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(Fall 2014)

Instructor Daniel Corstange
Department Political Science
Office IAB 706
Office Hours Wed. 11:00-12:00
Email daniel[dot]corstange[at]columbia[dot]edu

TAs Egor Lazarev and Alicia Cooperman

About This Class

About the Topic

This class aims to introduce students to the logic of research design and social scientific

inquiry. Although it is a course in political science, our emphasis will be on the science part

rather than the political part — we’ll be reading about interesting substantive topics, but

only insofar as they can teach us something about ways we can do systematic research.

This class will introduce students to a medley of different methods to conduct social scientific

research. We will not be covering any of these methods in exhaustive detail, and I encourage

students to take more specialized courses on any of the methods they find most interesting

— especially if they intend to write senior theses.

A number of the readings will use statistical methods to analyze and present their data. I

am not assuming that you have a background in statistics, and we will attempt to get to the

point where you can get a reasonable understanding of the main points of such papers. We

will also be doing some fairly basic statistics ourselves. This class is not a substitute for a
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statistics course, however. I urge any student who hopes to write a senior thesis to take at

least one statistics/quantitative methods class beyond this one.

About Computing

We will be doing some data analysis in this class. To do so, we’ll be using the open-source

R programming environment, which is free. People often recommend the RStudio project

(www.rstudio.org) as a way of interfacing with R if you’re unfamiliar (or uncomfortable)

with command line input. There are lots of other graphical interfaces to R available — feel

free to Google around (try searching for “R gui”) and try out any that look inviting.

Note that there are other statistical environments out there. Many professors in the political

science department use Stata which, like R, requires you to type in commands rather than

rely on a mouse. Another option is SPSS, which makes heavy use of a point-and-click

interface. If you are already familiar with another software package, you may use it for our

data analysis work. Just be aware that I will be teaching with R, and it will be up to you

to figure out how to convert what we’re doing to your software of choice.

I will not, of course, expect you to have familiarity with R before we start the class. I will,

however, expect you to understand the basics of spreadsheets (as in, for example Excel).

About the Class Sessions

Lectures are exciting for neither me nor you. There will be points along the way in which I

will need to do some lecturing, but we will try to operate through discussion when possible.

Discussion, however, will only work if you come prepared for it. Have the readings prepared

for the day they’re assigned. There is no shame in not understanding everything in the

readings. Give them your best shot, and then come to class with questions along with your

comments. Both are welcome.
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About the Readings

The reading list and exact dates are aspirational rather than set in stone. Sessions will

probably spill over each other at various points, and I may alter the readings somewhat as

needed. You will, of course, receive notice if/when that happens.

I’ve listed readings by author for each class session. We will discuss the readings on the days

they are assigned. The required books are King et al. (1994), Johnson and Reynolds (2012),

Vickers (2010), and Wheelan (2013), all of which should be available at Book Culture on

West 112th Street.

A useful book (recommended, not required) for learning R is Fox and Weisberg (2011). Also,

I have listed de Vries and Meys (2012) at several points on the syllabus for help with R. It’s

available as an ebook via Columbia’s library. If you want to do any additional reading on

the statistics (right, of course you do), just about any introductory statistics textbook in the

library will suit your needs.

Otherwise, all other readings will be posted on CourseWorks.

About Grading

• 4 problem sets/assignments (12.5% each)

• 1 final paper (25%)

• discussion section (25%)

Problem sets will be a mix of topics: some will give you experience working with data, and

others will ask you to design research. The final project takes you from start to finish in

writing a research paper based on data I will provide to you. The discussion section grade

will include attendance and participation in section, along with some quizzes.
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Please note: there is no extra credit, and there are no assignment re-dos, so please don’t ask.

Late assignments: the final grade on an assignment will be reduced by a half-step (e.g., a B to

a B−) for every day it is late. No assignments will be accepted after after 1 week. Exceptions

due to documented medical/family emergencies will be dealt with on a case-by-case basis.

Except in extraordinary (and I mean extraordinary) circumstances, I will not grant a UW

at the end of the semester if you have missing problem sets — so please keep up with the

assignments.

Historically, grades in classes I have taught have followed a normal (i.e., bell-shaped) dis-

tribution with a B average. If history is any guide, there will be a lot of Bs and Cs and

relatively few As and Ds.

The procedure for grade grievances is as follows. If you feel that one of your assignments was

graded incorrectly, you will, within one week of receiving your grade, write a short memo

to the TA explaining why. The TA will review your assignment, with the proviso that your

grade could go up, down, or stay the same. If you are still dissatisfied, I will review your

memo and your assignment; again the grade could go up, stay the same, or go down.
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Class Sessions

Week 01: Introduction to the Class

• Topic: introduction, overview of the semester.

• Readings:

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 1, pp. 1–5)

– Wheelan (2013, introduction, ch. 1)

– Vickers (2010, chs. 1, 34)

– Firestein (2012, introduction, pp. 1–2, 6–7)

– King et al. (1994, ch. 1, pp. 3–12)

Week 02: Doing Social Science

• Topic: overview of the goals and procedures of social science; why we need to think

systematically.

• Readings:

– Lave and March (1975, ch. 1)

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 2, pp. 36–48)

– Wheelan (2013, ch. 6, first two sentences and pp. 100–109)

– Silver (2012, ch. 2, pp. 47–56)

– Mlodinow (2008, ch. 1)

– Vickers (2010, chs. 26, 27)

Week 03: Summarizing Data

• Topic: what data look like, and how to get R working; summary statistics on different

types of data.
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• Readings:

– Working with data:

∗ Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 11, pp. 354–361)

∗ Vickers (2010, ch. 33)

– Summary statistics:

∗ Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 11, pp. 361–376; ch. 05, pp. 144–149)

∗ Wheelan (2013, ch. 2)

∗ Vickers (2010, chs. 2, 3, 5)

– Recommended for R: de Vries and Meys (2012) (ebook available via CLIO)

∗ ch. 02: introduction, using the GUI

∗ ch. 03, pp. 40–42: using packages

∗ ch. 11, pp. 192–196: getting help

∗ ch. 12: getting data into/out of R

∗ ch. 14: summarizing data

∗ appendix: installing R

– Plots and graphs (for discussion section):

∗ Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 11, pp. 376–391)

∗ Vickers (2010, ch. 6)

∗ Recommended: de Vries and Meys (2012, ch. 16)

Week 04: Measurement and Descriptive Inference

• Topic: Translating a concept into a measure; inferring from a sample to a population.

• Readings:

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 4, pp. 119–123)

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 5, pp. 128–130, 149–152, skim 130–142)

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 7, pp. 222–229, 240–251, skim 229–240)
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– King et al. (1994, ch. 5, pp. 151–168, skip math)

– Kam and Kinder (2007, pp. 320–326; 335–337)

– King et al. (1994, ch. 2, pp. 46–49, 55–63)

– Wheelan (2013, chs. 5, 8)

– Vickers (2010, chs. 7, 9, 10)

– Mlodinow (2008, ch. 7, pp. 137–145)

Week 05: Questions, Hypotheses, and Inferences

• Topic: Introduction to causal inference and hypothesis testing.

• Readings:

– Firestein (2012, ch. 1)

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 3, pp. 74–77; ch. 4 pp. 102–105, 109–116; ch.

6, pp. 165–170)

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 12; ch. 13, pp. 436–440, 456–480)

– King et al. (1994, ch. 3, pp. 76–82, 99–114)

– Wheelan (2013, ch. 9)

– Vickers (2010, chs. 13, 14, 15, 24)

– Recommended: de Vries and Meys (2012, ch. 15)

Week 06: The Experimental Ideal

• Topic: Experiments as the ideal way to test causal claims.

• Topic: Experiments with convenience samples, with a discussion of internal and exter-

nal validity.

• Readings:

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 6, pp. 170–178)
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– Kinder and Palfrey (1993)

– Bègue et al. (2013)

– Cohen et al. (1996)

Week 07: Field and Natural Experiments

• Topic: Moving experiments into more natural settings.

• Readings:

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 6, pp. 184–190)

– Gerber and Green (2001)

– Hyde (2007)

Week 08: Control in Experimental and Observational Studies

• Topic: Not everything can be studied by experiments, so we need to examine the logic

of control in observational settings.

• Readings:

–

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 6, pp. 194–196, 201–204; ch. 14, pp. 527–530)

– Kish (1959) (skip last section, “Some Misuses of Statistical Tests”)

– Tomz (2007)

– Weeks (2008)

Week 09: Regression Analysis

• Topic: Regression: the bread and butter of observational analysis.

• Readings:
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– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 13, pp. 490–521; ch. 14, pp. 538–550)

– Wheelan (2013, chs. 11, 12)

– Vickers (2010, chs. 18, 19)

Week 10: Sampling and Selection Bias

• Topic: Sampling, and how data collection can be problematic.

• Topic: Non-random selection into a sample can distort what we infer.

• Readings:

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 7, pp. 222–240) (review)

– Wheelan (2013, ch. 7)

– Vickers (2010, ch. 17)

– Ross (2006, pp. 860–865)

– Squire (1988)

– King et al. (1994, ch. 4, pp. 128–139)

– Doyle (1894, “Silver Blaze”)

– Achen and Snidal (1989)

Week 11: Public Opinion Surveys

• Topic: Introduction to mass attitude surveys.

• Topic: Social desirability bias; who asks the questions can determine how people answer

them.

• Topic: Sensitive questions, and a few ways to ask them.

• Readings:

– Johnson and Reynolds (2012, ch. 10, pp. 306–339)

– Tessler (2002)
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– Hatchett and Schuman (1975)

– Corstange (2014)

– Corstange (2012)

Week 12: Large-N and Small-N Research

• Topic: Small-N research, indeterminant research designs, and intentional selection of

cases.

• Topic: Making many observations from a few cases; large-N and small-N designs as

complementary.

• Readings:

– King et al. (1994, ch. 4, pp. 118–124, 139–149, review 128–139; ch. 6, pp. 209–213)

– Lijphart (1971)

– Geddes (1990)

– King et al. (1994, ch. 6, pp. 217–223)

– Karol and Miguel (2007)

– Goldberg et al. (2008)

Week 13: No Class

• No class

• (Day before Thanksgiving)

Week 14: Ethics

• Topic: Ethics — doing research without harming people in the process.

• Readings:
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– IRB materials

– Blass (2002)

– Caryl (2009)

– American Anthropological Association (2007)

– Haney et al. (1973)
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