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Sociologists suggest that the origins and causes of contemporary social problems lie outside of 
individuals in the social and structural conditions of a society.  You likely come to this class with 
a sense that individuals cause social problems such as hate crimes or poverty or terrorism.  
Although individuals are the actors engaged in such behavior, the sociological perspective of 
this course focuses on social conditions and structures outside of individuals that create social 
problems such as these.  Thus, our focus will be on uncovering the social conditions, forces, and 
structures that give rise to social problems. 
 
As we uncover the social forces that produce social problems, we will study effects of social 
problems as they are reflected in the behavior of individuals and in society.  We will also 
analyze what social interventions – especially social policies – exist and are needed to 
effectively deal with social problems in the U. S. today.   
 
After examining how sociologists define, study, and interpret social problems, we then focus on 
specific problems.  We will examine a variety of contemporary social problems in the United 
States including poverty, racism and other forms of discrimination, substance abuse, crime, 
family problems, mental illness and other health problems, and violence.  In addition to 
defining and establishing the prevalence of each problem, we explore causes, consequences, 
and interventions intended to alleviate each problem.   
 
Course Description from HSU Catalog 
Survey of selected social problems in modern society from the point of view of their causes and 
constructive methods of treatment and prevention 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Course Objectives  
By the end of this course students should be able to do the following:  

• Gain an understanding of the sociological perspective and methods of sociological 
inquiry. 

• Learn how sociologists define and investigate social problems. 
• Become familiar with the prevalence of specific major social problems. 
• Understand and critically evaluate the causes and consequences of major U. S. social 

problems 
• Become familiar with social policy interventions for social problems in the U. S.. 
• Understand and critically evaluate interventions aimed at solving social problems. 
• Further develop their critical and writing skills  
• Further develop their ability to think critically about society and social problems. 

 
Course Readings  
There is no textbook for this course 
 
Readings will be assigned and posted to blackboard.   
 
Atmosphere 
In this class, we will discuss issues that are highly controversial. We all come from different 
perspectives on these issues. It is likely that we will disagree with each other. I welcome and 
encourage lively discussions, as they are helpful for true learning to occur. Indeed, much of this 
course will center on discussion. However, disagreements should not take the form of personal 
attack. That is absolutely unacceptable. Respect for one another is required in order to 
maximize a healthy and fair learning environment. Disagree with each other’s ideas and 
consider the evidence used in arguments, but respect each other as people. We all have to 
work together to create this atmosphere. 
 
 
Grading and Assignments 
Exams (300/500 points):  

There will be three exams over the course of the semester, and the third exam will take 
place during finals week.  This third exam will not be a cumulative final; it will be just like 
the other 2 exams.  Each exam will be a combination of multiple choice questions and 
short answer/short essay questions, and will be worth 100 points 

 
Group Presentations (50/500 points): 

You will divide into groups of 3-5 people, and each group will give a 15-20 minute 
presentation on a particular social problem that we have not covered in class.  The 
guidelines for these presentations will be discussed later in the semester, and the 
presentations will occur toward the end of the semester. 
 
 



 

Article Reflection Papers (60/500 points): 
You will turn in three article reflection papers that each discuss one of the social 
problems we address in class.  Each of these papers will be approximately 3-4 pages 
long (double-spaced), and will focus on one article found from a reputable news site 
(e.g., www.nytimes.com, www.cnn.com, www.foxnews.com, etc.).  In this paper, you 
will summarize the article, and explain how the problem covered qualifies as a social 
problem.  You will link the information in the article to theories and perspectives 
covered in our class, using terms, claims, and theories that we have discussed.  The 
major goal of this assignment is for you to make connections between our class and the 
world around us, to be able to use class insights to understand or analyze things in your 
world. 

 
These papers are due a couple days before each of the three test dates, and each paper 
must address a social problem that we discussed during that section of the course.  For 
example, the paper you turn in on Sept 21 must address one of the social problems we 
discussed prior to that date (poverty, racism, gender inequality, or sexuality). 

 
Book Reflection Paper (40/500 points) 
 You will read 1 book that covers a social problem that we have discussed in class and  

write a 4-5 page paper summarizing it.  I have posted a list with over 100 book 
suggestions, organized by topic.  You are welcome to select one of these books.  If you 
have another book in mind, please clear it with me before beginning to read it.  The 
book must deal with a significant social problem from either an academic or journalistic 
point of view.  Most memoirs will not work for this assignment. 
 
Your paper will summarize the key arguments in the book, and offer criticism of the 
book.  Please tell me what the author does well, and what he/she does poorly.  Which 
parts or arguments of the book do you find the most convincing or the least effective?  I 
am interested in your opinion of the arguments put forth in the book, but I am less 
interested in your opinion than I am in your summary and criticism of the quality of the 
book.  For example, let’s say you are a conservative and your book espouses a liberal 
point of view on some issue, and let’s say you disagree with that opinion. Your paper 
can include a bit about how you disagree with the opinion of the author, but not too 
much.  I am much more interested in your perspective on the book than I am in your 
opinion on the subject.  The paper is due by 11:59 PM on Nov 7.  You will need to select 
your book by Sept 19. 

 
Participation (50/500 points):  

You are expected to attend every class and regularly participate in class discussion. It is 
the quality of your participation that is key, so please be prepared in class and 
participate in the discussions. I realize some people speak more in class than others who 
may be as knowledgeable or thoughtful, but who just are not as comfortable sharing 
ideas in the larger class format.  Be sure to try your best, and speak when you feel 
comfortable doing so. 

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.cnn.com/
http://www.foxnews.com/


 

 You will earn points based solely on your class participation; you will not earn points for  
good attendance.  I do, however, reserve the right to subtract points from this grade if 
your attendance is poor.   

 
Your grades will be calculated accordingly: 

450-500 points  A 
400-449 points  B 
350-399 points  C 
300-349 points  D 

 
 
Classroom Conduct 
There are a few classroom rules which I expect students to follow. 

• Disruptive talking during lectures will not be tolerated; this includes talking amongst 
your selves while I am lecturing, answering a question, or showing films.  Be considerate 
of your classmates, socialize elsewhere.   

• Please feel free to interrupt me at any time if you have any question about the material.  
If you do not understand something, speak up-- chances are other people have the 
same question.  If you are having trouble with the material, see me as soon as possible. 

• Headphones and Bluetooth earpieces are not allowed under any circumstances for any 
reason. 

• I never want to see your cell phone.  Please do not text during my class. 
• Laptops are not allowed. 

 
Academic Integrity Policy 
Please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy found in the 2016-2017 Undergraduate Catalog 
and also in the Student Handbook; both can be found on the HSU website. The student should 
become familiar with the policy and its terms.  The policy applies to all assignments and tests in 
this class. 
 
Attendance Policy 
For class attendance policy, refer to the Attendance Policy in the 2016-2017 Undergraduate 
Catalog.  “Accordingly, absence from more than 25 percent of class meetings and/or laboratory 
sessions scheduled for a course (including absences because of athletic participation) is 
regarded as excessive, and a grade of F may be assigned as deemed appropriated by the 
professor.”  Excused absences are still counted in the total number of absences.  The fact that 
an absence is excused means only that the student has the opportunity to make up the work 
missed during the absence without penalty to his/her grade.  It is the responsibility of the 
student to make arrangements with the professor to complete the work in a time frame 
agreeable with the professor.  Additional specific policies might be included in individual class 
settings by the professor. 
 
 
 



 

University Policy on Students Regarding Disabilities 
Any student with a professionally diagnosed learning disability and/or other professionally 
diagnosed disability that may affect course performance may choose to seek accommodation.  
Eligible students seeking accommodations should contact the Office of the Director of 
Undergraduate Advising and Disabilities as soon as possible in the academic term (preferably 
during the first two weeks of a long semester) for which they are seeking accommodations. The 
Director shall prepare letters to appropriate faculty members concerning specific, reasonable 
academic adjustments for the student. The student is responsible for delivering 
accommodation letters and conferring with faculty members. Please refer to the 2016-2017 
Undergraduate Catalog for the complete policy. (Lindsay Boynton, Director of Undergraduate 
Advising and Disabilities, Sandefer Memorial, room 209, 670-
5842, disabilityservices@hsutx.edu)  
 
University Policy on Electronic Devices in Class 
“Use of electronic devices in the classroom is permitted only with consent of instructor. 
Disruption of class by the sounds of cell phones and paging devices or by texting is forbidden. A 
student facing the possibility of receiving an emergency message by one of these means may 
leave the device turned on during class, but the student must inform the professor of that 
possibility at the beginning of class. Unless facing an emergency message, the student must 
turn the device off at the beginning of class and turn it back on only after the class has been 
dismissed. Routine work related calls/messages are not considered emergencies nor are 
personal calls/messages from friends or business associates.” Online Student Handbook 
 
Official University Communication 
The official avenue for the University, its faculty and offices to communicate with students is 
the students’ HSU email address.  It is the responsibility of the student to check his/her HSU 
email address regularly for official university communication.  Failure of the student to regularly 
check his/her HSU email address will not excuse the student from his/her responsibility for 
complying with any actions indicated in the university mails. 
 
Tutoring 
Peer-to-peer tutoring is available for all undergraduate HSU students. Centralized Tutoring is 
offered Tuesday evenings from 6:30-9:00 pm on the first floor of Skiles. There are additional 
opportunities to receive tutoring throughout the semester. For information regarding tutoring 
services, contact Sierra Greenwood, Coordinator for Academic Support and Retention 
Initiatives, Moody Center, room 214, 325-670-1495, Sierra.J.Greenwood@hsutx.edu  
 
Mental Health Counseling and Services 
All full or part-time students are eligible to receive free, confidential, and voluntary counseling 
services at HSU. Services include consultation, evaluation, counseling, and crisis support 
services for students facing issues impacting their overall well-being. To obtain any of these 
services, students may call Nikki Rhodes, the Director of Counseling Services, at (325) 671-2272 
or visit the Office of Counseling Services in Moody 213 to begin the intake process. The 
Psychology and Counseling Center, located by the Psychology Annex and staffed by graduate 

mailto:disabilityservices@hsutx.edu
mailto:Sierra.J.Greenwood@hsutx.edu


 

student interns in the M.A. of Clinical Counseling and Marriage and Family Therapy, may be 
utilized to assist with counseling services as well. 
 
Important Dates 
August 22, 2016: Classes begin 
August 29, 2016: Last date to register or change classes; Last date to change from credit to 
audit 
September 23, 2016: Last day to drop or withdraw from classes with a grade of W 
September 27-29, 2016: Cornerstone (adjusted schedule on Wednesday, the 28th)   
October 21, 2016: BW Aston Fall Break 
November 21, 2016: Last date to drop/withdraw from classes 
November 23-25, 2016: Thanksgiving Holidays 
December 5-8, 2016: Final Exams 
 
 
 
Tentative Course Outline 
Aug 22. Intro to Course 
Aug 24. Studying Social Problems 
 
Aug 29. Poverty and Wealth 
Aug 31. Poverty and Wealth 
 
Sept 5. Racial and Ethnic Inequality 
Sept 7. Racial and Ethnic Inequality 
 
Sept 12. Gender 
Sept 14. Gender 
 
Sept 19. Sexuality, select book 
Sept 21. Sexuality, paper 1 due 
 
Sept 26. Exam 1 
Sept 28. Drugs and Alcohol 
 
Oct 3. Crime and Violence 
Oct 5. Crime and Violence 
 
Oct 10. Physical and Mental Health 
Oct 12. Physical and Mental Health 
 
Oct 17. Economy and Politics 
Oct 19. Economy and Politics 
 



 

Oct 24. Economy and Politics, paper 2 due 
Oct 26. Exam 2 
 
Oct 31. Family Life 
Nov 2. Family Life 
 
Nov 7. Education, Book Reflection due by 11:59 PM 
Nov 9. Education 
 
Nov 14. Population and Global Inequality  
Nov 16. Population and Global Inequality 
 
Nov 21. Urban Life 
Nov 23. NO CLASS (Thanksgiving) 
 
Nov 28. Group Presentations 
Nov 30. Group Presentations, paper 3 due 
 
 
 
 
 
Readings 
 
Poverty and Wealth (22 pages) 

• Neckerman, Kathryn M. and Florencia Torche. 2007.  “Inequality: Causes and 
Consequences.”  Annual Review of Sociology.  33: 335-357. 

 
Racial and Ethnic Inequality (15 pages) 

• McIntosh, Peggy.  1988.  White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack. 
• Wise, Tim.  2013.  “Whine Merchants: Privilege, Inequality, and the Persistent Myth of 

White Victimhood.” http://www.timwise.org/2013/05/whine-merchants-privilege-
inequality-and-the-persistent-myth-of-white-victimhood/  

• Cohen, Philip.  2013.  “Who’s Afraid of Young Black 
Men?”  http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/07/whos-afraid-of-young-
black-men/277788/ 

 
Gender (7 pages + 12 minutes) 

• Heldman, Caroline.  “The Sexy Lie.” TED Talk given at 
TEDxYouth@SanDiego.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kMS4VJKekW8 

• Armstrong, Elizabeth A, Laura Hamilton, and Paula England.  2010.  “Is Hooking Up Bad 
for Young Women?”  Contexts.  9(3): 22-27. 

 

http://www.timwise.org/2013/05/whine-merchants-privilege-inequality-and-the-persistent-myth-of-white-victimhood/
http://www.timwise.org/2013/05/whine-merchants-privilege-inequality-and-the-persistent-myth-of-white-victimhood/
http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/07/whos-afraid-of-young-black-men/277788/
http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/07/whos-afraid-of-young-black-men/277788/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kMS4VJKekW8


 

Sexuality (4 pages) 
• Knox, Marv.  2013. “Editorial: Get Ready for all those Babies.”  The Baptist 

Standard.  http://www.baptiststandard.com/opinion/editorial/15273-editorial-get-
ready-for-all-those-babies 

• Knox, Marv.  2013. “Editorial: Revisiting all those Babies’” The Baptist 
Standard.  http://www.baptiststandard.com/opinion/editorial/15294-editorial-
revisiting-all-those-babies 

 
Drugs and Alcohol (12 pages) 

• Loe, Meika.  2008.  “The Prescription of a New Generation.”  Contexts.  7(2): 46-49. 
• American Civil Liberties Union.  2013.  “The War on Marijuana in Black and White: 

Billions of Dollars Wasted on Racially Biased Arrests.”  Read pp. 4-13. 
 
Crime and Violence (47 pages) 

• Coates, Ta-Nahisi.  2015.  The Black Family in the Age of Mass Incarceration.”  The 
Atlantic Monthly.  http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/10/the-black-
family-in-the-age-of-mass-incarceration/403246/?utm_source=SFTwitter 

• Anderson, Elijah. 1994.  “The Code of the Streets.”  The Atlantic Monthly.  273(5): 80-94. 
 
Physical and Mental Health (14 pages) 

• Berkman, Lisa F.  2004.  “The Health Divide.”  Contexts. 3(4): 38-43. 
• Sered, Susan Starr and Rushika Fernandopulle.  2005.  “Sick Out of Luck: The Uninsured 

in America.”  Contexts.  4(3): 27-32. 
• Horwitz, Allan V. and Jerome C. Wakefield.  2006. “The Epidemic in Mental Illness: 

Clinical Fact or Survey Artifact?”  Contexts.  5(1): 19-23. 
 
Economy and Politics (45 pages) 

• Noah, Timothy.  2011.  “The Great Divergence.”   
• Alexander, Jeffrey C.  2010.  “Heroes, Presidents, and Politics.  Contexts.  9(4): 16-21 

 
Family Life (11 pages) 

• Edin, Kathryn and Maria Kefalas. 2005. “Unmarried with Children.”  Contexts. 4(2): 16-22 
• Stone, Pamela.  2007.  “The Rhetoric and Reality of ‘Opting Out’” Contexts.  6(4): 14-19. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.baptiststandard.com/opinion/editorial/15273-editorial-get-ready-for-all-those-babies
http://www.baptiststandard.com/opinion/editorial/15273-editorial-get-ready-for-all-those-babies
http://www.baptiststandard.com/opinion/editorial/15294-editorial-revisiting-all-those-babies
http://www.baptiststandard.com/opinion/editorial/15294-editorial-revisiting-all-those-babies
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/10/the-black-family-in-the-age-of-mass-incarceration/403246/?utm_source=SFTwitter
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/10/the-black-family-in-the-age-of-mass-incarceration/403246/?utm_source=SFTwitter


 

Education (16 pages) 
• Beaver, William.  2009.  “A Matter of Degrees.”  Contexts.  8(2): 22-26 
• Downey, Douglas B. and Benjamin G. Gibbs.  2010.  “How Schools Really Matter.” 

Contexts.  9(2): 50-54. 
• Lewis, Amanda and John Diamond.  2012.  “A Dream that’s Dying.”  Huffington 

Post.  http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amanda-
lewis/segregation_b_1924009.html?utm_hp_ref=fb&src=sp&comm_ref=false 

• “Students of Color Still Receiving Unequal 
Education.”  https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/news/2012/08/22/3
2862/students-of-color-still-receiving-unequal-education/ 

• Benedikt, Allison.  2013.  “If You Send Your Kids to Private School, You’re a Bad Person.”  
http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2013/08/private_school_vs_public_s
chool_only_bad_people_send_their_kids_to_private.html 

 
Population and Global Inequality (5 pages) 

• Scanlan, Stephen J., Craig Jenkins, and Lindsey Peterson.  2010.  “The Scarcity Fallacy.”  
Contexts.  9(1): 34-39. 

 
Urban Life 

• Gentrification 
• Racial Segregation 
• Homelessness 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amanda-lewis/segregation_b_1924009.html?utm_hp_ref=fb&src=sp&comm_ref=false
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amanda-lewis/segregation_b_1924009.html?utm_hp_ref=fb&src=sp&comm_ref=false
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/news/2012/08/22/32862/students-of-color-still-receiving-unequal-education/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/news/2012/08/22/32862/students-of-color-still-receiving-unequal-education/
http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2013/08/private_school_vs_public_school_only_bad_people_send_their_kids_to_private.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2013/08/private_school_vs_public_school_only_bad_people_send_their_kids_to_private.html

