DOING YOUR RESEARCH PROJECT

SOCIOLOGY 16: SOCIAL RESEARCH

SPRING 2010
PROFESSOR HIMMELSTEIN

SUMMARY OF ASSIGNMENTS
ASSIGNMENT #1:  BRIEF STATEMENT OF POSSIBLE RESEARCH PROJECT


Due:  Feb. 1
ASSIGNMENT #2: LITERATURE SEARCH


Due:  Feb. 16
ASSIGNMENT #3:  QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS


Due:  Mar. 5
ASSIGNMENT #4: RESEARCH PROPOSAL AND IRB FORM

Due:  Mar. 12
ASSIGNMENT #5: TWO BRIEF PROGRESS REPORTS


Due:  Mar. 29-Apr. 26
ASSIGNMENT #6:  OPTIONAL CLASS PRESENTATION


April 26-May 5
ASSIGNMENT #7:  FINAL PAPER


Due: May 14
GETTING STARTED

As you work on your research project, keep in mind Himmelstein’s Rules for Social Research:


(1) Social Research is Messy.   It doesn’t unfold in a nice linear way.   You have to work at all parts of social research at once.  Ideally, you will develop a nice synergy in which progress on each part facilitates progress on the others.  You also have to become comfortable with imperfection and incompleteness.  These come with the territory; they do not reflect your intelligence and creativity.


(2) Don’t Re-invent the wheel.  You need to draw upon what other people have done on your topic as you think through the various parts of social research process.   Sociologist Arthur Stinchcombe has written, “More than 90% of what we sociologists write will be borrowed from someone else……..To be a theorist …and a good methodologist…one needs to borrow from all over.” The Logic of Social Research, pp. 298-300


(3) Social Research isn’t easy.

(4) You can do it.
GETTING MESSY

So, you should be working on several things at once, though you will find some of these things easier to do once we discuss them.  Don’t worry that you don’t know what all of these things are right now. You will learn more about them in the first half of the semester.

(a) Writing!!!  You should be writing about your project all the time.  Keep a project notebook and write down any ideas you have, however tentative and vague.   Keep reworking your ideas.  


(b) Theorizing:  Clarify what you want to study, what questions you want to ask, what kinds of answers you envision,  what are the alternative ways of thinking about (theorizing) these things, and what distinctive implications each theory has.


(c) Operationalization and Measurement:   You should start conceptualizing what you want to study in terms of relationships among variables and figuring out how to “measure” (observe) these variables.


(d)  Methods:   Imagine different ways of studying your topic and figure out which ones are most appropriate.  Figure out how to combine quantitative and qualitative methods where possible.


(e)  Sampling:  Figure out what population you want to study and how you might get a representative sample of it.


(f)   Data analysis:  How will you summarize your data?  How will you decide whether your data fit your theory?


As you go about your research project, you may find helpful the following passages from Andrew Abbott’s Methods of Discovery: Heuristics for the Social Sciences:

In the social sciences….we often don’t see ahead of time exactly what the problem is, much less do we have an idea of the solution.  We often come at an issue with only a gut feeling that there is something interesting about it.  We often don’t know even what an answer ought to look like.  Indeed, figuring out what the puzzle really is and what the answer ought to look like often happen in parallel with finding the answer itself. (pp. 82-83)

Most research projects…start out as general interests in an area tied up with hazy notions about some possible data, a preference for this or that kind of method, and as often as not a preference for certain kinds of results.  Most research projects advance on all of these fronts at once, the data getting better as the question gets more focused, the methods more firmly decided, and the results more precise. (p. 83)

HOW TO AVOID RE-INVENTING THE WHEEL: 

FIGURING OUT WHO TO TALK TO AND WHAT TO READ


To avoid re-inventing the wheel, you need to figure out what other people have done.   How do you do that?


First, talk to someone around here who knows about your topic.  That could be me, one of my colleagues in sociology or anthropology, or professors in other departments.   It could also be other students who have done theses or research projects on a similar topic.  The right person can give you good advice on all parts of your research project.


Second, do a “literature search” to figure out what others have published on your topic.    This will be the second assignment for your research project.   See below for how to do this.

HELPING EACH OTHER

The best moments in this course occur when you start seeing connections among your various projects and realize that you can offer valuable ideas to each other.
ASSIGNMENT #1

BRIEF STATEMENT OF POSSIBLE RESEARCH PROJECT

What you have to do:  Post a half-page statement of what you plan to study on the course website.   Give at least one other student feedback on her/his ideas.

When it’s due:  February 1
How to do it:  Nothing special.   Your ideas can be tentative, half thought out.  Just getting started is the most important thing right now.
ASSIGNMENT #2

LITERATURE SEARCH

What you have to do:

Search for about three recent articles (preferably) and/or books that summarize what others have published on your topic.   These will help you frame your project more effectively.


Write three to four pages discussing what questions previous researchers have asked, what answers they have explored, how they have done their research, what they have learned, what all this implies for how you do your project.   Include full bibliographic information.
When it’s due: February 16
How to do it:
A.  Meet with a reference librarian or a member of the faculty who knows about the topic you want to study.   
B.  Use a few of the library’s indexes and databases to search for articles.   For example, under “Anthropology and Sociology Resources,” you will find the following:

Academic OneFile (1980 to present) 
Full-text articles from all disciplines.

Academic Search Premier (Varies) 
Full-text articles from over 3,600 journals in the social sciences, arts and humanities, and sciences.

Anthropological Index Online (1970 to present) 

AnthroSource (1988 to present) 
Developed by the American Anthropological Association (AAA), AnthroSource indexes 100 years of anthropological material.

IBSS: International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (1951 to present) 
Indexes about 3,000 journals and 7,000 books per year.

Sociological Abstracts (1952 to present) 
Covers the international literature in sociology and related disciplines.


1.  Pick a database or two.  It usually makes sense to search Sociological Abstracts and one of the more general indexes.   Find useful, relevant material wherever you can.  You should NOT feel confined to sociology.

2.  Open the index by clicking on its title.  A search page appears.


3.  Come up with a list of likely keywords and insert one or more into the search page.   Or, if you already know some important writers on your topic, insert their names instead.  Click “search.”

4.  The search will generate a list of articles, books, etc. with the most recent first.  Look through the titles and identify those articles that seem closest to your topic.  It doesn’t matter whether your search returns 10 or 1000 articles.   Just go through the list until you find two or three articles closest to your topic.


5.  Refine your search.   Click on one or more of the articles.  You will get an abstract, a list of “descriptors” under which the article is filed, and sometimes a bibliography.   Read the abstract to confirm that the article promises to be relevant and useful.  Do a new search using the most relevant “descriptor” terms.  Or, look through the bibliography for the most relevant work.


C. Go directly to journals that specialize in articles that summarize specific areas of sociology.  The Annual Review of Sociology prints solicited articles on a large number of topics each year.  Contexts is aimed at a more general audience and features shorter, more accessible articles on important issues, usually with useful bibliographies.   Finally, Contemporary Sociology, which is the official sociological book review journal, publishes a few longer review essays in each issue that often effectively address important areas of research.
After the Search:


Once you have about three promising articles, get copies of them.  The College library may have electronic or hard copies of the journal.   If not, you can get the articles through interlibrary loan.


Read and think about the articles.   

(Articles in professional journals are often hard to read, because they are written for other scholars in the same field or subfield, not for ordinary people.  They are often just poorly written.    Do NOT read an article all the way through page by page.  Instead start at the beginning with the “abstract” and the end with the “conclusion” and then work your way towards the center.   To learn more, read “How to read a scientific paper,” by John W. Little and Roy Parker, http://www.biochem.arizona.edu/classes/bioc568/papers.htm 

Write your literature review
ASSIGNMENT #3:

QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS
What you have to do:  I will supply you with a data analysis program called “Microcase,” which comes complete with a number of large survey data sets. I will show you how to use this program over several classes.  Select two variables that interest you, whether related to your research project or not.  Develop a theory about how they should be related to each other.   Then, using one or another technique of bivariate analysis, look at how they are related to each other.  Finally, add a third variable to your analysis to explore further the relationship between the first two.  Write up your analysis with the relevant tables in a 3-4 page paper.   
When it’s due: March 5
How to do it: We will go over this extensively in class.
ASSIGNMENT #4
RESEARCH PROPOSAL
What you have to do:  
(1) Write a five page (or so) research proposal that presents as clearly as possible what you plan to do.   It should also show how the results of your literature search help frame your project.  I will use your proposal as the basis of my ongoing discussion with you about your project.
(2)  Fill out an Institutional Review Board “Ethics Review” form, available at https://www.amherst.edu/academiclife/funding/faculty/forms    I will review and usually approve the form.  On the rare occasion that I think your project raises important ethical issues, I will submit your form to the IRB committee.  In Fall, 2008, I submitted only one form of 14 to the committee and that form got approved within a day or so.
When it’s due: March 12
How to do it:

You should answer the following questions as well as you can at this point.  You may have a lot or a little to say on any of these.  What you have to say may be relatively well formed or not.   You will learn more about all of these things during the first half of the semester.

1.  Theory

  What question(s) are you asking?   What tentative answers do you have mind?  What ideas help frame your topic?  Be as clear and specific as you can be.


2.  Conceptualizing and Measuring
  What variables and what relationships between variables are you looking at?


3.   Causality and Process
What causal relationships and/or processes will you examine?  How do you plan to address the issues that causality entails (e.g., spuriousness)


4.  Methods

  What methods are you using?   Why?

   If you plan to interview people, what questions will you ask them?


5.  Sampling

 What kinds of sampling will you use?  How will you assure that your sample is reasonably representative?   How will you assure that it captures the kinds of variation important to your topic?

ASSIGNMENT #5
PROGRESS REPORTS
What you have to do:  Post two progress reports on the course website.  Give constructive feedback to at least one of your fellow students each time.
I will use some of your progress reports as the basis for our weekly Thursday class meetings.

When they are due:   March 29-April 26
How to do it:  Do not try to be profound or overly organized.  Remember that social research is messy.  You may discuss anything related to how your research is going, the good, the bad, and the ugly. You may raise questions and ask for help from your fellow students.
 ASSIGNMENT #6

CLASS PRESENTATION

(optional)

What you have to do:      You may give a brief presentation (20 minutes) of your study and its results in class.   We will probably have time for about a dozen presentations.   Although I can’t expect all of you to present, given time constraints, I will expect some of you to do so.

When it’s due:  April 26-May 5
How to do it:   Talk to me.
ASSIGNMENT #7

FINAL PAPER
What you have to do:   Write a 20-25 paper discussing the process and results of your research.
When it’s due:   May 14
How to do it:

There is no one model that you all need to follow in writing about your research.   Keep in mind that the three pieces of my own work that I assigned are all written differently from each other.  You should also consult the sample papers that I posted on the course website.  Below I divide the things you need to cover in your report into discrete sections, but the important thing is to address them all in some way.
1.  Theory. Identify the problem or question you address, lay out the ideas you have used to frame it, and discuss any relevant literature that you have found.   If you have specific hypotheses, state them.
2.  Literature Search: Summarize your discussion in Assignment #2

3.  Methodology.  You should address the following:

--The method you chose and why you chose it.

--How you got your sample and how representative you think it is.  If it is not representative in some obvious way, what difference this makes.

--What variables and relationships you looked at.

--What questions you asked in your interviews and/or surveys and why you asked them. (You don’t need to mention every single question here, but you should put your interview guide and/or survey in an appendix.)

--How many people you interviewed, how long the interviews were, how well you think they went.  

4. Results.   How you organize this is up to you.   You might organize it around specific findings or themes.  Or, you might find that your subjects can be grouped into specific types or groups, each of which can be discussed separately.

5.  Implications.  Revisit the questions and theories you initially posed in light of your research findings.

But I didn’t find anything

No matter how your research turns out, you have learned something worth reporting.   If your research bears out your original ideas, you have something to say.   If it doesn’t, you may have even more to say.   If your research didn’t work out in some way, you still have something to say:  Maybe you have learned what questions to ask (and what not to ask).   Maybe you have learned something about how to conduct an interview (and how not to).   Maybe you have learned something about sampling.

Keep in Mind Himmelstein’s Rules of Writing 


1.   Writing is not easy.  Don’t expect elegant prose to flow from your computer.


2.   Write from the start.  Writing is a process, often a disorderly one in which you get bits of ideas, parts of arguments, fragments of paragraphs on paper before you can organize them into something coherent.  You should write as you read or do research, as you think about what you’ve read or about your research.


3.   You don’t need to know what you want to say before you say it.  Writing is part of thinking.   Thinking doesn’t happen just in your head.


4.   Don’t start at the beginning.  Introductions are the most difficult part of a paper.   If one pours out of your mind, great.   If not, skip it for now.


5.   It is easier to rewrite than write, so get text on paper.  It is easier to think on paper.


6.   The Perfect is the enemy of the Good.  If you aspire to perfection, you probably will paralyze yourself and not get anything done.


7.   Excellence is Mundane:  Big successes come from doing a lot of little things well.

The difference between people who struggle with writing and end up writing very little and those for whom writing seems to flow easily is often “the difference between trying to get it right in your head the first time and doing it on paper or a computer monitor and fixing up things as you go along. (Becker, Writing for Social Scientists, p.167)


Writing well comprises several distinct skills.  I’d be happy to discuss them with you and direct you to some helpful readings.
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