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Scholars often rely on student samples from their own campuses to study political
behavior, but some studies require larger and more diverse samples than any single campus
can provide. In our case, we wanted to study the real-time effects of presidential debates on
individual-level attitudes, and we sought a large sample with diversity across covariates such
asideology and race. To address this challenge, we recruited college students across the coun-
try through a process we call “colleague crowdsourcing.” As an incentive for colleagues to
encourage their students to participate, we offered teaching resources and next-day data
summaries. Crowdsourcing provided data from a larger and more diverse sample than would
be possible using a standard, single-campus subject pool. Furthermore, this approach pro-
vided classroom resources for faculty and opportunities for active learning. We present
colleague crowdsourcing as a possible model for future research and offer suggestions for
app]icaticm in varying contexts.
uch of our discipline’s understanding of politi-
cal artitudes and behavior has been devel-
oped through studying two common groups:
nationally representarive samples and college
students. Narionally representative samples
are expensive and often lack internal validiry; however, by design,
they have high external validiry. Sdent samples, although less

representarive, are often less expensive and can berrer facilicare
experimental designs, providing strong internal validiry. In this

thar crowdsourcing not only facilitated our data collection bur also

engaged many smdents in active leaming abour the debares in
ways thar they otherwise might not have experienced. Thus, col-
league crowdsourcing has benefirs for both research and reaching.

COLLECTING DIVERSE LARGE-N DATA IN NATURAL
SETTINGS

Collecring large samples of diverse respondents in a narural setting
is a challenge for our discipline. Although nationally representa-

article, we present colleague crowdsourcing as a complementary
research design thar leverages strengrhs of each approach, and we
illustrare its worth in a study of presidential-debare effects. We find
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tive surveys can achieve this end, they are generally very expensive.
Smdents, however, often are willing to participate and are far more
affordable. Yer, they present ar least rwo concerns for exrernal valid-
ity (Mintz, Redd, and Vedlitz 2006; Peterson 2001).

First, student samples are not representative of general adult
populations (Dakes 1g72; Sears 1986). This concem often is over-
stared, however, because students tend to resemble adulr popula-
tions across a range of important covariates, such as partisanship
and media use (Druckman and Kam 2011, 51). Moreover, if scholars
are interested in estimaring relationships berween variables, they
can wse student samples to creare valid inferences—even in cases
in which the sample differs substandally from the population. If a
trearment effect of interest is homogeneous in the population, any
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sample can produce an unbizsed estimare. However, even ifthe trear-
ment effect varies, it can be modeled as long as the sample provides
variation across the relevant moderating variables. Thus, unbiased
estimares of rearment effects require diverse but not representa-
tive samples. For example, in the case of presidential debares, the
effect of candidare artention to immigration on viewers' attinudes
toward the candidare might depend on a viewer's ideology and race.
In this case, unbiased estimares would depend on obtaining a suffi-
cient number of respondents across the ranges of ideology and race
bur would not require the sample’s percentage of conservatives or
African Americans (for instance) to equal those in the population
(Druckman and Kam 2011). Many single-campus smdent samples
may lack this needed variation.

Second, student-based studies generally are conducted in arifi-
cial setrings—ofien a computer Lab. Laborarory environments rend
to eliminate distractions, resulting in trearment effects thar are
larger than those in narural setrings (Jerit, Barabas, and Clifford
2013). One selution is to allow participation in more narural settings
(Kinder 2007) in which distractions introduce variation in parrici-
pant artentiveness (e.g., Albertson and Lawrence 200q). However,
technological and logistical limirarions often impede this approach.

Crowdsourcing dara collection can mitigare both concerns.
A relatively new concepr in business and an even newer concept in
academia, crowdsourcing is “a strategic model to artract an inter-
ested, motivated crowd of individuals capable of providing solu-
tions superior in quality and quantity to those thar even traditional
forms [can]” (Brabham 2008)* Our approach, described in derail
below, builds on crowdsourcing work by reaching out to the polir-
cal science communiry to access a more diverse student-respondent
pool participating in more narural sertings. Of added benefir, this
approach provides instructors with resources oo facilitare dassroom
discussions—and may even heighten student engagement in the
polirical process.

COLLEAGUE CROWDSOURCING FOR THE 1012
PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES

Our subsranrive interest is to understand how candidare debate
behaviors affect viewers” artinudes (Boydsmun er al. 2014). Despite
the salience and visibiliry of presidential debates (Benoit, Hansen, and
Verser x00%; Jamieson and Birdsell sgg0; Marcus and Madkuen 1993,

Figure 1

React Labs: Educate App Interface

Gk cnlina}

We needed a larger, more diverse sample of app users than any
of our campuses could provide in isolarion or combined. Therefore
we targered our recruitment efforts ar instructors across the country,
knowing thart they are uniguely able to encourage student partici-
pation (e.g., in exchange for extra credit). To encourage instrucrors
to register their classes and promorte participation, we designed an
incentive package aimed at helping them to achieve some of their
own teaching and leaming goals.

Participation far exceeded our expectations, with respondents from all 5o states, the District of
Columbia, Puerto Rico, and even outside of the United States.

few srudies have collected real-time reactions thar allow for the
study of individual debate moments; those that have done so use
very small samples (e.g., Fridkin et al. 2007; McKinney and Rill
z200q; Pfau, Houston, and Semmler 2005).

Thus, we set out to measure debate reactions using a web appli-
cation, or “app,” thatwe designed for use on smartphones * The app
was also accessible from tablers and personal computers, allowing
viewers to react to the debares in real time from anywhere with
Internet connectiviry. A screenshot of this app, Reacr Labs: Educate,
is displayed in figure 1. Respondents used the app while warch-
ing the debares live, indicating (ar any time they wished) whether
they “agreed™ or “disagreed” with the candidates and whether they
thought the candidares were “spinning™ or “dedging” the question.
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The marerials we provided to registered instrucrors are avail-
able on the project website (hrep:/freactlabseducare wordpress.
com). Before the debates, registered instructors received the fol-
lowing marerials:

+ PowerPoint slides and lecrure notes covering the history of
presidential debares—including YouTube links to memorable
debare moments as well as research on debare rhetoric, debare
strategies, and debare effects

» discussion questions

» alist of resources, websites, and research collections on presi-
dential campaigns and debates

» citarions and abstracs of relevant debate research




« alternarive assignments for students unable to warch the
debares live

After the debares, registered instrucrors also received the following:

« Within 12 hours of each debate: presentation-ready Power-
Point slides with preliminary results from respondents who
used the app

= After the final debare: for each debare, a list of their students
who participated

These resources linked political science reaching and research,
helping instructors discuss the debates in a way thar connected
theory with contemporary polirics.

We recruited instructors by sending more than 120 individual
e-mails inviting colleagues to parvicipare in the project and by send-
inginvitarions ro key listservs and blogs.1 Instructors registered their
classes o participate through the project website. Each registered
course was assigned a unigue course identification number, which
enabled us to send insmrucrors confirmation of their students” parrici-
pation bur also required us to send a unique e-mail with instructions
and the course identification number for each registered class. This
challenge was made easier by Gmail's Mail Merge, which allowed us
tomerge e-mail addresses, course identificarion numbers, instructor
names, and course names from a database into individual e-mails,
thereby automating the process of sending individualized messages +

We embedded a predebare survey in the app irself and used a
paid (burt relarively inexpensive) subscription to SurveyMonkey®
to administer a postdebate survey. SurveyMonkey provided the
capacity to handle a high volume of sudent participants, to ask a
large number of follow-up questions, and to download the results
in a spreadsheet.

Following through on our promise to provide nexr-day figures and
preliminary results proved challenging. We offered our graduate sm-
dents free food and good cheer to stay upall nighr after each debare,
crunching numbers and compiling PowerPoint slides. Alchough the
process was labor intensive, we felt thar providing instructors with
immediate results that they could use in class to facilitare discus-
sions of the debates was a critical incentive for participation.

Our research design represents a major advance in external valid-
ity. In terms of representativeness, the app allows us ro draw on a
large and diverse enough sample to include the variation we need
for analysis. In rerms of artificiality, the app allows students to par-
ticipate in the srudy from wherever they would normally warch a
debate (e.g., home, a friend’s house, or a debare-warch party).

RESULTS
Parricipation far exceeded our expectations, with respondents
from all 5o states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and even
outside of the United Srares. In toral, 263 instructors registered
at least one course to participare in ar least one debare, represent-
ing 361 courses and more than 13,000 potential stdent respondents 5
Across the three presidential debates and one vice presidenrial
debare, almost 5,000 undergraduates participated ar least once®
Counting each respondent in each debate separately, the app
received & 006 respondents, the demographics of which are sum-
marized in table 1.

As rable 1 illusrrates, our sample is similar to national population
means for gender, income, race, party identification, and religion.
The major demographic difference is in age becanse our recruitment

Table 1
Study Demographics Compared to
National Demographics
APP HATIOMAL
N % k]
Gender®
Wamen 37E 48 51
[y 209 52 49
Incames
=826 1232 16 12
525K-540,000 1235 15 24
E50K-5£74990 1397 1B 19
£75K~5.99.900 Lo 14 14
>=E100K 2BEE 36 26
Race®
African American 684 g o)
Asian &9 g 5
Hesparic 1054 3 7
Dther 218 5 2
White/Cavcasan 520 64 &
Party ID5
Demeeratic (includes leaners) 425 54 50
Independen: 125 16 1
Republican (includes leaners) 2,306 A E)
Religion®
Chrissian a7y &0 7%
Jewish 381 5 1
[yi—— 157 2 <1
Ateist or 2gnostic 2068 26 5
Dther 615 ] 2
Aged
18-24 6EI0  E5 o)
25-29 243 & 3
30-73 366 5 7
4048 13 2 12
==50 m 2 43
Motes: Ag incud all 8 D05 par across tha four debates,
inchacking thersa wh aedin men Bhan onk debate. The rumbers danot
total BLOOE on any ghen demographic ftam dus o on that fam.
A Mathinal estimates ang fromn the LS Cansus.
& I ara broim th Paw ch Cantar for The Peopla,

Cantar for Public Opinion Resaanch, Univarsity of Connecticid. Svadllable at
hizge du/tata_aceessipolAipoll il

© Mational estimaties anm from the 2008 Araican Raelgous Mentibeation Suny.
= o tha 2002 C Survay

Estimertes.

efforts were targered at college undergraduares. Although the sample
is not narionally representarive, nonetheless we received more than

175 participants in each age group, allowing us o estimare debare
effects that vary with age. In terms of both representativeness and
variation across a range of variables, these dara represent major
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progress in sample quality over single-campus convenience samples.
Table 2 illustrares this variation in more detail.

Part A of table 2 displays the number of students who rook pare
in the debate study, caregorized by ideology and racefethnicity.
The table shows thar the large number of respondents provided a
sufficient number in each cell to model heterogeneous treatment
effects—even for these cells thar caprured rare combinarions (e.g,
conservative African Americans).

For comparison, part B of table 2 shows the same breakdowns
for ideology and racef ethniciry compiled from the five courses in
which students participared from a single campus (University of
California, Davis). There are only three African Americans in the

wartched the debares were it not for the app and the incentives that
we encouraged instructors to offer. Even for those sudents who
would have warched anyway, using our app rurned watching TV—a
generally passive activity—into an interactive experience. Exten-
sive research has demonstrated thar active learning rechnigues
improve test scores (McCarthy and Anderson 2000), engagement
with the material (Brown and King 2000; Hess 1999; Ruben 1994;
Wolfe and Crookrall 1998), learning (Pace er al. 1990; Perry 1968;
Sutro 1985; Washbush and Gosen 2001), and inrerest (Hess 1994;
Smirh and Boyer 1996). Although we do not directly measure these
effects here, the lirerature leads us o expect thar using the app
aided student learning.

We view the teaching benefits of our study—providing instructors with easy-to-use classroom
materials and a method by which to actively enga ge students in the political process—as a
hopeful indication that the colleague-crowdsourcing approach can facilitate a symbiotic

relationship between teaching and research.

UIC Davis sample, none of whom identify as conservative, thereby
preventing the estimartion of heterogeneous mearment effects for
this group. This data binning problem ocours across a range of demo-
graphic and attinodinal measures.

Thus, our crowdsourcing approach realized several benefirs over
traditional, single-campus, fixed-location research studies. Although
the sample is not representative and app users may have been paying
closer artention o the debates than rypical viewers, this approach
allowed us to collect data in more narural setrings than previously
possible. It also enables estimates of rearment effects across a range
of covariate profiles that otherwise would be inaccessible. Therefore,
the sample cannot provide an unbiased estimarte of the prevalence
of a cerrain trair in the general popularion, but it is uniguely suited
to produce estimates of many different rearment effects.

THE TEACHING AND LEARNING
BENEFITS OF CROWDSOURCING

Owr crowdsourcing method benefited instructors as well. During
the month of October 2012, our publicly available webpage featur-
ing overnight result summaries was accessed more than 5,000 times.
In addition ro the result summaries, participating instructors accessed
our password-protected reaching-resources webpage 450 imes. We
view the reaching benefits of our study—providing instructors with
easy-to-use classroom materials and a method by which to actively
engage smdents in the political process—as a hopeful indication
thar the colleague-crowdsourcing approach can facilitare a symbi-
otic relationship between reaching and research.

THE FUTURE OF COLLEAGUE CROWDSOURCING

We believe colleague crowdsourding holds considerable promise for
furure smdies, particularly in light of ongoing technological innova-
tions, which make narional or even intemarional) crowdsourcing

In addition to the methodological and S

logistical benefits of our crowdsourcing  Participant Frequencies by Ideology and Race/Ethnicity
approach, our solution facilitated reach- | 40 appusers

ing and learning. Because of their salience

and scale, presidential debates represent ASIAN  AFRICAM AMERICAN  HISPANIC ~ CAUCASIAN  OTHER  TOTAL
key uppnrmnit.ies to encourage student Liheral 348 W68 AGH 2,080 201 3465
engagement with the I:fn_]m.ca[ process, & = — = L390 = Fyre
which can improve political knowledge -

and civic skilli—especially among those =~ Comsenate 79 =t Ll o P
with lower initial levels of political inrerest %2 22 B0 Ll S = HH
(Beaumont et al. 2006). When instrucrors E. UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, DAVIS, SAMPLE

highlight engagement and civic themes, ASIN  AFRICANAMERICAN  HISPANIC  CAUCASIAN  OTHER  TOTAL
their students’ future polirical engagement

and voter turnout increase (Hillygus 2005,  Liberal . = = = = —
MicCarmney, Bennion, and Simpson 2013). Moderate a7 1 15 =3 0 7E
Furthermore, wan:]'ling debates tends 10 Conservative 3 0 2 F=] 4 7
boost political efficacy, trust, and informa- Total 72 3 a4 o7 20 247

tion among yourh while decreasing cyni-

cism (Kaid, McKinney, and Tedesco 2007;
McKinney and Rill z009). Many of our
student participants likely would not have

& PS5+ Ocnober a0ug

Survey. Idenkogy wass Maatured with a M0-point skding scala

mmnmmummmm tha tatie, participants scoring between 0 and 35
o this scala ars classified a5 iberal, batwean 50 and 50 a
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mn\emn.gyfﬂmhbe Our app facilirared crowdsourcing by enabling
parricipation across the country, bur there are many other potential

uses of colleague crowdsourcing; we certainly do not expect all schol-
4TS [0 CrEAte an App.

For example, colleague crowdsourcing mighe be used to foster
large-scale and geographically diverse participation in studies using
survey platforms such as Qualtrics® and SurveyMonkey®—or par-
ticiparion by specific targer groups, such as first-generation college
students or Muslims. Colleague crowdsourcing could be used ro col-
lect simple cross-sectional survey data, panel dara during the course
of an academic term, or dara derived from survey experiments. It
also could be used to measure aspects of the political environment
(e.g., counting yard signs or political bumper stickers). Addirion-
ally, we can imagine the incentive portion of the crowdsourcing
approach taking many forms, including access to the dara, web-
cast guest lecturers, and research notes on the findings for use in
class. With enough lead time to include information about a srudy
in their syllabi andfor to incorporate time for discussion in their
lecture plans, many instructors may be keen to encourage student
participation in an interesting study. In short, the crowdsourcing
approach as a recraitment rechnique is flexible and scalable. Overall,
new research rechnologies coupled with colleague crowdsourcing
create a rich oppormunity to incorporare research methods, local
and global findings, and remporally relevant data in the classroom
in a way thar can aid research efforts while stimulating a new level
of active learning.
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