Synthesis and critical writing in the social sciences

· Thinking in its early stages of writing is exploratory, key ideas are identified, but links between them may not be.
· Early thinking and writing is fuzzy and overly inclusive—all the ideas, all the facts are after all contributing to our learning.
· Move towards synthesis:
Step 1: Isolate and select key ideas from the many.

Step 2: State active connections between those key ideas.

Step 3: Think about what the connections mean (this connection is implicit 

in making the connection).
Step 4: Explain the connection (be explicit about why you group ideas in 

the way you do)



Step 5: Employ advanced citations strategies to tighten and direct your 

argument while providing evidence and support for your argument.
· Together this is what we mean by synthesis in critical social science writing!
Revising a Draft in Process-Oriented Writing: Moving towards synthesis
Step 1: Isolate and select key ideas from the many.
· What are the key words or concepts (‘accounts’, ‘violence’, ‘culture’, ‘politics’?) that frame your rough draft?

· Imagine the placement of these three terms in a sentence unit.

· Which should be in the subject, the verb, the object position?

· What is their relationship? What is cause, effect, repercussions of the effect? 

· Write a sentence in which you state the relationship between these key terms.
Step 2: State active connections between those key ideas.

· The sentence specifying the relationship between your key terms is a kind of hypothesis. ( i.e. “When accounts of the past make violence look like a nature response to challenges to the dominant political order it seems imperative to use it.”)
· State what particular portions of the ethnography and supportive readings have particular relevance to this hypothesis.

· State how well the hypothesis stands the comparison.
Step 3: Think about what the connections mean 

· Recognize that your choice of groupings of ideas and authors is part of your thinking about what the comparison teaches about those relationships and their consequences. 

Step 4: Explain the connection
· Craft an explicit statement which explains what the comparison teaches about those relationships and their consequences. 
Step 5: Employ advanced citations strategies (4-6 below) to tighten and direct your 
argument while providing evidence and support for your argument.
· Recognize the various use of citation strategies in your draft (citations are important records of how you as an author integrate learning from other authors’ texts into your own text.)

· These are the main categories of citations(in each case the use of another author’s text will be followed by a citation):
1. quote the Author’s text verbatim

2. quote and restate the meaning of the quotation

3. quote the author’s text and comment on its meaning or significance

4. describe or paraphrase  key ideas or observations from the author’s text
5. identify an author’s key ideas or arguments 

6. identify key ideas or observations across the texts of several authors (will require several citations).  

· Recognize that all writers (in their first drafts) usually use (long) direct quotations to talk about an author’s idea or evidence that is important to the writer in her/his own text.  

· Recognize that verbatim quotations are only necessary if the author’s words are so distinctive or unique that you can not possibly restate the idea without changing its meaning or the power of its impact.  

· Make sure that you are not giving your voice to another author! Review your use of direct quotations:

1. quote the Author’s text verbatim with no commentary: 
This is almost never a good use of a quote except when you are actually analyzing that quotation at length.  Usually it indicates that you are relying on another author without explaining why the idea is important—you are ‘giving your voice’ to another author.

2. quote and restate the meaning of the quotation; or
3. quote the author’s text and comment on its meaning or significance
· Strive to use higher level citation strategies

      4. describe or paraphrase  key ideas or observations from the author’s text
      5. identify an author’s key ideas or arguments 

· These higher level citation strategies allow you to
6. identify, compare, and contrast key ideas or observations about a single issue across the texts of several authors (will require several citations).  This is a truly synthetic use of authors in your scholarship.
Step 6: Good Job!!!

· Now use feedback—in the form of your evaluation sheets, comments, and grade-- to identify places where your writing skills need further sharpening or practice.
· Identify which step(s) were very difficult for you, or on which step you were not as skilled as you would like to be, and concentrate your efforts and thinking at that step when revising your next writing assignment. 
