An Introduction to the Social Sciences

The social sciences are those subjects that seek to understand human beings, how
they behave, and how they interact with each other. Whereas biology, and some
branches of psychology, seek to understand the systems within the body that make
humans behave in certain ways, the social sciences seek to understand how human
beings operate within external systems, such as society, or the economy, and how
these systems influence human life.

Examples of the social sciences:

Anthropology; economics; human geography; history; law; linguistics; political science and sociology (this list is
not exhaustive).

These subjects share many common themes and goals, and often overlap in the theory and methods that they
utilise, leading to the emergence of subjects like ‘political sociology’ or ‘political economy’.

Studying social sciences at University

One of the biggest transitions between your A-Levels and University study is that you will be expected to read
and understand academic texts. These can be lengthy and complicated, but there is a process that you can follow
when reading academic texts in order to ensure you are getting the information that you need to take partin a
class discussion, or to write an assignment based on the reading.



How to read academic texts

What is the purpose of this reading? What are the questions
you are seeking to answer by carrying out this reading? What
do you want to learn about this topic?

Once you have started reading, write down any thought you
have about what you are reading, as you go along. If you read
a sentence that sparks a question, write that down. You should
avoid copying out large chunks of the text — this doesn’t show
that you have understood what it means. If you find words
that you don’t understand, highlight these.

Once you have finished the reading, write a summary of the
text in your own words. Keep this as succinct as possible, but
make sure that you will be able to understand what you have
written when you revise the topic, at a later time.

When you go to class, you should then have a succinct summary of what you have understood from the text, a list of points that you
found interesting or thought-provoking, and a list of points or words that you did not understand, and can then ask for help with
from your tutor.



Key Resources in the Social Sciences

The following resources have been collated from across the disciplines of sociology, political science, economics
and human geography. They will give you an idea of the kind of topics that social science degrees address, and
the style of academic writing that you will be required to read.
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