
 
 

HE 610: Research Designs in Higher Education 

 

Course Syllabus 

Spring 2018 

 

 

Instructor:  Amy Swan, Ph.D. 

Office:   312 Enterprise  

Telephone:  (703) 993-5243 

Email:   aswan2@gmu.edu 

Office Hours:   By appointment 

Class time:  Tuesdays 7:20-10:00pm 

Location:  Research Hall 202 

 

 

Description 

This course is designed to introduce you to the quantitative and qualitative social science 

research process. 

 

Learning Objectives 

It is my hope that by the end of this course you will have achieved the following objectives: 

 

1. Become familiar with various qualitative and quantitative research designs, particularly 

their uses, strengths, and limitations 

2. Feel confident about designing research studies related to student affairs and higher 

education 

 This skill set includes the ability to write, interpret, and critique problem statements, 

literature reviews, study methods, results and conclusions, and to apply research 

methods and findings in the broader higher education and student affairs context. 

 

3. Apply your expanding knowledge about research design to: 

 Develop your own research proposal 

 Design and execute appropriate research studies in your current and future 

professional roles 

 

4. Develop and refine your academic and professional writing skills 

 

In this course, we will not be learning the specific details of executing any one particular 

research method. Instead, the course will introduce you to a broad range of social science 
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methods and provide you with tools to help you evaluate the strengths and limitations of such 

methods. 

 

Instructional Methods and Policies 

This course will incorporate several different pedagogical approaches during the semester 

designed to achieve the above objectives. In order for this class to be successful, however, you 

are expected to share the responsibility for your learning as well as for the learning of your peers. 

You are expected to come to class ready to engage in the classroom dialogue, and with all 

reading and other assignments completed by the specified due date. (See below for limited 

exceptions.)  

 

1. Attendance:  You are expected to attend every class session, or notify me in advance 

that you will be absent along with the reason for the absence. You are also expected to 

arrive on time for class and remain for the duration of the class. You are asked to 

refrain from conducting private conversations in class, and are requested to use 

appropriate language and behavior that are not demeaning or disruptive to either the 

instructor or the other members of the class. Regarding electronic devices (such as 

laptops, cell phones, etc.), please be respectful of your peers, your instructor, and guest 

speakers, and do not engage in activities that are unrelated to class. Failure to 

consistently abide by these attendance policies will have an adverse impact on one’s 

final grade. Students who miss more than two class sessions will be encouraged to drop 

the course. 
 

2. Assignments:  All assignments must be completed by the due date and time listed on 

Blackboard unless prior arrangements are made well in advance of the deadline.  All 

assignments should be uploaded to Blackboard.  

 

All formal work (research, final projects, etc.) should utilize APA style (refer to the 

Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, 6th edition). Papers 

should be typed using 12-point standard font (e.g., Times New Roman) with one-inch 

margins. Papers should include page numbers, headings (and sub-headings, if 

appropriate), properly formatted tables and figures if used, and properly formatted 

references.  

 

This is a graduate-level course, and thus graduate-level writing is expected for all written 

work. This includes correct grammar, punctuation, spelling, and clarity of expression. 

Excessive errors in your work will result in a lower grade. 

 

3. Contact information:  Contact information is provided on the first page of this syllabus. 

I am happy to meet with you outside of class; please email me to set up an appointment.   

 

4. Blackboard website:  This course will utilize the online learning website called 

Blackboard. On this website, you will be able to access all scanned readings, PowerPoint 

presentations, and other class handouts. You are expected to use this website to access 

relevant readings and course materials as well as to submit completed assignments. 
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5. Religious observances: If you need to miss a class or make up an assignment due to an 

individual participation in a religious observance, please notify me within the first two 

weeks of the beginning of the semester. Students will not be penalized and will be given 

a reasonable amount of time to make up any academic assignments that are missed due to 

participation in a religious observance. 

 

 

GMU Policies and Resources for Students  

 

1. Students must adhere to the guidelines of the George Mason University Honor Code (See 

http://oai.gmu.edu/the-mason-honor-code/). 
 

2. Students must follow the university policy for Responsible Use of Computing (See 

http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/policies/responsible-use-of-computing/). 

 
3. Students are responsible for the content of university communications sent to their 

George Mason University email account and are required to activate their account and 

check it regularly. All communication from the university, college, school, and program 

will be sent to students solely through their Mason email account. 

 
4. The George Mason University Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) staff 

consists of professional counseling and clinical psychologists, social workers, and 

counselors who offer a wide range of services (e.g., individual and group counseling, 

workshops and outreach programs) to enhance students’ personal experience and 

academic performance (See http://caps.gmu.edu/). 

 

5. If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please 

see me at the beginning of the semester and contact the Office of Disability Services 

(ODS) at 703-993-2474 or ods.gmu.edu. All academic accommodations must be 

arranged through ODS. 

 
6. The George Mason University Writing Center staff provides a variety of resources 

and services (e.g., tutoring, workshops, writing guides, handbooks) intended to 

support students as they work to construct and share knowledge through writing (See 

http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/). 

 

7. Drop/Add Deadlines:   

 Last day to add class: January 29, 2018 

 Last day to drop class with no tuition penalty: January 29, 2018 

 For additional information, please refer to the Office of the University 

Registrar website: https://registrar.gmu.edu/calendars/spring-2018/ 

 

 

 

 

 

http://caps.gmu.edu/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
https://registrar.gmu.edu/
https://registrar.gmu.edu/
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Course Materials 

 

Required Text* 

Creswell, J. (2015). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative 

and qualitative research (5th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson.  

 

*Please note that you can choose from two formats of the textbook: a traditional hardback 

version, or an eText version that includes a loose-leaf copy of the book that fits into a three-ring 

binder.  

 

 

Course Outline  
 

Date Topic Readings Assignments Due 

Class 1 

1/23/18 
 Welcome & introductions 

 Overview of the course 

 Elements of a research 

proposal 

 Developing a research 

question 

 

Creswell, pp. 

58-64 

 

 

 Come to class 

prepared to discuss 

possible topics for the 

research study that 

you will develop over 

the course of the 

semester 

Class 2 

1/30/18 

Components of the literature 

review  

 Priority of literature 

sources 

 Organizational structures 

of literature reviews 

 Identifying gaps and 

limitations in the 

literature  

 Tips for staying 

organized  

 Phases of literature 

searches 

 

Creswell: Ch. 3 

 

 

 

 

Class 3 

2/6/18 

Components of the 

introductory chapter 

 Introduction and context 

 Problem statement 

 Significance of study 

 Definition of terms 

 Developing an outline of 

the introductory chapter 

 

Creswell, pp. 

64-78 

 

Creswell: Ch. 4 

 

 

 Organize literature 

into an outline using 

one of the suggested 

formats; provide 

specific examples of 

articles in outline 

when possible 
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Class 4 

2/13/18 

Introduction to methodology 

 Developing a sampling 

strategy 

Creswell, pp. 

139-145 

 

Creswell, pp. 

203-211 

 Write 1-2 paragraph 

problem statement, 

including revised 

research question(s) 

 

 Outline organization 

of Ch. 1, including 

background and 

context, significance 

of study, and 

definitions, if 

applicable 

 

Class 5 

2/20/18 

Qualitative Research 

Designs, Pt. 1 

 Modes of data collection 

 Strategies for establishing 

trustworthiness 

 Components of 

qualitative methods 

chapters  

 

Creswell, pp. 

211-234 

 

Recommended 

if you are 

designing a 

qualitative 

study: Skim 

through 

Creswell, Chs. 

13-17, to see 

which type of 

qualitative 

design might 

work well for 

your study 

 

 Figure out whether 

you’re doing a 

quantitative, 

qualitative, or mixed-

methods project 

 

 Write an initial 

description of your 

sampling strategy, 

keeping in mind 

guidelines from 

paradigms and 

timeframe in which 

you will be 

completing your 

project 

 

Strongly suggested: Start 

writing Chapters 1 and 2 

of your proposal! 

 

Class 6 

2/27/18 

Qualitative Research 

Designs, Pt. 2 

 Developing interview and 

focus group protocols 

 Conducting observations 

 

 

 

Patton: Ch. 3 

 

 

Qualitative projects: 

 Outline a description 

of the type of 

qualitative method 

you will use, 

including specifics on 

data collection and 

strategies for 

establishing 

trustworthiness 
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Class 7 

3/6/18 

Quantitative Research 

Designs, Pt. 1 

 Types of designs 

 Modes of data collection 

 Reliability and validity 

 Statistical choices  

 

Creswell, pp. 

148-171 

 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative projects: 

 Develop a draft of 

your interview 

protocol 

 

 

3/13/18: No class – Spring Break! 

Class 8 

3/20/18 

 

Quantitative Research 

Designs, Pt. 2 

 Survey and questionnaire 

development 

Creswell: Ch. 

12 

 

Recommended 

if you are 

designing a 

quantitative 

study: 

Alreck & 

Settle, Chs. 4-6 

 

Quantitative projects: 

 Outline a description 

of the quantitative 

research methods you 

will use in your study, 

including design, 

instrumentation, 

reliability & validity, 

and data collection 

 

 

Class 9 

3/27/18 

Qualitative and quantitative 

data analysis  

 

 

Creswell: Chs. 

6 & 8 

Quantitative projects: 

 First draft of survey 

instrument 

 

Class 10 

4/3/18 

Ethical issues in research and 

assessment 

 Protecting subjects’ rights 

and privacy 

 Obtaining informed 

consent 

 Guarding against bias 

 Institutional Review 

Boards  

 Research decision-

making 

 

AERA Code of 

Ethics 
 Outline a description 

of your data analysis 

plan, building off of 

your previous methods 

assignments 

 

Suggested: Create a 

checklist of proposal 

sections you still need to 

write, and schedule an 

appointment with Amy if 

you need help. 

Class 11 

4/10/18 

 

 Insights on the 

project/thesis writing 

process  

 Integrating the chapters 

together 

o Making the 

proposal one 

cohesive 

document 

o Writing tips 

Wolcott, pp. 

109-120 
 Complete CITI 

certification and 

upload PDF of 

completion report to 

Blackboard  
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Class 12 

4/17/18 
 Information on poster 

presentations  

 Critiquing research 

 Providing critical 

feedback on research 

proposals 

 

Ryan et al.  

 

 

 Exchange proposal 

drafts with partner and 

upload an electronic 

copy of your proposal 

draft to Blackboard 

Class 13 

4/24/18 

 

Writing day: Open office 

hours, 7:20-10:00pm and by 

appointment  

 

  Provide a written copy 

of your feedback to 

your review partner 

and upload an 

electronic copy of 

your feedback to 

Blackboard 

 

Class 14 

5/1/18 

Last day of class   Poster presentations 

 Final proposal (Ch. 1, 

Ch. 2, and final 

outline of Ch. 3) 

 

 

Assessments 

1. (25%) Miscellaneous writing assignments: Throughout the term, you will be assigned a 

variety of writing projects, most of which are designed to assist you in writing your 

proposal and become more adept with research methods. These will include (but are not 

limited to) sentences or paragraphs, portions of chapters, and chapter outlines. The due 

dates of the assignments are listed on the course calendar.  Many of these assignments 

will not be given a formal grade, but instead the cumulative quality of all of your 

assignments will be considered when evaluating this portion of the course.  

 

2. (10%) Class participation: You are expected to participate in class discussions and 

group work in a manner that demonstrates thoughtful reflection and understanding of the 

subject matter as well as respect for your colleagues in the class. In order to participate 

meaningfully, you must come to class having read all of the reading assignments and 

written all of the writing assignments. Failure to do so will not only jeopardize your 

grade but will impair your classmates' ability to work with you during discussion/group 

work activities.  

 

3. (10%) Peer review: In academe, nearly all scholarship is reviewed (by advisors and 

committees for theses and dissertations, evaluators for funding requests, and editorial 

boards for articles submitted for publication). To provide you with the opportunity to 

both be a part of the peer review process as well as receive feedback from a peer, you 

will provide constructive suggestions on the strengths and limitations of a draft of the 

research proposal of one of your classmates. The proposal draft is due to your review 

partner by April 17, 2018, and the feedback to your partner is due the following week, 
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on April 24, 2018. You must also upload to Blackboard an electronic copy of your 

proposal draft by April 17 and an electronic copy of your partner feedback by April 24. 

More information on the suggested content of the peer review will be provided later in 

the course. 

 

4. (15%) Poster presentation: During the last two weeks of the course, you will create a 

poster display of your proposal for your instructor and classmates to view on the last day 

of class, May 1, 2018. Further instructions regarding the poster will be provided during 

the course. A grading rubric for the poster presentation is available on Blackboard. 

 

5. (40%) Final proposal, due May 1, 2018: The final product for this course will be the 

completion of your study proposal, which includes the following sections: 

 

 Chapter 1 (introduction, problem statement, significance of proposed study) 

 Chapter 2 (literature review) 

 Detailed outline of Chapter 3 (research design)  

 

A grading rubric for the proposal is available on Blackboard. 

 

 

Grade scale: 

A+* 100 

A 93-99 

A- 90-92 

B+ 87-89 

B 83-86 

B- 80-82 

C+ 77-79 

C 73-76 

 

*includes scores that round up to 100 (e.g., 99.5 and above) 

 


