
Students’ first exposure to anthropology typically occurs in an introductory college 
course on the subject. A key goal for instructors is to engage students and help them see 
the potential of anthropology in their lives and work. For a variety of reasons (e.g., 
pressure from legislators and administrators, reduction in General Education 
requirements), anthropology is struggling to remain a vibrant and viable discipline. This 
tool outlines three integrated areas of focus with which you can rethink and rebuild your 
Anthropology 101 course whether you are teaching in person or online:

A Better ANTH 101

1. Inspire students to 
contemplate big ideas 
about what it means to be 
human: Urge students to 
explore new viewpoints, 
interpretations, and 
questions as they attempt to 
make sense of the world. 
Help them learn to open up 
their minds in new ways.

2. Create projects to put 
these big ideas into action: 
Encourage students to think 
creatively and apply these 
concepts through specific 
projects “out in the world.”

Focus 1:  Find the Big Ideas

1. Emphasize the Why.

Jessica Able studied the best storytellers of our time and came up with a simple and memorable 
“XY” formula. X is what your story is about whereas Y is why it is interesting. When teaching, 
anthropologists often focus on a topic (where X = subsistence, language, culture, and political 
systems, among other domains).

Yet, every X has a Y (a Why)—a reason why it is important to teach. Review the X’s (topics) on your 
syllabus. In every lecture, identify the Y for each topic and make it explicit. The Y’s represent your 
big ideas.

3. Make these big ideas meaningful to their career aspirations: Help students see 
the many ways in which anthropology applies to the diversity of work experiences, 
including their own. Offer examples of anthropology’s usefulness and relevance in 
solving problems in organizations and communities.

https://jessicaabel.com/xy-story-formula/
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Typically, introductory courses begin with a focus on culture. But why is culture important? What 
can be done to stimulate mindset shifts? The Y of these early lessons on culture is to get students to 
lean into difference, get them excited about human diversity, and begin to dismantle some of their 
own cultural biases to ask questions they have never asked before.

Keeping this Y in mind will put you in an optimal frame of mind to craft lectures, discussions, and 
activities which will achieve the Why, rather than simply delivering the X information.

You might also consider an “X-Y-Me” formula. Start your class by introducing X (the topic), telling 
them Y it is important, and at the end asking them to reflect on Me (“This is important to me 
because ….”). Such daily reflections will help you stay in tune with your students, refine your Y’s, and 
possibly discover new X’s you want to cover in future classes.

2. Craft your own big ideas. 

Your syllabus might still relate to the traditional topics (e.g., language, economics, social 
organization). However, by identifying and centering the Y for each topic, you are helping your 
students understand the rationale behind these topics and the new ideas you want them to 
consider.

An example of this process can be found here. For more details on the Y of each topic, see this free 
online textbook: The Art of Being Human. Feel free to incorporate or modify any of this material for 
your own classes.

Traditional Textbook 
Topics Possible Big Ideas

Culture, Ethnocentrism, 
and Cultural Relativism

People are different. These differences represent the vast range of 
human potential and possibility.

The Anthropological 
Perspective

We can respond to cultural differences with hate or ignorance, or we 
can choose to open up to them and ask questions we have never 
considered before.

Human Evolution When we open up to such questions, we put ourselves in touch with 
our higher nature. It was asking questions, making connections, and 
trying new things that brought us down from the trees, and took us to 
the moon.

Language It is not easy to see our assumptions. Our fundamental assumptions 
are embedded in the basic elements of our everyday lives (e.g., 
language, routines, technologies).

Subsistence and 
Economy

John Culkin wrote: “We create our tools and then our tools create us.” 
Our technologies and modes of subsistence and economy have 
profound effects on how we live, organize our families and societies, 
and even how we think (and vice versa).

https://anth101.com/
https://anth101.com/book/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_M._Culkin
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Traditional Textbook 
Topics

Possible Big Ideas

Social Organization, 
Kinship, Descent, Class, 
Caste, Race, Gender, and 
Identity

Most of what we take as “reality” is a cultural construction, made real 
through our unseen, unexamined assumptions of what is right, true, or 
possible.

*Art and Religion We fail to examine our assumptions not only because they are hard to 
see, but also because they are safe and comfortable. They allow us to 
live with the flattering illusion that “I am the center of the universe, and 
what matters are my immediate needs and desires.”

Globalization, Culture 
Change, and Structural 
Power

Our failure to move beyond our assumptions has led to the tragedy of 
our times: that we are more connected than ever yet feel and act more 
disconnected.

**What is the Good Life? 
And how can we achieve 
it?

Memorizing these ideas is easy. Living them takes a lifetime of practice. 
Fortunately, the heroes of all time have walked before us. They show us 
the path, demonstrating that collectively, we make the world. 
Understanding how we make the world—how it could be made or 
understood differently—is the road toward realizing our full human 
potential. It is the road to freedom.

*This section also covers topics that encourage empathic understanding of different perspectives on morality 
and politics as well as religion and art.

**This last section offers an opportunity to share inspiring stories of anthropologists and those influenced by 
anthropology making a difference in the world in a wide range of fields. (See the work of Edward Fischer.)

Focus 2:  Create Out-in-the-World Projects

Projects are intended to align generally with the big ideas you present in class. However, some 
projects will last longer than others and may be completed after you have introduced other big 
ideas.

1. Identify Your Goals.

Some projects, known as “challenges,” are designed to foster personal growth and change. 
Challenges can be fun, engaging, and relatively easy to grade (i.e., as “complete/incomplete”), 
making them suitable for large classes. Methods-oriented projects introduce students to 
anthropological methods (e.g., observation, interviewing) and connect their interests to 
anthropology. Finally, skill development projects help students develop skills (e.g., public 
speaking, collaboration, problem solving). Figure out how you might integrate a mix of these 
projects throughout the course.

https://as.vanderbilt.edu/anthropology/bio/ted-fischer/
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2. Connect a Big Idea with Potential Projects Out-in-the-World.  

Engage students in discussions of a big idea during class so that they have a conceptual 
foundation for their projects.

● “Culture, Ethnocentrism, and Cultural Relativism” Example: Your big idea on culture is 
to get students excited about human differences, lean into and appreciate them, and learn 
from them. A simple, yet challenging, project is to talk to a stranger. The student must 
meet a stranger, hear that person’s story, and ask to share it with their classmates.

● “The Anthropological Perspective” Example: This big idea highlights how 
anthropologists approach understanding and explaining human behavior using 
ethnographic methods. Have your students work in pairs to observe activity in a bookstore, 
gym, public park, or sports event, noting specific event sequences and documenting what 
they observed. Once each pair has reconciled any differences, they report on what was 
challenging about the assignment and what findings they found most surprising.

3. Decide on the Number of Projects. 

For a semester-based course, you probably have time for about eight short projects—about one 
every two weeks—or one long project with scaffolding to aid students in doing anthropology (the 
process) as much as the final product.

● Short Project Example: Students complete at least one hour of fieldwork, immersing 
themselves in a cross-cultural or sub-cultural experience—a place, event, or activity that 
makes them uncomfortable. Then students write up a “thick description” (i.e., context, 
behaviors) of their experience.

● Long Project Example: Try an “un-essay” to encourage student creativity.  Students pick a 
topic to investigate; the final product cannot be an essay. For example, the product might 
be a short video, PowerPoint, or podcast. Un-essays help students connect their passions 
to academics using the broader themes of anthropology as a foundation. Critical to the 
project are individual check-ins to keep students on track, self-reflections to connect the 
project to anthropology, and self-reflections on their process of doing the project.

4. Make Projects Worth Doing.

Ask yourself, “Would I want to do this? Is it so fun or interesting or useful that I want to do it again 
and again?” If the answer is yes, it is a good assignment.

● Challenges Examples:  Several examples can be found here. A student favorite is “The 28 
Day Challenge” to break a habit or learn something new in 28 days while reflecting on our 
evolutionary ability to learn and create habits. Another is “The UnThing Challenge” in which 
students give up a key technology for a week to explore how technology influences our 
lives. A third is called “The Other Encounter.” Each student finds an “other” who holds 
different political or religious beliefs and challenges them to empathize across big 
differences. Many students report doing these assignments again and again on their own 
long after the course is over because they find them important to their own growth and 
development. 

https://anth101.com/
https://anth101.com/challenge3/
https://anth101.com/challenge3/
https://anth101.com/challenge5/
https://anth101.com/challenge7/
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● Un-essay Examples: Submissions may vary from a dramatic poetry reading based on a 
Cherokee wedding legend, to an investigation into the Icelandic knitting tradition in 
modern culture, to a ceramicist learning a new technique based on ancient Greek 
practices. When students present their projects to the class, the range of final products is 
just as interesting to them as it is to their professor.

5. Incorporate Reflection into Project Work.

Regular reflections on the process of the project, and its connections to anthropology, ground the 
whys of the project to the course. Self-reflections emphasize the importance of process over 
product, illustrating how the journey of the project unfolding entails critical thinking, decision 
making, and evaluation. Individual check-ins can help keep larger, multi-component projects on 
track.

6. Make Projects Fun to Share.

Great projects usually result in a product that students enjoy sharing. Students are eager to lead a 
class discussion about their project experiences as well as listen to their classmates’ stories. These 
varied experiences and approaches allow students to engage in critical reflection, as well as build 
rapport by supporting their classmates’ work.

Focus 3:  Make Anthropology Meaningful in Your Career

Exposing students to the work of anthropologists represents the third feature of a revitalized 
introductory course. Anthropologists work as practitioners in industry, nonprofits, and 
government where they are employed to address a variety of issues—from climate change to 
consumers, and from consulting to cultural resource management. Use these suggestions to 
align anthropologists’ careers or work with your big ideas.

1. Raise awareness of anthropology’s usefulness. 

Have students watch “Increase Public Awareness,” the fifth video from Anthropologists on the 
Public Stage. (They will have to register first to view any of the six videos.) It highlights examples of 
anthropologists sharing their training and insights publicly. The exercise accompanying the fifth 
video is designed to get students to imagine one way in which they could help others learn about 
anthropology and why it has value in society. 

2. Introduce students to anthropologists at work. 

For each big idea, introduce a career profile (e.g., Gillian Tett with “Globalization, Cultural Change, 
and Structural Power;” Helen Fisher with “Social Organization, Kinship, Descent, Class, Caste, Race, 
Gender, and Identity”). Discuss their expertise, skills, life experiences, and careers. Separately, use 
sNAPAshots to show anthropologists talking about a wide range of careers.

https://www.anthrocurious.com/courses
https://www.anthrocurious.com/courses
https://www.ted.com/speakers/gillian_tett
https://www.ted.com/speakers/helen_fisher
https://practicinganthropology.org/blog/snapashots-conversations-with-professional-practicing-and-applied-anthropologists/
https://practicinganthropology.org/blog/snapashots-conversations-with-professional-practicing-and-applied-anthropologists/
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3. Help students make the connections.

Hold frequent discussions about how anthropology is already helping them in their daily lives and 
of how it might assist them in their future careers. Have students explore possible careers using 
their anthropological training. Invite practitioners into your class as guest speakers; consider 
ACRN’s Speaker’s Bureau as a source. Other strategies include establishing connections with local 
organizations, your department’s alumni, or using LinkedIn to connect with your alumni.

4.  Ask students to create alumni career profiles. 

Assign a student or pair of students to read about and then interview a graduate of your 
department. This assignment has the virtue of acquainting students with background research 
on the alum, the interview process, and the creation of a final career profile. It gives students a 
chance to practice and internalize what they are learning (e.g., interview methods, career 
knowledge). When pairs of students are involved, this task exposes them to the challenges of 
collaborating with others, a situation they will encounter wherever they work. When these career 
profiles are posted on your department’s website, current and future students can access them as 
part of the department’s career resources.

https://anthrocareerready.net/for-students/job-seeker-and-career-tools/exploring-possible-careers/
https://anthrocareerready.net/speakers-bureau/find-a-speaker/
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/ACRN-Making-Connections-with-Local-Organizations-12.20.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/ACRN-Making-Connections-with-Local-Organizations-12.20.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/ACRN-Building-Department-Alumni-Connections-07162023.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/ACRN-Fostering-Alumni-Student-Connections-on-LinkedIn-3122024.pdf
https://anthropology.osu.edu/career-profiles

