Soc 4461-Spring 08

Critical [and Creative] Thinking in Sociology
Professor Nielsen.  
Office hours:  Tuesday 2:30 -3:30 PM; Wednesday 2:00-3:00pm;Thursdays 11:30-12:30; Ketchum 310.
Texts:  

Joel Charon, Ten questions: A Sociological Perspective. 5th/6th edition. Wadsworth, 2004.
Janet M. Ruane and Karen A. Cerulo, Second thoughts:  Seeing conventional Wisdom through the Sociological Eye.  3rd edition. Pine Forge Press, 2004.
Course goals and objectives:  
That students be able to constructively, creatively and critically analyze sociological writings (professional, popular, documentary, literary, etc.) in terms of image (theory), concepts, sampling and logic.  
That students be able to read a numerical table creatively and critically.
That students actively engage in learning process via high in-class participation.  
Students have a good understanding of sociologically relevant contemporary concepts, including  social construction of reality, globalization, postmodern, ideology.
That students be able to interpret conventional wisdom or common knowledge expressin, showing how these are supported or not supported by available evidence. 
Themes:  
How sociology is a way of analyzing that goes beyond the obvious, sees the unseen, irony and  unintended consequences in social life.

How sociological thinking is different from and yet very much like everyday, ordinary thinking in terms of both quantitative (statistical) and qualitative (folk wisdoms) subject matter.  
How sociology focuses on both patterned regularities, typicalities, and generalizations in social life, as well as the unique, irregular, indeterminant story.
Course Content
IMAGE       
CONCEPTS
    SAMPLING 

LOGIC

Part I.  Questions sociologists ask: [based on Charon’s Ten Questions]

Sociology as way of thinking (Intro)

How to study society—as science? (Ch.1)

What is human nature? (Ch.2)

How is society possible? (Ch.3)

Why inequality? (Ch.4)

Are humans free? (Ch.5)

Why others not like us? Why should they be? Ethnocentrism (Ch.6)

Why misery? (Ch.7)

Do individuals make a difference? (Ch.8) 

Is organized religion necessary? (Ch.9)

Why study sociology?  (Ch.10)

Generalizations/Categories vs Stereotypes (Afterword)
Part II.  Sociology’s subject matter as it compares to conventional wisdom:  [based on Ruane and Cerulo’s Second Thoughts:  Seeing conventional wisdom through the sociological eye.  [Note:  Essay #s 2, 15, 16, and 18 will not be assigned]

The sociological perspective (again) (Introduction)

Numbers and methods (again but in more detail) (Essay #1)

Children valued? (example of use of indicators; control logic missing) (Essay #3)

Romantic love—determined & patterned or free choice? (Essay #4)

Stress—good or bad for you? (Essay #5)

Aging (as example of master status) (Essay #6)

Culture interacts with social Structure—individualism (again) (Essay #7)

Names matter (but how much?) and labeling theory (Essay #8)

Beauty as cultural capital (Essay #9)

Stratification (inequality again), extend to gender & race (Essay #10)

Money as evil vs “poverty haunts” (Essay #11)

Gender—progress? College majors and jobs still gendered (Essay #12)
Race matters—“Race segregation = knowledge segregation”; race operationalized; race    as socially constructed (Essay #13)
Deviance and violence (Essay #14)
Nuclear Family—macroanalysis (Essay #17)
Welfare—why myths re welfare sustained (Essay #19)
Immigrants—love-hate relationship (Essay #20)
Technology (Essay #21)
Education is extremely stratified (race again) (Essay #22)
Why conventional wisdoms (vs sociological explanations) persist
 (Conclusion)
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Course Schedule and Assignments

Week-date
Topic



Assignment

1-Jan 15 & 17
Introductions; course overview;

2-Jan 22&24
Sociology’s images, concepts
Read  Introduction and Chapters 1 and 2 in Ten 


sampling, logic


Questions.   Chapter 2 quiz.  

3-Jan 29&31
U.S. society & inequality

Read Chapters 3 and 4 in Ten Questions.

4-Feb 5&7
Concepts, categories & 

Read Afterword in Ten Questions.



measurement


5-Feb 12&14
SCR;culture;ideology, 

Read Chapters 5 and 6 in Ten Questions.


ethnocentrism


Begin planning Subculture paper.
6-Feb 19&21
Sociological determinants of
Read Chapters 7 and 8 in Ten Questions.


misery; Social change

Subculture Paper due

7-Feb 26&28
Organized religion, 

Read Chapters 9 and 10 in Ten Questions.


secularization, fundamentalism




8-Mar 4&6
Review



Quiz re Ten Questions(?)

9-Mar 11&13
Reading tables, visuals

Handouts in class.  [Subculture paper due.]

10-Mar 18&20
Soc subjects: children, love,
Read Introduction & Essays 1,3 & 4 in 



measures (again)

Second Thoughts.

11-Mar 25&27
SPRING BREAK

12-Apr 1&3
Soc subjects: stress, culture
Read Essays 5,6,7& 8 in Second Thoughts.


and social structure, names

13-Apr 8&10
Soc subjects: cultural capital
Read Essays 9,10,11 & 12 in Second Thoughts.


stratification, poverty, gender
In-class writing (poverty)

14-Apr 15&17
Soc subjects:  race, deviance
Read Essays 13 & 14 in Second Thoughts.

15-Apr 22&24
Soc subjects: welfare, 

Read Essays 17, 19 & 20 in Second Thoughts.


Immigration


[Folk Wisdom Paper due]

16-Apr 29 &
Soc subjects: technology,
Read Essays 21, 22, and Conclusion in 

      May 1
education; why conventional
Second Thoughts.  


wisdom persists




FINAL EXAM:   SATURDAY, MAY 3, 7:30-10:00 AM
Criteria questions—Critical & Creative Thinking—spring 08

Examples of questions to ask about any given sociological reading:

IMAGE (theory, perspective, viewpoint, angle of vision, assumptions, taken-for-granteds, etc.)

What major image of the social world underlies or is assumed in the writing?  Is society depicted/presented as interacting selves, like a machine, like an organism, or as the study or parts of it presented as a story.  Does the author take a critical stance, a cultural focus, one of social order, social control, or social construction?  Are face to face interactions or macro-historical forces stressed?   Once you’ve identified an overall image, can you link it to a major figure in sociology—e.g., Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Simmel, Goffman, Berger, Becker, etc.?  

Does the article/book/chapter/paper show an intimate acquaintance with a slice of life from the social world it is depicting or is it more of a cross-section of a larger entity?  In other words, how distant from the data is the author?

Does the author stress generalizations and patterned, normative behavior or unique, specific aspects of society or the subject matter.

What is the most general subject matter and the most specific subject matter within the reading.  How are these connected to the underlying image.

CONCEPTS (indicators, measurements, operationalizations)

What are the major categories in the writing and how are they defined and measured.  Is there a gap between the imagery (or abstract theory of the reading) and the definition of major concepts.  Look closely at major concepts/categories and note what is included, what is excluded? Is there a gap or connection between each category and how it is measured or operationalized, if it is indeed operationalized.  

What claim is made for the concepts—are they ideal types, generalizations, specific to a particular group or place, or what?

In the author’s use of concepts are labeled and used, is there a sense of praise or blame?  Or are they neutral?

Concepts as value or theory-laden; concepts as empirical generalizations; concepts as relational; concepts as being versus verby concepts.  

SAMPLING

If there is information about a specific social unit—e.g., a university--what population (and what rank—e.g., students, faculty, staff) was information gotten from.  

Where do the data presented in the reading come from (from what groups), who gathered it, and under what constraints or circumstances?  

If deviance is presented or discussed, is it presented as part of a total picture of society or as exceptional behavior.

If “criminal” activities or subjects are presented, what is included and what is not included?  Do the “criminal” concepts cover the full range of cases?

Is the sample representative?  What larger group does it represent?  Or is it a convenience sample?  Or something in between.  Who is represented in sample.

Follow guidelines from Second Thoughts text (Essay #1) to “trace data” presented in the article or book.    

LOGIC

What alternative explanations of subject matter are missing.  What did author not take into account?

Are Tables and Figures fully discussed and developed?  What’s missing?

Do conclusions follow from findings? 
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Grading opportunities:

Attendance………………………………………………………………………………  100 points.

In-class participation in exercises. ……………………………………………………  100 points.

In-class discussion.  Be ready to discuss assigned readings.  Use discussion questions at end of each chapter as guideline………………………………………………………………  100 points.

Some written-in-class work will be collected and either graded or considered a contribution to grade………………………………………………………………………………………  100 points.

In-class Quizzes over readings…………………………………………………………  100 points.

Paper to be written outside of class:  Choose either:………………………………...  200 points

Subculture paper, approx 5 pages, 

Or

             Paper on folk  wisdom saying, approx 5 pages 

Demonstrate working knowledge of contemporary sociological concepts (POSTMODERN, GLOBALIZATION, SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY, IDEOLOGY) by using these terms  in discussion and writings throughout semester.  This will contribute points to your total grade………………………………………………………………………………………. 100 points

Final exam will be in 2 parts:

The take-home part is to analyze critically and creatively a sociological writing of your choice, using Image, Concepts, Sampling and Logic as we have used throughout semester.  I will give you a list of specific questions to be used as guidelines.   This approximately 5 page paper is due the day and time of the final (Saturday May 3, 7:30 AM). ……………………… 200 points

The in-class part of the final will be to read and describe a numerical table, as we have done in class.  This should take no more than an hour on Saturday May 3, 7:30-10:00 AM…………………………………………………………………………………………   100 points   



Maximum total points…………………………………………………1100

