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California State University, Sacramento 

IMPORTANT NOTE ABOUT THIS SYLLABUS 
This syllabus was submitted to the National Center for Excellence in Homeless Services by Dr. Arturo Baiocchi, Assistant Professor of 
Social Work at California State University, Sacramento. It has been posted on this website with his permission. This document 
includes the course overview, course goals and objectives, assignments, readings, requirements, and session schedule for the 
graduate-level class “Poverty and Homelessness in America”. The class was held in-person and met on five Sundays throughout the 
semester from 8am to 5pm. All school-specific information has been removed (e.g. school policies, disability supports). Any questions 
about the syllabus content or course structure can be directed to Dr. Baiocchi at arturo.baiocchi@csus.edu. 

 
Poverty and Homelessness in America 

Overview 
This course provides an introductory examination of poverty and homelessness in the U.S. context.  Poverty and homelessness are of 
course interrelated but they are also distinct social issues in their own right and so in this course we will spend time unpacking each in 
terms of their own root causes, significance and consequences in broader society.  We will start the class by exploring the dominant 
frameworks and social theories used by scholars, social workers and politicians to talk about poverty and inequality, and their links to 
various social outcomes.  Next, we will explore the relationship between poverty and the issues of homelessness more directly, 
touching upon the various reasons why individuals might find themselves homeless (unemployment, housing, mental illness, chemical 
addiction etc.).  Within this context, we will also examine how welfare programs and social policies affect those living in poverty.   As 
we discuss these various issues the course will emphasize a sociological perspective on poverty and homelessness.  This means we 
will think about these problems in the context of broader social issues (like inequality, racism, sexism, globalization).  
 
Goals of the Course 
At a general level this course is designed to help student develop a more critical understanding around a central set of topics and 
issues related to poverty and homelessness.  These include:  

 
1. The different theories/perspectives/viewpoints related to poverty and inequality in the US  
2. Current controversies surrounding poverty and homelessness in both the local and national context (and to a modest degree also 

internationally) 
3. The challenges and tensions of existing social welfare policies and programs for impoverished and homeless populations 
4. The role that institutional poverty, racism and structural inequality play in the lives of the working poor, people of color, women 

and children 
5. How one’s life, life course, can be impacted by poverty and homelessness 
6. How Social Work Practice takes place in a context 
 
Formal CSWE Course Objectives  
The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) requires that all social work students develop ten core competencies during their 
training and education (http://www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=13780).  These core competences, described as Educational Policy and 
Accreditation Standards (or EPAs), are associated with 41 separate practice behaviors that the CSWE stipulates as necessary for 
competent social work practice. 
 
Toward this end, SWRK 136 will help student cultivate the following core EPAs competencies, skills and associated practice 
behaviors.  
 
Critical Thinking: (EPAs 2.1.3a & 2.1.3c-e) 
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Most of us how have heard a lot of information, if not misinformation, about the causes and consequences of both poverty and 
homelessness, from the news, TV and movies, as well as in our own discussions with friends and family.  This course will encourage 
social worker students to be continuously critical of the subtle, and not so subtle, messages contained within the dominant discussions 
we hear about poverty and homelessness in society.  Critically thinking means, in part, asking where these discussions stem from and 
toward what political ends they sometimes serve.  Critical thinking also means applying the principles of logic, scientific inquiry, and 
reasoned discernment toward improving our understanding of how we talk about these issues.  To get practice doing this, the course 
will require students to synthesize various sources of information about poverty and homelessness (from print media to social science 
research and policy briefs) and effectively communicate their relevance in the form of class presentations.  
 
Diversity in Practice: (EPAs 2.1.4a-d & 2.1.4f) 
Social problems like poverty and homelessness do not occur in a vacuum, but are almost always embedded in a broader context of 
structural inequality, labor market dynamics and various forms of social marginalization.  This course will emphasize a sociological 
understanding of how the intersectionality of these factors (including class, color, culture, disability, gender, immigration status, 
political ideology, and sexual orientation) structure and shape how different individuals/groups experience poverty and homelessness 
in the US.   As such, students will read and critically digest sociological texts that emphasize the consequence of difference; how a 
person's life chances and experiences are affected by varying levels of oppression, poverty, marginalization, as well as privilege, 
power, and acclaim.  
 
Policy Practice: (EPAs 2.1.8a & 2.1.8c-d) 
Because this course will emphasize a sociological perspective, students will be encouraged to broaden their understanding of what 
the term “intervention” can mean. That is to say, this course will challenge students of social work to think beyond interventions that 
just involve individuals (such as case management practice) but also consider how broad policies and programs address housing, 
education, employment and other social inequities across different groups/communities.  Toward this end, the course will review the 
history and current structure of welfare policies in the US and the role these institutions have played in the management of poverty 
and the poor in this country.  This course will also require students to analyze and brainstorm different ways of advancing social well-
being to broad social groups. 
 
Course Readings 
Instead of using a textbook to explore the thorny issues of poverty and homelessness I have decided to assign a set of ethnographies 
that interrogate the social contexts of these “social problems” from a variety of different perspectives.  Ethnography is a participant-
observer method in the social sciences for collecting and researching an issue.   
 
Readings for this course will consist primarily of book chapters from four different books. In contrast to studying a social problem from 
a distance, conducting an ethnography requires the researcher to go and experience the issue/problem/people first-
hand.  Consequently, the readings are very engaging, if not at times disturbing, but very readable.  While there is a fair amount of 
reading for this course, most of you will find the texts easy to get into and enjoyable (well, at least I hope you do). 
 
No Shame in My Game 
Katherine Newman - ISBN: 978-0375703799 ($17.00) 
 
Sidewalk   
Michael Dunier - ISBN: 978-0374527259 ($19.00) 
 
Hobos, Hustlers, and Backsliders: Homeless in San Francisco 
Teresa Gowan - ISBN: 978-0816669677 ($25.00) 
 
Righteous Dopefiend 
Phillippe Bourgois and Jeff Schonbert - ISBN: 978-0520254985 ($32.00) 
 
Please notes: Readings for the first class session will consist of a short-essay, newspaper article and book chapter that I will provide 
you in PDF format, or via web links, a week before the class.  You should try to read as much of this content as possible by the first 
session.  There will be an online quiz on this content after our first session (see below). 
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Course Webpage 
Students will make extensive use of the online course site to access a set of additional readings, communicate with fellow students, 
submit assignments, and complete exams.  

 
Course Requirements 
 

Assignments Requirements 
% of 

Grade 
Class 
Participation 
80 total points 

Attend class regularly and contribute to discussions.  Also complete in-class assignments and quizzes. 20% 

Reading Log + 
Homework 
Writing 
40 total points 

Document a weekly log of your reading via the online platform as well as complete at least two “reflections” 
of the readings each month.  Additional writing assignments (300-500 words) will also be assigned via 
email in the week before our sessions. 

10% 

Study Guide 
Presentations  
2x 40pts 
each=80 points 

 
Twice in the semester, students will work in groups to draft, revise, and present a study guide on one of 
the chapter readings.  Rough and final drafts, including a 500-word summary, are due on the Sunday 
before our class session on the online platform. 

20% 

Exams 
5 tests  = 200 
points 

Complete 5 Online mini-exams related to the readings each session. 50% 

Total: 400 points 100% 
 
Class Participation (80 points; 20% of Final Grade) 
Because we will be meeting only five times in the semester, attendance and in-class participation are crucial components of the 
course.  Attending every session in their entirety is a requirement for a passing grade in this course.  In addition, there will be several 
in-class assignments and group-related activities that students will engage in for credit.   If you suspect that for any reason you might 
not be able to attend every class in their entirety (due to work, family or medical reasons) enrolling in this course is not advisable. 

Evaluation 

Class hours are between 8am to 5pm on the Sundays that we meet.  Student who arrive late or leave early will have points deducted 
proportional to the amount of time missed in class (each class is worth 16pts, not including the exams).  Missing even one class (or 
the equivalent time of one 8-hour session throughout the semester) will result in a failing grade for the semester.   To partially 
make up credit for a missed a class, even for a valid medical reason, students will need to submit a 10-page essay summarizing that 
session’s readings per the professor’s directions.  Please contact the instructor if there is a medical or emergency situation. 

 
Reading Log & Reflections + Homework Writing (40 points; 10% of Final Grade) 
This class will require a substantial amount of reading throughout the weeks in-between the sessions.  I estimate that it will take 2 to 3 
hours of reading per week, every week, to read through the materials.  I ask students to keep a tally of their progress/time spent 
reading each week via an online tool that I created on the course webpage.  This will allow me see how many pages you are able to 
get through in a given week, and possibly amend the course.  I will talk about the format of the reading log in the first day of class.   
 
I ask that you write at least one 150-word “reflection” of the readings along with these logs each month (though you are welcome to 
reflect as much as you want).  These informal writing assignments have no set structure and are meant to encourage you to critically 
engage the material in whatever way interest you (think of them as a free-write activity where you get credit simply for doing it).   
 
Each session there will be assigned an additional homework writing assignment for students who are not facilitating a class 
presentation on a particular session.  These, more formal, writing assignments will consist of a 300-word response to a particular 
prompt and will be graded for basic sentence structure and pertinence to the topic. 

Evaluation 
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Students should try to submit their reading logs weekly by Saturday 10pm.  Students need to average at least 2 hours of reading per 
week (average across the weeks of a month) to earn full credit.   

Two written “reflections” should be submitted along with these logs at least twice during the month.  Reflections can be about any 
topic related to the assigned readings and should be at least 150 words long, though they can be longer given your interests.  

Students who are not presenting in a given session will be assigned an additional writing prompt asking them to synthesize a specific 
concept from the readings. Homework writing assignments will be slightly more formal written reflections of the material.  If applicable, 
students can revise a previously submitted reflection if it addresses the prompt.  Unlike the reflections, however, homework 
assignments will be graded for basic sentence structure and pertinence of the response. 

 
Study Guide Presentations (80 points; 20% of Final Grade)  
Twice in the semester you will be asked to draft, revise and present to the class a “study guide” of one of the book chapters that we 
are reading.  This study guide will be posted on the class wiki a week before we meet, and during the class session you will use your 
guide to structure a 20-30 minute class discussion on the material covered.  In the first day of class I will give you an example of a 
study guide and go over its basic structure.  Basically the guide will consist of: 

A Summary (approximately 500 words) 
Key Themes/Terms 
3 Multiple-Choice Questions 
Class Discussion/Class Activity 
 
You will do this work in a group of 4-5 students that we will form on the first day of class.  Even though you will be graded on one 
Group Study Guide published on the Class Wiki, I will expect every member to draft their own complete version of the study 
guide before integrating their work together and post it on the Group Wiki.  That is, each group member will draft their own 
summary (500 words), key themes, multiple-choice questions and class discussions ideas, to later combine with what other members 
will have come up with.  The purpose of this is so that each group member thinks through every component of the guide before you 
meet to plan out the class discussion.  Note, however, that the Final Study Guide doesn’t have to be completely integrative—you don’t 
have to include everyone’s contribution for each component.  While I encourage groups to divide up tasks (maybe 2 people work on 
integrating the summaries), I hope this activity will help you work through these readings together.  Please remember that I expect 
Final Guides to be well written, concise and edited. 

Note: Readings will be assigned to groups on the first day of class. 

Evaluation 

A 2-page study guide will be due on the Class Wiki a week before the scheduled class session (see Class Wiki for exact date).  By 
that time all group members will have had their own drafts of the study guide posted in the Group Wiki (this is a different wiki that only 
group members can see).  Groups will receive up to 20 pts for the study guides dependent mainly on the summary portion of the 
guide. 

The summary should be well written, approximately 500-700 words, and edited for clarity.  During the first grade review by the 
instructor the summary will be evaluated for …..  The instructor or TA will email the group suggested revisions for the 
summary.  Because revising is an important part of effective writing, students should expect revision suggestions.  Additional point will 
be awarded for groups that can address the revision suggestions before the class meets. 

Presentations will consist of the remaining 20 pts.  Individual members will have points deducted if they did not contribute fairly to the 
group activity (i.e not posting their guides on the Group Wiki). 

 
Exams (200 points; 50% of Final Grade) 
In the afternoon portion of each session we will be having a short-exam on the material covered that week.  (Note: because the first 
day of class is so impacted already, the exam will be a take home due online by Feb 11th). Exams will consist of multiple-choice 
questions and short-answer responses. Though similar themes will carry over some sessions, each exam will be session-specific and 
based on content from one book. There is no comprehensive final.  More detailed instructions will be provided at the time of the exam. 

Evaluation: Each exam will be worth between 30 to 50 points.  The combined exams will account for 50 percent of your final grade. 
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Reading Schedule 

Session Date Readings Assignments 

February 8th 2015 
 

Introduction to the Basics 
Concepts  & theories of poverty and inequality.  A crash course in Econ 101 

and an introduction to Marx.  What poverty looks like today. 

The below readings can be found in the reading folder 
on the course webpage (click on links below). 

Shadowy Lines That Still Divide 
Winner Take All Society 
Introduction to Inequality 

The Coming Race War Will Not Be About Race 

 
March 8th, 2015 

 
The Working Poor 

Is minimum wage work the path out of poverty or the trap?  How have labor 
market conditions changed in the last 30 years?  What social policies have 

affected these developments? 
 

No Shame in My Game: 
Preface 

Chp1-Working Lives 
Chp2-The Invisible Poor (39-51) (Ebook 59-75) 

Chp3-Getting a Job 
Chp 4-No Shame in (This) Game 

Chp5 – School & Skill 
Chp7 Family Values 

Chp 9-What Can We Do for the Working Poor? 

March 22nd, 2015 

 
The Homeless & Near-homeless Vendor 

Small time entrepreneur or street hustler? Or both? How should we regulate 
public spaces and the homeless? Broken windows or broken people? 

Sidewalk 
Introduction 

Chp1- The Book Vendor 
Chp2-The Magazine Vendor 

Chp 4-How 6th Ave. Became a Sustaining Habitat 
Chp5-Sidewalk Sleeping 

Chp6- When You Gotta Go 
Chp9-Space Wars 

Chp10-A Christmas on 6th Ave. 
Conclusion and Afterward by Hakim 

April 26th 2015 
 

Theories of the Street 
Why do people become homeless?  What do the homeless think about their 

situation?  Are homeless recyclers building a business or feeding an 
addiction? Why are there so many 

homeless in San Francisco? 

Hobos, Hustlers, and Backsliders 
Introduction: Sin, Sickness & The System 

Chp 1-Urban Ethnographies 
Chp2 –Managing Homelessness- (select pages: 27-34; 

40-56) 
Chp4- Some other Kind of Life*- Word on the Street 

Chp5 –No one Loves a Loser* - The New Hobo 
Chp6 – Like I Need more Drugs*- The Homeless 

Archipelago 

 
*Note that some chapters have an intro preface story 
that starts right before the formal chapter (2-3pgs). 

Make sure to read those as well 

May 17th 2015 
 

A Social Theory of Abuse 
What can drug addiction look like in the context of homelessness?  Is 

chemical dependency purely an individual failing?  What does neoliberalism 
mean and why would it lead to an increase in addiction? 

Righteous Dopefiend 
Introduction (read all but skim 17-19) 

Chp1 -Intimate Apartheid 
Chp3 -A Community of Addicted Bodies 

Chp5 -Making Money 
Chp8 -Everyday Addicts 

Chp9 –Treatment 
Conclusion 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/15/national/class/OVERVIEW-FINAL.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
https://dl.dropbox.com/u/17977159/Winner.pdf
https://dl.dropbox.com/u/17977159/IntroToStrats.pdf
http://time.com/3132635/ferguson-coming-race-war-class-warfare/

