PS 2513 Research Methods

Second Paper Assignment

• Assignment:

Thus far, we have completed a literature review outlining the relevant literature on a

research topic. The key to good research is appropriate operationalization and

measurement of the variables to be studied. Now that you have considered your

research topic and a little of the relevant literature, it’s time to think about how a

study of your topic might be conducted.

You should begin by developing a very general notion of a realistic research design.

How could you investigate the relationship(s) hypothesized? You should start by

identifying the dependent variable and the most important independent variable.

Create an operational definition of each variable and describe how it could be

measured objectively. Identify a research method that can help appropriately answer

the research question posed.

Select one of the methods of inquiry that we have discussed in class, such as survey

research or quasi-experimental design (Note: You may select other designs covered

later in the semester, but only if you discuss your plans with your teaching assistant

first). In this assignment, you will sketch out how you would use this method to

answer the research question.

The paper has two major sections that must be included. The first section is the

operationalization of your variables and the second is the selection and application of

your chosen research method. What you should include in each section is outlined

below.

In the first section, your task is to suggest an appropriate and defensible

operationalization of the concepts, including specific measurement and the range of

values (as appropriate). Discuss the indicators chosen and communicate how another

researcher could also apply your measurement. Discuss the reliability and validity of

your indicators, comparing to alternative measures (as appropriate). Support your

argument with evidence from class materials (lecture, reading) and your own analysis.

The second section of the paper has two major components: evaluation of the method

and application of the method. The evaluation of the method should include: (1) a brief

description of how the method is employed in general AND specifically in the case of

your research, or how the method will help you generate the data that conform to your

operational definitions; (2) a justification of why the method that you have selected is

the best tool, compared to other research methods; (3) general concerns and issues

with the application of this research tool; (4) the advantages of this methodological

approach; (5) the disadvantages of this approach (Note: Advantages and disadvantages

should reflect both the general use of this method and as it pertains to your specific

research question). Support your position with evidence from class materials (i.e.

lecture, reading) and your own analysis.

Once these issues are addressed, the paper should focus on the specific application of

the research method. In this part of the paper, you should (1) identify the population to

be sampled, (2) the cases used as the unit of analysis, (3) how cases will be selected,

(4) the control variables (including an explanation of how you control for them), and (5)

other important factors related to applying the particular method you choose.

The paper should be roughly proportional in answering these two sections. About half

of the paper should focus on the operationalization of your variables, and the other

half should focus on the research design and application.

You should write your paper as something like an initial contact for a mentor who

might work with you on the project, such as a McNair Scholar program, an Honors

thesis, a Capstone research project, or advanced independent study. In other words,

write as if you do not know the person who is reading your paper, but the person has

some general knowledge of political science (though not necessarily in your topic area).

Your goal is to persuade your reader that you have general knowledge about political

research and that you and your research project are interesting and worthy of further

attention.

As a Tech student, you conduct your own research in courses. But you also

evaluate the research of others. In order to be an effective, critical consumer of social

science research, you need to understand operationalization, what Manheim, et al.

(2006: 61) call “the link between theory and observation.” The object of this writing

exercise is to help you think about how you would operationalize and measure a

concept and to help you understand the process that other researchers must follow in

their work.

• Mechanics:

• This paper should be approximately six pages long. Use double-spacing, an

appropriate font, and 1 to 1¼ inch margins. Include page numbers, and include

a title (but not a separate title page). Staple your paper.

• This paper is due Thursday, October 25th 2007 in class.  You must submit an 

electronic copy of your paper to the Blackboard website Digital Dropbox 

(before the paper is due), in addition to bringing a hard copy to class.

• Your paper will be returned to you with comments and suggestions for

improvements. A revision of your paper is due on Thursday, November 8th, also

at the beginning of class. You must submit an electronic copy of the revised paper 

in the Blackboard Dropbox before class begins. Your final version should be a 

substantial revision (but not a total rewrite). You must attach your original 

submission behind the hard copy of your final version to be submitted. 

Your grade will be determined after submission of your final version.

Grading Criteria:

1. Your definitions of the dependent and independent variables and their indicators should be clear and precise. Your operational definitions should be defended and justified as appropriate.

2.  Instruments used to measure these indicators should be specific and clearly identified so that an objective researcher should be able to find the same values as you would.
3. Levels of measurement are identified.
4. Alternative definitions are considered (as appropriate).
5. Concepts of validity and reliability are explained and applied to each indicator.
6. Efforts to make the answer analytical and insightful, and to apply political science concepts.
7. Good use of course materials to support your answer.
8. Completeness; all elements of the question are addressed. See particularly the numbered points above. 

9. Well organized; sequence is logical and easy to follow.
10. Clearly written, understandable, and succinct.
11. No distracting spelling or grammatical problems.
