
“Practicum in Public Opinion Research and Public Policy” 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

Course Syllabus 
 

Instructor: Dr. Lisa Kort-Butler SOCI 398 (Special Topics) 
Oldfather Hall Rm. 718 TH 12:30-1:45 p.m. 
Email: Lkortbutler2@unl.edu Classroom: Burnett Hall 232  
Office phone: 402.472.6005 Computer Lab: Oldfather Hall 738 
Office hours: Wed. 1:15-2:15; Thu. 1:45-2:15 Prereq: SOCI 206 or related statistics course 

    
Required Materials 

 Text:  An Introduction to Research, Writing, and Analysis by Bruce Newsome (2016) 

 Other readings as indicated in the course schedule 

 The syllabus, readings, codebooks, assignments, etc. will be available online via Blackboard.   

 All students must complete CITI training by Sept. 9, 2016 (details below) 
 
Course Description 
 
Turn on the news or open your browser, and you are likely to encounter the latest public opinion poll.  
Some of these are grounded in accepted methods of survey research; many are not.  After taking this 
course, you will be able to spot the difference and offer appropriate critique.  The core of this course, 
however, is producing accurate and accessible reports of public opinion data. You will gain practical 
experience in analyzing public opinion data and writing about the results for a range of audiences, 
including policymakers and the media.  As part of this process, you will review and discuss work 
conducted by leading research and policy centers. Using survey data from the Nebraska Annual Social 
Indicators Surveys (NASIS), you will design, plan, and carry out research projects, reporting results in 
briefs to be made publically available.  Like other research or policy groups, the process will be 
collaborative in nature: you will be expected to brainstorm together, consult one another, and provide 
feedback to each other in order to strengthen everyone’s work. 
 
Course Policies 

 

 Attendance:  Your attendance is expected by university policy and by me.  Given the collaborative 
nature of this course, we are all counting on you to be in class every day!  You are responsible for 
any material you miss.  This includes announcements, notes, and assignments.  Habitual absences, 
tardiness, and/or early departures will be noted and will be considered in determining final grades. 

 Inclusive and Positive Environment:  I hope to foster a learning environment in which everyone can 
feel open to share their ideas and participate fully in class.  I need your help to do it!  I expect you to 
show respect for others.  This means thoughtfully listening to others and being able to disagree with 
their ideas without judging or disparaging them.  This creates a positive learning space.  I encourage, 
welcome, and support thoughtful discussion.  However, I do not tolerate discussion that becomes 
disrespectful or behavior that becomes threatening.  All faculty, staff and students are responsible 
for understanding and complying with equity policies.  For more information, visit 
www.unl.edu/equity. 

 Academic Integrity:  When you place your name on an assignment, I interpret this to mean that you 
have received no unauthorized assistance on the assignment.  Unauthorized assistance includes, but 
is not limited to, turning in assignments as your own work when it is not and plagiarism (presenting 

http://www.unl.edu/equity


someone else’s published ideas as your own). For more on what constitutes plagiarism and how to 
avoid it, visit www.plagiarism.org.  Additionally, when you work with a co-author, academic integrity 
means doing your fair share.  Violations of academic integrity will not be tolerated and will be 
handled according to university policy, ranging from failing the assignment to failing the course.   

 Students with Disabilities:  Please contact me for a confidential discussion of your individual needs 
for academic accommodation. UNL’s policy (and mine) is to provide flexible and individualized 
accommodation to students with documented disabilities that may affect their ability to fully 
participate in course activities or to meet course requirements. To receive accommodation services, 
you must be registered with the Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) office 
(www.unl.edu/ssd), 132 Canfield Administration, 472-3787 voice or TTY.  

 Technology Issues:  If you are experiencing a technical problem (e.g., accessing materials, uploading 
information), please let me know as soon as possible.  Don’t wait until 30 minutes before something 
is due:  I won’t be able to help you then.  For any technical or computing questions, you can contact 
the UNL Help Desk (www.unl.edu/helpdesk).   

 Other Classroom Policies:  (1) Please be courteous and turn off cell phones, iPODs, and other 
gadgets before you enter class.  This includes removing ear-buds, Bluetooth devices, etc.  I consider 
texting in class unnecessary and disrespectful, as is using your phone for other activities. (2) If you 
choose to use a laptop/tablet in class, you should ONLY be using it for class purposes.  Your 
privileges can be revoked.  (3) Please be respectful of me and your classmates: focus on attentive 
listening while others are speaking.  If, for any reason, you are distracting or disrespectful to your 
classmates, I may deduct from your grade and/or ask you to leave class for the day.  

 Email:  Remember that all communications with faculty are business communications, and write 
emails accordingly.  Please consult this Inside Higher Ed article for formatting guidelines.  Please 
note I only check and respond to emails during business hours (Mon-Fri, 8 to 5).  

 
Course Requirements 
 

 Complete CITI training.  Complete a self-paced, online training course by Sept. 9.  You will not be 
permitted to access data without this training!  Create an account at www.citiprogram.org, register 
as a UNL student, and complete the Social/Behavioral Research Investigators and Key Personnel – 
Basic Course. When finished, save a copy of your completion certificate and upload to Bb. 

 Class Participation.  Participation is an important part of the course experience.  Your attendance is 
expected; your participation in class discussion and activities is required.  In order to participate 
fully, you must be prepared.  Simply reading/skimming the assignment is not sufficient.  Rather, you 
should be attentive and critical, which will prepare you to contribute relevant ideas, reactions, and 
questions to the conversation.  For example, you may want to take notes and bring them with you 
to class.  Your participation grade will be based on demonstrated familiarity with the readings, 
contribution to the conversation, and class attendance.   

 Provide peer reviews.  Research and policy groups are working groups.  Members ask for and offer 
feedback on each other’s work.  In addition to your participation in roundtable conversations about 
each other’s work, you will be asked to provide classmates written feedback on outlines and 
reports. 

 Project portfolio.  You will be responsible – either as a solo author or in collaboration with another 
student – for researching and reporting on social issues in Nebraska. You will produce two reports 
over the course of the semester.  Your portfolio will consist of research and analytic notes, outlines, 
drafts, response to peer reviewers, and the finalized reports.  The final reports will also be posted on 
the Sociology Department’s social media pages. 

http://www.plagiarism.org/
http://www.unl.edu/ssd/
http://www.unl.edu/helpdesk
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2015/04/16/advice-students-so-they-dont-sound-silly-emails-essay
https://www.citiprogram.org/


 Grading in this course reflects participation, process, and products, similar to a graduate-level 
course.  Standard graduate course grading is on an “A-B-C” scale (above average – average – below 
average).  Lower grades can and will be assigned if the student fails to submit an assignment or fails 
to meet the requirements of the course/assignment.  I reserve pluses for either exceptional work 
(A+) or for work that is somewhere in the middle (B+, C+) but needs improvement to get over the 
hump.  In general, my interpretation of the letter grades is: 
 A = Excellent; B = Good; C = Satisfactory; D = Minimally acceptable; F = Inadequate 
 Numerically, these grades are: A+ = 100, A = 95, B+ = 88, B = 85, C+ = 78, C = 75, D+=68, D=65 
 Each requirement will be assigned one of these grades.  Final grades are based on percentages:   

Class participation & engagement  >> 20% 
Peer evaluations  >>   10% 
Project portfolio  >>   70% 

 
***** Please note that I reserve the right to modify the syllabus to meet the needs of the course***** 

       
Schedule 

 

Aug. 23 Introduction 

Aug. 25 Newsome Chs. 1 & 2  

Aug. 30 Newsome Ch. 4;  
NASIS first look  

Sep. 1 BOSR tour – Meet on Oldfather 9th floor;  
Review all info on their website bosr.unl.edu & be prepared to ask questions 

Sep. 6 Review info on purpose/mission at the following sites: 
 http://www.pewresearch.org/about/ 
 http://kff.org/about-the-public-opinion-and-survey-research-program/ 
 http://www.gallup.com/178685/methodology-center.aspx 

Bring to class and be prepared to provide an overview of a report based on public opinion 
from one of these sites. 

Sep. 8 
(Lab) 

Brainstorming day! 
Review NASIS codebooks and be prepared to discuss your project ideas. 
Submit to Bb: Potential research interests and associated variables 

Sep. 9 CITI training due posted to Bb by 5 p.m. 

Sep. 13 Newsome Ch. 5 

Sep. 15 
(Lab) 

Newsome Ch. 6 
Bring to class and be prepared to provide an overview of a report based on public opinion 

Sep. 20 Newsome Ch. 8 
Bring to class and be prepared to provide an overview of a report based on public opinion 

Sep. 22 Lab work day 

Sep. 27 Newsome Ch. 9 p. 234-238 & Ch. 10 p. 274-282 
Read Deane et al. (2016) “Flashpoints in Polling” PewResearch.org 
Bring to class and be prepared to provide an overview of a report based on public opinion 

Sep. 29 Lab work day 
Submit to Bb and bring to class: refined research interests and associated variables for 2 
projects; potential references 

Oct. 4 Newsome Ch. 11 

Oct. 6 Lab work day 

http://bosr.unl.edu/
http://www.pewresearch.org/about/
http://kff.org/about-the-public-opinion-and-survey-research-program/
http://www.gallup.com/178685/methodology-center.aspx
http://www.pewresearch.org/2016/08/01/flashpoints-in-polling/


Oct. 11 Polling as social construction 
 Read Green (2012) “Polling, Politics, and the Populace” TheSocietyPages.org 
 Read Davis (2016) “Political Polling Constructs More Than It Revels” Cyborgology via 

TheSocietyPages.org 
 Read Gans (2013) “Public Opinion Polls Do Not Always Report Public Opinion” 

NiemanLab.org 
 Read Aghapour (2015) “Where Polls and Surveys Fall Short: A Conversation with Robert 

Winthrow on ‘Inventing American Religion’” ReligionDispatches.org 

Oct. 13 Lab work day  

Oct. 14 Outlines posted to Bb discussion board by 5 p.m. 

Oct. 18  Fall Break 

Oct. 20 Peer roundtable re. project outlines 

Oct. 25 Journalism about social science  
 Read Brettschneider (2008) “The News Media’s Use of Opinion Polls” pp. 479-486 in 

Donsbach & Traugott (eds.) The Sage Handbook of Public Opinion Research 
 Read Krum (2014) “False Visualizations: When Journalists Get Data Viz Wrong” 

HuffingtonPost.com, and read the related piece, Mendoza (2014) “This Bubble Chart is 
Killing Me” 

 Read Resnick (2016) “What Journalists Get Wrong about Social Science, According to 20 
Scientists”  Vox.com  

Oct. 27 Lab work day 

Oct. 28 Project outlines posted to Bb discussion board by 5 p.m. 

Nov. 1 Political polling 
 Read Saletan (2016) “Freaking Out About the Trump-Clinton Polls? Here’s a Better Way 

to Read Them” Slate.com 
 Read Lepore (2015) “Politics and the New Machine” NewYorker.com 
 Bring to class the link to a recent political poll and be prepared to provide an overview to 

the class 

Nov. 3 Lab work day 

Nov. 8 Public opinion and public policy 
 Read Gilens & Page (2014) “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, 

and Average Citizens.” Perspectives on Politics, 12, 564-581. 
 Read Shearer & Gottfried (2016) “Half of those who aren’t learning about election feel 

their vote doesn’t matter” PewResearch.org 
 Read Livingston (2016) “Ignorant, Apathetic, and Realistic?” via Montclair SocioBlog 

Nov. 10 Lab work day 

Nov. 15 TBD – topic to be determined by class projects 

Nov. 17 Lab work day 

Nov. 22 TBD – topic to be determined by class projects 

Nov. 24 Thanksgiving 

Nov. 29 TBD – topic to be determined by class projects 

Dec. 1 Lab work day 

Dec. 2 Report drafts posted to Bb discussion board by 5 p.m. 

Dec. 6 Peer roundtable re. reports 

Dec. 8 Lab work day (Last day of class) 

Dec. 15 Project portfolio due by 5 p.m. 

 

https://thesocietypages.org/roundtables/polling/
https://thesocietypages.org/cyborgology/2016/03/07/political-polling-constructs-more-than-it-reveals/
http://www.niemanlab.org/2013/04/public-opinion-polls-do-not-always-report-public-opinion/
http://religiondispatches.org/where-polls-and-surveys-fall-short-a-conversation-with-robert-wuthnow-on-inventing-american-religion/
http://religiondispatches.org/where-polls-and-surveys-fall-short-a-conversation-with-robert-wuthnow-on-inventing-american-religion/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/randy-krum/false-visualizations-when_b_5736106.html
http://themendozaline.org/post/95757674381/this-bubble-chart-is-killing-me
http://themendozaline.org/post/95757674381/this-bubble-chart-is-killing-me
http://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2016/1/22/10811320/journalists-social-science
http://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2016/1/22/10811320/journalists-social-science
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2016/05/how_to_read_a_poll.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2016/05/how_to_read_a_poll.html
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/11/16/politics-and-the-new-machine
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/03/04/half-of-those-who-arent-learning-about-the-election-feel-their-vote-doesnt-matter/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/03/04/half-of-those-who-arent-learning-about-the-election-feel-their-vote-doesnt-matter/
http://montclairsoci.blogspot.com/2016/03/ignorant-apathetic-and-realistic.html

