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Attempts at Deep Learning in an  
Introductory Course
STACY A. HAMMONS

A recent publication, entitled High	Impact	Educational	Practices1, details a vari-
ety of teaching and learning practices that have been demonstrated to help students 
engage in “deep learning,” that is, to help students move beyond remembering 
facts and details to an understanding of the big ideas.2 This movement is accom-
plished through the practice of scaffolding, in which students first encounter the 
material via texts and lectures, move to dialogue and small group exercises to 
begin grappling with the material, to application of the material in the real world, 
and finally to critical reflection upon the material.3 Such practices as writing-inten-
sive courses, collaborative assignments and projects, and exposure to diversity are 
among the high-impact practices found to help students engage in deep learning.4 
This essay will detail how I attempt to incorporate deep learning into one class 
I teach, Introduction to Sociology, using the specific issues of stratification and 
inequality as examples.
 As indicated above, deep learning begins with exposure to the text. Most intro-
ductory sociology texts present the various subfields of sociology (such as family, 
religion, economy, education, and the like) as a cafeteria line, in which students 
spend one or two class days at the most getting exposure to one area of sociol-
ogy and then moving on to the next, without ever learning what the sociological  
perspective itself is about and how to use it in everyday life. In contrast, I inten-
tionally seek out texts that devote their time to helping students think like a sociol-
ogist. I believe quite strongly that a sociological perspective provides a powerful 
lens through which to view the world in which we live. I recognize, however, that 
many who take my classes will not be sociologists or have sociology as a major. 
But regardless of their intended career, students will live and work in the social 
world. An understanding of how that world operates is thus invaluable. 
 Concepts related to stratification seem particularly challenging for college  
students to grasp, yet are fundamental to an understanding of sociology and, I 
would argue, of the social world. As documented in the literature, “students tend to  
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overestimate individual causes and effort, and underestimate situational determi-
nants when accounting for social inequality”.5 This is certainly not a new phenom-
enon, but rather demonstrates an acceptance of and socialization into long-stand-
ing American cultural beliefs about individualism, competition, and a “bootstrap 
ideology”.6 When individuals do recognize inequality and stratification, they are 
much more likely to see how they have been recipients of such treatment rather 
than perpetrators of it.7

 Once concepts related to stratification and inequality have been introduced to 
the class, via the text and lectures, students then move to small-group exercises. 
One such exercise I have found very useful involves the analysis of cultural ar-
tifacts, particularly popular magazines, comic strips, and mainstream children’s 
books. In small groups, and then in the class as a whole, students analyze the ar-
tifacts’ messages about and to different societal groups. I have found this exercise 
to be particularly powerful in examining messages to women, people of color, and 
the elderly. 
 Another useful strategy for helping students to apply concepts related to 
stratification and inequality, particularly regarding social class, is through the use 
of games and simulations.8 One that I have most recently used is “Sociopoly,” in 
which the game of “Monopoly” is modified so that individuals begin play with 
differing amounts of money and access to resources, all based upon random selec-
tion.9 It is amazing to watch students get caught up in the game and to listen to 
their discussions once the game is over, particularly as they are able to make con-
nections between the game and the real world.
 The next step in the deep learning process is to then help students see how these 
concepts of stratification and inequality are played out in the real world around 
them, not just in a game. As deep learning advocates argue, we learn best when we 
can practice applying the knowledge to which we are being exposed.10 All three of 
the paper assignments for the introductory class attempt to help students engage 
in this real-world application. 
 In the first paper, students are to select a reading (from among those I provide 
them) and analyze it using a sociological lens. All of the readings deal in some 
form or fashion with issues of stratification. Examples of readings I have used 
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include “Showing My Color” (race/ethnicity), “Diary of a Homeless Man” (social 
class), “Hidden Lessons” (gender), and “Tales Out of Medical School” (gender). 
For the second paper, students are to expose themselves to a social setting with 
which they are unfamiliar and use sociological concepts to make sense of what 
they see. Depending upon the student, this may involve a visit to a county hospital 
emergency room, a bus ride across Fresno, or a visit to Macy’s department store. 
The third and final paper asks them to write a socioautobiography, in which they 
apply sociological insights to their own personal story to develop a better under-
standing of the macro-level social forces that have shaped their lives.11 In addition 
to using sociological ideas, students are also asked to engage in a critique of how 
well these concepts help in understanding the world around them.
 I am not naïve enough to believe that all students will obtain the level of un-
derstanding and learning I hope for. From various assessment tools, such as tests, 
papers, and course evaluations, it would appear that many at least begin to make 
connections between text discussions of stratification and inequality, for example, 
and how those concepts appear in the real world. Likewise, I hope that such an ap-
proach can help as a referent for students’ ongoing learning about the sociological 
perspective and the social world.
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