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Abstract:



At a time when Sociology (either in its introductory or general dimension or in the form of specialised Sociologies) is acknowledged as a scientific discipline with important contributions in training at the higher education level, and not only for the future sociologist, there is a need to (re)think the problem of teaching Sociology in this context. This article seeks to contribute to this discussion on the teaching of Sociology in higher education, being a grounded reflection that is based on the authors’ teaching experience in the Portuguese context. Sociology has specificities, which we put forward through four framing principles, namely the need to permanently mobilise sociological imagination, be multi-paradigmatic, the need to be receptive to a heuristic interdisciplinarity, and, finally, foster reflexivity at several levels. These principles should, from our standpoint, shape the teaching of Sociology, both delimiting what should be taught and fostering the way to teach while abiding by these principles. As a conclusion, this problem of teaching Sociology needs an in-depth investigation, in the search for a growing pedagogical quality in a context of increasing opportunities to reform the type of teaching provided in higher education, which is a permanent challenge.
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1. Introduction


This article seeks to reflect on a relevant component of Sociology: that of training, based on the experiences of the teaching of Sociology by its authors in several higher education programmes in Portugal. Favouring, in this component, the teaching and learning processes, the article seeks to develop a reflection on how these processes may be successful in affirming the sociological perspective in student training in the higher education context. The attainment of this goal implies, on the one hand, that Sociology is articulated in an interdependent way as training with other components of Sociology: Sociology as science and Sociology as profession [1]; on the other hand, it involves the emphasis on a reflective epistemological conception of Sociology in relation to various interdisciplinary contributions.



As science, Sociology (either in its introductory or general dimension or in the form of specialised sociologies) is generally acknowledged, to a greater or lesser extent, as a scientific discipline that perceives in its specific way the social reality, producing plural theoretical topics, formulating research problems within the context of these topics, and developing methodical strategies that guide empirical research. In the component of Sociology as profession, we highlight the diversity of professional roles and practices in Sociology, the processes of constitution of sociologists as a professional group, their forms of professional association, and models of professional culture (e.g., in the Portuguese context, [2,3,4]). Specifically in the models and practices of training in Sociology, which are articulated with these science and profession components, several elements are relevant and may be the object of analysis, such as the structure of the programmes and courses, course syllabuses, teachers qualifications and competences, and teaching/learning activities developed, among others.



Sociology, as a privileged scientific space for (self)reflection on its own activity and the resulting product, contributes to a specialised knowledge with the limitations that this entails; thus, it is important, on the one hand, to foster a sociological perspective that spurs, in the process of construction and analysis of its objects, the influence of cultural, economic, and political aspects, and, on the other hand, which encourages the dialogue with other disciplinary and scientific spaces.



At present, the legitimacy of Sociology is evident also in Portugal, both through a scientific and academic dimension and through a social recognition dimension [3,5]. For this institutionalisation of Sociology, teaching, particularly in higher education, is crucial in the legitimacy and reproduction of Sociology, not only in Portugal [5,6], but also in other countries [7,8], albeit this is not a universally shared situation [9]. In this context that acknowledges the importance of the contribution of Sociology in higher education programmes, while, “in the past, teaching sociology was a political act, a way of staking a claim for an emergent discipline. In the contemporary higher education context, publicly and expressly caring about teaching sociology can be read as a radical and ethical stance” [8] (p. 394).



As a result of all this, being Sociology a science with its own specificities, the question arises as to how to successfully teach Sociology in higher education, whether in Sociology programmes or in other programmes.



So as to fulfill this aim, this article emphasises an analysis on the centrality of the specific principles of quality Sociology teaching at the higher education level, developing contributions for a reflection that contextualises some features of sociological science that must be involved in this teaching and learning process, which seem to be central to the success of this process and with increasing quality.




2. Sociology in Higher Education


2.1. Framing Principles of What to Teach


The component of Sociology as a science refers to a specific set of cognitive criteria and tools, accrued knowledge, and research practices, being the main basis from which Sociology as training and Sociology as profession components are developed [1]. But, what is Sociology? There is a wide array of definitions and it is not easy to define it in a direct way. According to common sense, Sociology deals with the study of society or of the social [10]. In a generally accepted synthesis, Sociology seeks to explain the social through another social phenomenon [11], intersecting substantive theories with epistemological and methodological procedures.



As a first framing principle of what to teach, Sociology stands forth as a science that demystifies common knowledge shared in society, but which is, in reality, not correct [12,13], and that fosters sociological imagination [14], given that “Sociology is about seeing with a new pair of eyes; unlearning and relearning much of what we take for granted about society” [15] (p. 872). This is reinforced by the Portuguese Sociological Association when it states, in its Code of Ethics, that sociologists should seek to achieve the highest possible objectivity in the analysis of social reality [16]. To this, social familiarity is added [9,11,17], which, if not properly worked, may be an (additional) factor of hindrance in the understanding of Sociology, thus making it difficult to desacralize some students’ views [18,19,20]. This deconstruction of students’ preconceived ideas has to be carried out in a context in which the understanding of the curricular structure where the curricular unit is inserted is critical for the definition of the pedagogical strategies to be developed and that are also dependent on the centrality and consequent legitimacy ascribed to the sociological science in the educational level under consideration [13,21,22,23].



As a second principle, it is sought that students understand Sociology as a multi-paradigmatic science, and this factor is inherent either in the introduction to Sociology or in specialised Sociologies. It is relevant to demonstrate students that the processes of knowledge name and qualify social reality at the very moment of analysis and that the disciplines establish dimensions of that reality when they analyse it. The plurality of social sciences results, on the one hand, from the real complexity of human action that requires complex analytical levels and elaborations, and, on the other hand, from the approximate and piecemeal nature of scientific knowledge that denies the possibility of a unitary knowledge of the real [24]. The deontological sense in teaching is verified in this respect by the theoretical and methodological plurality that makes up Sociology [16,25,26]. This assumption is reinforced in the International Sociological Association’s (ISA) Code of Ethics: “The principles of openness, criticism and respect for all scientific perspectives should be followed by sociologists in their teaching and professional practices” [27].



The emphasis on teaching is, thus, placed on a sociological perspective that is focused on the theoretical pluralism of Sociology. This pluralism seeks to articulate macro-social dynamics with local processes, allowing the linkage between subjective significances and practices, and focusing on the articulations between systems and actors, between structures and practices, between the reality of the social conditions of existence and the social construction of reality [22,28,29,30]. The respect for this pluralism is shaped by a conception of social/individual relationships that excludes unilateral and dogmatic responses. Pluralism consists of respecting different sociological orientations and mobilising them according to the intelligibility they bring to a precise phenomenon [31,32].



As a third principle, the teaching of Sociology advocates a perspective that emphasises a relationship of interdependence and complementarity between social sciences, which is fundamental in the understanding of the complexity of social reality, albeit the boundaries between each of the social sciences are uncertain and floating, as they envisage distinctively the same social reality. It is maintained that social reality is one and indivisible, and is, therefore, viewed and analysed as a whole, being the real object of all social sciences. As sustained by Silva and Pinto [24], each social science has a specific perspective on social reality and is characterised by producing its theoretical topic; by producing research problems in the context of that topic; by constructing sets of principles, theories, methodical strategies, and crucial results that serve as a model or guideline for research—paradigms. It is sought to demonstrate that the social is irreducible to the individual and that without the consolidation of this thesis there would be no social sciences. Social reality is indivisible and social phenomena are total social phenomena (Mauss). All facts are always complex and multidimensional and may be grasped from different perspectives.



In sum, Sociology distinguishes from other social sciences by its particular way of capturing and interrogating the concrete social real, developing appropriate theories, methods, and techniques; there is the need to apprehend and to learn them in a grounded way, as a specific scientific discipline with its autonomy [33]. Thus, the teaching of Sociology focuses on the assertion of a straightforward and reflexive disciplinarity [25] that incorporates interdisciplinary contributions in its analyses and reflections [30].



Finally, and as the fourth principle, Sociology, as scientific knowledge, sustains itself as a reflexive science whose purpose it is to critically analyse what it does at various levels (its possibilities, its limits, its procedures), so as to assess the conditions in which it does so, as well as the effects of its activity [17], given that Sociology studies and is part of society. The knowledge of Sociology is permanently assimilated by society, influencing it in a “dynamic cyclicity” [17] (p. 118), as a permanently unfinished enterprise [9]. Sociology not only studies society but is also a part of society. Sociology has something relatively specific in relation to other disciplinary-professional fields: an acute sociological self-awareness, a permanent sociological self-reflexivity on Sociology as social practice and system of representations, stage of conflicts of interests and games of power, on the practice of Sociology as a socially conditioned scientific and professional activity, socially produced, and always with social consequences [17].



The teaching of Sociology seeks to provide students with the potentialities of this reflexivity, that is, the capacity of individuals and groups to reflect about themselves and about others. This capacity institutes the domain of the symbolic and becomes effective insofar as it provides cognitive and representational elements of adequacy to reality. The knowledge and representations that people, groups, and societies have and use, often referred to as “common sense”, is, in modern societies, increasingly shaped by social sciences. This social appropriation of the knowledge developed by social sciences has a return effect by provoking a permanent re-thinking about conceptual topics and elaborations [34].



It is sought that students identify types of social reflexivity, namely (i) technical reflexivity, in which the knowledge of social scientists (or their clients) is used to modify reality in a conscious manner; (ii) mediate reflexivity, in which the knowledge produced by social scientists is applied to social reality by the same actors who participate in that knowledge through its diffusion in common knowledge via mass media, higher education, and other channels of knowledge dissemination and diffusion; and (iii) immediate reflexivity, in which the origin of knowledge lies in the actors themselves, who are subjects and not objects of the process of knowledge use [35] (p. 607).



After having put forward and discussed the four framing principles of what to teach, the core question of this article is raised: how to implement them? This issue is addressed over the next section.




2.2. Guidelines on How to Teach


In what regards the guidelines on how to teach Sociology in higher education, the real situation regarding the social [9], the institutional and the legitimacy framework of this teaching of Sociology plays a major role [21,23,36,37,38].



The teaching of Sociology in programmes where it is part of the central disciplinary core presents greater opportunities for legitimacy and investment than in those where its location is peripheral or secondary, being this peripherality a great challenge in the pedagogical relationship [21]. In the teaching of Sociology in programmes other than Sociology ones, it is sometimes seen by students as a “cafe table science” [39]. Paradoxically, according to a recent study carried out in Portugal, in the areas of natural or technological sciences, Sociology is relatively welcomed, whereas, in areas that could be supposed to be closer, in arts and humanities or in social sciences, there are instances of a certain devaluation of its relevance [39].



Concomitant to the legitimacy of Sociology in each specific institutional context, the clear and consistent demarcation of sociological competences has a central relevance to Sociology teaching/learning processes [1,22]. Specifically on Sociology as training, it is critical to define, in a clear and unambiguous way, what is expected to be promoted with the teaching of Sociology in each specific institutional context, in what can be a difficult consensus [37]. In Egreja’s [39] research, faculty and programme directors highlight, as core competences that they would like students to develop: critical and reflexive capacity; the break with common sense; the acquisition of a perspective of the areas of study as social phenomena; the development of writing and reading, group work, and oral presentation skills; and, less frequently, the development of inter-relational competences.



For the purposes of this paper, which seeks to present a generic perspective, Ferguson’s proposal [22] (pp. 171–172) is worth considering, due to its clarity and pertinence. The author proposes, in a synthesis, the following Toolbox in the Sociological Literacy Framework as essential sociology learning outcomes: apply sociological theories to understand social phenomena; critically assess explanations of human behavior and social phenomena; apply scientific principles to understand the social world; evaluate the quality of social scientific methods and data; rigorously analyse social scientific data; and, use sociological knowledge to inform policy debates and promote public understanding. To these, we may add, in a general way, the development of reflexivity and critical thinking competences [9].



It is critical to reinforce a set of learning processes explicitly oriented towards the effective and consistent attainment of sociological competences. In the case of specific training for the sociologist, this actor, in the exercise of his/her profession, needs to demonstrate four types of competences as capacities for effective activation of general knowledge in particular contexts [1] (p. 56): (i) theoretical competences (ability to select, apply, and produce theories and concepts that are adequate to the objects and problems concerned); (ii) methodological competences (relevant use and development of methods and techniques for collecting and analysing empirical information on social relationships and processes); (iii) relational competences (expert ability to act in the social interactions involved in the objects of sociological work, in a manner that is shaped by sociological knowledge); and (iv) operating competences (ability to select, activate and create a varied set of procedures of technical, strategic, organisational, or communicational action, developed or re-worked by sociologists in multiple fields). Such capacity is particularly important for the training in Sociology, but to some extent, for all to have some insight and a few, although incipient, sociological competences [1].



A third guideline for the success in teaching regards the fact that the teacher considers and respects, within reason, students’ features ([40]; in a critical perspective of the transformative agenda of social justice, see [41]). A basic principle of successful teaching in Sociology is the mobilisation of the student’s experience and knowledge [26,42,43]. According to Egreja [39], teachers state that the difficulties that usually arise in the teaching of the discipline are the lack of writing and reading habits on the part of students, their low level of general culture, and immaturity, which has been increasing from year to year. Thus, there is the need to adapt, as appropriate, teaching strategies to the students’ traits (e.g., age, gender, ...). Students should not, then, be treated as sheer passive consumers, and it is important to consider the social context in which the teaching-learning process takes place [44], as well as elements such as social dynamics and interactions that are established in this teaching-learning process, the power relationships in the established interactions and their translation into the curriculum itself, and the organisational context [8,44].



It is, thus, important for teachers to know their audience, in addition to knowing the contents (what we take for granted) [20], so as to be receptive to students’ questions [13], not forgetting the importance of the teacher-student interactivity [25], as privileged moments for the development of a sociological stance [26], in particular because in those moments it is possible to create the conditions for those who, in the context of large classes, never express themselves to do so [25].



However, it should be considered that the use of teaching methods other than lectures implies constraints, but also advantages, namely the participation and the teacher-student interaction. The possibility of making students’ representations and ideas more explicit is also worth highlighting, thus, enabling, “an exercise of questioning that reveals the scientific weaknesses of such an argument” [13] (p. 148). This questioning may even, in certain situations, take place in a context of emotional discomfort within the classroom [45].



Similarly, another orientation is the use of varied teaching strategies, and, if possible, with the support of technologies that can greatly benefit the quality of teaching achieved, boosting a greater dynamism in the classes that are considered by students, sometimes, as very expositive and theoretical lectures [39]. However, according to literature, it seems relevant to not start from the assumption that either teachers or students are necessarily digital literates; hence, the need arises to promote digital learning in higher education [46,47,48,49].



Other varied pedagogies are particularly relevant, such as newspapers, films, etc., whose use seeks the growing informed participation of students [26,39], or even fiction [50], as well as, whenever possible, some empirical research in the learning of Sociology through empirical research [25]. This relevance is linked to the fact that the capacities in Sociology are attained and developed through concrete training and continuous exercise, bearing in mind that the training in Sociology exclusively focused on the theoretical and methodological knowledge does not privilege the “appropriate processes of the shift to practice”; rather, it promotes a “limited apprehension of contents, carried out only at the discursive level” [1] (p. 57).



Thus, it is relevant, whenever possible and respecting the context in question, to favour an active students’ assessment that promotes their autonomy and that is itself “a learning tool” (Dochy & McDowell, 1997 cit. in [51], p. 212) through the provision of timely and (self)regulatory feedback [51].




Key features of active learning—discussions and exchanges, questions, improvisations, and off-the-map developments—ensure that learners actively participate in knowledge creation rather than simply passively consume information. When students reflectively engage by talking about what they know, questioning what they don’t, and interacting with instructors and peers, they develop the ability to understand and apply what they have learned.



[52] (p. 251)





This active teaching and research have also to be framed in the features of the programme, organisation and class:




Active, collaborative learning and other high-impact practices may not work well in all places or with all students, but in any case, instructors must hold up their end of the bargain by questioning their assumptions and adjusting their pedagogy and assessment accordingly.



[53] (p. 213–214)





Finally, the teaching of Sociology favours a certain (controlled) flexibility on the part of the teacher. Likewise, the receptivity of the teacher to the possibility of change is very important [42,52], fighting excessive isolation that can be harmful to the quality of teaching [36]. Indeed, it is critical that the teacher has a self-reflexive and self-assessing capacity, both during class and in the longer term, in seeking to foster an improvement of his/her teaching processes: “It is crucial for teachers to question regularly, reflect upon, and improve their teaching practices” [54] (p. 15).





3. Opportunities and Challenges to Enrich the Teaching of Sociology


Teaching, notwithstanding being a crucial dimension in higher education [8,55], has been a less recognised dimension of the teacher’s work, both internally and externally to higher education institutions [7,56]. However, greater emphasis is increasingly placed on quality, effectiveness and efficiency of this teaching, and innovation and excellence are promoted [7,57].



Despite tending to be a conservative setting, pedagogical innovation in higher education seems to be increasingly fostered by the need felt by academics and their institutions, but also by the pressure from social and political stakeholders, as well as by scientific and technological changes [49,58,59,60]: “In a complex socio-political-economic academic context, pedagogical innovation unquestionably prevails as one of the solutions to the challenges faced by today’s university” [60] (p. 71). As Alhija [61] summarises in a very pertinent way:




Higher education institutions engage in advancing good teaching for various reasons. First, they are interested in demonstrating that they are reliable providers of good quality education, while serving multiple stakeholders with different expectations. Second, they are required to respond to the increasing demand for meaningful and relevant teaching. Students as well as employers and policy makers want to assure that education will prepare students for rewarding employment and for professional growth over a lifespan. Third, research performance is no longer sufficient to maintain the reputation of the higher education institutions and balancing performance on teaching and learning achievements with research performance has become essential.



[61] (p. 4)





Although it sometimes seems easy, teaching is a difficult task [55]. This work is highly complex and affected by countless causes, being, under different circumstances, some of these factors more or less controlled by the teacher. In this teaching process, self-confidence, experience, and content knowledge, although not being unique elements, seem to take on a high centrality in the choice of the structure and the pedagogical method by the teacher and in the consequent higher learning success. It seems that the higher the confidence resulting from experience and content knowledge, the higher the likelihood of a more successful interaction with students; the teacher receives more feedback from them, thus reducing the teacher-centred approaches [43] and taking risks trying new ways of teaching [62].



In higher education teaching, the need for a teaching process that is more focused on student learning than on lecture teaching through a teaching process that promotes active learning is increasingly recognised [58,59,60]. For the impetus of this active learning in the teaching in higher education, it is important to consider more general areas of concentration, such as, among others: 1. have knowledge of the teaching context (know the culture of the organisation; frame the objectives and their contents in the training/programme in question; have a basic knowledge of the class; make the articulation with other curricular units, if pertinent data); 2. demonstrate scientific knowledge (promote the permanent update; have mastery of theories and methodologies to be taught); and 3. have pedagogical flexibility (make a clear and non-inflexible planning; demonstrate self-reflection and self-assessment capacities; show responsiveness to questions; promote practical exercises; use relevant but varied teaching methodologies; foster a balanced motivation; have the ability for some improvisation; encourage an active and diverse student assessment); besides an array of other elements.



However, in addition to these general areas of concentration that seem to be implicated in a higher quality and relevant higher education teaching, specifically in the teaching of Sociology, sociologists must consider the specific nature of the teaching practice and the competences required to teach [16,20]. In particular to the teaching of Sociology, it is certain that “the acquisition of the disposition to teach is not immediate or mechanical” [18] (p. 20); some competences or requirements to be considered in the sociologist teacher seem to be essential for a Sociology teacher to be successful in teaching this science.



In this context, and after the previous exposition, it seems that fulfilling the aim to teach Sociology in higher education with increasing quality and relevance implies considering and fostering the four principles previously set forth, which are specific to the teaching of Sociology in higher education and interact among themselves. From these, sociological imagination, multi-paradigmatic science, heuristic interdisciplinarity, and (self)reflexivity are to be emphasised. The application of these four principles may motivate a teaching of Sociology with growing relevance. It was in the respect for this more general observation that we presented, in this reflection, some guidelines that are inter-influenced (the degree of legitimacy of Sociology in the institutional and curricular context in question; the definition of competences to be attained by students; the consideration and respect, as far as possible, for students’ traits; content mastery, varied teaching strategies, complementary with active work on the part of students; and, the need for some controlled flexibility on the part of the teacher) that seem to be central and fundamental for the development of a well achieved teaching of Sociology.




4. Conclusions


This analysis of general and specific aspects of the teaching of Sociology in higher education reveals that no pedagogical technique may be considered the best and universal one, as Guerreiro already mentioned in 1987 [20]. It is critical to have “an integrated vision of teaching science and art” [40] (p. 2), so as to attain a balance in finding the best conditions for success:




The teacher is unlikely to be an effective teacher—especially at the level of higher education—without complex interactions both between the teacher and the students and between the students. It has long been held that the concept of teaching necessarily entails learning; what is beginning to become evident is that, in practice, the work of the teacher in higher education cannot be satisfactorily understood without a grasp of its related structures of dialogue and communication. Skilled teaching calls for the most intricate of communicative interactions if learning is going to be fully encouraged and promoted.



[63] (p. 86)





In this complexity, the students’ assessment process itself can have profound implications, not only for their learning but also in other dimensions, such as the image of the institution and the programme, as well as in the teacher’s own professional path [7,29].



The teaching of Sociology in higher education is a permanent challenge, a work of Sisyphus that is never concluded, with answers created according to each situation. This article, as a further contribution to this discussion, assumes that this topic needs to be investigated in an in-depth way considering its importance, insofar as “we all have something to gain when sociologists take time to discuss their teaching, their learning outcomes, and the best interests of their students in higher education” [22] (p. 174).
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