Lesson Plan, No. 3

RESEARCH AND WRITE IN POLITICAL STUDIES:

Navigating Social Sciences Literature

AIMS: 

This lecture is an introduction to academic literature in political studies and provides various techniques of how to navigate this world:

· What is academic writing, and how does it differ from other forms of information?

· What are the different types of academic writing?

· How do I access this information?

· How do I process or evaluate this information?

· How do I find my voice in the academic debate?

SECTION ONE: Social Sciences Literature
Q: How do the social sciences differ from other disciplines—particularly the natural sciences?

A: Social sciences research aims to be systematic, as in the natural sciences, but we are limited by the nature of human behaviour.
Social sciences research designs emulate the scientific method, but are restricted because human behaviour is complex (often inconsistent) and it is generally unethical to use the experimental method.

· Medical studies use control groups (i.e. given a placebo) to determine the efficacy of new drugs.

· Studies on the consequences of conflict, however, cannot start a war in one country and maintain peace in another.

· A future lecture (‘Merits of Methodology’) further addresses this topic. 

Social sciences literature therefore evolves via debate as new information emerges and disproves older theories (e.g. ‘modernisation theory’ in comparative politics).

Q: How does academic literature differ from other forms of writing?

A: It uses the peer review mechanism to ensure high quality of work.

Peer-review: Evaluation mechanism in which qualified individuals within a field (i.e. ‘experts’) determine whether an academic paper is suitable for publication. 
SECTION TWO: Strategies for Finding Sources
Q: What are the different types of sources that you used for assignment 1?

· Books

· Political Encyclopedias/Handbooks

· Single-author volume

· Multi-author (i.e. edited) volumes

· Journal Articles

· Reports
· Court cases
· Media

· Objective Data
Note: It might be worthwhile mentioning to students that their reference lists (usually in bigger essays) should reflect the different types of sources used – crudely divided into “Primary” and “Secondary” sources, followed by sub-types that are appropriate to either the primary or secondary type of evidence. [Example in slide 11].
Q: What is an academic journal and why are journal articles useful?

· Peer-reviewed – this ensures high quality.
· Periodical – new or up-to-date information emerges more rapidly.
· Focuses on a particular discipline or subfield – this helps with the navigation of the literature. 
· Shorter than books!
Q: How did you find your sources?

There is a lot of information available in libraries and online, which may seem overwhelming at first. The key is therefore to work smart—not hard.

Looking for data depends on your task; you should therefore start by addressing exactly what your assignment is asking you to do:

· Analyse an argument?

· Evaluate a theory?

· Identify and analyse a topic or case?
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Analysing an argument (Text A): start narrow and branch out. (Image of a triangle may help) 
· Look in Text A’s references (citations/footnotes/bibliography) for sources that author consulted prior to writing the work.
· Search citations index for sources written by authors that consulted Text A following its publication. (Google Scholar also indicates how many authors cited that work in turn).

If time allows, go through this process with students using Google Scholar on the overhead projector.
· Check the author’s list of published works (usually on university site) to find alternative articles with which to search.

For each lecture slide, ask students to identify:

· What TYPE of source the example is.

· Why did the author choose to read the sources s/he has selected?
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Analysing a topic: start broad and narrow down as much as possible to specific area of interest. (Image of an upside-down triangle may help) 
· Read ‘review articles,’ published in journals [see slide 20 for an example].

· As before, use each text’s references to build a network of sources.

Political Studies – a multidisciplinary field

· As political issues span across a wide variety of dimensions, you may find information in journals from other disciplines:

· Other social sciences (e.g. sociology, anthropology etc.)

· Economics

· Law
SECTION THREE: Where can I access these sources?

Print Information: UCT Libraries

· ALEPH: ‘search engine’ for the library’s resources.
· In addition to the Main Library, you may find information in other sections of the UCT library system:
· African Studies Library
· Government Publications

· Law Library etc. 
Electronic Information:  it is preferable to use UCT Libraries because Google searches may lead you to articles to which you do not have access:
· Electronic Databases:

· Recent Information

· Archival information (e.g. J-Stor)
· Electronic Journals

· E-Z Proxy

The (natural) temptation is to type a search term into either Google or Wikipedia, BUT:

· Google Scholar ( information overload!

· Wikipedia is NOT trustworthy! Open source data, therefore you cannot establish how accurate the information is in any article. Remember, academic writing is heavily-reliant on peer-review and reputation matters!
· Remind students that key words matter → consider US spelling; try to think of alternative phrases for similar topics e.g. “affirmative action”; “preferential treatment policy”; “B-BBEE”.

SECTION FOUR: Evaluating Sources
Our knowledge of the social sciences is based on ever-evolving debates within and between disciplines. Unlike the natural sciences, it is generally impossible to indisputably corroborate theories within the social sciences due to the complexity of human relationships and behaviour. As a result, sources are generally evaluated based on their perceived merit within the field – i.e. reputation.
What is a good/reputable source?

· Expert: try to find the leading authors in your area of interest.

· Peer-review.

· Transparent methodology, if quantitative.
Strategies for evaluating Sources:
· Citations Index – whose work receives the most attention? [see slides for explanation of the process – for both Google Scholar (slide 30) and ISI Citations Index (slide 31)]. 

· Positive attention reinforces the author’s arguments.

· Negative attention indicates that the author’s arguments are controversial, and therefore important—even incorrect.

· Read review articles.

· “Publish or perish” – academics aim to publish as frequently as possible therefore you may find that information is replicated across various articles. Be careful to identify the key argument the author is making and to evaluate whether any new evidence is provided.
· Pay attention to the year of publication – sometimes the same argument is made or revised in light of new information.

Journal rankings: try to use the most reputable journals in your field.

· Journals vary in reputation based on their ability to publish what experts (i.e. peers) consider to be the most influential work.

· Political Studies encompasses a wide range of sub-disciplines, therefore vary in scope:

· General v. Sub-disciplines (e.g. comparative politics, public administration/policy)

· Area Studies 

· Methodology (i.e. some lean towards quantitative work, while others lean towards qualitative)
· Examples of journals in Political Studies include: Third World Quarterly; International Journal of Transitional Justice; International Journal of Public Administration etc.

· Remind students that they can use the “e-Journals” platform on the UCT Libraries website to search for online journals.

· McLean et al. (2008) - http://www.nuffield.ox.ac.uk/Politics/papers/2008/McLean%20Blais%20Giles%20and%20Garand%20(April%202008).pdf – presents a report of journals within political science, based on an expert survey.
SECTION FIVE: Finding Your Voice
There is a lot of information available today (hence the term ‘information age’) therefore try to search as strategically as possible in order to find the most relevant work for your assignment. Given this information overload and the fact that debate is critical to the field, it is often difficult to find your own voice and communicate it in both your argumentation and writing style. It is therefore critical to master all the concepts and/or theories involved in your assignment from the onset so that you can focus on building cohesive and convincing arguments with the information that you find. 

Remember, analysis requires that you not only identify the arguments you find convincing and unconvincing, but justify your position. 
Examples

· Student 1: Clear argument, but does not explain why he/she agrees with Mamdani. 

· Student 2: Clear argument, and explains why he/she disagrees in his/her own words. Furthermore, introduces another text in his/her own words, rather than a series of direct quotes. 

FURTHER INFORMATION:

If you have any further questions, be sure to use the resources available to you at UCT:

· UCT Library System:

· Subject Librarian: Alex D’Angelo
· Subject Guide

· YouTube Tutorials

· Reference Books/Guides
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� Given the range of topics presented in this lecture, it would be advisable to present it in two different sessions: the first on Sections 1-3, and the second on Sections 3-4. Alternatively, Section 3 could be a separate topic, addressed at tutorials/small groups in the same week. 





�Please note that this may need to be adjusted if you present this lecture before any submissions have been made by the students. You could change the tense and pose a hypothetical question: “What are the different types of information/sources that you could use for assignment 1?”


�Might need to explain how the ezproxy can be used for first years and exchange students.


�This example will need to be revised based on the example selected in earlier slides in order to be more relevant to the course.


�This is more or less covered in the earlier section about journal articles (slide 13).
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