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POLITICAL SCIENCE 800: RESEARCH METHODS

(Fall 2007)

Instructor: Kevin Smith

Office: 529 Oldfather









Phone: 472-0779

E-mail: ksmith1@unlserve.unl.edu

Objectives: This course is a general introduction to the basic statistical techniques used in quantitative political science research.  As such the basic focus is geared towards developing a thorough conceptual understanding of the basic linear regression model, its applications and limitations.  This course will not turn you into a statistician, but it should turn you into an informed consumer and practitioner of the main quantitative methods employed in empirical research.

Prerequisites: A sense of humor.  The only assumption I am making about your math background is that you do not have one.  It would be great if you had college algebra and calculus, but do not fear if you have neither.  They might make things easier for you, but a good work ethic (and a sense of humor) will work just as well.

Required Texts: 

Gravetter/Wallnau. Statistics for the Behavioral Sciences. 7th Edition.


This is a thorough and (hopefully) accessible introduction to the basic statistical methods and their conceptual underpinnings used in social science.  This will be the central text for approximately 60 percent of the semester.

Lewis-Beck. Applied Regression.

This is a concise introduction to OLS regression estimation (though I will mention MLE towards the end of the course, we will only cover MLE as an interpretive issue; we will not discuss the mechanics of MLE).  The Lewis-Beck OLS monograph on OLS regression has been used by generations of graduate students across the social sciences.  It provides decent coverage not just of the basic computation of regression (you’ll get an intro to this in Gravetter/Wellnau), but also covers the assumptions of regression pretty well.  This will be the basic reference used for the last 40 percent of the semesters.

A note on Math

This course keeps formal mathematics to an absolute minimum–it’s a deliberate “cookbook” approach to learning stats and I won’t pretend otherwise.  That said, mathematics cannot be avoided in a course like this.  Anyone with a college algebra–or even high school algebra–should have no problems. If you are one of those whose math skills are rusty it’s worth going over a basic math primer just to brush up. Gravetter/Wellnau have such a primer in an appendix in the main textbook. If you want a more in-depth and social science focused refresher, an absolutely terrific book for this sort of thing is Jeff Gill’s Essential Mathematics for Political and Social Research.  It contains basically all the math skills you need to do quantitative research at a pretty high level in the social sciences, and I highly recommend it.  Experience has taught me that central problem students face in a course like this is confidence more than anything–brushing up on basic math skills can go a long way to dealing with this issue. While I don’t have the time to deliver a basic “math for social scientists” workshop, using Gill’s book to do the equivalent on your own is time and money well invested. 

Grades: 

There are two exams in this course, each worth 50 points, a final worth 100 points, and weekly assignments worth 50 points.  The following scale will be used to assign grades: 

242-250 points: 
A+

230-241 points:
A

225-229 points:
A-

217-225 points:
B+

212-216 points:
B

200-211 points:
B-

<=199  points:
C to F

NOTE: I will not give incompletes.  JUST IN CASE YOU MISSED IT, I WILL NOT GIVE INCOMPLETES.  Also, there are no make-up exams.
Course Content
The course has four basic sections: (1) An introduction into the role of quantitative methods in political science and why you need them. This will be done during the first class (2) Descriptive statistics and basic probability. This will consist of two seminars and cover roughly half of the Gravetter-Wellnau book. (3) Hypothesis testing (parametric and non-parametric).  (4) Correlation and regression.  Each section provides the foundation for understanding the section that follows, and the tests are arranged after each section.  The course is geared to start slowly with very basic statistical concepts, but accelerate as the semester goes on.  Section 4 is really the heart of the course, but in order to get there it is absolutely crucial to have the basic foundation covered in the previous sections.

Course Outline
Section 1: Course Introduction 
August 31

Course Introduction: The importance of numeracy in political science.

Section 2: Descriptive Statistics and Basic Probability.
September 7

Descriptive statistics: frequency distributions, measures of central tendency and variation.




Readings: Gravetter/Wellnau Chapters 1-4.

September 14 
Standardized distributions and probability.




Readings: Gravetter/Wellnau Chapters 5-7.

September 21

GATEWAY TEST 1 – DESCRIPTIVE STATS

Section 3: The Logic and Practice of Hypothesis Testing
September 28

Introduction to Hypothesis testing, simple t-test




Readings: Grevetter/Wellnau Chapters 8-9.

October    5

Extensions of the t-test, estimation and confidence intervals




Readings: Gravetter/Wellnau Chapters 10-12.

October 12

ANOVA




Readings: Gravetter/Wellnau Chapter 13

October 19

Hypothesis Testing with nominal data 




Readings: Gravetter/Wellnau Chapter 18 

October 26 

NO CLASS – Fall Break

November 2

GATEWAY TEST 2 – HYPOTHESIS TESTING AND CORRELATION 

Section 4: Correlation and Regression
November 9

Correlation (Pearson, Spearman, phi, point-biserial)




Readings: Gravetter/Wellnau Chapter 16 

November 16

Introduction to Regression (simple regression and multivariate extensions)




Readings: Gravetter/Wellnau Chapter 17

November 23

NO CLASS

November 30

Assumptions of Regression




Readings: Lewis-Beck pp. 9-47.

December 7 

Assumptions of Regression II




Readings: Lewis-Beck – remainder of monograph.

December 14

Nominal dependent variables and other topics in using and interpreting regression

