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Background
SOC 306: Principles of Social Problems focuses on current issues in American contexts through the
lens of social inequality. Students come from a variety of academic disciplines and bring into the class
a varied range of perspectives. The course goes beyond simply describing social problems and their
solutions. Students learn about theoretical and conceptual material from sociological perspectives
that help them understand and assess claims about social problems, explain how social problems are
constructed, identify the underlying issues informing social problems, examine diverse lived
experiences, and think critically about solutions and their implications. The course tackles some of the
biggest issues of the day, including the COVID-19 pandemic, vaccine hesitancy, health disparities and
access to care, abortion, racial prejudice, crime, sexual assault, political polarization, incivility, and more.

Issues to address
This course serves as an opportunity for students from many different backgrounds and perspectives
to engage one another on potentially contentious issues in a mediated classroom environment where
civility and respect are always emphasized. However, in the past, some students have lacked
engagement with the subject matter and experienced hesitation in speaking up. As a result, course
discussions lacked a variety of viewpoints, and students rarely challenged each other’s ideas. Students
simply lacked the skills to transform personal opinions into intellectual engagement by interacting
meaningfully with assigned texts.
I wanted to create an assignment that would empower students to think critically about the world
around them, consider their own biases and beliefs, help bridge empathy gaps in the classroom, and
find common ways of engaging one another.

Implementation
Each week, students complete a discussion prompt to help them prepare for
discussion by reflecting on their own and other’s views and how they might
use sociology to navigate challenging issues.
The prompt requires students to do the following:
1. Summarize assigned readings overall in their own words.
2. State how they think the texts help them achieve the learning goals of
the week or the course.
3. Describe 2-3 concepts or theories they learned about and how they
might use them to express their own views.
4. Identify something they assumed to be true about the topic and why.
5. Reflect on why someone might have a different view than theirs on the
topic(s) and why they think that way.
As a touch point in the learning process, this activity gives students a time
and a place to organize their thoughts, take notes on relevant examples or
data from the texts, and practice articulating their own unique takes on the
material before coming to class. Organizing their thoughts around course
content emphasizes sociological thinking and intellectual engagement. The
prompts give students a common language for discussion, which takes
pressure off those who may feel like their views are marginal while still
respecting their voices.
I facilitate student discussion the following class period, prompting students
to refer to their work. I ensure equitable participation by calling on students
by name, as well as a general call/response for discussion points that prove
sensitive to some. I invite students to respond to each other.

Student learning
Research supports providing explicit instructions† or a guide‡ to produce better discussions and
improve student learning. The prompts facilitate culturally responsive teaching, engagement, and
transparency. While anecdotal evidence supports this same finding in SOC 306, I wanted to know
how students felt the discussion prompts affected their learning and the general course climate. I
constructed a mid-semester survey to gather data on perceived value of the assignment, its
pedagogical impact, and if students felt that classroom discussions equitably represented a wide
spectrum of beliefs and helped students feel included.
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Reflections
Students’ responses to the mid-semester survey demonstrate students are feeling
included in the course and that class discussion, and class time in general, is a large
part of that. While the data might not show an explicit connection to the assignment
and inclusion, the improvement in class discussion—brought on by greater
preparation—is contributing greatly to our learning community. The discussion
prompt assignment has helped students move from “in my opinion…” to “I argue…”
or “the text said…” types of discourses that intellectually engage course content
rather than privilege personal assumptions. Discussions have greater potential to be
about the course material and drive learning. I do feel that the overall quality of
discussions has improved over time. Even unprompted, students regularly refer to
their discussion prompt writing in class or group discussions. The problem I continue
to encounter, though, is struggling to find a balance between encouraging expressions
of diversity that foster learning and providing a space that includes all students.
Students need to be exposed to diverse views to develop skills to cross empathy gaps,
but students with marginal experiences—as well as those who come from more
dominant groups who feel defensive—need to be comfortable in discussions to
express their ideas.
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