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Department of Public Policy & Administration

PPA 205 Research in Public Policy and Administration

Syllabus


5

1

Instructor:	Dr. Saahir Shafi
Office Hours: 	Wedn. 5 – 6 pm, Rm 228, 
Sac State Downtown
Email: 	saahir.shafi@csus.edu
Credit: 	3 units
Term: 		Fall 2026 (8/31 – 12/11)
Day/Time: 	Wedn. 6 – 8:50 pm
Type: 		Core course

I. Catalog Course Description
This course serves as an introduction to empirical research design in public policy and administration, and teaches students how to critically evaluate, plan, conduct, and communicate ethical, scientific research. Throughout the course, students will have the chance to apply their research training and communication skills to the questions and policies that arise in the practice of public policy and administration. Students will regularly consider how empirical research can be conducted and used in public service to inform decision making around policies and practices in public administration. To gather hands-on research experience, students will have the opportunity to develop and answer a research question of their own choosing using methods and tools learned in class. Students will learn how to effectively write about their research and receive feedback on their writing throughout the semester. By the end of the semester, students will have substantial background knowledge about the strengths and weaknesses of different research methods covered in the course. Students will be equipped to make critical assessments of research studies and be better consumers of data and information.
II. Textbooks

Required:

1. Pajo, B. Introduction to research methods: A hands-on approach. Sage publications. (ISBN: 1071879820) Any edition.

Purchase here or your favorite online used bookstore (thriftbooks.com, betterworldbooks.com, abebooks.com, powells.com, etc.)

2. Bhattacherjee, A. (2019). Social science research: Principles, methods and practices (Revised edition).

No need to purchase. Open Access Textbook: Available on Canvas.

Recommended:

American Psychological Association. (2020). Publication manual of the American Psychological Association (7th ed.) (ISBN: 9781433832161). Additional information can be found at: https://csus.libguides.com/APAstyle

Additional materials including government reports, journal or news articles may be provided in the course.
III. Course Objectives and Learning Outcomes

This course has five key learning objectives integral to the broader set of learning objectives for the MPPA degree. These objectives are not just academic requirements but the roadmap to your success in this field.  

	PPA Learning Objective
	Application in PPA 205

	1f. Identify, critically examine, and use relevant data to inform policy and administrative decisions. 
	Readings, class exercises, and applied data resources (including the SACOG Data Portal and CalEnviroScreen) develop students' ability to identify, evaluate, organize, and use relevant data. Students apply these skills in secondary-data exercises, quantitative analysis, and the research proposal.

	2a. Critically use different analytical skills, processes, and tools to address policy and administration problems. 
	Readings, lectures, and assignments develop students' ability to select and critically evaluate appropriate research designs, measures, sampling strategies, and quantitative and qualitative methods for public policy and administration problems. These skills are applied in class exercises, the midterm, and the research proposal.

	2d. Effectively communicate with different audiences to build understanding of public problems and policy and administration strategies. 
	Students practice communicating research in written and oral formats through the annotated bibliography, research proposal, class discussions, and group presentation, with attention to explaining public problems, evidence, methods, and implications clearly to others.

	2e. Write clearly and succinctly as appropriate to various audiences. 
	Students practice concise and well-organized writing through the annotated bibliography and research proposal. The opportunity to revise and resubmit Part I of the proposal reinforces effective academic and professional writing.

	3c. Consider ethical dimensions of choices in public policy and administration. 
	Students examine research ethics through course readings and class discussion and complete CITI Human Subjects Research training. They also apply ethical considerations to choices about research design, sampling, data collection, and the methodology of their research proposal.

	3d. Understand differences between analysis and advocacy including insider and outsider roles.
	Readings and class discussions on the purpose of research, research ethics, and interpreting findings emphasize the distinction between empirical analysis and advocacy. Students practice separating evidence-based conclusions from normative claims and considering how the role of the researcher or analyst can shape the use of evidence in public policy and administration.


V. Course Requirements

1. Attendance & Participation (10%)

This is a 16-week, residential course conducted through a mixture of lectures and discussions. It adopts a student-centered learning approach that expects students to be active and responsible participants in their own learning. In general, you are expected to spend 9 hours per week on a 3-unit 16-week course. However, your study time may vary depending on your prior preparation.

Active participation is crucial to the learning process in the course. Attendance and participation account for 10% of student’s overall grade. To receive these credits, students must read the assigned texts before class and come to class prepared to participate in learning by answering questions raised by the instructor, completing in-class exercises, and providing constructive comments during classroom discussions.

	%
	General Guideline of Participation Expectations

	10
	Student regularly makes voluntary and substantive contributions to class discussion and group work. Comments, questions, and answers to questions posed by the instructor demonstrate critical thinking and thorough completion of assigned readings.

	8
	Student often makes voluntary contributions to class discussion and group work. Comments, questions, and answers to questions posed by the instructor demonstrate critical thinking and completion of assigned readings.

	6
	Student occasionally makes voluntary contributions to class discussion and group work. Comments, questions, and answers to questions posed by the instructor demonstrate critical thinking and completion of assigned readings.

	4
	Student never makes contributions to class and/or does not attend class. Comments, questions, and answers to questions posed by the instructor demonstrate lack of preparedness. This is the individual present in body only. 

	0
	Student is disruptive and/or demonstrates behavior unbecoming of a student such as not paying attention, making noise, being disrespectful to others, etc.



3. CITI Human Subjects Research Certificate (5%)
Students will complete an online training of CITI Human Subjects Research. This training is required for anyone participating in research that involves human subjects but also provides a good overview of the ethics and legal requirements of conducting this type of research. To receive credit, students must finish the online training and upload their electronic certificate onto the course Canvas website no later than Week 3. You should allow 2 – 3 hours to complete this certification, though it may take a bit less or more. Full instructions for registration can be found here: https://www.csus.edu/compliance/research-integrity-compliance/human-subjects-research.html. Scroll to 2. CITI Training and select “All Undergraduate and Masters Students”. You can take the training and complete the test any time between Weeks 1 and 3. 
4. Annotated Bibliography (15%)

Students will independently read and review peer-reviewed journal articles on the research topic that their group has chosen and write an annotated bibliography on at least five (5) peer-reviewed journal articles related to the topic.

Students will use a systematic review strategy (discussed in Week 4) that includes the following:
· A clearly defined research topic;
· Pre-defined criteria for inclusion and exclusion of studies;
· And a systematic and reproducible search strategy.
The annotated bibliography should contain the following elements:

1. Section 1: One introductory paragraph describing the research question of your group’s project.
2. Section 2: A list of at least 5 peer-reviewed citations that you find are relevant and important to your research question and would contribute to your group’s writing of the proposal. (APA style of citations required).
3. Section 3: For each of the citation sources, write one paragraph of annotation (about 150 words), which should summarize the article and include the following:
a. Identify the thesis (or research question, or hypothesis);
b. The major methods of investigation (methods for data collection and analysis methods);
c. And its main conclusions.

2. Mid-Term Exam (30%)

The midterm will be taken at home and accessed via Canvas. It will be timed and consist of both multiple-choice and short answer questions. The exam will draw on the readings and lecture content. It will focus on the comprehension and application of course material. 

5. Group Research Proposal, Part I & II (15% each)

The research proposal is designed to help you learn and apply knowledge by collaboratively developing and answering a research question of your choosing using methods and tools learned in our class.

· You will select your groups of 3 or 4 students to write a research proposal (15 – 18 pages, double spaced, 12-point Times New Roman font, APA style).
· You will collaboratively decide the research question of your group, conduct a literature review, design the research process, and write your proposal in an academic paper format.
· This is a whole-semester project. The assignment is designed to be due in two parts to help keep you moving forward with your project throughout the semester. 
· Part I of the proposal is due in Week 10, and Part II in Week 16. A brief overview is listed below.

Research Proposal (Part I)

· Students will complete and submit the following sections of their research proposal: 
· Introduction
· Research question(s)
· Literature review
· Hypothesis (if any)
· Revise and Resubmit (optional): After your group submits Part I of the proposal and receives your grade, you will get one chance to revise and resubmit Part I of your proposal for an improved grade. All revised Part I’s are due by the end of week 12.

Research Proposal (Part II)

· Students will complete and submit the following sections of their research proposal: 
· Methodology (sampling, data collection, data analysis plan)
· Discussion (implications, limitation and future research, conclusion) 

Notes:
· Submission of work prepared by you for another class will NOT be accepted.
· All assignments are due by the end of the assigned week by Sunday night, 11:59 pm. 
· Late submission of any assignments without prior approval will result in a 10% grade deduction for that assignment.
· This is a group project and teamwork is required. Please note that your final grade for this assignment will be decided by the quality of your group’s work in combination with your peers’ reviews of your performance and contribution as a team member.

6. Group Proposal Presentations (10%)

During week 15, each group will be required to give a presentation of their research proposal.

· Group presentations will be 15 – 20 minutes and assessed by whether students can orally communicate their research in clear and effective ways.
· Detailed guidelines for the presentations will be provided on Canvas. 

V. Course Schedule

	Week
	Date
	Topic
	Readings/Exercises
	Deliverables

	1
	9/2
	Introduction and Syllabus Review
	Review Course Syllabus
	

	2
	9/9
	Purpose of Research & Research Ethics
	Pajo, Ch. 1
Bhattacherjee, Ch. 16

Introduction to SACOG Data Portal

Class Exercise: Identify a Sacramento region problem you would like to understand better.

Class Discussion: Research Ethics & the Stanford Prison Experiment
	Research Proposal Group Signups

	3
	9/16
	Formulating a Research Question
	Pajo, Ch. 2,
Bhattacherjee, Ch. 2 – 3

Framing a research question: The first and most vital step in planning research

Introduction to SACOG Data Portal

Class Exercise: Research Topic & Research Questions
	CITI Human Subjects Research Certificate

	4
	9/23
	Researching and Writing a Literature Review
	Pajo, Ch. 3

Class Exercise: Systematic Literature Review
	Group Research Questions

	5
	9/30
	Quantitative Designs
	Pajo, Ch. 4
Bhattacherjee, Ch. 5 & 10

Class Exercise: Experimental Study Design 

Research Proposal Progress Check-In
	

	6
	10/7
	Measurement Errors, Reliability, Validity

Sampling
	Pajo, Ch. 5 & 6
Bhattacherjee, Ch. 6 – 8

Introduction to CalEnviroScreen 5.0

Class Exercises: Create a Survey Tool, Snowball Sampling
	

	7
	10/14
	Data Collection: Quantitative Research
	Pajo, Ch. 7
Bhattacherjee, Ch. 9

Class Exercise: Survey Distribution
	Annotated Bibliography

	8
	10/21
	Midterm Exam
	Complete on-line Midterm Exam
	Mid-Term
(Ch. 1-7)

	9
	10/28
	Secondary Data

Organizing Quantitative Data
	Pajo, Ch. 8 & 9

Class Exercises: Secondary Data, 
Data Entry & Organization
	

	10
	11/4
	Analyzing Quantitative Data

Data Collection: Qualitative Research
	Pajo, Ch. 10 & 11
Bhattacherjee, Ch. 14 & 12

Class Exercises: Sample Size, Focus Groups, & Participant Observation
	Research Proposal (Part I)

	11
	11/11
	Veteran’s Day

No Class
	
	

	12
	11/18
	Coding and Analyzing Qualitative Data
	
Pajo, Ch. 12
Bhattacherjee, Ch. 13

Class Exercise: Coding Qualitative Data

	Revisions: Research Proposal (Part I)*

*Optional for Higher Grade

	13
	11/25
	
Results and Discussion

Presenting Your Research 

	Pajo, Ch. 13 & 14

Class Exercise: Summarizing Findings
	

	14
	12/2
	Independent Work w/ Research Groups

No Class
	Work on Research Proposal Presentations and Papers
	

	15
	12/9
	Group Presentations
	In-Class Presentations 
(Please arrive by 5:50 pm)
	

	16
	12/16
	Independent Work w/ Research Groups

No Class
	Work on Finalizing Research Proposals Presentations and Papers, Peer Evaluations
	Research Proposal 
(Part II)


Note: Please refer to the course website for specific due dates.

VII. Grading Scale

Each component of your final grade will receive the following weight:

	Assignment
	Percentage

	Attendance and Participation
	10%

	CITI Human Subjects Research Certificate
	5%

	Annotated Bibliography
	15%

	Mid-Term Exam
	30%

	Group Presentation
	10%

	Research Proposal (Part I)
	15%

	Research Proposal (Part II)
	15%

	Grand Total
	100%



The grading scale for the class is: 

	Percentage
	Letter Grade

	100-94
	A

	93-89
	A-

	88-85
	B+

	84-81
	B

	80-77
	B-

	76-73
	C+

	72-69
	C

	68-65
	C-

	64-61
	D

	<61
	F



VIII. Communication

I strive to provide students with timely feedback. Most assignments will be graded within one week after their due dates. Please understand that grading for more complex assignments may take up to two weeks depending on the class size. I welcome questions and suggestions from the students. The most efficient way to reach me is through email – saahir.shafi@csus.edu. I will respond as soon as I can (usually within 48 business hours). I also welcome students to schedule one-on-one or group Zoom meetings with me. 

To ensure effective email communications, please include the course and session number “PPA 205” in the email subject line. Also, pay attention to appropriate email etiquette, such as opening your email with a greeting, signing off with your full name, and using standard spelling, punctuation, and capitalization. To protect your FERPA rights, I will not be able to respond to emails sent from your personal email accounts (i.e., non-csus.edu). 

Students are responsible for checking their university emails regularly as the instructor may communicate with students regarding class matters via CANVAS. Maintaining effective communication with your instructors is an important first step to your success in the program.

IX. AI Policy

You are permitted to use AI tools in this class. However, the work you submit must be authored by you. Using generative AI can hinder understanding of interdependent skills crucial for success in this course.

You may use AI tools to augment your understanding and generate ideas, however – please ensure your final work reflects your own analysis and originality.

In this course, you are permitted to use generative AI tools (such as ChatGPT, Google Gemini, Microsoft CoPilot, etc.) for the following activities ONLY:

· Brainstorming ideas
· Checking grammar
· Getting feedback on your writing
If you’re unsure about the appropriate use of AI for assignments, please contact me. Attempting to pass off AI-generated work as your own or using AI without proper citation will not be policed in this class, but please understand that using an AI tool to generate output will only be capping your own growth and potential for professional success.
X. Other Course Policies and Expectations

1. Academic Integrity and Plagiarism
When you write for this course or any course at Sacramento State, you must be aware of plagiarism and how its practice can become grounds for dismissal from the university. Details are here. The following is also helpful:
Plagiarism is a form of cheating. At Sacramento State, plagiarism uses distinctive ideas or works belonging to another person without adequately acknowledging that person’s contribution. Regardless of the means of appropriation, incorporating another’s work into one’s own requires adequate identification and acknowledgment. Plagiarism is doubly unethical because it deprives the author of proper credit and gives credit to someone who has not earned it. Acknowledgment is not necessary when the material used is common knowledge.  
Plagiarism at Sacramento State includes but is not limited to the following. The act of incorporating into one’s work the ideas, words, sentences, paragraphs, or parts thereof, or the specific substance of another’s work without giving appropriate credit, thereby representing the product as entirely one’s own. Examples include not only word-for-word copying but also the “mosaic” (i.e., interspersing a few of one’s own words while copying another’s work), the paraphrase (i.e., rewriting another’s work while still using the other’s fundamental idea or theory); fabrication (i.e., inventing or counterfeiting sources), ghost-writing (i.e., submitting another’s work as one’s own) and failure to include quotation marks on material that is otherwise acknowledged.
2. Student Services Information
Services to Students with Disability (SSWD)
"Sacramento State is committed to ensuring an accessible learning environment where all students and faculty use the course or instructional content.  If you believe you require disability-related academic adjustments for this class, please immediately contact Services for Students with Disabilities (SSWD) to discuss eligibility.  A current accommodation letter from SSWD is required before any modifications, above and beyond what is otherwise available for all other students in this class, will be provided."

Student Health and Counseling Services
"Your physical and mental health is important to your success as a college student.  Student Health and Counseling Services (SHCS) in The WELL offers medical, counseling, and wellness services to help you get and stay healthy at Sac State.  SHCS offers Primary Care medical services, including sexual and reproductive healthcare, transgender care, and immunizations; urgent care for acute illness, injuries, and urgent counseling needs; pharmacy for prescriptions and over-the-counter products; mental health counseling, including individual sessions, group counseling, support groups, mindfulness training, and peer counseling; athletic training for sports injury rehabilitation; wellness services, including nutrition counseling, peer-led health education, and wellness workshops, and free safer sex supplies; violence and sexual assault support services.  The Health Services fee covers most services and is available at no additional cost."

Crisis Assistance & Resource Education Support (CARES)
"If you are experiencing challenges with food, housing, financial, or other unique circumstances impacting your education, help is just a phone call or email away.  The CARES office provides case management support for any enrolled student.

Drop and Withdrawal Policy

University Grading Policy 

University Academic Advising

Information Resources and Technology

Support Centers and Programs

Reading & Writing Center

Student Rights and Responsibilities 
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