How to Apply Key Sociological Terms
a guide developed by Shawn A. Trivette


Social Structure: The set of arrangements (such as organizations, institutions, and roles) that give order and predictability to our lives.

Q:
What are the social structures related to _____?


How is _____ socially structured?


What are some structural solutions to the problem of _____?

1. Identify any relevant organizations or institutions that apply to the topic.
2. How do these structures influence or have impact on the lives of certain people?

3. What people are impacted by these structures?

4. Identify any relevant roles or positions that apply to the topic.

5. For particular roles and positions, it is the position or role itself that is structured, not the person who occupies it.  In what ways is this so for your given topic?

6. Who is impacted by these roles or positions and how are they impacted?

Social Construction: The ways we are taught to see the world, the categories we develop, and the meanings we attach to them, such that we behave accordingly.

Q:
How is _____ socially constructed?


Ex: How do different sex ed policies carry different constructions of teen sexuality?


Ex: In what ways is Black motherhood devalued in U.S. society?

[List partially adapted from John Hannigan.]

1. What claims are being made on the topic at hand?  Or, what beliefs are held?

2. Who makes these claims?  In other words, what is the referent group?

3. How are these claims made?

4. What are some of the historical roots of these claims?

5. How do these constructions of reality influence our lives?

6. What are some examples that show how the construction is not always valid?  Or, where can we see the construction being violated and/or challenged?

Social Norms: The shared set of expectations and rules that tell us what is acceptable and unacceptable.

Q:
What are the social norms around _____?
1. Identify a social group as your referent (i.e. America, punks, gay male youth, etc.)

2. What formal rules does this group hold on the issue at hand?
3. What informal rules are common in this group regarding the issue at hand?

4. What formal expectations and guidelines does the group have on the issue at hand?

5. What informal expectations do most members of this group hold on this issue?

6. Norms aren't universal; how are these norms bounded by the chosen social group?

Social Control: The process by which groups and individuals exact conformity and prevent deviance.
Q:
What are the social control mechanisms around _____?


How is _____ socially controlled?


How is _____ an example of social control?

1. Identify the social norms around the issue at hand.
2. Identify what would be considered deviant.

3. How are the norms perpetuated and/or maintained?

4. How is deviance prevented?

5. In what ways are these mechanisms imperfect (or, how do they not work)?

How is social construction different from a social norm?  A norm is simply something that is acceptable or common.  A social construction is a blueprint for understanding, defining, and interpreting reality.  As a very general rule of thumb, we can violate norms with less consequence than if we were to violate a social construction.
