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Developin g Decision-Makin g Skill s  wit h Convinc e M e 

Marcell e Siege l  (1VIC(;1)LL(h'SOCRATES.BERKELEY.EDU ) 
Graduat e Grou p i n Scienc e an d Mathematic s Education ,  453 3 Tolma n Hal l 

Universit y  o f  Californi a a t  Berkele y 
Berkeley ,  Californi a 9472 0 U S A 

Cognitiv e scienc e researcher s hav e foun d tha t  peopl e 
exhibi t  flaw s i n reasonin g tha t  ca n b e overcom e throug h 
instruction .  Decisio n makin g i s a  crucia l  reasonin g skil l 
tha t  I  a m currentl y investigating .  I  a m studyin g student s i n 
th e nationall y recognize d Scienc e Educatio n fo r  Publi c 
Understandin g Program' s (Thie r  &  Nagle ,  1994 )  ne w hig h 
schoo l  course .  Scienc e an d Sustainability .  Par t  o f  th e 
decision-makin g curriculu m I  hav e develope d utilize s 
compute r  softwar e calle d Convinc e M e (Schank ,  Ranne y & 
Hoadley ,  1996) . 

Convinc e M e possesse s a  computationa l  representatio n o f 
a particula r  theor y o f  reasoning ,  th e Theor y o f  Explanator y 
Coherenc e (Thagard ,  1989) .  Thi s theor y assume s tha t 
peopl e hav e multiple ,  conflictin g goal s an d beliefs .  Th e 
plausibilit y  o f  a  belie f  increase s with ,  fo r  instance ,  a )  th e 
simplicit y wit h whic h i t  i s  explained ,  b )  increasin g breadt h 
of  evidentia l  coverage ,  an d c )  decreasin g competitio n wit h 
alternativ e belief s (Ranne y &  Schank ,  i n press) .  Student s 
ente r  alternatives ,  belief s an d evidenc e abou t  a n issu e an d 
connec t  thes e wit h explanator y o r  contradictor y weight s (cf . 
Thagar d &  Millgram ,  1995) .  Convinc e M e assist s student s 
i n thinkin g abou t  a n issu e whil e providin g the m wit h 
simulation-base d feedbac k abou t  th e coherenc e o f  thei r 
decision . 

I  a m comparin g thre e subjec t  groups :  a )  student s usin g 
SEPUP material s i n additio n t o m y curriculum ,  b )  student s 
usin g S E P U P material s only ,  an d c )  student s usin g onl y 
traditiona l  scienc e materials .  Dat a fo r  m y stud y wil l  includ e 
compute r  log s o f  studen t  work ,  computer-generate d 
activatio n scores ,  i n additio n t o writte n tests ,  interview s an d 
videotapes .  Researc h question s regardin g experienc e wit h 
Convinc e M e ,  suc h a s th e following ,  wil l  b e addressed :  1 ) 
Do student s becom e mor e successfu l  a t  distinguishin g 
betwee n belief s an d evidence ? 2 )  D o student s incorporat e 
more evidenc e int o thei r  decision ? 3 )  Ar e reasonin g biases , 
suc h a s no t  takin g futur e consequence s int o account , 
reduced ? I n additio n t o helpin g adolescent s mak e comple x 
decisions ,  m y researc h result s wil l  eventuall y contribut e t o 
theoretica l  model s o f  cognitio n an d decision-makin g 
processes . 
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