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Discussion Questions

1. Why is a good system of education important for a 
democracy? How can gaining a sociological perspec-
tive help people become more effective participants in a 
democratic society?

2. How do structural-functional and conflict theorists 
describe the “hidden curriculum” in schools? What de-
scription best matches your own school experience? Why?

3. How do schools “reproduce and perpetuate social strat-
ification”? If you had the power and desire to use the 
school system to reduce inequality, what policies would 
you implement? What do you think the chances are of 
your policies actually being put into place? Why?

4. If you are a person of faith and affiliated with a religious 
community, how did you become so? If you are not, 
why is that so? How did your family members and peers 
influence your views toward religion?

5. Why is organization of religious groups important?  
How do systems of meaning, belonging, and structure 
connect to one another?

6. What do you think might happen to society if religions 
did not exist? Why? How would an absence of religion 
impact you personally?

•	 At the meso level, education can be understood as a 
formal organization that works toward certain goals 
(bureaucracy) but that has many of the dysfunctions of 
other bureaucracies. (See pp.___–___.)

•	 Macro-level theories focus on how education supports 
the social system (functionalism) or on how education 
serves the interests of the “haves” and reproduces social 
inequality (conflict theory). (See pp.___–___.)

•	 At the macro level, national governments try to see that 
their national needs are met by shaping educational 
policy, and their actions often create tension with those 
administrators and teachers at the meso and micro levels 
who do the actual work of teaching. (See pp.___–___.)

•	 Educating is also a macro-level global concern, with a 
variety of questions about how to help economic devel-
opment in the Global South without imposing Western 
models that are incompatible with the cultures of other 
countries. (See pp.___–___.)

•	 Religion makes our most important values sacred, oper-
ating through three interconnected systems: a meaning 
system, a belonging system, and a structural system. 
(See pp. ___–___.)

•	 We become committed to a religious group through 
these three systems, by our attachment to a reference 
group that becomes a belonging system, by making 
investments in the organization (the structural system), 
and by holding as real the system of ideas (the meaning 
system). (See pp.___–___.)

•	 At the micro level, symbolic interaction theory illumi-
nates how the meaning system works, with an inter-
action of myths, rituals, and symbols defining reality 
and making the values and the meaning system sacred. 
Rational choice theory focuses on costs and benefits that 
influence how individuals make decisions about reli-
gious commitments, but it also examines how religious 
organizations go about seeking a “market share” in the 
competition for members. (See pp._______.)

•	 Denominationalism is a rather modern way to orga-
nize religious life, but it arises when there are a plural-
ity of religious groups and when religious authority is 
separated from governmental authority. New religious 
movements (NRMs) also arise in pluralistic social con-
texts. (See pp.___–___.)

•	 At the macro level of analysis, functionalists maintain 
that religions can serve as a kind of glue to help solidify 
a society and can meet basic needs of individuals. By 
contrast, conflict theorists focus on ways that religion 
reinforces conflicts and inequalities in societies, whether 
socioeconomic, racial, or gender. (See pp.___–___.)

•	 In the United States and Canada, secularization is domi-
nant at the meso and macro levels but seems not to be 
taking place much at the micro level. (See pp.___–___.)

•	 At the global level, religion can be involved in issues of 
war and peace (sometimes undermining peace unwit-
tingly) and is currently experiencing interface with the 
world of technology and the World Wide Web. (See 
pp.___–___.)
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