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This article uses a case study to illustrate how science fair projects—which tra-
ditionally focus on “hard science” topics—can contribute to political science education.
One of the authors, a high school student, conducted an experimental study of politics for
her science fair project. The other author, a faculty member, was asked to advise the stu-
dent on the project to allay initial skepticism about its focus on a “soft science” topic. The
results of the experiment indicated that exposure to a televised comedy sketch about the
2008 presidential campaign yielded learning effects and fostered political interest among
high school students. The authors recommend political science fair projects as tools for
introducing precollegiate students to the political science research process and offering

political scientists opportunities to educate students beyond the university setting.

ecent accounts attest to the educational benefits of

involving students in political science research

projects. For example, Rosenthal (1999) found that

participation in a group research project can foster

arange of positive outcomes among undergraduate
students. Similarly, Ishiyama and Breuning (2003) concluded that
undergraduate participation in collaborative research with fac-
ulty is positively associated with both learning and entry to grad-
uate or professional programs.

Research at the precollegiate level, in turn, suggests that civics
education should provide a greater focus on critical analysis of
politics. In particular, Niemi and Junn recommend that civics
instruction in high school incorporate learning about “theoretical
foundations of government” as well as “basic quantitative skills
that are involved in reading charts and tables” (1998, 151). The
authors also criticize the political science profession’s “hands-off
policy toward the high schools,” arguing that political scientists
should pay more attention to precollegiate learning (Niemi and
Junn 1998, 158; Hepburn 1987).

With these ideas in mind, we consider the potential for science
fair projects to provide precollegiate students with opportunities
to learn about political science research and faculty advisors with
opportunities for sharing their knowledge with precollegiate stu-
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dents. Science fairs have long been part of precollegiate education
in the United States, but teachers, students, parents, and even
social scientists may tend to assume that student science fair
projects must address “hard sciences” such as astronomy, biology,
chemistry, geology, and physics. To challenge this assumption and
illustrate the possible benefits of political science fair projects, we
discuss a case study of one such project. The project in question
revolves around an experiment that tested the effects of a tele-
vised political comedy sketch on political knowledge, opinion, and
interest among high school students. One of the authors is the
high school student who completed the project; the other is the
faculty member who advised the student on the project.

THE PROJECT

The project began as part of the student’s ninth-grade general
science course, for which she was required to design a science
project and enter it in a science fair competition. The student was
interested in studying whether—and, if so, how—portrayals of 2008
Republican vice presidential nominee Sarah Palin on Saturday
Night Live (SNL) influenced high school students. In September
and October of 2008, the NBC television comedy program aired a
series of sketches in which Tina Fey parodied the candidate. The
Palin sketches helped boost the program’s audience to 10 million
viewers (a 50% increase from 2007), including over 2 million
between the ages of 18 and 34, and were viewed on the Internet
millions of times (Carter 2008).

When the student presented the project idea to her instructor,
the teacher expressed initial skepticism about its focus on a social
science, or “soft science,” topic. In particular, he questioned
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Table 1

Experimental Treatments—Transcripts of Television Clips

COURIC INTERVIEW

SNL PARODY

COURIC: Why isn't it better, Governor Palin, to spend $700 billion helping
middle-class families who are struggling with health care, housing, gas,
and groceries—allow them to spend more and put more money into the
economy—instead of helping these big financial institutions that played a
role in creating this mess?

PALIN: That's why | say, |, like every American I'm speaking with, we're ill
about this position that we have been put in where it is the taxpayers
looking to bailout. But ultimately, what the bailout does is help those who
are concerned about the health care reform that is needed to help shore
up our economy. Helping the—oh, it's got to be about job creation, too,
shoring up our economy and putting it back on the right track. So health
care reform and reducing taxes and reining in spending has got to
accompany tax reductions and tax relief for Americans, and
trade—we've, we've got to see trade as opportunity, not as a competitive,
um, scary thing, but one in five jobs being created in the trade sector
today. We've got to look at that as more opportunity. All those things
under the umbrella of job creation. This bailout is a part of that.

POEHLER: Senator McCain shut down his campaign this week in order to
deal with the economic crisis. What's your opinion of this potential $700
billion bailout?

FEY: Like every American I'm speaking with, we are ill about this. We're
saying, “Hey, why bail out Fanny and Freddie and not me?"” But ultimately,
what the bailout does is help those that are concerned about the health
care reform that is needed to help shore up our economy, to help,
uh—it's got to be all about job creation, too. Also to shoring up our
economy and putting Fannie and Freddie back on the right track, and so
health care reform and reducing taxes and reining in spending, ‘cause
Barack Obama, you know [makes a “finger to the wind" gesture]. You
know, we've got to accompany tax reduction and tax relief for Americans,
also having a dollar value meal at restaurants, that's going to help. But
one in five jobs being created today under the umbrella of job creation,
that, you know, also.

whether it was possible to conduct scientific research on human
behavior. The student and her parents, however, were able to allay
this concern by finding a faculty advisor at a local university. Work-
ing with this advisor, the student designed the project, conducted
it, and analyzed the results.

The student’s study built on the growing body of research
regarding the political effects of “soft,” or entertainment-oriented,
news media (Baum 2003). Of particular relevance for the student’s
project were recent studies suggesting that political comedy tele-
vision programs such as SNL, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart,
and The Colbert Report with Stephen Colbert are not only popular
among young adults (Brewer and Cao 2008; Pew Research Center
2008), but also influential among them. For example, exposure to
political comedy programs is associated with greater knowledge
about campaigns among young adults (Cao 2008) and can pro-
duce more negative opinions about candidates among college stu-
dents (Baumgartner and Morris 2006).

If political comedy television programs can influence young
adults, then it seems plausible that they would influence adoles-
cents as well. Moreover, effects produced by these shows among
adolescents could be substantively important, given that the
“impressionable years” of adolescence constitute a particularly
crucial phase of political socialization (Jennings and Niemi 1981;
Sears and Valentino 1997). To shed new light on this topic, the
student tested three hypotheses about the effects of SNL among
high school students. First, she hypothesized that exposure to an
SNL sketch parodying a political candidate would lead to increased
knowledge about the candidate by providing low-cost and easy-
to-absorb information (see Cao 2008). Second, she hypothesized
that exposure to the mockery presented by such a sketch would
produce more negative opinions about the candidate (see Baum-
gartner and Morris 2006). Third, she hypothesized that exposure
to the sketch would foster greater interest in politics by making
politics seem entertaining (see Cao and Brewer 2008).

Methods

To test the impact of SNL among high school students, the stu-
dent conducted a posttest-only experiment in January 2009 (two
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months after the 2008 presidential election). The 91 participants
were ninth graders at the student’s high school, which was located
in a suburban, upper-middle-income school district in the Mid-
west. Given that these participants were 14 to 15 years old when
the study took place, they will be eligible to vote in the 2012 elec-
tion. Adult voters in the school district tilted toward the Demo-
cratic ticket in the 2008 presidential election, with Barack Obama
and Joe Biden defeating Republicans John McCain and Sarah Palin
by a 21-point margin in the district’s four municipalities (com-
pared to a 7-point national margin).

The study took place in a classroom setting. Before conduct-
ing the experiment, the student obtained approval from the high
school’s institutional review board. Participants were randomly
assigned to one of three conditions (randomization was done in
groups, resulting in unequal sample sizes across conditions). Those
in the first treatment condition (n = 25) watched a 77-second
video clip in which CBS Evening News anchor Katie Couric inter-
viewed Sarah Palin. In the clip, which originally aired on Sep-
tember 25, 2008, Couric asks Palin about a proposed federal
bailout of the financial industry (see table 1). Participants in the
second treatment condition (n = 18) watched a go-second clip
taken from a September 27, 2008, SNL parody of the Couric inter-
view in which Amy Poehler (playing Couric) asks Tina Fey (play-
ing Palin) about the bailout (see table 1). Participants in the
control condition (1 = 45) watched a 62-second video clip on an
unrelated topic.

After watching the video clip for their condition, all partici-
pants completed a posttest. The questionnaire began with a series
of questions about the video that participants had just watched.
Subsequent questions measured the key dependent variables under
study (see table 2 for question wording): political knowledge (spe-
cifically, knowledge regarding Palin’s position on the bailout),
political opinion (in the form of views regarding Palin), and polit-
ical interest. Two additional questions measured participants’ par-
tisanship (59% identified as Democrats, 23% as Republicans, and
18% as neither—a pattern that presumably helps explain the ten-
dency toward negative assessments of Palin across conditions;
see table 2) and gender (50% female, 50% male).


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096510001034

Table 2

Political Knowledge, Opinion, and Interest, by Condition

The absence of significant
effects on opinion for the SNL
parody could reflect the rela-
tively small sample size for this

CONTROL COURIC INTERVIEW SNL PARODY fs .
QUESTION (n=48) (n=25) (n=13) condition. Then again, no.ne' of
the contrasts between opinion

Was Sa.rah Pglirj for or against the $700 billion bailout 0.14 0.32° 0.332 in the SNL condition and opin-
of the financial industry? . . h 1 diti
(1=correct, 0 =incorrect or don't know) lon 1n the contro .cor-l 1t19n

_ ) _ even approached statistical sig-
How would you describe your overall impression of 102 0.76 111 ifi A 1 ibl
Sarah Palin? (0.98) (0.83) (1.02) ni cancg. ' more p auSI. e
(3 =very favorable, O = very unfavorable) explanatlon is that when hlgh
How intelligent is Sarah Palin? 123 0.96 106 school students were asked to
(3 = very intelligent, O = very unintelligent) (1.06) (0.89) (1.06) evaluate the candidate, they dis-
How informed is Sarah Palin? 117 132 111 counted the parody of Palin as
(3 = very informed, O = very uninformed) (0.88) (0.90) (102) humorous fakery. Another pos-
How qualified to be vice president is Sarah Palin? 108 0.60P 1.06 SIblhtY 18 thaF t}.le impact of the
(3 =very qualified, O = very unqualified) (1.05) (0.87) (1.06) parody on opinion was blunted
How likely would you be to vote for Sarah Palin if she ran 0.65 0.28¢ 0.72 by students famlharlty Wltlll %t
for president in the future? (1.00) (0.61) (1.07) (recall that over half of partici-
(3=very likely, 0 = very unlikley) pants in the SNL condition had
How interested are you in politics? 178 148 2.00¢ already seen the Clip)-
(3 =very interested, O = very uninterested) (0.83) (1.00) (1.03) Lastly, the results indicate

Note. Table entries are proportions or means; standard errors for means are in parentheses.

aProportion differed from proportion in control condition at p < .05 (one-tailed test); Pmean differed from mean in control condition
at p < .05 (one-tailed test); °mean differed from mean in control condition at p < .10 (one-tailed test); “mean differed from mean

in Couric interview condition at p < .05 (one-tailed test).

Results

Compared to the real Couric interview, the SNL parody was more
familiar to the high school students who participated in the study:
only 12% of participants who watched the Couric interview said
that they had seen it previously, whereas 56% had previously seen
the SNL parody (p < .01, two-tailed difference of proportions test).
Participants rated the Couric interview clip as more informative
(M=1.08 on a o to 3 scale) than the SNL clip (M = .78), but not
significantly so. They rated the SNL clip (M =2.44 on a o to 3
scale) as significantly funnier (p < .01, two-tailed difference of
means test) than the Couric clip (M=1.24).

Participants in both treatment conditions evidently increased
their knowledge about the candidate by watching the clip for their
condition (see table 2). Only 14% of the participants in the control
condition correctly responded that Palin favored the $700 billion
bailout of the financial industry, whereas 32% of those who watched
the Couric interview and 33% of those who watched the SNL par-
ody provided the correct answer. Both proportions differed signif-
icantly from the proportion in the control condition (p<.o5ineach
case, one-tailed test). There was no evidence that participants
learned more from one clip than from the other. Given the decline
in television news viewership among the young (see, e.g., Mindich
2008), it may be reassuring that high school students can acquire
at least some political information from alternative sources.

The results indicate that exposure to the Couric interview influ-
enced some aspects of opinion about Palin (table 2): compared to
those in the control group, participants who watched this inter-
view saw Palin as less qualified (p < .05, one-tailed test) and
reported a lower likelihood of voting for her in a future presiden-
tial election (p < .10, one-tailed test). In contrast, no significant
differences in opinion about Palin emerged between participants
in the SNL condition and those in the control condition (table 2).
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that exposure to the SNL par-
ody did more to foster political
interest than exposure to the
real news interview. Compared
to participants in the Couric
interview condition, those in the
SNL condition expressed greater interest in politics (p < .05, one-
tailed test; table 2). On the one hand, this finding may reflect
poorly on the capacity of traditional television news to foster polit-
ical engagement among adolescents. On the other hand, the same
result suggests that news parodies may, by making politics seem
funny, also promote the future health of democracy.

In sum, the study yields evidence for two of the student’s
three hypotheses. To be sure, there are limits to what one can do
in a science fair project at the high school level (let alone at
earlier stages of the educational process). Accordingly, the design
for the project in question was relatively simple and modest. The
experiment used a small convenience sample rather than a larger
and more representative sample, and the analyses excluded a
host of individual-level and contextual factors that could have
moderated the observed effects. Even so, the study generates new
knowledge about the effects of political comedy television pro-
gramming among high school students—a population that Niemi
and Junn (1998) argue deserves more attention from political
science researchers.

REFLECTIONS ON CONDUCTING AND ADVISING POLITICAL
SCIENCE FAIR PROJECTS

One observation that we derive from our experience is that col-
laboration between high school students and faculty advisors on
political science fair projects can introduce students to the polit-
ical science research process and, in doing so, to a critical and
analytical perspective on politics. In the case at hand, the student
learned about multiple aspects of political science theory and meth-
ods. In regard to the former, she learned how to draw a theoretical
framework from previous research, derive hypotheses from this
framework, and use her own results to evaluate both the hypoth-
eses and the underlying theoretical framework. In regard to the

PS ¢ October 2010 769


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096510001034

The Teacher: Saturday Night Live Goes to High School

latter, she learned how to design a true experiment, construct a
survey, conduct basic statistical analyses, and present the results
of these analyses using tables and charts. Thus, the project devel-
oped the kinds of theoretical and quantitative skills that Niemi
and Junn (1998) identify as crucial to the development of future
citizens. Furthermore, it provided a student who did not see her-
self as a “science type” with an opportunity to learn about scien-
tific methods in the context of a topic that excited her interest. It
is difficult to draw generalizations about the educational effective-
ness of such projects from a single case, but our experience leads
us to be optimistic about the potential for other political science
fair projects to achieve the same ends.

At the same time, we suspect that some topics and methods
may be particularly suited for political science fair projects. In
terms of topics, both our findings and our experience suggest that
projects dealing with the role of entertainment media in politics
may be especially appealing to precollegiate students. Just as
watching the SNL clip inspired greater political interest among
participants in the study, watching such clips and discussing them
with peers inspired the student author to conduct a political sci-
ence fair project. By the same token, topics revolving around other

In the case at hand, the student (and her parents) first had to
overcome her science instructor’s skepticism about the legiti-
macy of social science research. In his initial meeting with stu-
dents’ parents, he discouraged projects that involved human
behavior because he saw these types of projects as being too
difficult and not “concrete enough.” Once the student received
approval to proceed with her project, she faced difficulties in
obtaining meaningful guidance from the instructor. In particu-
lar, the student believed that she and other students who con-
ducted social science projects received less attention and feedback
from her instructor than did peers who conducted more tradi-
tional hard science projects (e.g., projects addressing tooth decay,
rocket propulsion, and cancer cell research).

The involvement of a faculty advisor can help students over-
come these sorts of obstacles. In our case, the student would
not have been able to conduct her project without the assis-
tance of a faculty advisor. The involvement of the advisor
was crucial to legitimizing political science research as “scien-
tific” and thereby winning the instructor’s approval for the
student’s project idea. Furthermore, the faculty advisor provided
extensive feedback on theory, methods, and analysis after the

Students may face challenges in obtaining support and guidance from science instructors
who lack familiarity with or interest in social science research. In the case at hand, the
student (and her parents) first had to overcome her science instructor’s skepticism about the
legitimacy of social science research. In his initial meeting with students’ parents, he
discouraged projects that involved human behavior because he saw these types of projects as

being too difficult and not “concrete enough.”

entertainment or recreational media popular among precolle-
giate students may provide fertile ground for political science fair
projects. For example, students might be attracted to projects
examining the political effects of social networking sites such as
Facebook (which hosted numerous political groups during the
2008 presidential campaign) or video games such as Guitar Hero
and Madden ’og9 (which included paid advertisements for 2008
presidential candidate Barack Obama).

In terms of methods, we believe the experimental approach
to be a good fit for high school science fair projects. This approach
is not only common to many hard sciences (and thus should be
familiar to precollegiate science instructors), but it is also easy to
use and powerful. Students can design simple experiments that
require only modest resources (in the present example, a free
video-sharing site along with pen-and-paper questionnaires), and
even experiments with a small number of conditions and a small
number of cases (three and 91, respectively, in the case at hand)
can generate statistically significant findings. Moreover, experi-
mentation allows for relatively simple and intuitive statistical
analyses (e.g., comparisons of means and proportions across
conditions).

Although we see much potential in political science fair
projects, our experience suggests that students can face obstacles
to conducting such projects. Specifically, they may face chal-
lenges in obtaining support and guidance from science instruc-
tors who lack familiarity with or interest in social science research.
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student began designing her project. Thus, our experience sug-
gests that faculty advisors can alleviate institutional skepticism
regarding science fair projects that focus on politics and can pro-
vide guidance on such projects that may not otherwise be avail-
able to students.

The involvement of a faculty advisor in a political science fair
project can benefit the advisor as well. The faculty author had
never considered the possibility of advising a political science fair
project before being asked by the student and her parents to do
so. Having advised one such project, he would recommend the
experience to colleagues as a way to become involved in precolle-
giate political science education and share knowledge beyond the
university setting. Faculty advisors for political science fair projects
may be surprised and pleased, as he was, by the extent to which
high school students are capable of originating, designing, and
conducting theoretically grounded and methodologically rigor-
ous political science research (even if it may be unrealistic to expect
most student-originated projects to generate novel insights into
politics). Moreover, involvement in a political science fair project
can provide the advisor with insight into political science educa-
tion. In our case, the advisor gained a new appreciation of the
extent to which political science research can confront a legiti-
macy problem at the high school level. Another, and happier,
insight he gained is that political science faculty members can
help to address this legitimacy problem by becoming involved in
precollegiate education. ®
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