
Department of Sociology

Plan for Infusing Critical Thinking

The Department of Sociology offers a major that has at its core a requirement of statistical analysis (221) and social research design and analysis (220). These two courses, each 3 credit hours, provide our majors with the foundation necessary for students to be intelligent consumers of quantitative and qualitative social research. 
Students in the major must take an additional, advanced course in theory, statistics, or methods. This was seen as a particular strength of the department by outside evaluators during a recent self-study:
“The research methods requirement is ahead of the curve nationally in requiring an advanced methods course (qualitative or quantitative) in addition to the basic methods course and in providing statistics instruction within the department rather than as a cognate through math.  Research methods instruction is also especially effective.”

The capstone course (490) requires significant application of these skills. The department believes these three core courses provide students with a firm foundation in this area.

Learning Outcome #1:  Students will identify, analyze, and evaluate arguments in their own and others’ work.

While Sociology 221 is often thought of as “just” a statistics course, the strength of this course, as noted by the evaluators, is its “requirement that students constantly think in terms of real social research questions. After all, learning social statistics is not merely learning a set of mathematical techniques. It means learning the relevance of statistics for social research, learning how to select an appropriate statistics for a given purpose, and learning how to analyze and interpret the meaning of that statistics sociologically.” (SOC221 course description).

Neyman-Pearson Hypothesis testing requires the establishment of competing hypotheses, the analysis of appropriately collected data (using an appropriate statistical test), and the evaluation of the competing hypotheses based on the probabilities of the collected data having occurred by chance rather than the manipulations of the experimenter. In addition, where experimental techniques are limited, measures of association provide alternative, albeit non-causal, explanations to be considered.

The course objectives for Sociology 220 identify successful students as being able to “demonstrate the type of thinking involved in social research” and “become better consumers of others’ research and gain access to more research findings” and, finally, “develop skills for further study and work as social researchers.”

Taken together, these two courses develop the critical thinking skills necessary for a successful social science researcher. 
Learning Outcome #2:  Develop well reasoned arguments.

In 221, students learn to articulate what statistical analysis is appropriate for the research design that yielded the data at hand, and further they must be able to articulate what the results of the analysis means in terms of the original hypotheses. In 220, alternative explanations for results are proposed based on an examination of the research design and controls used. Students learn how to match the research design to the experimental question asked.

Students also learn through both 221 and 220 that there are both strengths and weaknesses in the design chosen and the analysis conducted. Such a realization leads students to more carefully articulate the interpretation of the research results.

Finally, in the capstone course, students complete a major project or paper that asks them to engage in direct, on-going participation in the critique, integration, and application of the discipline to the realities of everyday life. The course, based upon completion of the core statistics and methods classes as well as an advanced course in either theory, statistics or methods, asks students to apply the critical thinking skills they’ve developed in a novel situation.
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