Sociology 205: Social Problems (Winter 2007)

Instructor:
Bill Grigsby, Department of Anthropology/Sociology

Contact info:
204B Ackerman (if you’re on campus)

962-3591 (phone)

bgrigsby@eou.edu (email)

Course catalog description: This is a writing intensive course. The focus is on providing a sociological framework for students to identify and analyze social problems, their causes and consequences, and to explore approaches to their resolution. 

Prerequisites: None, but college level reading and writing ability is expected.

General Education: This course is approved for gen-ed credit (social sciences for the old version, human behavior for the new version). 

About social problems

What is a social problem? Well, first, it’s a problem—it has undesirable consequences. And it’s social—that means, it’s not the problem of an individual, it’s a problem that affects a large number of people. You may have had at some point a hard time finding work. But if 25 million other people are having a hard time, chances are your lack of success has little to do with your efforts or qualifications for employment—it has more to do with some broader, structural problem. The problem could be the local employment market. But the local employment market could be affected by other factors, such as the process of globalization and the infamous ‘outsourcing’ of jobs from the U.S. And while social problems imply many people are harmed in some way, in many cases other people or groups benefit from a social problem. Outsourcing may increase profits for multinational corporations, the board may vote a pay raise for the CEO, stockholders may get bigger dividends, and consumers might see lower prices because of the cheap labor costs.

In this course, we will focus on sociological thinking as a way to understand and analyze social problems. We’ll also talk about how social problems can be socially constructed. For instance, many people think that poverty is a problem of individual failure, people with flawed character. Others say that poverty is structural—not everyone is born with the same opportunities, that there are privileged groups and classes of people, and those who struggle just to reach the poverty line. Who decides what the ‘real’ problem is? How can we address social problems if as a society we can’t even agree on what they are? Do some groups benefit from situations which others see as serious social problems?

In this class, we’ll emphasize depth over coverage and discuss only a handful of social problems in detail— the media and its role in politics, global warming and resource depletion, rationalization (McDonaldization), and globalization. We’ll focus on how to think about social problems, where they ‘come from,’ what information people use to define and debate them, and how we might go about addressing them. In essence, you’ll learn how to think about social problems like a sociologist does.

Learning outcomes

Upon completion of this course, you should be equipped to:

· Think sociologically about social problems;

· Distinguish between individualist and structural explanations of social problems;

· Critically evaluate some of the key social problems facing human societies;

Required texts (available at the EOU bookstore):

Ritzer, George. 2003. The McDonaldization of Society (New Century Edition). Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.

Orwell, George. 1961. 1984. New York: Signet.

Requirements

· You’ll be required to participate in weekly online discussions based on assigned readings and lecture material;

· You’ll have various assignments to complete, including three papers and weekly quizzes;

· You’ll need to keep up with online lecture material posted on the course web page and in the ‘assignments’ section of Blackboard;

· You’ll need to gain access to the above texts (in addition to readings that will be available through electronic reserve from Pierce Library):

Class format

The course will emphasize online discussion. I will post online lecture material in the ‘external links’ section of Blackboard, when I feel it fills gaps in the reading assignments and discussion boards. You will find the readings assignments in the ‘assignments’ section of Blackboard. On weekends you’ll have a window to complete a 10 point quiz (usually Saturday through Monday night). 

Assignments

	Assignment
	Points possible
	Points toward final grade

	Weekly quizzes
	10 pts each
	100

	Media assignment
	100 pts 
	100

	Paper: 1984 in 2004?
	100 pts
	100

	McDonald’s (or other fast food) assignment
	  50 pts
	50

	participation in discussion sections
	150 pts
	150

	
	Totals
	500


Quizzes

Each week we’ll have a quiz toward the end of the week. I’ll try to have it posted by Saturday mid-day, and you’ll have until Monday night (usually midnight) to complete it. These will be timed, and once you start, you need to finish, so don’t open them up until you’re ready—that means you’ve done the readings and participated in the discussion boards. Also, make sure you have checked out any lecture material online (in the ‘external links’ section) before you take the quiz. There will usually be 3 to 5 questions, either short answer, multiple choice, or fill in the blank, and each quiz is worth 10 points.

Quizzes will be worth 20% of your overall grade (100 pts)

Media assignment: Is all news just news?

There are two ways you can do this assignment: either (1) watch TV news, or (2) read news web sites.

(1) The TV assignment:

1. Watch two network nightly news shows (note: you need access to satellite or cable to complete this)

a. one must be cable: either Fox, CNN or MSNBC—local Fox news doesn’t count!!
b. the other must be either ABC, CBS or NBC

2. Watch one hour of PBS news (the Lehrer News Hour—it starts at 7:00 on weeknights). 

3. Compare and contrast the three different broadcasts (see the points below). You'll need to take good notes as you do this—they'll come in handy later when you’re writing up the assignment.

(2) The web assignment:

1. Read the 'front news page' online of three of these major daily news sites. This means the headline stories—you don’t need to read all of the sections—just the main stories. Choose one website from each group (go online and these are linked): 

· Group 1: Washington Post, New York Times (may have to subscribe, but it's free), USA Today, Christian Science Monitor
· Group 2: Fox News, Washington Times, WorldNet Daily, New York Post
· Group 3: commondreams.org (read the stories in the left column—the center column is all editorials, opinion), Truthout (note: the news stories in truthout are also in the left hand column—editorials on the right—so stick with the news stuff on the left. Also keep in mind, most of the articles in these two sites are carried from other sources, so make sure to cite the original source, and then you can use the URL where you found it on either commondreams or truthout).

In addition: 

Check out the following websites:

· Media Matters (read the front page, spend 15 minutes or so browsing)

· Accuracy in Media (read the front page, spend 15 minutes or so browsing) 

· Sourcewatch.org (read the front page, and read the ‘spin of the day’ link. You might even find the search function useful);


These websites will definitely help you with this assignment. I would suggest looking at them before you do your viewing/reading, and then after as well.
What you need to do (each section below will be worth 18 pts):
1. Document your sources: what did you watch/read? Include dates, times, authors, correspondents, length of stories (minutes for the TV version of the assignment); number of commercials (if you're watching TV, number of ads if you're online). You could save space with a table, e.g.: 

	Station/ network
	Date/time
	No. of stories/ avg length
	Story subjects
	No. commercials/ avg length
	advertisers

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


2. Discuss the commercials: How long, who were the advertisers (and what audience do you think the advertisers are targeting)? Any relationship between advertisers and stories covered or not covered (e.g., did any major stories get glossed over that might have affected a major advertiser, or was there a story that reflected well on a firm paying for advertising)? 

3. Coverage: what topics were covered—did the networks or sites you compared cover the same headline stories? Were some more likely than others to editorialize (i.e., did they offer evidence, sources for the stories)?  How many points of view/sources represented, and what were the credentials of the sources)? What kind of stories were covered (e.g., investigative, reporting, editorial, human interest, or domestic vs international vs war)? Did headlines ‘slant’ any stories?

4. Production: did they make use of graphics, how sophisticated were they, was it just a talking head (in other words, is it glitzy, entertaining, or more talking heads delivering text)? Were the web sites any different in terms of their 'look' or 'feel?' Did the headlines vary or set the tone of the site’s viewpoint? Did TV news stories have running titles and graphics (e.g., an ongoing story or series)? 

5. Conclusions: What did you learn? I'm assuming you will have learned something, and that it will be based on the observations you've made in the paper. Differences between commercial/ public/ alternative media? How did they treat social problems, or define the stories they covered?

Some general points:

· Did you find differences in topic coverage—did the different outlets run different stories? Outlets get to decide what to cover (and thus what not to cover), where to cover it (e.g., front page vs living section), and how to cover it.

· Depth of coverage—how long were the stories (e.g., in minutes on TV, or words online—if you copy and paste a web article into an MS Word blank document, go to the ‘tools’ menu and click ‘word count’)?

· Commercialism—any differences between the amount of commercials, the types of advertisers, how much space did commercials take up versus actual news content?

· Production—graphics, titles to stories,  how do they affect the delivery of the news? Are they more prominent than the actual stories?

· Explaining differences—why might different news outlets cover news differently? This question is worth more than a few minutes of reflection.

Assignment is worth 100 points. You will lose points if you don't follow the guidelines, so read them well, understand them, and ask questions if you need to. You will receive up to 10 points for having a draft of your paper turned in at least one week before the due date--that is, by midnight, Jan 21 (end of week 2). The points you receive of those 10 are based on how much effort you put into the draft--in other words, you'll get an idea of what your final grade will be should you decide not to revise the draft. The final paper will be worth 90 points, and is due Jan 28. No more than 5 pages, double-spaced.

Paper: Orwell's 1984 
You will be asked to do two things in this assignment:
1. Explicitly use the frameworks for analyzing social problems and apply them to the book. So, for instance, look at the society Orwell has created--what are the classes? What are the social problems and which groups/classes are affected by them? Who's causing it? Who benefits? Remember, if no one benefits then we'd figure a social problem would go away, right? But is it possible that some groups benefit by promoting certain definitions of a problem? For instance, a state may say that it has to protect its people from terrorist attacks. It may even parade the pictures of evil underground figures responsible for attacks we read about in the paper. Then it may devise ways to protect us, that may involve restricting our civil liberties, what we know or are allowed to know, whether we can criticize the government, what we're allowed to think, etc. So in 1984, who's defining the social problems, how do they benefit from that definition, who should do something about the problem, etc.? 

For instance, if we define poverty as a problem of individuals and their character flaws, which may include irresponsibility, lack of work ethic, failed marriage, etc., then the solutions will have to do with helping people build character and take responsibility for their lives. We'll have policies to 'strengthen' marriage, put people in jobs, and teach them to be responsible. If the problem is defined as one of too many people talking in class (let's say it's defined by the instructor), which prevents covering the course material completely, an instructor may have ways to deal with that--discourage discussion by criticizing those who dare raise their hands, only take questions during the last five minutes of lecture period, deduct points from people who talk in class but draw erroneous assumptions, or increase the content to be covered per class period to the point where any interruptions will mean that the test will include material never presented in class. 
Now, you may have your own ideas about how Oceania might define a problem, pick the causes, and decide to address it. So discuss that in your paper--what do you think the social problem is? Who's causing it, who's affected, who benefits, who can or should do something about it, why don't/can't they, who's version of problems is most influential and why, etc.

2. Choose one of the four categories below, and find an issue in contemporary society that has parallels to the book. I have provided a page of links you can use to get you started. So choose one or two articles that help you make your point, from one of the categories:
· big brother
· perpetual war
· doublespeak
· information control
and discuss how it relates to the book. For instance, do the articles you read and described point to a specific social problem? Is it one that resembles a social problem from 1984? What are the parallels? What are the differences? Go back through the questions we use to define social problems again. I will have a web page with articles from these four categories. You can choose to use more than one from a category, or stick to one. Your job is to figure out, Is there a social problem, and if so what is it? If not, why not? Who is causing it? Who is affected by it (Who in the broad sense--groups, classes, etc.--not individual characters from the novel)? Who is causing it? Who should do something about it? Who has the power to define the problem in public, and how do they benefit from that power? What might Orwell have said about this were he still alive? This could be the same social problem you discussed from the book, or a different one-your choice. I would recommend choosing an article that focuses on the same social problem you've described and analyzed in the book-it will save you a little time. Obviously our society isn't a totalitarian state like Oceania. But there are elements of authoritarianism--who's to say that in the future power wouldn't be consolidated? Even Oceania didn't start out as a totalitarian state. 
So basically for part 2 you'll need to:

1. briefly summarize the article
2. discuss how it relates to 1984;
3. discuss whether the issues it addresses pose a social problem; describe why or why not.
The point behind this assignment is to see that you can discuss and analyze a social problem, using the tools we've discussed in class. That's what I'll be looking for. If you stray from this, it will be difficult to do well on this assignment, so make sure you're clear on how you can go about analyzing a social problem. Remember some of the key questions: Is it a problem (are there undesirable effects)? Is it social (are lots of people affected)? Who / what groups are harmed (think sociologically, structurally here--don't tell me 'Winston is harmed.' Winston is part of a larger group, and other groups or categories of people might be harmed, too). Who benefits? Who's causing the problem? If no one benefits from a problem, wouldn't it go away? Wouldn't people do something about it? So in all likelihood, where a social problem persists, it is because some are benefiting from it, while others pay a price. Remember the concept of 'ownership'--who has the power to define what a social problem is for the public (e.g., for Ingsoc, maybe thought control is a problem--what are its causes, how do they remedy it, provide examples, etc.). How is the problem socially constructed, and by whom? Who is causally and politically responsible (according to various groups social construction of the problem)? Does the social problem change over time? These are the issues I'd like you to address in each of the parts of this paper.
One thing to keep in mind--do you own work. I really don't want to find papers or passages lifted from other sources—they're usually quite easy to identify, and I'm really not in the mood to pass out 0s on this or any other assignment. I'd much rather you do your own thinking and own work. And besides, Big Brother might be watching you . . . .

Stick to the above framework, and if you're having problems, let me know so I can help you. 
100 points are possible, 10 of which are for submitting a draft of the paper a week before the due date (by midnight, Mar 4). The final is worth 90 points, and is due March 11. Papers should be double-spaced, no longer than 5 pages. 
Paper: McDonald’s and McDonaldization

This paper is to be completed with a partner. Now that doesn’t mean you need to visit McDonald’s together, just share your observations and combine them into one report. Test your observation skills. 

Visit McDonald's--you can either do the drive-thru, or the restaurant. You should either write down observations when you're there, or later on. You'll use them for the small group discussion, and the abstract. If your community doesn’t have a McDonald’s, visit another fast-food restaurant (but if you have one of those, and no McDonald’s, you might let upper mgmt. know about it!)
Here are some things to pay attention to: 

· The workers: how are they dressed? how do they behave? How do they interact with customers? With each other? What are the managers doing? How can you distinguish them? What kinds of workers do you see (customer counter, cooking, drive-thru, cleaning, etc.). Are customers asked to do anything? Will they talk? About their wages, etc.?
· The restaurant: What's the environment like? The furniture? Colors? Lighting? Odors/aromas? Cleanliness? Any signs, advertising, brochures, etc.? What are they plugging this week? Products, happy meal toys, etc.? What are other diners doing?
· The menu: What's on it? How is it displayed? How are menu items 'sold?' 
· Drive thru versus sit down (you could try either one—go through for a coffee!). If you do drive-thru, your time at the window is critical—observe all you can, ask questions if you can, etc. What questions might you ask (be polite, please ...)? 
· The food (should you choose to eat): What did you order? How was it? Scalding, warm, cold? How does it compare with food at other fast food restaurants? At your favorite restaurant? Cooked at home?
· Any other observations you can think up—be creative.
If you can't make it to McDonald's, because of financial or transportation-related hardship, let me know please. Another fast food place will substitute if there is no nearby McDonald’s.
In your paper, I’d like you to address these questions: 

1. In your group, compare notes/observations from your trip to McDonald’s. What common observations did the group members make. What was different? Because like will go at different times, on different days, probably some when it was empty, others during ‘rush hour,’ each likely saw different things, so don’t be surprised if they aren’t all consistent with what we’ve discussed in class. You can use some of the categories we discussed to present: workers, behind the counter, the atmosphere, drive-thru versus sit-down, etc.

2. Go through each of the features or principles of McDonaldization: efficiency, calculability, control, and predictability. Briefly discuss what you think each of these represents, and then in your group discuss and write down whether you saw evidence of each of these in your visit. If you didn’t, that’s okay, but be thorough. How does McDonald’s exemplify these?

3. Does anything you observed represent a social problem? If so, how, and is it a problem just for McDonald’s corporation and restaurants and more generally fast food, or does it go beyond that (e.g., how workers are treated, quality of the products)?

4. Okay, imagine you’re consultants who’ve been brought in to improve McDonald’s image. You’ve been to the store, made observations, and now it’s time to make recommendations to corporate headquarters. You could of course say that everything’s perfect, but you’ll have to defend it if you do (and if you’ve mentioned anything above in your observations that is less than flattering, you’ll have to justify why it’s not a problem). For each recommendation you make, show how it will be beneficial to McDonald’s, and as important, show how the benefits of changing some aspect will not outweigh the costs (for instance—if you make the interior more warm and comfortable, it will cost more per store to furnish them, and people might want to stick around longer, and customers don’t get in and out as quickly). In other words, discuss the likely impacts of any changes you recommend.

Paper is worth 50 points, and will be due by midnight Sunday, Feb 25.

Participation

This is the most important part of the course, worth 150 out of 500 possible points. This is where you show me you’re reading, engaging in the material (readings, discussion, and online lecture material), and learning. Students need to participate in the discussion every week to gain points for that week. Here’s what I’ll be looking for: 

1. At least one substantial posting on each question or discussion thread I begin (there will usually be three per week). 

2. At least one substantial response within each discussion thread to a post from someone else. By substantial I mean that you need to show me that you've been following and have something thoughtful to say. The number of postings is worth 10 points per week. 

3. Thoughtful postings. This covers the quality of your postings. I'm looking for some evidence of thought on your part. This is worth 5 points per week.

There are several kinds of postings that can get you credit. You can pose a question for the group, and then try to answer it or explain why you asked it. You can provide other research or web resources you’ve found that shed light on a subject we’ve discussing. You can summarize a long discussion thread and try to distill it down to one or a few issues. You can reply to others’ postings—either agreeing or disagreeing, the main thing is that you provide evidence and some logical argument to back up what you’re saying. Unsupported statements won’t get you a ‘5’ for the quality of your postings for the week. Overall, there are 15 points possible each week for participation in discussion. Here are some basic guidelines: 

1. You need to post during the week the discussion is taking place This is the beauty of online classes--everybody contributes, nobody gets to hide in the back of the class, everyone has a chance to shine. I won't be counting late postings. Generally we'll begin a new topic on Tuesdays, and run through the next Monday evening. 

2. Follow basic online 'netiquette.' No flaming, no personal attacks--we're discussing ideas in this course, and mutual respect is a prerequisite. We certainly don't have to agree--but we can disagree in a civil way, and use persuasion, logic and evidence to support our own ideas. Discussing social problems is incomplete without discussion of politics, because different groups in society have access to different resources to get their points across, and therefore the way we understand a problem may have to do with who controls the media, who can afford a public relations media campaign, etc. 

3. If you're writing a long post, use paragraphs to break up points and, to be safe, you might write it in a word document (and save as you go), and then paste it into Blackboard--this will help you avoid the frustration of losing a posting you've spent considerable time on.

A note on absences: if you're going to be out of town or away from the Web for any substantial period of time, you need to let me know. If you're not posting and haven't said anything to me, I'll just assume you're not participating in the discussion board for that week (and that's 15 points per week--so if, for example, you missed three weeks entirely, your chances of pulling an 'A' in the course would be very slim--that's 45 pts out of a possible 500 for the term). 

Again, 150 points on this part of the course--15 pts per week.

Grading procedures

I will grade on a straight percentage:   

	90-100%
	A

	80-89%
	B

	70-79%
	C

	60-69%
	D

	Below 60%
	F


Policies, expectations

Academic integrity

The university's official position: Eastern Oregon University places a high value upon the integrity of its student scholars. Any student found guilty of academic misconduct (including, but not limited to, cheating, plagiarism, or theft of an examination or supplies) may be subject to having his or her grade reduced in the course in question, being placed on probation or suspended from the university, or being expelled from the university--or a combination of these. (see section II of the 2002-03 Student Handbook, p. 32ff, and p. 41 ff).

My interpretation: Plagiarism is taking credit for work, ideas, papers, that are not yours. Universities make lots of literature available for a nominal fee, the bargain being that if you use the ideas of others, you'll credit them. So it isn't just wholesale theft, but as the above says, deception, misrepresentation, etc. Be sure you're familiar with what plagiarism is, and how to avoid it. The Penn State University Library has a good Web page on citing your sources. I recommend you look at it before you turn in papers in this class or others. If you're caught plagiarizing, you'll receive an 'F' on the assignment and possibly for the course. Doing your own work turns out to be more rewarding in the long term.

Due dates and late assignments

Assignments are expected on the day they're due. Late assignments will be assessed a penalty (one letter grade for each day, increasing with lateness). Please turn assignments in directly, using the link from the assignments page. If you’re not sure how to use it, let me know. If you have extenuating circumstances for being late with an assignment, I'm always willing to listen, but in fairness to others who've managed to get them in on time, it'll have to be good.

Note: Class schedule and assignments may be revised during the course of the term as needed.

Expectations

I will justify my discussion board, online lecture and reading material, assignments, etc., by showing their relevance to the overall course objectives. I will provide a friendly environment for discussion of ideas, try to make you think, impart personal experiences relevant to course material, and be generally accessible, approachable, and clear and precise about course expectations. With respect to coverage of content, I tend to emphasize depth over breadth—I would rather cover less points thoroughly, at a reasonable and engaging pace, than pledge strict allegiance to a course schedule. 

In turn I expect students will do their own work, use or develop critical thinking skills and be able to express them online, let me know when unclear or in disagreement on a concept, either exhibit college-level writing skills or seek help to improve them. I'll look for progress in developing abstract thinking skills and students' abilities to focus on  the “big picture”—key  concepts delivered in class, their relevance to course material,  the real world, etc. Discussion boards will focus on ideas—we can debate people’s ideas in a respectful way, but personal attacks on people will not be tolerated. You’re expected to show respect to everyone in the class. Some would say a loss of civility is a serious social problem affecting American society. In our class we will make every effort to buck that trend.

Important: Remember

I will be traveling to Italy on July 13, and will be there for the remainder of the course. This shouldn’t be a problem—I’ve done it before. But it does mean that there will be a nine-hour time difference (I’ll be nine hours ahead), which will make it difficult to do much real-time communication—I’ll most likely be responding on the discussion board to your previous night’s postings.

Students with disabilities

Any student requiring assistance or accommodation from me in performing course-related work should make his/her needs known to me in a timely manner. If you have a documented disability or suspect that you have a learning problem, and require reasonable accommodations (e.g., more time on a quiz), please contact Pat Arnson with the Disability Services Program in Loso Hall 230 (phone 962-3081), or communicate this through your DDE advisor.

Course schedule 
	Week
	Topic(s)

	Week 1 
	Course introduction—what are social problems?

	Week 2 
	Do we have a free press?

	Week 3
	Does money corrupt democracy?

	media assignment due (draft 1/21; final 1/28)

	Week 4 
	What’s causing global warming? 

	Week 5 
	What’s happening to the world’s resources?

	Week 6 
	Is the world looking more like McDonald’s?

	Week 7 
	Applying McDonaldization 

	Week 8 
	But is it a social problem?

	McDonald’s observation/analysis due (Feb 25)

	Week 9
	Who benefits from globalization?

	Week 10 
	Is globalization a social problem?

	Orwell paper due (draft 3/4; final 3/11)


Minuses will be given for the bottom third (0-3) of each range; pluses for the top third (7-9). I will also use pluses and minuses to help if I feel that one's grade did not reflect his/her effort; I will not use them to reduce a grade. All grades are final, unless I’ve made an error in math.
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