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Several years ago, the Political Science Department decided to offer our majors two options for 

meeting the methodology requirement – a traditional methods course or two substantive political 

science courses that are methodologically focused.  I chose to teach American Political Parties 

with a methodological focus, knowing that it would be a challenge to blend two courses, one 

involving subject matter material and the other, research methods.  The overall goal of my CTL 

project was to develop ways to integrate the methods component seamlessly into the substantive 

material of the political parties course, with each component reinforcing the other.  Specifically, 

my goal was, first, to teach students one of the major approaches by which political scientists 

frame and answer research questions and, second, how to read critically empirical research 

articles.  An additional, higher-order goal was to teach students how to structure an empirical, 

data-based research project in American politics; those who were so inclined should be able at 

least to design such a projects, although they would need additional courses to teach them how to 

do more advanced statistical analysis. 

 

For the first few years of teaching the methodologically focused course, I used brief elementary 

methods text from which I made several assignments scattered throughout the semester.  The 

assignments consisted of exercises at the end of each assigned chapter, exercises intended to help 

students review and use the concepts covered in the chapters.  That approach was problematic: 

the sections on methods seemed to be an interruption to the substantive flow of the course.  

Moreover, students seemed to not integrate the research methods material very well into their 

substantive work.  Thus, my project involved designing several ways of integrating and applying 

the concepts and approaches from the methods section to the relevant readings in the course.   

 

The challenge:  

In past semesters, students were given the option of writing a data analysis paper or writing a 

critical review of two or three scholarly articles on a particular topic.  Because they did not know 

the essential components of research design, they tended not to do either paper very well. So this 



year, using course readings and a basic text on research methods, I devised ways to teach 

students the research process one step at a time, so that they can design and do a simple project 

and perhaps more importantly, read scholarly literature skillfully and critically. In this report I 

focus on my approach to teaching them to unpack a scholarly article. Without such training, 

students often privilege equally everything they read in an article, for example, treating the 

discussion of the extant literature as part of the findings of the study, or treating as settled 

conclusions such things as hypotheses and even speculative statements that are not tested in the 

study.  A common phrase in such papers is “the author thinks that…” What follows is equally 

likely to be the hypothesis of the paper, a finding from the empirical analysis, a conclusion, or a 

speculative remark anywhere in the paper.  Thus, I teach them, step by step, how such articles 

are constructed and the scholarly purpose of each component. 

Approaches: 

I assigned a standard short research methods text: Lisa Baglione, Writing Research Papers in 

Political Science along with a chapter on basic statistics from another short text.  Throughout the 

semester, I assigned chapters from Baglione that dealt sequentially with the basic components of 

empirical social science research: 

1. Formulating a research question in the context of existing theory; 

2. Writing a literature review; 

3. Developing and testing hypotheses based on the first two elements; 

4. Choosing/collecting data; 

5. Testing the hypotheses with a focus on statistical analysis and inference; 

6.  Drawing conclusions. 

Here I present several of the assignments. 

Formulating a research question 

For this assignment, students read Baglione, Ch. 2 “Getting Started: Finding a Research 

Question,” after which they did the following assignment: 

In a one and ½ page typed, double-spaced paper, do the second exercise on p. 39 

of Baglione.1: “Consult one of your introductory textbooks.  Develop a research 

question with its help. Identify the type of question (theory advancing or public 

policy), and be sure your query starts with an appropriate word, is concise, and is 

doable. Explain why others – scholars, practitioners, and citizens- would find 

your question compelling.  Remember that they each will have different reasons 

                                                 
1 Lisa A. Baglione, Writing a Research Paper in Political Science. Washington, D.C.: Sage, 2016. 



for liking your question.”  For your answer, use either Royko [Mike Royko, 

Boss] or the readings in the textbook; include a page reference to the passage 

from which you developed your research question.  

 

Examples of responses: 

From Boss: “To what extent did the election of John F. Kennedy help sustain 

and solidify Richard J. Daley’s power in Chicago?” (Royko, 124) 

 

This question is not directly addressed in that book, but with further refinement, it would be a 

researchable question that would involve the student in the dynamics of “king-making” as well 

as the relationship between presidential and local elections. 

A second research question developed in response to the assignment:  

 

From the  textbook: How does the decision by some states to impose legislative 

term limits influence the different policies that are enacted by politicians in 

those states (Maisel and Brewer 2012, 6l)?  

 

This is a question that already has generated considerable scholarly research. 

 

Writing a literature review 

Again, students were assigned the relevant chapter in the methods text. Moreover, they were 

given their first introduction to distinguishing the key components of a research article so that 

they could extract the central elements, i.e., state what questions the papers addressed, how they 

did so, and what the authors found. They were then given the following writing assignment: 

The annotated bibliography: Read Baglione, Ch. 3. In a 1½ page paper, write an 

annotated bibliography of your two most recent assigned articles: Grossman and 

Hopkins, and Abramowitz and Saunders.  Cite each article using APSA style. 

Do not rely on the abstracts of the articles, but your own reading of the articles 

themselves. 

 

The resulting papers were too long to present here, but a majority of students did a 

much better job of teasing out the essential elements and structure of the paper than 

usual. Still, students had problems doing so. The following assignment helped them to 

develop this skill further.  

 



 

Developing hypotheses based on the first two elements: Reading and understanding 

research 

This was a collaborative in-class assignment in which students read and analyzed an article, 

“Some News Leaves People Knowing Less,” by Daniel Cassino and Peter Wooley (Fairleigh 

Dickinson PublicMind Poll, Nov. 21, 2011).  

Abstract: According to the latest results from Fairleigh Dickinson University’s 

PublicMind Poll,some news sources make us less likely to know what’s going 

on in the world. In the most recent study, the poll asked New Jerseyans about 

current events at home and abroad, and from what sources – if any – they get 

their information. The conclusion: Sunday morning news shows do the most to 

help people learn about current events, while some outlets, especially Fox News, 

lead people to be even less informed than those who say they don’t watch any 

news at all. 

 

This is the in-class assignment based on that article: 

We will divide into groups of three.  Each group will prepare a brief report that answers 

the questions below.  Use Baglione as a reference to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in the questions below.  Type your report into the forum that I’ve set up on 

Moodle once you have completed your analysis. 

 

1. What is the thesis of the report, “Some News Leaves People Knowing Less”? 

2. State this thesis as a more specific hypothesis. 

3. What are the dependent and independent variables in this paper? That is, what is the 

causal model? 

4. What method do the authors employ to test this implicit hypothesis? 

5. What evidence do they present for their thesis? 

6. Do you find this evidence adequate to support the thesis? 

7. If there are problems with the evidence, locate those problems and say what they 

should have done differently and  how the conclusions might have differed. 

8. Write up your answers and post them on Moodle in the forum created for that 

purpose. 

 

As those questions show, one of the purposes of this assignment was to encourage students to 

analyze critically the authors’ inferences.  Following is part of a report by one of the groups that 

reflects such an analysis:  

Question: Do you find this evidence adequate to support the thesis? 

             

Answer: Evidence supports the thesis but would be stronger with a larger sample size. 

Any findings are limited to the state of New Jersey. 

 



Question: If there are problems with the evidence, locate those problems and say what 

they should have done differently and how the conclusions might have differed. 

             

Answer: News sources and the ways they present the news are biased. Assumes people 

rely on a single source. Age groups could be better presented: 18-29 group under-

represented. Should ask how long they watched/consumed the news source for as this 

could be a large factor in determining what information is. Assumes everyone retains 

what they consume. Phrasing of the question can manipulate the outcome.  Inherent bias 

in using a phone survey (they do reference this in the article) 

 

On the whole, the groups’ understanding and critical reading of this assignment demonstrated 

considerably improved skills in this regard. 

 

Testing hypotheses and drawing conclusions 

An important goal of this project was to teach students who lack statistical skills to read tables 

reporting the results of the statistical analysis of data. The final assignment was designed to teach 

them some basics, such as interpreting bivariate correlations and regression coefficients. The 

assignment, based on readings from Baglione and a supplemental chapter from a basic statistics 

text is as follows: 

 

Find an example of regression or logit analysis from a previous reading. Helpful 

hint: In  Ansolabehere, et al. Table 2 is based on regression analysis. In Brooks, 

the tables also are based on regression analysis.  

 

Write a short paragraph in which you do your best to interpret the results of one of 

the tables (you only need to do one model or column).  Bring it to class, where 

you will work in small groups and compare notes, then we will go over them in 

class. 

 

This assignment was moderately successful, but shortcomings in students’ responses provided 

me with an opportunity to teach them shorthand ways to read tables so that they might be less 

intimidated by statistically based articles and more able to read them critically with respect to 

non-statistical methods. 

Conclusion 

During my CTL project year, I focused on treating the methods component of the course as an 

opportunity to help students learn more deeply and think more critically about the assigned 



substantive readings in the course. The approaches I developed this year are a promising 

beginning.  Students in American Political Parties were so much more capable, by the end of the 

semester, of reading and interpreting scholarly articles than students in my other classes that I 

plan to introduce a modified version of this approach in those courses as well.  Many thanks to 

Dina and Sean and CTL for providing me with this opportunity to interact with a wonderful 

group of colleagues for stimulating discussion and great ideas. 

 


