
Public Policy and Black Communities: Education, Poverty, and Crime, Spring ‘23, PSCI 217

Alexander Moon
326 Harkness
Office hours: Mondays, 4:50-5:50

        Fridays, 1:00-3:00
Available on zoom pretty much anytime

Email: amoon4@UR.rochester.edu

Class times:  MWF-- 11:50 AM - 12:40 PM

This course examines some of the major public policy issues affecting the Black community.  We begin with a
survey of the public policy making process at the federal level.  The rest of the course deals with the specific
groups, conflicts, institutions, and structural constraints governing the formation of public policy in the areas of
education, poverty, and crime.  We will ask questions about the origin and nature of the problems in these areas, the
explanations of why some policies and not others have been adopted, and the strengths and weaknesses of
competing policy solutions.

Readings:

I expect students to come to class, to have read the material assigned for that day, and to be ready to discuss it. 
Most of what you will get out of this, or any course, depends on this.  I will supply all of the readings for this class
through a social e-reader called Perusall.  There is a link to Perusall at the bottom of the course homepage on
Blackboard.  Once in Perusall, you will see a list of the reading assignments for the course.  Most of the work for
this course will involve reading the assignments, reflecting upon them, and discussing them with your classmates
(on Perusall and in class).  I’ve given more details about how Perusall works below.

Grades are based on:

Two three-page papers, 10% for the first, and 10% for the second
Midterm (take-home), 10%
Final (take-home), 30%
Perusall, 20% (I’ll explain what this is in class)
Participation, 20%

Late papers will be penalized a half letter grade a day.

Some points about your papers: 
1. Establish a focus. A good paper has a thesis, a central idea or claim that it is making, and it presents an argument
supporting that thesis. You should be able to make an outline of your paper, which will at the same time be the
skeleton of the argument you are making. It is often helpful to write out the outline – in sentence form, not simply as
a list of topics – before writing the paper or, at least, the final draft. A good way to think about your paper is to ask
yourself, “What do I want my readers to believe after they have read my paper? What reasons can I offer them to
think that?” If you can answer these questions succinctly, you’re off to an excellent start. 
2. Title. The title should express the main idea or focus of your paper, preparing your reader to see immediately
what you’re going to say, and why it’s interesting. 
3. Structure and organization. The paper should have a clear structure, with an introduction presenting the central
question or problem you are addressing, a body that sets out a logical development of the reasons and evidence you
are offering, and a conclusion that ties the paper together. In the longer paper it is often useful to provide section
headings. The introduction should generally state your main thesis, and provide an overview of the structure of the
argument, to make it easier for your reader to follow it. 
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4. Style.  I expect your papers to be well-written.  Your sentences should be simple and clear.  You should avoid
obvious errors; use spell check.  You should write more than one draft.  And you should proofread them before
handing them in.
5. Guides.  There are a number of excellent guides for good writing. Strunk and White The Elements of Style is a
classic, especially for grammar and word usage; it also offers a useful set of “principles of composition.” I
especially recommend Joseph Williams, Style: Toward Grace and Clarity. His work is particularly helpful in
offering examples of how awkward passages can be rewritten, using rules or principles that are fairly concrete and
address specific issues such as clarity, cohesion, emphasis, etc. (these are all chapter headings in his book). Anthony
Weston, A Rulebook for Arguments, offers a helpful discussion of how to develop (and express) an argument in a
tight, logical way. 
6. Grading.  “B” papers will fulfill the foregoing criteria adequately.  “A” papers will do more.  They will not only
be clearly and forcefully written, but they will show evidence of deep engagement with the issues.  They will argue
something interesting, and thought-provoking. 

How Perusall Works

I have not placed any book orders with the bookstore.  I will be supplying the books for this course (with a few

exceptions – in some courses, there will be one or two books you need to buy) through an online reading

software package called “Perusall.” All of the reading assignments for the semester must be completed

through this online software package, which you can access by clicking on the Perusall link on the bottom of

the course’s Blackboard homepage.

Reasons I am doing this: Perusall helps you master readings faster, understand the material better, and get

more out of the class. To achieve this goal, you will be collaboratively annotating the readings with others in

the class. The help you’ll get and provide your classmates (even if you don’t know anyone personally) will get

you past confusions quickly and will make the process more fun. While you read, you’ll receive rapid answers

to your questions, help others resolve their questions (which also helps you learn), and advise me, the

instructor, how to make class time most productive. You can start a new annotation thread in Perusall by

highlighting text, asking a question, or posting a comment; you can also add a reply or comment to an existing

thread. Each thread is like a chat with one or more members of your class, and it happens in real time. Your

goals in annotating each reading assignment are 1. to stimulate discussion by posting good questions or

comments, 2. to help others by answering their questions, and 3. to identify and evaluate the main claims in

the piece.

Rubric: Research shows that by annotating thoughtfully, you’ll learn more and get better grades, so here’s what

“annotating thoughtfully” means: Effective annotations deeply engage points/arguments in the readings, stimulate

discussion, offer informative questions or comments, and help others by addressing their questions or confusions. To

help you connect with classmates, you can “mention” a classmate in a comment or question to have them notified

by email (they’ll also see a notification immediately if online), and you’ll also be notified when your classmates

respond to your questions.   For each assignment I will evaluate the annotations you submit on time (see below).

Based on the overall body of your annotations, you will receive a score for each assignment as follows

10 = demonstrates exceptionally thoughtful and thorough reading of the entire assignment; student

has engaged with others, asked questions others want answered, answers questions, and made important

insights.

7-9 = demonstrates thoughtful and thorough reading of the entire assignment; occasionally engages

with others, asks questions, and so forth.  Some comments state the obvious or are the equivalent of

saying “amen” or just free associating, as when someone says, “based off of what he said, I think” and then

goes on to talk about something only tangentially related to the question or issue at hand.

4-6 = demonstrates superficial reading of the entire assignment Or thoughtful reading of only part of the

assignment; comments state the obvious, are trivial, often irrelevant.

<4 = demonstrates superficial reading of only part of the assignment; comments state the obvious, are

trivial, often irrelevant.



How many annotations do I need to enter?

When I look at your annotations I want them to reflect the effort you put in your study of the text. It is unlikely that

that effort will be reflected by just a few thoughtful annotations per assignment. At the other extreme, 30 per

assignment is too many, unless a number of them are superficial or short comments or questions (which is fine,

because it is OK to engage in chat with your peers). Somewhere in between these two extremes is about right and,

thoughtful questions or comments that stimulate discussion or thoughtful and helpful answers to other students’

questions will earn you a higher score for the assignment. Note, also, that to lay the foundation for understanding

the in-class activities, you must familiarize yourself with each assignment in its entirety. Failing to read and

annotate across the entire assignment will result in a lower score.

What does “on time” mean?

The work done in class depends on you having done the reading in advance, so it is necessary to complete the

reading and post your annotations before the deadline to receive credit. I allow a late annotation period of two

days during which the credit for your annotations linearly decreases from 100% at the deadline to 0% at the end

of the late annotation period.  Similarly, to encourage you to talk to each other, there is a reply window after each

deadline during which you can continue to reply, for full credit, to questions posted by others. However, the

number of additional points you can earn after the deadline is capped at the credit you receive for annotations

made on that assignment before the deadline. 
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Introduction     

Understanding the Political Process –   The crudest way to explain pubic policy is as a result
of the efforts of groups to get government to serve their interests.  This is the pluralist model,
which all American politics textbooks start with (only to shoot parts of it down later).  So, in
order to explain why a government adopted farm subsidies, for example, a political scientist
might look at the size of the farming population, the resources (e.g., money, votes) that the
population could mobilize, and the extent to which the farming population was well-represented
by interest organizations in Washington.  We start this section by reading a refinement of this
model.  Next, we go on to look at the some of the seminal articles in the study of public policy,
articles which complicate our the picture of policy as the simple translation of group power into
policy.  In order to incorporate an understanding of race and racism in American life into our
understanding of American politics and public policy, we finish by thinking about the nature
of racism, racial classifications, and discrimination.

Clarence Stone, “Group Politics Reexamined,” in eds. Lawrence Dodd and Calvin Jillson,
The Dynamics of American Politics, (Boulder, CO: Westview Press), 1994.

Martin Luther King Day – No Class!

John Kingdon – “Agendas, Ideas, and Policy Change,” in eds. Lawrence Dodd and Calvin
Jillson, New Perspectives on American Politics, (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press), 1994.

Deborah Stone, “Causal Stories and the Formation of Policy Agendas,” Political Science
Quarterly 104, Summer 1989. 

Paul Pierson, “When Effect Becomes Cause: Policy Feedback and Political Change,” World
Politics, 45, July 1993.

Gilens and Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and
Average Citizens,” Perspectives on Politics, vol 12, No. 3, September 2014.

Chs. 1-3, Paul Burstein, American Public Opinion, Advocacy, and Policy in Congress:
What the Public Wants and What It Gets, (New York: Cambridge University Press),
2014.

George Frederickson, “Understanding Racism: Reflections of a Comparative Historian,”
in The Comparative Imagination, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press), 1998.

Herbert Blumer, “Race Prejudice as a Sense of Group Position,” Pacific Sociological
Review, vol. 1, #1, Spring 1958.

Mariel Lemonik and Mikaila Arthur. 2007. “Racism, Structural and Institutional.”
Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology. George Ritzer (Ed.).

Mario L. Small and Devah Pager. 2018. “Sociological Perspectives on Racial
Discrimination.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 34(2): 49-67.

ch. 14, Lane Kenworthy, Would Democratic Socialism be Better?  (New York: Oxford
University Press), 2022.

“The New Racism: The U.S. Racial Structure since the 1960s,” ch. 2 of Eduardo Bonilla-
Silva, Racism without Racists, 6  ed.(New York: Roman & Littlefield), 2022.th



Feb 8

Feb 10

Feb 13

Feb 15

Feb 17

Feb 20

Feb 22

Feb 24

Feb 27

Mar 1

Mar 3

Mar 4-12

Mar 13

Mar 15

Mar 17 

Mar 20

Education and Family – effects of class, parenting practices, and schools on academic
achievement.

Robert Putnam, chs. 1-2, Our Kids, (New York: Simon and Schuster) 2015.

Putnam, ch. 3, Our Kids

“Invisible Inequality: Social Class and Childrearing in Black Families and White
Families,” Annette Lareau, American Sociological Review 67 (5): 747-776

Part 1, James Heckman, Giving Kids a Fair Chance, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press),
2013. 

Heckman, finish

Putnam, ch. 4, Our Kids

Abigail Thernstrom, “The Racial Gap in Academic Achievement” and James Traub,
“What No School Can Do,” New York Times Magazine, January 16, 2000

Christopher Jencks, “Racial Bias in Testing,” in eds. Christopher Jencks and Meredith
Phillips, The Black-White Test Score Gap, (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution
Press), 1998.

 
chs. 8-9, Susan Mayer, What Money Can’t Buy: Family Income and Children’s Life
Chances, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 1997.

Jennifer J. Holme. 2002. “Buying Homes, Buying Schools: School Choice and the Social
Construction of School Quality,” Harvard Educational Review, 72:177-205.

Poverty – Much of this section was intimated and builds on works we read in the last
section.  What are the main causes and effects of inner city poverty?  What sorts of policies
could help?  

Julia Lynch, “A Cross-National Perspective on the American Welfare State,” in The
Oxford Handbook of Social Policy 

Spring Break!

Martin Gilens, “How the Poor Became Black: the Racialization of Poverty in the Mass
Media,” in Race and the Politics of Welfare Reform, (Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press), 2003.

Devah Pager, “The Dynamics of Discrimination,” in The Colors of Poverty: Why Ethnic
and Racial Disparities Persist, (New York: Russell Sage), 2008.

chs. 1-2, William Julius Wilson, When Work Disappears, (New York: Vintage Books),
1997.

chs. 3-4, When Work Disappears
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chs. 5-6, When Work Disappears

chs. 7-8 , When Work Disappears 

Orlando Patterson, “The Social and Cultural Matrix of Black Youth,” in The Cultural
Matrix, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 2013.

William Darity, “The New (Incorrect) Harvard/Washington Consensus on Racial
Inequality,”  Du Bois Review, 8:2 (2011) 467–495.

Patrick Sharkey, chs. 1-2, Stuck in Place, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 2013.

Stuck in Place, chs. 3-4

Stuck in Place, chs. 5-7 

Stefanie DeLuca and James E. Rosenbaum, “Escaping Poverty: Can Housing Vouchers
Help?” Pathways (Winter 2008), pp. 29–32.

Crime – Few areas of public policy are more inflected with the politics of race.  We
begin by looking at the origins of the current politics of race/crime.  Next, we try to
develop a basic picture of the problem(s) of crime, incarceration, and discrimination in
the criminal justice system.  We conclude by reading an excellent ethnography that
attempts to link a general picture of the causes of crime with a vivid picture of how these
causes link up to everyday experience of those caught up in the drug trade.

chs. 4-6, Katherine Beckett and Theodore Sassoon, The Politics of Injustice,
(New York: Russell Sage), 2004.

Janet Lauritsen and Robert Sampson, “Minorities, Crime, and Criminal Justice,”
in Michael Tonry, ed., The Handbook of Crime and Punishment, (New York:
Oxford University Press), 1998.

Introduction and chapter 1 of Randol Contreras, The Stickup Kids: Race, Drugs,
Violence, and the American Dream, (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press), 2013. 

chs. 2-3, Stickup Kids

chs. 4-5, Stickup Kids

chs. 6-7, Stickup Kids

chs. 8-9, Stickup Kids

Finish Stickup Kids

Last Day!




