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Student Projects
Chapter 1: Science, Society, and Social Research
Group Projects
1. Popular magazines (especially men’s and women’s magazines like Details, Cosmopolitan) are wonderful places to look for errors in everyday reasoning.  Collect several of these (or ask students to collect them) and have students browse articles and advice columns.  Ask them to identify these errors in reasoning and to suggest how a social scientist might conduct research on the same topic.  If possible, have students conduct a search through academic journals to find research conducted on this topic.  Ask students to compare their findings in the academic literature to both methods and conclusions found in popular magazines.
2. Select a major international news issue.  Ideally, this issue would be a highly polarized issue (such as Israeli-Palestinian relations, just about any international military intervention, or major sports events like the Olympics or the World Cup).  Ask students to search the internet for news sources that cover this event from different countries (even many non-English speaking countries produce English language Internet news sources, e.g., the Buenos Aires Herald, the Cairo Times, the East African Standard, the Japan Times, the Jerusalem Post, the London Times).  Coverage of news issues varies in importance and in content from newspaper to newspaper.  Ask students to discuss how news is also subject to errors in everyday reasoning (especially selective perception) and/or validity problems (especially in terms of systematic collection of data). 
3. Compare politicians’ statements selected from media sources that are likely to be in error OR likely to depend principally on values.  This is especially useful when an election looms in the near future.  The class can discuss the type of evidence that would improve the validity of several such statements.  Can students reach a consensus on the strengths of the evidence behind these statements and the additional evidence that would improve them?  Is it possible to overcome personal political preferences when evaluating the arguments of politicians or others?
4. Organize students in groups of five and ask each group to review for one or two weeks (particularly Sunday editions) the jobs in the local newspaper, the New York Times, and the Washington Post.  They can pool their ads and report on the number of ads they find for social researchers and the skills requested that are addressed in the research methods course.  Then ask each group to compose a paragraph for their resume that describes the research skills they hope to have acquired at the end of the course.  You can collect these paragraphs and use them for a class discussion of course content, critical skills, and additional courses or experiences they should seek out.  [Exercise inspired by an e-mail message to the bitnet METHODS forum from Bill McDonald at Georgetown University.]
5. Ask each student to find one letter to the editor that illustrates a common error in everyday reasoning.  Then have students get into groups of 4-5 in which they compare their letters, and have them choose the best example of each error.  Students should discuss the problems illustrated by each example, and then vote to choose the best example of each error.  Small group reports can then be presented to the class and discussed. 
Mini-Projects

1.  How do social scientists describe and explore attitudes?
This project asks students to conduct research on their classmates in order to demonstrate the importance of sampling, measurement, and external validity.  

1. Split students into groups of three to five and ask them to devise a very short set of questions designed to measure what other students think about a topic of their choosing (e.g., a current event, a school policy, a controversial behavior).  Make sure to instruct them that they must describe how many of their classmates share a certain opinion or attitude and suggest why they hold that attitude (that is, to propose both descriptive and exploratory questions).  Help them devise these questions in their small groups if they start to stray. 
2. Instruct students to type up the questions, leaving sufficient room for answers, and make enough copies to distribute to their classmates (or a set number of their classmates, if the course is large).  Have them bring these copies to the next class meeting, at which time groups take turns administering their surveys.
3. After the surveys have been administered, have each group meet to come up with their findings.  These should be presented to the class.
4. During or after these presentations, direct discussion to consider the problems with generalizing these findings to other populations (external validity).  Students may also want to critique other students’ questions (measurement validity), or their conclusions.  
2.  How Error Prone is Popular Reasoning?
This project provides an estimate of the frequency with which errors are made in reasoning about individuals, societies, and social processes.

1. Collect seven issues of a daily newspaper.  Locate the letters to the editor in each.
2. Read each letter to the editor and circle all those that make assertions about individuals, societies, and social processes; that is, about the social world.
3. Identify examples of any of the four errors in reasoning in those letters.  (Search through more newspaper issues, if necessary, until you find at least three examples of errors in reasoning about the social world.)
4. Speculate on the likelihood that the social world’s complexity, self-interestedness, human subjectivity, or resistance to change resulted in each of the errors.
5. Rewrite the text of one of the letters to eliminate the errors of reasoning within it, but without changing the basic point of the letter.
6. Suggest two or more criteria that newspaper editors could use to spot errors in reasoning in the letters they are asked to publish.
3.  How Popular is Social Science?
What use is made of the results of social science research in the popular press?

1. Review one week’s daily papers and check all those articles that report or refer to social science research results.
2. Calculate the proportion of news articles that take advantage of social science research.
3. Read each of the articles you checked.  Indicate for each article the type of research involved (descriptive, evaluative, explanatory, or exploratory).  Circle any statements in the articles that pertain to measurement, causality, or generalizability.
4. Summarize the information presented in each article about measurement validity, causal validity, and sample and cross-population generalizability.
5. Now grade each article and the basis of the extent to which information was provided with which to judge the validity of any statements made about measurement, causality, and generalizability.  Use grades from 0 (failure) to 4 (excellent).
6. Describe your findings and review your conclusions in a short paper.
4.  What are Social Scientists Researching?
You are to focus on four issues of a social science journal, such as American Sociological Review, American Journal of Sociology, Social Forces, Social Problems, Journal of Health and Social Behavior, Journal of Marriage and the Family, or Criminology.  

1. Count the number of articles involving empirical research in the four issues.  Express this count as a percentage of the number of regular articles in these issues.
2. Create a coding matrix, in which the rows will represent journal articles and the columns will contain codes to indicate they type of research used (descriptive, evaluative, explanatory, or exploratory), the explicit use of any social science theory and the name of the theory used.  The coding matrix should also include columns in which to note the presence of any statements about measurement, causality, sample generalizability, or cross-population generalizability and whether any rationale was given for accepting the validity of these statements.
3. Code each of the articles in this matrix.  In a footnote for each article, identify any errors that seem to have been made in reasoning.
4. Tally up your codes across the articles.  Write a brief summary of what you have learned about the characteristics of research reported in these social science journals.
5. The General Social Survey
1. Locate the homepage for the General Social Survey at:  http://www3.norc.org/GSS+Website/
2. Locate the Introduction section in the upper left corner of the homepage and select “About GSSDirs” by double-clicking.  Read the “Overview of GSSDirs.”
3. In essay form, answer all of the following questions:  
a. Does the GSS meet criteria for being “social science”?  Explain.
b. What is/are the motivations for conducting the GSS?  Explain.  
c. Based only on this reading, is the GSS intended for descriptive, exploratory, explanatory, or evaluation research (or some combination of the four)?  Explain.
d. Is the GSS quantitative or qualitative in orientation (you may need to browse more of the site to fully answer this question)?  Explain.

