Sociology and General Education
ASA Task Force Report to Council

July 15, 2006

Task Force Members:

Bruce Keith, United States Military Academy (Chair)
Lada Gibson-Shreve, Stark State College

Nancy Greenwood, Indiana University, Kokomo
Gary Hampe, University of Wyoming

Harriet Hartman, Rowan University
CarlaHowery, American Sociological Association
Carol Jenkins, Glendale Community College (AZ)
Gayle Kaufman, Davidson College

Peter Meiksins, Cleveland State University

Donald Reitzes, Georgia State University

Susan Ross, Lycoming College

Debra Swanson, Hope College

Deborah White, Minnesota State University



Executive Summary

The Task Force on Sociology and General Education was established by the ASA
governing Council to develop models and rationales for the various ways in which
sociology courses contribute to general education requirements and liberal arts skills.
The ASA Council asked the Task Force to focus on six specific content areas, including
multicultural education/diversity, international/global issues, quantitative literacy,
writing-intensive experiences, introductory freshman survey courses, and
interdisciplinary freshman seminars.

In accepting the spirit of these guidelines, the Task Force has sought to center its work on
two inter-related questions. First, how might sociology courses effectively contribute to
general education requirements? Second, how might sociology courses most effectively
utilize general education requirements in the development of its majors? Toward this
end, the Task Force illustrates promising practices where sociology courses have
creatively met or extend general education requirements within higher educational
contexts.

The challenge of higher education is to engage students actively in order to develop in
them the capacity for continued intellectual learning. The problems of today are not
likely to be the same problems that will confront these students and their societiesin the
future. While the content of a curriculum will most certainly change, the process of
learning is likely to remain central to the mission of higher education. Toward this end,
sociology contributes to students' learning outcomes in several fundamental areas,
including quantitative literacy, knowledge of society, multiculturalism and diversity,
global awareness, critical thinking, civic engagement, communication, moral reasoning,
and collaborative work.

That sociology can articulate demonstrably its contribution to important areas of student
learning is noteworthy. But sociology can and must do more to advance student learning.
Asaresult of our work, we now know that sociology, while acknowledging the
importance of these learning outcomes through reports such as Liberal Learning and the
Sociology Mgjor, has not assessed students' performance in these areas either
systematically or comprehensively. Much work remains to be completed in the areas of
curriculum development and assessment of student outcomes in ways that attend to the
relationship between sociology and general education. Toward that end, we offer six
recommendations, which build upon the preceding and ground breaking efforts of earlier
ASA Task Forces.



Sociology departments should:

Recommendation 1: Contribute to a consensus about general educational goals,
definitions, and what it is that undergraduates should learn in the general education
curriculum, taking into account the institutional mission, type, size, and student
characteristics.

Recommendation 2: Emphasize with examples the discipline’ s important contributions to
desired outcomes of student learning.

Recommendation 3: Develop curricula within the department and in the general
education curriculum around a set of commonly understood, well-articulated set of
learning outcomes.

Recommendation 4: Collect systematic assessment data, communicating these data to
faculty, students, and appropriate publics to ensure that student performance is consistent
with the general education learning goals.

Recommendation 5: Assist with strategies for systematic assessment of general education
competencies and learning outcomes that are consistent with institutional and program
goals.

Recommendation 6: Share their accomplishments in general education with the
community of sociologists, at professional meetings, on the ASA website, and so forth,
and include these questions in emerging scholarly work on teaching and learning.
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|. Introduction

Linking general education to an undergraduate major requires a clear delineation of
each component from the other and their corresponding interrelationship. While a
major is commonly viewed as a study-in-depth of a particular field, general education is
more ubiquitous in scope. In some cases, general education is defined as a set of core
competencies that all students must acquire as a foundation for future learning. In other
contexts, general education is viewed as a collection of disparate courses, selected by
students to fulfill the requirements for subject-area blocks of clustered electives.
Recently, the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC& U) devel oped
the perspective that the general education component of undergraduate study is critical
in preparing students for challenges that will confront them throughout their lives. This
perspective paralels that promoted by the ASA Task Force on the Mgjor and Liberal
Learning (ASA 2004). Toward this end, the general education curriculum ought to
expose students to multiple disciplines and develop in them the intellectual capacities
and skills that provide afoundation for engaging these future challenges.

A. General Education

The AAC& U (2002:25) defines general education as “the part of aliberal education
curriculum shared by all students.” Liberal education exposes studentsto an
educational process that develops in them the ability and confidence to pursue self-
directed learning. Inthisregard, genera education becomes a practical education
because it develops in students' tacit knowledge and capacities, including the analytical
and communication skills, practical intelligence, ethical judgment, social responsibility
and civic engagement needed by every citizen.

This definition of general education is noteworthy because it establishes the parameters
of education based on educational outcomes rather than content. Students, as self-
directed learners, are informed by knowledge and methods of inquiry about the natural
and social worlds; they are empowered through the mastery of intellectual capacities
and practical skills; and they are responsible for their personal actions and civic values
(AAC&U 2000). Inthisregard, the AAC&U (2000) islessinclined to define content
than domains, recognizing that faculty, as a community of scholars within their
respective ingtitutions, must define the mechanisms through which their students
achieve these desired outcomes. This strategy has also been promoted concurrently by
the regional accreditation associations that comprise the Commission on Higher
Educational Accreditation (CHEA) in the United States.

Toillustrate, the AAC&U (2002, pp. 22-24) offers operational definitions of these
domains for the development of informed, empowered, and responsible learners. These
examples are reprinted here because of their central importance to our Task Force's
purposeful focus on general education and the sociology major.

Informed Learners:
e explore the human imagination, expression, and the products of many cultures



e study interrelations within and among global and cross-cultural communities
e model aspects of the natural, social, and technical worlds
¢ understand the values and histories underlying democracy

Empowered Learners:

e communicate in diverse settings and groups, using written, oral, and visual

means, and in more than one language

e understand and employ both quantitative and qualitative analysis to describe
and solve problems
interpret, evaluate, and use information discerningly from avariety of sources
integrate knowledge of various types and understanding complex systems
resolve difficult issues creatively by employing multiple systems and tools
derive meaning from experience, as well as gathering information from
observation

transform information into knowledge and knowledge into judgment and action
e demonstrate intellectual agility and managing change
e work well in teams, including those of diverse composition, to build consensus

Responsible Learners:

foster intellectual honesty and engagement in continued learning

demonstrate responsibility for society’s moral health and social justice

actively participate as a citizen of a diverse democracy

maintain respect for and the appropriate use of intuition and feeling

discern the consequences, including ethical consequences, of decisions and

actions

e demonstrate an understanding of one' s self and one’s multiple identities that
connect habits of mind, heart, and body

e respect the complex identities of others, their histories, and their cultures

The challenge for any institution of higher education isto integrate these foci into a
coherent general education program that contributes to and is supported by the study-
in-depth programs of amajor (AAC&U 2004:iv; ASA 2004). Implicit inthis
perspective is the view that student learning is transformational with demonstrable
value added by the institution through the general education and majors programs
respectively (Mezirow and Associates 2000). Students' growth in these domains
occurs through cycles of learning that transform the whole person over time through
structured experiences (Kegan 1982); the intellectual capacities developed through an
integrated liberal education program appear to be foundational to growth in other
domains (Mentkowski and Associates, 2000). Thisfinding is consonant with the view
that liberal learning transforms frames of reference through the critical reflection of
assumptions (one’'s own and those of others) and social contexts (Mezirow and
Associates, 2000; Kegan, 1982).



B. The Sociology Magjor

Sociology majors experience relatively little required study-in-depth in their
undergraduate programs. In arecent study on the sociology major, Berheide (2005)
reports that the organization of the sociology curriculum at present often begins with a
required introductory course followed by aloose configuration of required and elective
courses. For example, of the sociology departments surveyed by the ASA in 2000-
2001, the median number of methods, statistics, and theory courses required
respectively in the major was one (Spalter-Roth and Erskine 2003:18). According to
Kain (1999), approximately 90 percent of the sociology departments he examined
require at least one methods course while 81 percent require exactly one such course;
50 percent of the departments require at |east one statistics course. Moreover, Kain
reports that only 20 percent of these departments required a capstone course.

These findings prompted the ASA Task Force on the Undergraduate Major (2004) to
recommend that sociology departments require coursework in introductory sociology,
theory, methods, and statistics, along with a capstone course. Additionally, the Task
Force recommended that departments structure their sociology curricula of required
courses and substantive electives around four hierarchically nested and integrated levels
of study. Illustratively, students begin with an introductory course, proceed to the
required courses in methods, statistics, and theory, incorporate substantive electives,
and conclude their major with a capstone experience.

Given this curricular structure, what intellectual capacities and skills are students likely
to develop in a sociology major? Sociology departments appear to maintain less
consensus on thisissue than is apparent from areview of the curriculum (Wagenaar
1999). For example, based on asurvey of 301 sociologists, Wagenaar (2004:9)
reported that respondents believed a sociology curriculum ought to center on critical
thinking, cultivating a sociological imagination, analytical skills, and stratification,
though no more than ten percent of those surveyed agreed on any one of these areas.
Thus, anything advanced on the relative contributions of a sociology major are partially
confounded by a general lack of consensus on what a sociology major ought to produce
(Keith and Ender 2004). That said, the ASA Task Force on Assessing the
Undergraduate Sociology Major (2005:57-71) provided atemplate for assessing student
learning outcomes based on the goals provided in the report by the ASA Task Force on
the Undergraduate Major (2004).

Discipline Specific Knowledge:
e demonstrate an understanding of the discipline of sociology and itsrolein
contributing to our understanding of social reality
e demonstrate the role of theory in sociology
e converse on two or more specialty areas within the discipline
Intellectual Skills:
e demonstrate the role of evidence and of quantitative and qualitative methods
e use computers for purposes of data analysis and information retrieval
e writein an appropriate style for conveying findings of research



Intellectual Capacities:

identify and apply the principles of ethical disciplinary practice
articulate an understanding of how culture and social structure operate
articulate the reciprocal relationship between individuals and society
articulate distinctions between macro and micro levels of analysis
articulate the internal diversity in the United States and its place in the
international context

e demonstrate critical thinking

e develop personal values

Thefirst three goals are specific to the discipline of sociology and will only be
discussed within the context of general education skills and capacities. The remaining
ten goals overlap to varying degrees with the general education goals described above.

Section |1 Educational Contexts

Sociologists confronting their rolein general education in the 21% century will discover
that there is a complex, changing social and institutional context within which they
must work. Consequently, and not surprisingly, considerable diversity persistsin the
structure and content of general education curricula. Among the factors influencing the
ways in which institutions organize their general education curricula are the influences
of higher educational trends and discourse, regional accreditation association
guidelines, specific institutional missions, and state |egislative articul ation agreements.
In this section, we review these factors and identify some of the issues sociologists may
need to consider in making a case for sociology’ s contributions to general education
within the confines of their respective institutions.

A. Higher Educational Trends

Traditional approaches to general education typically take one of two forms: a) a
distribution requirement, in which students are required to complete courses from a
variety of disciplines to counter the narrowness of the major; or b) a prescribed
curriculum that requires students to complete a common set of courses. Most colleges
and universities developed requirements that lean in one of these two directions—
although many have elements of both—and combine them with skill requirementsin
areas such as writing and mathematics. General education is normally understood to be
something that either precedes or parallels course requirements for the major.

During the past two decades, the focus has shifted away from content to learning
outcomes, or those capacities faculty desire in a college-educated person. One
proponent of this perspective—the American Association of Colleges and Universities
(AAC&U 2002)—has influenced discussions of general education through their
publication of Greater Expectations. A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to
College. Asthereport’stitle makes clear, central to higher education isthe view that a
college education ought to be integrated, connected, and coherent, organized around a
set of learning outcomes that devel op in students a capacity to be informed,



empowered, responsible, self-directed learners. Reforming general education is central
to thisproject. Liberal education exposes students to an educational process that
developsin them the ability and confidence to pursue self-directed learning, helping
them to become informed, empowered, and responsible individuals. Inthisregard,
general education isapractical education because it develops in students the capacities
needed by every citizen, including analytical and communication skills, practical
intelligence, ethical judgment, and social responsibility (Brint et al. 2005).
Accordingly, students are informed by knowledge and methods of inquiry about the
natural and social worlds; they are empowered through the mastery of intellectual
capacities and practical skills; and they are responsible for their personal actions and
civic values.

The ASA (2004) has made asimilar case. In the publication, “Liberal Learning and the
Sociology Major Updated,” the ASA has called for integrated study-in-depth
experience, which underscores the centrality of socia inequality in society. They argue
for amajor that has coherence and depth, which infuses the empirical base of the
discipline throughout the program. In effect, the ASA callsfor sociology to develop in
students the capacities and skills underscored by promising practicesin higher
education.

An assessment of student learning ought to include demonstrable evidence of student’s
ability to communicate, think critically and creatively, reason analytically and
guantitatively, gather and secure information, engage in teamwork, and problem-solve
(ASA 2005). Thisawareness ought to empower students with the confidence and
capacity to anticipate and respond effectively to the challenges that will confront them
throughout their lives, adapting their knowledge and skills to new contexts and
challenges. Moreover, liberal education ought to imbue in students civic responsibility,
ethical reasoning, and afoundation for lifelong learning.

Similarly, others have argued for an emphasis on engaged student learning as a basis
for success in college and life-long learning. For example, Upcraft, Gardner and
Associates (1989) have centered on students' first-year experience as a comprehensive
approach to enhance the collegiate success of new students. Thisrequires aclear
definition and direction for liberal education, a commitment to the incorporation of
opportunities and support mechanisms, and a continual assessment of students’
progress toward these ends. In many respects, this focus underscores Tinto’s (1987)
findings that integration and involvement among new students are the critical factorsin
their retention and educational development. Similarly, Kuh (2005) emphasizes the
importance of holistic student engagement within collegiate environments. Hiswork
with the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is one example of effortsto
identify institutional benchmarks and problems with student engagement. Mentowski
and Associates (2000) emphasize the integration of learning through afocus on the
design, development, and assessment of the curriculum. They argue that the assessment
of student performance informs faculty and administrators on the extent to which their
students devel op according to the established |earning outcomes, providing
opportunities for reflection, refinement, and the continual evolution of their curriculum.



All of these approaches underscore the view that general education must be more than a
introduction to awide variety of subjects or a mechanism through which students are
weeded out of or directed toward specific mgjors. Each of these approaches highlights
the centrality of general education to aliberal education, which involves collaboration
between the breadth and depth components of a curriculum. General education
supports and strengthens the major, which in turn, reinforces the learning outcomes
explicitly defined as liberal education; it is not confined to the first or second year of a
student’ s academic experience.

B. Accreditation Associations

Another important set of institutions shaping contemporary discussions of general
education is the regional accreditation associations. There are six regional accreditation
associations, each an independent body of higher educational institutions that are
managed by commissions whose representatives are drawn from among the member
institutions. These associations are loosely coupled through the Commission on Higher
Educational Accreditation (CHEA). Each accrediting body has developed a set of
guidelines for general education that independently structures institutional evaluations
of member institutions’ general education programs. Table 1 below summarizes the
curricular guidelines devel oped by each of the regional accrediting bodies on learning
outcomes.

10



Table 1: General Education Requirements by Accreditation Region

Higher Education Accreditation Association Region

Required Learning Middle Northeast | North Central | Northwest | Southern | Western
Outcomesin General States (NEASC) (NCA) (NWCCU) | (SACS) (WASC)
Education Programs (MSCHE)

Communication X X X X X

Quantitative X X X X X
Reasoning

Scientific X X X X
Reasoning

Information X X
Technology

Information X
Literacy

Critical Thinking X

Logical Reasoning X

Ethical Reasoning

XXX X

Continued
Intellectud
Development

Creativity X

Historical X
Awareness

Social/Cultural X X X X
Awareness

Multicultural/Global X
Awareness

Diversity X

Teamwork X

Two things are worth noting about these guidelines. First, there is much common
ground among the various frameworks. No two regional associations are identical but
apparent is the comparable orientation of their direction. This may reflect the fact that
the guidelines were devel oped independently as well asin conjunction with CHEA and
groups such asthe AAC&U. Oneisinitially struck by the degree to which the various
frameworks embody common elements and reflect also the general movement away
from traditional requirements based on disciplinary content areas. Second, while these
frameworks are intended to serve as guidelines for institutions, they are very broad and
leave colleges and universities with considerable latitude to develop their own
individual response to them.

C. State Articulation Agreements

Higher educational opportunities vary also by the organization of their respective state
educational systems. Nowhere is this more pronounced than in the articul ation
arrangements between two and four-year schools. Articulation essentially represents an
agreed upon transfer of credits or courses between higher educational institutions. For
example, students may complete some number of courses at one school and are
permitted to apply these courses and corresponding credit hours toward the completion
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of adegree at another school. Evident across states is the considerable variation that
existsin the types and degree of articulation agreements established for the purpose of
transferring students across institutions. Some states legisate explicit agreements,
which mandate detailed articulation agreements while others legislate intent without the
benefit of any detail. Other states maintain articulation agreements within state higher
education systems (e.g., multiple campuses within a university system) but not beyond
the specified system. Still other states say little about articulation, leaving it up to
ingtitutions to forge their own agreements among one ancther.

The ASA Task Force on the Articulation of Sociology in Two-Y ear and Four-Y ear
Sociology Programs (2001) identified the presence of three types of articulation
agreements: statewide facilitation of general education credit transfer among all
institutions; credit transfer within particular segments of higher education in the state;
local, institution by institution, arrangements. As shown in Table 2 below, the ASA
Task Force on Articulation reports that 22 states have legislated statewide articul ation
mandates, 13 additional states maintain articulation agreements within segments of
higher education such as within state university systems, while another 15 either lack
such agreements or allow for only local arrangements.

In arecent publication on students' probability of intra-institutional transfer, Anderson,
Sun and Alfonso (2006) contend that only 12 states actually maintained legislative
articulation agreements providing for a statewide mandate by 1991. By contrast, Keith
(1996) shows the presence of 13 articulation agreements by 1989 from a
comprehensive analysis of published state statutes among the 48 contiguous states; of
interest is the observation that only five of these states overlap with the report by
Anderson, Sun and Alfonso (2006). More recent work by Keith and Roska (2006)
provides evidence that 26 states have legislated articul ation agreements by 2005.
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Table 2: Variation in Existing State Articul ation Agreements by Source

State Keith Anderson, Sun, & | ASA TF (2001) Keith and
(1996) Alfonso (2005) Roska (2006)
13 by 1989 12 by 1991 22 by 2001 26 by 2005

Alabama X X
Alaska X X

Arkansas X X X X
Cdlifornia X X
Colorado X X X
Connecticut X
Florida X X X X
|daho X X
[llinois X X X
Kansas X X
Kentucky X X X
Louisiana X X
Maryland X X X
M assachusetts X X
Minnesota X X
Missouri X X
Nebraska X
New Mexico X X X
Ohio X X

Oklahoma X X
Oregon X
Rhode Island X

South Carolina X X
South Dakota X
Tennessee X
Texas X X X X
Utah X X

Virginia X

Washington X X X X
West Virginia X X X
Wisconsin X X

While the transfer of general education requirements clearly vary by state, part of the
discrepancy among the entries in the table above is conceptual and definitional.
Agreement on a common definition of articulation might is a necessary condition for
determining, systematically, the impact of articulation on the transfer of student credit

hours and courses.
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D. Institutional Missions

Guidelines such as those generated by the AAC& U and the regional accreditation
associations exert considerable influence on general education in the United States.
Nonetheless, even the most cursory examination of actual general education programs
reveals that particular institutional approaches toward general education vary
enormously. Nor isit the case that similar institutions develop similar types of general
education programs. If one compares two major research universities, or two small
liberal arts colleges, or two denominational schools, oneislikely to find that they differ
in very significant ways.

The higher educational trends on general education, as described above, have been
widely disseminated and discussed on American college campuses. But, these ideas are
not intended to be fixed models that all institutions must adopt. Thereisnot one
recommended model of liberal education and the general education embedded within
that liberal education. Instead, institutions develop their general education programsin
variable, complex ways, which are drawn from their unique institutional missions and,
to varying degrees, the availability of resources. This document and others such as
Greater Expectations (AAC& U 2002) provide direction, not mandates. Efforts at
developing general education programs and linking them to undergraduate majors
ought to be grounded within the missions of colleges and universities, accounting for
ingtitutional contexts such asinstitutional culture, type, size, and student populations.
Insofar asinstitutions vary in the composition of their student populations, they
interpret general education guidelines |oosely — they are influenced, but not bound, by
them.

An emphasis on institutional context provides both an opportunity and a constraint.
The opportunity for departments and institutions is that it enables tremendous
flexibility. The constraint is that the process of articulating general education
requirements requires a good deal of reflection. Contribute to a consensus about
general educational goals, definitions, and what it is that undergraduates should
learn in the general education curriculum, taking into account the institutional
mission, type, size, and student characteristics. Faculty and other publics who shape
the institution and its corresponding mission must devel op consensus about general
educational goals, definitions, and what it is that undergraduates should learn in the
general education curriculum. While this document does not provide a“how to
manual,” its strength is that it provides much basis for informed discussions on how the
faculty of a particular institution might manage general education within the context of
the mgjor.

Section I11: Contributions of Sociology to General Education
A. Content and Context

Therole of sociology in general education may be self-evident to most sociologists, but
we cannot assume that it is thus for all of our colleaguesin other disciplines. Sociology
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asadiscipline clearly contributes to knowledge of society that is embedded in spatial
and temporal contexts (see, e.g., Alexander 1988). Indeed, much of this knowledge
appears to incorporate many of the higher order thinking skills associated with liberal
learning. For example, Wagenaar (2004) shows that the sociology curriculum s
structured to develop in students skills that emphasize critical thinking, ambiguity,
complexity, analysis, and communication. This perspective coincides quite closely to
that presented by Roberts (1986) nearly 20 years before. In particularly, Roberts argues
that sociology promotes multiple perspectives, developing in students an awareness of
the socia construction of knowledge and aview that all science is open to new
investigation. Roberts also shows how sociology provides students with a deep
understanding of socia structures, their corresponding effect on individuals, and an
awareness of the contextual importance of symbols in understanding culture and
situations. Grauerholz and Bouma-Holtrop (2003) provide further support of this
perspective on the sociological enterprise in acknowledging the central importance of
the disciplinein critical thinking—what they define as a key component of the
sociological imagination.

If these capacities represent fundamental elements of sociology, they also align quite
well with the stated purpose of aliberal education through the auspices of the AAC& U
and regional accreditation associations. Toward this end, sociology courses ought to
provide important support to the general education curriculum in place at most colleges
and universities. One function of the ASA Task Force on Sociology and General
Education isto help articulate the contributions of sociology to general education and
to better prepare those in our discipline to make a case for sociology within their
respective institutions. In parsing out the unigque contribution of sociology from other
disciplinary foci, we distinguish between two kinds of contributions: those involving
habits of the mind and the special content of sociology.

1. Sociology as Habits of the Mind

Greenwood (2007) observes that perhaps one of the most obvious contributions of
sociology to the general education of undergraduate students is the way it can help
students to develop aworld view. As educators, most of us want our students to
complete our sociology courses having developed awider perspective on the social
world than the one they brought with them to college. As sociologists, we know that
our theories and concepts help to frame social issues. These same theories provide a
broad understanding of the multiple social worldsin which we live. By gaining
broader perspectives, new vocabulary, and coherent theoretical understandings of social
reality, students are better prepared to make informed, reasoned choicesin their
personal lives, families, careers, and communities. In short, sociology helpsto provide
students with the intellectual resources that prepare them for civic engagement in
whatever walks of life they encounter.

An important aspect of most sociology courses today includes opportunities for

students to acquire a sociological imagination. Nearly fifty years ago, C. Wright Mills
(1959) wrote about the ability to see the connections between the wider society and the
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individual. Acquiring a sociological imagination helps students to begin to see these
connections. This perspective isimportant in providing the intellectual foundation for
good citizenship in ademocracy and civic engagement. If students understand why and
toward what end their behavior matters, they will be more likely to remain proactive,
critically empowered members of their societies.

Another important habit of the mind that sociology offers students is the opportunity to
learn the interplay of problem identification with empirical confirmation as a strategy in
building areasoned assessment of a complex problem. Students learn that the rules of
the natural and physical sciences can also be applied to study society, social issues, and
social regularities. Understanding the application of a scientific method to explain
socia behavior allows students to have the tools to refute or build on common sense
understandings of social phenomena. Students learn how to use evidence to support
arguments and have opportunities to see the use of both quantitative and qualitative
evidence in the construction of knowledge. These are valuable skillsfor the
undergraduate student that will serve him or her well throughout life (McKinney 2005).

In sociology, unlike many other disciplines, we use multiple perspectives and theories
to introduce sociology to our students. Many other academic disciplines do this only
much later in students academic careers, in upper class courses or in graduate
programs. This provides students with opportunities to observe how sociologists think
critically about social issues; it provides students with opportunities to examine social
issues from various theoretical perspectives and compare and contrast them. Such
opportunities, to observe and learn critical thinking, are an important |earning outcome
in general education.

2. Sociology and General Education

Sociology makes contributions to many aspects of students’ general education. We
think sociology iswell situated in academe to provide students with intellectual
capacities and skills that prepare them for the challenges they will confront throughout
life. Emphasize with examples the discipline' simportant contributions to desired
outcomes of student learning. What followsis areview of some of the ways in which
sociology contributes to the general education component of students' undergraduate
studies.

a. Sociology illustrates the interplay between the macro and microstructures of the
socia world. Students learn that social forces and institutions influence the behavior of
individuals while in turn being shaped and changed by such individuals.

b. Sociology demonstrates and explains the structured aspects of inequality. In today’s
world students often come to us with little or no understanding about “why we can’t
just get dlong” or “why some people have to be poor.” Sociology explains these issues.
We explain why poverty can’t be solely attributed to personal causes and why it isso
difficult to eradicate. We aso help to provide insight about the intersections of race,
sex, gender, class, religion and region differences in the United States and the world
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and how these concepts are related to inequality. Sociology also furthers students
growth and understanding about cultural diversity, globalism, and multiculturalism in
today’ s world.

c. Sociology can describe, explain, and predict the properties of social groups. We
know alot about the structure of groups, including how status distinctions affect group
decision-making and organizational behavior.

d. Sociology demonstrates the importance of context in understanding social behavior.
In addition to structural components, we can show how an understanding of social
behavior must take into account spatial and temporal properties, including cultural
contexts and dynamic processes.

e. Sociology enables students to see how they, asindividuals, are connected to society.
We talk about the self-concept, how it is different from the notion of personality, and
how the self emergesin social context. We show how social roles develop and how the
concept of the self changes over time. We demonstrate how the self relates to social
groups and how social groups affect the self.

f. Sociology provides explanations of social change. In order to live and operate
effectively within the 21% Century, students need to have an appreciation for the
dynamic interplay of social life. While changing rapidly, the world remains mired in
tradition and social location. Sociology provides students with insight about collective
behavior, how socia change occurs, the political and economic aspects of social
change, aswell as the barriersto social change. In thisway, we help better prepare
students to live and work in an ever-changing world, yet be aware of those aspects of
society we might choose to preserve.

B. Learning Outcomes

L earning outcomes need to be clearly conceptualized and measured if we are to
demonstrate the extent to which courses and mgjorsin the field of Sociology contribute
to general education goals. Consider how general education is built into, or
should/could be built into, all of your courses. Develop curricula around a set of
commonly understood, well-articulated set of learning outcomes. Consciously
integrate these learning outcomes into your assessment plan within the major.
Sociology need not address al learning outcomes identified by organizations such as
the AAC&U and regional accrediting bodies; however, it should be very purposeful in
its approach to developing clear connections to the contributions it claims to provide
for general education. The disciplinary strengths, as demonstrated through areview of
the extant literature, lie in several key areas. We will review those learning outcomes
below that are arguably fundamental elements of the sociological enterprise, as
illustrated by the ASA (2004).
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1. Quantitative Literacy

The ASA Task Force on Liberal Learning and the Sociology Majors (2004, hereafter
referred to as TFoL L) recommends that departments require courses on research
methods and statistics. Furthermore, TFoL L recommends that this empirical base be
infused throughout the major, underscoring research learning opportunities for students
at multiple points in their major and bringing data to bear upon problems related to the
discipline. Indeed, TFoLL contends that the sociology major ought to be able to
document students' mastery in managing evidence, both qualitative and quantitative,
such that the student can identify basic methodological approaches, compare and
contrast these different approaches, design aresearch project, and critically assessa
published research report. Moreover, students ought to be able to demonstrate
technical skillsinvolved in retrieving information appropriate for data anaysis.

Sociologists know that our work depends on afirm empirical base, but students (and
the general public) are either unaware or do not necessarily share thisview. Faculty are
often confronted in class by students who allege that evidence is analogous to opinion.
A convincing strategy would engage students in the discourse of sociologists by
showing the blend of creativity and skillsinvolved in quality research. The interplay of
sociological concepts and theories with data collection and analysis to test hypotheses
provides a solid foundation for the sociological imagination. But the empirical findings
add credibility.

It isnot unusual in many institutional settings to find that lower division courses tend to
be large in number, enrolling many non-majors, and rely extensively on textbooks and
lecture methods. Asaresult, instructors generally offer summaries (empirical
generalizations) of social science research rather than inviting critical thinking about
the scientific process that produced the results. Increasingly, fewer lower division
courses require students to engage actively in hands-on research. Given improvements
in computer technology and access to reasonably priced computers and data sets,
sociology faculty can now involve novice students in the excitement of testing ideas
with empirical evidence.

Quantitative literacy (QL) is much more than mathematical computations. As a skill
for the well educated person, it involves bringing the right data to bear on an important
issue or question, understanding the limits of the data, and being able to explain the
results and their implicationsto a variety of audiences. The ability to use social datais
highly relevant to students' lives, their occupational future, and their lives asinformed
citizens. Imagineif abaccalaureate recipient in any field could recall from her
Introductory Sociology course how to draw on Census information to write a report
about the number of elderly people in her community; or if a parent with a sociological
imagination could look at the school system’s retention data for students of color and
make cogent conclusions about it at a PTA meeting; or if arecent college graduate
looked at the Bureau of Labor Statistics job projections before making a move to city X
instead of city Y.
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Quantitative literacy, like reading literacy, is developmental. But some exposureis
clearly better than none and the general education curriculum is committed to helping
students gain initial skills and motivation for life long learning. Sociology departments
will need to demonstrate that their courses, especially lower division course for non-
majors, include explicit learning goalsin QL. Toward this end, courses should include
modeling of the approaches sociol ogists take to quantitative material, and ideally some
hands on experience with the collection and interpretation of raw data.

The ASA’s Integrating Data Analysis Project (Howery and Rodriguez 2006) sought to
close the quantitative literacy gap by developing QL modules for introductory courses.
Those resources are available on line for faculty to adopt, modify, and use as modelsin
their own courses. Asthe IDA project demonstrated, “ Almost every sociology
department espouses the * sociological imagination’ asits goal for its major. Now some
will increase the power of data to strengthen the connection between private troubles
and public issues and to give students new tools to take action on those issues’
(Howery and Rodriguez: 37).

2. Knowledge of Society

TFoL L recommends that departments structure the curriculum to devel op students
sociological literacy, including substantive courses central to the discipline. The
sociology major ought to be able to demonstrate the role of theory in sociology,
showing how theories reflect the historical contexts of the times and culturesin which
they were developed. Students also ought to be able to demonstrate the relevance of
culture, social change, socialization, stratification, social structure, geographic location
and an understanding of how differentiations by class, race, and gender can shape
individual life chances. Moreover, the sociology major ought to demonstrate how
culture and social structure vary across time and place and the corresponding
consequences of such variation.

A central feature of sociology is the notion of a sociological imagination, which
requires an awareness of the relationship between individual behavior and social
structure. Students must develop an understanding that the life choices of individuals,
circumstances, and challenges are shaped by larger social forces such as social class,
race and gender relations, and the corresponding structure of socia institutions. Inthis
regard, sociological knowledge requires critical thinking, aterm that some believeis
analogous to the sociological imagination (Grauerholz and Bouma-Holtrop 2003). Karl
Marx opined in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, that “Men make their
own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under
circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly found, given and
transmitted from the past (cited in Burns, 1982, p. 116).” C. Wright Mills (1959) said
as much nearly a century later, acknowledging the central importance of history and
culture in understanding the relationship between the individual and society. If oneis
to understand social relations, one must incorporate sociology with history (Abrams
1982) to examine the interplay between individual action, in the form of agency, and
socia structure (Giddens 1979). Sociology is contextually bounded by parameters of
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space and time (Alexander 2004). Students of sociology must develop a perspective,
we daresay a method, by which they examine problems of agency and structure within
the contextual boundaries of history.

Roberts (1986) contends that students must move beyond the simple dualistic thinking
of either agency or structure toward deep formal thinking before they can grasp fully
the conceptual underpinnings of the discipline. He believes that this occurs through a
sequential ordering of cognitive skillswithin sociology courses, beginning with role
taking, and awareness of socially constructed perspectives, and moving toward an
understanding of the interplay between agency, structure, and the social formulation of
cultural symbols. Clearly, this method reinforces critical sociological thinking and
deep learning and aligns quite well with the TFoLL recommendations.

3. Multiculturalism/Diversity Awareness and Understanding

TFoL L recommends that departments structure the curriculum to increase students
exposure to multicultural and cross-cultural content relevant to sociology. Thisfocus
includes students’ demonstrable understanding of the intersections of class, race, and
gender diversity both within the United States and throughout the world.

Sociologists are well situated to enhance students' awareness of diverse perspectives.
However, many of the studentsin our classroom come to college with little prior
contact with people of color or exposure to multicultural thinking. The challenge rests,
as Moremen (1997:107) contends, “in getting them to question their underlying
assumptions, to capture their attention without alienating them, to compel students who
are privileged without blaming those who are disadvantaged, to create a safe place for
students whose lived experiences may not resonate with the rest of the class, to inspire
not offend, and to interest not anger” (Moremen 1997: 107).

Most of the work in multicultural education has emphasized the particular experiences
and perspectives of black, Asian, Hispanic and American Indian groups. Racismis
ultimately an issue of power and privilege. Sociology can deepen the discussion of
diversity by bringing in and explaining models of power and privilege, and in
examining race from a perspective of structured inequality. Similarly, as the population
of the US shifts to embrace even larger number of previously marginalized groups,
there is an emerging need to take a closer look at the changing role of Anglos and
white-ethnic Americans (Howard 1993).

Informal interactions with diverse peers are especially important in expanding a
students' understanding of multiculturalism. But even campuses that enroll a larger
number of students from diverse backgrounds must be aware and encourage
meaningful inter-group interactionsif they hope to see the reduction of prejudice;
students who have been exposed to the content of diversity and the interactions with
students of color, often take their learning outside the classroom by engaging their
friends in conversations about issues of diversity (Tatum 1992). Another way to
incorporate diversity in student learning is to arrange service-learning opportunities
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with diverse populations (Myers-Lipton 2002). For example, students of color who
have had the opportunity to examine the ways in which racism may have affected their
own lives are able to give voice to their own experiences. This strategy allows students
of color to move beyond victimization to empowerment, and to share their learning
with others (Tatum 1992).

Intentioned teaching about the complexities and diversitiesin American societal life,
especially urban and rural interfaces, can introduce students to a range of influences
involved in establishing a sense of identify, a sense of place and understanding the way
people pursue notions of community. The changing nature and structure of American
rural life, changing demographics, changing capitals and resultant inter-group dynamics
can provide insight into what happens when unlike peoples meet regardless of social
location (Jenkins and Rakowski 2000).

The issue of supporting diversity in the classroom is not just a matter of socia justice
but also a matter of promoting educational excellence. Increasingly, institutional
mission statements at colleges and universities across the country underscore the role of
diversity in enhancing teaching and learning in higher education. Providing aforumin
which these discussions can occur as a component of students educational experiences
allows personal and group development to unfold in ways that day-long or weekend
programs can not (Tatum 1992).

4. Global Awareness and Understanding

TFoLL recommends that departments structure the curriculum to increase students
exposure to cross-national content relevant to sociology. Public consciousness of
global environmental problems and health issues underscores the need for an
international perspective. AsPillay and Elliott (2001:9) suggest, “[1]t isno longer a
guestion of whether individuals are part of the new global order but rather how they
deal with being part of that order while at the same time living and relating to othersin
local neighborhoods.”

The AAC&U, in recognizing that the world and its inhabitants are participantsin an
environment of continual global change, directs attention toward educational outcome
goals that underscore an education centered on informed, empowered, and responsible
learning. In many important respects, the AAC& U has taken a position juxtaposed to
that of Allan Bloom (1987) or Charles Hirsch (1987), both of whom prescribe to a
central focus on Western European culture and, in the case of Hirsch, areading list of
corresponding texts. The content of general education, according to Bloom and Hirsch,
begins with Plato and Aristotle, moves through the Renaissance and Reformation, the
Scientific Revolution, Enlightenment, and the founding of the United States.
Conversely, the AAC& U has broadened considerably this definition of general
education to include a concentrated focus on self-directed global learning.

Like genera education itself, globalization is aterm that is used often throughout
higher education but with relatively little consensus on its meaning. At one end of the
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continuum is advanced a perspective, as illustrated by Chomsky (2004), that an
understanding of globalization isimportant to ensure that the United States maintains
its hegemonic position in aworld order. At the other end is aview presented by
Friedman (2005) that international labor markets are flattening; corporations and the
individuals they employ are encountering economic relations that have dramatically
altered job-market structures within the last 15 years. Instead of adopting a macro-level
perspective on globalization, the AAC& U (2002) has directed its attention toward
learning outcomes that devel op students as self-directed learners who are informed,
empowered, and responsible and who, based on their education and experiences, are
well-positioned to navigate the challenges that are certain to confront them during their
lifetimes. In order to develop global awareness, students are encouraged to study the
culture, economics, politics, geography, religion, and the language of one or more
societies different from their own, immersing themselves, when possible, into aforeign
culture for an extended interval of time.

The AAC&U has argued consistently for an increased curricular emphasis on global
awareness and understanding. In particular, the AAC&U recommends that students
gain adeep, comparative knowledge of the world’s people and problems, exploring the
historical legacies that have created the dynamics and persistent tensions of the world.
Moreover, they contend that students ought to develop intercultural competencies so
they can move across boundaries and into unfamiliar territory to see the world from
multiple perspectives; thisinvolves an understanding and ability to critique overarching
framings such as democracy, human rights, and sustainable development within a
global context while concurrently becoming engaged with fundamental issues that
affect communities not yet well served by their societies.

Many campuses have developed their own vision of global learning, sometimes on a
smaller scale or in conjunction with internal (or national) diversity goals and objectives.
For example, the social science coursesin general education at San Jose State are
intended to enhance students’ understanding of human behavior in the context of
competing value systems, economic structures, political institutions, and natural
environments. At Boise State, students are expected to be able to draw comparisons
between their own cultural perspective and those of other cultures. California State
University at Los Angeles requires that students be able to demonstrate an
understanding of the ways humans adapt to adverse and changing global environments.

Sociology iswell poised to contribute to global awareness and understanding. Major
paradigms for understanding global society are often grounded in sociological theory.
Nevertheless, consensus among sociologists on how to develop afocus on global
awarenessisillusive. Coverage of international content in core sociology coursesis
minimal at best, often compartmentalized within a single chapter or section.

Exchange programs between institutions in different countries immerse studentsin
cultures different than their own, thus forcing students to negotiate cultural boundaries.
Several colleges are undertaking study abroad programs, which are becoming an
integral component of students’ educational experiences. A more common strategy is
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to “internationalize the curriculum,” broadening traditional courseswith an
internationally comparative approach. While sociology departments have
acknowledged the value of such efforts, there has not been widespread evidence that
this has become a standard part of the undergraduate major (Martin 1994; ASA 2004).

There exist, however, meaningful ways in which to approach global awareness and
understanding. A capstone course or project can focus on a serious international
problem (such as hunger, work/employment, poverty, pollution, or intolerance), offered
by ateam of teachersin many fields (e.g., Massey and Meyers 2006). Runte (2001)
suggests that sister schools could adopt the same problem in a particular semester,
sharing student work between institutions for competition and enrichment. A second
approach might be to offer ateam-taught course, possibly at the introductory level,
conducted by an international team of faculty traveling from institution to institution.
Readings could be put together by an international team, providing studentsin any
particular institution more exposure. A third option might be to create an international
learning community within an online, virtual classroom. Little, Titarenko and
Bergelson (2005) report on their success doing so in a course focusing on social control
but discuss how the format can be extended to other topicsin sociology. Course
designs such as these may enhance internationalized learning by offering global
comparisons and perspectives, posing questions to one another from an “outsider’s’
perspective, responding to questions from abroad that frequently challenge “taken for
granted assumptions,” and encourage areflective attitude toward the student’s own
society, culture and politics (Little et al. 2005).

5. Critical Thinking

TFoL L recommends that departments structure the curriculum to devel op students
higher order and critical thinking skills. Thinking critically requires that students be
able to state an ill-defined, complex problem, identify underlying assumptions of the
theoretical orientations and methodologies employed, gather and analyze evidence,
examine the evidence in light of the stated problem, and draw conclusions based on the
observed results.

As one might expect, there are multiple ways of defining critical thinking. Bloom'’s
(1956) taxonomy has often served as a conceptual framework for critical thinking asa
sequentially embedded development of higher order thinking skills. However, Bloom’'s
work has been criticized as being somewhat vague in the measurement of critical
thinking (Ennis 1985). Ennis (1962) provided an initial foray into the measurement of
critical thinking, focusing on the logical assessment of formal statements. McPeak
(1981) expanded upon this perspective in emphasizing the formulation of problems,
hypotheses, and theories of problem-based situations and the construction of plausible
alternative solutions. More recently, Ennis (1985) has suggested that critical thinking
entails creativity, reflection, and reasoning. Essentialy, critical thinking is
conceptualized as a process of creative and critical inquiry (Shepelak, Curry-Jackson,
and Moore 1992) incorporating arational evaluation of evidence (Browne and Litwin
1987).
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Geertsen (2003) suggests that critical thinking skills are most beneficial when linked
specifically to adiscipline’ s knowledge base. Within the field of sociology, Green and
Klug (1990:462) describe critical thinking as “the ability to create logical arguments
based on the sociological imagination.” Grauerholz and Bouma-Holtrop (2003:487)
make sociology’ s contribution to critical thinking explicit in their term “ critical
sociological thinking,” whereby, proficiency in critical sociological thinking, “requires
sociological knowledge and skills and the ability to use this knowledge to reflect upon,
guestion, and judge information while also demonstrating a sensitivity to and awareness
of social and cultural contexts.”

By highlighting the inter-relationship of the sociological imagination with that of
critical thinking, sociological scholars such as Bidwell (1995), Geertsen (2003), Green
and Klug (1990), and Grauerholz and Bouma-Holtrop (2003) provide us with
conceptual guidance in linking together the discipline of sociology within the wider
intentions of general education. Our contribution as sociologists to critical thinking
includes the ability to connect the individual to the larger societal structures, construct
arguments that are grounded in the sociological imagination, and support those
arguments through empirical evidence.

6. Civic Engagement

TFoL L recommends that departments structure the curriculum to prepare students for
lives of civic engagement. The focus on civic engagement stems from the belief that a
college education should provide learning experiences that help to create informed
citizens needed in a democratic society, a concern for developing student character, and
a concern that students today are less likely to be involved in civic activities than in the
past (Rhoades 2003.) Toward this end, the AAC& U (2002:33) proposes that colleges
and universities foster “intentional learners;” one example of an intentional learner is
the “empowered learner” who participates actively “...asacitizen in adiverse
democracy” and understands “...oneself and one's multiple identities.” The AAC&U
suggests that faculty develop strategies to help facilitate these capacities in students.
Such strategies can include service learning, debate, and personal writing, which
require self-reflection in relationship to others. Banta (2005:3) defines civic
engagement as “ effective, mutually beneficial collaboration of students, faculty and
staff and our community.” Civic engagement, then, can be defined as alearning
outcome that includes faculty-lead, service learning opportunitiesin the community,
incorporating reflective writing experiences with the intent of creating an informed
citizenry.

While the connection between civic engagement and service learning seems apparent,
service learning must be integrated into the curriculum in a meaningful way that
requires weekly reflection, course integration, as well as faculty mentors (Cone 2003).
Others have discussed the connections between service learning, reflection, and
knowledge from faculty and coursework. Illustratively, Ostrander (2003) draws
empirically informed conclusions about key program components that include student
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learning, curriculum transformation, community defined priorities, the creation of new
knowledge and change in emphasis as the work develops. Jakubowki (2003:24) uses
field trips as a context for critical pedagogy. She argues, “ critically responsive
pedagogy invites involvement, and, can be realized by utilizing a conceptual
framework into which isincorporated experience, critical thinking, reflection and
action.” Models of service learning are moving away from a*“ charity model” toward a
curriculum-based “social justice model.” (Jakubowki 2003); others agree that service
learning must go beyond the charity model. It should include collaboration with the
community, and place the client or provider in control of the services to promote an
equal relationship between students and community participants (Calderén 2003).

The contexts and placements for service learning are varied. Trostle and Hersh (2003)
argue that civic engagement can now take place via three pathways. corporate,
curricular, and co-curricular. The curricular context is awell-documented pathway in
both sociology and higher education, in general. Jakubowki (2003) uses afield trip to
Cuba as the context for service learning. Others integrate service-learning components
into aresearch methods course (Potter, Caffrey and Plante 2003). Johnson (2005) has
developed afive-step process for teaching social problems to empower students by
using the principle of civic education. Calderdn (2003) incorporates service learning as
apart of hisrural/urban social movements course. His students work for a day |abor
Center in the community. Another approach focuses on the links between service
learning and academic course work in nursing home placementsin order to facilitate
critical thinking (Sedlak, Doheny, Panthofer and Anaya 2003). Oates and L eavitt
(2003) embed service learning in their learning community (2003).

7. Communication

TFoL L recommends that departments structure the curriculum to devel op students
written and oral communication skills. While communication isvita to alibera arts
education, students often matriculate to college unprepared for success in their writing
and oral communication assignments. |llustratively, Brocato et a. (2005) finds
evidence that college students are poorly prepared for writing at the college level. They
find that a majority of students failed a diagnostic test devel oped by the journalism
faculty to ascertain language skills. However, students who completed awriting course
developed specifically for majors fared better in upper level writing courses.

There are severa strategies employed in the pursuit of improving students
communication skills. Park (2003) introduces alearning journal that demands students
write weekly, including reflections on each lecture and article critiques. Some positive
aspects students gained from the journa writing include ownership and awareness of
learning, self-confidence, regular reading, engagement with the course material, and
reflectivity. Coker and Scarboro (1990) describe two upper-level writing intensive
sociology courses. In addition to increasing students' understanding of the subject and
improving their writing skills, it is argued that writing helps students to open up to
discussing their interpretations in class and to challenging reading materials.
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Hinrichs (1990) develops alearning strategy that isintended to promote the
development of written and oral communication skills. It includes oral discussion,
written summary, and a discussion of the summary’s accuracy. When incorporated into
an introductory sociology course, Hinrichs found that the strategy improves
communication skills. Indeed, even the addition of a poster session into research
methods classes may improve communication skills, especially those related to
conveying sociological research results (Lowry 1992). Lowry argues that written
papers benefit from this activity. At the same time, posters allow students to discuss
their research with others, including beginning sociology students, who may realize this
interaction as a“ socialization experience.”

Several researchers have highlighted the social nature of writing. Karcher (1988)
states: “If our concern is to make students continually more aware of the social world
and the sociological principles operating therein, the teaching of writing becomes yet
another opportunity to demonstrate sociological concepts’ (p. 168). She emphasizes
writing as asocia event in which awriter and areader interact with one another.
Roberts (1993) states: “writing is also a profoundly public activity, shaped by many
norms and by the social context in which it will be read” (p. 317). He suggests that
writing often begins as a very personal experience but yet it must ultimately be social
(with the exception of diaries). Writing will eventually be read, and awriter islikely to
be influenced by the perceived audience. A problem with student writing isthat it is
often writer-based and insensitive to social context. Therefore, students need to
transform their writing into reader-based writing that focuses on awider audience.
Anderson and Holt (1990) emphasize the idea that writing is a social act and that
writing assignments should be sequentially based in order to pull studentsinto the
socia process of writing. Grauerholz (1999) claims that poetic writing or creative
writing is particularly useful for sociologists because it demands awareness of both the
personal and public. Similarly, Singh and Unnithan (1989) discuss their use of free
writing in sociology, suggesting that speculative writing is not just about writing but
about thinking and cultivating ideas. Accordingly, these sociologists believe that
writing enhances the sociological imagination. Writing may also promote other goals
of sociological teaching. Basirico (1990) refersto two goals of hiswriting
assignments. Oneisto have students apply knowledge learned in the class to personal
situations. A second goal isto assess students’ ability to link theory and practice. In
addition, writing may promote cultural awareness and lessen ethnocentrism
(Grauerholz 1999).

Several researchers assert that writing increases discussion, thereby providing
opportunities for oral communication (Coker and Scarboro 1990; Hinrichs 1990; Sing
and Unnitan 1989). Lower suggests that the use of a poster session as a component of
oral presentations, particularly in research methods courses, might improve students
oral communication skills. And yet, many of these statements are more conjecture than
observations drawn from solid empirical research. Notably, limited attention has been
given to teaching oral communication in sociology. Thisisan areafor future research.
What are the benefits to including and teaching oral communication in a sociol ogy
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class? How can sociology instructors incorporate oral communication within their
courses, and how does promoting oral communication help build sociological skills?

8. Mora Reasoning

TFoL L contends that curricula ought to be structured to develop students' moral
reasoning abilities, particularly to understand the ethical practices of a sociologist and
be able to discuss the detrimental consequences of social inequality. Harry Lasker and
James Moore (1980: 26) define moral development as a “progressive understanding of
the process and principles through which social relationships and the order of society
are created and maintained.” Essentially, they argue that individual behavior occurs
within asocial context. A critical component of this discussion isto embed a definition
on moral development within a curriculum intent on producing demonstrable outcomes
in students. To reason morally suggests that students must grapple with problems that
transcend disciplinary, cultural, and regional/national boundaries. In essence, students
must be immersed within an environment that forces them to define the assumptions by
which they reason and to challenge those assumptions through the interaction with
multiple and often competing perspectives.

9. Collaboration and Teamwork

TFoL L contends that students must not only be able to present opposing viewpoints
and alternative hypotheses on various issues but to engage in teamwork where many
aternative viewpoints are presented. Collaborative learning draws on the notion of
working with others, emphasizing that learning occurs through group work.
Encouraging students to work together within the curriculum is not likely to happen
serendipitoudly. It requires faculty membersto intentionally structure learning
activities for students and create alearning environment that enables students to
contribute equally to academic activities. Thisform of learning requires students to
learn to work with multiple perspectives on the same topic. Collaborative learning
hel ps students become empowered learners who work well in teams, including those of
diverse composition, to build consensus. It develops critical thinking skills by
providing practice at learning to listen carefully, think and reason from all aspects of
the topic, participate constructively, and collaborate to solve the problem (Rinehart
1999; Ross and Hurlbert 2004). The success of the individual islinked to the success
of the group. This motivates students to help one another accomplish the goals of the
group. The students are expected to actively help and support one another through
shared resources and encouragement (Donaghy 2000). Doing so supports individual
accountability but also rewards the team.

Collaborative learning develops in students an appreciation for life-long learning. It
engages students of all backgrounds personally, by allowing individuals to contribute
knowledge and perspectives developed from their own lives, and applying those
experiences to education. In addition, the life experience of all studentsis used to help
the group gain a better understanding of the content. Collaborative learning also assists
students in learning valuable interpersonal skills, critical thinking skills, problem-
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solving skills, and teamwork skills many employers consider arequirement for success.
Thus, collaborative learning teaches not only the objectives of the course but also
prepares students for their respective careers.

IV: Contributions of General Education to the Sociology Major

Thus far attention has centered on the contributions of sociology to general education.
When portrayed visually, the relationship between sociology and general education
appears unidirectional. Knowledge is compartmentalized within disciplines, each of
which is thought to provide beneficial information to students' general education
experiences. Writ large, this perspective creates the sort of unfortunate turf battles that
persist within colleges where every discipline believesit ought to be represented in the
general education curriculum. Higher educational trends have skirted this issue by
focusing on learning outcomes rather than disciplinary-specific knowledge. Though, in
either case, the visual image portrayed emphasizes the supremacy of majors (or study-
in-depth) over general education.

An aternative perspective isto view learning as a complementary combination of
breadth and depth of study. Asillustrated in Figure 1 below, this perspective suggests
that students' learning experiences are centered on a set of learning outcomes
developed collaboratively by the faculty, which are supported by fields of study and, in
turn, reinforce the foundations of those fields through students’ study in depth.

Figure 1: Visualizing the Relationship Between General Education and the
Undergraduate Major

Reinforce Provide foundations
orientation for study-in-depth
toward learning through students’
outcomes achievement of
through directed learning outcomes
study of breadth

General
Education
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Genera education learning outcomes compliment the goals of departmental programs
for magjors. Illustratively, the selection of learning outcomes reflective of critical
thinking, civic responsibility, quantitative literacy, communication, and global
awareness underscores the importance of sociology and its potential contribution to
general education. But asimportantly, students' demonstrable achievement of these
learning outcomes within the early years of their collegiate experience servesto
reinforce the very nature of sociology. Consequently, students with strengthsin areas
denoted by these learning outcomes approach the major in sociology with afoundation
of knowledge that prepares them for in-depth study in the field. This symbiotic
relationship is particularly important to afield like sociology.

Ironically, departments of sociology appear to maintain less consensus on this issue
than is apparent from areview of their respective curricula. For example, based on a
survey of 301 sociologists, Wagenaar (2004:9) reported that respondents believed a
sociology curriculum ought to center on critical thinking, cultivating a sociological
imagination, analytical skills, and stratification, though no more than ten percent of
those surveyed agreed on any one of these areas. Thus, anything advanced on the
relative contributions of a sociology major are partially confounded by a general lack of
consensus on what a sociology major ought to produce. That said, the ASA Task Force
on Assessing the Undergraduate Sociology Major (2005:57-71) provides atemplate for
assessing student learning outcomes based on the goals proffered in the report by the
ASA Task Force on the Undergraduate Major (2004). Students upon completing their
sociology major ought to have acquired disciplinary specific knowledge as well as
intellectual capacities and skills. Disciplinary knowledge includes familiarity with two
or more speciaty areasin thefield. Intellectual skillsinclude familiarity with
methodol ogies, data management and analysis, and communication. Intellectual
capacities require students to synthesize and evaluate information, reason critically
through problems, and understand distinctions between macro and micro levels of
analysis, professional ethics, and the interplay between agency and structure over place
and time. The combination of disciplinary knowledge, skills, and capacities develop in
students the ability to approach an understanding of society with a sociological
imagination.

Many of the recommended expectations of the sociology major, as illustrated by the
ASA (2004), are quite applicable to general education learning outcomes. Consider for
example the parallels between the learning objectives identified by the ASA and those
outlined by AAC&U for general education in Table 3. With the exception of the
discipline-specific learning outcomes, virtually all of the ASA’s specified outcomes are
echoed in whole or in part by the AAC& U’ s guidelines.
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Table 3: The Sociological Emphasis on General Education Goals

AAC&U Learning Outcomes Sociological Emphasis
—Communication Primary
—Creativity Secondary
—Critical Thinking Primary
—Diversity Primary
—Ethics/Moral Reasoning Primary
—Global Awareness Primary
—Historical Awareness Primary
—Information Technology Secondary
—Lifelong learning Primary
—Quantitative literacy Primary
—Social/Cultural Awareness Primary
—Scientific/Analytical Reasoning Primary
—Teamwork Secondary

As has been noted in various places in this report, sociology departments often appear
to be operating with arather narrow view of how general education relates to the major.
In many cases, perhaps reflecting the fact that most college/university students take
only one Sociology course (ASA 2004), sociology participates in general education
largely through a small number of basic introductory courses, such as “Introduction to
Sociology” or “Social Problems.” At large institutions, these courses are frequently
taught as large lecture courses in which students read textbooks, have few opportunities
to write, conduct data analysis, or achieve other learning outcomes, and are assessed
through inter-subjective exams that emphasize rote learning more than critical thinking.
Y et, these are precisely the learning outcomes emphasized by sociologists commenting
on the importance of the introductory course and on its future in the curriculum
(Sundgren 1994; Steele 1996). Too often, the courses are taught by inexperienced
graduate students or poorly paid adjuncts who have little responsibility for teaching
more advanced students (and, thus, are less likely to think about how they are preparing
students for subsequent courses).

Sociology departments could also learn from professional programs about the value of
collaborating with other departments that offer general education courses serving their
majors. For example, schools of education typically work closely with departments
representing disciplinesin the arts and sciences to ensure that their majors are exposed
to material in thesefieldsthat is integral to their program goals. Sociologists appear to
be far less likely to engage in this type of inter-disciplinary collaboration.

The point is that general education is everyone' s issue —what happensin general
education courses affects a variety of learning outcomes that are central to learning
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outcomes that the Sociology major emphasizes. Faculty responsibility lies with the
college not department. Sociologists ought to consider becoming involved in campus
discussions of general education. They should work collaboratively with other
programs so that learning outcomes central to the major that dovetail with general
education objectives are well served. If departmentsfail to become playersin these
campus discussions, then they face the very real possibility of the marginalization of
sociology as aresource in developing the liberal arts foundation of students, both
majors and non-maj ors.

Resources may prohibit departments from assigning tenured or tenure-track faculty to
general education courses. However, this does not mean that Sociology departments
have no responsibility for or ability to promote general education |earning outcomes.
Genera education is also embedded within the major. Whether or not acourseis
designated as a general education course, there are many places within the majors
program where general education can or should take place. Thisisthe argument
behind the now well-established “Writing across the Curriculum” approach, which
emphasi zes the value of repeated, progressively more advanced writing assignments
and regjects the idea that writing can be taught solely in introductory coursesin an
English department. A similar ideaisimplicit in the more recent attempt by the ASA
to integrate quantitative literacy across the curriculum (Howery and Rodriguez 2006).

Sociology majors have been found to have average scores on tests of basic employment
skills, including some that mirror general education outcomes such aslogical reasoning
and quantitative skills (see Velasco, Stockdale and Scrams 1992). There are obviously
avariety of possible explanations for thisfinding. Nevertheless, it indicates that there
isroom for sociologists to devote more attention to general education outcomesin the
classes at dl levelsthat they teach. Toward this end, sociol ogists ought to consider that
general education, as a component centered on a set of learning outcomes, is
cumulative and ongoing; it doesn’t end after students complete the required general
education courses. Capstone courses, for example, are not just a synthesis of what
students learned in their respective majors but incorporate more general skills and
capacities acquired through general education (see, e.g., Mentkowski and Associates
2000).

V: Assessing the Effectiveness of General Education Learning Outcomes

Assessment is now well-established within higher education. Reports on assessment
now proliferate throughout higher education, providing detailed examples on how to
design and implement assessment plans within organizational contexts (see, e.g., Banta
et a. 1996). Indeed, as acknowledged by the ASA Task Force on Assessing the
Undergraduate Major (2005), the methodology necessary to develop an assessment
planisfairly straightforward; assessment involves the systematic collection and
analysis of evidence to inform and ultimately improve student learning. Thisrequiresa
statement of desired outcomes—where do we want to take our students—and the
incorporation of a plan that provides the evidence necessary to determine the extent to
which our students achieve those outcomes. To the extent that faculty collectively
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develop learning outcomes and a program of study by which students can reach
developmental goals, information gleaned from the corresponding plan represents a
program review.

Too often, assessment becomes ritualized as the act of data collection. Systematic
assessment and data collection ought to be ongoing rather than intermittent. When
conceptualized more holistically, assessment becomes a process through which an
organization manages change. Accordingly, as suggested by Keith (2004), afocus on
process is necessary because it draws attention to institutional context, thus
emphasizing the importance of institutional culture. A focus on process underscores
the relevance of collaboration, particularly among faculty and administration. And
because institutional |eaders frequently move between one institution and another, a
focus on assessment provides a common understanding in managing institutional
curricular reform.

Assessment begins with alearning model, which represents a theoretical statement that
outlines the process through which students devel op with respect to adesired learning
outcome (Forsythe and Keith 2002:97). A learning model incorporates a process of
student learning within a structured learning environment around a set of substantive
activities. Thelearning model is, in effect, atheory about how students learn and
develop with respect to particular types of educational outcomes. Essentialy, a
learning model assumes that student learning is developmental and transformational
(Mezirow and Associates 2000). Learning is viewed as aformative process that
involves students' interactive engagement with knowledge and a corresponding
reaction, reflection, discussion, and synthesis. Learning istransformational; itis
greater than the sum of the parts because it requires students to interact with material in
ways that develop critical, reflective thinking. Robert Kegan (1982) has argued that
learning is an evolutionary process, which requires exposure to a stimulus,
differentiation from that which is thought to be known, and integration. Similarly,
Sternberg and associates (2000) contend that practical intelligence—the knowledge,
skills, and abilities needed to succeed in a particular domain—is fundamentally a
developmental process through which persons are exposed to material within a
structured environment. Strategies for systematic assessment of general education
competencies and learning outcomes should be consistent with ingtitutional and
program goals. The application of knowledge requires the integration of analytical,
creative, and practical skill setsthat provide the user with an ability to navigate
successfully within the organizational domain.

Most sociology departments have assessment plans for their mgjors, but far fewer have
devel oped assessment plans around learning outcomes in order to assess the extent to
which the courses contribute demonstrably to an articulated set of learning outcomes.
Weiss (2002) examined the state of assessmentsin 150 sociology departments,
discovering that only about half (52%) of these departments have devel oped specific
learning outcomes for students. Of those with learning outcomes, most have organized
their learning models predominately for their majors instead of an integration of general
education learning outcomes within the major. Wagenaar (2002) acknowledges as
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much in his discussion of how various components within the sociology curriculum
help to enhance the general education learning objectives of an institution. So how are
we, as adiscipline, doing in this regard?

A. Assessment of General Education Learning Outcomes

To the extent that the learning outcomes illustrated above are integrated within the
sociological enterprise, they ought to provide answers to important questions (Allen
2006; Aloi et a. 2003). . Patently, does evidence exist that allows usto determine the
extent to which sociology courses develop students’ capacities and skillsin adirection
consistent with these learning outcomes? To what extent are multiple methods
incorporated to inform us about students’ achievements? Sociologists are well
prepared to engage in assessment and there are many more tools to help build
cumulative knowledge about our students’ learning (Hohm and Johnson 1999).

1. Quantitative Literacy

Hubert Blalock (1972) noted that key challenges in developing students’ quantitative
literacy isto help them overcome their fears associated with mathematics and to
integrate the application of statistical analysis within their particular fields of interest.
Blalock (1989) argued further that there is a gap between sociologists use of
guantitative analyses and the manner in which such techniques are incorporated in
students’ course work. Not long afterward, Anderson (1990) provided arationale and
discussion of effectively incorporating computer modules for data analysis within the
introductory sociology course.

Howery and Rodriguez (2006) report on more recent initiatives that address this gap by
integrating data analysis (IDA) strategically throughout the curriculum, early,
frequently, and consistently. Their project included 18 sociology departments, each of
which agreed to develop quantitative modules that involved the participation of at least
50 percent or more of the department’ s faculty and concerted efforts at embedding
these modul es throughout the majors program. They report that departments struggle
with requirements that demand systematic coherence and uniformity in curricular
development. Such participation requires the implementation of mechanisms that
encourage widespread participation and overcome obstacles with large class
enrollments and the availability of technological resources. The report’s preliminary
findings suggest that the implementation of quantitative modules can improve student
learning. However, this assessment is limited to separate reports presented on three of
the 18 departments based on pre-post testing techniques; there is no evidence that any
of the departments incorporated the use of control groupsin their analyses of student
outcomes.

In examining strategies to overcome problems with large class size, Bridges et al.
(1998) assess quantitative reasoning using an experimental design; they administered a
pretest on the first day of class and a post-test at the end of the term. Learning outcomes
were measured using a ten-question quiz that measured quantitative reasoning and
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ability to read tables. Their results suggest that students' ability to interpret and analyze
empirical dataimproved over the course of the term, though they too did not discuss the
use of acontrol group, leaving the reader to assume that the observed results are wholly
attributable to the pedagogy.

Certainly, Blalock is correct in deducing that students' appreciation and skill in
managing data will improve and their level of anxiety will decline with exposure and
application. The challenge for educators isto demonstrate the extent to which the
incorporation of pedagogical strategies transform students from neophytes to self-
directed users of data. Thisisaquestion that existing research, particularly within the
field of sociology, has not yet answered. We recognize the value of computer-based
modules and offer illustrations of plausible sites where data can be obtained (see. e.g.,
Scheitle 2006) but provide little demonstrable empirical evidence that these efforts
produce the desired effect in students’ quantitative literacy.

2. Knowledge of Society

An understanding of human behavior and its corresponding relationship to social
structure is a central component of what sociologists claim to cover in their courses.
Persell and Wenglinsky (2004) reports that students ability to understand the complex
interactions between agency and structure are enhanced significantly through the use of
web-based discussions. Students become more engaged with the ideas of others when
the accessihility of those various perspectives is enhanced; moreover, Persell finds that
their thinking becomes more complex, within the context of this learning strategy, over
the course of a semester.

Keith et a. (2002) report on alearning model that is designed to enhance students
understanding of human behavior. Their learning model is sequentially embedded
within the general education program, the purpose of which isto measure students
critical understanding a broad range of areas, including the levels of human behavior
from the individual to society, the social, political, and economic contexts of the United
States, and the nation-state interrel ationships in the context of aglobal system. They
report that students strengthen their understanding of these areas with afocus on the
role of individual leadership within an organizational and multi-national environment.

3. Multicultural/Diversity Awareness and Understanding

Our students will participate in aworld that is much more interconnected and diverse
than was that of their parents or grandparents (Friedman 2005). Indeed, most of our
students will not be able to isolate themselves from diverse cultures and ethnicities
(Bellah et al. 1985). An awareness and understanding of these differencesis afirst-
order principle; an ability to navigate a diverse cultural terrain follows closely from
exposure. Sociologists will need to consider how the material they incorporate in their
courses prepares students for these challenges.



Research on student interactions across race or on the topic of racial/ethnic issues finds
that these interactions have a positive effect on students’ likelihood of staying enrolled
in college, their overall satisfaction with college, their intellectual self concept and their
socia self concept (Chang 1996).

4. Global Awareness and Understanding

To what extent are sociology courses demonstrably assisting students in developing a deep,
comparative knowledge of the world’s people and problems, exploring the historical legacies
that have created the dynamics and persistent tensions of the world? In what ways do our
programs develop in students intercultural competencies that will assist them in negotiating
cultural boundaries in unfamiliar environments? How successful are wein transforming
students’ ability to critique overarching framings such as democracy, human rights, and
sustainable development within a global context?

5. Critical Thinking

In aseminal articlein 1981, Paul Baker noted the irony that sociology faculty report at
the “top of their curricular goals’ but have been remissin studying it asalearning
outcome (Baker 1981:326). He draws on Dewey and other conceptions of higher order
thinking to help sociologists think more clearly about what they are trying to teach, and
thus, whether they have been effective. In turning their attention to the issue of
assessment of critical sociological thinking, Grauerholz and Bouma-Holtrop (2003:485)
aptly acknowledge that, “ Critical thinking seems to be much like good art: we know it
when we see it, we have some sense of how we might encourage or even teach it, but
we are not sure how to assess or measureit.” Grauerholz and Bouma-Holtrop (2003)
do develop a critical thinking scale based on afactor analysis. They show that, within
the discipline, critical thinking involves sociological knowledge and awareness,
specifically an awareness of social structure, use of sociological concepts, a holistic,
reasoned perspective. Shepelak, Curry-Jackson, and Moore (1992) show that critical
thinking requires embedded structured activities within courses, which, when assessed
in a sequential manner over time, can improve students’ critical thinking skills. Green
and Klug (1990) show that critical thinking can be incorporated into large lecture
classes by subdividing the class into smaller groups, which engage one another in
formal debates on social issues. While these authors provide an excellent starting point
for assessment of critical sociological thinking, they readily acknowledge that many
more devel opments are needed within this area if sociologists are to systematically
demonstrate improvements in critical thinking skills.

To add to the complexity of defining critical thinking, several assessment tools have
been developed to measure students’ level of critical thinking, including the Cornell
Critical Thinking Test (Ennis and Millman 1971), the California Critical Thinking
Skills Test (Facione and Facione 1994), the California Critical Thinking Disposition
Inventory (Facione, Facione, and Giancarlo 1994), the Reflective Judgment Interview
(Kitchener and King, 1981, 1994), Tasks in Critical Thinking (Pike 1999), and the
Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal (Watson and Glaser 1952, 1994). Aswould
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be expected from the lack of consensus on defining critical thinking, each of the
assessment tools draws from different conceptualizations of critical thinking with the
advantages and disadvantages associated with the definitions. Generaly, these tests
measure short-term gains, to which Logan (1976) has questioned whether students
retain critical thinking skills beyond graduation.

6. Civic Engagement

Parker-Gwin and Mabry (1998) looked at both academic and civic outcomesin three
models of service learning in sociology. The factor that was most important to student
outcomes was the role that reflection played in student assignments. This corroborates
findings of other research that reflective assignmentsin service learning are paramount
in affecting changes in attitudes about civic engagement (Oster-Aaland et a. 2004).

Purposeful reflection within a sequentially-integrated program of study appears to be an
important determinant in students’ orientation toward civic engagement. When faculty
develop a curriculum that extensively integrates service activities and formal
coursework, students are more likely to increase their orientation toward civic
engagement (Myers-Lipton 1998). A key component appears to be providing students
with opportunities to understand the processes through which social problems are
constructed, maintained, and resolved (Johnson 2005). Frequently, this orientation will
require meaningful service and structured reflection (Oster-Aaand et a. 2004) over
more than a single semester (Parker-Gwin and Marbry 1998). Moreover, asLewis
(2004) suggests, faculty must determine if they want a focus on service or learning;
specifically, do students benefit from working a certain number of hours each week for
aservice agency (aclear benefit to and interest of the agency) or developing
cognitively from the exposure to a service opportunity (community-based partnerships
with educational programs).

Finally, we must ask the question does service learning change attitudes or behaviors
about civic engagement? Myers-Lipton (1998) provides an example of a quasi-
experimental design that illustrates that students who enroll in an integrated (within
curriculum) service-learning course learn more than those personsin service learning
alone or those without service learning. Similarly, Persell and Wenglinsky (2004)
demonstrate that context matters; students in community colleges are likely to gain a
stronger orientation toward civic responsibility than their counterparts who attend for-
profit vocational schools. Dorfman et a., (2004) looked for changein attitudes in five
cohorts of students who enrolled in their gerontology program. While only the first two
cohorts showed changes in attitudes toward the elderly or about working with the
elderly, the study helped to reveal program challenges such as cohort and client
characteristics that might affect this outcome.

7. Communication

Structured, sequential attempts to integrate writing within and across the curriculum are
necessary if students are to demonstrably improve their writing skills. For example,
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Day (1989) found that requiring more writing assignments did not have a positive
effect on students' writing skills. Instead, rigorous grading as formative feedback in
conjunction with multiple attempts is associated with improved writing. Similarly,
Hinrichs (1990) finds that communication skills improve through feedback, reflection,
and additional attempts; small group discussions of students' written work appear to
reinforce the emphasis on communication. Knudson (1998) finds that explicit
instruction and discussion of synthesizing positions improved students' ability to state a
problem and gather evidence in support of the problem over the course of an academic
term. Similarly, collaborative teaching strategies that involve studentsis found to
improve their orientation toward writing (Harris and Bretag 2003); they suggest
integrating oral and written communication skills with the course content through
interdisciplinary collaboration, including support services available on college
campuses. Likewise, students who encountered a curriculum that prepared them for
the ACT Writing Skills Test were found to receive significantly higher test scores than
their counterparts who participated in traditional programs that did not orient them
toward the test (Rochford 2003).

In each of these studies, understanding the desired end state—i.e., knowing where one
wants to take the students—makes a difference. Establishing a curriculum and
pedagogical strategies that reinforces the learning outcome and provides students with
collaborative, formative feedback over time appear to enhance their communication
skills.

Grauerholz (1999) suggests that good writing habits are linked to an appreciation for
the context in which they write. She suggests that students need to read sociol ogical
publications so they can see how sociologists write and write in response so they
become part of the sociological dialogue. Furthermore, instructors should link reading
and writing by having students write papers related to the readings (summaries or 1ogs)
to improve reading and writing. Roberts (1993) has several suggestions that are
intended to increase students’ comfort with writing as well astheir writing skills. He
suggests that instructors be less critical of early drafts where students' writing has not
yet made the transition from private to public, give a more specific understanding of the
audience for each particular assignment, encourage students to engage in role-taking,
which iscritical for writing as well as sociology, be sensitive to students who are still
developing their own person writing process, and use class time to discuss writing,
including peer critiques.

8. Moral Reasoning

Moral development is dependent, in part, on the cultural milieu within whichitis
embedded. Academic environments that value character-enhancing activities are likely
to produce students who gravitate toward these outcomes. For example, Astin and
Antonio (2000) report that students who attend schools identified by the Templeton
Foundation as focused on student character are more likely to engage in community
service and volunteerism. Moreover, moral development is found to be directly related
to intercultural sensitivities and multicultural awareness. Intensive immersion
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experiences that force students to confront and grapple with multiple perspectives
promote flexible thinking (Endicott, Bock, and Narvaez 2003).

9. Collaboration and Teamwork

Sernau (1995) reports that the use of collaborative learning in his stratification courses
helped students understand the concepts and methods discussed in the course by
emphasizing community-based experiences and interaction among the students.
Similarly, Caulfield and Persell (2006) report that the incorporation of collaborative
learning techniquesin their sociology courses assists students in becoming better
engaged in working with each other, their understanding of the material, and the overall
quality of the research project.

Because students can feel “math anxiety” when taking a statistics course, Helmericks
(1993) reports the use of collaborative learning as away to mitigate the level of

anxiety. Hereportsthat doing so changed the social statistics examination into a
learning process and reduced the level of fear that students expressed. Other instructors
of statistics courses report that collaborative learning techniques reduced student
anxiety and improved statistical knowledge and skills (Auster 2000; Fischer 1996;
Potter 1995; Schacht and Stewart 1992). Many instructors who have used collaborative
learning techniquesin their statistics courses report greater student satisfaction with the
learning experience (Potter 1995), reduction of anxiety (Helmericks 1993; Schacht and
Stewart 1992) and a belief that student performance was greater than students could
have achieved through working independently (Auster 2000; Helmericks 1993;
Wybraniec and Wilmoth 1999).

Although research conducted on collaborative learning tends to report positive results
for the various techniques used by instructors, the assessment tends to be based
subjectively on the instructors' perceptions or relies on comments made by students
when completing course evaluations. Future research should focus on studiesto
determine whether collaborative |earning techniques are statistically associated with
student achievement, demonstrated competencies of the course, and retention.

B. Assessing General Education’s Contribution to Sociology Majors
1. General Education Learning Outcomes Beneficial to Sociology

General education enhances sociology, enabling the discipline’s majors to become
more grounded in both liberal learning and interdisciplinary knowledge. The breadth
component of the general education curriculum can aid in the understanding and
application of sociological principles. For example, how can the sociology major
understand the contributions of Weber without some background in history? How can a
sociology major understand the challenges of globalization without some background
in geography, demography and economics? Different models of general education
result in different benefits for the sociology major, as well as different ways of
assessing these benefits.
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The learning competencies and outcomes associated with general education are often
those faculty feel are necessary to succeed in sociology (as well as other academic
disciplines). Angelo and Cross (1999) discuss some of these skills, including analysis,
synthesis and critical thinking, problem-solving, application and performance, and self-
awareness.

Service learning is often a requirement of general education models. Eby and Rioux
(1999) describe the contribution of a service-learning component incorporated in an
introductory sociology course, measured by using a pre-and post-course survey and
compared to students who prepared a policy paper without the service-learning
component. Findings drawn from Eby and Rioux (1999) suggest that studentsin the
course developed a social conscience and increased in their sense of social
responsibility. Students who participated in service learning developed greater
understanding of sociological concepts and learned to approach issues with a
sociological imagination. The students also demonstrated a greater understanding of
social forces affecting behavior, a greater sense of socia responsibility, and reduced
racism.

2. The Role of Introductory Sociology

Introductory sociology provides a pivotal link between the learning outcomes reflected
in agenera education curriculum and the desired outcomes sought in our magjors. The
challengeisto structure the introductory course in amanner that provides students with
knowledge of society while concurrently strengthening one or more learning outcomes
in demonstrable ways. The TFoLL recommended the sequential ordering of courses
for majors, beginning with the introductory course, proceeding through theory and
methodology courses, electives, and culminating in a capstone experience.

This structure is felt to provide majors with an understanding of society, the centrality
of inequality within society, use of theory, the role of evidence in examining a problem,
technical competence, and competency with basic sociological concepts. Such
structure is equally important for non-majors, who are likely to complete only one
sociology course in their higher educational experience. For the non-major, the
introductory course can provide them with opportunities to gain knowledge of society
within the context of specific learning outcomes. Illustratively, Massey and Meyers
joint efforts at the University of Wyoming are a case in point; their presentation at the
Association of American Colleges and Universities Conference in 2006 demonstrated
the applicability of combining sociology and earth science in an introductory geology
course as away of getting studentsto think critically and socially about the
ramifications and implications of a geological phenomenon like global warming.

The challenge for sociologists is to reinvent the introductory sociology course in ways

that address the content of the discipline within the educational context of their
ingtitutions (Howard 2005). While the learning outcomes established for students at
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one ingstitution will most certainly vary from those at other schools, the introductory
course is well-poised to incorporate many of those discussed throughout this report.

3. Articulating General Education Assessment Between Institutions

The articulation of general education from one institution to another is quite complex,
given the proliferation of student movement between institutions. Somewhat
surprisingly isthe absence of empirical research on student achievement of a particular
general education goal for those who have pursued different pathways (transfer versus
resident). At the very least we need to distinguish between vertical and horizontal
transfers; i.e., vertical transfers complete general education elsewhere and transfer into
sociology major as juniors whereas horizontal transfers begin somewhere in the middie
of general education or in their major). Institutions that are aligned by state mandate
ought to provide atransparent transition for transfer students, though we suspect that
thisis not the case. One of the most pertinent issues to assessment in this regard
involves definitions of competencies and/or student performance based on common
standards within state systems. Illustratively, although Arizonais not a state identified
by any of the studies above where state mandated articulation agreements exist, various
institutions within the state are recognizing a common standard through the careful
articulation of arubric initiated by Carol Jenkins at Glendale Community College. This
rubric is based on the TFoL L guidelines and the Rural Sociological Society’s
Curriculum Transformation for Integrated L earning.

V1. The Means to Realize these Contributions

Sociology can contribute demonstrably to alarge number of student learning outcomes
as might be established within a particular institution. Thinking explicitly about
faculty expectations and student learning outcomes must become second nature (Eckert
et a. 1997) to be both manageable and meaningful. In order to realize these
contributions, sociology faculty might consider some of the following.

* Intentionally embed one or more learning outcomes (e.g., critical thinking,
guantitative literacy, global awareness) within free-standing courses.

» Center on skill development within courses.

»  Work with faculty collaboratively, both within and beyond sociology, to
integrate and connect the curriculum in coherent, purposeful ways.

* The creation of developmental learning outcomes will direct attention toward
students’ first-year experience. The content of what students learn during this
first year, and its relationship to key underlying outcomes, is asimportant as
how students learn.

» Learning outcomes ought to be reinforced throughout the major, culminating in
a capstone experience that requires students to select a problem central to the
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discipline and demonstrate their proficiency in several distinct areas as they
integrate the disciplinary problem (depth component) across desired learning
outcomes (breadth component).

» Co-curricular experiences provide great opportunities to draw relevant
connections between sociology with the perspectives and assumptions of other
disciplines.

» Establishing learning outcomesis only the first step; assessing students
performance collaboratively in light of these outcomes through both formative
and summative observations is necessary if faculty are to manage curricular
quality and integrity. The ASA (2005) TF report on assessment provides
severa excellent examples of strategies available to assess students
performance against one or more learning outcomes.

Just as the devel opment of |earning outcomes and their incorporation within general
education and majors programs is collaborative, assessment results ought to be
discussed openly to improve student learning. Faculty are in the best position to gather
meaningful assessments of student learning. Those assessments, however, must be
communicated beyond the confines of a single course or department if they are be used
effectively as an evaluation of students achievement of general education goals.
Assessment findings should be communicated to faculty, students, and appropriate
publics for the purpose of ensuring that student performance is consistent with the
desired general education outcomes.

An important observation of thisreport isthe finding that little systematic analysis has
been published on |earning outcomes central to the discipline. Omitted from much of
the extant literature are empirical findings of student assessments on many of the
learning outcomes related to sociology—i.e., what works and what doesn’t and in what
contexts. Asimportantly, there is a complete absence of meta-analytical literature on
each of the learning outcomes discussed in this report. Assessment results ought to be
used to inform the evolving scholarship on Teaching and Learning.

VII. Disciplinary Issues, Opportunities, and Challengesin General Education

Perhaps by this point in the report a number of readers are convinced of the importance
of sociological engagement in general education. For those ready to take the plunge,
we acknowledge that the higher education scene isarough terrain. The over 3,000
ingtitutions that offer sociology differ widely in mission. There are a number of other
factors that make the implementation of a general education program challenging,
including:

» Transfer students and articulation agreements — for some institutions, such as
community colleges, most courses are general education; for the institutions that
receive those students and offer primarily upper division courses and majors,
there needs to be a clear sense of what articulation agreements are in place, and
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what course equivalence means. Some four-year institutions offer a general
education (broad survey) course requirement in the upper division. Some
capstone course in the major serve this function. Departments need to examine
the primary “feeder schools’ to seeif some common learning goals can be set
for general education courses in sociology.

» Large class sizes— Faculty need to be creative in moving from “sage on the
stage” to more engaged pedagogies even with large classes. Non-sociology
students need to have some sense of the habits of the mind of sociologists, how
guestions are posed, atheoretical context set, and data evaluated and brought to
bear on the question. Courses need to emphasize these “habits’ as much as
specific terms and facts, which is often the tendency in large classes.

*  Faculty time: part-time faculty, faculty assignments to general education
courses — If part-time faculty, adjunct faculty, and graduate students are
assigned to general education courses, they need to be oriented to understand
the place of these coursesin the curriculum, the learning goal's, the methods of
assessment. If possible, the faculty should meet and share ideas.

*  Online and hybrid course formats — Faculty responsible for online and hybrid
course formats need to remember that the format rarely alters the goals for the
general education courses. These faculty need to be brought into discussions
about the expected outcomes of general education sociology courses.

e The"outsourcing” or “cooptation” of sociology content to other fields -- Partly
because of the congruence between the learning objectives of the sociology and
the liberal education outcomes, and partly because of the pressures arising from
accreditation requirements, curricular innovations in departments other than
sociology sometimes incorporate a* sociological” perspective without benefit of
sociological expertise. On the one hand, this represents something of a
sociological achievement; on the other, it often short-changes the sociol ogical
perspective, reducing what students receive to a bare, unprofessional minimum.
Sociologists ought to be attentive to these developments, attempting to maintain
professional standards of sociological competence throughout the curriculum.

VIII.. Collaboration to Strengthen General Education in Sociol ogy

The Task Force urges the sociological community to become more engaged in the
discussion and shaping of general education on campus. It seems wise to share our
ideas and successes within our sociological networks across campuses, using national,
regional, and state sociological associations. Sociologists turn to their associations for
technical assistance and need to find venues where they can both find useful materials
and share their own professional products relating to general education. The Task
Force encourages these associations to figure out appropriate ways to:
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Include general education as atopic for conference sessions and workshops,
newsletter articles, and so forth

Disseminate publications, web resources and conference materials to members.

Maintain awebsite to post discussions, assessment strategies, and curricular
innovations that link together the discipline with general education.

Collaborate with nationa higher education associations like the AAC&U, to
promote common messages that underscore credibility and legitimacy of our
work in general education

Support members who are expert in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
(SoTL), including general education, such as ASA’s Department Resources
Group; the ASA aso has members who evaluate promotion and tenure files on
SoTL work.

Provide periodic reviews of departmental programs and their contributions to
general education.

| X. Recommendations

The Task Force encourages department chairs and all sociology faculty to ascertain the
stage of the “general education conversation” on campus and to become involved
proactively init. To that end, sociology departments should:

1.

Contribute to a consensus about general educational goals, definitions, and what
it isthat undergraduates should learn in the general education curriculum, taking
into account the institutional mission, type, size, and student characteristics.

Emphasize with examples the discipline’ s important contributions to desired
outcomes of student learning.

Develop curriculawithin the department and in the general education
curriculum around a set of commonly understood, well-articulated set of
learning outcomes.

Collect systematic assessment data, communicating these data to faculty,
students, and appropriate publics to ensure that student performanceis
consistent with the general education learning goals.

Assist with strategies for systematic assessment of general education

competencies and learning outcomes that are consistent with institutional and
program goals.
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6. Sharetheir accomplishmentsin general education with the community of
sociologists, at professional meetings, on the ASA website, and so forth, and
include these questions in emerging scholarly work on teaching and learning.
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