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Course overview and objectives 
 

Our modern world is filled with daunting social problems. Yet, evaluating which threats are 
pressing, or even legitimate, is itself a social problem. In this course, you will learn about the 
major problems, crises, and dangers in the world, as well as the techniques that social scientists 
use to identify and understand these problems. We will focus on three main questions: How 
can we recognize and assess what are social problems (and what are not social problems)? 
How are some people privileged, while others are not? How do people influence us – both 
creating and resolving problems? 

 
A main purpose of this course is to help you use social science research to develop tools of 
flexible thinking, analysis, and evaluation. Therefore, by the end of this course you should be 
able to describe the main components of sociological research, explain various sociological 
concepts and perspectives for understanding social problems, apply sociological concepts and 
perspectives to examples of social problems (as well as recognize examples of sociological 
concepts and perspectives), and evaluate threats and problems as legitimate or not by 
analyzing the sources of information about social problems. You will also develop and hone 
skills of research, public speaking and debate, as well as speaking and writing skills of analysis, 
argument, and organization. 

 
Required readings 
 

Christakis, Nichola
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Course requirements and grade percentages 
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• In order to do well in this course and others, I highly recommend both the five part series of 
videos “How to Get the Most Out of Studying” and the Weber State course “Foundations of 
College Success” (UNIV 1055). 

 
• I do not tolerate cheating. Plagiarism – the use of others’ words and/or ideas without clearly 

acknowledging their source – is also a form of cheating. I will take appropriate disciplinary 
action against offenders. 

 
• If you are a student with a disability and require classroom accommodations, please meet with 

me to discuss arrangements (If you have not yet contacted Services for Students with 
Disabilities, please do so – Student Services Center, Room 181 or call (801) 626-6413). 

 
• This syllabus, including all readings and assignments, is subject to change given the flow of the 

course and unforeseen circumstances. I may deliver such updates by email (including 
instructions on what to do if the university is closed for an extended period of time) so please 
regularly check your Weber email address or be sure that it forwards to your regular address. 

 
 

Reading and lecture schedule 
 
 
Part One: Ideology and research 
 

How can we recognize and assess what are social problems (and what are not social problems)? 
 

WEEK ONE: Introduction – Who are we and where are we going? 
 (January 12-16) 

 
  •  This syllabus 

•  “Rodney King’s Question” (Chapter 1 of Power, Privilege, and Difference) 
•  “Who Gets to Graduate?” (Paul Tough) 
•  “Utah students 'grossly' unprepared for workforce, study says” (Morgan Jacobsen) 

   
WEEK TWO: Methods – How do we know what we know? 
 (January 21, 23) 

 
  No class – 
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WEEK FOUR: Misdirection (gender) 
 (February 2-6) 

 
•  “Monster moms” (Chapter 4 of The Culture of Fear) 
•  “Falling for Familiar Narratives” (Jane Hu) 
•  
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•  “Privilege, Oppression, and Difference” (Chapter 2 of Power, Privilege, and 

Difference)  
•  “Capitalism, Class, and the Matrix of Domination” (Chapter 3 of Power, Privilege, and 

Difference) 
 

WEEK EIGHT: Denying oppression 
 (March 2-6) 
 

•  “Getting Off the Hook: Denial and Resistance” (Chapter 8 of Power, Privilege, and 
Difference) 

•  “How Stereotypes Explain Everything And Nothing At All" (Gene Demby) 
 
Diversity Wheel assignment, Part One, due in class on Friday, March 6th. 
 
Diversity Wheel assignment, Part Two, due on Canvas on Friday, March 6th 
by 11:59 pm. 

 
WEEK NINE: Spring break 
 (March 9-13) 

 
  No class 
 

WEEK TEN: Fighting oppression 
  (March 16-20) 
 

•  “What Can We Do” (Chapter 9 of Power, Privilege, and Difference) 
•  “First-generation college students benefit from discussing class differences” (Clifton 

Parker) 
•  “Tabloid Headlines If They Weren't Sexist" 

   
Course assessment #2 due by Friday, March 20th by 11:59 pm. 

 
 
Part Three: The power of networks 
 

How do people influence usIGHT:
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WEEK TWELVE: The power of networks 

  (March 30 – April 3) 
 

•  “Love the One You’re With” (Chapter 3 of Connected) 
 

Network Friend Map assignment, Part One, due in class on Friday, April 3rd. 
 
Network Friend Map assignment, Part Two, due on Canvas on Friday, April 
3rd 
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Assignments 
 
 
Community engagement 
 

This assignment has two parts. First, you contact a “community partner,” volunteer fifteen 
hours there over the length of the semester, and then log your hours with the Center for Community 
Engaged Learning (CCEL). Second, you analyze and reflect on your experience. (25 points) 
 
Part One 
 
 Register with the Center for Community Engaged Learning (CCEL), complete their online 
training, and print and bring your training certificates to them. Then, search for an organization 
under the Community Partner Directory
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This assignment has four parts: 1) question submission and acceptance (1 points), 2) blog 
post (12 points), 3) presentation and discussion (3 points), 4) dialogue (4 points):  

 
Question submission – You must submit a research question to me in class on 

Wednesday, February 11th. I have included a list of potential topics below to get you 
started. I must approve your question before you can begin researching it. 

 
Blog post – You need to post an article about your social problem on the course 

discussion board. It should be at least 500 words long and supported with at least five 
legitimate sources (see below). Also, your post should include a bibliography with 
citations of each source that you used. Also, your post needs to have each of these four 
parts: 

1) Definition: define the problem. 
2) Methods: discuss the various methods that researchers use in the studies you 

collected. 
3) Conclusions: review the main findings of the articles by integrating them into themes. 
4) Connections: using at least two direct quotes from each of the three assigned books 

(Glassner, Johnson, Christakis and Fowler), explain how your topic connects with the 
concepts, themes, or other issues of the course. 

Your post 
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Possible topics – Below is a list of social problems from which you can develop a question, 
although your topic does not have to come from this list. As these are all broad and complex 
issues, it is a good idea to narrow down your subtopic to an issue within it. (For example, for 
“drug abuse” you can choose to cover one drug issue –

–



	
  
	
  

10	
  

  


