
A matchmaking exercise for teaching homogamy
theory to first-year sociology students

Authors Van Mol,Christof

Published in Teaching Sociology

DOI 10.1177/0092055X211017201

Publication Date 2021

Document Version publishersversion

Link https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/4e909721-5957-4881-
b658-30a082af47d4

Citation Van Mol, C 2021, 'A matchmaking exercise for teaching homogamy theory to
first-year sociology students', Teaching Sociology, vol. 49, no. 4, pp. 372-380.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X211017201

Download Date 2025-12-13 15:46:05

Rights General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public
portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners and it is a
condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal
requirements associated with these rights.
- Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public
portal for the purpose of private study or research.
- You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making
activity or commercial gain
- You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public
portal"
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us
providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0092055X211017201
https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/4e909721-5957-4881-b658-30a082af47d4
https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/4e909721-5957-4881-b658-30a082af47d4


https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X211017201

Teaching Sociology
﻿1–9

© American Sociological Association 2021

DOI: 10.1177/0092055X211017201
ts.sagepub.com

Teaching Note

In the course Sociological Themes at Tilburg 
University, the Netherlands, first-year bachelor stu-
dents in sociology gain a more in-depth introduc-
tion to different topics sociologists traditionally 
focus on, such as education, families, gender, reli-
gion and secularization, migration, and globaliza-
tion. In the course, students follow three obligatory 
themes (cities and urban life, globalization, and 
religion and secularization), which are linked to the 
three majors they can choose in the second year of 
their bachelor program (urban and metropolitan 
issues, social risks in a changing world, and culture 
in comparative perspective). Besides these three 
“fixed” themes, students are asked at the beginning 
of the course to indicate their level of interest in 
seven other themes, namely, education, migration 
and ethnicity, families and intimate relationships, 
the environment, digital society, gender, and poli-
tics, government, and social movements. The four 
topics that are ranked highest by the students are 
subsequently also covered in the course. This has 
the (assumed) advantage that students have a 

feeling of control over their own study program, 
aligning it as close as possible to their personal 
interests, which is of key importance to get them 
engaged (Belet 2018).

The topic families and intimate relationships was 
chosen by the students in the 2017–2018, 2019–
2020, and 2020–2021 academic years. In the lec-
tures on families and intimate relationships, several 
classical and contemporary sociological perspec-
tives on intimate relationships are included—such as 
the work of Anthony Giddens (1992) and Ulrich 
Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim (1995). One of 
the sociological theories that are treated in depth is 
homogamy theory, which explains the tendency of 
individuals to engage in romantic relationships with 
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Abstract
This note discusses a class activity that was developed for first-year bachelor students in sociology to 
understand homogamy theory. Taught in a “classical” deductive way, this theory proved to be difficult 
to remember and describe on the examination. Starting from inductive learning, and more specifically, 
(structured) inquiry-guided learning, the aim of the exercise was to transcend passive learning, making 
students gradually discover the different components of the theory themselves, practicing their sociological 
imagination. Overall, students evaluated the exercise positively, and they performed much better on the 
examination.
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individuals who are similar to them in terms of, for 
example, age, socioeconomic class, ethnicity, reli-
gion, or other social markers (Ferris and Stein 2018; 
Henslin 2017; Kalmijn 1998), contradicting the 
popular saying that “opposites attract” (Ferris and 
Stein 2018:196). Altogether, the theory highlights 
that people do not randomly choose their partners, 
drawing attention to both personal preferences and 
contextual factors that influence individuals’ partner 
choice. As such, it is a useful theory to get students 
acquainted with sociological thinking about social 
dynamics.

In a summarized form, the core of the theory 
consists of three main components (for an extended 
explanation of the theory, see Kalmijn 1998). First, 
individuals have a preference to partner with indi-
viduals that are similar because this allows them to 
pool their economic, cultural, and social capital. 
This pooling of resources has several advantages: It 
will lead to less conflict(s) in a relationship, and it 
can also be used to maintain or improve an individ-
ual’s social class position. Second, to meet a part-
ner, individuals also need opportunities to meet 
them. Simply put, individuals are more likely to 
find a partner who is close in geographical terms 
and/or in terms of overlapping social networks. This 
means that individuals generally have few opportu-
nities to meet people from different socioeconomic, 
religious, or other backgrounds in their everyday 
lives (Ferris and Stein 2018). Third, romantic rela-
tionships are often theorized as reflecting an 
increasing individualization tendency in contempo-
rary Western societies whereby individuals are free 
to select the person they want to establish a roman-
tic relationship with. Homogamy theory, however, 
underlines the importance of third parties, that is, 
those who define the “rules of the game.” These 
third parties can, for example, be individuals’ fam-
ily, friends, or ethnic or church community, who can 
disapprove of certain relationships and also sanc-
tion them. Church communities, for example, can 
exclude individuals from (parts of) religious ser-
vices. As such, there are social pressures from 
within social circles and communities to adhere to 
the principles of homogamy (Ferris and Stein 2018).

I noticed that when the theory was taught in a 
deductive way, many students struggled to cogni-
tively process the theory and adequately describe 
the theory or certain components in their own words 
on the final examination. This meant that the prin-
ciple of constructive alignment (Biggs 2014; Biggs 
and Tang 2011), key to course design, was violated. 
This principle indicates that teaching should be 
designed in such a way that the learning activities 

optimize students’ chances of achieving the antici-
pated outcomes, in this case, the learning goal “to 
describe in their own words the major sociological 
theories and approaches related to a number of soci-
ological themes.” Because most of the students 
were not able to reproduce the theory satisfactorily 
in their own words at the examination, teaching the 
theory in a deductive way was clearly not the right 
teaching method for achieving this learning goal. To 
remedy this problem, I developed an exercise based 
on inductive learning approaches, more specifi-
cally, inquiry-guided learning, appealing to stu-
dents’ sociological imagination, to help students to 
better understand, process, remember, and explain 
the theory in their own words.

An Inquiry-Guided 
Learning Approach
Sociological theories are traditionally taught 
deductively: An instructor explains the theory, 
maybe asks students to apply the theory to specific 
social situations, and finally tests whether students 
are able to reproduce the theory (Prince and Felder 
2006). Today, however, this passive learning pro-
cess is often criticized because it has been shown 
that when students engage in hands-on activities, 
they retain information and skills for longer (Gross 
Davis 2009). The latter type of approach to teach-
ing and learning is labeled as inductive. Inductive 
teaching and learning is thus centered on the stu-
dent, meaning that students need to analyze a given 
situation or question and are thereby supported by 
the instructor to discover the learning material 
themselves. Within such an approach, instructors 
facilitate this learning process by “guiding, encour-
aging, clarifying, mediating, and sometimes even 
lecturing” (Prince and Felder 2006:124), and 
instructors are clearly not the owner of the “abso-
lute truth” (Rusche and Jason 2011). One of the 
inductive learning activities instructors can engage 
in, which is also used for the exercise presented in 
this article, is “inquiry-guided learning,” a collec-
tion of active learning teaching techniques “that 
privileges guiding students to increasingly inde-
pendent questioning and constructing knowledge” 
(Atkinson and Hunt 2008:6). The advantages of 
inquiry-based learning methods over traditional 
instruction have been investigated by several 
authors (see Colburn 2000; Rubin 1996). These 
studies indicate, for example, that inquiry-based 
learning leads to better conceptual and subject 
learning, reasoning ability, creativity, and under-
standing of concrete observable phenomena.
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Against this background, inquiry-guided learn-
ing is embraced “as an exemplar of the social con-
struction of knowledge” among sociologists 
(Rusche and Jason 2011:340) because it “empha-
sizes active investigation and knowledge construc-
tion rather than passive memorization of content” 
(Atkinson and Hunt 2008:1). In sociology, it is fun-
damental to inquiry-guided learning that students 
learn to “think and act as sociologists” (Atkinson 
and Hunt 2008). Within inquiry-guided learning 
approaches, there can be significant variation in 
terms of the structure that is provided by the 
instructor. Instructors have the choice to provide 
clear guidelines and structure the process, or they 
can also opt for absolute free exploration, whereby 
the role of lecturer is minimized. As Prince and 
Felder (2006) indicated, however, it is often con-
sidered good practice to offer a relatively struc-
tured form of inquiry to first-year undergraduate 
students and gradually increase the possibility of 
free exploration in subsequent years. Therefore, a 
structured approach was adopted for the first-year 
bachelor students that attended the Sociological 
Themes course. Through inquiry-guided learning, I 
jointly constructed an understanding of the theory 
with the students.

The exercise was designed in such a way that 
students could train their sociological imagination, 
which “as a creative act, is best internalized when it 
is practiced” (Kebede 2009:354). It particularly 
aimed to make sociological theory relevant for stu-
dents by connecting and applying sociological 
thinking to their own daily lives, which is relevant 
for increasing students’ engagement and achieve-
ment in introductory sociological courses (Belet 
2018). This approach is also in line with several 
articles published in Teaching Sociology, which 
provide examples of the relevance of making con-
nections between students’ individual life worlds 
and sociological thinking for students’ learning 
process (see e.g., Eisen 2012; Garoutte 2018; 
Kebede 2009; Noy 2014). Through reflecting about 
their own daily lives through a sociological lens, 
the exercise allowed students to get first-hand 
experience with the core of sociological thinking, 
namely, to consider how individual experiences 
shape and are shaped by larger contextual/struc-
tural forces (Garoutte 2018), or in other words, “the 
ability to see the connections between the individ-
ual and society” (Matthewman, Curtis, and Mayeda 
2021:3). And most importantly, it clearly helped 
students to grasp the core elements of homogamy 
theory and to reproduce the theory in their own 
words several months after the course ended.

Classroom Description
In the academic year 2019–2020, the course 
Sociological Themes included 51 students in two 
groups, who were taught either in Dutch or English. 
The students that participated in the Dutch classes 
followed the Dutch Bachelor program in sociology 
and was composed of first-year sociology students. 
The students that participated in the English-taught 
classes followed the international bachelor pro-
gram in sociology at Tilburg University. This 
group, however, was more diverse compared to the 
Dutch group. Besides 17 first-year sociology stu-
dents from different parts of the world, the lectures 
were also attended by 10 exchange students from 
different disciplines, such as language studies, as 
well as sociology students who were already more 
advanced in their bachelor’s (second and third 
year). The make-up of both groups was roughly 
similar in the first academic year the course was 
implemented. In that year, 2017–2018, the Dutch 
group also only consisted of first-year students 
who followed the Dutch bachelor in sociology, 
whereas in the English group, six out of 20 students 
were exchange students from different disciplines 
or higher years in sociology.

In Sociological Themes, students receive two 
weekly lectures on a specific subject. First is a lec-
ture at the beginning of the week wherein some of 
the major theories and tendencies related to the 
theme of the week were explained by the instructor, 
relying mainly on lecture-based learning. Inductive 
learning was applied as well, through, for example, 
short, two-minute brainstorms; small group discus-
sions; or targeted questions about the social world, 
but the main focus in this first weekly lecture was 
on deductive learning. Second, at the end of the 
week, students attended a lab session whereby the 
aim is to put students’ sociological imagination at 
work, using an assigned reading and in-class exer-
cises, to uncover other theories related to the theme 
of the week. Consequently, the labs in this course 
were predominantly organized as inductive learn-
ing activities, particularly given that students 
already got acquainted with a number of core soci-
ological theories related to the weekly theme in the 
first (deductive) lecture of the week.

In the academic year 2017–2018, the first year 
the course was organized, students chose the theme 
families and intimate relationships for the first time. 
As indicated previously, within that theme, homog-
amy theory is an essential sociological theory to 
explain why romantic relationships are not happen-
ing at random. Most students, however, performed 
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rather poorly on the examination when asked to 
reproduce the theory in their own words (an average 
score of 1.5/5; n = 32). Given these poor results, I 
decided to develop a new exercise when the theme 
was chosen again in the academic year 2019–2020, 
to be implemented in the lab session in the second 
part of the week instead of the lecture at the begin-
ning of the week. With this new exercise—which 
was strongly inspired by a teaching note of Ellen 
O’Brien and Lara Foley (1999) as well as a blog 
post of Hollie Nyseth Brehm (2013)—I aimed to 
encourage students to discover the theory and its 
different components themselves, following an 
inquiry-based learning approach. I was very curious 
about the results because students took the exami-
nation three months later than originally planned 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Matchmaking Exercise
The exercise consisted of two parts. The first part 
of the exercise was devoted to discovering the first 
component of the theory, preferences. The second 
part then aimed to let students discover the compo-
nents of opportunities and third parties.

Part I: Discovering the First  
Component: Preferences
In the first part of the exercise, students were pro-
vided with post-its and were asked “What character-
istics should your ideal partner preferably have 
(think also about characteristics like age difference, 
education, ethnicity, income, health, previous rela-
tionships, etc.)?” and “In case you have a partner: 
What characteristics does your partner have?” 
Students had to individually write down one ideal 
characteristic of their (ideal) partner per post-it. 
They could use an unlimited number of post-its, 
depending on the number of characteristics they per-
sonally considered important. Once all students 
were ready, the blackboard was divided into two 
spaces: one representing similar characteristics and 
another one representing dissimilar characteristics. 
Students were subsequently asked to stick each of 
their post-its within the appropriate space—reflect-
ing on whether the post-it contained a preference for 
a similarity or difference with their (ideal) partner. 
Confirming the first component of homogamy the-
ory, the space with similar characteristics was filled 
with many post-its, whereas the dissimilar character-
istics space remained emptier (see Figure 1). During 
the following—short—classroom discussion, it was 
clear that students discovered themselves the ten-
dency in the group to report predominantly a 

preference for similar characteristics. In a next step, 
students were asked to group the similar characteris-
tics, which resulted in a classification whereby age, 
socioeconomic status (education and income), and 
cultural characteristics were indicated by the stu-
dents as being mentioned most often.

Afterward, I indicated to the students that the 
first core element of the theory indeed is prefer-
ences, explaining that individuals prefer partners 
with similar characteristics, in terms of socioeco-
nomic and cultural resources, because this helps to 
better manage pooled resources and leads to less 
conflict. During the group discussion that followed, 
students indicated this sounded very logical as they 
discovered the group’s preference for socioeco-
nomic and cultural similar partners themselves. 
During the break that followed, many students 
went again to the blackboard to discuss further 
what they just discovered, some trying to even 
refine the categories of similarities. Altogether, this 
illustrates how visually representing social dynam-
ics of partner preferences on the blackboard really 
made students actively engage with the sociologi-
cal content, which helps them also to remember the 
theory.

Part II: Opportunities and Third Parties
In the second part of the exercise, students were 
provided with a description of a person they would 
hypothetically fall in love with within five years 
(see Table 1). Acknowledging the diversity of sex-
ual orientations that exists within a classroom, 
there was no explicit indication of the gender of the 
hypothetical partner. Furthermore, students were 
instructed to be respectful in their comments on 
their hypothetical partner to avoid inappropriate, 
insensitive, offensive, or provocative comments. 
After reading their hypothetical partners’ profile, 
they had to reflect on—and write down their 
answers to—the following questions:

1.	 How would your family react?
2.	 What is the likelihood that you would 

actually meet such person?
3.	 Would this relationship lead to more con-

flict compared to the ideal partner you 
described earlier?

This part of the exercise led to great hilarity and 
laughing among the students, particularly for those 
who were assigned a hypothetical partner that they 
believed to be very unrealistic. Importantly, how-
ever, all comments that were made within this 
atmosphere adhered to the instruction to be 
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respectful. Based on their answers to the questions, 
a classroom discussion was organized wherein stu-
dents had to discover the other two components of 
the theory, encouraging them to use their sociologi-
cal imagination. After about 15 minutes, there was 
agreement among the group that the two other 
components would be opportunities and social cir-
cles, which aligns with the other two components 
of homogamy, subsequently explained by me.

Students’ Satisfaction with the Exercise
A couple of days after the lecture, I asked students to 
indicate how useful they found the exercise on a 
7-point Likert scale, ranging from extremely useful to 
extremely useless. As can be observed in Figure 2, the 
majority of students (82.9 percent) found the exercise 
useful, supporting the subjective feeling I had during 
the class given that the class had been very lively and 
all students seemed very engaged. In the 2020–2021 
academic year, the same exercise was also imple-
mented in an online format (see the discussion section 
of this teaching note), and again, students were very 
satisfied: 89.7 percent found the exercise useful.

Direct Assessment of Learning—The 
Final Examination
The final examination1 of the course consisted of 
16 essay questions, which all required short 

answers of between 100 and 200 words. Students 
could obtain five points for each question. 
According to Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomy, 10 per-
cent of the questions are knowledge questions, 30 
percent are comprehension questions, and 40 per-
cent are application questions. The remaining 20 
percent consisted of individual assignments stu-
dents had to submit each week during the course. 
Although the wording of the question was different 
because it is not allowed at Tilburg University to 
use similar wordings in subsequent examinations, 
in both academic years, the question on homogamy 
theory grasped students’ understanding of the the-
ory on the comprehension level of Benjamin 
Bloom’s taxonomy. In 2018, the question was for-
mulated as follows: “Social homogamy theory 
indicates that individuals do not establish intimate 
relationships randomly. (a) Which three main ele-
ments does the theory consist of? (b) Explain 
briefly two of the three main elements.” In 2020, 
students received the following question: “Matthijs 
Kalmijn explains Social Homogamy theory in the 
paper ‘Intermarriage and Homogamy: Causes, 
Patterns, Trends’. (a) What are the three main com-
ponents of Social Homogamy Theory? (b) Briefly 
explain one of these three main components in your 
own words.” For both academic years, the question 
aimed to assess the same learning goal, namely, 
“students can describe in their own words the 
major sociological theories and approaches related 

Figure 1.  The blackboard where students posted the similar and dissimilar characteristics.
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Table 1. H ypothetical Partner Profiles.

No. Description

1 Never married. Higher education degree, focusing on career and working late every day. Approaching 40 
with a high desire of having children of his/her own.

2 Married previously, taking care of 3 children alone, aged 12, 8, and 5. The youngest child has a disability 
and needs special care. Consequently, your partner is not working and relying on welfare state benefits. 
Previous partner is not willing to provide any financial support.

3 Never married. Finished secondary education. Former model, appearance is very important. Never had to 
deal with any negative life issues.

4 An upwardly mobile individual who never wants to have kids—and if there are kids, he/she is not interested 
in taking care of them. So if you want to have kids, you will be the only parent taking care of them.

5 An ambassador who is on holidays in your country. His/her job requires to change residence every four 
years. The next destination is Botswana.

6 Individual from your country who dated one of your siblings many years ago. You met him/her while 
backpacking in southeast Asia and are both hopelessly in love with each other.

7 Individual diagnosed with cystic fibrosis as a child. Cystic fibrosis is a life-threatening genetic disease that 
causes mucus to build up and clog some of the organs in the body, particularly the lungs and pancreas. 
When mucus clogs the lungs, it can make breathing very difficult. Your children could have a 25% chance 
of inheriting both defective copies and having cystic fibrosis, a 50% chance of inheriting one defective 
copy and being a carrier, and a 25% chance of not having cystic fibrosis or carrying the gene. In 2020, the 
median predicted age of survival was between 35 and 40 years old.

8 An individual with Pakistani nationality, whose parents are planning to arrange a marriage for him/her with 
someone other than you.

9 Married once before. One daughter aged 7. Also has a son from a prior relationship when 18 years old. Boy 
aged 15 now and not happy about being part of a blended family. Did only finish primary education and 
limited job experience and skills due to raising children from a young age onward.

10 Middle-class white individual who travels three weeks/month for his/her job. Has three kids from a previous 
marriage, of whom he/she has custody every weekend. Currently, he/she has a live-in nanny but would 
rather have a full-time parent in the home for the kids.

11 Tunisian migrant who works as a taxi driver, 30 years old, wishes to live near the family in Tunisia.
12 South American professor at the university. Comes from a long line of high-achieving family members. 

There have never been any international romantic relationships in the family.
13 Married three time before your relationship started and has children from all marriages. Three girls aged 

13, 15, and 17 and four boys aged 8, 10, and 18. Has to pay support to all these children.
14 Lowly educated individual who wants to improve his/her situation. Goes back to school in the evenings to 

become a computer engineer but currently works in a restaurant as a waiter.
15 Strict Catholic who believes birth control is a sin.
16 Highly educated Muslim who does not want to marry with a non-Muslim.
17 Divorced and has one son of 6 years old from a previous relationship. Survived cancer two times and must 

be tested every year for recurrence.
18 Never married. 30 years old. Vegan who loves the opera. A little neat freak (obsessive compulsive 

disorder). Thinks children are messy.
19 Recovering drug addict. Has been clear for a year. In a program to get secondary education degree. Very 

handy and works in the construction sector. Kind.
20 Very religious, attends services every day. Wants to raise children in a similar way.
21 Once in jail for 4 years for an assault he/she said he/she was innocent of. Has a hard time finding 

employment due to this status. Very hard childhood, abandoned by parents and raised in the foster care 
system. Very family oriented and wants to have children soon.

22 Swiss computer engineer who is a posted worker in the Netherlands. No family left in Switzerland, loves children.
23 18-year-old outgoing person who started self-injuring himself/herself regularly between the ages of 12 and 

14. Studying biochemistry at the university, gets high grades.
24 Child of a famous movie director. 25 years old. Used to an expensive lifestyle, not studying or working at 

the moment and no intention to do so.
25 Nurse, 28 years old. Has a passion for traveling, every holiday he/she is picking up his/her backpack to 

explore different countries around the world.

Note: These profiles are an adaptation of an exercise I found on the Internet, which does unfortunately not reference 
the original author of the exercise (https://studylib.net/doc/8949420/sociology-families-and-marriage-relationship-
activity). An extensive Web search also did not help to detect the original author—which would allow a proper 
citation of the original source.

https://studylib.net/doc/8949420/sociology-families-and-marriage-relationship-activity
https://studylib.net/doc/8949420/sociology-families-and-marriage-relationship-activity
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to a number of sociological themes.” Analyzing 
students’ scores on both examinations, it becomes 
clear they performed much better on the homog-
amy question in the 2020 examination. This indi-
cates that they were more able to articulate and 
explain the core elements of the theory, which sug-
gests the learning activity—inquiry-guided learn-
ing—aligned again with the learning goals and 
examination. The average score in 2019–2020, the 
academic year the exercise was implemented, was 
2.81 out of 5, with only 19 out of 51 students hav-
ing a grade lower than 2.5 on the question (com-
pared to 1.5 out of 5 in 2017–2018, when the 
presented in-class exercise was not conducted). An 
independent samples t test confirmed that the dif-
ferences between both scores are statistically sig-
nificant, t(80) = –3.16, p = .002. Altogether, these 
results suggest this exercise is useful for learning, 
understanding, and retaining homogamy theory, 
particularly given that the exam took place several 
months after the course ended, which suggests that 
students retain what they learned for a long period.

Discussion and 
Conclusion
In this teaching note, I presented a classroom exer-
cise that was developed to improve first-year bach-
elor students’ theory learning, more specifically, on 
homogamy theory. The exercise illustrated how 
sociology students’ sociological imagination can be 

really put into practice when using inductive learn-
ing approaches whereby students have to discover 
(parts of) theories themselves. Because this con-
cerned a cohort of first-year students, it is advisable 
to guide the students through the process. In later 
study years, students should be able to discover 
theories themselves with less guidance, particularly 
if they already got acquainted with their sociologi-
cal imagination from the very beginning of their 
educational trajectory. Inquiry-based learning hence 
shows to be an engaging way to convey the com-
plexity of social life, which is an important task for 
sociology instructors (Gillis and Taylor 2019). 
Through exercises such as the one presented here, 
first-year students—who might have been exposed 
a limited extent to sociological approaches and 
insights—can start to learn and understand complex 
theories based from their own experiences and 
social world, highlighting how seemingly individ-
ual choices are significantly restrained and enabled 
by surrounding contexts. Furthermore, the assess-
ment showed that students positively evaluated the 
exercise. Given the variety in students’ profile, 
including, for example, higher year sociology 
exchange students that already knew the theory in 
the English group, it is encouraging that approxi-
mately four out of five students considered the exer-
cise useful. In addition, students also performed 
better on the questions related to homogamy theory 
on the final examination. Although the average 
grade of 2.81 out of 5 for the second examination 
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Figure 2.  Students’ assessment of the matchmaking exercise in 2019–2020 and 2020–2021, 
percentages.
Note: Based on the question “How useful did you find the matchmaking exercise for learning about the core 
elements of homogamy theory?”
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might not seem high to non-Dutch readers, it is in 
line with the average scores on examinations in the 
Dutch higher education system, whereby top grades 
of 9 and 10 are rarely awarded (Nuffic 2019).

It should be acknowledged that this activity was 
developed for two groups of students that were rela-
tively small in size, about 25 students per group. This 
allows, for example, students to walk around in the 
classroom and use the blackboard for the post-its. 
Because homogamy theory is expected to be a valid 
theorization of mate-selection processes across differ-
ent contexts, I believe the described classroom activ-
ity can be applied in most small sociology classrooms 
across the world. For larger sociology classes, the 
exercise can be transferred to an online format in 
which students’ indications of preferences, for exam-
ple, are posted (anonymously) on a virtual black-
board. Interestingly, the COVID-19 pandemic already 
forced me to do so in the 2020–2021 academic year. 
In the 2020–2021 academic year, 41 students were 
enrolled in each group. For the first part of the exer-
cise, I used the online program Padlet, which allows 
students to add virtual post-its and rearrange in a simi-
lar fashion compared to the in-class exercise with a 
Blackboard (see Figure 3). Again, the preference 
among students for a partner with similar characteris-
tics becomes visibly very clear. Similar online post-it 
programs can be used when implementing the exer-
cise in larger groups on campus, projecting the post-
its onto a screen in the classroom.

Alternatively, large student groups could be 
divided into smaller working groups on campus, 
whereby the categories each working group generates 
are discussed collectively afterward. Furthermore, 

learning sociological theories through inquiry-guided 
learning takes longer compared to traditional lectur-
ing. The time investment both on students’ and 
instructors’ part can, however, be particularly worth-
while for teaching sociological theories students 
struggle with on the examination. The principle of 
constructive alignment is helpful here because it helps 
to identify—based on the examination—for which 
sociological theories traditional deductive teaching 
methods are sufficient for aligning the learning goals 
and assessment and which ones might need more cre-
ative approaches, such as the exercise presented in 
this article.

In conclusion, the classroom activity presented 
in this article illustrates the usefulness of inductive 
learning methods for teaching sociological theories. 
The classroom activity described here is an example 
of how students can discover sociological theories 
by using their sociological imagination when 
reflecting on their personal experiences as well as 
the experiences of those in their own social worlds. 
Although such activities require efforts from the 
instructor in terms of preparation, organization, and 
time, it seems they allow to more deeply engrain 
core sociological theories compared to passive 
memorization. Or as Atkinson and Hunt (2008:6) 
indicated, it is in students’ best interest to have them 
“actively involved with the content of sociology 
rather than just hearing and reading about it.”

Acknowledgments
I thank my colleagues Inge Sieben and Maaike Adams for 
their helpful feedback on a first draft of this teaching note.

Figure 3.  The online padlet where students posted the similar and dissimilar characteristics.
Note: We collectively rearranged the post-its, grouping similar characteristics with their (ideal) partner on the left 
side of the screen and different characteristics on the right side. The number of characteristics continues well beyond 
the screen shown in the figure.



Van Mol	 9

Editor’s Note
Reviewers for this manuscript were, in alphabetical order, 
Sadie Pendaz-Foster, Alanna Gillis, and Shiri Noy.

ORCID ID
Christof Van Mol  https://orcid.org/0000-0001- 
9275-101X

Note
1.	 The data used in this article are strictly anonymized: 

The data set only contains the year of examina-
tion and the individual grade for the question on 
homogamy theory. Because of this anonymization, 
the principle of legitimate interest applies accord-
ing to the institutional review board from Tilburg 
University. This means that no approval is needed 
from the Ethical Board. This anonymization is also 
in line with the ASA Code of Ethics because no 
individual identifiable information is being used, 
protecting confidentiality. In addition, students are 
informed about the potential reuse of their data 
for learning analytics in the privacy statement of 
Tilburg University. A data package with the ano-
nymized data is stored at Surfdrive. The author of 
this article as well as the head of the Department of 
Sociology, Tilburg University, have access to this 
package. The data are available for verification pur-
poses on reasonable request.
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