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My primary goal as a sociology instructor is to introduce students to core sociological 

concepts, theories, and perspectives. But more than that, I see my role as fostering critical 

thinking and thoughtful engagement with the social world. Sociological concepts provide the 

tools and language that facilitate serious engagement with contemporary issues and problems 

that my students experience and care about. I also want to encourage my students to draw on 

material that they have learned in other classes (creating an interdisciplinary environment) and 

make connections to sociology as well as to engage with the normative implications that 

surround sociological questions.  

In practice, I aim to motivate students to analyze and reflect critically on how their 

experiences have been conditioned by larger historical and social forces. I focus on student's 

relations and interactions with primary social processes, groupings, and institutions of society as 

well as personal and momentary experiences such as the problems that arise in relationships or 

cramped social space riding in an elevator. I want my students to make the connections between 

the experiences they bring with them into the classroom and the course material I present. Unlike 

many disciplines, sociology’s focus is the society we live in. We are immersed in our culture and 

we have culturally defined ways of making sense of our experiences. However, sociology 

presents a different, more challenging perspective. It has been said that the sociological 

imagination “makes the familiar strange.” In other words, thinking sociologically challenges us 

to establish critical distance from every day events and conventions. This is particularly 

challenging in contemporary American culture where our primary reference point is the 

individual. It is a great contradiction: as society has become more global and interconnected, the 

more loudly we proclaim our individualism. Yet, unconditional individualism confuses and 

obscures the systems and institutions that sociology makes its central focus. I see my task as a 

sociology instructor as making the case that the social world is real and that these invisible forces 

exert some degree of influence on our lives that should be attended to. 

I employ several pedagogical approaches. While I primarily rely on lectures to present 

historical and theoretical material, because students learn in different ways (with some students 

learning more visually), I also utilize a variety of media (documentaries, news clips, YouTube 

clips, etc.) to enhance my lectures. After presenting a key sociological concept, I will engage my 

class in a discussion (sometimes student-led) either around the meaning of the concept,  

encouraging to address if and how they experienced  its referent in their life, or how a concept 

helps to illuminate social issues they care  about. I want my students to be able to recognize 

themselves in the course material. For example, after introducing and lecturing on Max Weber’s 

ideas about modernity as a rationalizing process that makes activity calculable and oriented 

toward clockwork predictability, students discussed ways in which their lives or part-time jobs 

are structured so tightly by time. One student, who worked as a server in a restaurant, brought up 

how she has been under pressure to take glasses of water out to a new table within a certain 

amount of time or be written-up in her file. In this case, my student was able to critically reflect 

on how a major historical and theoretical concept manifests itself in her everyday experience of 
her job. As a result, the whole class benefitted through a contextualized example of the changing 

dynamics of work and culture.  



Similar to my own research interests, I design my assignments in a way that students 

must grapple with the larger cultural, political, social and historical forces at work in their lives. 

Often this means drawing heavily on history and the intellectual history of ideas and structures. 

While I assign tests and quizzes to assess student’s understandings of the material, I use essays 

that are open-ended and require students to build or assess an argument or apply a concept to an 

event or experience. For example, one essay assignment in my American Society course asked 

students to compare historically liberal and conservative perspectives on freedom applied to a 

contemporary topic of their interest. Another assignment asked students to write an op-ed style 

piece using a sociological concept to convince an imagined city council to address a social 

problem they cared about in their city. In a Western Civilization course, I asked students to 

compare and contrast the advantages and disadvantages of Plato and Aristotle’s ideal 

governments, then use these systems to evaluate the current American political system. I also 

like to encourage, when possible, the interdisciplinary interests of my students. For example, in 

my Western Civilization course, a psychology student wanted to incorporate a specific theory of 

psychology into her paper on Aristotle. While we had not covered the theory (though I was 

familiar with it), I encouraged her to use it and the result was an interesting and unique paper that 

she was invested in writing.  

I stress writing in my courses. And while students are sometimes intimidated by writing, I 

work with my students to help them improve their writing skills. For instance, I require a 

completed draft before the final essay in order to provide feedback to students. This feedback has 

taken the form of written feedback, peer-editing, or one-on-one meetings in my office to help 

students develop their paper. Moreover, I also tend to assign “lower stakes” writing assignments 

(reviewing or summarizing an article or book) prior to an essay exam or midterm paper. This 

serves the purpose of helping students digest the material and be more prepared for discussion, 

but also gives students a sense of what I am looking for in their writing. I also emphasize active 

participation on the part of my students in the form of discussion. However, I believe the onus is 

on me as the instructor to create a classroom environment conducive for constructive and 

engaging discussion. To me this means creating an inclusive and relaxed environment where 

students feel free to express a variety of viewpoints. I believe one of the keys to being a 

successful teacher is developing a good relationship and rapport with my students. In assessing 

the efficacy of my approach, I will solicit feedback from my class at points during the semester 

and will address any shortcomings so the course is most effective for my students. 

Teaching has been one of the most satisfying aspects of my time thus far in academics. 

While there are challenges involved, when a student has that “a-ha” moment and credits your 

class for helping them see the world in a new way, it is one of the most rewarding feelings a 

teacher can experience. For me, teaching is not only as intellectual exercise, it is a passion. I 

want my enthusiasm to motivate students to get excited about the material. But more than that, I 

want them to digest it so that they are able to deploy it for their own purposes and to help them 

make sense of the world around them. Very few, if any, of my students will become professional 

sociologists. However, I want to inspire my students to continue to ask and engage with 

sociological questions long after my class is over. Max Weber wrote in “Science as a Vocation,” 

that each person “who feels called to scholarship has to realize clearly that the task before him 

[sic] has a double aspect. He [sic] must qualify not only as a scholar but also as a teacher.” 

Sociology is my chosen vocation and I take Weber’s call to heart. It is that feeling that continues 

to motivate me to improve as a teacher and as a sociologist. 


