
IS200  
Introduction to Civic Engagement-Poverty Studies 

 
Instructors: Dr. Richard B. Ellis, Director & Kristine Hart, Associate Director  
  LinC: The Center for Community Service and Civic Engagement 
  405 Benton Hall 
  Phone: 670-1950                  
  E-mail: rick.ellis@washburn.edu or kristine.hart@washburn.edu 
  Office Hours: by appointment 
 
 
Course Overview: 
Introduction to Civic Engagement-Poverty Studies is the first course in the Civic Engagement minor 
although students are welcome to take it as a stand-alone course to broaden their understanding of 
poverty issues across disciplines. This course is a critical analysis of poverty in the United States, 
perhaps the most impoverished of any developed nation (Inter Press Service, 2011), and examines 
poverty as a problem for individuals, families, and societies. This course will be taught from an 
interdisciplinary perspective (i.e. it will examine the issue from a wide range of disciplines/fields of 
study) which will challenge the student to analyze the topics covered from sometimes competing 
perspectives.  
 
As a foundation course, the student will not be expected to achieve uniform proficiency in the full 
array of disciplines that we will draw on, but should become aware of how the richness and confusion 
in the current discussion of poverty results in part from different disciplinary perspectives. Neither 
economists, political scientists, sociologists, psychologists, moral philosophers, economists, nor any 
other group fully understand poverty from their own narrow disciplinary perspectives. Nor can you put 
all of these disciplines and authors together in a single holistic approach. Among the many rewards of 
this course will be the opportunity to learn about and discuss these differences. The student should 
expected to learn about the approaches to understanding poverty in these disciplines, not to apply each 
discipline with the skill of a major in the field. 
 
In attempting to gain a broad understanding of poverty, this course will explore questions such as: 
What is it like to live in poverty? How should we define and measure poverty? Who is poor and who is 
not? Are there different kinds of poverty? What are the causes of poverty? What are its effects on 
individuals (particularly children), families, communities, and societies? What values does it 
undermine? What moral and legal rights should the poor have, and what obligations do society, 
governments, organizations, and individuals have to the poor? Do poor persons also have obligations 
to themselves, others, and society? What policies, new practices, and civic initiatives can diminish or 
eradicate poverty? 
 
Although the course does not propose a particular solution to poverty, it assumes a concern for persons 
stifled by poverty. In other words, that we assume care for those whose poverty is of their own making 
as well as for those who are victims of injustice or misfortune, although the responsibility for 
overcoming poverty differs depending on its causes. We also assume that a society is weakened when 
nearly 1 in 7 of its citizens—and more than 1 in 5 of its children—is officially poor. Finally, we 
assume that poverty is not intractable, even if it cannot be totally eradicated. 
 
 
Course goal:  
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To enable students to critically examine the dimensions, causes, consequences and perpetuation of 
poverty in the U.S., to understand the role of policy in producing, maintaining, and alleviating poverty, 
and to offer a theoretical and analytic foundation for promoting social and economic justice.  
 
 
Course Objectives:  
At the conclusion of this course, students will be able to: 
❖  Critically analyze diverse, and sometimes competing, perspectives of poverty, understand  
  how these theories are invoked in public discourse, and recognize their implications. 

❖  Critically evaluate and apply alternative perspectives on poverty that produce and perpetuate 
  poverty and inequality. 

❖  Understand the role of public policy and its implementation in producing, maintaining  
 and alleviating poverty. 

❖ Effectively demonstrate the ability to understand and clearly communicate, both  
 orally and in writing, knowledge about the issues addressed in this course. 
 
❖ Understand how the information from the course relates to your academic, professional and 
 personal life (e.g. this course should stimulate you to read the news with greater critical 
 acuity, to become better citizens because you are informed about poverty and ways to 
 diminish it, to volunteer in efforts to diminish poverty, and to think more clearly about how 
 your career work will impinge on poor persons and communities) 
 
 
 
Required Texts:  
 
Goode, Judith and Jeff Maskovsky, eds. (2001). New Poverty Studies: The Ethnography of Power, 
Politics, and Impoverished People in the United States. New York: New York University Press. 

Iceland, John (2006). Poverty in America: A handbook, 2nd ed. University of California Press, 
Berkeley, CA. 

This course will also utilize outside source material such as journal articles, governmental reports, 
media reports and possibly news or documentary video. These materials will be provided to you by the 
instructors either as a hard copy or as links to internet sources. 

Course Requirements:  

 
In order to be successful in this course, there are several requirements that you must meet and on 
which you will be evaluated. These are: 
 
(1) preparation for and participation in classes:                                               60 points 
(2) a four-to-five page paper:                                                                           20 points 
(3) two five-to-seven-page papers:                                                                   60 points (30 pts. each)  
(4) a ten-to-fourteen-page final paper (2 options):                                            60 points 

http://www.amazon.com/Poverty-America-Handbook-Second-Preface/dp/0520248414/ref=pd_bxgy_b_text_c


                  ----------------- 
Total                     200 points  
 
 
(1) preparation for and participation in classes                                                                    60 points 
This course emphasizes discussion intended to advance understanding and prompt critical analyses of 
the assigned readings. Students should expect to read the assigned material carefully and be ready to 
discuss the assignments with your peers and instructors in class. We will post questions on the course 
webpage as guides for your reading. The quality of your answers to questions posed in class and 
contributions to the discussions will be more important than the quantity. Questions and comments that 
challenge the claims of the authors we read or the instructors’ interpretation and analysis of the 
readings are especially welcome--we are not experts in all of the disciplines we will be exploring nor 
do we expect adherence to a particular point of view--we look forward to learning new things from you 
too. Nor should you be bound by the posted questions as our questions may miss the main point.  We 
do not expect mastery of the readings prior to our discussions; questions of understanding–after an 
honest effort to understand the readings–often benefit the entire class and it is understanding that 
precedes critical assessment.  Some of the readings are difficult, but the course is intended for 
beginners rather than students accomplished in all of the disciplines. The discussion that occurs during 
class should not only increase your understanding of the material, but cause you to think about it from 
another perspective that you may not have considered. That is how learning occurs and why we made 
this a significant percentage of your total grade. 
 
Daily class preparation and participation enables constant thoughtful engagement with the reading 
material. It stimulates our thinking and disciplines us to even out the workload over the term. For each 
class you miss or are unable to contribute to the discussion in a thoughtful way that demonstrates that 
you read the material, you will lose 2 points from your grade. We take class seriously, not only for 
what you learn but because you contribute to our collective learning by offering good comments and 
probing questions. If you must miss a class, you may compensate for the absence by handing in a 
single-spaced summary of and reaction to the reading [it must be at least one full page (12 pt. times 
new roman font and one inch margins), but should not exceed two pages] at or prior to the beginning 
of the next class period. We will not accept more than two of these compensatory writing assignments 
(i.e. you can only regain preparation and participation points for two misses by turning in a summary 
and reaction paper, after that, you will just lose the points). One or two absences (and failure to 
complete a compensatory writing assignment) will not appreciably affect the class preparation and 
participation grade, but persistent absences (and neglected written compensatory work) will!  
(2) a four-to-five page paper                                                                                               20 points 
Students will write a four-to-five page paper on an issue or issues related to defining and measuring 
poverty. This paper must be at least four full pages (not counting a reference page), 12 pt. times new 
roman font, one inch margins and double spaced. While the paper should incorporate information from 
the readings and in-class discussions to demonstrate learning and understanding of the issues, it should 
not just be a summary of the readings or what we discussed in class. Rather it should expand on an 
aspect of the issue that most interests you. For example, maybe you are an education major and want to 
explore how education related indicators such as illiteracy, drop-out rates, access to quality schools or 
postsecondary education, etc. could be used as a way to define and measure poverty (another example 
might be health indicators such as malnutrition, life expectancy, infant mortality, etc.). Or, maybe you 
are interested in examining how the definition of poverty is affected by the concepts of the “deserving” 
and “undeserving” poor; exploring the “feminization of poverty” within this context; arguing for a 
measure of poverty that uses a “living wage” model; or doing an examination of how and why rural 
poverty and urban poverty look different. There are many directions that you can take, just keep in 



mind that this is a short paper, so don’t try to cover every aspect of the topic or do a full-blown 
research paper. We are looking for a thoughtful paper that looks critically at the issue and includes any 
insights that you have related to the issue. If you use quotes or information from your textbooks or 
outside sources please cite them appropriately (there are no minimum or maximum number of outside 
sources you should use for this paper). Please see the section titled “Non-Required Course Options” for 
information on revising papers for a higher grade. 
 
 
 
(3) two five-to-seven-page papers                                                               60 points (30 points each) 
The purpose of these papers is for you to compare and contrast proposals in the readings and class 
discussions and to offer your own coherent response. You are required to show that you understand 
and have critically engaged the readings in the course. Treat the readings as works consulted (however, 
if you use direct quotes, facts, etc. please identify them as such with appropriate citations); you do not, 
however, need to use or summarize every reading. These are essays, not research papers, so while you 
can draw on unassigned readings (and please cite them appropriately if you do), you are not required to 
do so. You are encouraged to talk with others in the course and with other faculty members in 
developing your arguments. You will violate the standards of honesty only if someone else dictates or 
writes your paper. In the end, the essay must be your best ideas and arguments explicated in your own 
prose. You should acknowledge the help of those with whom you consult or those who proofread and 
offer editing advice for you paper on the reference page. Each paper has a different set of questions 
which you should center your paper around, but both papers must be at least five full pages (not 
counting a reference page), 12 pt. times new roman font, one inch margins and double spaced. 
 
I. The second paper you will write for this course will address the causes and effects of poverty. 
 Your paper should use, as its foundation, the following question: What are the principal causes 
 and effects of poverty and what effects become causes for future generations? There are many 
 candidates for the cause or causes of poverty, e.g., the economic system, the labor market, sub- 
 cultural influences, the behavior of poor persons, family instability, education and healthcare 
 policy, public assistance policy, and so forth. You cannot consider all of them in adequate depth 
 and we do not want an exhaustive list of every plausible cause. Your task is to show that you 
 understand the arguments presented in readings you consider most important and to defend you 
 own position in agreement and disagreement with several of the readings. (Remember, a reading 
 you disagree with vehemently is important. Show that you understand it and why you reject it. 
 Criticizing the flaws in another’s arguments is a good way to articulate your views.) It can be 
 illuminating for you and for us if you indicate how the readings and discussions have changed or 
 focused your thinking about the causes and/or effects of poverty. How have you changed your 
 mind as a result of our readings and discussions? 
 
II. The third paper you will write for this course, considers why (who) is obligated to do (what) in 
 order to diminish or eradicate poverty. The candidates for the “who” include, but need not be 
 limited to, governments (federal, state, local), public institutions (e.g., schools and welfare 
 offices), private organizations, families, and wealthy and poor individuals. Several of these 
 entities may have different obligations, and that is why you must specify what persons or 
 agencies are obligated to do. Again, do not offer an exhaustive list. Which persons or agents do 
 you think are most responsible? What obligations are most important? Also consider that there  
 may be some things government cannot or should not do and some things the poor cannot do for 
 themselves. It is not interesting or helpful, however, to say that every agent is equally obligated. 
 Finally, do not forget to include why certain agents obligated to do specific things. This paper 



 should focus on the readings with which you most agree and disagree on this topic.  
 
Please see the section titled “Non-Required Course Options” for information on revising papers for a 
higher grade. 
 
 
 
 (4) a ten-to-fourteen-page final paper (2 options)          60 points 
 
Regardless of which option you choose, your final paper must be at least 10 (option 1) or 12 (option 2) 
full pages (not counting a reference page), 12 pt. times new roman font, one inch margins and double 
spaced. Please also note the minimum requirements for outside sources listed for each option. Unlike 
previous papers for this course, there will be no option to revise this paper for a higher grade, so please 
make sure that what you hand in is truly your best effort. 
 
Option 1: A comprehensive final project in which you will write a ten-to-twelve-page paper uniting all 
the various threads we studied in the course. You should draw on the assigned readings in the course 
for this final paper, but you should also incorporate additional research (at least three outside 
resources). This paper should incorporate all of the following questions: 
 
What is poverty? (Put differently, how do you define and measure the problem we seek to alleviate, 
eradicate, or diminish?) Can we measure all aspects of poverty as you define it? What are the root causes of 
this problem, assuming that not all of what is sometimes called poverty is a problem? Who or what agent(s) 
person(s) or institution(s) have what obligations to alleviate, diminish, or eradicate poverty, and what are 
the reasons for this obligation? What remedies do you propose for carrying out this obligation, and what do 
you expect these remedies can accomplish? (Can they eradicate the poverty, diminish it, or merely alleviate 
it?) This will be the first paper to focus on remedies for poverty. Many of you will conclude that 
multiple remedies are needed. Here again, as in your earlier papers on causes and obligations, avoid an 
unhelpful list of every remedy mentioned somewhere in the readings. Emphasize remedies that have 
been most neglected and explain why you think they need to be given more attention. Society has 
limited resources. We should invest in those remedies that make the greatest difference. 
 
The following criteria will be used in assessing your paper. 1) Does it draw accurately and 
perceptively on a wide variety of the assigned readings in the course? It should include some 
arguments with which you agree and some with which you disagree. (Attempts to utilize all of the 
assigned readings will result in a paint by the numbers paper, which will necessarily diminish its 
quality). 2) Does it draw usefully on research from sources beyond the assigned readings in the course? 
(Thoughtful use of sources is more important than the number of sources you utilize. Additional 
readings from the assigned books may prove helpful. Padding the bibliography with sources you use 
superficially will be counterproductive). 3) Are the answers refined, the arguments sophisticated and 
consistent, and the responses to the various questions integrated into a coherent whole? What you say 
about the causes of poverty should be consistent, for example, with the remedies you propose. To 
illustrate, if poverty is due to persons’ lack of motivation to work, a universal basic income grant 
would not be a very good remedy. 4) Does the paper take a distinctive and also well-defended position 
rather than a position almost anyone could agree with or an extreme position asserted with little 
justification? 5) Is the paper well organized, clearly written, and fully documented? 
 

------------ 
 



Option 2: A twelve-to-fourteen page research paper on a topic of your choosing, although it must relate 
to the poverty issues we are discussing in the course and must have the instructors’ approval. We will 
not approve a paper without a paragraph stating the question you will explore and your research plan.   
Choose this alternative if you think you can answer the questions for the final essay without the 
discipline of a writing assignment and if you think a specialized project will be more stimulating. This 
paper can also be an occasion for applying skills and knowledge from your major, e.g., economics 
majors may want to write on the minimum wage, sociologists on community action organizations, 
developmental psychologists on Head Start, biologists on nutrition programs, international studies 
students on comparisons and contrasts to other nations, and so forth. This paper should include 
remedial policies that support the topic you are exploring. You will be expected to utilize the assigned 
readings for the course where they are relevant and must use at least five outside sources (Thoughtful 
use of sources is more important than the number of sources you utilize. Padding the bibliography with 
sources you use superficially will be counterproductive). 
 
These papers will be evaluated on approximately the same criteria as the other option: 1) Does the 
paper draw usefully on assigned readings relevant to the topic and research sources? 2) Does the paper 
reveal a refined and sophisticated understanding of the problem under scrutiny? 3) Does the argument 
cohere and support the conclusion in the paper? 4) Is the paper well organized, clearly written, and 
fully documented? 5) In addition, does the paper demonstrate some ingenuity in addressing the 
question at hand instead of simply repeating commonplace views and arguments? 
 
 
Grading: 
Your final grad in this course will be based on the following scale: 
 
180-200 points =   A 
160-179 points =   B 
140-159 points =   C 
120-139 points =   D 
under 120 points = F 
 
Please note that when we grade your papers for this course, no matter how wonderful the content may 
be, if the paper itself is poorly written (e.g. no thesis statement, no paragraph transitions, poor sentence 
structure, excessive typos, no conclusion paragraph, failure to provide appropriate citations in a 
consistent format, etc.), the absolute best grade you will be able to get on that paper is a “C.” If it is 
discovered that all or any part of your paper is plagiarized, you will receive an automatic “F”/0 points 
on the paper. Repeated plagiarism will result in an automatic “F” for the entire course and possible 
sanctions from the Dean of Students. 
 
 
Non-Required Course Options: 
While none of the following options are required for the course, they do offer opportunities for you to 
pick up extra points to raise your grade and/or experience to supplement the learning taking place in 
the classroom. 
 
A. Paper Revisions 
 All papers will be returned to you with comments and suggested revisions offering you the 
 opportunity to resubmit the paper for another reading. You are not required to revise and 
 resubmit your papers and there is no assurance that the grade on the second submission will be 



 higher than your first grade. Casual revisions are unlikely to improve the grade. Revisions must 
 be completed within a week after we have returned the papers. The highest grade, whether it is 
 on the first submission or the second submission, will be the grade of record, but don’t waste 
 your time and ours unless you are willing and able to devote time to a real substantive revision. 
 You should infer from these comments that the first submission of the paper should not be the 
 first draft! Please note that this option is only available for the first three papers, not your final 
 paper. 
 
B.  Extra Credit 
 You may gain additional credit toward a final course grade through 1) well-prepared, probing  
 e-mail questions submitted to Dr. Ellis (to which he will respond and expect a well thought out 
 follow-up email from you) relevant to the assigned readings or to readings you are doing for 
 other courses related to the issues being covered in this course; 2) well prepared office visits with 
 Dr. Ellis in which you demonstrate your ability to probe the readings at a level deeper than we 
 can attain in the classes (does not include office visits to ask how to write a paper, to ask trivial 
 factual questions or specific questions of understanding, although he welcomes these visits as 
 well); 3) a paper that integrates what you have learned from community service work with poor 
 persons with the readings in the course; and/or 4) an optional research essays on topics in the 
 readings or related matters. You must consult with Dr. Ellis before undertaking options three 
 and four. Extra credit points available for each of these will depend upon the option chosen and 
 quality of your work, but you should assume that if you are getting, for example, a low “C” in the 
 course, that none of these options in and of themselves will get you enough points to raise your 
 grade to a “B.” 
 
C.  Community Service Work Addressing Poverty in Our Community 
 In and of itself, community service work will not get you extra points toward your final grade in 
 this course. However, it can contribute to you being able to take advantage of one of the extra 
 credit options listed above (with Dr. Ellis’ permission to engage in that option, of course) and 
 offers you the opportunity to add another dimension of learning and understanding to the topic. 
 For students who are interested, we also offer three one-credit fieldwork courses IS250, IS350, 
 and IS 351 concurrently with this course each semester. Each fieldwork course requires a 
 minimum of 50 hours of community service over the semester and attendance at a once a month, 
 two hour-long seminar that relates to community service work in the Topeka area. Please contact 
 either of your instructor to assist you with placement in a service opportunity and/or to be 
 enrolled in one of the fieldwork courses. 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY ADDITIONS – COURSE SYLLABUS 
 
Mission of the University: 
Washburn University enriches the lives of students by providing opportunities for them to develop and to realize 
their intellectual, academic, and professional potential, leading to becoming productive and responsible citizens. 
We are committed to excellence in teaching, scholarly work, quality academic and professional programs, and 
high levels of faculty-student interaction. We develop and engage in relationships to enhance educational 
experiences and our community.  Washburn University Board of Regents, 2010 
 
Definition of a Credit Hour: 
For every credit hour awarded for a course, the student is typically expected to complete approximately one hour 
of classroom instruction, online interaction with course material, or direct faculty instruction and a minimum of 
two additional hours of student work each week for approximately 15 weeks for one semester or the equivalent 
amount of work over a different amount of time. 
 
Academic Misconduct Policy: 
All students are expected to conduct themselves appropriately and ethically in their academic work.  
Inappropriate and unethical behavior includes (but is not limited to) giving or receiving unauthorized aid on 
examinations or in the preparation of papers or other assignments, or knowingly misrepresenting the source of 
academic work.  Washburn University’s Academic Impropriety Policy describes academically unethical 
behavior in greater detail and explains the actions that may be taken when such behavior occurs.  For guidelines 
regarding protection of copyright, consult www.washburn.edu/copyright/students. For a complete copy of the 
Academic Impropriety Policy, contact the office of the Vice President for Academic Affairs, Bradbury 
Thompson Alumni Center Suite 200, or go on-line to:  
www.washburn.edu/admin/vpaa/fachdbk/FHsec7.html#VIII 
 
Disability Services: 
The Student Services Office is responsible for assisting in arranging accommodations and for identifying 
resources on campus for persons with disabilities.  Qualified students with disabilities must register with the 
office to be eligible for services.  The office MUST have appropriate documentation on file in order to provide 
services.  Accommodations may include in-class note takers, test readers and/or scribes, adaptive computer 
technology, brailled materials.  Requests for accommodations should be submitted at least two months before 
services should begin; however, if you need an accommodation this semester, please contact the Student 
Services Office immediately. 
 
Location:  Student Services, Morgan Hall Room 135  (new location) 
Phone:  785-670-1629 or TDD 785-670-1025 
E-Mail:  student-services@washburn.edu 
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Students may voluntarily identify themselves to the instructor for a referral to the Student Services Office. 
 
Office of Academic Advising: 
As a Washburn student, you may experience difficulty with issues such as studying, personal problems, time 
management, or choice of major, classes, or employment.  The Office of Academic Advising is available to help 
students either directly through academic advising, mentoring, testing and developing learning strategies or by 
identifying the appropriate University resource.  If you feel you need someone with whom to discuss an issue 
confidentially and free of charge, contact Academic Advising in Morgan 122, 785-670-1942, 
advising@washburn.edu.  
 
 
Withdrawal Policy: 
During fall and spring semesters, students may go online and withdraw from full semester courses through the 
second week of class with no recorded grade.  From the third through the eleventh week a “W” is recorded for 
any dropped course.  After the eleventh week, there are NO withdrawals, and a grade will be assigned for the 
course. These deadlines will be different for short-term, out-of-sequence, or summer courses.  To view the 
deadline dates for your courses visit the “Last Day” Deadlines web page at: 
https://www2-prod.washburn.edu/self-service/coursedates.php 
 
Attendance/Administrative Withdrawal: 
Although it is the student's responsibility to initiate course withdrawals, an instructor, after due notice to the 
student, may request withdrawal of the student from a course because of nonattendance through the same date as 
the last day a student may withdraw from a course. This would NOT absolve the student of financial 
responsibility for tuition/fees for the course in question.  The inclusion of this information in the course syllabus 
is considered due notice.  
 
Official E-Mail Address: 
Your Washburn University e-mail address will be the official address used by the University for relaying 
important messages regarding academic and financial information and the University will consider this your 
official notification for important information.  It may also be used by your instructors to provide specific course 
information.  If you prefer to use an alternate e-mail address to receive official University notices, you can 
access your MyWashburn e-mail account, choose the "Options" tab, and select "Settings", scroll to the bottom of 
the screen, click enable forwarding and enter the e-mail address you would like your Washburn emails 
forwarded to in the “mail forwarding” area.  Click add and the click on save changes.  This will complete the 
process of forwarding your Washburn e-mail.  It is your responsibility to ensure that your official e-mail box 
does not exceed your message quota resulting in the inability of e-mail messages to be accepted into your 
mailbox. 
 
Success Week: 
Success Week for undergraduate students is designated as the five week days preceding the first day of 
scheduled final examinations each Fall and Spring semester. Success Week is intended to provide students 
ample opportunity to prepare for final examinations.  For academic programs, the following guidelines apply:  

A. Faculty are encouraged to utilize Success Week as a time for review of course material  
in preparation for the final examination. If an examination is to be given during Success Week, it must not be 
given in the last three days of Success Week unless approved by the Dean or Department Chair. Assignments 
worth no more than 10% of the final grade and covering no more than one-fourth of assigned reading material in 
the course may be given.  

B. Major course assignments (extensive research papers, projects, etc.) should be due on or before the  
Friday prior to Success Week and should be assigned early in the semester. Any modifications to assignments 
should be made in a timely fashion to give students adequate time to complete the assignments.  

C. If major course assignments must be given during Success Week, they should be due in  
the first three days of Success Week. Exceptions include class presentations by students and semester-long 
projects such as a project assignment in lieu of a final. Participation and attendance grades are acceptable.  

mailto:advising@washburn.edu
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The Success Week policy excludes make-up assignments, make-up tests, take-home final exams, and laboratory 
examinations. It also does not apply to classes meeting one day a week for more than one hour. All University 
laboratory classes are exempt from this policy. 
 
 
 
 
 


