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Understanding the Components of Social Class 

Use this exercise with my blog post: 
 http://sociologysal.blogspot.com/2016/11/the-components-of-social-class-in-usa.html 
There are many different ways that sociologists analyze social class.  There is not one definition of what class 
is.  Here are some components of social class.  One must look at all of these as they fit together in a whole to 
really figure out social class.  Pick someone (your parents would be a good choice) to analyze in terms of 
his/her class and see how they fit into the US. System: 
 
Income: 
Average in the US:____________(50th percentile) 
 
Your level: ______________________(Your percentile: ______________) 
 
Wealth:  
How much of the wealth in the U.S. do you think each quintile has? Divide 100% among each quintile: 
 
Bottom 20%:______   2nd 20%_______  3rd 20%________  4th 20%_______ 5th 20%_______Top 
 
How much do you think each quintile should have? 
 
Bottom 20%:______   2nd 20%________ 3rd 20%________  4th 20%_______ 5th 20%_______Top 
 
Average in the US:__________________________ 
Your level: List whether you above average, average or below average for each: 
Average American:   50% own 2 cars,  your level: ____________   
   50% have a 401K, ____________________ 
   66% own 1 home, 6% own a second home:_________________ 
Education: 
Your level: 
This makes you more educated than _____% of America. 
 
Location: 
Average home price in the US: 
Average of the homes where you live: 
Your home’s worth: 
 
Prestige: 
What is the prestige rating of your job: 
What is the median prestige level in the US: 
 
Look at all of these together and determine what the class of this person is.  Where do you think this person 
falls compared to the average American?   How would you rate their social class? 
 
 
Now look at the chart of social class.  Where does the person fall on there?  Does it lineup with what you 
thought?  Why or why not? 



 
 
  



ASA Membership for high School Teachers 
 

Membership for High School Teachers 
High school teachers can join the ASA at a special discounted rate of $65 for a full 
year.  As ASA members, high school teachers receive all of the regular benefits of ASA 
membership, plus they automatically receive a personal subscription to Contexts 
magazine and full access to TRAILS, the Teaching Resources and Innovations Library for 
Sociology. 

Use the promotional code: PROHS16 when registering your membership. Enroll or renew 
as an ASA High School Teacher member by clicking the link below. 

 
 
 
Here is the ASA page for high school teachers: 

 
  



High School Membership to ASA includes access to Trails, an online database of teaching resources. 
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Social	Inequality:	Race	and	the	Criminal	Legal	System	

Abstract:	
	 Inequality	is	a	broad	concept	that	is	central	to	the	discipline	of	sociology	and	can	be	understood	in	a	
number	of	different	contexts.	Inequality	is	not	simply	a	disparity	in	outcomes,	such	as	educational	attainment	or	
income,	but	it	is	a	systematic	unequal	distribution	of	rewards	or	life	chances	for	different	individuals	within	a	
group	or	groups	within	society.	This	can	translate	to	differential	access	to	resources	like	wealth,	or	different	levels	
of	social	power	which	can	affect	one’s	ability	to	receive	financial	services	or	the	treatment	by	the	judicial	system.	
As	such,	structural	inequality	is	not	a	natural	occurrence,	but	rather	something	that	is	largely	created	and	
maintained	by	social	institutions.	

The	police	controversies	that	have	arisen	over	the	past	few	years	have	illustrated	how	we	are	currently	at	a	
tumultuous	juncture	with	respect	to	the	public’s	perception	of	the	criminal	legal	system.	Moreover,	criminal	justice	
outcomes	are	often	not	discussed	in	terms	of	inequality,	at	least	not	in	the	same	way	that	we	tend	to	discuss	
earnings	and	achievement	gaps,	despite	the	fact	that	disparities	in	incarceration	are	unmatched	by	other	social	
indicators	that	are	typically	analyzed	as	evidence	of	social	inequality.	For	instance,	the	black-white	incarceration	
disparity	of	8	to	1	surpasses	black-white	disparities	in	unemployment	(2	to	1),	infant	mortality	(2	to	1),	and	wealth	
(1	to	5).	Due	to	the	dearth	of	classroom	discussions	that	highlight	these	disparities	as	indicators	of	social	
inequality,	this	activity	frames	law	enforcement	disparities	as	a	fundamental	form	of	social	inequality.	
	
Usage	Notes:	
TIME:	30-45	Minutes	
This	exercise	can	be	used	in	courses	on	race,	stratification,	social	problems,	or	for	any	discussion	of	inequality	and	
the	criminal	legal	system.	Follow	the	hyperlinks	in	the	source	section	after	each	table	to	access	the	pdf.		
	
Although	this	activity	can	be	used	in	a	number	of	ways,	it	may	be	best	applied	after	a	lecture	that	orients	the	class	
towards	understanding	the	tenuous	relationship	that	the	criminal	legal	system	has	had	with	minority	groups.	The	
activity	could	also	be	paired	with	an	assigned	reading	about	mass	incarceration	(such	as	a	news	article,	journal	
article,	or	a	selection	from	an	accessible	text	like	Michelle	Alexander’s	The	New	Jim	Crow	or	Bruce	Western’s	
Punishment	and	Inequality	in	America)	and	then	use	the	small	group	discussions	as	a	segue	for	class	discussion.	As	
this	can	be	a	sensitive	topic	(and	differently	so	for	heterogeneous	and	homogenous	classes),	I	suggest	
accompanying	this	activity	with	either	a	lecture	or	an	assigned	reading	so	that	students	see	a	model	for	data	driven	
analyses.		
	
In my early experience with this activity, a small number of students have pushed back against criticizing the 
legal system on the basis that the police serve an important function, but all discussions have been classroom 
appropriate. Different groups may come to varying conclusions, but this is a part of the exercise which 
facilitates discussion and pushes students towards noticing incongruities in the data. For example, students 
in Group 1 may notice that whites make up the majority of those arrested, but students in Group 2 may 
notice that people of color comprise the majority of those incarcerated.  
Note:	For	Group	7’s	Fatal	Occupational	Injuries	table,	compare	the	Fatal	Injury	Rate	for	police	and	sheriff’s	patrol	
officers	(page	1)	to	other	professions.	Farmers	and	ranchers,	Supervisors	of	landscaping	and	groundskeeping	
workers,	Construction	laborers,	and	Taxi	drivers	and	Chauffeurs	have	higher	Fatal	Injury	Rates	than	police	officers.	
	
Learning	Goals	and	Assessments:	
	
Goal	1:	Students	will	learn	that	sociology	as	a	discipline	is	data	driven.	
Assessment	1:	Students	will	be	asked	discuss	every	question	in	this	activity	in	terms	of	the	data	provided.	
	
Goal	2:	Students	will	learn	how	to	be	perceptive	data	consumers.	
Assessment	2:	Students’	ability	to	consume	and	analyze	data	will	be	assessed	through	discussion	questions	in	
small	groups	and	as	a	whole.	



	
Goal	3:	Students	will	gain	a	fairly	comprehensive	understanding	of	how	the	criminal	legal	apparatus	interacts	with	
communities	differently	on	the	basis	of	race,	and	the	amount	of	data	that	is	required	to	make	well-informed	
inferences.	
Assessment	3:	Students’	ability	to	synthesize	the	various	data	and	articulate	how	race	affects	law	enforcement	
outcomes	will	be	assessed	in	the	discussion	with	the	class	as	a	whole.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
  



Group	1:	

	
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics Arrests in the United States, 1990-2010  



Group	2:		

	
Source:	Bureau	of	Justice	Statistics	Prisoners	in	2013	
	
Group	3:	

	
Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reports  



Group	4:	

	
Source:	Bureau	of	Justice	Statistics	Special	Report	Contacts	Between	Police	and	the	Public,	2008	
	
Group	5:	

	
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics Arrest-Related Deaths 2003-2009  



Group	6:	

	
Source: NYPD 2012 Annual Firearms Discharge Report 

Group	7:	
	
Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	National	Census	of	Fatal	Occupational	Injuries	(included	separately)	
	
	
  



Questioned	to	be	discussed	in	small	groups:	
For	each	source	of	data	address	the	following	in	1	–	2	sentences.	

1) What	is	the	source	of	data?	
2) What	information	is	the	chart	reporting?	
3) Which	group(s)	are	represented	most?		
4) If	applicable,	compare	the	demographics	of	your	chart	to	the	demographics	of	the	United	States	as	a	whole	

(included	below).	Which	group(s)	are	overrepresented?	Which	group(s)	are	underrepresented?	
5) What	is	the	overall	“story”	represented	by	the	data,	and	why	might	this	be?	

	

	
	
	
After	we	discuss	these	questions	in	small	groups	we	will	convene	as	a	whole	and	each	group	will	present	their	
findings	so	that	we	may	synthesize	these	data	as	a	class.	
	
  



Questions	to	be	discussed	as	a	class:	
1) What	does	Figure	2:	Crime	and	jail	rates	per	100,000	(displayed	below)	tell	us	about	trends	in	crime	and	

incarceration?	After	hearing	students’	interpretations,	it	may	be	beneficial	to	provide	a	cogent	
interpretation	to	the	class.	

2) Situate	these	trends	within	the	larger	picture	of	crime	in	the	US:	

	
3) Putting	all	these	data	together,	what	do	they	tell	us	about	the	race	and	law	enforcement?	
4) How	is	race	related	to	police	death	and	civilian	death	at	the	hands	of	police?	
5) Why	does	race	matter?		
6) What	are	the	historical	precedents	to	these	phenomena?	(Note:	After	hearing	students’	responses,	you	

could	ask	them	specifically	to	consider	the	influence	of	the	War	on	Drugs,	backlash	to	the	Civil	Rights	
Movement,	history	of	slave	patrols	in	the	antebellum	south,	etc.)	

	
Suggested	Citation:		
	
Rochin,	Nick.	2015.	“Social	Inequality:	Race	and	the	Criminal	Legal	System.”	Class	Activity,	powerpoint	
published	in	TRAILS:	Teaching	Resources	and	Innovations	Library	for	Sociology.	Washington	DC:	American	
Sociological	Association.	(http://trails.asanet.org)	

 
 
  



 
 



 
  



Debriefing monopoly. 
 
http://sociologysal.blogspot.com/2016/11/monopobility.html 
 
Compare to real life. 
 
Intragenerational v. intergenerational mobility 
 
Paul Piff Ted Talk 
 

 


