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Social Stratification 

Professor Lareau 

Fall 2013                                                                                                                              Office: 288 McNeil  

Sociology 010-001                                                                                                              alareau@sas.upenn.edu  

            215 898-3515  

Mondays and Wednesdays: 2:00 to 3:30 p.m.  

Office Hours:  

Mondays 1:00 to 1:45, Wednesdays: 5:30 to 6:30 p.m. 

Most Fridays, 1 to 2:00 p.m. and after 4:00 p.m., but please email to confirm a Friday appointment 

This is a seminar which provides ample opportunity for class discussion. Ideally, students will have taken 

one sociology course such as Introduction to Sociology, but it is not required.  

The American Dream highlights opportunity for individuals to achieve success based on their own ability 

and initiative. How well does our society live up to this ideal? Who gets ahead, and who falls behind? 

Topics include factors that affect life chances in contemporary society: education, social class, race, 

ethnicity and gender.  

Learning Goals:  

*to learn about the breadth and depth of social stratification (by education, income,and wealth) in 

American  

*to learn how class stratification intersects with racial and ethnic divisions as well as by gender  

*to learn about the degree to which social mobility is a genuine possibility in American society  

*to learn about the consequences of social stratification for key aspects of daily life  

*to be able to apply these concepts to your daily life  

Textbooks: 

 The books are available at House of Our Own which is an independent bookstore at 3920 Spruce St, 

Philadelphia, PA 19104  Phone:(215) 222-1576  Hours:  10:00 am–7:00 pm.   

Keister, Lisa and Darby Southgate, Inequality: A Contemporary Approach to Race, Class, and Gender, 

Cambridge University Press, 2012.  
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Additional classroom resources: http://www.stratificationandinequality.com/  

Levine, Judith A. Ain’t No Trust. University of California Press. 2013.  

Gaztambide-Fernandez, Ruben. The Best of the Best: Becoming Elite at an American Boarding School. 

Harvard University Press. 2009.  

Black, Tim, When a Heart Turns Rock Solid: The Lives of Three Puerto Rican Brothers On and Off the 

Streets, 2009.  

There will be articles posted on Canvas.  

Course requirements:  

There will be an in-class midterm and a final. These in-class examinations, which will be essay exams and 

short answers, will allow you to reflect on “big picture” questions that we have addressed during the 

semester. In addition, each student will choose a topic of his or her choice connected to social 

stratification. During one week in the course, each student will be permitted to read research articles on 

this topic of interest. Students will share what they learned with their classmates in the class. In 

addition, each student will use their newly-gained knowledge to write a five-page research paper.  As 

you complete the readings, you will also turn in an analysis/reflection of the reading. These brief 

readings reflections will facilitate class discussion.  

In this class, we also will do a series of class exercises to deepen your understanding of inequality in 

America. For example, you will conduct an interview with a person living below the poverty level or 

working in a blue-collar, low-wage job. You will do an exercise where you pretend to buy a home; each 

of you will be assigned a different level of resources given to you by your family. You will be assigned an 

income below the poverty level; under these circumstances you will do a budget where you try to make 

ends meet. I would very much like all of you to do these exercises, but if you have some issue which 

makes you uncomfortable completing an assignment, please let me know. We can find an alternative 

assignment for you.  

Course requirements:  

Midterm: 25%  

Final: 30%  

Paper: 25%  

Analysis of readings 5%   

Exercises: 10%  

Class participation: 5%  
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Our class is a seminar– its purpose is to explore together the ideas and themes we are reading about. 

Each person is an important member of the seminar. For a seminar to work well, it is important that 

each person complete the reading before class, share his or her thoughts and ideas with the group, help 

to keep the discussion on track, and monitors the flow of conversation to help produce a discussion 

where everyone has a chance to speak and no one person dominates the discussion. Hence, your class 

participation will be based not simply on attendance but on your contributions to the discussion. The 

point here is for each member of the course to help to advance the discussion by raising a point about a 

concept or example in the course readings, ask a question about an ambiguous aspect of the readings or 

lectures, or otherwise help to advance the discussion.  

Course Schedule: 

Note: Please complete readings BEFORE class. 

In addition to the course readings, I will add newspaper articles and recent statistics for the topics as the 

course unfolds. 

Exercises: 

Exercise 1: appearance of class in daily life 

Exercise 2: hidden costs in preparation for higher education 

Exercise 3A: paper topic (3 points)  3b: literature search (4 points) 

Exercise 4: the long arm of student loan debt 

Exercise 5: black wealth/white wealth, values of homes and neighborhoods 

Exercise 6: do an interview with a working-class person  

Exercise 7: buying a house 

Exercise 8: give comments on drafts of 2 papers written by classmates (you recruit each other) 

Exercise 9: living on minimum wage, budgets 

Exercise 10: cumulative advantage/disadvantage 

Reading Analysis: 

The first reading analysis is due on the second week of class. You will do four more in the semester. I will 

give you notice of one week before they are due. They will be done periodically. At times I will give you a 

question to answer and you will write a two-page reaction paper to the question drawing on the 

readings. Other times you will do more of a summary of the reading. It will vary. 

Other important information: 



4 
 

Laptop Policy: 

As we will discuss in class, we are working to create a lively intellectual experience. Unfortunately, cell 

phones, texting, email, and other social media are a powerful form of distraction. The class is only 50 

minutes in length. For a series of complex reasons, the class policy is for students to not use laptops in 

class. Doodling, daydreaming, and even occasional dozing, however, have historically been part of the 

university experience; this class will not be an exception to that pattern.  There is not a problem with 

bringing in food or drink.   

Students with Disabilities 

In compliance with Penn policy and equal access laws, I am available to discuss appropriate academic 

accommodations that you may require as a student with a disability. Requests for academic 

accommodations need to be made during the first two weeks of the semester, except under unusual 

circumstances, to arrange reasonable accommodations. Students must register with Student Disabilities 

Services (SDS) for disability verification and for determination of reasonable academic accommodations. 

Prof. Lareau: Grading Policy 

Since professors vary in their approach to the issue, I thought it would be helpful to explicate the guidelines for 

grading in this particular course. Of course, I take grading very seriously. First, I grade exams “blind” without 

knowing the identity of a student.  I often read exams and papers twice before assigning a grade. In addition, as I 

grade student work, I place the exams or papers in rank order. Hence, you are being graded in terms of an 

objective standard of excellence as well as in light of the performance of other members of the class. I do not have 

a rigid expectation that x percent of grades will fall into a certain category. Remarkably enough, however, grades 

often follow a normal distribution.  

A: Flawless work which develops a clear, coherent, systematic, and thoughtful. It develops a sophisticated thesis 

with a clear ideas. The ideas not only support the thesis in a coherent fashion, but the ideas are supported with a 

succinct presentation of empirical evidence. The evidence consists of not just a few examples, but it includes a 

wide range of potentially relevant examples from readings and lectures. The examples are accurate, detailed, and 

succinct. The work does not contain errors of any kind including conceptual, empirical, or grammatical.  

B: Thoughtful work which demonstrates a grasp of course materials. The work has a thesis, has evidence, and 

seeks to connect the evidence to the overall argument. Yet, the quality of the examples is uneven; some are not 

outstanding. In addition, the essay often has issues such as  flaws in logic, ideas that are only ambiguously related 

to the thesis, or examples that are overly general and hence lower in quality. In some cases the examples only 

come from lectures and do not provide evidence that the author has comprehended the readings. Other times the 

readings suggest that the author has memorized rather than thoughtfully reflected upon the readings and digested 

them in a considered fashion.  The essay might have errors of various kinds including grammatical, empirical, or 

conceptual. Almost always the work has multiple woes rather than a singular problem. 

C: Capable work. The work has a thesis, but often the thesis is underdeveloped, contradictory, or marred in some 

fashion. Often the work fails to use the course materials in a thoughtful and considered way. All of the examples 

are “obvious” rather than nuanced in the presentation. A truncated set of examples is presented. At times the 

author falls into a sea of personal opinion and moral outrage rather than marshaling empirical evidence to support 

his or her claims. The paper often does not rely enough on social science evidence.  
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D: Underdeveloped work: This work is characterized by a lack of preparation, an inadequate understanding of the 

material, and a superficial understanding of course materials. The essay shows that the student did study, but 

many relevant materials are not discussed. The paper may only be empirical and lack a single conceptual idea. The 

essay might be extremely short. It also may be characterized by carelessness rather than care. The writing does not 

reflect that the student grasped the materials in this particular course. It may be characterized by personal opinion 

rather than the presentation of social science evidence.  

Note: You should understand why you received the grade that you did. In other words, grades can be learning 

opportunities. Still, there are many opportunities to improve during the semester. In some instances, I will post 

outstanding answers to course assignments. There is often frustration and even confusion in the learning process; it 

is a growth process. Often materials start to ‘come together’ at the end of the semester. Still, if you are confused, 

you should not hesitate to come to office hours to discuss the question or concept. If you are confused, other 

students are also likely to share the concern. Often, a student would be doing everyone in the class a favor by 

raising the issue for discussion. If you are concerned about a grade, it can be helpful to recall that the course is 

designed so that students can have a weak start and a strong finish; if there is a clear pattern of improvement (i.e., 

the grades improve throughout the semester in a clear and systematic fashion) then this will be taken into account 

in the final grade. Please understand that if you submit your work for regrading, the grade can go either up or 

down. 

Welcome to the class! 
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 Mondays Wednesdays 

Week 1: 

Aug 26th 

 Newman [Canvas] Conley [Canvas] 

2: Sept 2nd America the Unequal 

Inequality: 1 

Best of the Best: 1 

1st reading analysis due of Chapter 1 of Best of 

the Best 

3: Sept 9th Inequality: 2 

Exercise 1 due: signs of 

class in daily life 

Best of the Best: 2 and 3 

4: Sept 

16th 

Inequality: 3 and 308-

311; 320-324 

Best of the Best: 5 and appendix (skip 4) 

Exercise 2 due: hidden costs in preparing for 

higher education 

5: Septr 

23rd 

Inequality:4 

Exercise 3A paper topic 

[tentative] 

Best of the Best: 6 and 7 

Exercise 4 long arm of student loans 

 

6: Sept 

30th 

Inequality: 5  Readings on private clubs on Canvas 

Start Black, 1 

Exercise 3B output of search/6 to 8 articles 

selection 

7: Oct 7th Inequality:  9  

Black, finish 1,  2 

Black, 3 

 

8: Oct 14th Inequality: 8  

 

Lareau, Invisible Inequality 

Curl, Lareau, Wu Fish out of Water [Canvas] 

Hout and Beller Social Mobility [Canvas] 

MIDTERM 

9: Oct 21st Inequality: 6 Middle class debt [Canvas] 
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Oliver and Shapiro 

[Canvas] 

Exercise 6: find a 

working-class or poor 

person to interview 

Black Picket Fences [Canvas] 

Exercise 5: black wealth/white wealth 

10: Oct 

28th 

Read topic of your choice Read topic of your choice 

Exercise 6: Complete interview! 

11: Nov 4th Inequality: 7 Levine 1, start 2 

Exercise 7: buy a house exercise 

12: Nov 

11th 

Levine finish 2, start 3 

Exercise 8: paper 

comments 

Levine finish 3 and 4 

Guest Lecture Prof.Levine 

13: Nov 

18th 

Levine 6 and appendix 

(skip 5) 

Paper due 

Western, Bruce Prisons [Canvas] Start Black 5 

14: Nov 

25th 

Black,  finish 5, start 6 

Exercise 9: minimum 

wage budget 

No class! Follow your Friday schedule 

Black, finish 6, 7 

15: Dec 2th Black, 8, start 9 Black, finish 9, 10 

Exercise 10: cumulative advantages exercise 

16: Dec 9th Black, 11, conclusion  

Finals:  December 19th! 6 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. in our 

classroom 

 


