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Abstract
The teaching of research methods has been at the core of public administration
education for almost 30 years. But since 1990, this journal has published only two
articles on the teaching of research methods. Given the increasing emphasis on data
driven decision-making, greater insight is needed into the best practices for teaching
public administration research methods. This research note attempts to build on
these previous articles to offer a new approach to the teaching of undergraduate
research methods within a department of political science and public administration.
The approach combines traditional approaches to experiential education with a
focus on comparison among different methodological tools. Grounded in both
learning theory and developmental psychology, the article outlines a research
method assignment that encourages comparison and uses focus groups and pre-/
post-tests of substantive knowledge to demonstrate learning. Implications and advice
for teaching are provided.
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Introduction
Courses in research methods have become the norm in public administration education.
An early study of the public administration curriculum (Roeder and Whitaker, 1993) and
a recent informal survey of the US News and World Report (2016) which ranked Master
of Public Administration programs, found required research methods courses to be the
norm in public affairs education. Within public administration’s parent discipline,
political science, there has been an expanded focus on research methods at both the
undergraduate and graduate level (Thies and Hogan, 2005), which is not surprising given
the behavioral shift of the discipline and the importance of research method skills for
today’s economy. With the explosion of information in our society, graduates need to be
able to read and evaluate claims and to generate knowledge. Employers place a high
value on these types of analytical skills (Anderson and Harsell, 2005; Fitzpatrick, 2000;
US Department of Labor, 2003).
This is particularly true in a policy-making context in which valuing objective
findings is heavily influenced by normative factors. The creation of research questions
and the selection of appropriate methods are grounded in the political domain in which
policy analysts operate (Hanney et al., 2003). Consequently, students, as future consumers and creators of policy research, need to have sufficient technical skills in order to
better understand how policy findings are shaped by their normative context. Without
sufficient ability to judge the quality and origin of research, they will be ill-equipped to
decipher the normative influences (Sharp and Richardson, 2001).
That said many undergraduate students find research methods classes irrelevant and
difficult (Bernstein and Allen, 2013; Hubbell, 1994). Irrelevant because few students
will undertake academic research upon graduation and difficult because most research
methods classes utilize the analytical tools of the social science disciplines rather than
memorization techniques found in the study of public institutions. While a lot of progress
has been made in the teaching of public administration research methods with the
increasing popularity of problem-based or experiential approaches (Kramer and
Schechter, 2011), the subject remains conceptually difficult for many students. This
research note introduces a pedagogical approach to teaching undergraduate research
methods based on comparison that attempts to increase learning and cognitive development with the goal of better understanding and application of research methods.
Students in the class complete group projects around a common research problem but
utilizing different methodological approaches (e.g. surveys, textual analysis and
experiments). They are then forced to reflect on and compare the results of these
methods. This method fosters student learning and cognitive development by forcing
students to understand the trade-offs associated with a multiple range of methods.
The paper begins with an introduction to the theory underlying the teaching method
including how the method uses experience and comparison to foster learning and development. The theory is then applied to a required undergraduate course in the department of
political science and public administration at a midsize public university. Pre- and posttests of substantive knowledge and focus group feedback are used to demonstrate the
approaches’ strengths and weaknesses, and implications for future teaching are discussed.
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Learning and development theory in the teaching of research
methods
Teaching of research methods lacks from a unified approach and clear goals. Fostering
information literacy (Marfleet and Dille 2005), creativity (Hubbell, 1994) and analytical
and technical capacity (Andersen and Harsell, 2005; Kramer and Schechter, 2011) are
among the many goals sought. Yet, this journal and others have highlighted approaches
to the teaching of research methods which demonstrate effectiveness in achieving student learning (Fenwick, 1992; Harris and Nikitenko, 2014). While no definitive
approach exists, past scholars have identified several best practices that can be used in
developing a research methods curriculum including focusing on consumption of
information, encouraging active engagement, addressing a wide range of methods, and
showing the relevance of the practice for professional advancement (Hubbell, 1994).
The approach to teaching research methods used in this article builds on these best
practices but increases the focus on comparative research methods,1 and to this end, it is
grounded in two course design principles and their underlying theory: (1) problem-based
learning with a basis in experiential learning theory; and (2) comparative reasoning with
a basis in cognitive developmental psychology.

Problem-based learning
The use of problem-based approaches to learning research methods is not new and has
been shown to have positive educational outcomes including getting students to learn in
ways that reflect real research, increasing research skills and greater knowledge about
the research process (Kramer and Schechter, 2011; Spronken-Smith, 2005). The commonality among what Kramer and Schechter (2011) call the applied-research seminar is
that students in the research methods classes are responsible for devising, pretesting,
administering, analyzing and presenting original research. To this end students use a real
world topic to apply the academic principles historically taught in research methods classes.
This has perhaps become the norm in research methods courses in the social sciences as
part of a shift toward student-centered approaches to learning and has been shown to be
effective within public administration (Aguado, 2009; Whitaker and Berner, 2004).
The theoretical underpinnings of problem-based learning are most often associated
with the work of David Kolb (1984). At the most basic level, Kolb’s work, and those of
his predecessors including Lewin and Dewey, suggests that experience is the primary
driver of learning and that traditional educational techniques that encourage information
acquisition, manipulation and recall often fail to produce lasting changes in knowledge
and ability. Kolb argues that the process of learning requires the resolution of conflicts.
This is best achieved in an educational environment where individuals transact with their
environment to test ideas and assumptions. In this way, ‘‘learning is the process of
creating knowledge’’ where individuals use their environment to test the hypotheses to
which they have been exposed (Kolb, 1984: 36). To this end, learners move through a
repeating cycle of concrete experience, reflection on that experience, the development of
abstract concepts and active experimentation of their newfound knowledge (Kolb, 1984).
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For the teaching of research methods, experiential learning gives the students the
opportunity to begin with preconceived notions about the research process, experience
research first hand and then reflect and conceptualize new notions of research based on
their own problem-driven experience.
The application of Kolb’s model to research methods has been shown in recent years
in both management and public administration education. For example, a study of
undergraduate business students in the United Kingdom found that learners who utilized
an experiential approach to learning research methods were better prepared for subsequent research and demonstrated better research content knowledge (Benson and
Blackman, 2003). A recent study in the journal Politics, found that student’s understanding of research methods was particularly enhanced when exposed to the real world
challenges of the research process (Ryan et al., 2014). This learning is fostered when
student investigate research problems that are grounded within their discipline and
specific interests, and in which they are able to work through the problem from the
beginning to the end of the research process (Leston-Bandeira, 2013).

Comparative reasoning
In addition to the focus on learning found in Kolb’s work and in the research of other
scholars who study experiential and problem-based learning, the course design builds on
theories of cognitive development. Traditional learning theory focuses on the ‘‘horizontal growth’’ of individuals as they acquire knowledge, skills and behaviors. In this
way, learning does not necessarily require increasing cognitive complexity but rather
new knowledge and ability within a particular stage of complexity (Cook-Greuter,
2004). In contrast, development involves ‘‘vertical transformation’’ where cognitive
ability becomes more sophisticated. An individual could undergo no new learning (that
is, possess the same knowledge and skills), but could be able to understand those
knowledge and skills in more complex ways (Cook-Greuter, 2004).
Many theories of development are based on the work of Piaget (2013) and suggest
that individuals move through stages of thought (sensorimotor cognition, preoperational
thought, concrete operational thought and formal operational thought) characterized by
increasing levels of complexity. Piaget suggests that as individuals experience the world
around them, they are simultaneously balancing the tensions between assimilation and
accommodation. Assimilation is the process by which individuals take new information
and categorize it into their existing schema of the world. Accommodation requires the
altering of one’s schema in light of new information gained (Piaget, 2013). To this end,
comparative approaches to learning serve a particularly valuable role for development
because they force students to confront the potential similarities and conflicts between
their view of the topic and new information that is gathered through learning by
comparison.
The documented advantages of comparison are widespread with evidence demonstrating that the comparative process is an effective mechanism for individuals to learn
about language (Graham et al., 2010; Wang and Baillargeon, 2008), spatial orientation
(Casasola, 2005), mathematical concepts (Rittle-Johnson and Star, 2007) and

Downloaded from tpa.sagepub.com at UNIV OF SOUTHERN INDIANA on April 7, 2016

Engbers

5

computational ability (Rittle-Johnson and Star, 2009). Likewise, this is true for
political science and public administration. Bernstein and Allen’s (2013) recent study
found that when students build their understanding of quantitative methods on a basis
of qualitative methods, then greater learning occurs. The approach discussed in this
article starts with experiments as the basis for comparison, but nonetheless finds
similar comparative advantages. These benefits of comparison arise from the ability to
focus on some aspects of a situation while constraining others. This facilitates logical
reasoning and the potential for counterfactual logic. This effect is particularly
profound when comparing solution methods as is done in research methods (RittleJohnson and Star, 2009). Lastly, comparative research methods have the added practical advantage of allowing students to overcome the constraints of time introduced by
experiential learning. As each student group uses different methods to solve the same
problem, they gain broader knowledge while nesting their learning within a particular
experience.

Integrating approaches
The comparative research assignment is designed to bring about the best of both
experiential and comparative approaches. A fuller discussion of the project is discussed
in the next section and in Appendix 2, but it is worth briefly exploring how the project
brings these philosophical approaches together. Over the course of the first half of the
semester, students are exposed to multiple methods of inquiry (e.g. experiments, surveys
and interviews). During this period, they practice each method with a short field-based
assignment. For example, they might interview a classmate utilizing the techniques
explored in the class or conduct a short survey experiment on campus. This gives the
students at least basic knowledge of each method. Half way through the semester they
select groups that pursue one of the covered methods in depth. This does pose some risk
of specialization, which is somewhat offset by the comparative seminar, a two hour long
exploration of their research findings and an extensive discussion of the strengths and
weaknesses of each method relative to the question under investigation. This enables the
students to gain broader knowledge while overcoming the challenge of time-intensity
that experiential learning poses.

Course details
This method was developed for use in a midsize public university with moderate
admissions criteria. Students enrolled in the class represent a diversity of majors with the
majority of students coming from the department of political science and public
administration. The course size averages around 20 students and is required for several
social science degrees.
In order to train experts who can understand and utilize a wide range of methodological approaches, the students work with both qualitative and quantitative approaches
to research, but the course does not include data analysis techniques drawn from statistics
that are covered in a subsequent class. An outline of the class is featured in Appendix 1.
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The course covers general issues of research methods such as causality, measurement,
sampling, reliability and validity, but also focuses intently on the nuances of different
methodological approaches including survey research, interviews, textual analysis, focus
groups and experiments. The course objectives are that students will be able to:
 Translate political or administrative observations into testable hypotheses
 Critique research found in the scholarly or mass audience
 Evaluate scholarly sources and conduct a scholarly literature review using primary and secondary texts
 Evaluate sampling techniques and choose the best process based on constraints of
time and resources
 Design and implement a public administration research project
The class writing is intensive with five papers addressing different aspects of
research methods, but the culmination of the class and the focus of this article is
a group project in which students are given a common research problem which
changes annually and are asked to execute a study on that problem using their
assigned method (Appendix 2). Each group has a distinct method through which
they work starting with a literature review and proceeding through study design,
data collection and analysis to a class presentation. The presentations allow the students the opportunity to understand how a common problem can be answered using
different approaches, but also how each approach produces different results and/or
emphases. The students engage in reflection and discussion of the presentations to
internalize learning. Consequently, these presentations supplement the experiential
learning as they highlight the advantages, disadvantages and the methodological
contributions of each approach.
In their review of past research on comparative learning, Rittle-Johnson and Star
(2009) have identified several characteristics that maximize the potential for comparison
to increase cognitive development. These include the findings that: (1) two examples are
better than one; (2) two examples presented together are better than two examples
presented separately; and (3) instructional support increases the learning associated with
comparison. The conference format in which students present their research to each other
helps achieve these ends by comparing five or six groups at one time with support and
commentary from the faculty expert.
The results in this paper come from two semesters of the class. Following the first
semester in which the class was taught with this format, focus groups were conducted
with the students to learn about which aspects of the assignment were helpful and what
challenges remained in the pedagogy. During the second semester that the course was
taught, a pre- and post-test was conducted to demonstrate learning. The test measured a
wide range of concepts from research methods including questions about each of the
covered methodological designs. The questions on the pre- and post-test included 28
objective multiple choice questions. A copy of the instrument is available upon request
but sample questions included, ‘‘The major report on ethics in research is called: A. The
Warren report, B. The Kinsey report, C. The Belmont report, or D. the Tuskegee report’’
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Figure 1. Pre- and post-test scores for the course and student subgroups.

or ‘‘Reliability refers to: A. measure consistently producing the same results, B. a
measure measuring what it is supposed to, or C. a measure that provides a lot of detail’’.
The pre-test was administered during the first course period. The post-test was administered during the final exam period in week 16 of the semester.
While pre- and post-test designs without control groups lack inferential strength, the
rotation of the class in the schedule limits comparisons. To address this limitation, the
author has attempted to triangulate the pre- and post-test results with student work and
the results of the focus group. To this end, the results described below are supporting
evidence as part of a larger argument about student engagement and learning. Additionally, the students did not have access to the pre- and post-test questions during the
semester in order to decrease the likelihood of ‘‘learning for the test.’’

Results and discussion
The pre- and post-tests do show a significant amount of learning on the course-related
topics (Figure 1). While the level of mastered knowledge is still low, there is a 48%
increase (a change of 18% points) in the number of questions answered correctly over the
course of 15 weeks. However, one should interpret these results with caution. If the class
were broken in half by scores on the post-test, the learning overwhelmingly accumulates
to the most talented students. Those in the top half of the class on the pre-test experience
showed more than a 72% increase (a 27% point change) in their scores while those in the
bottom half only experience a 25% increase (a 9% point change). This suggests that any
increases in cognitive complexity are unevenly distributed and accrue mostly to the most
talented students.
The focus group evidence, nonetheless, supports the finding that the comparative
approach is important for the learning experience. When prompted about whether or not
they would want to investigate their own unique research questions, students responded
that ‘‘since we all had the same question, we were more confident. With different
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questions, we would all be more doubtful of ourselves’’ and more importantly that ‘‘I
thought learning all the methods was really interesting. Now I have a better insight on
what every method does. Before, I never would’ve thought about doing textual analysis.
Now you can see where it has its strengths and weaknesses. For every different method I
can see where I would use it.’’2
Additional feedback from the focus group suggests that in addition to the ability to
carry out research students feel more comfortable ‘‘being able to criticize/analyze other
research,’’ are more aware of ‘‘shock value’’ research (i.e. how research is misused in
mass media) and the difficulty of doing good research. As several students discussed: ‘‘It
(research) is a lot more difficult than I thought it was’’ and ‘‘Any research I did in high
school was so easy. Then I got to this class and it was like a tornado in my head. It’s just
so much more difficult than anything I’ve ever done.’’ These types of comments,
including those from the student who went from the ‘‘tornado’’ to being one of best
undergraduate researchers, suggest that students are grappling with the complexity of
research methods and finding that good research requires more than just memorization.
In many ways, comparison is at the heart of the scientific process so it seems logical to
integrate it into the study of the process (Caiden, 1989). As one student reported, ‘‘I just
catch myself asking more questions. Anytime we talk about something in class, I just
keep asking questions, or how they got to that conclusion. I think it taught me how to ask
questions.’’

Implications and limitations
Without a strong comparison group, it is difficult to prove that this approach to the
teaching of research methods is best. However, the combination of experiential-based
learning and comparative research methods holds promise. The results from two
semesters show significant increases in learning and the focus group results reflect a
consensus that students valued these methods of inquiry and were pushed to expand
their understanding of research methods through the comparative process. While
historically, students have found research methods to be ‘‘irrelevant,’’ this approach to
the teaching of research methods highlights how methodological choices shape
research findings.
The method was not without its own drawbacks. Among the biggest concerns of the
students is time management. Introduction of the various methods required approximately nine weeks before students could be assigned their topics for independent
analysis. As a result, they only had 5–6 weeks to develop and execute a full research
project. As one student commented ‘‘I think the hardest part was just the time in general.
I know most of us didn’t start on it until the last three or four weeks before it was
due . . . So it was mind-boggling and so stressful to put it together.’’ This was further
compounded by the characteristics of the academic calendar. The project worked better
in the spring semester than in the fall because the timing of spring break did not
interfere in the same way that the Thanksgiving holiday interrupted data collection in
the fall. One request from students was for more incremental deliverables to help hold
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them accountable to making progress on the research. This change was made for the
next section.
From a project design standpoint, there are several other important considerations.
First, this is a project which required significant social and academic support. Students
found the project personally stressful and academically challenging. The faculty members involved served as consultants and needed to regularly challenge students to make
the most of the experience. Those student groups who got regular feedback and support
produced research projects that tremendously surpassed those from the groups who
operated more independently.
Second, because learning did not accrue evenly across the class, some consideration
should be paid to group formation. Students were allowed to choose their own groups. In
most instances, students who scored high on the pre-test grouped with other students who
scored high on the pre-test. In the few instances where low performers grouped with high
performers, the scores of low performers rose. This was not true for groups made up only
of low performers who experienced much more moderate increases on post-test scores.
Improving group work and collaborative learning is beyond the scope of this paper, but
Wolfe (2012) presents a nice overview of strategies.
Third, as we have continued to teach this course, we have shortened the length of the
presentations and reduced the number of groups (when class size makes this possible).
The debriefing of the presentations has proven to be a particularly valuable learning tool
and helps reduce some of the limitations discussed in this section. During a two hour
final exam period, we now try to limit the presentations to half of the time leaving one
hour for discussion and debriefing.
A comparative experience-based approach to research methods also presents a
number of more philosophical risks. Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) have warned about
the dangers of increasing specialization among research methodologists. Specialization
comes with the risks of loss of general knowledge and not becoming widely trained
practitioners. Allowing the students to ‘‘specialize’’ in a research method may limit their
interest and ability to practice other methods. Similarly, a comparative approach to
research methods continues to treat methods as distinct as opposed to methods that
should and can be integrated together. As students develop as researchers, they need to
be aware of how and when methods can be complemented and that methods are not
equally valid substitutes. This point was not completely lost on the students as one
student commented, ‘‘Every different method does provide a different result. [The student went on to compare the results of the textual analysis and interview groups] So
there’s just so many differences between each method.’’ Through debriefing, this
complementary and relative merit of the methods can be explored. Likewise, another
student who was in the survey group explained ‘‘I think it’s really difficult for people to
be able to say whether there’s a real difference opposed to what they see to be different.’’
This comment facilitated a discussion of how experiments can be used to confirm selfreported data.
This last point is a major concern with the assignment design. Given that students use
differing methods to address the same research problem, there remains a threat that this
pedagogy reinforces the relativism that is occurring in research methods today

Downloaded from tpa.sagepub.com at UNIV OF SOUTHERN INDIANA on April 7, 2016

10

Teaching Public Administration

(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003). Good research design flows from the problem to the
methodology. Forcing multiple methodologies on the same research problem encounters
the risk that the students will find each method substitutable, rather than uniquely
situated for different types of problems. In order to help rectify this risk, two steps were
taken. First, during the 11th week of the semester class time was dedicated to exploring
the appropriateness of different methods to different types of questions. Second, the
presentations were debriefed in terms of how they matched the research problem discussed. Special attention was paid to the strengths and weaknesses of the methods
relative to the question under investigation.
The last important issue for discussion is students’ understanding of the use of policy
research. There is a robust history of scholarship on how policy research does or does not
get utilized dating back to the 1970s (Lester, 1993; Weiss, 1979). There is significant
evidence that use of social science research in policy decisions is not based on the
methodology or the quality of the research, but rather on more normative considerations
such as the scholars’ academic affiliation or professional network (Landry et al., 2003).
In this sense, the design of the class does not prepare students for the political elements of
policy research. This should be rectified early in the semester. The two sessions of the
course that focus on the context and types of policy research could be used to explore its
utilization.

Conclusion
Experiential-based approaches to the teaching of research methods have come a long
way and hold a lot of potential for the future. This article presents a twist on many
problem-based approaches by encouraging students to think comparatively: the addition
of a comparative research project that asks different student groups to use different
methods to tackle the same problem results in learning and potentially increasing
complexity. Faculty members too often teach research methods as distinct tools in a
toolkit rather than a common set of tools that needs to be thought of as different ways to
examine different aspects of a common problem. Through integrating comparison into
experiential-based approaches, this approach seeks to highlight the relative advantages
and disadvantages of the tools while increasing the cognitive complexity necessary for
true development.
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Notes
1. The method is comparative not in the sense that it utilizes research methods commonly found
within the comparative politics tradition of political science but comparative in the juxtaposition of methods against each other for purposes of increasing cognitive development.
2. Quotes are representative of the class consensus. A full transcript of the focus groups is available upon request.
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Appendix 1
Course schedule
Week

Class

Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week
Week

Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class
Class

1
1
2
2
3
3
4
4
5
5
6
6
7
7
8
8
9
9
10
10
11
11
12
12
13
13
14
14
15
15
16
16

Topic
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2

Introduction to the class
Introduction to social science research
Qualitative vs quantitative methods
Research questions, theories and hypotheses
Research questions, theories and hypotheses
Variables and measures
Assessment day
Variables and measures
Experiments
Experiments
Survey design
Survey design
Writing literature reviews
Writing literature reviews
Fall break
Interviews
Textual analysis
Participant observation
Participant observation
Research design
Research design
Establishing causation
Sampling
Sampling
Ethics
Ethics
Validity, reliability and bias
Thanksgiving
Applied research
Needs assessments
Program evaluations
Group presentations

Appendix 2
Assignment description
This is a group assignment in which you will be broken into 4 or 5 groups and assigned a
methodology. You will then research a common research problem using that methodology. This project has two portions: a research design portion; and an in class presentation
to be presented during the final exam period. It is a group project and one grade will be
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given to each group. However if I hear that groups are not functioning appropriately,
group evaluations will be given and grades adjusted appropriately.
This semester’s class topic is ‘‘It has long been argued that selfless service is impossible.
Those who volunteer often benefit from their volunteerism base on positive aspects of reputation or positive altruistic feelings that they attain while volunteering. Others have argued
that the personal benefit is even more concrete. Volunteerism develops personal skills that
can be translated into the job market for an economic premium. Likewise, volunteers are
exposed to a social network that aids in their job search. You should attempt to prove
whether or not volunteering results in improved career success.’’

You will be assigned a research methodology (experiment, survey, interview, textual
analysis, participant observation or focus group). You will then use the your assigned
methodology to design a research project. You should pay special attention to sample
selection, your ability to effectively operationalize the variables, the reporting of your
findings, and your discussion of the strengths and limitations of your study. This last
issue should include a careful analysis of the reliability and validity of your findings.
Your paper should contain the following sections:
1. Introduction: this section introduces the topic, states your research question, hypothesis and theory. You may also wish to briefly reference some of the articles that you
found in your literature review. However, a new literature review is not required.
2. Methodology: What method did you use? What are the advantages and disadvantages of this method? Your application of the method will be constrained by time
and resources but you should make every attempt to use this method in the best
possible way. For example, if your method is survey research, you will not be
expected to conduct random digit phone surveys but you must do more than conduct a convenience sample on campus. An important part of your grade will be
your ability to defend your sample. As part of your method, you will also need to
design research materials (interview script, survey, experimental stimuli, etc. –
the choice of which will depend on your method).
3. Results: What did you find? You will be required to collect data in order to
have results to present. Be prepared, this takes time. You will have about a
month for this project. Be sure to allocate at least two weeks for data collection. Your results don’t need to be complex. Just summarize the main trends
and findings of your research. No heavy statistical analysis is required. This
is also an opportunity to discuss the challenges you faced in data collection.
4. Discussion. The discussion section will have two parts:
a. What is your discussion of the findings? Did you get the results that you
expected? Why or why not? What are the implications of your findings for
research and for the practice of politics? What recommendations would you
suggest for future research?
b. What is your discussion of your method? Draw from our class discussions of
sampling, validity and reliability? If time and money were not an option,
what would you do differently?
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