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PREFACE

As political scientists, we are rarely directly involved in politics; instead, we write about it the
same way sports commentators report on baseball games. We theorize and conjecture but rarely play the
game. Some of us keep statistics about our players, some of us just provide the color commentary while the
players are in the arena, and some of us analyze the actions of the players to see how the winners won and the
losers lost. Mostly, we study and learn by observing and providing a reasoned perspective about political
activities.

What political scientists do best is write. Part of what this book is about is writing in political
science. It is not a formal book of style nor is it a tome on what it means to think critically about politics or to
be a political scientist. It is a practical, sometimes irreverent, and usually serious guide to becoming a color
commentator, armchair quarterback, or an expert on politics. It is about becoming a professional in political
science and communicating with a community of students and scholars of government and policy. In other
words, this book is a guide to communicating about political events, about political ideas, about political
passions, and about political agendas. It is not just about writing; it is about thinking about politics, reading
about politics, and arguing about politics.

There are many reasons why I wrote this book. I noticed early in my teaching career that students
in my courses, regardless of their major or class standing or grade point average, exhibited a general
confusion about what and how to communicate in political science assignments. My first response was to
condemn the public high school system and the English department for not training students to write
coherently. But that was too easy. Upon investigation, I found that there was a different approach to writing
among political science, English composition, and the hard sciences. Approximately at the same time I
discovered the Writing Across the Curriculum approach, I received the best, most instructive assessment of
the problem from a retiring English composition professor. She said, "I'm not surprised that your students are
having problems. We teach them to write for us. If you want them to write well in political science, teach
them to write for political science." That, in a nutshell, is what Writing Across the Curriculum promotes.
That, in a nutshell, is what this book is intended to accomplish.

I wrote this book for political science majors and for students who are passing through the
discipline as an elected activity. But this guide is more than an abridged writer’s guide with explicit
references to political science writing assignments. In addition to outlining the standard form for student
assignments, the guide provides practical information and advice about criteria used to evaluate student
assignments. It provides and uses the vocabulary of the political science discourse community while keeping
the directions and formats simple enough to understand and execute without guidance from an instructor.
Anyone who can follow a recipe in a cookbook, read an auto repair manual, or use an automatic teller
machine at a bank, can follow the instructions in this book and turn out a professional level, high quality
manuscript concerning politics.

Unfortunately, this book is not a jump-start for writing and the directions must be followed
closely. The advice in this book cannot compensate for poor effort or preparation. Although many parts of
this guide mirror sections of general stylebooks and English composition textbooks, it is not a substitute for a
comprehensive style guide or a course in composition. This guide stresses the application of general
principles of expository writing to common projects and assignments given to students in political science
classes. The style and composition sections are designed to enhance and refresh skills already acquired
through introductory composition coursework. These sections build on standard writing forms while applying
them to the kind of study and investigation conducted in the discipline of political science.

In many ways, this guide is an extended information sheet, not unlike those given to studente hyw
their professors. In addition to stating criteria for assignments, it includes gen
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thinking, research habits, and general formatting of manuscripts. The guide provides the instruction and
examples of political science writing assignments that help students begin and end in the right direction for
meeting the instructor’s expectations.

More importantly, the guide provides examples, yes, examples of actual student manuscripts
written for the sole purpose of getting a grade. None of the student papers were (was) written expressly for
the book. Some were written before I ever conceived the idea of writing the book. With a few exceptions,
the papers were written by students in my courses and reflect some of the best examples of papers produced
by following the format and structure directions for the particular type of writing assignmenti required in those
courses.

In fact, the examples in this guide are some of its most distinguishing and beneficial aspects.
Unlike standard guides for writing research papers or even guides to writing in political science, this guide
provides, in exhaustive detail, an explanation about the difference between writing an analysis of legislation
or an analysis of a public policy and how to write them both. Because it is important for students to see, not
just told, that different courses and different subfields in political science have different forms and
expectations for written research, there is an example for every exercise and every assignment listed in the
book.

Because the book includes both the directions concerning form and examples that exhibit an
application of such forms, students will, with or without an instructor’s help, be able to choose and narrow a
topic, formulate a research agenda, execute a study, write about the findings, and learn something about
politics at the same time. The examples in this guide, though very good, are not necessarily the most
spectacular work performed concerning the topic or assignment requirements. Those standards are difficult
and almost impossible for most people to achieve. No, the examples reflect the efforts of good, hard-
working, conscientious students who followed directions, researched their topics earnestly, and produced fine
manuscripts which encompass a reasoned perspective on their topics. With the instructor’s help, students can
use the advice and examples as templates for classroom work. Without the instructor, students may
reasonably assume that some approximation of an example related to the course focus will be a good
approach.

There is one aspect of this book that may not seem obvious at first that I should explain. The
examples in this guide are particularly skewed toward American government, public policy, public law, and
public administration. There are several reasons for this. Although I am cross-trained in all these areas, I
teach American government and public policy. The examples come from my students because I know their
potential. I set the goals, structured the incentives for achieving them, and measured how closely they were
achieved. The examples are testimony to the utility of providing the students a clear statement of goals, of
expectations, and of standards for assignments. I know these techniques work because they have worked for
me at every course level from introductory to graduate classes.

Because the techniques used in this guide are based on a Writing Across the Curriculum
perspective, they have also worked for colleagues and students in several subfields, several disciplines, and
several institutions who adopted this book in draft form. My book was used to help train Lithuanian masters
students in a Masters in Public Administration program, in Lithuania! From freshman to graduate level, from
history to anthropology, this guide has been helpful for instructors and students alike. Just like a recipe for
cheesecake or barbecue, the application of these techniques varies between users. Instructors put in their own
personal touches, accents, and emphasis. In contrast, my students sent copies to friends and siblings and
taken the guide along to law or graduate school because of its versatility and straightforward, understandable
advice.

Nonetheless, the principles and advice in the guide can be applied to political theory, comparative
government, and international relations. Wherever possible and appropriate, 1 have provided instruction and



advice about using the materials in these fields. The topic section has examples of choosing subfield specific
topics for all subfields. The section on enhancing comprehension and synthesis as well as the section on
handling and processing class materials are standard. The section on conventional papers includes a short
discussion of how such papers are used in other subfields. The advice concerning assignments requiring
special analytical techniques and assignments in applied political science can be utilized for any institutional
level regardless of the country on which or in which it was performed. Finally, the section on managing and
preserving achievements for career development is not subfield specific.

Thus, what the guide lacks in discipline breadth, it makes up for in depth and comprehensiveness
related to instructing on the discourse, the professional standards, and the method of discovery in political
science as a profession. The examples were taken from a cross-section of student writing styles and issues of
interest to many students. While each paper exhibits a unique perspective, the thread that ties them together is
the salient and controversial nature of each topic. As with any work, some gross errors were made by
students and thus corrected. Some typographical errors are my fault. I have never been a good copy editor
for my own work. For the most part, the papers clearly reflect the students’ efforts. Small mistakes in logic as
well as some usage errors were preserved to maintain the personality and spirit of the writers. As teaching
tools, they are instructive. As statements on political events, they are interesting and well reasoned. As
examples, they set standards that are attainable. This combination makes these student papers assets to the
guide and makes the goals of the guide attainable.

For the second edition, 1 added sections on Internet research, Internet source evaluation, reading
tables and graphs, creating tables and graphs, writing editorials, writing case studies, and referencing. The
section on Internet research was co-authored by one of my students. Unlike other Internet guides that are
written by technicians or scholars in the field, this new section provides practical techniques actually used by
students for student research. So much of the advice is written for users who actually enjoy “surfing” the net.
I have found that my students prefer direct practical advice for locating information fast. This section
provides the minimum information on Internet terminology while focusing the student’s attention on efficient
Internet use.

I also added an expanded section on research methods and statistical research. Because the
Internet provides a dearth of data, and because spreadsheet technology is so user-friendly, I added a section to
locating and using data. Iincluded a section on primary research for conducting interviews, creating surveys,
and analyzing surveys. Included in this new section is advice on reading and constructing tables, graphs, and
figures. I also included a section on finding secondary sources and data on the Internet. I provided Web site
addresses and advice for using Web based information.

I also expanded and improved the referencing section. I added a formats for Internet citations both
in the text as well as in the bibliography. 1also provided comparative formats for MLA, Chicago Manual of
Style, and APA styles. For each type of source, I provided an example from each of the three styles.

Finally, I added new material on case study approaches and editorial writing. Editorial writing is a
skill that helps students participate in the process after leaving their educational institutions. Further, unlike
concept or position papers, the case study approach to the study of politics provides opportunities for students
to apply what they learned in class to a specific agency or entity. I included two types of case studies. The
first type is an academic case study approach where students learn to evaluate an analysis problems in
organizations. The second type is a problem solving case study where the student chooses a particular
problem, researches it, and provides an a recommendation for resolving the problem.

In sum, this is not just another writing guide. It is a complete guide for being or becoming a
professional in political science. It can be used from freshman to graduate level coursework, from entering a
student career to graduating and pursuing a professional career after graduation. It is a style guide, a class
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handout, a writing manual, an organizing guide, and a resume guide. It is everything students need to begin
their research, their writing, and their careers. Enjoy!
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INTRODUCTION

This writing guide is designed to help students sharpen, reinforce, and develop good writing and research
habits in political science. Writing is a process through which we learn to communicate with others. No one
expects students to be perfect writers. We all learn and help each other learn. Through organization, writing
and re-writing drafts, and logical presentation of our ideas, we engage in an intellectual process which helps
us grow and be a part of the discourse community of political science.

What the guide is supposed to do:

1. Sharpen writing skills particular to political science.

2. Provide information to students about standards and expectations concerning political science
writing.

3. Help students differentiate between writing for political science and other disciplines.

What the guide cannot do:

1. This material does not teach primary writing skills.

2. This material is not intended to be a substitute for a formal class in writing.
3. This material will not teach grammar, spelling, or punctuation.

4. This material cannot substitute for poor preparation.

THE POLITICAL SCIENCE WRITER'S BOOKSHELF

Students are encouraged to purchase at least one general stylebook and one writing supplement. Students
should have a variety of writing aids on their bookshelves regardless of their level of writing proficiency.
While this book is a complete guide to writing political science manuscripts, it is not a substitute for a
reference text in basic writing techniques. This book offers practical advice and techniques for effective,
efficient, and professional level research and writing in political science. It is structured to introduce students
to the discipline and discourse of standard political science writing styles and formats. The books listed
below cover non-standard formats or routine general style problems more directly. The selection of these
texts is based on the author's library of writing aids. Although the books listed below are quality aids, there
are substitutes available for many of these in the campus or local community bookstores.
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Standard English Writing Style Books and Supplements
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THE ART OF POLITICAL INQUIRY DEFINED

Many students are unaware that writing assignments for political science classes requires different skills from
those required for English composition, creative writing, and journalism courses. Although the basic skills
are the same, political scientists, as members of a discipline:

la ask different questions and seek different answers to questions than those of the humanities
and physical sciences.

2. are interested in more than a description of what happened, where something happened, or
when something happened.
3. are interested in the political process or the causal connections between political events.

An event or a phenomenon must be politically relevant for it to be of interest to political science scholars. Of
course, the standard definition of what is politically relevant is often in the eye of the beholder!



