
PLS 513 Research and Writing in Political Science 
Fall 2018 
Class Times: Weekly, by arrangement with your supervisor 
 
Coordinator: Prof. Caress Schenk 
Office: 6.106, Office phone: x5918, Email: cschenk@nu.edu.kz 
Office hours on Tuesday, Friday and as needed by appointment only. 
 
Course Description:  
Research and Writing in Political Science is an individualized series of weekly meetings with your thesis 
supervisor and/or other members of your thesis committee. The goal is to write up a review of the 
literature that you have explored during the summer and use this literature review as the basis of a 
thesis proposal. Together with your supervisor, you will decide on weekly assignments that 
incorporates the feedback of your committee members. You will show mastery over the key concepts, 
theories, literature, and methodologies related to your thesis topic. The course consists of reporting on 
the Summer readings done by the students, developing and improving research questions and design of 
the MA thesis, compiling annotated bibliography, drafting the literature review, and critically evaluating 
the organization, arguments, ideas, and methodology of the MA thesis proposal. On the basis of this 
evaluation and supervision of the thesis committee members, each student conducts additional 
research, rewrites the MA thesis proposal as required, and prepares a final draft of the MA thesis 
proposal by November 12 representing the best work of which the student is capable. 
 
Learning and Teaching Methods:  

 Weekly meetings: Each week your thesis advisor or another thesis committee member will 
review your progress towards producing the MA thesis proposal. Meetings will occur at a time 
and place agreed on by all parties.  

 Written assignments: The course will begin with your report on the Summer reading list, which 
you will use to create a literature review on the initial research question of your proposed MA 
thesis. Your adviser will also give you interim deadlines towards the completion of your thesis 
proposal. You will work with your adviser, taking feedback and incorporating it into revised 
work. You are also encouraged to be in regular consultation with the Writing Center.  

 Presentation: You will present your thesis proposal to PSIR professors and MAPSIR students 
at the end of the semester, explaining your research questions, tentative hypotheses, 
methodology, necessary evidence, and data collection plan. 

 Grading: Your final assessment will be based partly on your performance and attendance at 
meetings with your thesis committee members, on a literature review related to your proposed 
thesis topic, and on a final draft of your MA thesis proposal of your thesis, due on November 
1, which will be the foundation for successfully completing your MA thesis by the end of your 
final semester. 

 
Learning Outcomes: Students will: 

 Learn to plan their time effectively and develop self-discipline and motivation in their research. 

 Acquire a deep knowledge of the discipline-specific theoretical literature relevant for their 
research. 

 Critically assess the body of existing research on their thesis research question. 

 Receive and incorporate feedback on their MA thesis proposal writing from instructors and 
peers through discussion and commentary 

 Learn how to draft, revise and develop a coherent and well thought out MA thesis proposal. 
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Assignments and Deadlines:  
 
1) Literature Review (3,500 – 5,000 words), covering materials from the Summer readings list relevant 
to your proposed thesis research, and provide a full critical evaluation of the relevant literature. Due on 
September 24 on Moodle. 
 
2)  MA Thesis Proposal (3,500 – 5,000 words) – This should provide a detailed explanation of your 
proposed research questions and hypotheses, explaining the methodologies and theories you intend to 
apply to your chosen study, and situating it within the relevant scholarship. It should include a detailed 
plan of research and related work you intend to undertake, including data collection plans, field 
research details, and ethical considerations. It should conclude with a draft chapter outline and section 
breakdown of your proposed MA thesis. This assignment will receive written feedback, and you will 
also be expected to present and defend it in an oral examination. Due on November 12 on Moodle. 
 
3) For those who anticipate working with human subjects, an IREC proposal must be submitted to the 
SHSS IREC committee by November 12. 
 

Tip: Your research ideas and thesis proposal will inevitably evolve and change as you undertake 
research, and as you begin writing up during the final semester. The MA thesis proposal is designed to 
provide a preliminary framework. Do not worry if your MA thesis may differ from the thesis proposal, 
this is a natural research and writing process. 

 
4) Presentation – in the last week of November we will hold a collective seminar where you will each 
be expected to make a 10-minute presentation of your MA thesis proposal to the other MAPSIR 
students, and receive comments and feedback which you can incorporate in your thesis plans. 

 
Thesis proposals will be sent for review to one of the external examiners. 
 
Grading: 
                
Literature Review of the Summer Readings     40% 
MA Thesis Proposal        50% 
Presentation          10%  
TOTAL:         100% 
 
 
Suggested reading:  
Bui, Yvonne. 2014. How to Write a Master’s Thesis. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
Eco, Umberto. 2015. How to Write a Thesis. Cambridge: MIT Press. 
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Appendix I – Grading criteria 
 
Grades have the following meaning and correspond to the following degrees of achievement. 
 

Grade Meaning Requirements 

A  
(95-100) 
 
A-  
(90-94) 

very good Complete and in-depth factual knowledge. Assurance in handling topics 
transversally (in time and space) and in making comparisons at a 
sophisticated level. Argumentation is complex, solidly structured, fully 
convincing. References are complete and properly handled, and statements 
from sources (either primary or secondary) are always questioned in relation 
to their context. Skilful use of subordinate sentences. Rich discipline-related 
lexical choices.  

B+  
(85-89) 
 
B    
(80-84) 
 
B-   
(75-79) 

good Complete factual knowledge. Ability to make comparisons between 
documents and to highlight links across time and space. Argumentation is 
solid and consistent, but not compelling. Phrasing is always correct, but not 
necessarily complex. References are almost always complete and adequately 
handled. Lexical choices are appropriate. 

C+  
(70-74) 
 
C    

acceptable Adequate factual knowledge. Ability to make essential comparisons and to 
build up connections between different sources or topics. Argumentation is 
understandable, but not always adequately supported. Occasional incorrect 
or convoluted phrasing, which does not however affect the comprehension 
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(65-69) 
 
C-   
(60-64) 

of the main argument. Prevalence of paratactic expressions. 

D+  
(55-59) 
 
 

insufficient Inadequate factual knowledge. Comparisons and links are superficial. 
Argumentation is not transparent for the external reader and statements lack 
adequate factual support. References are incorrect or incomplete. Phrasing is 
often convoluted and lexical choices are often inappropriate. 

F (0-54) poor Fail to submit the paper or carry out the assignment in time. The paper is 
either too long or too short. Plagiarism of sources, missing references, 
cheating. Manifestly inadequate factual knowledge. Lack of internal 
coherency, severe inconsistencies in the argumentation. Poor phrasing, 
convoluted and incomprehensible sentences. 

 
Appendix II - Attendance and Participation 

 
Students are expected to arrive to meetings on time, with the assigned readings completed, and 
prepared for discussion. The instructor must be informed in advance and grant permission for a late 
arrival to be considered justified.  
 
Rules for Graded Assignments 
 
In general you should consider these guidelines when writing:  
When producing a piece of written work, you will need to refer to readings discussed in tutorials, and 
refer to them correctly. You may use parentheses, footnotes, or endnotes. Remember that correct 
handling of references is among our essential assessment criteria (see below). 
In short: 

 Stick to the word-limit of each specific assignment. Writing a paper shorter or longer than the 
minimum or maximum allowed will result in a fail or reduced mark 

 Keep the purpose of the assignment firmly in mind, and stick to it. 

 Stick to statements you can adequately support, and connect them into a coherent whole. 
 
Late Work 
 
Grades on late assignments will be lowered by 5% for each day past the assigned date, unless 
permission to turn in the paper late has been granted in advance by the instructor. Please note that 
papers are due by MIDNIGHT on the assigned day; assignments turned in after the deadline will count 
as late.  Submissions will not be accepted more than five working days after the due date. 
 

Appendix III – Student Misconduct 
 
Academic and personal misconduct by any student in this course will be dealt with according to the 
requirements and procedures in the Student Code of Conduct for Nazarbayev University. Plagiarism and 
cheating will not be tolerated and will result in a fail note Students should be familiar with the 
university’s official statement on plagiarism:  

Plagiarism is intentionally or carelessly presenting the work of another as one’s own. 
It includes submitting an assignment purporting to be the student’s original work 
which has wholly or in part been created by another person. It also includes the 
presentation of the work, ideas, representations, or words of another person 
without customary and proper acknowledgement of sources. Plagiarism occurs 
when a person: 
1. Directly copies one or more sentences of another person’s written work without 

proper citation. If another writer’s words are used, you must place quotation 
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marks around the quoted material and include a footnote or other indication of 
the source of the quotation. This includes cut and paste from the internet or 
other electronic sources; 

2. Changes words but copies the sentence structure of a source without giving 
credit to the original source, or closely paraphrases one or more paragraphs 
without acknowledgement of the source of the ideas, or uses graphs, figures, 
drawings, charts or other visual/audio materials without acknowledging the 
source or the permission of the author; 

3. Submits false or altered information in any academic exercise. This may include 
making up data for an experiment, altering data, citing nonexistent articles, 
contriving sources, etc.;  

4. Turns in all or part of assignment done by another student and claims it as their 
own; 

5. Uses a paper writing service, has another student write a paper, or uses a foreign 
language translation and submits it as their own original work.  

 
(Nazarbayev University, Student Code of Conduct) 

 
 

 
Do not copy out paragraphs or even sentences from books, articles or, worse, dubious web sites 

without indicating that you are quoting and providing appropriate acknowledgement: this kind of 

plagiarism is easy to spot, and will neither add to your knowledge nor improve your writing skills. 

Be proud enough to write essays yourself! 


