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1. Introduction

Purpose of the Honors Program

The Political Science Honors Program is designed for students who want to devote sustained
attention to a single research question in political science. The centerpiece of the program is the
honors thesis, an original research project developed with the guidance of a faculty advisor and
carried out over the junior and senior years. Projects may be empirical, normative, theoretical, or
formal in orientation.

Writing a thesis is different from most coursework. There is no fixed prompt and no standard
path from start to finish. Students define their own project, decide how to pursue it, and take
responsibility for developing the final argument and marshalling the appropriate forms of
evidence, analysis, or reasoning needed to support it. The process can be frustrating at times, but
it is also intellectually rewarding and often involves moments of genuine discovery. As research
progresses, questions may evolve, materials or data can introduce unexpected challenges, and
plans that once seemed workable may need revision. Learning how to respond to these
developments is a key part of the research experience.

The honors program is demanding by design and requires effort over an extended period. It also
places responsibility on students for decisions that are often handled by instructors in other
courses, including determining which readings or prior work are necessary to situate their
research. For these reasons, the program is not intended to be the default option for majors, nor is
it the only way to pursue research in political science. Students considering honors should reflect
carefully on whether they are prepared for the scope, independence, and commitment that the
thesis requires.

How to Use This Handbook

This handbook is intended to provide a clear overview of the Political Science Honors Program
and to serve as a reference for students who are considering or enrolled in honors. It outlines
program requirements, the application process, required coursework, advising roles, and key
deadlines.

The aim of the handbook is to clarify expectations and reduce confusion about how the honors
program operates. It is not a substitute for advising. Research guidance and decisions about
thesis content should be made in consultation with the faculty advisor, while questions about
program requirements, deadlines, and procedures should be directed to the undergraduate
program administrator.

Program details and deadlines may change from year to year. Students are responsible for
confirming current requirements and deadlines with the department and for reviewing
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communications from the undergraduate program administrator. Students are encouraged to
return to this handbook as questions arise over the course of the honors sequence.

2. The Honors Thesis

What Is an Honors Thesis?

An honors thesis is a substantial, independent research project in political science and the key
requirement of the honors program. It differs from most undergraduate coursework in both scope
and structure. Rather than responding to a prompt, students design and carry out a project that
addresses a clearly defined research question and develops an argument using appropriate forms
of evidence, analysis, or formal reasoning.

Honors theses vary widely in topic and approach, but all are grounded in political science
scholarship and methods. Students are expected to engage relevant literature and to situate their
work within ongoing scholarly conversations. While theses should demonstrate originality,
expectations are calibrated to an undergraduate project completed over multiple quarters. Faculty
advisors do not expect honors theses to resemble dissertations in scale or ambition.

Each thesis is supervised and evaluated by a faculty advisor, who serves as the sole required
reader.

Scope, Feasibility, and Originality

Successful honors theses are carefully scoped. Students often begin with interests that are
broader than what can reasonably be addressed in an honors thesis and then focus those interests
over time into a well-defined research question. The strongest projects prioritize depth over
breadth and are clear about what the thesis is—and is not—trying to do.

Feasibility matters as much as ambition. Early on, students should think carefully about what
kinds of materials, sources, or analytical tools the project will require, whether those materials
are realistically accessible, and how much time research, analysis, or conceptual development
will take. Even a well-motivated question may need to be adjusted if it cannot be answered with
available materials or within the practical constraints of the program.

Originality does not require reinventing the field. A successful thesis might offer a new
explanation for a familiar outcome, apply existing theories to a different context, or bring new
data to bear on a well-studied question, or develop a novel normative or theoretical argument.
Faculty advisors play an important role in helping students think through what kinds of
contributions are reasonable and appropriate for an undergraduate honors thesis.

Types of Honors Theses
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There is no single model for an honors thesis in political science. Projects vary across subfields
and often reflect the questions, methods, and approaches students have encountered in their
coursework.

Many theses use quantitative analysis, drawing on existing datasets or original data to evaluate
hypotheses. Others take qualitative or case-based approaches, using documents, archival
materials, or interviews to examine political processes in depth. Some projects involve original
survey or interview data and may require approval through Stanford’s human subjects review
process. Students interested in political theory or formal modeling may pursue projects centered
on normative argument, interpretive analysis, or formal reasoning, provided they have
appropriate preparation.

Students should discuss their proposed approach with their faculty advisor early in the process.
Advisors can help assess whether a project is well matched to the research question and whether
it can be completed successfully within the honors sequence.

3. Program Requirements and Application
Eligibility and Prerequisites

To be eligible to apply to the Political Science Honors Program, students must meet the
following requirements at the time of application:

e A cumulative GPA of 3.5 or higher

e Completion of POLISCI 1

e Completion of POLISCI 150A (Data Science for Politics)
(Students may substitute CS 1064, ECON 1024, STATS 60, or STATS 101)

e Prior research experience, which may include research assistant work, summer research,
or substantial research conducted during the academic year

e A secured faculty advisor in Political Science, including eligible courtesy faculty
(lecturers are not eligible to serve as primary advisors)

Students are expected to have sufficient preparation to pursue an independent research project.
The Political Science Summer Research College (SRC) is one common pathway for gaining
research experience, though participation in SRC is not required.

Application Process and Timeline

Students apply to the honors program during Winter Quarter of the junior year. A complete
application includes:

e The Political Science Honors Program application form

e A brief essay outlining research interests

e An unofficial transcript

e A letter of recommendation from a Political Science faculty member or teaching assistant
o Confirmation of a faculty advisor, including the advisor’s signature
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Letters of recommendation are submitted directly to the undergraduate program administrator.
Exact application deadlines are announced each year by the department.

Admission decisions are typically released later in Winter Quarter. Admitted students enroll in
POLISCI 299A (Research Design) during Spring Quarter of the junior year. Information about
the honors course sequence, including current syllabi for POLISCI 299A and 299B, is available
on syllabus.stanford.edu

Admission Decisions

Admission to the honors program is selective and based on a holistic review of the application.
In making decisions, the department considers academic preparation, prior research experience,
the clarity of proposed research interests, and the availability of appropriate faculty advising.

Admission reflects an assessment of whether a student is well positioned to complete an honors
thesis within the structure of the program. Acceptance into the honors program does not
constitute approval of a specific thesis topic; research questions and project design are expected
to develop further during POLISCI 299A and subsequent coursework, with guidance from both
the faculty advisor and the instructor leading the honors seminar sequence.

4. Course Sequence and Timeline

Required Honors Coursework

The Political Science Honors Program follows a fixed course sequence across the junior and
senior years. All students admitted to the program are required to complete the following courses
in order:

e POLISCI 299A — Research Design (Spring Quarter, junior year)

e POLISCI 299B — Honors Thesis Seminar (Autumn Quarter, senior year)
e POLISCI 299C — Honors Thesis Units (Winter Quarter, senior year)

e POLISCI 299D — Honors Thesis Units (Spring Quarter, senior year)

To remain in the honors program, students must earn a grade of B or higher in POLISCI 299A
and POLISCI 299B. The honors thesis is graded by the faculty advisor, and the final thesis grade
is recorded through enrollment in POLISCI 299C and POLISCI 299D. The thesis must receive a
grade of B+ or higher.

Junior Year Expectations

Students admitted to the honors program enroll in POLISCI 299A during Spring Quarter of the
junior year. This course introduces research design and supports students in developing and
refining a preliminary research question in preparation for the senior thesis. The faculty member
leading POLISCI 299A provides structured guidance on research design, project development,
and academic writing during this stage of the process.
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By the end of the junior year, students are expected to have identified a viable research direction
and to be prepared to begin sustained work on the thesis during the senior year. Final approval of
a thesis topic is not required at this stage.

Senior Year Milestones

During the senior year, students continue work on the honors thesis under the supervision of their
faculty advisor.

In Autumn Quarter, students enroll in POLISCI 299B, which provides structured time for
developing the thesis project and receiving feedback. The faculty member leading POLISCI
299B offers guidance on refining research design, organizing the thesis, and preparing
substantial written work.

In Winter and Spring Quarters, students enroll in POLISCI 299C and POLISCI 299D,
respectively, and focus primarily on research, analysis, writing, and revision. During Winter
Quarter (299C), students are typically expected to produce a substantial draft of the thesis, often
including a full literature review and initial analysis or argument. During Spring Quarter (299D),
students focus on completing remaining analysis, revising earlier chapters, and preparing the
final manuscript for submission and presentation.

While expectations vary by project and subfield, many honors theses fall in the range of
approximately 40-70 pages. Faculty advisors determine the appropriate scope and length for each
project.

Students are expected to make steady progress across the senior year and to meet interim
expectations set by their faculty advisor. Exact deadlines for thesis submission and the final
presentation are communicated each year by the undergraduate program administrator.

S. Advising and Support

Role of the Faculty Advisor

Each honors student works under the supervision of a faculty advisor in the Department of
Political Science or an eligible courtesy faculty member. The faculty advisor provides guidance
on the development of the research question, research design, and the overall direction of the
thesis. The advisor serves as the primary supervisor of the project throughout the honors
sequence.

Advisors offer feedback at key stages of the project and meet with students at intervals
determined by mutual agreement. Advising styles vary across faculty, and students should not
expect uniform levels or forms of engagement. Students are responsible for initiating meetings,
sharing drafts with sufficient lead time, and responding thoughtfully to feedback.

The faculty advisor serves as the sole required reader of the honors thesis and is responsible for
evaluating the final product.
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Role of the Undergraduate Program Administrator

The undergraduate program administrator provides administrative support for the honors
program. This includes communicating deadlines, coordinating thesis submission and
presentation logistics, and handling departmental records and library archiving of completed
theses.

Questions about program requirements, deadlines, enrollment, and procedural matters should be
directed to the undergraduate program administrator. The administrator does not provide
research guidance or feedback on thesis content.

Role of the Honors Seminar Instructor

In addition to working with a faculty advisor, students receive structured guidance through
POLISCI 299A and POLISCI 299B. The faculty member leading the honors seminar sequence
provides instruction in research design, project development, organization, and academic writing.
While the faculty advisor remains the primary supervisor of the thesis, the seminar courses are
designed to support students as they refine and execute their projects.

Additional Campus Resources

Students are encouraged to make use of campus resources that support honors research and
writing. These include:

o Bing Honors College, a program that provides structured support for selected honors
projects in the humanities and social sciences. Students interested in this option should
consult the Bing Honors College website for eligibility and application details.

o VPUE Major Grants and other undergraduate research funding opportunities,
which may help cover research-related expenses.

o Stanford Libraries, including subject librarians in the social sciences, who can assist
with identifying sources, datasets, archival materials, and research strategies.

e The Hume Center for Writing and Speaking, which offers individual consultations and
workshops to support academic writing and oral presentation.

Students should consult the relevant program websites for current information about timelines
and eligibility.

Student Responsibilities

Students in the honors program are responsible for managing the honors process from
application through thesis submission. This includes maintaining eligibility, enrolling in required
courses, meeting deadlines, communicating regularly with the faculty advisor and participating
fully in the honors seminar sequence, and making steady progress on the thesis.

The honors program assumes a high level of independence. Students are expected to take
ownership of their research project and to plan their time accordingly, particularly during the
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senior year. Failure to meet program requirements or to make satisfactory progress may affect a
student’s ability to continue in the honors program.

6. Research Practices and Ethics

Research Design and Evidence

Honors theses in political science are grounded in systematic engagement with appropriate
materials, arguments, or forms of evidence. What counts as evidence varies across projects and
subfields and may include empirical data, archival documents, textual interpretation, normative
reasoning, or formal modeling. Students are expected to work closely with their faculty advisor
to determine appropriate research strategies.

Students are responsible for selecting methods, sources, or analytical frameworks that are well
suited to their research question and for explaining those choices clearly in the thesis. The honors
program does not require a particular methodological approach. All theses, however, should
demonstrate careful reasoning, transparency about sources or assumptions, and attention to the
limits of the analysis.

Human Subjects Research

Some honors projects involve interaction with human subjects, including interviews, surveys, or
experiments. Projects that involve human subjects may require approval through Stanford’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB).

Students should consult with their faculty advisor to determine whether their project requires
IRB review and, if so, must initiate the approval process before beginning data collection. IRB
applications must be submitted with a faculty sponsor, typically the honors thesis advisor.

Failure to obtain required approval may delay collection and, in some cases, affect the timeline
for completing the honors thesis.

Academic Integrity

All honors theses must adhere to Stanford’s standards for academic integrity. This includes
proper citation of sources, accurate representation of data, and acknowledgment of collaboration
or assistance.

Plagiarism, data fabrication, or other forms of academic misconduct may result in removal from
the honors program and referral to the appropriate university offices. Students are expected to
familiarize themselves with university policies governing academic honesty.

Use of generative Al tools (such as large language models) must be consistent with Stanford’s
academic integrity policies and any additional guidance provided by the faculty advisor or
seminar instructor. Students who use such tools in developing their thesis should do so
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transparently and remain fully responsible for the accuracy, originality, and integrity of their
work.

7. Writing, Presentation, and Submission

Writing the Honors Thesis

The honors thesis is a substantial written document that presents a research question, situates the
project within relevant scholarship, describes the evidence and approach, and develops a clear
argument. Expectations regarding length, structure, and style vary by project and advisor.

Strong theses are built through sustained writing and revision. Writing well requires practice, and
students should plan for multiple rounds of drafting over the senior year. Revision is a central
part of the thesis process, not simply a final step before. submission.

Faculty advisors determine how and when drafts are reviewed, and students are responsible for
allowing sufficient time for feedback prior to final submission. In addition to faculty advising,
the Hume Center for Writing and Speaking and Bing Honors College provide valuable support
for honors students. Students are encouraged to make use of these resources throughout the
writing process.

Final Thesis Presentation

All honors students give a formal presentation of their thesis during Spring Quarter.
Presentations are scheduled by the department and typically take place near the end of the
quarter.

Most students use slides. All presentations are eligible for consideration for the Award for
Excellence in Honors Thesis Presentation.

Thesis Submission and Deadlines

Students submit the final honors thesis directly to their faculty advisor by the department’s stated
deadline. Exact dates vary from year to year and are communicated by the undergraduate
program administrator.

Students seeking consideration for the university’s Firestone Medal for Excellence in
Undergraduate Research must meet an earlier internal deadline, which typically occurs during
Week 9 of Spring Quarter. The department’s final thesis deadline is the last day of Spring
Quarter (Week 10).

After the faculty advisor has approved the final thesis, the signed copy is submitted to the
undergraduate program administrator for departmental records and library archiving.
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Thesis Archiving

Approved honors theses are archived through Stanford Libraries. Students may request that their
thesis not be publicly posted; however, submission of a final, signed thesis to the department is
required in all cases.

8. Frequently Asked Questions

Is the honors program required to major in Political Science?
No. The honors program is optional. Students may complete the Political Science major without
pursuing honors.

Can students leave the honors program after being admitted?
Yes. Students may withdraw from the honors program at any point. Students who withdraw may
still complete the Political Science major, provided they meet the standard major requirements.

What happens if a student does not meet the required grades in honors coursework?
Students must earn a grade of B or higher in POLISCI 299A and POLISCI 299B and a grade of
B+ or higher on the honors thesis. Students who do not meet these requirements may be removed
from the honors program.

Does admission to the honors program guarantee that a proposed thesis topic will be
approved?

No. Admission reflects an assessment of a student’s preparation to pursue an honors thesis.
Research questions and project design are expected to develop and may change over time,
particularly during POLISCI 299A and POLISCI 299B.

Can students change their thesis topic after being admitted to the program?
Yes. It is common for thesis topics to evolve as students engage more deeply with the relevant
scholarship, materials, or data. Substantial changes should be discussed with the faculty advisor.

How many readers are required for the honors thesis?
Each honors thesis has one required reader: the faculty advisor. Additional readers are not
required but may be involved at the advisor’s discretion.

Can students work with data or methods they have not previously studied?

Yes, within reason. Students should discuss preparation and feasibility with their faculty advisor
and be realistic about what can be learned and executed within the honors timeline. Students are
responsible for consulting relevant materials and acquiring any skills necessary to carry out the
research independently. Faculty advisors can provide guidance, but they cannot be expected to
teach new methods from scratch.

Can students pursue honors while studying abroad?

Studying abroad during the honors sequence may be possible but requires careful planning.
Students considering study abroad should consult both their faculty advisor and the
undergraduate program administrator well in advance.
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Does the honors thesis satisfy other major requirements?

Yes. The honors thesis satisfies both the Writing in the Major (WIM) and capstone requirements.
Up to 20 units of honors coursework may also count toward the major’s additional related
coursework requirement.

Who should students contact with questions?

Questions about research design, methods, or thesis content should be directed to the faculty
advisor. Questions about program requirements, deadlines, or procedures should be directed to
the undergraduate program administrator.

Appendix
Examples of Honors Thesis Topics and Approaches

The titles below are drawn from recent Political Science honors theses and are included to
illustrate the range of research questions, subfields, and methodological approaches students
have pursued. They are not intended as models to be replicated, nor as an exhaustive list.

e Public Goods, Private Dilemmas: Refugee Integration as Strategic ldentity Negotiation

e Road to Liberation: How the Relationship Between Transportation and Racism Defines
Freedom for Minorities in the United States

o The Early Impact of Medical Expansion on Cancer Mortality: A Comparison of
Expansion in Kentucky and Non-Expansion in Tennessee

e Measuring the American Voter: Experimental Evidence from the 2008 ANES on
Improving Survey Data Quality

e Offline Norms and Online Behaviors: How Audience Perception Shapes Online Black
Political Engagement

e Election or Appointment? The Effects of Judicial Selection Method on Judicial Voting in
Criminal Procedure Cases

e Redefining Constituency: How 140 Characters is Turning Representatives into
Surrogates

e Regime Type and Foreign Direct Investment in Extractive Industries

Additional completed honors theses are available through Stanford Libraries. Students interested
in reviewing past work may consult the Political Science honors thesis archive via SearchWorks.
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