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SYLLABUS
Lecture Time and Location: 10:15 AM–11:30 AM; 1911 Building Room #111
Instructor: Jim Yocom

Teaching Assistant: Alyssa Alexander

Email: jeyocom@ncsu.edu

Email: ajalexa2@ncsu.edu

Phone: 919-513-2712

Phone: 919-515-9007

Office: 1911 Building, Room 305

Office: 1911 Building, Room 355

Office Hours: M 10:00 AM–12:00 PM and
by appointment. Please make appointments
using the link on Moodle.

Office Hours: M 11:00 AM–12:00 PM and
by appointment. Please email me to make
an appointment.

Preferred Mode of Contact: Please email
me ﬁrst. I rarely check phone messages.
Expected turnaround me for email is 1
business day. I rarely check email on
weekends or holidays.

Preferred Mode of Contact: Email.

This course meets the general educa on program requirement (3 credit hours).
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1. COURSE DESCRIPTION & LEARNING OBJECTIVES
“Basic methods of social research, research design, sampling, data collec on, measurement,
and analysis; the rela onship between theory and research. Laboratory exercises on computer
applica ons.”
Studying social research methods is essen al for understanding how we know what we know
about the social world. This course will introduce you to how researchers:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Create valid and reliable knowledge about the social world;
Deﬁne and measure concepts;
Evaluate diﬀerent research approaches;
Iden fy reliable pa erns and establish causal explana ons;
Recognize methodological errors and dubious conclusions;
Evaluate compe ng explana ons for a given phenomenon; and
Assess the ethical implica ons of research.

The primary goal of the course is to teach you how to frame social research ques ons and
answer them with evidence. By understanding how scien ﬁc arguments are produced and
substan ated, this course will help you recognize, evaluate, and respond to empirical claims.
Understanding research methods can be useful if you are asked to collect or analyze data or
recommend a course of ac on in an organiza on. That understanding can help you become a
be er problem solver and a be er leader.
Learning to seek out, parse, and digest primary research is an important objec ve in this course.
Rather than being a passive consumer of claims ﬁltered and distorted by reporters or leaders,
you can (and should) “chew your own food” by engaging published research itself. We therefore
will develop insight by scru nizing and discussing scholarly publica ons. Note that this will
involve a lot of reading. Some material will be dense and diﬃcult. A degree frustra on o en will
be a normal part of the learning process. The lecture and lab sessions will help you make sense
of the material and focus on what’s important.
You also will learn by developing and presen ng your own research. This will involve using
so ware to examine and analyze data. Computer so ware can be inherently frustra ng, but the
lecture and lab sessions will help make the experience as painless as possible.
2. COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND EVALUATION
2.1. ELIGIBILITY. Students eligible to take this course should have completed at least one
200-level SOC course and either completed or be currently enrolled in Sta s cs 311. This
session of SOC 300 is restricted to sociology and criminology majors and minors.
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2.2. MATERIALS. A required text, Singleton, Royce A. Jr. and Bruce C. Straits. 2018. Approaches
to Social Research, 6th Ed. New York: Oxford., is available at the NCSU bookstore. Please use
this 6th edition; copies will be placed on reserve. Addi onal readings will be available on the
course Moodle website. You also will look up publica ons from electronic databases, such as
the NCSU library catalog. Readings usually will have highligh ng to indicate what to focus on.
Students are invited to skim the rest. Students are expected to have a means of bringing
electronic materials to class, by either prin ng them or viewing them on a laptop or tablet.
Some coursework involves viewing online video before class. Students should have access to a
computer that can stream internet video and audio. Readings and media viewing should be
completed prior to each class. Students are expected to see an instructor if they an cipate any
problems accessing course content.
2.3. COURSE WEBSITE. Visit h p://moodle.wolfware.ncsu.edu and log in using your student ID
and password. The link to SOC 300-002 will grant you access to the course.
2.4. COURSE EVALUATION. Your ﬁnal grade will be determined by summing percentage points
as follows:
Quiz

3%

Research Project

15%

Midterm

15%

Final Exam

15%

Assignments

22% (2% for each of 11 assignments)

Lab Par cipa on

10%

Lecture A endance

5%

On-Call Par cipa on

15%

_________________________________
Total Possible

100%

Final grades will be assigned a er rounding percentage points to the nearest whole number
(e.g., 89.5% rounds to 90.0%; 89.49% rounds to 89.0%). The following grading scale will be used:
97–100% A+

87–89% B+

77–79% C+

67–69% D+

93–96% A

83–86% B

73–76% C

63–66% D

90–92% A−

80–82% B−

70–72% C−

60−62% D−
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2.4.1. Quiz (3%). A brief online quiz will be administered around September 14.
2.4.2. Research Project (15%). A research project will be due at the end of the term. The ﬁnal
product will be roughly 15–20 pages. Two percentage points will be awarded for discussing your
research ques on with the instructor, three points for submi ng a rough dra , and two points
for presen ng your project to the class. Each of these three tasks is graded all or nothing. The
remaining eight points will be based on the assessed quality of your research project.
2.4.3. Exams (30%). The midterm (15%) will cover the ﬁrst half of the class and the ﬁnal exam
(15%) will cover the en re course. The midterm is scheduled for Tuesday, October 16 in class
and the ﬁnal exam is scheduled for Tuesday, December 11 from 8:00 AM to 11:00 AM. If you
have an oﬃcial, university conﬂict with either exam date, please no fy the instructor in wri ng
as soon as possible to request a makeup date. Students who miss an exam without prior no ce
and without an extraordinary, valid excuse will receive no credit for the exam. For more
informa on, please see “What To Expect On Exams,” below.
2.4.4. Assignments (22%). You will have eleven wri en assignments, each worth 2% of the ﬁnal
grade. These are small projects or papers in which you apply ideas from the course. Each
assignment will be scored on a scale from 0 to 1 in increments of 0.25. Each score will then be
mul plied by 2 to calculate the assignment grade. To earn a “1,” an assignment must be
submi ed on me, substan ally correct, and substan ally complete.
2.4.5. Participation (30%). Regular a endance in lecture and lab is required.
2.4.5.1. Lecture a endance (5%). Students will sign in if they are on me and present in lecture.
2.4.5.2. “On call” lecture par cipa on (15%). The instructor believes that student learning is
be er when students have read and thought about the material in advance of lecture.
Therefore, this class uses an “on call” par cipa on system. Students will highlight their names
on a sign-in sheet. To be eligible to highlight their names, students must be present at the
beginning of class. Students are expected to have completed the assigned reading and read any
assigned audio-visual content and to be prepared to discuss it with the instructor in class. The
instructor will randomly call on signed-in students and ask ques ons about the assigned
materials. Students who highlight their names therefore signal to the instructor that they have
engaged the material, are ready for ques ons, and are “on call” during the class. (See “What To
Expect When You Are On Call,” below, for more informa on.)
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2.4.5.3. Par cipa on grading. Students will be invited to sign in for 27 sessions, but only 22 will
count towards the student’s grade. Therefore, 5 “free” sessions are oﬀered for both a endance
and on-call par cipa on, which students may use however they see ﬁt. Performance during
conversa on with the instructor does not ma er, except that if the instructor determines that
the student clearly did not engage the assigned materials, the instructor may void the sign in. In
that case, the student will not receive any credit for that session. See “What To Expect When
You Are On Call,” below, for more informa on. Dates not eligible for sign in will be the ﬁrst day
of class, the midterm, and university holidays.
2.4.5.4. Lab par cipa on (10%). To be eligible for par cipa on credit, you must be substan ally
on me and not be disengaged or distracted by cell phones and the like. Fi een lab sessions will
be graded, and students who are on me and engaged will receive 10/15 of a percentage point
for each session. Students who are late, disengaged, or distracted by cell phones will receive
5/15 of a percentage point towards the course. Students who are quite late or absent for a
given lab session will receive no credit for it.
2.4.6. Extra Credit (0%). No extra credit will be awarded in this course. Students who take this
class agree promptly to speak with the instructor if they experience diﬃcul es comple ng the
coursework.
2.4.7. Absences. University a endance regula ons require instructors to provide excused
absences for a reasonable number of an cipated absences as well as for emergencies. In accord
with Sec on 2.4.5, each student is therefore granted 5 free absences, which may be applied to
any combina on of days during the term that the student chooses. Absences will be determined
by iden fying who has signed in. Students are expected to apply their free absences ﬁrst to
an cipated, excused absences and second to unexpected absences and emergencies. The
instructor will only provide addi onal excused absences in the rarest and most excep onal of
circumstances or pursuant to a wri en agreement with the Disabili es Services Oﬃce.
2.4.8. Equitable Adjustments. It may become necessary on one or more occasions to adjust the
frac ons used to compute certain grade items. In lieu of or in addi on to such adjustments, the
instructor may award par cipa on credit to an en re class session. The instructor has discre on
to make any or all such adjustments on an ad hoc basis, so long as they will be for the beneﬁt of
all students. The instructor may make the availability of any adjustment con ngent on one or
more condi ons, for example a aining a minimum classroom comple on rate on instructor
evalua ons.
2.5. PAPER SUBMISSION GUIDELINES. Submission guidelines for the research project will be
provided. The instructor’s policy is to focus on content, not typographical forma ng or layout.
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2.6. INCOMPLETES. Incomplete grades (INs) will rarely, if ever, be given. Per university policy,
INs may be given only when the student’s record in the course is such that successfully
comple ng par cular assignments, projects, or tests missed because of a documented serious
event would enable that student to pass the course. However, an IN must not be used as a
subs tute for an F when the student’s performance in the course is deserving of failing. Please
see the university regula ons for more informa on about incompletes.
2.7. CREDIT-ONLY ENROLLEES. Per university regula ons, students must earn a grade of C– or
be er to be awarded an “S.” Please refer to the relevant university regula ons for more
informa on.
2.8. AUDITORS. Due to the strong emphasis on class par cipa on and engaging the readings,
auditors are expected to sign in and be on call during the term. Auditors who sign in 10 or fewer
mes will receive a mark of NR (No Recogni on). See the university regula ons for more
informa on.
3. NCSU PRRs AND CLASSROOM POLICIES
3.1. NAME / PRONOUN POLICY. Students are encouraged to set any desired nicknames in the
NCSU student directory. Please contact me if you prefer a name, pronouns, or both, if they diﬀer
from any listed in the student directory.
3.1. ACADEMIC INTEGRITY. “Students are responsible for reviewing the NC State University
PRR’s which pertains to their course rights and responsibili es:
● Equal Opportunity and Nondiscrimina on Policy Statement,
h ps://policies.ncsu.edu/policy/pol-04-25-05, with addi onal references at
h ps://oied.ncsu.edu/equity/policies/.
● Code of Student Conduct, h ps://policies.ncsu.edu/policy/pol-11-35-01
● Grades and Grade Point Average, h ps://policies.ncsu.edu/regula on/reg-02-50-03
● Credit-Only Courses h ps://policies.ncsu.edu/regula on/reg-02-20-15
● Audits h ps://policies.ncsu.edu/regula on/reg-02-20-04”
3.1.1. No Cheating. Please see the NCSU Code of Student Conduct, POL 11.35.1, § 8.2 for a
descrip on of chea ng. Collabora ng with other students to write or prepare individual
assignments or the ﬁnal exam will be deemed chea ng, but collabora ng with other students to
discuss assignments or the ﬁnal exam will not be deemed chea ng.

6

North Carolina State University
Social Research Methods; Spring 2018
Sociology 300-002
3.1.2. No Plagiarism. Plagiarism is oﬀensive, morally wrong, and a viola on of university policy.
“Plagiarism is the use or close imita on of the language and thoughts of another and the
representa on of the other’s work as their own. . . . Any ideas or materials taken from another
source for either wri en or oral use must be fully and correctly acknowledged. [Submi ng
previously prepared coursework] must ﬁrst be approved by the faculty member. Plagiarism
includes, but is not limited, to . . . . (a) Represen ng the work of others as [one’s] own; [and] (b)
submi ng wri en materials without proper a ribu on or acknowledgment of the source.”
3.1.3. No Aiding And Abetting. Assis ng others to cheat or plagiarize is a form of academic
misconduct.
3.1.4. Penalties For Academic Misconduct. The instructor treats academic misconduct,
including chea ng, plagiarism, and aiding & abe ng, with the utmost severity. It simply
will not be tolerated. Punishments may range from failing an assignment to expulsion.
I’m good at recognizing it. Trust me: It is not worth the risk. Don’t do it.
3.2. DISRUPTIVE CONDUCT. Students who engage in unlawful acts or disrup ve conduct in class
will be asked to leave the class for the remainder of the class period. Note that NCSU considers
“the use of cell phones or other electronic devices for voice or text communica on” without the
instructor’s authoriza on to be “disrup ve conduct.” Students may not use “chat,” email, social
media, or other distrac ons during course me and the instructor may deem any such use
disrup ve pursuant to this paragraph.
3.3. ELECTRONIC COURSE COMPONENTS. “Students may be required to disclose personally
iden ﬁable informa on to other students in the course, via electronic tools like email or
web-pos ngs, where relevant to the course. Examples include online discussions of class topics,
and pos ng of student coursework. All students are expected to respect the privacy of each
other by not sharing or using such informa on outside the course.”
3.4. IN-CLASS ELECTRONICS. Cell phones are not permi ed on desks during exams. Laptops are
permi ed in class for course-related purposes only. Browsing the internet, social media, email,
and similar tasks o en distract other students, and they are not permi ed in class. Cell phones
and laptops must be silent during class and may not be used for unauthorized tex ng, browsing
the internet, or similar purposes.
3.5. IN-CLASS RECORDING. Please talk to the instructor before audio or video recording any
classroom lecture or discussion. Certain university regula ons apply.
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3.6. INCLUSION, HARASSMENT, AND DISCRIMINATION. NC State University provides equality
of opportunity in educa on and employment for all students and employees. Discrimina on or
harassment based on age (40 or older), color, disability, gender iden ty, gene c informa on,
na onal origin, race, religion, sex (including pregnancy), sexual orienta on, or veteran status is a
viola on of state and federal law and/or NC State University policy and will not be tolerated.
Furthermore, this course has a policy of inclusion; we value the diverse perspec ves and
backgrounds that students bring to the classroom. Thinking about and sharing diverse points of
view is a cri cal component of higher educa on, and students and instructor are expected to be
respec ul and considerate.
3.7 ADVERSE WEATHER. In the event of adverse weather, you will be no ﬁed through Moodle,
by email using the email address you have on ﬁle with Registra ons and Records, or both.
4. INSTRUCTOR EVALUATION
4.1. FORMAL EVALUATION. Students will formally evaluate the course and instructor near the
end of the term. Students will receive an email message direc ng them to
h ps://classeval.ncsu.edu/, where they will complete the evalua ons. Student IDs are
conﬁden al, instructors will not know speciﬁc responses, and students will not know the
instructor’s overall ra ngs.
4.2. INFORMAL EVALUATION. The instructors will strive achieve the university’s learning goals
and follow course policies. It is not easy to get everything exactly right all of the me. They
therefore welcome feedback on teaching eﬀec veness throughout the course of the term in
oﬃce hours. Any such feedback should be communicated in a professional and respec ul
manner, should cite to speciﬁc examples of instructor behavior and its impact on one or more
students, and should, if applicable, cite to any speciﬁc sec ons of the syllabus or relevant NCSU
policies or regula ons that the student is concerned about. The instructors pledge to receive
feedback delivered in this manner respec ully and professionally and give it due considera on.
4.3. COMPLAINTS. If the student feels comfortable, complaints about either instructor should
start with an in-person conversa on with the course instructor and, if not, then with the Head
of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, whom you can locate at
h ps://socant.chass.ncsu.edu/faculty_staﬀ/.
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5. REASONABLE ACCOMMODATIONS
“Reasonable accommoda ons will be made for students with veriﬁable disabili es. In order to
take advantage of available accommoda ons, students must register with Disability Services for
Students at [2221 Student Health Services Building, 2815 Cates Avenue Campus Box 7509],
919-515-7653. For more informa on on NC State's policy on working with students with
disabili es, please see the Academic Accommoda ons for Students with Disabili es Regula on
(REG 02.20.01).”
6. ADVICE FOR SUCCEEDING IN THIS CLASS
This class will be a lot of work, but I predict it will also be interes ng and change the way you
look at the social world. Here are my sugges ons for making the most of our journey together:
● Hit the ground running. This is not a class where we spend three weeks reviewing
simple material. The ﬁrst half of the class probably will be more conceptually diﬃcult
than the second half. Use the energy and excitement of the early semester to read and
engage diﬃcult material.
● Pace yourself. Work on your projects consistently and strive to get things done early. Do
assignments promptly. Some people need the pressure of impending deadlines to help
them sort through compe ng demands, but you will have an easier me of it if you pace
yourself and avoid last-minute crunches.
● Enjoy the challenge. You will not be spoon-fed ideas, far removed from evidence,
numbers, and scien ﬁc jargon. I want you to feel the “heat” of empirical research. It
might feel dense, pointless, or boring at mes. Pace yourself and create yourself the
challenge of trying to understand something that’s a li le tough. I have faith your
abili es.
● Read twice. Read the assigned readings twice, if possible. The ﬁrst me through, read to
iden fy the major points and create a bullet-point list or map. Then, preferably a er 24
hours have passed, read it again and revise your list or map.
● Visit the instructor. Students too o en don’t take advantage of oﬃce hours. Get to
know your instructor by coming by oﬃce hours to discuss the material. Ask ques ons.
Express interest. Discuss how the course might inﬂuence your career objec ves.
Instructor engagement in oﬃce hours can help your learning experience and make the
material more enjoyable.
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7. STUDENT RESOURCES
Students of Concern
Student Behavioral Case Management at NC State (also known in the community as NCSU Cares
and Students of Concern) was established in January 2014 to provide support for students in
crisis or exhibi ng concerning behaviors. Case managers meet with students and provide access
to resources while following up with them and monitoring their progress. Students are
encouraged to report behaviors that they feel are concerning or worrisome (no ma er how
small or insigniﬁcant they may seem). You may make a referral online at
h ps://cm.maxient.com/repor ngform.php.
The terms “concerning and “worrisome” are subjec ve, so the following indicators may provide
guidance:
Academic Indicators

Emotional Indicators

Physical Indicators

● Persistent unexplained
absences
● Deteriora on in
quality/quan ty of work
● Extreme disorganiza on or
erra c performance
● Wri en or ar s c
expressions of unusual
violence, morbidity, social
isola on, despair, or
confusion
● Con nual seeking of special
permission (extensions,
make-up work)
● Pa erns of perfec onism
● Dispropor onate response
to grades or other
evalua ons

● Direct statements
indica ng distress
● Signiﬁcant change in
mood
● Angry or hos le
outbursts, yelling, or
aggressive
comments
● More withdrawn or
more animated than
usual
● Appears
over-anxious
● Excessively
demanding or
dependent behavior
● Fails to respond to
outreach from
staﬀ/faculty

● Deteriora on in physical
appears or personal
hygiene
● Excessive fa gue,
exhaus on;
● Erra c or disjointed
thinking – skips around a
lot; unable to stay
focused on one topic;
topics don’t align
● No ceable cuts, bruises,
burns
● Frequent or chronic
illness
● Disorganized speech,
rapid or slurred speech;
confusion
● Substance abuse

10

North Carolina State University
Social Research Methods; Spring 2018
Sociology 300-002
Career Services
NCSU’s Career Development Center oﬀers resources for enrolled students, including drop-in
hours: h ps://cdc.dasa.ncsu.edu. Explore career op ons, make decisions about your major or
minor, build resumes and cover le ers, prepare for interviews, develop internship/ job search
strategies, maximize career fairs, and more. Use ePACK to make an appointment with your
career contact at ncsu.edu/epack or at the Career Development Center.
University Counseling Services
NCSU counseling services for students include personal, drug, academic, group, career, and
psychiatric services.
Writing Center
The university’s wri ng and speaking tutorial services, h ps://tutorial.dasa.ncsu.edu/
wsts-overview-programs/, may be useful to some students. The instructor may recommend one
or more students to take advantage of their services.
8. WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN YOU ARE ON CALL
What It Is And Why We Will Use It. This class uses an “on call” method of engaging students.
This is a gentle form of “cold calling.” Research ﬁndings about the eﬀec veness of cold calling
are mixed. Though there is not enough research to draw ﬁrm conclusions, some studies show
superior learning outcomes. The instructor’s law school experience and self-reports from
students in previous sociology courses strongly suggest to him that cold calling increases overall
classroom engagement and understanding. Moreover, the quality of classroom conversa on
tends to be higher when everyone has engaged the materials and thought about them.
How It Will Work. Therefore, this class requires students to be ready to discuss assigned
materials in class. One or more students will randomly be called on, as described elsewhere in
the syllabus. Typically (not always), students will not be called on mul ple mes in a single
session. However, all students who have signed in will be eligible to be called on in subsequent
sessions, regardless of whether or not they have been called on in previous sessions. By the end
of the term, some students may have been called on more than others. This can be a normal
consequence of a random selec on process. The instructor will track who has been called on. If
the instructor determines that a student has been called on quite dispropor onately, the
instructor may select a diﬀerent student.
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What It Will Involve. Students called on may be asked to answer brief ques ons, long
ques ons, to oﬀer opinions or analysis based on their engagement with the materials, or to
interpret passages or themes. Frequently the conversa on will be a friendly dialog with the
instructor. The goal is not to “drill” students, but rather to draw out big themes of the course
while illustra ng them with examples. Some mes students will read passages aloud. The length
of me a student will be on call will vary considerably; one student might answer numerous
ques ons and converse with the instructor for a large part of a class, while another might only
brieﬂy oﬀer an opinion or read a selec on of text. The instructor will strive to make the process
unpredictable. The instructor may ask for volunteers at one or more points during the course.
The Focus. As noted, the goal is not to “drill” students, but some factual ques ons might be
asked to assess whether the student engaged the reading. Students should expect such
ques ons to be general in nature and ascertainable from a good-faith reading of the materials.
The readings are not long, but they do pack in a lot of content and it would be impossible to
remember everything from them. The instructor’s goal is not to expect you to memorize
pointless detail or non-central points. Focus on main ideas and consider reading (or viewing) the
content more than once, taking notes to help you process the material.
Other Ways To Participate. Students may also be recognized for par cipa ng by asking
substan ve ques ons or poin ng out any errors in the instructor’s presenta on. This form of
par cipa on will not compensate for non-highlighted names. Par cipa on grades are strictly
based on highligh ng as discussed above. But students who ask substan ve ques ons and
advance the quality of classroom discussion might on occasion be passed over if the random
on-call process presents them to be called on.
Embarrassment. Some students might ﬁnd any on-call process exaspera ng or frustra ng,
perhaps even embarrassing. Some degree of discomfort is common with the on-call experience,
but for most students that discomfort passes a er having been through it once or twice. The
course policy is to create a “gentle” on-call experience. The instructor will strive to cul vate a
comfortable space for people to talk, even if that means stumbling and making errors.
Nevertheless, if the instructor senses that a student has signed in but has not made a serious
eﬀort to engage the materials, he may con nue to converse with the student anyway, asking the
student why they nevertheless had chosen to sign in, and perhaps employing the student’s
assistance anyway. This can be more embarrassing than an authen c, if imperfect, conversa on
a er having read the materials. The instructor’s goal is not to embarrass or pick on any student.
But signing in without having made a good faith a empt to engage all of the assigned materials
increases the odds of embarrassment.
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Exceptional Circumstances. Notwithstanding the learning goals of this method, the instructor is
sensi ve to the possibility that some students will have excep onal diﬃculty concentra ng,
preparing for, or succeeding in this class with even a gentle cold-call method. Because the
method is explained on the ﬁrst day and described in this syllabus, students who an cipate or
discover serious problems with the method are expected to discuss the ma er with the
instructor promptly in oﬃce hours. Failing to raise the issue with the instructor promptly means
that the student deems the procedure and the student’s experience with it fair and sa sfactory.
Please Ask Questions. Nothing in the syllabus or this a achment implies that students should
avoid asking ques ons in class of the instructor or other students. Ques ons are empha cally
valued and invited.
9. WHAT TO EXPECT ON EXAMS
Scope. The point of an exam is to quan fy student mastery of the course content. Exams will
draw from both readings and lecture, and students should priori ze studying the overlap
between the two. The instructor aspires to provide a mix of straigh orward ques ons that
gauge general engagement with the course content and challenging ques ons that indicate
mastery of the material. Some ques ons might be very challenging or focus on subtle details
from the course. Whether or not those ques ons will count towards your exam score will
depend on how well they “test”; see “Bad Ques ons” and “Equivocal Ques ons” below.
Format. The exams will consist of mul ple choice, matching, true/false, and similar ques ons.
Some ques ons might ask you to interpret computer output or iden fy issues in a hypothe cal.
Any short-answer ques ons will usually have clear-cut answers.
“Curves.” “Grading on a curve” is an equivocal phrase. Students typically use the phrase to
mean a process in which an instructor limits the number of exams eligible for each grade
category. For example, in a class of 100 an instructor grading on a curve might set aside only 5
exams for As, 5 for A-minuses, and so forth. This class does not grade on a curve in this sense.
The course policy is that all students have an opportunity to earn an “A.”
Scoring. Exam grading in this class is straigh orward. The instructor does not assign le er
grades to exams or assignments. Instead, students earn percentage points that count directly to
their ﬁnal course grade. For example, if an exam has 57 points available and a student earns 38
of them, the student scores 38/57 on the exam. To see how this frac on aﬀects a total course
grade, mul ply this frac on by 15. This student will have earned (38/57)*15% = 10% instead of
15% towards the total course grade.

13

North Carolina State University
Social Research Methods; Spring 2018
Sociology 300-002
Bad Questions. As it is described above, this scoring system could lead to unfair outcomes if
ques ons are poorly wri en or the instructor did not choose them well. When available, the
instructor will use an appropriate method to evaluate how eﬀec ve a ques on is at assessing
content mastery. A useful method (not always available or prac cal) is to assess whether
performance on a ques on matches overall exam performance: Students who did well on the
exam overall should do be er on any given ques on than students who did not do well on the
exam overall. If the instructor’s formal or informal evalua on of ques ons suggests that a
ques on did not adequately measure mastery, the instructor will discard it for the class as a
whole from the denominator. For example, if one ques on on a 57-ques on exam is dropped,
the new denominator for scoring will be 56. This discarding procedure will handle the vast
majority of quibbles and concerns about poor ques ons, both legi mate and illegi mate.
Difficult Questions. A diﬃcult ques on is not necessarily a bad one. A ques on that measures
mastery may be a valid ques on even if most students do not answer it correctly. Nevertheless,
ques ons that are suﬃciently diﬃcult that few, if any, students get them right present a
dilemma. If those ques ons are included in the denominator, the overall percentage scores on
the exam will decrease, possibly reducing the availability of high grades for the class overall. On
the other hand, if those ques ons are removed, then students who got them right and thereby
properly demonstrated mastery of the material are in a sense penalized for their
accomplishment. The course policy for diﬃcult ques ons is therefore as follows: (1) For any
ques on that 20% or less of the class answers correctly, the instructor will formally or informally
analyze whether the ques on assessed student mastery over an aspect of the course material. If
the ques on reasonably appears, on that analysis, to assess mastery, the ques on will be
deemed valid and retained or otherwise will be deemed a bad ques on; (2) However, if 5% or
less of the class answers a ques on correctly, the instructor will presume that the ques on is a
bad ques on and only retain it in the presence of clear and compelling evidence that it indicates
mastery of important (not peripheral) course content.
Equivocal Questions. Some ques ons can be equivocal even if the instructor thinks they are
clear-cut. Typically, only a minority of students is aﬀected by equivocal ques ons. The usual
techniques for iden fying and removing bad or diﬃcult ques ons will help when a subset of
students has an alternate answer under a valid, but diﬀerent, reading of the ques on. The
instructor’s policy in these cases is to award points those answers that make sense under either
legi mate reading. For example, if a ques on was equivocal because it could legi mately have
been read to imply X (correct answer A) or Y (correct answer B), then points will be awarded to
all students who answered A or B. Points will not be awarded for answers that are incorrect
under either legi mate reading. Adjustments for equivocal ques ons typically require a
successful appeal.
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Equitable Adjustments. The instructor’s method of dealing with ques ons that are diﬃcult is to
adjust the denominator and not the numerator used to calculate exam performance. This is an
imperfect method, but it is eﬃcient and improves class performance as a whole. The instructor
may also adjust the denominator for equitable purposes, such as adjus ng for unforeseen exam
diﬃculty.
Appeals. In lieu of accep ng the instructor’s overall adjustments for bad and diﬃcult ques ons,
students may appeal. Students who appeals an exam ques on thereby request their own exam
denominators to be calculated without any equitable adjustment. To establish that a ques on is
equivocal, or to challenge another aspect of the exam, students must submit an appeal within
seven calendar days of receiving their graded exam or before ﬁnal grades have been submi ed
to the registrar, whichever occurs sooner. This me limit is strict and will only be extended in
extraordinary circumstances involving grave emergencies. To be considered by the instructor, an
appeal must (a) be in wri ng, (b) state the nature of the alleged equivoca on or other problem,
and (c) iden fy speciﬁc course materials or lecture content that supports the student’s posi on.
The instructor will promptly consider appeals, will have sole discre on to decide whether the
alleged problems merit a revision. The instructor is not obligated to respond in wri ng to an
appeal. If a student wishes to contest an unsuccessful appeal further, the student should discuss
the ma er with the instructor in oﬃce hours.
Advice For Studying For Exams. Study early and o en. Review lecture notes and readings
periodically during the course of the term. In principle, ques ons can come from any aspect of
the assigned readings or lecture, but material covered in both is clearly quite important. A
sensible prepara on strategy would be to master all areas of overlap, only then go on to master
remaining lecture content, and only then go on to master remaining content in the wri en and
audio-visual materials.
Practice Questions. The instructor may, but is not obligated to, provide prior to an exam
prac ce ques ons, answers, or both. Providing these on one occasion does not guarantee that
they will be provided on another occasion.
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