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In the video on Wattle and in this document, I go through the final essay structure and answer 
students’ questions as posted to the survey I posted last week as well as those questions I 
have heard before and after lecture, in tutorial, emails, and in office hours. Thank you to 
everyone who has reached out to me, Ernest, and Mark to ask questions. The subject matter 
of this course can be challenging, but what we have covered underlies most recent political 
science research you will cover in other SPIR classes. 
 
I have put timestamps in the video description so that you can jump to the elements of most 
interest to you. 
 
I also have a separate essay guide I wrote for my substantive classes that covers some non-
research design and structure elements. It is on Wattle. 
 
The guide below has blown up to longer than the maximum word length of your papers. 
However, I wanted to be as complete as possible in my guidance and answer as many 
questions as possible that you might have. It is organized in roughly the same order as your 
final papers. This is a very rough first draft, so let me know if you catch any mistakes or 
ambiguous phrasing. 
 

Title 
 
A short and direct title for your paper lets the reader know what your paper is about. You do 
not need a title page nor an abstract, but a title and a concise introductory paragraph lets the 
reader know what you are going to focus on and why. Include one if you can. 
 

Introduction 
 
Most clear introductions of political science essays follow a similar structure. This is a very 
rough and inexact approximation, but it may give you an indication of what we are looking 
for or what I think is standard in the field. Let me know if you have any questions or concerns 
about my suggested approach to any section of this essay. 

 
1. Recent research has found that ___ lead to an increase/decrease in Y. This topic is 
important because of ___. 
2. However, the literature has not fully considered how ___ leads to Y. 
3. This final essay fills this gap by explaining the underlying causal mechanism linking 
___ to ___. 
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4. This essay’s main research question is _____. 
5. I post that X leads to Y because of ___. 
6. I test the empirical implications of my argument by analysing X and Y in __ (unit of 
analysis) from 20__ to 20___ using the _____ method. 
7. To briefly summarize my findings, I find that ____. 
8. The following essay is structured as follows: ____. 
 

This approach is common because it briefly highlights what has been done before, what you 
want to do and why it is new, novel, or important, what your argument and evidence looks 
like, and previews the findings. 
 
Be sure to have a clear research question that is specific to your paper. If you focus on why 
people vote the way that they did in the 2022 Australian federal election, your question will 
highlight this rather than ask why people vote the way they do generally. 
 

Literature review/argument section 
 

In this section, you focus on summarizing (1) the outcome that you are trying to explain, (2) 
what others have suggested explains your outcome, (3) what you find missing/incomplete, 
(4) what your proposed causal mechanism connecting X and Y are, and (4) what your 
observable null hypothesis and alternate hypothesis is. 
  
You do not have to have a separate literature review section, and honestly for a research 
design course you are likely better off keeping the literature review to a minimum to give you 
space to outline your research design and execution. Therefore, you would briefly discuss the 
thematic lessons of the literature without indulging in a book review. This is one of the most 
frequent problems I have seen in student essays. Often people spend precious space 
describing what others have done instead of what they are doing. Each paragraph for half the 
paper summarises one book/article without linking it thematically with the other works 
discussed or the argument being made in the paper. We want to hear about what themes you 
take from the literature and how your argument builds on these themes. 
 
Your argument should be as clear and direct as possible. It should be clear about what level 
of analysis the argument operates at (individual, state/territory, political leaders, country, or 
global system) and why it is appropriate. You should also be clear about the population of 
cases that fall under your theory. You may also think about including a path diagram or 
summary theoretical table to describe succinctly your main causal pathways in a visually 
direct manner. 
 
Often, if scholars are making one main argument, they will put their hypothesis at the end of 
their argument section. If they are making multiple, related arguments, then they would put 
their hypotheses at the end of each sub-argument. I would recommend you end your 
argument section with one hypothesis. You have only 3,000 words to work with, so try and 
keep your ambitions in check. If you enjoy this paper, you can continue your research in other 
classes or an honours thesis. 
 

Research design 
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This bit is important. This is where you highlight (1) your dependent variable, (2) your main 
independent variable, and (3) any control variables you are using, (4) the unit of analysis 
(again), (5) your sample and how it relates to the underlying population, and (6) your 
statistical method(s) of choice. You want to be clear about how the concepts you discuss in 
the argument section above links to the proxy measures you use here. See our concepts and 
measures week lecture and readings for more details. 
 
The idea is that you go out and find data yourself that connects as directly as possible with 
your argument and conduct one or more statistical tests that we learned to do in this class. If 
you are only able to gather data on two factors (X and Y) and are unable to collect data on 
control variables, that is fine. Just say something along the lines of “due to time constraints 
in this paper I focus on the bivariate relationship between my cause and effect.” You would 
then in the discussion or conclusion recognise other factors that would be useful to include 
as control variables in future research and how they may change your results.  
 
If you have trouble finding data yourself, do let us know. This is why we had the revised 
problem statement due several weeks ago, so that you would have to find data sooner rather 
than a few weeks before the paper is due. However, we are where we are, so if you are having 
problems finding data do let us know. I find this one of the most fun things to do in the 
research collection phase. I have already helped numerous students already, and I am fine if 
you want to email me directly.  
 
Before emailing authors directly to ask for their replication data, please make a good faith 
attempt at (1) reading the paper and seeing if they include a link to the replication data, (2) 
going to the journal article webpage to see if they have the replication data in their 
“supplementary materials” tab, (3) going to the authors’ personal website to see if they have 
included links to the replication data, (4) going to Harvard’s Dataverse and searchings for the 
paper title with “” around the title name, or (5) download the data from the original sources 
that they use. If all these efforts fail, then you may want to email the corresponding author 
(highlighted on the article website and in page 1 of the article) and politely say (1) you really 
enjoyed their article, (2) you enjoyed it so much you are building on it for an undergraduate 
methods course, (3) you tried the methods above to find the replication data but were 
unsuccessful, and (4) thought you might reach out to them directly to see whether they would 
be willing to share their replication data. Most academics will respond to such requests in a 
few days to a week. Some never respond. Papers that were not published in the last few years 
(e.g., since 2016) are less likely to have replication data available and so authors are less likely 
to respond. 
 
I would also encourage you to include some descriptive statistics in this section. See our 
descriptive statistics week lecture and readings for more details and ideas. For example, you 
may think about putting a summary statistics table in the paper or an appendix, histograms 
of your main Y and X, and possibly a scatterplot of your X and Y. The goal is to show the reader 
what the central tendencies of your variables are, initial relations between them, and any 
outliers that exist. This section also helps address any concerns that you did not use data that 
you do not fully understand or code/clean correctly. See our descriptive statistics lecture and 
readings for a more detailed descriptive statistics discussion. 
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Control variables are theoretically important factors the literature suggests shapes your 
outcome but that are not central to your argument. For a 2000-level essay, I would 
recommend only including a few (1-3) control variables. As we touched on in Week 10’s 
readings and lecture, we want start with a clear and tractable research design that we can 
fully understand and explain to others. 
 
Your statistical sample should also be tractable. Therefore, I suggest either focusing on a 
cross-sectional approach (all countries in 2018 for instance) instead of a cross-sectional time 
series approach (all countries from 1789 to 2022). You could also focus on a survey of people 
within one country or data at the country level over a distinct period (e.g., Australia from 2000 
to 2020). It is also totally fine to focus on a subset of the population. For instance, instead of 
trying to collect data on all countries, it is fine to focus on a region (the Caribbean, South-east 
Asia, etc). In the end, as a research design class we are interested in how you can clearly and 
with understanding (and links to the course material) describe your approach as the approach 
itself. As a rough guide to how many observations you want to have, I would say larger than 
30 and less than 250. Again, this is a rough guide. The number should be large enough that 
there are sufficient degrees of freedom for your models, but small enough that you can 
practically gather enough data on your Y and X’s in the time you have. 
 
You can use whatever statistical software you are the most comfortable with. In lecture and 
tutorials, I have used Excel because previous research suggests it is the software students are 
most likely to have on their computers and will use in post-graduate work settings. However, 
students often have experience with other software from R and Python to Stata to SPSS. It is 
totally fine for students to use the software they find the most useful for them. Just be sure 
to mention the software used in your paper. If you are not sure how to run the test you want 
to run in your software of choice, the web and YouTube are usually my first ports of call. If 
you are still unsuccessful email us! 
 
Now it is time to run some hypothesis tests. We have talked about several types of hypothesis 
tests and statistical methods from correlations to tabular analysis and difference of means 
tests to bivariate and multivariate regressions. I would encourage you to approach your 
material in as many ways as you can. Since week 7 I have tried to introduce methods in a 
logical sequence in an escalating scale of difficulty while still showing how they are 
fundamentally connected. They all are helping us evaluate our theoretical expectations 
(theory-derived hypotheses) and reduce the chance of making Type I and Type II errors. They 
then use statistical significance tests to determine whether we can reject the null hypothesis 
in favour of our alternate hypothesis.  
 
While I have discussed these tests in detail in lecture and in the readings, if you are looking 
for more information about a particular hypothesis test, the course guide lists over fifteen 
good textbooks you can refer to.1 Some of which are available online via the ANU library’s 
website. If you are interested in a video on hypothesis testing and more about critical p-value 

 
1 For example, see Kellstedt, Paul M., and Guy D. Whitten. 2018. The Fundamentals of Political 
Science Research. New York: Cambridge University Press.  
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thresholds, the best video (https://youtu.be/KLnGOL_AUgA) I could find was by the Math and 
Science YouTube channel. If you are interested in a particular test, you could search online, 
YouTube, or the help menu (or online knowledge base) of Excel, R, Stata of your chosen 
statistical software. These are fundamental statistical methods used in a number of fields, 
and there are myriad resources in the course guide, online, and on YouTube. If you want 
specific suggestions or are stuck, email me! 
 
Relatedly, one specific hypothesis-related question that has come up more than once is when 
to use a one or two-tailed test. Most scholars use two-tailed tests by default, and they are 
much more common in the literature I have come across. Nevertheless, to try and briefly 
reinforce the difference between these two tests, a two-tailed test is used when your 
hypothesis is not specific about the direction of a relationship (e.g., H1 focuses on the effect 
of X on Y is not equals to 0). For instance, if you are interested in how political institutions 
affect the probability of civil war, but you are not sure whether more democratic institutions 
increase or decrease the risk of war, then you would use a two-tailed test. However, if your 
hypothesis is clear about the direction of a relationship (e.g., H1 says that as democracy 
increases, the probability of a civil war decreases), then you could use a one-tailed test. The 
goal is to use what we expect theoretically about the relationship to reduce the risk of Type 
II (false negative) errors. In practice, one-tailed tests are usually used if the p-value of your 
main X’s coefficient is between 0.05 and 0.1. If you were using a two-tailed test at the 95% 
confidence level) you would not be able to reject the null, but if you were using a one-tailed 
test you would reject the null. My suggestion would be to stick to two-tailed tests if you can 
as they will attract fewer questions. 
 
One final question that was posted but that does not otherwise fit into any of the topics 
above:  
 

So far, the explanation of which statistical test (for hypothesis testing) is appropriate has 
focused on combinations of categorical or continuous variables. Will this be expanded to 
include other variables such as interval or ratio? I have an interval IV and a continuous 
DV. 

 
This is an interesting question that shows the student is thinking about variable types. In 
practice, the answer is that interval and ratio variables would more often than not be 
considered continuous variables for the purposes of hypothesis testing. Interval variables 
have a meaningful difference between values (e.g., the difference between 18C and 19C is 
meaningful) while categorical variables are less able to clearly demonstrate meaningfully 
consistent differences (e.g., the magnitude of the change between “satisfied” and “very 
satisfied” on a survey variable’s Likert scale is less than clear). Interval variables are in practice 
continuously measured (e.g., fractions of a degree Celsius) and thus would be appropriate for 
hypothesis tests of continuous variables. Ratio variables would also be considered 
continuous. For example. GDP per capita can theoretically be measured to the cent, peso, or 
pence. Therefore, if you are using a variable that has a meaningful and consistent distance 
between values, use a continuous variable test and if it does not, use the categorical variable 
test. And as the table in the lecture suggests, what is important is substantially what your 
hypothesis is focused on. If you have further questions about the appropriate test, let me 
know! 



POLS2044 final essay guidance 6 

 
Results discussion and robustness checks 

 
This is where things really get interesting, and this is the payback for all your hard work setting 
up your causal argument, hypothesis, and research design. This is where you get to 
demonstrate that you have learned both how to conduct a hypothesis test but also how to 
interpret the results.  
 
For each of the main types of hypothesis tests we have covered in this class (correlation 
coefficient, difference of means test, tabular analysis, bivariate and multivariate regression, I 
have shown in lecture both how to conduct these tests in Excel but also how to interpret the 
results. If you are unclear about any of these tests and how to interpret them, please go back 
to the lecture recordings and notes. I do not have the space here to go over each method. 
There are also myriad sources online and in textbooks that can help you interpret the results.  
In short, though, you want to look for the three S’s—statistical significance, sign, and size. 
 
In discussing your results, you want to make sure to connect them to your null and alternate 
hypotheses. You should also try and think about the strengths and weaknesses of your 
approach and try and use this section to address any concerns about your modelling 
approach. In Week 11’s lecture and class we have discussed the four hurdles of causal 
inference and fifteen pitfalls including our old friends endogeneity, spuriousness, and third 
variable problems. Think about what might be driving your results and what further work you 
can do in this semester and this paper to address the potential causal threats. Are there risks 
of endogeneity? Did you omit any important variables? If so, could you then run a model with 
these as control variables? Are your results robust to including control variables? If you are 
running a regression, how large is the effect on Y of a one-unit change in the X variable (in 
other words the beta coefficient). 
 
The goal in this section is to show that you know how to run the models you want to run and 
interpret them correctly and consider alternate explanations for your findings and how robust 
your findings are 
 

Case study/vignette 
 
If you have the space and time, you may want to think about including a case study or a case 
vignette. This allows you to approach your theory from a mixed-methods approach and use 
the case study as either a model building or a model testing case. See Week 12’s Lieberman 
(2005) reading for more details on the mixed method format. It also allows you to use some 
of the material you included in your qualitative essay. 
 

Structure 
 
Most of the questions for this section have already been answered in my other final essay 
writing guide. Let me know if you have further questions that are not answered in either 
guide. I will try and briefly answer the most common questions here. 
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 Should the 'essay' be structured as a traditional essay (intro, body, paragraphs/ 
arguments/ conclusion) or like a journal (intro, lit review, methodology, results, 
discussion, conclusion)? 

The latter. 
Can we use first person? 

Yes. 
Is it okay to use parts of qualitative essay? 

Yes. 
What is the difference between C, D, HD?  
 

Please read the marking rubric in the course guide, which is taken from the CASS honours 
marking rubric (https://cass.anu.edu.au/files/docs/honours-and-masters-guide-2022pdf) 
pages 17-18). 
 
Here is a summary of the rubric: 

1 Is there a clear Research Question/ Problem/ Argument?  
2 Does the investigation critically engage with the relevant intellectual tradition by 

drawing on appropriate literature/sources? 
3 Is a clear research design employed? 
4 Is there an appropriate use of relevant theory and methodology? 
5 Is evidence/data/material collected and used effectively? 
6 Are the research outcomes and analysis/interpretation persuasive, and based on 

appropriate methods? 
7 For written work is there clear use of language including expression and grammar? 
8 Is the presentation appropriate for the requirements of the discipline(s) (including 

citation system)? 
9 Has the candidate shown evidence of creative ability and/or originality? 

 
And guidance for the percentage mark. 

Grade Percentage value Interpretation 

HD 

90-100% 

Work of exceptional quality demonstrating a high level of 
originality, and making a fundamental contribution to the 
field. There is very little the student could have done 
additionally or alternatively. The essay suggests 
outstanding potential for future research work. 

80-89% 

Work of excellent quality showing clear understanding of 
subject matter and appreciation of issues; well formulated; 
arguments sustained; relevant literature referenced; 
marked evidence of creative ability and originality; high 
level of intellectual work. The essay suggests excellent 
potential for future research work. 

D 70-79% 

High quality work showing strong grasp of subject matter 
and appreciation of dominant issues though not necessarily 
of the finer points; arguments clearly developed; relevant 
literature referenced; evidence of creative ability; solid 
intellectual work. The thesis suggests good potential for 
future research work. 
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C 60-69% 

Work of sound quality showing competent understanding 
of subject matter and appreciation of main issues though 
possibly with some lapses and inadequacies; arguments 
clearly developed and supported by references though 
possibly with minor red herrings and loose ends; some 
evidence of creative ability; well prepared and presented. 
The essay suggests limited potential for future research 
work. 

P 50-59% 

Range from a bare pass to a safe pass. Adequate, but 
lacking breadth and depth. Work generally has gaps. 
Frequently work of this grade takes a simple factual 
approach and does not attempt to interpret the findings. At 
the lower end, indicates a need for considerable effort to 
achieve improvement. The essay suggests little potential 
for future research work. 

Fail <50% 

Unsatisfactory. This grade characterises work that shows a 
lack of understanding of the topic. Inadequate in degree of 
relevance and/or completeness. The essay does not 
suggest any potential for future research work. 

 
 Bibliography 
Include one. Only articles and books that were mentioned in the text should be here. Make 
sure it is formatted consistently and alphabetically. 
 
 


