
IR 494, Fall 2008                                                                   Professor John Odell 
 

  Email odell@usc.edu  
Phone 740-4298, Office VKC 42C 
Web page www-rcf.usc.edu/~odell 

   Office hours Wed 2-4  
and by appointment 

 
 

 
 The ultimate requirement of this course is to submit your thesis on schedule, and 
the seminar’s main purpose is to help you complete an excellent one.  Aim for a study in 
the range of 40 to 70 pages after a semester’s work.  Most of the research should have 
been completed by the first week.  We will meet as a group at certain scheduled times 
(marked group in the schedule) to help each other move forward.  But the group will not 
meet every time, since you will mostly need time for writing and individual 
consultations.  During those other class periods I will be in my office ready for private 
consultations.   
 

I would like to see or hear from you at least once every week. Please also 
schedule regular meetings with your other adviser throughout the semester and send me a 
brief message each time reporting on the advice you hear.   
 
 As you know, each author needs some recognized method for drawing original 
conclusions from primary evidence that will stand up to skeptical scrutiny.  IR 211 
introduces research methods and we provided supplementary briefings last spring.  If you 
do not recall that material sharply, please review relevant chapters in a book such as J. B. 
Johnson and R. A. Joslyn, Political Science Research Methods, E. Babbie, The Practice 
of Social Research, or R. Schutt, Investigating the Social World.   
 
 

Schedule 
 
Aug 26 Group.  Part I. PLANNING the semester’s work.  We divide the writing 

into 4 stages: planning, drafting, revising, and editing/proofreading.   
 

28 A. No class meeting.  By noon deliver a 3-4-page memo to me (by email) 
and your second adviser.  Please follow appendix A.   

B. Meet with your second adviser this week or next week.  Send me a 
message relaying the main points of advice you heard and any 
procedural agreements you reached.  

C. Begin reviewing your evidence and organizing it into your provisional 
outline, to turn in later.  See appendix B.  Read Outline by Sean 
Atkins on my home page (under Especially for Students | Honors).   
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Sep 2 Individual meetings to be scheduled.  A.  Read the theses by Atkins and 
Dutra (my home page).  Write a simple outline of each study following 
the format in appendix B.  Do not bother listing detailed points or 
previous works the author criticizes.  Look especially for the author’s 
research method and the main substantive points that support the central 
thesis.   In our next group meeting be prepared to say what you think are 
these studies’ main strengths and weaknesses.  Continue working on your 
outline.  
 

Sep 4 Group.  Review the alternative methods you have studied in earlier 
courses plus J. Odell, “Case Study Methods in International Political 
Economy” (2000) on my home page; A. George and T. McKeown.  1985.  
Case studies and theories of organizational decision-making.  Advances in 
Information Processing in Organizations 2: 21-58 (on Blackboard).   
 
Continue reviewing your evidence and working on your outline. 
 

Sep 9 No group meeting.  Turn in outline #1 to my office and your other adviser 
and send it by email to each classmate.   
 

11 Group.  PART II.  DRAFTING.  Read each outline and come to class 
with one or two constructive suggestions for each classmate.  Save all 
outlines for later reference. 
 
Turn in (only to me) the first 2 or more pages of your literature critique 
section.  This should be easy; you started it in your proposal.  Devote the 
most emphasis to your own critical points about what these studies say, 
and limit the pure description of what they say.  Aim for a critique section 
totaling 5 to 10 pages. 
 

16 Individual meetings to be scheduled.  Due: a complete draft of your 
literature critique including pages turned in earlier.   
 

18 Group.  Due: a 1 page statement describing the method you will use to 
analyze your evidence and defend your conclusions plus 2 pages of your 
next section.  Take to class the outlines by all students. 
 

23 Due (to me only):  3 pages of your next section.  Cumulative total due 
beyond lit crit by today: 5 pages or more. 
   

25 Due:  3 more pages.  Cum: at least 8. 
 

30 Group.  Due: 3 more pages. Cum: 11+. 
 

Oct 2 Due: 3 more pages.  Cum: 14+. 
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7 Group.  Due: 3 more pages (cum at least 17).  Make notes to report orally 
to classmates on progress and puzzles that have come up; share 
suggestions. 
 

9 Due: 2 more pages (cum 19) 
 

14 Due: 3 more pages (cum 22) 
 

16 Due: 2 more pages (cum 25) 
 

21 Due: 3 more pages (cum at least 28).  Students circulate drafts to class 
members and advisers to get suggestions for improvement.   Write an 
introduction of 2 pages that states your research question and your central 
thesis.  Include your literature critique, method statement, and first 
substantive section of 10-15 pages (not necessarily all you have drafted by 
now).  I will advise you about what this means for your project. 
 

23 Group.  Discuss early drafts.  Meeting time might need to be changed to 
accommodate schedules of other professors. 
 

28 Due:  3 more pages (cum 31) 
 

30 Due: 3  more pages (cum 34) 
  
Nov 4 Due: complete draft #1.  A complete first draft means that all the parts 

are present, with page numbers and citations, free of sloppiness, but the 
author intends to improve it in successive drafts.   Send to JO by email. 
 

6 PART III.  REVISING.  Due: Outline #2 revised in light of what you 
learned writing draft #1.  Circulate to all classmates.   
 

11 Group.  Begin revisions of your text indicated by the comments you have 
received. Read other’s revised outlines.  In class offer reactions and 
suggestions and receive colleagues’ advice. 

  
27 Finish revising last page of draft #2.    

PART IV. THE LAST LAP.   
 Last-minute gap filling, proofreading, and printing. 

 
Dec 4 
4pm 

THESIS DUE FOR GRADING.  Please provide one copy to each of 
your readers, then celebrate! No class. 

 
 
For guidance on citation form and the like, see standard references such as A Manual for Authors 
of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations by Kate Turabian.  There is more than one accepted 
standard on some issues.  If you are uncertain about details, ask your advisers.   



 4

Appendix A.  Status Memo 
 
Note:  Whenever you give me something in writing, please mark it with your name, a 
title describing what it is, the date, and number the pages.  This facilitates comments back 
to you, and helps me keep things in order.  Please address the following questions:   
 
1.  What main research question have you studied?  Have you changed the focus, 
compared with your proposal?   
 
2.  What research tasks have you completed?  What primary evidence do you have in 
hand now?  Roughly what fraction of the needed research is completed--100%?  less? 
What is missing, if anything? 
 
3.  What is the most interesting thing or two you have learned from your research so far? 
 
4.  What is your provisional thesis (a sentence or paragraph)?  Even if you don’t feel 
ready, take a stab at the best main argument that the rest will be designed to support, as of 
today.  What can you say in your thesis that is new?   
 
5. Which method will you use to defend this argument? 
 
6. What do you feel you need most to do right now?  Do you need advice on any 

particular aspects of your project?   
 

 
Appendix B: Outlining your Thesis 

 
An outline is a device to help organize your ideas and evidence so your study will link 
them together in a logical way and communicate them clearly to a reader who does not 
know the subject.   The outline is more than a set of headings naming a topic to be 
discussed, more than promises of work you plan to do.  Each point of a good outline is a 
declarative sentence making a claim, an argument that that section of the study will 
defend.  Reading a good outline, I should be able to follow the unfolding of the whole 
thesis.   
 
The first version is usually tough to do.  The process of creating an outline is an occasion 
for deciding which ideas will be primary and which only subordinate to the main points.  
You will need to study the evidence you were able to collect, reconsider what you can 
say that is original, decide whether you need to change your provisional argument to fit 
the evidence you have, and consider how much you can defend rigorously in the time 
left.  As you sharpen your ideas and solve some problems later, you can reflect the 
changes by revising your provisional outline.   
 
Please give me an outline that has at least these components: 
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I. Thesis statement.  One to four sentences that express the main original 
conclusion or argument your study will support.  You will be able to 
change and refine this as you work. 

 
a. My research question is: . . . ?  
b. A formal definition of any key term that is contested  

 
II. “Published studies on this question are not adequate.”  

  
a. Under this main point will be sub points criticizing the published 

studies that come the closest to answering your research question.  
Your proposal should already have made a good start on this section. 

b. They disagree with one another. . . .  
c. Or some use the same terms to mean different things . . . 
d. Or they provide much background but miss the question I am asking. 
e. Or no study compares the two instances I am comparing. . . . 

   
III. This study uses the . . . research method. 

a. This method is valuable and appropriate to this question. 
b. I have rejected others (name 2 or so) because . . . 

 
IV. [The remaining main sub points will be most of the outline and will be 

specific to each study.] 
 


