Thinking Like a Social Scientist - Critical Thinking Framework

To study social sciences well, you need to be able to analyze, question, examine, research, interpret, predict, evaluate and draw conclusions using various texts/sources that expose you to the many issues/developments, events and people that have shaped society.
Using the following framework will help you develop skills, strategies and attitudes, so that you begin Thinking like a Social Scientist. The following 6 categories of critical thinking will be used as a foundation for the entire Challenge and Change course:
1) Significance
Significance refers to having meaning or importance. Since it is impossible to study everything that happens in an issue, we need to know how to decide what is significant?  What may be seen as significant to one group may not be to another.   Various factors such as gender, culture, race, religion and wealth may influence one’s perspective on an issue, event or person.  Significant issues, events and people most often include those that resulted in great change over a long period of time for large numbers of people. 

The problem of significance is complicated because it depends on perspective and purpose: what is viewed as significant may vary over time and from group to group.

2) Perspective
It is important when investigating, analyzing, etc. an event, person or issue that we take into account time and place.  You need to develop empathy, which requires you to develop an understanding of the social, cultural, intellectual, and emotional factors that shape people’s lives and actions. In order to understand an event, we need to examine and understand the multiple perspectives that exist.

To help you recognize other perspectives, consider the following questions/points:

· Any particular event or situation involves people who may have diverse perspectives on it. Understanding multiple perspectives of historical actors is a key to understanding the event. 

· What evidence is there to suggest why individuals or groups of people act the way they did and about how people felt and thought?
· What different perspectives do people have about an issue/development, event or person?
· Avoid presentism—the unwarranted imposition of present ideas on actors in the past.  
3) Evidence
Reading a source for evidence demands different strategies than reading a source for information. Primary sources are original materials. They are from the time period involved and have not been filtered through interpretation or evaluation. Primary sources are original materials on which other research is based. They are usually the first formal appearance of results in physical, print or electronic format. They present original thinking, report a discovery, or share new information. Secondary sources are accounts written after the fact with the benefit of hindsight. They are interpretations and evaluations of primary sources. Secondary sources are not always considered evidence, but rather commentary on and discussion of evidence. However, what some define as a secondary source, others define as a tertiary source. 
	Examples of Secondary Sources
	Examples of Primary Sources

	Biographical works
	Artifacts

	Dictionaries, Encyclopedias (also considered tertiary)
	Diaries

	Histories
	Interviews

	Magazine and newspaper articles (this distinction varies by discipline)
	Journal Articles – published in peer-reviewed publications

	Textbooks (also considered tertiary)
	Original Documents – birth certificates, trial transcript

	Web site (also considered primary)
	Photographs

	
	Survey Research


4) Cause and Consequence
Individuals and groups have promoted, shaped and resisted change.  The long-term causes that lead to change may be motivated or influenced by deeply held beliefs or widespread social or economic conditions.  The short-term causes are particular events stemming from these conditions that cause individuals or groups to take action. Consequences are the results from change; you can have negative or positive consequences. We need to remember actions often have unintended consequences.

To help you make connections between causes and their consequences, look to answer the following questions:

· What were the long-term causes of this event?

· What short-term actions triggered the event?

· What were the consequences? 

· Which consequences were intended/planned? Which were not?

5) Continuity (staying the same) and Change
Continuity and Change are interrelated.  Change does not usually happen as the result of a single event.  More often, it is the result of a series of events spread out over time.  Some changes happen more quickly than others.  Turning points, and even tipping points, help to locate change. Change does not always mean progress (for the better).  It can also lead to society’s decline/decay (for the worst). To identify continuity and change you need to compare different points in time.  Even though some things change, other things remain the same.
For example, technological change might happen very rapidly at a time when there is little political change. Judgments of continuity and change can be made on the basis of comparisons between some point in the past and the present, or between two points in the past (e.g., before and after the Industrial Revolution).

To help you identify patterns of continuity and change, you need consider the following:

· What is the chronology of events? What order did things take place?

· In what ways did things change over time?

· Were the changes obvious or subtle?

· In what ways did things stay the same?

6) Moral/Ethical Considerations
While examining significant issues/developments, events, and people, you must pass moral judgements.  Making moral judgements helps us learn from the past and prepares us to make better decisions in the future. It allows us to offer solutions to better society. However, we need to be conscious that our solutions do not impose Western values and attitudes onto other societies (avoid ethnocentrism). 
To help you make moral judgements, consider the following:

· What are the social values and attitudes?

· How do the perspectives of the people involved reflect these values and attitudes?

· What moral lessons can we learn from these actions?

· Which causes and consequences are most significant?
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