POLS Y580   Fall 2008
Research Design in Political Science

Michael McGinnis

Office Hours: Tuesday, Thursday 9-11:30 and by appointment

Woodburn 210-D, mcginnis@indiana.edu; 855-1208
Meets Fridays at 9:05 AM – 11:00 PM in Woodburn 218
(Unless announced otherwise)

Section 15269 – Research Methods in Political Science
This seminar introduces graduate students to the art and science of research design. In scientific research, the way in which a research project is designed can be a critical determinant of its value in terms of contribution to scientific knowledge. We will cover the basic logic of scientific inference, paying particular attention to the key steps of conceptualization, hypothesis-formation, measurement/operationalization, case selection, and interpretation of results. Our focus will remain on the overall logic of research design, rather than on the specific mechanics of any one particular technique. Students should emerge from this seminar with an appreciation of the wide range of approaches to research in political science and public policy, as well as the ability to comparatively evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches. We will cover the basic logic of experimental and quasi-experimental designs, comparative case studies, and related forms of quantitative and qualitative research. We will read general treatments of the logic of research design as well as specific instances of exemplary design. After completing this course, students should be able to design their own research projects (including their required second-year paper) in a way that insures that, no matter what they find, their findings will constitute a valid contribution to scientific knowledge on their chosen subject.

This seminar is primarily designed for second-year students in the Ph.D. program  in political science, as part of our multi-year program of orientation to the profession of political science. (Other students can be enrolled with permission of the instructor.) The ultimate goal of this seminar is for each student to complete a research design suitable for use in either the student’s second-year paper/project or an early version of a dissertation proposal. Since doing so entails considerable effort on the student’s part, the work load for this seminar will extend partially into the spring semester. Specifically, students will be asked to submit a draft research design by the beginning of the spring semester, and a few additional class sessions will be held early in the spring semester. Students will then be asked to submit their final research design by the middle of the spring semester. Students will construct this design through a series of exercises throughout the fall semester and the early part of the following spring semester, as detailed below. The instructor will provide comments along the way, but students should also interact with faculty advisors more directly familiar with the particular topic of their research.

The instructor has selected a few pieces of political science research that are especially useful as illustrations of the key concepts of the design process. Students will be given the opportunity to identity other pieces of published research that they consider to be worthy of closer examination by the class as a whole. The instructor will select some of these nominated examples and assign them as required readings for the class as a whole. Given the diversity of student interests, each student may be required to examine research outside their own comfort zone, in terms of substantive focus or subfield location, but our class discussion will focus on the principles of research design underlying seemingly unrelated research projects.

Throughout the semester, students should feel free to visit the instructor during his office hours or to set up a specific appointment. Each student should also expect to be consulting with his or her major advisors on the specific nature of the research question and design they are exploring for this seminar. Ultimately, the student’s advisors are the ones who need to be convinced that this particular student can devise a practical plan that can result in their making an original contribution to knowledge.
Required Textbooks:

Shively, W. Phillips. 2009. The Craft of Political Research, Seventh Edition, Prentice Hall. 
Shadish, William R., Thomas D. Cook , and Donald T. Campbell. 2002. Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Generalized Causal Inference. Houghton Mifflin
Copies of all other readings will be available on e-reserves, password design.
Schedule of Class Meetings and Student Assignments
Note: Details of class meetings and due dates are subject to change.

FALL SEMESTER
Week 1  (class Sept. 5) . Introductory session (no readings)
Students will be asked to begin the process of identifying a few specific examples of published research that they find especially compelling and/or relevant to their own proposed research projects. They will have two weeks to nail down their selections.
Week 2. (class Sept. 12). Modeling Alternative Explanations

Lave, Charles A., and James G. March. 1975. An Introduction to Models in the Social Sciences, chapters 1-3: 1-84. New York: Harper & Row.
Williams, John T., and Michael D. McGinnis. 1988. "Sophisticated Reaction in the U.S.-Soviet Arms Race: Evidence of Rational Expectations." American Journal of Political Science 32(4) (Nov.): 968-95.
Week 3. No class meeting on Friday, Sept. 19. 

Students should schedule one-on-one meetings with the instructor during this week.
Due Friday. Sept. 19:  Each student should nominate two examples of what they consider to be good pieces of research, worthy of closer examination by the class as a whole. Ideally, these will include two different types of research design. Nominations should include complete citations to each article or other publication. Links to electronic versions of the nominated articles or book chapters in question would be appreciated, although paper copies will also be sufficient.
Week 4. (class Sept. 26) Conceptualizing Measurement


Shively, chapters 1-5


Paul Sniderman and Edward Carmines, Reaching Beyond Race, pp. 40-53.

Week 5. No class meeting. 

Due Friday. Oct. 3: Submit a brief statement of process model that summarizes your preferred explanation, along with some sense of the most likely set of alternative explanations that will have to be considered as you design your specific research project. Paper should also outline potential solutions to conceptual and measurement concerns that are likely to prove most problematic in implementing tests of these alternative models. Explain which of the concepts used in your preferred explanation are likely to be the most difficult to operationalize, and why, and what you expect to do about these problems. 

Week 6. (class Oct. 10) Concept Validity and Other Variants

Shadish-Cook-Campbell (SCC), chapters 1-3

Class discussion will include consideration of student papers in light of these concerns.
No class meeting Oct. 17: Students should revise draft papers and read for next week.
Week 8. (class Oct. 24) Quasi-Experimental Designs and Comparative Case Studies

Shively, chapters 6, 7, 11

Shadish-Cook-Campbell (SCC), chapters 4, 5
Skocpol, Theda. 1976. "France, Russia, China: A Structural Analysis of Social Revolutions." Comparative Studies in Society and History 18(2): 175-210.
Week 9. (class Oct. 31). Discussion of Example Papers Suggested by Students

Readings to be determined from examples nominated by students.

No class meeting Nov. 7.

Week 11. (class Nov. 14) Policy Intervention and Interrupted Time Series Designs

Shadish-Cook-Campbell (SCC), chapters 6-7

Wood, B. Dan, and Richard W. Waterman. 1991. "The Dynamics of Political Control of the Bureaucracy." American Political Science Review 85(3) (Sept.): 801-28.
Week 12. (class Nov. 21). Discussion of Example Papers Suggested by Students

Readings to be determined from examples nominated by students.
Thanksgiving Break

Week 14.  (class Dec. 5) Experimental Research 

Shadish-Cook-Campbell (SCC), chapter 8

Ostrom, Elinor, and James Walker. 1997. “Neither Markets Nor States: Linking Transformation Processes in Collective Action Arenas.” In Perspectives on Public Choice: A Handbook, ed. Dennis C. Mueller, 35-72. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Reprinted in M.D. McGinnis, ed., Polycentric Games and Institutions, University of Michigan Press, 2000, pp. 427-471.
Readings to be determined from examples nominated by students.
No class meeting Dec. 12 or during Finals Week.
SPRING SEMESTER
Complete drafts of Research Design papers are due by Jan. 5, 2009, the first day of class in the spring semester. However, students are encouraged to complete it before that, if at all possible.

Discussion of Student Papers: Time to be determined. Each student will be assigned the responsibility of reading and summarizing another student’s paper for a series of class sessions to be scheduled in weeks 3-5, time and location to be determined later. (To facilitate scheduling, each student should give the instructor a copy of his or her schedule during the spring semester, so we can schedule a time for joint sessions when everyone can attend.)

In a presentation of approximately 15 minutes, presenters should focus on the tasks of briefly summarizing and critiquing the research design underlying that research to the class. Presenter/discussants are asked to make explicit reference to material in the Shadish, Cook, and Campbell textbook in their presentation. In particular, they should identify which threats to validity have been adequately handled in this design and which other threats still remain. Comments should be constructive and practical suggestions for improvement are especially encouraged. After the author is given an opportunity to defend his or her research design, general discussion will ensue, focused on areas where additional thought and revisions may be needed. (For those unfamiliar with this procedure, this is known around here as Mini-Conference style.) Students asked to present should contact the author, so that our class discussions can focus on remaining differences of opinion or assessment, and not on simple misunderstandings that can be easily cleared up with a little preliminary coordination.

Students will be given an opportunity to revise their research designs in light of this discussion and comments from the instructor. A final version of the research design paper will be due sometime in the middle of the spring semester, with the detailed deadline to be negotiated later. 
There may be one or two additional meetings during the spring semester, including a joint session with first-year students in Y570. Details will be negotiated early in the spring semester. 

Grading. The primary determinant of a student’s grade will be the quality of the research design. Participation in class discussions will also be taken into account, but the key factor is that paper.

