
 
 
 

Research Methods for Public Policy 
POL 581 

 
General Description: See Specific Course Syllabus When Available on Course Site 

 
 

Course Description:  
 
The purpose of this course is to introduce students to the specifics of Public Policy 
research. As an interdisciplinary program with students coming from varying or little 
background in research skills, the goal is a broad exposure to the process of conducting 
academic analysis on a topic of a student’s choosing. The students are guided through 
examining extant research on the topic, the main research questions that the academy has 
raised, how they have been empirically answered, and what implications and 
recommendations are made. Then students use this knowledge to define their own 
research question to be answered in their capstone course sequence.  
  
Course Requirements: 
 
Textbook: 
There is no formal textbook for this course. Research is a process. Students will be 
doing research rather than reading about it.  
*Weekly readings and instructions on research tasks are assigned in the introductory 
forums and in selected forums throughout the semester.  
  
Weekly Assignments: Each week in the appropriately named forum you will 
complete the weekly assignment as specified by the syllabus and post your work in 
an individual forum titled with your name. The discussion forums are public so we 
all can read them and learn from one another. Posts are due by Sundays at 
midnight. Dates are included in the syllabus.  
 
 

Learning Expectations  
 
 
Course Objectives 

At the end of this course, the student will: 
1. Present a finished literature review type paper that demonstrates 

content area expertise 
2. The literature review must include an analysis of the a) most-cited 

academic works, b) the most-recent academic works, c) evidence of a 
debate in popular and professional press to demonstrate the importance 
of the issue 



 
    
     
 

3. This knowledge is to justify a working research question to be fine-
tuned and developed in the follow-up courses 

 
Weekly Objectives 
 Each week we’ll proceed in the following fashion: 

1. When assigned, complete the weekly readings and answer weekly 
discussion questions   

2. Engage in discussion with classmates at your discretion. You do not 
have to formally “respond” to post, but use the opportunity to ask 
questions and offer help, if that’s an option. 

3. The weekly posts would help us track progress in research and can be 
used as rough drafts to help build the final paper 

 
 
Grading Policies 
 
Scale 
 
In this and the following courses of the capstone sequence, you’ll be evaluated on effort. 
It is clear in discussion board forums how much effort students put in the weekly 
assignments. Remember that your classmates are evaluating your effort, not just me.  

90-100 A 
80-89 B 
70-79 C 
60-69 D 
0-59 F 

 
 

Basis for Assigning the Course Grade: Participation in class and completing the 
assigned problems on time will be 5% of your final grade. The cumulative average of 
those grades will count for 75% of your overall grade. The last 20% will be your final 
research proposal.  
 

• What to do: 
o You are evaluated on the quality of your writing 
o Spelling and grammar do count 
o Use APA style https://www.apastyle.org  
o Be professional 
o Be coherent and succinct 
o Write for a general audience. The saying is: “The Wall 

Street Journal is written in 6th grade English.” Keep that in 
mind to create short, concise, direct, and clear sentences.  

 
• What not to do: 



 
    
     
 

o Philosophize about the issue, sharing your personal views 
and beliefs  

o We are here to do research, not lecture each other. Your 
personal opinions are irrelevant until you have collected the 
data and analyzed it in POL 585. Then you can interpret the 
findings in the context of your personal position on the 
topic.  

o Start sentences with “I think…” 
o Use “we” in your narrative, as in “we know…” “we 

understand…”  
o Rely on your prior knowledge of the topic. One of my best 

mentors used to chide me: “Stop telling me what you know; 
tell me what you have found.”  

o Do not plagiarize; respect copyrights 
o A string of 7 words in the same combination is the 

definition of plagiarism 
o Avoid direct quotes; only use then providing a definition of 

technical terms and always include page number in the 
intext citation 

 
 

Schedule and Calendar  
 
Week 1: INTRODUCTIONS AND DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH EXPERIENCE   
  

Assignment:  In a forum, compose a short introduction of yourself. Start by 
explaining what your professional title is, if applicable. Full time students, focus 
on your policy concentration area and professional aspirations. Share what your 
undergraduate background is. For both in-service and pre-service students (the 
technical term for full time students who are not employed in the public sector yet 
but are looking to enter such careers) note prior experiences in research and 
analysis. For the in-service professionals, please tell us who your employer is and 
what is the title of your immediate supervisor. Outline some of the main duties of 
your position. Explain what are the data analysis and research components of your 
professional duties. Offer examples, if applicable, of particular research projects 
that you are working on.  
 
In my own thread, I will do the same and also explain a) the difference between 
“undergraduate” and “graduate” level research; b) clarify the difference between 
“qualitative” and “quantitative” research to explain why in this sequence of 
courses, qualitative research projects are not feasible. Public policy research is 
about measurement of policy effectiveness and I can try and explain why in any 
questions posed to me in that thread.  

    
Week 2: OPERATIONALIZATION   



 
    
     
 

 
Readings:  
1. The Sports Guy’s blog on “Acting Greatness”   
2. Lewis, Michael. (2003). Moneyball: The Art of Winning an Unfair Game. 

New York: W.W. Norton. Chapter 2.  
3. Also give a quick listen to Malcom Gladwell’s Revisionist History podcast 

“Big Man Can’t Shoot” 
 
Assignment: Briefly answer the following questions:  

On the “Acting Greatness” blog, 
1. If we are to operationalize “acting greatness,” are the Oscars the appropriate 

type of award to use?  
2. Are the weights “right,” with supporting awards being worth less (and a 

nomination for best actor/actress being worth the same as winning the 
supporting category)? Is this coding scheme really going to capture the 
underlying concept accurately? 

3. Under the proposed operationalization of “acting greatness” how are all other 
actors, i.e., those not nominated for any Oscars treated?  

4. Does the Sports Guy capture the appropriate dimensions of “acting 
greatness?” 

5. In the end of the article, the Sports Guy looks at “his” scores and states that 
he’s happy in how they “shake out.” This is an example of what in Statistics 
we refer to as “face validity” – it seems right. What problems with this 
example of face validity do you note?  
 

On Moneyball and The Big Man Can’t Jump podcast, 
1. How do you understand the discussed importance of large vs. small sample 

sizes 
2. Bias toward our own experiences, also referred to as “selection bias” is a 

problem in impartial research. How can we address it? 
3. What factors are the scouts evaluating in assessing the potential of players? 

 
 

Week 3: MEASUREMENT  
 
Readings:  
1. Levitt, S. & Dubner, S. (2005). Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores 

the Hidden Side of Everything. New York: William Morrow Publishing. 
Introduction and Chapter 1.  

2. Allard, S. W., & Danziger, S. (2000). Welfare Magnets: Myth or Reality? The 
Journal of Politics, 62(2), 350-368. 
 

Assignment: Briefly answer the following questions:  
On Freakonomics, Chapter 1 



 
    
     
 

1. In Freakonomics on pg. 10 the discussion of the notations X, Y, Z, sums 
up the problem of establishing causal inferences linked to policy. How do 
you understand “dependence” from the discussion, including the rest of 
the chapter?  

2. In terms of “Z” – also often referred to as “lurking variable” or 
“confounding factor,” can you think of some factors that are causing the 
disproportionately large relationship between campaign spending and 
percent change in the likelihood of successful election?  

3. The whole of Freakonomics calls for us to challenge “conventional 
wisdom.” In this day and age, what is that? Offer some examples.  
 

On Allard and Danziger (2000) 
1. How did Allard and Danziger prove “conventional wisdom” wrong? In 

other words, what did you understand to be the core reason for why the 
poor do not move to chase better welfare benefits?  

2. What data were used?  
3. The authors find that 51% of welfare recipients that moved to another 

state, ended up in a lower-benefit state. Why?  
 

Week 4: THEORIES AND MODELS 
 
Readings:   
1. Sass, T. R., Zimmer, R. W., Gill, B. P., & Booker, T. K. (2016). Charter high 

schools’ effects on long‐term attainment and earnings. Journal of Policy 
Analysis and Management, 35(3), 683-706. 

2. Ruseva, T., Foster, M., Arnold, G., Siddiki, S., York, A., Pudney, R., & Chen, 
Z. (2019). Applying Policy Process Theories to Environmental Governance 
Research: Themes and New Directions. Policy Studies Journal, 47, S66-S95. 

 
Assignment: Briefly answer these questions: 
1. Thinking back to our discussion in Week 2 of personal biases, many people 

are ideologically opposed to charter schools. How would you challenge Sass 
et al. (2016) from their point of view? In your thoughts, remember that the 
authors are very accomplished education policy experts. Here is a bit about 
them and their justification for their work http://www.appam.org/jpam-
featured-article-charter-high-schools-effects/ 

2. Go on Google Scholar – scholar.google.com – find the article and click on the 
tab below it “Related Articles.” Read a few titles and abstracts, and copy and 
paste the titles, APA style citation, and abstract of two that you think you’d be 
most interested to read, if you were told to learn more about the effect of 
charter schools. Why those two? What did you learn from their abstracts that 
raised your curiosity?  

3. Locate Ruseva et al. (2019) on Google Scholar. There is no “Related Articles” 
tab. Click instead on “see all results” link. Scan the works that come up. What 
do you conclude from their titles, abstracts, and publication venues? After 



 
    
     
 

reading the article, why do you think it was important enough to publish in the 
top Public Policy journal and so challenging to execute as to require the 
collaboration of six of the most-known and cited up-and-coming PhDs? Was 
it? What did you learn from it?  

 
Week 5: CHOOSING AN ISSUE – BEGINNING OF A RESEARCH AGENDA 

 
Readings:  
1. Gustafsson, K., & Hagström, L. (2018). What is the point? Teaching graduate 

students how to construct political science research puzzles. European 
Political Science, 17(4), 634-648. 

 
Assignment:  
1. Political Science is our “parent” discipline. From the materials in POL 500 

and POL 530 we know that political dynamics are the causal factors behind 
policy outcomes. Therefore, Gustafsson and Hagström (2018)’s points are 
important for us in designing a capstone research question. Explain why the 
authors argue that “previously neglected” is not sufficient of a justification for 
a choice of topic.  

2. The section “Problematization” links well with the X, Y, Z discussion in 
Freakonomics. The authors also caution against conventional wisdom and 
also, relying to “our own” assumptions as researchers. But our own 
assumptions are based on our knowledge of the issue. How do we discount 
what we know in order to be impartial in our research?  

3. Based on what we read so far, in bullet points, offer 5 key features that you 
posit are essential when choosing a research topic. 

 
Week 6: STARTING A LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Readings: No more formal readings are to be assigned. Students will be reading 
research on their chosen topics. 
 
Assignment:  
1. Define a public policy issue you are interested in researching. Last week you 

outlined 5 key features of importance. In a few sentences explain why the 
issue is important. 

2. Do a few key word google scholar searches on your topic. You’ll notice that 
google scholar “finds” research based on specific word sequences and they are 
highlighted in both the titles of the found works and specific parts in the text. 
Narrow your key word search enough to begin identifying works most closely 
related to your issue. 

3. Once you are comfortable with the specificity of your search, you’ll notice 
that the works appear in chronological order of importance based on not only 
the highlighted key words, but also numbers of citations. Under each title 
you’ll see the tabs “Cited by…” “Related articles…” “All … versions” 



 
    
     
 

4. How many (approximately) works are on the topic are there? What conclusion 
do you draw from this number?  

5. Identify a title most closely related to your interest. Under it, click on the 
quotations mark symbol. You are given all the options for citing the work and 
downloading its reference. Start a working document (I prefer Word format), 
then click on the APA option of the citation you have chosen, copy and paste 
it into what is now to be the beginning of your list of references for your 
capstone experience.  

6. In a separate Word file, possible titled: “Literature Review Notes,” first, copy 
and paste the full citation to help you stay organized. Then click on the title of 
the work – is it an academic article, a report, a book, a book chapter? Is there 
an abstract? Either copy and paste the abstract or key statements from it to 
remind you why you chose this work.  

7. Repeat for at least 10 separate articles. 
8. Then copy and paste this whole mess into a blackboard discussion forum and 

introduce the working outline with a statement on what it is about and why 
you are getting sources on that particular topic.  

9. Following the directions uploaded in the PDF “Primo UI,” linked right 
underneath the Blackboard Syllabus link. Start downloading these particular 
works from the university on-line library system.  

 
Week 7: BUILDING A LITERATURE REVIEW  

 
Assignment:  
1. Reading the works you have downloaded should provide clarification on how 

the academy has empirically analyzed the topic. What are the main research 
questions being raised?  

2. Offer examples of two research questions that you have identified as the most 
different from each other.  

3. Why are they so different? Is there a debate on the topic?  
4. There is almost always a debate on topics of public policy importance. After 

all, if we had all the answers, there would be no need to be searching for new 
insights. With that in mind: 

5. Identify the 5 most cited works on your topic. They may have been part of the 
10 articles you already found during the Week 6 search. But perhaps, not. To 
help you, go back on google scholar. On the left, under the heading “Articles” 
you’ll notice the time frames of the search. The default google scholar setting 
is “Any time,” meaning the search engine pulls the finds no matter when they 
were published. Get the 5 works that were cited most no matter when. 

6. You probably noticed by now in the style of the works, that when explaining 
the specific contributions of previously published articles, authors do not 
devote more than a few brief sentences to each work. Following that style, 
write an integrative summary of the 5 most cited works you have identified 
and try to condense the summary to two paragraphs. Explain how the articles 
add to each other and what their individual contributions are.  



 
    
     
 
 
Week 8: INFORMING THE LITERATURE REVIEW NARRATIVE  

 
Assignment:  
1. Now that we have started the summation of a chronological narrative that can 

be the foundation of the literature review section of your research proposal, 
pick one of the articles that you are most happy with. This is to be your 
“model article.” Ideally it is from a top journal and published fairly recently.  

2. Notice its structure – length of title, length of abstract, specific section and 
subsections. Examine how its “Literature Review” or “Previous Findings” 
sections – often these designations are used interchangeably – are presented. 
Their length, their sub-sections, their tone.  

3. Are there any popular press / social media mentions / film / documentaries / 
television programs mentioned?  

4. Conduct a general google search on your topic and see what popular press and 
professional press coverage is there. Identify the most visible popular press 
pieces, such as New York Times, Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, Boston 
Globe editorials. Any other articles published in well-known outlets?  

5. In the blackboard forum, discuss how these popular press pieces add (or do 
they?) to the contributions of the most cited and most recent academic pieces 
you identified so far.  

 
Week 9: PUBLIC POLICY SPECIFIC WORKS EXPLORATION 

 
Assignment:  
1. In the “model article” you downloaded last week, flip to the list of references 

and count them.  
2. How many are there? Is one journal features several times? If so, that means 

that particular journal has prioritized publishing research on your issue. Now 
it’s time to identify how the field of Public Policy has contributed to the 
research legacy on your topic.  

3. Do topic searches in the actual on-line portals of the following journals by 
going on their websites and using the search bar option in each journal: 
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, Policy Studies Journal, Review 
of Policy Research. Find a minimum of 5 articles (making sure they are 
different ones than the seminal works you already chose) and provide their 
citations and abstracts. 

4. Those are the three top journals for us. However, there are other leading 
journals that publish works related to public policy. If the three top journals do 
not provide you with the necessary options (something which is highly 
improbable), consult these journals:  

Policy Sciences 
Journal of Public Policy 
Regulation and Governance 
Policy and Politics 



 
    
     
 

Journal of Social Policy 
Public Policy and Administration 
Science and Public Policy 
Publius 
Policy and Society 
Critical Policy Studies 
Governance 
 

Week 10: UNDERSTANDING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE SEMINAL WORS 
 
Assignment:  
1. Let’s go back to the seminal works and this week discuss their methodologies. 

In Week 7 you synthesized these works’ contributions. Now prepare a two-
paragraph explanation on how the contributions were made empirically.  

2. Identify the main data sources used in the 5 seminal works.  
3. Go on ICPSR’s databank website https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/ and 

do a search on your topic. List the databases and/or datasets you identify as 
sounding most interesting and explain briefly what variables in them are of 
particular interest to you. Why? What do they capture?  

 
Week 11: MOST RECENT PUBLICATIONS AND THEIR IMPORTANCE  

 
Assignment:  
1. Now that you have conducted substantial research on your topic, let’s recap 

on what we should have: a) 5 seminal articles, b) at least 5 other articles 
published by top journals, c) reputable popular and/or professional trade 
pieces. 

2. It’s time to fine-tune your research query on Google Scholar as you see fit. 
You have read much on an issue; you have learned its phraseology, specific 
jargon, key words. With that knowledge, do another general search in google 
scholar. 

3. Now, in the time frame options, click on “Since 2015” and identify the 5 
works that, as is the term, are now defined as “most recent.”  

4. In your weekly discussion board post, discuss the progression that you see in 
research. The “most recent” articles should provide a justification of how they 
are contributing the previously most cited. What are the main contributions 
you note?  

 
Week 12: DEFINING A WORKING RESEARCH QUESTION 

 
Assignment:  
1. You are now a content area expert. It is time to use your knowledge to 

propose a way to make a contribution to the extant research on your topic. 
Propose a research question that meets that following criteria: 

2. It is not a “yes” or a “no” research question.  



 
    
     
 

3. The saying is that a “good research question is a ‘W/H’ research question, i.e., 
one that starts with “What” or “Why” or “When” or “How.”  

4. To justify your working research question, give a few examples of specific 
research questions from the works you have read. 

5. Explain how your research question fits in this existing query legacy.  
6. Justify your research question with a clear hypothesis. We will be learning 

about hypothesis testing in POL 580, but for now, use your general 
understanding of a “working hypothesis,” meaning, what you expect to find.  
 

Week 13: RESEARCH WEEK   
 
Assignment: Nothing is due on 4/19. The below points are for guidance on 
structuring your research proposal.  
1. Refer back to your “model article.” Using its Literature Review / Previous 

Findings section as an example, draft your own.  
2. In any research article, counterintuitively, the Introduction section is written 

last. Start your draft without one, using the heading “Previous Findings” – as, 
by now “Literature Review” has gone out of fashion, so to speak. It is still 
that, but we don’t use the term much.  

3. Use your discussion forums to integrate all that is useful from the post you 
have made into an integrated section providing a coherent narrative of how the 
previous research on your topic links to the proposal of your research 
question. Conclude with: “Based on these facts, this article’s specific research 
question is:…” Then explain in one or two sentences why answering it is 
important and what the hypothesis is. The rest we will do in POL 580 and 
POL 585.  

 
Week 14: SUBMIT RESEARCH PROPOSAL  

 
Assignment:  
Please e-mail me your research proposal papers directly to 

nanguelov@umassd.edu. The proposal is graded on the thoroughness of your literature 
review, the clarity of your narrative, the impartiality of tone, and the style of your 
writing. We have used the entire semester as a writing boot camp. I’m hoping to see 
evidence of writing style strength as an outcome of all the writing exercises we have 
done. 
 

 
Other Resources  

 
 

 
Attendance Policy 
I have no official attendance policy. In graduate school it is up to you to maximize your 

investment.  However, your diligence and alacrity will be duly noted.  



 
    
     
 
 
Incomplete Policy 
According to the university catalogue, an incomplete may be given only in exceptional 

circumstances at the instructor's discretion. The student must be passing at the 
time of the request or be sufficiently close to passing. If the work is not completed 
within one year of the recording of the incomplete grade, the grade will become 
an F(I). The incomplete policy for this course is that at least 70% of the course 
must be already completed and an exceptional circumstance (i.e. medical issue) 
must exist. If you feel you require an incomplete for an exceptional reason, you 
need to email me and state your reasons for the incomplete in writing. We will 
then decide on a course of action. 

http://www.umassd.edu/nfi/teachingandadvising/coursesyllabus/sampleincompletestatem
ent/ 

 
 
Student Academic Integrity Policy 
All UMass Dartmouth students are expected to maintain high standards of academic 

integrity and scholarly practice. The University does not tolerate academic 
dishonesty of any variety, whether as a result of a failure to understand required 
academic and scholarly procedure or as an act of intentional dishonesty. 

A student found responsible of academic dishonesty is subject to severe disciplinary 
action which may include dismissal from the University. The procedure for 
responding to incidents of academic dishonesty may be found in Section III of 
this document. You may also refer to the Student Handbook for information about 
the judicial process. 

A high standard of academic integrity promotes the pursuit of truth and learning and 
respect for the intellectual accomplishments of others. These are values that are 
fundamental to the mission of this University. Such values are undermined by 
academic dishonesty. 

Academic freedom is a fundamental right in any institution of higher learning. Honesty 
and integrity are necessary preconditions of this freedom. Academic integrity 
requires that all academic work be wholly the product of an identified individual 
or individuals. Joint efforts are legitimate only when the assistance of others is 
explicitly acknowledged and deemed appropriate by the instructor of the course. 
Ethical conduct is the obligation of every member of the University community, 
and breaches of academic integrity constitute serious offenses. 

Maintenance of the standards of academic integrity and the successful administration of 
this policy depend on the mutual cooperation of faculty and students. 

Faculty cooperation is essential for successful application of the procedures defined by 
this Academic Integrity Policy. Faculty members promote academic integrity by 
making clear on their syllabi their expectations concerning homework 
assignments, collaborative student efforts, research papers, examinations, 
computer-based infractions, and the like. Efforts should be made to detect and to 
prevent cheating and plagiarism in all academic assignments. If faculty members 



 
    
     
 

have evidence of academic dishonesty, they are expected to report such evidence 
promptly. 

Students must assume responsibility for maintaining honesty in all work submitted for 
credit and in any other work designated by the instructor of the course. Students 
are also expected to report incidents of academic dishonesty to the instructor or 
dean of the instructional unit. 

The intent of this policy is to make clear the standards of academic integrity at UMass 
Dartmouth. 

*For additional information on violations, infractions, and consequences visit the 
UMass Dartmouth Student Academic Integrity Policy at the link below. 

http://www.umassd.edu/studentaffairs/studenthandbookintroduction/studentconductpolici
es/academicintegritypolicy/ 

 
Center for Access and Success  
In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require 

accommodations to obtain equal access in this course, please meet with the 
instructor at the beginning of the semester and provide the appropriate paperwork 
from the Center for Access and Success. The necessary paperwork is obtained 
when you bring proper documentation to the Center, which is located in Liberal 
Arts, Room 016; phone: 508.999.8711. 

http://www.umassd.edu/dss/ 
 
Resources 
Tutoring 
If you are having difficulty with the class please: 

• Post a message on the Discussion Board – be sure to use your classmates for 
troubleshooting and problem solving. 

• Make an appointment to come in and meet with me during my office hours. 
• Contact the Academic Resource Center (ARC) for support: 

Academic Resource Center, Liberal Arts – Room7 
Phone: 508.999.8708, Fax: 508.910.6404 
 
Technical Help 
If you are in need of technical assistance the IT Service Desk is available to students. 
Claire T. Carney Library, lower level 508.999.8884 (x8884) or Email 
Sunday: 12:00pm-2am Monday thru Thursday: 7:30am-2am Friday: 7:30am-

11pm Saturday: 9:30am-1pm 
Students living in the Residence Halls may also contact the Residential Technology 

(ResTech) Support Center: 
Visit ResTech in Elmwood Hall, lower level 
Call the ResTech Help Line at 508.999.8040 (x8040) 
 


