
GVPT 399O Craft of Political Science Research 

Ken Cousins, Instructor 

kcousins@gvpt.umd.edu 

Syllabus with supporting materials available at: www.bsos.umd.edu/gvpt/kcousins/399O 

This intensive six-week course reviews the essential concepts of Political Science research, 
giving students practical experience with several research approaches and tools. It has been 
designed to provide students with the basic tools to identify, analyze, and understand a range of 
political phenomena. The focus will be on formulating social scientific questions and developing 
the problem solving skills necessary to address them, including both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. Though we will address several concepts associated with statistical methods, this  
will not be the primary focus of the theoretical or practical components of the course – students 
need only have basic familiarity with MS Excel (or similar spreadsheet software). 

Class time will be evenly balanced between lecture, hands-on application of research methods, 
and discussion. Since this course covers a lot of ground in a short period of time, your grade will 
be based practical homework tasks, in-class exercises (including short team projects), 
maintaining a research journal, and open-book exams. This will be a very hands-on course, with 
each class member acting as researcher, subject, and presenter. 

 

WK: DISCUSSION TOPICS: READINGS: 

1A Introduction: the scientific study of politics Chapters 1, 2 

1B Research design: inductive and deductive reasoning, 
subjectivity, syllogisms, concepts, variables, and attributes, 
units of analysis, units of observation 

Chapters 3, 4 

2A Observation: causation, necessity, sufficiency, 
operationalization, research ethics 

Chapters 5, 6 

2B Sampling : non-probabilistic and probabilistic sampling, study 
populations, sampling frames, error, confidence and bias, 
sources of bias, picking the "right tool for the job" 

Chapter 7 

3A Learning how to ask: open- and closed-ended questions, 
interviews and surveys, anonymity, confidentiality and 
research ethics, survey design, MECE, Likert scales, matrix 
designs, contingent questions, surveying online 

Chapter 9 

3B Mid-term exam Open book, open 
notes, open 
journal 



4A Learning to listen: impacts of observation (Hawthorne, 
Pygmalion effects, reactivity), Martians vs. natives, 
ethnography, grounded theory, case studies, institutional 
ethnography, ethnomethodology, Participant Action Research, 
preparing for fieldwork, talking to people, note taking, "7 
stages of fieldwork" 

Chapter 10, Chapter 
13 pages 386-398 

4B Analyzing content I: lexical, syntactic and semantic content 
analysis, units of observation, text retrieval, concordance, 
KWIC, Boolean searches, example of thematic / categorical 
content analysis 

Chapter 11 pages 
326-338, Chapter 
13 pages 399-412 

5A Analyzing content II: code-and-retrieve, concordance, text 
mining 

Chapter 11 pages 
346-356, additional 
reading TBA 

5B Analyzing process: defining, delimiting process (structures, 
agents, and change), importance of scale (rates of change, 
units of observation), mind maps, flow charts, PERT 
diagrams, chronologies, GANTT diagrams, Lombardi 
diagrams 

Reading TBA 

6A Analyzing relationships : networks, observation vs. analysis, 
modality, affiliation networks, relational forms, centrality 
measures, betweenness, cut-points and bridges, formal and 
structural roles, structural and isomorphic equivalence 

Reading TBA 

6B Final exam Open book, open 
notes, open 
journal 

Required text: 

Babbie, E. R. (2005). The Basics of Social Research (3rd edition) 

Each student will also be required to maintain a research journal, which I will review and grade 
at time of the mid-term and final exams. Whatever style of journal you choose is up to you, but I 
want them to have a minimum of 50 pages and measure at least 5 x 7 inches (12.5cm x 18cm). 

I will also periodically require additional short readings, which I will make available 
electronically when possible. 

Grading: 

Research journals 25 
Class participation 25 
Mid-term exam 20 
Final exam 30 

Total: 100 points 
Extra-credit 10 

 


