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Happy Spring Everyone,

I attended an excellent BSA Teacher Group 

one day conference in last month that 

was very well hosted by Birmingham City 

University.  This was an update from exam 

boards on 2015 specs and a chance to learn 

what research is occurring in Sociology 

in Higher Education at the moment.  One 

speaker was an ex-student of mine that I 

taught in my first year of teaching in 2000: 

made me feel old.

The advert for the next BSA Teacher Group 

one day conference is at the back of this issue: 

Friday 29th May in London.  Another chance 

for an excellent day of Sociology updates and 

to meet other Sociology teachers from around 

the UK.  

As the weeks go by, we get nearer to the 2015 

general election.  This can help us in the 

Sociology classroom in so many ways.  For 

example, our topics might well be key election 

debates: look at the debate concerning 

employment figures to see how the need 

for operationalisation and valid research 

methods is important.  In the past month I 

have received a number of surveys written by 

political parties regarding my political views 

and likely voting habits.  These can be very 

useful to evaluate in lesson time eg: any signs 

of leading questions?

How do other sociology teachers link lessons 

to the 2015 election?  Are you at a college that 

might be running your own mock election?  

Who won?  What did students learn from the 

electioneering process?  If this sounds like 

something you are doing, please get in touch 

(prs@cadcol.ac.uk) and we can produce an 

article about this in the summer journal, post 

election results...........

All the best,

Patrick Robinson

Patrick prs@cadcol.ac.uk

Co-editor of the  

BSA Teacher Group Journal.

Foreword

If you’re a BSA Teaching Group member with an idea for something we could include in 

the journal, we’d be delighted to hear from you. Any aspect of teaching and learning in 

the Social Sciences can be suitable, but we’d be especially interested in material relating 

to GCSE and/or KS3, which are currently under-represented in the publication.

Articles, classroom resources or offers to provide regular features will all be considered, 

as will any other ideas for suitable copy. In the first instance please contact 

commissioning editor, please contact prs@cadcol.ac.uk and we will pass your proposal 

to the editorial board.

Could you write for THE SOCIOLOGY TEACHER?

Patrick Robinson

by Patrick Robinson, BSATeacher Group member and Journal editorial board member.
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Introduction
Ed Miliband’s election promise to reduce annual undergraduate 

student fees from £9,000 to £6,000 by removing tax relief on 
savings for higher level pensions has been presented as striking 
a blow for youth in the perennial battle between the old and the 
young. Such a generational view of society is quite common today 
to explain the economic ills of what Rizzle Kicks have called a 
Lost Generation of young people. Is it valid though to see age as 
significant a social variable as Sociology’s Holy Trinity of class, 
gender and race?

The idea of a generation rests on a metaphor of successive 
waves of people all born at one time and one trouble with this 

view is that in modern societies – as opposed to some ‘age-graded’ 
tribal ones – only exceptional events cause such demographic 
discontinuities. Examples are the first ‘lost generation’ of young 
men after the first world war, or the baby boom that followed 
the return of the troops after the second. Indeed, the theorist of 
generation, Karl Manheim (1952), posited generations as social 
groups who share a belief they belong to a common moment 
in history, such as the Who’s My Generation of the 1960s. 
Otherwise, generations are institutionally defined, like all those 
graduating school or college in a certain year but a generation is 
surely longer than a year – see further below.

Another problem is that generations, however they are defined 

www.britsoc.co.uk
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or define themselves, are cross-cut by 
divisions of class, gender and race, not 
to mention sexual orientation and (dis)
ability. In these respects everyone in 
a generation is not equal, even if they 
think they are, compared with older or 
younger generations. Not all older people 
are as wealthy as those whose savings 
for pensions worth over one million 
pounds can be taxed, reducing their 

annual maximum untaxed contributions 
from £40,000 to £30,000. Nor have 
poor pensioners gone away; Age 
Concern estimates 1.8 million (16% of 
all pensioners) living on the basic state 
pension of £67.80 a week.

The education generation
A common feature in the lives of nearly 

all young people today which makes their 
experience very different from the life 
histories of most older people is that their 
participation in education goes on for much 
longer. Whether they learn more or less 
or something different from their parents, 
removing larger numbers of young people 
for longer to the classroom places what 

has been called a moratorium on their 
adult participation in society.

Paradoxically, institutionalised 
education that notoriously 
differentiates and selects 
individuals by means of 
successive tests, reinforces 
the idea that everyone in the 
education generation is equal 

because education gives everyone 
an equal chance to be unequal. 

So teachers tell students, ‘It’s up 
to you how well you do’ and ‘You 

only have yourself to blame if you 
fail’. This is internalised by students and 
consequently in sixth forms, colleges and 
universities a sort of political correctness 

generally prevails that treats all students 
as equal because ‘We are all trying to 
make something of ourselves’, ‘to become 
something other than we are’ and ‘who 
knows where you will end up.’

Social background is thereby ignored, 
even though different students have 
acquired different cultural capitals 
from their upbringing, advantaging 

or disadvantaging their academic 
performance. By contrast with such 
class differences, gender and/or sexual 
orientation, cultural and subcultural 
variations, as well as sometimes ethnicity, 
may be recognised and even celebrated in 
schools, colleges and universities.

Yet extended schooling – to 15+ in 
1947, 16+ in 1972, 17+ in 2013 and 
18+ this year followed by the two official 
options of student or apprentice to c.25 
thereafter – plays a larger part for longer 
in the lives of the younger generations. 
This lengthened moratorium in education 
has therefore replaced wage relations in 
the workplace as the main means of social 
control over the young, helping to resolve 
what Phil Cohen in 1997 called The 
Youth Question – how society integrates 
successive generations into its ongoing 
structures and strictures. 

Indeed, education can be broadly 
defined as the institutionalised transmission 
of culture down the ages as the growing 
body of human knowledge is relearnt 
by each successive generation. It might 
be thought therefore that education 
has expanded because an exponentially 
expanding body of knowledge takes longer 
to learn. But is everybody really getting 
more knowledgeable? Or is it possible 
to study more but learn less as everyone 
crams in more and more information 

g e n e R a t i o n a l  s o c i o l o g y
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without the critical reflection necessary to 
learn from the past so as not to repeat it?

Dependence and ‘independence’
Even though people can go on learning 

throughout their lives, it is certainly taking 
longer for younger generations to attain the 
social markers of maturity. Previously, the 
general rule was that the most oppressed 
groups in society grew up sooner, eg. 
women before men – if men ever grow up, 
some women would say! So historically, 
for instance, formal education was first 
restricted to the children of a ruling elite 
before mass schooling was granted to/ 
won by subordinate groups. Now there is 
a ‘delayed transition’ for nearly everyone 
before attaining independent adulthood with 
‘independence’ being defined by having 
your own dependent children.

Yet most women do not now have their 
first child until they are in their 30s – and 
one in five don’t have children at all. One 
reason for this is that secure employment is 
so hard to find. Another is the difficulty of 
renting, let alone buying, your own home. 
Children therefore remain longer with their 
parents – many returning to their parental 
home even if they go away for a time to 
university or to travel. This is having knock-
on effects such as reducing the birth rate 
and average family size with more people 
having fewer children later as more women 
study longer to try and establish themselves 
in their own careers.

It is also contributing to the changing 
norm of the family away from nuclear 
families back to more extended families 

or forward to ‘successive’ or what have 
been called ‘serial families’ that link 
together step-children and step-parents. 
Perhaps this makes ‘interdependence’ a 
more realistic term than ‘independence’, 
which was always rather a dodgy notion 
when you stopped to think about it since 
‘No man is an island’. Relations between 
generations are also changed as parents 
and grandparents are generally supportive 
of their offspring who in turn accommodate 
themselves to their elders instead of 
revolting against them.

In consumer societies like the UK that 
thrive on pandering to youth-obsessed 
customers with endless cosmetic 
commodities, older people deny their 
age in an effort to be Forever Young. 
Only in ancestor-worshipping tribes were 
the ancients venerated, so that – in the 
absence of class divisions, though not of 
gender ones – a council of wise old men 
usually decided the community’s affairs. 
Such traditions survive, for instance in 
the UK’s House of Lords! But in general 
in modern societies, when the life courses 
of successive generations do not follow 
the repetitive life cycles of tradition, youth 
is celebrated as a source of change and 
innovation. 

New ages of youth
Just as a century ago in 1904 the 

US psychologist Stanley Hall claimed to 
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have found a new stage of life he named 
Adolescence, another US psychologist 
today descries a new stage of ‘Emergent 
Adulthood’ (Arnett 2004). This starts 
around the end of teenage (which was 
what adolescence amounted to, especially 
in the USA) but goes on, allegedly to 40 in 
Japan! This is disputed by UK psychologist, 
John Bynner (2005), who says this is 
merely artificially ‘prolonged youth’ with 
young people living like the characters in 
the 1980s long-running sitcom Friends, 
stranded in a time warp prolonged by the 
series’ endless repetitions.

In many ways though this seems a 
pleasant life and one, moreover, to which 
young people have become accustomed 
by part-time work and study since sixth-
form and with on-off/ off-on relationships 
postponing commitment on the one hand 
but never moving on with their lives on 
the other. There are counter-indications to 
this tendency, like girls reaching menarche 
earlier (mainly due to improved nutrition), 
or political changes like Scots voting at 16. 
But this only adds to the confusion of how 
old is young, especially in countries like 
England where there is no clearly defined 
age of majority compared with the more 
generally assumed age of citizenship at 18 
in republican polities, like France  
for instance.

In the background to all this is what 
Barak Obama regards as ‘the defining 
challenge of our time… a dangerous and 
growing inequality and lack of social 
mobility that has jeopardised middle-class 
America’s basic bargain that if you work 
hard you’ve got a chance to get ahead.’ 
This is what Ed Miliband calls ‘the British 
promise’ that every generation will be 
better off than their parents. In the speech 
promising the fee reduction, he promoted 
it as avoiding ‘a disaster for the future of 
Britain’ because ‘a country where the next 
generation is doing worse than their parents 
is the definition of a country in decline.’

For the first time though, it looks as 
if this promise will not be fulfilled. This 

is due primarily to intractable economic 
crisis aggravated by climate as well as 
demographic change (fewer in the younger 
generations to care for more in the older 
who are also living for longer). Especially 
if the limited upward social mobility of 
the last century has given way to general 
downward social mobility in this one, so 
the class structure has gone ‘pear-shaped’ 
(Ainley and Allen 2010).

Lost Generation?
How have younger generations 

confronted this situation? The student 
demonstrations against the undergraduate 
fee rises in 2010-11 brought together 
two different constituencies of youth when 
those aspiring to be middle-class were 
briefly united with those in FE protesting 
the loss of their Educational Maintenance 
Allowance. However, the subsequent riots 
of summer 2011 were a more inchoate 
protest. They marked perhaps some 
sort of watershed but possibly more 
in the class terms above than in 
generational ones; even though 
the riots could also be seen 
as a reaction against 
relegation to so-called 
‘underclass’ status by a 
section of the traditional 
manually working class 
– the grandchildren 
of Thatcher’s Youth 
Training Scheme-
generation of the 1980s.

Is this then the new 
Lost Generation journalists 
have been writing about 
since the credit crunch of 
2008? Because – apart from 
the generations created by external 
events, such as the original world war 
one lost generation or the heroic generation 
of world war two and their baby-boom 
children – many generations X and Y, those 
who were the first to be digitally literate, or 
many of whom were proscribed Prozac, are 
generated (sic) by the fertile imaginations of 
the media and fashion industries.

Or is there a new generation defined 
peculiarly by lack of consciousness 
of itself, despite its new access to 
digital communications, putting a good 

Facebook 
on things as 

it is absorbed 
into a globalised 

youth culture run by 
multinational corporations? Meanwhile, 
locked away in bedrooms of despair, 
millions are plunged into the poverty 
that the majority strive to escape by 
running up a down-escalator of devaluing 
educational qualifications?

The Radical Futures Collective, whose 
third book comes out in April, think 
not and urge young people to Resist! 
Against a precarious future. They don’t 
see the young generation as apathetic but 
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disenfranchised, under- or unemployed, 
insecure, anxious and also angry. They 
call for new forms of organisation and in 
the run up to the General Election, 

look at ‘young people’s resistance 
to what passes for politics’. Yet the 
Collective – defining itself as part of the 
generation born after Thatcher in 1979, 
is itself already aging and this is a big 
problem for generational sociology and 
politics: the romantic metaphor of the 
wave lives only for its moment and then 
is gone, unaware of the generations past 
and to come.

For those who do become aware of 
their situation, the urgency of youth’s 
position appears such that the traditional 
political activities of their parents – like 
public meetings, let alone leafleting and 
lobbying – are felt to be ineffective and 
largely irrelevant, or at least too slow. 
They use social media to create instant 
reactions to the latest outrage because 
– worse than ‘the lost generation’ – they 
might be ‘the last generation’ as global 
catastrophes loom.

Certainly, the new generations have 
little chance to organise at their work, 
which is often part-time and irregular. 
Still, a new politics will need to ally 
with traditional organizations of protest 
and resistance, such as trades unions. 
Like single-issue campaigns, they 
in turn need to move beyond simply 
defending their immediate concerns. 
Policies are required that recognize the 
majority of society are undermined by a 
moribund capitalism which is wasting its 
human as well as its natural resources. 
Education and its important constituency 
of increasingly disillusioned students 
remains a critical space in which to 
generate such alternatives.

Patrick Ainley is co-author with 
Martin Allen of Lost Generation? New 
strategies for youth and education, 
Continuum 2010. He is Professor of 
Training and Education at the University 
of Greenwich.

© Patrick Ainley, 2015.
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Reflections upon 
teaching the 
sociology of the 
apocalypse 
Adam Rafalovich, Pacific University

My students are steeped in popular culture 
with apocalyptic themes. Whether they 
are watching post-nuclear anime, playing 
video games such as Fallout, Metro 
2033, and Half Life II, viewing films like 
Resident Evil, Rise of the Planet of the 
Apes, and World War Z, or watching The 
Walking Dead and Revolution on television, 
apocalypse scenarios dominate their media 
universe. I understand the attraction to 

these apocalypse narratives. My own 
interest in the “end of the world” came 
decades ago, from Stephen King’s The 
Stand, Robert McCammon’s Swan Song, 
and the ABC made-for-TV movie The Day 
After. Although several decades separate 
the apocalyptic popular culture I consumed 
and that consumed by my students today, 
the basic themes remain: the world as we 
know it has fundamentally and unalterably 

s o c i o l o g y  o f  t h e  a p o c a l y p s e
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changed; humanity is in peril; unexpected 
heroines and heroes will emerge. This brief 
essay will cover two key points: first, I will 
outline the process of designing a mid-level, 
elective course, Apocalypse and Society 
(SOC 255); second, I will give some 
examples of how I use apocalypse scenarios 
to shed light on three key theoretical 
paradigms. 

Would a Sociology of the 
Apocalypse Course be Possible?

Given the incredible popularity of 
apocalypse scenarios among my students, 
I was intrigued about the possibility of 
developing a sociology course based upon 
these narratives. After several conversations 
I quickly realized that a course on the 
apocalypse would be a welcomed addition 
to our program. Virtually every student 

www.britsoc.co.uk
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to whom I mentioned the idea seemed 
excited by it, and every conversation I had 
ended with suggestions for content—books 
to assign, TV shows and 
films we could analyze, 
video games we might 
demonstrate. I took these 
suggestions and ended 
up with a solid list of 
materials from which 
to draw. I also began 
an extensive literature 
review and found more 
than enough thoughtful, 
theoretically-oriented 
reading content. It became 
clear that the interest in 
the topic and the breadth 
of popular and academic 
material addressing the 
apocalypse would easily 
float a 15-week semester 
course.   

In the interest of 

keeping costs down for students, I did not 
want to use a textbook, nor did it seem 
necessary given the wealth of peer-reviewed 

and popular journal articles 
on the topic; however, this 
further complicated the 
course design. Intended 
to be offered at the 200-
level, and have introductory 
sociology as a prerequisite, 
it was important that this 
course introduce theoretical 
ideas that we could unpack 
throughout the semester. 
Ultimately, after setting up 
a sociological framework 
in the first week, I decided 
to structure the course 
into units connected to 
a particular apocalypse 
scenario. I ended up 
with seven units, each 
approximately two weeks 
in length: 1) nuclear 

war/accidents, 2) zombies, 3) artificial 
intelligence, 4) aliens, 5) biological/viruses, 
6) environment/climate change, and 7) 
meteors/impact events (see Appendix I). 
Evaluation of students would be fairly 
standard: three exams, a term paper, class 
participation, and an in-class presentation. 
Further, because today’s apocalypse 
themes are strongly connected to visual 
culture such as films and TV episodes, it 
was crucial that I design several in-class 
exercises to guide student viewing. 
Approximately 10-20% of in-class time 
would be devoted to video viewing, and it 
was very important that they watch this 
content in as engaged a manner as they 
would in reading a text.

Using Apocalypse Scenarios to
Understand the Three Major 
Sociological radigms

One of my concerns in teaching this 
course was that its reputation would get 

It became clear that 

the interest in the topic 

and the breadth of 

popular and academic 

material addressing 

the apocalypse would 

easily float a 15-week 

semester course.   

s o c i o l o g y  o f  t h e  a p o c a l y p s e
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swallowed by the sensationalism of an 
apocalypse narrative. I did not want this 
to become the “Zombie Course,” nor did 
I want it to become another semester-
length study of eschatology. Hence, when 
I teach the course I spend the first two 
class sessions focusing upon why these 
narratives are sociologically interesting 
and, more particularly, how sociological 
frameworks and key concepts can help 
us understand why these narrative are so 
appealing in our popular media. Key to 
setting this tone is the establishment of 
a basic sociological framework. To this 
aim, students are assigned a piece in the 
first week that summarize the three major 
research paradigms in sociology. Although 
the specific terminology varies, the three 
major paradigms are commonly referred to 
as the structural-functional, social conflict, 
and symbolic interaction perspectives. 

In teaching the three sociological 
perspectives I address how each of these 
focuses upon the question of social order. 

Although each paradigm has unique 
applications in theory and research, each 
also offers central explanations about 
what makes stability possible in society. 
Hence, the structural-functional paradigm 
maintains that social order is the product 
of the successful integration of the various 
parts of a society, social conflict views 
social order as a result of the control of 
conflict, and symbolic interaction frames 
social order as a product of shared 
symbolic meaning. (For a summary of these 
and the questions they may ask, please 
see Table 1) I teach these perspectives 
simultaneously with a discussion of various 
apocalypse scenarios. Below are some 
examples of how I approach this:

The Structural-Functional 
Approach and the “Distance from 
Necessity”

It is a matter of course that the 
structural-functional approach explains 
social stability through a discussion of the 
interconnectedness of the various parts 
of a society. One approach I take in a 
lecturing upon the structural-functional 
approach involves pulling a small light 
bulb out of my briefcase, holding it up, 
and asking if there is any one person in the 
class who could create this object from its 
most basic raw materials. Although many 
students may know the basic way that 
a lightbulb operates, no one in the class 
actually has the technical skill to make one 
from scratch. This lightbulb example is a 
great opportunity to explain how such a 

mundane object that we’ve used in society 
for well over a century is a product of a 
very complex, long-term division of labor. 
We take it for granted that such an object 
will be available to us. Then, I pose one 
of many possible scenarios. For example: 
Imagine that thermonuclear war breaks 
out, killing most of the people on earth. 
Gone with the dead are all of the skills and 
equipment necessary to build lightbulbs. 
How would life change without this simple 
object? How long before the division 
of labor becomes interconnected and 
sufficient enough to make the construction 
of light bulbs once again possible? This 
line of questioning often generates fantastic 
discussion about how much life would 
change after an apocalyptic event. 

These early discussions are also a 
great way of distilling down the deeper 
meanings of an apocalypse. Depending 
upon the scenario, the type of apocalypse 
has various degrees of impact and intensity. 
But, how do we go about defining the true 
impact of an apocalypse, or whether or not 
a disruptive event is truly apocalyptic? This 
line of inquiry proves to be a great place 
to introduce Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of 
the “distance from necessity” (Bourdieu 
1984). Although not a structural-functional 
idea, this notion is attaches nicely to the 
discussion of how the division of labor in 
modern society contributes to a higher 
standard of living, and is therefore useful 
in defining what constitutes an apocalypse. 
As Bourdieu (1984) points out, class 
distinctions in modern societies create 
gaps between those things that we “need,” 

Although many 

students may know the

basic way that a 

lightbulb operates, 

no one in the class 

actually has the 

technical skill to 

make one from scratch.
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such as food, clothing, and shelter, and 
the various consumer items that we 
“want.” This “needs/wants” dichotomy 
sheds light on how many of us in modern 
society fail to distinguish between what 
we need and what we want. Layering 
the idea of “distance from 
necessity” upon our early 
discussion of how we 
define an apocalypse, I 
pose the question of how a 
personal, regional, or global 
apocalypse might force 
people to choose between 
needs and wants. In the 
aftermath of an apocalyptic 
event, lifestyle choices give 
way to survival choices.  

The Social Conflict 
Approach: Removing 
the Medium of 
Exchange

In conjunction with the 
Paul Colomy reading, we 
see great opportunities 
for using an apocalypse 
scenario to shed light on 
the social conflict approach 
which characterizes society 
as an arena of constant 
competition and an equal 

distribution of limited resources. Harkening 
back to so many conflict theorists who talk 
about money being the primary medium 
of exchange in a capitalist society, I 
invite student to take place in a thought 
experiment: Imagine that one hour from 

now an apocalyptic event 
happens. Let’s imagine 
that the event is so 
serious and widespread 
that it cripples our 
economy and destroys our 
financial system. What 
would this do to class 
structure in our society? 
For example, if money 
was now immediately 
worthless, how would we 
redefine what it meant 
to be rich or poor? How 
would those in power 
protect their interests 
and social position?

Here I invite students 
to look at apocalypse 
scenarios and the 
restructuring of class 
positions in society when 
the conventional medium 
of money is removed from 
the equation. The film 
Road Warrior (1981) is a 
fantastic example. In this 

post-nuclear, dystopic future, those who 
control gasoline ultimately rule over those 
who do not. Indeed, it is Mad Max’s desire 
for gasoline that leads him to help a clan 
of peaceful “have-nots” who desperately 
seek his assistance. Conventional mediums 
of exchange, such as money, gold, jewels, 
etc., are irrelevant in the world of Mad 
Max. As I convey to my students, gasoline 
is a means to achieving freedom—it 
allows one to stay on the move, safe from 
marauders--and hence, becomes a highly 
desired medium of exchange. This type 
of conversation can be transposed upon 
any number of commodities that we value 
in contemporary context: freshwater, 
unspoiled food, fuel for heat, and so 
forth, all take on a heightened sense of 
importance. 

Symbolic Interactionism: 
Who will be the Hero?

This viewpoint provides a tremendous 
amount of leeway in interpreting 
apocalypse scenarios. At the outset of 
the course, I try to explain symbolic 
interactionism with respect to the “hero 
role” demonstrated in popular culture 
accounts of the apocalypse. An excellent 
case in point concerns the original zombie 
apocalypse film, George A. Romero’s Night 
of the Living Dead (1968). In addition to 

Here I invite 

students to look at 

apocalypse scenarios 

and the restructuring 

of class positions 

in society when the 

conventional medium 

of money is removed 

from the equation.
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being the original zombie 
apocalypse film, Night is 
also remembered for using 
an African-American hero: 
Ben, played by Duane Jones. 
In his response to film critics, 
Romero clearly intended for this and 
subsequent films to rely upon an African-
American hero. As I explain to students, 
this is the subtext of Romero’s film. He 
is not only unraveling life as we know it 
through an onslaught of zombies, Romero 
intentionally uses the hero role in the film 
to make a commentary about African-
American portrayals in horror movies, 
typified by male characters who were 

routinely killed and rarely offered any 
substantial role in the story. 

This example of the African-American 
hero enables the class to focus upon 
the symbolic nature of race, power and 
heroism. Such a discussion opens the door 

to many other examples of unlikely heroes. 
Numerous examples can be covered here, 
including history professor and militant 
world savior, Tom Mason, in the TNT series 
Falling Skies, the biker/delinquent turned 
crossbow wielding zombie killer Darrell 
Dixon in AMC’s The Walking Dead, and 
the alcoholic crop duster, Russell Casse, 
who flies his plane into an alien ship in the 
film Independence Day (1996), ultimately 
leading the human race to destruction of 
the enemy. 

Conclusion
This paper has outlined the way that 

I developed a course on the sociology of 
the apocalypse and gave some specific 
examples of how apocalypse narratives can 
help students understand the three basic 
paradigms in sociology. With respect to 

the structural functional approach, we 
focus upon the division of labor that 

we take for granted in society. In 
examining the social conflict 

approach, I provided the 
example of how a changing 
medium of exchange 
redefines class structure. 
Finally, I explained 
how an analysis of 
the “hero role” can 
help students better 
understand symbolic 
interactionism. I 
hope other teachers 
can use some of 
these techniques in 
developing their own 

approaches for teaching 
the basic types of 

sociological theory.
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Type of Perspective Basic Premise Analytical Questions 

Structural-Functional Society is founded upon equilibrium, social 
stability, and the interconnectedness between 
its parts

How will the division of labor change? 
How will society re-establish 
equilibrium?

Social Conflict Society is an arena of competition over scarce 
resources that are often divided up unequally

Which resources will now be the source 
of conflict?
How will we redefine social class?

Symbolic Interaction
Society is based upon the meanings that 
people hold of themselves and each other 

How will social roles change? 
Will we see the emergence of 
unexpected heroes/heroines?

Table 1: Sociological Viewpoints and Apocalypse Scenarios

© Adam Rafalovich, 2015.
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Sociology is a unique and distinct 
discipline. Key aspects of Sociology are its 
focus on social relations, social institutions 
and social divisions and it is this focus on 
social relations between people and groups 
which is unique to Sociology. Sociology 
is the core social science discipline with 
a strong theoretical and methodological 
base which provides key theoretical 
tools and models which are 
employed by many 
other disciplines 
including 

those 
outside of 
the social sciences. 
For example, Sociology 
has had a major influence 
within other academic spheres such 
as Management and Business Studies, 
Social Policy, Health Studies, Economics, 
Politics and History. Sociology offers 
learners the opportunity to develop an 
understanding of society that goes beyond 
personal experience and common-sense 
explanations of the world, challenging 
them to think about the complexity of 
human society and social issues from 
different points of view, introducing 
them to the key role played by evidence 
in supporting explanations for human 
social behaviour. Sociology fosters both 
quantitative and qualitative research skills 
enabling an understanding of statistics and 
of more subjective forms of data which 
equips students with heightened reasoning 
and analytical skills that are highly valued 
in the workplace. Sociology develops 
students understanding of continuity 
and change over time in different social 
contexts, enabling explanations of how, 
as well as why, things are the way 
they are which enhances its ability to 
contribute to policy and practice in a 
range of fields. Sociology contributes to 
our understanding of the social world 
at local, national and global levels, 
providing unique and invaluable evidence 
which helps shape policies, practice and 
strategies. Sociology is often described 
as a reflexive discipline i.e. it encourages 

critical thought about its own and other 
disciplines explanations of the world. 
Rarely has Sociology been more important, 
given that many of the numerous problems 
confronting our societies, at the global and 
the local level, have multi-dimensional 
causes and consequences and, as such, 
the sociological perspective provides 
students with a uniquely comprehensive 
understanding with respect to a broad 
range of critical contemporary issues.

GSCE Sociology is particularly 
important because it teaches students 
what should be at the heart of every 
people-focussed business, profession 
or organisation, which is to see how 
individual personal histories impact on 
social behaviour and the way society 
is divided and organised into social 
groups. An appreciation of the influence 
that factors such as class, ethnicity and 
family work history have on the way 
individuals interact is a powerful tool in 
the workplace and an invaluable asset 
to employers. Students of sociology learn 
to look beneath the surface, to ask the 
right questions, to analyse and interpret 
responses in a critically useful way, and 
to suggest business solutions that are 
more likely to be accepted by customers 
or clients. GCSE Sociology provides an 
essential foundation for anyone thinking of 
a career working with people whether that 
be as a nurse, a social worker, a police 
officer, a teacher, a classroom assistant, 
a receptionist, a PA, in marketing or 
HR or public relations in a commercial 
company, as an investigative journalist or 
BBC reporter, as a politician or a lawyer. 

 
The British Sociological Association 

believes that the GCSE sociology 
qualification combines rigorous standards 
of study which can progress to A level 
and university study but which are 
invaluable in their own right. The ability 
to judge evidence in understanding 
society is fundamental to the production 
of knowledgeable citizens who can 
themselves make informed social and 
political choices. The recent evaluation 
of the impact of sociological research 
in the Research Excellence Framework 
demonstrates the vital ways sociological 
research has contributed to the 
understanding of real world problems and 
has been found by users of research to be 
important and useful. GCSE Sociology is 

an important first step on this road that 
provides vital insights of use to society 
and the economy. Well over 50,000 
students sit GCSE Sociology in England 
and Wales every year and it is here that 
a vital critical, enquiring, sociological 
way of thinking begins. This is a vitally 
important pool of developing knowledge 
in respect of the future flow of students 
into the discipline. Not all students can 
or will go on to A Level or undergraduate 
study however and taking GCSE Sociology 
will be as important to the development 
of those students as taking GCSE 
Mathematics in providing them with key 
transferrable skills which will help them 
contribute to the health of the national 
economy.

 
Note:

The British Sociological Association 
is a registered charity and a company 
limited by guarantee. It is the national 
subject association for sociologists in the 
UK and its primary charitable aim is to 
promote sociology. It has a membership 
of over 2,700. It operates a network 
of over 60 active research interest 
groups and specialist groups. Research 
interest groups range in size from 20 
people to well over 300. Members of 
research interest groups do not have to 
be members of the BSA and this helps 
to extend the reach of our research 
networks and encourage cross‐disciplinary 
knowledge transfer. Specialist groups 
include our postgraduate forum, early 
career forum and our sociologists outside 
academia group. We have a busy annual 
programme of about 70 events each year. 
Our annual conference is the largest event 
in our calendar, attracting around 800 
delegates each year. We publish four 
learned journals, book series and produce 
two different magazines for our members. 
We also run a website and have a lively 
Facebook and Twitter following. We 
are actively involved in the work of the 
Academy of the Social Sciences and have 
an External Affairs Group which responds 
to consultations. Teaching and learning 
is a central part of the Association’s 
activities. For more information see  
www.britsoc.co.uk.

 
Judith Mudd
Chief Executive
The British Sociological Association

Statement from the  
British Sociological Association  
in support of the GCSE Sociology

www.britsoc.co.uk

© BSA, 2015.

Written by Judith Mudd, Chief Executive of the BSA.
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Social science helps us to understand 
how societies work, and how we can help 
institutions and individuals to flourish. 
Challenges, such as how to achieve 
sustainable economic growth and how 
to improve health and wellbeing for all 
sectors of society, require interdisciplinary 
collaboration, with a major contribution 
from social science. The ESRC supports 
research which tackles major issues, and 
makes a real difference to people’s lives, 
both in the UK and globally.  

The world has never been as 
interconnected as it is today. There is 
hardly an area where political, social and 
economic transformations are confined to 
local or even national level. Governance 
and decision-making is developing into 
a complex and diverse system where 
supra-national and sub-national actors 
often play equally important roles. This 
is particularly relevant for the UK as its 
relations with the European Union evolve 
and greater devolution at national, regional 
and local level is debated. Conflict and 
politicised violence can be another result 
of interconnectedness. The motivations 
of actors involved in conflicts require 
close investigation to inform effective 
interventions.  

People in the UK and around the 

globe are living longer. However, major 
inequalities in life expectancy remain. What 
are the factors that shape those inequalities 

and how can we combat them? We need 
to understand what contributes to the 
development of individual resilience. How 
do our social relations, our environment 
and our biology interact to affect health 
and behaviour? What are the most effective 
and cost-efficient ways of providing care 
and improving the health of the population? 
New forms of data, new methodologies, 
and new approaches to the analysis of 
complex systems are emerging and need 
further support and development.  

The planet’s ability to sustain a 
growing and richer population is being 
challenged as never before. The work of 
social scientists can contribute to finding 
solutions as the causes and consequences 
of climate change are broadly societal. For 
example, we need a better understanding of 
geo-politics, regulation and energy security 
as well as developing further insights at 
individual, household and organisational 
levels of patterns of consumption and how 
best to motivate behaviour change.  

Research in social science is essential 
to unlock the complexities of economic 
prosperity for all; a prosperity which is 
environmentally, socially and financially 
sustainable. New sources of productivity 
improvement are urgently required: 
new business models, realisation of the 

opportunities of 
new technologies 
and reduction 
in the harms 
from excessive 
inequalities. 

The value of 
social science is 
that it can provide 
robust evidence 
and insights 
at the level of 

individuals, local networks, institutions, 
and societies. Social scientists frequently 
challenge our common-sense assumptions 

The world has never been as interconnected as it is today. 

There is hardly an area where political, social and economic 

transformations are confined to local or even national level.

social science
shaping society
This article is an extract from the ESRC Strategic Plan

economic and social  
Research council

strategic plan – 2015



  TST VOL 4. ISSUE 2. SPRING 2015  20

about the world, demonstrating the 
importance of gathering detailed evidence 
before reaching conclusions. Social science 
can also play a key role in framing the 
major societal questions which need to be 
addressed and identifying ways in which 
these might best be tackled.   

The past 50 years have seen a marked 
increase in global interdependencies with 
many of the current challenges we face 
having a global reach, and increasingly 
the best work is being done by research 
teams working across national boundaries. 
The international dimension of our work 
therefore needs to be in even stronger focus 
in the years to come. We will work with 
international funding partners to enable UK 
researchers to collaborate with the best 
scholars in their field across the globe, and 
support research that is world class and 
informs prosperity, wellbeing and justice 
on an international 

scale. 
The research 

we support is all peer-reviewed and only 
the highest quality work is supported. 
Decisions about what and who to fund 
are independent from government and 
sectional interests of any kind. Maintaining 
the excellence of the social sciences in the 
UK is vital to maximising its impact and 
encourages international collaborations and 
investment. 

We are committed to driving innovation 

and maximising the impact of all the 
work that we support, ensuring research 
outcomes are open and accessible to 
research users and the public. Impact 
can be immediate or realised over the 
longer term, but it is most effective where 
social scientists are supported to build 
relationships with relevant stakeholders 
from the earliest stages of the research 
process. 

Much social science requires high-
quality data and a robust infrastructure. We 
will continue to support a coherent portfolio 
of data resources, including our worldclass 
longitudinal studies, to allow researchers to 
answer the fundamental questions facing 
our society. The ESRC will also play a key 
role in making new sources and forms of 
data available to researchers. Analysis of 
data in realtime will dramatically increase 
the pace of both discovery and application, 
enabling researchers to respond quickly to 

new challenges and opportunities. 
Excellent social science 
needs people with the 

skills, curiosity and 
creativity to be truly 

innovative. It also 
requires people 

with the ability 
to work in 

interdisciplinary 
teams and to 

communicate 
research ideas and 

findings clearly. We are 
committed to working with 

universities and other research 
organisations to develop the next generation 
of social scientists. Together we will ensure 
that they are equipped to undertake high-
quality analytical work, to handle different 
forms of data, and to collaborate with 
others. 

Over the coming years we will continue 
to collaborate closely with a wide range 
of stakeholders – including the other 
research councils and Innovate UK, learned 
societies, universities and other research 

organisations, and those from business, 
government and the third sector. Together 
we will identify key priorities for social 
science research and work to maximise the 
benefits of that research for society. 

During this period of financial constraint 
we face a fundamental challenge – demand 
for social science has never been greater, 
but our resources are limited. Innovation 
and efficiency in how we work will 
therefore be essential. We will focus on 
where we can add the most value: setting 
sharply defined priorities which integrate 
our activities, and collaborating and 
co-investing with a range of partners to 
maximise the value of our investment. 

In 2015 ESRC marks its 50th 
Anniversary and we will be celebrating the 
important contribution of social science to 
British society over the past half century. 
This is also a key moment to look forward 
and provide a strategy for our work over the 
coming years. Our Strategic Plan 2015 sets 
out an ambitious and creative vision for UK 
social science.  

Our strategic approach
The ESRC plays a central role in 

maintaining and advancing the strength 
of UK social science, making the UK a 
partner of choice for world-class research. 
This ESRC Strategic Plan 2015 sets the 
principles for how we will work over the 
coming period. 

Our mission is central to informing our 
strategic direction and requires us to: 

•	 Promote	and	support,	by	any	means,	
high-quality	research	and	related	
postgraduate	training	on	social	and	
economic	issues

•	 Develop	and	support	the	national	data	
infrastructure	that	underpins	high-
quality	research	

•	 Advance	knowledge	and	provide	
trained	social	scientists	who	meet	
the	needs	of	users	and	beneficiaries,	
thereby	contributing	to	the	economic	
competitiveness	of	the	UK,	the	
effectiveness	of	public	services	and	
policy,	and	the	quality	of	life

•	 Communicate	clearly	and	promote	
public	understanding	of	social	science.

Engagement and collaboration with a 
range of stakeholder groups is fundamental 
to our work; increasing the scope and 
quality of the activities we fund as well as 
maximising their impact. 

During the life of this Plan we will work 
with a range of partners across all areas of 
our activity. This will include: engagement 
and co-funding of activity with business, 
public-sector and civil society organisations; 
collaboration with other funders (in the UK 
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and overseas), including the other research 
councils and Innovate UK; engagement and 
partnership with universities, other research 
organisations and learned societies; and 
communication of our work to users and 
the public. 

We will also encourage, and provide 
opportunities for researchers to work with 
users of research in the design, delivery and 
communication of their projects. 

Our key areas of activity
We provide leadership and support 

for social science via four main areas of 
activity:

•	 Fostering	research	and	innovation
•	 Creating	and	maximising	data	

infrastructure	for	research
•	 Building	capability
•	 Facilitating	partnerships	and	realising	

impact.	

Our investment will be integrated 
across these four areas. For example, we 
encourage research proposals that use the 
high-quality data infrastructure we support, 
and our plans for building capability will 

equip researchers with the skills 
necessary to exploit fully the data that 
is available. Each area of activity is 
discussed in more detail below with 
a focus on our future strategy for 
strengthening each element. 

In addition to the research we 
fund through our standard research 
grants scheme we will fund a number 
of strands of work determined by our 
strategic priorities. These priorities 
will be responsive to challenges facing 
policymakers and practitioners over the 
coming years, as well as responsive to 
challenges emerging in social science, 
and we do not therefore list priority 
areas in our Strategic Plan. Instead, 
these will be set out in our Delivery 
Plans that we prepare as part of 
each Government’s spending review. 
This will help us to be more agile in 
meeting the needs of research users 
and in responding to social-science-
led priorities. In the final section 
of this document we describe how 
our priorities will be identified and 
delivered. 

Fostering research
and innovation

We are committed to identifying 
and funding the very best research 
through the opportunities we offer. 
This includes innovative and potentially 
transformative research; research that 
mobilises the excellent data resources 
we have in the UK; and work that 
synthesises and evaluates existing 
research to provide evidence to guide 
decision-makers in policy and practice. 

We will ensure an international 
focus is integrated into our delivery of 
research and innovation by: ensuring our 
priorities are international in their scope; 
integrating opportunities for international 
collaboration in our funding schemes; and 
partnering with both UK and international 
organisations to deliver our priorities. 

The majority of challenges facing 
societies today require input from a 
number of disciplines. We will therefore 
continue to collaborate with the other 
research councils, Innovate UK, and other 
partners to prioritise topics for research 
and innovation, and to initiate and 
support interdisciplinary and collaborative 
programmes of activity. 

To maintain the breadth and vibrancy 
of our portfolio we will support excellent 
curiosity-driven research as well as 
research that has clear policy and 
practice application. We are committed 
to supporting methodological work that 
will help us to exploit fully both structured 
and unstructured forms of data that are 
increasingly being generated by individuals 
and institutions. 

We will recast the range of funding 
schemes offered by the ESRC to make it 
more straightforward for researchers to 
apply. We will also work with the other 
research councils to find ways of making 
our collective schemes more consistent and 
effective. Our aim is to be in a position to 
fund all excellent proposals that reach a 
quality threshold that is in line with that 
used by the other research councils. 

We will place a greater emphasis on 
supporting research synthesis. This will 
include building upon our What Works 
collaborations and recent initiatives such 
as the Future of the UK and Scotland 
programme, to ensure that the outcomes of 
social science research are evaluated and 
made useful to decision-makers in policy 
and practice. 

In summary we will: 

•	 Encourage	ambitious	and	innovative	
social	science

•	 Support	research	that	exploits	the	UK’s	
excellent	data	resources

•	 Play	a	brokering	role	in	identifying	
priorities	for	social	science	research	
that	will	deliver	useful	evidence	for	
decision-makers	in	policy	and	practice

•	 Address	our	priorities	through	selected	
competitions	and	through	partnership	
working	with	a	range	of	organisations	
in	the	UK	and	internationally

•	 Ensure	a	portfolio	of	investment	
that	includes	‘curiosity-driven’	or	
‘fundamental’	research,	applied,	
synthetic,	methodological,	and	
interdisciplinary	research.	
	

Creating and maximising
data infrastructure for 
research

The UK is a world leader in creating 
and maintaining nationally-representative 
sources of data and providing researchers 
with access to that data, while safeguarding 
the anonymity of individuals. 

Based on our excellent existing data 
resources we will continue to build a 
world-class infrastructure for research. 
This will focus on large-scale sources of 
data including longitudinal, cross-national, 
administrative, and business data. We will 
also explore the potential of new forms of 
data (both quantitative and qualitative), 
and innovations in data collection, linkage 
and use. This will ensure that we provide 
the necessary infrastructure to support bold 
and innovative social science. 

We will work with universities 
and others to ensure the long-term 
sustainability and stability of our existing 
data infrastructure. Appropriate governance 
structures will be used to maximise the 
reliability and utility of resources produced. 
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Working in partnership with a range 
of stakeholders we aim to maximise the 
returns on our investment in highquality 
data through: consulting academics 
and research users on their data needs; 
engaging a broader range of disciplines in 
data usage; and encouraging international 
exploitation and cross-national  
comparative work. 

In summary we will: 

•	 Continue	to	play	a	leadership	role	in	
supporting	a	robust	data	infrastructure	
for	social	science

•	 Fully	exploit	the	benefits	of	our	
data	infrastructure	through	new	
partnerships	and	funding	opportunities	
–	both	in	the	UK	and	internationally	
focused

•	 Work	in	partnership	with	universities	
and	others	to	ensure	our	portfolio	of	
resources	remains	sustainable,	relevant	
and	innovative

•	 Explore	opportunities	–	in	the	UK	and	
internationally	–	to	harness	new	forms	
of	data	and	to	link	existing	data	in		
new	ways.

Building capability 
A crucial role for the ESRC is to 

enhance social science capability and 
build capacity in priority areas. A major 
achievement in the five years from 2010-
2015 has been to create a national 

Doctoral Training Network as part of a new 
Postgraduate Framework. In addition, for 
the first time the ESRC started to provide 
support for excellent undergraduate training 
in quantitative methods by partnering 
on the Q-Step initiative with the Nuffield 
Foundation and HEFCE. 

In the future we will continue to work 
with a network of universities to develop 
national social science capability within 
clear strategic areas. We recognise the 
value of funding cohorts of students 
and will ensure students across the 
Network receive high quality training. 
Our investment in this area will include 
dedicated funding that focuses on building 
capacity in our priority areas. 

We will also expand access to funding 
for early career researchers, by embedding 
dedicated opportunities in our existing 
funding routes including our standard 
research grants scheme.

Social science increasingly requires 
collaborative and interdisciplinary 

approaches. In the future there will be 
a need for substantial investment in 
Centres and large-scale collaborations. 
Their success will depend on a cadre of 
leaders who combine an excellent scientific 
track record, including interdisciplinary 
experience, with capabilities in 
communication, project-management and 
collaboration. The ESRC will play a key 
role in providing support to develop the 
capabilities of these individuals. 

In summary we will:

•	 Support	the	development	of	highly	
capable	and	innovative	researchers	for	
a	wide	range	of	careers

•	 Expand	support	for	early	career	
researchers	through	existing	funding	
routes

•	 Develop	capability	for	social	science	
leadership

•	 Support	the	development	of	analytical	
capabilities	required	to	maximise	the	
existing	data	infrastructure

•	 Enable	postgraduate	students	and	
early	career	researchers	to	forge	links	
and	networks	internationally.

Facilitating partnerships
and realising impact 

Our aim is to increase public 
understanding of social science and what it 
can offer, and to help maximise the impact 

Area of activity Indicators of success

Fostering research
and innovation

■   Greater agility in how we respond to key societal challenges

■   Evidence of high-risk, high-reward social science in our investment portfolio

■   We are able to fund all excellent social-science-led proposals at a quality 
     threshold in line with that used by the other research councils

■   UK social scientists are working with the best in their field internationally.

 

Creating and maximising
data infrastructure

■   High levels of exploitation of our existing data investments

■   A sustained data infrastructure for social science based upon a strong 
     stakeholder base.

Building capability ■   Appropriate critical mass in the UK social science community to address 
     strategic challenges

■   Evidence that ESRC funding has enhanced the leadership capability of 
     social scientists.

Facilitating partnerships
and realising impact ■   Measurable social and economic impact on policy and practice in a 

     range of areas

■   Improved engagement between social science and business

■   Recognition that UK social science – supported by the ESRC – continues to 
     be world-leading and a partner of choice internationally.

e c o n o M i c  a n D  s o c i a l  R e s e a R c h  c o u n c i l
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of social science research. We deliberately 
define impact in a broad sense that 
includes conceptual and capacity-building 
impact as well as instrumental impact. 

Engagement, partnership working, 
and effective communication of research 
outcomes are all essential for maximising 
social science. We act as a broker to 
ensure that the academic community is 
fully aware of the ways that social science 
can help meet the needs of government, 
business and the third sector, and has 
appropriate access to data generated by 
organisations and institutions. We also 
ensure that research outcomes are useful 
and accessible to research users and the 
public through our partnership-working and 
communications activity. In addition, we 
support researchers by providing them with 
tools and resources to engage with user 
communities and increase the impact of 
their research. 

In summary we will:
•	 Engage	with	a	wide	range	of	

research	users	and	help	build	partner	
coalitions	to	deliver	our	priorities

•	 Address	our	priorities	in	collaboration	
with	a	range	of	organisations	

including	the	other	research	councils,	
Innovate	UK,	as	well	as	government,	
business,	and	third-sector	
organisations

•	 Embed	knowledge	exchange	in	all	of	
our	priorities	and	enable	researchers	
to	develop	knowledge	exchange	
strategies	‘locally’	through	our	Impact	
Acceleration	Accounts

•	 Explore	and	promote	new	ways	
of	maximising,	recording	and	
communicating	impact	to	users	of	
research	and	the	public.	Identifying	
our	priorities

The ESRC will engage with a range 
of stakeholders to identify pressing 
challenges that require a clear 
intervention from social science. The 
priorities we identify in each Delivery 
Plan will form an integrative frame to 
guide strategic investment in research, 
data resources, capabilitybuilding, and 
partnerships. At any one time they 
cannot reflect the breadth and diversity 
of the important questions that social 
science research could help to address. 
They will be clearly defined, limited in 
number, and regularly reviewed and 
refreshed. These priorities will not be 

used to steer our standard research 
grants scheme. 

They will frequently be interdisciplinary 
and international in their reach, recognising 
that the most pressing global challenges 
show little regard for disciplinary or 
geographical boundaries. A number of our 
priorities will also require input beyond 
social science. Hence, in many cases, 
the activity we take forward will call for 
collaboration and co-investment with other 
research councils and Innovate UK, as well 
as a range of other partners in the UK and 
internationally. 

We will formulate a clear plan of action 
to address each priority. This may include 
commissioning new research, synthesising 
existing evidence, or building capability; 
and will often entail a combination of 
activity. Our interventions will be varied 
in structure, scale and duration to be 
responsive and flexible to different needs. 
This will sometimes involve working at 
pace to ensure high-quality research 
evidence is available to decisionmakers in 
policy and practice communities. 

This article is by the ESRC and is 
apporoved by them.  Copyright ESRC.

Area of activity Indicators of success

Fostering research
and innovation

■   Greater agility in how we respond to key societal challenges

■   Evidence of high-risk, high-reward social science in our investment portfolio

■   We are able to fund all excellent social-science-led proposals at a quality 
     threshold in line with that used by the other research councils

■   UK social scientists are working with the best in their field internationally.

 

Creating and maximising
data infrastructure

■   High levels of exploitation of our existing data investments

■   A sustained data infrastructure for social science based upon a strong 
     stakeholder base.

Building capability ■   Appropriate critical mass in the UK social science community to address 
     strategic challenges

■   Evidence that ESRC funding has enhanced the leadership capability of 
     social scientists.

Facilitating partnerships
and realising impact ■   Measurable social and economic impact on policy and practice in a 

     range of areas

■   Improved engagement between social science and business

■   Recognition that UK social science – supported by the ESRC – continues to 
     be world-leading and a partner of choice internationally.

Realising our strategy
Below we summarise key indicators of success in each of the main areas of activity. Specific deliverables will be 

published in each of our Delivery Plans.

© ESRC, 2015.
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“Why might sociologists think 
social inclusion is important?”

My message in a bottle  

You’re probably reading this fifty 
years from when I wrote it. It’s quite 
strange to think that you are writing 
something which won’t be read by 
anyone until you’re old, married, have a 
family and all of the other things which 
will take up precious space in your 
mind over some message in a bottle. I 
probably won’t even remember writing it 
by then, so I’ll just pretend that I know 
what society will be like fifty years from 
now and tell you what it’s like today.

First of all, I’d like to point out that 
despite all the unfairness and inequality 
in society and the mighty efforts to try 
to overcome these, equality for all will 
probably never happen. Just look at 
communism. That’s never really worked 
out too well. As the pigs said in George 
Orwell’s Animal Farm, “All animals are 
equal, but some animals are more equal 
than others”. But then I don’t know, 
maybe in fifty years’ time you’re reading 
this in a communist Britain, Australia 
or any other country in the world and it 
really works, although I doubt it.

Some people really struggle in society 
which is why sociologists of my time 

believe that this thing called social 
inclusion is important. Now I don’t know 
how much sociology you know and I 
don’t want you to waste any time trying 
to find the meaning of social inclusion 
on a fancy, high tech dictionary which is 
probably as light as air and transparent 
or something, so I’ll just tell you. 
Social inclusion is where all individuals 
and groups of people in society have 
the right to certain aspects of society 
such as employment, healthcare and 
education.

Social inclusion is important to 
sociologists as people can be categorised 
as ‘outsiders’ or are marginalised and 
this can make individuals more aware of 
the social injustices which they may face 
for being different or seen as inferior, for 
example women being seen as ‘lower’ 
than men, and this is seen as extremely 
unfair by sociologists. Sociologists would 
probably argue that it is everyone’s 
right to feel valued in society and rather 
than be discriminated against for their 
difference, they should instead be 
celebrated. Post modernists especially 
support this view as they argue that in 
a contemporary pick and mix society 

everyone should be free to have choice 
and individualism to act, dress or believe 
in whatever they want to. Functionalists 
would also argue that social inclusion 
is important as it highlights the links 
made by individuals in society and 
the role in which they play in society. 
Therefore since everyone has a specific 
and important role in maintaining the 
functioning of society, everyone should 
be treated fairly by others.

In 2014, (which is when I’m 
writing from by the way!) there is a 
lot of social exclusion instead of social 
inclusion. This is where some people are 
systematically blocked from these rights 
and opportunities. An example of a group 
who are socially excluded are disabled 
or mentally ill people as they are often 
marginalised in society.

I’m not sure what the situation will be 
like in fifty years’ time or what the health 
service will be like by then. Maybe you 
will have a cure for disability or mental 
illnesses by using stem cells to replace 
dead cells or you will have a special 
machine that detects illness and just 
cures you as if by magic. In which case, 
well done. You are very lucky as these 

BSA Student essay competition winner Autumn 2014, Matilda Allen,  
from Katharine Lady Berkeley’s School, Gloucestershire.
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people do not have to go through their 
lives being discriminated against because 
of something which they neither chose nor 
can control.

In October 2014, there was a politician 
called Lord Freud who claimed that the 
disabled were ‘not worth’ minimum wage if 
they were employed, which means that he 
thinks that because they are disabled they 
should not be paid the same as someone 
who is able. He claimed that they should 
be paid £2 rather than the full £6.50, 
which is the rate of minimum wage. After 
making the comment

Lord Freud did apologise but his 
comment was still offensive to many people 
in the UK. This is an example of how 
disabled people are being disadvantaged 
in society as they are being deprived of 
the right to equal pay in employment. This 
level of unfairness is why social inclusion 
and equality is important to sociologists 
today as many of them want to overcome 
this unfairness.

Even though it was 
before my time, 
Erving Goffman’s 
study into 
asylums and 
mental 
institutes 
(1961) is 
another 
good 
example 
of how 
the 
mentally 
ill are 
treated 
unfairly 
by society. 
I could argue 
that the healthcare 
system is supportive 
for this group of people 
as there is a special place for these 
people to go where they will be looked 
after all day, every day. This would be 
seen as an example of social inclusion 
as they are being given the right to good 

healthcare. However, Goffman found that 
these so called ‘havens of rest’ for the 
disabled are not always as you might think. 
For Goffman, these people had to undergo 
series of humiliating and degrading acts 
such as having to beg nurses for a lighter 
for a cigarette and then being ignored by 
the hospital staff. Some of these things 
may seem slightly trivial to you or you 
may be thinking that it’s not too bad. But 
if you were in a place which completely 
stripped every aspect of your identity by 
making you have the same haircut and 
clothes as everyone else and made 
you beg for simple, necessities which 
everyone should be entitled to, even 
for something like a glass of water, 
I should imagine you would find it 
unfair. And don’t get me wrong, 
Goffman went to some institutes 
which had much worse methods 
of humiliation to inflict on their 
patients. However I won’t go too far 
into explaining those in case you 
are a small child (or a very sensitive 
adult). After all, this isn’t supposed 

to scar you for life. I just wanted 
to make you think about 

what life was like for 
some people ‘back in 

the day’.

Goffman’s 
study shows that 
he cared about 
exposing the 
social injustices 
inflicted upon 
this group and 
he probably 
conducted 
his study in 

an attempt to 
influence more 

social inclusion for 
this group so that they 

would no longer be left 
out, deprived or mistreated.

By the time this message reaches you 
there may have been more sociological 
studies into disability, however by 2014 
there have not been many. In fact 
Goffman’s study is one of the few which 

looks into the lives of mentally ill people. 
Sociologists appear to have ignored 
this group in society when it comes to 
conducting studies and this makes you 
question whether they really do think 
that social inclusion is important for all in 
society. Surely if they really thought that it 
was an important issue, they would have 
conducted more studies and done more 
to try to improve disabled people’s social 
situation. This is where there is a downside 
to sociology as a subject as there tends to 
be a lot of focus on issues such as ethnicity 
and gender inequality, yet 
it misses out some other 
issues all together.

Perhaps 
these 
sociologists need to 
get their act together. 
They spend all of their time 
trying to fix the same old issues 
and yet they have barely scraped the 
surface on disability. There needs to be 
more sociologists who are willing to study 
disability and mental illness in society. 
People need to understand it more and try 
to improve people’s lives rather than just 
ignore them as a whole.

s o c i a l  i n c l u s i o n
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There needs to be 

more sociologists who 

are willing to study 

disability and mental  

illness in society.

But who knows? Maybe there will be 
an influx of studies into disability over the 
next ten years and Iam just getting ahead 
of myself.

I have spoken quite a bit about disabled 
people being disadvantaged socially but 
you must understand they are not the only 
group. I know that I have slated the fact 
that gender, ethnicity and class are widely 
studied whereas disability is not, however 
it would be wrong for sociologists to start 

to dismiss these areas completely 
to focus solely on 

disability. 
What 

I’m 
saying is that 

things should be more 
equally spread out between these areas of 
inequality in society.

Radical feminists argue that women 
are treated unfairly by society as they are 

still paid less than men for doing the same 
job. Marxists argue that the working class 
are exploited by the elite 
in a capitalist society 
and are treated as 
criminals and 
untrustworthy so 
that they cannot 
overthrow 
the capitalist 
system 
and this 
disadvantages 
them. Ethnic 
minorities are 
another group 
who are labelled 
as criminal or ‘bad’ 

for society just 
because of an aspect 

of their identity which they 
have no control over, such 

as their skin colour 
or country of 

origin. All 
of these 
groups 
suffer 
from 
social 
exclusion 

and even 
though there 
are many 
movements 
such as 
feminism 
and 
Marxism 
which aim 
to improve 
social 
inclusion for 
the groups 

there is still 
a long way 

to go. So 
maybe in your 

society they 
have achieved it 

and there is finally 
equality between men 

and women and the 
police and government 

no longer label people 
as criminal based on their 

identity, everyone has access to 
good healthcare and are treated 

fairly by everyone else in society.

There are not as many movement 
groups who are fighting for rights for the 
disabled or mentally ill. And you probably 
never learnt about their disadvantages 
in your history lessons. Maybe you did 
learn about feminist movements and how 
women became equal and how racism was 
no longer a problem as skin colour doesn’t 
matter just like it didn’t when you were 
at primary school. (You were friends with 

people because of their personality not 
because they were white or middle classed 

or a boy). That’s why I’m telling you 
about the disabled. I thought 

you should know that social 
inclusion is important, and 
not just for the obvious 
groups but for everyone.

I could have it 
wrong. Maybe I’m 
being too optimistic 
about the future. 
Maybe social exclusion 

is worse because 
nobody in society has 

access to any jobs as all of 
the jobs have been taken by 

robots, and there is no access to 
an education because no one needs 

to get a job so everyone just spends their 
days watching daytime TV whilst flying 
around in their hover cars and spaceships.

But what do you think? Is social 
inclusion still important in your society? 
Does it even exist? I guess ! won’t know 
whether it happens in the distant future, 
but at least now you know what it was like 
in the past.

I’m going to send this now. Just like in 
the olden days. I will put it in a bottle and 
send it out to sea and hope that it reaches 
someone eventually. Hopefully it won’t get 
eaten by a whale or taken and destroyed 
by the so called ‘elite’. Who knows where 
it will end up?

I hope that a few people get to read my 
message. Maybe when you have finished 
with it you should send it out again so 
that someone else can find it and read 
it. Kind of like a circle of life. Maybe you 
should just keep sending it out until the 
writing fades and the bottle leaks. I hope 
that enough people will have read it by 
that point. I would hate for anyone to be 
left out.

So good luck to you, my friend in the 
future. I hope you never have to suffer any 
social exclusion. Yours sincerely, The friend 
from the past.

© Matilda Allen, 2015.
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As part of the Sociology GCSE course, 
students study the mass media topic.  
This examines how the media works such 
as the debates regarding what is valued as 
"news worthy" and how the media and the 
public now have more interaction due to 
new technologies.  

To try and bring these topics to life, 
we took a trip of students to the BBC 
tour available at BBC Birmingham, the 
Mailbox.  I invited my GCSE class and a 
few upper sixth students that are aiming 
to find careers in journalism to come on 

the trip.  The trip is about 2 and a half 
hours long and costs £7 per person on the 
trip.  They can take up to 20 people on 
any one tour.  This trip is a very good way 
to see the actual recording studios that 
BBC Birmingham uses for programmes 
such as The Archers, the 6.30pm news 
and all the local radio stations.  Students 
enjoyed being in the news studio where 

the very informed tour guides explained 
how the equipment was used, BBC policy 
on verifying sources and few "tricks of 
the trade".  Students had a lot of fun in 
the last room we attended when they 

could pretend to be the contestants on a 
CBEEBIES show, "Copycat".
I would recommend that you write your 
own worksheet for the students to take 
down notes.  Please see example of the 
worksheet that I wrote on the next section 
of this article.  We took clipboards which 
made it easier to write as we were walking 
round the studios.

Follow this link to get to the right page 
from which you can book your own trip 
to BBC tours: http://www.bbc.co.uk/
showsandtours/tours

If you would have to travel into 
Birmingham for this tour, it would be 
worth booking another destination to visit 
in the city to make it a full day.  There is 
a very good Museum and art Gallery to 
visit ( http://www.birminghammuseums.
org.uk/bmag ) or, to link to a media 
related day, try the Pen Museum .  This 
covers the history of pen manufacture 

and design in Birmingham's history: the 
contrast of 19th Century communication 
tools and a 21st Century media might 
make a useful comparison for students  
to see?    

This trip is a very good way to see the actual 

recording studios that BBC Birmingham uses

sociology trip Report 
to BBc Birmingham, 
Mailbox
By Patrick Robinson, Cadbury Sixth Form College, 
Birmingham, March 2015.
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OBSERVATION METHOD: How would you describe the staffing mix at the BBC:

Gender mix: ........................................................................................................................  

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

Ethnic Mix: ..........................................................................................................................  

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

Age groups: ........................................................................................................................  

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

What Facilities/technology do you see in use at the BBC:

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

INFORMATION FROM TOUR GUIDE: 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

Possible questions to ask the guide at the BBC:

•	 How	does	the	BBC	make	sure	it	reports	the	news	in	an	un-bias,	neutral	manner?
•	 How	does	the	BBC	news	desk	decide	which	story	is	the	top	story	every	day?
•	 How	does	the	BBC	seek	to	make	the	channel	interactive	with	the	public?
•	 What	preparations	are	occurring	so	that	the	BBC	is	ready	to	cover	the	2015	election?
•	 Think	of	your	own	questions	too!

What did you learn from this trip about the BBC /media that you didn’t know already? 

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

  ........................................................................................................................................  

  ........................................................................................................................................  

  ........................................................................................................................................  

  ........................................................................................................................................ 

SOCIOlOGy TRIP  
To	BBC	MailBox

Use	this	worksheet	to	make	 
notes	regarding	what	we’ve	

learnt	today.

BBC BIRMINGHAM, MAILBOX
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 BSA Teaching Group  
Regional Conference

Friday 29 May 2015 
University of East London

Provisional programme

The BSA’s Teaching Group is pleased to announce a regional one day conference hosted by 
the Department of Sociology at the University of East London, Stratford. This event is aimed 
specifically at sociology teachers and will bring together a variety of guest speakers.

9.30 Registration, tea & coffee

10.00 Introduction and welcome to the University of East London  
 by Dr Corinne Squire

10.15       Prof Mike Savage, London School of Economics:  
 The Great British Class Survey and new forms of class in the UK

11.00       Examination board presentation 

11.30          Patrick Robinson, Cadbury Sixth Form College:  
 Teaching the new 2015 specs - Globalisation and Social Networks

12.15 Lunch with networking time – delegates will be invited to bring at least  
	 one	resource	with	them	which	they	find	useful	in	the	classroom.	

13.15 Prof Gargi Bhattacharya, University of East London:  
 Inequalities and 'Race'

14.00 Examination board presentation 

14:30  Postgraduate Micro-lectures

15:30 Break, tea & coffee

15:45 Prof Ann Phoenix, Institute of Education:  
 The new sociology of everyday family lives

16.30 Close 

Delegate rates: 

BSA Member £50; Non-member £70
BSA Concessionary (student) member £35; Non-member (student) £40

Registration: http://portal.britsoc.co.uk/public/event/eventBooking.aspx?id=EVT10387 
For further information please contact the BSA: bsatg@britsoc.co.uk or Tel: (0191) 383 0839
For academic enquiries please contact: C.Squire@uel.ac.uk  
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By John Parker and Hilary 

Stanworth with Leonard Mars 

and Paul Ransome

Palgrave Publishers

ISBN: 978-1-137-00764-3

Published in 2015

311 pages.

Reviewer: Patrick Robinson

Book:
Explaining Social Life:  
A Guide to Using Social Theory

Just in case
If you are looking for ideas or inspiration to liven up your sociology 
teaching, in each issue we review ICT related activities, guides, 
website and book reviews for you to explore.

In 2003, Parker, Stanworth, Mars and 
Ransome produced a book: Social Theory: A 
Basic Toolkit.  Since this time, Leonard Mars 
has retired and Paul Ransome has sadly passed 
away.  This 2015 book has been updated by 
Parker and Stanworth and they have produced 
a book that offers a very useful insight into the 
classical theories of the Social Sciences.

The book is structured with five main 
themes from which theory is described: 
the individual, nature, culture, action and 
structure.  Each section of the book is written 
with a good focus and has a very good  
clarity in communication.  Examples are  
well explained.  

A highlight of the book is that each chapter 
ends with a list of questions related to themes 
in the chapter and these are potentially very 
useful for an A Level teacher needing to find 
a debate that could illustrate conceptual ideas 
such as agency and structure.  These questions 
are well phrased and thought provoking eg: 
in the culture section, page 148, "Q3: What 
criteria do you use when deciding if an item 
of clothing is clean enough to put on again 
the next day?  Why might some people 
make different decisions to the ones that you 
make?".  I can see an A Level class enjoying 
a discussion based on gender differences on 

this point.  If I 
was to suggest improvements 
for the book, perhaps future editions could 
have "suggested answers" to these thought 
provoking questions: then a student could 
explore their own thoughts on each question 
before comparing this to what key theorists 
might have said.

The book has an extensive list of sources 
for further reading and a very well written 
glossary of key terms at the back.  The reader 
is aware of these key terms as the key terms 
are highlighted in bold, allowing the reader a 
chance to look up key terms as they are used.  
This is very useful for a topic that is inevitably 
abstract in content.

The book would be very useful in 

stretching the 
theoretical understanding 
of a "top end" of an A Level class, perhaps 
most relevant to students that know they are 
going to study theory at an undergraduate 
level in the future.  It's certainly a text to 
recommend for summer reading for upper 
sixth students that are heading for sociology 
at degree level.  As a result, it's a book to buy 
for your sociological library that students can 
borrow from in order to carry out some very 
useful extension reading.  It will also support 
a teacher of A Level sociology in filling in 
their own theoretical knowledge gaps very 
well eg: I found the summary of Goffman's 
ideas very well written and a concise  
revision boost.
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Quizlet is a free app and website that contains 
some very useful vocabulary checklists and 
interactive games for students to use.  They 
are easy to download and quick to play and 
help students check the definitions for a range 
of topics.  There are quizzes available for all 
levels of Sociology across all exam boards.  
Quizlet has a useful search tool so that if you 

search for “AQA GCSE Sociology, Media”, 
you can find specific quizzes that cover your 
specific needs.  This is also true for other 
subjects in the curriculum.  This works on any 
device with internet access. 
Quizlet is free of any intrusive advertising 
and is free because the quizzes are made by 
students for other students.  This can mean 

that some quizzes are better than others eg: 
some quizzes have overly long definitions 
for terms.  The games work best when the 
definitions are concise.  But taking a bit of 
time to find the best quizzes (which you can 
save as a “favourite”) this is a very useful 
interactive resource.

Review: Patrick Robinson.

Resource Review: Quizlet App and Website
Vocabulary Quizzes that Students can  
download to their phones/mobile devices. 

Available at: http://quizlet.com/

Download as an App from App stores to mobile devices

Forthcoming Events for the  
BSa teacher Group in 2015
Next academic year.
Late September - early October, Lancaster University,  
University of Brighton - late October 
Friday or a Saturday one day conference for Sociology Teachers.  

Programme and details to be confirmed.

TBC

BOOK REVIEW - VOCABULARY QUIZZES - FORTH COMING EVENTS
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•	 Exclusive	access	to	the		
BSA	members	area		
http://www.britsoc.co.uk/

•	 Huge	discounts	on		
conference	and	event		
registration

•	 Up	to	50%	discount	on		
selected	SAGE	Publications	
books	and	journals

•	 FREE	access	to	SAGE		
Sociology	Full-Text	Collection	
with	over	45,900	articles

•	 Choice	of	international		
BSA	journals,	‘Sociology’		
or	‘Work,	Employment		
&	Society’

•	 Three	issues	per	year	of		
the	BSA's	popular	magazine,	
‘Network’

•	 Exclusive	eligibility	for		
BSA	National	Sixth	Form	
Sociology	Competition	and	
funding	opportunities

•	 And	of	course	existing,		
valued	Teaching	Group		
member	benefits,		
which	include:

•	 FREE	subscription	to		
The	Sociology	Teacher,	the	
online	journal	published	
three	times	a	year	which	
includes	articles	written	by	
leading	academics	in	the	
Social	Sciences,	reviews	of	
recently	published	books	and	
other	informative	editorial.

•	 Regional	staff	and	student	
events	which	include		
member	discount

•	 Regular	news	and	views,	
ideas	and	proposals	for		
lessons	and	a	range	of		
useful	resources

•	 Support	enabling	you	to	raise		
the	profile	of	Social	Science	
teaching	in	your	own	region	

Please note that the views expressed in The Sociology Teacher and any enclosures or advertisements are not 
necessarily those of the BSA Teaching Group, the British Sociological Association (BSA) or BSA Publications 
Ltd.  While every care is taken to provide accurate information, neither the BSA, the Trustees, the Editors, nor 
the contributors undertake any liability for any error or omission. Copyright © BSA Publications Ltd 2015. 
Except where rights are retained by original authors of text and/or images. Material from this publication 
may be freely reproduced physically or electronically for circulation within educational institutions. 

B s a  t e a c h i n g  g R o u p  M e M B e R s h i p
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Sociology teachers in schools and sixth form  
colleges, are now offered full BSA membership  
at the concessionary rate of £57pa (Jan to Dec),  
with the following benefits:
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