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COURSE DESCRIPTION

This course complements Human Behavior and the Social Environment I and III, and develops a social science theory base useful for Social Welfare Policy. The course emphasizes social processes that transcend the individual, aiming to increase students' conceptual sophistication about the social context of human action and social work intervention. Course readings, class discussion, and assignments focus on important unit ideas in social science theory and the relationships among them. The concepts chosen for discussion are particularly relevant to social work and social welfare. 

The course is organized around the historical tension between policy and practice and helps students think about connections between them and the overall division of labor in social welfare. More specifically, the course 1) examines concepts that help us think about human behavior as contingent upon social environments; 2) applies social theory to the analysis of how social work practice derives from its socio-political environment; and 3) uses social theory to examine how social work practice is conducted in institutional settings that affect what it can and cannot achieve. 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

In this course students learn to:

1)
Interrogate critically such portmanteau terms as “social justice,” “poverty,” “community,” “culture,” “diversity,” “social control,” and “bureaucracy” -- and the relationships among such ideas;

2)
Understand the relationship between personal distress (“private troubles”) and social formations;

3)
Understand how private troubles are transformed into social problems; 

4)
Analyze the terms and conditions of practice; 

5)
improve critical thinking skills and writing ability.
COURSE METHODS

Content is provided through readings; lecture, classroom and office discussions; an ungraded but critically appraised writing sample; and two graded essays. 

CLASS POLICIES

Students are expected to attend all class sessions. Please notify the instructor in advance if you have to miss a class. More than three absences may result in a grade of Unsatisfactory for this course. 

Students are expected to submit written assignments on time. The instructor should be notified in advance if the student expects to miss an assignment due date. 

Students are expected to have read all required reading assignments in advance and come to class prepared to discuss and critically appraise these materials. 

Class will begin and end on time with a short break. 

Cell phones and beepers must be turned off during class sessions.

Please review orientation materials on ethics in social work and the academe, especially those regarding plagiarism.

Confidentiality Statement: In all instances when case material is discussed, omit clients' names and disguise all other pertinent identifying information in order to preserve confidentiality.  We encourage you to discuss confidentiality with your field instructors.  

COURSE REQUIREMENTS

1)
Students are expected to attend all class sessions and submit written assignments. The instructor should be notified in advance if the student expects to miss a class meeting or assignment due date. Students with more than two unexcused absences must meet with the instructor and risk receiving an Unsatisfactory for the term. 

2)
Students are required to do the assigned readings and be prepared to discuss them each week. 

3)
Students must satisfactorily complete a writing sample and two essays. 

4)
The ungraded writing sample serves as an opportunity for each student and the instructor to have an initial exchange about the student’s writing and analytic skills on the one hand and the instructor’s expectations on the other.

5)
The two essays are taken into account in determining each student’s final grade and must receive a grade of Satisfactory in order for the student to pass the course. Students may be asked to rewrite essays in order to achieve a Satisfactory grade.
6)
Pursuant to the Student Handbook, an “Incomplete” grade is given only when extenuating circumstances prevent the student from completing the requirements of the course on time and must be accompanied by a date on which the work will be completed. (Please refer to the Student Handbook for more detailed information.)

7)
Students are expected to review and understand orientation materials on ethics in social 
work and academe, especially those regarding plagiarism. 

Course Completion Requirement 

Students may not proceed to the next semester or summer semester until all work from the previous semester or summer semester is complete or until a grade of Permanent Incomplete or Unsatisfactory is issued. 

Required Texts 

Bellamy, E. (2000). Looking backward (Rev. ed.). New York: Penguin Books. 
Lemert, C. (2008). Social things: An introduction to the sociological life (4rd ed.). Lanham. MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Bourgois, P. (2002). In search of respect: Selling crack in El Barrio (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public services. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
Wilson, W.J. (2009).  More than just race: Being black and poor in the inner city. New York: Norton.
All other readings are available on Blackboard (http://blackboard.brynmawr.edu). 

ASSIGNMENTS

Writing Sample (Ungraded). Due at the beginning of Class 2.

In no more than 3 pages, double-spaced with margins no larger than one inch and a font 

size no larger than 12 characters per inch (Times New Roman), please discuss what Bellamy does and does not believe is subject to equalization in a just society.

First Assignment. Due During Class 8.

Objectives:

This assignment requires you to wrestle with the logical connections among the concepts of culture, community, and poverty. At bottom, the issue is: How do we best explain durable, intergenerational deprivation in an affluent society? Specifically, the assignment is as follows:

1)
Compare and contrast two different versions of the relationship between culture and poverty.

2) 
Discuss why these differences matter to social policy and programmatic intervention.

3) 
Analyze how Bourgois theorizes the culture-poverty connection in In Search of Respect: Selling Crack in El Barrio.

4) 
Imagine what kinds of policies and service interventions would be of value – and why they would be useful -- in the Spanish Harlem that Bourgois describes.

Length: It is unlikely that you can do this assignment well in a paper that’s shorter than 8 to 10 double-spaced pages.

Evaluation, based on instructor’s assessment of:

1) Timely and comprehensive completion of assignment.

2) Ability to write clearly and concisely.

3) Development of a logically organized and convincing argument in support of the paper’s overall claim.

Second Assisgnment. Due at the beginning of Class 14.

This essay should be 8-10 pages, typewritten and double-spaced, with a cover page listing its title, author, class and date. Respond to one of the following two problems. 

For suggestions regarding the organization of your second assignment see instructions for Assignment 1. 

Problem 1:

Use an agency you know something about to demonstrate how the “street-level” practices of social workers involve processes of social construction and categorical distinction. When writing your essay, be sure to address the following questions:

1)
What are the key features of Lipsky’s theory of “street-level bureaucracy”? Why is this theory relevant to social work practice?

2) 
What routines of practice in your agency illustrate how “street-level bureaucrats” construct a problem and apply categorical distinctions in response to it?

3) 
What are the factors in the structure of society, the profession, and the agency that are most significant in leading your agency to construct and apply categorical distinctions the way it does to the particular problem you are examining?

4) 
In your opinion, how might your agency’s construction of the problem be changed, if at all, to be more consistent with some notion of social justice? (Define what you mean by social justice.)

Problem 2:

Apply the course readings and discussion in an analysis of the relationship between social problem, social movements, and social work practice. You may focus on one social problem or draw from several. You may also draw on your own experience with social movements (but not to the exclusion of evidence from the readings). Consider the following questions as you develop your analysis:

1)
How do social movements shape the emergence and definition of social problems?

2) 
How are processes of categorical distinction involved in social problem definition and social movement organizing?

3) 
Do “new” social movements behave differently than traditional ones in this respect?

4) 
Does social movement participation raise ethical problems for social workers under some circumstances?

Evaluation, based on instructor’s assessment of:

1)
Timely and comprehensive completion of assignment.

2)
Ability to write clearly and concisely.

3)
Development of a logically organized and convincing argument in support of the paper’s overall claim.

4)
Ability to summarize the core ideas of the text(s) which you have chosen to discuss. 

5)
Explain how the ideas discussed in your paper relate to social work practice at the clinical and/or the policy level. 

6)
Persuasiveness of examples provided in support of your argument.

COURSE SCHEDULE

Week/Topic

1. 
Theory and Vision: A Future of the Past 

This class uses the most famous utopian novel written by an American to examine how social theory underlies political imagination. Virtually all of the course’s themes can be found in Bellamy’s work in one way or another. More specifically, this session takes up the idea of economic systems as “regimes” that emerge from historical circumstances and shape future possibilities. Students begin to learn the differences between capitalisms and socialisms; assumptions about human nature and societal requirements reflected in economic regimes; and the various meanings of equality and fairness. 

Required Reading:

Bellamy, E. (2000). Looking backward (Rev. ed.). New York: Penguin Books. 
2. 
Human Behavior and the Social Environment: The Importance of a Sociological Imagination 


WRITING SAMPLE DUE by the beginning of class


In this class students begin to learn sociological thinking in a more systematic way. Continuing from the previous week’s discussion of Bellamy, students reflect further on assumptions about what is “natural,” the value and limitations of common sense, and the invisible structures of society. Social theory is discussed as an important tool for placing individuals, their identities, practices, and problems in wider context. 

Required Reading:

Lemert, C. (2008). Social things: An introduction to the sociological life (4rd ed.). Lanham. MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

3.
Community and Social Networks 


In this class students learn various meanings of the concept of community and the historical reality of American community life; about the concept of “social capital;” and about the use of social network analysis as an analytic tool valuable in sociological analysis and social work practice.

Required Reading:

Bender, T. (1978). Community and social change in America. (pp. 3-43 and 143-150). Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. Click here: pdf1; and here: pdf2.
Emirbayer, M. and Williams, E. (2005). Bourdieu and social work. Social Service Review 79, 4, 689-724.
4.
Social Control 


Extending the previous discussion of community and network analysis, this class takes up the history and various uses of the term “social control” with particular emphasis on social work practice. 

Required Reading:

Gordon, L. Family violence, feminism, and social control. In L. Gordon (Ed.), Women, the state, and welfare. (pp. 178-198). Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.
5.
From Race to History: The Meanings and Importance of the Concept of Culture


This session takes up the emergence of culture as an explanatory alternative to the biological notions of race and sex. Particular attention is paid to continuing “nature/nurture” controversies, the importance of public health explanations of putatively biological phenomena, and the importance of causal assumptions in constructing the relationship between individual distress and social problems. 

Required Reading:

Degler, C.N. (1991). In search of human nature: The decline and revival of Darwinism in American social thought. NY: Oxford University Press, pp. 59-83, 187-211.
6.
Culture, Community, and Poverty: Thinking Inside and Outside the Regime (Part 1) 


Drawing on the previous five sessions, this class analyzes the ancient theoretical debate about the causes of poverty. Particular attention is given to the interrelationship among unit ideas in reasoning about definitions of poverty and the origins and persistence of deprivation in different real and imaginable economic regimes. 

Required Reading:
Wilson, W. J. (2009). More than just race: Being black and poor in the inner city. New York: Norton.
7.
Culture, Community, and Poverty: Thinking Inside and Outside the Regime (Part 2) 


This class uses a rich and disturbing ethnographic study of poverty to interrogate the meaning and reality of sub-cultural adaptations to deprivation often lumped together under the rubric of “underclass.” Particular attention is paid to widely diffused cultural bases for identity, the pervasive impact of racism and sexism on identity and opportunity structures, the limits of cultural relativism, and the normative role of social work.

Required Reading:

Bourgois, P. (2002). In search of respect: Selling crack in El Barrio (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

8.
Class Discussion

FIRST ESSAY DUE by the beginning of class.


In this session students bring questions arising from composition of their first assignment and discuss how the class material so far has affected how they think about their clients and field placements.

9.
The Social Construction of Social Problems 


This class session begins a consideration of the social processes that translate private troubles into social problems and public responses. Particular attention is paid to political advocacy as moral entrepreneurship and the definition and “ownership” of social problems within the government sphere. 

Required Reading:

Blumer, H. (1971). Social problems as collective behavior. Social Problems, 18, 298-306. 

Reinarman, C. (1988). The social construction of an alcohol problem: The case of mothers against drunk drivers and social control in the 1980s. Theory and Society, 17, 91-120.
10.
The Politico-Administrative Construction of Need 

Regardless of their economic systems, all societies face the problem of marshaling a labor force. This class uses the thorny problem of work impairment caused by substance use to examine the relationship between political-economic regime and the administration of social welfare. It focuses on the cultural, administrative, and political aspects of the concept of disability and the role of medicine in its definition and application.

Required Reading:

Stone, D. A. (1986). The disabled state. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. (Introduction, Chapters 1, and 6). 

Schram, S. F. & Soss, J. (2001). Success stories: Welfare reform, policy discourse, and the politics of research. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 577, 49-65.
11.
Professionalism and Bureaucracy 

This class session uses the theory of "street-level bureaucracy" to examine a corrective to Weber’s iron-cage metaphor. Discussion focuses on professional biases, bureaucratic constraints, conflicts between professionalism and bureaucratic accountability, and how the organizational realities of practice drive the provision of assistance. 

Required Reading:

Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public services. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

12.
Distributive Justice & Social Work Practice 


This class acquaints students with Rawls’ theory of distributive justice, pulling through ideas about fairness that students began thinking about in connection with Bellamy’s utopian Boston. Applying ideas from Rawls and his critics to tensions between macro and micro social work practice, this session considers whether the social work profession needs or can achieve a unified identity and vision.

Required Reading:

Wakefield, J. C. (1988). Psychotherapy, distributive justice, and social work: Part 1: Distributive justice and a conceptual framework for social work. Social Service Review, 62, 187-210. Part 1; Part 2.
13.
Concluding Discussion


In this session, students bring questions raised by writing the second assignment and discuss how the course has affected their views of clients and field placements. 

SECOND ESSAY DUE at the beginning of class

No assigned readings.
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