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Teaching Personal and Social Context in Criminology 
Criminology is composed of a variety of approaches to studying and understanding crime and its framework. Unlike
other discipline’s criminology does not follow a dominant paradigm, instead it has various schools of thought (Cullen &
Agnew, 2011; Newburn, 2007). This richness in thinking within the discipline can make learning the subject difficult
and overwhelming to students. The proposed project looks to make learning of criminological theories more effective
through teaching contexts using a visual tool. 

Traditional texts in criminology only introduce students to the intellectual history of a theory. However contextualism is
a critical component of understanding human behavior and thought (Elder, 1996) and therefore the theories that
academics develop. I teach students about the broader context for a theory, not only the intellectual context but also
the social and personal context of theorists. I have done this by speaking to students about the life and the world
through the eyes of key theorists. 

This research project proposes to elaborate and refine this approach through the use of a visual tool which introduces
students to the oral history of criminology. Central to this approach is the idea that students learn best when they are
able to visualize a human story behind abstract ideas. Theories would be introduced through the stories of key
theorists in their own words. Research suggests that understanding and retention is increased when information is
presented in the form of stories (Schultz & Johnson, 1982; Kauzi et al., 2000). A video of theorist talking about their life
and craft promotes the visualization of the material, making the learning more permanent due to deeper cognitive
processing (Meyer, 2005). The incorporation of visual life histories also shows students the relationship between a
person’s life and their craft.

The study would be conducted in four phases.
• A brief survey of criminologists using the American Society of Criminology listserv to identify a list of key theorists.
• Research into the lives of these criminologists, identifying key events. From these summaries a short, standardized
questionnaire will be created for use in the video interviews. 
• Brief video clips will be recorded in a standardized format, together creating an online repository of an oral history of
criminology. Criminology is a relatively young discipline; many key theorists will be able to contribute to this effort.
Theorists that are no longer with us will be included either by interviewing mentees or research partners, or with a
scholar whose work has specialized in that person and their theory. The videos will be uploaded on the
media.stonehill.edu site, and will be streamed through to a WordPress hosted website dedicated to this project. 
• An evaluation of the addition of these videos into the classroom using a pre and posttest design will be conducted.



Using the Stonehill online student evaluation system, questions will be added to the instructor-selected questions. In
Fall 2014 students will be taught using my current method; in Spring 2015 students will be shown the recorded videos
at the start of the various theory sections. Students will be assessed on the usefulness of learning about the context of
theories with and without the new tool. 

This project will be an addition not only to the oral history of the discipline of criminology, but also as an invaluable
tool for instruction aimed to help stimulate deeper and more holistic understanding of theories. 

This project will create a resource for criminology faculty at Stonehill and elsewhere to use in their classrooms,
ultimately allowing faculty to select videos that fit their classroom needs for general theory classes but also more
specialized seminars that delve deeper into particular theories. 

The results of this project would be presented at a departmental meeting and since this project could potentially be of
interest to other disciplines it could be presented at a breakout session at the Academic Development Day. 

The aim is to disseminate the research results and make this teaching tool available to a wider audience of criminology
faculty. This would be done through the creation of the open source repository of the videos and through an article
which would be submitted to the Journal of Criminal Justice Education. 

Budget (detail how you will use the funds
requested)

$ 500 Criminology Student Researcher Fall 2014; for background
research into theorists and creation of interview questionnaire. 
$ 500 Graphic Design Student Researcher Spring 2015; for editing of
videos and the design and creation of the WordPress website.
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