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Introduction

This course is the first in a set of two, which focuses on descriptive statistics. How to plot
numerical information in a useful way? How to look at the distribution of variables? How to
generate numerical summaries of your data? How to look at correlations in your data between
different variables?

The software package used for the course is SPSS. SPSS is available on the UCD network
through Software for U. The class sessions will be a mixture of lectures and lab exercises. The
core textbooks for the course are Blalock (1979) and Moore, McCabe and Craig (2012), but most
of the contents can be found in a large number of textbooks. Blalock (1979) is significantly more
verbose and contains careful explanations of the topics, but is only limitedly available; Moore,
McCabe and Craig (2012) is a more modern textbook, but at times rather brief in its descriptions.
Three further textbooks to highlight are Norris et al. (2012), which is very brief in its explanations,
but provides extensive details on how to implement things in SPSS; Field (2009), which provides
good explanations, but where the order in which topics are discussed is very different from this
course - in particular, the distinction between descriptive and inferential statistics is not really
present in this book; and Kellstedt and Whitten (2009), which is specific to political science and,
after a more general introduction to research design, follows many classes in this and the next
course closely.

Note that the weekly topics gradually increase in difficulty level. This allows for more time at the
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beginning of the course to get familiar with SPSS in general. Nevertheless, it is likely that the
start and end of the various topics will not coincide exactly with the weekly schedule.

Grading

The only way to properly learn statistics is by hands-on training. You will need to work with
actual data and produce your own statistical analysis - just the theory will never be sufficient.
For that reason, there will be two practical homework assignments, each worth 50% of the grade.
The assignments will be available online. The standard penalty for late submission as outlined
in the programme’s Handbook will apply, whereby it should be taken into account that a late
submission might result in a delayed return of feedback to the entire class.

Plagiarism

Although this should be obvious, plagiarism - copying someone else’s text without acknowledge-
ment or beyond “fair use” quantities - is not allowed. UCD policies concerning plagiarism can be
found at
http://www.ucd.ie/regist/documents/plagiarism policy and procedures.pdf.

A more extensive description of what is plagiarism and what is not can be found at
http://www.ucd.ie/library/students/information skills/plagiari.html.

Classes

Classes take place once a week, Monday 9-11 AM in G6 of the Daedalus building at UCD. The
class will consist of both lectures and lab exercises in SPSS. The classes for this course take place
in the first five weeks of term, followed by six weeks of POL41380 Inferential Statistics.

Contact

I do not have fixed office hours, so if you want to make sure I am present, you can make an
appointment by email. If a personal visit is not necessary, the easiest way to reach me is by email
(jos.elkink@ucd.ie).
Course materials will be uploaded to http://www.joselkink.net/teaching.

To stay up to date with developments in the UCD School of Politics and International Relations,
also keep an eye on the following social media:
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Web: http://www.ucd.ie/politics/

Blog: http://politicalscience.ie/

Twitter: http://twitter.com/ucdpolitics

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/ucdspire

Homeworks

There will be two homework assignments during this six week module, each worth 50% of
the grade. The first assignment will be due 27 September, 5 pm and the second assign-
ment will be due 11 October, 5 pm. Assignments should be submitted electronically to
jos.elkink@ucd.ie, consisting of two files: a PDF file containing the written-up answers and
a command file of the statistics package used (e.g. SPS file in SPSS, R file in R, or DO file in
Stata). While SPSS is the standard package for this course, other packages can be used for the
homework assignments if you so wish.

The grading will take into consideration the presentation of the results. Tables copy/pasted
from SPSS or computer output with some interpretation squeezed in will get lower grades than
assignments that are properly presented and formatted. When a substantive interpretation is
asked for, this means an interpretation in terms of the substantive content of the topic at hand.
E.g. if the data is on attitudes and turnout in elections, the substantive interpretation is “what
do these results tell us about voting behaviour?”, not “is this relationship positive or negative,
significant or not?”. The translation back from the statistical results to the political science
interpretation is crucial to a good grade in this course.

Schedule details

9 September: Introduction: data & measurement

What is quantitative political science? What are data? What is a variable? What are the different
levels of measurement? How do I code those in SPSS?
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required Blalock (1979: ch 1-2)
alternatives Kellstedt and Whitten (2009: ch 5-6)

Healey (2011: ch 1)
Privitera (2011: ch 1)
Argyrous (1997: ch 1, 5)
Fielding and Gilbert (2000: ch 1)

SPSS Field (2009: ch 3)
Norris et al. (2012: ch 1)
Hosker (2008: ch 1-2)
Levesque (2004) (advanced)

R Verzani (2005: ch 1)

16 September: Univariate descriptives

How to describe your variables graphically, including pie charts, histograms. How to describe your
variables numerically, including the mean, mode, median, variance, and standard deviation.

required Blalock (1979: ch 3-6)
Moore, McCabe and Craig (2012: §1.1-1.2)

alternatives Field (2009: §4.1-4.5)
Privitera (2011: §2-4)
Diamond and Jefferies (2001: ch 2-5)
Healey (2011: ch 2-4)
Wright and London (2009: ch 1-3)
Argyrous (1997: ch 2-4)
Kellstedt and Whitten (2009: ch 6)
Heiman (2001: ch 6-8)

SPSS Norris et al. (2012: ch 2-4)
Fielding and Gilbert (2000: ch 3-5)
Hosker (2008: ch 6, 8)

R Verzani (2005: §2.1-2.3)

23 September: Multivariate descriptives

How to describe relations between variables graphically, including bar charts, scatter plots, box
plots? Discussion of covariance and correlation to look at numerical indicators of relationships.
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required Blalock (1979: ch 16-17)
Moore, McCabe and Craig (2012: §2.1-2.2, 2.5-2.6)

alternatives Privitera (2011: ch 15)
Diamond and Jefferies (2001: ch 13)
Healey (2011: ch 14)
Heiman (2001: ch 10)
Argyrous (1997: ch 22)

SPSS Norris et al. (2012: ch 6-7)
Fielding and Gilbert (2000: ch 6, 8-9)

R Verzani (2005: §3.1-3.3, ch 4)

30 September: Simple regression

Descriptive univariate linear regression models - how to look at the relation between two contin-
uous variables?

required Blalock (1979: ch 17)
Moore, McCabe and Craig (2012: §2.3-2.4)

alternatives Privitera (2011: §16.1-16.5)
Diamond and Jefferies (2001: ch 13)
Healey (2011: ch 14)
Heiman (2001: ch 11)
Argyrous (1997: ch 22)
Miles and Shevlin (2001: ch 1)
Wright and London (2009: ch 8)

SPSS Norris et al. (2012: ch 8)
Fielding and Gilbert (2000: ch 8)

R Verzani (2005: §3.4)
further Starnes, Yates and Moore (2010: §2.6)

7 October: Probabilities and probability distributions

What are probabilities and probability distributions? Introduction to the normal distribution.
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required Hosker (2008: ch 3)
Moore, McCabe and Craig (2012: §1.3)

alternatives Privitera (2011: ch 5-6)
Diamond and Jefferies (2001: ch 7)
Healey (2011: ch 5)
Argyrous (1997: ch 6)
Fielding and Gilbert (2000: ch 7)
Heiman (2001: ch 9)

SPSS Norris et al. (2012: ch 5)
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