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This course will focus on families within the context of the United States.  Rather than providing a survey of sociological research on the family, we will focus on family beginnings--looking at changing ways of starting families, the impact of adding children to families, and childrearing in families with younger children.  Despite this rather narrow focus, these issues will allow us to explore:

1. differences among U.S. families;

2. the links between institutions (technology, culture, schools) and families;

3. the role of the political-economy in shaping family formation;

4. the ways in which intra-family decisions and practices that seem personal are socially patterned; 

5. the ways in which intra-family relations reproduce inequalities within and between families.

This course aims to teach you to apply your “sociological imaginations” to a topic that is both deeply personal and morally important—and which is consequently, often hard to think about sociologically.  As sociologists, we think about seemingly personal concerns as social issues; we know that we can better understand them if we also understand the historical changes and social structures that shape our experiences.  

In this course, you will learn how sociologists think about families.  Although we do not cover every topic in the sociology of the family (for example, we do not discuss the hugely important impact of an aging population on families or the issue of violence within families), you should leave the course with the tools necessary to think critically and sociologically about those issues.  

As sociologists, we do not ask whether people should organize their families in certain ways.  Instead, we ask:

a.  How and why people arrange their families in certain ways; 

b.  How they organize and think about their family lives;

c.  What the consequences are for them—not just in terms of individual outcomes

 
but in terms of normative assumptions;

d.  What problems they face;

e.  and what they need in order to better solve them.  

We assume that there are not best, natural, or rights ways to organize families, examining the ways in which people’s choices are enabled and constrained by their social context, including historical period, technological developments, cultural norms, gender identities, economic resources, and laws and policies.  Throughout the course, we will be attuned to issues of inequality—both within and between families.

In this course, we will deal with issues, experiences, and choices that may be unfamiliar or uncomfortable for some of you.  We may have guest speakers who talk about some of these topics.  I expect students to treat people AND topics with respect..  

Although the content of the course may feel personal, and you will be asked to reflect on your own life in relation to the course material, it is important to remember that this is an academic course like any other. In each unit, you will be asked to learn, understand, and apply a body of academic work. Some of this work may call into question the ways your family did things, and may challenge some of the ways you see the world. Often, our “common sense” ideas about family are not supported by research.  Except when I ask for your personal opinion, I expect your written work for this course to demonstrate your understanding of the course material.   I hope this course will provide you with the resources you need to better make sense of both sociopolitical debates about “the family” and the complexities you will face as you make decisions about your own families.

Communication

Communication is an important means of solving most problems that arise.  In order to create more orderly communication, we will use the following policies:

1. For questions about class announcements, due dates, etc., please contact your “class buddy” before you contact me.  Often, I receive the same email from multiple people.  These questions can be answered effectively and efficiently by talking to each other, freeing up my time for conversations about more difficult issues.

2. Email is an effective way to communicate with me.  However, I do not check my

email as frequently as you do.  Do not expect immediate answers to your questions.  Moreover, if the question requires more than a few sentence reply, it is better addressed in a conversation.  

3.  I will communicate with you all via email.  Please check your CU email account.      

Course Policies

1. Arriving to class late, sleeping, talking, reading newspapers, doing crossword puzzles, text-messaging or receiving messages on your cell phone (or being otherwise distracted and distracting) are not acceptable classroom activities, and are disrespectful to your instructor and to other students who want to listen and learn.  You may be asked to leave, and lose participation and attendance points, if you participate in any of the above behaviors.  Cell phones must be stored in a bag during class.  

2. Let me know immediately if you have a health problem or a disability that necessitates leaving the classroom during lectures/discussion. 

3.  If you are likely to have a regular problem with getting to class on time, let me know ASAP.  If tardiness becomes a class problem, I will not let people come into class late.  I will let you know if this policy goes into effect.

4. I do not permit lap tops in class.  If you are required to use a lap top because of a disability, please provide documentation.  

5. You cannot make up in-class work.  If you miss a class, please get notes from a classmate.  You are responsible for all information communicated in class, whether or not you are in attendance.  Please exchange contact information with several classmates and direct scheduling questions to them.  In addition, information on scheduling changes, homework assignments, and grades will be posted on WebCT.  Please consult WebCT before contacting us with these questions.

6. All assignments must be completed on time and handed in at the beginning of class on the stated due date—I do not accept papers sent via email. Papers must be:

a. typed in 11- or 12-point font,

b. have 1 inch margins,

c. be spellchecked, 

d. grammar checked and proofread, 

e. have numbered pages and 

f. stapled in the left-hand corner.

     Points will be taken off for failing to adhere to these guidelines.

7.  I will not accept late papers except with advance notice of an unavoidable conflict. 

    The conflict must be documented.  Please plan your schedules accordingly.  I will not    

    give incompletes except under (amply documented and amply dire) circumstances.

8.  You may not turn in work from another class, even if it is your own work.

9.  You must keep returned assignments until the end of the semester.  

10.  Make-up exams potentially create unfair situations among students.  Therefore, you    

are only allowed to make-up an exam in the event of an unavoidable, extreme,     documented circumstance (such as serious illness or family emergency that can be documented by the proper UNI administrative offices).  If you must miss an exam, please let the professor know in advance as soon as possible.  Any make-up request made after the test has been administered will not be considered, no exceptions!  All make-up exams will be given at a mutually convenient time, no longer than 1 (one) week after the initial exam is given.  

11. If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit to me a letter from Disability Services in a timely manner so that your needs may be addressed.  Disability Services determines accommodations based on documented disabilities.  Contact: 303-492-8671, Willard 322, and www.Colorado.EDU/disabilityservices

12.  Campus policy regarding religious observances requires that faculty make every effort to reasonably and fairly deal with all students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts with scheduled exams, assignments or required attendance.  

13. Students and faculty each have responsibility for maintaining an appropriate learning environment. Those who fail to adhere to such behavioral standards may be subject to discipline. Professional courtesy and sensitivity are especially important with respect to individuals and topics dealing with differences of race, culture, religion, politics, sexual orientation, gender, gender variance, and nationalities.  Class rosters are provided to the instructor with the student's legal name. I will gladly honor your request to address you by an alternate name or gender pronoun. Please advise me of this preference early in the semester so that I may make appropriate changes to my records.  See polices at http://www.colorado.edu/policies/classbehavior.html and at

http://www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/judicialaffairs/code.html#student_code
14. The University of Colorado at Boulder policy on Discrimination and Harassment, the University of Colorado policy on Sexual Harassment and the University of Colorado policy on Amorous Relationships apply to all students, staff and faculty.  Any student, staff or faculty member who believes s/he has been the subject of discrimination or harassment based upon race, color, national origin, sex, age, disability, religion, sexual orientation, or veteran status should contact the Office of Discrimination and Harassment (ODH) at 303-492-2127 or the Office of Judicial Affairs at 303-492-5550.  Information

about the ODH, the above referenced policies and the campus resources available to assist individuals regarding discrimination or harassment can be obtained at http://www.colorado.edu/odh
All students of the University of Colorado at Boulder are responsible for knowing and adhering to the academic integrity policy of this institution. Violations of this policy may include: cheating, plagiarism, aid of academic dishonesty, fabrication, lying, bribery, and threatening behavior.  All incidents of academic misconduct shall be reported to the Honor Code Council (honor@colorado.edu; 303-725-2273). Students who are found to be in violation of the academic integrity policy will be subject to both academic sanctions from the faculty member and non-academic sanctions (including but not limited

to university probation, suspension, or expulsion). Other information on the Honor Code can be found at http://www.colorado.edu/policies/honor.html  and at

http://www.colorado.edu/academics/honorcode/
Final Comments

Everyone wants to do well in this class.  I want you to do well, by working diligently and meeting the course requirements. If you become concerned about your grade, please see me immediately.  Do not wait until semester’s end, when I cannot help you.  I will not be able to magically “find” extra points to add to your average, no matter how upset you might be.  I expect you to work hard in this class, but final grades are tallied based on earned points, not hard work.  Accordingly, some of you may be disappointed by your final grades in this class.  Not everyone will earn an A. 

I spend a great deal of time reading and grading your work and want the assignments to provide you with a learning experience.  Therefore, upon receiving a graded paper or exam back, I require that 24 hours pass before we discuss it.  When you get an exam or a paper back, take some time to read the comments, make an appointment, and come to the meeting having written down some questions and/or comments—without evidence of your focused thinking about the assignment, I will not entertain random “complaint” sessions regarding the desired grade you did not earn.  I will not discuss graded exams or papers before, during, or after class—I reserve office hours for such types of individual-level discussions. 

I expect this course to be challenging—not only because it is a lot of work, but also because the course may approach material in new ways.  Be prepared to put in time to tackle this material.  In the end, I hope that you find learning and thinking about these issues as interesting and important as I do.  

Expectations 

Participation  

You are expected to come to class prepared to talk about course readings and issues.  Participation should reflect careful, sociological thinking that moves beyond personal anecdotes.  The material in this course is sensitive, emotionally and politically charged, and frequently challenging to the worldviews of most students.  Participants should be respectful of the instructor, guest speakers, and other classmates.  You will be evaluated on your ability to learn and apply the sociological concepts in this course. 

Reading Questions

Each class, you will turn in 2-3 questions about the days’ reading that you would like clarified or that you would like to discuss in class.  You will receive credit for these questions but will not get them back.  I will let you know if your questions do not meet my expectations.  Questions should demonstrate that you have read and thought about the materials.  Good questions ask “thought” questions about the materials you have read and/or make connections between the days’ readings and other readings or course concepts.  Questions should not raise issues that are already answered in the text.   

Quizzes

I will give frequent unannounced quizzes to ensure that you are doing the reading and keeping up with course material. 

If I find that you are not all doing the readings, I will institute daily reading summaries.  

Media Analyses

Throughout the course, you should be looking for media coverage (newspaper article, magazine article, etc.) of issues related to families.  Because this is a presidential election year, it is an especially good time to pay attention to what candidates and other people are saying about the concerns of families.  You also have a wonderful opportunity to evaluate their claims and proposals.  Each week, you will turn in one media analysis, along with a 2 page paper in which you briefly but thoughtfully address these questions: 1) what is the item about? 2) what are the assumptions about the family?  3) how valid are these assumptions, given your understanding of course material?  4) how would a sociologist think about this issue?  In your analyses, you should use course material to think about and critically assess the media’s portrayal of family issues.  

Media analyses should be of print media (or web-based) media and should include a copy of the piece you analyze. 

You may turn in media analyses on any day of the week, but may not turn in two media analyses in one week.   Please plan accordingly.

Active Learning/Homework 

Students learn best when they engage with each other to discuss and apply course material.  To that end, you will engage in a number of hands-on assignments, both in and out of class.  Assignments may include written and/or oral requirements. 

In addition to possible smaller assignments, you will do two large group projects: 

1. Welfare Project (Friday, May 16)

2. Parenting Guidebooks (Friday, May 23)

For each project, we will devote most or all of a day of class time to completing the assignment, but each will also require you to finish your projects outside of class.  In each project, you will also hold each other accountable through group assessments.  I will use these assessments to adjust individual grades, such that participants who do not adequately contribute to the finished product will be docked significantly.   

Final Exam 

There will be a cumulative final exam for this course on the final day of class.  The exam will contain short answer questions and essays.  You are responsible for all readings, lectures, course discussions, guest speakers, and movies.

Attendance Policy: 

By taking this course, I expect you to make a commitment to me and to your classmates.  That commitment means that you will be in class for the whole class each day.  I will allow one unpenalized absence.  If you know you will need to miss 2 classes, please discuss your reasons with me.  Remember that in Maymester, one class equals an entire semester week.  Even excused absences count as an absence in this policy.  More than one excused absence may be granted only in the case of a documented emergency (determined by me).  Travel is not an emergency.  

Absences will influence your FINAL grade as follows:

        
0-1 absence: 
        
no penalty

2 absences: 

5% penalty 

3 absences: 

10% penalty 

If you have more than three absences, you will automatically fail the course. 

Course Materials

There is one required book for this course; it is available at the campus bookstore.

Walzer, Susan. 1998. Thinking about the Baby: Gender and Transitions into Parenthood.

Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

All other readings will be available through CULearn, unless otherwise announced.  

Extra Resources:

Wondering what to do with a sociology major? Check out:

http://www.aacsnet.org  is the homepage of the Association for Applied and Clinical Sociology

Wondering how sociologists try to connect their research to policy?  Websites of sociological organizations concerned with family policy:

www.momsrising.org (with link in the top banner to familiesrising.org which explicitly involves dads)

http://www.contemporaryfamilies.org/
Reading Schedule

You should have readings DONE by class on the date listed. 

I may change the reading schedule with advance notice. 

WEEK 1: 

Class 1: May 12

Garey and Hansen, “Analyzing Families with a Feminist Sociological

Imagination”

Class 2: May 13 

Cowan Schwartz, Ruth.  1987.  “Women’s Work, Housework, and History: The

Historical Roots of Inequality in Work-Force Participation” in Families and Work  IN THE FOLDER LABELED WEEK 3

Griswold, Robert. “Breadwinning on the Margin: Working Class Fatherhood, 1880-

1930”  IN THE FOLDER LABELED WEEK 3

Class 3: May 14 

Coontz, Stephanie.  pp. 1-21 in Marriage, a History: From Obedience to

Intimacy, or How Love Conquered Marriage.

Gerstel, Naomi and Natalia Sarkisian.  2006. “Marriage: The Good, The Bad, and

The Greedy.”  In Contexts

Brown, Susan I. 2005. “How Cohabitation Is Reshaping American Families.”

In Contexts

Class 4: May 15 

Edina and Kefalas, “The Meaning of Marriage” and “Labor of Love” in Promises I Can

Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood Before Marriage  IN THE FOLDER LABELED WEEK 3

Class 5: May 16 

Welfare project in class

Hays, S. 2003.  “Pyramids of Inequality” in Flat Broke with Children: Women in

 the Age of Welfare Reform  IN THE FOLDER LABELED WEEK 3

Curran, Laura and Laura Abrams.  2000. “Making Men Into Dads: Fatherhood, the State,

 
and Welfare Reform.”

WEEK 2

Class 6: May 19 

Coltrane, Scott. “Paid Work and Family Life” in Gender and Families

Carrington, C.  1999. “Feeding Work” in No Place Like Home: Relationships and Family Life

 
among Lesbians and Gay Men

Deutsch, “Halving it All: The Mother and Mr. Mom”

Class 7: May 20 

Walzer, Thinking about the Baby, pp. 1-68

Class 8:  May 21

Walzer, Thinking about the Baby pp. 69-127

Class 9:  May 22 

Thinking about the Baby, pp. 128-172

Class 10: May 23 

Parenting Guides in class

No reading

WEEK 3

Class 11: May 26 

Coontz, Stephanie.  “How Ignoring Historical and Social Change Puts Kids at

Risk”

Coontz, Stephanie.  “Putting Divorce in Perpsective.”

Clawson, Dan and Naomi Gerstel. 2002. “Caring For Young Children: What the 


U.S. Can Learn from Some European Examples.” Contexts 

Class 12: May 27 

Lareau, Annette. Excerpts from Unequal Childhoods

Class 13: May 28 

Luker, Kristen.  “The War between the Women”

Mamo, Laura.  “From When We Came: Sex without Reproduction Meets Reproduction

Without Sex” in Queering Reproduction: Achieving Pregnancy in the Age of Technoscience

Class 14: May 29 

No reading.

Class 15: May 30 

Final Exam 



