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The State of Undergraduate Research Methods
Training in Political Science

Cameron G. Thies, Louisiana State University
Robert E. Hogan, Louisiana State University

Introduction
Debates over methodology have long

occupied a prominent role in political
science and its various empirical sub-
fields. Recently, these debates and occa-
sional dialogues seem to have intensified.
The Perestroika movement within APSA
protested the perceived hegemony of ra-
tional choice and quantitative methods in
journal publications and graduate training
(Kasza 2001). Renewed attention has fo-
cused on the types of methodologies em-
ployed by studies published in the disci-
pline’s leading journals (Garand and
Giles 2003; Bennett, Barth, and Ruther-
ford 2003; Braumoeller 2003). The kinds
of concerns over methodological diversity
that motivate these studies also inform
discussions about graduate training (Al-
varez 1992; Dyer 1992; Schwartz-Shea
2003; Morrow 2003; Smith 2003).

Advocates of particular methodological
approaches have even developed 
institutes designed to train graduate 
students and faculty members in methods
that are thought to be under-represented
in graduate curricula. The Consortium
for Qualitative Research Methods
(CQRM) offers an annual Training In-
stitute at Arizona State University, as
does the Institution for Social and Pol-
icy Studies at Yale University on field
experiments. Both were preceded by the
Inter-University Consortium for Political

and Social Research’s (ICPSR) summer
program at the University of Michigan,
launched as a result of the impact of
the behavioral revolution on the social
sciences. Methodologies associated with
rational choice have also had their insti-
tutes, such as the now defunct Hoover
Institution Summer Program in World 
Politics and the recently launched 
Empirical Implications of Theoretical
Models (EITM) Summer Institutes.
Qualitative Methods has now followed
Political Methodology’s lead to become
the second APSA organized section
specifically devoted to advancing
methodology. Clearly, a great deal of in-
tellectual effort is spent on ascertaining
the relative status and merit of 
methodologies in the discipline and on
attempting to alter the extent of their use
through graduate training.

However, absent from this activity is
any apparent concern for the impact of
methodological debates on undergraduate
education. There has always been discus-
sion about the appropriate ways to teach
undergraduate methods courses (Rodgers
and Manrique 1992; McBride 1994,
1996), with The Political Methodologist
serving as a reliable resource for advice
about content and teaching strategies
(Adams 2001; Clawson, Hoffman, and
McCann 2001; Hojnacki 2001; Janda
2001; Lewis-Beck 2001; Stone 2001;
Poggione 2001). There are also discus-
sions of the use of the scientific method
in substantive courses (Hewitt 2001;
Segal 2002; Bennett 2002) and, to a
lesser extent, essays explaining particu-
lar methods designed for undergraduate
consumption (Odell 2001; Thies 2002).
However, the high level of attention
focused on the desirability of teaching
different methods in graduate training
and their presence in the discipline’s
journals has rarely been directed at our
undergraduate programs.

Kim Quaile Hill’s (2002) reflective
essay “lamenting” the state of science
education is an exception to the silence
on undergraduate methods training. His
essay reasons why the scientific method
should be taught to political science un-
dergraduates, and argues that undergrad-
uates should learn what science is, how

it compares to other forms of knowledge
generation, what questions it can and
cannot answer, and its procedures of in-
quiry. He also suggests that students be-
come familiar with the state of theoreti-
cal and empirical knowledge in political
science, the evolution of the scientific
study of politics, the creative aspects of
the research process, and how political
science can be applied to the real
world. We too believe that these are
laudable goals for undergraduate educa-
tion in political science. As Wahlke
(1991, 48–49) notes in his report con-
cerning the activities of APSA’s Task
Force on the Political Science 
Major, a liberal education requires a
mastery of inquiry, including abstract,
logical thinking and critical analysis, the
understanding of numerical data, and
science. Wahlke (1991, 51) reports that
the Task Force recommends “that every
political science major gain familiarity
with the different assumptions, methods,
and analytical approaches used by political
scientists and by cognate disciplines
(e.g., economics, history, psychology,
law, and others).” In a recent Chronicle
of Higher Education survey, 84% of re-
spondents thought it was “important” or
“very important” for colleges to teach
students how to “discover more about
the world through research” (Selingo
2003). An understanding of the variety
of methodologies employed to make
sense of the social and political world
would serve all of our students well as
they pursue a liberal education and
move on to professional careers.

However, as Hill (2002, 116) notes,
very few political science departments re-
quire systematic training in methodology,
and none comes close to approaching his
aforementioned goals for a curriculum.
However, Hill’s evidence is anecdotal in
this regard. His conclusions are based on
published degree requirements in the top
20 political science departments, along
with those in “selected” lower-ranked de-
partments, a review of syllabi in APSA’s
Course Syllabi Collection, conversations
with “leading” political scientists, and the
recollections of first-year graduate students
in his home department concerning their
own undergraduate training. While Hill’s
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informal methodology matches our own
intuition about the status of undergradu-
ate training in research methods, we
decided to undertake a more rigorous,
systematic survey of the discipline.

Data and Methods
Data for this analysis come from a

survey of departments identified by
APSA as offering some type of under-
graduate curriculum in political science.
There are approximately 1,226 such
programs, which APSA breaks down
into categories based upon the highest
degree offered: Ph.D., M.A., and B.A.
programs in political science, B.A. 
programs in Social Science, and B.A.
Combined programs (e.g., political 
science and history or geography). The
survey was administered in late June
and early July 2003, to 717 departments
that had an email address listed in
APSA’s Directory of Political Science
Faculty: 2002–2004 (2002). After send-
ing an initial email along with a follow-
up message a few weeks later, we re-
ceived 303 completed surveys for a
response rate of 42.3%.

Recent discussions of email survey
research suggest a wide variation in re-
sponse rates. As Sills and Song (2002,
25) note, reported response rates vary
between 0 and 70% across the literature
in the social sciences. In a direct com-
parison between email, web, and postal
mail, Smee and Brennan (2000) find
that email had the lowest response rate
at 12.7% compared to 50% for postal
mail and 61% percent for web-based
questionnaires. Schaefer and Dillman
(1998) found no significant difference
between postal and email response rates,
which in their study both came in at
around 58%. As is the case with postal
mail surveys, the characteristics of the
sample and the subject of the study
probably have significant effects on re-
sponse rates. A recent APSA (2000) de-
partmental survey using postal mail
achieved a 41% response rate. There-
fore, we believe that 42.3% is a 

respectable response rate given our
choice of media, our potential respon-
dents, and the subject of the study. The
response rates are broken down by de-
gree program in Table 1. 

In addition to the general problem of
response rates, the data produced by our
current sample may not adequately rep-
resent the entire population of cases.
Stanton (1998) and Couper (2000) point
out that there are two categories of mis-
matches between the sample and the
population to consider regarding repre-
sentativeness. The first category is the
proportion of the target population that
can be reached via email. This should
not pose a problem on its own as we
can reach 58% of departments via
email. However, the second category,
differences in key characteristics 
between the proportion of the target
population reached via email versus
those who cannot be reached, may pose
a problem for our study. There may be
significant differences between the 509
departments that do not publish an
email address with APSA and the 717
that do. The 509 non-email departments
are likely to be very small in terms of
faculty members, may be more likely to
be part of combined programs, and the

lack of Internet savvy may reflect an un-
derlying predisposition against the teach-
ing of social science. Table 2 suggests
that the B.A. Combined and B.A. Social
Science programs are less likely to have
email addresses. Our current sample
more closely represents B.A., M.A., and
Ph.D. programs in political science.

In order to avoid the problem of 
response inconsistency induced by
technical issues regarding Internet-
based surveys (Stanton 1998; Couper
2000), we included the text of the sur-
vey in the body of the email and
asked respondents to simply “reply
with history.” We considered more
complicated Internet survey techniques,
but decided on a basic format that
nearly all Internet users could access.
The survey instrument itself is rela-
tively short (see Appendix) and asked
mostly for descriptive information
about required courses on research 
design and research methods.

Findings
Table 3 reports the findings from the

first question on the survey instrument
regarding the presence of a required 
undergraduate course in research design
or methodology. We are immediately
struck by an interesting paradox: those
institutions which have at their core the
goal of producing original research and
graduate students capable of such
research are also the least likely to re-
quire any training in research methods at
the undergraduate level. Only 46.8% of
Ph.D.-granting institutions require such
training for undergraduates. That num-
ber rises to the highest percentage
when one considers M.A.-granting
institutions, of which 78.7% require a
methods course of their undergraduates.
B.A. programs in political science fall
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Table 2
Representativeness of the Sample Compared to the Universe by
Degree Program

Percent of
Total

Institutions Percentage
Listed in of Total Percentage
APSA Emails of Total

Highest Degree Directory Sent Received

B.A. Combined Programs 22.3% 15.8% 14.9%
B.A. Social Science 17.6 8.5 6.3
B.A. Political Science 37.9 43.0 42.9
M.A. Political Science 12.0 16.0 15.5
Ph.D. Political Science 10.1 16.7 20.5
Overall 100% 100% 100%
N � 1,226 717 303

Table 1
Response Rates by Degree Program

Response
Highest Degree Sent Responded Rate

B.A. Combined Programs 113 45 39.8%
B.A. Social Science 61 19 31.1
B.A. Political Science 308 130 42.2
M.A. Political Science 115 47 40.9
Ph.D. Political Science 120 62 51.7
Overall 717 303 42.3



in between, with 60.8% having a methods
requirement. Most interesting are the
B.A. Combined and Social Science
programs, which have methods require-
ment rates near that of the M.A. insti-
tutions at 77.8 and 73.7%, respectively.

What are we to make of these find-
ings? First, it is clear that while Ph.D.
institutions are in the business of pro-
ducing knowledge, they are not neces-
sarily in the business of teaching under-
graduates their trade. This reinforces
Hill’s (2002) anecdotal findings and his
general belief that research methodology
is not uniformly taught across the disci-
pline. However, we were startled to see
how much more likely M.A.- and B.A.-
granting institutions were to require a
methods course. It appears that institu-
tions that focus on the goals of a liberal
arts education may be more likely to
see research methodology as a useful
addition to the undergraduate curricu-
lum. The differences between require-
ments in a B.A. in Political Science
versus a Combined or Social Science
program are stark as well. Interdiscipli-
nary programs are much more likely to
emphasize the unifying factor of
methodology than traditional B.A. pro-
grams in political science. Hill’s (2002)
lament about social science teaching is
particularly appropriate for political
science B.A. programs. Finally, M.A.
programmatic goals to prepare students
for admission to Ph.D.-granting institu-
tions may spill over into their under-
graduate course requirements as indi-
cated by their higher rate of methods
course requirement.

Second, we thought that the decision
to require an undergraduate research
methods course might be a resource is-
sue. We augmented our survey data
with descriptive data from APSA on
faculty size and the faculty to student

ratio at each college or university for a
quick comparison. Surprisingly, by ei-
ther measure, schools with less faculty
resources are more likely to require a
research methods course, as reported in
Table 4. Clearly, this is a resource is-
sue, but not one of scarcity. Smaller
programs (the B.A. and M.A. programs)
are willing to devote faculty to teaching
required research methods courses while
larger programs (Ph.D. programs) are
not. This may explain why much of the
debate in the literature over research
methodology coursework in political
science is confined to graduate courses
(e.g., Burns 1990; Dyer 1992; Bennett,
Barth, and Rutherford 2003; Schwartz-
Shea 2003). It may be the case that
faculty at research universities are con-
cerned with what they teach their grad-
uate students, not with what those 
students’ backgrounds may have been at
their undergraduate institutions, nor

what their own undergraduates are
learning about methodology.

We were also curious about the timing
of the decision to adopt a required un-
dergraduate methods course among de-
partments that have such a requirement.
Table 5 reports the results from question
3 of the survey. The majority of depart-
ments that have a required course
adopted it at least a decade ago. For
those departments that do not currently
have a required methods course, we
asked in question 2 of the survey
whether they had any plans to adopt one.
Table 6 indicates that the vast majority of
those who do not have a requirement have
no plans to adopt one in the near future.
About one-quarter of respondents reported
some general discussion about a future
methods course, with only a little over
5% saying that specific plans were 
underway to require an undergraduate
methods course.
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Table 3
Percentage of Departments
Having an Undergraduate
Methods Requirement

Highest Degree Percent N �

B.A. Combined 
Programs 77.8 45

B.A. Social 
Science 73.7 19

B.A. Political 
Science 60.8 130

M.A. Political 
Science 78.7 47

Ph.D. Political 
Science 46.8 62

Overall 64.0 303

Table 4
Percentage of Departments Having an Undergraduate Research
Design or Methods Course Requirement by Faculty Size and
Students Per Faculty Member

Faculty Size/Students Per Faculty Member Percent N �

Fewer than 10 Faculty 67.4 144
10 or More Faculty 61.0 159

Fewer than 750 Students per Faculty Member 58.9 163
750 or More Students per Faculty Member 70.0 140

Table 5
Among Department with a Research Design or Methods Course
Requirement: How Many Years Ago Was It Adopted?

Less More Do Not
Highest Degree Offered than 5 5 to 10 11 to 20 than 20 Know N �

B.A. Combined Programs 11.8 17.6 41.2 23.5 5.9 34
B.A. Social Science 21.4 35.7 14.3 28.6 0.0 14
B.A. Political Science 15.4 16.7 26.9 32.1 9.0 78
M.A. Political Science 10.8 16.2 40.5 21.6 10.8 37
Ph.D. Political Science 13.7 31.0 31.0 24.1 0.0 29
Overall 14.1 20.3 31.8 27.1 6.8 192

Table 6
Department Plans to Adopt a Required Methods Course if None in
Place at this Time

Highest Degree No Plans General Talk Specific Plans N �

B.A. Combined Programs 60.0% 20.0% 10.0% 10
B.A. Social Science 60.0 40.0 0.0 5
B.A. Political Science 56.9 27.5 5.9 51
M.A. Political Science 60.0 40.0 10.0 10
Ph.D. Political Science 75.8 21.2 3.3 33
Overall 63.3 26.6 5.5 109



Conclusion
The results of this survey are quite

provocative given the current state of
methodological debate in political 
science. We discuss at length in our
journals, at our meetings, and among
colleagues the state of graduate methods
training in the discipline. Such debates
revolve around what types of method-
ological training are most appropriate—
not whether it is important. By contrast,
little discussion is found in our journals
about undergraduate methods training.
What discussion one finds suggests that
little if any such training exists. The 
results of this survey demonstrate that
such a conclusion is unwarranted.

Undergraduates at Ph.D. institutions
are the least likely to be required to take
a course in methodology. Perhaps this
accounts for Hill’s skepticism about the
state of science education in political

science. The institutions that research
faculty inhabit, and are most familiar
with, are the least likely to educate their
undergraduates in social science 
methodology. Yet, almost half of Ph.D.-
granting institutions in our sample have
some undergraduate methodology re-
quirement. The numbers improve as one
moves to B.A. programs in political sci-
ence, yet a student is far more likely to
receive required training in methodology
at an M.A.-granting institution in political
science, or in a Combined or Social Sci-
ence B.A. program. Future study will be
needed to determine why these differ-
ences exist. One possible explanation for
the relative deficiency of methods training
at research institutions is that the faculty
already incorporates methodological is-
sues into all of their political science
classes, making a separate course unnec-
essary. Whatever the cause, the fact re-
mains that methodological training is

occurring, just not as frequently in the
places that we have looked for it. 

As a result, we believe that there is
some room for optimism that political
science undergraduates are receiving
useful training in social science 
methodology. What is clear is that our
knowledge generating departments must
also begin to consider the importance of
teaching undergraduates the methods of
producing knowledge at their own 
institutions. This may require a realloca-
tion of teaching resources in some
cases, away from substantive coverage
in all possible areas to giving students
the ability to learn about the world on
their own. If our colleagues at B.A. and
M.A. institutions with limited faculty 
resources think it is important enough
to require methodology in such high
percentages, then perhaps it is time for
Ph.D. institutions to reconsider their role
in undergraduate education too.
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Appendix
Survey Instrument

Dear Colleague,

We are conducting a nation-wide survey of Political Science Departments to determine how prevalent research methods and
design courses are in undergraduate education. Would you kindly take a minute or so to answer a few questions concerning
the use of these courses by your department? If you could simply answer the four questions within the text below and then re-
ply to this e-mail, we would greatly appreciate it. Feel free to provide any additional information that would help us better un-
derstand this aspect of your undergraduate program. 

Please note that your participation in this survey is completely voluntary. We would be happy to share the results with you
once they have been tabulated. If you would like to receive these findings, please indicate so at the end of the survey. Thank
you for your assistance, we look forward to receiving your response. 

Sincerely, 

Cameron Thies and Robert Hogan
Department of Political Science
Louisiana State University

1. Does your department require undergraduate students majoring in political science to take a course (or courses) on 
research design and/or research methods? (Please choose only one of the following)

a. _____ Yes. Please name the course (or courses) and briefly describe the content.

b. _____ No course such as this is required, but these topics are covered in another required course (e.g., Introduction to 
Political Science). Please name the course (or courses) and briefly describe the content: 

c. _____ No such course is required as part of the political science major. 

2. IF YOU ANSWERED NO TO QUESTION #1, does your department have any plans to adopt such a requirement? (Please 
choose only one of the following)

a. _____ No plans at this time.

b. _____ No specific plans, but some general discussion about adopting such a requirement. 

c. _____ Yes, specific plans are underway. When will this be implemented and what is the course to be 
adopted?

3. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #1, when was this course requirement adopted? 

a. _____ Less than 5 years ago.

b. _____ 5 to 10 years ago.

c. _____ 11 to 20 years ago.

d. _____ More than 20 years ago.

e. _____ Do not know. 

4. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #1, at what level is this course (or courses) taught? 

a. _____ Freshman-level

b. _____ Sophomore-level

c. _____ Junior-level

d. _____ Senior-level

Thanks again for your assistance.


