COLLEGE OF SOCIAL AND BEHAVIOR SCIENCES

NORTHERN ARIZONA UNIVERSITY

SOC 355W – RESEARCH METHODS IN SOCIOLOGY (3 credit hours)       Fall, 2005

Instructor:  J. Reed, Ph.D.

Office:  Social and Behavioral Sciences Building, Room 348

Hours:  Wednesdays, 1:00 to 3:00 pm, or by appointment

Email:  James.Reed@nau.edu
Course prerequisites:  Introductory course in a social or behavior science

Texts:  
Earl Babbie, The Basics of Social Research. 3rd edition, Thomson/Wadsworth, 2005, 
ISBN 0-534-63036-7.



Joel Best, Damned Lies and Statistics: Untangling Numbers from the Media, Politicians, 
and Activists, University of California Press, 2001, ISBN 0-520-21978-3.

Course description:

This writing intensive course is intended to introduce methods utilized in social research. This includes how to conduct and evaluate social research. Intellectually, this helps the student to understand the ways that sociological knowledge is generated and assessed.  Pragmatically, this will provide rudimentary tools for conducting research and an opportunity to engage in research experience(s). An important component of the course is building a portfolio of research writing. Fundamentally, the course is designed so that students integrate how social phenomena are known, studied and communicated to others.

Course objectives:
Students will develop skills in communicating and be able to:

· Comprehend the nature of human inquiry and science.

· Conduct literature searches.

· Formulate research questions. 

· Utilize research designs, sampling techniques and a variety of research methods.

· Recognize and utilize modes of observation.

· Demonstrate quality data collection.

· Conduct fundamental data analysis.

· Apply research results and assess their implications.

· Demonstrate understanding of the ethics of social research.
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Course structure and approach

Although this course will contain lecture, discussion, and class activities, these features are to

supplement the primary focus of the course – doing social research.  As such, the course is designed

to provide information and exercises that will lead to student development of practical skills for

social research.  Three different types of activities have been designed for doing practical research:

portfolio exercises (including critical reviews) and supplemental assignments. Guidelines for all

activities are described below. A final examination will assess overall understanding of course

material. The course outline that follows is illustrative of this approach and the course objectives.

Course outline and schedule

Week 1


Course introduction





Activity:  Acquire texts and select topic for exercises.

Week 2


Human inquiry and social science:  The methodological 





assumptions for social research.  Activity:  Read Babbie, Chapters 




1 & 2; Having chosen a topic, begin and complete Exercise A. 




(See Babbie, “Appendix A” for assistance).  Also, Babbie’s 





Chapter 15 is an excellent source for all writing activities.  You 




will benefit from visiting this chapter (and will be responsible for 




its content).

Week 3


Ethics in social research





Activity:  Submit Exercise A at the first class session of the 





week.  Read Babbie, Chapter 3; complete Supplemental 





Assignment 1 and bring results to second class session of the week 




for discussion. 

Week 4


The structuring of inquiry:  Beginning a practical research





 project – the process.  Activity:  Read Babbie, Chapter 4;





complete Exercise B.
Week 5


The meaning of measurement





Activity:  Submit Exercise B at the first class session of the week;





Read Babbie, Chapters 5 & 6; begin Exercise C.

Week 6


The logic of sampling design – to sample or not?





Activity:  Read Babbie, Chapter 7; complete Exercise C.
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Week 7


Experiments – Why do most social researchers avoid labs?





Activity:  Submit Exercise C at the first class session of the week; 




Read Babbie, Chapter 8 and prepare Supplemental Assignment 2 




for discussion at the second meeting of the week.

Week 8


Survey research:  The foundation of quantitative methods.





Activity: Read Babbie, Chapter 9; begin Exercises D and E.




As a reminder, Exercises F and G require critiques of academic 




works; if you have not done so, it would behoove you to read the 




works sooner rather than later!

Week 9


Statistical techniques for analysis of quantitative data





Activity:  Read Babbie, Chapter 14 and Appendices B





 through E; Prepare Supplemental Assignment 3.Continue work on 



all Exercises, and submit first part of Exercise D by the end of the 




week

Week 10 


Qualitative research paradigms





Activity: Complete Exercise D; Read Babbie, Chapter 10.

Week 11


Increasing validity in social research: unobtrusive methods and 




evaluation research.  Activity:  Read Babbie, Chapters 11 & 12; 




Submit Exercise D by the end of the week.
Week 12


Qualitative data – what does it mean?





Activity:  Read Babbie, Chapter 13; complete Exercise E.

Week 13


Data processing and research writing





Activity:  Submit Exercise E at the first class session of the week;





Complete Exercise F and Exercise G.

Week 14


Data processing and research writing (continued)





Activity: Submit completed research portfolio (all Exercises) by 




the end of the week.

Week 15


Review: Prepare for final exam and compose “Study Guide”.

Week 16


FINAL EXAM (date and time will be announced)


NOTE:  See the evaluation criteria for the course at the end of the syllabus. University policies are attached at the end of the syllabus, as well.  I reserve the right to make changes to the syllabus as I deem necessary.
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Exercises [and point values] for the research portfolio

A. 
You are to select a topic of interest to you (see examples below for ideas, yet the topic you 
choose may not be on the list). Find current research regarding the topic as reported in an 
academic journal.  Read the article and then write a précis. A précis is a summary abstract of 
someone’s work other than your own.  In a précis, one should find: 1) a full citation of the article 
being abstracted; 2) the topic or subject being addressed in the work and what the thesis is; 3) a 
sentence or two that describes how the thesis was tested or addressed – what was studied and 
how; 4) a sentence or two regarding the findings and conclusions; 5) the usefulness and 
applications of the research or discussion.


abortion

capital punishment

euthanasia


sexual harassment
weight loss


hate speech


media fairness

video game violence

legalization of marijuana

After you complete the précis, consider other sources that might add information or increase 
understanding of the topic and begin to locate them.  This is the basis of the following exercises. 
You may find helpful information, regarding literature searches, in McIntyre, pages 130 and 131
(“Working Outside the Book”).

[20 points]

B.

This item has two parts: In “Part One,” related to the topic you chose previously, you are to 
utilize an internet search engine – GOOGLE, MSN, YAHOO, etc., access five different sites and 
complete the Internet Site Evaluation Sheet (attached at the end of the syllabus) pertaining to 
each of these sites; In “Part Two,” study your evaluation sheets and suppose that you are a 
supervisor of a consulting firm that relies on internet research.  Based on what you have learned 
in Part One, compose a memo (one to two pages) that distinguishes “useful” web sites from 
those that are just “propaganda.”  In your memo, stress the characteristics of a useful web site for 
research and note how to identify factors of reliability.

Submit your evaluation sheets and the memo for full credit for this item. 

[20 points]

C. 


You are to prepare an annotated bibliography of at least ten sources that you found regarding 
the topic in exercise A.  An annotated bibliography is a list of sources that looks like a personal 
index file of bibliography cards.  Each entry is given a serial number and has: 1) complete 
bibliographic citation, following ASA or APA guidelines; 2) source in which the item was 
found or how it was acquired (include call number or ISBN); 3) how the source relates to the 
topic, and specifically your interest; 4) any unique features or information that you may want to 
follow up.

For this exercise, list at least one full-length book, one academic journal article, one index, one 
abstract, one online database, one government publication, and one World Wide Web site.  If 
you cannot include a particular type of source, give an explanation at the end of the annotated 
bibliography.

[20 points]

D. (Part One)

For this exercise, you are to develop a questionnaire to be administered to a selected focus group. In the questionnaire, you are trying to discover attitudes held by a selected population toward the specific topic you selected in the previous exercises.  You want to devise items that address a specific issue without trying to make it a census type survey.  In other words, no more than six to eight issue items and whatever demographic information (age, gender, political affinity, socio-economic background, residence, etc.) you deem important to the particular survey you are conducting. Submit your questionnaire for evaluation. 

[20 points]
D.  (Part Two)

After the questionnaire has been evaluated and necessary changes have been made, administer it to a selected focus group of your choosing; then, you are to write a review of your findings that: a) summarizes the data by construction a frequency distribution table(s); b) notes the strengths and weaknesses of your questionnaire (a copy is be included when you submit the findings); and, what further research (by statistically manipulated the data from the questionnaire) could be done to elicit more information about variables pertaining to the topic.

[20 points]

E.
For this exercise, you are to conduct a field observation and write-up the results.  Specifically, you are to take the role of a passive observer or participant observer.  However, the emphasis of the exercise is minimizing your participation in favor of observation.  It is imperative while doing this exercise that you do not engage in behavior(s) that is illegal, threatening, or discomforting to others.  Please choose a setting that is or could be a part of your life or experiences that might be shared by others taking this course.  Places that you frequent often yet 

do not observe in a systematic way are preferred.  Examples might include a library, cafeteria, laundromat, fitness center, shopping mall, public park, bar, but do not include a classroom or dorm. (If you have something unique in mind, please see me before you engage in your observation).  In whatever setting, your participation should be to the extent of what others might normally do in that setting so as to not draw attention to yourself.  Do not conduct interviews nor hand out questionnaires.  Do not take notes, unless it might be in a place where this is common.  Do not use video or audio equipment.  Spend at least eight hours of observing over the duration of this research course.  On the designated date, submit a summary of your observation that includes, but is not limited to, the following:

1.    Describe when and where your observations took place. Whom did you observe?   Describe any types/stereotypes.

2.    What was the setting? What did you focus on in the setting – something (variables) pertaining to your topic? 

3.    What was your role?  If you participated, how much, and did you have an effect on the setting? Journal your observations in which you can identify effects on you as evident in your thoughts, feelings, questions while the observation occurred.

4.    What interactions or patterns of behavior did you observe? What enlightened view (as a student of social research) of that behavior can you provide that may exceed the obvious?

5.     If you were to return to this setting for further observation of your focus, how would you develop an adequate quota sample of observations and 

6.     Provide any additional comments about the experience including what you have concluded about your observations.


[30 points]

Exercise F:   


At a class session during the second week of the course, a research article will be distributed: Read the academic journal article, then use the checklist adapted from Cheryl Beck (1990)  [attached to the syllabus] that provides insightful questions that researchers should answer satisfactorily before submitting a final version of a research report or critique.  After reading the article, you are to use the checklist and guidelines to write a critique of the journal article.  Your critique is to evaluate the article based on the ten steps outlined by Beck.  How well does the author(s) meet Beck’s criteria? 

[30 points]


Exercise G:  The critical review (book)


[40 points]





Having read Joel Best’s, Damned Lies and Statistics: Untangling Numbers from the Media, Politicians, and Activists, you are to prepare a critical review.  This review should touch on the items noted (following) and should be a four to six page effort. Below are suggestions for this course assignment.

Reading is not a passive process when attempting to review the work.  To read actively, you will find that engaging in a dialogue with the author enhances your ability to be critical.  Approach what you read with an open mind and note when you disagree.  However, your effort should focus on the author, the author's argument, and then, a critical or evaluative approach to the work.


First, consider biographical and professional information about the author:

· Is the author living?

· What other works has the author written?

· What are the author's qualifications and biases on this topic?

· Is the author affiliated with any organization that might espouse a particular point of view?

· Is the author affiliated with a college, university, government agency, political group, and/or industry?

Second, identify the author's main ideas and points:

· What is the thesis?

· What are the main points and how well are they made?

· What assumptions underlie the author's argument(s)?

· Has the author overlooked important points, or failed to consider important evidence?

· Are the author's conclusions valid?

· Is there any additional subject or point that you wish the author had addressed?

Third, comment on stylistic components of the work:

· Regarding clarity, organization and language, how well is the work written?

· Do stylistic or rhetorical features affect the source's content?

Your task in writing this critique is to evaluate fairly, yet be discerning. Your 
evaluation is the core of the critique.  Formulate a thesis that states your 
evaluation position and develop that throughout the review.  When writing your critique, you may utilize the following outline:

I) Full citation and introduction. [5 points]

II) Thesis statement (yours!) and how it will be supported. [5 points]

III) Body of the critique (items above), including statements of how this work is related to a social research methods course. [25 points]

IV) Conclusion (yours!) that reminds reader of your critique position. [5 points]

Supplemental assignments [and point values]

These assignments are activities to be done in class in small groups.

#1:  You are to find the American Sociological Association Code of Ethics and be able to discuss: “General Principles A through E;” “Ethical Standards 1, 2, 6, 11, 12, 13 and 14.”

You may be asked to know particular sections of the code. [5 points, bonus]

# 2:  Find out as much information as you can in regard to two classic experimental studies: “Milgram’s obedience study” (Stanley Milgram) and “Hawthorn effect studies” (F.J. Roethlisberger and W.J. Dickson). [5 points, bonus]

#3:  Chi-square exercise (will be provided during class) [10 points, bonus]

Final exam

At the final exam time and date, each student will complete a 50-item multiple choice assessment exercise (each item is worth 2 points) drawn exclusively from Babbie’s text.   

[100 points]

Final evaluation criteria


Final grades for the course will be determined by your accumulation of points:



273+  . . .  A






240+  . . .  B

Any total less than 151 = no credit for the course.




204+  . . .  C




151+  . . .  D

Methods: the sociological tools that help assess and analyze social terrain.

1. The research cycle, from theories to hypotheses to data collection to empirical generalizations to theories, is characterized by a helix, each part connected to other parts regardless of the level of analysis:


 a) Society-level


 b) Institutional-level


 c) Organizational-level


d) Small group-level

2. Research kinds emphasize distinction:


a) Quantitative utilizes numeric representations and manipulations of 



indirect observations for the purpose of describing and explaining 




phenomena via probabilistic causation.



b) Qualitative is based on direct observation of phenomena for the 



purpose of discovering underlying meanings and patterns of relationships; 



it is non-numeric and interpretive.

3. Research types emphasize purpose:

a) Descriptive research defines what they are studying and describes the social phenomena of interest.


b) Exploratory research seeks to find out how people get along in a particular setting or settings under consideration, what meanings people 
give to 
their actions, and what issues concern them.


c) Explanatory research focuses on the causes and/or effects of a particular phenomenon.


d) Evaluative research gives special attention to the impact of particular policies or programs.

4. Research approaches emphasize method (modes of observation utilizing specific tools):

        a) participant observation – field studies (covert) and case studies (overt);

      b) non-participant analysis of generated or existing data (via focus groups, interviews,

       questionnaires, surveys, content analysis, historical documents, statistics/new correlation 

        study).

      c) experiments – settings for the controlled testing of causal processes.

 Underlying social research is an assumption that the philosophical tenets of naturalism* and empiricism** are preferred in generating new information:

*The philosophical assumption of naturalism: This world (events, actions, and natural processes) is the basic reality of all knowledge. There is no reality apart from nature.


**The philosophical assumption of empiricism:  Knowledge is concerned with the observable, either via our senses (direct observation) or via statistical and/or linguistic analysis that demonstrates reliability, verifiability and causation (indirect observation). [A presumption of both naturalism and empiricism is that mathematics is the only pure logic.  As such quantitative methods focus on levels of measurement of increasing mathematical complexity – ordinal, interval, and ratio levels of measurement.  However, social sciences accept the nominal level of measurement (also called categorical or qualitative level), which identifies variables that vary in kind, or quality, but not in amount.  These variables are usually referred to as attributes rather than some numeric value.  (For example, the variable gender has two attributes (categories, qualities), male and female.)]

There will be several attachments to the syllabus that are not pasted at this time.

