
POLS 133: POLITICAL SCIENCE RESEARCH  
 
 

Prof. Keith Smith 

Office: 120 WPC 

 ksmith4@pacific.edu 

 (209) 946-7712 

Hours: Tues., 10:00-11:30 AM; Thurs.,  1:30-3:00 PM; and by appointment 

I. COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course is designed to guide students through the process of writing an empirical research paper, from 
the conception of a research problem to the presentation of your findings in a formal setting. Our focus 
will be on quantitative methods within the positivist tradition. There are other avenues of investigating 
political science problems, but you will gain exposure to them in other courses. 
 
We will develop a “toolbox” for investigating empirical phenomena, whether in political science, public 
policy, public law, or some other social science field. You should approach this course as a trial run for 
some of the things you will need to do in the department’s capstone course. 
 
The class will involve the use of statistics. It is not, however, a statistics class. Nor is it a math class. Our 
goal is to understand what the numbers mean rather than become experts in statistical theory. 
Understanding what statistics mean does require some exposure to the generation process, so we will 
spend some time using data management and statistical packages. 

II. COURSE OBJECTIVES 

This course addresses the following departmental learning objective:  
 

Inquiry and Research Capabilities: Students should be able to define, design, and implement 
significant research projects in political science. 

 
The following learning outcomes will be assessed in this course: 
 

• Review academic literature relevant to a selected topic. 

• Select appropriate analytical methods (quantitative, qualitative, political theoretical, etc.) for the 
research problem. 

• Identify and obtain information useful to the research problem. 

• Rigorously apply analytical methods to the information to reach conclusions. 

III. COURSE MATERIALS 

There is one textbook, available through the university book store, for this course: 

• James M. Carlson and Mark S. Hyde, Doing Empirical Political Research (Boston, MA: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 2003). ISBN 0618116729. 

You should have a spreadsheet program installed on your computer (e.g., Excel). If you do not, you can 
download a free spreadsheet program as part of the Open Office suite (http://www.openoffice.org/). 
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If you do not already own a scientific calculator (non-graphing), you will find it useful to purchase one. 
You will need it during class and for exams. 

Finally, all students must buy one of the following statistical analysis packages:1 

• SPSS Grade Base ($46 for a six-month license or $80 for a one-year license). 

o If you run a Windows system, you can purchase SPSS Student ($99 for a four-year license). 

• Small STATA 11 ($49 for a one-year license) or STATA IC ($98 for a one-year license). 

o If you are a sophomore or you think you might be inclined toward graduate school in public 
policy or political science, I would strongly recommend purchasing STATA IC ($179 for a 
perpetual license). You will likely need a statistical analysis package for the capstone course. 
Although the university has a site license for SPSS, it’s maintenance is spotty at best. 

Purchasing 

• STATA must be purchased through the STATA website: http://www.stata.com/coursegp.html. Use 
KSPOLS as the GradPlanID. 

• SPSS Student may be purchased through http://www.mypearsonstore.com/. If you register with the 
site, the price drops from $99 to $89. 

• SPSS Grad Base may be purchased through http://www.onthehub.com/spss/. 

IV. COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

Component Weight Description 

Exam #1 15% Exam covering the first third of the course. For each exam, you are 
welcome to bring a basic (non-graphing) scientific calculator and a 3.5” 
x 5” note card with whatever notes you think will be helpful on one side. 

Exam #2 15% Exam covering the second third of the course. 

Exam #3 15% Exam covering the final third of the course. 

Research paper 20% 12-15 page,  original paper using quantitative methods to analyze a 
political science problem. More details below. 

Poster presentation 5% Formal presentation of research findings in poster format. 

Homework 20% Assignments from Doing Empirical Political Research and other 
sources. Most assignments will be completed by the individual student. 
Some assignments may require group work. 

Participation 10% Students must participate meaningfully in each class session. We will 
discuss what this entails during the first class session. 

 
Additional work, including pop quizzes, may be added if I feel it is necessary. 
 
Unclaimed work will be kept for two academic years, at which time it will be disposed of confidentially. 
                                                        
1 If you already own a statistical analysis package, check with me before purchasing one of these programs. You may not need to 
purchase a new program. Also, the university does have site licenses for SPSS 16 and SPSS 17. I have heard from disreputable 
sources that the license codes are floating around the ether. 
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Copies of student work may be retained to assess how course learning objectives are being met. Papers  
will be submitted through Sakai and processed by anti-plagiarism software. 
 
Research Paper  

Over the course of the semester, you will write an original paper that uses quantitative methods to analyze 
a political science problem of your choosing. The paper must use a dataset from ICPSR. You will 
develop a research question, propose hypotheses that answer your research question, perform and write a 
literature review, find and clean a dataset, perform a statistical analysis, and finally write up your results. 

The paper will proceed in sections with portions turned in throughout the semester (i.e., it will not be 
possible to write the whole thing in the final week of the course). The sections you submit will count 
toward the homework component of your course grade. I will give you comments on each section so that 
you can revise it for the final product.  

At the end of the semester, you will present your results formally to the class. We will spend a class 
session on how to give a formal briefing. 

Technicalities  

• The final paper will be 12-15 pages long, not including cover sheet, reference list, or appendices.  

• The paper must reference at least twelve academic sources, at least two of which must be books 
obtained through the university library. 

• Use the Chicago Manual of Style (15th Edition; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003) as your 
style guide. Use in-text citations rather than footnotes or endnotes. There is a quick Chicago Manual 
reference available at <http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html>. You can also 
look at articles from the American Political Science Review for examples of proper citation. 

Poster presentation 
 
During our last meeting, we will have poster presentations of you research findings. (You will need to 
purchase a tri-fold, foam-core presentation board.) I will invite the other Political Science faculty 
members as well as students from my PACS I class and POLS 41 to come judge your posters. 
 
Homework 
 
There is a lot of homework for this course. You will be submitting something to me almost every class 
meeting. All assignments are due at the beginning of class on the date indicated. Unless I indicate 
otherwise, all assignments must be typed. I will not accept handwritten assignments. If I do not attempt to 
return an assignment by the fourth class meeting after the assignment is due, you will automatically 
receive full credit for that assignment. 

VII. 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), 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. 



 4 

VIII. LATE POLICY, EXTENSIONS, AND MAKE-UP EXAMS 

Unless otherwise specified, all assignments are due at the beginning of class. Because we will move 
quickly in this course, I will not accept any homework assignments after the next class session following 
the due date (e.g., if the assignment is due on Monday, you may not turn in the assignment after 
Wednesday). A full grade penalty (e.g., dropping a B+ to a C+) will be imposed for each 24-hour period 
the homework is late. The clock starts at the beginning of class, and weekends count. 

For the research paper, a full grade penalty will be deducted for each 24-hour period the work is late. I 
will not accept any papers after December 16. Late work must be submitted to my office. 

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). 

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. 

IX. UNIVERSITY OF THE PACIFIC HONOR CODE 

The University Honor Code is an essential element in academic integrity. It is a violation of the Honor 
Code to give or receive information from another student during an examination, to use unauthorized 
sources during an examination, or to submit all or part of someone else’s work or ideas as one’s own (i.e., 
plagiarism). You will be penalized with failure of the course if discovered. Violations will also be referred 
to the Dean of Students, and you may suspended from the University. A complete statement of the Honor 
Code may be found in the Student Handbook, Tiger Lore. 

X. CLASSROOM CONDUCT 

It is imperative that we treat each other with civility, respect, and dignity in this class. We may discuss 
topics about which people feel passionately and disagree intensely. While part of the academic experience 
is to challenge deeply held beliefs, we must do so 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. 

XI. STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

Students who need accommodations due to a disability should arrange a meeting with me within the first 
two weeks of class to discuss options and provide an accommodations request letter from the Office of 
Services for Students with Disabilities (101 Bannister Hall). 

XII. COURSE OUTLINE 

Readings should be completed by the time you come to class on the date listed. You are responsible for 
accessing and reading all course materials before you come to class. 

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. 

Date Topic Reading(s) 

Aug. 26 Syllabus and epistemology Ch. 1 
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Date Topic Reading(s) 

Aug. 28 Scientific method Ch. 2 

Aug. 31 Research questions Pp. 44-57 

Sept. 2 Hypotheses Pp. 57-68 

Sept. 4 Bibliography Ch. 4 

Sept. 7 No Class – Labor Day  

Sept. 9 Electronic databases – Meet in CTL  

Sept. 11 Reading articles Ch. 5 

Sept. 14 Causality Pp. 125-130 

 

 
http://xkcd.com/552/ 

Sept. 16 Causal hypotheses Pp. 130-140 

Sept. 18 Operationalization Pp. 145-151 

Sept. 21 Levels of measurement Pp. 151-155 

Sept. 23 Measurement validity and reliability Pp. 155-167 

Sept. 25 Exam #1  

Sept. 28 Intro to managing data Ch. 8 & Salkind, CH. 20 (Sakai) 

Sept. 30 Sampling Pp. 190-210 

Oct. 2 Sampling error Pp. 210-217 

Oct. 5 Sampling in real life  

Oct. 7 Surveys, pt. 1 Pp. 222-235 

Oct. 9 No Class – Fall Break  

Oct. 12 Surveys, pt. 2 Pp. 236-246 

Oct. 14 Published data Pp. 249-263 

Oct. 16 Large-n v. small-n studies Ying (on Sakai) 

Oct. 19 Experiments and quasi-experiments Pp. 279-291 

Oct. 21 Threats to internal and external validity Campbell & Stanley (Sakai) 

Oct. 23 Descriptive statistics Pp. 304-317 
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Date Topic Reading(s) 

Oct. 26 Standard deviation Pp. 317-325 

Oct. 28 Crosstabs Pp. 328-334, 339-342 

Oct. 30 Review day  

Nov. 2 Exam #2  

Nov. 4 Scatterplots Pp. 346-351 

Nov. 6 Regression basics Pp. 352-355 

Nov. 9 Correlation Pp. 356-361 

Nov. 11 Control variables Pp. 363-374 

Nov. 13 Control variables Pp. 375-383 

Nov. 16 Statistical significance Pp. 387-391 

 

 
http://xkcd.com/539/ 

Nov. 18 Difference of means tests Salkind, Ch. 10 (Sakai) 

Nov. 20 Chi-square Pp. 392-395 

Nov. 23 t-test and F-test in regression Pp. 396-403 

Nov. 25 No Class – Thanksgiving  

Nov. 27 No Class – Thanksgiving  

Nov. 30 Built in work day  

Dec. 2 Writing it all up Ch. 18 

Dec. 4 How to give a briefing and prepare a poster Rand Guide & TBD 

Dec. 7 Review day  

Dec. 9 Exam #3  

Dec. 11 Poster presentations  

   

Dec. 16 Final Papers Due by 3:00 PM  
 


