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Is This the Curriculum We Want?
Doctoral Requirements and Offerings 
in Methods and Methodology 

Ask political scientists what it is they
study and you will get a range of an-

swers reflecting the breadth of research com-
munities affiliated with the discipline. (As of
2002 the APSA has 36 organized sections
and 50 related groups.) For a variety of pur-
poses, the fact that we share little more than
an institutional label may not matter much;
but for the purpose of doctoral education,
this very institutional label forces us to grap-
ple with what we have in common. The
years devoted to doctoral education represent
the key point of socialization to the academy
at large, and the profession in particular, and
program-wide doctoral requirements enact de-
partments’ judgments about what constitutes
a “political scientist” above and beyond the
substantive fields of American politics, com-
parative politics, international relations, and
political theory.1

What are these requirements? In this paper,
I report aggregate statistics on doctoral pro-

gram requirements
and offerings based
on my extended
study of 57 doc-
toral programs in
the United States
(Schwartz-Shea
2001). For each de-

partment, three sets of questions guided the
investigation: (1) Are there any program-wide
requirements? Or, are requirements 
decided by each field? (2) What are the cur-
ricular definitions of “methods” and “method-
ology?” That is, are “methods” courses exclu-
sively quantitative or are courses in
“qualitative” methodology offered or required
as well? (3) To what extent are philosophy of
science and the scope and/or history of the
discipline offered or required at the doctoral
level?

This evidence base provides a starting
point for addressing the title of the paper: Is
this the curriculum we want? More specifi-
cally, to what extent is there a core to the
discipline of political science that is transmit-
ted to its future scholars? Does this core
transmit what is most important or most cen-
tral to the discipline? Does this required
core, as well as the additional offerings in
methods and methodology, prepare future
scholars to understand the range of ap-
proaches that members of the discipline find
important for the study of politics? In what
follows, I first describe the data and method-
ology of the study, offer background relevant
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to understanding curricular choices, and then
present the aggregate statistics. In the final
sections, I discuss the findings and then offer
an argument for methodological pluralism in-
clusive of qualitative research based on an
interpretive epistemology. 

Data Set and Methodology
Fifty-seven doctoral programs were selected

based on the criteria of graduate program size
and three sets of rankings,2 the 2001 US News
and World Report (US News) ranking,3 the
National Research Council (NRC) ranking (as
published in PS, June, 1996), and the ranking
system of Ballard and Mitchell (1998) pub-
lished in PS. The sample includes 43% of the
132 doctoral programs identified in the 1998–
2000 APSA Graduate Program and Faculty
Guide (pp. 351–352) and 90% of the top 50
NRC programs. It also includes approximately
61% of the graduate student population as 
estimated using the program size numbers
from the Guide.4 Small program size accounts
for the five top 50 NRC schools not included
in the data set whereas the distinct ranking
system of Ballard and Mitchell accounts for
the selection of particular programs ranked
lower or not ranked in the NRC and US News
systems. For the list of doctoral programs 
included and their associated codes, see 
Appendix A.

For each program, two primary sources
were used: (1) department program descrip-
tions and course listings from university bul-
letins available through the data base College
Source; (2) department web sites. If program
information was incomplete or there were in-
consistencies between these two sources, email
communication to staff and faculty was used
for clarification. In a few cases, graduate pro-
gram guides were obtained by mail. These
sources were used to create an extensive
record for each program: 121 variables as well
as a template-based description including idio-
syncratic descriptors and synthetic judgments,
e.g., the likely implications of particular con-
catenations of requirements. Initial coding was
conducted by a research assistant5 and was
then checked and corrected by me after com-
pletion of the template-based description.
Completing and verifying the data for each
program required approximately two hours
from the research assistant and four hours on
my part.

For the most part, coding was straightfor-
ward but two areas merit discussion. First,



the meaning of “qualitative methods” must be carefully de-
fined because it is used in a variety of ways in the disci-
pline. To capture this diversity, “qualitative methods” should
be understood as an umbrella term encompassing positivist
and interpretive epistemological perspectives on the access to
(e.g., interviewing, selection and construction of cases) and
analysis of (e.g., content analysis or semiotics) “words.”
Courses in qualitative methods cover topics like field re-
search, in-depth interviewing, textual analysis, comparative
case studies, ethnography, historical research, and assorted
interpretive techniques (from metaphor analysis to decon-
struction). Courses in “quantitative methods” cover standard
statistical topics (descriptive statistics and measures of asso-
ciations) and forms of multivariate analysis as well as exper-
imental methods, survey research, and econometrics. Though
the “quantitative/qualitative” terminology is
useful for the purposes of curriculum assess-
ment, it has been criticized on several
grounds.6 I agree with much of this criti-
cism and admit that the construction of
these crude categories of courses contributes
to the reification of the misleading “quanti-
tative/qualitative” distinction. Nevertheless,
for the purposes of curriculum review, these
categories provide a reasonable means to
discern what are not particularly subtle 
patterns.

A second coding issue involves the extent
of program coverage of particular topics,
such as qualitative methods or philosophy of
science. Such content may be covered in a
“stand-alone” course focusing on the particu-
lar topic or in a “catch-all” course that cov-
ers a smattering of topics. Catch-all required
introductory courses are common, an attempt
to cover some combination of philosophy of
science, scope of the discipline, history of
the discipline, design, and methods. The
coverage of stand-alone courses can be in-
ferred from course titles and catalog descrip-
tions. Identifying and inferring content from
catch-all courses is tricky because they have
a variety of titles (from “Scope and Meth-
ods” to “The Nature of Political Science” to
“Design and Methods”) that may or may not
match the content of the catalog descrip-
tions. In a few such cases I was able to ob-
tain syllabi. Though syllabi are better indica-
tors of instructor intent, catalog descriptions
formalize the general outlines of course con-
tent and thus may guide future course 
instructors. 

Inferences for precisely what is covered
are less reliable for catch-all than stand-alone
courses, though for any particular content,
e.g., philosophy of science, coverage will ob-
viously be greater in stand-alone than catch-
all courses. For the purposes of counting
whether particular content was required, I
chose a generous decision rule, i.e., mere
mention of the relevant content in the course
description meant the program received credit
for covering the topic. Thus, the depth of
coverage of specific content is overestimated
in the areas of history of the discipline, phi-
losophy of science, and qualitative methods.
In addition, the data on program require-

ments are generally more reliable than that on course offer-
ings as new courses are often taught under temporary spe-
cialty catalog numbers before achieving individual catalog ti-
tles and numbers, and courses in the catalog may not have
been taught in years.7

Given the research questions I posed, the data set pro-
vides a strong evidence base for answering descriptive ques-
tions at a rough level of precision. Three caveats should be
kept in mind. First, the data set is cross-sectional so that
longitudinal inferences are not warranted. Second, a major
premise of the study is that course requirements and offer-
ings reflect substantive judgments about the value of particu-
lar content in the doctoral curriculum. But for a variety of
reasons (from problems of collective action to institutional
constraints), the graduate curriculum does not perfectly 
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Table 1
Doctoral Programs Requirements

N %

Language requirement 9 16
No language requirement 39 68
Choice of language or statisticsa 9 16

57 100

Quantitative/statistics methods requirementb 38 66
No quantitative/statistics methods requirement 10 18
Choice of language or statistics 9 16

57 100

Qualitative methods requirementc, d 5 9
No qualitative methods requirement 52 91

57 100

Philosophy of science requirementc, e 28 49
No philosophy of science requirement 29 51

57 100

Scope/history of the discipline requirementc, f 26 46
No scope/history of the discipline requirement 31 54

57 100
aA program requiring two languages but allowing substitution of statistics for the
second language was still coded as having a language requirement. Programs can
offer a choice between language and statistics in many different ways, making
“avoidance” more or less costly depending on the precise configuration of options.
bOf the 38 programs requiring statistics, 33 require a specified course and five
have a competency requirement.
cTo be coded affirmatively in these categories, a program did not need a stand-
alone course; instead, it had only to mention the relevant content in the course de-
scription of another required course. Thus, the depth of coverage of the specific
content is overestimated. 
dBased on catalog course descriptions, in program 10, “non-quantitative methods
in political science research” are covered in a required, stand-alone course; in pro-
gram 11, “quantitative and qualitative methods” are both introduced as part of a re-
quired, catch-all course. Based on examination of syllabi for required, catch-all
courses, I coded three more programs (8, 54, and 60) as covering some qualitative
content. 
eOf the 28 programs that have some required coverage of philosophy of science,
seven have stand-alone courses whereas in 21 the coverage is in catch-all courses.
fIn the area of scope/history, of the 26 schools covering scope, most do so with a
catch-all course. Stand-alone courses devoted to scope/history of the discipline
are rare, particularly at the required level.



reflect what members of the discipline most value. The third
issue concerns the relative importance of curriculum in doc-
toral education; a study of curriculum cannot capture the
significant roles of graduate advising and mentoring, much
less the informal interaction and socialization that occurs
over a multi-year process. Despite these caveats, this study
provides a more detailed and complete picture of doctoral
education in political science in the United States than
heretofore existed.

Requirements, Field Neutrality, 
and Offerings

Requirements may apply only to students majoring or mi-
noring in a particular field or to all students admitted to the
program. A program (or for that matter a field) requirement
can take one of two general forms: competency or specific
course requirements. The former is the more flexible form
because students may fulfill the competency by using prior
course work, taking an examination, or perhaps by taking a
course or two from a specified list or of a specified type in-
side or outside of the department. A competency approach
to requirements allows for diverse student background and
interest and husbands
faculty teaching re-
sources. The pre-
sumption is that how
the competency is
achieved matters lit-
tle; e.g., language re-
quirements are com-
petency based. In
contrast, the require-
ment that students
take specified courses
puts a premium on
uniformity of content
for all students in the
program—producing a
“cohort experience”
of the material; fac-
ulty teaching re-
sources are devoted to
the topic and to the
socialization process
involved in seminar
exchanges. These two
approaches place dif-
ferent emphasis on
flexibility to meet di-
verse student needs and interests versus assuring uniformity
in substantive content and in professional socialization.
Though both competency and specific course requirements
communicate what a faculty values, specific course require-
ments are especially powerful in this regard because of the
resources they consume, their role in the socialization
process, and what they reveal about the core of a discipline. 

Ideally, program requirements should be as “field neutral”
as practical, that is, no single field should be so burdened by
a program requirement that students choosing that field take
considerably longer to complete the degree. For example, lan-
guage requirements may be essential to those with a major
field in comparative politics but less so to those whose major
field is American politics. One response to this difficulty is a
research “tools” requirement allowing those in comparative
politics (or political theory) to choose a language while those
in other fields, say formal theory or American politics, may

choose training in statistical-quantitative methods. The princi-
ple of field neutrality supports this “tools” approach8 so that
those who favor language as a program requirement must ar-
ticulate the worth of language study for all fields. If taken to
its extreme, however, the principle of field neutrality implies
that there should be no program requirements at all, only field
requirements.

Course offerings demonstrate faculty capacity and interest. I
have analyzed elsewhere the considerable program variation in
regard to program offerings (Schwartz-Shea 2001). That varia-
tion, however, is not related in any simple way to department
size9 nor NRC rankings. Thus, it would be misleading to say
that more highly ranked programs offer “better” requirements,
structure, or offerings. For example, while it is the case that
some departments emphasize quantitative methods while others
emphasize a balance between quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods, highly ranked programs occur in both of these
categories.10

Findings
Table 1 reports aggregate statistics for department require-

ments including language competency. As of 2001, only 16%
of departments value a
language competency
sufficiently to make it
a program-wide re-
quirement. The influ-
ence of the “tools”
conceptualization is
evident in the 16% of
programs that have
chosen the field-neu-
tral approach of al-
lowing a choice be-
tween language and
statistics. It is impor-
tant to note that the
“tool” alternative to
foreign language is
conceived of exclu-
sively in quantitative
terms. This preference
is echoed in the per-
centages requiring
quantitative and quali-
tative methods, a lop-
sided 66% and 9% re-
spectively. Two 
substantive areas that

might have been expected to gain more discipline-wide sup-
port are philosophy of science and scope/history of the disci-
pline. Both are inclusive of all fields and philosophy of sci-
ence is notable as an area that brings together interests
shared by political theory and the empirical fields. Neverthe-
less, more than half of the discipline does not value these ar-
eas sufficiently to require them of all students. In sum, a key
inference from Table 1 is that the closest political science
comes to a core curriculum, to be transferred from genera-
tion to generation, is quantitative methods.

Table 2 presents another way to address the question of
whether there is a core transmitted to all doctoral students in
the discipline. This table shows the percentage of departments
requiring specified courses for all students in the program—
from no courses required to as many as four, five, or six. It
reveals considerable variation in departmental judgments about
the need for program structure: 30% require no specific
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The University of Chicago’s, one of the 57 doctoral programs in political science
analyzed. Photo: Courtesy of the University of Chicago. 



courses, 33% require one or two courses, and
37% require three or more courses. Signifi-
cantly, there is a weak relationship between
the number of courses required and NRC
ranking, i.e., only two11 of the top 20 pro-
grams require three or more courses and
seven12 of the top 10 programs require no
courses. Thus, a significant proportion of the
most highly ranked programs has given up on
the notion of a substantive core that should be
transmitted to all doctoral students regardless
of field. For those programs with requirements,
as shown in Table 1, a course in quantitative
methods constitutes the core, or a part of the
core, curriculum.

Though the dominance of quantitative
methods in program requirements is clear
from this evidence, it is also important to ex-
amine program offerings. Table 3 shows the
number of course offerings in seven substan-
tive areas for the sample of 57 programs. Ex-
amining “first course” coverage in Table 3 in-
dicates significant coverage in all the
substantive areas except qualitative methods.
In other words, 70% or more of programs
have at least some coverage of philosophy of
science, scope/history of the discipline,
research design, quantitative methods, spe-
cialty methods offerings, and game theory. It
should be emphasized, however, that the depth
of coverage in philosophy of science and
scope/history13 of the discipline is overesti-
mated by the coding decision rule to count
affirmatively coverage in catch-all courses.
Second courses are stand-alone courses and
these percentages are considerably lower. 

Like the counts for philosophy of science
and scope/history courses, the count for the
first qualitative methods course on the books
(44%) is overestimated by the decision rule to
count affirmatively coverage in catch-all
courses. The percentage of programs offering
a stand-alone course is considerably lower at
2%. Neither figure, however, includes titles in-
dicating a field emphasis, e.g., “Textual

Analysis in Political Theory” or “Comparative Methods.”
When such courses are included in the category of qualitative
methods the percentage of programs offering a first qualita-
tive course rises to 65%. Though this percentage is consider-
ably higher, course titles matter because a field-specific
course title narrows the range of clientele whereas a general
title invites students of any field to consider the method as
applicable. In contrast to qualitative courses, the titles of
quantitative courses are rarely field-specific. 

Another way to think about the differences in course offer-
ings in quantitative and qualitative methods is to count the 
total number of offerings (i.e., the sum of multiple offerings
per program). When this is done the ratio of quantitative to
qualitative courses is seven to one. Including field-specific
courses reduces the ratio to four to one. Though aggregate
statistics do not reveal what is available to students in partic-
ular programs, this aggregate imbalance is further evidence of
the dominance of quantitative methods in the curriculum. As
important, specialty methods courses are predominately quan-
titative (survey methods and experimental research) whereas
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Table 3
Doctoral Programs Course Offerings

Number of Percentage of
programs with programs witha

1 Philosophy of science courseb 50 88
2 Philosophy of science courses 22 39

1 Scope/history courseb 40 70
2 Scope/history courses 7 12

1 Design course 51 89
2 Design courses 15 26
3 Design courses 4 7

1 Quantitative course 57 100
2 Quantitative courses 53 94
3 Quantitative courses 42 74
4 Quantitative courses 28 49
5 Quantitative courses 13 23
6 Quantitative courses 5 9

1 Qualitative methods coursec 25 44
2 Qualitative methods courses 1 2

1 Specialty methods coursed 40 70
2 Specialty methods courses 27 47
3 Specialty methods courses 15 26

1 Game theory coursee 41 72
2 Game theory courses 34 60
3 Game theory courses 26 50
aIn each case, the percentage reported uses the N of the column in the denomina-
tor. In other words, the percentages do not add up to 100% when examining the
categories on the left.
bTo be coded affirmatively in these categories, a program did not need a stand-
alone course; instead, it had only to mention the relevant content in the course de-
scription of another required course. Of the 50 programs covering philosophy of
science with one course, 25 do so in a catch-all course. Of the 40 programs cover-
ing scope/history, 26 programs so in a catch-all course. 
cFor this count, “qualitative” means a stand-alone course which is not identified
with a particular field.
dSpecialty methods courses are either method-specific (e.g., Survey Research) or
field-identified (e.g., Methodology of Comparative Politics).
e“Formal theory” seems to have replaced “game theory,” “rational choice theory,”
and “public choice theory” to a substantial degree in course titles. The other phrase
synonymous with formal theory is “positive political theory.”

Table 2
Number of Required Coursesa

N % Cumulative %

0 courses 17 30 30
1 course 8 14 44
2 courses 11 19 63
3 courses 14 25 88
4–6 courses 7 12 100

57 100
aRequired courses must be distinguished from required compe-
tencies. For example, of the 17 programs with no required
courses six have required competencies (programs 9, 12, 17,
39, 40, and 47); three allow choice among a set of courses
(e.g., two of three) (programs 41, 42, and 51); only seven re-
quire no courses nor competencies (programs 2, 7, 14, 18, 23,
29, and 32). Programs requiring specific courses may also
have required competencies.



there is only one course14 on interviewing, a method common
across the fields. 

Discussion
Is this the curriculum we want? I will hazard the guess

that a great many faculty would not judge the aggregate cur-
ricular patterns reported above as adequately preparing future
scholars to understand the range of approaches that members
of the discipline can and do use in the study of politics. The
effects of the dominance of quantitative methods, verified
here at the curricular level, have been debated for some time.
Notably, even those who agree with a requirement in quanti-
tative methods criticize the dominance of quantitative meth-
ods as lacking field neutrality (e.g., Van Evera 1997, 3), as
contributing to the
marginalization of po-
litical theory in the
discipline (e.g., Walsh
and Bahnisch 2000),
and as producing
methods-driven, trivial
research (e.g.,
Theodoulou and
O’Brien 1999, 10).
What the evidence re-
ported here also re-
veals is the extent to
which highly ranked
programs seem to
have withdrawn from
these debates and
taken recourse in a
let-the-fields-do-what-
they-may structure.
Such department deci-
sions contribute to the
“disciplinary fragmen-
tation” (Easton and
Schellings 1991), “ex-
cessive specialization,”
and “lack of respect”
(Jervis 2001) that characterize the discipline. 

One other significant effect needs to be noted. A quantita-
tive methods core, and the language of variables and hypoth-
eses it engenders, elides huge areas of non-positivist research
visible in other social sciences yet still highly relevant to the
discipline. In particular, doctoral students interested in qualita-
tive methods of the interpretive epistemological persuasion
find very little in the curriculum to satisfy their needs. More-
over, when programs lack a philosophy of science require-
ment these systematic interpretive approaches to research are
misunderstood at best and, at worst, denigrated as unscientific,
not appropriate for researchers in the discipline of political
science. Whatever one’s ultimate position on epistemological
issues, graduate students’ capacity for autonomous choice de-
pends on a familiarity with the basic alternatives. Yet, many
students taking a required quantitative methods course will
lack this familiarity given the low prevalence of stand-alone
philosophy of science courses and the fact that less than half
of the programs require even catch-all coverage. Without this
basic grounding, such epistemologically unaware researchers
have no basis for cross-specialty communication with re-
searchers in a variety of fields who use interpretive ap-
proaches including law and politics (Brigham 1996), theories
of bureaucracy (Ferguson 1984), public policy (Yanow 1996),
and budgeting (Czarniawska-Joerges 1992). 

The lack of respect in cross-specialty communication has
been summarized by Lisa Anderson in especially colorful
terms. She writes:

Judging from the way most American doctoral students are
trained today, disciplines are as much gangs, with handshakes
and colors, initiation ceremonies and secret passwords, as they
are research traditions. Their members are jealous of their terri-
tory and quick to resort to “trash talk” when confronted with
the work of their rivals (Anderson 2000, 8).

Whether such a pessimistic reading of the status quo is war-
ranted, it seems clear that the time has come to reconsider
the nature of doctoral education in the discipline. I first 
offer three general areas for debate and then more specific

arguments about the
teaching of quantita-
tive and qualitative
methods.

First, to belabor the
obvious, departments
should re-evaluate their
graduate requirements
to engage the question
of what makes politi-
cal science a discipline
rather than a collection
of fields. Second, the
debate should be con-
ducted with a self-con-
sciousness concerning
the implicit stereotypes
about the natural sci-
ences, the social sci-
ences, and the humani-
ties that often imperil
genuine communica-
tion across epistemo-
logical divides. Under-
standing the
constructed nature of
disciplinary divisions

and their on-going evolution (Wallerstein 1999) may help to
loosen the imagination of faculty to consider how to construct
a social science for the twenty-first century. This discussion
should include attention to the role of philosophy of social
science in the curriculum. What should a program-wide re-
quirement in philosophy of social science look like? When
was the course, if offered, last updated? Could team teaching
improve departmental communication across epistemological
divides, thereby providing a model of such communication for
graduate students? Third, are there ways to re-conceptualize
the relationship between political theory and the empirical
fields so that a necessary division of labor does not stultify
our understanding of political life? Just as there are currently
debates about the field divisions between comparative politics
and international relations or whether American politics is bet-
ter conceptualized as a part of comparative politics, conversa-
tions about this divide can challenge the standard approach to
curricular design. 

Finally, the debates must call into question taken-for-
granted assumptions about quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods. A typical argument for the status quo is that a quantita-
tive requirement is necessary, as are the two to three course
sequences, because quantitative methods are particularly 
difficult for students. Social science students, even doctoral
students, often avoid mathematical topics and hence training
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must be required and, ideally, it should be intensive. More-
over, this required, intensive training is warranted—so the 
argument goes—because of the general applicability of statis-
tical research tools to political phenomenon. Qualitative
methodologies, in contrast, are easier because they are word-
based, less generally applicable, and more task dependent.
Precious curricular hours should be devoted to quantitative
methodologies so students receive the necessary training 
under faculty guidance. Qualitative methodologies can be
picked up on one’s own as needed for particular research
projects.

This argument cannot be addressed in sufficient depth
here to convince a skeptic but the general lines of a rebuttal
can be laid out. Are quantitative methods really more diffi-
cult to learn than qualitative methods? Though it may be the
conventional wisdom that “math is hard,” such a claim 
constitutes insufficient grounds for the imbalance in require-
ments and offerings of the curricular status quo. An obvious
question is, hard for whom? Clearly, there are those for
whom mathematics is difficult just as there are those for
whom it is easy. And there are those who are adept at the
manipulation of words and those who find that task ex-
tremely frustrating. Given that the basis of ordinary least
squares regression is the formula for a straight line,
perhaps regression could be learned on one’s own and the
curricular hours devoted instead to the subtleties of
metaphor analysis. The point is that our understanding of
these pedagogical issues is asymmetric at this time—a 
function of the experiences of those who teach quantitative
methods with comparably little input from those who teach
qualitative methods. 

It is indeed the case that qualitative methodology is more
diverse than quantitative methodology encompassing a wide
range epistemologically (from positivist to interpretive) and
in terms of specific techniques of data access (e.g., inter-
viewing, ethnography, field research) and data analysis (e.g.,
deconstruction, metaphor analysis). But this is not to agree
that quantitative tools are the “more general” or “more use-
ful” if what is meant by that is “more applicable to a wide
range of phenomenon.” As the Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion’s regular feature “Deconstruct This” attests, it is possible
to produce “readings” of a wide array of events, texts, and
policy documents. For those allergic to deconstruction, let me
be clear. Though methodologies borrowed from the humani-
ties can be useful in the social sciences, that does not mean
they will or should be used in the same ways. (In particular,
there are different attitudes toward evidence in the social sci-
ences as compared to the humanities.) Like quantitative
analyses, qualitative analyses can be systematic, rigorous, and
subtle. And like quantitative analyses, qualitative analyses can
be superficial, misapplied, and a waste of time. Rather than a
priori judgments about the worth of particular methodologies,
qualitative methodologies need to be more widely recognized
as useful to the study of politics and thus deserve to be
taught as part of what political scientists do. As important,
qualitative methodologies may be indispensable for accessing
the kinds of “local or practical knowledge” that quantification
overlooks or erases (Schmidt 1993; Scott 1998; Flyvbjerg
2001).

The Challenge and Promise of 
Methodological Pluralism

Methodological pluralism means no a priori methodologi-
cal commitments, only a commitment to addressing substan-
tive questions using the conceptual and methodological re-

sources most appropriate to answer those questions. Appro-
priateness should be the most important standard for judging
quality research, not whether the methods “are what the field
uses” or whether the methods are “new” or “advanced.” That
said, methodological pluralism need not mean, as Laitin
(forthcoming) suggests, that scholars do not seek to improve
specific techniques: experts in quantitative methodologies
have invented improved methods for dealing with dichoto-
mous variables, pooled time-series data, the sampling of pro-
portionally smaller populations, and the wording of survey
questions; experts in qualitative methodologies have invented
new methods for dealing with the role of the self in ethnog-
raphy, for systematizing the development of access to re-
search sites, and for working with qualitative software in the
development of themes from in-depth interviews. Method-
ological pluralism does mean avoiding the a priori privileg-
ing of particular approaches that is evident in the curricular
status quo.

If we endorse this meaning of methodological pluralism,
if we give up on the “quantitative core,” how are we to
speak to each other across the epistemological and ontologi-
cal divisions that crisscross the discipline? It is the case that
positivists have a shared language of variables and hypothe-
ses, and their standards of reliability and validity do provide
a means of communication and a means for judging some of
the significant problems in the discipline. Recently, there has
been a concerted effort to extend these standards to qualita-
tive research, e.g., King, Keohane, and Verba (1994) and
Brady and Collier (forthcoming). Qualitative research, how-
ever, should be understood to include other word-based ap-
proaches grounded in an interpretive epistemological posi-
tion. Interpretive researchers have developed appropriate
languages and standards for these methodologies (Lincoln
and Guba 1985; Erlandson et al. 1993; Brower et al. 2000)
though these standards are not well known in political sci-
ence. Thus, as Cartwright (1999) admits, there are no com-
mon standards for judging quality research beyond “use the
method that allows you to answer your research question.”
And this difficulty is further exacerbated by the often differ-
ent goals of positivist and interpretive researchers. Whereas
positivist qualitative research emphasizes causality, interpre-
tive qualitative research emphasizes meaning-making—focus-
ing on the interpretive acts of both situated participants and
researchers, rather than seeking to present context-free gen-
eralizations.

It is undeniable that communication between those endors-
ing positivist research and those endorsing interpretive re-
search is and will be difficult—not only because their stan-
dards differ but because they often have different visions of
the purposes of social science. Instead of denying the exis-
tence of interpretive qualitative research, we in the discipline
should be grappling with how to educate ourselves and build
the understanding that will allow better communication on
the question of cross-epistemological standards. What may
make this effort both feasible and promising is a recom-
mended recommitment to problem-driven research (Shapiro
2002) because it is the passionate commitment to understand-
ing substantive issues that makes cross-epistemological com-
munication necessary. But genuine grappling, in contrast to
claims of a priori methodological superiority, will require a
professorate minimally conscious of itself as a discipline and
of the varieties of approaches to social problems. A curricu-
lar starting point for this journey would be a program-wide,
discipline-wide requirement of a stand-alone course in philos-
ophy of science, covering interpretive as well as positivist
positions. 
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Appendix A
Programs Analyzed - N = 57

School Name Code School Name Code

University of California, Berkeley 2 New York University 32
University of California, Los Angeles 3 CUNY Graduate Center 33
University of California, Santa Barbara 4 SUNY, Albany 34
University of California, San Diego 5 SUNY, Stony Brook 35
University of Chicago 7 University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill 36
Claremont Graduate Schools 8 University of North Texas 37
Columbia University 9 Northwestern University 38
University of Connecticut 10 University of Notre Dame 39
Cornell University 11 Ohio State University, Columbus 40
Duke University 12 University of Pennsylvania 41
Emory University 13 Princeton University 42
George Washington University 14 University of Rochester 43
Georgetown University 15 Rutgers University, New Brunswick 44
University of Georgia 16 University of Southern California 45
Harvard University 17 University of South Carolina, Columbia 46
University of Hawaii 18 Stanford University 47
University of Houston 19 University of Texas A&M 48
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 20 University of Texas-Austin 49
Indiana University, Bloomington 21 University of Virginia 51
University of Iowa 22 Washington University 53
Johns Hopkins University 23 University of Washington 54
University of Kansas 24 University of Wisconsin, Madison 55
University of Kentucky 25 Yale University 56
University of Maryland, College Park 26 University of Arizona 57
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 27 University of California, Irvine 58
Michigan State University 28 University of Colorado, Boulder 59
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor 29 Florida State University 60
University of Minnesota 30 Rice University 62
University of New Mexico 31

Notes
*Portions of this paper were presented at the 2001 Annual Meeting of

the American Political Science Association, San Francisco, and the 2001
Annual Meeting of the Western Political Science Association, Las Vegas.
Support provided by the Faculty Fellow Program and the Tanner Humani-
ties Center at the University of Utah. The support is much appreciated.
Thanks also to those who provided feedback on earlier drafts, particularly
Matthew Burbank but also Mark Button, Jefferson Gray, and John Francis.

1. These are the major fields offered by the 57 programs in this sam-
ple: American Politics 96.5% (55); Comparative Politics 95.0% (54); Inter-
national Relations 96.5% (55); Political Theory 79.0% (45). A “major
field” means that students may write a dissertation in that field. Some pro-
grams offer a field, often methodology or political theory, only as a minor
field. Other major field offerings include Methodology 44.9% (25); Public
Policy 31.6% (18); Public Law 21% (12); Public Administration 17.5%
(10); Formal Theory 16.0% (9); and Political Economy 10.5% (6).

2. Debates over the validity of program rankings are intense, with some
defending reputational systems, others championing “objective”
publication-based ones (e.g., Ballard and Mitchell 1998), and still others
questioning the whole enterprise. For additional discussion, see Schwartz-
Shea (2001, 11). Whatever one’s views on rankings, this selection of 
programs covers a substantial portion of disciplinary programs and the
doctoral student population. As important, the statistics reported here 
depend on judgments about precise program rankings only when state-
ments are made, for example, about “the top ten programs.”

3. According to the web site active during the period of data collection
(http://www.usnews.com/edu/beyond/gradrank/gbpolisci.htm), the 2001 US
News Graduate Rankings for Political Science were based on data
from 1998.

4. In the Guide, the figure for the “Number of Students Now in Ph.D.
Programs” was not available for five of the 57 schools used in the study.
These numbers were obtained during the June 2000—August 2001 time
period of data collection of this project. To calculate the percentage, I

used the denominator given in the Guide, “Totals Adjusted for Missing
Data” of 7,765. 

5. Thanks to doctoral student Hasan Kosebalaban for his careful work.
6. Authors as diverse as King, Keohane, and Verba (1994, 5) and 

Flyvbjerg (2001, 196) decry the distinction as spurious, though on quite
distinct grounds. For further discussion, see Schwartz-Shea and Yanow
2002 (480–2).

7. The appearance of new courses is particularly significant when it
comes to qualitative methods; i.e., my descriptive study has a moving 
target due to the Perestroika movement (which began in October 2000)
within the discipline. For example, in response to the Perestroika email
discussions, graduate students at Yale University requested changes in the
methods offerings of their program. However, given the substantive com-
plexity and collective action problems involved in changing departmental
requirements, it seems likely that the descriptive statistics reported here
are still accurate within a few percentage points.

8. The language of “tools” and “toolkits” is often contested by those
who want to emphasize the connections between “methods” and “method-
ology” and between methodology, ontology, and epistemology.

9. It is the case that NRC ranking is associated with faculty size. Aver-
age faculty size for the 57 programs is 32 (with a standard deviation of
10). The top 19 NRC programs average 40 faculty (s = 10), the middle
NRC 19 programs average 29 faculty (s = 7), and the 19 programs that
are unranked by NRC or ranked in the lowest third (of this selection) av-
erage 28 faculty (s = 11). But analysis shows that programs with fewer
faculty still manage to offer, at a comparable level, those courses which
are, historically, an accepted part of the discipline, i.e., philosophy of sci-
ence, scope of the discipline, research design, and quantitative-statistical
methods. In contrast to that set of courses, the ability to offer specialty
methods courses is negatively related to ranking/faculty size and this pat-
tern is even clearer in the offerings of game theory and qualitative meth-
ods courses. Thus, doctoral students attending larger programs are likely to
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have a greater array of possibilities when it comes to those “newer” em-
phases within the discipline. Yet, when substantive content is widely ac-
cepted, programs with fewer resources still find a way to offer it. For ex-
ample, 89% of the top 19 programs (average faculty size of 40) offer
three quantitative-statistical courses whereas fully 58% of the lower-tier
schools (average faculty size of 28) manage to do so.

10. See especially, Table 6, page 71 (Schwartz-Shea 2001).
11. Programs 36 and 43.
12. Programs 2, 7, 17, 29, 42, 47, and 56 though both 42 and 56 re-

quire field or research seminars.
13. Judging by titles, stand-alone scope and stand-alone history courses

are quite rare. If this content is covered at all, it is in a catch-all course
such as “Scope and Methods” in which the emphasis is often on methods.
History is far less often a part of curriculum. Indeed, the total number of
courses with significant emphasis on history of the discipline is between
three and six whereas the “Scope and Method” title is quite common as
indicated by the 70% in Table 3. 

14. Program 36.
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