22 – Research Designs due by 8am   
 
April 23 – Research Design Presentations 
 
April 25 – Research Design Presentations 
 



April 29 – Discussant reports due by 8am 
 
April 30 – Research Design Presentations and Group Workshops 
 
May 2 – Operationalization and Measurement 
 
 Readings: 
 
  Gschwend and Schimmelfennig, Chapter 5 – “Measurement” 
 
  Schmitter, pp. 280-286 
 
     Gladwell (2011) – “The Trouble with College Rankings” 
 
May 7 – Understanding and Using Survey Data 
 
 Readings: 
 
  Neumann, Chapter 10 – “Survey Research” 
 
  Mutz (2016) – “Harry Potter and the Deathly Donald” 
 
May 9 – Ethical Breaches in the Social Sciences 
 
 Readings and Media:  
 
  “This American Life,” Ep. 555: “The Incredible Rarity of Changing Your Mind,” Prologue, Act One 
   
  Konnikova (2015)  - “How a Gay Marriage Study Went Wrong” 
 
  “This American Life,” Ep. 584: “For Your Reconsideration,” Prologue, Act One 
 
  Johnson (2015) – “Campaign Experiment Found to be in Violation of Montana Law” 
 
 NO CLASS 
 
May 13 – Ethics Reaction Papers due by 8am 
 
May 14 – Analyzing Data 
 
 Readings: 
 
  O’Leary, excerpts on Quantitative Data 
 
  Schmitter, pp. 286-295 
 
 
 



May 16 – Writing a Research Paper 
 
 Readings: 
 
  O’Leary, Chapter 15 – “The Challenge of Writing Up” 
 
  MacPhail, “The ‘So What?’ Question” 
 
 
May 20 – Papers due by 8 AM 
 
May 21 – Final Presentations 
 
May 23 – Final Presentations 
 
May 27 – Discussant reports due by 8am 
 
May 28 – Final Presentations 
 
May 30 – Final Presentations 
 
June 4 – Final Presentations 
 
June 10 – Revised Papers due by 8am 
 
 


