Assignment #1: Cognitive Maps

Sociology 98Ka  *  Spring 2011

Matthew Kaliner
Due date: 

Please email your paper by 12:00 noon on Friday February 25 to kaliner@fas.harvard.edu.  To receive full credit on the assignment, you must also drop off your informants’ maps and all accompanying data (notes, jottings, etc) in my mailbox in the 5th floor computer lab of William James Hall by 5:00pm the same day.  If you have access to a high quality, color scanner you may scan and email me your maps and data by the 5:00pm instead.
Expected length: 

4-5 pages of Harvard-standard 12 point, double spaced text, plus bibliography, maps, and accompanying data.  I’m not a stickler for page limits, but please try to stay within 5 pages.
Procedure:

You first need to leave Harvard Square.  Go at least one subway stop away – preferably into Boston, but as close at Central Square is fine.  Explore for as long as you can.  You are welcome to visit more than one area, if you have time.  During your visit, please ask strangers to help you with your cognitive mapping assignment.  

When approaching strangers, research ethics dictate that you must:
1. Only talk to adults (18 years or older);

2. Avoid institutionalized or vulnerable populations (don’t got to a prison or mental institute!);

3. Avoid any “sensitive topics” like personal criminality or sexual practices – anything that is really personal and/or potentially harmful (this shouldn’t come up anyway);

4. And fully explain that: 

a. You are a Harvard student conducting this research for a class project on how people experience and understand the city; 

b. Their participation is voluntary, and they can terminate the conversation at any time;

c. You will not record their name, but only a few demographic characteristics. There will be no way to trace the data back to them;

d. That you cannot continue until they have verbally consented to the above. (Not everyone will consent.  You may want to record how many refusals you get, and include that in the paper)
Once your informant has agreed to participate:

1. Present your informant with a clean map of Boston.  Here you have options.  I have provided four different maps of Boston on the course website to choose from – one of the whole city, the same view with neighborhood names, a closer view of Boston and Cambridge, and the same closer view with names.  If you’ve already started the assignment using a different map (say, from Google), that’s fine.  If you’re just starting now, I would encourage you to start with the “whole city” view and see how people fill in the most distant parts, and reassess. You might want to ask the same informant to repeat the procedure on the “closer” map, especially if you are conducting the research in Cambridge.  Alternatively, you may want to start with an unlabeled map, then ask them to repeat the procedure on the labeled map to see how neighborhood names effect their perception.  Be sure to think through your procedures in advance and as you go.  And remember to print out plenty of blank copies in advance!

2. Begin by following the methods that Matei and Ball-Rokeach developed to study Los Angeles.  Using the magic markers distributed in class, ask your informants to color in the blank according to their scheme:

a. In green: the areas where they feel comfortable.

b. In orange: the areas they feel somewhat but not completely comfortable.

c. In red: the areas where they feel uncomfortable (or they fear).

d. In blue: the areas they do not know (you may assume that areas left blank are unknown as well).
[You may want to note to yourself what areas they color in first, or the general ordering of each color, if possible].

3. Ask them to briefly explain the map, either as they go, or once they are completed.  Why do they think of these areas as safe or dangerous?  You might ask generally, and/or point to specific areas.  Jot down their answers, as close to verbatim as possible (paraphrasing is ok – but be clear to mark what parts are quotes and what parts are summary).

4. You are welcome to complete the mapping exercise now, and move onto to demographic information, but if your informant is willing, I encourage you continue on in one of two directions.  

a. First, as noted above, you could ask your informant redo the safe/dangerous exercise on a different map (one with/out labels, a closer view, etc).  

b. Or, you could ask informant to fill in the map (or start over on a fresh map) using new colors to answer additional questions of your own choosing.  For instance, you could ask them to use different colors to highlight how frequently they visit different parts of the city.  Or you ask them to color code the city by where they go for different recreational or social activities (shopping, eating, nightlife, visit friends, etc).  

5. After completing mapping exercise, please ask your informant for relevant demographic information: age, sex, race, approximate age, neighborhood/town of residence, and how long they have lived in the Boston area.  You may ask additional demographic questions, but please remain respectful of your informants’ privacy.  Try to keep everything organized, so you can later connect the map(s) with the demographic information and your notes.

6. Ask your informant if they have any questions, answer them fully, and thank them for their assistance.

7. Repeat the above procedures until at least 6 strangers have successfully completed it.  You should be deliberate in who you talk to, in order to isolate variables of interest (gender, age, race, residence, etc).   For instance, you could focus on possible differences by gender and try to talk to 3 men and women who appear otherwise similar.  Or, you could select one narrow population segment, thus shifting the analysis to variation across different kids of maps (close vs. wide, labels vs. no labels, etc).  With only six cases, you can only allow so much variation to explore, and I recommend being careful and thoughtful in your decisions.

Recap and Tips: 

You need to collect cognitive maps of safe and dangerous parts of Boston from at least 6 people, take notes on how they explain their maps, and record their basic demographic information.  Beyond this, you have a bunch of choices – which maps to use, where to go, who to talk to, what (optional) additional questions to ask, etc.  My main recommendation is to be deliberate – think about what you are most interested in, the ideas from our readings, and how you might best explore that topic/theme/question.  And don’t be afraid to recalibrate your plan as you go.  There is no perfect/right way of doing this, and I’d expect that the process (and results) may get a little messy.  This is often a good thing – remember the point of this assignment is very much the process itself, of getting your hands dirty with what should hopefully be a fun research project.

Working with Partners:

You are welcome to conduct the research in pairs or groups, on three conditions: 

1. Each of you still collects data from at least six strangers;

2. Each of you indicate in your paper who you collaborated with; 

3. Each of you write your papers entirely independently.  

So, if a pair of you works together, you must collect data from at least 12 people.  You are free to draw on your six maps, or share resources and use all 12.  But, again, I expect all papers to be written independently, in keeping with Harvard’s strict rules on plagiarism.  

Write Up (The Paper Itself!):
You should probably think of this paper as midway between a reaction paper and a more formal (but mini) research report in terms of tone and structure.  One the one hand, you are required to engage with ideas from readings, encouraged to be creative and original in your analysis and interpretation, and are free to write in the first person where that helps.  On the other, you should include all the formal elements of a research report: introduction, literature review, methodology, summary of findings, conclusion, and appendices.  Given the short length (again, roughly 5 pages), I do not recommend breaking the paper into titled sections, especially as some of these elements may be covered quickly.  

Here is what is expected, in more detail:

1. Introduction – What is this paper about?  What is your topic and/or question?  

2. Literature review – A good literature review answers two questions: where does your research topic/question come from, and what do you seek to contribute by conducting this research?  To do this, briefly summarize one or two readings on cognitive map we discussed in class.  Then identify a gap, a tension, a problem, an overlooked issue, etc – something that you can better explore in your own research.  By doing this, you can highlight how your own research contributes to our understanding of the issues you are studying.

3. Methodology – How did you conduct your research?  Who did you talk to?  How did you select them?  Where?  How many people?  Try to imagine that you are writing for someone who is familiar with cognitive mapping research, but perhaps not the exact guy who wrote the assignment!  Regardless, try to cover the essentials as concisely as possible. 

4. Summary of findings – What do you make of the maps and your informants explanations?  How do they differ from each other?  How do they relate to the demographic backgrounds of the people you spoke with?  What interesting patterns did you discover?   Do all your findings seem consistent with what we already knew from the readings, or did you discover anything new?  I do not expect you to address all these questions; they are meant to give you ideas for how to structure this section of the paper.

5. Conclusion – What did you learn from this research?  What do you think the most important or interesting finding was?  Is there anything that you think should be pursued more?  Anything that you would do differently?  Again, these are ideas to get you started – the conclusion should probably be pretty short.  

6. Bibliography - Please follow ASA Style. I have included an ASA citation guide on the class webpage, under “Readings,” in the “Research Ethics and Use of Sources” folder

7. Appendix – Your informants’ maps, your notes on your interview with them, and their demographic sheet.  Unless you have very good handwriting, you should probably type of your notes and the demographic info.  Be sure to label all data consistently throughout, so that your reader can clearly follow any references in the text to the corresponding materials in the appendix.  

**Remember that you turn in the appendix separately.  You may either drop off a hard copy in my WJH fifth floor mailfolder, or scan and email your data to me.  By 5:00pm.**

If you anything is unclear, please let me know.  This is an evolving project, grounded in class-wide collaboration – and I think it’s already benefited enormously from our discussions.  I look forward to your papers.
