INSTRUCTIONS AND GRADING CRITERIA FOR THE SENIOR SEMINAR PAPER

PSC-4099

Dr. Mark Setzler
Your last major assignment of the term will be to complete and submit the final version of your senior thesis. The grade assigned to this paper will make up 35 percent of the course grade.  The deadline for the assignment will be announced toward the end of the term. 
The thesis assignment is described in your syllabus in the following way:

Each student will author a paper that is at least 7,000 words in length, including an abstract, APSA citations, a bibliography, and any tables and/or figures (i.e., at least 25 pages, double-spaced, with one-inch margins and a regular-size, 11-point font). At a minimum, your paper must identify a research question, survey a pertinent social-scientific literature, report original research, and incorporate empirical evidence that has been analyzed systematically to test a hypothesis, or set of hypotheses, derived from a theory or theories related to your research question.

What criteria will be used to assign the overall grade on your thesis? Your instructor will apply the University’s standard grading rubric to assign your thesis paper grade. As such:

· A-range grades will be awarded only to thesis work that is excellent in all respects.

· B-range grades will be assigned to work that is good in all respects and thus “clearly above average”; B-level work has evident room for improvement.  

· C-range grades will be given to work that is “satisfactory,” meeting all of the assignment’s content and formatting requirements, but having much obvious room for improvement. 

· A grade of D will be assigned to work that is “unsatisfactory,” such that the thesis has failed to meet the basic requirements of the senior seminar. 
· A grade of F will be recorded if the thesis is not completed by the end of the term or is so deficient that it does not merit college credit. 
· Plus and minus grades will be used in instances where the quality of the thesis falls somewhere in between these rubric categories. 

In assigning a single overall thesis grade, the instructor will consider each of the following areas:

(1) The macro-organization of the thesis and required content. As with any analytical essay submitted for classes in our major, we expect your thesis to present, systematically build, and remain constantly focused on a well-reasoned argument about a complex political idea. While the content and analysis in each section of the thesis are important, it is as important for the whole study to fit together logically as a single argument. To help the reader follow your argument through 25 pages, the opening paragraphs of the thesis as well as those that start each major section of the paper need to clearly articulate the main point around which the rest of the essay and each section will be organized. Please use effective topic sentences to keep the entire body of the paper focused on logically developing your main arguments. Make sure that the content and ordering of material in each section matches up with the way similar material is covered in every other section, including ensuring that the discussion and visual presentation of variables follow the same sequence in each section and each graph/figure. 
Aside from meeting the standard expectations for organizing an essay, the sections and order of the senior thesis should follow the traditional format used by social scientists when reporting the rationale, design, results, and central findings of an empirical research study. Do not just combine the major thesis assignments completed during the term; several of them asked you to include information that goes in a different place in the final paper but needed to be in the preliminary assignment to help you understand how different elements of the thesis would eventually fit together as one larger paper. To make sure that you fully understand what your end product should look like, it will be very helpful to you if you take the time to quickly reread a couple of the sample research articles you have been assigned this term as well as a couple of the social science articles you found most useful in writing the front-end assignment.   

The final version of the thesis needs to include each of the following components (keeping in mind that it is acceptable to combine these sections under a single sub-heading in some cases or break them out into additional sections if doing so is logical and helpful to the reader; it nevertheless is critical that all of these elements be in the paper and presented in this order):

· Before beginning the introduction, the thesis should include a separate “Abstract” paragraph that provides a concise and elegant summary of the research question, study methods, and findings. Typically, an abstract is 250-300 words.  
· Begin the thesis with an Introduction that identifies the central research question and explains why it is interesting and worthy of new research. Frequently, this first section does not carry a subtitle, and it typically doesn’t run more than two pages (double-spaced). 
· A Theory and Concepts section will identify and explain the main theories, concepts, and literature that frames the research question and how it has been studied. This tells us what specifically you are going to study, what we already know about your research question and what we still need to know to answer your question. Typically, this section is titled (i.e., named something other than Theory and Concepts) and subtitled in a way that fits with the focus of your study. Titles and subtitles should summarize the main point of the section, with subsections devoted to different theories or concepts of major importance. For more specifics on the content and organization of this section, carefully review again the instructions for Thesis Assignment #3 as well as the sample research articles you have been asked to read closely several times this semester. 

Typically, this is the assignment that students must revise the most before adding it to the finished thesis. Projects evolve over a semester, especially as hypotheses are further clarified and final versions of variables created. The final version of this section should make the case that we need to know more about the specific research question and hypotheses you are studying in detail so that the reader knows what to expect from the rest of the paper. In the final version of the paper, make sure that the ordering of the topics (i.e., theories, hypotheses, and variables) matches up with the methods and findings sections. 
· A Data and Operationalization section will describe the source and specifics of the dataset used as the empirical basis of the study as well as how key elements of the study have been operationalized. This section should include a clear summary of the hypotheses (and alternative explanations or control variables) that are to be tested as well as a specification of how each important indicator is measured. Some authors specify their statistical methods in this section, while others do so in the findings section. This section should end with a descriptive statistics table, which needs to include the number of respondents for each item and each variable’s minimum and maximum values. For more specifics on the content and organization of this section, carefully review again the instructions for Thesis Assignment #4 as well as the sample research articles you have been asked to read closely several times this semester.
· A Findings section will logically present and carefully analyze the central findings of your statistical research as they relate to the larger research question and hypotheses. Your analysis should focus mostly on your hypotheses rather than control variables. This section should present and analyze tables and/or graphs. Typically, in a senior seminar paper, students will include some type of bar chart summarizing the relationship between their independent and dependent variables in the absence of controls. You will need to also report and interpret regression results. 

All tables and figures in the paper should be elegantly created and properly formatted rather than copied and pasted from SPSS output. All figures and tables should have titles that make sense. For more specifics on the content and organization of this section, carefully review again the instructions for Thesis Assignment #5 as well as the sample research articles you have been asked to read closely several times this semester.
· A “Conclusions” section will end the thesis by explaining and analyzing how the study’s findings fit into or add to the larger picture of what was already known about the research topic. Specifically, in a page or two, you should summarize the main findings of your bivariate and regression analyses for each of your hypotheses in the order they were introduced and then analyzed in the previous sections. Include a closing paragraph or two that explains and how your findings inform what we already knew from the previous studies on your question or in the related area/s.
· A bibliography. All of the references in this section should be properly formatted to meet APSA style guidelines (see my e-handout on when and how to cite if you have any questions), and include all of the sources you have used in the research study.

(2) Engagement of the literature and citation. A senior thesis should demonstrate that its author is closely familiar with the body of high-quality, peer-reviewed scholarship previously devoted to the study’s central research question. While your study is not a “term paper” and will not primarily focus on previous studies, the “front end” of the paper is a critical component of a high-quality empirical study. If your thesis explores a question that has not been the subject of previous research, it nonetheless needs to situate the study’s central question, research design, and analysis within the larger context of research that has been done on similar and related topics. All theses thus should:

· Carefully survey and incorporate the empirical political science literature that is most relevant to the research question/s as well as the study’s methodology, findings, and conclusions. Typically, this literature is reviewed where applicable in each of the main sections of the study listed above rather than as a completely separate “literature review” section.
· Conclude the thesis with a bibliography that runs for anywhere from a couple of pages to half a dozen pages, and yet that contains only highly relevant references. The bibliography and all parenthetical citations should follow the APSA guidelines (see the class website), and be properly formatted in all respects. 

· To the extent possible, draw extensive substantive and methodological insights from state-of-the-art (i.e., published within the last several years) articles that have been mostly or exclusively published in high-quality, peer-reviewed journals in the social sciences. 

· Adhere to the letter and spirit of the honor code. Thesis papers without exception must properly cite all evidence and ideas drawn from other authors. Misrepresenting another author’s ideas as your own would be plagiarism and a purposeful violation of the honor code; thus, all ideas and writing taken from another source must be noted with page-specific citations. Any phrasing that is drawn verbatim (or with only the most modest of alterations) from another source should be marked by quotation marks. Do not “patch-write” in any instance (i.e., take phrases or even whole sentences from other authors and replace selected words with synonyms). 
It is understood and appropriate that blocks of the writing in the methods and findings sections of your paper will include phrasing that is virtually identical to other authors’ work, handouts from class or materials on the course website, and feedback provided by your instructor. Comparable to cooks listing their preparation steps and ingredients in a cookbook, there are standard ways of explaining variable coding, dataset usage, research methods, and statistical findings. For this type of content of your study, paraphrasing other authors with non-technical language will undermine the ability of other social scientists to understand your work. You also do not need to cite other authors or your instructor in instances where your consultation of other works is for the sole purpose of identifying the most appropriate phrasing to describe your methodology, dataset, and findings. All this said, use good judgment. Using other authors’ writing to think through the best way to describe the survey methodology for your study is different than copying and pasting an entire paragraph without carefully reviewing what aspects of the description applies to your study and what do not. 

(3) Quality of the research design. The senior thesis should use the most applicable dataset for the research question, operationalize the study in the best way possible, and use appropriate statistical techniques to carefully answer an interesting empirical question. Specifically, your thesis should seek to do each of the following:

· Organize and present the research design in a sophisticated way, explaining how the study has been designed to answer well the central research question, even if the findings ultimately run counter to those that are hypothesized. 

· Use the best available dataset (subject to any limitations imposed by the instructor/s) and the most appropriate methods (among those reviewed in this class and/or the research methods seminar required of all INR and PSC majors). 

· Consider multiple theories and hypotheses. The central propositions of the project should be clearly and elegantly presented in the form of one or more testable, falsifiable, and interesting hypotheses that are connected to the larger research question of the paper. 

· Draw considerable methodological insights from other relevant studies and instructor-provided feedback to ensure that the central concepts are operationalized in ways that are best suited to the project. 

· Use the most appropriate methods to examine the relationship/s between their independent and dependent variables, including multivariate analysis and control variables where appropriate. 

· Adhere to the letter and spirit of the honor code. The fabrication of any data or findings, or the reporting of secondary data sources as though this material were the student’s original work will be considered to be a purposeful violation of the honor code.

(4) Evidence and analysis. The senior thesis should present research in a compelling and sophisticated way, using well-formatted charts and tables to summarize key points but not to the exclusion of other types of evidence and nuanced reasoning. Specifically, the thesis should:

· Consistently present a nuanced analysis of ideas, findings, and conclusions. Where possible, the thesis should explore various types of evidence, and it should use care when explaining complex ideas. The thesis should thus avoid logical fallacies and not over-read or misread statistical evidence. It is critical that you accurately interpret all statistical results being used to support the argument. 
· Summarize the study’s main evidence in well-organized tables and charts that have been thoughtfully designed to emphasize key findings in their most elegant and concise way. Every table and chart should add to the discussion in a compelling and meaningful way rather than just taking up space. As noted above, you must include a descriptive statistics table in which you list all of your variables grouped logically. 
· ALL tables and charts should be presented in tables where only the required information is present. For bar charts, this means recreating the charts in Excel. For descriptive statistics and especially regression tables, this means creating tables similar to what you have reviewed in various sample readings and sample tables you have been asked to review (See Unit 3 if you have any questions). 
· Critically and cleverly analyze findings, providing insights and making connections that would not otherwise be immediately obvious to the reader. Thus, while key findings should be reported in tables and charts, the narrative that accompanies these visual aids should consider the work of other authors as well as related statistical data that has been generated by the author but not listed in a table. In Unit 3 (as part of the SPSS workshop), you learned how to use regression output to describe different scenarios, and you have been assigned readings (for example, the article on Bolsonaro’s election in Brazil) that show you what this looks like in practice. Scenarios are a good way to add compelling evidence to your findings section that is not simply repeating what is already obvious from tables. 
(5) Writing and presentation. The writing and layout of the senior thesis should provide clear evidence that the student is ready to begin a professional career that will require the writing and presentation skills one can reasonably expect of any graduate from a high-quality liberal arts college. Specifically, the thesis should:

· Be a polished work of writing in all aspects. It should be obvious that the student author has taken great care to make sure that her or his writing is fluid, elegant, and grammatically correct. A well-written thesis communicates ideas precisely, uses transitions to link distinct ideas within paragraphs, and provides adequate “signposting” structure to help readers tackle long paragraphs. The thesis should not only incorporate many short quotes and evidence drawn from the literature review but also smoothly integrate these quotes and your data findings.

· Be well organized within and across paragraphs. The writing and logic of the paper should flow seamlessly and logically from one idea to the next, aided by effective topic sentences that summarize the key points of each paragraph and help to connect paragraphs back to the paper’s larger arguments. Ideas and concepts should be developed sufficiently so that they can be easily understood; readers should not have to “read meaning” into the text (rely on their previous understanding of the topic to follow the argument). 

· Pay close attention to the visual attractiveness of the document. A thesis should be an example of your best professional work, and its tables, charts, choices of font, and all other elements of formatting should be as elegant as possible. 

