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Introduction to Sociology 

Tues/Thurs 10:05-11:25 and 8:30-9:50 
BH AUD 

Dr. Kara Van Cleaf 
kvancleaf@gradcenter.cuny.edu 

kvanclea@monmouth.edu 
www.fashioningsociology.com 

Office hours: Monday 5-6 PM 
Wednesday 4:30-6 PM 

By appointment 
 
Course Description: 
  
The aim of this course is to understand some of the most taken-for-granted aspects of our lives (What 
stresses you out? What do you eat for breakfast? How do you imagine your life in ten years?) and place 
these moments, events, fantasies, feelings, and moods within the workings of society. This means we will 
carefully consider how our most personal experiences relate to larger social trends and movements. To do 
this we will have to consider history, economics, and technology. We will also pay close attention to the 
ways daily life (ie, our experiences and opportunities) are stratified along the lines of race, class, gender, 
sexuality, and physical ability. A word of caution: while the focus is often on the experiences of 
individuals, the sociological perspective is concerned with how individuals fit into larger patterns and 
how, in the US especially, these social patterns are inherently unequal. 
  
Course Objectives (Or, a questions we’ll work on answering): 
  
1.         What is sociology, where did it come from, and why do we need it? 
  
2.         How can you do sociology?  
  
3.     How to sort out social science from the opinions. Or, what was your sample size? 
 
4. Which comes first: society or the individual?  
  
5.          Begin to map who has social power, how they maintain it, and what happens when they lose it. 
 
6.  Finally, be able to debate and answer the following question: Can we change society?  
  
Required tools:  
Post-it notes (one pad should be enough) 
 
Required Readings (books): 
  
The Practical Skeptic CORE CONCEPTS  by Lisa McIntyre. 6th Edition, 2013. McGraw Hill. 
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Required Readings (articles, chapters, essays, online readings). These will be available on eCampus 
and/or the class website:  
 
*Also, please note that I often add (and delete) readings as our class discussions evolve over the semester. 
Often a theme or area of interest takes shape as we move through the readings and think about what’s 
happening in the world around us. All this is to say, the readings that are not from The Practical Skeptic, 
will most likely shift. I reserve the right to add new readings to the list—and I’ll always give you at least 
2 weeks lead time so don’t worry.  
 
 Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates. 2015. Random House Books: New York. 
 
Ashley Mears,  “Who Runs the Girls?”  http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/21/opinion/sunday/who-runs-
the-girls.html?_r=0 
 
“We Are All Very Anxious” by Plan C 
http://www.weareplanc.org/we-are-all-very-anxious/#.U_4jKYCwKj6 
  
Katty Kay and Claire Shipmen, “The Confidence Gap,” The Atlantic, April 14, 2014.  
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/04/the-confidence-gap/359815/ 
 
Jessica Valenti “The Female ‘Confidence Gap is A Sham,” The Guardian, April 23, 2014. 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/23/female-confidence-gap-katty-kay-claire-
shipman 
 
Peggy McIntosh, “White Privilege”: 
http://www.iub.edu/~tchsotl/part2/McIntosh%20White%20Privilege.pdf 
  
Michael Katz, “Why Don’t American Cities Burn Very Often?” Journal of Urban History, 34 2008 185-
208.  
 
Additional Readings WILL BE ASSIGNED throughout the semester: stay tuned! The best and 
ONLY way to stay on top of readings and schedule changes is to come to class.  
  
REQUIRMENTS: 
 
Participation-Engagement Assessment (25% of total grade): 
  
This portion of your grade measures how well you engage with the course material and participate in our 
class discussions, group work, and class lecture. You must come to class to do well on this portion of 
your grade (additionally, the more you come to class the better you’ll do on exams). I measure your 
engagement two different ways, and will average the two together at the end of the semester.  
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1. In-class work: Often we will have short, in-class writings, group projects, pop quizzes, 
or unannounced, in class homework assignments (in addition to your scheduled 
readings). For example, I may have you read a newspaper article and find two 
examples of sociological research methods in it. In-class work will not be rigorously 
graded—if you do the work thoughtfully, you’ll get credit. If you do the work, but it’s 
clear you didn’t follow directions or you have no idea what you’re talking/writing 
about, you will not get the credit. If you are absent or do not do the work, or if you did 
the work but forget to turn it in, you do not get credit. Pop quizzes will be graded. 
These assignments can NEVER be made up, never turned in later. If you forget to hand 
in your in-class work the day we do it, I will not accept it the next class period—don’t 
even ask! In-class work doubles as an attendance check. Some class periods I will have 
you sign-in to receive credit for class participation—this means you will get credit for 
showing up to class. Sign-in credit happens at the very beginning or very end of class. 
If you are late or leave early you will not get credit. At the end of the semester you’ll 
be graded on how many of the in-class assignments and attendance checks you 
successfully completed. If we have 10 in-class assignments, and you complete 8, you 
will receive an 80% (we will have many more, this is just a simple example).  

 
2. Reading Notes: The second measure of participation and engagement comes from your 

completion of reading notes. For all of our readings that are not in The Practical 
Skeptic: Core Concepts (our main text book), you will need to write down three 
observations from the reading (observations can be ideas, concepts, questions, 
critiques) on a post-it note. You need to complete 10. To receive credit you need to 
sign your note with your first and last name. At the beginning of class you will stick 
these on a designated wall or the front board. We’ll discuss the notes in class by 
looking for similarities, themes, and common questions. You must also present your 
post-it note observations ONCE during the semester. It’s your responsibility to 
volunteer! I will record your presentation. If the end of the semester rolls around and 
you haven’t shared with the class, you will be docked 10 points on your overall 
participation/engagement grade.  

 
For each reading, you must have three distinct observations. You must have these the 
day the reading is scheduled—I will not accept these after the fact. Your observations 
do not have to be correct necessarily, but they do need to demonstrate that you are 
engaged with the reading. You will be graded on a 10-point scale for each post-it 
note/reading. You will get 0 points for not having your post its, 5 points for having 
observations that show only a cursory, surface engagement with the reading such as re-
stating basic facts, and 10 points for thoughtful, considered, and engaging 
observations. A 10-point note might successfully apply a concept in the reading to a 
current event. Wherever you see this asterick *  bring in your sticky notes for the 
scheduled reading that day! We have 15 readings on the syllabus, so you can chose 
which 10 you’d like to write up post-it reading notes. You must, however, complete 2 
before EXAM 1 and 2 more before EXAM 2.   Failure to complete 2 before each 
exam will result in a deduction of 10 points each exam period. 100 points total.  
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Exams (50%): We will have three exams. They will cover the readings, our discussions, and lectures—
everything that happens in class is fair game for the exams. We will review in class. The exams are NOT 
open note. NOTE: the final exam will be scheduled in December and it will cover the last third of the 
course. You are expected to be here for the exam and to hold off on travel plans until the final exam 
period is over. Make-ups and/or early exams will not be administered for travel reasons.  
 
Sociological Almanac (25%) 
Together we will create an almanac of sociological concepts and ideas online, modeled loosely around 
this website: www.equalityarchive.com.  Each of you will create one entry for the site. I will give more 
detailed instructions in the first few weeks of class. The basic plan, however, is that you will each chose 
one sociological concept or person and create an entry explaining and illustrating how it works, or who it 
is. You’ll also have to explain the sociological origins of your concept. You will be graded on how well 
you explain the concept, how well you illustrate the concept, and how well you present your entry to the 
class. You must include TWO academic sources AND cite them properly! (Your textbook can be used as 
ONE academic source). Two rough drafts are due before your final submission. This project should be 
between 750-1000 words and should also include a visual and/or auditory component (images, charts, 
graphs, songs, narration). The goal of this project is to demonstrate that you understand a sociological 
concept, communicate it clearly (and for a broad audience), and effectively organize the information on 
digital platform. You do not have to be tech savvy for this project; we will have a few tech days in class 
where we will set up the website together, set up accounts, and practice uploading information.   
  
GRADING SCALE: I do not give incompletes under any circumstance.  

100=A+   79-77 = C+ 

99-93=A   76-72 = C     

92-90=A-  71-70 = C- 

89-87=B+  69-60 = D 

86-83=B    Below 60 = F 

82-80=B- 

RULES/POLICIES: No cell phones—we can do it! No laptops (unless we are scheduled to have a tech 
day in class). No cheating, no plagiarism. Respect each other and different opinions.    

1. No cell phones: Silence them, put them away. If you cannot keep your hands and eyes off, I’m 
open to bringing a basket in for us all to leave them during class. If you have an emergency or 
childcare or need your phone on your desk, please let me know before class starts.  

2. Laptops: Please do not bring to class unless I ask you to for specific workshop days. Laptops, 
like phones, are distracting to you, to me, and to those sitting around you.  
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3. Lateness/leaving early: If you repeatedly are late to class or leave early (more than 3 times), I 
will take off a point for each late/early from your final grade. Let me know before class if you 
need to leave early.  

4. Final grades are FINAL: I do not negotiate grades. Do not ask. I also do not give extra credit. 
5. Absences: Extended absences due to medical conditions must be documented and reported to 

health services, which will then contact your professors. If there is a death in the family, you must 
contact the Office of Counseling and Psychological services and have them issue an official 
bereavement notice.  Student athletes are required to communicate any accommodation 
requirements to their instructor at the beginning of the semester.  

6. Disabilities: Students with disabilities must have disabilities documented to qualify for flexible 
arrangements, deadlines, timelines, and submissions. You must declare disabilities through the 
university at the start of the semester if you require accommodations in the class at any point.  

7. Respectful class environment: Sociology is a challenging discipline because it examines how 
most of our taken-for-granted ideas and behaviors work. Sometimes this is personally 
challenging. Let’s have lively debates but always respect each others experiences.  

8. Cheating/Plagiarism/Academic Integrity: A student who submits work that is not original 
violates the University’s academic integrity standards and will be reported to the Chair for 
appropriate sanctions. I take cheating and plagiarism seriously and give students no credit for any 
falsified work. The University provides all faculty with access to a program that detects 
plagiarism. It’s in your best interest to do your own work, in your own words.  

Schedule (This is subject to change: regular attendance is the best way to stay up-to-date on 
changes): 
 
* Remember, the asterisk (*) means you need to prepare a post-it note for these readings.  
  
Sept 6:  Introductions. Syllabus. History of Sociology 
 
Sept 8:  History of Sociology  
 

Directions for anonymous class writing, due:______.  
 
Sept 13: *“The Promise”  J.S. Mills  

http://users.soc.umn.edu/~uggen/Mills_SI_59.pdf 
 
[Sept 14:  anonymous writings due by midnight!] 
 
Sept 15:  Chapter 1-2, The Practical Skeptic 
 

In class activity—anonymous writing analysis   
    
Sept 20: Chapter 3-4, “Theories of Sociology,” The Practical Skeptic 
 
Sept 22:   Theories of Sociology, continued 



	   6	  

 
  * “We Are All Very Anxious” by Plan C  
  http://www.weareplanc.org/we-are-all-very-anxious/#.U_4jKYCwKj6  
 
Sept 27: * “The Social Structure of Denial” from The Elephant in the Room by Eviatar Zerubavel 
 
Sept 29: Theories of Sociology, continued 

 * “The Dark Roots of American Optimism” from Barbara Ehhrenreich’s Bright Sided 
 
Oct 4: Meeting place TBA: Create Archive Website, create Wordpress accounts, Blogging 

Basics, Fair Use and Creative Commons discussion 
 
Oct 6:  Chapter 5-6, “Methods” 
 

* Ashley Mears,  “Who Runs the Girls?”  
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/21/opinion/sunday/who-runs-the-girls.html?_r=0 

 
Oct 11:  Methods continued. Return to anonymous writings. Review, catch up, Almanac idea due 
 
Oct 13:  EXAM 1 
   
Oct 20:  Almanac Concept Due 

Chapter 7 “Culture,” The Practical Skeptic 
  
Oct 25: * Kaufman, Leslie. “In Kansas, Climate Skeptics Embrace Cleaner Energy,” The New 

York Times, October 18, 2010. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/19/science/earth/19fossil.html?_r=0 

 
Oct 27:   Chapter 10 “Socialization,” The Practical Skeptic  
   
Nov 1:  * Katty Kay and Claire Shipmen, “The Confidence Gap,” The Atlantic, April 14, 2014. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/04/the-confidence-gap/359815/ 
 

* Jessica Valenti “The Female ‘Confidence Gap is A Sham,” The Guardian, April 23, 
2014. http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/23/female-confidence-gap-
katty-kay-claire-shipman 

 
Nov 3:    Chapter 11 “Deviance” 
   
  Case study: shifting representations of marijuana  
   
Nov 8:  * “Why Don’t American Cities Burn More Often?” Katz 
 
     Almanac DRAFT due 
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Nov 10:  EXAM 2 
 
Nov 15:  Chapter 12—Stratification  

Chapter 13— “Inequality”—Class, Income and Wealth 
   
Nov 17:  * “Nickel and Dimed” (Reader) 
  http://www2.widener.edu/~spe0001/266Web/266Webreadings/nickledanddimed1999.pdf 
 
Nov 22:  * “White Privilege” by Peggy McIntosh:  

 http://www.iub.edu/~tchsotl/part2/McIntosh%20White%20Privilege.pdf 
 

Nov 29:  Chapter 14—“Inequality”—Race, Gender, and Sexuality 
   
Dec 1:  * Selections from Ta-Nehisi Coates Between the World and Me 
 
Dec 6:  * Selections from Ta-Nehisi Coates Between the World and Me 
   
Dec 8:  Review, almanac work 
 
Dec 13:  Sociological Almanac Launch (presentations, discussion, celebration!) 
  
Week 12:   EXAM 3 TBA 
        
 

   


