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Abstract
I present two key components from a course designed to introduce undergraduate students to
human rights: a set of group-based active learning tasks and an individual-based sequential research
project. In the classroom, active learning opportunities allow students to creatively and collectively
engage with course material. The sequential research project is a step-by-step guide for creating an
original research paper. For the two components, the students draw from a set of primary source
documents combined with additional readings to build knowledge in the classroom. With this new
knowledge, the students generate ideas and content that they use to write a sequence of research essays
about that course topic outside the classroom. In this manuscript, I describe the shared structure of
the two learning components, discuss details about each of the sequential essays, present assessment
data, and provide suggestions about how to adapt the course to other social science topics.
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Introduction
Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall
further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace. United Nations
Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26.2.
I present two key components from a course designed to introduce undergraduate students to a set of

broad questions related to human rights. The primary aim of the course is to help students understand
what human rights are and how to use the scientific method to understand human rights and, through understanding, how to work towards strengthening human rights in communities around the world. Though
the focus of this course is human rights, the structure of the course may be usefully applied in any substantively focused, upper division social science class.
The course structure follows the seminar style of a graduate class and, because of this, only sometimes
makes use of lectures. To achieve excellence in the course, I ask my students to engage in two types of
learning. In class, I ask my students to work together to understand course documents and readings,
challenge each other in discussion, and to develop their own concepts about what human rights are,
where they come from, and how to change them for the better. To accomplish these goals, I use an
active learning approach, which includes instructional techniques that, by necessity, require the students
to directly participate in the learning process.1 Outside of the classroom, I ask my students to write a
sequence of interlocking essays that, once set together, constitute a first draft of a potential research paper
or honor’s thesis. These two learning components — active learning in the classroom and a sequential
research project outside of the classroom — are designed to mutually reinforce one another by using the
same set of primary source documents and examples from the assigned class readings.
By the end of the semester, students have collectively worked together through a set of ideas related to
human rights using a shared collection of primary source human rights documents and the assigned readings. The research experience — the sequence of short essays related to the material discussed in-class —
yields well-structured, original human rights research papers of approximately 18 to 24 pages in length
based on the same material. The sequence of essays begin with the selection of a global region and 2-3
1 See

for example Deslauriersa et al. (2019); Freeman et al. (2014).
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countries of interest. These cases facilitate the exploration of patterns of human rights behaviors within
the selected country cases for the essays and provide material for discussion inside of the classroom. The
exploration helps students to discover relationships between human rights of a specific type and particular
features of the selected cases. With this material, the students develop a conceptually grounded explanation for a particular human rights pattern with a focus on the actors, the actors’ actions, and the human
rights outcomes that arise from the actions. Finally, the students conduct a descriptive analysis of related
human rights data using the R programming language. At the end of the term, the students finalize their
sequential research projects by writing a short introduction essay and conclusion essay that describe how
each of the other component essays fit together and what was learned. Some students elect to complete
two additional essays in order to earn a higher grade or possibly an A+. These additional components
include the derivation of at least one hypothesis that is directly related to the model description essay
and an essay that conducts additional data analysis using either qualitative evidence from new cases or
quantitative data.
In this manuscript and appendix, I provide details about the organization of the active learning portion
of the course and the sequential structure of the applied research experience. I also provide preliminary
evidence from student response data that suggests the course is effective at helping students learn how to
conduct research. I conclude with a discussion of options for applying the course structure to other social
sciences topics.

2

Active Learning in a Seminar Style Course

The active learning component of the human rights course is facilitated by student led discussions of
primary source material — human rights reports published annually by the US State Department and
Amnesty International — and reading assignments. The set of primary source documents provides examples for the discussion and activities throughout the course and is the core empirical content that the
students explore in several of the sequential essays described in the next section. Because many students
do not have much experience with seminar style courses, I help them learn how to engage in this style of
discussion using team-based activities.
I use a variety of active learning activities that make use of the seminar style format (see the Appendix
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for a detailed description of each learning activity). Three of the in-class group activities are crucial
for both the in-class learning and also the sequential research project: the human rights categorization
activity, the human rights model diagraming activity, and the R programming and learning activity. Next,
I describe these three learning activities in conjunction with the sequential research project because, in
addition to helping the students participate and learn during the in-class portion of the course, they also
provide useful knowledge that the students use to complete their essays.
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The Sequential Research Project

Just like a graduate seminar, the generation of original research is a focal point for my human rights
class.2 However, instead of assigning a single research paper and expecting my students to understand
how to generate such a document, I have created a series of short writing assignments that, when stitched
together, constitute a first draft of a potential honor’s thesis or similarly structured research project.
Table 1 lists the schedule of the active learning tasks and research essays. I use a variety of active
learning activities in-class that make use of the seminar style format in this course but, because of space
constraints, I only discuss three of them in detail. The appendix contains descriptions of all of the active
learning tasks.

2 There

are many approaches to designing research focused courses (e.g., Baglione, 2008; Janz, 2016; Knoll, 2016)
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Table 1: Schedule of Active Learning Tasks and Essay Due Dates
Class Week
Week 1
Week 2
Week 3
Week 4
Week 5
Week 6
Week 7
Week 8
Week 9
Week 10
Week 11
Week 12
Week 13
Week 14
Week 15
Finals

Active Learning Tasks
Team-building ice-breakers
Design a concept worksheet
Human rights categorization1
Actors, Actions, Outcomes worksheet
Changing norms practice activity
Contexts of repression activity
Changing norms worksheet
Human rights model diagraming1
Data identification & evaluation worksheet
R programming and learning1
R programming and learning1
Concept-Construct identification worksheet
Concept-Construct identification worksheet
In-class visualization critique

Reach Project Essays

Region Essay
Case Comparison Essay part 1 (2 cases in 1 time period)
Case Comparison Essay part 2 (1 case in 2 time periods)
Human Rights Model Description Essay
Human Rights Data Assessment and Visualization

Introduction and Conclusion Essays
Derivation of Hypotheses Essay2
Additional Analysis Essay (qualitative cases or data analysis)2
Note 1: Key active learning tasks that provide material used for the research essays (described in more detail below).
Note 2: Optional essays.

3.1

Region Essay

10% of the course grade will be based on a 2-page essay in which you select a region of the world
(e.g., Latin America, West Africa, Southeast Asia). In the essay, provide a brief summary that describes why you selected the specific region. What are the institutional or societal features about the
region that are similar across countries? Which features seem to be different? You can also describe
you are personally interested in this case. See chapter 1 in Sikkink (2011) for an example of what
a longer version of this essay might look like. This short essay assignment is designed to help you
focus on an area of the world in which human rights abuses are occurring. You should confine your
discussion to the period from no earlier than 1946 to the present. Please cite any sources you use
in your essay. A good place to start is the State Department Human Rights reports and the Amnesty
International Human Rights reports. You will use this region to guide your selection of country cases
and data in the Case Comparison Essay assignments (part 1 and part 2) and the Human Rights Data
Assessment and Visualization assignment.

The purpose of this essay is to help my students focus on a set of comparable cases that are potentially
similar along a number of contextual dimensions (e.g., language, institutional design, level of economic
development, experience with colonization). Once the region is selected, the students will select 2 or 3
countries for cases in two additional essays. During class discussion, we consider why finding similar
4

cases may be a useful strategy for identifying potentially meaningful differences between cases that, upon
further investigation, might be related to different types of human rights practices. The region and case
selection essays are designed to be exploratory, which becomes clearer as the sequence of essays progress.
The exploratory essays provide context with which to build a conceptual explanation of a particular type
of human rights process, which the students will tackle in the Human Rights Model Description Essay.

3.2

Case Comparison Essay part 1 (2 cases in 1 time period)

10% of the course grade will be based on a 4-page case comparison essay in which you compare two
human rights reports for different countries in the same year. The country cases you select should
both be within the region identified in your Region Essay. Find the Amnesty International Human
Rights report for the year you have selected and compare the description of the human rights abuses
for the two cases. Are the patterns of human rights described in the reports similar or different? This
assignment is designed to help you explore the similarities and differences in the specific details of
the two cases. See chapter 2 in Sikkink (2011) for an example of what a longer version of this essay
might look like.

The next step in the sequence of writing assignments requires the selection of two country cases in
the same year. The students are required to use the primary source documents published annually by
Amnesty International Human Rights and, optionally, the US State Department reports. During class
discussion, we consider what the case specific details might reveal about particular patterns of human
rights abuses or about why human rights are respected.
For this writing assignment, I ask the students to focus on one category of rights. How do they decide
which category of rights to consider? They make use of information form one of the learning activities
that takes place in-class. Prior to beginning this research essay, the students complete the first crucial inclass learning activity: the human rights categorization activity (see Appendix). For this in-class activity,
students form small teams and categorize all 30 of the the articles contained in the UN Declaration of
Human Rights. I do not require a specific number of categories but the usual number for each team is
3 and sometimes 4 or 5. The teams tend to create similar groupings of UNDHR articles but there are
always disagreements. The interesting part of the in-class discussion that follows this activity focuses on
the disagreement over the placement of articles into specific categories. Once this activity is complete,
5

the students have 3-5 categories of rights to choose from when delving into the case material for this
essay and the ones that follow.

3.3

Case Comparison Essay part 2 (1 case in 2 time periods)

10% of the course grade will be based on a 4-page case comparison essay in which you compare
two human rights reports for the same country in two different year. Find the Amnesty International
Human Rights reports for two different years at least 10 years apart. Compare the description of
the human rights abuses contained in the two reports. Are the patterns of human rights described in
the reports similar or different? This assignment is designed to help you explore the similarities and
differences in the specific details of one case as it changes over time. See chapter 3 in Sikkink (2011)
for an example of what a longer version of this essay might look like.

The second case comparison proceeds as the first. However, the students are required to select one case
(usually one of the cases from part 1) and compare it over two time periods. The 10 year time period is
a suggestion. During class discussion, we consider possible events that the students may have read about
during the research and writing for the region essay or the first case comparison. If the students are aware
of a specific critical juncture or potentially important event, then I encourage them to consider the cases
in a year before and a year after the event.3

3.4

Human Rights Model Description Essay

10% of the course grade will be based on a 3-4-page paper that describes a model of human rights.
We will develop a model of human rights together in-class midway through the semester. The models/visual diagrams will be developed together in groups. Individually, each student will write a short
essay that describes the logic of the models/visual diagrams. The essay does not need to describe every component of the models you design in-class. The core feature of this essay is the if-then-because
statement. You must identify the conditions for variation in the human rights outcome that you focus on in your diagram. See chapter 4 in Sikkink (2011) in addition to the articles of the syllabus
by Driscoll (2012), Mackie (1996), Smeulers (2004), or Wahl (2017) for examples of what a longer
version of this essay might look like.
3 Another

theme we discuss is whether or not the primary source material produced in one year was produced in a similar
manner in other years (e.g., Brysk, 1994; Clark, 2001; Eck and Fariss, 2018; Fariss and Dancy, 2017).
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This is likely the most challenging component of the sequence of writing assignments because it is
the most unique. The initial creative process for this assignment is the second crucial in-class activity:
the human rights model diagraming activity (see Appendix). For this activity, the students again work in
teams to develop a visual diagram of a human rights process based on all of the material they have read
and discussed. During the team-based work, I encourage the students to consider what each component
of their diagram means. I also suggest that they consider the role of the actors, the actions of the actors,
and the outcomes that those actions cause. The writing portion of this assignment begins several weeks
later after we have read and discussed additional material from the class. This conceptual model forms an
explanation that draws on the information that the students develop in their case comparisons and other
information drawn from the reading material and in-class activities. Though the initial creative process
takes place in teams, the writing portion is conducted independently.

3.5

Human Rights Data Assessment and Visualization

10% of the course grade will be based on a 2-page assessment of human rights data. For this research
project, you should find data about some aspect of human rights within the region you selected for
the Region Essay. With the assistance of the instructor, identify a dataset that captures some aspect
of human rights within your chosen region. Create a visualization of this data using the program R.
On the first page of this assignment describe the data, where you obtained it, and what it measures.
On the second page provide the visualization and an informative caption about the image. See the
data visualization examples in Cordell (2017) or Fariss and Dancy (2017).

Prior to beginning this assignment, the students complete the third crucial in-class activity: the R programming and learning activity (see Appendix). We spend the first class considering data science as a
profession and as a tool for understanding and changing the world for the better, discussing contemporary issues over data privacy, and downloading the R program and Rstudio program so that everyone is
prepared to code during the tutorial in second and third class periods. During the second to last week of
the course, we hold a data visualization critique (see Appendix).
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3.6

Final Research Paper

10% of your grade will be based on a final paper. This is not so much a new writing assignment.
Rather, it is a synthesis of the other essay that you have written over the course of the semester. You
should write a 2-3 page introduction essay and a 1-2 page conclusion essay. The introduction essay
should describe describe what a future reader will encounter in each of the subsequent parts of the
full paper. The conclusion should summarize what the reader has learned by reading each of the
sections. In other words, what are we going to discover (introduction) and what have we learned
(conclusion)? See chapters 1 and 8 in Sikkink (2011) for longer examples of what these new portions
of your final combined paper might look like.
The final paper is an opportunity to conduct revisions of the full paper. I emphasize this option throughout the course. However, I do not require my students to rewrite any sections if they do not fit together.
Instead, I ask the students to describe what next steps they might take to better connect the sections
together in their introduction essay and what they learned (or did not learn) in their conclusion essay.

4

Discussion and Extensions

I presented an innovative course structure that links together in-class active learning and out-of-class
research. The active learning opportunities allow students to creatively and collectively engage with a
set of shared primary source documents and course readings. The sequential research project provides a
step-by-step guide for creating an original research paper. In the appendix, I present preliminary student
assessment data that suggests the course structure is beneficial to student learning.
Applying the components of this class to another substantive domain requires selecting a set of shared
documents and a unit-of-analysis. For my class, the units are country-years because the human rights
reports are published annually for each country. However, an alternative unit-of-analysis that would
work in my class are the human rights organizations themselves. There are many corpuses available
in organization-archives and university-archives, which students might explore for both in-class activities and for applied research.4 The discussion of the course structure and evidence presented in this
manuscript suggest that these two learning components are mutually reinforcing of one another and can
be effectively adapted to the topics of other social science courses.
4 For

examples from my class, see Clark (2001); Eck and Fariss (2018); Hassan and O’Mealia (2018).
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Introduction to Appendix
This supplementary appendix accompanies a new manuscript: “An Active Learning Seminar and Sequential Research Project Experience.” In the sections below, I discuss each the active learning components
in detail in section A, present two optional research essays in section B, and discuss student evaluation
data about the course in section C.

A

Active Learning Task Decriptions

Below are descriptions of each of the activities learning actives presented in the schedule of tasks and
essays in Table 1 in the main manuscript and reproduced here. Because of space constraints, I only
reviewed the Human rights categorization, Human rights model diagraming, and R programming and
learning activities in the main manuscript. Below, I review each of these tasks in more detail.
Table 1: Schedule of Active Learning Tasks and Essay Due Dates
Class Week
Week 1
Week 2
Week 3
Week 4
Week 5
Week 6
Week 7
Week 8
Week 9
Week 10
Week 11
Week 12
Week 13
Week 14
Week 15
Finals

Active Learning Tasks
Team-building ice-breakers
Design a concept worksheet
Human rights categorization1
Actors, Actions, Outcomes worksheet
Changing norms practice activity
Contexts of repression activity
Changing norms worksheet
Human rights model diagraming1
Data identification & evaluation worksheet
R programming and learning1
R programming and learning1
Concept-Construct identification worksheet
Concept-Construct identification worksheet
In-class visualization critique

Reach Project Essays

Region Essay
Case Comparison Essay part 1 (2 cases in 1 time period)
Case Comparison Essay part 2 (1 case in 2 time periods)
Human Rights Model Description Essay
Human Rights Data Assessment and Visualization

Introduction and Conclusion Essays
Derivation of Hypotheses Essay2
Additional Analysis Essay (qualitative cases or data analysis)2
Note 1: Key active learning tasks that provide material used for the research essays.
Note 2: Optional essays are discussed in the appendix. All other essays are discussed in the main manuscript.

1

A.1

Team-building ice-breakers

In week 1, I use a random number generator to place students into groups of 3-4 students. The students in
each group need to learn the (1) name, (2) major, (3) year in college, (4) and something interesting, weird,
or unique about each of the group members. The teams then present the information to the full class on
behalf of the individual. In this way, no one introduces themselves. This activity is important because it
introduces the students to the dominant mode of active learning that we make use of throughout the rest
of the course.

A.2

Design a concept worksheet

In week 2, we read Seeing Like a State by James Scott (1998). This is a concept rich book that provides
useful analogies for thinking about state institutions and state actions like repression.
The first chapter uses developments from 17th century German forestry science as a case to understand how state sanctioned institutional innovations have unintended consequences on the societies that
are affected by these state choices. In particular, the author describes the actions that bureaucrats took
to make the economic value of the forests and other land holdings legible to the central government. A
key output of the bureaucrat’s work was a cadastral map, a compressive land survey of ownership of all
items of value within the government’s domain and regimented forests which use monoculture planting
to reshape forests based on the revenue yield of particular trees. A key features of the cadastral maps
were the locations and output of these regimented forests, which were easily countable for revenue purposes. What was not easy for the bureaucrats to count or anticipate was the reactions of local populations
or the interventions by nature into these altered ecological systems. In some cases, the unintended and
unanticipated consequences were severe.
For the in-class activity, my students form teams. I ask each team to “design a forest.” In the middle
of this activity, I ask them to bring in any feature from the book chapter that they believe is relevant
for understanding the concepts from the book. What we discuss after the teams have finished creating
each of their diagrams are the choices about what relevant information they decided to include and what
was excluded. To bring home this point, I have the teams trade diagrams and then attempt to label the
information in a diagram not of their own making. This is usually quite challenging.
2

This learning activity helps impart three key lessons. First, concepts are simplifications of realty
that, by design, cannot include all relevant detail. Second, concepts are useful for some cases or time
periods but possibly not for others. Third, clearly articulating what the key features of the concept are is
challenging but nonetheless critical for the transmission of knowledge and ideas. This is also true when
attempting to identify this information in a written book or article. We return to these ideas throughout
the rest of the course, especially for the Human rights categorization activity, the Human rights model
diagraming activity, the Actors, Actions, Outcomes worksheet, and the Concept-Construct identification
worksheet.

A.3

Human rights categorization

In week 3, students form small teams and categorize all 30 of the the articles contained in the UN Declaration of Human Rights.1 I do not require a specific number of groupings but the usual number for each
team is 3 and sometimes 4 or 5. The teams tend to create similar groupings of UNDHR articles but there
are always disagreements. The interesting part of the in-class discussion that follows this activity focuses
on the disagreement over articles into specific categories. Once this activity is complete, the students
have 3-5 categories of rights to choose from when delving into the case material for this essay and the
ones that follow. As described in the main manuscript, this in-class activity provides useful organizing
information for several of the research essays.

A.4

Actors, Actions, Outcomes worksheet

In week 4 of the course, we discuss an article by Driscoll (2012). This is a useful article to introduce
students to the actors, actions, and outcomes of a theoretical explanation. Sometimes I ask the questions below as a quiz or use them instead as part of a team activity. We apply the lessons from this
activity throughout the course. These questions below form part of the Concept-Construct identification
worksheet that I introduce later in the course during week 11 or week 12, which is included below.

1. Who are the main actors?
1 The UN Declaration of Human Rights:

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/.
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2. What types of actions can the actors take?
3. What are the outcomes or consequences of the actors actions individually and jointly?
4. What are the incentives of the actors?

A.5

Changing norms practice activity

In week 5, we discuss “Among the Thugs” by Bill Bufford (1992). During the discussion of this reading,
we work together to change the norms for participating in a seminar discussion. During this discussion, I
discourage the raising of hands prior to speaking. Instead, only the instructor now turned peer is obliged
to do this. I encourage the students to speak to each other instead of me, the instructor, which facilitates
peer-to-peer discussion. As I discuss in the main manuscript, the students in my experience tend to adopt
these seminar style norms only begrudgingly and are quick to revert to the more comfortable patterns
of behavior but it is an important feature of the class. We continue the discussion of the challenge of
changing deeply embedded norms at several other points in the course, in particular when we discuss the
readings by King (1963); Mackie (1996); Smeulers (2004); Wahl (2017).

A.6

Contexts of repression activity

In week 6, we add to the list of questions asked on the Actors, Actions, Outcomes worksheet. In addition
to the questions already posed on the worksheet from week 4, I also ask: What other context do we need
to know about to understand the actors and their choices? The readings from this week — Carey, Gibney
and Poe (2010, Ch.4 and Ch.5), Davenport (2007), and Hassan and O’Mealia (2018) — are designed
to help the students think about how specific cases or time periods of repression might be unique or
possibly generalize to other cases or time periods. This is a theme that the students are already thinking
about because of the case comparison essays discussed in the main manuscript and our discussions of
several of the readings from earlier weeks in the semester. This in-class activity helps reinforce the idea
of generalizability of a concept. We continue the discussion at several other points in the course.
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A.7

Changing norms worksheet

In week 7, we make use of the experiential knowledge generated during the Changing norms practice
activity in week 5, to understand how actors attempted to change well established norms in several of our
readings (e.g., King, 1963; Mackie, 1996; Smeulers, 2004; Wahl, 2017).

A.8

Human rights model diagraming

In week 8, the students work in teams to develop a visual diagram of a human rights process based on all
of the course material covered to date. This is a creative process. Because of this, I try to provide very
little guidance during the first part of the idea generation during class. As the class period progresses,
I begin to provide structural suggestions for the students about every 10-15 minutes during this class
period. First, I ask the students to consider what each component of their diagrams mean. Second, I ask
them to consider the role of the actors, the actions of the actors, and the outcomes that those actions cause.
Because we have already spent time thinking about actors, actions, and outcomes, some of the student
teams are already doing this. Third, I ask each team to define all of the essential components in their diagrams as part of their shared notes. Finally, I ask the students draw out their diagrams on the blackboard
and present their models to the other teams. The material developed during this activity represents the
starting point for the Human Rights Model Description Essay that I described in the main manuscript.
The core analytical feature of the written essay that builds on this in-class activity, is the if-then-because
statement. The students must identify the conditions for variation in the human rights outcome that they
focus on in their diagram. They also need to think carefully about the logical connections they are establishing in their written essays. Creating this visually as a group is a useful starting point. Over the
next several weeks, each student selects and refines part of their diagram to describe in words, with the
core logical relationships clearly stated. This essay assignment and learning activity build on the earlier
learning activities that involve thinking about and using concepts to understand complex processes.

A.9

Data identification & evaluation worksheet

In week 9 of the course, we discuss articles by Brysk (1994) and Fariss (2018). These are useful articles
to introduce students to data used in social science research and the potential pitfalls associated with
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measuring difficult to observe processes like violence and human rights violations. Sometimes I ask the
questions below as a quiz or use them instead as part of a team activity. As with the other in-class learning
activities, we apply the lessons from this activity throughout the course. These questions below form part
of the Concept-Construct identification worksheet that I introduce later in the course during week 11 or
week 12, which is included below.

1. What is the unit-of-analysis? Does it represent an actor or some other type of case?
2. What is the main independent variable? How was it measured?
3. What is the main outcome variable or dependent variable? How was it measured?
4. What other variables do we need to know about to understand the relationship between the variables identified in the other questions?
5. Using the answers to the “How was it measured?” part of the answers from the questions above,
do you have any concerns with the quality of the data being used for analysis?

A.10

R programming and learning

In week 10 and week 11, we learn about data science as a profession and as a tool for understanding and
changing the world for the better. We spend the first class watching a few data science talks that make this
argument, discuss contemporary issues over data privacy, and download the R program and Rstudio program so that everyone is prepared to begin coding during the second class. I then walk through a coding
tutorial: easyRplots.R. The three functions from R used to complete the data visualization assignment
are getwd(), read.csv(), and plot() or barplot(). During the tutorial, I repeat the following statement
several times throughout the second and third days of this activity: “easy R plots dot R, it’s easy.” I have
found that this silly mantra disarms the students somewhat, which helps them ask questions when they
are lost. By the end of the course many of the students (but not all) discover the assignment is quite
simple. The path to this discovery often requires students to learn from their failures before ultimately
completing this assignment. This is in part why I require all students to visit my extended office hours
at least once to discuss this assignment, discover and download data, and walk through their modified
version of the R program I provide them in the coding tutorial.
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A.11

Concept-Construct identification worksheet

In week 12 and week 13, we combine and link together knowledge obtained from the learning that
occurred using the Actors, Actions, Outcomes worksheet and the Data identification & evaluation worksheet. In teams, the students use this new, combined worksheet to review several articles (Cordell, 2017;
Dancy, 2018; Eck and Fariss, 2018; Hillebrecht and Straus, 2017). The knowledge obtained from this
activity is crucial for those students who write the two optional essays. I present the prompts for the
Derivation of Hypotheses Essay and the Additional Data Analysis Essay in Section B next.
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Concept-Construct Worksheet
Concepts:
the hypothetical components of an explanation

Constructs:
the empirical components of an analysis (the data)

1. Who are the actors?

Unit-of-Analysis;
institution-month;

case;

subject;

country-year;

2. What are the actors’ actions?

Independent variable; treatment variable; program intervention; x-variable; features; feature
space;

3. What are the outcomes that occur given the combinations of the different actors’ actions?

Dependent variable; outcome variable; y-variable;
target variable;

4. What additional context do we need in order to understand the actors and their choices?

Control variable(s); boundary conditions; samplingframe

A.12

Data Visualization Critique

In week 14, which is usually the penultimate week of the course, we hold a data visualization critique in
which we collectively discuss the Data Visualization graphs produced by each of my students. During
the critique, we post all of the printed graphs around the room so that we can all view each of the data
visualizations in detail. After viewing each of the student visualizations, each student presents their
graph, describes what it contains, discusses any potential biases that might affect the observed patterns,
and finally talks about potential next steps.
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B
B.1

Additional Essay Components for the Sequential Research Project
Derivation of Hypotheses Essay

+5% of your grade. Derive at least one hypothesis from your model description essay. Add the
hypothesis to the end of this document. The hypothesis is a restatement on the relationship described
in the if-then-because statement in the essay. The hypothesis will mirror the if-then part of this
statement. Instead of being conceptual, the hypothesis will use the labels that correspond to the
variables you will measure either with numerical data or categorical data.

B.2

Additional Data Analysis Essay

+5% of your grade. Purposively select new cases for qualitative analysis or statistically analyze
additional quantitative data. For the case study option, you should consult Seawright (2016) in
order to understand the underlying reason for the new case you have selected. Unlike the first set
of cases selected for the Case Comparison Essays, this new case is designed to assess if your model
description works in new settings that were not used to develop your model of human rights. For
examples of research from this course that use qualitative evidence from new cases: see chapter 5
in Sikkink (2011) in addition to the articles of the syllabus by Eck and Fariss (2018), or Hillebrecht
and Straus (2017). For examples of quantitative analysis using data from this course, see chapter 6
in Sikkink (2011) in addition to the articles of the syllabus by Cordell (2017) or Dancy (2018).
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C

Student Feedback

Here, I present a preliminary assessment of course outcomes. I developed a short survey to collect
additional information and feedback about the student’s response to the structure of the course. 20 out
of 23 students completed it. I was particularly interested to learn if any students had written a sequential
set of essays in any other classes and if the students believed that this project might provide an effective
guide for writing a research paper in the future.
I asked the students: “Have you ever written a series of essays that you combined together to form a
final research paper?” The number was small but larger than I expected (yes=4, not sure=1, no=15). I
also asked a follow up question for the students who responded “yes” to this question: “If you answered
‘yes’ above, do you recall the course title or number?” The reported classes were from Urban Planning,
Ecology, and an independent topics course in Political Science. The fourth student wrote that they were
“not sure”. About 75% of my students are graduating seniors and the rest are juniors. The results from
the student responses suggest that the structure of this course is a relatively unique given the average
number of course credits the students in my class have completed upon entering my course in what is
often their final term.
I also asked: “If asked to write a research paper in the future, would you use the essay structure from
this as a guide?” (yes=11, not sure=8, no=1). Table 2 displays the cross-tabulation between experience in
writing a sequential essay (rows) and intention to use the experience to help write future research papers
(columns). The results suggest, of those students who have not written a sequence of research essays
before, that they believe that the structure of the project may be beneficial in future research projects
(yes=0.57, not sure=0.36, no=0.07). Written comments provide additional support for this conclusion.
The final open ended question I asked of my students was: “Are there any other comments or constructive suggestions that you have for the structure of the seminar discussions or the structure of the
essay assignments?” One student wrote: “I liked how all the papers we wrote fit together – it made me
put more thought into each of them because I knew I would need to go back to it later.”
I did not ask directly how the sequential essay informed student engagement with assigned readings
or the in-class activities (I plan to ask such a question in the future). However, some of the student
comments about the relationship between the two main components of the course are instructive here as
11

well. One student commented that the sequential essay structure was “great and made reading the other
papers easier.” Another student noted how the in-class and out-of-class components of the course were
mutually reinforcing: “[o]verall, I really enjoyed the style of this class compared to other lecture-based
classes. At first, I was a little hesitant because I didn’t know what to expect but all the topics/readings
blended really well together to culminate in a clearer picture of what human rights look like today.”

Table 2: Cross-tabulation: Relationship between prior experience in writing a sequential essay and intention to use the experience to help write future research papers
Experience
no
not sure
yes

no
1
0
0
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Intention
not sure yes
5
8
0
1
3
2
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