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Abstract
Learning to conduct research is one of the most important skills for an undergraduate 

hoping to pursue graduate work in the social sciences.  Analyzing data using a program like 
SPSS is an essential part of this skill. SPSS is a flexible and powerful tool, but can be 
intimidating for first-time users. We present a series of assignments that take students from the 
basics of opening data files to the complexities of creating a professional conference poster.  
Each assignment requires two parallel analyses: the first includes step-by-step instructions and 
the second provides extra practice without detailed instructions.  Later assignments require 
students to re-use the skills from earlier assignments, further reinforcing those early skills. We 
have also created a scoring rubric for each assignment to allow for straight-forward and fair 
grading. After completing these assignments, students will be better prepared for their graduate 
research projects.

Introduction
For many social sciences students, statistics is a particularly difficult course.  If students 

are planning to attend graduate school, this course is required not just for graduation but also for 
success in their graduate program.  If graduate students are completing empirical theses, statistics 
is needed not just to understand the research papers they are reading but to do their own analyses.  
Statistics courses often try to teach students both statistical concepts and how statistics are 
calculated using software. Integrating conceptual information and practical skills gives students 
the chance to build on their knowledge and understanding by applying it to actual datasets and 
research questions. Students are much more likely to see the importance of understanding 
statistical concepts if they can experience for themselves how they will use these concepts and 
skills in their own research.

SPSS is the most commonly used statistical package in the social sciences. Very few 
professionals resort to hand calculations for conducting data analyses when such a useful and 
comprehensive tool is readily available. However, the comprehensive nature of SPSS makes it 
intimidating to first-time users and therefore difficult to teach. We present SPSS assignments and 
accompanying grading rubrics as a means for instructors to teach students these important skills. 
Each assignment teaches the practical application of a concept that is frequently included in 
introductory statistics textbooks. 
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Assignments for SPSS 22.0
1. Introduction to SPSS
2. SPSS Graphs 
3. Syntax
4. Calculating Statistics for Subgroups
5. Recoding
6. Inferences about the Mean of a Single Sample
7. Comparing Independent Samples and Writing a Research Report
8. Comparing Dependent Samples
9. Correlation
10. Conference Poster on Sex Differences in Car Accidents

Assignments and Rubrics
The assignments begin with an introduction to SPSS, including how to open and save 

files. The series includes detailed, step-by-step instructions on how to obtain descriptive 
statistics, create graphs, conduct analyses on subgroups, use the syntax window to document 
commands, conduct correlational analyses, and make inferences about single, dependent, and 
independent samples using t-tests and confidence intervals. Furthermore, these assignments 
include instructions on how to describe results in sentences, present results in a paper, and draw 
conclusions based upon results. Students are given detailed instructions on how to integrate all 
this information both into a research report and a conference poster. 

Students receive comprehensive feedback on their assignments, thanks to our detailed 
scoring rubrics. The detailed scoring rubrics give points for each step completed correctly and 
partial credit as appropriate. This feedback allows students to learn from mistakes they made in 
early assignments, so that they can complete later assignments correctly. Given the importance 
of attending to detail when completing data analyses, the assignments and grading rubrics put 
particular emphasis on teaching students to follow instructions.

Assignment on Creating a Conference Poster
The final SPSS assignment is a culminating experience in which students create a 

conference poster. Students use what they have learned throughout the course to conduct a 
literature review, analyze data, and write up their results.  Then they put the information into a 
format appropriate for a conference presentation, as shown below.  Students find the creation of 
a conference poster exciting and meaningful and are proud of what they have learned and 
accomplished.

The assignment series and accompanying rubrics are available to instructors via the Open 
Science Framework at https://osf.io//umjk5/. We hope that other instructors find these 
assignments helpful, as they prepare their most promising undergraduates both for the rigors of 
the workplace and for graduate-level research.

https://osf.io/umjk5/
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