
 

  

INTRODUCTION 
 

This research brief is based on the first phase of a 
larger study to examine the changes in the size 
and structure of a teaching and learning network 
among American Sociological Association (ASA) 
members, prior to and after the implementation of a 
new interactive digital library. This teaching and 
learning network produces and consumes cutting 
edge pedagogy and teaching materials.  In this first 
research brief we investigate the current size, 
structure, characteristics, and activities of this net-
work that exchanges of ideas about pedagogy, cur-
ricula, and scholarship, prior to the launch of the 
TRAILS. This analysis is important because previ-
ous research demonstrates that studying network 
structures of academic communities can illustrate 
knowledge diffusion in a disciplinary field (Sharma 
and Urs 2008).   
 
Since the mid 1980s, there has been an increased 
emphasis on the importance of the scholarship of 
teaching and learning in institutions of higher edu-
cation (Boyer 1990; Medley, Coker, and Soar 
1994).  Scholars of teaching and learning argue 
that activities designed to improve pedagogy and 
enhance curricula need to take place within a com-
munity of faculty members rather than in individual 
classrooms (Shulman 1999). Similar arguments are 
now being made that research and publishing 
should not be solitary activities (Cacioppo 2010).  
In this brief we ask if faculty members participate in 
networks that overcome isolation and to create and 
disseminate synthetic and cutting edge knowledge 
to improve pedagogy.  Alternatively, are the major-
ity of sociology faculty members teaching alone 

within institutions that do not necessarily support 
participation in networks that have the goal of im-
proving pedagogy and teaching and learning mate-
rials?   
 
THE LIMITATIONS OF TEACHING ALONE 

 
Being alone in the classroom with a group of stu-
dents or teaching on-line with no one in the room at 
all can be an isolating activity. Teaching alone 
rather than in a community may be less likely to 
enrich curricula, quality of teaching, or the scholar-
ship of the field since these activities are less likely 
to be evaluated and augmented by peers. The idea 
of teaching in isolation comes from Robert Put-
nam’s influential book Bowling Alone (2000). Put-
nam argues that there is a decrease in face-to-face 
interactions in the associations that have tradition-
ally created the social capital to build and maintain 
communities.  There is much evidence both for and 
against this position.  For example, McPherson, 
Smith-Lovin, and Brashears 2006; and Wuthnow 
1998, dispute Putnam’s conclusions by reanalyzing 
the same data.  This research brief is not con-
cerned with whether or not face-to-face networks 
are disappearing.  Instead, it is concerned with so-
ciology faculty members’ ability to overcome situa-
tions of professional isolation through participating 
in teaching and learning networks that have the 
potential of increasing social capital.   
 
Network analysis is distinguished by the attention it 
pays to the links and relations among actors within 
a social system (Rogers 2003; Wasserman and 
Faust 1994).  Members of a scholarly network 
would share ideas, use similar techniques, and col-
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laborate (Moody 2004). Social capital can be de-
fined as the access to contacts and resources in 
communities and networks.  According to Small, 
the resources that are provided by these networks 
include information, advice, opportunities, and re-
ciprocity (2009:3).  Participating in teaching and 
learning activities can increase social capital by 
providing potential presentation and publication op-
portunities, co-authors, editorships, and advice.  
Yet, Small (2009) also argues that the ability to par-
ticipate in networks depends on the characteristics 
of the institutions in which individuals are associ-
ated.  
 

INVESTIGATING THE NETWORK  
 
We measure the size and structure of the current 
network by examining the links among members of 
ASA that participate in at least 1 of 10 teaching and 
learning activities. We distinguish between 
“consumers” of activities such as purchasers of pa-
per-based syllabi sets available from the former ASA 
Teaching Resource Center (TRC) and “producers” 
of knowledge such as authors of articles in the major 
ASA journal devoted to teaching and learning 
(Teaching Sociology).  We make this distinction be-
cause each type of activity entails different modes of 

network participation.  Consumption of teaching and 
learning materials is a one-way process in which 
consumers do not have input into the kind of knowl-
edge that is being produced.  In contrast, those who 
produce, edit, and review teaching and learning ma-
terials are engaged in interaction with other produc-
ers.  For example, those who write articles for 
Teaching Sociology have interactions with those 
who review and edit these articles. This interaction is 
not necessarily face to face, however. Both con-
sumption and production activities create opportuni-
ties for developing network ties.  Network ties can 
provide information about cutting-edge readings, 
classroom exercises, and course outlines.  They can 
result in the creation of additional social capital 

through journal co-authorship, and joint conference 
and other presentations (not examined here).  
   
We investigate also whether or not this potential ex-
change of social capital occurs across status 
groups.  As Small (2009) suggests, individual net-
work participation may depend on institutional char-
acteristics.  Therefore, we investigate whether net-
work participation appears constrained or encour-
aged by academic departments across the spectrum 
of institutions of higher education (see Figure 1 for 
the range of schools we investigate; note that minor-
ity-serving institutions are examined as a separate 
category in this analysis, but in the larger higher 
education context do also overlap with the other 
categories).  If cutting-edge social science education 
is needed along a broad spectrum of schools, are 
faculty members from each type of institution equally 
likely to produce and consume these materials? We 
suggest that faculty members from Research I 
schools are less likely to participate in a teaching 
and learning network than those at master’s and 
baccalaureate schools because there is more em-
phasis on research, outside funding, and publication, 
but less emphasis on teaching (Kelderman 2010). In 
addition, we ask whether all faculty members, re-
gardless of their demographic characteristics, are 

equally likely to consume and produce teaching and 
learning knowledge.  We suggest that this is not the 
case.  Scholars who are professionally older will par-
ticipate in more activities.   

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
In this brief we answer a series of specific questions 
about the current teaching and learning situation in 
sociology. These include the following: 
 
• Is there a teaching and learning network based on ac-

tivities?  What is its size and structure? 
 
• In what type of teaching and learning activities do most 

network members participate? 
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3 

 
• Does this vary by type of institution of higher learning? 
 
• Does this vary by the characteristics of the participant? 
 
• Does this network have a large core of faculty members 

who participate in all activities or is there a small core 
which connects the network? 

 
• What are the characteristics of participants in the net-

work? 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
 

DATA AND SAMPLE 
 

The project team used the 2008 ASA membership 
database as the starting point for constructing the 
project dataset.  The ASA membership database 
provides demographic, institutional, and participa-
tory information including faculty member’s gender, 
race, ethnicity, education level, year of PhD, em-
ployment status, institution, section membership, 
subscriptions to the journal Teaching Sociology, 
and purchase of syllabi sets from the former ASA 
Teaching Resource Center (TRC).  Demographic 
and institutional information missing in the member-
ship database was filled-in based on our searches 
of web-based resources (i.e. faculty curriculum vi-
tae and biographies placed on departments’ web 
sites).  We identified and coded the type of institu-
tion where faculty members were employed based 
on Carnegie 2005 classification codes.  
 
In addition to this information, we collected and in-
tegrated into the dataset additional participation 
data from other ASA sources about faculty mem-
bers involvement in teaching and learning activities 
in 2008 which included the following: editing and 
contributing to the TRC materials, presenting at the 
Teaching and Learning section sessions and 
roundtables at the 2008 ASA Annual Meeting in 
Boston, publishing, reviewing, and editing articles in 
Teaching Sociology, serving on committees of the 
ASA Teaching and Learning section, and, finally, 
participating in the ASA Department Resources 
Group, or DRG (faculty consultants who assist de-
partments with a wide variety of needs, includ-
ing external reviews, curriculum development, and 
assessment).  The full list of variables collected and 
the main sources of data are presented in the Ap-
pendix.  Because we used only one year of data 
the network may appear to be less dense than it 
actually is. 
  
Only 5,445 individuals were included in the study’s 
sample out of the 14,426 ASA members in 2008. 
Those members who were included in the study 

met the following four criteria: an individual had to 
1) be an ASA regular, associate, or emeritus mem-
ber of ASA, 2) reside in the U.S., 3) be employed 
by a U.S. higher education institution, and 4) be 
employed in a faculty teaching position (full-time or 
part-time).  The study sample did not include col-
lege administrators, postdoctoral associates, gradu-
ate and undergraduate students, retirees, the un-
employed, international scholars, or those em-
ployed outside academia.  We assume that these 
individuals have a weaker interest in teaching and 
learning than faculty members.   
 

RESEARCH METHODS 
 

To analyze the patterns of purchase and participa-
tion we used two analytical tools.  The first was net-
work analysis to describe and visualize the struc-
ture of the network (or lack of it) of teaching and 
learning scholars.  The second was negative bino-
mial regression analysis to find who is more likely 
to be an active participant of the teaching and 
learning network.   
 
Network Analysis.  The network under study is an 
affiliation network. This means that relationships 
between individuals are identified based on a set of 
overlapping memberships (affiliations) in teaching 
and learning activities. Two individuals are con-
nected when they participate in at least one activity 
together. Two activities are connected if any one 
individual participates in both of them. A visual rep-
resentation of this network and a summary of its 
characteristics were obtained in UCINET, a widely-
used type of network software.   
 
Multivariate Regression.  We analyze the pattern of 
participation in the teaching and learning network 
using negative binomial regression because our 
dependent variable is a count, but the observations 
are over-dispersed with respect to Poisson regres-
sion, that is, the dependent variable’s variance ex-
ceeds sample mean. Standard errors are adjusted 
for clustering on departments because faculty 
members in the sample can come from the same 
departments. 
 

FINDINGS 
 
Is there a teaching and learning network based 
on activities?  What is its structure? 
 
Our examination of faculty’s involvement in teach-
ing and learning activities shows that in 2008 there 
is a relatively small teaching and learning network 
composed of faculty members who participate in at 
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least one activity, with a relatively small core of fac-
ulty who participate in three or more teaching and 
learning activities (Table 1).  The teaching and 
learning network consists of 1,453 individuals who 
participated in at least 1 of 10 teaching and learning 
activities.  All of these individuals are part of our 
larger sample of 5,445 academics.  Almost three-
quarters of faculty members in our sample do not 
get involved in teaching and learning activities 
(Figure 2).  These are the faculty members who are 

most likely to teach alone without support ma-
terials and networks.   
 

In 2008, the last year of production of TRC ma-
terials, the teaching and learning network does 
not appear to be a tightly-knit set of connec-
tions among faculty members.  Nor does it 
have a large core that holds the network to-
gether.  For the 1,453 faculty who participate in 
teaching and learning activities (Figure 3), the 
average number of activities is only 1.6 out of 
10.  Almost two-thirds of faculty members in 
the network are involved in only one activity.  
As Figure 3 shows, the majority of these ac-
tivities are conducted by faculty members in 
master’s and baccalaureate schools. Faculty 
members from Research I institutions are 

most likely to participate in writing articles and in 
making presentations, but they participate less in 
these activities than faculty from master’s and bac-
calaureate schools. 
 
In what teaching and learning activities do net-
work members participate? 
 
Table 2 shows that 9 out 10 network members are 
not producers of teaching and learning materials.  

Instead they engage in consumption activi-
ties such as subscribing to Teaching Sociol-
ogy. This is the most frequent activity (7 out 
of 10 network members subscribe to the 
journal), followed by membership in the 
Teaching and Learning section (3 out of 10), 
and purchase of TRC teaching and learning 
materials (1 in 4).  Fewer than one-quarter 
engage in activities related to the production 
of teaching and learning knowledge such as 
editing and contributing to teaching materi-
als for the former TRC and publishing and 
presenting research on teaching and learn-
ing, working on ASA Teaching and Learning 
section’s committees or in the ASA Depart-
ment Resources Group (DRG).  
 
Subscribing to Teaching Sociology is the 
most central activity in the teaching and 
learning network (Table 2), based on close-
ness centrality.  Closeness centrality re-
flects how close a node (a person or an ac-

Figure 2 Faculty’s Involvement in Teaching and Learning Activities 

Table 1 Participation in Teaching and Learning Activities by Total Num-
ber of Activities. 

Source: ASA Research and Development Department, Teaching Alone? Sociol-
ogy Faculty and the Availability of Social Networks, 2010. 

Source: ASA Research and Development Department. Teaching Alone?  Sociology 
Faculty and the Availability of Social Networks, 2010. 
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tivity) is to all other nodes in the network 
(Wasserman and Faust 1994).  The centrality 
score is the inverse average distance between a 
node and all other nodes in the network.  Nodes 
with higher scores have shorter communication 
paths to the others and are more productive in 
passing on information through the network.   
 
Subscription is not only the most frequent activity; 
it also has the highest number of overlaps with 
other teaching and learning activities.  Almost 9 
out of 10 faculty members that engage in two or 
more activities subscribe to Teaching Sociology as 
one of them.  The most frequent overlap is be-
tween two activities—subscribing to Teaching So-
ciology and joining the Teaching and Learning 
section (6 out of 10 faculty members engage in 
both of these activities).  The least frequent over-
lap in this network is between production-oriented 
activities, which are also the least central activities.  
In 2008, fewer that six percent of all faculty mem-

bers in the network engage in two or more activi-
ties related to production of teaching and learning 
knowledge.  
 
The core of the network consists of 169 faculty 
members who participate in three or more activi-
ties, which is about one ninth of the entire network.  
Core members participate in almost three times 
more activities than non-core members (Table 3).  
They are also almost three time less likely to work 
at Research I universities and more likely to work 
at master’s and baccalaureate schools than non-
core members.  Practically all core members are 
involved in consumption activities.  Four out of five 
core members are also involved in production ac-
tivities, compared to one out of six non-core mem-
bers.  Core members dominate coordinating 
groups such as DRG and ASA Teaching and 
Learning Section’s committees and make up the 
majority of teaching and learning scholars 
(Teaching Sociology authors or co-authors, re-
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Figure 3 Network of Faculty Involved in Teaching and Learning Activities (N=1,453). 

Source: ASA Research and Development Department. Teaching Alone?  Sociology Faculty 
and the Availability of Social Networks, 2010. 
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viewers, and ASA Teaching and Learning 
section session presenters), while the 
consumption of the teaching and learning 
materials is dominated by non-core mem-
bers.   
 
What is the Network Structure of  
Producers of Teaching and Learning 
Knowledge? 
 

A closer look at the scholars actively in-
volved in the production of teaching and 
learning knowledge in 2008 reveals a 
network consisting of 338 faculty mem-
bers (Figure 4) with majority of producers 
(about three-quarters) involved in just 
one activity.  In this network of knowledge 
production, the most central activities are 
reviewing for Teaching Sociology and 
contributing to the syllabi sets teaching 
and learning materials, based on close-
ness centrality.  The core of the produc-
tion network consists of just 13 people 
who are engaged in four or more activi-
ties.  All 13 are full-time faculty from soci-
ology departments.  Only four of them are 
employed at research or doctoral institu-
tions, while the rest are employed at mas-
ter’s and baccalaureate institutions (none 
from community colleges).  Seven top 
activists are from the Midwest and none 
are from the West.  All 13 served as re-
viewers for Teaching Sociology; all but 
one published an article in this journal; all 
but two are members of the DRG, and 
eight of them served on the ASA Teach-
ing and Learning section’s committees. 
 
What are the individual and institutional  
characteristics of participants in the 
network? 
 
The regression analysis shows who are 
significantly more engaged in teaching 
and learning activities (Figure 5).  We find 
that women, on average, get involved in 
more teaching and learning activities, 
while racial/ethnic minorities, early career 
faculty, and faculty members with PhDs 
get involved in fewer teaching and learn-
ing activities.   
 
Analysis of institutional characteristics 
shows that faculty from all other types of 
institutions are more engaged in consum-
ing and producing teaching and learning 

Table 2 Participation in Teaching and Learning Activities by Type of Activity. 

Table 3 Comparison of Core and non-Core Members of the Teaching and Learning  
Network. 

Source (Tables 2 and 3): ASA Research and Development Department. Teaching Alone?  
Sociology Faculty and the Availability of Social Networks, 2010. 
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activities faculty from Research I universities. Fac-
ulty members from Research I institutions are most 
likely to participate in writing articles and in making 
presentations, but overall they tend to participate in 
fewer activities than faculty from master’s and bac-
calaureate schools.  Faculty members from minority-
serving institutions participate in significantly fewer 
teaching and learning activities than faculty from 
other institutions.  We find significant regional differ-
ences in involvement with teaching and learning: 
faculty from universities and colleges located in the 
Midwest participate in more activities than faculty 
from any other region.  Not surprisingly, faculty from 
sociology and social sciences departments are more 
involved in both networks than faculty from other 
types of departments/schools.  These different par-
ticipation levels can be seen in the network dia-
grams as well as Figure 5. 

CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS 
 

This first phase of the study shows that 3 out of 4 
faculty members who belong to ASA can be de-
scribed as teaching alone because they do not gain 
social capital in the form of resources or contacts 
from a teaching and learning affiliation network.  
Network activities include consuming information 
and producing cutting edge knowledge.  The 2008 
networks that we saw represented in the diagrams 
are not a densely connected set of participants.  The 
majority of those who do participate engage in a sin-
gle consumption activity—subscribing to Teaching 
Sociology.  A smaller network of sociology faculty 
members produce teaching and learning knowledge, 
but even here most participants engage in only one 
activity.  Both networks have low density with small 
cores of faculty who link individuals to one another.  

Source: ASA Research and Development Department. Teaching Alone?  Sociology Faculty and the  
Availability of Social Networks, 2010. 

Figure 4 Network of Production of Teaching and Learning Knowledge (N=338) 
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Figure 5 Who Participates in Teaching and Learning Activities? 

We did find significant differences between those 
who do and do not participate in the network.  As we 
expected, those who are professionally older partici-
pate in more activities. Those who are at the center 
of the knowledge production network are seasoned 
faculty members with histories of participation.  
Those who teach at Research I universities are less 
likely than those in master’s or baccalaureate 
schools to participate in network activities, probably 
because their institutions do not reward them for 
teaching as much as they reward them for obtaining 
grants, doing research, and publishing.  The most 
typical network participant is a tenured white woman 
with a master’s degree from a sociology department 
employed at a teaching-oriented college or univer-
sity in the Midwest.          
 
In the second phase of the study we will investigate 
the changes that occur in size, structure, and char-
acteristics of the 2008 teaching and learning net-
work as a result of the first year of implementation of 
the new interactive teaching and learning digital li-
brary (TRAILS).  We ask, are the early users of this 
new technology already participants in the teaching 
and learning network, are they central to this net-
work, or are they marginal?  Does the use of this 
new system diffuse through the current teaching and 

learning network or go beyond it?  Do individuals 
who subscribe to TRAILS have the same demo-
graphic characteristics as those who purchase TRC 
materials? Are they from the same institutions of 
higher education or does the scope of the network 
increase across a broader array of institutions and 
departments?  Compared to the current network, in 
which the average number of activities is 1.6 out of 
10, will TRAILS subscribers both consume and pro-
duce teaching and learning knowledge at a higher 
rate?  As a result, will fewer faculty members be 
teaching alone? The answers to these questions will 
shed light on the relationship between network 
structure and the diffusion of a teaching and learning 
innovation. In the final phase of the project we will 
begin to implement a series of strategies, such as 
providing subscription rates for entire departments 
rather than individuals, or providing free subscrip-
tions to departments in under-resourced institutions 
through regional sociology organizations.  We will 
find whether these interventions are necessary to 
increase the size and scope of the teaching and 
learning network across a broader array of people 
and institutions. 

 
 
 

Note: Variables not significant at the 0.05 level (one-tailed test) and controls for missing data are not shown. 
 

Source: ASA Research and Development Department. Teaching Alone?  Sociology Faculty and the Availability of Social Networks, 2010. 
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Appendix Variables Collected by Source of Information. 
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AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION 
As the national organization for sociologists, the 
American Sociological Association, through its 

Executive Office, is well positioned to provide a unique 
set of services to its members and to promote the 

vitality, visibility, and diversity of the discipline. 
Working at the national and international levels, the 
Association aims to articulate policy and implement 

programs likely to have the broadest possible impact 
for sociology now and in the future. 

 
ASA RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 
The ASA Research and Development Department is 

responsible for developing and disseminating 
knowledge on sociology both as a discipline and a 

profession by collecting primary and secondary data, by 
building and maintaining databases, and disseminating 
findings in a variety of formats so that members of the 

profession to benefit can use them for research, policy, and planning purposes. 


