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This course surveys social and welfare policy in the United States. This includes an introduc>on 
to core features shaping the welfare state in the United States, as well as key policies, with a 
par>cular focus on those policies that shape the lives of people with fewer economic resources. 
 
The course emphasizes learning by doing and through discussion, therefore I expect we will all 
to come to class prepared and engaged. Although I will do some lecturing in class, we will also 
have small group discussions and ac>vi>es during class; students’ ac>ve par>cipa>on in these 
will contribute to a successful class dynamic. 

The nature of the subjects we will be discussing in this class can be both intellectual and 
personal. When making comments in class, please be mindful of the feelings and previous 
experiences of your classmates. I expect, and in fact hope, that you will disagree with one 
another, but I also expect that you will always be respecJul in doing so.  

Course policies 

Cell phone policy: Class is a >me for me to clarify and offer new course informa>on and for you 
to engage in discussion with your classmates. Therefore, please do not use cell phones during 
class – this includes sending or checking texts; cell phones should not be out during class to 
avoid any tempta>ons. These guidelines also apply to the use of laptops and tablets, which 
should be used for class-based purposes only. 

Accommoda:ons: Students with disabili>es should discuss necessary accommoda>ons with me 
as soon as possible. 

Religious holidays: Absence due to observance of a religious holiday will not be counted as an 
absence. Students who will miss class due to religious holidays must inform the instructors 
during the first two weeks of class whether they will miss class during the semester for religious 
reasons. 

Grade dispute procedure: If you would like to dispute a grade on a paper or assignment, write a 
one-page memo sta>ng your case. Your case for a grade change should be based on the merits 
of your work alone, not on whether you think it is beQer than someone else’s assignment in the 
class. You have one week from the day assignments are returned to submit a grade change 
memo to me. SubmiRng a grade-change memo is not a guarantee of receiving a higher grade. 

Use of AI: If you use AI in any way on your assignments, you must document how you did so. If 
you use AI without documen>ng its use, you will not receive credit for the assignment. Any use 
of AI must be limited, so that your assignments reflect your own ideas and words.  

Academic dishonesty: Students who cheat or attempt to cheat may either receive a zero score 
for that assignment or a failing grade for the course. Using ideas or words taken from another 
source and not properly citing them is cheating; any words that are not your own should 



appear in quotation marks, and a citation, including a page number, must be provided. If you 
are at all unclear about what constitutes plagiarism, ask me, ask a librarian (they’re happy to 
help!), and see: http://writing.wisc.edu/Handbook/QuotingSources.html  
Knowledge of these rules is your responsibility, and lack of familiarity with these rules in no way 
constitutes an excuse for acts of misconduct. 
 
Assignments 
You must receive a passing grade on both sets of assignments to pass this course. 

o Presentation (25% of final grade): 
o The final week of class, each student will present for five minutes on a 

comparison of a social policy in the US and Germany 
o Each student will present on a different topic so that we can all learn about a 

variety of policy areas (students will sign up for topics during the fourth meeting 
of our course) 

o The strongest presentations will have a cohesive, focused point to make or 
perspective to present, rather than just generally describing information on the 
topic.  

o You are not being graded on your presentation skills, but if presentation issues 
affect the clarity and persuasiveness of your ideas, they will affect your grade 
(e.g., talking so quietly or so quickly that your audience can’t follow your points 
easily). 

o As you work, consider a variety of angles on your topic, such as: (1) Are there any 
common misconceptions about this topic? (2) Are there points about this topic 
that policymakers or the general public often miss? (3) Do the policy proposals 
that have been made on this topic in recent years make sense, given the 
research evidence in the area? Etc. 

o To prepare your presentation and support your points, draw on information 
from academic research and reputable news sources, as appropriate; you should 
use at least four different sources (with no more than two being course 
materials/readings). Being thoughtful in your choice of information sources is 
part of preparing a strong presentation. You do not need to turn in your 
presentation, but you will turn in a bibliography of your sources (please bring a 
paper copy to your presentation). 

o You do not need to use any visuals in your presentation, but you can choose to 
provide a handout, for example, if that helps you to better make your points 

o Term paper—there are three parts of this assignment: 
o Paragraph proposing paper topic (10% of final grade; due Week 3 of our course): 

§ You will propose a paper topic relevant to our course’s focus.  
§ Your paper can focus just on the United States, just on another country, 

or it can compare two countries. 
§ More specific topics usually make for stronger papers than more general 

topics (e.g., “childcare” is far too general of a topic; “social policy 
approaches in the US versus Germany to care for infants (under age 
one)” is more specific) 

http://writing.wisc.edu/Handbook/QuotingSources.html


o Annotated bibliography (15% of final grade; due Week 5 of our course): 
§ Include a paragraph describing your proposed paper topic (updated from 

the previous assignment to reflect feedback you received or additional 
work you’ve done) 

§ Include 10 sources (at least five sources should be academic sources [e.g., 
journal articles or academic books]); only three of the ten sources can be 
from the syllabus 

§ Make good choices about the sources you rely on for 
evidence/information. 

§ For each source, briefly summarize it and discuss how it will be useful for 
your term paper 

§ Strong annotated bibliographies are specific and include analysis (not just 
summaries) of each source 

o Term paper (50% of final grade; due Week 7 of our course): 
§ Should be approximately 3,500 words 
§ Use in-text citations and include a bibliography or works cited page 

(bibliography/works cited page does not count toward 3,500 words) 
§ The paper should be written in an academic style (not a personal 

reflection essay), should have a clear central argument (including a thesis 
statement), and should avoid making unsupported assertions. The 
strongest arguments will not just say, “I believe X,” but rather will say, “X 
is true because of A, B, and C.” 

 
****************************************************************************** 
Week 1: Basics about the US context 
 

• Introduc>on: hQps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lrk4oY7UxpQ  
• Federalism: hQps://thecrashcourse.com/courses/federalism-crash-course-government-

and-poli>cs-4/  
• Separa>on of power and checks and balances: 

hQps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0bf3CwYCxXw  
• Social policy: hQps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mlxLX8Fto_A  
• Race and ethnicity in the United States: hQps://thecrashcourse.com/courses/race-

ethnicity-crash-course-sociology-34/  
• Racial discrimina>on and prejudice: hQps://thecrashcourse.com/courses/racial-ethnic-

prejudice-discrimina>on-crash-course-sociology-35/  
 
Week 2: Trends in poverty and economic hardship 
 

• Poverty and social class: hQps://thecrashcourse.com/courses/social-class-poverty-in-
the-us-crash-course-sociology-24/ 

• Poverty measurement: hQps://povertycenter.columbia.edu/publica>on/2025/family-
budget-consumer-guide  
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• Poverty measurement: hQps://povertycenter.columbia.edu/publica>on/comparing-
monthly-poverty-measures  

• Changes in inequality below the poverty line: 
hQps://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00031224231194019  

 
Week 3: Major events in the development of the US social safety net 
 
PAPER PROPOSALS DUE 
 

• New Deal:  hQps://thecrashcourse.com/courses/the-new-deal-crash-course-us-history-
34/  

• Civil Rights: hQps://thecrashcourse.com/courses/the-1960s-in-america-crash-course-us-
history-40/  

• Welfare reform: hQps://www.history.com/ar>cles/clinton-1990s-welfare-reform-facts  
• Work-con>ngent social safety net: 

hQps://www.annualreviews.org/content/journals/10.1146/annurev-soc-060116-053300  
 
Week 4: Choices when designing welfare policy 
 
IN CLASS: SIGN UP FOR FINAL PRESENTATION TOPICS 
 

• In-kind vs. cash: hQps://www.researchgate.net/publica>on/350638164_In-
Kind_Versus_Cash_Benefits_in_Social_Programs_Choices_Structures_and_Delivery 

• Targeted vs. universal: hQps://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2022/08/20220806_ES_THP_SocialPrograms_ExpandedEdi>on.pdf  

• Delivery mechanism (here’s one perspec>ve): 
hQps://taxpolicycenter.org/taxvox/should-we-help-low-income-families-tax-credits-or-
direct-subsidies  

 
Week 5: Work-related policies 
 
ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHIES DUE 
 

• Minimum wage: 
hQps://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/PolicyBasics_MinimumWage.pdf 

• Unemployment insurance: 
hQps://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/policybasic_introtoui.pdf 

• Social Security Disability Insurance: hQps://www.cbpp.org/research/social-
security/social-security-disability-insurance 

• Supplemental Security Income: hQps://www.cbpp.org/research/social-
security/supplemental-security-income 

• Paid leave (one perspec>ve): hQps://www.cbpp.org/research/economy/a-na>onal-paid-
leave-program-would-help-workers-families 
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• Medicaid: hQps://www.cbpp.org/research/health/introduc>on-to-medicaid  
 

Week 6: Components of policy design and impact 
 

• Administra>ve burdens: hQps://www.niskanencenter.org/how-administra>ve-burdens-
undermine-public-programs/ 

• Administra>ve burdens: 
hQps://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=kj7Q8a9ydDo 

• Policy feedback effects: hQps://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/psj.12328  
• Varia>on in bureaucra>c encounters across programs: 

hQps://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/723365  
 
Week 7: US in compara>ve perspec>ve 
 

STUDENT PRESENTATIONS IN CLASS & TERM PAPERS DUE 

• Explaining poverty in the US: hQps://www.science.org/doi/pdf/10.1126/sciadv.adg1469 
• Maternal poverty in Germany, Sweden, and the UK: 

hQps://academic.oup.com/sf/ar>cle/101/2/606/6454233  
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