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 Teaching Sociology Additional services and information for          http://tso.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:     http://tso.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:    http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav Reprints:     http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav Permissions:     http://tso.sagepub.com/content/37/1/76.refs.html Citations:     What is This?  - Jan 1, 2009 Version of Record >>  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from C. W RIGHT M ILLS presented a sociological imagination that was activist at the core. In this paper we argue that to fully realize the promise of sociology students should come to an understanding of the sociological imagina- tion that includes a sense of social responsi- bility. We argue that the most successful teaching of social responsibility is intentional, and that it is best achieved when students are placed in situations that provide “real world” experiences with others. We place social re- sponsibility and active learning in the context of theorists who laid the groundwork for our discipline and provide examples of the ways in which students are able to gain a sense of social responsibility through active learning. 
 While many introductory sociology courses include Mills’s idea and/or writings, the ac- tive learning and social responsibility that Mills envisioned does not always take place. Contemporary introductory sociology text- books and readers commonly begin with an abridged version of Mills’s (1959) introduc- tory chapter in The Sociological Imagination , “The Promise.” This early introduction to our discipline suggests that students who properly develop their sociological imagina- tions will be able to distinguish between: (a) bad circumstances others experience which are the result of poor choices, and (b) those that result from structural forces beyond the control of the individual. In this context, Mills (1959) wrote:  Perhaps the most fruitful distinction with which the sociological imagination works is between “the personal troubles of milieu” and “the public issues of social structure” . . . . 
  Troubles occur within the character of the indi- vidual and within the range of his immediate relations with others; they have to do with his self and with those limited areas of social life of which he is directly and personally aware. Ac- cordingly, the statement and the resolution of troubles properly lie within the individual as a biographical entity and within the scope of his immediate milieu—the social setting that is di- rectly open to his personal experience and to some extent his willful activity. A trouble is a private matter . . . .  THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY*   In this paper, we maintain that sociologists should deliberately teach social re- sponsibility as a means of fulfilling the promise that C. Wright Mills envisioned. A key aspect of the sociological imagination includes a sense of social responsibil- ity, but that aspect is best learned through a combination of experience and aca- demic knowledge. Students gain the fullest sense of the sociological imagination, one that includes social responsibility, wh en they are able to have encounters and experiences that challenge their pre-existing world-views and allow them to see first-hand the sociological concepts they learn in the classroom. Further, we argue that teaching social responsibility is appropriate because it has deep roots in the discipline. We identify the origins of the active learning model in sociologi- cal theory and provide examples of the ways in which social responsibility is real- ized through service learning experiences of our students. Teaching Sociology, Vol. 37, 2009 (January:76-88) 76 *Please address all correspondence to the authors at the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, 1 University Circle, Macomb, IL 61455-1390; e-mail: RJ-Hironimus-wendt@wiu. 
 edu or [email protected]. 
 Editor’s note: The reviewers were, in alpha- betical order, Chad Hanson, Winifred Poster, and Tracey Steele. ROBERT J. H IRONIMUS -W ENDT  Western Illinois University  LORA E BERT W ALLACE  Western Illinois University  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from Issues have to do with matters that transcend these local environments of the individual and the range of his inner life. They have to do with the organization of many such milieux into the institutions of an historical society as a whole. . . . 
 An issue is a public matter: . . . . (P. 8) Fifty years later, Mills’s promise appears in nearly all introductory texts. Indeed, learning to use the sociological imagination to under- stand the role of social structures in shaping human behaviors and experiences would seem to be a primary learning goal in most introductory sociology courses today (Grauerholz and Gibson 2006; McKinney et al. 2004; Persell, Pfeiffer and Syed 2007; Wagenaar 2004). 
 In a broader sense, the emphasis on Mills’s thesis at the beginning of our discipline sug- gests a primary objective for teaching our introductory course. This emphasis on Mills suggests all students should learn there are historical, cultural, environmental and social processes that directly and indirectly cause the diversity of human experiences and also cause the social problems we witness in con- temporary society (e.g., poverty, racism, sexism, etc.). Alternatively, our students should learn how social environments or in- stitutions are organized to produce shared experiences, which can lead people in similar circumstances to develop similar attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviors. This last point is crucial because it is a foundational idea that guided Marx and Smith, Mead and Du Bois, Durkheim and Garfinkel, Weber and Ad- dams, Parsons and Mills. Sociologists have historically argued that social problems are socially created—that human agency creates social problems. We routinely teach our stu- dents that social issues are not the result of bad choices made by a subset of misguided individuals, nor the result of natural forces beyond our collective control. Social issues arise when dysfunctional social arrangements (environments) limit the range of choices available to individuals into either a subset of primarily bad choices, or no good choices at all. The realization that social problems are socially created should be a good thing—after all, if human agency creates social problems, then by logical inference social problems can be resolved socially through human agency guided by sociologically informed social pol- icy. This is the promise of which Mills wrote and which we believe must be the primary goal behind the teaching of introductory soci- ology to thousands of 18-22 year old adults each year. Unfortunately, not all courses are created the same. In some presentations of the discipline, the focus is primarily upon breadth of exposure to the discipline, rather than upon depth of knowledge. Perhaps some faculty find it easier to objectify a discipline, particu- larly given the way our own discipline is mass-marketed to us. While this model may seem offensive to some readers of this jour- nal, it may make perfect sense to a new col- league in an institutional setting where publi- cations and research grants clearly take prece- dence over evaluations of teaching effective- ness. Many of our junior colleagues come from Ph.D. granting programs where they had little (or no) intentional mentoring in the art of teaching effectively (Colby et al. 2003). 
 When our junior colleagues are then assigned to independently teach a couple of large sec- tions of the same course in rooms that clearly were created for high-tech (or no tech) lec- tures instead of low-tech seminars, teaching sociology “well” may rationally take a back- seat to getting published and tenured. When sociology is presented largely as an objective, scientific discipline, some students may develop the skills necessary to perform the methodological “tasks” of sociology. 
 Some may also learn to “grasp history and biography and the relations between the two within society” (Mills 1959:6). However, in the absence of pedagogy that allows students to intentionally use and apply these skills, there are simply no guarantees that most stu- dents will consistently come to understand why sociology matters and how sociology is relevant to their current and future lives. In- deed, in the absence of opportunities to apply sociological principles and practices beyond the classroom, there is simply little reason to believe that students in lecture courses will come to understand how sociology may be IMAGINING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 77  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from used to improve communal life (Boyer 1987, 1990; Colby et al. 2003; Eyler and Giles 1999; Resnick 1987). In such cases, a clear irony exists in that some students may superficially learn what Mills said regarding our discipline, absent of any meaningful purpose for doing so. A thor- ough reading of Mills’s many essays ([1953] 1963) as well as his canonical text (1959) clearly indicates that he believed the primary lesson of sociology should be that humans have the potential to reduce or resolve most social problems should we choose to do so. 
 Mills intended praxis from the discipline. 
 Mills was a humanist, as well as a sociologist and a teacher of sociology (Lee 1978). His vision of sociology involved the use of sci- ence to create more just and humane commu- nities. Mills proposed a more pragmatic role for sociology—one in which our students might learn how to use their sociological imaginations to make a positive difference in their own lives and in their communities. 
 Mills’s thesis involved teaching sociology in order to develop a sense of social responsibil- ity in students. ON SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY  In a tautological sense, social responsibility suggests that through intentional education, students may become aware that they are at least partially responsible for the conditions found in their social environments. According to Colby et al. (2003), “The civically respon- sible individual recognizes himself or herself as a member of a larger social fabric and therefore considers social problems to be at least partly his or her own” (p. 16). Social responsibility implies an affective sense of connection to others in the community (empathy), and more importantly, it implies a sense of responsibility for others. Empirical studies of social responsibility date back to at least the 1950s, the same era in which Mills wrote many of his works (Friedrichs 1960; Gough, McClosky, and Meehl 1952; Harris 1957; Sorokin 1950). As one might expect, given this historic research lineage, there are numerous items and scales that have been used to assess sentiments of social responsibility. The constructs assessed are variously defined as civic learning, altru- ism, civic action, social justice attitudes, moral responsibility, civic responsibility, and social responsibility (Berkowitz and Lutter- man 1968; Conrad and Hedin 1981; Frie- drichs 1960; Gough et al. 1952; Harris 1957; Kwin 2007; Moely et al. 2002; Myers-Lipton 1998; Parker-Gwin and Mabry 1998; Sawyer 1966). We prefer the term social responsibil- ity as the overarching construct for these scales, since it is a broader, more encompass- ing construct, and less intrinsically connected to ideological concerns. Several surveys have been developed and used to assess social responsibility since the 1950s. 1 Most include scaled items that assess whether or not respondents believe individu- als have an obligation to actively help solve social problems in their communities and whether or not individuals should devote per- sonal time for the common good. Myers- Lipton’s (1998) “Civic Responsibility Scale,” and Parker-Gwin and Mabry’s (1998) “Personal Social Responsibility” and “Importance of Community Service” scales are well established in sociology as measures for assessing student outcomes associated with service learning. Eyler and Giles (1999) offer perhaps the most extensive and widely respected assessment tool for measuring stu- dent outcome associated with service learn- ing. These scholars ask a series of 29 “opinions” on their survey, of which at least 18 explicitly tap into dimensions of social responsibility (see “Resource C” in their text for the full survey instruments used). Moely et al. (2002) have also developed an extensive instrument. In their work on educating toward moral and civic responsibility, Colby (2003) and her colleagues write:  If today’s college graduates are to be positive forces in this world, they need not only to pos- sess knowledge and intellectual capacities but also to see themselves as members of a commu- 78 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY  1An appendix with some of these scales is available from the authors upon request.  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from nity, as individuals with a responsibility to con- tribute to their communities. (P. 7)  Colby and her colleagues’ definition of civic responsibility succinctly embraces the notion of social responsibility we have in mind. In- deed, their thesis is consistent with Mills’s for sociology. The interest of the social scientist in social struc- ture is not due to any view that the future is structurally determined. We study the structural limits of human decision in an attempt to find points of effective intervention, in order to know what can and what must be structurally changed if the role of explicit decision in history-making is to be enlarged. . . .Within an individual’s biography and within a society’s history, the social task of reason is to formulate choices, to enlarge the scope of human decisions in the making of history. The future of human affairs is not merely some set of variables to be pre- dicted. The future is what is to be decided. (P. 
 174)  In the context of higher education, the “social task of reason” implies a specific objective of higher education in general, and the socio- logical perspective specifically is to enable students to formulate choices necessary to create more just and humane communities in their future lives. Mills did not intend that students only learn to objectively distinguish troubles from issues. Like most founders of sociology, Mills intended that sociology be a science with practical applications. Colby and her colleagues (2003) further argue that an essential component of higher education in- volves: 
  . . . coming to understand how a community operates, the problems it faces and the richness of its diversity, and also developing a willing- ness to commit time and energy to enhance com- munity life and work collectively to resolve community concerns. (P. 18)  It is worth noting how this learning objective resembles several learning goals in the sociol- ogy curriculum (McKinney et al. 2004). When students begin to understand that social issues in communities are socially cre- ated and maintained through social structures of social actions (a primary learning objective in contemporary sociology), then it becomes possible for them to learn that social prob- lems can also be diminished through social action. Unfortunately, unless students are intentionally assisted in developing a sense of personal connection to the social problems they analyze, there is little reason to assume most students will develop a proactive sense of responsibility for addressing the social problems they analyze (Colby et al. 2003; Eyler and Giles 1999; Hironimus-Wendt and Lovell-Troy 1999; Mabry 1998; Myers- Lipton 1998).  A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF THE RESPONSIBLE SELF  Mills ([1954] 1963) viewed the liberal educa- tion experience as involving the explicit and intentional training of students so as to de- velop their sensibilities, which he argued to represent the ability to make connections be- tween social values on the one hand, and the practical skills necessary to achieve those desired value-laden relationships in society. 
 As a student of Weber, it seems reasonable to suggest by sensibilities, Mills partly intended Weber’s concept of verstehen, or empathetic understanding. Mills ([1954] 1963) believed academics have a responsibility in academia for explicitly working to develop within all students the knowledge, skills and disposi- tions necessary for improving the social and communal circumstances of those suffering from conditions they do not understand and are unable to change. Similarly, an overarch- ing goal of the higher education experience must be the development of a sense of social responsibility in all students. Furthermore, like Mills (1959), we believe sociology is particularly well suited for helping students develop their sensibilities and social responsi- bilities toward others, given the centrality of sociology among the social sciences. In par- ticular, community-based social engagement represents the most promising pedagogy for helping students develop a sense of empathy with diverse others—a sense of connectedness IMAGINING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 79  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from resulting from the sharing of experiences and/or circumstances. 2 A social-psychological foundation for thinking about the development of social re- sponsibility in students can be found in the works of Cooley ([1902] 1964, [1909] 1962) and Mead (1934). Both are primarily recog- nized in our introductory courses for their theses that self-concepts are social construc- tions. Both point out that our awareness of who we are (i.e., “the self”) is continually developed and negotiated through social interactions with others. This social self represents both our personal perceptions of who we are, and an awareness of who we believe we are in the eyes of others. As argued by both theorists, our conceptions of self are principally developed in intimate associations (e.g., Cooley’s primary groups). In his thesis on the looking-glass self, Cooley ([1902] 1964) argues our sense of self-worth is directly determined by the reactions of others, from whom we seek approval or respect. Implicit in Cooley’s thesis is an innate need to be loved. Only with this theoretical assumption does it make sense that individuals would be con- cerned with how others react to our asser- tions of self and why, over the life course, individuals would continually adjust their self-presentations during interaction with others. In other words, how we think others perceive us matters equally in the creation of self-awareness. Mead (1934) proposed a complex, hierar- chical model of the stages of social develop- ment. There are four distinct stages of so- cial development presented in his thesis: 
 pre-play, play, game, and the “generalized other.” Mead (1934) argues that at some sequential point in social development beyond the “game stage,” our social selves become ready to develop an awareness of the general- ized other—a transcendent moral order which supersedes our personal interests and the interests of immediate others.   The self-conscious human individual, then takes or assumes the organized social attitudes of the given social group or community (or some one section thereof) to which he belongs, toward the social problems of various kinds which confront that group or community at any given time, and which arise in connection with the correspondingly different social pro- jects or organized co-operative enterprises in which that group or community as such is engaged; and as an individual participant in these social projects or co-operative enter- prises, he governs his own conduct accord- ingly. (P. 156)   When this period of social maturation occurs is contingent upon social circum- stances—upon history and biography so to speak. The proper development of each of these stages, as well as the timely progres- sion through them, partially depends upon the existence of healthy social environ- ments. In the absence of such settings, so- cial development may be retarded or fail to occur. In his preface for Educating Citizens, Lee Shulman, President of The Carnegie Founda- tion for the Advancement of Teaching sug- gests:  There may well be a critical period for the de- velopment of [civic responsibility], and that period could be the college years. During this developmental period, defined as much by edu- cational opportunity as by age, students of all ages develop the tools and resources needed for their continuing journeys through adult life. 
 (Colby et al. 2003:vii)  We also believe that in the contemporary era, the residential college experience is particularly well-suited toward the develop- ment of this sense of social responsibility toward a generalized other in young adults. 
 As children leave their families of origin and become semi-independent adults living apart from their parents, they become new members of a larger community of un- known peers. As such, they are in a new and unique situation in which to intention- 80 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY 2Compassion or “pity” is insufficient since people (students) can feel pity for others without feeling a simultaneous compulsion to act upon those feelings.  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from ally explore the generalizable sense of obli- gation towards a general community-at- large. Should they be intentionally provided opportunities as students to explicitly en- gage and analyze such communal obliga- tions, empathies toward diverse others are much more likely to develop (cf. Mobley 2007; Myers-Lipton 1996). Further, in proper circumstances, it is possible that students may come to recognize (1) shared obligations and connections with diverse others in their communities, (2) their ability to actively provide for the general well- being of all, and (3) the recognition that their own entitlements to the good life are conditioned upon the entitlements of all to the good life. These value lessons are con- sistent with the ideas subsumed under the term “social responsibility.”  ACTIVE LEARNING AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY  John Dewey ([1938] 1963) argued that educa- tors were responsible for (1) selecting the kinds of experiences conducive to growth, (2) creating environments conducive to growth through effective use of physical and social surroundings, and (3) assessing which atti- tudes are conducive to continued growth and development. These threads of Dewey’s pro- gressive reform clearly influenced Mills's works regarding education, in which he ar- gues the goal of liberal education is to create self-cultivating men and women, and equally important, self-cultivating publics (1959). 
 Both Dewey and Mills proposed organizing the classroom experience to resemble a miniature/active community where citizenship and democracy were to be regularly prac- ticed. For both, active-learning strategies occur- ring in the classroom generally took the forms of the Socratic Method, small group discussion, and debate (Mills 1954). In defin- ing the criteria by which experiences become educative, Dewey ([1938] 1963) wrote: It is not enough to insist on the necessity of ex- perience or even of activity in experience. . . . 
 The central problem of an education based upon experience is to select the kind of present experi- ences that live fruitfully and creatively in subse- quent experiences. (Pp. 27-8)   In a similar vein, Mills ([1954] 1963) wrote:   We must begin with what concerns the student most deeply. We must proceed in such a way and with such materials as to enable him to gain increasingly rational insight into these concerns. 
 (P. 369)   Through active-learning activities, Dewey (1900) argued:   The entire spirit of the school is renewed. It has a chance to affiliate itself with life, to become the child’s habitat, where he learns through directed living; instead of being only a place to learn lessons having an abstract and remote referent to some possible living to be done in the future. (P. 41)   Both Dewey and Mills argued persuasively about our potential as educators to empower our students to become activist citizens upon leaving college, by using active-learning pedagogies wherein our students actually practice civic responsibilities during their college experiences. Mills’s (1959) message for sociologists was even more poignant:   The educational and political role of social sci- ence in a democracy is to help cultivate and sustain publics and individuals that are able to develop, to live with, and to act upon adequate definitions of personal and social realities. (P. 
 192)   Over the past two decades there has been a dramatic increase in the number of active- learning supplements in our discipline. While the earliest supplements tended to focus on helping students learn to use computer tech- nologies to analyze data (Barkan 2006; Feigelman and Young 2006), more recent supplements focus on active-learning exer- cises in which students generally work in groups to examine social issues, and some- IMAGINING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 81  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from times social communities (Korgen and White 2006; McKinney and Heyl 2008; Steele and Price 2008). Indeed, it is becoming more and more common for texts and instructor manu- als to include active and experiential learning exercises. When used, these active-learning exercises are certainly more likely than lec- ture-based courses to help students develop a more complete understanding of social ar- rangements, social structures and social proc- esses. At the same time, we must be more intentional about involving students in com- munal life beyond the campus if we wish them to fully appreciate the value of sociol- ogy. The social issues that sociologists are concerned with generally occur beyond the campus. If one of our course objectives is to develop sentiments of civic and social responsibility and the concurrent development of feelings of empathy and compassion toward the less for- tunate so that students may in the future rou- tinely participate in making the lives of others better, we should intentionally facilitate the development of that sentiment. As has been demonstrated in the literature on community- based service learning, an effective strategy for maximizing a sense of social responsibil- ity, of connection to others, and empathy toward strangers is social engagement with others (Eyler and Giles 1999; Marullo 1998; Mobley 2007; Myers-Lipton 1996). This “contact hypothesis” is one of the oldest and most consistent positive findings in our disci- pline regarding the elimination of prejudices (cf. Farley 2005). Our students are more likely to internalize a sense of community with others when they observe and experience the circumstances of others directly. Hence, one of the most effective methods for instill- ing in students the knowledge and skills (as well as the sensibilities) necessary to enable social responsibility is to have them partici- pate in the lives of others beyond the campus borders. This may take the form of traditional service-learning projects centered on assis- tance or mentoring, social action research projects (Rajaram 2007), and advo- cacy/community organization projects (Callero and Braa 2006; Mobley 2007; Wright 2006). While community-based learning projects have received extensive coverage in this jour- nal, the fact remains that most faculty do not engage in this form of experiential learning. 
 Nonetheless, a brief review of the last few volumes of Teaching Sociology reveals many successful attempts to instill the sociological imagination in students through classroom or campus based experiential activities. Most of these studies also mention the concurrent goal of instilling a sense of social responsibility that will transcend beyond the immediate course. A recent addition to Teaching Sociol- ogy is the inclusion of “application” papers, in which teaching and learning scholars can show how to use active-learning exercises to develop deeper learning regarding significant empirical research findings. For example, Purvin and Kain (2005) recommend having students read Cherlin and his colleagues’ (2004) research on domestic violence and marriage promotion, and then use role- playing activities to assume the role of the people typically involved with cases of do- mestic violence. In another article, Dowell (2006) discusses a class project in which stu- dents are required to collect garbage over a twenty-four hour period, then analyze the garbage in class, and finally write a report. 
 While this may sound awkward, Dowell’s follow-up study shows that students report both a heightened appreciation for the socio- logical imagination, and greater awareness of environmental issues and concerns. In short, any quick review of the journal Teaching Sociology will yield a treasury of articles on active-learning strategies, many of which attempt to instill in students a deep understanding of Mills’s thesis and also to develop some sense of social responsibility. 
 The activities range from classroom-based role-playing activities, group presentations, games and simulations, to community-based service learning, internships, advocacy pro- jects, and action research. One central com- ponent of these active-learning pedagogies is that in most cases they involve some form of collaborative learning with others. Perhaps it is the immediately felt sense of shared re- 82 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from sponsibility for completing these projects at the micro-level that enables the transforma- tive nature of these course-based learning activities into lifelong lessons of social re- sponsibility toward generalized others. In the absence of experiential and active- learning practices, it seems less likely that students will consistently develop sentiments of obligation, commitment and responsibility toward their future communities, and less likely that they will realize their own potential roles in ameliorating social problems. Indeed, even with some experiential learning activi- ties, it is often the case that some students resort to victim-blaming unless properly pre- pared and guided through their experiences in the community (Hironimus-Wendt and Lov- ell-Troy 1999; Strand 1999). Howard (2001) defined academic learning as “learning that is academic in nature that prepares for involve- ment in the community” (p. 40). Sociology is particularly well-suited for preparing stu- dents for their future involvement in com- munities and is equally well-suited for fos- tering the development of social responsi- bilities in students (Marullo 1998; Mills 1959). STUDENTS ENGAGED WITH PERSONS LIVING WITH MENTAL ILLNESSES  When students work with groups that are clearly “other,” they typically experience major changes in the knowledge and attitudes about those individuals. As students realize much of what they thought they knew is wrong, they are better able to see that the world works differently than they thought it did in general. This is an important first step in understanding that structural explanations have a lot more currency than victim-blaming explanations. We recently supervised students who volunteered with a mental health agency, allowing them to develop relationships with those receiving community mental health services, a group that is very firmly outside the mainstream. The “mentally ill” are one of the more severely and persistently stig- matized groups in Western society. Students’ initial reactions to the idea of working with the mentally ill reflect this stigmatized status. It appears that students do not enter service learning in a mental health agency with “Messiah complexes” (Weigert 1998). Rather, students are typi- cally quite forthcoming in their fear of in- teracting with the mentally ill. For instance, during an initial in-class description of the service learning project with a mental health agency, a student asked, “So, are we, like, going to be left alone with these people?” After choking down an astute sense of dis- appointment and shock, the professor ex- plained to the student, that no, the agency would not allow students to be alone with consumers, in order to protect the consum- ers . However, students participating in the project have uniformly experienced an alle- viation of fear and an increase in confidence following their volunteerism and reflection on their service. For instance, one student described how, “I was nervous and scared about encountering the [agency] individuals, especially when they kept asking me odd questions. . . . I have learned that those with mental disabilities are just like anyone else, but need a little assistance. . . . ” An- other student wrote, “A thirty-year-old woman asked me how I was doing and I responded very apprehensively. . . . This first day really affected me personally, be- cause I was upset with myself for treating her the same way everyone else has.” Stu- dents working with a mental health agency experienced the transformation of going from thinking of the social problem (here, mental illness and its treatment) as a per- sonal and personally-attributable issue, to a problem that is at least partially created by the problematic actions and non-actions of our society and community. For instance, a frequent comment in written reflections included coming to the realization that cli- ents’ mental illness symptoms were exacer- bated or created by stressors and problem- atic situations. Students also observed bias and discrimination from the community toward mental health clients. Students were IMAGINING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 83  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from surprised at how difficult, “it is for some- one with a mental illness to get a job, make ends meet and try to fit in to the community as normal,” and at how easy it is to recog- nize that “normal” people respond to the mentally ill label and not the person. Additionally, students working in a men- tal health agency observed the glaring in- adequacies in services for mental health consumers. These problems in service were most often found in non-specialist provid- ers’ or laypeople’s behaviors. For instance, a student accompanied a case worker and consumer to the emergency room of the local hospital when the consumer was ex- periencing physical health problems. The student expressed a great deal of concern about the mode of communication between the paramedic and the consumer. The para- medic used technical language, did not at- tempt to explain even though the consumer could not understand and respond, and sim- ply skipped items and proceeded when the consumer was unable to comprehend. The student began explaining what she could to the consumer (even though she was uncer- tain if this was appropriate for her to do), and was able to calm the consumer down and get more information from her. The student’s assessment of the situation was that the paramedic’s lack of effort to com- municate with the consumer was due to his responding to the consumer’s label (as he knew the individual was a client of the men- tal health agency) as a mentally ill individ- ual. This is a prime example of what Pescosolido and Boyer (2001) discuss as the problematic “other” systems of mental health treatment. These other systems in- clude direct and indirect contacts between mental health clients and untrained and un- skilled providers. These collaborations are utilized frequently in our society due to the lack of a comprehensive community-based care system for the mentally ill. As we have discussed earlier in this paper, if students participate in the lives of others that are different from themselves, they will learn that “they” are really “us.” They will learn that the status differences separating them from those they attempt to help do not differentiate humanity and the same social structures that create disadvantage for “disadvantaged” groups also create disadvan- tage for themselves. Further, students will also see that having structures in place which disadvantage individuals based on group membership is problematic for all of us. Rare is the student who does not have some social status that places him or her in the “other” category at least some of the time or in cer- tain contexts. After spending time with “disadvantaged” persons, students will likely relate to them by making connections to the statuses they themselves hold that place them in the “other” category. For those who be- long to major dominant categorizations and may therefore have less reason to make such connections, they too, will at least be able to see the potentially deleterious results of strati- fied disadvantage and may see we are all at potential risk of oppression. Given the opportunity to get to know mentally ill individuals as persons, students come to recognize that they have a personal stake in rectifying the social problems in mental health care. This occurs as they be- gin to share in the experiences of stigmati- zation, marginalization, and powerlessness that mental health consumers often experi- ence. Students become aware that the un- derlying structural causes of oppression of the mentally ill are structural problems that have broader implications in our society. 
 This recognition makes it more likely that students will desire to change these prob- lematic social structures. Without intentionally developing an in- depth and clear understanding of the implica- tions of Mills’s message toward themselves, students need only learn that social problems are socially created. They may even learn that social problems can be socially resolved. But they need not realize that they have a role to play in resolving social problems. DISCUSSION: RECAPTURING MILLS’S PROMISE  For Mills (1959), the goals of social science education were twofold: the creation of edu- cated, self-regulating individuals, and to re- 84 TEACHING SOCIOLOGY  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from store reason and freedom to their proper place in society (p. 186). To this end he wrote: 
  The educational and political role of social sci- ence in a democracy is to help cultivate and sustain publics and individuals that are able to develop, to live with, and to act upon adequate definitions of personal and social realities. (P. 
 192)   In this context of sociology as praxis (i.e., practical intervention), the “promise” of so- cial science education becomes clear. It is essential to teach students to distinguish be- tween “personal troubles of milieu and the public issues of social structure” because they will need to know the difference so that they can can both live more healthy lives and help create the kinds of communities they desire for their children. Mills’s vision for sociology was that it be transformative. We study social relationships to understand how to make them more egali- tarian. We study social organization and so- cial processes to hopefully create more effi- cient and more humane social arrangements capable of producing more harmonious out- comes. We study the problematic aspects of social institutions in order to discern solu- tions. Many sociologists study dysfunctional social relations in order to solve them. It is in its application that sociology finds its full meaning and purpose. “The promise” Mills offered was that when properly trained, graduates of our first course should be able to identify and explain the structural impedi- ments that prevent some groups in our com- munities from participating fully in the life of the commons and from sharing equitably in the communal resources available to other members in their communities. Mills wanted all students to be able to use these insights to either resolve or prevent social problems through collective action. This is our raison d’être for inclusion in the core curriculum of higher education. 
 Most students who enroll in our core courses are not sociology majors. For these students, we often intend that they become capable of discerning those social conditions and experiences arising from structural ar- rangements that produce problems of living. 
 But knowledge of conditions beyond the con- trol of victims that are harmful is meaningless unless it has application (Ryan 1971). Hence, it is the transformative nature of Mills’s thesis that conveys the purpose for sociology’s his- toric inclusion in the general education of all students. It is sociology as praxis that assures sociology’s potential to help students become better informed actors in their future commu- nities. We hope to help them understand the structural causes of human behavior and so- cial problems because we want them to un- derstand where they can make a difference in the lives of their fellow citizens. Much more so than any other social science discipline, sociology also has a very long history and a very rich tradition of studying the causes and consequences of status based inequalities in society (social class, racial, ethnic and gender inequalities, and in particular, their intersec- tions). We hope that as a result of taking our courses, these students will be able to apply our discipline’s findings and insights so as to live a better life, and in order to make social life better—not just for themselves and their immediate relations, but also for others. The humanist framework that has always surrounded academic sociology, from Marx to Du Bois, and from Addams to Mills has included the awareness that we must teach students of the need to engage in collective action so as to create more just and humane conditions. Except perhaps from 1950 to 1975 in the United States, sociology was not generally intended to convey knowledge for knowledge’s sake. For most of its existence, academic sociology has been intended to de- velop in its students an awareness of the po- tential role of human agency at both the macro and micro-levels to create more hu- mane circumstances for all. If one task of our discipline involves creating stronger and healthier communities and social institutions, then we must constantly assess how we can accomplish this through students who, for the most part, are only momentarily exposed to our discipline. If we wish to impart applied messages to our students, some of our IMAGINING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 85  by guest on September 18, 2013 tso.sagepub.com Downloaded from courses should be more concerned with in- structing students in the potential of human agency to change dysfunctional relations. Not only must they understand why social prob- lems occur and how they are perpetuated across time, but they must also understand how people might successfully navigate mi- cro-, meso- and macro-level social arrange- ments. Active-learning pedagogies of engage- ment, whether they involve social engage- ment in communities or classroom-based ex- periential learning activities, are more likely to teach the messages of sociology (Marullo 1998). This objective clearly prioritizes the immer- sion of students in communal processes and environments beyond our campus walls. Af- ter all, social theories are, at most, simplified approximations of more complex social reali- ties. Our classroom discussions analyze how the rich have gotten richer while the poor are becoming poorer; the feminization of pov- erty; academic achievement differences by ethnicity; the underfunding of urban and rural schools; the failure to provide a community- based network of care for those living with mental illnesses following deinstitutionaliza- tion, etc. Discussions of public issues such as these become more meaningful when our students can actually identify with them.   REFERENCES  Barkan, Steven E. 2006. Discovering Sociology Using Microcase® ExploriIt. 3rd ed. Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth. Berkowitz, Leonard and Kenneth G. Lutterman. 1968. “The Traditional Socially Responsible Personality.” Public Opinion Quarterly 32(2):169-85. 
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