STAGE 2 SOCIETY AND CULTURE

Assessment Type 3: Investigation

Tips for Students

This document does not replace the Society and Culture Subject Outline; it is a companion document to the Subject Outline. Teachers and students should read this document together with the subject outline.  

Choosing a topic

Remember to stay within the requirements of the Subject Outline.  Your teacher will guide you in relation to these requirements so communicate regularly with your teacher in order to ensure your written report meets the requirements of the subject outline.

Keep these points in mind when choosing a topic:

· Ensure that the topic you choose allows for debate. Differing views of the topic/issue should be apparent in the community and within the sources that you use.

· Make sure that the topic/issue is one about which you are able to find relevant and appropriate information.

· Ensure that your topic/issue allows you to respond appropriately within word limit.  If your topic/issue is very broad, consider narrowing your focus. On the other hand, if you are struggling for information, consider extending the topic/issue or choose another topic/issue.

· Most investigations require community viewpoints and feedback. Select a topic that is relevant to at least some members of your community. This is particularly true of topics that require you to collect primary information through surveys or interviews.

· Ideally, choose an issue that you are interested in. This will assist in the research, writing and editing that the investigation requires.

· If you select a particularly contentious topic, ensure that you can be objective.  If you cannot separate strongly-held social or religious beliefs related to a particular topic/issue, consider choosing something else. An investigation must be an objective report on the topic/issue.

· Consider topics/issues which allow you to demonstrate higher-order research and analytical skills.  

Struggling for a topic/issue? Consider these strategies:

· Take note of the interesting topics/issues covered in the classroom. Discuss these with your teacher to see if there is a related topic/issue to investigate.

· Keep an eye on the media. Newspapers often cover topics/issues of community interest, and can reflect topics/issues that are contentious.

· Read the TV guide carefully to seek out documentaries or news programs that may cover an topic/issue of interest. Current affairs shows may also provide some inspiration.

· Browse the library shelves and look for books in which you have an interest.  You may find topics/issues which you previously had not considered, but which would make very good investigations.

· Browse category-based search engines which group web pages into topic areas. These sites are monitored by subject experts who regularly update new pages of interest.  

· Local and regional topics/issues are definitely worthwhile and strongly recommended.  You may have some idea about such a topic/issue already, and you will be able to access community resources.
Focus your research topic:
You may decide to begin with a broad topic and then consider one aspect of that topic.  Examining the impact of a broad topic in a limited area (such as your home town) can be an effective way to focus your research. Most broad topics have clearly definable sub-topics that could work well. Here are two examples of broad topics, with a narrower focus:

	Broad
	Better
	Focused

	Alcoholism
	Drunken behaviour in streets


	Adelaide nightclubs and drunken street behaviour in the West End of Adelaide

	Water shortage and drought

	How water shortages affect South Australia
	The effects of making water tanks mandatory in S.A. homes


Devising an hypothesis/guiding question

An investigation needs to research a particular aspect of a topic/issue, that is, an issue within the topic/issue.  You need to devise a hypothesis or guiding question on which you will base your investigation.

Choose an aspect of your topic/issue that promotes debate. Although there may not be a wide range of opinions on your topic/issue, you should be able to investigate different points of view, and reach a conclusion based on your research and your evaluation of the sources that you find.

A hypothesis and guiding question is really the same thing written in different formats.  Whether you use a hypothesis or guiding question will depend on what works best for your investigation. Here is a topic written as a hypothesis and guiding question:

	Hypothesis
	Guiding question

	Closing Adelaide night clubs at 3am will decrease drunken violence in Hindley Street
	To what extent will closing Adelaide nightclubs earlier (at 3am) decrease drunken violence in Hindley Street?


Consider the following points when devising a hypothesis:

· Ensure it will encourage some form of debate or an investigation of different points of view.

· Make sure it is clear and easily understood. Show it to a few people not associated with the topic and ask them if they understand what it is you will be investigating.  If you have an unusual topic, explain background information in your introduction, and not as part of your hypothesis.

· Use as few words as possible. Hypotheses need to be concise and to the point.

· Ensure the hypothesis is sufficiently focused to enable you to investigate it successfully within the word limit.

It is important to note that in social research, you will not come up with a definite answer to your hypothesis. Rather than stating, ‘the hypothesis is proven to be inaccurate’ it is better to state that ‘my research indicates that the hypothesis is inaccurate for the following reasons….’

Planning your research

It may be helpful to devise a series of focus questions to divide your hypothesis into manageable parts. This may not be essential, but can enable you to better investigate your topic/issue.  Three or four focusing questions in an investigation of up to 2000 words may help you to address each part of your topic/issue in a sub-section.

These focus questions can act as sub-headings in your report. So instead of writing one 2000-word report, you might write three 500-word sections (plus introductions etc.).

For example:

	Hypothesis
	Guiding question

	Students in small country schools in S.A. are educationally disadvantaged
	Are students in small country towns in S.A. educationally disadvantaged?

	· How is the curriculum of small country schools structured?

· Do decreasing enrolments indicate disadvantage?

· To what extent do outcomes for students from small country schools demonstrate educational disadvantage?

· Why do students stay enrolled in small country schools? 
	· How is the curriculum of small country schools structured?
· To what extent do outcomes for students from small country schools demonstrate educational disadvantage?

· How might educational disadvantage be measured?

· Are there advantages to small country schools that outweigh the disadvantages?


Devising focusing questions can help guide your research, and identify resources that you need to help you address your hypothesis. 

Finding appropriate sources

The more successful investigations focus on primary information, such as surveys, interviews and/or personal observations. Most social-based subjects require the use of primary information – so this should be included in your investigation. Secondary information should be used for background material and to support or refute your primary information.

For example, if you have a quote from an interview, and you find some secondary information that backs up the quote, you should include it in your investigation. Likewise, if you find secondary information that disagrees with your survey data, you should make reference to it.

Try to identify an expert on your topic in the community who you can interview, preferably face-to-face.  If this cannot be done, then interview someone by phone.  

Keep these points in mind when interviewing:

· Determine what you need to find out, and then structure your questions accordingly.

· Keep your questions clear and concise.

· If possible, provide copies of the questions in advance.

· Ask to record the interview.
· Ensure anonymity when necessary (particularly important where privacy is required).

· Frame questions in the most balanced way you can. Avoid antagonistic or argumentative style questions.

· If necessary, find a time to ask any follow up questions that you may have.

· Thank your interviewee for their time.

Keep these points in mind when surveying:

· Keep questions to a minimum (no more than ten).

· Aim for twenty to thirty responses.

· Determine your target group – a cross section? Only teenagers? Only adults? Consider what you hope to get out of your survey.

· Have in your mind what you want to get out of the survey and then structure your questions accordingly.

· Use a variety of questions, including open questions, closed questions (forced choice), and scale questions. Closed questions will provide you with the best factual primary data.

· Do not write leading questions.
· Devise your questions to be as clear and concise as possible.

· Get someone to check your survey for errors or for ambiguous questions.

· After five responses, check your survey to ensure you are getting the answers that you need.

Consider web sources carefully; social-based investigations often research controversial issues, and anyone can build a website. Pay more attention to sites from government, non-government or accredited organisations. Be wary of blogs, message boards and other non-professional sites, although these can be great when investigating community attitudes and opinions. (Sources published on the web – such as news articles, government reports etc. – are fine, but avoid overuse.)  

Keep in mind that many published sources (such as textbooks) date very quickly, and you are investigating a contemporary issue. Use recent sources such as news and magazine articles, published reports and journals rather than books that may be ten years old. 
Evaluating/analysing your information

Your aim is to collect data and information to support or refute your hypothesis. This requires you to get information from a variety of sources to help you work this out. However, people’s backgrounds, beliefs, opinions and experiences can influence their judgment and result in biased accounts.  

When using a source you should consider the background and possible beliefs of the author. Consider their purpose and motivations. Ask yourself whether they have taken the time to investigate their point of view and if they have a solid background on which to base their opinions.  Where people make statements that do not appear to be based on a rational argument, you should explain this in your investigation.  

Remember that your aim is to base your final conclusions on sound evidence.

In addition, you should use a variety of sources to back up your investigation. If you have found three reliable sources which all say similar things, then use all three in your report.  If you say that ‘Source A says this, and Source B and C back it up’, then your argument is stronger. 

Look for inconsistencies. If your survey data says something that is not supported by secondary information, think about why this might be.  Is it because the survey respondents do not have a strong background? Is it because the secondary information is out of date?

Avoid making broad, sweeping statements. Social research deals entirely with a range of opinions; issues are never ‘black and white’. Rather than saying, ‘So-and-so is biased so his views are wrong.’ Instead say, ‘So-and-so’s strong political viewpoints may be influencing his opinion, and we need to consider his views with care.’

Constructing your report

1. Structure your report with a clear and succinct introduction. If you have used focusing questions, these can form the sub-headings of the main body of your report. Include a conclusion which summarises your investigation and clearly and directly addresses your hypothesis.

2. Maintain a consistent form of referencing. Common practice is to use in-text referencing.  Refer to the SACE guidelines for referencing on the SACE Board website.

3. Include a bibliography that correctly cites all the sources that you used in your report. Do not include a background reading list or any sources that you may have read but did not directly refer to in your report.

4. Do not go beyond the word limit, as anything you write after the word limit will not be marked either by your teacher or the external marker.  

Using photos, graphs, tables and other supporting materials

Visual support material should be included. Most investigations will benefit if relevant tables, graphs, photos, maps etc. are included, as visual information often supports a written argument.  Note, however, that visual material should not be included for the sake of it.

If you conduct a survey as part of your research, constructing a graph of the results is an excellent way of including relevant visual materials.

Page 5 of 5
Stage 2 Society and Culture Advice and Strategies for use from 2012

Ref: A200012, 0.4
2SOR-AT3-Tips for Students.doc (August 2012)

Last Updated: 31/07/2012 8:57 AM
© SACE Board of South Australia 2012


