Sociology Department Godalming College

Sociologists, Studies and Experiments

Although some sociologists (i.e., positivists) favour natural sciences as a model for social sciences, they rarely if ever use experiments as a method.  To understand why, we must understand what is meant by the term experiment in this context.

Experiments

Most sociological studies are aimed at NOT influencing those who are studied unduly (think of sociologists’ concern regarding the Hawthorne Effect, Interviewer bias, and so on).  Experiments, by contrast, attempt to actively disrupt and affect the respondent to see what will happen. (You might think about Trigger Happy TV as a kind of social experiment though not a sociological one).

Experiments may be divided into two main types

1. Laboratory experiments – here the experiment takes place under controlled conditions within an artificial environment.  (Another non-sociological TV example her would be the Big brother house, although here there is little in the way of clear experimental aims or measurement).

2. Field experiments – these are slightly more common in sociology and take place in the “natural” environment (note the quotation marks). There is less control of variables but a greater chance of fidelity to social norms and values.

Case Study – Rosenthal and Jacobsen – Pygmalion in the Classroom

(details in Education booklet 3)

This study may be viewed as an experiment because it introduces a factor (bogus predictions based on IQ scores) which attempts to change the behaviour of teachers with a consequent (and measurable) effect upon the achievement of pupils.  Correlations are then made against various factors (age of pupils, sex of pupils, ethnicity of pupils, change of teachers, etc.)  The outcome of the study is very suggestive and powerful evidence for the importance of teachers’ labels on pupils’ achievement. NB it is difficult here to describe this as a lab or field experiment as it shares the characteristics of both.

Evaluation of experiments (PET Analysis)

Practical Issues

	Control of variables in dealing with human behaviour is near impossible.
	R&J could not control the influences children may receive through the home, neighbourhood, playground

Teachers may pass on impressions through the staffroom or even ignore the bogus results in everyday practice.

	Replication of experiments is impossible 
	(see below)


Ethical Issues

	People’s lives may be detrimentally affected by experiments.
	While R&J specifically avoid the use of negative predictions on students’ progress so as to try to avoid this, pupils not chosen as bloomers/spurters may, in effect, be disadvantaged through the experiment.


Theoretical Issues

	It is often impossible to repeat the experiment. Reliability of results cannot be checked Pos
	This experiment is very well known in teacher training.  Teachers should (if they are paying attention for once) be able to anticipate any repeat of this study.

	Validity is often questionable as experiments seek to simply measure correlations not engage in verstehen Int
	Teachers may have an effect on pupils but what does this mean for either party? Meanings are not explored in the R&J study only assumed and speculated upon.


