PY397 Social Issues and Social Policy

Spring 2006, Thursdays 4:30 – 7:00 p.m.  Carney 006
Professor Rebekah Levine Coley

Campion Hall 239A

Phone: 552-6018

Email: coleyre@bc.edu
Office Hours: 

Course Overview

This seminar is designed to provide participants with a foundation of knowledge concerning current social policy issues involving children and families in the U.S., with a heavy focus on issues related to poverty and disadvantage.  We will consider how research, politics, and advocacy play a role in the initiation, implementation, and evaluation of policy, and how social policies impact children and families.  The class will begin with an overview of the current demographics of the U.S., move to a discussion of the policy process, and then focus on specific social issues and policies concerning welfare, marriage, hunger, work/family balance, child care, high stakes testing, and other issues.  Guest speakers will provide expert views on the four cornerstones of the policy process: politics, advocacy, policy implementation, and policy evaluation.  Overarching goals of the class are to help students to explore scientific evidence and social perceptions concerning central social issues; to think critically about such issues; and to further develop one’s own interpretation and views about social issues.
Class Readings

For each week of the class, multiple readings are assigned.  All readings are available on the WebCT system (http://webct.bc.edu:8900).  It is imperative that students complete the week’s reading prior to class to be prepared to actively participate in the lectures and discussions.  
Course Requirements and Grading Structure

Grading  Course grades will be derived through assessment of numerous types of coursework, including participation in in-class discussions and activities, writing assignments, and a class presentation.  Grades will follow the Boston College system for undergraduate courses, which indicates the qualitative interpretation of grades as the following:

A   Excellent
B   Satisfactory 

C   Good
D  Unsatisfactory but passing

F   Failure

Readings and general class participation (10%) As noted, students are expected to have completed all the week’s readings and begun to think critically about the issues prior to class.  Students are further expected to come to class prepared to participate in thoughtful discourse regarding the readings and the topic.  In addition to reflecting on the materials provided in the class readings, students are encouraged to share information from other sources, such as current news events, or personal or professional experiences related to the topic at hand.  

In order to help begin thoughtful discourse, a short (one page or less) response to the week’s readings is required each week.  This response should note at least two issues or points raised by the readings that you found particularly thought-provoking or important, and should raise at least one question for discussion.   Each student must post this response onto the class discussion page in the BC webCT system, http://webct.bc.edu:8900 by 9:00am on the Thursday of the class and bring a hard copy to class to hand in to the instructor.  You may skip writing the response for one week (and hence must complete 10 weekly responses). If you will not be able to attend class because of an emergency or illness, please let the instructor know prior to class.  
In-class activities (20%)  During some classes (noted below), we will do in-class activities in small groups.  Preparation for these activities will require gathering materials prior to class.  During class, activities will require group discussions, debates, and decisions.  Each group will finish with a (hand)written outline and a short presentation to the class on their final points and reasoning.  

Group presentations (15%).  Most of the readings and lectures in class will focus on social issues and social policies in the U.S.  However, comparing and contrasting policies in other countries is an essential manner through which we gain greater understanding of the variety of social norms and practices, and broaden our ability to understand the pros and cons of various decisions.  To help to expand students’ breadth in international policy, each week small groups of students will prepare short presentations for the class on the social issue/policies pertinent to the topic of the week, with a focus on international comparisons.  Students will work in groups of 2 or 3, and each week, two groups will present, each targetted on a particular country.   Presentations should focus on how the designated country addresses the social issue in contrast to the U.S.  For example, how does the other country define the social issue?  What does the issue look like demographically (e.g., prevalence)?  What social policies are used to address the issue in this country?  How do these policies compare to those in the U.S.?  Information to inform the presentations should be gleaned through government agencies, published papers and books, and other sources.  

Presentations will be a maximum of 10 minutes (times will be strictly adhered to, so be sure to practice—presentations nearly always take longer than you expect!).  Students are invited to use power point or other mechanisms for sharing information.  Technology needs must be organized between groups and with the instructor prior to class.  Presentations will be peer-assessed for clarity, organization, evidence, and thoughtful comparisons.  Please hand in to the instructor a copy or summary of your presentation materials, including a bibliography sources.

Papers.  Four writing exercises are assigned.  These writing assignments are designed to provide experience in various types of policy writing, which may be quite different from the academic writing many of you are used to.  All papers should share common attributes including clarity, brevity, and punch.  Papers will be graded on the clarity of the viewpoint expressed, use of scientific evidence and examples to support the viewpoint, and the quality of the writing (e.g., organization, grammar).  You are welcome to bring initial drafts of papers to office hours for feedback prior to completing the final draft.  Late papers will be docked one grade for each day late. Please note that papers are due on MONDAYS  by 10:00am. The final paper is an exception; see below.
The first two papers are meant to be short presentations of a particular policy viewpoint, created through two public vehicles for sharing views and shaping opinion and policy: a letter to an elected public representative, and an opinion editorial (OpEd) for a newspaper.  Remember that the viewpoints presented in these papers need to be supported- they should not present simply a personal opinion, but should argue for a point of view through the use of scientific evidence, ethical viewpoints, and/or comparative perspectives. 
Letter to the Mayor regarding livable wage ordinance (15%) Due February 20th, approximately 3-4 pages.  Write a letter to the Mayor of Newton concerning the issue of a livable wage ordinance, or to a state or federal elected official concerning the minimum wage. You can take whatever point of view you wish, but should argue cogently for this view, using clear arguments and supporting evidence.  

Op Ed (15%) Due March 20th, approximately 2 pages.  An Op Ed is a letter to the editor of a newspaper which defines a particular issue and argues clearly and concisely for a specific point of view.  The Op Ed should cover one subtopic within the realm of work/family balance: parental leave, vacation policy, retirement policy, or other.  Define and defend a particular policy position.  Use evidence from the readings and other published source if you wish. 
Experiential paper regarding legislative session (15%).  Due April 3rd, approximately 3-4 pages.  Describe the legislative session that you observed (date, location, attendees) and the topic(s) that were discussed.  Analyze how this experience compared with what you have learned in class concerning the policy process.  Provide your own views of the experience:  in the policy discussions, whose voices were heard?  In the arguments provided, who were the constituencies?  Who would benefit or be harmed by the decisions under consideration?  
Final thoughts paper (10%).  Due May 4th.  The final paper will be done in class on the final day.  This is not a final exam- do not get overly concerned!  It is a thought piece that is meant to help you think through the issues that we have covered and what you have learned during the semester.  You can use your notes and any other materials you bring with you.  
Request for Accommodations 
If you have a disability and will be requesting accommodations for this course, please register with either Kathy Duggan [kathleen.duggan@bc.edu], Associate Director, Academic Support Services, The Connors Family Learning Center (learning disabilities and ADHD) or Suzy Conway [suzy.conway.1@bc.edu], Assistant Dean for Students with Disabilities (all other disabilities). Advance notice and appropriate documentation are required for accommodation.

Class Schedule

Jan 19

Introduction, overview, selection of presentation topics

In class:  Prepare for group presentations 
Jan 26

Who are children and families in the U.S.?

Readings:

Casper, L. M. & Bianchi, S. M. (2002).  Continuity & change in the American family. (pp. 1-38).  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Guzman, L., Lippman, L., Moore, K.A.., & O’Hare, W. (2003, July). How children are doing:


 The mismatch between public perception and statistical reality. (Research Brief)


 Washington DC: Child Trends
In class:  Prepare for group presentations
Feb 2

The process of policy creation 
Readings: 

Zigler, E. F. & Hall, N. W. (2000).  Child development and social policy. (pp. 22-58).  Boston: McGraw Hill. 

Kammerman, S.B. (1996) Child and family policies: An international overview. In Zigler, E.F., Kagan, S.L., & Hall, N.W. Children, families, and government: Preparing for the twenty-first century. Cambridge: University Press.
In class:  Guest Speaker Representative Ruth Balser: focus on creating policy
International Presentations

Feb 9

Poverty and income inequality

Readings:

Schiller, B.R. (2001). Views of inequality and poverty. In The Economics of Poverty and Discrimination. (pp.1-21). New Jersey: Prentice Hall.
Schiller, B.R. (2001). Counting the poor. In The Economics of Poverty and Discrimination. (pp.22-48). New Jersey: Prentice Hall.

Rector & Hederman (2004). Two Americas: One rich, one poor? Understanding income inequality in the United States. Backgrounder, 179, 1-16. 
Smeeding, T.M. (2003, December 21). The poverty quagmire. Washington Post. Retrieved April


 6, 2004, from http://www.washingtonpost.com

In class:  Start budget project
International Presentations

Feb 16

Redistributive social policies 
Readings:
Schiller, B.R. (2001). Welfare programs in The Economics of Poverty and Discrimination. (pp.193-224). New Jersey: Prentice Hall.

Schiller, B.R. (2001). Social insurance programs In The Economics of Poverty and Discrimination. (pp.225-241). New Jersey: Prentice Hall.

Miller, V.P. (2003). Congress should use welfare to target the true enemy: poverty. Stateline.org.


 Retrieved December 8, 2003, from stateline.org.

In class:  Finish budget project
***Feb 20 Letter to Mayor re livable wage due***

Feb 23
Assessing effects of poverty policies: Welfare reform

Readings:
Haskins, R. & Swahill, I. (2003, September). Work and marriage: The way to end poverty and welfare. (Policy brief #28). Washington D.C.: The Brookings Institute.

Morris, P., Gennetian, L. A., & Knox, V. (2002).  Welfare policies matter for children and youth: Lessons for TANF reauthorization.  New York: MDRC.  
Frank, D.A. & Smith, L.A. (2003) Welfare reform and children’s health. Boston Globe.
In class: Video
International Presentations

Mar 2

Hunger and homelessness 
Readings: 

Poppendiek, J.  (1999).  Sweet charity: Emergency food and the end of entitlement.  New York: Penguin. introduction & conclusion

Besharov, D.J. (2002, December 8). We’re feeding the poor as if they’re starving, Washington

 Post, Retrieved December 9, 2002, from http://www.washingtonpost.com.

In class:  Guest Speaker Sue Marsh, Executive Director of Rosie’s Place: focus on service provision & advocacy  
International Presentations

Mar 9

Spring Break

Mar 16
 Work/family balance and parental leave 
Readings: 

Gornick, J.C. & Meyers, M.K. (2005) Families that Work. p. 84-111. New York: Russell Sage.

Hochschild, A.R. (1997). (Ed.) “All my friends are worker bees”: Being a part time professional.

 In The time bind: When work becomes home and home becomes work. (pp. 85-132) New

 York: Metropolitan Books.
Kamerman, S. B. (2000). Parental leave policies: An essential ingredient in early childhood education and care policies.  Social Policy Report, XIV(2), 1-15.
In class:  Small group debates re work/family dilemmas
International  Presentations
***March 20 OpEd due regarding parental leave or other family/work topic***
 Mar 23
Child care and early childhood education 

Readings: 

Brauner, J. Gordic, B. & Zigler, E. (2004). Putting the child back into child care: Combining care and education for children ages 3-5. Social policy report, 28 (33), 2-15.

Mencimer, S. (2002). Children left behind. The American Prospect, 13(23).

In class:  Guest Speaker Amy O’Leary, Early Education for All: focus on policy implementation
International  Presentations
Mar 30 
No Class:  Observations of Legislative Session

***Apr 3 Discussion paper concerning legislative session and policy creation***

Apr 6

Marriage Promotion and Same-Sex Marriage

Readings:


McManus, M.J. (2002). Why is it in the government’s interest to save marriages? Research family Retrieved January 2, 2003, from http://www.heritage.org.
Edin, K. & Reed, J. M. (2005).  Why don’t they just get married?  Barriers to marriage among the disadvantaged.  The Future of Children, 15(2), 117-137.

Wald, M. S. (2001). Same-sex couple marriage: A family policy perspective.  Virginia Journal of Social Policy & the Law, 9.
Shell, S. M. (2004).  The liberal case against gay marriage.  The Public Interest, 156.
In class: Group debates concerning marriage  

International Presentations
Apr 13

Easter Break 
Apr 20

Child abuse and neglect: putting policy into practice

Readings: 

Waldfogel, J. (1998). Rethinking the paradigm for child protection. The future of children, 8(1), p. 104-119.

English, D. (1998). The extent and consequences of child maltreatment. The future of children, 8(1), p. 39-53.

In Class: Guest Speaker: Amy Karp: focus on policy interpretation and implementation
International Presentations

Apr 27

Discouraging adolescent pregnancy
Readings:

Manlove, J., Terry-Human, E., Papillo, A.R., Franzetta, K., Williams, S., Ryan, S. (2002, May).


 Preventing teenage pregnancy, childbearing, and sexually transmitted diseases: What the


 research shows. (Research Brief) Washington DC: Child Trends.

Rector, R. (2002). The effectiveness of abstinence education on programs in reducing sexual


 activity among youth. Backgrounder, 1553, 1-9.

Kirby, D. (2002). Do abstinence-only programs delay the initiation of sex among young people and reduce teen pregnancy? Washington, DC: The national campaign of teen pregnancy.
In Class: Group assessments of abstinence versus sex education programs
International Presentations

May 4

New issues in social policy  
In Class: Final writing assignment
1

