Geographical Research Methods

Geography 01:450:330
Instructor: Dr. Jesse Rodenbiker
Department of Geography, Rutgers University
Course Learning Management System: Canvas

Email: jesse.rodenbiker@rutgers.edu (response time within 2 business days)
Meeting: Wednesdays 10:20am-1:20 pm, Lucy Stone Hall B-266 (Livingston)
Office Hour: Thursdays 3:30-4:30 pm, Lucy Stone Hall B-244

How do we come to know social and physical worlds? What means do we have to
understand geographical patterns and processes? What is a method? And which methods are
useful for addressing different kinds of questions?

This course surveys research methods within the field of geography. It introduces
scientific method and problematizes assumptions that undergird universalizable knowledge
production. With this foundation, the course examines qualitative and quantitative methods, such
as surveys, interviews, participant observation, focus groups, geovisual methods and decolonial
methods. Students will be trained in research ethics and certificated in accordance with
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) protocols. Throughout the course, students
will develop individual research proposals that consider which methods are most appropriate for
the questions they aim to address. Student research projects will be developed through
concentrated reading, writing, in-class discussions and exercises, as well as independent
research. Students will also conduct survey research in small groups including questionnaire
design and present their findings to the class. Through such activities, the course equips students
with broad knowledge of research methods and transferable research skills. The class will follow
a reading response, lecture, group discussion, in-class activity, and assignment format. This
course is required for Geography majors.

The course satisfies the major’s overarching core learning goal: Students will learn to use a
spatial perspective to critically examine how human, physical and environmental
components of the world interact. This course satisfies a Quantitative and Formal Reasoning
(QQ) requirement in the SAS Core Curriculum. By the end of this course, students will be able
to formulate evaluate, and communicate conclusions and inferences from quantitative
information.

Areas of Cognitive Skills

Inquiry & Processes




Technology Requirements
Each week’s class will include a mixture of lecture, full class and small group discussions,
writing activities, and independent and group analysis and problem-solving.

You will need a computer with internet access for this course. You will also need an
internet connected device (e.g., computer, tablet, smartphone).

Please visit the Rutgers Student Tech Guide page for resources available to all students.
If you do not have the appropriate technology for financial reasons, please email Dean of
Students deanofstudents@echo.rutgers.edu for assistance.

Assertion of Intellectual Property Rights

Lectures and materials utilized in this course, including but not limited to PowerPoint
presentations, videocasts, podcasts, visual presentations, assessments, and assignments, are
protected by United States copyright laws as well as Rutgers University policy. As the instructor
of this course, I possess sole copyright ownership. You are permitted to take notes for personal
use or to provide to a classmate also currently enrolled in this course. Under no other
circumstances is distribution of recorded or written materials associated with this course
permitted to any internet site or similar information-sharing platform without my express
written consent. Doing so is a violation of the university’s Academic Integrity Policy.

Course Material and Readings:
The course will draw on two key books both available for purchase and on reserve through the
Rutgers library:

Clifford, N., Cope, M., Gillespie, T., & French, S. (Eds.). (2023). Key methods in geography.
Sage. 4th edition.

If you purchase the book, be sure to obtain the 4th edition of Clifford et al. 2023.

Mullaney, T. S., & Rea, C. (2022). Where research begins: Choosing a research project that
matters to you (and the world). University of Chicago Press.

Mullaney and Read 2022 is available open access via the Rutgers library.

In addition to these books, each week will feature a key reading from Rutgers Geography faculty
that exemplifies a particular geographical research method. We will have the opportunity to meet
the researcher and author of the articles and ask specific questions about their experience using
the research method.

Assignments:

Weekly Writing Responses 20%

CITI Training and Certification 10%

Group Survey Assignment and Presentation 10%
Final Research Proposal and Presentation 10%
The Research Notebook 50%



Weekly Writing Responses 20%

A writing response is required each week. The response engages with the key readings. It
includes three paragraphs. All weekly responses are due on Canvas Tuesday 11pm, the day
before our Wednesday class meeting in which we will discuss the material.

Paragraph one summarizes the research method according to your understanding from the
readings.

Paragraph two considers how to practically use the method and how the method can be applied
to address the student's research topic and/or key questions. Students should consider if the
method is appropriate for their research. If so, why. If not, why not.

Paragraph three briefly discusses the method, research questions, and findings from the article
featuring the Rutgers School of Geography faculty member and includes 2-to-3 questions that
you plan to ask the author during class.

When there is no Rutgers School of Geography reading, only two paragraphs are necessary for
the writing response.

Do not use Al to write this because you will need to use this information for in-class discussion
and engaging with the authors in real time. So, the writing response needs to reflect your original
thoughts, which you can reference during class. If you use Al, you will not get credit for the
assignment or have a chance to resubmit.

CITI Training and Certification 10%

Each student will complete CITI certification as part of research ethics training. This entails
logging in to the CITI website using your Rutgers ID and completing the Social and Behavioral
Research Basic training program.

Information on CITI can be found here: https://research.rutgers.edu/faculty-
staff/compliance/research-integrity/collaborative-institutional-training-initiative-citi

1. Visit the CITI website.

2. Click the "Log In" button on the top right.

3. Click the "LOG IN THROUGH MY INSTITUTION" tab.

4. Select "Rutgers - The State University of New Jersey (All Campuses)".
5. Log In with your Rutgers NetID.

6. Choose "Human Subjects Research" then "Social Behavioral Basic Course"
7. Complete all the modules and obtain the course completion certificate

8. Submit the certificate of completion via Canvas

The certification of completion will be uploaded to Canvas assignments by Friday February 21 at
11pm. This assignment takes considerable time. So, begin early in the week or even the week
before it is due to make sure you can complete it on time.



Group Survey Assignment 10%
Each student will design and implement a questionnaire survey in small groups. Small group
presentations will take place in the penultimate class meeting.

Details will be discussed in class.

Research Proposal and Presentation 10%

In this course, you will work toward writing a research proposal on a topic and question of your
choosing. For some students, this exercise will be helpful preparation for a senior thesis or
graduate studies. For others, it will be a fun exercise that will give insight into the research
process.

Designing a proposal will occur in several stages, which we will be discussed at length in class.
The process will be catalogued in your Research Notebook (discussed below). A final 2-to-3-
page research proposal will be due at the end of the course and presented orally during the final
research presentations (~5-8 minutes).

The Research Notebook 50%
Students will produce a research notebook that will consist of all in-class writing activities,
weekly writing responses, the questionnaire survey, and the final research project.

Each week will involve a weekly writing response and new writing activities around specific
topics and research methods. Students will collate these writings and edit them into a notebook.

The notebook will be submitted twice during the course. Once during week 8, about half way
through the course, and again at the end of the course. The final submission will include the
survey and final research project. Each submission of the notebook is worth 25% of the total
grade.

Week 1 Introduction to the course | January 22nd

Introducing the course

Writing Activity: What is your research topic?

Where Research Begins: Choosing a Research Project that Matters to You (and the World)
https://bit.ly/4302wz7

Week 2: What are methods? | January 29th
Chapter 1 Getting Started with Geographical Research by Clifford et al.
Mullaney and Rey, Chapter 1, Questions: A Topic is Not a Question

Writing Activity: Search Yourself, Find Questions



Week 3: Interviews and Focus Groups | February 5th

Chapter 10 Semi Structured Interview and Focus Groups by Robyn Longhurst and Lynda
Jonston

Mullaney and Rey, Chapter 2, What's your problem?

Rutgers School of Geography: Prof. Jesse Rodenbiker (Instructor for this course)

Rodenbiker, J. (2023). Ecological states: Politics of science and nature in urbanizing China
Cornell University Press. Chapter 4, Ecological Migrations, Volumetric Aspirations

Writing Activity: Go Small, or Go Home

Writing Activity: Designing Interview Questions

Supplementary Reading: Castillo-Montoya, Milagros. (2016). “Preparing for Interview
Research: The Interview Protocol Refinement Framework.” The Qualitative Report. 21(5): 811-
830.

Week 4: Participant Observation | February 12th

Chapter 12 Participant Observation by Chirs McMorran and W. Nathan Green

Rutgers School of Geography: Prof. Andrea Marston

Marston, A. (2024). Subterranean Matters: Cooperative Mining and Resource Nationalism in
Plurinational Bolivia. Duke University Press. Chapter 4, Flesh and Ore: Graded and Degraded
Matters

Writing Activity: Using Primary Sources to Educate your Question

Writing Activity: Where and what should I observe?

Supplementary Reading: Holmes, Seth M. (2006) “An Ethnographic Study of the Social Context
of Migrant Health in the United States.” PLoS Med 3(10): e448. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.

Week 5: Research Ethics | February 19th

Chapter 3 On Being Ethical in Geographical Research by Iain Hay

Ethics and CITI Training Assignment on Canvas: Due Friday the 21st before 11 pm
Week 6: Case Studies and Mixed Methods | February 26th

Chapter 34 Case Study Methodology by Liz Taylor and Grace Healy

Small, M.L., (2009). “How Many Cases Do I Need? On Science and the Logic of Case Selection



in Field-Based Research.” Ethnography. 10-38.

Rutgers School of Geography: Prof. Kevon Rhiney

Rhiney, K., Knudson, C., & Guido, Z. (2020). Cultivating crisis: Coffee, smallholder
vulnerability, and the uneven sociomaterial consequences of the leaf rust epidemic in
Jamaica. Annals of the American Association of Geographers, 111(2), 440-458.
Writing Activity: Designing a Research Project That Works

Week 7: Historical and Archival Research | March 5th

Chapter 8 Historical and Archival Research by Jacob Nicholson

Rutgers School of Geography: Prof. Teonna Williams

Williams, T. (2021). For “peace, quiet, and respect”: Race, policing, and land grabbing on
Chicago’s south side: Antipode, 53(2), 497-523.

Writing Activity: Finding an Archive on Your Topic

Writing Activity: Historicizing Your Research

Week 8: Coding and Analyzing Data | March 12th

Chapter 35 Making Sense of Qualitative Data: Coding, Organizing, and Analyzing by Meghan
Cope and Hilda Kurtz

Calliari, Elisa. (2018). “Loss and Damage: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Parties’ Positions in
Climate Change Negotiations.” Journal of Risk Research. 21(6): 725-747.

Writing Activity: Coding Your Data

Week 9: Spring Break | No class on March 19

Week 10: Decolonial Methods | March 26th

Chapter 7 Decolonial Methods by Deondre Smiles

Rutgers School of Geography: Prof. J.T. Roane

Roane, J. T. (2022). Black ecologies, subaquatic life, and the Jim Crow enclosure of the
tidewater. Journal of Rural Studies, 94, 227-238. (morning visit at 11)

Mullaney - Chapter 4 How to Find your Problem Collective

Writing Activity: How to Find Your Problem...Collectively

Week 11: Questionnaire Surveys | April 2



Chapter 9 Conducting Questionnaire Surveys by Sara McLafferty and Fikriyah Winata
Writing activity: Designing a Survey

Week 12: More-than-Human Research | April 9

Chapter 14 More-Than-Human Research Methodologies by Mara Miele and Christopher Bear
Rutgers School of Geography: Prof. Jenny Isaacs

Isaacs, J. R. (2019). The “bander’s grip”’: Reading zones of human—shorebird

contact. Environment and Planning E: Nature and Space, 2(4), 732-760.

Writing activity: Ethics in More-Than-Human Research

Writing activity: Coding Your Survey Data

Week 13 Geovisual Research Methods and Visualizing Research Findings | April 16
Chapter 19 Critical GIS by Mathew Wilson

Rutgers School of Geography: Prof. Kevin St. Martin

St. Martin, K. (2008). Mapping community use of fisheries resources in the US
Northeast. Journal of Maps, 4(1), 38-49.

Writing activity: Creating Visualizations of Your Survey Research Data

Writing activity: Preparing to Present Your Survey Data

Week 14: Group Survey Presentations | April 23

No new readings

Presentation of Survey Findings in Small Groups (12-15 minutes each)

Writing activity: Putting Knowledge into Action, Writing a 2-to-3-page Research Proposal
Week 15: Individual Research Project Presentations | April 30

Final group presentations on research proposal (5-8 minutes per person)

Research Proposal and Research Book due May 2nd at 11 pm



