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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 Susanna Curry, Ph.D., assistant professor 
of social work at California State University, Sacramento. It has been posted on this website with her permission. This document 
includes the course overview, course goals and objectives, assignments, readings, requirements, and session schedule for the 
graduate-level class number 136 – Poverty and Homelessness in America. All school-specific information has been removed (e.g. 
school policies, disability supports). The class was held in-person twice a week. Any questions about the syllabus content or course 
structure can be directed to Dr. Curry at curry@csus.edu. 

Poverty and Homelessness in America 

Course Description 

When you walk down the street and see someone you think may be experiencing homelessness, what goes through our mind? What 

assumptions do you make? Discussions of the causes, experiences, and consequences of poverty and homelessness are often 

centered on the question of individual versus structural influences. In other words, how much are poverty and homelessness a result 

of individuals’ own choices or characteristics (e.g. employment, mental health, substance abuse) and how much can we attribute to 

societal factors (e.g. welfare or economic policy)? Consequently, how we answer that question reflects our moral values and in turn 

influences the formation of policy and practice solutions.  

 

In this course, we will critique and reflect on ethnographic works, academic journal articles, newspaper articles, and short 

documentaries to understand debates surrounding the issues of poverty and homelessness throughout U.S. history. More specifically, 

we will discuss the social, political, and economic context of poverty and homelessness: approaches to poverty and homelessness 

throughout U.S. history, how these approaches reflect our nation’s values, and how these issues relate to other social issues (e.g. 

inequality, racism, gender, mental health, physical health). 

 

Course Objectives 

This course is designed to help student develop a more critical understanding of issues related to poverty and homelessness.  By the 

end of the course, students will be able to: 

1. Summarize and interpret writings about poverty and homelessness and articulate their ideas clearly in writing and in 

dialogue 

2. Identify and analyze current understandings and debates about the causes and consequences of poverty and 

homelessness in the U.S. 

3. Critically appraise past and current policies related to poverty and homelessness 

4. Identify the intersections between poverty, homelessness, and other social issues  

 

Formal CSWE Course Objectives  

The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) requires that all social work students develop certain core competencies during their 

training and education (www.cswe.org).  These accreditation standards, called EPAs,1 are associated with nine distinct competency 

areas of professional social workers practice. This course will help student cultivate the following core EPAs competencies, skills and 

related practice behaviors.  

                                                           
1 EPAs stand for Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards  
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Competency 2: Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice 

Professional social workers understand how diversity and difference characterize and shape the human experience and are critical to 

the formation of identity.  Moreover, social workers can apply and communicate understanding of the importance of diversity and 

difference in shaping life experiences in practice at the micro, mezzo, and macro levels. 

 

Competency 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic and Environmental Justice 

Professional social workers understand that every person regardless of position in society has fundamental human rights such as 

freedom, safety, privacy, an adequate standard of living, heath care, and education.  Moreover, social workers understand strategies 

designed to eliminate oppressive structural barriers to ensure that social goods, rights, and responsibilities are distributed equitably 

and that civil, political, environmental, social, and cultural human rights are protected. 

 

Competency 5: Engage in Policy Practice: 

Professional social workers understand that human rights and social justice, as well as social welfare and services, are mediate by 

policy and its implementation at the federal, state, and local levels.  Social workers understand the history and current structures of 

social policies and services, the role of policy in service delivery, and the role of practice in policy development. 

 

Course Readings 

Readings for this course will consist of book chapters from three different books, as well as additional scholarly and news articles. The 

books, 1) $2.00 a Day: Living on Almost Nothing in America, 2) Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City; and 3) Down on their 

Luck, are ethnographies.  Ethnography is a participant-observer method in the social sciences for collecting and researching an issue. 

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.   

 

I am including the title, date published, author(s) and the ISBN for each book.  All of them are in stock at the Hornet Bookstore or can 

be bought online.  I highly encourage buying a copy in which you can make extensive notes. 

       

$2.00 a Day: Living on Almost Nothing in America 

Published: 2015 

Authors: Kathryn J. Edin and Luke Shaefer 

ISBN: 978-0-544-81195-9 

 

Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City 

Published: 2016 

Author: Mathew Desmond 

ISBN: 978-0553447439 

 

Down on their Luck: A Study of Homeless Street People 

Published: 1993 

Authors: David Snow & Leon Anderson 

ISBN: 978-0520079892 

 

All additional readings will be available on the course webpage. 
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Course Requirements 

Assignments Requirements 

Class participation 

5 total points 

• Attend class and complete in-class discussions, assignments and group 

activities 

• There will be five in-class activities that will be worth one participation point 

each 

Short reflections 

25 points 

• Write two short reading reflections, each in 250-500 words (12.5 points x 2 = 

25 points) 

Essay 

30 points 
• Write a 5-7 page essay based on a prompt 

Group-led discussion 

10 points 

• Once in the semester, collaborate in a study group to prepare discussion 

questions for the class and lead discussion  

Final debate 

30 points 

• Turn in notes for Parts 1 and 2 to instructor and participate in debate activity 

(10 pts x 2 parts = 20 points) 

• Submit a debate reflection during finals week (10 pts) 

Total: 100 points 

 

Class Participation  

(5 points) 

Attendance and in-class participation are crucial components of the course.  There will be five in-class assignments or group-related 

activities that students will engage in for participation credit (1 point each). If you have a major medical or family emergency, please 

email or speak to me in class or office hours, especially if you miss more than two class sessions so that we can make 

accommodations as needed. 

 

Two short reflections 

(12.5 points x 2= 25 points) 

This class will require a substantial amount of reading between sessions. It will take approximately 2 to 3 hours of reading per week, 

every week, to work through the materials.   

Twice during the semester, you will write a 250-500 word “short reflection” of the readings (see “Reading Schedule” for dates).  These 

informal writing assignments have no set structure and are meant to encourage you to critically engage the material. 

Essay 

(30 points) 

Early in the semester, I will post three essay prompts that will address themes from the first two books we read. You will choose one 

prompt and submit a 5-7 page essay by March 13.  

 

In the spirit of continued learning and growth throughout the semester, I will provide you an opportunity to revise your essay if you 

turned in the essay by the original due date of March 13. If you wish to revise this essay after receiving comments, you must speak to 

me in person or via email about my comments and submit a revised version by April 19. You may receive up to five additional points 

for your revisions (max. 30 points for the essay). 

 

Group-led discussion 

(10 points) 

On the first day of class, you will sign up to lead discussion in one of ten class sessions with several of your colleagues/classmates. 

Your group will email me by noon on the Monday before your assigned day with ideas about how you wish to lead discussion. We will 

then discuss these ideas via email and we may schedule a phone call or time during my office hours to discuss more in-depth before 

the class session. In the class session, you will provide a short (3-5 minute) oral summary of the readings and lead discussion by 
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posing at least three questions to the class about the readings. You may contribute relevant activities or news articles to discuss (if 

approved during your meeting with me prior to class). The group as a whole will also submit a description of each person’s 

contribution to the planning and in-class portion of the group-led discussion.   

 

Final debate 

(30 points total) 

In the last two weeks of class, we will split into three groups (A, B, and C) and debate the following question: “Is providing individuals 

experiencing chronic homelessness their own homes more effective and appropriate than providing short-term shelter or other 

solutions?” Each group will read a separate opinion piece originally posted in The New York Times Opinion Section. You will read your 

assigned article and select one additional peer-reviewed scholarly article on your own that is related to or informs your understanding 

of your group’s New York Times opinion article.  

1. May 1: Before class, submit a summary of 2-3 main arguments on your assigned opinion piece and a paragraph 

describing your selected scholarly article on Canvas. Discuss the author’s argument with your own group. (worth 10 

points).  

2. May 3: Pair with someone assigned to a different opinion piece and share what you learned from your group about 

your assigned author’s.  

3. May 6 by 11:59pm: Submit your reflections on what you learned from Part 1 to Canvas. (worth 10 points).  

4. Prepare to defend your assigned author’s position in an in-class debate 

 

5. May 8: In-class debate and discussion.  

6. May 10: Reflect on the debate as a class.  

7. Finals week: Submit a 2-3 page reflection regarding what you learned from the debate (10 points). I will provide to 

you a set of guidelines so you have a better understanding of my expectations for this assignment. If you foresee 

missing class on any of these days, please speak to me ahead of time.  

 

Reading and Assignments Schedule 

Week # and Dates Weekly Topic(s), Readings and Assignments 

Week 1: January 23 and 25, 2018 

 

Introduction to the course 

How have welfare policies shifted across U.S. history?  

By January 25: 

Read Introduction to Edin & Shaefer  

Week 2: January 30 and February 1, 2018 

How have shifts in poverty policy affected working and non-

working people in poverty? 

By January 30: 

Read Ch. 1 of Edin & Shaefer  

By February 1: 

Read Ch. 2 of Edin & Shaefer 

Group #1 leads discussion  

 

Week 3: February 6 and 8, 2018 

How is housing stability impacted by deep poverty? How do 

people in deep poverty make ends meet? 

By February 6: 

Read Ch. 3 of Edin & Shaefer  

By February 8: 

Read Ch. 4 of Edin & Shaefer  

Group #2 leads discussion February 8 
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Week 4: February 13 and 15, 2018 

How can we address the rise of deep poverty in our country? 

 

By February 13: 

Short reflection on Chs. 1-4 of Edin & Shaefer and class discussion 

due in class (hard copy at start of class and submitted via Canvas) 

By February 15: 

Read Conclusion (skip Ch. 5) of Edin & Shaefer  

Group #3 leads discussion February 15 

 

Week 5: February 20 and 22, 2018 

What does it mean to be severely housing burdened? How 

does this relate to risk of eviction? 

By February 20: 

Read Executive Summary of State of the Nation’s Housing 2017  

Read Prologue and Ch. 1 of Desmond 

By February 22: 

Read Chs. 2 and 3 of Desmond  

Group #4 leads discussion 

Week 6: February 27 and March 1, 2018 

How does poverty relate to gender? 

By February 27: 

Chs. 4- 6 of Desmond  

By March 1: 

Chs. 7-9 of Desmond  

The Gender Wage Gap: 2016 (Institute for Women’s Policy 

Research, 2017) 

Group #5 leads discussion March 1 

Week 7: March 6 and 8, 2018 

How does poverty relate to race/ethnicity? 

By March 6: 

Chs. 17-19 of Desmond  

By March 8: 

Ch. 20 and Epilogue of Desmond  

Group #6 leads discussion March 8 

Week 8: March 13 and 15, 2018 

What are the characteristics of people experiencing 

homelessness?  Are there different types of homelessness? 

How have definitions changed over time? 

By March 13: 

Essays due March 13 (hard copy in-class and posted to Canvas by 

9am) 

Visit www.understandhomelessness.com prior to class 

 

By March 15 (posted on Canvas): 

Executive Summary and pp. 23-44 of Homelessness in Sacramento 

County report (Baiocchi et al., 2017) 

GUEST SPEAKER: Dr. Arturo Baiocchi 

http://www.understandhomelessness.com/
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Week 9: March 20 and 22, 2018 

 
SPRING BREAK-NO CLASS 

Week 10: March 27 and 29, 2018 

What is the history of homelessness in the U.S.? 

What are the biopsychosocial risk factors for homelessness?  

By March 27 (posted on Canvas): 

The Ecology of Homelessness (Nooe & Patterson, 2010)  

The New Homelessness Revisited (Lee, Tyler & Wright, 2010) 

Start reading pp. 3-21 of Snow & Anderson 

By March 29: 

Ch. 1 (pp. 3-21 only) of Snow & Anderson  

Group #7 leads discussion March 29 on Snow & Anderson pp 3-21 

 

Week 11: April 3 and 5, 2018 

What are the different ways in which one can experience street 

homelessness? 

By April 3: 

Start Ch. 2 of Snow & Anderson  

 

By April 5: 

Finish Ch. 2 of Snow & Anderson 

Group #8 leads discussion April 5 on Ch. 2 of Snow & Anderson 

Week 12: April 10 and 12, 2018 

What are the different ways in which one can experience street 

homelessness? 

 

By April 10: 

Missed Opportunities: Youth Homelessness in America (Morton, 

Dworsky, & Samuels, 2017) 

 

By April 12: 

Group #9 leads discussion April 12 on Morton et al. 2017 

 

Week 13: April 17 and 19, 2018 

 

What are the characteristics of people experiencing 

homelessness?  Are there different types of homelessness? 

How have definitions changed over time?  

 

By April 17: 

Executive Summary (pp. 1-9) and page 16 of Resources Supporting 

Homeless Students at California’s Public Universities and Colleges 

(Au & Hyatt, 2017), skim remainder of report 

 

By April 19: 

Optional: revised essays due April 19th for up to 5 additional points 

(max 30 points) 

***Must turn in hard-copy of revised essay in class along with 

original essay and my comments 
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Group #10 leads discussion April 19 on Au & Hyatt, 2017 article 

Week 14: April 24 and 26, 2018 

 

Is homelessness an inevitable reality of modern society or can 

we end homelessness? How has our approach to 

homelessness shifted in recent decades?  

 

By April 24: 

Reading reflection on Snow & Anderson due 

 

By April 26 (posted on Canvas): 

Rearranging the deck chairs or reallocating the lifeboats: 

Homelessness assistance and its alternatives (Culhane & Metraux, 

2008) 

Ch.1 of Housing First: Ending homelessness, transforming systems, 

and changing lives (Padgett, Henwood, & Tsemberis, 2016) 

 

Week 15: May 1 and 3, 2018 

Is providing individuals experiencing chronic homelessness 

their own homes more effective and appropriate than providing 

short-term shelter or other solutions? 

 

By May 1: 

Submit your notes on your assigned opinion piece to Canvas before 

class and bring a copy to class to share with your peers. 

Group A reads:  Homelessness Can Require Complex Solutions   

Group B reads: Offering Housing to the Homeless Could Increase 

Demand for It    

Group C reads: For Even the Neediest, Housing Is the Solution to 

Homelessness 

 

By May 3: 

Debate part 1 in-class May 3 

 

Week 16: May 8 and 10, 2018 

Submit your reflection from Part 1 by May 6 (by 5pm) to Canvas 

 

Debate part 2 in-class May 8 

Reflection on debate in-class May 10 

Finals week Debate reflection due May 15 by 9am (submitted to Canvas) 

 

 


