Social Science Centre – curriculum 


Working Plans for ‘Social Science Imagination’

Description of the course

To be outlined in much more detail. Basically, however, the course is imagined as a way of introducing people to the ways of ‘seeing’ and understanding both ourselves and the social world from critical perspectives (mainly drawn from the social sciences, although broadly writ and not segregated from the arts, humanities and sciences). The name of the course draws its inspiration from C. Wright Mills’ classical Sociological Imagination (1959), a treatise on the importance and value of the critical social sciences for expanding and defending individual and collective freedom. However, it also draws inspiration from many other experiences of the relationship between research and analysis, creative knowledge production, critical imagination and community building (or, in another register, solidarities).

[NB –these ideas have emerged from discussions between ourselves, and we – at least certainly Mike and myself – are deeply steeped in specifically sociological imaginations. If we want to make this into a broader exploration of social science, then we need the insight and experience of many of the others. Perhaps this is precisely how and why it will become more participatory?]

Principles of organisation (pedagogy and methodologies)

The approach to organising this course draws initially on the principles of teaching, research and community empowerment which we each bring to it, and thus on various insights and practices from popular education, critical pedagogy, experiential learning, and cooperative learning (which are not, of course exclusive to one another). We also bring to this project much tacit knowledge and experience learned in our professional work in formal institutions – some of which we may want to develop, and some of which we may want to unlearn. This will be part of the process.

At the moment, we do not have a collective and well-articulated philosophy of pedagogy underpinning our work, which I think is to be expected at this stage. However, I think we have well enough in common to agree that the course will be organised according to principles of experiential learning, with elements of critical pedagogy and academic practice as understood in higher education, undertaken in a cooperative manner, and oriented towards building a learning community and understanding how this is embedded within wider communities. 

This is my attempt to pull the strands together. I think that if we can work with this, or similar, we can clarify the basic principles upon which we are organising the course and develop them from there, with the other scholars who are participating.

Thoughts?

Practicalities

Who’s working on it?

Mainly responsible are Sarah Amsler, Stephen Hopkins (in student-scholar role), Zoraida Mendiwelso-Bendek and Mike Neary, with others joining as meaningful and desired.

All student-scholars who have registered to pursue studies with the SSC will work on this course.

Where will it take place?

We need to book a public space that will afford creativity and flexibility in how we work, to include: seats and tables, comfortable floor space, walls that we can post and display on, and ideally Internet access.

I will visit the Public Library next week (w/c 13/6) to view and inquire about their Activities Room, which can be hired by community groups: http://www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/residents/discover-libraries/what-we-offer/lincoln-central-library/room-hire/37842.article. 

What does it look like in practical terms?

We have decided for the sake of convenience and familiarity that the course will run on a ‘term’. I’m not excited about this idea, but as we are not working with the other scholars yet, any delineation would be arbitrary. Let’s use it as a starting point and see if it suits our purposes.  

Following Zoraida’s suggestion, while we will have weekly meetings, the course is not divided into weekly themes but into longer and more fluid thematic units that allow space for exploration, time for depth of inquiry and production, and the possibility of taking different and unexpected directions. Each period of study will produce questions and problems that we will be able to develop in the subsequent one.

1. Preliminary meeting – to make first introductions to one another, discuss hopes and fears, discuss the course, offer the suggested curriculum, workshop and discuss it, make initial revisions as needed

I. Theme one – biography – to begin from our own experiences, in order to give our work in this project a sense of its own history (both individual and collective); to understand the ways we understand ourselves; and to begin to develop a wider critical imagination of how we shape and are shaped by social forces; writing/speaking/representing/performing our autobiographies and making linkages between them is also what will allow for meaningful and generative themes of inquiry to emerge

II. Theme two – ‘second-hand worlds’ – a period of work dedicated to exploring our social worlds as represented through media (mainstream and alternative), in order to give our study of biography a wider social context; to begin to develop a wider critical imagination of what the term ‘society’ actually means; to produce a picture of the major social forces, institutions, phenomena and processes that we believe affect our lives; and to begin to develop a critical reading of our ‘second-hand worlds’ (C. Wright Mills’ term for the mediated representations through which we believe we ‘know’ the world, and ourselves) – we may want to introduce the notion of ‘critical media literacy’ for this theme – this theme will be initiated through a creative workshop

III. Theme three – ‘rethinking the world’ or practicing the ‘social science imagination’ – a period of work dedicated to developing the work done on biography and media, combining these with basic insights from the social sciences which speak to questions we have raised and are seeking to answer – to be developed closer to the time, but should be explained as something we are working towards throughout 

IV. Theme four – telling stories and posing problems – a period of work which returns to the initial task of explaining ‘who we are’ to others, but in a way that draws on work undertaken to make sense of who we are collectively, in an informed way which begins to frame this through a critical understanding of society, and in a way that makes informed decisions about how we want to represent ourselves –including a reflection on how these stories relate (or don’t) to the sorts of stories told about people and society (in particular, e.g. people living in Lincoln today) in the mainstream and alternative media – the idea is that these will form the basis for new questions to be explored in the following term

What will student-scholars be working towards?

Although there is still no consensus on the place, nature or purpose of ‘products’, ‘outcomes’, ‘assessment’ and ‘evaluation’ in the curriculum, there is a longstanding agreement that we should be working towards producing something in each course that can contribute part of an overall portfolio or oeuvre of work and that can be commented on by others. This is also important if we want to produce work that contributes to the wider life of people and communities in Lincoln, and through which all members of the SSC can contribute to the creation of open-access research and learning resources.

At present, there are a couple of ideas for a final project for the Social Science Imagination, both of which combine individual work with collaborative production. Both of which also prioritise writing, but allow for more visual and performative work as well.

Idea 1: To produce the first issue of a public magazine called Social Science Imagination, which can be published and made publicly and freely available within Lincoln and beyond (perhaps especially for the communities and groups we are each part of, and for schools and colleges). This would involve each scholar making a contribution (joint contributions acceptable), as well as contributing to pulling the pieces together into a coherent magazine (e.g., writing an introduction). An online version would allow for links to more dynamic visuals, videos, etc. There are various exciting things about this – independent and collaborative work, introduction to peer review, the production of something that will be read by others, the chance for those interested in design and media to develop these crafts and skills, etc. The benefit of this is that both Mike N. and Sarah A. work with student journals and have produced them in the past. There are also limitations, such as the possibility of being distracted from social scientific analysis by technical concerns (something I ran into in the early days of a course on cultural production).

Idea 2: To produce the first issue of an SSC newspaper, more or less along the lines above, but with a slightly different character and purpose.

Ideas for reading and thinking materials

We have not discussed the use of texts in the course, and I presume we will need to. Just to start the ball rolling, here are a few examples of things that I think could be useful. Really no thought put into this yet, though.

Mills, C. W. (1959) The Sociological Imagination, NY: The Free Press. [as a ‘key text’; some parts available online, e.g. http://socialsciences.nsula.edu/assets/Site-Files/The-Promise.pdf] 

The Sociological Imagination website – http://sociologicalimagination.org/ [excellent, accessible and something we could all consider contributing to]

The Social Science Space website – http://www.socialsciencespace.com/ [as above]

Hart, C. (1998) Doing a Literature Review: Releasing the Social Science Research Imagination, Basingstoke: Open University. [Specifically good for those people writing academic-style literature reviews, but more generally a good text on critical reading and making linkages into arguments]

‘How is critical literacy different from other kinds of reading?’ Open Spaces for Dialogue and Enquiry, p. 6, or online at: http://www.osdemethodology.org.uk/criticalliteracy.html. 
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