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Contributing to Our Social World: What Can We Do?

At the Local Level

•• Local service organizations are found in every com-
munity and work to provide for the unmet needs of 
community members: housing, legal aid, medical 
care, elder care, and so on. United Way works with 
most local service organizations and may be able to 
let you know which ones need help in your area. 
Going to idealist.org is also a great way to find vol-
unteer opportunities in your area. Volunteer to work 
with an organization in its applied needs assessment 
research, and practice the sociological principles and 
research methods described in this chapter. If your 
college or university has a service-learning office, it 
will offer connections to many service opportunities, 
sometimes linked to specific fields of study. Many 
colleges and universities also offer academic service 
learning (ASL) credit in which course assignments 
include such community work under the supervision 
of the instructor.

At the State/Meso Level

•• State agencies often have ongoing projects to gather 
data for more accurate information about the state and 
the needs of its citizens. Go to www.nationalservice 
.gov/about/contact/statecommission.asp and click on 
the name of a state service commission to find volunteer 
opportunities through your state government.

At the National and Global Levels

•• The U.S. Bureau of the Census is best known for its decen-
nial (every 10 years) enumeration of the population, but 
its work continues each year as it prepares special reports, 
population estimates, and regular publications (includ-
ing Current Population Reports). Visit the Census Bureau’s 
website at www.census.gov, and explore the valuable and 
extensive quantitative data and other information avail-
able. Visit your local Census Bureau office or click on 
www.census.gov/hrd/www/jobs/student.html to find vol-
unteer and other opportunities for students at the Census.

Visit the Student Study Site at www.sagepub.com/ballantine4e to access additional study tools, including 
eFlashcards, web quizzes, video resources, audio resources, web resources, SAGE journal articles, recommended 
readings, and more.

Discussion Questions

1. Why do research questions have to be asked in a precise 
way? Give an example of a precise research question. 
How does it make it possible for you to test and mea-
sure your topic?

2. If you were to conduct a study to measure student satisfac-
tion with a particular academic department on campus, 
what research method(s) would you use? Why? How would 
the method(s) you select vary according to (a) the size of the 
department and (b) the type of information you sought?

3. As stated in this chapter, one of the core features of 
a science is “continual openness to having our find-
ings reexamined and new interpretations proposed.” 
Describe a time when you changed your mind due to 
new information. Was it difficult for you to change your 
mind? Why or why not?

4. Why is the ability to be open to new ideas and interpre-
tations so vital to the scientific perspective? Do you think 
you could carry this aspect of the scientific process out 
successfully—no matter the topic? Why or why not?

5. If you were to examine the relationship between the 
government and the economy in the United States 
today, which of the four major theoretical perspec-
tives outlined in the chapter would be most helpful? 
Why?

6. Imagine you would like to conduct a sociological 
study of the students with whom you attended the 
fourth grade, to determine what key factors influ-
enced their academic achievements. Which of the 
four major theoretical perspectives would you 
employ in your study? Why?

relationships between facts. Sociology has four pri-
mary, overriding theoretical perspectives or paradigms: 
symbolic interaction theory, rational choice theory, 
structural-functional theory, and conflict theory. Other 
perspectives, such as feminist theory, serve as correc-
tives to the main paradigms. Most of these theories are 

more applicable at the micro to meso level or at the 
meso to macro level. (See pp. 50–61.)

•• Public sociologists fall under a large umbrella that 
includes all sociologists, including applied sociologists, 
who strive to better understand how society operates 
and to make practical use of their sociological findings. 


