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Effective parallels can be drawn between the intel lectual process es inherent 
in the so cial inquiry process in social studies and problem solving in mathemat­
ics . Both require knowledge of content and specific problem solving proces ses ,  
and both lead to finding a solution to a problem. Both emphas ize an " inq uiry" 
approach which invol ves s tudents in thinking about pos s ible solutions to 
problems . 

Inquiry may be viewed as a process in which s tudents are activel y involved 
in seeking knowled ge. It is a sys tematic process for thinking about a problem 
o r  so cial iss ue and cons ists of  a number of intel lectual process es such as defi­
nition of a problem, gathering data and organiz ing, anal yzing, and evaluating it 
in terms of relevance to solution of  the problem, making inferences and general ­
iz ations from the data. All of these skil ls are appl ied in inductive and deduc­
tive reasoning in the solution of a mathematical problem and in making a deci­
s io n  about an iss ue in so cial s tudies . John newey has been cred ited with taking 
s cientific method of the pure sciences and ad apting the process involved to 
problem solving in the social sciences . Dewey describes the inquiry proces s  in 
terms of: 

active, pers istent, and careful cons ideration of any belief or supposed 
form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the 
further conclusion to which it tend s . 1 

Learning through inq uiry is a process of formul ating and tes ting ideas. To 
this end , a number of inquiry or problem solving models have been developed , but 
in general , the majority of them seem to apply to both mathematics and so cial 
s tudies : 

Problem Sol ving in Mathematics Inquiry in Social S tudies 

Unders tand the problem. Identify and fo cus on the problem. 

Pl an the solution. Formulate research q ues tions .  

Implement the plan. Data process ing: gather, organize, 
analyze, evaluate, and s ynthes ize. 

Solve the probl em. Make a decis io n. 

l John Dewey , How We Think : A Res tatement of the Relation of Reflective Thinking to the 
Education Process ,  revised edi t ion , p .  8 ,  Chicago : Regnery , 1 97 1 , 
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Curref' t  educat ional literature has reemphasized the need to t each children 
t o  think more effect ively. F.ffort s  have been made to ident ify suhs ets  of think­
ing skills  in herent in the thin king  proces s,  al ong wit h some teaching strat egies 
t o  accomplish this des irable goal. Many of t he s kil ls required in learn ing one 
subj ect are trans ferrable to the learning of an other subj ect , and the teacher 
has to be alert to opportunit ies to help students effect the trans fer of learn­
ing t hat should t ake place. Sound ped agogy demands this type of reinforced 
l earning. 

Too often the skills in one subj ect have been taught as d iscrete ent it ies , 
with t he students  being left to discover, often incid en t ally, the s imilarity of 
s kill between subject s .  There is probabl y l it t le that is more reward ing for the 
t eacher t han to see a student  sudd enly have a "revelat ion" in d iscovering that 
what he is learn ing in one subj ect has some carry-over into another subj ect . 
Reinforcement of specific s kills ,  in t his case ,  becomes aut omat ic. Interes t ing 
p arallels can be mad e  between t he s kills needed in problem solving in mathemat­
ics and thos e needed in t he social inquiry process in social stu<l i es .  

Problem Solving Process 
in Mathematics 

I .  Understand the problem. 
(What is t he quest ion?) 
Students are to t hink about t he problem 
before att empt ing the skills . 

SKILLS: 
- ident ifying key words 
- us ing man ipulat ives 
- interpret ing p ictures 
- rest at ing t he problem in your own words 
- asking relevant ques t ions 

ident ifying wanted , g iven , and needed 
informat ion 

- ident ifying extraneous informat ion 
- cons id ering alt ernat ive int erpretat ions 

2 .  Develop a plan. 
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(Strategies for solving the problem 
are cons idered .) 

SKILLS: 
- collect ing and organ izing d at a  

( charts and graphs) 
- act ing it out 
- us ing manipul at ives 
- ident ifying and appl ying rel at ions hips 
- making d iagrams and models 
- us ing a s impler problem 
- using log ic or reason 
- cons truct ing flow chart s 

Social Inquiry Process 
in Social Studies 

Ident ify and focus on t he 
issue. 

SKILLS: 
- int erpret and as k 
- coherent in issue 
- vocabulary needed 
- d efinit ion of t erms 
- int erpretat ion of int ent 

of quest ion 
- paraphras ing to clarify 

meaning 
- clues to type of � at a  

required 

Formulate research questions. 

SKILLS: 
- hypot hes ize poss ible 

solut ions 
- formulate research quest ions 

to guide informat ion 
gathering 

- s elect sources of 
informat ion 



3. Carry out the plan. 
(Carry out the plan developed i n  
Step 2. ) 

SKILLS: 
collecting and organ1 z1ng dat a  
( chart s and graphs) 

- act ing it out 
- using manipulatives  
- ident i fying and applyi ng relationships 

making di agrams and models 
- using a simpler problem 
- using logic or re ason 
- construct ing flow chart s 

4. Solve the problem. 
(Encourage st ude nts to assess t he 
e ffe ct i ve ness of the solut ion process. ) 

SKILLS: 
- st at ing an answer to the problem 
- restating the problem wi th the answer 
- determining the reason able ness of the 

answer 
- e xplaini ng the answer 
- re viewi ng the soluti on process 
- consideri ng the possibi li ty of other 

answers 
- looking for alte rnat i ve ways to solve 

the problem 
- making and solving similar problems 
- ge neralizing soluti ons  

Dat a  processing. 
Gather pri nt ,  visuals, 
interviews, and surve ys. 

ORG ANIZE: note-t aking,  
outlining, paraphrasing,  
t abulati ng, mappi ng, charti ng,  
and graphing 
ANALYZE: categori ze , look for 
relat i onshi ps, di scriminate 
relevant and i rrelevant dat a  -
detecting bi as, subje ct ivi t y ,  
and obj e ctivi ty 
SYNTHESIZE:  relate cause and 
effe ct , formulate generaliz a­
tions, and summari ze 

Resolve the issue . 

SKILLS: 
formulate alte rnati ve 
solut ions 

- analyze value s unde rlyi ng 
e ach alternat i ve 

- e valuate alternatives  and 
make deci si on on t he i ssue 

An examination of the above compari son between problem solving in  mat hemat ­
i cs and the soci al inQ ui ry process in soci al studies  suggests that teache rs be 
cognizant of the commonali ty of problem solving ski lls that exi st be tween two 
very di ve rse suhj e ct s. Since le arning ski lls are intellectual in nature and 
competent ac(]uisi ti  on of the se ski lls i s  cumulati ve , teachers need to e xplore 
e very opportun i t y  to reinforce the i r  at t ainment . Students  will discove r that 
" t hinking" in mathematics i s  much like "think ing" in soci al sturl i e s  and other 
suhject s. Integration of ski lls from one suhject area to anot he r will not be 
left  ent irely to chanc�. 

Dr. Skol rood is a professor of educat ion specializing in social studies curric­
ul um and instruction at the University of Lethbridge. Co-author Mary J. Maas is 
a teacher seconded to the Faculty of Educat ion at the University of Lethbridge. 
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