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Maximizing Research Methods

Instruction

Bryan I, Dintiam

Teaching undergraduate students
aboul scholarly research methods can
beadaunting task. Ateacher often must
dispel several myths aboul the course
belore academic content can be ad-
dressed effectively. Many students are
convinced that communication study
should notinvolve numbers —orworse,
[ormulas — and thus they may be quite
anxious aboul empirical approaches to
discovery. But if a teacher can get stu-
dents past the initial reservations they
bring to the classroom, rescarch meth-
ods can be among the most gratifying
courses Lo teach, as students learn to
examine social phenomenawith greater
rigor and to be more careful about mak-
ing all-inclusive, sweeping statements
regarding the steps of a process or the
significance of a relationship.

Interms of broaderinstitutional goals,

communication programs can demon-
strate centrality to a university mission
by requiring the methods course, just as
political science, psychology and soci-
ology do. I'ew trustecs, presidents and
provosts question the importance of the
social sciences, and when assertions
about “professional training” arise, com-
municationadministrators mustbeable
to articulate how curricula produce
educated students, notsimply able prac-
litioners. Al atime when state universi-
tics are cutting faculty and classcs, as
well as increasing tuition and fees, pro-
grams that fail to demonstrate their re-
spective worth may face drastic fund-
ing reductions, and in some cases, out-
right elimination.

From a pedagogical standpoint, Lee
C. Bollinger, president of Columbia
University, recently addressed the fu-
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ture of journalism education there, lo-
cusing on the need for students to de-
velop more than fundamental journal-
ism skills during their time in a univer-
sity environment.' “To pit the teaching
of craft against the teaching of intellec-
tual capacity,” Bollinger argued, “is to
pose a false choice. The questions are
whal parl of doingjournalism should be
used for educational purposes and how
should the integration with other forms
of learning occur.”

The goal of this essay is to ofler some
insights on how to maximize the re-
scarch methods course, such that stu-
dents will take from the course a mean-
ingful learning experience—as opposed
to a short-term exercise on memorizing
terms—and, ideally, administrators who
review the course will recognize com-
munication as an academic discipline
rich in theory and methodology.® The
article builds on earlier work by the
author, as well as on other works dis-
cussing methods instruction® in address-
ing how the fundamental tenets of em-
piricism and classic thought on the
philosophy of science can be used as a
backdrop forteaching an effective course
in communication rescarch methods. Tt
proceeds from theassumption that while
building a rescarch vocabulary is cen-
tral to the mission of an undergraduate
education (methods students should
indeed understand the difference be-
tween reliability and validity, for in-
stance) so too is appreciating how ab-
stract ideas apply to life outside the
methods classroom. What students learn
in a methods course, in short, can sub-
stantially impact how they will perform
in their chosen professions and how
they will come to make decisions in the
years following formal education. Flow
rigorous, for example, will students be
in distinguishing science from cleverly
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worded pscudo-science? Will they be
educaled aboul the manipulation of
numbers for partisan gain? Will they
ask important questions about causal-
ity before composing news articles or
assembling organizational reports that
simply assume its presence? Will they
learn to make sound cthical judgments
about conducting and reporting the re-
sults of rescarch studies?

Given these kinds of questions, it
behooves a methods instructor to con-
sicderthe class [romamacroscopicstand-
point, teaching students aboul the na-
ture of knowledge gain through consis-
tent application of scientific methods
and thescarch lorevidence.* The course
then will build on itsclf as the term
progresses, with the instructor describ-
ing for students the linkages between
subjects addressed in separate hook
chapters. In a metaphorical sense, an
instructor might equate the methods
course with the output of a musical
group, as the linal product should ex-
ceed the sum ofits parts—which is why
the term “maximizing” appears in the
litle of this article. Students may not
recall the precise delinitions of all torms
covered in the course, bul they should
always recall the broader lessons
learned.

To this end, many communication
scholars, as well as social scientists in
other disciplines, have written meth-
ods texts,” and texts also have been
written that describe in broad terms
how mass communication phenomena
have been studied,” and how scholars
of such studies locate information for
rescarch projects.” Academic journal
articles have appeared periodically, as
Keyton, for instance, described how o
incorporate an ctfective service-learn-
ing component into the methods
course,' while Poindexter proposed a

148

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




model for effective instruction." Jack-
son and Wolski addressed effective
methods instruction as well, focusing
on how web technology, specifically
onlineargumenltative dialogue, can help
to break down learning harriers. '
Along with these scholars, in addi-
tion to others who have written about
methods instruction,' as well as those
who have identified critical thinking
skills and otherrequisites for success in
professional journalism,' the author
suggests lhal students majoring in all
arcas of communication should be re-
quired lo complele a class in social
science research methods, as outlined
in Table 1.7 'Too many communication
professionals have little or no training
in the fundamentals of academic re-
scarch and basic statistics, and as a
rosult, the numbers that appear in press
reports, for instance, frequently mis-
lead news audicnces. ' Students should
learn how to identify dubious statistics
and the manipulation of numbers for
sell-serving purposes, and they can do
so by (a) learning specific compula-
tions," and (b) gaining a broader appre-
ciation lor the tenets of social science.
With respect to the latter, students need
to understand why scholars build theo-
retical frameworks to guide formal re-
scarch investigations, and how schol-
ars use such frameworks to predict and
test for the presence of relationships.

The importance of theory
While olten taught in a separate
course, communication theory needs to
be related to rescarch methods carly in
the term, because students need lo un-
derstand why pulting a theory to the
test is far more rigorous and beneficial
than a post-hoc, after-the-fact explana-
tion ol a Process, or cause and effect.
Many phenomena can be “explained”
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once they have occurred, as the expla-
nation can not be proven wrong, but as
the late philosopher of science Karl
Popper observed with respect to Marx’s
theory ol history, I'reud’s psychoanaly-
sis, and Alfred Adler’s “individual psy-
chology™

[found that those ofmy friends
who were admirers of Marx,
I'reud, and Adler, were im-
pressed by a number of points
common o these theories, and
especially by theirapparent ex-
planatory power. These theo-
rics appearced to be able to ex-
plain practically everything
thathappened within the fields
to which they referred. The
study ofany of them seemed to
have the effect of an intellec-
tual conversion or revelation,
opening your cyes o g new
truth hidden from those not yet
initiated. Once your eyes were
thus opened you saw confirm-
ing instances everywhere: The
world was full of verifications
of the theory. Whatever hap-
pened always confirmed it ...
A Marxist could nolt open a
newspaper without finding on
cvery page confirming evi-
dence for his interpretation of
history, not only in the news,
but also in its presentation—
which revealed the class bias
ofthe paper—and especially of
course in what the paper did
nol say."”

Throughout his carcer, Popper ad-
dressed the “problem ol induction,” a
phrascreferring to the collection o sup-
portive observations with no end in
sight nor any prospect ol falsification.
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Drawing from Hume’s refutation of in-
ductive inference, Popperexplained that

“(A)n attempt to justify the practice of

induction by an appeal to experience
must lead to an infinite regress. As a
result we can say that theories can never
beinferred from observation statements,
or rationally justlified by them.”" Pop-
per argued that confirmation could be
found for almost any theory if research-
ers looked only for confirmations. Cit-
ing Einstein and the theory of gravita-
tion opposite those of Marx, I'reud and
Adler, heobserved that Einslein’s theory
could have been reluled through direct
observation, wherecas the others ap-
peared to explain even the most diver-
gent behaviors.?

Kuhn questioned falsification,?' and
Wittgenstein once engaged Popper in a
legendary philosophical argument,* but
for purposes of this article, the practice
ol pulling a theory to the test, risking
being wrong, and considering evidence
in its entirety could not be closer to the
heart ol a liberal education. The basic
refusal to consider other ideas, after all,
is characteristic of the most ignorant
members of a sociely, who engage in a

perpetual search for “confirmation” of

narrow and rigid heliefs. “(D)ogmatic
thinking,” Popper observed, “an uncon-
trolled wish to impose regularitics, a
manifest pleasure in rites and in repeti-
tion as such, are characteristic of primi-
tives and children; and increasing expe-
rience and maturily sometimes create
anattitude of caution and criticism rather
than of dogmatism.”* That observation

is cenlral to the teachings of social sci-
ence rescarch methods and is consistent
with educaling fulure journalists and
communication professionals about bal-
ance, completeness and the need to be
aware of and keep in check personal
biases when assembling reports.

To demonstrate to students the im-
portance of broadmindedness and a
willingness lo consider e/l information,
onc can discuss Berelson’s widely cited
definition of content analysis, which he
described as “a rescarch technique for
the objective, systematic, and quantita-
tive description of the manifest content
of communication.”* A systematic tech-
nique means, of course, thal all data are
to be coded and analyzed without bias
but with a willingness to allow genuine
patterns to emerge, thus supporting or
notsupporlingagiven expectation. Ide-
ally, from such an approach will come
the most accurate and credible report of
research findings.

As an example of how a spocific
method can enlighten studenls about
race and gender issues in communica-
tion, an instructor might assign stu-
dents to read conlenl analyses that ex-
plore mediated portrayals ol white and
black athletes, as well as male and [e-
male athletes (in separate rescarch con-
texts).? Often, commentalors praise
black athletes based onperceived “natu-
ral” athletic ability, while white ath-
letes are praised for their perceived
leadership skills and ability to over-
come scemingly insurmountable odds
to achieve their athletic stature. Such
portrayals undermine the work black
athletes have to putin to reach the clite
ranks, as they are “expected” to excel
athletically. Inaddition, female athletes
often are portrayed more for their ap-
pearance than lor their athletic skill,
and students who one day might work
in the media should understand the
message commentators send by refer-
ring to male athletes by their surnames
and female athletes by their first names.
Students also might realize the diffor-
ence in connolalions between a male
“sophomore from Kingsport” and a fe-
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male “blonde-haired sophomore from
Kingsport.” Iixamples of content stud-
ies thus can heighten students” aware-
ness of ethnic and gender stercotyping
in mags media.

These kinds of subjects also allow
instructors tointroduce to students femi-
nist and critical approaches of inquiry,
focusing on concepts such as hegemony
and whatmale hegemony, in particular,
means for social institutions and his-
torically marginalized groups. While the
undergraduale methods course, as tra-
ditionally conceived and described in
texts, does notallow instructors to spend
a greal deal of time on critical ap-
proaches, instructors nevertheless can
expose students lo fundamental con-
coptsand theorelical overviews, encour-
aging them to pursue the approaches in
more detail at the graduate level.

An instructor can link the impor-
tance of theory to research methods
when lecturing about survey techniques
as well. As an example, as Chaffee and
Hochheimer noted, several decades
passed belween the time Paul Lazarsfeld
and his colleagues via survey research
first identified opinion leaders as a pri-
mary information source for voters and
the time al which their findings were
openly scrutinized.?® While sclect ar-
ticles did appear,” seldom did scholars
explore the post hoc—or at least ad
hoc—ftindings of the Iirie County stud-
ics. Had they done so, the shilt from
“powerful” to “limited” media effects
may have been portrayed quilte dilfer-
ently in contemporary communication
texts; in fact, the shill might not have
been portrayed atall, for it may not have
exisled. As Chaffee and Hochheimer
pointed out, the Lazarsfeld studies used
voling decision as the sole criterion,
and had the scholars examined other
subjects of political communication at

5

the time, they likely would havercached
differentconclusions. Even with respect
tovoting decision, more than two-thirds
ol respondents mentioned newspapers
orradio as a helpful source in deciding
for whom to vote, compared (o less than
one-half who mentioned a personal
source. Additionally, Chaffee and
Hochheimer revealed that more than
one-half said radio or newspapers had
been the most important source of in-
formation, while less than one-quarter
said a personal source. Yel, as many
articles and hooks in the years since
have suggested, the Erie County studies
pointed to the “limited” eflects of me-
dia. Had the ficld, at that time, con-
tained stronger theoretical frameworks,
perhaps more accurate rescarch find-
ings would havebeenreported and more
stable assumptions eslablished for
studying interpersonal and mass com-
munication.”

Rogers has noted that Lazarsfeld did
not favor the use of inferential stalistics
in the carly survey projects he and his
colleagues conducted, as the projects
were, in effect, exploratory.® The re-
scarchers sought to gather information
that would inform the development of
formal hypotheses atalater point; how-
cver, as described above, their data ac-
tually came to underlic the two-step
Mlow of communication and “limited”
effects paradigm—despite the lack of
empirical supporl. Methods instructors
candraw upon the Lazarsfeld studies in
discussing with students the nature of
inductive and deductive approaches to
discovery, pointing out that while
knowledge musl originate at a cortain
point—and in that sense, the Lazarsfeld
survey projects certainly can be consid-
cred benchmark—a lack of additional
testing and possible refutation should
preclude academic studics from serv-
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ingas cornerstones for entire paradigms.

“Always look for a physical model
underlying the data being analyzed,”
wrote van Belle. “Assume that a statis-
tical model such as a lincar model is a
good [irst start only.”* Van Belle cau-
tioned researchers about locating lin-
carity or, more generally, “statistical
significance,” and drawing conclusions
without consideringatheorelical frame-
work for why a perceived relationship
exists. For students, this caution facili-
tates the development of eritical think-
ing skills as well as an understanding
that even the most accurate numbers
do not explain a process; they fil a
process. Only a precise understanding
of the lacets involved in a process,
which is to suggest their plausible sc-
quence and respeclive causalities, al-
low one to explain, or legitimately
model, an occurrence or event. With-
oul a theoretical framework and expli-
cation of key terms, a rescarcher uses
little more than “brute empiricism” in
identitying an alleged relationship, and
ifone makesahabit ofidentifyingmany
relationships via statistical associalions
only, sooner orlater the rescarcher will
begin “explaining” chance occurrences.

The nature of chance

While the romanticaltly inclined of-
ten suggest that “cvervthing happens
for areason,” students should appreci-
ate lllél[ nmost ocecurrences h{l})p(!ll sim-
ply by chance. Inferential statistics,
and more specilically, the null hypoth-
esis, are grounded in the randomness
ol events, wilth the alternative hypoth-
esis suggesling a meaningful difference
between observed and expected val-
ues.

Once way of demonstrating the na-
ture ol chance to students is to discuss
how dramatic news reports somelimes

DUECATOR
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give the appearance that an epidemic
is occurring when it most certainly is
not. During the past two years, [or in-
stance, media have focused on select
cases in which children in affluent
neighborhoods have been Kidunapped,
implying that doors and windows in
every neighborhood across the country
should have deadbolts and clectronic
alarms to keep families safe {rom the
criminal masses. But have kidnapping
numbers actually risen of late, and if
s0, have they risen beyond chance ex-
pectations?

In large part, journalists perform
their duties and support themselves by
reporting chance occurrences in every-
day life, and if one asks a journalism
educator with significant news expori-
ence why he or she departed the pro-
fession for the classroom, the answer
may involve the monotony that comes
from writing what scem to be the same
stories over and over. Of course, the
thrill of major investigative picces can
make the more mundane aspects of
professional journalism less tiresome,
but as Taleb noted in a book about
randomness, “If there is anything bet-
ter than noise in the mass ol ‘urgent’
news pounding us, it would be like a
needle in a haystack.”" As examples,
onc might consider an evening inter-
view program that features an “exclu-
sive” every night of the week, or a
markel analyst who “explains” ran-
dom [Tuctuations every morning. Some
evenings, sports segments appear (o
have been extracted from a raudom
number table. The news is repetitive,
and only when great pieces of journal-
sm are assembled do general expecta-
tions of what is likely to happen get
replaced by reports that exceed the
ordinary. Aspiring journalists should
appreciate this blunt fact; that is, while
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greatjournalists write great stories, they
also spend alot of time filling the news
hole with routine reports.
Academicians who teach research
methods and thus help to educate as-
piring journalists and other communi-
cation professionals also should keep
randomness in mind, based on what
the academy often regards as “mean-
ingful” rescarch. Academicians are
taught, or socialized, to valuc only those
relationships that are beyond chance
oceurrences. Yet, in statistical terms,
failing to reject the null hypothesis,
while perhaps not as desirable as locat-
ing a tight relationship between vari-
ables, is at least informative and con-
sistent with the tenets of the scientific
method. “The problem is that a finding
of absence and an absence of tfindings
get mixed together,” Taleb lamented.
“There may be great inlormation in the
fact that nothing took place.”*
Indeed, be it a lack of training in
statistics or an adherence to “tradi-
tion,” many ecducators consider the co-
efficient .05 arigid indicator of success
or failure in quantitative research. It is
not. Given the crudities associated with
social research, throwing out a rela-
tionship with a significance level of
.064, for instance, is to risk throwing
out potentially meaningful informa-
tion. Ata minimum, social rescarchers
should consider relationships at 90
percent confidence, and in certain
projects, perhaps even 85%. Students
should understand that there is noth-
ing magical about a certain coefficient,
in this case .05. It simply indicates that
only five times in 100 would the rela-
tionship idenlified not be present.™
In gencral, then, students should
undersland the nature of chance, which
is to suggest the inherent problems
with data searching, post hoc theoriz-

ing and the reason why prediction en-
hances rigorous thought and analyses.
As Taleb explained, “It is impossible to
assess Lhe quality of knowledge we are
gathering without allowing a share of
randomness in the manner il is ob-
tained and cleaning the argument from
the chance coincidence that could have
seeped into its construction.”

If they can reach this level of aware-
ness, students will take from the moeth-
ods course an appreciation for how
“the news” develops in somewhat ran-
dom fashion, and how statistics inform
scholars whether the relationships un-
der study are greater than chance oc-
CUrrences.

Covariates and ecological
fallacies

As most in academe realize, statisti-
cally significant correlations do not
alone imply the presence of cause-and-
effect relationships. Many social phe-
nomena tend to vary in similar pat-
terns, and students should understand
that more than A and B may be at work
when a Pearson Product Momenlt Coel-
ficient, for instance, shows significance.
While A may appear to predict B, one
might observe similar predictive power
for G, which, if continuous, can be used
as a covariate in an analysis of covari-
ance (ANCOVA) procedure.” As
Nunnally and Bernstein explained,
“This logic is nothing else than a hier-
archical (incremental) approach to
climinate the effects of variables of
lesser interest ... Putting the covariate
in first may eliminate a source ol vari-
ance that would have been part of the
experimental error had it been ig-
nored,”

While students probably will not
employ ANCOVA in undergraduale
research projects, its frequent use in
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psychometrics and other fields under-
scores the importance of considering
the many [factors that can affect the
behavior of a dependent variable, thus
bringing to light criteria necessary for a
cause-and-cffect relationship. Iravel-
ing back to Mill and A System of Logic,
sausality may be present if (a) one vari-
able consistently appears before Lhe
other, (b) the two variables vary lo-
gether in systematic fashion, and ()
there are no alternative explanations—
such as a third variable driving the
relationship.

Another problem, an ccological fal-
lacy, can arise when group attributes
are mistakenly used to explain the at-
tributes of individuals within the
groups. As Babbie explained, “ Although
the patterns observed between vari-
ables at the level of groups may be
genuine, the danger lies in reasoning
from the obscrved attribules of groups
to the attributes of the individuals who
made up those groups when we have
not actually observed individuals.”*

Babbie mentions as an example a re- :

port indicating that crime is higher in
cities with relatively high concentra-
tions of African Americans. While some
might draw inferences about African
Americans and crime from such a re-
port, a smarter observer would inquire
as to who, on the level of individuals, is
responsible for committing the most
crime in these cities. As another ex-
ample, Babbie mentions an clection in
which a candidate narrowly wins,
thanks to a precinct with a substantial
block of young voters. But what ifit was
the older citizens in that precinct who
actually voted the candidate into of-
fice?

Ecological fallacies are ubiquitous,
and aspiring journalists should be aware
of their presence in the news. Such
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| fallacies, if left unchecked, can per-
petuale stereotypes and lead to finger
pointing. Atthe same time, it should be
mentioned that individual excep-
tions—perhaps a conservative advo-
cating what appears to be high level of
government intervention—should not
lead one to throw out reliable group
patterns, such as years of survey data
revealing that fiscal conservatives tend
to favor a more “hands off” approach.
Again, caution and precision are es-
sential for studying social phenomena
and drawing conclusions based on all
of the data gathered.

About average

Many students, as well as some in-
structors, draw conclusions based on
“average” scores in a data set before
examining cach measurc ol central ten-
dency, and, in especially small data
sels, extreme oulliers. Central t(zudon(:y
isanimportantcomponentinthe meth-
ods course, for the numbers describing
the “average,” and perhaps more im-
portantly, dispersion about the “aver-
age,” can lead to more abstract gener-
alizations. As an example, while one
might use a series of [ive-point Likert
statements to measure polilical atti-
tudes, and the attitudinal means lor
items on aborlion and NAFTA may be
identical, theirstandard deviations may
be quite disparate, leading one lo con-
clude, perhaps, that respondents had
stronger views about one of the two
issues (usually abortion). Before dis-
cussing with students the importance
of standards deviations, however, an
instructor should first review how “av-
erage” scores can be deceiving.

First, an instructor might discuss
how the “average” annual income in a
given neighborhood is $100,000, de-
spite the fact that nine of the 10 indi-
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viduals who live there earn no more
than $50,000 per year. Since the tenth
resident carns $550,000 per year, it
appears all have six-figure incomes.
Or, turning to a sporting example, an
instructor might address how a mode
score of 11 might mischaracterize the
“common” performance of a basket-
ball player who has scored 24, 17, 11,
29, 28, and 11, respectively, in the last
six games.

Taleb explained, further, how a
median value also can be deceiving. ™
e discussed a situation in which wriler
and scientist Steven Jay Gould had

been diagnosed with a deadly form of

cancer, one that destroys the stomach
lining. Gould learned that the median
survival period for those afflicted with
the diseasc was approximately cight
months. Taleb continued:

(F)urther research by Gould
uncovered a very different
story to the informalion he
had initially been given;
mainly that the expected (i.e.,
average} survival was consid-
erably higher than eight
months. [t came to his notice
that expected and median do
not mecan the same thing at
all. Median means roughly
that 50% of the people dic
before eight months and 50%
survive longer than cight
months. But those who sur-
vive would live considerably
longer, gencerally going about
life just like a regular person
and fulfilling the average 73.4
orso years predicted by insur-
ance mortality tables ... There
is asymmelry. Those who dic
do so very early in the game,
while those who live go on

155

living very long. Whenever
there is asymmetry in out-
comes, the average survival
has nothing to do with the

median survival, %9

Based on his experience with medi-
ans, Gould wrole a poignant arlicle
titled “The Median is Not the Mes-
sage.” As those who have studied num-
bers in interpersonal contexts and in
press reports undoubtedly have real-
ized, they can prove deceiving and can
be reported devoid of context and quali-
fication, often because those who re-
port them are themselves nol qualified
in mathematics and statistics—adding
further justification for offering the un-
dergraduate course in rescarch meth-
ods.

Parsimony

“Since theory is the goal of science
and theory’s lask is to explain as large a
slice of reality as possible in the form of
predictive generalizations,” Westley
observed, “itshould not be loo surpris-
ing that science values parsimony. The
parsimonious explanation is the one
that accounts for the most variance
with the fewest propositions.”™ Simi-
larly, Woelfel and Fink observed that
“FEvery scientific theory should be
thought ol as a process tending toward
objectivity, simplicity, and lawful-
ness.”!

In statistics, a rule known as
Ockham’s razor suggests that in a col-
lection of models, the simplest model
is the preferred model, other considor-
ations being roughly equal. “The word
parsimonyincorporates the basic thrusl
ofOckman’s Razor,” van Belle observed.
“Theruleis the basis of Liinstein’s state-
ment thalexplanations of scientific phe-
nomena should be as simple as pos-
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sible, but not more simple.

Thus, while multivariate statistical
techniques often prove usctul in social
rescarch, the most economical expla-
nation of a process may not contain
each and every variable considered.
Taleb warned: “The more data we have,
the more likely we are to drown in it,”*
and the same warning can be applied to
the methods used to analyze data. As a
rule, scholars at all levels should be
able to explain why they chose a cor-
tain research method forastudy, and be
able to discuss the assumptions associ-
aled with that method.

In parametric statistics such as re-
gression analysis, one can look to in-
creases in the r-squared coefficient to
evaluate whetheragiven variable helps
to explain the behavior of a dependent
measure.” Innonparametric tests, such
as logistic regression analysis, one can
look to changes in the —2 log likelihood
score in evaluating the most parsimo-
nious fit of a model.* Just as writing a
short, parsimonious paper is more dif-
ficult than writinga lengthy report satu-
rated with nonsense, then, fitting the
most parsimonious model to the data
under study requires careful testing
based on sound theorctical frameworks.
Established procedures need to be fol-
lowed, and the steps taken neced to be
justified.

In addition, students should be en-
couraged to let nouns and verbs tell the
tale in research reports, jusl as they
would be advised to do when writing
news storics. Both types ofreports seek
truth, and a surefire way to clulter an
article and cloud the facts is to insert
adjectives and adverbs wherever they
happen to fit. Given that science is an

to emerge from the pages of a social
science research journal, just as no one
would expect Stanley to ask Stellaabout
the assumptions of parametric statis-
tics.

Journalistic sourcing —
and “public opinion”

As Sigal observed, news sources de-
fine the news for mass audiences, and
thus the accuracy of a report can do-
pend on those who provided informa-
tion and under what set of circum-
stances they did so.*° If certain sources
with perceived credibility make them-
selves available to journalists, many of
whom are confronted with deadlines
to meet, a relatively narrow band of
sources may define an issue through-
out its coverage, and their contentions
may be assumed to represent popular,
or public, opinion. Pritchard and oth-
ers have explained, in fact, that in the
absence ofaccurate public opinion data,
policymakers sometimes use press cov-
erage of an issue as a surrogate.?’

In examining the potential impact
of press coverage on public and policy
agendas, one can look to the more than
100 published studies grounded in
agenda setting and agenda building
theories, which suggest, of course, that
journalists can have an impact on what
members of the public, as well as
policymakers, think about and place
on their respective agendas.** Indeed,
the pen can prove mightier than the
sword when il comes to placing items
on public and policy agendas, and as-
piring journalists should appreciate the
power reporters can exercise—and
potentially abuse. When people do not
have slatistical representations, they

inherently skeptical process, hyper- | frequently look for anecdotal ones, but

bolic language should be avoided. No
one expects A Streetcar Named Desire

as seasoned researchers often tell them-
sclves when such an urge strikes, “An
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anecdote is an anccdote; many anec-
doles are nol data.”

While many instructive books have
heen written about public opinion, the
undergraduate course inresearch meth-
ods can prove particularly useful for
educating students about manipula-
tion in opinion polling. Students who
may go lo work in the media should
understand the difference between at-
titudes measured from systematic ran-
dom sampling and altitudes expressed
by a chosen few. One approach is to
review with students partisan ques-
lionnaires distributed for the sole pui-
pose of concocting numbers in supporl
of a platform. As veteran reporters and
educators may appreciate, such num-
hers take on a life of their own il re-
peated often enough, becoming, insome
instances, prophetic.

Sometimes dubious numbers are not
even necessary, as Robert Dole perhaps
could have explained following the
1996 election year. Magazine covers
paid homage to Dole’s experience as a
senator but, at the same time, asked in
bold type whether American voters
could gel past “the problem” of his age.
In point of fact, the only people who
may have had “the problem”—al least
prior to publication—were those re-
sponsible for putling together the maga-
zine covers.

Another, more insidious example
for students to consider is the modern-
day push poll. Here, a “communica-

tions” firm is hired to call hundreds, if

not thousands, of likely voters in the
days just before an election and ask
respondents for whom they plan to
vote. If the push poll is being con-
ducted to benefit Candidate A and a
given respondent intends to vote for
Candidate B, the caller will ask a “ques-
tion” such as this: “If T told you that

candidate B once had tics to the Malia,
was a known cocaine dealer and even
tricd to bribe a judge, would you be
more or less likely to vole for thal
candidate?” The response, of course, is
irrelevant, for the sced has been planted
in the voter’s mind, perhaps changing
his or her vote. Relying on the word
“if” toavoid legal trappings, push polls
are not polls at all, and academic soci-
elics such as the American Association
for Public Opinion Rescarch (AAPOR)
have put in place official statements
denouncing the use of such tactics
during clection campaigns. Still, over-
zealous candidates, or their support-
ers, hire firms to make the telephone
calls in mass.

By the end of a methods course,
students should be skeptical of survey
reports inmass media. They should be
able to idenlify demand characteris-
tics, prestige bias, double- or even
triple-barreled questions and dubious
response options. They should under-
stand that legitimate survey items are
those that maximize the variance of
responses, such that predictor variables
might be tested for explanatory power.
Students also should understand that
many forms of nonprobability samples,
while certainly of use, cannot be gener-
alized to the larger population.

FEthics

lithics componoents should be fac-
tored in to nearly every course in con-
munication, including the undergradu-
ale course in rescarch methods. Spend-
ing time on the need for Human Sub-
jects Committecs, for instance, teaches
students that rescarch is more than just
requosting that people fill out a survey
form. The discussion instills in stu-
dents the need to respect participants
in an academic study, and by exten-
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Table 1

SampLe CoOurse OVERVIEW WITH SELECT POINTS OF EMPHASIS

Unit Subjects
1 Introduction to research and the tenets of science

Theory and research

Kmpiricism and evidence

Cause and effect

Covariates and ecological fallacies

2 Research fundamentals
Structuring an academic study, defining the terms
Types of methods used in communication studies
Probability and nonprobability sampling techniques
Inductive and deductive reasoning
Reliability and validity in academic research
Error as an academic term

3 Qualitative research
Asking the central question: “What’s going on here?”
Uses of focus groups in academic and professional settings
Triangulation as a research technique

4 Content analysis
Berelson definition
Steps of the process
Reliability issues with multiple coders
Research applications

5 Survey research
Brief history, beginning with Lazarsfeld studies
Questionnaire design, response options that maximize variance
Uses of telephone, mail and Internet surveys
Uses and abuses of opinion polling

6 Experiments
Answering research questions in a controlled setting
Doing the right thing in an experimental situation
Lithics issues in measuring effects of violence, pornography

7 Introduction to statistics in communication studies
The nature of chance occurrences
Measures of central tendency and deviation about the mean
Fundamental parametric and nonparametric tests
Parsimony and the explanation of relationships
Recognizing limitations, considering future studies

8 Beyond the basics
Research methods class as the gateway to graduate school
[} a
What lies ahead in learning about academic research
O
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sion, news sources in professional jour-
nalism.

In addition to treating rescarch par-
ticipants with respect, students must
learn to treat other scholars with re-
spect. All too often, literature reviews
contain inaccurate summaries of exist-
ing studies, which may lead to false
premises and dubious expectations.
Students should understand that the
good names of others are at stake in a
literature review, again extendingales-
son from resecarch methods class to a
prolessional setting. Students must not
overstate the research findings of oth-
ers, and they should learn to report
their own findings in the appropriate
context. An approach the author uses
is to point to one brick in the classroom
wall as a metaphor for the contribution

of one study to the overall body of

knowledge. Students thus learn to keep
primary research projects contained to
what they, themselves, can discuss
about the rescarch.

In some ways, polilical correctness
has made it difficult to report factual
information that may not reflect Uto-
pian ideals. As an example, in social
rescarch, standard demographic items
are routinely the strongest predictors
of dependent measures involving gov-
ernment spending. If one performs sec-
ondary analyses on clection data pro-
vided for scholars by the National Elec-
tion Studies (http://www.umich.edu/
~nes/), age, education, gender, income,
race and religion all have appreciable
predictive power, based on the spend-
ing initiative mentioned. Yet, depend-
ing on theideals of the person in charge
ol'a newsroom, the blunt facts may not
he as welcome as they probably should
be, given the ideals of journalism itself.

Polarization does exist in American
sociely, across several lines, and re-

159
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search methods instructors might hold
a class discussion about reporting num-
bers that may prove unseltling. Stu-
dents should realize that the proverbial
messenger does not always escape the
wrath of those offended in such situa-
tions; in facl, the messenger is some-
times the first to be verbally flogged.
How do communication professionals
manage such situations? How do they
deflect personal insults and put mis-
placed anger in its proper context? In
survey research, onc approach is to
teach students to report all information
about a poll, as suggested by AAPOR
(e.g. the sample size, the margin of or-
ror, etc.). Bven if some of the method-
ological information is cut (and it of-
ten is), at least the reporter—the mes-
senger—can take some solace in hav-
ing filed as complete a report as pos-

sible.

Summary

Apart from assisting an academic
department with demonstraling cen-
trality to a universily missjon, the real
benefit of an undergraduate course in
rescarch methods is the broad-
mindedness it instills in those students
who make the effort to learn. The
course demonstrates how pulting a
theory to the test and risking lalsifi-
cation increases intellectual rigor, and
its fundamental grounding in empiri-
cal means of discovery encourages stu-
dents to seek evidence before making
assertions. Prior to completing the
methods course, many students are
perfectly willing to accepl tenacity,
authority and intuition as gencral ways
of knowing, but afler a semesler spent
learning the procedures of social sci-
ence research methods, they will ask
more informed questions and perhaps
be more inclined to gather primary data
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themselves. A few might express
heightened interest in attending gradu-
atc school.

Using the philosophy of science as
a backdrop throughout the semester
builds continuity and demonstrates for
students how the information covered

in separate book chapters is all part of

knowledge gain; namely, the steps one
must take to acquire meaningful knowl-
edge — and just how difficult doing so
is in social science rescarch.
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