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I offer the following feedback in my capacity as Convenor of the Applied Sociology Thematic Group of TASA and after long experience of being a sociologist outside of academia.  Having read the Consultation Paper and the British Benchmark Statement I would like to comment on two matters in particular.

· First, the third paragraph of ‘Threshold Learning Outcomes for Sociology’.

The paragraph consists of two sentences:

1. “As a discipline, Sociology is characterised by empirically based social research and by carefully examined social theory. Sociology students develop skills in critical thinking, self-direction, collaboration and communication.” 


2. “Graduates of sociology programs are well equipped to go into a variety of careers across a range of government and non-government sectors, particularly those that require high level research and critical thinking skills.”

I am not sure that the first sentence is entirely true and even if it is, the second sentence does not automatically follow.  In my role as convenor of the Applied Sociology Thematic Group, I keep in touch with my members on a monthly basis through an e-mail where I highlight issues of concern to those who work outside universities.  In the December 2011 e-mail I raised the following matters:

The big event in the Sociological calendar in November was, of course, the Annual Conference.  I enjoyed my time there but understandably, there were very few from this section who could attend.  Reflecting on what I got out of the conference; the most important thing for this Group was an increased realisation that the factors that contribute to the professional standing of those who work in academia is very different to how professional standing is gained by those who work outside.  

To operate effectively in both groups you must have a broad grasp of sociological theory, research methods and how and where they can be applied.  The academic usually has the dual role of passing on knowledge to new comers in the discipline and regularly publishing their own work, either in writing or as conferences papers.  Thus the academic sociologist is usually concerned with people and issues within the discipline.

As you well know, for those working outside academia, the environment is quite different.  Here you are working alongside people who have no understanding of sociology, and other professionals who already know that their discipline can solve all the problems of the world, be they economists, engineers, psychologists or social workers.  Over this environment, you have a boss who doesn’t want to know what theory you use and is not impressed with two pages of reference.  He or she simple wants to know what you can contribute to solving the issue that is concerning them at the moment.  In other words they do not want a nicely balanced academic paper; they want, in the briefest form possible, your assessment of what should be done.  To do this means that you have to know your discipline thoroughly, not by rote but as a body of knowledge that you can incorporate and mix to make what you know, able to be integrated into a larger whole.  This means you may possibly have to experience what Thomas Huxley once noted: "the great tragedy of science is the slaying of a beautiful hypothesis by an ugly fact".  At the conference, one sociologist employed outside academia, who is in a position to give undergraduates real sociological work experience, complained that he had found that sociology departments rejected his offers with the response that they didn’t want to get involved in that sort of thing, whereas other disciplines were eager to send students.  There is a lot of understanding still to be developed.

The response from members of my Group demonstrates that others working outside academia agree with my analysis.

I agree with your sentiment about theory; working as a contract researcher I have also found that the demarcations between disciplines are not relevant to clients, and that deadlines are real and absolute (if you want to get paid).  Hence we need the ability to find and scan information across a range of sources and to identify the relevant bits quickly, without getting bogged down in matters that may be interesting but not applicable to the project in hand. These are not skills that are always valued in academe!

Eileen Clark
Secretary
The Australian Sociological Association

Thank you for the wonderful email Alan. I have had some offers around honours students working with me but the problem for me has been that when there is some appropriate work an honours student could help with, they have not been available and vice versa. 

Christine Walker 
Chronic Illness Alliance

The issues you speak of below are particularly pertinent especially with regard to my experiences working within the Defence community. While our clients can appreciate the value of theory informing practice, and as a vehicle for grounding data during analysis, a common cry is 'So what!' Our clients want us to provide answers and concrete solutions to the types of problems they are grappling with (and usually want the answers yesterday!) and not be seduced by multiple layers of abstraction, especially when producing client reports and the like. If we can't grab their interest in the executive summary, they will not be inclined to read further no matter how sophisticated the theory chosen is articulated.
Our team has worked hard at selling the virtues of the Social Sciences/Sociology (tools/methods/theory etc.) to our clients/sponsors, and our success in part is evident in those instances where they now come to us to help assist them with the social, organisational and cultural challenges they face. Part of this selling process has involved developing a shared language and understanding, but also being able to get our clients to appreciate how action learning/research inspired approaches are vital for ensuring the delivery of well nuanced and relevant outcomes.

Steven Talbot
Department of Defence

Many thanks for this thoughtful reflection.

Yoland Wadsworth
University of Melbourne

Well said!  May 2012 bring better opportunities for sociologists all around Australia.
 
Marcelle Slagter
University of Queensland

·  My second point is item seven in the ‘Engagement’ section which reads:
	
Demonstrate an ability to communicate sociological ideas, principles and knowledge to specialist and non-specialist audiences using appropriate formats.

To illustrate this I would add an illustration I used in my article in the last issue of Nexus (Vol 23 No. 4) on sociology outside universities.

One Professor from Melbourne University was given a large grant by one of the mining giants to do a study of the towns they had set up and provide recommendations for future towns.  The results of his study were written up and bound in 16 volumes.   When he presented the study to the Company Board he set out the volumes before them and told them what they contained would provide the guidance the company needed.  The Managing Director, said: “That’s no use, where is the executive summary?”  The Professor’s response was; “If you want to know what to do, read the report.” And walked out.  

Neither understood the other.  They each had their normal way of doing things and could not understand what had gone wrong.

The approach to knowledge and its application outside universities is very different to what is required in academia.  In universities, as your paper very properly indicates, you have to demonstrate you understand the breadth and depth of the discipline.  Whilst this is a basic requirement in both arenas, in academia it is tested, in other places it is expected.  

· Thirdly, there is another educational issue which is not covered in your paper and perhaps you may consider it to be outside of your remit, and that is the issue of continuing education.  In my October e-mail to my Group I raised the question ‘How can we get Professional Development outside Universities?  
Professional development is an acknowledgement that, even in the profession we have been trained in, there are many things we still have to learn or be reminded of.  We need to know there are different ways of looking at things we think we know and there are things that no one knew, coming to light. In some Applied Sociology situations you can find yourself dealing with a succession of unrelated research that demand different approaches to the research methods you think you know well. There are also times when you can see that the application of old knowledge from one area can be applied to an entirely different area, even when most of you colleagues are telling you, that you can’t.
I once advertised for a sociologist to work with my research team. One applicant wrote that they had just completed their bachelor's degree and now knew all about sociology. Such overconfidence says something about poor teaching and misses a point that one recently famous American has said "There are also unknown unknowns, the ones we don't know we don't know."
I have seen work badly done because the person doing it relied on what they thought was a well tried approach and never stopped to ask if there could be a better way. Both Guba and Lincoln (1989) and I (Scott 1980) have argued, that to make the best use of information collected, the social scientist needs to approach their material with an open mind not a theory. They must interpret the information collected so its interpretation is clearly representative of an agreed understanding with the people providing the data and not simply using the bits that fit into the researcher's theoretical assumptions, even if the results do not conform to any existing theory. Okely (2001) also illustrates this point, quoting from Leach's (1967) participant observer based study in a single village. In his study, he demonstrates that a large scale quantitative study on 57 villages (Sarkar & Tambiah 1957), (which included the village in his study), had missed so many important details that the validity of their conclusions was in serious doubt.  He observes that the numerical apparatus, in which their conclusions are embedded, is largely, a complicated piece of self-deception.
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2. Scott, A. (1980), 'Data Collection and Verification in Attitudinal Studies: A New Approach', Boston University.
3. Okely, J. (2001), 'Thinking Through Fieldwork', in Analysing Qualitative Data, eds E. Bryman and R. Burgess, Routledge, London. 
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One way in which we can save ourselves from this kind of situation is by developing a Professional Development approach based on using our Applied Sociology Group as a network. An on line place where we can ask "Hey, has anyone else had to deal with this type of study? How did you approach it?" We have then opened ourselves up to a mentoring situation where we engaging in professional development by being ready to learn from others. If none of us have ever dealt with such a situation, we can all make suggestions and perhaps all of us learn something new. 
This is one way of doing it, but most professions today require their member to undertake regular professional development programmes or lose their status as a member of the profession.  If sociology ignores this approach it will be diminished in the eyes of employers and other professions.  It would be helpful if university sociology department could formally develop professional develop programmes jointly with people working as sociologists beyond academia.  I suggest that both areas of sociology would benefit from this approach.
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