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Executive Summary 
 
The aims of this project were to gain an overview of the extent and nature of sociology 
teaching in Australian universities and some understanding of the most pressing issues faced 
by teachers.   
 
Collecting accurate data on the numbers of students proved impossible, but mapping 
sociology subjects showed that the discipline is found in the vast majority of universities. The 
most common areas taught were: Methodology; Health, Medicine and the Body; Deviance, 
Social Control and Criminology; and Feminism, Gender and Sexuality. There is a reasonable 
fit between the interests of sociologists (as suggested by their research interests listed with 
The Australian Sociological Association (TASA)) and areas within sociology taught in 
Australian universities. The most notable finding from the mapping exercise is that the 
discipline is not well advertised. 
 
A review of literature suggested that sociology is characterised by theoretical disputes, 
fragmentation of subject matter, and some contention over moral/political commitments, 
amidst an Australian higher education sector that is in a state of upheaval. Interviews with 
sociology teachers suggested that issues connected with the nature of the discipline provide 
significant challenges for those who teach it. These ‘identity issues’ raise questions of how to 
communicate the core of sociology, competition with other disciplines, the place of theory in 
sociology, and sociology as an activist discipline.   
 
Issues following from the state of higher education in Australia can make teaching difficult 
for any discipline. The major issues identified were cost-cutting, the invisibility of sociology 
in restructured universities, the problem of balancing research and teaching, workload issues, 
problems with class size, and the needs of contemporary students.  
 
Those who teach subjects like ‘sociology for youth workers’ or ‘health issues in society’ as 
‘service’ subjects to students in professional training raised some special issues, such as being 
caught in competing sociological versus vocational paradigms and competing for scarce 
curriculum space.   
 
While interviewees sometimes struggled to find reasons for optimism, there were some 
suggestions of opportunities for expansion or improvement in teaching sociology. 
Interdisciplinary contact offered opportunities, and teaching research methods was suggested 
as a way to connect sociology with vocational agendas.  
 
These findings led to seven recommendations for consideration by the TASA Executive: 
 
1. Raise the profile of curriculum issues within TASA 
2. Increase reflexive understanding of the ‘metamorphous’ discipline via further research 
3. Focus on methodology as strength of sociology 
4. Pay attention to branding the discipline within universities  
5. Work on making the discipline more visible outside universities 
6. Link with interdisciplinary allies, and 
7. Seize opportunities for dealing with the changing environment in Australian universities. 
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1  Introduction 
 
At present, considerable research exists in the US on how teachers, and sometimes students, 
of sociology understand the goals of teaching the discipline through papers published in the 
international journal Teaching Sociology (see for example Persell et al. 2007; McKinney 
2005), but very little research exists relating to the Australian situation. This is a significant 
gap, given increasing recognition of the importance of teaching and learning in higher 
education (Australian Government 2009; DEST 2003). Data exist on Australian tertiary 
students’ experiences of, and attitudes to, the university classroom (for example McInnis et 
al. 2000, on first year experiences; Course Experience Questionnaire data from recent 
graduates via the Graduate Destination Survey). Anecdotal evidence suggests that sociology 
is one of the largest disciplines in the humanities and social sciences, but little systematic 
research has been done on the extent and nature of sociology teaching in Australian 
universities. Moreover, there is nothing substantial on how our students experience learning 
sociology. Marshall (1998), Germov (2003), and Germov and McGee (2005) have argued 
that sociology should research its teaching practices. This project is a preliminary endeavour 
to gain an overview of the extent of sociology teaching in our universities and some 
understanding of the most pressing issues faced by teachers.  
 
The report is structured as follows: the following section (2) situates the project, first against 
the background of discussions within the discipline of issues relevant to teaching and then in 
the context of recent developments in Australian higher education. In Section 3, the methods 
used in the project are described. Sections 4, 5, and 6 discuss the findings, and Section 7 
offers recommendations. 
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2  Project Background 
 
This section outlines the intellectual and institutional background of the teaching of sociology 
in Australian universities.  
 
2.1 Issues in Sociology 
 
Perspectival disputes about the vantage point from which to view data and create theory are 
probably found in all disciplines, even those seen by outsiders as unified and confident, but 
some disciplines are better than others at revealing their inner conflicts. For most of its 
history, sociology has been, visibly, a discipline with competing perspectives. Fuller (2006), 
amongst others, has argued that contemporary sociology faces an identity crisis, and that a 
‘new sociological imagination’ is needed. 
 
In addition to perspective-related identity issues, there have been discussions of identity 
related to subject matter, which has most recently been described as the ‘fragmentation’ 
issue. Perspectival and fragmentation discussions cannot easily be separated. Fuller, for 
example, mounts a perspectival argument for a biological turn in sociology, analogous to the 
cultural turn that came with postmodernism. He also suggests that sociology should engage 
with material that it has until now tended to leave to the biological sciences. This argument 
leaves no doubt that Fuller is making claims about the identity of the discipline, linked to the 
question of fragmentation discussed below. Similarly, in the following subsections of this 
report, issues to do with theory and perspective are all, to some extent, variations on 
questions of identity. 
 
The long-standing debates about the part sociology and sociologists should play in society are 
another feature of the discipline’s identity discussions. Again, dispute over the role of a 
disciplinary practitioner beyond the academy is not unique to sociology, but is arguably more 
visible here than elsewhere. The phrase that identified this debate in the 1970s was Howard 
Becker’s question in his 1967 presidential address to the American Sociological Association 
(ASA): ‘Whose side are we on?’ (Becker 1967). Recent ASA president Michael Burawoy 
sparked the contemporary incarnation of this debate in 2005 when he campaigned for ‘public 
sociology’.  
 
These questions of identity, which are covered in more depth below, are the intellectual 
background to the project of mapping the teaching of sociology in Australian universities and 
of understanding the challenges faced by teachers. 
 
2.1.1 Theory 
 
Sociology evolved as a discipline amongst the liberal intelligentsia of the Western imperial 
powers, offering solutions centred on ideas of progress for the cultural dilemmas resulting 
from colonial expansion. Australian universities followed Oxbridge in not institutionalising 
sociology, so the main role of Australia in the development of classical sociology was as a 
‘data mine’ for material on ‘the primitive’. When sociology began to be taught in Australian 
universities during the heyday of US empirical sociology, it was taught as ‘a branch office of 
metropolitan sociology, incorporating metropolitan methods and topics in order to address a 
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local audience about local versions of social problems’ (Connell 2005, p. 18). The ‘everted’, 
outward-referencing sociology still done in Australia (compared with the ‘inverted’ sociology 
of the USA) reflects the structure of sociological knowledge and its global institutional 
organisation (Connell 2005). The lack of a distinctive perspective is not unique to Australia: 
‘[t]he issue, it seems, has to do with the structure of the discipline on a global scale, not with 
any peculiarity of the Australians’ (Connell 2005, p. 22). 
 
Harley’s work on ‘theory use’ in teaching Australian sociology (Harley 2005, 2008) shows 
theory as a tool for demarcating disciplinary boundaries used in the long game of musical 
chairs played in Australian universities as sociology became established as a discipline 
(Harley 2005). Themes in the uses of theory were that sociology was an overarching 
discipline, a ‘boundary crosser’ (p. 348): ‘the fundamental social science, or a kind of 
umbrella for the social sciences’ (p. 347); however, it has also been used ‘inconsistently’ to 
create boundaries, that legitimated the creation of new departments, schools and centres 
(Harley 2005). 
 
Harley’s survey of sociology textbooks through the twentieth century shows that ‘theory’ 
gradually became more prominent in them. She also shows that for much of that time, 
excepting the high point of functionalism in the 1950s, discussions of theory in sociology 
have been about competing theories (Harley 2008). Textbooks ‘use’ theory to define the 
discipline of sociology vis-à-vis other disciplines, or to tell a story of development from its 
origins. Development may be disciplinary—often with the input of ‘founding fathers’—
and/or reflect national concerns, in which case it still stresses the work of prominent 
individuals (Harley 2008). Textbooks also address the issue of moral or political stances 
(Harley 2008) and use theory to accomplish the ‘fashionability and status’ of some thinkers 
over others. Clearly, theoretical divisions that make it difficult to specify what sociology is 
‘about’ have existed, and continue to exist.  
 
2.1.2 Fragmentation 
 
Identity crises and theoretical revolutions are the story of sociology internationally and in 
Australia. Nineteenth century thinkers such as Comte argued that sociology could be an all-
embracing discipline—a unifying endeavour subsuming fields like economics and history—
which raises the possibility that there is no content that can readily be marked as unique to 
sociology. Discussing the ‘fragmentation’ of the discipline, Scott (2005a) argues that the 
‘sociological imagination’ is now found in many areas and disciplines.  
 
A crucial achievement of those in the formative generation of classical social theorists was 
that ‘they infused a whole range of disciplines concerned with a wide variety of specific 
objects with a new, sociological mode of investigation’ (Scott 2005a, 3.2). Thus a ‘general 
conception of sociology’ is not confined to sociologists and sociology departments. A 
concomitant of this fact is that the growth of sociology has inevitably included:  
 

a tendency towards the fragmentation of its disciplinary concerns. 
Those working in subject areas that began as specialisms within 
sociology have built links … and have split off to form separate and 
distinct disciplines’ (Scott 2005a, 3.5).  
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The unfolding of this tendency has been elegantly described by Best (2004) with regard to the 
‘death’ of the sociology of deviance (see also Sumner 1994; Marshall, Douglas and 
McDonnell 2007). Publication rates in journals of sociology as opposed to criminology and 
other disciplines suggest that, where deviance is concerned, sociology is indeed ‘the 
incredible shrinking discipline’ described by Scott (2005a, 3.7). This tendency towards 
fragmentation and shrinking is balanced by ‘scavenging’ that creates new specialisms, such 
as gender, which can ‘reinvigorate and transform’ sociology, thus creating new 
interdisciplinary fields and new fragmentation. 
 
The process of sociology’s development is contradictory, though. As professional sociology 
has led to new specialisms and disciplines, so the more general conception of the sociological 
imagination has become ‘more difficult to sustain’ (Scott 2005a, 5.4). Scott argues that a 
renewal of the core of sociology is necessary, and that this is best done through a 
reorganisation of the teaching curriculum in sociology departments (2005a). He calls for 
increased attention to core ideas of the social, of social structure and of social relations: 
‘sociology needs to once again define itself as “the study of society”’ (Scott 2005a, 7.2).  
 
In response, Urry, who is cited by Scott as having discussed fragmentation in the 1980s, 
argues that sociology is not so much ‘shrinking’ as ‘diffusing’ into thinking, within and 
outside the academy (Urry 2005, 1.7). He views this with optimism. Because there is no 
stable ‘purified realm’ of the social to study, sociology must scavenge:  
 

[t]he emergent forms of the social have to be analysed in part through 
insights, formulations and theories produced in diverse sites: by those 
developing and employing existing and emergent technologies, by 
various social and political movements, and by those partially extruded 
from reductionist disciplines where the social is just too troublesome. 
(Urry 2005, 1.9)  

 
Thus sociology has, potentially, a perpetually expanding empire.  
 
In response to Urry’s critique and to comments from Davetian, Scott argues that his point was 
for sociology to engage successfully with other disciplines it needs a ‘firm disciplinary base 
from which the building of its ideas and the recruitment and training of the future generations 
of its practitioners can be ensured’ (Scott 2005b, 7.1–2). This requires the teaching of a core 
of concepts. 
 
What is being raised in this debate is the issue of the content that makes up sociology’s 
identity—is it so unstable that its identity is obscure? Also being raised is the issue of 
sociology’s future. If its identity is obscure because of fragmentation, does this bode ill or 
well for the discipline (Scott 2005a, 2005b; Urry 2005; Davetian 2005)? 
 
2.1.3 Public Sociology 
 
Debates about the identity of the discipline in terms of content or theoretical approaches 
intersect with the debates about the politics of sociology. For example, Thiele’s (2005) 
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discussion of the discipline links its competing perspectives to its inherent moralism, 
describing both characteristics as problematic. Burawoy’s sustained work around public 
sociology has generated considerable interest from the time of the 2004 ASA conference 
onwards. His four ideal types of sociology are represented in a two by two table with its axes 
labelled ‘knowledge for whom’ and ‘knowledge for what’ (Burawoy in Clawson et al. 2007, 
p. 34). 
 
Asking ‘for what’ divides knowledge into two groups: ‘instrumental’/problem-solving, and 
‘reflexive’/about-ends. Asking ‘for whom’ ascertains the audience for the knowledge in 
question, divided into those inside and those outside the academy. Public sociology, for 
Burawoy, is the work done by sociologists that is concerned with issues of ends and is done 
for and amongst an extra-academic audience. Public sociology demands conversations 
around values and hence has a broader focus than ‘policy’ sociological work, which is 
technical expertise commissioned by a client. Being explicitly aimed at the public rather than 
the academy, it is neither ‘professional’ nor ‘critical’ sociology. Burawoy complicates his 
analysis by noting that his for whom/for what questions can also be asked within each of the 
four types of sociology, and that within each type there are different forms of knowledge: 
truth legitimacy, accountability, politics, and pathology. He argues that all four main types of 
sociology are useful, but has pushed to revitalise sociology in the USA thorough emphasis on 
public sociology. 
 
Responses to his address have proliferated. There have been critiques of the core concepts 
(Acker 2005), of the basic framing of Burawoy’s typology (McLaughlin and Turcotte 2007), 
and of its political basis. Those critical of its politics have argued that sociologists should 
maintain their intellectual distance (Ossewaarde 2007) or engage with publics as private 
individuals but not as representatives of the discipline (Smith-Lovin 2007; Stinchcombe 
2007; Massey 2007). In Australia, the ‘conservative’ sociologists interviewed recently on the 
ABC radio program Counterpoint (2008) appear to share this view. Others have called for 
more sociologists to do more work, in a more politically engaged manner with publics (Hays 
2007; Stacey 2007; Collins 2007; Glenn 2007).  
 
2.1.4 Gloomy Sociology 
 
Wickham (2008a, 2008b), in a local and theory-driven critique of sociology that relates to the 
debate begun by Burawoy, has argued that sociology should stop being critical of the 
democratic state and instead support it as the imperfect best arrangement we have. He argues 
that the ‘reason and morality’ understanding of the social flowing from Kant, which stresses 
essentially perfectible reasoning and morally aware individuals as the origin of modern life, is 
unhelpful in making sociology relevant to contemporary government. The ‘political-legal’ 
understanding of the social domain, which takes a more pessimistic view of morality as a 
fragile human construct, is of more use. In addition, sociology—perhaps social science in 
general—offers far too much ‘unengaged critique’ in which ‘modern Western governments 
… are always found wanting (Wickham 2008a, p. 25). Wickham holds this ‘sit on the 
sidelines and carp’ approach responsible for the exclusion of social science from the 
‘innovation system’ (Wickham 2008a). 
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Sociology teachers attempting to make the discipline relevant to neophyte practitioners often 
seek ‘applied’ research examples, and come up with work in which unfortunate or unjust 
latent consequences, policies, and practices within a professional area are revealed. As 
Beilharz (2007, p. 25) argues:  
 

[t]hrough the years sociologists seem often to have enjoyed too much the 
role of bringing the bad news. Little surprise that our students sometimes 
walk, after first year, after a year of harangues about how awful their 
material world is.  

 
Willis (2004) and others have made similar points.  
 
Beilharz (2007, p. 25) recommends, as the remedy for sociology’s tendency to gloom, that 
teachers offer ‘some more sophisticated sense of the wonders of the world, as well as its 
horrors’. In the same way, Sinclair (2008, p. 14) wants present-oriented ‘affirmative’ 
sociology that would locate and focus on ‘functional and affirmative aspects of social life’ 
where citizens are changing their world, such as the not-for-profit sector, using an ‘ontology 
of attachment’ and engagement. 
 
The intellectual climate in which sociology is currently taught is one where there is debate 
about the identity of the discipline in terms of content (debates about theory and about 
fragmentation), of purpose (the public-sociology debate) and of inflection (the critique of 
gloomy sociology). While the mixture of concerns is unique, there is little novelty in 
sociologists reflecting anxiously on the nature of their own field.  
 
2.2 The Institutional History of Australian Sociology 
 
The disciplinary struggles sketched in the comments on theory above have helped shape the 
institutions in which Australian sociology is practised.  
 
Like the older English universities, but unlike those in the US, Australian higher education 
did not institutionalise sociology until the second half of the last century. Before that time, 
local writers dealt with topics that would now be seen as sociological, and teachers like 
Francis Anderson called for the discipline to be established here. But until the 1950s, 
Australia was ‘a data mine’ (Connell 2005, p. 17) rather than a site where sociology was 
produced. The ‘prehistory’ before departments were established included significant hostility 
towards academics who offered any radical or even liberal critique of Australian society 
(Bryson 2005). When it was introduced to universities, initially in Sydney (a chair was 
established at The University of New South Wales in 1959 and Monash University set up a 
department in 1966), the dominant theoretical and methodological strains were functionalist 
and positivist. Initially, the content of research and of what was taught as Australian 
sociology was typified by discussion of ‘X in Australia’. Australian sociology was ‘a branch 
office of metropolitan sociology, incorporating metropolitan methods and topics in order to 
address a local audience about local versions of social problems’ (Connell 2005, p. 18). 
 
Alongside this manifestation of cultural cringe or peripheral dependence on the metropolis, as 
noted above, sociology in Australia was regarded with distrust as politically radical, even in 
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the period dominated by theories and methods now seen as socially conservative. A clash of 
research and teaching approaches within one university was picked up by The Bulletin 
magazine and embroiled in an Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) 
operation aimed at discrediting suspected communists (Bryson 2005). This certainly suggests 
that in its early years as an institutionalised way of thinking, sociology in any form was 
regarded with suspicion. Both Richmond (2005) and Encel (2005) note active attempts to 
stifle the growth of sociology, with Encel describing the difficulties faced at The University 
of Sydney, and Richmond making more general observations. 
 
This early history, which Encel says offers ‘an object lesson in the intricacies of academic 
politics, not to mention academic skulduggery’ (Encel 2005, p. 43) may have had some 
bearing on struggles within TASA (originally known as SAANZ—the Sociological 
Association of Australia and New Zealand) between more and less radical groups. It may also 
account for the continuing unresolved discussion of ‘professionalising’ the discipline 
(Western 2005).  
 
Sociology grew and changed greatly in the decades since its emergence as an official 
discipline. Germov and McGee describe current student numbers, professional memberships, 
and citation statistics as ‘healthy’ (2005, p. 355). But the climate of universities in the era of 
neoliberal economics has made some (e.g. Bryson 2005) fear that ‘a conservative, market-
focussed environment, with the issue of “combating terrorism” gripping the political arena, 
can readily provide a cover for explicitly repressive responses to intellectual and political 
challenge’ (Bryson 2005, p. 39). Marshall (1998) summed up the challenges that the 1990s 
‘massification’ of higher education posed for teaching sociology as: dealing with increased 
vocationalism, and the move to position students as customers.  
 
Some long-standing problems have been exacerbated by the imposition of new systems for 
measuring the education market. As Bauerlein notes, there has always been a certain tension 
between the requirements for academics both to teach and research, but the attention paid to 
publication rates as the measure of research has meant that ‘currently everyone acknowledges 
that the system is nonsensical, but nobody knows how to stop it’ (2009, p. 14). 
  
In terms of support for teachers of sociology, there is no national equivalent to the UK’s 
Curriculum, Sociology Anthropology and Politics (C-SAP) network. C-SAP, funded by the 
Higher Education Academy, is a subject network of which the aims are to support teaching 
and learning and to improve the student learning experience in the three disciplines. It offers 
annual funding for research, workshops, and other activities. These are led by academic 
subject coordinators, who are located in their home universities. C-SAP says its approach ‘is 
not only to encourage staff and students to seek technical expertise in teaching and learning, 
but to also develop a scholarly, critical engagement with pedagogic issues’ (C-SAP 2009). At 
present in Australia, individual universities offer varied forms of professional development to 
improve teaching, and professional associations like TASA offer forums for discussion, but 
there is no arena in which sociologists can readily meet to discuss issues of importance of 
teaching.  
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2.3 Implications 
 
Given the comments on disciplinary identity, it should be no surprise that in Australia in the 
1970s, Frank Lancaster Jones wryly remarked that Australian sociology had an identity crisis 
even before it had an identity (see Baldock and Lally 1974); while in the 1980s, Bryan 
Turner’s contentions about ‘sociology as an academic trade’ in Australia provoked 
considerable debate about the nature of sociology (Turner 1986; Bryson 1986). 
 
Teaching might be particularly difficult in a discipline marked by paradigm struggles and 
reflexively aware both of its own activities as about making rather than uncovering 
knowledge and of paradigm struggle as part of the individual struggle for livelihood. 
Similarly, the institutional context for teaching any discipline in Australian universities is 
currently not easy, and for a discipline that has no professional/vocational status, may be very 
difficult. For these reasons, the section of the project dealing with teachers’ perceptions 
canvassed views on challenges both within the discipline of sociology and within higher 
education. 
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3  Methods 
 
The project had three main aims: exploring sociological educational practices and issues in an 
international context, mapping the teaching of sociology in Australia, and identifying the 
issues faced by educators.  
 
The introduction above goes some way towards the first aim. To create the map of sociology, 
the researchers used the websites of all Australian universities to find sociology subjects, the 
levels at which they were offered, and the areas covered. The search used the keyword 
‘sociology’. In some cases, this led straight to lists of subjects that the university identified 
with the discipline. In other cases, the search process was more complex, and subjects were 
located via a department or school listing, or through searching a student handbook (again 
using the keyword ‘sociology’). In a few cases, subject descriptions were used to demarcate 
sociology subjects. 
 
Once subjects were identified, the researchers emailed a survey to the person who seemed 
most likely to be responsible for overseeing them. This was the person identified as ‘Head of 
Department’, ‘Head of School’, ‘Sociology Coordinator’, or similar. In a few cases, it was 
impossible to identify this person from the website, and someone was identified from the 
TASA membership directory as the initial contact.  
 
The emailed survey asked for amendments to the list of subjects (if required), the numbers 
currently enrolled in the subjects, and data on these issues: was sociology offered as a major 
or minor sequence; was an honours year offered in sociology; was research higher-degree 
study offered; and if so, in what forms and with what enrolments?  
 
The resulting data were patchy. While the web search yielded a large number of sociology 
subjects, the emails did not always generate a response. Follow-up approaches also failed in 
some cases. In other cases, figures were not available. The ‘map’ is thus reasonably accurate 
as to subject areas, but less reliable regarding student numbers; hence this report focuses on 
subject areas rather than enrolments. Subjects offered were grouped for analysis using the 
‘interest’ categories in the membership database of TASA. These categories relate to the 
groups used by the International Sociological Association (ISA) for their ‘sections’. This 
grouping is somewhat subjective.  
 
To identify issues faced by educators, the researchers carried out interviews with 19 
sociologists. All were teaching or had taught the discipline in at least one Australian 
university. They were asked the following questions: 
 

 What drew you to teaching sociology?  
 What do you like about teaching sociology?  
 What do you dislike about teaching sociology?  
 What do you see as the challenges of teaching sociology in the higher education 

sector, in the discipline, and in your university? 
 What do you see as opportunities for teaching sociology in the next five to ten years?  
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The bulk of the interviewees were concentrated in two sites. The first site is ‘BigU’, an 
established university with considerable prestige, offering a traditional generalist BA. It has 
both city and rural campuses, and on the city attracts students from relatively privileged 
backgrounds. The second is ‘UTech’, a former CAE (College of Advanced Education) with 
an inner-city campus, offering only vocationally oriented degrees, with a much more varied 
student population than ‘BigU’.  
 
The interviewees were spread in ages, positions (from sessional tutors to heads of 
department), and gender. Interviews were conducted in person and by phone. In addition to 
sociologists from the two main sites, researchers interviewed some sociologists whose long 
and varied experience suggested that they could offer a bird’s eye view of the discipline, and 
some who were in the position to offer insight into particular issues such as the challenges 
involved in teaching sociology to non-sociology students.  
 
Interviews were thematically analysed and Nvivo8 was used to manage the data.  
 
The research was approved by the ethics committees of RMIT University and La Trobe 
University. Each participant quoted has been given a pseudonym.  
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4  Mapping Sociology in Australia 
 
Universities use varied terms to describe units of study: ‘subjects’, ‘courses’, ‘units’, or 
occasionally ‘modules’. This report uses ‘subject’ as the term to describe these offerings. The 
issue of what subjects can be classified as sociology is complex; where possible, 
undergraduate subjects were identified using the search term ‘sociology’ within the university 
websites. Sometimes this keyword produced no result, and researchers had to pursue subjects 
through long and torturous pathways. The map resulting from the search was checked with 
individual departments to refine understanding of what counts as sociology, and amended in 
some cases.  
 
4.1 Numbers of Students Overall 
 
As noted in the discussion of methods, collecting enrolment numbers was difficult, and in the 
end, a census of students proved impossible. The material available suggested that there are 
well over 46,000 enrolments in undergraduate sociology subjects, although since a student 
majoring in sociology might be taking four subjects in a year, the number of students could 
be much smaller.  
 
4.2 Subject Offerings 
 
All but two of the 37 public universities in Australia offer some undergraduate sociology 
subjects. Of the 35 universities that offer sociology, 31 do so in sequences of first-, second-, 
and third-year level subjects in undergraduate programs and 21 offer an Honours year in 
which sociology is listed as a specialisation.  
 
The traditional term for a three-year sequence is ‘major’, though the pattern of major and 
minor sequences is no longer universal and the experience of many students of sociology is 
now confined to one or two semester-length subjects.  
 
An overwhelming majority of the universities offering sociology in major sequences do so in 
three-year sequences that include only sociology subjects. The others offer majors where 
sociology is taught in two of the three-year levels and students are allowed to include subjects 
from associated disciplines, such as politics or criminology, to make up a combined major. 
Five universities appear to offer sociology subjects but not as part of a major sequence. These 
include three universities that offer sociology minors (two years only) and two universities 
that appear to offer collections of subjects that might be remnants of sociology sequences or 
emerging ones, but equally might be one-off subjects.  
 
4.3 Subject Content 
 
The spread of content is shown in Table 1. Some interesting features are visible in this table. 
One is the relatively good fit between the subjects offered by sociologists to students, and the 
interests of TASA sociologists as identified by the categories used in the 2008 membership 
database. The ‘generic’ and methodology offerings are most numerous. The next most 
popular areas for teaching are Health, Medicine and the Body; Deviance; Feminism, Gender 
and Sexuality; Industrial Sociology, Work and Organisations; Social Theory; and 
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Environment and Ecology.  
 
The ranking of subject areas in terms of TASA members’ interests places Feminism, Gender 
and the Body on top of the list. It makes up 5.7% of the total interests listed on the TASA 
membership database—a list that includes methodology but excludes the generic subjects 
which are not available for TASA members to cite as an interest. This interest is followed by 
Theory (5.6%), then Health (5.2%), Industrial Sociology, Work and Organisations—one of 
the areas widely taught—makes up about 2.95% of the total interests of TASA members. 
Environment and Ecology is well down the list of interests (1.9% of total interests), but high 
on the list of subjects taught. 
 
Another interesting feature is the extent of ‘pure’ versus ‘applied’ areas taught. These terms 
are here used loosely to signify a continuum from a pole where the content of classes might 
be seen by students and teachers alike as having little immediate relevance to paid work 
(‘pure’) to an opposite pole where the content is about skills that can be marketed (‘applied’). 
Methodology, a subject area close to the applied end of the continuum, has the largest 
number of subjects. This is perhaps not surprising, since the divisions between quantitative 
and qualitative techniques and between data collection and data analysis could justify 
offering several research methods subjects in any sociology department; however, 
methodology can also be seen as an integral part of sociology, and as such, ‘pure’. In Section 
6 of this report, teachers of sociology make some points about methodology as a strength of 
sociology. 
 
Health, Medicine and the Body is the category with the second largest number of offerings. 
Health and Medicine subjects are more likely to fall into the ‘applied’ category, though 
‘sociology of the body’ suggests a more theoretical or ‘pure’ interest. This is the category into 
which subjects taught as a service to professional degree courses (e.g. nursing or medicine) 
would fall. This suggests that there is a considerable amount of ‘applied’ sociology being 
taught besides the subjects that fall into the category of Applied Sociology, Teaching and 
Sociological Practice.  
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Table 1: Sociology Subjects in Australian Universities 
 

Subject classifications Number 
of 

subjects 

Number of TASA 
members listed as 

interested in this area in 
membership directory+ 

Generic 
sociology 

Introductory (‘Sociology 101’) 38 N/A
Australian Society* 12 N/A
General sociology courses (not intro 
level) 

13 N/A

Areas 
listed by 
TASA as 
‘interests’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aborigines & Indigenous People  5 93
Ageing & Gerontology  2 62
Applied Sociology, Teaching & 
Sociological Practice  

19 118

Class, Stratification & Mobility 
(includes inequality)  

3 102

Community Research (including 
community)  

5 158

Comparative Sociology  0 65
Consumption & Consumerism 
(including food)  

4 71

Culture & Cultural Policy (including 
art)  

10 133

Demography & Population Research  9 63
Deviance, Social Control & 
Criminology  

30 116

Education  6 77
Environment & Ecology  21 71
Family  15 127
Feminism, Gender & Sexuality 
(including masculinity)  

24 207

Health, Medicine & the Body  41 187
Historical Sociology  0 60
Immigration, Ethnicity & 
Multiculturalism**  

16 112

Industrial Sociology, Work & 
Organisations  

23 105

Knowledge, Language, Science & 
Ideology  

8 97

Law and Society  18 78
Leisure, Recreation, Sport & Tourism  5 42
Media, Communication, Information & 
Public Opinion  

12 91

Methodology  52 170
Nationality & Citizenship  0 57
Occupations & Professions  0 59
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Areas 
listed by 
TASA as 
‘interests’ 

Subject classifications Number 
of 

subjects 

Number of TASA 
members listed as 

interested in this area in 
membership directory 

Political Economy  3 84
Political Sociology  18 110
Religion  10 49
Rural Sociology & Sociology of 
Agriculture  

6 63

Social Change & Development  20 121
Social Movements & Collective 
Behaviour  

7 87

Social Psychology***  10 61
Social Theory  22 204
Urban Sociology 4 73
Welfare Issues & Human Services**** 8 106
Youth  19 103

Areas not 
listed by 
TASA 

Anthropology 5
Asia 3
Disasters 1
Emotions or intimacy 5
E-sociology (or sociology of 
cyberspace, etc.) 

3

Everyday life 5
Globalisation 15
Honours units 17
Human rights 3
Internships or exchanges  7
Networks 1
Projects, reading units or special units 19
Social Problems 3
Terrorism 3
Timor 1

 

+ As of 2009. 
*  Including overlap with sociology 101.  
** Including race. 
***  Including ‘self and society’ subjects. 
**** Including poverty. 
 
4.4 Branding the Discipline 
 
On their websites, only two universities (Flinders University and Macquarie University) 
located sociology subjects in a department that bears the sole label ‘sociology’. The most 
common practice was to locate sociology subjects in a combined unit such as a department of 
sociology and social practice, a generic unit such as a ‘school of social science’ or ‘faculty of 
arts and social sciences’, or a unit apparently divorced from social science such as a ‘school 
of business and government’. This suggests a problem in identifying the discipline.  
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Some of this relates to the naming of subjects. The decision to call an offering ‘Sex, Drugs & 
Rock’n’roll’ (not the name of any subject located), for example, is understandable. Teachers 
want prospective students to be attracted to their subjects and ‘Sociology of …’ is not a 
particularly attractive title. But ‘prospective students’ are not always those already enrolled in 
the university, and when ‘the S word’ is missing from a subject title, opportunities to ‘sell’ 
the discipline are lost. Similarly, if ‘sociology’ is part of the name of an academic unit, the 
discipline is more visible than if there are sociologists hidden within a generically titled unit. 
The issue of visibility is discussed in Section 5, in connection with the challenges 
encountered by teachers.  
 
4.5 Subjects by University Type 
 
In this project, universities are classified into four types (drawing on Marginson 1997 and 
Marginson 1999). The group we call ‘Establishment’ universities is made up of four 
‘sandstones’1, the oldest and in some ways the strongest universities, founded prior to the 
First World War, and three that Marginson calls ‘redbricks’2, which are nearly as strong in 
reputation as the sandstones. With the exception of the University of Tasmania, the smallest 
institution in this group, the Establishment universities are members of the Group of Eight 
organisation (GO8). This body describes itself as ‘a coalition of leading Australian 
universities, intensive in research and comprehensive in general and professional education’ 
(GO8 2009). It has considerable prestige and relative power, and according to Marginson, the 
GO8 institutions ‘lead the competition for well-qualified school leavers’ in state and national 
terms (Marginson 1999, p. 17). Establishment universities are most likely to have a 
discipline-based structure and to offer generalist degrees.  
 
‘Unitechs’ are five universities created in the 1980s–90s from former large institutes of 
technology. Like the older universities, they have formed an association—The Australian 
Technology Network (ATN). While the ATN (2009) differentiates itself from the GO8 in its 
purposes, which include ‘forging partnerships with industry and government to deliver 
practical results through focused research’, it makes status claims like the GO8, describing its 
members as ‘five of the most innovative and enterprising universities in the nation’.  
 
‘Gumtree’ universities, for our purposes, are the 11 regional and rural universities, so the 
categories differ somewhat from Marginson’s classification, which is time-based rather than 
drawing on an urban–rural divide. For this project, Gumtree universities include some 
institutions based in regional centres which Marginson regards as New Universities (e.g. 
University of Ballarat), and excludes some large universities with both capital city and 
regional campuses (e.g. Deakin University) on the grounds that the bulk of the sociology staff 
is urban.  
 

                                                 
1 The University of Western Australia and The University of Adelaide are ‘sandstones’ in Marginson’s list. 
They appear to offer no sociology subjects so are omitted from our table.  
2 The term derives from the UK universities founded in the 19th and early 20th centuries. There, it indicates the 
lower prestige that goes with lacking ivy-covered stone walls. In Australia, The Australian National University, 
Monash University and The University of New South Wales may lack sandstone buildings, but they have strong 
reputations and, as noted, position themselves as powerful through membership of the GO8. 
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The ‘New University’ category consists of the remaining institutions founded after the 1960s. 
Some (e.g. James Cook University) were founded as universities; others began as CAEs in 
the 1960s and 70s. This is perhaps the most diverse category, covering some very large 
institutions and some much smaller.  
 
The web search for subjects found one offering from a private university, but this proved to 
be a postgraduate subject, hence the tables below do not include any of Australia’s private 
universities. 
  
Table 2: Universities in this Study by Type 
 
Establishment Gumtree New Uni Unitech
ANU             CQU        ACU                     Curtin                   
Melbourne          Charles Darwin     Canberra               QUT                      
Monash             Charles Sturt         Deakin                  RMIT                     
UQ              Griffith                ECU                     USA               
Sydney           James Cook          Flinders                UTS                      
UNSW                   Newcastle             La Trobe                                  
UTas           Southern Cross     Macquarie  
         Sunshine Coast     Murdoch                 
 UNE                     Swinburne             
 Ballarat         UWS                      
 Wollongong           VUT                      
 
The number of offerings does not show much variation by type of university, although it is 
notable that two universities in the GO8, The University of Western Australia and The 
University of Adelaide, did not appear to offer any sociology subjects in 2008.3 This pattern 
is consistent with the development of sociology in the UK (Connell 2005) where the 
Oxbridge universities were late in introducing the discipline. Table 3 shows that the Unitechs 
seem to offer fewer subjects than the Establishment, Gumtrees, or New Universities. They are 
also somewhat less likely to offer Honours years (see Table 5). Table 4 shows that Gumtree 
universities are least likely to offer majors, and that Establishment universities all offer 
majors.  
 
There are no clear trends discoverable in subject offerings by type of university. 42% of the 
theory subjects are offered by the Establishment universities, but so are 42% of the ‘applied 
sociology’ subjects (see Table 5). 

                                                 
3 The University of Adelaide is apparently in the process of introducing sociology subjects. 
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Table 3: Extent of Subject Offerings by University Type 
 

Number of 
offerings 

University Type
Establishment Unitech Gumtree New Uni 

1–5 subjects 0
0.0%

1
20.0%

3
27.3%

1 
9.1% 

6–10 subjects 
  

0 
0.0%

2 
40.0%

1 
9.1%

2 
18.2% 

11–15 subjects 1 
14.3%

1 
20.0%

2 
18.2%

4 
36.4% 

16–20 subjects 0 
0.0%

0 
0.0%

2 
18.2%

1 
9.1% 

20+ subjects 
  

6 
85.7%

1 
20.0%

3 
27.3%

3 
27.3% 

Total 7 5 11 11 
 
 
 
Table 4: Majors by University Type 
 
 University Type

Establishment Gumtree New Uni Unitech
Major 
offered 

7 
100.0% 

8
72.7%

10
90.9%

4
80.0%

No major  
Offered  

0 
0.0% 

3
27.3%

1
9.1%

1
20.0%

Total 7 11 11 5
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Table 5: Subject Classifications by University Type  
 

 University Type 
Establishment Unitech Gumtree New 

University
Total 

Aborigines & Indigenous 
People 

1
20.0%

0
0.0%

4 
80.0% 

0
0.0%

5
100.0%

Advanced 0
0.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

2
100.0%

2
100.0%

Ageing & Gerontology 1
50.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

1
50.0%

2
100.0%

Anthropology 3
60.0%

0
0.0%

2 
40.0% 

0
0.0%

5
100.0%

Applied Sociology 8
42.1%

2
10.5%

5 
26.3% 

4
21.0%

19
100.0%

Asia 0
0.0%

1
33.3%

1 
33.3% 

1
33.3%

3
100.0%

Australian Society 5
41.6%

2
16.6%

3 
25.0% 

2
16.6%

12
100.0%

Class, Stratification & 
Mobility 

1
33.3%

0
0.0%

1 
33.3% 

1
33.3%

3
100.0%

Community Research 0
0.0%

0
0.0%

4 
80.0% 

1
20.0%

5
100.0%

Consumption & 
Consumerism 

0
0.0%

1
25.0%

2 
50.0% 

1
25.0%

4
100.0%

Culture & Cultural Policy 2
20.0%

1
10.0%

3 
30.0% 

4
40.0%

10
100.0%

Demography & Population 
Research  

6
66.7%

1
11.1%

0 
0.0% 

2
22.2%

9
100.0%

Deviance, Social Control & 
Criminology 

11
36.6%

2
6.6%

10 
33.3% 

7
23.3%

30
100.0%

Disasters 1
100.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

0
0.0%

1
100.0%

Education 
  

2
33.3%

1
16.7%

2 
33.3% 

1
16.7%

6
100.0%

Emotions or intimacy 
  

1
20.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

4
80.0%

5
100.0%

Environment & Ecology 
  

4
19.0%

1
4.8%

9 
42.9% 

7
33.3%

21
100.0%

E-Sociology, Cyber 
Sociology 

1
33.3%

1
33.3%

0 
0.0% 

1
33.3%

3
100.0%

Everyday Life 1
20.0%

0
0.0%

2 
40.0% 

2
40.0%

5
100.0%

Exchange or study abroad 1
100.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

0
0.0%

1
100.0%

Family 3
20.0%

2
13.3%

6 
40.0% 

4
26.6%

15
100.0%
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 University Type 
Establishment Unitech Gumtree New 

University
Total 

Feminism, Gender & 
Sexuality 

8
33.3%

3
12.5%

7 
29.1% 

6
25.0%

24
100.0%

General 3
27.3%

0
0.0%

3 
27.3% 

5
45.5%

11
100.0%

Genetics 2
66.7%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

1
33.3%

3
100.0%

Genocide 2
100.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

0
0.0%

2
100.0%

Globalisation 8
50.0%

4
25.0%

1 
6.25% 

3
18.75%

16
100.0%

Health, Medicine & the Body 11
26.8%

3
7.3%

12 
29.2% 

15
36.5%

41
100.0%

Honours 9
52.9%

1
5.9%

4 
23.5% 

3
17.6%

17
100.0%

Human Rights 2
66.7%

1
33.3%

0 
0.0% 

0
0.0%

3
100.0%

Immigration, Ethnicity & 
Multiculturalism 

7
41.1%

0
0.0%

2 
11.7% 

8
47.0%

17
100.0%

Industrial Sociology, Work & 
Organisations 

4
17.3%

5
21.7%

7 
30.4% 

7
30.4%

23
100.0%

Internship 3
50.0%

0
0.0%

1 
16.7% 

2
33.3%

6
100.0%

Introductory subject 7
17.9%

3
7.6%

11 
28.2% 

18
46.1%

39
100.0%

Knowledge, Language, 
Science & Ideology 

3
37.5%

1
12.5%

2 
25.0% 

2
25.0%

8
100.0%

Law & Society 8
44.4%

2
11.1%

1 
5.6% 

7
38.9%

18
100.0%

Leisure, Recreation, Sport & 
Tourism 

3
60.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

2
40.0%

5
100.0%

Media, Communication, 
Information & Public Opinion 

5
41.7%

1
8.3%

2 
16.7% 

4
33.3%

12
100.0%

Methodology 16
31.4%

6
11.8%

11 
21.6% 

18
35.3%

51
100.0%

Networks 2
100.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

0
0.0%

2
100.0%

Peace Studies 0
0.0%

0
0.0%

1 
33.3% 

2
66.7%

3
100.0%

Political Economy 2
66.7%

0
0.0%

1 
33.3% 

0
0.0%

3
100.0%

Political Sociology 7
38.9%

2
11.1%

6 
33.3% 

3
16.7%

18
100.0%

Project or special topic 3
15.8%

3
15.8%

7 
36.8% 

6
31.6%

19
100.0%
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 University Type 
Establishment Unitech Gumtree New 

University
Total 

Religion 1
10.0%

1
10.0%

3 
30.0% 

5
50.0%

10
100.0%

Risk 1
100.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

0
0.0%

1
100.0%

Rural Sociology & Sociology 
of Agriculture 

1
16.6%

0
0.0%

2 
33.3% 

3
50.0%

6
100.0%

Social Change & 
Development 

7
35.0%

3
15.0%

2 
10.0% 

8
40.0%

20
100.0%

Social Movements & 
Collective Behaviour 

3
42.8%

0
0.0%

1 
14.2% 

3
42.8%

7
100.0%

Social Problems 2
66.7%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

1
33.3%

3
100.0%

Social Psychology 6
60.0%

1
10.0%

1 
10.0% 

2
20.0%

10
100.0%

Terrorism 2
66.7%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

1
33.3%

3
100.0%

Social Theory 10
41.7%

4
16.7%

5 
20.8% 

5
20.8%

24
100.0%

Timor 0
0.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

1
100.0%

1
100.0%

Urban Sociology 2
50.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

2
50.0%

4
100.0%

Utopias 2
100.0%

0
0.0%

0 
0.0% 

0
0.0%

2
100.0%

Welfare Issues & Human 
Services 

2
25.0%

0
0.0%

2 
25.0% 

4
50.0%

8
100.0%

Youth 5
25.0%

1
5.0%

9 
45.0% 

5
25.0%

20
100.0%

  
4.6 Mapping Sociology  
 
The overall picture is that sociology is found across the Australian university system. There is 
a wide spread of subject offerings, but no clear demarcation of types of sociological 
education between different types of universities, except that traditional major structures are 
most common in traditional ‘establishment’ universities. The relatively undifferentiated 
offerings may reflect the quasi-market unified national system, which is widely described as 
having increased conformity in the segmented area of higher education rather than creating a 
market with greater diversity (See Mahony 1993; Marginson 1997, 1999). There is a 
reasonable fit between interests of sociologists and subjects offered. It is clear that applied 
teaching is a large field. There are potential issues around ‘branding’ of the discipline. Some 
of these issues are picked up in the recommendations section.  
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5  Challenges for Sociology Teachers 
 
As noted in Section 3, the data in this section come from interviews with tertiary sociology 
teachers. Interviewers asked them about ‘challenges’ and one interviewee gently objected to 
the term. It is, indeed, often used in managerial discourse as a ‘weasel word’ (Watson 2005) 
that spins the bad (difficulties, threats, or injustices) into the good (character-forming 
experiences, tests of ability). The term ‘challenges’ was chosen in an attempt to avoid 
focusing only on the negatives in the interviews, and to leave room for discussion of 
opportunities, but neither the question about challenges nor the subsequent question about 
opportunities or improvements produced a lot of optimistic views.  
 
5.1 Challenges in the Discipline 
 
The most salient challenges, as brought up by interviewees, concern the nature of sociology 
as a discipline and the state of higher education today. ‘Service’ teaching offers challenges to 
those who are introducing sociology to audiences in vocationally oriented degrees, but seems 
to loom as less of an issue than the requirements of the discipline per se, or the difficulties of 
teaching in Australian universities today. The table below summarises the amount of material 
from the interviews that was coded as about the various types of challenges, showing that 
challenges within the home university seemed less salient than the other three types. 
  
Table 6: Coding of Challenges (interview sources only) 
 
  Number of 

sources 
coded 

Number of 
references 

coded 

Number of 
words
coded

As a service subject 15 49 9284 
In the discipline 20 93 10,874 
In the higher-education sector 19 61 8267 
In your university 15 27 7618 
  
5.1.1 Identity Issues 
 
The question of identity was the main theme emerging from the question about challenges 
within the discipline. This is not a new story, as noted in the introduction to this report. 
Thirteen interviewees replied to the question ‘What do you see as the challenges of teaching 
sociology, in the discipline?’ in terms of the difficulties they had conveying to students just 
what identifies sociology. These experiences ground the identity crisis, discussed in Section 
2, in everyday practice. There are collisions (both productive and tense) over how to convey 
understanding of the world to students beyond a simplistic ‘uncovering of truths’—whereby 
knowledge and its interpretation are contested—so sociologists who teach cannot easily offer 
a simple definition of their professional practice. Hence, to one interviewee, Lachlan, 
sociology is a ‘nebulous’ discipline; to Margaret it is ‘abstract’ and hard for students to grasp; 
and to Glenda it is ‘amorphous’. This last word was mis-transcribed as ‘metamorphous’, 
which is also quite a good term for a discipline marked both by paradigm conflict and by 
some self-consciousness about its nature. 
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For the interviewees above, the problem is how to communicate the core of sociology to 
students, when it is not entirely clear to the teachers. Lachlan said: 
 

Students don’t necessarily have a thumb on what sociology is, and … I 
don’t think we’re necessarily articulating that … I struggle now to even 
articulate what sociology is, let alone as a unit, as a teaching unit, 
struggling to articulate what that is to students. 

 
These difficulties in communicating what constitutes sociology can be exacerbated by lack of 
understanding of the discipline in the eyes of students, parents, and employers. Four 
interviewees referred to struggles on the university’s Open Day to tell Year 12 students what 
sociology was about, and ten commented on the apparent lack of vocational relevance of the 
discipline. Henry’s comment is typical: 
 

It is becoming increasingly a vocationally oriented sort of university 
system, and sociology doesn’t quite fit.  

 
5.1.2 Competition with other Disciplines 
 
An apparent lack of vocational relevance meant that the sociology teachers (especially at 
BigU) often perceived competition from other disciplines—the other liberal arts areas such as 
history or cultural studies, and the more apparently vocationally relevant areas of criminology 
and behavioural studies. The challenge for those teaching in a vocational context was that 
‘service’ subjects in general, whether they were required or elective, tended to be seen as 
subordinate to the professional subjects, and faced difficulties such as being taught in 
timetabled fragments around block release for field work. These issues are discussed further 
in Section 5.3. 
 
The issue of the identity of sociology was particularly salient to the city-campus teachers at 
BigU, who were in the middle of debates about the best way to structure their first-year 
subjects. In the past, lectures were shared across the department and the focus was on using 
current events and issues to introduce sociological concepts. While this has been a very 
popular approach, the teachers at BigU were now discussing a more conceptually structured 
approach to first-year subjects and the sociology major, being aware that the previous 
approach made it difficult to convey the identity of the discipline. A common view expressed 
by teachers were summed-up by the following comments:  
 

There’s no clearly articulated program for what constitutes the basics of 
sociology in first year that then is articulated through to third year. And I 
think that’s got to do with the fact that we don’t spend time … talking 
about it. (Lachlan)  

 
5.1.3 Theoretical Identities 
 
Another theme related to identity concerns the place of theory in sociology. Dimensions of 
this theme included the issue of how and when to teach theory, which was raised particularly, 
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though not solely, by those teaching first-year students. For example, Glenda, a tutor at BigU, 
spoke about the need with first-year students for: 
 

developing a bit of a theoretical sort of outlook, without … hitting them, 
sort of, too hard with the theory … I think that’s quite a challenge for 
first-year sociology. That you want to engage them, and look at areas 
that are fascinating for them, and that they’re really into. But at the same 
time, they need to get a bit of, I suppose, theory, so that they’ve actually 
got a lens through which to look at it. And sometimes, I’m not sure how 
well they grasp onto that. 

 
Her colleague Liz said that she had similar difficulties with doctoral candidates: 

 

I struggle with that with PhD students as well … a real challenge is 
helping them to kind of see how the theory assists us in understanding 
the world even if the theory is a hundred years old. So that can be quite 
challenging to make your material interesting enough to deliver so that 
you can deliver the social theory part of it without them actually 
realising that you are giving them social theory. 

 
Here the issue is about how to convey the theory, which the participants see as a central 
element in the identity of sociology. But, consistent with the sketch of a divided discipline 
offered in Section 2, for other participants, the nature of theory was something to be 
contested. Martine and Maria spoke on this theme, and their comments are consistent with 
their views on public sociology noted below. Both argued the need for sociology to escape 
from the dominance of ‘dead white males’. The issue of what constitutes the social and the 
place of the social in sociology was reflected on by Julius, one of the senior sociologists who 
no longer teaches. In various ways, all were identifying theory as central to the identity of 
sociology and difficulties with teaching.  
 
5.1.4 Sociology as Activism  
 
Some participants knew exactly what sociology was and why it was important. Although they 
did not refer directly to the debate over ‘public sociology’, it was clear that what they valued 
in sociology was the possibility of applying the discipline’s understandings to changing the 
social world. Maria, for example, noted: 
  

I like the fact that sociology is always politically engaged … I like 
challenging myself and my students to thinking about how the ways in 
which we think is linked to the ways in which we act. And so whether that 
is psychology or sociology or education, is not so important to me. It’s 
merely that … the notion[s] of action and agency are brought together. 
And I think sociology is about that. And it is about thinking about the 
distribution of power and society. The allocation of rights and 
responsibilities and things like that … I’m very interested in social 
inclusion and exclusion and looking at the micro-practices of that. So 
sociology is a great place for us who are concerned with these things to 
engage our students in these kinds of debates. 
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Jessica, on the other hand, saw a problem with activist sociology, arguing that some 
sociologists have: 

 
thrown out their sense of rigour and their sense of critique and have just 
simply assumed that sociology ought to be used to prove their own 
politics. I think that’s a very serious problem in teaching the discipline. I 
have colleagues who assume that they have a grip on morality; that it 
does not enhance how sociology is viewed by those who are students 
and by those who are colleagues in other disciplines … And within the 
discipline, it creates a lack of understanding of the nature of really 
optimal social science. 

 
And for Andrew at Unitech, the perception that sociology was ‘too much a province of left-
wingers’ made it difficult for students to be convinced of its usefulness in the world outside 
university. This comment resonates with the literature cited in Section 2.   
 
5.1.5 Teaching the ‘Metamorphous’ Discipline 
 
Lachlan’s comment on the questions preoccupying the teachers at BigU sums up the 
challenge of identity, meaning, and purpose. He declared that his department needed time to 
decide:  
 

what are our core values … in each … unit … the kinds of theories that 
we need to be teaching.  
 

But time was hard to find, and teachers tended to be relatively isolated individuals: ‘And that 
reflects contemporary academics. They work very much in silos’. 
 
This introduces the second major issue. In response to the question: ‘What do you see as the 
challenges of teaching sociology in the higher education sector?’ all interviewees noted what 
can properly be called difficulties or barriers to teaching any discipline in any Australian 
university. 
 
5.2 Sociology in the Enterprise University 
 
In Australia, as elsewhere, higher education institutions have been ‘marketised’, so that 
academics are workers whose output of teaching and research is codified and counted. Vice-
Chancellors are CEOs whose job is to manage activities and the university’s image, and the 
students are customers. The growth of the enterprise university has been documented by 
many (see for example Coldrake and Steadman 1998). Its impact on university life has also 
been reported in many places (see for example Bessant 2002), though its impact on sociology 
teaching has been less explored (see Marshall 1998). The sociology teachers we interviewed 
noted that the enterprise university had led to changing teaching and research arrangements, 
to teaching conditions and to managements’ expectations of what those teaching sociology 
should do. 
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5.2.1 Cost-cutting 
 
Underlying all the difficulties the teachers of sociology face was the perception that higher 
education was underfunded. Julius described the basic problem emphatically: 
 

We are totally ‘enmired’ [sic] in two or three things. Under-funded, 
systematically under-funded, for so long it’s absolutely criminal, with 
effects all over. 
 

This is a ‘big picture’ statement (though Julius went on to make comments on positions being 
frozen in BigU sociology). Glenda, a sessional teacher at the same university, saw the matter 
from another perspective. For her, cost-cutting meant that students could not get resources for 
essays: 
 

I suppose it’s just the basic thing of students having trouble getting hold 
of resources. I’ve had a lot of students recently who have had a lot of 
trouble accessing things. They’ve just handed in an essay and a lot of 
them have had trouble getting the references because [other] people have 
got them out … Some of them were supposed to be digitised but they 
were [taken] out before they were digitised, which then meant that a lot 
of people couldn’t get hold of them, and that sort of thing … But I think 
that’s an issue everywhere.  
 

As Jonathon, who teaches at a Unitech, noted, some sociology departments have handled the 
challenges of fiscal constraint and the idea of students as consumers better than others, and 
these problems are not unique to sociology. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that money is at 
the root of many of the difficulties listed by participants. 
 
5.2.2 Invisible Sociologists 
 
Restructuring is one response to reduced funding and in Australian universities it has 
typically meant creating larger administrative units with the aim of achieving economies of 
scale. One of the effects of this may be that sociology is rendered invisible. The mapping 
exercise documented this across Australian universities. Andrew, at Unitech, described the 
disappearance of sociology at his university: 
 

Sociology here’s taught in the Humanities and Arts’ Faculty. And that in 
itself has been restructured to include Education and others. So, to some 
extent, Sociology departments are really subsets of broader departments 
now, and this tends to be more for general service delivery … So, we 
don’t have a sociology Department. We have sociologists in the 
humanity school. And maybe sociologists even in the business school 
like me. But generally, they’re not teaching explicit sociology. Or 
they’re linking it to management … [or] economics, or something. So, 
the institutional structure means that it disappears at a formal level. 
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The fact of sociology ‘disappearing’ in terms of university structure connects with the themes 
of sociology’s apparent irrelevance in a higher education sector where vocational preparation 
is the main game, as noted in Section 5.1.1, and also with the apparent changes to students’ 
views on university that will be discussed later. But even where sociology remains visible in 
the university structure, as it does at BigU, cost-cutting is shaping the way that sociology 
teachers work. For example, it has an impact on the long-standing tension between research 
and teaching. 
 
5.2.3 Teaching and Research 
 
Comments on the nexus between teaching and research came from eight of our participants, 
for most of whom the problem was a matter of finding time for both. Liz, from BigU’s city 
campus, sees herself as more of a teacher than a researcher, but nonetheless ‘loves’ research 
and the way in which her research can inform her teaching, In management-speak, she is a 
‘research-active’, ‘productive’ teacher. But she is torn between the two:  
 

I’m constantly feeling like I need to let go of some of my teaching time 
to seek funding and do all those kinds of things. I feel like that is 
detrimental to me as a teacher. So there’s a part of me that resists it by 
continuing to do as much as I need to do for my teaching. But I feel like 
… at the moment with the pressure to research … to get funding … to 
publish, [higher education] is not always beneficial for teaching. 

 
Simon, who had been brought in with the job of improving the research performance of Liz’s 
department, noted that it was not just a matter of raising the department’s profile and enabling 
people like Liz to be even more productive. What he called ‘heavy-handed’ auditing 
requirements took no account of the ebb and flow of research productivity, and this put undue 
pressure on his staff.  
 
David, who was now researching but not teaching in the same department, noted that tension 
between teaching and research was not new. He had experienced it in the 1970s, but his 
comments implied that over time, the difficulties of doing both jobs well had increased: 
 

For sociology to capture the potential in the research in the field and yet 
at the same time make for a vital, engaged teaching is hard … Don’t 
know that we’ve really resolved that … Most people have been … just 
struggling to keep body and soul together and cope with the 
requirements. It’s very hard to build a sustained research effort under 
those circumstances.  

 
5.2.4 Workloads  
 
As more research is expected of sociology teachers but there is less money for staffing, 
workloads increase. Teachers pick up administrative loads. Permanent staff becomes 
responsible for supervision of sessional staff, and more and more ‘sessionals’ are employed. 
Margaret, who teaches sociology as a service subject in a Gumtree university noted that in 
her situation, with a difficult timetable of teaching sociology to nursing students who spent 
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blocks of time in clinical practice, ‘sessionals’ were ‘the only way’. But using sessional staff 
to solve timetable problems causes other problems. Where full-time staff were expected to 
engage in research: 
 

it makes it very difficult for them if they’re actually tied up with that sort 
of a pattern of teaching … And the sessionals that we’ve had have been 
good. But also, it’s an administrative nightmare as well. 

 
The 1990s restructuring that resulted in the unified national system was a cost-cutting 
measure. It has meant that many more universities are now multi-campus institutions. When a 
discipline is offered across campuses, there can be extra burdens on teachers, as Simon noted: 
 

We teach the first-years across two campuses. And a two-hour session 
ends up taking effectively three-and-a-half or four hours. 

 
Simon’s colleagues at the rural campus made some references to the difficulties they faced 
when meetings were called, noting that the city staff rarely made the three-hour journey to the 
rural campus. 
 
5.2.5 Class Sizes  
 
A possible cost-cutting move is to make classes larger. This is not always a decision imposed 
by university management. For some teachers, it has been a way to deal with the burden of 
increased load and the research–teaching tension. Whatever the reason behind increased class 
size, it can be problematic, but it is not necessarily a new problem. David taught in the 1970s. 
He found it difficult to run the kind of classes he wanted; this is one of the reasons he left 
teaching at BigU for a research position. 
 

Big classes and lots of classes [made it] very hard to do the kind of 
teaching that I wanted to do, which was sometimes action-orientated. 
Getting students out to study particular issues and engage was the ideal 
that I had when I started. That was rewarding but time-intensive. 

 
5.2.6 Assessment 
 
Lachlan notes that he cannot give all students a lot of feedback on their work. Instead, he 
notes which students pick up the first assignments after marking, and then on their next 
pieces writes fuller comments for them than he does for those who do not collect their work. 
 
5.2.7 Gen Y Customers? 
 
In the enterprise university, students are depicted as customers. As outlined earlier, problems 
of this approach have been extensively described. For the sociology teachers, the increasingly 
commercial culture of higher education was shaping the practices of students and teachers. 
Nine participants commented on the difficulties in teaching today’s students. This did not 
mean that they simply complained of the inadequacy of the youth of today or wished to go 
back to some imagined past where the university was an ivory tower; rather, they nonetheless 
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noted problems for teachers caused by the contextual change from ivory tower to enterprise 
university, and usually commented on how they tried to deal with these problems. Lachlan 
explained earlier how he had reduced feedback for some students. He argued that this was 
basically a response to what he perceived as the characteristics of ‘Gen Y’: 
 

I’ve been aware of the fact that students don’t have long attention spans, 
and want information in snippets, and it’s got to be matched with visual 
component, and all sorts of other approaches to learning … So, I offer a 
seminar and all the students who are involved in that unit, which would 
be 100 to 120, come to that seminar, or in some cases elect not to come, 
because it doesn’t fit in with their timetable. We can’t actually enforce 
an attendance policy … so, I don’t. In the two hours, I tend to do 
everything from lecture to tutorial to seminar. I’ll speak for 20 or 25 
minutes to engage the students with the issues, and then try and find 
some other way of representing them. Usually that involves watching a 
topical video, or clips from YouTube, or magazines or books. Something 
like that kind of animates the issue. Then I break the group into smaller 
clusters where they talk about reading that I put in a reading package. 
And then we’ll just have a broad-based discussion for as long as that 
lasts … because they’re Gen Y, they can’t be asked … They just think 
that we’re kind of service providers, [and ask] where’s the point, what’s 
the answer to the essay, all that kind of stuff. So, I guess that’s my 
broad-based flexible approach to the challenges to teaching.  
 

While for Lachlan, the issue is generational, for Glenda, the changes in students relate to the 
changing nature of secondary education, and the increases in the proportion of young people 
in higher education: 
 

A lot of kids in Year Twelve really don’t have the time, or the mind 
space, to really think about what they’re going into. And I think a lot of 
them, they’re so focused on getting through Year Twelve, and getting 
into something, that … [they are not] entirely sure what they’ve got into, 
and … have … [not] thought about the content of the course, or the 
program, and where it’s going to take them … And to me, there’s a huge 
problem there. It just seems like a waste of resources, that you have this 
scrambling to get in, and then a whole lot of kids in first year finding 
that it’s not really what they wanted to do. 

 
Cassie noted the impact of the ‘student-as-customer’ approach. If departments market their 
subjects to all comers in an attempt to generate revenue, there will be more classes than in the 
past, and students then have very different levels of acquaintance with the discipline: 
 

If we have students from psychology or business, often they choose 
sociology as an elective because our units are interesting in comparison 
to what they are doing for their majors. But that can often be quite 
difficult for them. I have had that kind … of dysfunction in a tute where 
you’ve asked students to comment on a particular piece of writing … 
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and they give you a content analysis as though they are in linguistics or 
English … [and they] haven’t got a sociological frame. 

  
5.3 Service Sociology 
 
It seems reasonable, despite the lack of data, to take it as given that in the context of 
Australia’s higher education system, a key concern of students is vocational—getting initial 
credential for some kind of work through tertiary study. This is especially the case with pre-
professional education such as medicine, nursing, education, policing studies, or social work) 
but to some extent applies to generic degrees as well. This raises the challenge of ‘service’ 
sociology—teachers interacting with student publics of intending professionals. In this case, 
the term ‘professional’ being used very loosely to refer to members of established professions 
like law; occupations that lay claim to professional status like social work, teaching, and 
nursing; and occupations yet to attain status as professions like youth work or policing.   
 
The history of ‘service’ sociology in Australia is unwritten and would undoubtedly be very 
complex. A personal reflection from a member of the reference group for this project situates 
teaching sociology to nurses in the context of the struggle of nursing and allied health 
professions to convince doctors that health included more than medicine. Changes to nursing 
training (the move from quasi-apprenticeships in hospitals to degree courses in universities) 
coincided with battles over research approaches (qualitative versus quantitative) and with 
employment of non-sociologists to teach health sociology.  
 
Approaches to the student public in service teaching include a model of three possible 
relationships between sociology teaching and practitioner teaching, proposed by Short and 
Sharman (1992). ‘Integrated’ teaching casts sociology as a ‘supporting study’ alongside other 
general disciplines that are seen as useful to practitioners. The exemplar of this approach is 
‘behavioural studies’ subjects. ‘Mainstream’ teaching puts all students of sociology in the 
same classroom and teaches the discipline more or less free of any contexts in which it is 
used; ‘Sociology 101’ is the classic example. ‘Applied’ courses are sociological, not mixed- 
in content, and are taught to specific audiences. The classic example here is ‘sociology for 
nursing’. A more recent model proposed by Marshall and Aroni (2006) discusses the 
‘service’ teaching of sociology as taking place on a continuum from the very detached 
‘standalone’ model to sociology teaching that is completely ‘embedded’ in the program it 
services. 
 
This project cannot fully map how ‘service’ sociology is taught in our universities. In part, 
this is because the funding model, in which disciplines are grouped into bands for funding, 
may disguise some sociology teaching. Subjects called ‘sociology’ are funded in one of the 
lowest bands, so, in health sciences, for example, they may be rebadged as ‘Public Health’ or 
‘Social Determinants of Health’ in order to qualify for higher funding. 
 
Nor can the project comment on whether one way of teaching is more successful than 
another. Short and Sharman’s study of NSW institutions suggested that in the 1990s it was no 
easier to make sociology meaningful to nurses in the ‘applied’ situation than in ‘mainstream’ 
classes. Marshall and Aroni (2006) suggested only that different approaches existed, each 
with benefits and problems and could not resolve the tensions between ‘sociology in health’ 



 
Teaching Sociology in Australia – H Marshall, P Robinson, J Germov & E Clark 

 

35 
 
 

versus ‘sociology of health’. The ALTC report on the education of paramedics (Willis, 
Pointon and O’Meara 2009) highlights the complexities of service teaching. There is a 
widespread view that university training for paramedical practitioners does not provide ‘road-
readiness’, but there is debate about exactly which skills mark a road-ready new 
practitioner—the technical capacities learned in clinical studies, or the ‘soft skills’ inculcated 
through the service subjects.  
 
All interviewees had some experience of teaching sociology to students whose primary 
concern was not the discipline. For some, such as Glenda, this meant occasional encounters 
with students whose expectations and perceptions differed from the majority and who took 
one or more sociology subjects as an elective. For others, the bulk of their students were 
enrolled in vocationally oriented programs that set sociology subjects as part of professional 
training. Two interviewees (Jessica and Margaret) taught sociology as a ‘service’ subject 
‘embedded’ in the professional course. 
 
Those whose experience of service teaching was that it was incidental to their workload saw 
few challenges unique to this activity. Cassie, at BigU, noted that her school is ‘lucky’ 
because it has a big ‘core group’ of arts students. For her, it was not ideal for sociology to 
lose its ‘core’ student base and become just a service subject. Her colleague Glenda likes 
having students from outside the arts stream, though she noted that they find sociology 
‘challenging’. Her recent experience suggested that for at least some students, sociology is 
attractive because it offers a different perspective. Martine noted some differences in 
approach when she dealt with service students:  
 

You just have less time, and it involves … catching people’s attention, 
rather than sustaining people’s attention, and persuading them that this 
kind of knowledge is actually important for them in their preparation for 
a profession. 

 
She felt, though, that there was no enormous difference in her approach with them: ‘I try and 
do it much the same way’.  
 
Participants who spent all their working time as ‘service teachers’ were more likely to note 
challenges. On the surface, these may sound like complaints about students being ‘resistant’, 
in Albert’s words, to sociology. But the full-time service teachers recognised ‘resistance’ as a 
matter of competing paradigms and curricula.  
 
5.3.1 Competing Paradigms—Vocational versus Sociological 
 
Albert’s account of his time teaching health sociology to nurses on the rural campus of BigU 
began with him noting difficulty in engaging the students; using the work of Oliver Sacks 
caught their interest, but the problem of showing the relevance of sociology to nursing 
persisted. His response to such concerns connected these ostensibly competing paradigms: 
 

They couldn’t really see how sociology is going to help them … And I 
said well it won’t help you make a bed no that’s for sure but you might 
want to learn about public health, you might want to learn about race, 
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gender, class differences, people’s life chances being affected by health, 
all those things.  

 
Margaret, a one of the full-time service teachers, made a similar comment.  
 

Next battle is to demonstrate relevance of sociology. With nurses in one 
course on the health system, they’re coming in here to learn how to be 
nurses. And this is … I suppose, it actually wants to be hands-on … And 
the material that we teach them isn’t like that. 

 
The competing paradigms of vocational and liberal educations may well be a perennial 
challenge for sociology in Australian universities, exacerbated by current emphasis on the 
‘enterprise university’.  
 
Albert and Margaret’s accounts also hint at another sort of competition. In Margaret’s words, 
for nurses, sociology is asking them to do something different—to look at to the world 
usually seen from within their professional paradigm using a new, potentially critical, 
paradigm. The outcome for this, according to Margaret, is: 
 

when you start talking to them about, you know, the influence of, say, 
structure on health care, that glazes, they glaze over a bit … Gender 
might be another issue that you don’t get as much a reaction to now as 
we used to get, but it still raises some hackles … some of the concepts 
that you’re asking them to deal with, it’s sometimes a bit difficult. 

 
Jessica, another full-time service teacher, addressed the issues directly: 
 

But when you’re engaged in service teaching you really need to prove 
your credentials in terms of enabling those to whom you are teaching to 
understand not only the value but their capacity to utilise sociology as a 
tool set. And a tool set that is extremely high value to them. And that I 
think in the long run will prove to enhance the position of sociology in 
the general hierarchy of knowledge.  

 
All the service teachers’ responses to the challenge of competing perspectives were the same: 
making sociology relevant to professionals depends on careful selection of material that is 
recognisable as ‘relevant’. As Margaret said: 
 

What I tend to do is to try and actually provide them with material that’s 
linked to a case study type thing … linked to something real that’s 
happening in the health care system environment.  

 
This is easier in some cases than others. In her experience, it was sometimes difficult to 
locate appropriate material comparing sociological and psychological perspectives for a 
course on health and wellness concepts that occurred early on in the nursing program, but a 
course structured around issues such as alcohol and drug use was easy to support.  
 



 
Teaching Sociology in Australia – H Marshall, P Robinson, J Germov & E Clark 

 

37 
 
 

5.3.2 Competing for Curriculum Space 
 
Discordance between a vocational and a scholarly view of tertiary education and between 
disciplinary paradigms is reflected in competition for students’ time and for classroom space. 
When financial pressure is also applied, sociologists teaching in a service context experience 
the frustration expressed by Margaret:  
 

We really constantly have to fight to keep the sociology input into those 
programs. And it just gets a bit tedious, I suppose, and frustrating having 
to fight those fights over again. 

 
Darren noted a similar issue within Leisure, Sport and Tourism: ‘I don’t necessarily think all 
academics in this field see it as a legitimate area of teaching for students to take a look’. 
Jessica’s summation of competing curricula is: ‘the politics, the positioning of that type of 
knowledge within the hierarchy and that’s a key issue’. 
 
The outcome of the competition between perspectives and for curriculum space may be the 
‘devaluing’ of service teaching. Margaret says: 
 

I think service teaching is devalued teaching. It’s teaching that probably 
staff would prefer not to be doing … It’s exacerbated by the way that the 
teaching into those programs is organised. They’re not allowed; it 
doesn’t get brownie points, so to speak. 

 
It is important to note, though, that professional staff do not always devalue service 
sociology. Darren’s colleague Steve said: 
 

Social and community welfare very strongly encourages their students to 
do sociology to complement their profession studies. Fortunately there’s 
room in their program for the students to do that.  

 
Similarly, despite her earlier comments, Margaret noted that ‘there’s also a view amongst 
staff that sociology’s not the only course that they would like students exposed to’. She 
believes that if negotiations over practicalities are possible, there is a good future for service 
sociology:  
 

Because, even though it’s a constant battle to actually maintain a 
presence … I know there are staff, engaged in the professional areas that 
are interested in the students learning a sociological perspective. So, 
there’s goodwill in those health discipline areas … I guess, what has to 
be negotiated is how you actually fit that in into a really packed 
professional program as well. 

 
 
While competing paradigms create a problem, it is the structure of university education that 
limits curriculum space. Issues of time and space can be exacerbated, as Albert and Margaret 
noted, when timetables are complicated by professional experience requirements. And once 
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again, funding issues may be a problem. Julius described a past case where: 
 
I got caught into doing sociology for nurses where we were running 
what was equivalent to a six-point unit and they were paying us the 
equivalent of two. 

 
The struggle to find space in a crowded curriculum is also a struggle for recognition and 
livelihood. Maria is pessimistic about the future of sociology as an independent entity in her 
school:  
 

In fact our Head of School has hinted … that there’s no reason why we 
should commit to keeping sociology especially because even though we 
do service teaching to the social and community welfare program and in 
education … they could expand social and community welfare and add 
sociologists to their program.  

 
TASA has historically had debates about ‘professionalising’ sociology that have been 
inconclusive. Part of those debates has always been the question of whether the organisation 
should aim for professional closure, which would see service teaching done only by 
accredited sociologists, and what system of accreditation would then prevail. This debate 
simmers underneath the challenges noted. Simon alluded to this question when he described 
how he wanted job opportunities for younger sociologists, that is, sociologically trained 
people teaching service sociology, as well as ‘openness’ of the discipline to other disciplines.  
 
5.3.3 Unique Challenges? 
 
Some of the challenges faced by service teachers, such as the need to fit around clinical 
practice timetables, are unique to this kind of teaching. Others, such as competition between 
perspectives, are varieties of the challenges inherent in the broader discipline. And others, 
such as the competition for funding, are the result of, or are exacerbated by, the current 
structure of higher education. 
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6  Opportunities 
 
While for three participants, the future was one of either diminished opportunity or 
deteriorating standards, four spoke about increased opportunities. Andrew, noting the relative 
scarcity of subjects nominated as sociology in his own setting, was encouraged by the fact 
that Sydney University now had a sociology department ‘which it didn’t want to have for a 
hundred and whatever years’. For Darren and Mark, recent developments such as the global 
economic crisis and environmental threats offered the possibility that the critical perspectives 
of sociology and anthropology might once again be valued outside those disciplines. The 
popularity of sociology of environment and ecology subjects noted in Table 1 supports this 
view. Mark’s summary was that ‘sociology has a brilliant future in a declining world’—a 
comment that seems to both contradict and reinforce the idea of ‘gloomy sociology’ 
discussed earlier. Margaret noted that nursing colleagues in her university valued sociological 
knowledge, though she was well aware of constraints such as timetabling that shaped how 
opportunities could be seized.  
 
6.1 Interdisciplinary Opportunities 
 
It was interdisciplinary opportunities that seemed most promising to interviewees. These 
included the opportunity, noted by Darren, for sociologists to move into other disciplines 
such as business, which as he noted had been a growth area in universities; and the chance to 
collaborate intellectually with other disciplines. Maria felt that: 
 

if sociologists would be open to letting go of the canon and opening up 
to interdisciplinarity in a way that they haven’t done as far as I think we 
could … that’s where the exciting opportunities lie. 

 
In particular, she saw possibilities in cooperation with the disciplines of psychology and with 
history. Cassie believed that interdisciplinary cooperation with the other disciplines in her 
school was necessary for survival although much preparation would be necessary: 

 
There’s some good ideas about doing that but there needs to be a cultural 
change about sharing, really, and team teaching; … other people in our 
school would like to do … cross-disciplinary teaching with us and so 
there’s … the difficulties of sharing points and the kind of financial 
implications, really, or workload implications.  

 
Simon, too, saw interdisciplinary opportunities in research collaborations, for example in the 
field of media, and in interdisciplinary teaching, for example in joint supervision of medical 
students at the postgraduate level.  
 
For Martine, there would be not only interdisciplinary opportunities, but also opportunities 
beyond all traditional boundaries for a politically engaged sociology: 
 

There are huge difficulties … but also possibilities, in engaging students 
in a critique of conventional understandings of the wider social world. 
So, yeah …  



 
Teaching Sociology in Australia – H Marshall, P Robinson, J Germov & E Clark 

 

40 
 
 

I think that would be an enormously exciting project to restructure 
sociology teaching around other forms of knowledge, including 
Indigenous knowledge within Australia. I think sociology is beginning 
to take that kind of thing into account, so Indigenous sociology is on the 
agenda now in Australia where it never was before, and internationally 
there’s a trickle of interest in, maybe even a bit more than a trickle of 
interest, in this stuff now. And there are, you know, lots of people who 
need that kind of knowledge … I do think that … a lot of the important 
teaching tasks are in places like TAFE [and] mass media as an 
educational site, and I’m pleased by … any initiatives that are taken in 
those directions. 

 
6.2 Methods as Opportunity 
 
Liz raised the possibility of sociology being able to market its vocational relevance given that 
research skills that are widely taught in sociology, as the mapping exercise revealed. 
Speaking first of her school’s postgraduate programs, then comparing undergraduate teaching 
in sociology and the more apparently vocationally oriented discipline of criminology, she 
noted: 
 

One thing we’ve been able to market ourselves on is the fact that we 
provide vocational research skills in ways that other graduate programs 
don’t. And there seems to be a bit of a need for that stuff, we are getting 
more and more students … coming from already existing research 
organisations or government departments where they’re skilling up. And 
I think that’s a wonderful opportunity for sociology to brand itself and 
make itself unique as a kind of formidable educator in terms of research 
skills. Because you know, many of the graduates that we’ve got—PhD 
graduates and even MA graduates—have gone into some amazing 
research jobs and I think that’s testament to the power of sociology to 
skill people up in certain ways and give them a broad-based kind of 
knowledge of both being able to question the social world but also 
research and understand it. So I think there’s an opportunity there that 
sociology can take on board and go with because really there are very 
few other disciplines that get you researching from first year. I’ve talked 
to criminology here and up until recently they weren’t actually learning 
research skills until fourth year. Now, our students are … often doing 
research-based projects in second year. So that’s something that’s very 
unique to us. 
 

Jonathon, who teaches in a Unitech setting, noted that his school’s degree program consisted 
of a ‘new kind of social science degree’ that included the insights of sociology ‘as its kind of 
raison d'être’. The degree has a policy focus and a research component, and aims to equip 
students as researchers and consumers of research. Comments like these suggest 
opportunities to link sociological skills to vocational aspirations.  
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6.3 Realising the Opportunities 
 
Making the most of opportunities would have to be tempered by external constraints in 
Jessica’s view: 
 

There are lots of opportunities. The question is whether the funding will 
allow for it and that funding obviously controls so much of what does or 
does not get taught and how it gets taught and how many hours is it.  

 
As Martine noted, seizing opportunities, for example to change something like the way 
theory is taught: 
 

involves a certain re-tooling, and there is a cost in doing that, which I 
don’t underestimate, and therefore I don’t … blame people who are all 
ready pretty heavily loaded, finding it difficult … So you know, little 
bits I hope, I guess, are more likely than large shifts. 

 
Despite the probability that opportunities will be realised only in small steps, if at all, the 
participants’ reflections on opportunities offer food for thought. 
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7  Recommendations and Conclusions 
 
This project has highlighted some of the characteristics of sociology in Australian 
universities, particularly its relative invisibility. It has outlined some of the problems faced by 
those who teach the discipline. Some problems are inherent to sociology, but others reflect 
the characteristics of higher education. The recommendations below flow from the research 
findings. They are directed mainly at TASA, as the body most likely to be able to act directly 
with those teaching sociology in Australian universities. In summary, there are seven 
recommendations, detailed below: 
 
1. Raise the profile of curriculum issues within TASA 
2. Increase reflexive understanding of the ‘metamorphous’ discipline via further research 
3. Focus on methodology as strength of sociology 
4. Pay attention to branding the discipline within universities  
5. Work on making the discipline more visible outside universities 
6. Link with interdisciplinary allies, and 
7. Seize opportunities for dealing with the changing environment in Australian universities. 
 
7.1 Raising the Profile of Curriculum Issues 
 
There appears to be a relatively good fit between the interests of sociologists in TASA and 
teaching areas. Thus it may be timely for the TASA executive to discuss raising the profile of 
curriculum issues. This could be done in several ways. One is through the pages of Nexus—
the TASA newsletter. Issues like the ‘graduate attributes’ desirable for students of sociology 
have been canvassed in Nexus, and news about sociology departments is frequently reported. 
It would be helpful if the TASA executive and the Nexus editorial team discussed how best to 
advance debate around teaching in the newsletter. Another possibility is again to canvass the 
publication of exemplar curriculum documents. The American Sociological Association 
(ASA) publishes ‘syllabi sets’ for many areas, ranging from ‘Appalachian Studies’ to ‘Work 
and Family, but it should be noted that TASA’s experiment with a curriculum resource 
document for health sociology in the 1990s was not successful. The executive could also 
canvass less costly means to raise the profile of teaching amongst TASA members, such as 
the electronic ‘donation’ of teaching materials to the website.  
 
7.2 Increasing the Reflexive Understanding of the Discipline  
 
Summing up findings from interviews, there are difficulties around the perception and 
articulation of disciplinary purpose and meaning. The content of these difficulties is specific 
to sociology even although it is not the only discipline to have such concerns. To meet the 
challenge of teaching a metamorphous discipline, further research is needed. Some of this 
research should continue the line of inquiry begun in this project, involving conversations 
with sociology teachers about the ways in which they transmit the ‘sociological imagination’. 
TASA conference organisers and the recently formed Teaching Thematic Group might be 
appropriate bodies to work on this. Other research might follow the example of Harris (1998) 
and involve conversations with students of sociology to identify the ways in which a 
‘metamorphous’ discipline can be conveyed to them and linked to their aims and concerns. 
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7.3 Methodology as a Strength of Sociology 
 
Sociologists looking for ways to tell the story of their discipline, especially in the context of 
non-Establishment universities, might do well to focus on the value of learning about 
research methodologies in an undergraduate setting. 
 
7.4 Branding the Discipline within Universities  
 
A wide audience of school students, their parents, and their teachers, might become aware of 
sociology as a potential area of study through exploring university websites. Given that 
sociology is less represented as a discipline than psychology in secondary schools and in the 
media, it might be strategic for sociology departments or teams to consider branding the 
discipline and making it as visible as possible on university websites. Where possible, it 
would be desirable to do this through identification of academic units as well as through 
subject titles. 
 
7.5 Making the Discipline more Visible Outside Universities 
 
While making more use of ‘the S word’ on university websites will have the effect of making 
it easier for those outside the university to discover sociology as a discipline, there are other 
steps that can be taken to raise the profile of sociology in the community. Sociology is now 
being taught in some secondary schools in Tasmania, New South Wales, and Victoria. TASA 
established a working party on sociology in schools, which met over 2008 to discover the 
extent of sociology in schools. Continuing this working party and expanding its activities to 
include making links with secondary teachers would be a useful step towards increasing the 
visibility of the discipline. As a member of the reference group noted in response to the draft 
of this report, it would also be useful to consider ways in which the discipline can be 
marketed in commercial and business fields. 
 
7.6 Linking to Allies 
 
In the background to this project, the C-SAP network was briefly described. This network, 
with its free peer-reviewed E-journal, Enhancing Learning and Teaching in the Social 
Sciences (ELISS), provides funding and a forum for pedagogic research within the social 
sciences. The ASA offers similar opportunities through its teaching forum. (It also offers, for 
a fee, the extensive resources noted in Recommendation 7.1) The C-SAP network should be 
advertised through the TASA Teaching Thematic Group, and C-SAP activities promoted via 
TASA’s email list. While activities in the UK will be available to few Australian sociologists, 
knowledge of the C-SAP network will enable individual sociologists to locate international 
colleagues with similar interests in the scholarship of teaching. The Teaching Thematic 
Group should set up links with the ASA teaching forum and canvass possibilities for 
networking.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
Teaching Sociology in Australia – H Marshall, P Robinson, J Germov & E Clark 

 

44 
 
 

7.7 Seizing Opportunities within the Changing Context of Australian Higher  
Education 

 
Structural changes to higher education impact on sociology teachers. These changes are 
causing problems for many areas besides sociology. A professional association like TASA 
has no power to make systemic changes, but it is consulted at important times, for example 
during discussions over the research agenda that took place in the last years of the Howard 
Government. TASA should seize all such opportunities for input into discussions that shape 
higher education, and should continue to publicise the research done by sociologists that 
bears on these debates. 
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