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SOCY 2: Social Problems 

 

 

 

Course Description: 
 
Daily news reports direct much of our attention to social problems such as crime, poverty, 
prejudice, and political corruption. Yet rarely are such reports accompanied by a 
discussion of the systematic causes of these problems. More often we become witness to 
an endless stream of media coverage reporting seemingly isolated incidents. Seldom are 
we informed of the decision-making process by which some social problems become 
selected for cover­age, while others are ignored. The purpose of this course is to subject 
the coverage of mod­ern social problems to an in-depth, critical analysis. We will attempt 
to answer such questions as: “how does a social problem become defined as such?” and 
“what are the causes or sources of various social problems?” 

For Winter 2024: In addition to examining how social problems are constructed by some 
groups and perceived by others, this course will discuss prominent social issues 
surrounding ethno-racism, poverty, gender inequality, digital technology, gun violence 
and more. This class, as an active learning course equipped with four Learning Fellows, 
will involve regular small group activities and discussions. Active learning encourages 
students to apply course readings to specific cases of social problems which in turn 
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enhances their critical thinking skills as well as develops their ability to reflect upon and 
analyze contentious social topics.  

Learning Outcomes: 
 
Upon completion of this course you will be able to: 

• Understand the sociological approach to constructing and studying social 
problems 

• Analyze sociological readings and discuss sensitive topics respectfully 

• Apply sociological concepts and theories to contemporary issues 

• Explain how public opinion impacts the claims surrounding social problems 

• Work with a small group to participate in class activities and to produce a podcast 
on a social problem of interest 

• Translate academic research into a publicly accessible format 
 
 

Texts and Materials 
 
The foundational textbook for this course is:  

• Social Problems by Joel Best (Norton Publishing) and is available at Still North 
Bookstore 

• Additional Articles, Book Chapters and Podcasts (Provided on Canvas) 

Reading assignments are listed below in the course schedule. All readings beyond the 
textbook will be made available online through the course website on Canvas. Additional 
readings may be assigned throughout the semester and, in that case, will be made 
available to you as well. It is expected that you will have done the reading(s) by the time 
class meets on the date for which the assignment is listed in the syllabus. More pointedly, 
you will need to complete the readings before writing your weekly response memo. 
There is a lot of reading; you must keep up with it as we go along to be successful in this 
course! Furthermore, you will likely find it helpful to take notes as you read. 

 

Course Structure 
 
My approach to teaching involves utilizing culturally-responsive pedagogical techniques 
to ensure all students have the opportunity to develop their critical thinking, effective 
writing, and practical research and analytic skills. Culturally-responsive learning centers 
students’ cultural experiences and advocates for them to be incorporated into all aspects 
of the learning process. Specifically, I draw on active and applied learning strategies. 
These strategies provide students with opportunities to apply theories and paradigms to 
real-world experiences and encourage students to reflect on course activities to deepen 
and extend the ways they think and learn. I structure my courses this way with the hope 
of engendering excitement about establishing new mechanisms of understanding. This 
course will draw on a variety of educative modalities including lectures, discussions, small 
group work, active learning, web-based learning, and experiential learning, among 
others.  
 
 
 
 

https://digital.wwnorton.com/socialproblems4
https://www.stillnorthbooks.com/book/9780393533040
https://www.stillnorthbooks.com/book/9780393533040
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The weekly class sessions will follow the schedule below:  

• Tuesday Class Session 
o 10:10am – 11:00am- Lecture  
o 11:00am – 11:10am- BREAK 
o 11:10am – 12:00pm- Small-Group Discussion of Assigned Readings 

• Thursday Class Session 
o 10:10am – 11:00am- Large Group Review of Assigned Readings 
o 11:00 – 11:10am- BREAK 
o 11:10 – 12:00pm- Small-Group Activity & Reflective Discussion 

 

Learning Fellows 

Learning Fellows (LFs) are undergraduate students who work alongside the professor to 
help students learn. LFs facilitate group activities and discussions during class, while 
bringing their own experiences and understanding to the learning environment. They are 
peers who can listen to your questions, help you think creatively, and guide you towards 
answers during class. Our Learning Fellows are listed below: 

• Miriam Bowman, miriam.r.bowman.27@dartmouth.edu 

• Grace Farr, grace.v.farr.24@dartmouth.edu 

• Eliza Holmes, eliza.g.holmes.24@dartmouth.edu 

• Ryan Penney, ryan.m.penney.24@dartmouth.edu 

 

Assignments & Assessments 

Assignment Points Possible Percentage of Grade 
Reading Review Assessment 1 200 points  20% 
Reading Review Assessment 2 200 points  20% 
Systematic Literature Review 200 points 20% 

Group Podcast Project 300 points 30% 
Participation  100 points 10% 

TOTAL 1000 points 100% 
 

• Reading Review Assessments: Students will complete two reading review 
assessments throughout the term. These assessments with be based on all assigned 
readings, course lectures, in-class activities, and discussions. Assessments will be 
comprised of multiple choice, fill in the blank, true/false, and short answer 
questions. These tests will be completed during the class session and will be closed-
book/closed-note.   

• Systematic Literature Review: This review assignment intends to expose the 
student to extant literature and debates surrounding the social problem their 
group has selected for the podcast assignment. Students will establish a broad 
research question connected to their podcast topic, then will select and annotate 
the literature based on a clearly defined set of criteria. This is an individual 

mailto:miriam.r.bowman.27@dartmouth.edu
mailto:grace.v.farr.24@dartmouth.edu
mailto:eliza.g.holmes.24@dartmouth.edu
mailto:ryan.m.penney.24@dartmouth.edu
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assignment and ultimately will equip the student with a broad understanding of 
the current state of research on their group project topic. A full description of the 
guidelines and grading rubric will be provided later in the term.    

• Group Podcast Project: In groups of 5 established by Professor Allen, students will 
analyze a social problem using the arguments from our class in order to produce a 
Social Problems Podcast. Each group will choose a specific social problem and read 
scholarly (i.e., sociological articles and books) and popular culture sources 
(newspaper, magazine, web, etc.) about it. You will also use Best’s article on claims-
making and other relevant assigned readings and podcasts from this course to 
develop your podcast. The project will culminate with a podcast that informs 
listeners about this social problem and convinces them to care about it. Groups will 
be assigned, and a detailed assignment sheet and grading rubric will be posted on 
Canvas. 

• Attendance & Participation: Attendance is vital to adequately understanding this 
material. Missing class not only detracts from your own academic experience, but 
also deprives your classmates of your insights into the material. As such, you are 
expected to attend each class session. At the end of each lecture you will be 
responsible for signing the attendance sheet to ensure that you’ll receive points for 
attending class that day (please note that excessively arriving to class late will 
detract from your attendance and participation grade). However, signing the 
attendance sheet alone is not sufficient. In order to earn participation points you 
must attend class and participate, that is, engage in course discussions and 
activities. There will be plenty of opportunities to participate during each course 
session. I will frequently incorporate talking points into the lectures to stimulate 
your thoughts on a particular topic. Also, if you have trouble thinking of things to 
say, I suggest you take notes while completing the assigned readings. This practice 
will often bring you to class with thoughts or questions that can be used to help 
facilitate discussion. If you are ever angered or made uncomfortable by anything 
brought up in discussion feel free to address the contention during the class 
meeting or meet with me privately about it. I am committed to maintaining a 
learning environment that is respectful of all participants, so intolerance in any 
form will not be condoned (see Diversity & Inclusion policy). 

 
Grading 

Drawing on Dartmouth’s grade descriptions, letter grades will be assigned according to 
the following grading scale: 

Letter Grade Percentage 
 A 95-100% 
 A- 92-94.9% 
 B+ 89-91.9% 
 B 83-88.9% 
 B- 80-82.9% 
 C+ 77-79.9% 
 C 73-76.9% 
 C- 70-72.9% 
 D+ 67-69.9% 
 D 63-66.9% 
 D- 60-62.9% 
 E Below 60% 

https://www.dartmouth.edu/reg/transcript/grade_descriptions.html
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Course Schedule 

Week 1: Introduction & Overview 

• Thursday, January 4th – Introductions & Course Overview 
o Introductory Lecture: Key Terms and Concepts 

 
Week 2: Constructing & Studying Social Problems  

• Tuesday, January 9th – Lecture & Discussion of Readings 
o Chapter 1- Best (26pgs) 

• Thursday, January 11th— Sociology as a Social Problems 
o Some Aspects of a Theory of Social Problems- Fuller and Myers (10pgs) 
o Sociology Engaged in Social Justice- Romero (30pgs) 

 
Week 3: The Claims-Making Process 

• Tuesday, January 16th - Lecture & Discussion of Readings 
o Chapter 2- Best (38pgs) 
o “Rhetoric in Claims-Making: Constructing the Missing Children Problem”- 

Best (21pgs) 
o PODCAST: “Facts Aren’t Enough”- The Hidden Brain (51 mins) 

• Thursday, January 18th- Gender & Sexuality as a Social Problem 
o “Gender Inequality”- Macionis (32pgs) 
o “Transgender Joy: Flipping the Script of Marginality”- Westbrook & Shuster 

(6pgs) 
o “The Booty Paradox” Op-Ed- Melissa Brown 

 

Week 4: Evaluating Claims-Makers 

• Tuesday, January 23rd - Lecture & Discussion of Readings  
o Chapter 3- Best (34pgs) 
o Chapter 4- Best (32pgs) 

• Thursday, January 25th- Healthcare & Drugs as Social Problems 
o PODCAST: “Mental Health Stigma and Social Contact Revisited: The Role 

of Network Closeness and Negativity”- Sage Sociology (14 mins) 
o PODCAST: “The Political Context and Infant Health in the United States”- 

Sage Sociology (14 mins) 
o PODCAST: “When Religion Hurts: Structural Sexism and Health in 

Religious Congregations”- Sage Sociology (12 mins) 
o “Changing the Face of the Stoner: Images of Race and Gender in Cannabis 

Legalization Campaigns in the United States”- Rogers (9pgs) 
o “The Case for Drug War Reparations”- Flanigan and Freiman (2pgs) 

 

https://www.npr.org/2019/07/18/743195213/facts-arent-enough-the-psychology-of-false-beliefs
https://thegrio.com/2023/11/13/we-need-to-stop-exploiting-black-women-through-the-booty-paradox/
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/smh/podcasts
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/smh/podcasts
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/asr/podcasts/index
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/asr/podcasts/index
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/asr/podcasts/index
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Week 5: Substantiating Claims & Assessing Public Opinion 

• Tuesday, January 30th – Lecture & Discussion of Readings/Exam Review  
o Chapter 5- Best (37pgs) 
o Chapter 6- Best (35pgs) 

• Thursday, February 1st- READING REVIEW #1 
 

Week 6: Social Problems & Policy Implications                                                                         .         

• Tuesday, February 6th - Lecture & Discussion of Readings 
o Chapter 7- Best (32pgs) 
o “For Public Sociology”- Burroway (25pgs) 

• Thursday, February 8th – Digital Misinformation & Gun Violence as Social 
Problems 

o The Dark Side of Social Media- Luttrell and Wallace (20pgs) 
o Machine Learning and the Reproduction of Inequality- Alegria & Yeh 

(6pgs) 
o PODCAST: “How to Stop Mass Shootings”- Speaking of Psychology (34 

mins) 

 

Week 7: Social Problems at the Micro-Level 

• Tuesday, February 13th – Lecture & Discussion of Readings 
o Chapter 8- Best (35pgs) 
o Chapter 9- Best (35pgs) 

• Thursday, February 15th – Education & Class as Social Problems 
o “The Sociology of Power: Economics, Wealth, and Politics”- DeFronzo and 

Gill (26pgs) 
o PODCAST: “Navigating the Risks of Party Rape in Historically White 

Greek Life at an Elite College: Women’s Accounts”- Sage Sociology (13 
mins) 

o “Rape and Rape Culture”- Contexts Reader (9pgs) 
o “Caught in the Dragnet: How Punitive Immigration Laws Harm 

Immigrant Community Helpers”- Canizales (6pgs) 
 
 
Week 8: Situating & Historicizing Social Problems 

• Tuesday, February 20th – Lecture & Discussion of Readings 
o Chapter 10- Best (30pgs) 
o Chapter 11- Best (34pgs) 

• Thursday, February 22nd – Race & Immigration as Social Problems 
o PODCAST: “Under the Blacklight: History Rinsed and Repeated”- 

Intersectionality Matters (55 mins) | Spotify or YouTube 
o “Race, Ethnicity, and Immigration”- DeFronzo & Gill (24pgs) 

https://www.apa.org/news/podcasts/speaking-of-psychology/mass-shootings
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/soe/podcasts
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/soe/podcasts
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/14-under-the-blacklight-history-rinsed-and-repeated/id1441348908?i=1000472916568
https://open.spotify.com/episode/4D0mVtbn1DQZSEckjpEZvC?si=WViVZWXCS2usgxVvROTMCA
https://youtu.be/VF8FbUP14Ik?si=D434j-dFbZ32fzcY
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o “Fool’s Gold: DEI and the Performance of Race-Consciousness”- Glass 
(6pgs) 
 

Week 9: Assessment & Work Day 

• Tuesday, February 27th – READING REVIEW #2 

• Thursday, February 29th – No Class (I’ll be attending the Eastern Sociological 
Society Annual Meeting) 

o Meet with Groups to finalize podcast project and/or finalize literature 
reviews 

• Friday, March 1st – Podcast Project Due 
 

Week 10: The Future Study of Social Problems 

• Tuesday, March 5th –Discussion of Group Podcasts 

• Friday, March 8th – Systematic Literature Review Due 

 

Course Policies 

• Professor Availability and Office Hours- Office hours will be held before our class 
sessions on Mondays and Wednesdays from 1:30pm- 2:30pm. Monday’s office hours 
will be held virtually while Wednesday’s will be held in my office. I am also available 
by appointment and I encourage you to make at least one appointment with 
me throughout the term. If you would like to meet with me outside of these hours, 
please send me an email to inquire about my additional availability. Should you have 
any questions regarding the course throughout the semester, feel free to contact me 
via email. I guarantee a response within 72 business hours. Please note that you must 
use your Dartmouth email account to ensure that your message is received. 

 

• Late Assignments- It is expected that you will submit assignments prior to the 
indicated due date. Assignments submitted after their deadlines will be given a grade 
of zero. In extraordinary circumstances a late assignment will be accepted if (1) you 
know in advance that you will be unable to meet the deadline and you make alternative 
arrangements with me at least one week ahead of time, or (2) you experience an 
unprecedented situation and meet with me about the extenuating circumstance. 

 

• Canvas- At times throughout the semester you may be required to complete or submit 
assignments online via the course Canvas site. When this is the case, it is your 
responsibility to ensure that your assignment has been posted successfully. If your 
assignment is not posted when I attempt to grade it, I will assume it was not submitted 
and the onus will be on you to prove otherwise. 

 

• Diversity and Inclusion- The Dartmouth Sociology Department is committed to 
building a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere in which every member of the 
department can thrive. We strive to incorporate diverse perspectives, experiences, and 
inquiry in our departmental and classroom spaces (See our full DEI initiative here). 
 

https://sociology.dartmouth.edu/equity


8 

 

It is my goal, as the instructor, to create a comfortable, safe environment where 
students of all identities can feel empowered to discuss sensitive and controversial 
materials. This course will be dealing with contemporary and contentious topics thus 
it is essential for students to help foster an academic atmosphere encouraging 
respectful dialogue. Students are encouraged to challenge one another (and me), but 
only if such challenges are offered in a manner that is respectful and considerate of a 
diversity of opinions. In an attempt to make the classroom a “safe space” for dialogue, 
students making comments that are disrespectful, derogatory, purposefully disruptive 
or otherwise non-conductive to an academic setting will be asked to leave. 

 

• Student Accessibility Services- Students requesting disability-related 
accommodations and services for this course are required to register with Student 
Accessibility Services and to request that an accommodation email be sent to me in 
advance of the need for an accommodation. Then, students should schedule a follow-
up meeting with me to determine relevant details such as what role SAS or its Testing 
Center may play in accommodation implementation. This process works best for 
everyone when completed as early in the quarter as possible. If students have 
questions about whether they are eligible for accommodations or have concerns about 
the implementation of their accommodations, they should contact the SAS office. All 
inquiries and discussions will remain confidential. 

 

• COVID-19 & Other Infectious Diseases- You are expected to attend class in person 
unless you have made alternative arrangements due to illness, medical reasons, or the 
need to isolate due to COVID-19 or other infectious disease. For the health and safety 
of our class community, please do not attend class when you are sick, nor when 
you have been instructed by Student Health Services to stay home. When you have 
tested positive for COVID or any other infectious disease, notify me via email and we 
will establish a plan to ensure you do not fall behind in the class.  

 

• Inclement Weather- When inclement weather threatens the safety of the Dartmouth 
community an emergency closing will be declared. In this or any other case where I 
am not able to safely commute to campus, I will communicate my expectations for 
how class will be held via email and Canvas (I will likely switch to a virtual zoom 
format). 

• Academic Misconduct- Dartmouth takes a strong stance against academic misconduct 
(see full Academic Honor Principle here). Academic Misconduct includes, but is not 
limited to, plagiarism, cheating, and fabrication.  

 
(1) Plagiarism: The adoption or reproduction of ideas, words, statements, 
images, or works of another person as one’s own without proper attribution. 
This includes self-plagiarism, which occurs when an author submits material 
or research from a previous academic exercise to satisfy the requirements of 
another exercise and uses it without proper citation of its reuse. 

 
(2) Cheating: Using or attempting to use unauthorized materials, information, 
or study aids in any academic exercise. This includes unapproved 
collaboration, which occurs when a student works with others on an academic 
exercise without the express permission of the professor. The term academic 
exercise includes all forms of work submitted for credit or hours. 

 

https://students.dartmouth.edu/student-accessibility/students/where-start/apply-services
https://students.dartmouth.edu/student-accessibility/students/where-start/apply-services
https://students.dartmouth.edu/student-accessibility/services/a11y-testing-center
https://students.dartmouth.edu/student-accessibility/services/a11y-testing-center
https://students.dartmouth.edu/community-standards/policy/academic-honor-principle
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(3) Fabrication: Unauthorized falsification or invention of any information or 
citation in an academic exercise. 

 
To be clear: going online and taking information without proper citations, copying parts of 
other student’s work, creating information for the purposes of making your paper seem more 
official, using ChatGPT or any other AI software, or anything involving taking someone else’s 
thoughts or ideas without proper attribution is academic misconduct. If you work together on 
an assignment when it is not allowed, it is academic misconduct. If you have a question about 
an assignment, please come see me to clarify. Any cases of academic misconduct will be 
reported. Remember – ignorance is NOT a defense.  

Other Community Guidelines 
 

• Land Acknowledgement: We acknowledge the colonial origin of Dartmouth College, 
founded for the education of Native American youth and occupying the lands of the 
Abenaki and other Algonquin peoples. All the work that takes place here rests on the 
forceful appropriation of their lands by European settlers. You can read more about this 
history in Colin Calloway’s open-access book, The Indian History of an American 
Institution: Native Americans and Dartmouth (2010). I hope that readers will also seek to 
learn more about the sources of their research materials, their buildings, and the current 
and past stewards of the lands where they live. Consider how to be in better relation with 
Indigenous Peoples. If the idea of land acknowledgement is new and unfamiliar, this guide 
and this article are helpful starting points (From Dr. Michelle Warren, Dartmouth 
College). 

 

• Title IX: At Dartmouth, we value integrity, responsibility, and respect for the rights 
and interests of others, all central to our Principles of Community. We are dedicated 
to establishing and maintaining a safe and inclusive campus where all have equal 
access to the educational and employment opportunities Dartmouth offers. We strive 
to promote an environment of sexual respect, safety, and well-being. In its policies and 
standards, Dartmouth demonstrates unequivocally that sexual assault, gender-based 
harassment, domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking are not tolerated in our 
community. 

 
The Sexual Respect Website provides a wealth of information on your rights and 
obligations with regard to sexual respect and resources that are available to all in 
our community. Should you have any questions, please feel free to contact 
Dartmouth's Title IX Coordinator Kristi.Clemens@Dartmouth.edu and deputies if 
appropriate. 
 
Please note that faculty and staff are required by law to report certain 
matters to relevant parties on campus, including disclosures of sexual 
or gender-based harassment, sexual assault, relationship and 
interpersonal violence, and stalking. Confidential resources are also 
available here. 
 

• Religious Observances: Some students may wish to take part in religious observances 
that occur during this academic term. If you have a religious observance that conflicts 
with your participation in the course, please meet with me as soon as possible, or 
before the end of the second week of the term—at the latest, to discuss appropriate 
adjustments. Dartmouth has a deep commitment to supporting students’ religious 
observances and diverse faith practices. 

 

• Access to Additional Campus Resources: There are a number of campus resources 
available this term to support your needs during your time at Dartmouth. While the 

https://www.dartmouth.edu/library/digital/publishing/books/calloway2010/
https://www.dartmouth.edu/library/digital/publishing/books/calloway2010/
https://www.nativeartsandcultures.org/honornativeland-guide-respectfully-acknowledge-ancestral-lands
https://apihtawikosisan.com/2016/09/beyond-territorial-acknowledgments/
https://faculty-directory.dartmouth.edu/michelle-r-warren
https://policies.dartmouth.edu/policy/principles-community
https://sexual-respect.dartmouth.edu/
https://sexual-respect.dartmouth.edu/sites/sexual_respect.prod/files/sexual_respect/wysiwyg/title_ix_contact_details_spring_2020.pdf
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situation is constantly evolving, many offices are prepared to meet with you via phone 
or Zoom. 

 
For concerns about health and wellness, you may reach out to: 

o Dartmouth Health Service- (https://students.dartmouth.edu/health-
service/) 

o Counseling Services- (https://students.dartmouth.edu/health-
service/counseling/about) 

o Student Wellness Center- (https://students.dartmouth.edu/wellness-
center) 
 

For academic needs, you may reach out to:  
o Undergraduate Dean- (https://students.dartmouth.edu/undergraduate-

deans/) 
o Academic Skills Center- (https://students.dartmouth.edu/academic-

skills/) 
o On-Campus Employment- Students with concerns related to campus 

employment may connect with the Student Employment Office 
(https://www.dartmouth.edu/seo/). 

o Visa services- Those with visa-related concerns may reach out to the Office 
of Visa and Immigration Services (https://ovis-intl.dartmouth.edu/). OVIS 
also provides general support, resources, and referrals for legal assistance 
to DACA and undocumented students. See more here.   

 
I encourage you to take advantage of these resources, and to speak with me if I can support 
your success in the course in any other way. 
 
***This syllabus is subject to change throughout the term. Students will be notified of any changes via E-mail and Canvas*** 

 

https://students.dartmouth.edu/health-service/
https://students.dartmouth.edu/health-service/
https://students.dartmouth.edu/health-service/counseling/about
https://students.dartmouth.edu/health-service/counseling/about
https://students.dartmouth.edu/wellness-center
https://students.dartmouth.edu/wellness-center
https://students.dartmouth.edu/undergraduate-deans/
https://students.dartmouth.edu/undergraduate-deans/
https://students.dartmouth.edu/academic-skills/
https://students.dartmouth.edu/academic-skills/
https://www.dartmouth.edu/seo/
https://ovis-intl.dartmouth.edu/immigration/federal-policy-updates/daca-and-undocumented-students.

