
U2: SOCIOLOGY American Families in the 1950s  
Despite controversies over what the "family" is, there is considerable evidence about what the 

consequences of family life are for individuals. Mention some of the values you consider the most 

important. Discuss them with your classmates. 

 

OUR most powerful visions of traditional families derive from images that are 

still delivered to our homes in countless reruns of 1950s television sit-coms. 

When liberals and conservatives debate family policy, for example, the issue is 

often framed in terms of how many "Ozzie and Harriet" families are left in 

America. Liberals compute the percentage of total households that contain a 

breadwinner father, a full-time homemaker mother, and dependent children, 

proclaiming that fewer than 10 percent of American families meet the famous 

sitcoms model. Conservatives counter that more than half of all mothers with 

preschool children either are not employed or are employed only part-time. 

They cite polls showing that most working mothers would like to spend more 

time with their children and periodically announce that the Nelsons are 

"making a comeback," in popular opinion if not in real numbers.  

Since everyone admits that non-traditional families are now a majority, why 

this obsessive concern to establish a higher or a lower figure? Liberals seem to 

think that unless they can prove the "Leave It to Beaver" family is on an 

irreversible slide toward extinction, they cannot justify introducing new family 

definitions and social policies. Conservatives believe that if they can 

demonstrate the traditional family is alive and well, although endangered by 

policies that reward two-earner families and single parents, they can pass 

measures to revive the seeming placidity and prosperity of the 1950s, 

associated in many people's minds with the relative stability of marriage, 

gender roles, and family life in that decade. If the 1950s family existed today, 

both sides seem to assume, we would not have the contemporary social 

dilemmas that cause such debate.  

At first glance, the figures seem to justify this assumption. The 1950s was a 

pro-family period if there ever was one. Rates of divorce and illegitimacy were 

half what they are today; marriage was almost universally praised; the family 

was everywhere hailed as the most basic institution in society; and a massive 

baby boom, among all classes and ethnic groups, made America a "child-

centered" society. Births rose from a low of 18.4 per 1,000 women during the 

Depression to a high of 25.3 per 1,000 in 1957. "The birth rate for third 

children doubled between 1940 and 1960, and that for fourth children tripled." 

[…]  

The pro-family features of this decade were supported by impressive economic 

improvements for vast numbers of Americans. Between 1945 and 1960, the 

gross national product grew by almost 250 % and per capita income by 35 %. 

Housing starts exploded after the war, peaking at 1.65 million in 1955 and 

remaining above 1.5 million a year for the rest of the decade; the increase in 

single family homeownership between 1946 and 1956 outstripped the increase 

during the entire preceding century and a half. By 1960, 62 % of American 

families owned their own homes. Most of them were built in the suburbs, 

where the nuclear family found new possibilities for privacy and togetherness. 

While middle-class Americans were the prime beneficiaries of the building 

boom, substantial numbers of white working-class Americans moved out of the 

cities into affordable developments, such as Levittown.  
(Source: Adapted from  Stephanie Coontz, The Way We Never Were, 1992) 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
New Vocabulary 
rerun = program 
broadcast again 
sit-com = situation 
comedy 
poll = inquiry into public 
opinion 
to pass measures = 
legislate 
gross national product 
(GNP) = the value of all 
the goods and services 
produced in an economy 
plus the value of those 
imported 
togetherness = 
affectionate closeness 
 
Compounds 
1. closed forms 
household 
homemaker 
breadwinner 
comeback 
homeownership 
 

2. hyphenated 
child-centred 
part-time 
 

3. open 
baby boom 
building boom 
 

4. according to usage 
middle-class (adj.) 
middle class (n.) 
 
 

 
 



Section I    VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES            
 

Compound words (1) 
In English, words, particularly adjectives and nouns, are combined into compound structures in a 

variety of ways. Here are some more examples: 1. makeup, homemaker, secondhand, childlike, 

keyboard, notebook; 2. middle-class, full-time, daughter-in-law, over-the-counter, six-year-old, mass-

produced; 3. birth rate, post office, real estate, middle class, attorney general 

Derived words with suffixes and prefixes (G. Scurt istoric. A, B) 

Compound words (2) Preposition + Noun/verb; Noun/verb+ preposition 
 

C. Use the following prepositions to form a compound word that matches the context. 
back          up          out           off               on                   of 
 

1. She's done the same low-paid job for so long that she's really fed up with it now. 

2. The two cars were involved in a head …… collision. 

3. He has a very casual, laid  …… approach to life in general. 

4. It'll never happen again. It's definitely a one  …… situation. 

5. His study on family structure is well-known here but it is unheard  …… abroad. 

6. She bought a cut  …… paper pattern and made her own dress. 

7. She had sent Bob to question him on the …… chance that his brother had told him something. 

8. Industrial and domestic demand continues to  …… strip supply. 

9. The war has not abated in spite of the  …… going peace negotiations. 

10. His vigorous back……  of the conservatives lead him into trouble with the liberals. 
 

D. Use the vocabulary you have learned to write your opinion on some of the following issues: 
 

What was it like to grow up in your family in terms of how your parents raised you? What kinds of 

rules did your family have? Did you think they were fair at the time? Has your opinion on these rules 

changed as you have gotten older? Do you think that children are harder or easier to raise in today's 

world as compared to when your parents or grandparents were growing up? Explain. 

 

A. Match the two columns to build a meaningful sentence.  

1. I was brought up in a family with a male  

2. Through my research I found it was 

obvious that women have come a long way 

from  

3. Birth rates soared in the post war years as 

the US experienced a period of rapid 

economic growth;  

4. Among other things, child-centred 

education     

5. One of John Lennon's most caustic and 

overtly political songs,  

a. 1955 marked top of the birth rate bubble known 

as the baby boom 

b. involves children in decision-making processes 

in all aspects of school life. 

c. "Working Class Hero," explores themes of 

alienation and social status from childhood to 

adulthood.  

d. the homemaker image that was once so popular 

in the 1960's. 

e. breadwinner and my mum was given 

housekeeping. 
 

1  2 d 3  4  5  
     

B. Use the following words, prefixes and suffixes to build up as many derived words as possible. Use 
them in your own sentences. E.g. A two-child family is the average in their country. 
 

pro- 

two- 

full- 

home 

family 

time 

child 

own 

make 

centre 

earn 

-er 

-ship 

-ed 



Section II    LANGUAGE FOCUS 
 

Run-ons, comma splices, and fused sentences 
They are all names given to compound sentences that are not punctuated correctly. The best way to 

avoid such errors is to punctuate compound sentences correctly by using one or the other of these 

rules.  

1. Join the two independent clauses with one of the coordinating conjunctions (and, but, for, or, nor, 

so, yet), and use a comma before the connecting word. E.g. He enjoys walking through the country, 

and he often goes backpacking on his vacations. 

2. When you do not have a connecting word or (when you use a different connecting word) use a 

semicolon (;).E.g. He often watched TV when there were only reruns; she preferred to read instead.   

3. Use an independent marker word which can begin a sentence (however, furthermore, moreover, 

therefore). E.g. He often watched TV when there were only reruns; however, she preferred to read 

instead. 
 

A. Rewrite the following sentences correctly. 
 

a. During these same years, Americans became again a property-holding people, per-capita 

consumption rose briskly, Americans contrived to channel it into family-centred purchases. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

b. The ethos of uniformity and obedience passed into the civilian ethos of the 1950s, the military 

man was transformed into "the corporate man" or "the organization man" of post-war managerial 

life. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

c. It was thought of as a simple time, when the American public was comfortable economically, the 

“American Dream” was a reality for many people. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

d. It is hard to predict how science is going to turn out, if it is really good science, it is impossible to 

predict. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

e. Thomson, on the other hand, understood that the most striking aspect of this family story was 

change, although he was a student of Smith, he nevertheless broke from his master and interpreted 

it differently. 

 ………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

 

Sentence fragments  
They occur whenever a writer makes a part of a sentence look like a complete sentence by beginning 

with a capital letter and ending with a period. Sentence fragments (SF) can be created in two ways: 

1. Phrase fragments (PF) lack either a subject or a complete verb, e.g. Meteors the entire night. 
2. Subordinate clause fragment (SCF) have a subject and a complete verb, but the presence of a 

subordinator (conjunction, relative pronoun) creates a subordinated clause which cannot stand by 

itself as a sentence, e.g. Because the teacher said to. 
 

B. Re-read the text, identify the sentences that have been modified and mark them with either PF or SCF.  
1. Rates of divorce and illegitimacy were half what they are today; marriage almost universally 

praised; the family hailed as the most basic institution in society. Moreover, a massive baby boom, 

among all classes and ethnic groups, made America a "child-centered" society. 

2. At first glance, the figures justifying this assumption. 

3. They cite polls showing that most working mothers. Who would like to spend more time with 

their children.   

4. Conservatives believe that they can demonstrate the traditional family is alive and well. Although 

endangered by policies that reward two-earner families and single parents.   



Section III TEXT STRUCTURE 
 

Linking meaning in the text: rhetorical functions. 
Cohesion at the level of sentence, paragraph, and text is a major feature of experienced and successful 

writing. It can be attained in several ways, for example by means of logical connectors (transitional/ 

linking devices). According to the writer’s purpose, a variety of signalling devices can be used to 

express functions such as: definitions, examples, illustrations, descriptions, comparison and contrasts, 

cause(s) and effect(s) etc. (G. XIX.3) 
 

A. Use the connectors in the right-hand column to fill in the blanks in order to create coherent sentences/ 
paragraphs/ texts. Identify the type of relationship. 
 

Sentences/ paragraph Connectors Logical relationships 

The particular format was randomly determined ……… the 

interview, ………, no fixed pattern for asking the question 

was followed. 

before 

that is 

 

   Along with other sciences, sociology has five key features. 

………, sociology relies on evidence gathered through 

systematic observation.  

………, sociology is concerned with minimizing error and 

bias.  

………, sociology is a public venture. Sociologists make 

their methods and their results available ……… others can 

evaluate their conclusions and test them independently. 

………, sociology is concerned with generalizations. ……… 

sociologists interview members of a family, they are 

interested not in those particular individuals but in testing 

general propositions about all families. ……… scientists 

study particular cases in order to arrive at generalizations. 

………, sociology seeks to relate facts to each other and to 

underlying principles ……… produce theory. 

First 

Second 

Third 

so that 

Fourth 

when 

thus 

Finally 

in order to 

 

 

B. The following sentences are in the wrong order. Read them, paying attention at connectors, and 
arrange them in a logical order to create a conclusion to an article about television and the American 
families. 
 

1. Despite these on-going exclusions, it is evident that the family on television is as full of mixed 

messages and ambivalent emotions as it is in real life.  

2. Thus, at the same time that a sitcom featured June Cleaver wondering what suit to buy the Beaver, a 

documentary or news program showed the underside of family abuse or the severe poverty in which 

some families were forced to live.  

3. To sum up, although television has consistently privileged the family as the "normal" and most 

fulfilling way to live one's life, its programs have often presented multiple and contradictory messages.  

4. Because television draws on an enormous stable of representational traditions and creative 

personnel, and because the industry has attempted to appeal to large nationwide audiences the medium 

never presents one simple message. 

5.  Instead, it is in the relations among different programs and genres that we begin to get a view of the 

range of possibilities. Those possibilities have, of course, been limited by larger social ideologies such 

as the racism or homophobia which affects the quality and quantity of shows depicting non-white and 

non-heterosexual households. 

 

C. Listen to the paragraph and check your answers for the exercise above. 
  

 
 


