
 

 

Welcome to Sociology  

 

 

Hello all and welcome to your Sociology bridging project. Thank you for 

considering to study Sociology at A level and we hope you enjoy it as much as 

we love teaching it.  

Many students that study or have studied Sociology say ‘they have a very 

different outlook on society’.  

This booklet has a series of tasks for you to work through over the next few 

weeks to give you an idea of What Sociology is, how we think as Sociologist 

and how we apply to real the world. Please work through these tasks as best 

as possible. There are some reading, videos and television recommendations 

that link superbly well with this subject – we highly recommend you engage 

in a few of these. The other reading, researching and writing tasks must be 

completed. We aim to give you an idea of what we learn in this subject.  

Over the two year course you will cover a great deal of content under the 

following topics: 

❖ Families and Households 

❖ Education 

❖ Media  

❖ Crime and deviance  

Enjoy ☺ 

Mrs Raja 

Head of Sociology  

 

 

 

 

 



 

There is usually another way of looking at things – and that is what we 

do as sociologists. 
 

We take normal, taken-for-granted life and turn it upside down, 

looking for meanings. And very often we end up seeing things very 

differently. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sociological imagination 

The origins of sociology began at the end of the 18th Century, a period known as modernity.  

Sociology was inspired by the scientific, industrial and political revolutions of Western 

Europe.  It was Auguste Compte, a French philosopher, who first came up with the term 

‘sociology’.  Despite everything that has been written about sociology it is still difficult to 

define exactly what it is!  It is better to think of sociology as a certain way of thinking.  We 

call this the Sociological imagination.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Task 1: It is now time to apply the Sociological imagination to some everyday aspects of life. Take the 

aspects and think about how different people may view that aspect differently to others. There is an 

examples provided regarding ‘drinking coffee’, using this example and all the other information 

above have a go at the other two aspects – a pet dog and Instagram:  

 

Some may see this is as harmful 
due to the effects of caffeine in 
your body.  

 
 
 
 

 

Some may look at it from a 
business point of view as a good 
way to make money e.g Starbucks 
and Costa. 

  

Some see drinking coffee as a 
social aspect of life ‘let’s meet 
over coffee’ 

  

Some see it as their boost of 
energy for the day and could not 
live without it.  

 
 
 
 

 

Look at this photograph; not 

everything is as it seems! 
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 Sociological Theories 

There are different ways of explaining why societies are organised in particular ways and 

work the way they do. Sociological theories take either a consensus or conflict approach. 

They can also take a structural (structuralist) or social action (interpretivist) approach and a 

macro or micro approach. 

Task 2 

Using p. 7 of the ‘Revise AQA AS Sociology Revision Guide and Workbook’ find definitions of 

the following key terms. 

How to access: 

• Username: FirstnameLastname 

• Password: ThisIsMyPassword1 

• Click ‘REVISE’ 

• Click ‘Revise AQA AS Sociology Revision Guide and Workbook’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consensus 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Conflict 

 

Some see coffee as providing jobs 
for those who harvest coffee in 
other countries to those who may 
package, test and sell it.  
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Structural 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Social Action 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Macro 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Micro 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Task 3 

It can be helpful to think of the sociological theories as shapes: 

• Functionalism – a rectangle as it emphasizes structure and order in society. 

• Marxism – a triangle to represent the class structure and how Marxists believe 

society is organised, Bourgeoisie (ruling class) on the top, Proletariat (working class) 

on the bottom. 

• Postmodernism – a spikey star because it emphasizes differences between people in 

society and individual choice. 

• Feminism – an egg shape because only women can produce them. Feminism is about 

seeing society from the perspective of women. 

• Interactionism – a cone because interactionists start off by looking at small 

processes in society and seeing how these contribute to the bigger picture. 

Using the article, ‘Where do sociological theories come from?’ find at least one example of 

the following for each theory: 

• Key idea 

• Sociologist 

• Criticism 

Fill in the shapes on the next page with what you have found. 
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Sociology in the news 

 

Task 4 

Sociological theories are based on evidence that sociologists have collected about the 

organisation of the social world (society) through research. There are lots of examples of the 

kinds of things that Sociologists are interested in that make their way into the news. 

Your task is to research a sociological issue, using the news that is available online. 

Follow these steps: 

1) Go to: https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Sociology 

2) Read an article that looks interesting to you from any of the following topics: 

• Families 

• Education 

• UK Politics 

• Lifestyle 

Record the headline of the article and summarise the article it on the ‘record sheet’. Make 

sure to include the main issues that the article raises. 

3) Do an internet search of the headline of the article. Find out what other 

newspapers/blogs/websites etc. have to say about the issues. Record your findings 

on the ‘record sheet’. Aim to fill in every gap on the table. 

4) Link the issue you have researched to these sociological concepts: 

• Culture 

• Values 

• Norms 

• Beliefs 

• Socialisation 

You can use p. 1-2 of “Revise AQA AS Sociology Revision Guide and Workbook” to 

learn about these. Use the ‘record sheet’ to make detailed links. 

5) Make a PowerPoint putting together everything you have learned about the issue 

you have been researching. Include the sociological concepts you linked the issue to. 
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Sociology in the news: 

Record sheet 

Headline of the article from ‘Independent’: 

 

 

Summary of the article: 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Newspaper Additional details 

  
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

  
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Links to 

Sociological 

concepts 

Culture 

Values 

Socialisation 

Norms 

Beliefs 



Sociology: 

Netflix and YouTube recommendations 

Depictions of social class and examples of families and households: 

• ‘Only Fools and Horses’ – The trotter family are a typical depiction of a working class 

family, they have working class jobs (market traders) and live in a council flat. They 

speak with accents and are not highly educated. In later seasons when Del Boy 

marries Raquel and they have a child she takes on the expressive role as a stay at 

home mum. A social class comparison is also made between Rodney (w/c) and 

Cassandra (m/c), they eventually get married but in the early stages of their 

relationship the social class differences cause tension sometimes. 

• ‘Gavin and Stacey’ – Stacey’s family is working class, they live in a mid terrace house 

in Wales (property prices are lower in Wales than in England), Stacey is not highly 

educated and has difficulty holding a down a job. On the other hand Gavin’s family is 

middle class. He lives in a detached house in Essex (as expensive area), he and his 

Dad Mick have good jobs. His Mum Pam takes on the expressive role as a housewife, 

Mick takes on the instrumental role as the breadwinner. Both Pam and Gwen 

(Stacey’s mum) are also traditional motherly figures. 

• ‘Bodyguard’ - Julia Montague (the MP David Budd is tasked with protecting) is a 

typical depiction of the upper class. She is an MP, member of the Privy Council and 

has the title ‘right honourable’. She also speaks ‘Queen’s English’, is highly educated 

and rich. 

• ‘The Wife’ (15) – This is a very good depiction of the expressive and instrumental 

roles. Joan (the wife) takes on the expressive role and Joe (the husband) takes on the 

instrumental roles. It shows how much of a backseat Joan takes in order to help Joe 

be successful. 

• ‘Explained’ (15), ep. ‘Monogamy’ – This shows different types of couples and 

explains why monogamy and marriage is the norm in many societies. 

Explanations of differences in educational achievement according to gender, social class and 

ethnicity: 

• ‘Explained’ (15), ep. ‘Why Women Are Paid Less’ – Uses cultural norms to explain 

why there is a worldwide gender pay gap e.g. women are less intelligent, there are 

“female” jobs, women should raise children etc. These all explain help why despite 

the fact that women and men now have equal rights in many countries and that 

educationally women are achieving more, they still on average get paid less. 

• ‘Will Britain Ever Have a Black Prime Minister’ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KzFjbcdzqo4 (NB: sound is mute a couple of 

minutes in but quickly goes back to normal) - This BBC documentary shows how 

black children are disadvantaged compared to white children in the UK from birth, 

which impacts on their eventual educational achievement and life prospects. 
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Examples of key concepts and sociological theories: 

• ‘Minimalism: A Documentary About the Important Things’ (15) – Focuses on the 

idea of ‘minimalism’; a lifestyle choices that rejects consumerism. The documentary 

looks at how consumerism and media dominates society; these concepts link to the 

postmodern theory of society. 

 

Reading list: 

• Brave New World – Aldous Huxley 

• Chavs: The Demonisation of the Working Class – Owen Jones 

• The Establishment and How They Get Away With It – Owen Jones 

• The Handmaid’s Tale – Margaret Atwood (also a series) 

• Vox – Christina Dalcher 

• Outsiders: Studies in Sociology of Deviance – Howard S Becker 

• Folk Devils and Moral Panics – Stanley Cohen 

• A Glasgow Gang Observed – Patrick James 

• Gang Leader For A Day – Sudhir Venkatesh 

• Haralambos 

• A wide range of newspapers including The Guardian and Independent  
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social changes which followed industrialisation. His work was developed

further by Talcott Parsons, Robert Merton and the so-called ‘March of

Progress’ thinkers. Some of these ideas arguably laid the foundations for

New Right thinking today, which applies some aspects of conservative and

traditional ideas to the wider society (e.g. believing that gender roles are based

on biological functions).

Evaluation

People no longer share core values in a globalised world where there is much

greater cultural diversity. Traditional values, such as those regarding gender

roles, are being contested. Early functionalists tended to be white, middle-

class, middle-aged men, whose views were partly shaped by these shared

characteristics. However, shared values and beliefs are still of importance

in holding some social groups together, so in this respect functionalism still

has relevance today.

Where do sociological
theories come from?

O
ne really important skill to acquire as a sociology

student is the ability to understand where, when

and why important social theories emerged. Exam

boards often state that students fail to see sociological ideas as

being located in any kind of historical context at all. In fact, a

frequent error that even very able students make is to assume

that all theories exist in the same way at the same time.

This is simply not the case of course, and although you

are unlikely to get a question which directly asks you about

the history of sociological theories, by understanding and

applying this sort of knowledge you will be able to pick up

important marks.

You are certainly likely to be asked how useful a particular

theory is today. To understand whether ideas are relevant to

contemporary society, it helps to know how dated the ideas

are. This article explains what is meant by placing theories

in context.

Placing theories in context

The word ‘context’ here means something specific: it means

that you are able to show awareness of the time and place in

which a particular theory came about and how that set of

ideas may have changed over time. It means you can identify

whether the theory emerged in response to a specific social

change, or a social problem, or in response to other social

theories.

Theories generally reflect or reject some of the ideas and

assumptions of the time when they emerged, so this is also

worth thinking about. For example, early theories emerged

when women were not allowed access to higher education.

So theories were almost always created by men, from a male

perspective.

The next section of this article explores the specific context

of the main theories in sociology, in chronological order.

Functionalism (modern, consensus,  
macro, structural)

Emile Durkheim (1858–1917) is considered a founding father of

sociology. Durkheim wanted to establish sociology as a scientific

discipline which was similar to the natural sciences; one that

could establish ‘social facts’ which could lead to identifying the

causes of social problems, as well as being able to resolve them.

He wrote at a time when most people had shared values

and before the advent of many of the rapid technological and

Laura Pountney
Do you know when different sociological theories emerged?  

Explore our useful guide to theories in context

Bra-burning
protest in
1970s USA
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Marxism (modern, conflict, 
structural, macro, political 
movement)

Karl Marx (1818–83) was among the first

theorists to explain society in a critical way.

He saw the industrial revolution as leading

to the rise of industrial capitalism, creating

a society which he saw as very exploitative

of the working class. Marxist ideas were

further developed by Friedrich Engels,

followed by Althusser, Gramsci and others,

some of whom are known as Neo-Marxists

(new Marxists) as they adapted Marx’s ideas

to reflect changes in society. Marxist ideas

about class also inform Left Realist theories,

for example about the causes of crime.

Evaluation

Is capitalist society the same as it was when

Marx wrote? Identity today may be shaped not

just by social class but also by ethnicity, gender

and age. Marxist ideas also tend to assume that

capitalist society gets more and more unequal

until a revolution occurs and then we move

into a communist society. This has not been

the case in Western society and has largely

failed where it was established (the former

USSR, for example). However, although

capitalism has changed, it remains central to

the organisation of many societies and Marx’s

insights into the way that capitalism works are

still seen as valuable by many sociologists.

Feminism (modern, conflict, 
structural, macro, social 
movement)
Feminist theories emerged as a direct response

to the lack of women and women’s views in

modern social theory. They also reflect the

social movements of the time. There are many

types of feminism, and you are expected to

know about four to five types, arising from

the social movement in the 1960s onwards.

The general trend over time has been that

feminism has become more aware of the

differences between women rather than being

reductionist and talking about ‘all women’ as

if they all share the same experiences. Types

of feminism include Radical, Liberal, Marxist,

black, postmodern and difference feminism.

Evaluation

Perhaps some types of feminist theory ignore

the positive changes occurring for women. There

has been a backlash against feminism among

younger women, and the lack of inclusion

of men in feminism has become an issue, as

men are in some ways also negatively affected

by oppressive patriarchal ideology. However,

women remain disadvantaged compared with

men in many ways in most, if not all, societies

and feminism continues to research and

explain these significant inequalities.

Interpretivism (late modern,
agency/action, micro)

Interpretivist theory focuses on the importance

of the small-scale meanings which can help

explain wider social phenomena. Its ideas

are based on the early work of Max Weber

(1864–1920). Also important was George 

Herbert Mead (1863–1931), the founder of

symbolic interactionism. These ideas were

further developed by later modern theorists

(particularly in the 1960s and 1970s) such

as Erving Goffman, Harold Garfinkel and

Howard Becker (labelling theory) who sought

to explore the effects of socially constructed

meanings in a more contemporary context.

Evaluation

Interpretivist theories often ignore how

social factors affect individuals in ways they

cannot identify or control. These theories

never claimed to provide solutions to social

problems, as other theories have sought to

do. However, they continue to be very useful

for understanding small-scale, everyday

interaction, such as that which takes place in

school subcultures.

Postmodernism (post-modern,
post-structural)

Postmodernism is the most recent major

theory, emerging in the 1980s. It asserts that

we are now in a society which is no longer

modern. Therefore, a new post-structural

theory is necessary to explain the social

world. This theory departs from others in

that it rejects any kind of total explanation;

rather, it simply reflects on the characteristics

of the contemporary global world. In many

respects, therefore, this theory is best placed

to explain society today. This position has

been developed by sociologists such as Jean-

Francois Lyotard, Ulrich Beck, Margaret

Stacey and others.

Evaluation

Postmodernism typically ignores the

continuing importance of social structures

which affect people, such as overwhelming

social/economic inequalities. Unlike other

theories, it offers no solutions to social

problems. However, postmodernism does

help to understand aspects of fluid and

rapidly changing social worlds today and it

takes account of the impact of globalisation.

How do I use this kind of
contextual knowledge?

Here I offer some tips about how you might

integrate your background knowledge

about social theories in your essays and

examination answers:
 ■ Introduce a theory in an essay by giving

some information on what type of theory

it is, for example structural/micro/conflict/

consensus.
 ■ Evaluate the usefulness of a theory today.

Does it make assumptions that are no

longer true (for example the functionalist

assumption that we live in a society with

generally shared core values)? Is there another

theory which might be more useful?
 ■ Show that you understand how a theory

has changed over time, for example, how it

has tried to adapt to changes in society (such

as neo-Marxism has).

In the next issue of Sociology Review, 

there will be a student answer to an A-level

question about theoretical perspectives on

education. An accompanying examiner

commentary will guide you on how to write

a good answer to this type of question.

Laura Pountney teaches at Colchester 

Sixth Form College. She is an 

experienced examiner and has written

textbooks on A-level sociology and 

anthropology.

Box 1 Key terminology

Social theories are a set of ideas and 

explanations which help explain why things 

are the way they are, as well as social 

change in society.

Structural theories tend to assume the 

individual is passive.

Agency/action theories tend to ignore  

the influence of structural factors such as 

social class.

Modernity describes the period of time 

after society was industrialised, when 

identity was relatively stable and fixed, with 

shared values.

Postmodernity denotes a period of 

time when consumption becomes more

important than industrial production, no 

one belief system is dominant and society 

is characterised by more fluid and complex 

identities, choice, fluidity, multiculturalism

and risk.


