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Sociology 156 

Quantitative Methods in Sociology 

 

Spring 2019 

 

Meetings: Mondays and Wednesdays, 10:30-11:45am 

Location: WJH 105 

Instructor:  Alexandra Killewald 

Office hours:  Wednesdays, 2-4pm, or by appointment (438 WJH) 

Email: killewald@fas.harvard.edu  

Course website: https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/50069 

 

Catalog Description 

Introduces quantitative analysis in social research, including principles of research design and 

the use of empirical evidence, particularly from social surveys. Descriptive and inferential 

statistics, contingency table analysis, and regression analysis. Emphasis on analysis of data and 

presentation of results in research reports. 

 

 

Course Overview 

Sociologists are often called upon to draw inferences based on quantitative data, such as those 

generated by surveys or experiments. This course introduces methods for describing and 

interpreting these data. It is designed to provide you with useful tools that will help you to 

effectively investigate your substantive sociological interests. 

 

We will begin with relatively simple analyses and gradually move to more advanced techniques 

(which are typically more fun!). We start with distributions of single variables, next move to 

relationships between pairs of variables, and conclude with statistical control and multivariable 

analysis including three or more variables at once. In each case we study, we will consider both 

descriptive statistics for summarizing a body of data and inferential statistics for generalizing 

beyond those data to some larger population of interest. 

 

This course intends to provide an environment in which we can all improve our skills as 

quantitative social scientists. Active class discussion is crucial to achieving that environment. We 

encourage you to raise questions in class and to make use of office hours. I may call on you in 

class to answer questions. You can always pass. These questions are not designed to test you, 

they are designed to test me: if several students in a row pass on a question, I know I have not 

explained the topic clearly enough. 

 

This course is aimed at Sociology concentrators. Sociology 128 is recommended background, 

but the only required background is high school mathematics. We will introduce statistical 

methods often used by social scientists but pay relatively little attention to the statistical theory 

underlying these methods. Students who have an interest and background in mathematics or are 

considering pursuing graduate work in the social sciences are encouraged to consider taking 

more advanced courses. If you have a question about whether this course is appropriate for you, 

please come talk to me. 

mailto:killewald@fas.harvard.edu
https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/50069
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Grades and Assignments 

This course seeks to develop your skills as both a consumer and a producer of social science 

research. The assignments are designed with these goals in mind. The course structure provides 

you substantial support and resources for learning the course material, while allowing you some 

freedom to determine what study habits will help you learn best. 

 

Exams 

The consumption goal will be assessed through three examinations, two midterm and a final. 

Exams are cumulative. They will not require you to memorize extensive statistical formulas.  

 

Midterm exam 1 (10%): February 25 

Midterm exam 2 (15%): March 27 

Final exam (30%): May 17 

 

Paper 

The production goal will be assessed via several written assignments building toward a final 

research paper that uses regression to test sociologically-grounded hypotheses on a topic of your 

choosing. You will receive more detailed instructions on each assignment later in the semester. 

The final paper is intended to be about 10 double-spaced pages in length. 

 

Possible topics (5%): Due February 13 

Hypotheses, data description, and descriptive statistics (10%): Due March 11 

Analysis plan (10%): Due April 24 

Final paper (20%): Due May 8

 

All paper assignments are due at 10:30am and should be submitted through the Assignments 

tab on the course website. Once the assignment deadline has passed, the course website will 

not accept submissions. Assignments turned in after the deadline will be docked 10%, and an 

additional 10% for every 24 hours the assignment is delayed.  

 

Recognizing that everyone has a busy schedule and that unexpected delays may occur, we 

will allow each of you one automatic, no-questions-asked, 24-hour extension (i.e., until 

10:30am the following day) on any of the first three paper assignments. Your final paper 

must be turned in on time. 

 

If extenuating circumstances prevent you from completing an assignment on time, please let 

me know in writing as soon as possible. Extensions of more than 24 hours are not automatic 

and must be requested and granted by me.  

 

Assignments will be returned to you within one week of the submission deadline. It is 

expected that you will use the feedback you receive on each assignment to revise and 

improve your next submission. 
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Materials and Resources 

 

Lecture notes 

Lecture slides will be posted on the course website and provided to you in class. They 

include empty spaces for you to fill in information as we work through examples in class. 

 

Textbook 

Agresti, Alan and Christine Franklin. Statistics: The Art and Science of Learning from Data. 

Boston: Pearson. 

 

You may purchase either the 3rd (2013) or 4th (2016) edition, whichever you prefer. The 3rd 

edition is available from The Coop: https://tinyurl.com/300-W19-SOCI-156-1.  

 

Practice problems 

Each lecture topic will be accompanied by a list of suggested practice problems, posted to the 

course website. These practice problems offer you a bank of questions and activities that we 

believe will help you deepen your understanding of the course material and build your skills 

in statistical analysis and interpretation. In my experience, working through problems on 

your own will help you develop a much deeper understanding of the material than just 

reviewing already-completed problems from the textbook, lecture, and section. You are 

welcome to collaborate with other students. Practice problems will be discussed in section, 

and you will be provided with an answer key.  

 

Four lectures are set aside just for additional practice problems (synthesis sessions). 

 

On average, the practice problems in the textbook are easier than the examples from lecture; 

they provide a starting point. Midterm and final exam questions will be similar in difficulty 

to the examples presented in lecture, the synthesis sessions, and prior-year exams. 

 

Software 

To prepare you to conduct empirical analyses in your final paper, we will introduce you 

throughout the semester to a software package called Stata. You will receive handouts and 

instruction on Stata in section. Stata can be downloaded from: 

https://downloads.fas.harvard.edu/download. 

 

If you have questions about using Stata that the course materials do not address, your first 

step should be to consult Stata’s excellent documentation, which can provide you with 

information on what a specific command does, its syntax, and some examples of use: 

http://www.stata.com/support/documentation/. Additional materials to support your use of 

Stata can be found here: https://sociology.fas.harvard.edu/need-help-basic-stata. 

 

 

  

https://tinyurl.com/300-W19-SOCI-156-1
http://www.stata.com/support/documentation/
https://sociology.fas.harvard.edu/need-help-basic-stata
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Data 

For your final paper, we strongly encourage you to use data from the General Social Survey 

(GSS), which since 1972 has regularly surveyed adult Americans on a wide variety of topics, 

including social and political attitudes, behaviors, and backgrounds. Data from the 2016 GSS 

is posted to the course website.  

 

The GSS website, which includes access to the data, information on the GSS, and a codebook 

of variables, can be found here: http://gss.norc.org/. 

 

You can also examine the GSS questions and the distributions of responses via a web 

interface here: http://sda.berkeley.edu/sdaweb/analysis/?dataset=gss16. 

 

Calculators and computers 

In each course meeting, you should have a hand calculator or computer that will allow you to 

perform basic arithmetic. For exams, you must bring a hand calculator. 

 

 

Sections and Teaching Fellows 

Section meetings will be held most weeks. Section meetings will cover elaboration of 

materials from lecture, instruction in computing, and worked examples illustrating course 

material, including questions from the practice problems. 

 

Section meeting times will be arranged. Please help us by providing your section preferences. 

There will be no section meetings in the first week of the semester (January 28-February 1). 

 

Alexandra (Olenka) Mitukiewicz (amitukiewicz@g.harvard.edu), a doctoral student in 

Sociology and Social Policy, will be the Teaching Fellow for this course. Her office hours 

will be posted on the course website once shopping period closes and enrollment is settled. 

 

 

Logistics and Other Notes 

 

Attendance. Course attendance is not graded. However, students who attend both lecture and 

section tend to score better on graded assignments because they have engaged more fully 

with the material. If you need to be absent from lecture or section, it is your responsibility to 

review material covered in the session you missed. If your absence was excused, you may 

request to meet with the instructors to go over the missed material, but you are responsible 

for arranging this meeting. Section meetings will assume attendance at lecture and will build 

on rather than repeating lecture material. 

 

Accommodations. Any student needing academic adjustments or accommodations is 

requested to present his or her letter from the Accessible Education Office (AEO) and speak 

with the professor by the end of the second week of the term. Failure to do so may result in 

the Course Head’s inability to respond in a timely manner. All discussions will remain 

confidential, although AEO may be consulted to discuss appropriate implementation. 

  

http://gss.norc.org/
http://sda.berkeley.edu/sdaweb/analysis/?dataset=gss16
mailto:amitukiewicz@g.harvard.edu
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Collaboration. Discussion and the exchange of ideas are essential to academic work. For 

assignments in this course (with the exception of exams), you are encouraged to consult with 

your classmates on the choice of paper topics and to share sources. You may find it useful to 

discuss your chosen topic with your peers or course instructional staff (TF or faculty), 

particularly if you are working on the same topic as a classmate. However, you should ensure 

that any written work you submit for evaluation is the result of your own research and 

writing and that it reflects your own approach to the topic. You must also adhere to standard 

citation practices in this discipline and properly cite any books, articles, websites, lectures, 

etc. that have helped you with your work. If you received any help with your writing 

(feedback on drafts, etc. from peers or course instructional staff), you must also acknowledge 

this assistance. 

 

Plagiarism and other forms of academic dishonesty will be dealt with severely. All students 

are expected to read and comply with Harvard College’s Academic Integrity and Academic 

Dishonesty guidelines (https://handbook.fas.harvard.edu/book/academic-integrity).  

 

Harvard College Honor Code: Members of the Harvard College community commit 

themselves to producing academic work of integrity – that is, work that adheres to the 

scholarly and intellectual standards of accurate attribution of sources, appropriate collection 

and use of data, and transparent acknowledgement of the contribution of others to their ideas, 

discoveries, interpretations, and conclusions. Cheating on exams or problem sets, 

plagiarizing or misrepresenting the ideas or language of someone else as one’s own, 

falsifying data, or any other instance of academic dishonesty violates the standards of our 

community, as well as the standards of the wider world of learning and affairs. 

 

 

Topics Outline 

The schedule of topics listed below is approximate; topics may take more or less time than 

anticipated.  

 

You will NOT be asked to use statistical tables in the back of the textbook to find values.  

 

Introduction and Describing Data: January 28, 30 

Chapters 1.1-1.2, 2  

Skip the subsections on Pareto charts, dot plots, and stem-and-leaf plots (3rd edition pp. 31-

35; 4th edition pp. 34-38), the empirical rule (3rd edition pp. 60-62; 4th edition pp. 62-64), and 

box plots (3rd edition pp. 67-70; 4th edition pp. 70-72)  

 

Probabilities: February 4, 6 

Chapters 5.1-5.3, 6.1-6.2 

 

Sampling Distributions and Confidence Intervals: February 11, 13 

Chapters 7.1-7.2, 8.1-8.3 

 

No class, Presidents’ Day: February 18 

 

https://handbook.fas.harvard.edu/book/academic-integrity
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Synthesis 1: February 20 

 

Midterm 1: February 25 

 

Significance Tests: February 27, March 4 

Chapter 9 

Skip the subsection on using the t table to approximate a p-value (3rd edition only, p. 429) 

 

Comparing Two Groups: March 6, 11 

Chapter 10.1-10.4 

Skip the subsections on comparing population standard deviations, permutation tests (4th 

edition only), relative risk, and the ratio of means (3rd edition pp. 491-93; 4th edition pp. 

476-485)  

 

Associations between Categorical Variables: March 13 

Chapters 3.1, 11.1-11.4 

Skip the subsections on relative risk and odds ratios (4th edition only) (3rd edition pp. 558-

560; 4th edition pp. 540-543) 

 

No class, spring break: March 18, 20 

 

Synthesis 2: March 25 

 

Midterm 2: March 27 

 

Correlation and Regression: April 1, 3 

Chapters 3.2-3.3, 12.1-12.4 

 

Multiple Regression: April 8, 10, 15 

Chapters 3.4, 10.5, 13.1-13.5 

 

Logistic Regression: April 17, 22 

Chapter 13.6 

 

Synthesis 3: April 24 

 

Tips for Research Design and Writing Quantitative Sociology Papers: April 29 

None 

 

Final Synthesis: May 1 

None 

 

Final Exam: May 17, time and place TBD by Registrar’s office 


