
	 1	

 
Weekly Essay #1 

Stranging the Familiar 
 
Objective  
This exercise provides the opportunity to more fully explain the concept of the 
“sociological imagination” and how it helps us to understand our experiences and 
society.  
 
Description 
Developing a sociological analysis of society often involves developing the 
capacity to “strange the familiar” or look at the taken for granted world around us 
from a fresh perspective. One of the concepts that helps us do that is the 
“Sociological Imagination.”  
 
Please write an essay explaining  

1) What the Sociological Imagination is. 
2) What role it plays in sociological analysis 
3)  Describe an example of a topic that can be understood using the 
sociological imagination 
4) Finally, how does sociological analysis differ from “common sense?” What 
sets it apart from informal conversations with friends, your opinion or hostile 
interactions on talk radio?  
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Weekly Essay #2 
What Would the Founders Say? 

 
Objective 
This assignment is an exercise in practicing applying sociological concepts to 
contemporary social issues. It will help you to think through the strengths and 
shortcomings of different sociological traditions. 
 
Description 
1. Choose a newspaper/newsmagazine article about a contemporary social issue 
(terrorism, student debt, global climate change, the wealth gap, incarceration, 
police violence, for example). Briefly describe this issue in one paragraph. 
 
2. Describe how two of the theorists/founders of sociology discussed in YMAY or in 
lecture might address this issue. You should provide one paragraph for each 
theorist/founder. 
 
3. In one paragraph describe which approach makes the most sense to you and 
why. 
 
4. In one paragraph describe what might be missing from these theoretical 
perspectives. How might you improve on them or might they be expanded or 
revised?  
 
*Assignment based on “Exercise 2.1 What Would the Founders Say About…” in The Engaged 
Sociologist by Kathleen Odell Korgen and Jonathan M. White. Los Angeles: Sage. 2015 
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Weekly Essay #3 
Design a Sociological Study 

 
Objective 
This exercise is an opportunity to practice a particular sociological research 
method. It will provides an opportunity for evaluating the strength and weaknesses 
of this method, think seriously about research ethics as well as research design. and 
other sociological research methods. 
 
Description 
According to The University of Sydney, the United States has more guns per capita 
than any other industrialized country, with roughly 101.5 guns for every 100 people. 
Given this fact, your assignment is to design a research project to gather 
information about gun ownership in the United States. Design a research project to 
answer the following question: Why do some people choose to own guns and why 
do some people choose not to own guns in the United States?  
 
Your project description needs to address the following questions: 
 

• Is this a qualitative, quantitative or mixed-methods study? 
• What are the important variables in this study? If possible and appropriate 

identify the dependent/independent variables. 
• How are you going to operationalize these variables?  
• If you are doing a deductive study, what is the hypothesis? 
• What population will you be studying? Will it be a census or a sample of this 

population? Please describe. 
• What type of research method will you use?  
• Describe your research “instrument.” This means you need to answer the 

appropriate question for your method: What are some of your survey 
questions? What are some of your interview questions? How would you 
describe the experiment you are going to conduct? Where/when/how will 
you perform your observations? What content will you analyze?  

• Be sure to address the three elements that sociologists take into account 
when performing ethical research. 

• What are the limitations of this study?  
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Weekly Essay #4 
Breaching a Social Norm 

 
Objective 
This exercise demonstrates the way in which our interactions with others are often 
guided by an unwritten script. By violating that script students will illuminate the 
content of the script. This activity also illustrates how interactions with others shape 
our social behavior, encouraging us to abide by, rather than challenge, the 
unwritten rules contained in the script.  
 
Description 
You will conduct an exercise that violates social norms and write an short paper 
about the experience. This exercise may be performed alone or in a group (of your 
choice) of four or fewer participants. The norm violation must exclude illegal 
activities or those that might risk someone’s safety, health or well-being.  If 
conducting your experiment as a group, each group member will perform the 
breach once.  When not performing the breach, the other group members should 
observe the interaction and write an observation log documenting people’s 
reaction to the breach. The group member performing the breach should write a 
small paragraph afterwards about how it felt to break social norms. 
 
This essay should include: 

1)  A description of the  norm you violated. Was it a folkway or a more? 
(Remember, you cannot break a law). 
2) A description of the violation. 
3)  A description of the most general way people responded as the violation 
was enacted.  
4) A description of how you felt enacting the norm violation. 
5) An analytic discussion of the sociological significance of the breach.  
6)  Include your observation notes if you did this exercise with a group. 
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Weekly Essay #5 
Your Sociological Biography 

 
 
Objective 
This exercise helps to illustrate the way in which we have been shaped by group 
membership. It will help students to apply sociological understandings of the self 
emerges groups are formed and act as well as how the media shapes 
understandings of those groups. 
 
Description 
How did you become who you are? Usually we deploy individual narratives to 
explain our identities, our roles, our  likes and dislikes, our occupations and general 
life outcomes. According to a sociological perspective, however, who we are has 
as much to do with the groups and networks we are or are not a part of as it does 
with individual choices or proclivities. Using at least five of the following concepts 
from this week’s readings explain your biography. Tell the story of your life through 
group membership or lack thereof. You are also free to, even encouraged, to use 
other concepts we have covered thus far (especially those pertaining to 
socialization and the self).  
 
Intravidual 
Ossification 
Reference Groups 
Role Support 
Possible Selves 
Primary Groups 
Secondary Groups 
In-Group 
Out-Group 
Dyad 
Triad 
Ties 
Social Capital 
Social Network 
Embeddedness 
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Weekly Essay #6 

Deviance & Social Control 
 

Objective 
This exercise will aid students in analyzing the way sociological concepts can shed 
light on racism, the prison system, public health and some solutions to these social 
problems.  
 
Description 
How might sociological concepts help us understand more fully Dr. Fullilove’s 
argument about the relationship between mass incarceration, racism, and public 
health? To answer this question write an essay that summarizes the main points of 
Dr. Fullilove’s presentation. This essay should also include a discussion of at least 
three sociological concepts we have covered in this class that would be useful for 
helping us understand some of the dynamics he presented, both in terms of the 
problems and solutions he discussed. These concepts may be drawn from this or 
previous weeks of the course. Be sure to define as well as apply these concepts. 
Remember to cite them using ASA format.  
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Weekly Essay #7 
SNAP Challenge 

 
Objective 
Social safety net programs are one way to combat economic inequality. These 
programs are frequently controversial. This exercise allows students to examine one 
of these programs -  the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). In 
doing so students can think through sociological analyses of the causes of and 
solutions to economic inequality.  
 
Description 
1 in 5 Oregonians receive SNAP benefits. In this assignment you will assume that 
you have a weekly SNAP allotment of $120 per month/per person (the Oregon 
average) for you and your 10-year old child (for a total of $240 a month). Based on 
your $60 per week food budget, take a trip to your local grocery store to plan a 
week of meals for yourself and your child. Make certain you allot yourself the 
amount of food you typically eat. As a reminder the recommended daily calories 
for a 10 y/o are 1,400-1,800 and a 30 y/o are 1,800-2,600.  Your analysis should 
include a grocery list, the cost of each item and one week’s menu (including the 
total calories for each meal) as in the following example:  
 
1. Grocery List: 
Purchase       Cost 
Gallon of milk 5.00 
7 Bananas 3.00 
5 apples 3.00 
 
2. One week’s menu: 
Day One: 
 Breakfast: 1 c cereal, 1 c milk, banana  (336 Cal) 
 Lunch: 2 slices bread, 1 slice lunchmeat, 1 apple (320 Cal) 
 Dinner: 1 c pasta, .25 c pasta sauce, 1 c broccoli, 1 tbl butter (380 Cal) 
 Snacks: 1 granola bar, 1 c carrot sticks (250) 
 
3. Write a one paragraph reflection on your experience. Was it easy to meet the 
guidelines? Difficult? What did you have to give up, if anything? Are your meals 
nutritionally balanced?  
 
4. Write a at least a one paragraph analysis of this exercise, using concepts from 
this week’s reading. What sort of equality is exemplified by the SNAP Program? 
Might this be a successful solution to income inequality? Why or why not?  What 
sociological concepts might be helpful in explaining your analysis? 
 
You can learn more about the SNAP program here:  
http://www.oregon.gov/dhs/assistance/food-benefits/pages/index.aspx 
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*Assignment based on “The Food Stamp Challenge” in Sociology Through Active Learning edited 
by Kathleen McKinney and Brabara S. Heyl. Los Angeles: Pine Forge Press. 2009. 
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Weekly Essay #8 
Gender Socialization 

 
Objective 
This exercise will aid students in analyzing the way in which gender is socially 
constructed. By analyzing children’s products (toys, clothes or other items) students 
will be able to highlight the ways in which messages are conveyed to children 
about what it means to be a boy or a girl in sometimes subtle or hard to see ways.  
 
Description 
Visit a department store, children’s clothing store or toy store. Observe the items 
offered for sale and answer the following questions. What store did you visit? How 
would you describe the store and the arrangement of the items for sale? Make a 
list of items intended for boys, girls or both. How do you know if they are intended 
for boys, girls or both? Did you notice anything or unusual or unexpected? What 
sort of messages do the items directed at boys, girls or both convey about what it 
means to be a boy or a girl? What sociological concepts are useful in helping to 
understand the arrangement of items in the store and the messages they are 
sending about gender? 
 
*Assignment based on “Gender Socialization” in Sociology Through Active Learning edited by 
Kathleen McKinney and Brabara S. Heyl. Los Angeles: Pine Forge Press. 2009. 
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Weekly Essay #9 
Racial Inequality 

 
Objective 
This activity examines contemporary manifestations of racism – how racial 
inequality came to be and the practices and ideologies that sustain it.  This 
exercise aids students in using sociological concepts to understand the current 
state of racial inequality. 
 
Description 
Listen to or read one of the following pieces on racial inequality in the United 
States. Write an essay explaining what sociological concepts are most useful in 
understanding the form of racial inequality covered in this particular piece and 
why they are useful. The best essays will suggest a sociologically informed solution 
(even if only a partial solution) to racial inequality.  
 
White Haze – This American Life 
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/626/white-haze 
(A note about this radio segment – it talks about sex, masturbation and white 
supremacy in fairly blunt ways. If you do not want to listen to these topics I would 
suggest listening to or reading one of the other options)  
 
Why Aren’t There More Black People in Oregon? A Hidden History by Walidah 
Imarisha 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Lcm1LDZZXg 
 
White on White Voting by Thomas B. Edsall 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/16/opinion/trump-white-voting.html 
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Weekly Essay #10 
Social Change 

Objective 
Society changes, often slowly and in seemingly unpredictable ways. Sociologists 
have as part of their discipline, the charge of understanding how and why society 
changes. This essay will help students think through how changes in the nature 
world affect changes in human societies. 

Description 
In Superstorm Sandy, sociologist Diane Bates suggests that natural disasters are 
only in part natural. The social world and its organization are deeply connected to 
and affected by such disasters. Read this article in the New York Times about 
Hurricane Harvey and its effects on Houston: 
 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/11/11/climate/houston-flooding-
climate.html?_r=0 (Links to an external site.)Links to an external site.. Write an essay 
analyzing Hurricane Harvey and its effects (as portrayed by this article, you do not 
need to do additional reading) from a sociological perspective. What ideas or 
concepts presented by Bates might be useful in understanding the aftermath of 
Hurricane Harvey. Are there concepts from other readings in the class that might 
be helpful in this analysis as well? 
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Optional Prompt 
Sociological Field Notes 

 
Objective 
This assignment encourages the development and use of a sociological 
perspective in one’s everyday life. It will enable students to see the broader  
patterns organizing seemingly random or individual life experiences. It will enable 
students to “do” sociology, rather than just learn about it in a class.  
 
Description  
 
Write a paper that begins with the following sentence: “All of a sudden I found 
myself thinking sociologically when…” 
 
This paper should include a description the experience you were having or 
phenomenon you were observing when you suddenly found yourself thinking 
sociologically. It should also address what it means to think sociologically about 
that topic. What concepts are useful in analyzing the experience you were having 
or phenomenon you were observing and what did you learn by applying those 
concepts? Remember that, while you are welcome and encouraged to use 
concepts from throughout the course, you must use concepts covered during the 
week before you turn in this paper. If you turn it in during Week 3, for instance, the 
paper must address sociological theories (the topic of Week 2). 
 
 
  


