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How is good social science research done, and how 
do we evaluate it? This course is designed to provide a 
comprehensive overview of  the analytical tools of  
political science research and writing. The foremost 
goal is a better understanding of  how good critical 
thinking is conducted. Along the way, students will 
become good consumers of  political science research 
and gain a better understanding of  how to properly 
conduct their own research in the future. 

Critical thinking is not about blindly accepting the 
wisdom of  the “talking heads” you see on television or 
the information you get online. It is about admitting 
and being comfortable with uncertainty. In the 
complex arena of  politics—where there are almost 
always multiple and competing assessments of  and 
solutions to problems—this type of  analysis is crucial. 
It includes the ability to break a problem into its 

component parts, to question assumptions, to 
recognize and critically assess multiple and competing 
sources of  information, to evaluate alternative 
perspectives on problems, and finally to design and 
evaluate solutions to those problems. The value of  the 
study of  the social sciences lies in the development of  
these skills, and it is toward these ends that this course 
is organized. 

Objectives 
• Gain factual knowledge about research design and 

methodology in political science 

• Learn to analyze and critically evaluate ideas, 
arguments, and points of  view through the lens of  
research design and methodology 

• Improve critical thinking and writing skills
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Research and Writing in Political Science 
How should we evaluate research?
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Course Requirements 
1. Best X in Town Paper (25%) 

A major component of  this course is a project 
called “Best X in Town.” (The X will be revealed to 
you early in the semester!) A number of  the DIYW and 
RCEs will be devoted to progress on this project, and 
some of  the key decisions will be made as a class. 
However, each of  you will write a paper that analyzes 
the data collected and comments on the process and 
decisions made in your section. This paper is due at 
9am on April 27 and worth 25% of  your course grade. 
Many more details to come on this project in the first 
couple of  weeks of  the course. 

2. DIY Workshops (15%)	  
There are 8 different sessions (see the schedule 

below) this semester designated as DIY Workshop  
(DIYW) sessions. During these meetings, you will work 
with a team of  students to accomplish a task. Many of  
these DIYW will be related to the Best X in Town 
Project (see right). Some will involve other topics. Some 
of  these exercises will be completed by the end of  the 
relevant session. Others will involve a component you 
will need to complete over the weekend. 

Note: You must attend the workshop sessions in order 
to receive any credit. In addition, I reserve the right to 
discount your grade based on your individual 
contribution to the group report. There are no  

makeups for workshops; however, I will drop the lowest 
DIYW grade for the semester. 

2. Research Consumption Exercises (15%) 
On the course Blackboard site, you will find 4 

different Research Consumption Exercises (RCEs). 
Each of  these will be due at a different point in the 
semester and is to be completed individually. Some of  
these RCEs will be related to the Best X in Town 
Project. Some will involve other topics. 

3. Exams (30%) 
There will be two exams, each worth 15% of  your 

course grade. These will take place during our normal 
class session, and the coverage for each exam is 
specified in the schedule below. 

Note: There are no makeups for missed exams without 
a pre-approved arrangement with the professor. 

4. Peer Review of  Best X Paper (15%) 
At the end of  the semester, you will be required to 

evaluate the process and Best X in Town paper of  a 
peer in another POLS3379 section. I will provide 
specific instructions and guidelines during the last week 
of  the course. This paper is due at the end of  the final 
exam period on May 4 and worth 15% of  the course 
grade.
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1. Readings can be found either via the URL or on the course’s Blackboard site.


2. Please establish a Google account if you don’t have one already.

DR. JASON ENIA CONTACT INFORMATION

My work focuses on the political economies of 
cooperation and conflict, specifically the challenges 
associated with public goods provision. My current 
projects explore these challenges in the context of 
the politics of natural disasters and international 
weapons regimes.

Office: CHSS 496A

Phone:	 936-294-1467

Email:	 jason.enia@shsu.edu

Web:	 http://jasonenia.wordpress.com


Hours: MW 1-2; by appointment

mailto:jason.enia@shsu.edu?subject=POLS3379
http://jasonenia.wordpress.com
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Deadlines  

All assigned work must be turned prior to 
the due date/time indicated. Late RCE 
assignments (received electronically or in 
person) will incur the penalties described in the 
box below. 

It is your responsibility to ensure that your 
assignment is delivered on time. Everything 
that comes in after the stated deadline is late. 
Penalties will start to accrue the minute the 
deadline expires. If  you are worried about a 
technology-related problem or anything else 
going wrong, consider delivering the 
assignments well before the last minute! 

In addition, we will utilize Turnitin to 
upload the assignments to the course 
Blackboard site. When you complete the upload, 
you will receive a receipt via email. If  you do not 
receive a receipt, I strongly advise you to log in to 
Blackboard to confirm that your document 
uploaded properly. I will only entertain 
“technological error” excuses if  they are 
accompanied by your upload receipt! 

Missing Assignments 

The policy to drop the lowest DIYW score is 
meant to account for that inevitable moment 
during the semester when “life” gets in the way 
of  your work in this class. Please use this dropped 
grade wisely. The remaining assignments are all 
ones that you will receive well ahead of  time, 
allowing you to build them into your own 

schedule. Given these policies, the only excuses I will accept 
for missing work are ones that are a) university approved 
and b) discussed with me in advance. 

Academic Integrity 

Students are expected to maintain complete honesty and 
integrity in academic experiences both in and out of  the 
classroom. This means that unless you are instructed 
otherwise, each assignment for this course shall be 
completed on your own and all attributable ideas (direct 
quotations or otherwise) shall be properly cited. In addition, 
I will not make a distinction between those copying the work 
and those sharing their work with others. If  you make the 
mistake of  innocently letting a colleague take a peek at your 
assignment, and he/she copies it, you will both be in 
violation of  the course academic integrity policy.  

I have a zero-tolerance approach to these issues: Any 
student found guilty of  any instance of  academic dishonesty 
will fail the course. In addition, the University and its official 
representatives may initiate disciplinary proceedings against 
a student accused of  any form of  academic dishonesty 
including, but not limited to, cheating on an examination or 
other academic work which is to be submitted, plagiarism, 
collusion and the abuse of  resource materials.  

If  you have any questions, please ask! I am always happy 
to help point you in the right direction if  you have questions 
about proper attribution and/or citation.

RE
SE

AR
CH

&W
RI
TIN

G 
Sp

rin
g 

20
16

COURSE REQUIREMENTS & GRADE 
Best X Paper	 	 	 	 25%

DIY Workshops	  	 	 	 15%

Exam 1 	 	 	 	 	 15%

Exam 2	 	 	 	 	 15%

RCEs		   	 		 	 	 15%

Peer Review of Best X	 	 	 15%


	

Work Policies

LATE POLICY 
Late Penalty 
1 minute-24 hours	 10%

24-48 hours	 	 30%

48-72 hours	 	 50%

72+ hours		 	 100%

In order to receive a 
particular letter grade, you 
must cross the threshold. 
There will be no rounding!

90 - 100%	 	 A

80 - <90%	 	 B

70 - <80%	 	 C

60 - <70%	 	 D

0   - <60%	 	 F
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During Class  

Please be in class on time. Please put your cell 
phones & other electronic devices on vibrate or silent. I 
encourage your using a laptop to take notes, but if  you 
choose to partake in other activities on your laptop 
during class, you do so at the risk of  being severely 
embarrassed. Overall, our time is short (and 
expensive!); please do not waste it. 

Absences on Religious Holy Days 
Section 51.911(b) of  the Texas Education Code 

requires that an institution of  higher education excuse 
a student from attending classes or other required 
activities, including examinations, for the observance 
of  a religious holy day, including travel for that 
purpose. Section 51.911 (a) (2) defines a religious holy 
day as: “a holy day observed by a religion whose places 
of  worship are exempt from property taxation under 
Section 11.20....” A student whose absence is excused 
under this subsection may not be penalized for that 
absence and shall be allowed to take an examination or 
complete an assignment from which the student is 
excused within a reasonable time after the absence. 

University policy 861001 provides the procedures 
to be followed by the student and instructor. A student 
desiring to absent himself/herself  from a scheduled 
class in order to observe (a) religious holy day(s) shall 
present to each instructor involved a written statement 
concerning the religious holy day(s). The instructor will 
complete a form notifying the student of  a reasonable 
timeframe in which the missed assignments and/or 
examinations are to be completed. 

Disability Services 
It is the policy of  SHSU that individuals otherwise 

qualified shall not be excluded, solely by reason of  
their disability, from participation in any academic 
program of  the university. Further, they shall not be 
denied the benefits of  these programs nor shall they be 
subjected to discrimination. Students with disabilities 
that might affect their academic performance are 
expected to visit with the Office of  Services for 

Students with Disabilities located in the Lee Drain 
Annex. They should then make arrangements with 
their individual instructors so that appropriate 
strategies can be considered and helpful procedures 
can be developed to ensure that participation and 
achievement opportunities are not impaired. 

Visitors in the Classroom 
Only registered students may attend class. 

Exceptions can be made on a case-by-case basis by the 
professor. In all cases, visitors must not present a 
disruption to the class by their attendance. Students 
wishing to audit a class must apply to do so through 
the Registrar's Office.

General Policies
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TIPS FOR SUCCESS
1. Come to class.

3. Use the late policy wisely.

2. Use a calendar and to-do list

4. Be proactive.

This course will not go well for you if you do 
not attend regularly. 

You have assignments due almost every 
week. Ninety percent of the students that 
have earned a D or F in this class have 
failed to turn in multiple assignments.

Remember: It’s always better to turn 
something in late and receive a penalty than 
turn nothing in and earn a zero.

I had a Latin teacher in high school that 
used to say, “If your grade is not becoming 
of you, then you should be coming to me.” It 
was corny as hell. Turns out, he knew what 
he was doing…


If you find yourself having some sort of 
issue that is affecting (or will affect) your 
performance, you need to speak with me 
ASAP. I am much more inclined to help 
students in the middle of the semester than 
at the end of it.



5

WK DATE TOPIC DUE READ

1 Jan-13 What is this course all about? 1. Course syllabus

Jan-15 Getting setup in the lab 1. Set up a Google account if you don’t have 
one.

2 Jan-18 No class ~ MLK Day

Jan-20 Theories, hypotheses and 
variables; research questions

1. Johnson & Reynolds (2012) pp. 74-77; 
102-116.

Jan-22 Introducing the “Best X in 
Town” project

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT RESEARCH

3 Jan-25 Inference & control—why do we 
care?

1. Remler & Van Ryzin (2015) pp. 348-374.

2. Listen to This American Life, “So Crazy it 

Just Might Work” [approx. 1 hr.]

Jan-27 Inference and control in survey 
research

1. TBD. See Bb folder.


Jan-29
 Inference and control in 
observational studies

1. TBD. See Bb folder.

4 Feb-1
 The tools of research: citation 
tracing and management

RCE 1 (via Bb by 11:59pm)

Feb-3 Compiling & organizing 
research for lit reviews

1. “Writing a Literature Review,” Indiana State 
University. 

Feb-5 DIY Workshop 1

5 Feb-8 Measurement: Concepts, 
operationalization, instruments

RCE 2 (via Bb by 11:59pm) 1. QMSS e-Lessons “About Measurement”

2. QMSS e-Lessons “Conceptualization & 

Operationalization”

Feb-10 Measurement errors 1. Johnson & Reynolds (2012) pp. 144-49. 

2. Brians et al. (2011) “Measurement Error: 

The Enemy” pp. 102-105. 

Feb-12 DIY Workshop 2

6 Feb-15 Creating valid measures Review reports from DIY 2 
and vote by 9am

1. QMSS e-Lessons “Validity and Reliability” 

Feb-17 Creating reliable measures RCE 3 (via Bb by 11:59pm)

Feb-19 DIY Workshop 3

7 Feb-22 Progress report and discussion 
on Best X project

Review reports from DIY 3 
and vote by 9am

Feb-24 Review session

Feb-26 Exam 1
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http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/450/so-crazy-it-just-might-work?act=1%23play
http://www2.indstate.edu/polisci/grad/appendix1.htm
http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/qmss/measurement/about_measurement.html
http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/qmss/measurement/conceptualization.html
http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/qmss/measurement/validity_and_reliability.html
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16 8 Feb-29 Intro to sampling 1. QMSS e-Lessons “Introduction”


2. QMSS e-Lessons “Why Sample?”

Mar-2 Sampling techniques 1. QMSS e-Lessons “Types of Sampling”

Mar-4 DIY Workshop 4

9 Mar-7 No class ~ Spring Break

Mar-9 No class ~ Spring Break

Mar-11 No class ~ Spring Break

10 Mar-14 Sample size (NOTE: Materials 
online; no class meeting)

1. Remler & Van Ryzin (2015) pp. 159-168.

Mar-15 Review reports from DIY 
4; complete follow-up 
exercise by 11:59pm

Mar-16 Sample bias (NOTE: Materials 
online; no class meeting)

RCE 4 (via Bb by 
11:59pm)

1. Huff (1982) “The Sample with the Built-in 
Bias” pp. 13-28.

Mar-18 DIY Workshop 5

11 Mar-21 Overview of experimental design Review reports from DIY 
5 and vote by 9am

1. Brians et al. (2011) “Experimental 
Research” pp. 117-121. 

Mar-23 Test effect and time factors in 
experimental designs

1. Leary (2012) “Basic Issues in Experimental 
Research” pp. 183-193.

Mar-25 No class ~ Good Friday

12 Mar-28 Review session

Mar-30 Exam 2

Apr-1 DIY Workshop 6

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT STATISTICS

13 Apr-4 Update status of “Best X” project 
prior to data collection; power in 
descriptive statistics

Review reports from DIY 
5 and vote by 11pm on 
4/3.

1. Wheelan (2013) “Descriptive Statistics…” 
pp. 15-35.

Apr-6 Deceptive descriptive statistics 1. Huff (1982) “The Well-Chosen Average” pp. 
29-38.


2. Huff (1982) “How to Talk Back to a 
Statistic” pp. 124-144.

Apr-8 Data collection for “Best X” project 
(NOTE: No class meeting)

http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/qmss/samples_and_sampling/introduction.html
http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/qmss/samples_and_sampling/why_sample.html
http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/qmss/samples_and_sampling/types_of_sampling.html
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14 Apr-11 Spotting and analyzing correlations 1. Leary (2012) “Correlational Research” pp. 
140-151.


2. Huff (1982) “Post-Hoc Rides Again” pp. 
89-101.

Apr-13 Thinking critically about 
probabilities

RCE 5 (via Bb by 
11:59pm)

1. Wheelan (2013) “Basic Probability” pp. 
68-89.

Apr-15 DIY Workshop 7 All Best X data needs to 
be collected by 
11:59pm

15 Apr-18 Issues with probability

Apr-20 The basic intuition of regression; 
reading regression results

Apr-22 DIY Workshop 8

16 Apr-25 General course conclusions; 
distribute guidelines for peer 
review of Best in X project

Apr-27 Discussion of “Best X” project “Best X” final papers 
(via Bb by 9am)

Apr-29 Visit to “Best X” winner

PEER REVIEW OF ANOTHER’S BEST X PAPER DUE WEDNESDAY, MAY 4 BY 11:30 AM. SUBMIT VIA BLACKBOARD.
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