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POLS 5020: Research Methods  

 
Fall 2020 – Wednesday 4:15-7:00 pm 

Professor Matthew Nanes 

matthew.nanes@slu.edu  

Office Hours: By appointment (via Zoom or phone) 

 

Course Description and Introduction 

This course presents the fundamental tools that social science researchers use to ask and answer 

questions about the world. While the class is geared towards Political Science MA students, 

early-stage graduate students in any social science discipline should find it useful and are 

welcome to enroll. I also welcome undergraduate students who want to dig a bit deeper into the 

basic toolkit of social science research and are up for a small challenge (really, just a small one!).  

 

The course teaches students to use the scientific method should to answer questions about 

politics and build knowledge about the way political actors operate and interact with one another. 

THIS IS NOT A MATH CLASS. You can succeed in this class without doing any math by hand, 

though you will learn how to tell a computer to do complex math on your behalf. Similarly, 

THIS IS NOT A STATISTICS CLASS. Rather, I hope to explain how scientific methods of 

inquiry can be used for research on politics, present a basic toolkit that you can use to develop 

and answer questions you care about, and train you to use those tools productively.  

 

This course will cover qualitative and quantitative methods. Many the topics we cover – theory 

building, accuracy and precision, hypothesis testing, and field research – transcend any division 

between the two methods. You will learn to do evidence-based research; evidence comes in 

many forms.  

 

For the portions of the class which do involve statistics, we will use Stata. There is no “best” 

software; Stata is one of several programs that is “good enough” for the tasks at hand. It is freely 

available on most campus computers at SLU. I will use examples from Stata in class, and you are 

expected to turn in assignments completed in Stata.  

 

Course Goals 

By the end of this course, you will: 

 Produce knowledge using scientific methods and empirical evidence  

 Identify the limitations of statistics presented in the media and communicate those 

limitations effectively to a non-specialist audience 

 Understand and evaluate the claims, strengths, and weaknesses of qualitative and 

quantitative evidence in contemporary social science research 

 Use statistical methods appropriately to draw inferences about politics 

 Interpret and evaluate evidence presented in political science research 

 

A Note on Learning Methods 

Empirical (i.e. evidence-based) 
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at the right answer. Unfortunately, there can be more than one right answer, and varying degrees 

of what’s “right.” Expect to have to justify the decisions you make. If you can do that 

convincingly, then you have probably arrived at a right answer.  

 

Programming is like a foreign language. It will to look like complete gibberish at first. Until you 

learn the basic syntax of the language, you won’t be able to tell the difference between a variable 

and a command, which makes sample code unhelpful. Be patient, trust that it gets easier, and if 

you don’t understand an example, ASK!  

 

Everyone learns differently. This course exposes you to four sets of voices on any given topic: 

the voice of your professor, that of the textbook author, those of the supplementary reading 

authors, and those of your classmates. This repetitive approach is by design. If my explanations 

aren’t working for you, it does not mean you’re doing anything wrong (nor does it mean I’m a 

bad teacher, though it might if the entire class thinks my explanations are useless). It simply 

means that you need the explanation from another voice. Some of you will appreciate verbose 

explanations, others will prefer formalized econometric equations, and the rest might like to see 

applications to real-world examples. The key is to seek
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o Selecting cases 

o STATA: Data management (gen, drop, egen, collapse) 

o READING 

 K&W Chapter 2: The Art of Theory Building 

 
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6. Working with imperfect qualitative and quantitative data 

o Threats to inference: omitted variables, directionality, missing data, measurement 

error, selection 

o READING: 

 King et al Chapter 5 “Understanding What to Avoid” 

 
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 Fearon, James and David Laitin, “Integrating Qualitative and Quantitative 

Methods.” In Oxford Handbook of Political Methodology
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