
I can still see the comment on my botched paper. It practically took on its own voice. I heard 

my instructor’s disappointed tone: “Alex, you know the topic at hand is not this simple!” 

Today, I am hard-pressed to find a more apt summation as to why writing in the social 

sciences is so challenging—especially if one approaches it carelessly.  

There is hope, however! Whether you are a budding major in economics or political science 

(like I was)—or a future engineer just trying to make sense of how to write in a core course—

this guide equips social science newcomers with the knowledge and tools you’ll need to use 

sources in more accurate, complex, and ultimately persuasive ways. 

USING SOURCES EFFECTIVELY IN WRITING FOR 
THE SOCIAL SCIENCES  

CDT Alex Dolan (’20) 

Working with Sources: Some Baseline Distinctions  

CPT John Parker, a seasoned instructor of American Politics at West Point, reminds us to 

“understand that social science is a science…which is why the evidence is so important!” It’s tough 

to do this. However, paying attention to two important distinctions can help us analyze evi-

dence—and utilize sources—effectively in support of our claims:  

PRIMARY SOURCES SECONDARY SOURCES 

Firsthand testimony on what you’re study-

ing: e.g. letters, journals, treaties, archives, 

fact-based news articles, or video recordings   

Outside observations or commentary on 

what you’re studying: e.g. a scholarly article 

or book, a scientific study, or an analysis or 

interpretation of a primary source                                                      

THEORY-CENTERED SOURCES  EVIDENCE-BASED SOURCES 

The distinction between sources centered in theory versus those that relate more to ‘evidence’ 

is a bit less intuitive—and more complicated (oftentimes more advance sources, especially 

scholarly articles, will include both). Let’s think about this distinction in relation to possible 

arguments about the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 

Theory: Theory is a hypothesis that tries to 

explain, generally, why a phenomenon happens. 

For example, a theory could purport to ex-

plain why citizens vote for certain candidates: 

I could use Campebell’s theory on voting be-

havior to argue that political identity is the 

most important factor driving why people 

vote the way they do—rather than, say, coher-

ent ideologies.  

Evidence: Evidence helps us confirm or deny 

whether reality actually matches the theory, 

especially in specific cases. Such evidence can tell 

us more about how certain citizens voted the 

way they did in certain elections, as in interviews 

with voters or surveys in certain parts of the 

country or an academic article about the role 

of identity politics in the 2016 presidential elec-

tion. 

WFP 

∙ 
p

ro
m

o
ti

n
g

 e
x
c
e
ll

e
n

c
e
 i

n
 w

ri
ti

n
g

 &
 c

o
m

m
u

n
ic

a
ti

o
n

 ∙
 

u
sm

a
.m

y
w

c
o

n
li

n
e
.c

o
m

  
∙ 

 w
e
st

p
o

in
t.

e
d

u
/

w
p

w
p

 

usma.mywconline.com
westpoint.edu/wpwp


Layering Sources  

Don’t let writing in a new subject intimidate you. Embrace the novelty! 

This writing guide was authored by CDT Alex Dolan (’20) in the context of academic coursework for the Writing Fellows Program at 

the United States Military Academy. It is informed by input from MAJs Delaney Brown, Sean McMahon, Meghan Starr and CPT 

John Parker (Department of Social Sciences, USMA). It has been edited and produced by Dr. Jason Hoppe, West Point Writing Pro-

gram. 2020. 

Mobilizing Theory with Evidence through Layering 

One of the more challenging aspects of writing in the social sciences is using theory and evidence together to sup-

port one of your claims. MAJ Sean McMahon, another experienced instructor of American Politics, reports that stu-

dents often neglect to “support their assertions with evidence and explain to the reader why their evidence supports 

their assertions.”  

The solution? A technique that I call “layering.” Imagine placing one differently colored piece of glass over anoth-

er—you get a new color, right? Similarly ‘layering’ theory and evidence also helps us to see a new color: an original 

insight. Formulating insightful assertions that weave together theory and evidence in support of a larger argument 

leads to a basic framework for effective writing with sources in the social sciences.  

Let’s walk through some examples from a policy memo assignment I did for American Politics (SS202). In that 

memo, I discussed how active public opinion affects the viability of passing an infrastructure bill under the Trump 

Administration.  

A Final Note on the Importance of Nuance 

As you layer, aim to process theory and evidence in nuanced ways which acknowledge that the world is complex and 

not always easy to understand. Nuance in your claims will also register the uncertainty in political science. 

A claim that lacks nuance: “President Trump clearly won the 2016 election solely because of his appeal to lower-

educated, working class citizens.”  

A claim that has nuance: “While many factors drove President Trump’s victory in the 2016 election, his appeal to 

lower-educated, working class citizens was particularly decisive in his victory.” 

 

Go for nuance in your claims: ultimately, they’ll be more accurate, defensible, and respectful. 

HOW TO LAYER 

First, present and ex-

plain a theory. 

Policymaking often reinforces oppositions between parties because, as a theorist 

points out, “highly educated and engaged citizens are most often resistant to mes-

sages that run counter to their belief systems…” Such engaged citizens remain loyal 

to party lines and drive legislation that accords with their beliefs. In so doing, they 

often facilitate opposition to other active citizens with divergent sets of values. 

Next, present evidence 

that relates to the theo-

ry. 

In a recent study, psychologists found that citizens who tried to convince political 

opponents to subscribe to their policy stances almost always failed to argue their 

stances in ways that appealed to the values of their ideological counterparts. 

Lastly, explain the in-

sight that emerges from 

the theory and evidence 

you’ve introduced and 

how it supports a main 

assertion. 

This psychological insights suggests that if stalemate around prospective infrastruc-

ture legislation ensues, Republicans could appeal to liberal principles to ease ideo-

logical, party-based tensions in the policymaking process. Such appeals would also 

help influence public opinion, particularly among engaged citizens of opposing 

viewpoints, in ways critical to the passage of an infrastructure bill. 


