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During the first few weeks of the A-level 

Sociology course, it is important to understand 

some of the key ideas that sociologists look at. 

Below are some of the resources that students 

can use to understand some of the key ideas in 

Sociology. 
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Starting sociology 

You need to know the differences between the biological definition of sex and the sociological concept of 

gender. This becomes more important as you progress through the course, with applications to gender 

roles in the family, gender differences in education, gender differences in criminal behaviour and 

victimisation and the stratification of society based upon gender stereotypes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The traditional social class system of upper, middle and working class is important to understand. 

However, in contemporary society the social class system is far more diverse and that being ‘working 

class’ is not a fixed label that is attached to all students who are not from the upper or traditional middle 

classes. Parents can be educated, work in non-manual labour and still have working class ideologies in 

the 21st century. However, most texts refer to differences between the traditional classes, particularly 

with reference to education and crime. 
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Sociologists talk almost exclusively about ethnicity rather than race, which is an outdated term that 

suggests the physical characteristics of different groups define their abilities in wider society. Sadly, 

some racial theories are re-emerging, but sociologists prefer to focus on the social characteristics of 

ethnicity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the big debates in researching society is whether to collect quantitative data or qualitative 

data. The decision often rests on several factors, including the sociologist’s methodological 

preference, the choice of topic and the availability of different research methods.  
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One of the more confusing debates is how different theories view society. The idea that society agrees 

on the norms and values (Consensus Theory) or divided into competing groups (Conflict Theory) is 

present throughout the course. In the family, consensus would suggest that there is an ‘ideal family’, 

whilst conflict theories would suggest that family benefits some more than others. Similarly, in 

education, the idea of meritocracy would be a consensus view, whereas conflict views would see 

differences in educational achievement as being a result of these conflicts. In crime and stratification 

there are similar arguments. 
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Another complex topic to discuss in the early weeks is the debate between behaviour being guided by 

forces that are structural or by individual agency (social action). This debate is focused on the idea of 

how much control an individual has over their behaviour. Structural theories such as Marxism, 

Functionalism and Feminism suggest that social forces make people act in different ways. For example, 

structures such as gender suggest males will act one way and females another. Similarly, if you are 

middle class you may read different types of books to the working class (who may not read at all). 

Social Action theories on the other hand, suggest we have agency and can choose how to behave. 

Social class, gender and ethnicity do not determine your behaviour. In modern sociology, most people 

are influenced by social factors which may limited their choice, but they are still relatively free to 

choose. This debate is important as it shows the differences between generalisations or class, gender 

and ethnicity and the ability to be an individual in society. It also demonstrates that in sociology there 

is neither black nor white, but an infinite number of shades of grey. 
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Understanding the different theoretical perspectives that students will face over the two years of 

studying sociology at A-level is also important. These theories will form a large part of student’s study 

across the different modules: family, education, Crime and stratification. Understanding the key ideas 

of how these theories view society is a good step towards being able to apply theory to some of the 

issues posed on the specification. The Key theories to consider are: Functionalism, Marxism, 

Interactionism, Feminism and New Right.  
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