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COURSE OBJECTIVES

The primary objective of this course is to develop students' capacity to reflect critically on various contemporary social issues that bear directly on their lives and futures. Underlying this objective are two interrelated assumptions: First, I assume that a vibrant democracy requires a citizenry that is not only informed about the major social issues of the day, but that can critically assess the various debates about those issues. Hence, this course should be relevant to all students, regardless of their current or future academic major. Second, I assume that if higher education is to be of some utility to students in their personal and professional lives, then considerable effort must be devoted to both understanding and solving social problems. To begin to bridge the gap between what students are taught about social ills in the classroom and fixing them outside it, students are required to do a reflection paper that addresses the existing gaps in solving a particular social problem. 

This course is organized into four modules. The first module addresses the major analytical concerns and issues that provide the basis for thinking carefully and critically about any particular social issue. The remaining three modules analyze selected social issues in terms of the theoretical perspectives, methodologies, and concerns discussed in the first module. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS

1. Class sessions and class preparation: Class sessions will consist of lectures, group exercises and discussion. The vitality of the course depends in large part on student questions, comments, and ideas. You are expected to raise relevant questions or comments in class that come to mind.

You can also raise issues with the instructor during office hours or via e-mail. Class participation and interaction with the instructor will help you understand the material and can make a difference in your final grade if you are on the borderline between grades. If you do not participate and do not consistently keep up with the reading, you do so at your own peril. It is therefore imperative that you attend every class, listen carefully, participate in discussion, and take detailed notes. Class attendance will be taken periodically. Students who regularly miss class will have their grade adjusted accordingly.

2. Class readings: Lectures and discussions are designed to complement and supplement the readings. You should complete reading assignments prior to the class session for which they are assigned.  Materials that are labeled “class reading” are required. 

GRADES

Attendance: You will not be penalized for missing up to 5 classes. These 5 “free skips” need to cover both your excused and unexcused absences except in unusual cases of extended and documented illnesses, lengthy jury duty, or similar situations (contact the TA at the time of the issue in these cases).  Any absences beyond the “free” 5 will lower your overall attendance grade.

In-class Essays: In each of the last three modules, we will discuss several controversial issues (see below). You will be asked you to write an in-class essay on one of these issues or a total of 3 essays (I choose the issues for you to write on and the dates for the essays are provided below).  Your answers should be based on assigned readings, lecture materials, and class discussion.  You can use your notes while writing your essays, which should be roughly 1 to 2 pages long.   The dates for in-class essays are indicated below in GREEN.

Exams: There will be four exams.  The first exam will consist of three essay questions.  The other three exams will consist of five essay questions. You will be permitted to consult your notes, articles, etc. - everything but your fellow students -- when taking an exam.  Importantly, two exam questions will be given to students in advance and are indicated below in BLUE.  Each of these take-home questions requires a 2-3 page, double-spaced typed answer.  The remaining questions require an answer that is approximately equivalent in length.  The dates for the four exams are indicated below in PURPLE.
Reflection Paper: Students will write double-spaced, typed page answers to the following three sets of questions and create a visual map, which are due on the date of final exam.  Also, be sure to include a bibliography with your paper.  

•
Challenge Mapping: What is the social or environmental challenge that causes human suffering that you wish to understand? What is its history and what are the social, economic, corporate, environmental, cultural and political forces maintaining the status quo? Who is affected by it? What is the size and scope of the impact? What is the relationship of this challenge to other areas of concern or opportunity?  Draw on readings and lectures in formulating your answers. (3 pages) 

•
Solution Mapping: Who is already working to solve this problem? What are they doing? What efforts have been tried or are being tried and what are the different models/approaches? What has worked, what hasn’t? How are some of these efforts linked to one another? What networks & resources exist that could further the solutions landscape? What has happened in the past, and what could happen in the future?  Draw on readings and lectures in formulating your answers. (3 pages) 

•
Impact Gaps: What is missing from the solutions landscape? Consider policy changes, information sharing/behavior change efforts, movement building, research, market opportunities, missing links, or other actionable responses. What role do you see for future private, public, and social sector interventions or collaborations?  What are the lessons you have learned from researching this issue? Where were your assumptions challenged? If you had more time, what would you research next?  Draw on readings and lectures in formulating your answers. (3 pages) 

•
Visual Map: Students are to create a visual map that showcases the findings of their research paper. There are many ways you can do this and many different tools you can use to create your visual map – get as creative as possible! Examples can be found here:  http://mapthesystem.sbs.ox.ac.uk/2018-finalists/ and 

http://mapthesystem.sbs.ox.ac.uk/2019-finalists/.   
COMPONENTS OF FINAL GRADE

10 points               Attendance 

15 points               In-Class Essays (5 points each)
10 points               Exam 1
15 points               Exam 2
15 points               Exam 3
15 points               Exam 4
20 points               Reflection Paper 

100 points

REQUIRED READING MATERIALS

Readings are available on Canvas or the Internet. 

POLICIES

Accommodation for Disabilities - If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit your accommodation letter from Disability Services to your faculty member in a timely manner so that your needs can be addressed.  Disability Services determines accommodations based on documented disabilities in the academic environment.  Information on requesting accommodations is located on the Disability Services website. Contact Disability Services at 303-492-8671 or dsinfo@colorado.edu for further assistance.  If you have a temporary medical condition or injury, see Temporary Medical Conditions under the Students tab on the Disability Services website.

Classroom Behavior - Students and faculty each have responsibility for maintaining an appropriate learning environment. Those who fail to adhere to such behavioral standards may be subject to discipline. Professional courtesy and sensitivity are especially important with respect to individuals and topics dealing with race, color, national origin, sex, pregnancy, age, disability, creed, religion, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, veteran status, political affiliation or political philosophy.  Class rosters are provided to the instructor with the student's legal name. I will gladly honor your request to address you by an alternate name or gender pronoun. Please advise me of this preference early in the semester so that I may make appropriate changes to my records.  For more information, see the policies on classroom behavior and the Student Code of Conduct.  All cell phones and paging devices must be turned off during class.

Honor Code - All students enrolled in a University of Colorado Boulder course are responsible for knowing and adhering to the Honor Code. Violations of the policy may include: plagiarism, cheating, fabrication, lying, bribery, threat, unauthorized access to academic materials, clicker fraud, submitting the same or similar work in more than one course without permission from all course instructors involved, and aiding academic dishonesty. All incidents of academic misconduct will be reported to the Honor Code (honor@colorado.edu); 303-492-5550). Students who are found responsible for violating the academic integrity policy will be subject to nonacademic sanctions from the Honor Code as well as academic sanctions from the faculty member. Additional information regarding the Honor Code academic integrity policy can be found at the Honor Code Office website.

Sexual Misconduct, Discrimination, Harassment and/or Related Retaliation - The University of Colorado Boulder (CU Boulder) is committed to fostering a positive and welcoming learning, working, and living environment. CU Boulder will not tolerate acts of sexual misconduct (including sexual assault, exploitation, harassment, dating or domestic violence, and stalking), discrimination, and harassment by members of our community. Individuals who believe they have been subject to misconduct or retaliatory actions for reporting a concern should contact the Office of Institutional Equity and Compliance (OIEC) at 303-492-2127 or cureport@colorado.edu. Information about the OIEC, university policies, anonymous reporting, and the campus resources can be found on the OIEC website. 

Religious Holidays - Campus policy regarding religious observances requires that faculty make every effort to deal reasonably and fairly with all students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts with scheduled exams, assignments or required attendance.   If you need to miss class to observe a religious holiday, just let me know two weeks in advance.  See the campus policy regarding religious observances for full details.

You Belong - “You belong here, as do your classmates. You belong here if you had great teachers and positive experiences of schooling. You belong here if schools and society have marginalized you and your community. You belong here if you are Sikh, Muslim, Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, Hindu, Atheist, Secular Humanist, Pagan, follow some other belief system, or adhere to no organized belief system at all. You belong here if you are still figuring out what and who you are. You belong here if you are documented, DACAmented, or undocumented. You belong here if you are a person of color, or white, or perceived to be white, or if you are of mixed racial/ethnic heritage, or if you are perceived to be other identities that you aren’t. You belong here if you have an exceptionality or disability, if you have intellectual, cognitive, or emotional disabilities or if you are neurotypical. You belong here if you identify as gender nonconforming or LGBTQ, or if you’re still learning what some of those letters mean. You belong here no matter what language you grew up speaking. You belong here regardless of your political affiliation, or if you don’t have one. You belong here if your mom was a professor or if you were the first one in your family to graduate from high school. Whatever your body type, appearance, talents, abilities, identities, histories, or backgrounds, you belong here if you are here to learn and to be humane, inclusive, respectful, rigorous, and just toward the others who are also here to learn. As the instructor for this course, I will try hard to ensure you and your classmates always remember that you belong here, and to ensure you and your classmates feel welcome and valued. I expect all members of this class to do the same. Your decision to remain in this course will serve as your agreement to adhere to the commitments to diversity and inclusion outlined above.”
CLASS SCHEDULE

I. HOW ARE SOCIAL PROBLEMS STUDIED?

1/10
Orientation to the Course 
Class Reading: (1) S. Hilgartner and C. Bosk, "The Rise and Fall of Social Problems: A Public Arena Model," 1988. 
1/12
Topic: The Nature and Popularity of Social Problems
Class Readings: (1) J. Best, "The Numbers Game: Statistical Claims About Missing Children," 1990. 
ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Which social problem most interests you?  Drawing on the article by Hilgartner and Bosk, explain why it does or does not receive a lot of public attention.

1/14
Topic: The Nature and Popularity of Social Problems (continued)
Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss: 1) three social problems you think receive too much attention and 2) three social problems you think receive too little attention.  
1/19    
Topic: Competing Explanations of Social Problems
Class Reading: (1) D. Curran and C. Renzetti, "Sociology and the Study of Social Problems in the United States," 1996. 
1/21
Topic:  Competing Explanations of Social Problems (continued)

 Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss: 1) which social problems you    consider to be the three most important today and 2) how you would study them -- i.e., through an analysis of symbols, actions, or by means of empathetic    understanding.

ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Which of the three paradigms for explaining social 

   problems discussed in class makes the most sense to you and why?
1/24 
Topic : The Pros and Cons of Academic Understandings of Social Problems
Class Readings: (1) J. Bruner, "Life as Narrative," 1987.
1/26    Review 

1/28
First Exam
II. IS SOCIETY TOO INDIVIDUALISTIC AND FRAGMENTED?
1/31    
Topic: Durkheim, Norms, and Social Order

Class Reading: (1) G. Ritzer, “Durkheim,” 1988. 

2/2     
Topic: Durkheim, Norms, and Social Order (continued)


Class Reading: (1) R. Bellah et al., "The Pursuit of Happiness," 1985.

2/4
Topic: Durkheim, Norms, and Social Order (continued)


Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss what you consider to be the three most popular symbols of group unity today.
2/7 
Topic: Controversies About Individualism in Society 
Issue: Is the American Family in Trouble?
Class Readings: YES: Lynn D. Wardle, “The American Family: An Endangered and Disappearing Species,” 2015.  NO: Jonah Goldberg, “Why Family Matters, and Why Traditional Families Are Still Best,” 2015.

ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Summarize the debate addressed in today’s reading assignment and explain which side you find most convincing.


2/9    
Topic: Controversies About Individualism in Society (continued)

Issue: Does Social Media Have Largely Positive Impacts on Its Users?

Class Readings: YES: Karen Hua, “Where Millenials Make Friends and Mobilize for Change,” 2015.  NO: Stephen Marche, “Is Facebook Making Us Lonely?,” 2014.

2/11
Topic: Controversies About Individualism in Society (continued)

Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss the following questions: 1) How are the rituals of certain groups being threatened by modernity? and 2) Do you agree with the different tactics these groups are using to defend their rituals?
2/14
Topic: Controversies About the Fragmentation of Society
Issue: Has America Made Substantial Progress in the Rights of Blacks?
Class Readings: YES: Noah Rothman, “The ‘Conversation about Race’ That Isn’t a Conversation,” 2015. NO: Jared Bernstein, “What Racial Injustice Looks Like in America’s Economy,” 2016.

2/16    
Topic: Controversies About the Fragmentation of Society (continued)


Issue: Should America Have a Progressive International Role in the World?

Class Readings: YES: Madeleine Albright and Stephen Hadley, “America’s Role 


in the World,” 2017.  NO: Donald J. Trump Administration, “America First Foreign 


Policy,” 2017.
ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Summarize one of the two controversies on the fragmentation of society addressed in the readings. Which side of that controversy do you think is most convincing and why?  
2/18
Topic: Controversies About the Fragmentation of Society (continued)

In-Class Essay
2/21
Guest Speaker 
2/23
Review 
2/25
Second Exam
III. IS SOCIETY TOO GREEDY AND DESTRUCTIVE?
2/28     Topic:  Marx, Class, and Commodification
Class Reading: (1) G. Ritzer, "Karl Marx," 1988. 

3/2
Topic: Marx, Class, and Commodification (continued)

Class Reading: (1) M. Yates, “Ghosts of Karl Marx,” 2004.

3/4
Topic: Marx, Class, and Commodification (continued)


Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss the different ways that individuals, and especially students, display and conceal their class status.
3/7
Topic: Controversies About Greed in Society 
Issue: Is Increasing Economic Inequality a Serious Problem?

Class Reading: YES: Joseph Stiglitz, “Slow Growth and Inequality Are Political   Choices.  We Can Choose Otherwise,” 2014.  NO: Robert Rector and Rachel    Sheffield, “Understanding Poverty in the United States: Surprising Facts about    America’s Poor,” 2011.
ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Summarize the debate addressed in today’s reading assignment and explain which side you find most convincing.


3/9
Topic: Controversies About Greed in Society (continued)

Issue: Can Free Markets Solve the Housing Crisis?
 
Class Readings: YES: Chang-Tai Hsieh and Enrico Moretti, “How Local Housing    Regulations Smother the U.S. Economy,” 2017.  NO: Zelda Bronstein, “When 

   Affordable Housing Meets Free-Market Fantasy,” 2017.

3/11
Topic: Controversies About Greed in Society (continued)


Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss the following questions: 1) What are some of the subtle ways that classes exploit each other? and 2) What are some of the subtle ways that classes resist such exploitation?
3/14
Topic: Controversies About the Destructive Tendencies of Society

Issue: Is Government Dominated by Big Business?


Class Readings: YES: G. William Domhoff, “Is the Corporate Elite Fractured, or Is 


There Continuing Corporate Dominance?” Two Contrasting Views,” 2015.  NO: 


Mark Mizruchi, “The Fracturing of the American Corporate Elite,” 2013.

3/16
Topic: Controversies About the Destructive Tendencies of Society (continued)

Issue: Is Humankind Dangerously Harming the Environment?


Class Readings: YES: Paul Ehrlich and Anne Ehrlich, “Can a Collapse of Global   Civilization Be Avoided?,” 2013.  NO: Ramez Naam, “How Innovation Could Save 

  the Planet,” 2013.


ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Summarize one of the two controversies on the  

  destructive tendencies of society addressed in the readings. Which side of that 

  controversy do you think is most convincing and why?  

3/18
Topic: Controversies About the Destructive Tendencies of Society (continued)


In-Class Essay
3/28
Guest Speaker 
3/30
Review 
4/1
Third Exam
IV. IS SOCIETY TOO STRUCTURED AND IMPERSONAL?
4/4
Topic: Weber, Values, and Rationalization
Class Reading: (1) S. Kalberg, “Weber,” 2000.   
4/6
Topic: Weber, Values, and Rationalization (continued) 

Class Reading: (1) G. Ritzer, “The McDonaldization of Society,” 2004. 

4/8
Topic: Weber, Values, and Rationalization (continued) 


Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss three aspects of social life that have been rationalized in recent years.
4/11 
Topic: Controversies About the Structuring of Society 
Issue: Is Technology Creating More Free Time?

Class Readings: YES: Seth Archer, “Tech Has Made Our Lives So Efficient It’s Like Having More Than 24 Hours in a Day,” 2016. NO: Derek Thompson, “Three Theories For Why You Have No Time,” 2019.

ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Summarize the debate addressed in today’s reading assignment and explain which side you find most convincing.


4/13
Topic: Controversies About the Structuring of Society (continued)


Issue: Does Technology Invade Our Privacy?


Class Readings: YES: Daniel J. Solove, from "Excerpts from "The All-or-

Nothing Fallacy: The False Tradeoff between Privacy and Security," 2011.          NO: Stewart Baker, from "The Privacy Problem: What’s Wrong with Privacy,"       2011.

4/15
Topic: Controversies About the Structuring of Society (continued)


Assignment: Come to class prepared to discuss the following questions: 1) Are humans at risk of being controlled by non-human technologies? and 2) Are most people too fascinated by the sophistication of new technologies to consider how the latter may be routinizing their lives? 
4/18
Topic: Controversies About the Impersonal Nature of Society 

Issue: Can Consumerism Fulfill Humans’ Deepest Needs?
Class Readings: YES: Pamela Danziger, "Luxury Brands, Get Ready: Well-Being Will Emerge as a Huge Trend After Coronavirus," 2020.  NO: Karen Williams, "Consumerism Is Robbing Us of Our Humanism and Happiness," 2009 
4/20
Topic: Controversies About the Impersonal Nature of Society (continued)


Issue: Should Health Care Be Rationed in the U.S.?

Class Readings: YES: Daniel Callahan, “Rationing: Theory, Politics, and Passions," 2011.  NO: James Ridgeway, "Meet the Real Death Panels," 2010.


ADVANCE EXAM QUESTION: Summarize one of the two controversies on the impersonal nature of society addressed in the readings. Which side of that controversy do you think is most convincing and why?  
4/22
Topic: Controversies About the Impersonal Nature of Society (continued)

 
In-Class Essay

4/25
Guest Speaker and Review
4/27
Fourth Exam
Final Exam Date - Reflection Paper Due
