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History and motivation

LSE100 was proposed by the Teaching Task 
Force (2008), which concluded that a new 
compulsory university-wide course could:

– Broaden students’ intellectual experience whilst 
also deepening their critical understanding of their 
core disciplines

– Provide students with intellectual breadth and 
stronger critical skills to enable them to compete 
more effectively in the labour market

– Increase the distinctiveness of the undergraduate 
degree by building on the strengths of the LSE
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Aims of LSE100

 To deepen and broaden students’ understanding 
of social scientific thinking, with its core elements 
of evidence, explanation and theory

 To strengthen the critical skills that underpin the 
study and application of the social sciences

– Methodological skills 

– Information skills

– Communication skills



3

The LSE Course: Understanding the causes of things5

LSE100 Research skills

 Thinking like a 
social scientist
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LSE100 Research skills

 Using 
information 
effectively
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LSE100 Research skills

 Writing and 
speaking 
critically
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Challenges

 Heterogeneity

 Scale

 Feedback

 Incentives
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Course strategy - Content

 A clear framework of aims and skill objectives

 Emphasis on ways of thinking and 
methodological skills

 Research-led teaching in lectures and 
classes

 Focus on real world issues

 Alignment of lectures, classes and 
assessments
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Course strategy - Delivery

 ‘Deep’ embedding of skill development

 Intensive teacher training and support

 Active learning in classes and lectures

 Structured, frequent, varied and personalised 
feedback to students; and

 Evaluation of impact
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‘Big’ questions and 
leading researchers

Lent term
 Introductory lecture: ‘Can we make poverty history?’

 ‘How should we manage climate change?’

 ‘Does culture matter?’

 ‘Why are great events so difficult to predict?’

Michaelmas term
 ‘Who caused the global financial crisis?’

 ‘Is population growth a good thing?’

 ‘Who should own ideas?’
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Course structure

 Six three-week modules in Lent term of the first 
year and Michaelmas term of the second year

 Weekly two-hour lectures from leading 
researchers

 Special lectures on methodology and skills

 Weekly small, task-based classes requiring 
students to:
– Engage critically with the evidence, explanation 

and theory presented in lectures and classes

– Write position pieces and do quantitative exercises

– Argue and debate
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‘Deep’ embedding

 Research-led teaching and ‘deep’ embedding
– Exploiting the modelling role of the lecturer as 

researcher

– Emphasising the role of questions in driving research

– Highlighting the similarity between research skills and 
active learning skills

 Aims
– De-mystify research

– Decrease the artificial distinction between research 
skills and other transferable skills

– Engender a sense of discovery as a key motivator for 
acquiring and strengthening skills

The LSE Course: Understanding the causes of things14

Active teaching and learning

 Online diagnostic and self-paced activities

 Active teaching and learning in classes

 Active teaching and learning in lectures

– Personal response systems
• Stimulate student engagement

• Support ‘agile’ teaching

– ‘Muddy Points’ via sms or Moodle

• Help students identify study needs

• Provide feedback for lecturer 
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Feedback and evaluation 

 Feedback from students and teachers

Students:
• Teaching quality surveys

• Staff-student liaison committee

• Quick polls, PRS, focus groups, Students’ Union

Teachers:
• Weekly training sessions

• Module review session

• One-to-one meetings and mentoring

 Analysis of outcomes

The meaning and measurement of 
poverty:  Making poverty history?

Professor Mary S. Morgan

Some examples from the course
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Agenda

 “What?” versus “Why?” questions

 “Why?” questions and explanations

 Iterative nature of science: questions, 
theories, evidence, explanations

 Questions come first

 LSE tradition of social science: to change 
things you need knowledge of causes (i.e., 
answers to “why?”)

The importance of questions
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Questions about poverty

 What? 

How many people live in poverty? 

What counts as poor: incomes …..? 

Who are poor: ages, occupations, gender, ethnic origin?

 Why? 

Explanations for poverty? 

Possible solutions?

 Booth’s poverty survey (1880-90s)

Exemplary social science, what and why questions
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Explanations?

 Fabian reformists
versus

 Charity organisations

Booth’s findings  
were shocking:  
30.7% of Londoners 
lived in poverty
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Causes of poverty
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 Measuring 
poverty

Class tasks – Poverty

The LSE Course: Understanding the causes of things22

 Thinking 
about risk

Class tasks – Climate change
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Class tasks – Cold War

 Connecting 
evidence and 
explanations
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Class tasks – Financial crisis

 Analysing 
causes
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A student perspective
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In conclusion

LSE100 aims to help our students become 
independent and critical thinkers with the skills 
and breadth of thinking to deal with real world 
challenges

lse.ac.uk/LSE100

http://lse.ac.uk/lse100

