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SO201: SSAASS Surveys and Statistics (Richard Lampard)

Week 5 consideration of projects: Some answers to the questions

Q1. How much of a role should background reading and existing literature play in the project (given that it is a ‘data analysis’-oriented project)? How would you go about finding existing theoretical/empirical information? Given that the project title may have been ‘given’ to you, do you need to contextualise/explain the importance of the issue that the project focuses on?
A1. Some background material on each pre-determined project topic/title and its data source will be highlighted in a document accessible online via the module web pages. However, the role of background reading and existing literature in a project report should very much be to locate/contextualise the data analyses that have been carried out. You should not see the report as an essay on the topic with a few analyses thrown in; it should primarily be a coherent set of statistical analyses, but with linkages to relevant literature. While the material listed in the online document would not necessarily constitute a good basis for an essay on a given project topic, it should act as source of relevant ideas to help you select an appropriate set of analyses. However, there may be other literature more relevant to this purpose and/or to the project topic in general; this might, for example, be located via keyword searches of the library catalogue/other databases, or via the reading lists of other modules that you are taking/have taken. (The Library is clearly of importance here, both as a source of books and as a source of journal articles/official statistics/etc.)

Note that if the project report is not to be a rather mechanical set of statistical analyses, you DO need to discuss/explain the relevance of the project topic.

Q2. What are the differences between working on your project and working on a class essay or an assessed essay? How might any differences affect the way in which you go about the project?

A2. The biggest difference will probably relate to familiarity. Most students have written a fair number of ‘conventional’ essays, but a data analysis-based project is a different ‘kettle of fish’. The practicalities of doing this kind of assessment are to an extent different from those involved in writing essays: you need a specific set of skills in order to carry out appropriate data analyses, locating supplementary material (e.g. literature) is more time-consuming than referring to an essay-specific reading list, putting together a project report is likely to be more messy than word-processing, etc. In consequence the most important difference in approach is that you need to allow more time to complete the project than you may on occasions allow for completing an essay; doing a project in a few days before a deadline simply isn’t practical. Every year a small minority of students submit projects which fall short of the quality that they are capable of producing simply because they do not start work on their projects early enough.
Q3. Should you make use of other data in your project report over and above the secondary analyses of your project data set?

A3. Yes, but only if these other data are relevant, and only if doing so doesn’t mean that the project report becomes more like a conventional essay and less like a secondary analysis-based piece of work focusing on a specific data source. Again, as is the case with supporting literature, data from other sources can contribute to a good project report if they help locate/contextualise the data analyses that are reported. 

Q4. What sort of methodological/technical issues should you consider in your project (report)?

A4. Issues which are covered elsewhere in the module, and various issues that are covered in any general research methods text. Such issues might include: sample design, fieldwork/interviewing, questionnaire design, the operationalisation of concepts, secondary analysis, the complementary use of quantitative and qualitative methods/data, etc. The important point here is that you should think and talk about any aspects of the research process which are salient to the data analyses/findings presented in your report, since what you show is contingent both on the data collected and on the way in which they are used. However, methodological and technical issues need to be discussed in a way which is very firmly tied to the data source and to your own analyses; there is little point, for example, in including a free-standing mini-essay on ‘secondary analysis’ if you don’t make linkages between secondary analysis-related issues and the specifics of your own project work.

Q5. How should you present the statistical analyses that you carry out within your project? How much further should you go beyond simply describing your statistical findings? How should you introduce the analysis of, for example, a specific cross-tabulation? Is it worth discussing analyses such as cross-tabulations which do not provide evidence of relationships between variables? What should you tell the reader about any specific statistical analyses?
A5. Your statistical analyses need to be presented carefully, in adequate detail for the reader to be able to make sense of them, and in a way that locates them within the ‘story-line’ of your project report. A description, say, of a cross-tabulation, without an accompanying account of why you have chosen to produce/include it, is of limited value. The reader should be made aware explicitly both of why you carried out a particular analysis and also of your interpretation of the results, since statistics don’t “speak for themselves”, as some degree of interpretation is always involved. More specifically, a cross-tabulation that does not provide visible evidence of a relationship may be interesting if you produced it because of a theoretically-based expectation that it would contain a relationship. Hence, in this case, you would need to explain both why the anticipated relationship was of theoretical interest and also how the absence of a relationship changes your theoretical position. More generally, the reader needs to be fully aware of the nature of the variables defining a cross-tabulation and of their categories, to be able to see (or calculate) the precise numbers of individuals involved, and to be able to assess the validity and significance of a statistical test for the existence of a relationship in the cross-tabulation. (See the example project made available via the module web pages; see also how cross-tabulations are presented/described in good quality published quantitative research).

Q6. How much do you need to know about the study/data source that your project dataset and hence your secondary analyses are based upon?

A6. You need to know enough to be able to interpret the findings properly, which is often quite a lot! The findings depend, among other things, upon the sample design, the data collection process (including both the research instrument and aspects of the survey fieldwork), and the ways in which the data have been coded. The political and organisational context of the survey may also be relevant to the range, form and nature of the data collected. Basically, you need a pretty good idea of the generalities of the research process and of the specifics of the relevant data collected, which necessitates reading about the survey and also examining documentation such as the interview schedule.

Q7. Do you think that you need to do something “original”? To what extent is your project likely to be the final word on the issue that it addresses? 

A7. Your project report will almost inevitably be ‘original’, inasmuch as no two students will (or should!) approach the same topic in exactly the same way, do identical analyses, etc. However, some of the content of your project report is more or less bound to retrace the steps of earlier researchers, as it is more important that your project work contains a sensible sequence of analyses (often starting with ones that document findings which are already ‘well-known’) than it is that you build upon earlier research to produce ‘cutting-edge’ findings! In other words, there is no expectation that your project report will substantially enhance current knowledge, which is not to say that past projects haven't generated some very interesting (and in all probability novel) findings! On the other hand, replicating existing analyses from the literature as a way of cutting corners and avoiding thinking things through for yourself is likely to lead to a ‘mechanical’ report that doesn’t do you justice. A good project report is likely to follow a path dictated by its author’s own ‘research agenda’ (i.e. approach to the topic) and/or its author’s own systematic exploration of (some of) what the data can show in relation to the topic.

Q8. How much time should you spend on your project?!

A8. There are (at least!) two good answers to the above question. One is “as much time as it needs”, and the second (for full-time students) is “an eighth of the time that is spend in a year preparing for module assessments (including examinations)” (which is based on the project report constituting 50% of the assessment on one module out of a total of four). In practice the first answer may imply more time than the second, given the unfamiliarity of this form of assessment and the practicalities of the data analysis involved. However, as implied in answer A2 above, perhaps more important than the amount of time is when it is spent; some input of time at a relatively early stage may improve the project report both technically and conceptually by allowing glitches in one’s computing skills to be ironed out and by allowing one to reflect (in part subconsciously?) on the substantive and theoretical issues for long enough to gain a good understanding of and a clear set of views on the topic.

Q9. What sort of structure should your project report have? What sorts of sections? How should you balance the number of words dedicated to each section? Will tables and appendices count towards the total number of words?! How important is presentation? Should you write up your project for the first time the night before the deadline?!

A9. Answers to the above can be found in a separate set of project guidelines!

