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LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Upon completion of this chapter, the student should be able to:

1. Define and illustrate both agreement reality and experiential reality.

2. Differentiate epistemology from methodology.

3. Define and illustrate causal reasoning and probabilistic reasoning.

4. Differentiate the scientific approach from the ordinary human inquiry approach to causal and probabilistic reasoning.

5. Differentiate prediction from understanding.

6. Describe the roles of tradition and authority as sources of secondhand knowledge.

7. Define and illustrate each of the following errors in inquiry: inaccurate observation, overgeneralization, selective observation, and illogical reasoning.

8. Define theory and indicate how it differs from philosophy or belief.

9. Define aggregate and present a rationale for why social scientists examine aggregates.

10. Differentiate independent and dependent variables by definition and example, and show how they contribute to understanding causality.

11. Define and compare idiographic and nomothetic explanations.

12. Define and compare induction and deduction as ways of developing theories.

13. Define and give examples of quantitative data and qualitative data.

14. Describe the basic elements of the research proposal
DETAILED CHAPTER OUTLINE
I. Introduction
II. Looking For Reality
A. Knowledge from Agreement Reality—as scientists, sociologists are able to accept as reality phenomenon they have not personally observed. However, scientific claims must rest on both theoretical and empirical support.
1. Ordinary human inquiry—people are naturally inquisitive, especially about what the future holds. Therefore, we often try to make predictions based on our own observations of the social world. Unfortunately, just because we can predict that X will cause Y, we may not be able to understand this relationship, which is a basic objective for sociologists.
2. Tradition—all cultures are infused with knowledge passed down from generations.  This knowledge allows us to have a general understanding of how the world works, yet it also may prevent future inquiry if we think “we already know about that.”
3. Authority—in societies like ours, there are many individuals who can claim to be “experts” in various areas. While these experts can provide insight into our world, they are not infallible and therefore can occasionally hinder scientific inquiry.
B. Errors in inquiry and some solutions—even when we rely upon our own observations of the world, we still often make mistakes as our observations are not always careful and systematic.
1. Inaccurate observations—because we rarely pay close attention to the world around, we often make mistakes when we try to recall our experiences.
2. Overgeneralization—this occurs when we draw general conclusions about specific events or people. Most refer to this as stereotyping.
3. Selective observation—in contrast to overgeneralization, selective observation occurs when we ignored phenomenon that does not fit into our basic beliefs about how the world works.
4. Illogical reasoning—we occasionally abandon logic when trying to explain the world; “the exception proves the rule” is the most common example.
III. The Foundations of Social Science
A. Theory, not philosophy or belief—as sociologists, we are guided by theories, explanations that can be proven or disproven using empirical evidence. Theories are value-free; they do not make judgments about what is good or bad.
B. Social regularities-most social life conforms to very routine and predictable patterns of behavior, despite our belief in “free will.” For example, while having a child is an intensely private decision, the birth rate in the United States remains more or less stable year after year. Sociologists try to identify these social regularities and explain them.  
1. The charge of triviality—oftentimes sociologists are accused of proving the obvious, studying phenomenon that everyone already understands. However, there are many instances when carefully collected empirical evidence challenges widely-held beliefs.
2. What about exceptions?—while there are always cases that do not fit sociologists’ expectations, scientists are interested in probabilistic patterns; what is typically the case.
3. People could interfere—certainly individuals could act in ways that defy expectations, but typically this means violating their own interests and values, so it is unlikely.
C. Aggregates, not individuals—in order to identify regular patterns of behavior, sociologists focus on large numbers of individuals, organizations, groups, or whatever it is they are studying. This way, they are not trying their conclusions on the basis of a single case that is potentially an outlier.
D. Concepts and Variables—sociologists study people and, quite simply, not all people are the same. Variables allow us to talk about how people, groups, organizations are different from one another. We can use variables to predict other characteristics, e.g. education and income.   The distinction between gender and sex is also addressed.
E. The Purpose of Social Research—sociologists conduct research for a variety of reasons, from describing a particular phenomenon, to actually understanding it.

IV. Some Dialectics of Social Research
A. Idiographic and nomothetic explanation—in order to explain some phenomenon, we can use very specific causes, referred to as idiographic, or very general reasons, called nomothetic.
B. Inductive and deductive theory—sociologists seek to construct general explanations of how the world works. One method of doing this is to begin with a specific set of observations and then develop a general theory of how the world works; this is called inductive theory. Of course, sociologists already have developed many theories on a variety of social topics. Beginning with the general theory and then collecting empirical evidence to support or disprove the theory is deductive theory. Both approaches are equally useful as a basis of social research.

C. Determinism versus agency-life is made up influences that sway our perspectives about our existence.  The argument becomes whether we have free will, or if events are caused by outside forces we have no control over.  Social science research looks at how social structures affect individuals, which somewhat argues against free will.  Life is actually an integration of both, a complex view that requires a tolerance for ambiguity.
D. Qualitative and quantitative data—oftentimes the information sociologists collect can be represented by numbers; age, income, years of marriage, but sometimes it comes in nonnumeric form, a person’s description of their job, their experience in school. Information that can be represented numerically is quantitative data, while nonnumeric information is qualitative data.  
V. The Research Proposal
TEACHING SUGGESTIONS AND RESOURCES
1.
The following “True-False” questions can be used to illustrate two points. First, they illustrate that the social sciences do not simply document trivial “common sense” ideas. Second, they illustrate how we know the things we know.


Ask students to answer whether the following statements are true or false. In addition, ask them to write down how they knew whether the statements were true or false.

After students complete the “quiz,” pick one of the items for discussion. Ask who answered “true” and who said “false.” Ask those who said “true” how they knew that the statement was true and those who said “false” how they knew it was false.  It will become clear to the students that how we/they “knew the answer” was from reading, something they heard, or their experience. All statements are false.


A.
Births to teenagers continue to increase in the United States.


False:
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/teen-births.htm
 

Ask students to access the CDC (Center for Disease Control) and NCHS (National Center for Health Statistics) site. To access the December 30, 2013 National Vital Statistics Report, Volume 62, #9 tell students to click on the source link entitled “Births, Final Data for 2012.” An examination of Figure 3 or Table 4 in this report clearly shows the decline in births for women aged 15-19 years from 61.8 in 1991 to 29.4 in 2012.

B.
The typical family structure in the United States is comprised of a married couple with their children.



False:
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hh-fam/p20-561.pdf





This Census Bureau site presents the March 2007 report on America’s Families and Living Arrangements. Figure 1 of the report shows that married couples with children constituted 22.5% of households in 2007 (it had been 40.3% in 1970). The modal category was married couples without children (28.3%).  


C.
In comparison to other age groups, the elderly are more likely to be in poverty.



False:
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/poverty.html 



Ask students to go to the above noted Census site to read about trends in poverty for selected groups. Then tell them to click on graphs of poverty rates by age over time or go to:



http://www.census.gov/prod/1/pop/p23-190/p23190-h.pdf 
The data presented on page 18 of this document illustrate that people age 65 and older had higher poverty rates than children until 1975. Beginning in 1975 children experienced higher poverty rates than other age groups.

2.
To help students think about the process of doing research and how we as a society are constantly bombarded with research findings, bring in (or have students bring in) research reported in the media or on various popular social media websites. I have found that studies reported in Glamour Magazine, Esquire, or Cosmopolitan seem to capture their attention, as do articles from newspapers. One report that I heard while listening to NPR is “Would one thousand young American women rather increase the size of their income, political power, or breasts?” 1994 (February) Esquire. The survey results raise questions about question construction, sampling, generalizability, etc.

3. 
To illustrate the importance of experts in our society, have the students read the daily local newspaper for a week (print or online), cutting out or printing any articles that cite an expert or a scientific study. How are these experts treated by the media? Are the issues they are asked to comment on controversial in any way? If so, are other viewpoints included?

4.
Arrange a mock debate within the classroom.  Have students argue for and against a controversial topic, such as health care or immigration reform.  Each student should intentionally make claims or arguments that cannot be substantiated, so the counter-argument should recognize and refute these.

5.
Students should observe reputable news websites, newspapers, or television news for examples of determinist arguments.  For example, did a high profile crime occur because the offender was a drug addict, or are they presented as having committed the act because of their own free will.  Discuss whether or not this is a reasonable motivator to explain what happened.

VIDEO SUGGESTIONS
The Eye of the Beholder

25 min. 1954. Indiana Univ.

To illustrate the errors we make in observation, show this film. It develops the idea that no two people see the same thing or situation in the same way.

Perception
28 min. Color. 1979. Penn State Univ.

Shows how we perceive situations differently.

Inventing Reality
60 min. PBS Video

MILL-108-CR94

ISBN 0-7936-0674-8

In Western society, science and magic are seen as opposing views of reality. Is there in fact a balance to strike? Travel to the Huichol Indian villages of Central Mexico to witness a Mexican doctor and a tribal shaman battling an epidemic of a rare strain of deadly measles. Then visit a cancer treatment center in Canada.

The Cave
10 min. Color. Bosustow Productions.

To lead into a discussion of the question “How do we know?” show this film. Based on Book VI of Plato’s The Republic, the film depicts four men viewing the reflections on the wall as truth. One escapes to see reality. This film was reviewed in the ASA’s “Using Films in Sociology Courses:  Guidelines and Reviews.” See the Preface for the ASA Teaching Resource Center address.

Rashomon

88 min. 1950.
Tells the story of a rape and murder from four different perspectives. Like Eye of the Beholder, it argues that no two people see reality the same way.  Viewable online at http://www.spike.com/video-clips/asqxfw/rashomon/

Vantage Point
90 min.  2008.  Columbia Pictures

A modern take on the Rashomon concept, it is a political thriller that examines a presidential assassination attempt from eight eyewitness perspectives.
INFOTRAC EXERCISES

1. The future of the behavioral and social sciences. Philip M. Smith, Barbara Boyle Torrey. Science, Feb 2, 1996 v271 n5249 p611(2).What do the authors feel are the five main ways of meeting the needs of social research in the future?

2. Fraudulent research. D. Geggle. Journal of Medical Ethics, October 2001 v27 n5 p344). While this article is from the medical field, the perceptions on fraud should be consistent across scientific disciplines.  What are the general perceptions of researchers on fraud?

3. Analyzing qualitative data. (Qualitative Research in Health Care, part 2: Education and  Debate). Catherine Pope; Sue Ziebland; Nicholas Mays. British Medical Journal, Jan 8, 2000 v320 i7227 p114. What do the authors think are some of the pros and cons of doing qualitative analysis? What do the authors think of using software packages for analysis?

4. Using qualitative data to study general patterns of behavior. Sallaz, Jeffrey J. 2002. “The House Rules: Autonomy and Interests among Contemporary Casino Croupiers.” Work and Occupations 29(4): 394-427. How does the author use qualitative research collected from one casino to talk about service work processes in general?

5. Using both qualitative and quantitative methods together.  Bryman, Alan.  2006.” Integrating quantitative and qualitative research:  How is it done?”  Qualitative Research.  6(1):  97-113.  How are these two different methods combined in research?  Do you think this integration is useful for research you would be interested in conducting?

INTERNET EXERCISES
1. Ask the students to go to the JSTOR website at: www.jstor.org


After selecting the Search option, have the students select the Sociology discipline. Use the basic search option to look up quantitative research/data and qualitative research/data. How many “hits” did you get using each term? Read and summarize one social science article that focuses on qualitative research and one social science article that focuses on quantitative research. 

2. Ask the students to go to the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research at: http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/ Ask the students to do a search for databases on two topics of their choice. Have the students review the results. What type of data is more common: qualitative or quantitative?

3. Ask the students to go to the Ethno tutorial website hosted by Indiana University at:


http://www.indiana.edu/~socpsy/ESA/Tutorial.html
Ethno is an interactive tool that allows researchers to analyzing causality within the context of a single event. Have the students read the tutorial. Does the logical structure of the program seem useful, and can it tell us about general social processes using a single case?

4. Ask the students to do a web search on expert witnesses in a particular field (juvenile delinquency, for example). What types of individuals/services appear? How are we able to determine that they are experts in a particular field? Are there organizations that specialize in providing expert witnesses?

5. The recently built Creation Museum in Kentucky makes scientific claims regarding natural history based on the Bible. Ask the students to do a web search on the reaction of the established scientific community to these claims. How is science used by advocates of intelligent design, and how do opponents use science, in turn, to attack those claims?

6. Have students visit http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/ and use their Analyze Data Online feature to explore some variables in a research project that they are interested in.  Ask them to create research questions based upon the available variables, and create charts examining the relationships.

7. Students should find five research articles online (via library databases) in their field of interest.  Have them analyze the research questions to determine if they are deductive or inductive in nature, and give the reasons why.

APPLYING SOCIAL RESEARCH TO EVERDAY LIFE
1. When watching the local news, ask the students to keep track of how much of the news relies upon experts, traditional, and other nonobservable claims about the world. Must we as consumers of the news take much of what we hear on faith? Are there ways of ensuring accuracy in news reporting? How have recent communication advances like blogging affected how we consume the news?

2. Ask the students to attend a local art museum. How would it be possible to collect data on an important social phenomenon (art) using numeric data? What characteristics of artwork could be captured with numbers? What would be better described with qualitative data, or their own description of the artwork? Which version is more subjective?

3. Ask the students to talk to friends or family members and find some “urban legends” or “old wives tales” about how the world works.  Are these the products of true science or are they the result of errors in inquiry?

4. Ask the student to look online for examples of various personality tests or polls that are common on social networking sites such as Facebook.  How is the outcome of these determined?  Is it using “true” science?

QUESTIONS/ACTIVITIES TO GUIDE A RESEARCH PROJECT
ACTIVITIES:

1. Have the students make a list of the potential ways in which their research could inform policymakers regarding the social phenomenon they are studying. 

2. List the advantages and disadvantages of qualitative and quantitative data as a source of information on the particular topic of interest. Is one better suited for the particular research question?

QUESTIONS:

1. What type of data would be best suited for addressing your research question, qualitative or quantitative?

2. From our nonscientific methods of knowing (ordinary human inquiry, tradition, and authority), what do we already “know” about your topic of interest? How can research move beyond this commonly accepted wisdom?

3. What is the independent and dependent variable of interest in the study? What are the attributes of these variables?
EXAMPLES OF BAD RESEARCH

1. Hyper-Texting Associated with Health Risks for Teens
http://psychcentral.com/news/2010/11/09/hyper-texting-associated-with-health-risks-for-teens/20729.html 

The research is spurious, using frequent texting as a cause for problematic and unhealthy behavior.  The article specifies many other contributing variables, such as lower socioeconomic status and single parent households.


2. Schumm, Walter R. (2010). Children of Homosexuals More Apt to be Homosexuals?  A reply to Morrison and to Cameron based on an examination of multiple sources of data.  Journal of Biosocial Science, 42(6).  721-742.
Schumm uses a convenient sample of data to support his argument, with no clear evidence of actual scientific method used to conduct the research.
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