
POLS 133: Political Science Research
Spring 2013, WPC 240, MWF 2:00–3:15 PM, 4 units

Prof. Keith Smith

Office: WPC 120
Hours: MWF, 11:00 AM – 12:00 PM

ksmith4@pacific.edu

January 6, 2013

Source: http://xkcd.com/552/

1 Course Description

Political science seeks to create causal theories to explain observed patterns of political behavior
(e.g., why countries go to war) and institutional arrangements (e.g., why the number of political
parties varies across countries) and to evaluate public policies (e.g., what level of subsidy is best).
How do we know if our theories and conclusions are right, though? As social scientists, we use the
scientific method to generate and test rival hypotheses for what we observe. Using this process, we
can rule out some explanations as false.

This course introduces students to the practice of empirical social science research. In this course,
we will develop an analytical “toolbox” for investigating social phenomena, including everything
from how to pick a research topic to how to present your findings. In the analysis portion of the
course, we will focus on quantitative analysis within the positivist tradition. Our goal here is to
understand what the numbers mean rather than become experts in statistical theory.

Prerequisite: Completion of the university math skills requirement.



1.1 Some Important Notes on the Class

• Research is an active process. As such, you can hope to well in this course if all you do is
passively take notes. Your success in this class will be a function of how much you actively
engage the course material.

• Much as in a foreign language or math class, the best way to learn the material is through
repeated exposure and practice. To that end, the course is structured so that you come into
contact with the material at least three times. First, you will read the assigned reading,
which will introduce the ideas, concepts, and methods. Second, we will develop the material
together in class. Third, you will do an assignment where you apply the material.

• My operating assumption will be that you have completed the assigned reading(s) and are
ready to answer questions/complete activities based on the material.

2 Course Objectives

This course introduces and develops student’s learning with respect to the following departmental
learning objectives:

Inquiry and Research: Students should be able to construct a summative project or
paper that draws on current research, scholarship and techniques in a political science
subfield. Specifically, students should be able to:

1. Propose interesting and important topics for political science research.

2. Students should be able to identify and gather information from credible primary
and secondary sources.

3. Students should be able to recognize assumptions and to devise basic research
designs, test questions, arguments, and hypotheses with qualitative and/or quan-
titative methods.

Communication: Students should be able to make clear and effective presentations of
their work in writing and in public presentations. Specifically, students should be able
to:

1. Write in a variety of forms in mechanically correct and stylistically effective man-
ners.

2. Speak in public settings in clear and effective ways, including the use of presenta-
tion media.

As this course satisfies the University General Education Mathematics and Formal Logic (III-B)
requirement, students will be able to: (1) Understand and apply principles and procedures of math-
ematics, formal logic or both to solve problems and (2) gain some insight into the rational or logical
basis for these principles and procedures.

Thus, this course helps students meet the following university learning objectives: Major field
competence, critical and creative thinking, and communication.
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3 Course Materials

There is one required text for this course:

• Eller, Warren S., Brian J. Gerber, and Scott E. Robinson. 2013. Public Administration
Research Methods: Tools for Evaluation and Evidence-Based Practice. New York: Routledge.

During the course we will also make extensive use of Excel and Stata, both of which are available
to you through the Jacoby Center computer lab.

At the end of the semester you will need to purchase materials to make a poster—i.e., a tri-fold
presentation board (cheaper but harder to make look good) or a printout from Duplication Services
(more expensive but easier to make look good).

4 Course Requirements

There are five components of your course grade. This section briefly describes each. More infor-
mation will be provided in class. Copies of student work may be retained for assessment purposes.

4.1 Exams (40%)

There will be three exams during the semester. (The specific dates for each are included in the
schedule below.) Each exam will primarily focus on the material introduced since the prior exam.
Each exam will also be cumulative, however, as the course ideas and concepts are cumulative.

You may bring a 3” x 5” card with whatever notes/formulas you desire on it to each of the exams.

4.2 Research paper (20%)

Working alone or in pairs, you will write an original, empirical research paper—incorporating all
aspects of the research process and using statistical methods covered in this class—on an instructor-
approved topic of your choosing. (I have generated a list of example questions below, although you
should consider a question based on your interests.) The question may be policy focused. In order
for a question to be approved for this project, it must:

1. Ask an empirical, political science or program evaluation question and

2. Use one of the following:

(a) A data set available through the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research (ICPSR),

(b) Some other pre-existing data set (must be approved by Prof. Smith), or

(c) Survey data that you gather this semester

4.2.1 Potential Research Questions

• Why do some countries have more women elected to office than others?

• Why is voter turnout higher in some countries than others?
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• Why are some people more supportive of gay rights than others?

• Why do some death penalty appeals take longer than others?

• What impact do gun control measures have on gun-related violence?

• What impact does economic inequality have on political stability?

• How conservative are African-Americans and Latinos really?

• A question of your choosing, pending approval by Prof. Smith.

4.2.2 Some Technicalities

• The final paper will be 15-20 pages long, not including cover sheet, reference list, or appen-
dices. The paper must be double spaced, have 1” margins on all sides, and use 12 pt. Times
New Roman font.

• Tables and charts (when appropriate) should be included in the text of the paper. You must
generate all the tables and charts using the tools we develop in this class.

• The paper must reference at least eight scholarly sources, at least two of which must be books
obtained through the university library. (You will have to show me the books you are using
in class.)

• Use the Chicago Manual of Style (16th Edition; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010)
as your style guide. Use the author-date system (i.e., in-text, parenthetical) for citations
not footnotes or endnotes. There is a quick Chicago Manual reference guide available at
http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/. (Please note: The Quick Guide is just that; it is not
an exhaustive resource.)

4.3 Poster presentation (5%)

At the end of the semester, you will present your findings at a joint poster session. The session
will last approximately two hours, with faculty and other students wandering through and asking
you to explain your project. You will need to purchase additional materials (e.g., printing out the
poster at Duplicating Services) for this assignment.

Note: Failure to arrive on time to the poster session will result in a zero for this portion of the
grade.

4.4 Homework (20%)

All homework assignments will be announced in class. It is your responsibility to be sure that you
know about all of the assignments. Please note, there will be a lot of homework for this course.
You will be submitting something to me almost every class meeting. An easy way to get a poor
grade in this course is not to do the homework. Please do it.

Unless I indicate otherwise, I will not accept handwritten assignments nor will I accept emailed
assignments. Assignments must be typed and submitted in hard copy on the day they are due.
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You make work together to figure out the homework. Each student, however, must submit his or
her own version of the assignment. You may not copy and paste each other’s work, even if you
work together to arrive at the answer. Assignments that are clearly duplicates or copies will receive
a zero in the grade book.

4.5 Participation (15%)

Each student is required to participate meaningfully in class. Your participation grade will assigned
on the basis of the following criteria.

A Student frequently participates by contributing incisive questions or insightful observations on
the course reading or general topic under discussion. Student does not dominate class discussion.
Student is attentive and intellectually engaged and displays a constructive attitude. Student is
always prepared for class by having completed the assigned reading and written work. Student
asks probing questions of peers during their presentations and provides constructive feedback on
their work.

B Student is usually prepared and attentive, but does not consistently contribute to class discus-
sion. Student responds well when asked a question directly but hesitates to volunteer his or her
own opinion. Student completes work minimally, but without critical thought, or substantively
engaging the course material. Student asks some questions of and provides some feedback to peers.

C Student is seldom prepared, occasionally distracted, or otherwise disengaged. Student may
interrupt and/or derail discussion through inappropriate remarks or humor; student may blather
on about the subject under discussion, but show no real depth of understanding, or clearly not
have done the reading. Student may be overly aggressive, or unable to respond satisfactorily to
instructors and peers questions. Student does not provide much constructive feedback to peers.
Showing up each day and sitting quietly gets you a C-.

D Student engages in intensified C behavior. Student occasionally does work from other classes,
writes notes (as opposed to take notes), sends text messages, does crossword puzzles, checks cell
phone calls, socializes with classmates, or engages in other uncooperative behavior during discus-
sion. Student provides little to no feedback to peers and/or the feedback that is provided is not
helpful to the recipients or the class discussion.

F Students who have serious attendance problems or become a detrimental presence in the class
will earn a grade of F for participation.

5 Course Policies

5.1 Attendance

Attendance in this course is mandatory. Each student is allowed three unexcused absences during
the semester (i.e., you may miss three classes for any reason with no impact on your course grade).
After the third unexcused absence, however, your participation grade will drop by 5 points for each
additional unexcused absence. Please let me know as soon as possible if you will miss a class for
any reason (e.g., sports, debate, illness, etc.).
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5.2 Classroom conduct

It is imperative that we treat each other with civility, respect, and dignity in this class. We will
likely discuss topics about which people feel passionately and disagree intensely. We will also be
critiquing each others’ work. While both of these activities are part of the academic experience, we
must do each in a positive, constructive fashion. Ad hominem attacks, disrespectful language, and
disruptive behavior will not be tolerated. Such behavior violates the Student Code of Conduct,
and, if necessary, I will refer offenses to the Office of Judicial Affairs.

5.3 Sakai

I consider the Sakai site an extension of the course. In addition to containing all of the course
readings, assignments, and forms, I will use the site to make announcements and provide additional
guidance, including examples, on assignments. It is your responsibility to make sure that you keep
up with any additional course material posted to the site.

5.4 Communication

While I will do my best to respond in a timely fashion to all student communication, I cannot
promise that you will receive a response within 24 hours. I generally check my email between the
hours of 6:30 AM and 9:00 PM, Monday through Friday, and only sporadically over the weekend.

5.5 Late assignments, make-up exams, and extensions

All assignments are due at the beginning of class on the due date. Research papers will be penal-
ized a full grade for each 24-hour period the work is late (e.g., turning an A into a B). All other
assignments will be penalized one-third of a letter grade for each 24-hour period that they are late
(e.g., turning an A into an A-). Late work must be submitted in class or to my office.

Make-up exams must be scheduled within the first two weeks of the course. Make-up exams will be
scheduled at my convenience and will be more difficult than those given during the scheduled time.

Paper and project extensions (1) will only be granted for documented cases of need and (2) must be
arranged at least one week before the due date (medical emergencies excepted).

5.6 Grading

I will use +/– grades in this course and grade on the following scale: A (100–96), A- (95–90), B+
(89–87), B (86–83), B- (82–80), C+ (79–77), C (76–73), C- (72–70), D+ (69–67), D (66–63), D-
(62–60), and F (59-0). Failure to submit an assignment will result in a 0 for that assignment. If I
assign a letter grade on an assignment, I will use the maximum whole-number value for that grade
when calculating your course grade. For example, an ‘A-’ would be recorded as a 95 in the grade
book. A ‘B’ would be recorded an 86. I will post a brief rubric describing the criteria I will use
when grading your papers on Sakai

If a student receives a final grade of a D-, the grade will be rounded up to a D as the university
has no D-.
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5.7 Cheating and plagiarism: University Honor Code

The Honor Code at the University of the Pacific calls upon each student to exhibit a high degree
of maturity, responsibility, and personal integrity. Students are expected to:

• Act honestly in all matters

• Actively encourage academic integrity

• Discourage any form of cheating or dishonesty by others

• Inform the instructor and appropriate university administrator if she or he has a reasonable
and good faith belief and substantial evidence that a violation of the Academic Honesty Policy
has occurred.

Violations will be referred to and investigated by the Office of Student Conduct and Commu-
nity Standards. If a student is found responsible, it will be documented as part of her or his
permanent academic record. A student may receive a range of penalties, including failure of an
assignment, failure of the course, suspension, or dismissal from the University. The Academic
Honesty Policy is located in Tiger Lore and online at http://www.pacific.edu/Campus-Life/Safety-
and-Conduct/Student-Conduct/Tiger-Lore-Student-Handbook-.html

Plagiarism and cheating are the most common forms of academic dishonesty encountered in this
course. Please see a good style manual for what constitutes plagiarism and how to avoid it.
Deliberate plagiarism includes copying text (four words or more) from websites, books or classmates.
Deliberate plagiarism or cheating on any of the quizzes or exams will result in failing the course
and being reported to the Office of Student Conduct and Community Standards.

5.8 Students with disabilities

If you are a student with a disability who requires accommodations, please contact the Director
of the Office of Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) for information on how to obtain an
Accommodations Request Letter.

3-Step Accommodation Process

1. Student meets with the SSD Director and provides documentation and completes registration
forms.

2. Student requests accommodation(s) each semester by completing the Request for Accommo-
dations Form.

3. Student arranges to meet with his/her professors to discuss the accommodation(s) and to
sign the Accommodation Request Letter.

To ensure timeliness of services, it is preferable that you obtain the accommodation
letter(s) from the Office of SSD. Depending on course and session, the wait time may be as
long as 1-2 weeks or as short as 1-2 days. After the instructor receives the accommodation letter,
please schedule a meeting with the instructor during office hours or some other mutually convenient
time to arrange the accommodation(s).

The Office of Services for Students with Disabilities is located in the McCaffrey Center, Rm. 137.
Phone: 209-946-3221. Email: ssd@pacific.edu. Online: www.pacific.edu/disabilities
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6 Course Schedule

All assigned readings should be completed by the time you come to class on the date listed. Items
followed by “(Sakai)” are available through the course Sakai site. You are responsible for accessing
and reading all course materials before you come to class. When possible, please bring the readings
with you to class as we will reference them frequently.

I reserve the right to amend the class outline at any time as needed. It is incumbent upon you to
check Sakai frequently for announcements and attend class regularly so that you are aware of any
changes.

Jan. 13 Introduction and syllabus

Jan. 15 What is research? (IR1)

Eller, Gerber, and Robinson (hereafter EGR), Ch. 1

Jan. 17 Evidence and its limits (IR1/3)

EGR, Ch. 2
Smith and Pell (Sakai)

Jan. 20 No class–Martin Luther King, Jr., Holiday

Jan. 22 The research process (IR3)

EGR, pp. 34–46

Jan. 24 Research questions and hypotheses (IR3)

EGR, pp. 46–55

Jan. 27 Conducting preliminary research (IR1/2)

EGR, Ch. 4

Jan. 29 Tools for a literature search (IR2)

Schmidt (Sakai)
Google strategies (a big .gif on Sakai)

Jan. 31 The basics of research design (IR3)

EGR, pp. 71–82
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Feb. 3 Types of research designs (IR3)

EGR, pp. 82–95

Feb. 5 Measurement (IR3)

EGR, Ch. 6

Feb. 7 Sampling (IR3)

EGR, Ch. 7

Feb. 10 Catch-up and review for the first exam

Feb. 12 Guest in class: The use of numbers in city management

Feb. 14 Exam #1

Feb. 17 No Class–President’s Day Holiday

Feb. 19 Gathering data: Case studies (IR2)

EGR, Ch. 8

Feb. 21 Gathering data: Interviews (IR2)

EGR, Ch. 9

Feb. 24 Gathering data: Field research (IR2)

EGR, Ch. 10

Feb. 26 Gathering data: Surveys (IR2)

EGR, Ch. 11

Feb. 28 More with survey design (IR2)

Mar. 3 Gathering data: Using the written record (IR2)

Johnson and Reynolds (Sakai)

Mar. 5 Coding the data you gathered (IR2/3)

EGR, Ch. 12
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Mar. 7 An introduction to Excel (IR2/3)

Read all of the Excel basics tutorials listed in the right-hand link menu on this page:
http://www.keynotesupport.com/excel-basics/excel-for-beginners-guide.shtml

Mar. 10–14 No Class–Spring Break

Mar. 17 Descriptive statistics: Measures of central tendency (IR3)

EGR, pp. 236–247

Mar. 19 Descriptive statistics: Measures of dispersion (IR3)

EGR, pp. 247–255

Mar. 21 Probability basics (IR3)

EGR, pp. 256–264

Mar. 24 Probability distributions (IR3)

EGR, pp. 264–272

Mar. 26 Catch-up and review for the second exam

Mar. 28 Exam #2

Mar. 31 Hypothesis testing with nominal and ordinal data (IR3)

EGR, pp. 273–281

Apr. 2 Hypothesis testing with continuous data (IR3)

EGR, pp. 281–288

Apr. 4 Measures of association and correlation (IR3)

EGR, pp. 289–291, 301–306

Apr. 7 Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression: Coefficients (IR3)

EGR, pp. 307–314

Apr. 9 More on OLS: Model fit (IR3)

EGR, pp. 314–320
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Apr. 11 Still more on OLS: Interpretation (IR3)

EGR, 320–331

Please note: At this point I am going to introduce you to Stata. Stata is a fantastic statistical
analysis package, commonly used in the social sciences, that makes life incredibly easy. (Another
commonly used statistical analysis package is SPSS.) I am not, however, going to spend a lot of
time teaching you the ins and outs of Stata, although obviously I think it would serve you well to
know how to use the program. A fantastic starting point for learning more about using Stata is
UCLA’s Institute for Digital Research and Education, which has all kinds of information, tutorials,
and examples available for free: http://www.ats.ucla.edu/stat/stata/sk/default.htm.

Apr. 14 OLS in Stata (IR3)

IDRE Stata OLS

Apr. 16 Multiple regression: Assumptions (IR3)

EGR, pp. 332–344

Apr. 18 Multiple regression in practice (IR3)

EGR, pp. 344-345

Apr. 21 Interpreting multiple regression results (IR3)

EGR, pp. 345–351

Apr. 23 Presenting your research (C1/2)

EGR, Ch. 21

Apr. 25 How to make a poster or use PowerPoint (C2)

Radel (Sakai)
RAND (Sakai)

Apr. 28 Bringing it all together and review for the third exam

EGR, Ch. 22

Apr. 30 Exam #3

May 5 Poster presentations of final projects from 9:00–11:00 AM (C2)

May 9 Final papers are due by 5:00 PM though Sakai (C1)
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