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Group Activities and Experiential-learning Exercises
Periodically, the American Sociological Association (ASA) commissions a task force to review the undergraduate sociology major. These reports can be accessed through the national website (www.asanet.org). One of these reports, issued in 2004, made several recommendations for organizing departmental curricula so as to emphasize deep learning. In brief, the 16 specific recommendations were intended to guide departments so as to ensure that all graduating majors will have in-depth exposure and practice in the arts and sciences of sociology as a discipline.
Six of these recommendations are of particular interest for those of us teaching the introductory courses. If students are to be given repeated exposure across courses in the theory, methods, and research findings of our discipline, surely this exposure should begin early. 

ASA Recommendations

1. Departments should infuse the empirical base of sociology throughout the curriculum, giving students exposure to research opportunities across several methodological traditions, providing repeated experiences in posing sociological questions, developing theoretical explanations, and bringing data to bear on them.
2. Departments should structure the curriculum of required major courses and substantive elective courses to have at least four levels with appropriate prerequisites.  At each succeeding level, courses should increase in both depth and integration in the major while providing multiple opportunities for students to develop higher order thinking skills and to improve their written and oral communication skills.
3. Within this four-level model, departments should also structure the curriculum to include one (or more) content area of substantive sequences which cut across two or more levels of the curriculum.  Departments should design sequences to develop students’ skills in empirical and theoretical analysis along with their knowledge about one or more specialty areas within sociology.

4. Departments should structure the curriculum to develop students’ sociological literacy by ensuring that they take substantive courses at the heart of the discipline as well as across the breadth of the field.

5. Departments should structure the curriculum to underscore the centrality of race, class, and gender in society and in sociological analysis.                

6. Departments should structure the curriculum to increase students’ exposure to multicultural, cross-cultural, and cross-national content relevant to sociology.
In what follows, I present several activities that I believe can be easily integrated into an introductory course preparation. Some I have used in my own classes and others have been recommended by colleagues.
 While each activity suggests specific applications, each is intended to be broad enough in scope to be applicable to multiple chapters commonly included in our introductory texts. For each I include information regarding the chapters I believe are particularly appropriate for the activity.

I also include an indication of the perceived level of difficulty associated with each activity, as I believe students would view them. I think it important to always remind ourselves that extra-curricular and co-curricular activities impose upon our students’ time, relative to traditional course work. Keeping this in mind is helpful when asking students to go beyond the normal level of involvement with a course.

For each activity, I present the specific goals that are being addressed by the activity. In most cases, several goals are being addressed. For simplicity sake, I used the following adapted outline to guide this assemblage of activities:
ASA Goals

Goal 1.  Infuse the empirical base of sociology throughout the curriculum:

· expose to research opportunities across several methodological traditions 

· provide experiences in posing sociological questions

· develop theoretical explanations

Goal 2.  Develop higher order thinking skills:

· opportunities to improve their written communication skills

· opportunities to improve their oral communication skills

Goal 3.  Develop general knowledge about one or more specialty areas
· develop skills in empirical and/or theoretical analysis. 
Goal 4.  Develop students’ sociological literacy

 

Goal 5.  Underscore the centrality of race, class, and gender
 

Goal 6.  Increase exposure to multicultural, cross-cultural, and cross-national content
In developing these activities, I was particularly concerned to ensure that new faculty be given enough preliminary explanation regarding community-based, experiential-learning activities. Too often we implicitly assume that professors either: (1) know how to teach well because they have seen good teaching, or (2) that they can learn to teach well because good teaching can be easily and quickly learned. In fact, both assumptions are wrong. Most graduate students today are still immersed in a model of graduate education that prioritizes significant research efforts, to the ignorance of intentional preparation for their future roles as educators. 
As to the latter, most experienced educators are intimately aware that good teaching requires extensive trial and error. What works for some, does not work for others. This applies just as much toward seasoned, professional educators as it does to new faculty. It also applies when applying the same tasks across different sections of the same course. And what worked in the past may not work in the present. Finding out “what works” requires multiple attempts at trying to make it work. In my early attempts at implementing service-learning projects into the courses I teach, I can honestly say that these attempts were both spectacularly messy, and yet wonderful experiences for most of the students and for me. 

There are two invaluable resources that I cannot recommend too highly. First, the ASA provides numerous teaching and academic resources through its website. At this site you will find manuals for nearly every course taught in our discipline that include sample syllabi and activities. In addition, there are manuals available for broader teaching and pedagogic issues.

http://www.asanet.org/cs/root/leftnav/teaching_sociology/teaching_sociology

Second, the ASA Section on Teaching and Learning ( http://www2.asanet.org/sectionteach/ )  maintains a TEACHSOC listserv where lots of talented and experienced educators “hangout” online, along with many new professors. I am continuously impressed with the teaching ideas and pedagogy that come through the TEACHSOC listserv. This is a site where many of us ask questions about possible ideas and get instant feedback from people who have tried them out. To join this email group, simply send an email to


teachsoc@googlegroups.com 
with the following command in the subject line:


subscribe  teachsoc  Your Name
Finally, at the departmental level, I strongly encourage us to intentionally allow new faculty to “take risks” with regard to learning to use active-learning exercises effectively. We should encourage faculty to learn to teach well, and we should reward the efforts involved in learning to do so. I was fortunate early on in my work to have department chairs, deans and teaching mentors who encouraged and rewarded these efforts, regardless of the immediate results. In the long run, it has made a world of difference for my students, and has made my work infinitely more enjoyable.

Activity 1:  Triangulation: Using Social Issues to Analyze Research Methods
Goals:

1.  infuse the empirical base of sociology;



2.  improve oral communication skills;



3.  develop skills in empirical and theoretical analysis
Difficulty level:
Hard
Applicability:
Chapters addressing social stratification, institutions.
Objectives:

· Develop an appreciation for “how” sociologists design research projects.

· Become familiar with multiple research methods.

· Practice working collaboratively.

· Make an oral presentation on the merits and disadvantages of using multiple research methods to study social issues.

In most sociology courses, it is common to assign a term paper, and then to allow the students to independently choose their own research topics and to develop their own literature reviews on a topic. Unfortunately, these term papers often end up focusing extensively on the social problem itself, rather than focusing on research processes. Thus, our students often do not develop an understanding of the actual ways in which social scientists conduct their research, nor do they develop a sophisticated understanding of the social sciences in general.

This assignment is intended to help students better understand sociology as a social science by requiring them to work in groups to evaluate several research manuscripts that use different research methods to address the same social problem. It can be used in any of the substantive area courses students might take, as well as in the introductory course. 

Setup:

At the beginning of the semester, you will need to have students self select into groups based on the chapter they would prefer to study (e.g., one of the institution chapters, or one of the inequality chapters). Once the students have chosen which chapter they are most interested in studying, you will then need to arrange them in groups of four or five students. The students should then be told to develop a term paper that analyzes current research on a specific social issue related to their area of interest. They should also be told explicitly that this project is not primarily about resolving social issues, but instead about analyzing the ways in which research is conducted in sociology. Each member of the group will be required to find an appropriate empirical study on the topic, but each member of each group must find an article that utilizes a different research technique from those used by other members of the group.

You will need to facilitate these projects by approving each specific topic before allowing the groups to begin searching for research manuscripts. This will ensure that the topic they choose is most likely to be found in the sociological research literature. This may also help some groups avoid focusing on too broad a topic. Since this is an introductory course, you will also need to provide a list of possible research methods that the students are likely to find. For example, they may find articles utilizing interviews, secondary analyses of existing surveys, focus group studies, observational studies, ethnographies, content analyses, historical analyses, social experiments, etc. Finally, you should also facilitate the learning process by suggesting to the groups a series of acceptable journals that are likely to include sociologically relevant, empirical studies, and a list of journals that include less commonly used techniques (e.g., Qualitative Sociology, certain content specific journals, acceptable interdisciplinary journals, articles available through InfoTrac, etc.).
Once the students have read their articles, they will then need to work collaboratively to develop a group (panel) presentation, for which they will focus primarily upon the different research techniques used to analyze the topic they chose, rather than focusing upon the selected topic, per se. As is common with oral presentation assignments, it is also helpful to have the groups submit brief, written outlines ahead of time so that you can help ensure their presentations are acceptable prior to their delivery to the class. 

The panel presentations should address the variety of research methods used in sociology, and discuss the ways in which different techniques tend to be related to the different goals associated with research projects. They might also analyze how the choice of research methodology is associated with different outcomes and/or conclusions. The following prompts can be used to frame the presentations:
Introduction

Why did you choose to study research in this particular institutional arena? What specific issue did you choose to focus your group’s work? Why did you agree upon this particular issue? What did you expect to find before you began the project? 

Methods of Analysis

What were some common objectives that guided each of you in choosing the specific articles you read? What specific hypotheses did your authors choose to explore? Which research methods did your studies utilize? Why did each author decide upon the research method they utilized? How did the methodology relate to the type of data collected? What statistical techniques were used to analyze the data? How did the methodology relate to the forms of analyses used to analyze the data? 
Discussion
Describe the similarities and differences in the papers. What advantages and disadvantages seemed to be associated with each technique? Develop an argument supporting the desirability of triangulation (e.g., using multiple research methods) in the analysis of social issues generally. Explain why multiple methods of research might lead to better and fuller understandings of the social issue. Using the specific topic your group chose, show how each method uniquely contributed to your understanding of the social issue. 

Activity 2:  Acting Affirmatively to Legitimate Campus Organizations
Goals:

2.  develop higher order thinking skills and improve written and oral 




communication skills;



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy.


5.  centrality of race, class, and gender in society and in sociological analysis;

Difficulty level:
Medium
Applicability:
The Stratification Chapters
Key Concepts:

Institutionalized Discrimination

Legitimation Theory




Affirmative Action



Role Taking




Rules of Inclusion/Rules of Exclusion



Objectives for Students:

· Develop an appreciation for the complex realities associated with institutional discrimination.

· Develop an understanding of how affirmative action policies are intended to work.

· Develop an appreciation for the intersections between race, class, and gender.

· Enhance critical thinking skills by negotiating a common agreement.
· Practice working collaboratively.

There is a certain synergy that manifests itself in most group activities. I prefer to maximize this potential rather than to artificially restrict it through excessive requirements. Nonetheless, because this is a controversial topic, I recommend using a stratified random sampling process to assign students to groups, rather than allowing students to self-select. The stratification should assure ethnic and gender diversity within groups. It is important to avoid racial or gender imbalance since this project involves a sensitive issue.
 

Some topics are difficult to teach, regardless of the talents of the instructor. I call these topics “political banners.” Affirmative Action is one such issue. By the time students arrive in college, they often have already resolved whether or not they support certain politically sensitive issues, such as affirmative action. These entrenched biases make it difficult for students to objectively analyze arguments surrounding such policies and practices, regardless of their perspectives on such topics. For example, I have found that despite extensive presentations on the federal guidelines by which affirmative action is intended to work, students on both the left and the right find it very difficult to explain how affirmative action policy is supposed to work. They also tend to do poorly on objective test items, regardless of their personal beliefs regarding this policy. 
The general objective of this assignment is to help students learn to critically assess politically sensitive social issues. In this exercise, I focus loosely affirmative action policies, by having the students create “rules of membership” that all campus organizations will be required to use. After the students are allocated to groups, each group must establish generic, but explicit rules of membership. This process of creating rules should be presented as creating the criteria by which it is considered legitimate to discriminate in the selection of potential members. Alternatively, this activity will require them to develop legitimate rules that “institutionalize discrimination.” These rules should be developed along two lines: “rules of inclusion,” and “rules of exclusion.” Social theorist Frank Parkins developed this idea from Max Weber. Most simply, rules of inclusion would focus on rules that determine who is eligible to become a member, and rules of exclusion would focus on who may be excluded from membership. 

Because students will probably prefer to avoid doing so, they should be told that for this activity, they are to take the role of the campus administrators who must create the guidelines for all organizations wishing to be eligible to receive university funds. Allow each group about 10 minutes to brainstorm the creation of at least five rules of inclusion, and at least five rules of exclusion. In this case, brainstorming involves having the students focus on enumerating ideas and items, without expecting them to formally discuss and negotiate each rule.
After the groups have established the rules, either: (a) allow each group another 10 minutes to specifically negotiate the rules into a coherent set of “Rules of Membership” for campus organizations to use as guidelines; or (b) allow the groups to briefly present the rules they established to the class.

Next, have the class develop consensus around a few mutually agreed upon rules of membership that could be used to evaluate the degree to which campus organizations might be discriminating in the selection of members.

At this point, the students have been focusing explicitly on the composition of student organizations. Only after the rules have been presented and discussed should the class openly evaluate the eligibility of some the following campus organizations for receiving federal, state and university funds. To do so, the instructor will need to gather baseline demographic information regarding the racial, ethnic and gender composition of the nation and the state as a whole, as well as data regarding the racial, ethnic and gender compositions for some of the following campus organizations:

the campus administration


the president’s council

the student life division

the faculty in general


each college’s faculty

several departmental faculties
the student body as a whole

the greek system in general
several fraternities & sororities

the Black Student Association

Latino-American Student Org. 
several athletic teams

student honor societies


academic clubs for students
etc.
The students should then reformulate their rules of membership to consider criteria for exceptions to the rules. They should determine whether or not there should be times when the rules can be ignored. They should specifically discuss when gender and racial imbalances are acceptable, and when they are unacceptable.
 They should specifically discuss what might constitute legitimate grounds for allowing racial, ethnic and gender imbalances to operate at the community level. They should consider whether or not “shared experiences and interests” can legitimate racial, ethnic and gender imbalances. Finally, they should be asked to determine: (a) under which conditions positive steps (e.g., “affirmative actions”) can be used to balance the racial, ethnic and gender compositions of the above organizations, and (b) under which conditions positive steps should be used to balance the racial, ethnic and gender compositions of the above organizations. 
After this exercise has been performed, students should be in a better position to (a) study affirmative action, (b) understand the goals associated with affirmative action legislation, and (c) objectively articulate the specific policies and guidelines associated with affirmative action.
Activity 3:  The Twenty Questions Assignment

Goals:

3.  develop students’ skills in theoretical analysis;



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy.
Difficulty level:
Easy

Applicability:
Chapters addressing socialization, interaction, and groups/organizations
Key Concepts:

socialization

self-concept


social structure




groups


presentation of self

statuses/roles




interaction

Objectives for Students:

· Develop an understanding of socialization and identity formation.

· Recognize the role of social factors in the development of self concepts and identities.

· Develop an appreciating for the significance of group memberships in framing our interactions with others.
· Enhance critical thinking skills.

This exercise is commonly used in sociology classrooms to help students recognize the degree to which their self concept is socially created. In brief, students are asked in class to answer the following prompt 20 times: 


1.    “Who am I? I am … ____________________________.”


.


.


.


20.  “Who am I? I am … ____________​_______________.”

Although it may seem simple, some students actually require a lot of time to complete this assignment. You should allow students enough time to complete the assignment (at least 5 minutes, if not more). After the students have completed the assignment, there are several approaches that can be used to analyze the results. 

Class Discussions
The most simple approach would be to have students focus their attention on how many times they identified themselves as being a member of a social group (e.g., brother, son, man, African American, college student, “fraternity,” etc.). Be sure to point out that when they give their last name, they are in fact identifying themselves as belonging to a small (family) group. In this case, you might have students see which common categories of identity are routinely shared (e.g., family member, status within the family, sex, ethnicity, place of residence, etc.), whether or not there appears to be a relative importance to the order in which types of groups are presented, and how often unique-individual attributes are actually offered. 

Alternatively, the students can be asked to analyze their responses to determine what proportion of the identities they offer represent ascribed v. achieved status group memberships. At this level, students can then be directed to discuss how these identities are used by others (particularly strangers) to guide their initial interactions with the student, and vice versa.

A slightly more sophisticated way to analyze the results involves coding the results into five categories: 


1.
Physical Characteristics




2.
Social Self (social roles, positions, and group memberships)



3.
Reflective Self (personal traits and qualities, like being a nice person)


4.
Oceanic Self (referring to a holistic sense of self, such as “I am one with nature”) 


5.
Other (those identities which are not easily assigned to the above)

The students would then calculate the proportion of responses allocated to each category. In this exercise, students can then work in groups to address the following prompts:

What do your results say about who we are? Do you see yourselves more in terms of the groups to which you belong (social self), or in terms of personal traits (the reflective self)? Does this pattern vary across your group members, or does there seem to be a common pattern? At the class level, are there ethnic or gender patterns? What does this suggest about young Americans today?
Finally, after having students analyze and discuss the patterns that emerge in the ways they tend to answer the question “Who am I?”, you might have students briefly address the seeming contradiction between being a unique individual on the one hand, and nonetheless identifying one’s self as belonging to a few commonly recognized groups. 

Activity 4:  Ethnography in the Classroom

Goals:

1.  infuse the empirical base of sociology; 


3.  develop students’ skills in empirical analysis.

Difficulty level:
Easy to Medium
Applicability:
Chapters addressing research methods, and possibly culture
Objectives for Students:

· Develop skills for using unstructured interviewing techniques.
· Develop skills for taking field notes.

· Develop an appreciation of the fluid nature of interviews.

Much of what transpires in our introductory classrooms represents the practice of teaching toward the mastery of meanings, content domains, and discipline specific knowledge. With regard to the introductory course, we are perhaps a little less intentional than we should be when it comes to teaching the “art and science” of doing sociology. To be taught as either an art or a science entails the teaching of disciplinary skill sets in order for our students to be successful both in their futures, and (hopefully) in subsequent courses they might take in our discipline. 
Teaching toward the development of an active “sociological imagination” must include explicit instruction in “how” to gather data; discussions of what sorts of data might be applicable to different types of research questions; and instruction on how to objectively look for patterns in the data we gather. At the same time, knowledge in the absence of practice is simply abstract knowledge. Thus, I believe we should be more intentional in providing our students with multiple opportunities to practice “doing sociology.” 
Regardless of our personal preferences and orientations toward the discipline, we owe it to our students to present as full a representation of the discipline as possible. One valuable skill set that our students can use in their future careers (whether or not they become sociologists) is what some might call the arts of interviewing and active listening. Learning how to ask a question and then listen intently to what others actually say is a valuable skill in almost every career path. 
If time permits, this activity can be done in pairs in the classroom. However, it may not yield as much information as would be generated outside the classroom. Alternatively, it can be done as a homework assignment. For this activity, you should provide each student with the following instructions: 
Notes to the students:

This is an exercise in ethnography. You will pretend to be a foreigner or “alien” anthropologist visiting or studying in the United States.  You are interested in the relationship that Americans have with their pets. As an outsider, with an etic perspective, you have quickly noticed that Americans are obsessed with their pets. Your task, as the foreign anthropologist is to “interview a native informant” and ask three simple questions:

1. What is your name?

2. Are you a native of the state of (Illinois)?

3. Do you own a pet?

Make sure to take good field notes, as you will be asked to report your findings to your classmates!

At the next class meeting, have each student present her or his findings. Keep track of the information on the blackboard in a simple table format.  You don’t have to write the names of each student, but keep track of questions 2 and 3 so that they can be easily tabulated.  

Once the data are collected, ask students to discuss the following aspects of the assignment:

1. the interview process itself;

2. the interpretation of the data;

3. some possible implications.

You and the students should find that much more data was gathered than the questions actually solicited. In unstructured interviews, respondents will often offer much more information than we initially request if allowed to interpret the questions as they see fit. In this exercise, your students should find that a single research question can lead to all sorts of other information that perhaps they had not initially thought about. Indeed, the responses given can often lead to entirely new lines of questioning, and entirely unanticipated findings. Some of this extra information may lead to further and possibly more interesting research questions and hypotheses for further study.  This is, of course, what happens in real ethnographic interviewing.

Obviously, this exercise can be made more or less complex. For example, you can modify it to have groups of students negotiate their own unstructured interview protocol. Alternatively, you can have groups of students assume responsibility for interviewing a specific number of respondents, and then have them collectively evaluate the results for patterns. However, the more complicated the exercise becomes, the more time you may need to invest in preparing the students, and the more time you will need to devote to debriefing the students regarding the exercise and your intended learning outcomes. 

Activity 5:  Are All Humans Created Equal? The U.S. Immigration Issue

Goals:

2.  develop higher order thinking skills; 


2.  improve oral communication skills; 


6.  increase exposure to multicultural, cross-cultural, and cross-national content.

Difficulty level:
Medium

Applicability:

Chapters addressing culture, stratification, immigration

Objectives for Students:

· articulate multiple perspectives on a social issue.

· develop a well reasoned solution to a social issue.

· develop an understanding of U.S. immigration policies, and offer a sophisticated critique of those policies.

Like affirmative action, abortion, marriage between homosexuals, etc., immigration is another political banner that everyone is familiar with, most have an opinion on, and few are willing to actively explore. While there are always a few students eager to present their views on the topic, most students tend to avoid discussions of politically sensitive topics altogether. Indeed, those who do discuss such topics are more often than not simply prepared to forcefully assert their opinion as right, rather than to “learn about” the issue. 

Immigration policy is nonetheless a significant, sociological issue. It clearly contains elements of legitimizing discrimination, prejudice, inequality, differential status before the law, etc. 

One of the fundamental rationales for including introductory sociology courses in the general education or core curriculum is their ability to help students develop their skills in critical thinking with regard to social issues. In this context, teaching students to think critically requires that they learn to articulate multiple perspectives on a given social issue. For this exercise, you might simply have them perform the activity as outlined below. Alternatively, you can randomly assign 10 of the students into two panels after completing the reading and writing exercise, and have the two panels debate the issue.

Although not required, this activity may be enhanced through lectures (or by having students read supplemental readings) addressing U.S. immigration policies (e.g., the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the national origin system of 1921, the Braceros Program of 1942, the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act, the Immigration Reform Act of 1986, the Illegal Immigration Reform and Responsibility Act of 1996, etc.).
Give the students a copy of a current news clip on immigration issues (see Appendix 1), and provide them with the following instructions:

For the students:

Please form yourselves into groups of four or five students. You have 30 minutes to (a) read the attached article, (b) discuss the questions below, (c) develop consensus as a group around an answer for each question, and then (d) write down a sophisticated, formal response to each question. The remaining time will be used for the groups to share their answers with the class.

1) Should immigrants be accorded some of the same right as citizens? If so, what are some of these rights? If not, why not?

2) Are there special rights that immigrants should be accorded, relative to citizens? If so, what are some of these rights? If not, why not?

3) According to our nation’s founding documents there are certain inalienable human rights that all people are entitled to. These specifically include life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In the context of old English laws, the pursuit of happiness was inserted as a reference to the right to pursue property (e.g., property rights) and the right to work freely, without government interference. Does this inalienable human right have application in the case study you just read? Why, or why not?

4) Can we allow our criminal code to change so as to accommodate different circumstances (e.g., should we allow for discretion), or must the laws apply equally to all persons, regardless of circumstance?

5) In the case where there are challenges regarding the potential violation of human rights, who should have the power to make decisions in such cases?

a) The national government?

b) The state or local government?

c) An independent panel?

d) The United Nations?

e) Another unit?

With modification, this critical thinking exercise can be used to develop discussions on numerous controversial topics. McKeachie’s “Inner-Circle” or “Fishbowl” techniques can be particularly useful in facilitating class discussions on controversial topics. After all students have participated in the group exercise and prepared their own notes, this approach involves selecting out a panel of 6 to 10 students (perhaps one randomly selected from each group) to form a panel (or inner-circle, using two concentric rings of chairs) to discuss their groups’ findings and perspectives. Because the selected students will be presenting group results, they are usually more comfortable doing so.

Activity 6: Calculating Relative Deprivation Levels

Goals:

2.  develop higher order thinking skills 



3.  develop skills in theoretical analysis;



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy; 



5.  centrality of race, class, and gender in society and in sociological analysis.

Difficulty level:
Easy to Medium

Applicability:
Chapters addressing the class stratification, work, family, race and ethnicity
Many traditional students are clueless about making ends meet in the “real world.” I've used the following budgeting activity to sensitize them to life after college, as well as the lives of poor people, and racial disparities in household income. 
As an in-class, “inductive” activity, I present a few scenarios, and have students examine relative deprivation and potential living conditions that may be associated with several income levels. One is a working poor budget. For this, I have them work with income levels that are just under the following federal poverty thresholds: family of three = $16,000; family of four = $20,600; and an elderly couple = $12,100. I also ask some students to work from a “median income” budget using the U.S. median income ($48,200). 

I assign 1/4 of the class to each budget, and then have them work in small groups (groups comprised of three or four students) to determine how they will spend their income. I provide fixed amounts for taxes (payroll taxes at 22%, sales taxes at 6%, etc.), I give them possible options regarding housing, health care, and other monthly items. After they've completed the budget, I have them form new groups comprised of three to four students - one student from each budget group - then have them compare the “life chances” of people living under the different incomes. This works best over two class periods. This “inductive reasoning” exercise should help students understand just how far an income will go, and help them get a sense of the relative sacrifices households are required to make depending upon set income levels.  
Alternatively, I've had the groups develop their budgets outside of class and then compare their findings in class.  In this form of “deductive reasoning,” they are to start with the general, and then determine the specific wages that are required to sustain a household. The group is required to contact realtors and landlords, utility companies, grocery stores, schools, childcare providers, social support services (e.g., local welfare offices, foodbanks, etc.) to determine the minimal costs associated with housing, utilities, food, education, clothing, etc. in the local community. They are to also consider the potential costs of eating out, having a computer, using cell phones v. land lines, cable television packages, etc. 

After they have gathered sufficient information regarding the typical costs of living in the local community, they are to consider the income and wage levels necessary to sustain a typical household. They are to assume the costs necessary to sustain a family of two, three and four individuals. They are to consider differences between single income and dual income households. Their earnings information can be broken down to monthly incomes, weekly incomes, and hourly wages. They are told to assume payroll tax rates of 22%. With regard to single-income households, they are to compute hourly wage rates assuming a 30-hour work week (single parent with childcare responsibilities), and a 40-hour work week. They are also asked to compute how many hours of work per week would be required at the minimum wage level to sustain a household (there are only 168 hours in a week). 
Finally, I have used this activity to compare the life chances of children growing up in different household incomes. I provide them with the following median income levels:

· $  52,423
White household


· $  31,969
Black household


· $  64,238
Asian household


· $  37,781
Latino household


Using this information, I have students reflect on the perceptions children in these households will have when they consider their own life chances and life styles, relative to their peers in the other households. An alternative is to have them first work with the budgets, and then second explain to them that these are median household incomes across ethnic groups.

Finally, another colleague has suggested assigning the groups a budget, and then having them create a photo essay of the things their income can buy. For example, once they have decided upon a rental or mortgage amount, have them take pictures of homes and apartment buildings in that range. They can take pictures of the stores their income will allow them to shop in, as well as what sorts of cars they can afford to make payment on. In a related sense, the location of the home will be associated with the sort of educational facilities their hypothetical children will have access to.

These activities have received very positive feedback. They help sensitize students to issues of poverty, relative deprivation, and class-based inequality. They can be used to begin conversations about social policy, to illustrate problems of social mobility, and to illustrate the status attainment model.

Activity 7: Content Analysis of Crime in the Media

Goals:

1.  infuse the empirical base of sociology throughout the curriculum;



1.  exposure to research opportunities across several methodological traditions;


2.  develop higher order thinking skills 



3.  develop skills in empirical and/or theoretical analysis;



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy; 



5.  centrality of race, class, and gender in society and in sociological analysis.

Difficulty level:
Easy to Medium

Applicability:
Chapters addressing the crime and deviance, research methods, the media

Objectives for Students:

· critically assess the available television media concerning crime 

· assess the types of crimes being presented.

· critically assess the picture of crime being presented.

· assess the accuracy of the information being presented.

· explain the impact of the picture being presented.

· understand how reality is socially constructed.

· understand how evidence may/may not sway opinion.

References:  

Surette, Ray.  2007.  Media, Crime, and Criminal Justice:  Images, Realities, and Policies, 3rd Edition.  Belmont, CA: Thompson Wadsworth.

Potter, Gary W. and Victor E. Kappeler.  2006.  Constructing Crime:  Perspectives on Making News and Social Problems (2nd edition).  Longrove, IL: Waveland Press, Inc.  

Materials Needed:

· multiple copies of local or national newspapers

· copies of top headlines from several online news sites 

· multiple copies of TV guide or movie listings.

The primary goals of this activity are to demonstrate to students a sociological understanding of how the media depicts crime, and to help them develop skills in content analysis. The exercise came directly from Surette’s test (Chap. 1), where he instructs students to look at the TV schedule, local movie listings, and local news. I have taken this idea and incorporated it into lecture as an active learning exercise.

This activity does take a good deal of class time to let students do a thorough analysis.  It is also important to make sure they can connect the exercise to what they have read (e.g., debriefing after the group discussions), which also takes some time in lecture. In my class, the students are required to read both Surette (Chap. 1), and Potter and Kappeler (Intro.) prior to the activity.

First, I have students divide into groups.  Then, I have each group look at:

· local TV scheduling

· movie listings

· local news

For each content domain, I have them:

· Count the number of shows (or news events) dealing with crime or justice

· Note content—what type of crime or case?

· Index those involving solving, committing, or punishing crime

· Look for evidence of over-reporting, such as media saturation, sensational stories, focus on violent crime, etc.

Upon completion of the extra-curricular assignment, the students are then allowed to discuss the results in the next class. 

In general, I have found that there is no shortage of information about crime available for this assignment. Indeed, it should be pointed out to the students that not all known crime is reported in the news media, and that which is addressed is rarely reported on equally. The crimes students analyze are likely to be high-profile, violent, and sensational.  Little media attention is directed toward property crime or white-collar-crime.  

After the students have discussed their group findings, you can lecture on crime myths that are perpetuated through these media depictions. I end with a discussion on the implications of being inundated with these particular images. 

Activity 8: Presentations of Multiple Selves
Goals:

2.  develop higher order thinking skills 



3.  develop skills in theoretical analysis;



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy; 

Difficulty level:
Medium

Applicability:
Chapters addressing the sociological perspective, social theory, social interaction
Objectives for Students:

· Students should be able to explain the relationship between the individual and society.

· Students should be able to explain how their ability to present their “true self concept” is created and constrained by the social settings in which they interact with others.
Key Concepts:

· Mead’s I v. Me

· Cooley’s Looking Glass Self

· Goffman’s Impression Managament

· Goffman’s Frontstage/Backstage
I am always surprised to find that some of the most basic, simple theoretical concepts can sometimes be difficult for students to grasp. In part, it is the abstract nature of theories themselves. For example, while I have read these “theses” too many times to count, my students are not in the least bit familiar with these ideas, much less accustomed to thinking about how these abstract ideas are relevant to understanding themselves as individuals. And trying to connect theoretical ideas to people more generally is even more of an abstraction.

At the same time, the students who enroll in our introductory courses tend to be young. Capitalizing on their youthfulness can often be refreshing and informative for all, including the professor. It can be quite fun to have students work in small groups and have them demonstrate their multiple selves in class. In essence, this involves using the old game of charades to let students demonstrate their understandings of theoretical concepts. 

With regard to Mead, you can have students work in pairs or small groups to present each self concept. One group takes the perspective of the “I,” which is the impulsive, inner-self. The other group would then represent the “Me” or socially restrained self. You can then present a scenario and ask the pairs to devise a quick skit to demonstrate the two different perspectives. The former group would present their initial reaction to the situation and what they would like to do, while the latter group would present the response they would most likely give, and explain why.

You can use the same technique to demonstrate Goffman’s impression management thesis and the frontstage / backstage thesis. I have found it even more enjoyable to allow the students to create some of the situations that are going to be presented (although I retain the veto right). For the most part, my students come up with some fun and cute situations that are easy to portray and explain. The last class recommended the following scenarios:

· How you act around your friends v. how you act around your parents. 
· How you feel about crying babies v. how you act in the presence of crying babies.

· How they act in class v. how they actually perceive the classroom routine

· The different costumes they have in their closets for different public performances

· How they act in church on Sunday v. how they act the other six days of the week

With regard to the frontstage / backstage concept, my students often like to talk about jobs they have had. While the typical example involves a waitress in the dining room v. the kitchen area, my students are quick to point out that this behavior is common in all work places that have a break room. Having them act out situations they have experienced can be fun.

As to the looking glass self, having them act out a dating ritual (a clean cut version, of course) can be instructive. You simply have a volunteer couple work very slowly and methodically through a clean cut version of a dating ritual. For example, you can start by having the guy initiate a symbolic gesture (an attempt to make eye contact, or a smile). You then ask the woman how she interpreted the gesture, ask her how she felt about it, and then have her emit a signal back. You then have the man interpret the signal, have him express his feelings, and then have him respond with another gesture with the intent of establishing rapport, and eventually a date. The main purpose is to show the complicated, tripartite aspect of each gesture.

Allowing students, particularly young students, to act out the dramaturgic perspective is generally a lot of fun. It is also very informative with regard to teenage culture. 
Activity 9: Social Problems and Social Institutions

Goals:

1.  infuse the empirical base of sociology throughout the curriculum:



1.  provide experiences in posing sociological questions



3.  develop general knowledge about one or more specialty areas



3.  develop skills in empirical and/or theoretical analysis. 

Difficulty level:
Hard
Applicability:
Chapters addressing the research methods, social institutions
Objectives for Students:

· explain how to develop testable hypotheses

· explain how to sample a populations

· explain how to create and administer surveys

· demonstate how to enter data into a spreadsheet

Arguably, sociology in the U.S. is premised upon expertise in survey research methods. Few students of sociology are able to avoid being exposed to quantitative analyses of statistical data, regardless of their personal preferences. We require proficiency in these techniques of all our graduate students, even those who conduct qualitative theses and dissertations. Given this state of the discipline, we might ask ourselves when should students begin learning how to conduct survey research? 

I believe the question is more than a rhetorical exercise. Of course they should be exposed early. And given the concerns I hear from colleagues who teach the statistics and methods courses, it seems we could do a lot more in the introductory course to prepare our students. While every introductory text begins by presenting key concepts and definitions (usually in chapter 1 or 2), by the time most introductory students reach the end of the semester, they have had little if any experience with actual research.

There are several really nice ancillary texts now available that we can use in our introductory courses. These texts guide students in the practice of analyzing data and generating results, and I certainly recommend their use. At the same time, I believe allowing students to develop and potentially answer their own questions will serve them better (by teaching them valuable skills), and better enhance their interests in pursuing sociology as a field of study. Being able to properly solicit answers from populations (even at a rudimentary level) makes more sense to me as a learning goal than being able to define research concepts on a test. 

For this activity, I am more concerned with the active creation of usable data than with the analysis of data and the generation of results. The goal is for students to gain experience developing a simple survey, and learning to enter data into a usable spreadsheet. 

Early in the semester, students should be broken into groups based on their preferences for the institutional chapters that will be discussed at the end of the semester (e.g., education, politics, religion, work, etc.). These groups are then to spend a week or two meeting to develop a series of hypotheses about people’s potential attitudes regarding issues involving that institutional arena.
 From these hypotheses, they are to develop a series of 8 to 10 questions. During this stage of the project, you will need to explain to them very basic aspects of survey research, much of which is included in the appropriate chapter of the text. You may need to include a brief presentation on question sequencing, use of scales, dichotomous variables, independent variables and dependent variables, etc. For the most part, however, the student groups are to simply develop their own brief surveys, and submit them when completed for your review (and possible revision).

Next, you will need to teach the students the basic techniques for developing a random sampling frame, or a stratified random sampling frame, using the university’s student directory or phone book. Because the primary goal for this activity is to learn how to gather data, the sample size is not terribly important. Instead, you should set the selection criteria so as to allow a reasonable sample size, of perhaps 50 to 100 respondents. You may also want to teach students how to ask questions so as not to bias the responses. 

Finally, once the data has been collected, you should teach your students how to enter the results into a spreadsheet of some sort, and have them learn to label and code the variables. They should also create a codebook, and submit both the codebook and the data after midterm. 

Should you choose, you can tailor this activity toward the chapters to be discussed at the end of the semester by analyzing the students’ data and presenting results in class during relevant class meetings. However, I would not require the students to do so. Because this assignment is premised more upon experiencing and learning how to conduct a survey than upon answering questions, I would recommend the grading be kept simple. Each student should receive credit for turning in a spreadsheet and codebook, and each should be evaluated for her or his level of participation in the group processes. The latter can be easily checked if the students use an online course software program to discuss the project and develop the survey instrument. Alternatively, you can solicit input from the group members regarding levels of contribution.

I believe this activity will not only teach students useful skills and knowledge, but will also help prepare them for subsequent courses in which they are asked to perform secondary analysis of data from other sources. Alternatively, in a hierarchical major, this project can be used as the springboard to a senior thesis, since all majors will have had initial experience in developing and administering surveys. In subsequent courses, they can be taught how to improve on these basic techniques to create better surveys, and usable results. 

Activity 10: You are Unique, Just Like Everyone Else

Goals:

3.  develop general knowledge about one or more specialty area;



3.  develop skills in theoretical analysis;



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy; 



5.  underscore the centrality of race, class and gender.

Difficulty level:
Medium

Applicability:
Chapters addressing culture, socialization, groups and social organization

Objectives for Students:

· Students should be able to explain the degree to which their personal identities are socially constructed.

Key Concepts:

Rugged individualism

ascription v. achievement


Attribution Theory

assertion v. assignment (see Cornell and Hartmann)


Socialization

Most college students today have been consistently taught to believe that through hard work and effort, Americans in particular can achieve the good life, can overcome adversity, etc. Most of our students will quickly assert that they are in college today primarily because of their own efforts. The following activities allow students to explore the degree to which they are unique individuals, and the degree to which they share roles and norms associated with pre-existing groups. 
Notes to students:

Step 1. Individual Essays
For this assignment, do not write your name on the essay. As you write, also be careful not to divulge any deeply personal or embarrassing information (e.g., “T.M.I.”) that you do not want to make public, as your list will be read and discussed by other members of the class.

Write a very brief narrative regarding your life history. For the first three items, present information about (1) your place of residence during childhood (e.g, urban, rural, suburban, town, city, country, farm, etc), (2) your social class background (parents’ education and household income), and (3) your gender.

Next, List about 15-20 sentences that outline your personal story, creating a brief timeline of events that have made you a unique person. You can list personal experiences, dispositions and personality traits that you believe define you as a unique individual, but make sure to tie those traits to events in your life history. 

For this exercise, you do not need to go into great detail, nor should you dig deep for “extremely unique” experiences. Simply make an outline about your life history and experiences. Provide enough information to help others understand how these experiences contributed to your uniqueness as an individual. 

Once the students have written about the personal backgrounds, collect their essays. At the next class meeting, you will assign the students to groups of four to six, or have the class work collectively to evaluate the responses they have given. 

HOWEVER, you should review the essays first to make sure there are no overly revealing comments. Second, you should review the essays to familiarize yourself with patterns that emerge. Prior to the next assignment, you will need to prepare an outline or table listing the common patterns of socialization that are represented by seemingly unique individual members of the class.

At the next class meeting, randomly assign students to groups or 5 or 6, and then randomly assign 5 or 6 essays to each group.  Provide the following guidelines:

Notes to students:

Step 2.  Group Assignment

As a group, analyze the personal narratives to look for patterns in the information provided. For example, critique each other’s narratives. Determine which attributes are uniquely individual, and which are associated with status group memberships. For example, do any of the responses seem to be related to socioeconomic class, or gender specific? Are there any attributes that seem to be related to ethnicity or religiosity? Are some of the attributes “high school,” or others related to being a new member of the adult world? Try to determine what proportion of the responses represent truly unique, individual attributes, and what proportion are most likely the result of memberships in certain groups or social categories. 
NOTE TO INSTRUCTOR: 

If the ethnic diversity of the class is insufficient, do not ask students to identify by ethnicity as it will be apparent to all members of the class which responses are attributable to the minority members of the class.

Activity 11:  Using the Sociological Imagination

Goals:

2.  develop higher order thinking skills;



2.  opportunities to improve their written communication skills;



2.  opportunities to improve their oral communication skills;



3.  develop skills in theoretical analysis;



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy; 



5.  underscore the centrality of race, class and gender.

Difficulty level:
Hard
Applicability:
Chapters addressing the sociological perspective, social theory, socialization, 




social interaction
Objectives for Students:

· Students should be able to explain the relationship between the individual and society.

· Students should be able to explain how personal identities are socially constructed.

The objective of this assignment is for students to develop a sophisticated understanding of how sociological concepts and theories relate to their lives. They are asked to write a medium length paper, and to make an oral presentation. Because of the complexity of this assignment, students should be given sufficient time to prepare. 

Instructions for Students

The Sociological Narrative

Key Concepts


socialization


agents of socialization


culture

 
values



beliefs 




norms




Theoretical Concepts


Cooley – 
the looking glass self


Mead – 
the social self (“me” v. “I”); stages of development of the self concept; 




the generalized other


Marx – 
“people make history, but often not the history of their choosing”


Giddens –
the duality of structure and human agency

Mills – 
The sociological imagination

This essay will allow you to apply the concepts and theories covered in class to your own lives.  You will write a narrative essay about your life experiences. You must answer all of the following questions, in any order you wish:
a. Who were the two most important agents of socialization in your life? Briefly discuss the characteristics of each of the agents of socialization and give examples from your life experiences of how they impacted your life.
b. What are some of the values, beliefs, and norms you learned from your family, peers, the mass media, school, or religion (e.g., a strong belief in education, religion is primary, or family comes first), etc. Give examples of values, beliefs, and norms you believe should be taught to individuals younger than you.

c. Discuss how you have been impacted by societal expectations regarding roles associated with gender, age, race, and sexual identity.
d. Does structure or agency best demonstrate your understanding of society, particularly regarding the life chances of individuals within a society? Explain your choice(s).
e. What are two major historical social changes that have most influenced your life chances (e.g., the women’s movement, the civil rights movement, affirmative action, increasing numbers of women in the workplace, September 11, 2001, etc.). Give a brief history of the two events and give examples from your life experiences to explain how these events personally influence you.

f.  In conclusion, discuss how using a sociological imagination allows you to understand yourself, your life chances, and your role in society.
You are expected to reference the key concepts and theories above in your paper. Paper should include a minimum of at least four FULL pages of text (not counting cover pages). Papers should be typed using Times New Roman, font size 12, double-spaced, with 1-inch margins. 
You will also need to prepare an outline for this paper, and make an oral presentation in class. Your presentation will focus on the role of history and social environments in creating social beings. Specifically, you will need to present C. Wright Mills thesis on the sociological imagination, and show how this perspective helps you understand your own life history, as well as the role of social environments in creating members of society. 

Activity 12: Ethnomethodology as a Tool for Discussions 
Goals:

1.  infuse the empirical base of sociology throughout the curriculum;



1.  exposure to research opportunities across several methodological traditions;


2.  opportunities to improve oral communication skills;


3.  develop skills in empirical analysis. 



5.  underscore the centrality of race, class, and gender;



6.  increase exposure to multicultural, cross-cultural, and cross-national content
Difficulty level:
Easy to Medium
Applicability:
Chapters addressing the sociological perspective, research methods, social 




interaction, deviance, culture.
Harold Garfinkel is credited with establishing ethnomethodology. Literally, the term ethnomethodology implies the objective study of the ways of people. In its application, ethnomethodology involves the intentional study of the “taken-for-granted rules” that govern social interactions. Social interactions are contingent upon the participants sharing meanings, or at least assuming that they share the same meanings behind the words being used. Sometimes however, these assumptions are inaccurate.

The following activities involve deliberate attempts to upset the daily rituals and routines of others in order to see how important implicit rules of behavior and implicitly shared meanings are to social interaction processes. Because we are dealing with violations of social norms here (e.g., deviant behavior), it is important that your student be made aware that they are NOT to break laws or violate other people. They are simply being asked to violate a very simple, normal, implicit, “taken-for-granted” rule of social interaction. In addition, should they perform this activity in a public setting (e.g., the mall or a store), they need to be aware that they are not allowed to disrupt business activities. They are simply studying social interaction as a process, and the taken-for-granted assumptions that people rely upon to make sense of their daily routines.

Examining Social Interaction and Deviant Behavior
There are several different strategies that you can use to help your students learn the degree to which our social interactions are dependent upon the “taken-for-granted.” In the context of social interaction, Garfinkel recommended that his students simply ask “what do you mean?” when engaged in an otherwise typical social interaction. When the other actors attempted to explain, his students were to keep asking “what do you mean?” His students reported that feigning stupidity was actually very problematic for the other actors, and quickly led to the complete breakdown of the interaction sequence. People often become frustrated and angry when required to explain themselves. You may have your students perform this exercise with their roommates or parents. Alternatively, asking a cashier to explain the “value meal” might work. However, you need to make sure that your students remember that they are studying the concept suggesting that social interaction is contingent upon the assumption of shared meanings, rather than focusing explicitly on the behaviors expressed. 

With regard to “taken-for-granted” behaviors or social norms, a colleague in graduate school required her students to violate simple norms as an extra-curricular activity. They were then to write a brief report and compared notes during the following class meeting. Some students did the traditional exercise of going home for the weekend and acting like a guest in their parents’ homes. A somewhat more industrious male decided to go to the cosmetics counter in an upscale store at the local mall and request a makeover. To his surprise, the cosmetician agreed to do so. However, when the student suggested that the color scheme was inappropriate, the interaction broke down. Alternative activities my students have recommended include not standing during the national anthem, males crying in the presence of others or crossing their legs, women acting like men, etc.

Examining Culture

The preceding activities assume a shared, common culture. In the context of race and ethnicity, however, assuming that all “Americans” share the same meanings, understandings and culture can be problematic. Unfortunately, most people, particularly young students, are reluctant to have such “difficult discussions,” especially when the lead prompt is something like, “what do you think?” Statements like this require 18 year old students to assume authority and to take ownership of their controversial beliefs. Many 18 year olds would simply prefer not to have such conversations publically.

Assuming you have a fairly diverse student roster, an alternative that I have found useful is to frame these discussions of race, ethnicity or gender in terms of an “ethnomethodological investigation” regarding the degree to which meanings are shared across groups. In so doing, it is the shared ideas found within groups that are to be presented, rather than the beliefs of specific individuals in the class. When students explore the assumed meanings, rather than each other’s authority, the process allows for all to benefit from alternative shared perspectives. This is a key component of teaching students to think critically.

Asking your students to negotiate a shared understanding for terms like discrimination (differential treatment), prejudice (pre-judgment), and racism can also be instructive. For example, many white-Anglo students assume we have made great strides as a nation in eliminating discrimination via legislative acts like the Emancipation Proclamation, the 13th, 14th and 15th amendments, the Civil Rights Acts, the Equal Pay Act, Affirmative Action, Desegregation and Integration Laws, etc. In contrast, students from other ethnic identities are less likely to agree regarding the degree to which discrimination has been significantly eliminated in everyday life.

Alternatively, asking students to discuss the history of race relations in the United States can help them understand the role of social structures in historically limiting opportunities for ethnic groups to participate in society fully. Knowledge of U.S. history is often contextualized with regard to groups. For example, Columbus Day has very different historical meanings for Puerto Rican, Dominican and Cuban students, relative to White-Anglos and most African Americans. Similarly, the battle at the Alamo in San Antonio, TX is interpreted differently by Americans of Mexican descent, relative to other Americans. 

At a more basic level, the meanings of words like American, African American, Latino, Hispanic, Italian American, Irish or German American, Chicano, Puerto Rican, Mexican American, Black, White, Caucasian, Anglo, etc. are clearly value-laden, in the context that culture implies shared values. Teasing out the significance of these group identities can be helpful in teaching respect for the rights of groups to assert their own identities and meanings as opposed to being defined by others (cf. Cornell and Hartmann 2007). 

Preface to Community-Based Learning Activities
Goals:

2.  develop higher order thinking skills and improve writing skills;


3.  develop students’ skills in empirical and theoretical analysis; 


4.  develop students’ sociological literacy; 


5.  underscore the centrality of race, class and gender.

Difficulty level:
Hard

While several specific activities are presented below, it is very important for instructors to understand the essential components of using off-campus, experiential-learning activities to enhance academic learning in the classroom. For our purposes here, I am not referring to “service-learning” projects. Service-learning projects generally involve ongoing activities that occur in addition to the routine classroom activities. Service-learning often involves engaging students in on-going, off-campus (e.g., community-based) service projects in order to facilitate academic learning outcomes. Studies of service-learning effectiveness have demonstrated that success in terms of learning outcomes is usually associated with a minimal commitment of at least 20 hours of on-site activity, and requires ongoing “reflection activities” be administered throughout the semester. 
Beyond the course content itself, service learning also is associated with non-discipline specific learning outcomes, including goals such as enhancing personal, social, and civic responsibility; increasing the probability of participation in community service after college; reducing latent prejudice and xenophobia; and learning outcomes associated with the ‘liberal arts’ tradition. Should you be interested in exploring this pedagogy, there are many good sources available for developing serious, highly successful, community-based, service-learning projects.
 I strongly recommend you examine the extensive literature and web-based resources available prior to attempting to implement a service-learning project. These resources will save you much time, and much grief.
That being said, not all community-based, experiential learning exercises must be done “extensively” and “intensively” to be successful learning experiences. Indeed, my initial attempts at creating service-learning activities were quite chaotic and in hindsight, poorly done in the context of service-learning expectations. Nonetheless, they were still valuable experiences for the students and the agencies they served. I too learned a great deal from my early “mistakes” at using community-based service projects to demonstrate sociological principles. I think they were successful in large part because my objectives, expectations, and learning goals were very simple and explicit. 

For many contemporary college students, poverty, race and ethnicity are awkward concepts to negotiate. With regard to ethnicity, some majority students fear that they might be falsely accused of being racist if they say something wrong, or that others might assume them prejudiced if they discuss differences between ethnic groups. Some minority students are afraid to discuss race and ethnicity because they might be perceived as exceptional or bitter or angry if they relate instances of discrimination or the degree to which racism really matters in their lives. Perhaps the difficulty in discussing race and ethnicity has been fostered over the past two decades by a growing belief that we as a nation can become truly color-blind, particularly if we simply stop talking about race and ethnicity. 

Alternatively, the amazing degree to which for-profit, corporate-owned, electronic media have taken the lead in defining cultural “reality” for us may have the ironic effect of making us less sensitive to reality, and ultimately unaware of the actual lives real people live in “the real world.” Beyond programming, contemporary students simply spend more time being informed by these media than students in the past. In any case, I have found that many first year students have little experience actually negotiating race and ethnicity. In such cases, race is more of a theoretical construct represented in music and television programming, than a representation of lived realities. 

With regard to poverty, many college students are simply ignorant (in the literal sense) of the lived experiences of poor people. We as a nation have become very intentional in teaching our working class and middle class children to be self-reliant, rugged individuals. Almost by inference, poor people are then assumed to be personally responsible for their misery (e.g., Ryan’s victim blaming), or simply lacking the initiative and motivation to pull themselves up (e.g, the culture of poverty thesis). These beliefs ignore the reality of people who actually try to be responsible in a completely deprived economic and social opportunity structure. 

Certainly, the high degree of segregation we experience in our social lives doesn’t help either. For example, our neighborhoods, schools, religious organizations, etc., are all increasingly segregated by race, ethnicity, and class background. At a previous institution, my students were disproportionately white-Anglo (85-90%). Many of these students grew up in either suburban neighborhoods or rural towns where few if any people of color lived. My students routinely reported that they had never actually had many racial experiences because most of their towns and neighborhoods were almost completely segregated. For these students, race was in fact a theoretical concept, defined more by beliefs about what should be, rather than being defined by how race is differentially experienced. And as we all know, in relative terms, very few poor children actually make it to our classrooms. 

Tucked away in our classrooms, our discussions of the linkages between urban poverty, ethnicity, and the nexus between the two often represent what C. Wright Mills might call pessimistic depictions of “abstract empiricism.” Our textual presentations of poverty are also of little help in this regard. Poor neighborhoods are too often portrayed as hopeless, helpless places, where people are forgotten. These people are almost always represented as people of color, which is of course, a truism. This truism unfortunately ignores the complex realities and relationships between urban life and poverty, between ethnicity and relative deprivations. Too often we fail to consider the instructive value our students might find in actually studying grassroots-level community initiatives. Unless we expose our students to the reality of poverty in all its forms, these naïve biases go unchallenged, and they are thus ill-prepared for careers in the human services fields. 

Prior planning is the most important factor to consider if you wish to use the community to demonstrate sociological principles. In many cases, it will take at least a few days to make sure potential community partners are willing to participate, and to arrange site visits for your students. In most cases, I have found community-based learning actually requires several meetings with the community partners. During these preliminary meetings, you will need to spend time making sure you and the community partner both clearly understand each other’s purpose for the activity, and the processes by which the students will be integrated into the activities of the community agency. 
At a minimum, your partner and you will both need to be clear regarding: 
a. each other’s needs;

b. each other’s responsibilities; 
c. the students’ learning objectives associated with the project; 

d. the nature of the activity that may be undertaken by the students; 
e. the roles that the students will assume while on site; 

f. the level of supervision that the site supervisor will be able to provide; 
g. who will assume responsibility for intentionally facilitating the specific learning objectives. 
You will most likely also need to run through the activities yourself to anticipate what range of outcomes might possibly occur. In short, prior planning is important to the success of any community-based learning opportunity. 
 If you are unable or unwilling to prepare sufficiently, you probably should not require a “spontaneous foray” into the community. 

I find it important to constantly remind myself that these activities are supplemental to the course: in the final analysis these activities are intended to augment my teaching abilities just as much as they are intended to enhance the students’ abilities to learn. Since the purpose of this activity is to facilitate the learning of sociological principles and insights (both of which can be taught in the absence of these community-based activities), I find it helpful to begin by asking myself what it is I specifically want the students to learn. After all, the primary purpose for using the community is to teach “something.” You need to be clear regarding what specific learning outcomes you believe should occur for each and every student who participates in this guided activity. 
You should next ask yourself what variety of teaching methods would work to teach that concept or skill. Usually, there are several ways to teach content or skills. Obviously readings and lecture (the staples of higher education) can be used to teach. So too can extensive classroom discussion. So too can observation and reflection. In this context, you may consider performing a simple costs-benefits analysis from the students’ perspectives, since you will be asking them to go beyond their routine student expectations. Only when you are clear regarding what you want your students to learn, and clear regarding why using the community might be more-or-less effective, should you consider investing in a community-based, experiential learning activity. 
Once you have decided to use the community to teach sociology, then you need to decide how you will assure students learn what you intend for them to learn. Because the community is not a controlled laboratory, we would simply be wrong to assume all students will experience the same social setting the same way. In addition, we would be completely wrong if we assumed that any student participating in the chosen project will “spontaneously” get the same results. 
One of the best insights from the service-learning pedagogy is the recognition that all attempts at community-based learning should include intentional and facilitated opportunities for students to reflect upon their activities, and thereby learn course content. When students intentionally reflect upon what they are observing and how their observations inform the content being learned in the classroom, we begin to connect the service to learning. Indeed, one of the common sayings among service-learning practitioners is that “reflection represents the hyphen between service and learning.” 
Students need to intentionally reflect upon their unique experiences and to have opportunities to intentionally compare their experiences collectively.  They need to reach consensus on the meaning of the activities they observed or participated in, as these relate to course content. Beyond achieving consensus, the instructor also needs to actively facilitate class discussions regarding the experiential activities to ensure that all students understand how the activities explicitly relate to the course contents that the instructor initially hoped to teach through observation and/or participation. 

Reflection activities can take several forms:

a. Journaling – this activity involves students keeping an ongoing journal in which they report on their observations each time they participate in the project. For our purposes, the journaling activity associated with the activities below should be seen as a highly-structured essay assignment, since by definition here, there will not be a series of journal entries. 
I generally model my students’ journal entries upon teaching skills that are used in the helping professions (e.g., counseling, social work, etc.). I require students to record journal entries in three sections. First, I require an objective description of the event, including the date, time, location, etc., as well as a very objective (e.g., “just the facts”) description of the activities they observed firsthand.  Second, I require them to write a more extensive, subjective interpretation of what they believe are the sociological causes of the behaviors they observed. In this context, I ask them to attempt to directly relate course related concepts to the activities they are trying to explain. Third, I also ask my students to develop a personal response, in which they are allowed to reflect on how the activity influenced them personally, and to discuss any emotions or feelings they associate with the experience. In this section, the students should also discuss what they have learned as a result of the exercise. They should explain how the experience informs the course content, and vice versa. This three stage model is intended to help students learn to tease out the objective from the subjective and affective. 
b. In-class discussions – I have found that in-class discussions are essential to achieving a common interpretation of shared experiential activities. Usually these discussions require little initiation. Assuming the experience was meaningful, simply asking the class as a whole to discuss what they saw will often get the discussion started. Once the students begin discussing freely the specifics of what they saw, the instructor needs to do two things. 
First, be sure to actively listen for “unique” observations that may need to be interpreted sociologically. In the context of inductive reasoning, young students often must be guided in the use of anecdotal evidence with regard to making broader generalizations. Unfortunately, young students have a tendency to go off on all sorts of tangents, many of which conclude with victim blaming, or the resolution that little can be done to resolve social problems.  For example, they may begin with an assumption that in general, the community at large is healthy, and then upon observing the lives of poor people, conclude that the problem resides within the poor. In short, students need to be taught explicitly how to avoid “blaming the victim” (cf. Mills 1959; Ryan 1971). 
Second, the instructor will need to monitor the discussion so that enough time can be devoted to the actual, intended learning outcomes. Because each student can be expected to experience and interpret the setting uniquely, it is important that the class discussion end where the instructor wishes it to end. If common learning outcomes are to eventually be assessed, it is only fair that the students be told explicitly what the intended learning outcome was.  
c. Essay assignments – It is quite common to require students to write a reflection essay after completing the activity. These can be done as homework assignments or in class following the activity (assuming all students complete the activity at roughly the same time). These exercises can also be very useful for initiating class discussions. These extemporaneous exercises done at the beginning of class steer students toward key concepts that are to be developed in class.
Some instructors may wish to use these assignments as graded assignments, although this assumes that the activity itself is sufficient to inform the students (in lieu of class discussion and prior reflection opportunities). At the midrange, you may simply find it sufficient (given that this is a one-shot activity) to give students credit for completing the assignment, without assigning letter grades. While these essays do not always have to be graded, it is important to provide each student with some form of direct feedback regarding their write-ups. You should recognize that the students have made significant investments in the project (relative to traditional course work). Indeed, students may well expect to receive some form of credit for their efforts. On the other hand, evaluating the written work is the best way to make sure each student achieves the intended learning outcome.

d. Term papers – In the context of short-duration, community-based learning activities, these assignments are more effective when viewed as supplementing a larger project. If the students have a couple opportunities to visit the site (or make multiple visits to multiple sites), the site visits can be viewed as opportunities to gather data (e.g., observations, interviews, field notes, etc.). In such cases, students need to be granted ample time to explore more fully the sociological literature relating to the issue. 
I have found that these terms papers often work very well in the context of group projects. Students can work collaboratively to explore multiple sites, or take turns observing the same site. The quality of these term papers are often much better than a collective of individual papers. 
For the exercises that follow, I focus on one-shot, short-duration projects that require the student to go off campus to observe social processes in their natural settings.

Activity 13: Talking the Talk 
Applicability:

Chapters addressing culture, ethnicity and race, class stratification, 





community

One project that I have had success with over the years involves allowing students to visit a site and meet with grassroots-level community leaders. Community activists can be found in most urban and ethnic neighborhoods. This activity is very helpful for our students to develop a fuller understanding of the experiences of poverty. If students of sociology are to overcome their untested prejudices regarding poverty, they need to challenge these sentiments and beliefs firsthand. 
You will need to initiate contact with community organizers and activists in poor, urban or ethnic neighborhoods. I have always found community leaders in the churches that serve urban neighborhoods. Church elders are by definition community leaders, and are often very effective informants with regard to the activities and experiences associated with these communities. They are often more than willing to talk with college students about the neighborhoods they serve. 
The presentation itself should include information about how the neighborhood is organized (formally and informally), what community and not-for-profit agencies serve the neighborhood, what activities are available to the children, the elderly, etc. You may also want to include a social worker, parish nurse, public housing representative, etc. If at all possible, I strongly recommend you include residents of the neighborhood, since residents are the most knowledgeable informants with regard to what actually goes on in the neighborhood. 

This often works well since the students have the opportunity to drive into the neighborhood, and because time limits can be less rigid. Serving snacks can also breakdown the informal barriers that may arise when middle class, Anglo kids are asked to attend a presentation in an ethnic village, or in a poor neighborhood. If a site visit is not possible, you can always ask community leaders to make class presentations. Should you do so a classroom based activity, you should plan on devoting a full session to the presentation and be clear to inform the speakers that you intend to allow at least half the time for questions and answers.

Activity 14:  Walking the Walk
Applicability:

Chapters addressing culture, ethnicity and race, class stratification, 





community

As an alternative to simply meeting with community leaders, you might consider allowing your students to actually participate in the life of ethnic neighborhoods and poor communities. This should best be viewed as a follow-up activity from the previous activity, although if well organized, it can work well by itself.
Again, you will need to plan well in advance, and meet a few times with community leaders to plan the visit. You should try to arrange for your class to be guided through the neighborhood by residents of the neighborhood. This will allow your students to talk with residents directly, and ask direct questions about what it is like to live in the neighborhood. I have found it best to start the tour with an initial gathering session in which the community leaders meet with the students to discuss what will take place and what they may see as they walk through the neighborhood. 
The walkthrough itself should take at least an hour, so as to allow the students to acclimate to the tour. Many young college students may initially be fearful of venturing into new places, and it can take time for these fears to subside. In addition, the longer the tour, the more likely the students are to ask questions, especially shy students. 
Once the walkthrough is finished, it is important to have a debriefing session. This should take at least a half hour (if not longer), so that students and community leaders can follow-up on their observations. In the next class meeting, it is equally important that the instructor facilitate the linkages between course content and shared observations and experiences, so that students will be clear regarding what they should have learned from the experience.

Activity 15:  Domestic Violence / Homelessness
Applicability:

Chapters addressing family, social stratification, gender, poverty 




Depending on your preferences, you may consider having your students break into groups, and conduct studies of different human service agencies in your community. Domestic violence centers and homelessness shelters represent two of the most important community resources found in our communities. Most of these facilities are over-utilized and yet underappreciated for the humanitarian work they do. Most are underfunded, and reliant on private contributions and gifts. Most are also overlooked despite their potential for helping students understand social problems. 
You will need to make contact with the shelter director(s) first, to make sure their facility is able to host your students. If so, then your students will need to meet with the shelter directors a couple times to learn about the organization, how it operates, how it receives its funding, and what rules clients must follow, etc. While your students may want to interact directly with the clients, they should not be allowed to do so. Most recipients of these services are not in a position to discuss their personal stories. Indeed, some are ill prepared to do so with professional counselors. Their privacy rights are also more important than our students’ needs. Finally, most clients are not generally knowledgeable about the social problems that are being studied by our students. 

That said, you might nonetheless have your students develop projects that allow them to serve the needs of the clients. Two projects have been particularly successful for my students over the years. First, they have had success collecting and distributing personal hygiene goods for the clients of these shelters. We tend to forget that people generally arrive at these shelters with no personal possessions. Soaps, shampoos, toothbrushes, toothpaste, etc. are often in very short supply. Second, my students have had some success working with shelters to provide game nights for kids, so that the parents can have some time away from parenting. While it may not seem like much, time for oneself is often in short supply as well. 

These service projects have the added value of allowing our students to observe firsthand what life in the shelters is like without being overly obtrusive. They also allow our students to develop an empathetic understanding of the circumstances that surround abused women and their children, and the daily conditions that the homeless experience. 
Upon completion of the project, the groups should be prepared to submit a group term paper that describes the specific human services agency they studied. One framework that may be useful is to have the groups develop an “open systems model” of the organization they studied. For example, they could begin by describing the formal organization of the agency, the general purposes served by the agency, the specific services provided to the clients, etc. They could discuss the system’s “input” and what happens when clients leave the agency (e.g. “output”). They could study the organization’s “environment” to learn about social factors in the community that produce a steady stream of potential clients, the roles of other community and state organizations that exist in the agency’s environment and influence it, etc.
Activity 16:  Formal Organization and Social Service Agencies
Applicability:

Chapters addressing groups and organizations, health care 

After graduation, many sociology students find employment in “the helping professions.” Some become state employees and work in a host of formal social service agencies, while others will find jobs in the private, not-for-profit sector. They might work as counselors in group homes for special needs populations, as case workers with the unemployment office, as case managers with various local and state social services agencies, as one-on-one aides in the public schools, etc. Thus, it is often helpful for our students to be exposed early to the types of jobs where college graduates with sociology degrees often find employment.

For this exercise, you should have teams of students select a unique human services agency that is dependent upon the state or federal government for most of its operating funds. At the state level, they might wish to study the local welfare office, unemployment office, etc. Alternatively, most group homes for individuals with developmental disabilities are dependent upon government funding sources, whether or not the organizations are private or public, for-profit or not-for-profit. Sheltered workshops also depend extensively upon local, state and federal funding. 

Your students should contact a relevant agency and set up a formal meeting with the director. At that meeting, the students must learn about the organization’s mission, goals, organizational structure, and practices. They should also ask about the possible roles other external government agencies play in the organization’s routine operation. After learning about the agency’s formal operating procedures, the students should then interview case managers or counselors who provide direct services to clients. They should ask about the amount of discretion case workers have when working with clients. Finally, the group members should visit the site (at least once each) and unobtrusively observe interactions between clients and staff. 

Each group should then write a brief evaluation paper that includes the following information:

1. a cover page, indicating the site and the group members;

2. an introduction, where they objectively describe the program, its goals, aspects of its organization, and their roles in the organization;

3. a discussion of several specific strengths they observed;

4. a discussion of several specific weaknesses they observed; and

5. a series of recommendations (as well as their rationale) for improving the delivery of services. 

I usually require these group reports to include between 5 and 10 pages of actual text (e.g., the cover page does not count). Because this model involves a direct analysis of the workplace, I think it is particularly fitting and appropriate that all members of the group share in the same final grade. 

Occasionally, I tell students that their reports will be stripped of names, and then shared with the agency at the beginning of the next semester. This model works particularly well since: (a) the students tend to take the work more seriously when they feel their input is valuable, and (b) the agency is able to receive informal assessment which they can either accept or ignore.
It is also helpful to have the groups make brief presentations in class toward the end of the semester. This can serve multiple purposes. First, it helps all students learn about the varied nature of social service agencies where sociology majors work.  Second, it can be instructive should you choose to compare and contrast formal organizations with informal/communal organizations.
Activity 17:  Examining the Role of Religion at the Community Level

Goals:

1.  infuse the empirical base of sociology throughout the curriculum:



1.  exposure to research opportunities across several methodological traditions, 



2.  develop higher order thinking skills



2.  opportunities to improve their oral communication skills



3.  develop general knowledge about one or more specialty areas



5.  underscore the centrality of race, class, and gender



6.  increase exposure to multicultural, cross-cultural, and cross-national content

Difficulty level:
Medium
Applicability:
Chapters addressing the research methods, religion, social organization 




functionalism
About 80% of college students have a religious background, in the sense that they believe in some form of higher power, and were at some point affiliated with a religious organization. During the college years, these numbers decrease substantially in terms of actual practices, but in the middle years, most will return to the religious traditions and practices. 

Sociologists routinely suggest that the role of religion is to provide answers to questions that cannot be proven true or false. For example, what becomes of us after our bodies die? Is there a higher order or power that can help us determine what is right and what is wrong? Should we intervene in the suffering of others? Is it just or sinful to accumulate more wealth than we can use? Unfortunately, the “separation of church and state” thesis often leads us away from discussions of religion, rather than toward a richer understanding of the role of religion in the lives of people. And yet sociology is premised upon the objective study of the lives of people, and religion is a big part of most peoples’ lives.

Most textbook presentations on religion explore the organization of religions, and the diversity of beliefs. In other words, while people experience religion at the micro-level, our texts usually present religion at the macro-level. On the other hand, there is a relevant, meso-level of analysis that can be very instructive regarding the role of religion in peoples’ lives that can avoid the dilemma of separating “church and state.” 

One way to explore the role of religion in the lives of people is to examine the roles of local congregations serving the local community. For this activity, you should ask your students to sort themselves into affinity groups, based on religious background. For those that express no preference, allow them to either (a) choose a religious tradition they would like to examine, or (b) develop a group that will explore the federally-funded, faith-based initiatives.

Have the class develop a common interview protocol, using open-ended questions. Once the common instrument is developed, the students are then to contact local congregations, and interview the relevant church leaders. In general, the groups are to explore the relationships between the congregation and its immediate environment (e.g., the community that actually surrounds the building) as well as its broader relationship to the community in general. The students should also examine the forms of community service that the congregation supports through its contributions of money and volunteerism. The students should ask about any programs the congregation offers for its members as well as non-members of the church (e.g., children, the elderly, etc.). 

Once the class reaches the chapter on religion, each group should then be prepared to make a brief presentation on the religious group they chose, and discuss how that organization provides tangible (i.e., non-spiritual) services to the local community.  

This activity should help students develop a better appreciation for the role of religious groups in supporting the local community through their volunteer services. These services are often invisible unless we look for them. The students should also develop a better understanding of the difference between formal organizations that are established to accomplish explicit, measurable goals, and informal or “communal” organizations that tend to focus more on serving the general well-being of the community (as opposed to specific, measurable goals). As such, they should learn to recognize alternative functions served by the religious institution.

Observations in the Commons

Goals:

1.  infuse the empirical base of sociology



2.  develop higher order thinking skills and improve oral/writing skills;



3.  develop students’ skills in empirical and theoretical analysis; 



4.  develop students’ sociological literacy; 



5.  underscore the centrality of race, class and gender.



6.  increase exposure to multicultural, cross-cultural, and cross-national content.

Difficulty Level:
Medium

Applicability: 
Chapters addressing socialization, social interaction, race and ethnicity, gender, 



aging.
Arguably, the mall has become the public commons of our society. Because malls sometimes represent a cross-section of the community, observing different aspects of human behavior can be easily orchestrated. In brief, the activities below involve having students work in pairs (or triads) to unobtrusively observe social interaction and behavior in malls. They learn to use non-participant observation techniques to study social interaction. They also learn to work collaboratively to establish inter-coder reliability regarding the observed behaviors. 

These projects are very simple, and often enjoyable. You should tell your students that they will be expected to go to the mall in pairs or triads. Further, they are to go at least three different times, which reflect three different points of time. In general, they should go during the morning hours, afternoon hours, and evening hours. 

At the mall they should find a centrally located bench, and sit together for an hour. During the hour, they are to observe people interacting. They should be unobtrusive in the sense that they are not to explicitly record field notes while visibly in the field. They should also take care not to point at people, nor talk loudly so passer-bys can hear. While they should certainly talk about what they are observing, they are to wait until they are out of site to explicitly negotiate a consensus about what they observed and record their field notes.

More generally, they are to passively observe how different groups of people interact with or respond toward the presence of other groups of people. At the conclusion of each hour, they are to then take time to immediately record their observations, which will ultimately be discussed in class.
Activity 18: Race in the Commons

In the context of race and ethnicity, have some of your students specifically observe how white-Anglos respond to presence of non-Anglos. Alternatively, have other groups observe how different non-Anglo groups interact with or react to the presence of white-Anglos. Each dyad or triad however should only focus on one directional relationship to simplify their task.
Specifically, they are to look for subtle and not-so subtle behavioral cues that might suggest the existence of prejudices in the group they are observing. They are to also look for any behavioral cues that in hindsight might be seen as discriminatory (e.g., exhibiting differential treatment toward others on the basis of group membership). 
Immediately after leaving the site, they are to record their observations, and seek out any patterns that seem to emerge. When in doubt, they will need to negotiate an agreeable interpretation regarding the observed behaviors (e.g., inter-coder reliability). The students should be informed that their field notes will serve as the basis of a subsequent class discussion, in which the class collectively attempts to discern patterns characterizing interactions on the basis of race and ethnicity.
Activity 19: Gender and Sexuality in the Commons

This same activity can be used to observe subtle and not-so-subtle gendered behaviors and interactions in the mall. Simply observing and then comparing male-typical activities with female-typical activities can be useful for analyzing gender-differentiated behavior. For example, watching how women v. men shop, relative to watching men and women shop together, may exhibit patterns associated with gender socialization. 

I have found that college students are often truly shocked at just how explicit the sexual mating rituals of high school and middle schools students are when actually observed. Alternatively, having students observe different age groups with regard to intimate behaviors can be informative with regard to gender socialization as it relates to age group statuses. This process can also be structured to have the students develop a code sheet listing possible intimate behaviors, and then have them record whether or not these behaviors are observed in a randomly selected set of couples who pass by (e.g., every tenth couple). They can record the apparent age, look at ring fingers (to see if the couple appears to be married or not), record the presence or absence of children, etc.

Alternatively, the students may want to perform these observations in a restaurant. However, they will need to work with management to set up an observation station, since restaurants are explicitly dependent upon sales. 

Activity 20: Growing Old in the Commons
Unlike race and ethnicity, one advantage of studying the aging process is that in many ways there are fewer social “taboos” against discuss aging with the elderly. Most elders like to talk about their lives. They are also willing to talk about growing old. This is ironic, in that our students often do not like to talk about getting old. Most students do not think of themselves as getting older, and more generally, do not anticipate death and dying. They often avoid finding out about the aging process, assuming that the elderly are different from themselves, frail, and generally less capable of enjoying life. In short, many students harbor prejudices and stereotypes regarding the elderly, even though they would never admit it. 
While the elderly are always among us, studying the elderly in the commons is more difficult. For example, malls are more often the domain of the young and middle class. The elderly are relatively less visible in the mall and less likely to exhibit “interesting, strange behaviors” (e.g., the sexuality activity above). And while it is very easy to find our elders in church, most college students are “taking a break” from their previous religious practices. Nonetheless, there are sites where our students are better able to observe and interact with the elderly in order to learn about the aging process. Specifically, assisted living facilities and nursing homes are all around us, and are generally quite welcoming to college students. 
In the context of service-related (but not service-learning) activities, my previous students have organized “senior proms” at nursing homes, and assisted with afternoon and weekend activities that were coordinated by the activities directors. Alternatively, students might plan a service project centered around bringing the residents to a football or basketball game on campus.

More generally, I have had students simply spend time talking with elderly residents about their lives. In one project, the students spent a semester helping the residents of an assisted-living facility learn to use email and surf the web for information. During these activities, our students can learn generally about the aging process by talking with the residents directly or by meeting with the residential and nursing staffs. 
Alternatively, students can study socialization differences associated with age groups. For example, talking with the elderly about gender roles, marital roles, intimate relationships, etc. can be quite informative. Where possible, it would be extremely valuable for our students to directly interview elderly people of color about race relations prior to the civil rights movement. Meeting with those who have lived this American history is invaluable, and a lesson plan they may never have again, especially if they are white-Anglo. Learning from the elderly about life before the inventions of air conditioning, electronic media, telephone answering machines, cellular phones, refrigeration, etc., is also an interesting exercise for our technologically dependent students. In short, there are a host of topics associated with aging that our elders can teach our students better than our texts. And I have found this to be a service they enjoy giving to our students. 
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Appendix 1
CNN. 2007. “Mistake costs dishwasher $59,000.” From John Zarrella and Patrick Oppmann. CNN website. Friday, September 28, 2007. <http://www.cnn.com/2007/US/09/27/immigrant.money/index.html.>

MIAMI, Florida (CNN) -- For 11 years, Pedro Zapeta, an illegal immigrant from Guatemala, lived his version of the American dream in Stuart, Florida: washing dishes and living frugally to bring money back to his home country.

Two years ago, Zapeta was ready to return to Guatemala, so he carried a duffel bag filled with $59,000 -- all the cash he had scrimped and saved over the years -- to the Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood International Airport.

But when Zapeta tried to go through airport security, an officer spotted the money in the bag and called U.S. customs officials.

"They asked me how much money I had," Zapeta recalled, speaking to CNN in Spanish.

He told the customs officials $59,000. At that point, U.S. customs seized his money, setting off a two-year struggle for Zapeta to get it back. 

Zapeta, who speaks no English, said he didn't know he was running afoul of U.S. law by failing to declare he was carrying more than $10,000 with him. Anyone entering or leaving the country with more than $10,000 has to fill out a one-page form declaring the money to U.S. customs.

Officials initially accused Zapeta of being a courier for the drug trade, but they dropped the allegation once he produced pay stubs from restaurants where he had worked. Zapeta earned $5.50 an hour at most of the places where he washed dishes. When he learned to do more, he got a 25-cent raise.

After customs officials seized the money, they turned Zapeta over to the Immigration and Naturalization Service. The INS released him but began deportation proceedings. For two years, Zapeta has had two attorneys working pro bono: one on his immigration case, the other trying to get his money back.

"They are treating me like a criminal when all I am is a working man," he said.

Zapeta's story became public last year on CNN and in The Palm Beach Post newspaper, prompting well-wishers to give him nearly $10,000 -- money that now sits in a trust.

Robert Gershman,one of Zapeta's attorneys, said federal prosecutors later offered his client a deal: He could take $10,000 of the original cash seized, plus $9,000 in donations as long as he didn't talk publicly and left the country immediately.

Zapeta said, "No." He wanted all his money. He'd earned it, he said.

Now, according to Gershman, the Internal Revenue Service wants access to the donated cash to cover taxes on the donations and on the money Zapeta made as a dishwasher. Zapeta admits he never paid taxes.

CNN contacted the U.S. Attorneys office in Miami, U.S. Customs and the IRS about Zapeta's case. They all declined to comment.

Marisol Zequeira, an immigration lawyer, said illegal immigrants such as Zapeta have few options when dealing with the U.S. government.

"When you are poor, uneducated and illegal, your avenues are cut," he said.

On Wednesday, Zapeta went to immigration court and got more bad news. The judge gave the dishwasher until the end of January to leave the country on his own. He's unlikely to see a penny of his money.

"I am desperate," Zapeta said. "I no longer feel good about this country."

Zapeta said his goal in coming to the United States was to make enough money to buy land in his mountain village and build a home for his mother and sisters. He sent no money back to Guatemala over the years, he said, and planned to bring it all home at once.

At Wednesday's hearing, Zapeta was given official status in the United States -- voluntary departure -- and a signed order from a judge. For the first time, he can work legally in the U.S.

By the end of January, Zapeta may be able to earn enough money to pay for a one-way ticket home so the U.S. government, which seized his $59,000, doesn't have to do so.

� Adapted from: McKinney, Kathleen, Carla B. Howery, Kerry J. Strand, Edward L. Kain, and Catherine White Berheide. 2004. Liberal Learning and the Sociology Major Updated: Meeting the Challenge of Teaching Sociology in the Twenty-First Century. Washington, D.C.: American Sociological Association.


� I wish to thank Heather McIlvaine-Newsad, David Rohall, Denise Bissler, Regina Davis-Sowers and Tammy Werner for their assistance.


� This sampling technique can also be used to illustrate the goals and processes associated with affirmative action.





� You might ask the students to juxtapose racial and gendered rules of exclusion, and discuss when seemingly “natural” rules of exclusion are contradicted in terms of exclusionary rules along other axes of inequality.


� I would like to thank my colleague David Rohall for reminding me of this commonly used classroom activity.


� I would like to thank my colleague Heather McIlvaine-Newsad for recommending this activity. It is adapted from Keyes, Grace. 2000. “Doing Ethnographic Research in the Classroom,” in P. Rice and D McCurdy (eds.), Strategies in Teaching Anthropology. New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 


� I would like to thank my colleague Heather McIlvaine-Newsad for recommending this activity. It is adapted from an activity in which she uses an article by Mike Kiyanni and Thomas J. Csordas (1997), entitled “On the Peyote Road.” Natural History 106(2): 48-49.





� I would like to thank Tammy Werner for recommending this activity.


� I would like to thank Denise L. Bissler of Randolph-Macon College for recommending this activity.





� On most campuses today, this activity will require IRB approval.





� In lieu of actual meetings, I have found it helpful to set up discussion groups using WebCT or similar online technology.


� I would like to thank my colleague Regina Davis-Sowers for suggesting this activity.


� For examples in sociology, see DeFiore, JoAnn, Morten G. Ender, and Brenda Marsteller Kowalewski. 2005. Service-Learning and Undergraduate Sociology: Syllabi and Instructional Materials (3rd edition). Washington, DC: American Sociological Association.


� On the other hand, I have found that over time, these activities become so “routine” that they subsequently require very little effort at all on my part. It is the initial project that requires the most attention to detail.
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