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“’Method’ has to do, first of all with how to ask and answer questions with some assurance that the answers are more or less durable.  ‘Theory’ has to do, above all, with paying close attention to the words one is using, especially their degree of generality and their logical relations.  The primary purpose of both is clarity of conception and economy of procedure, and most important…the release rather than the restriction of the sociological imagination.”  C. Wright Mills

GOALS OF THE COURSE

1.   Learn to do social research

By this time you’ve probably consumed a lot of social research.  The primary goal of this course is to get you to produce some.   You will design your own research project, articulating a topic of interest to you, constructing a research design using one of the several methodologies we will discuss, collecting data, analyzing that data, and writing a research paper.


2.   Learn to think methodologically 

This means learning to ask and answer the question, “How do I study that?”  We will become more aware of the essential elements of any kind of structured inquiry and of the central issues involved in studying human beings.
3.   Learn about the different ways of studying human beings.


Social scientists study human beings in diverse ways, including experiments, surveys, intensive interviews, participant observation, and content analysis of documents.   We will learn what each of these methodologies involves, what assumptions it makes, and what its strengths and weaknesses are.

4.   Become a better critical analyst of both “common sense” and “expert knowledge.”  

This means, above all, paying attention to the “constructed” nature of all knowledge.   We will learn to become more aware and critical of the everyday assumptions we make about the world and how we justify them.  We will also learn to attend more self-consciously and critically to the uses of social science evidence in public discourse.
STRUCTURE OF THE COURSE

This course requires a lot of independent work, and I have organized the course to allow you to do this.    We will spend the first eight weeks of the course discussing the assigned reading and learning about social research.   During this time, you will also design your research project.  The rest of the course will have little or no assigned readings, leaving you the time to carry out your research project.    Throughout the course, I will work closely with each of you individually, meeting with you at least once every two weeks.
COURSE READINGS AND RELATED MATERIALS
Text:  Chambliss and Schutt, Making Sense of the Social World (3rd edition).  You can buy it at Amherst Books or read on reserve at Frost Library.  
E-reserve:  You can access these readings through the CMS course website.   
Microcase CD:  Microcase is a relatively simple program for analyzing quantitative data. I will supply you with a CD containing the program and a number of survey data sets.   We will use this material for assignments in the first half of the course.   You can load Microcase on your PC, but not on a Mac.  Microcase will also be available on the computers at the Computer Center.
I will also distribute several handouts during the first half of the semester.
COURSE WORK

The primary assignment for this course is a research project and a research paper (about 25 pages), which will constitute 75% of the course grade.    During the first half of the semester, in addition to course work, you will design your project.  During the second half you will carry out your project and write it up.    In addition to the research itself and the final paper, you will be responsible for a sequence of assignments, including a short statement of your research topic, a  literature review, a quantitative data analysis, a research proposal, and two progress reports.   You will be expected to provide feedback to other students.   You will also meet individually with me at several times through the semester.  Finally, you may give an in-class presentation of your research in the last two weeks of class.  See the handout “Doing Your Research Project” for details.

The remaining 25% of the course grade will be based on participation, which includes (1) in-class discussion of the readings during the first eight weeks of class and (2) and completion of Assignments #1 and #5 (as described below and in “Doing Your Research Project.”

COURSE OUTLINE AND ASSIGNMENTS
KEY TO ASSIGNED READINGS:
CS = Chambliss and Schutt

(e) = e-reserve
INTRODUCTION

IMPORTANT ISSUES IN SOCIAL RESEARCH

1.  Class #1: Are We Doing Sociology Yet?  (Jan. 24) 

Assignment:  Post on Course Discussion Board a brief discussion of the following topic:  “Why do younger voters in the United States tend to vote Democratic?”  See course website for details.
2.  Class #2: How is Social Research Different from Everyday Knowing?  What does social research look like? (Jan. 26)

Ragin, Constructing Social Research, pp. 22-29, 34-47 (e)

Shermer, “An Unauthorized Autobiography of Science,” Scientific American, December 2007, pp. 48-49 (e)

Levitt and Dubner, Freakonomics, pp. 93-109 (e)

Ezekiel, The Racist Mind, pp. 5-17 (e)
ASSIGNMENT #1, Jan. 31: Brief statement (one-half page) of possible research topic posted on the “Tentative Paper topics” subpage under “Forums” on the course website.  Provide feedback to the proposals from other students, by clicking “add comment” under their posts. (See “Doing Your Research Project” handout for more on this and subsequent assignments.)
3. Class #3:  Social Research, Public Policy, and Quantitative Literacy Jan. 31)


Best, More Damned Lies and Statistics, pp. 91-115 (e)

Best, “Promoting Bad Statistics” (e)

Orcutt and Turner, “Shocking Numbers and Graphic Accounts: Quantified Images of Drug Problems in the Print Media,” pp. 190-200 (e)

Johnston, “America’s Drug Problem in the Media,” pp. 101-110 (e)
4.  Class #4: The Ethics of Social Research (Feb. 2) 

CS, pp. 41-43 and ch. 3


Charlotte Allen, “Spies Like Us” (e)

American Sociological Association, “Code of Ethics,” pp. 3-16 (e)

Gamson, et al, Encounters with Unjust Authority, pp. 30-47 (e)

Stein, The Stranger Next Door, pp. 1-4, 229-232 (e)
Handout: Amherst College IRB form
In-class discussion of your research ideas.
HOW DO I STUDY THAT?

THE ELEMENTS OF SOCIAL RESEARCH

1.  Class #5:  THINKING: Articulating Assumptions, Asking Questions, Looking for Answers.  Where do good ideas come from? Doing a literature search (Feb. 7)

CS, pp. 21-40


Becker, Writing for Social Scientists, pp. 135-149 (e)

Booth, et al, The Craft of Research, 3rd edition, pp. 35-48 (e)
2.  Class #6:  CONCEPTUALIZING AND MEASURING: Turning Ideas into something we can study (Feb. 9) Includes in-class Microcase lesson

CS, pp. 12-16 and Ch. 4

Kaufman, et al, Unconventional Wisdom, pp. 19-37 (e)

“Validity of Measures,” pp. 73-74 in Johnston, L. D., O'Malley, P. M., Bachman, J. G., & Schulenberg, J. E. (2009). Monitoring the Future national survey results on drug use, 1975-2008. Volume I: Secondary school students (NIH Publication No. 09-7402). Bethesda, MD: National Institute on Drug Abuse (e)
 3.   Class #7: SAMPLING:  Turning populations into something we can study (Feb. 14)

CS, Ch. 5

Cahalan, “The Digest Poll Rides Again,” Public Opinion Quarterly, vol. 53 (1989), pp. 129-133. (e)

Waters, Ethnic Options, pp. 1-15 (e)

Waldorf, et al., Cocaine Changes, pp. 1-14 (e)
ASSIGNMENT #2, Feb. 15: Report on Literature Search
4.   Classes #8 and #9: INFERRING CAUSES:  Experiments, Multivariate Analysis, and comparative analysis (Feb. 16, 21) includes in-class Microcase lesson

CS, Ch. 6

Milgram, Obedience to Authority, pp. 55-57, 60-61, 94-95, 119 (e)

Avorn, Powerful Medicines, revised and updated edition, pp. 23-38, 102-125 (e)

MacCoun and Reuter, Drug War Heresies, pp. 230-236, 251-261 (e)
5.  Class #10:  Alternatives to Causality? (Feb. 23)

Becker, Tricks of the Trade, pp. 20-35, 44-46, 57-66 (e)

Becker, “Becoming a Marijuana User” (e)
GATHERING AND ANALYZING DATA

WHAT WE DO WHEN WE DO SOCIOLOGY

1.  Classes # 11 and #12:  Surveys and Elementary Quantitative Data Analysis (Feb. 28, March 2)  Includes in-class Microcase lesson

CS, Ch. 7, 8
Handout: “Why do Single Women vote Democratic?” 

Himmelstein and McRae, “Social Conservatism, New Republicans, and the 1980 Elections” (e)
ASSIGNMENT #3, March 4: Quantitative Data Analysis

2.  Classes # 13 and #14:  Participant-Observation, Intensive Interviews, and focus groups: Qualitative research and data analysis

(March 7, 9)

CS, Ch. 9, 10

Lofland, Analyzing Social Settings, pp. 75-91 (e)

Gamson, Talking Politics, pp. 13-19, 189-194 (e)

Himmelstein, Looking Good and Doing Good: Corporate Philanthropy and Corporate Power, pp. 1-13, 75-103 (e)

Handout: Sample interview guide and notes from Himmelstein’s research 

Reinarman and Levine Crack in America, pp. 77-105 (e)
ASSIGNMENT #4, March 11: Research Proposal
March 12-20: Spring Break

4.  Class #15:  Studying Documents (March 21)

Handout, “Doing Content Analysis”

Himmelstein, “From Killer Weed to Drop-Out Drug: The Changing Ideology of Marihuana” (e)

Ferree, et al.  Shaping Abortion Discourse, pp. 105-128 (e)
5.   Class #16:  Catch up and review (March 23) or presentation by senior thesis student
RESEARCH AND WRITING

For the rest of the semester, you will work primarily on your research project.  
Weeks of March 28, April 4, 11, and 18

We will meet as a class only on Wednesdays (March 30, April 6, 13, and 20) to discuss your progress reports.   I will continue to meet individually with each of you.
ASSIGNMENT #5, March 28-April 22: Two progress reports posted on course website on “Progress Reports” subpage under “Forums.”  Give feedback to progress reports by other students by clicking “add comments” under their posts.
Weeks of April 25 and May 2
   The last two weeks of the semester will be devoted to in-class presentations of your research.
ASSIGNMENT #6, April 25-May 4: Optional in-class presentations

ASSIGNMENT #7, May 13:  Research Paper Due
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