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This course fulfills the critical thinking requirement in the basic subjects
category of the general education programintroduced in Fall 1983. As such, it
is skill-oriented rather than exclusively content-oriented. The course

provi des basic information about the research process, but the enphasis in
classroomtine and grading will be on the devel opnment and application of
critical thinking skills. Since practice is essential to the inprovenent of
any skill, regular attendance and active participation in class discussion is
particul arly hel pful.

In addition to its general education function, this course serves as an

i ntroductory research nethods course for students nmajoring in the socia
sciences. It would also be appropriate for students preparing for a

prof essi onal career in business or public adninistration, social work, |aw,
medi ci ne, journalism education or engineering.

COURSE GOALS

As professionals, consunmers or citizens, we are continually required to decide
upon and justify a course of action. The quality of our decisions depends upon
our ability to gather and eval uate appropriate information, distinguishing
opinions fromfacts, beliefs fromknow edge. The primary goal of this course
is to develop skills in evaluating information and research to inprove the

deci si on-nmaki ng process. Using non-technical research described in newspapers,

news nagazi nes and professional journals, you will learn to recognize the
strengt hs and weaknesses of research efforts and data-based argunments on issues
that may affect your personal and professional lives. These skills should help

you to share responsibility for health-related decisions with the nedica
professionals treating you and your famly; to participate know edgeably in
policy discussions at the local, state and federal |evel as decisions are nade
that affect your health, welfare and econom ¢ opportunities; and to act
effectively in the conduct of your professional career

The critical thinking skills covered in this course include:
i dentifying testable argunents

recogni zi ng outcones that support or refute an argunent
eval uating the appropriateness of neasures testing an

ar gunent

_ evaluating the qualities of sanples chosen to test an
ar gunent

_ identifying logical limtations in the design chosen to test
an ar gunent

_ entertaining alternative explanations for observed research
out cones

_ recogni zing and interpreting patterns in sinple descriptive
statistics (percentages, rates and ratios, neasures of
central tendency and di spersion)

identifying basic errors in the presentation of statistica

dat a
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TOPI C OQUTLI NE

l. The Distinguishing Characteristics of Research Wek 1

Control | ed observation

The search for patterns and expl anation

The tentative nature of conclusions based on data and valid
i nference rather than authority

The dual goals of science: understanding and probl em sol ving

. Limtations on Research in the Social Sciences:
The Peculiarities of People as Objects of Research

Reactivity of human subjects

The influence of the investigator
Et hi cal constraints

Limts on experinentation

I1l. Steps in the Research Process and Conmon Errors

A What's the Problenf? Weeks 2 - 4
(types of research, types of variables,
nul | and directional hypotheses)

B. It's all a matter of definition Weeks 5 - 6
(measur enent)

First Mdterm Wek 7

C. Good, bad, and adequate designs (research Weks 8 - 9
design and consideration of alternate
expl anati ons)

D. Who, how, and how many? (and, incidentally, Weks 10 - 11
who' s ni ssi ng?)

Second M dterm Week 12

E. What's the neaning of all this? Weks 13 - 15
(data analysis and the public presentation
of concl usi ons)

F. Fi nal Exam Week 16
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CLASS RESPONSI BI LI TI ES

There will be three equally weighted exans (100 points each). Using a short
answer format, the questions are word problens requiring the application of
concepts covered during the lectures and practiced in approxi mately eight
honmewor k assi gnnents. These graded assignments rmake up a fourth of the tota
course grade (100 out of 400 total points). The 100 homewor k assi gnment points
represent the proportion of points earned on 8 20-point assignnents.

No credit can be given for |ate assignnments, since they are returned for

di scussi on purposes to the class. The courtesy of a make-up can only be given
if the instructor is notified before the examand then only for rare and
compel l i ng reasons. Students m ssing an examw ||l be given a zero grade for

t hat exam

Each exam wi || enphasi ze the | ectures, readings and exercises covered in the
precedi ng section of the class. However, the skills being taught are

cumul ative and i nprove with practice. Therefore, concepts covered on earlier
exams Wi ll also reappear on |ater ones. Exams can be expected in the 7th and
12t h weeks and during the final exam period. Each examw || cover the
followi ng | ecture sections and readings.

First exam.......... ... . ... .. . . ... |l ecture sections |, IIl, and Il A
and B
Babbi e, Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4 (pp. 75-79), 5 and 6
Second exam ........... .. |l ecture sections Il C and D

Babbi e, Chapters 4 (pp. 70-87), 8, 9

Third exam ........ ... ... .. ... enphasi zing |l ecture section IIl E
Babbi e, Chapters 6, 15
but covering all |ectures and readi ngs
Text: Babbi e, The Basics of Social Research, Wadsworth, 1999.

Ofice: Amador 460A
O fice Hours: Wednesday: 2:30-3:30 & by appoi nt nment
Tel .: 278-6423

E-mail: cwbarnes@sus. edu



