
PSC 497 – Senior Seminar

Matthew B. Platt

Fall 2020

Phone: 470-639-0567 Class: MWF 4-4:50pm
Office hr.: TR 2-4pm Room: online

Senior Seminar is intended as the culmination of a student’s learning experience within the major.
It provides students with an opportunity to discover how much knowledge they have acquired.
The aim of this course is for students to draw on this accumulated knowledge to make an original
contribution to political science research. By the end of the term students should be able to:

1. Write a falsifiable research question.

2. Read and comprehend professional political science articles, and categorize articles by their
theoretical/conceptual approaches to a question.

3. Identify relevant literature for a research topic and write a review of that literature.

4. Develop testable hypotheses and operationalize concepts.

5. Design an original research project.

6. Find, evaluate, and create data.

7. Use basic statistical techniques – including descriptive statistics, cross tabulation, and regres-
sion – to analyze data.

8. Write a polished, reproducible research paper that answers a compelling political science
question.

Course Instruction

The course operates predominantly as an asynchronous online learning experience. That means
that instructional materials – lecture slides, audio, or video – will be uploaded for students to
access at any time. Prof. Platt will hold live class sessions on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday
during the regularly scheduled time, 4:00-4:50 PM. The live sessions will take place on Microsoft
Teams. Students are encouraged to download the desktop version of Teams, which should be free
to Morehouse students.

Students are expected to complete the reading, review any lecture materials, and complete
assignments prior to joining the live sessions. These sessions will not be used for a standard course
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lecture. Instead, the live instructional sessions will focus on working through examples and making
progress on the thesis. Much of that work will require the use of R and RStudio (see the section
on Software).

Requirements

Readings

As stated above, senior seminar is not a typical course. Students will not be tested on how well
they have comprehended substantive concepts. Instead, the purpose of the assigned readings is 1)
to help students develop the necessary skills to design and execute a research project; 2) to help
generate research questions; and 3) to serve as examples of well-crafted and well-executed projects.
There is one required textbook for this course:

• Baglione, Lisa A. 2020. Writing a Research Paper in Political Science: A Practical Guide to
Inquiry, Structure, and Methods 4th Edition. Los Angeles: Sage.

Assigned journal articles will be on Blackboard.

Software

Students are expected to download and install three pieces of software onto their personal comput-
ers:

• R – “a language and environment for statistical computing and graphics.”

• RStudio – is a way of implementing and accessing R that makes it easier to use.

• Zotero – a tool for collecting, organizing, and properly citing research

All of these programs are completely free to you. Dr. Platt will provide links on Blackboard to
download the software. If you do not have your own computer, then you can also access a free
online version of R and Rstudio at rstudio.cloud . These programs are essential to your success in
the course. All of the data analysis will be conducted using R and Rstudio, and Zotero is necessary
for properly constructing the bibliography, literature review, and final paper.

How to Install R

1. Use the link above.

2. Click on the “download R” link

3. Scroll down to USA and select a location that is geographically close to you.

4. Select the download link that corresponds to your operating system (Windows or Mac)

5. For Mac users, click on “R-4.0.2.pkg”. Open the “.pkg” file after it downloads. Follow the
prompts to install.

6. For Windows uers, click on “base”, then click the download link. After it downloads, follow
the prompts to install.

2

https://www.r-project.org/
https://rstudio.com/products/rstudio/download/
https://www.zotero.org/


How to Install Rstudio

1. First, install R. Once R is installed, move on to Step 2.

2. Use the link above.

3. Click on the “download” button under “RStudio Desktop Free”.

4. This will jump you down the page. Then click on the download link that goes with your
operating system (Mac or Windows).

5. The file will download. click on it and follow the installation prompts on your machine.

How to Install Zotero

1. Use the link above

2. Click on the “download” button.

3. Make sure that you have selected the operating system (Mac, Windows, Linux) for your
machine and then select download. Do not close this page.

4. The file will download. Click on it and follow the installation prompts on your machine.

5. Now on the Zotero download page click “Install Connector” for your browser.

6. Follow the browser’s instructions for installing extensions.

7. Now go to the Better BibTeX installation page. Follow the instructions to install this plugin.

Small Research Assignments

In order to keep students engaged with both the course material and their own projects, there will
be small assignments due periodically. The nature of these assignments changes throughout the
semester. Sometimes they are used as rough drafts for one of the larger assignments. Other times
they are used to help generate ideas or apply research concepts.

Senior Thesis

Each student will write a 20-30 page research paper on an approved topic. The senior thesis will be
due by 11pm on Wednesday, November 11, 2020. These papers are expected to demonstrate
a grasp of some segment of the literature, thorough investigation of an original question, and
serious engagement with data. Students are strongly encouraged to schedule appointments with
me and/or take advantage of office hours to discuss their projects. In order to facilitate completion
of the thesis, students are required to complete the following assignments that will be due during
the course of the semester:

1. Research Question: Students will submit no more than one page stating 1) the question
to be investigated in their project and 2) how answering this question will contribute to our
understanding of representation or agenda setting. Due by 11pm on 8/31/20.
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2. Bibliography: Students will submit an annotated bibliography that contains fifteen sources
that are not included on the class syllabus. Due by 11pm on 9/11/20

3. Literature Review: Students will submit 3-5 pages reviewing the literature that is relevant
for addressing their research questions. Due by 11pm on 9/21/20.

4. Research Design: Students will submit 2-3 pages outlining how they plan to answer the
research question and/or test the hypotheses that were developed as a result of the literature
review. These papers should discuss the type of data and method of analysis that will be
used for the final project. Due by 11pm on 10/2/20.

5. Data Collection: Students will upload the data they have collected so far, and they will
write a brief report that outlines how well they have been able to execute the research design.
Due by 11pm on 10/9/20.

6. Data Analysis: Students will submit a one page summary for the results of their data
analysis along with the accompanying tables/charts from that analysis. Due by 11pm on
10/23/20.

7. Final Paper: Students will submit the final draft of the senior thesis. Due by 11/18/20

Additional details about the expectations for each of these assignments will be posted on Black-
board.

Course Assessment

Requirement Due Date Points Percent of Grade

Coursework TBD 10 pts 10%
Research Question August 31 4 pts 4%
Bibliography September 11 8 pts 8%
Literature Review September 21 12 pts 12%
Research Design October 2 6 pts 6%
Data Collection October 9 4 pts 4%
Data Analysis October 23 6 pts 6%
Presentation November 11 10 pts 10%
Senior Thesis November 18 100 pts 40%
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Points Letter Grade

100-97 A+
96-93 A
92-90 A-
89-87 B+
86-82 B
81-77 B-
76-70 C+
69-61 C
60 C-
59-57 D+
56-53 D
52-50 D-
49-0 F

Course Policies

Virtual Classroom Expectations

Although our meetings will be virtual, the plan is to treat class with the same level of professionalism
as we would in a face-to-face setting. That means:

1. Students will share their video. The session is more engaging for everyone when we can see
one another.

2. Follow Morehouse’s dress code. Get dressed before you come to class. It is not ok to attend
class in your pajamas. Tank tops are not appropriate attire.

3. Audio should be muted unless you are speaking.

4. Raise your hand to speak.

5. Be aware of your surroundings. Remove anything from your background that you do not
want people to see. If you are using a virtual background, then that background should be
appropriate for a professional setting.

6. Keep in mind that the chat is public. Keep the chat focused on the task at hand. Too many
jokes or side conversations make it difficult to pay attention.

Attendance

Below is the official attendance policy from the College:

Students are expected to attend each class meeting. Students with more than 3 unex-
cused absences will be referred to the Office of Student Success and may be administra-
tively withdrawn from the course. Failure to meet minimum attendance requirements
may result in the loss of the students financial aid in accordance with federal financial
aid requirements.
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Class attendance will be measured in three ways:

1. A student is marked as “present” when they complete the any assignment associated with a
given class meeting date.

2. A student is marked as “present” when they attend the live class session.

3. A student is marked as “present” when they review the lecture slides, video, or audio as-
sociated with a given class meeting date within a maximum of five days of that date. For
example, in order to be marked as present on August 19, a student would need to watch the
August 19 lecture video by August 24.

Be on Time

Punctuality sends a message to others that you value their time, and it allows us to maximize the
limited time we have together. Live class sessions will begin promptly at 10:00am. Students are
expected to be present and ready to participate by the start of class.

Late Work

Students are expected to submit the assignments on their respective due dates. If there is some
reasonable time conflict that a student can anticipate, then some accommodations may be made for
earlier submission of assignments. Barring some personal emergency that incapacitates a student
for an entire assignment window, extensions for assignments will not be offered.

Students are expected to submit the final thesis on the due date. There will not be exceptions.
Grades of “Incomplete” will not be offered. You can complete your thesis project in the time
allotted.

Flex Pool

Each student begins the semester with a pool of ten flex-days. In the unlikely event that an
assignment is submitted after the specified due date, this pool of flex-days declines by one for each
day that an assignment is overdue. After all flex-days have been used, assignments are penalized
by 0.5 points for each day they are overdue. At the end of the semester, students will receive 0.5
point for each flex-day that they have remaining. Flex days will not be applied to the final thesis.
These points will be added to the total points earned for the semester with two exceptions:

• Points cannot be used to erase a zero for non-submitted work. For example, a student did not
submit an assignment that is worth 5 points. He earned perfect scores on all other assignments
throughout the semester and did not use any flex-days. Since his 5 flex-day points cannot
replace non-submitted assignments, those points will be wasted, and his final point total will
be 95 out of 100.

• Points cannot be used towards a zero that was awarded as a violation of the Academic
Integrity policy.

6



Submission of Work

All work must be submitted through Blackboard. Students are responsible for making sure that
any file submitted can be opened and read. If a file cannot be opened, then the student will be
invited to resubmit their work properly. However, resubmitted work will be marked as late and
subject to the penalties outlined above.

Academic Integrity

The student handbook defines plagiarism:

The term “plagiarism” includes, but is not limited to, the use by paraphrase or direct
quotation, from the published or unpublished work of another person without full and
clear acknowledgment. It also includes the unacknowledged use of materials prepared
by another person or agency engaged in the selling of term papers and other academic
materials In projects and assignments prepared independently, students must never
represent the ideas or the language of others as their own.

The student handbook defines cheating:

Students must not engage in cheating in completing course work. Unless directed by
the faculty member, students should neither give nor receive assistance on assignments
or examinations. The term “cheating” includes, but is not limited to: 1) the use of any
unauthorized assistance in taking quizzes, tests or examinations; 2) dependence upon
the aid of sources beyond those authorized by the instructor in writing papers, preparing
reports, solving problems, or carrying out other assignments; 3) the acquisition, without
permission, of tests or other academic material belonging to a member of the College
faculty or staff.

In the unlikely event that a student is found to have plagiarized, cheated, or committed any other
violations of academic integrity laid out in the student handbook, Code of Conduct, and/or course
catalogue, that student will automatically receive a failing grade of ‘F’ for the course. That
penalty is the same for those who give answers/work as for those who take answers/work.

EEO and Disability Statement

The College makes reasonable accommodations for all qualified individuals with disabilities. Any
student requesting academic accommodations based on his disability is required to register with our
Student Counseling and Student Accessibility Services Center (the “Center) by emailing SAS@morehouse.edu
every semester. A disability accommodation letter can be obtained from the Center. Though
faculty will receive an electronic letter from the Center which describes the kind of accommoda-
tions, each student who has been approved for accommodations must set up an appointment with
the professor to discuss how the accommodations will be applied in each class. If you have any
problems concerning the process or would like to be approved for accommodations, please email
SAS@morehouse.edu.

Extra Credit

You should assume that there will not be any extra credit.
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Disclaimer

A syllabus is not a contract between instructor and student, but rather a guide to course procedures.
The instructor reserves the right to amend the syllabus when conflicts, emergencies or circumstances
dictate. Students will be duly notified.
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Course Schedule

Table 1: Tentative Course Schedule

Module Date Topic Assignment

Course Intro Aug. 19 What is this course Syllabus

Research Question

Aug. 21 What is this thesis? Epps Thesis
Aug. 24 How to write a research question Baglione 2
Aug. 26 Refining your question Draft question
Aug. 28 Motivation and Contribution
Aug. 31 Research Day - No Class Research Question due

Literature Review

Sep. 2 Using Zotero

Sep. 4 Identifying Schools of Thought Baglione Ch. 3
Sep. 7 Labor Day No class
Sep. 9 Bibliographies in RMarkdown Draft school
Sep. 11 Emergency Source Check Annotated Bib
Sep. 14 Writing a Lit Review Baglione Ch. 4
Sep. 16 How to Critique Research Critique due
Sep. 18 Hypothesis Writing Baglione Ch. 5
Sep. 21 Research Day - No Class Literature Review

Research Design
Sep. 23 Writing the Research Design Baglione Ch. 7
Sep. 25 Defining Concepts Draft definition
Sep. 28 Hypothesis Testing White et al. 2014
Sep. 30 Finding Data
Oct. 2 Reproducible Research Research Design due

Data and Analysis

Oct. 5 Research Day - No Class
Oct. 7 Understanding Metadata
Oct. 9 Processing Data in R Data Collection due
Oct. 12 Processing data in R
Oct. 14 Analyzing data in R
Oct. 16 Analyzing data in R Data Appendix Due
Oct. 19 Data Visualization in R

Oct. 21 Regression in R
Oct. 23 Research Day - No Class Data Analysis due

The Writing
Oct. 26 What is a contribution? Baglione Ch. 9
Oct. 28 Introduction and Conclusion Baglione Ch. 9
Oct. 30 Title and Abstract Baglione Ch. 9

Reckoning
Nov. 11 Presentation Poster presentation due
Nov. 18 Congratulations Senior Thesis due
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