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ABSTRACT ;

This study sought to determine if two college
courses, social problems and psycholégy, had a liberalizing effect on
students' social and political attitudes. A "liberalizing effect" is
defined as shifting students' world view and social analysis from an
exceptionalistic to an universalistic perspective. The two professors
involved in the study intended to liberalize attitudes through their
courses by assigning readings which.utilize 'a radical perspective and
lecturing primarily from materials with a radical perspective. A
questionnaire on political and social attitudes was administered to
103 students in four classes at a medium sized, state-supported, ?
libeTal arts university. The questionnaire tapped several dimensions
of liberh;ism/conservatism: status quo/change; acceptance/criticisnm
of societal arrangements; and whether individuals or society are to
blame for social problems. Two sections of Social Probleams {(Sociology
250) and two sections-of Human Growth dnd Development {(Psychology
234) vere used. Results shoved that students are more liberal at the

* conclusion than at the beginning of-thg courses. The sociology
students showed a greater liberal change than did the students in the
psychology courses. The authors point out that we now need to examihe
vhether these liberad values are still held at later times when the
student may not be taking any sociology courses. (Author/RM)

4

i

»

. s .
~
% . ~
k %b\f: '
¥
N ¢ . '

- ~

e 2k ok ook ke ok ke ok ok e koK ok 3k koK o ok ok ok e okok ok 3k ok ok ok ok ok ok ook o e ok 3k K ok ok o ok o 3K ok e Kok sk 3 ok ok ok 3K 3k o o ok ok ok

* Reproductions suppliied by EDRS are the best that can be made , X

* from the original document. *
A Ak AR AR AR S K R R o oK o ok o SRR K o o e o e oKk o ok ook ook o ook oK ok o

, . A,
\‘l‘ h ! -

-




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Joe)
d
(0N . ~—n
~
(a») »
N
-
LJ—J v
i
AN
R0
N
9 :
%
~
.
!

A paper presented at the 76th Annual Meeting of the American Sociological

A STUDY OF ATTITUDE CHANGE IN COLLEGE CLASSES 7

- Department of Sociology, Anthropology,

U.S DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

v NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION *
. EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION

N -, CENTER (ERIC)

Thas documen( has been reproduced as

received from the person or ovgamzanon

N( ongmating it ®

Minor changes have been made to improve
. .
reproductian quality
] *
® Points of VIEW Or opinions stated in this doce

ment do not necessanly represent official Nig
Position of polcy

} : “"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS g

( MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
‘ \ - ﬂ,@/{'fc/ Lew Zgz/ le

2

\ TOTHEEDOCANONALRESOURCESZ
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) "

~

Mary Lou Wylie
and Social Work

James Madison Universiti .
Harrisonburg, VA' 22807 .

Stanley R. Parcell >

-

Department of Sociology- .

.SUNY at Geneseo ‘
_Geneseo NY 14454 ‘

Association, August 24-28, 1981, in Toronto.




ABSTRACT,

>

,In this stud&,\we sought to determine if ;ut teaching had.a liberhlizing.
'effect on our students social and political attitudes. ‘A queeéiognnire was
administered at’ the beginning of the semester in one aection e:\ﬁfsf Social
Problems and a psychology course, and it was administered at the end of the
semester in two sectieng of chinl Ptoblcm; and the psychology coursa.
‘Analysis of variance yas performed, using posttest scores. The Sécial

Problems course qignifibanzly influenced students' attitudes.
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. Recent statements on teaching, taken together, point out a needed area

. of research. 1In identifying various domains of learning, Vaughan (1979)

-

"discussed one domain, the affective, which has reéeived 1ittle attention in

research én_teaching. Wiggins, et. al., in agsessing a study of academic

hY

’ [
performance, concluded:

In sum, however,.the results do indicate that most of the
information acquired in the course was lost regardless of
the various conditions existing in the course. OF course,
it cannot be concluded. that nothing was maintained by the
‘gtudent. They mdy have changed their attitudes or may have
acquired &\differedt way of thinking (1979:20).

When summing up the state 'of riﬁearch on the'tqaching of sociology, (Gelles '
(1979) stated that the use of a sophisticated experimental design would

E
improve our research on teaching. .Oombining .these idéhs, we decided to

. ' . . ¢
/ use gn experimental design to examine attitude changes of students in

sociology courses.
1]

When we teach, we transmit attitudes as we transmit information. We .
- . N
generally evaluate the amount of information that is absorbed in our classes

-

hy using ‘tests. However, we tarely evaluate the degree to which attitudes”.

~—

have been absorbed in our classes or why students might change their

° a

attitudes as a result of our classes. '

“

Attitude change of students has:been examined in a few studies. .The

LS

effectiveneas of courses in producing change in student attitudes has been -

documented with respect to attitudes about premarital and marital relation-

4
a

ships (Cate, et.al., 1978; Duvall,'1965; ‘01son and Gravatt, 1968§ Walters,
i T
‘1962), attitudes toward £€mnism (Baker and Snodgrass, 1979; Brush, et. al.,’

1978), and political liberalism (Wylie-dnd Parcell, 1979). - However, none

- - A v ' 4
of these studies usgg,? true_experimental design to examine’ the attitude

-change process. ' : .
.// ¢ N o ‘ ’ -
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The theory of cognitive dissonance suggests thét opinion change is a
function of a specific complex interaction between the credibility of the -

. \ ~—— ro. , ‘
" communicator and the discrepancy of the communication from the initial

v

attitude of the recipiept (Festi?éer, 195??. Experimental studies have .
indicated that there.i ) wpnsi.tivef relationship betweén the credibilitx of:
the communicator and the extent of attitude change (Aronson, Turner, and .
Carlsmith, 1963; Bochner and Insko, 1966; Choo, 1964; Hpvland and Weiss,
1952). However, stuE?es,examining the . discrepancy of the communication .
frém the initial dtittude of the recipient have yielded inconsistent resuits.
Several studies determined that attitude change was positively related to

the emount of discrepapcy (Bochner and Insko, 1966; Choo, 196&; Hovland and
Pritzkeg? 1957; Zimbardo,ll960). On the other hand, éther studies have found

a curvilinear gelatlonehip: attitude change was more likely to occur when
the-diSCIeEgrQy was moderate than when thﬁ 15:3i51 attitude of the recipient
was wideiy divergent from the comdﬁnication (Brewer and Crano, 1968; Hovland
‘Harvey, and Sherif, 1957; Nemeth and Markowski, 1972; Whittaket, 1965).

It has been suggested that attitude change is a phenomenon that occurs
almost natufélly during college. The experience of college has been foung
to have a liberalizing effect on students (Chickexing, ﬁ970; Finney, 1974;
Nosow ana Robertson, 1973). Though not,gll BtudentB.Chénged in a liberal
?irection, seniors generally were more liberal in pOIitical,‘economic, and
gocial values thanjﬁere freshmen. In a sommary of s;udiea.on the impact of
college, Feldman and ‘Newcomb stated: . |

Decldning “authoritarianisn", dogmatigm, and prejudice,
together™with decreasingly conservative at{itudes toward
public issues and growing sensitivity to ae hetic expﬁrf

jences, are particularly prominent forms pf change-—-as
inferred from freshman-senior differences. (1969:326). //*} C

3
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, Even as most college students become more,liberal, liberalness in

kN

’ political,'economic, and social\yalues has not been spread evenly across

“the college student population. It has generally been found that students
who majored in the social\sciences tended to be more liberal (Goldstein,
1 L4 .

1879; ﬁicﬂ, 1977).

[

Perhaps this was becsuse faculty in the social ‘stiences werg more A
"t ) - -

liberal then other faculty members. A study of college professors by -Eitzen
.and Marane11-11968) yielded the results that begﬁvioral scientists wWere more
liberal than physical scientists or fine artists. Lipset and Ladd (1972)

found that sociologists have'been the most liberal professors in academe.
) M / . .

It hadjalso been suggested that students in the social sciences,
5 \ . s ’ * A

particularly sociology, are the most liberal because of soume aspect of the

field of study. Rich (l§77) found that the number of classes a student takes

in which social and political igsues predominate was a significant variable

<. in accounting for liberalism. Lipset and Ladd (1972) su/ﬁested that sociology

© * >

would be more attractive,to students with left predispositions because it is ,'V//’; )

..
concerned with topics which remain a focus of discontent. They also suggested

1

that sociology has & lioeralizing influence becalise it has a ''debunking"

" -effect on basic asaumptions through its produqtion of ehpirical data which -

.frequently "disprove" the validity of those assumptions »

Conklin | (1978) found thatzgn introductory course in sociology seemed
to haVe ‘a glightly liberayizing effect on student opinion. Logan (1976)
" examined the claim that sociology teaches students to"think more critically

,

gnd scientifically about social issues. He found ypat, while that was not

i
necessarily true, it was’ possi le to teach students to think more critically,

logically, and scientifically in courses hsving that task as an explicit goal.

L \.
- . = . ~ \
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‘ . In a study which examined the impect of an introductory course in soci-
. ology on attitudes, Eitzen fnd Brouillete (1978) £Zund that taking the intro-
) ductory'couree tendeﬂ to liberalize political and social attitu&ee. As they,

noted .that thm? study was done in an environment conducive to péliﬁical
conservativism (Colorado State, 1977), they raised the question of the impact
that the coug\e nﬂght have at other colleges.

~

‘ ' In this study, &e sought to determine if our ceaching had a liberalizing
\ effect on qp; Bgudenta social anq political attitudes., Szmanski and
¢ Goertzel’s (1976) observations on the frustretione of many young eociologyl
- préfeseor<rfit us well. ' They pointed out that many students in the 1960's
turned toSZZZiology from the antiwar, student, youth, blect, gnd women's
. ﬁovemente and sought to use eociology for social change. Those of us who .
went on to beceme profeasional sociologists tend to teach from a radical or
cbnflict.perspective, bat are generélly confronted with students who are less &
activist, more comgérvative, more vqpational, and more apathetic. o '\Qj\
'.?It would certeinly be fair to sax that we'both.intgng to liberalize
attitudes through our socioldgy courses. We carried out this intenzign/by :
assigning readiings which utilize a radical perspective and lectuuing pri- ;
marily from materials with a radical perspective.  However, Eitzen and”
Brouillette's questions remain: What doee happen in our, couraee’ Do our
vcoureee liberalize our students? Previoug/research has docu nted the a
.. o .
liberalizing impact of sociology courses. Our question ia whether coursee
”in)sociology hav\\a more liberalizing impact than comparable courses in- ‘.q
¢ tother diacipu{ek ) —- :
’;\k__ Nhat we mean by "liberalizing impact" 18 shifting our students’ world
: view and secial analyaie from an exceptionalistic to an univerealistic per-

+

spective. As Ryan (1976) conceptualized the univerealistic—exception»

-~
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alistic dimension, the exceptionalistic viewpolat defines social problems ,
1
as residing in persons who sre in some manner deficient, delinquent de-

: fective, ot dependent. ‘To use Eitzen' s\(l9a?) terminology, this perspective

blames individusls for social problems, The' universalistic perspective

we strive to develop in our students emphasizes a structural analysis which

“locates the causes of ‘Bocial problems in social arrangenents. Society is

- blamed for social problems in that sccial problems are recurrent, pre-

i

dictable, and preventable. It)is the unjust, imperfect, and inequitable
)

natyre df social arrangements which enéulfs individusls in social problems.
Such inddviduals are victims of sociegy and should not be. blamed for or
viewed as the.cause of the social problems they suffer. To the extent

that our sociology courses socialize our students into using a societal-

blame or unjversalistic perspective, we claim to hive Qiberalized our
. Y
students. . .
1 . ’ . -

= ¥ETHOD

w
A questionnaire on political: and social attitudes was administered to }

103 students in four classes at a medium-sized, state supported, liberal
¢
atts university. 'The Solomen Four-greup Design. (Campbell and Stanley,
] ' v

’

© 1963) was used to assess the, impact of ‘the Social Problems course on.the’

AN

attitudes of the students. This design allowed for consideratioen of both

i

internsl and external vslidity.factors and for determination 9f the main

\

effects of the course a pretesting and the interaction of pretestiné and
‘the course. ' TwWo section of Social Problems (Sociohbgy;hSO) and two sections

of Himan Growth ana De lopment (Psychology 234) were usged. . The question-~

P

A{{e was administered at the beginning of the- fall 1980, semester in one .

gection each of Sccial Problems ard Human Growth and Development, and\it

il *

was administered at the end of the semester in all foﬁr cldsses.
1 - .

.
- . * ’ 4 * -
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\ The queationnaire we used was developed by Eitzen and Brouillette

——————— G e

e gr—— = m——— —

It consists of 18 forcedwchoice, paired Btatements, with one response in

eacﬁ/;air being conservative and the other being liberal. The queetionnaire )

" taps several dimensions of liberaliso/conaervatiam: status/éno/change;

. !

acceptance/criticiem of’aocietal artangements; and whether individuals or

sociéty is'to blahe for‘aocial problems. We acorgg the questionnaire in®

such a way that each reSpondent was assigned 4 liberalism score with

Al 7/ ~

possible values ranging from O to 18, witn higher scoree being ‘more liberal.

N

]

. RESULTY .

Sixty of the students weFe from the Social Problems classes, with

29 having both the pretest and the posttest and 31 having the posttest only.‘
Forty-three of the students were from the Human Growth and DeVelopment ’
classes, with 23 having both the pretest and the posttest and’ZO\having

- the pqatteat only. . Twenty-five percent ‘of the students were male and
75 percent were female. Tne avetage ége was 19.6, with almoat all of the
students in the 18 to 21 age range. Seventeen percent of the studenta .

yere first-year students, 42X were sophomores, 30% were juniote; and 11%
were seniors.” Twenty-two percent of tne students were social science majors,
422'were education maiora, 12% were arts and humanities majors, 11Z were
bﬁainesé majors, and'the rest had not yet declared a major. Thirty-nine,

" percent of the students had completelyino eociology coursee}in colleges qv(

. 412 had completed one, 13% had completed two, 'and 7% had completed Qhree

or more.{ The preteat scores ranged from 3 to 16, with a mean of 10, a

median of 11, and a mode Qf lEE The posttest scotes ranged from 2 to 18

with a mean of 12, a median of 13, and a mode of 14. , -

-

&

(l978) to measure the impact of the sociology courses “on political attitudes.,

(3]




¢

’

A t-test was doge to‘sssess the comparability of the two classes that

. 1‘
4

)
completed the'pretest. The Social Problems class had a pretest mean of

"10.9 and the.Human Growth and Development class had a pretest mean of 9. 8,

indicating that there were not significant differences in the political

- ~

attitude arores of the two classes at. the beginning of the semester

(£%1.41, 4550, n.s.5, R

The)mean posttest scores for the Social Problem? classes: were 14 5
\ 13 ’ <,
and l3 2 for the pritested and the posttest-only claSSes, respectively.

—— ‘

For Human Growth and Development, the mean posttest scores were 9.2 for the

pretested class and ll 0 for. the posttest~only class.

A simple 2x2 andlysis of-wariance was performed,’ using posttest scorés.

The Socjal Problems course main effect was significant (r=33. 327, dfal 99,
‘

p<.001) and the main effect of prdtesting 8 not significant. The Social

-~
v

Problems course significantly influenced students itudes. The inter-
]

action effscts between gourse and’ pretest were significant (F=5.851, df=l 99,

p<.05). The pretsted Human Gr0wth and Development class had a lower posttest ,
AN
scorg than the posttest-onli class, while the_pretested Social Problems class

had a higher score than the postteat~only class. Since the Social Problems /;f’

courge dealt with issues mentioned on the questionnaire, perhaps the pretest
. F

sensitized students to thpse issues. e o
' , . .

. 1

~. ' DISCUSSION -

In this study we have estabMshed that sTciologv courses can have a .

iiberg?izing impact. Through our teaching, we have attempted to achieve

some -change in the affectize/domsin, as describEE by Vaughan.(l979). The

highest level of the affective donafﬁ\is that of internalizing values and

integrating values iefo'a total world yiew. While this study has dewon- ’

-,

N % - L]
strated that our students are significantly more liberal at.fpe conclusion
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~

. . . . : : .
than at the beginning of our courses and that our sociology students sghow -

a greater libefal change than did the students in a psychology course, we L

-

have not demonstrated any long~term change or internalization of these

values. In the san% sense that we educators have been concerned with stu-

@

dent retention of course materials beyond the final exam; we should be

-

concerned with affective retention

L3

" Eitzen has agserted that "accepting the system-blame perspective is a

necessary first step to, efforts ‘to try and restructure sociafy along more

human lines” (1980 15). If we are to be successful at debunking victim-

blaming ideology, then we must take ‘the affective component of pedagogy
. IS "
seriously. As instructors, we can and should monitor our progress and

effectivenegs in achieving the attitudinal objectives of our courses. As

Nt

.

Quinney has 80 aptly observed, /
And we have a choice: ‘whether to ald in further legitimizing
the capitalist system (operating as the petty bourgeoisie),
or to ‘engage in the class struggle for. socialism. We are
cultural workers, and the politice we choose gnd the class
consciousness we develop make all the differenge (1980'179)

Our commitment to gocial justice and social change dictates that we earnest-

1 Fd

ly strive to "liberalize our stydents.
) The social psychology literature suggests that credibility of the
communicator and discrepancy between initial and conyeyed‘fttitudes are
important in attitude: change These could be examined to shed some light
on the process of affective change in classes
We ‘fheed. to examine the duration of the affective change We have shown
that change occurs over a semester and that students hold more liberal values
" at the conclusion of the course. However, we nned>to examine whether these
liberal values are stil] held at later times when the students may not be

taking any sociology dourses, 1In order to achieve some change in the

affective'domsin, we want these values to be truly internalized.

R T]
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