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From: Brian Withrow <Brian.Withrow@txstate.edu> 
To: My Readers 
Subject: What’s the point of this course? 
 
It was almost mid-term in my research methods class when a student asked, “Professor, what’s 
the point of this course?”  I was surprised and, honestly, a little offended by her question.  This 
student had attended six weeks of lectures and made good grades on the exams and exercises.  
“You’d think she would have figured it out by now!”  I thought.  I asked her to explain what she 
meant.  “Why do criminal justice majors have to take research methods?  It seems like a waste 
time since none of us want to be college professors or researchers,” she responded.  I paused for 
a moment to look at the class.  It was clear that the other students had similar concerns.  “Good 
question! Let me try to explain,” I began. 
 
“Last Sunday there was feature story in the local newspaper about a recovering drug addict.  Did 
you read it?”  I asked.  A few students nodded.   “In the article, the recovering addict says that 
for ten years he burglarized homes to support his $200 per day drug habit.  The recovering addict 
goes on to argue that if we were to provide free methadone to heroin addicts, addicts wouldn’t be 
forced to steal.  Thus, burglaries would go down.  What do you think of this?” I asked.  “I don’t 
like the idea,” offered a student from the front row.  “It sounds like blackmail.” “Well, let’s 
investigate further,” I suggested.  “The best available research finds that thieves sell stolen goods 
for about 10 percent of their retail value.  So, if this guy needed $200 per day to support his 
habit, he’d have to steal $2,000 worth of stuff every day.  That’s $730,000 worth of stolen goods 
each year and $7,300,000 over the ten years he was addicted to drugs!  That’s more than I 
make!”  A few students chuckled at my joke as I moved on to another example.         
 
“Last year, our local city council passed an ordinance banning all cell phone use while driving 
unless the device is hands free.  Do you think this is a good idea?”  I asked.  The students were 
quick to answer.  “I am tired of being nearly run over by people paying more attention to their 
cell phones than their driving,” declared one student.  A student from the back row offered 
another opinion on the matter. “My dad’s cell phone is connected to his SUV’s sound system so 
it’s hands free,” he explained.  “But, when he’s talking he drives like a crazy man.  So even 
hands free devices cause problems.”  “You’ve got a good point!” I said. “Cell phones are used 
for a lot of things other than talking and texting.  People use them to listen to music, get driving 
directions, play games, report dangerous drivers, among other things.  Not all of these are 
equally distracting and some may even help you drive better.  Also, there are different types of 
distractions.  There is manual distraction where you take your hands off the wheel; visual 
distraction where you take your eyes off the road; and cognitive distraction where you take your 
mind off driving.  So, the ordinance is arguably too broad.  The city council could have banned 
eating, smoking or talking to your friends in the car and arguably done just as much good.”   
 
“Let’s consider a third example.  In 1919, the United States Constitution was amended to 
prohibit nearly all distillation, distribution, sale and consumption of alcohol.  This was done in 
response to a growing public concern about the social problems caused by alcohol use.  Was this 
law effective?”  I asked.  “No!” the class responded in unison.  “Really?” I asked.  “Would it 
surprise you to learn that, by every available measure, social problems caused by excessive 
alcohol consumption reduced dramatically following the enactment of the 19th Amendment?  
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Admissions to hospitals for alcohol related ailments, reports of alcoholism, divorces based on 
allegations of alcoholism, arrests for public drunkenness and driving while intoxicated decreased 
each year until the law was repealed.”  “But there were unintended consequences,” a student 
offered.  “It led to organized crime,” added another student.  “True,” I responded.  “But the law 
did what it was intended to do.  In this respect, I think we can agree that Prohibition was 
successful.  So why was it repealed?  If it was repealed to put an end to organized crime, why 
don’t we legalize marijuana?”   
 
 “There are no easy answers to these and other questions.  But research methods teach us how to 
ask questions in the right way, to sift through the information we already know, and to conduct 
the research necessary to learn more.  These skills aren’t just essential to college professors and 
researchers.  They’re essential to your success as a criminal justice practitioner and to just about 
anyone who wants to succeed in an information economy,” I explained. Nearly immediately, a 
student raised his hand and asked, “Dr. Withrow, you were a cop for a long time before you 
became a college professor, right?”  “Yes,” I responded.  “So, are you telling us that cops use 
research methods?” he asked.  “Yes. That is exactly what I’m telling you.  All criminal justice 
practitioners use research methods – probation officers, FBI agents, correctional counselors,” I 
explained.   
 
“Let me give you a final example, this one from personal experience.  A little more than 30 years 
ago, when I was a state trooper in the Texas Panhandle, I noticed an increase in alcohol-related 
motor vehicle crashes in a part of my beat.  Using a red felt tip marker, I put a dot on a map for 
each alcohol-related crash over the preceding six months.  This told me where the accidents were 
happening.  I then made a bar graph, by hand because Excel™ didn’t exist at the time, showing 
the number of alcohol-related crashes each month for those six months.  Finally, I read the 
narratives from each crash report, paying particular attention to the day of week, time of day and 
any other important information that I and my colleagues had gotten from the individuals 
involved in the crashes.  The other troopers and I came to the conclusion that the intoxicated 
drivers involved in these crashes were traveling in the same direction and seemed to come from 
the same place: a new drinking establishment just across the border in Oklahoma.  So, along with 
troopers from the Oklahoma Highway Patrol, we met with the bar owner.  He agreed to monitor 
his patrons more closely, to refuse service to inebriated patrons and to stop serving alcohol one 
hour before the bar closed.  We then increased patrols on the border during the days and times 
we had previously determined were the most dangerous.  Driving while intoxicated arrests 
increased and, eventually, alcohol-related traffic crashes decreased.  I am convinced that there 
are people alive today because of the research my colleagues and I did back then,” I explained.  
As I finished, I looked at the student who had originally asked me about the point of the class.  
“Did I answer your question?” I asked. She smiled and said, “Yes, professor. Thank you.”   
 
Since that day, I’ve often wondered whether criminal justice students enrolled in research 
methods classes at other colleges and universities are also asking, What’s the point of this class?  
I know that most of you have no intention of becoming a university professor or professional 
researcher.  I certainly did not when I was in your shoes.  But research skills are just as valuable 
to the criminal justice practitioner. As such, you deserve a research methods book that will teach 
you how to apply these skills to a career in criminal justice.  And that is the point of this 
textbook, its website, and its ancillary materials.  So sit back, enjoy the ride, and rest assured that 
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the skills you learn here will make a difference in your professional lives.  They certainly have in 
mine. 
 

 
 
Brian L. Withrow, Ph.D. 
Texas State University 
San Marcos, Texas 
Brian.Withrow@txstate.edu 
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