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Mira Debs 
mdebs@wesleyan.edu 

Class: T, Th 9-10:30, Allbritton 04 
Office hours: 10:30-12:30 Tuesdays PAC 213 

Class Website: https://soc399b.wordpress.com/ 
 

Education Policy: Soc 399B 
 
COURSE DECRIPTION 
This course examines a number of critical debates in K-12 suburban and urban public 
education including how we train teachers, the impact of school choice, currently the 
dominant educational paradigm in most urban districts and its connection to 
desegregation initiatives, charter schools and gentrification.  While sociologists who 
study education generally critique education in all its forms, in this course we will also 
examine what we can support and improve in education and how we might turn research 
into action. 
 
This advanced research seminar, open to juniors and seniors, fulfills the sociology major 
capstone requirement.  In developing a substantial and original research essay, we will 
also dive into the task of becoming better writers, examining in depth the writing of 
education scholars, policy makers and journalists. We will experiment with several forms 
of writing including a personal statement, education blogging and the final research 
paper.  We will meet individually several times during the semester to discuss your 
writing.   
 
This syllabus may be updated over the course of the semester.  Please consult our class 
website for the most up to date listing of readings. 
 
Course Requirements: 
Participation 
Attendance in seminars, thoughtful, well-prepared, participation in discussions and 
listening thoughtfully to your classmates are all expected.  You are always welcome to 
bring in outside reading on the topic area to share with the class.  To help prepare your 
thoughts for class, you will need to turn in 5 Class Memos throughout the semester.  
These are brief 1 page write-ups including questions, ideas or responses on the day’s 
reading.  Please bring 2 copies of your class memo to class. 
 
A critical part of effectively advocating for an educational policy is fully understanding 
the opposing perspective.  We will hold a number of debates in class, and generally I will 
assign you a debate position.  Be prepared to argue a position that you don’t hold 
personally, and to give your classmates the benefit of the doubt as they personify less 
popular positions.  
 
I will take attendance promptly at the beginning of each class.  Anyone who arrives after 
attendance is taken will be considered later.  If you are late to class, it is your 
responsibility to ensure your attendance was recorded.  If you are absent from class, it is 
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your responsibility to contact a classmate for notes, instructions, etc.  If a serious issue is 
affecting your punctuality or attendance, you should discuss it with me.  Otherwise, 
please leave me out of the loop. 
 
You can be absent twice with no penalty to your grade.  If you miss more than 6 classes, 
you will likely not pass the course.   
Your participation and class memos will account for 20% of your overall grade. 
 
Laptop Policy 
To facilitate face-to-face discussion, please do not use a laptop or mobile device in class, 
unless I specifically asked you to bring one for an in-class writing session, or if you have 
formally arranged to use one as an accommodation through disability services. 
 
Students with Disabilities 
If you require accommodations, please make an appointment with me as soon as possible 
to make appropriate arrangements.  The procedure for registering with Disabilities 
Services can be found at: http://www.wesleyan.edu/studentaffairs/disabilities/ 
 
Wesleyan Writing Workshop 
I encourage you to make appointments with the Wesleyan Writing Workshop to discuss 
your research paper; consultants are available for drop-in hours as well.  More 
information is available at http://www.wesleyan.edu/writing/workshop 
 
Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is a serious offence, and instances of plagiarism will be reported to the dean 
and will result in a failing grade for the course.  We will also be talking in class about 
how people might plagiarize by accident, and making sure we know how to avoid it!   
 
Additionally, the Wesleyan Handbook prohibits "the submission of the same work for 
academic credit more than once without permission."  Please talk to me if you think this 
project might overlap with work in another class. 
To learn more about plagiarism and Wesleyan’s honor code, please consult the student 
handbook: www.wesleyan.edu/studentaffairs/studenthandbook/index.html 
 
Required Texts 
All required texts are available on Moodle or via the weblinks below. 
 
Field Trips 
There will also be one field trip for this course on Saturday 2.7 for which you should 
return the Transportation Waiver form to me.  Please let me know if you have an 
unavoidable conflict on 2.7 and I can arrange for you to attend a different school choice 
event. 
 
Written Assignments: 
1. Personal Statement: Sociology of your education  
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Grad school programs often assign a personal statement of 500-1000 words.  Here, 
expand on our writing in class to sociologically reflect on your own educational 
experiences.  What questions does this lead you to ask about education? 
 
2. Blog post on parent’s experience of school choice, posted to our class wordpress site 
500-1000 words (2-5 pages double spaced pages), a reflection on your experience as a 
hypothetical Hartford parent choosing a school. 
 
FINAL PAPER (6,000 words, or 25 pages) posted to our class wordpress site, based on 
any one of the following options, depending on your stage of study and your aims for the 
semester: 
 
Research Paper Topics 
A. A topic of your choosing. 
 
B. Examine the school choice program in another large city.  Assess strengths and 
weaknesses to choice in this city. 
 
C. Is it still necessary to insist that schools are racially desegregated?   
 
D. Detail a reform measure that could be taken to respond to a particular policy in 
American education. 
 
E. Write a proposal for education social action – it could be a number of things: a teacher 
pipeline, a model of a new kind of school, a grassroots campaign to change public 
perception about an issue.  Dream big and be specific. 
 
Research Paper Assignments 
1.Final paper prospectus (300 words) 
2. Introduction and 10 sources (4-7  pages) 
3. Literature Review (3-6 pages) 
4. Rough Draft (6000 words or 25 pages) 
5. Final Draft (6000 words or 25 pages) 
 
Papers will be evaluated on the following criteria: 
1.) The student poses a thought-provoking, researchable question (or hypothesis) and 
explains its significance to educational policy. 
2.) The student connects the question to the existing research literature (secondary 
sources) and moves beyond into new territory. 
3.) The student identifies and uses the most appropriate primary sources and research 
methods for his or her study. 
4.) The student presents a clear and insightful thesis that directly addresses the research 
question (or hypothesis). 
5.) The student's thesis is persuasive: supported with convincing evidence and analysis. 
6.) The student's paper is well-organized, and includes sufficient background for 
audiences unfamiliar with the topic. 



	   4	  

7.) The student cites sources in an acceptable format so that future readers may easily 
locate them.  
8.) The student follows ethical guidelines for research. 
 
Research and References:  Please use American Sociological Association (ASA) Style 
for formatting for your bibliography.  You can see formatting information here < 
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/583/03/> or select the “American Journal of 
Sociology” on EndNote or another reference software. 
 
Make sure each draft is clearly labeled as a draft (#), and has page numbers. 
 
Grading:  
Students will be graded using the system described by the Wesleyan University catalog.  
Final course grades are based on the weighted averages of all assignments.  If you have 
questions or concerns about your grade, please see me. 
 
Class Participation, Final Presentation and 5 Class Memos (20%) 
Writing Assignments 
Sociology of your education (10%) 
Blog post on parent’s experience of school choice (10%) 
Research paper prospectus (10%) 
Research Paper Introduction (15%) 
Research Paper Literature Review (15%) 
Research Paper Rough Draft & Final Draft (20%) 
 
Your final grade will be on the following scale 
99-100 A+ 80-82 B- 67-69 D+ 
93-98 A 77-79 C+ 63-66 D 
90-92 A- 73-76 C 60-62 D- 
87-89 B+ 70-72 C- Below 60 F 
83-86 B   
 
COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
Week 1 Introduction 

Th 1.22  Introduction & writing the Sociology of your education  
 
Week 2 Teachers and Racial Diversity 

Tu1.27  Teach for America 
Kopp, Wendy. 2001. One day, all children: The unlikely triumph of Teach for America 

and what I learned along the way: PublicAffairs Store, Ch 1-2, p. 3-34. 
 
Blanchard, Olivia “Why I Quit Teach for America” 

http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2013/09/i-quit-teach-for-
america/279724/ 
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Katie Osgood “An Open Letter to Teach for America Recruits 
http://atthechalkface.com/2013/06/30/an-open-letter-to-new-teach-for-america-
recruits/ 

 
** Assignment 1 Due, Personal Statement: Sociology of your education 
 

Th 1.29 School Segregation 
Hannah-Jones, Nikole “School Segregation: The Continuing Tragedy of Ferguson” 

Propublica http://www.propublica.org/article/ferguson-school-segregation 
 
Wells, Amy Stuart, J.J. Holme, Anita Tijerina Revilla, and Awo Korantemaa Atanda. 

2009. “Ch 6: Why it was worth it” Both sides now : the story of school 
desegregation's graduates. Berkeley: University of California Press. P. 199-235 

 
Class memo #1: List SEVEN Debate talking points: “The school lines that 
advantage some and deprive others must be toppled.”   
 
Week 3 School Choice 

Tu 2.3   School Choice Theory 
Hoxby, Caroline Minter. 2003. "School Choice and School Productivity. Could School 

Choice be a tide that lifts all boats?" Pp. 287-342 in The Economics of School 
Choice.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 
Orfield, Gary 2012 “Introduction: Choice and Civil Rights” in Orfield and Frankenberg 

eds. Educational Delusions?: Why Choice Can Deepen Inequality and How to 
Make Schools Fair. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. p. 3-36 

 
Diane Ravitch.  2010. “Choice The Story of an Idea” The Death and Life of the American 

School System Ch7, 113-147.  New York: Basic Books. 
 

Class Memo #2: List SEVEN Debate talking points: School Choice makes schools 
better and gives parents better options 
  

Th 2.5 School Choice in Hartford/ Word Press Tutorial 
Dougherty, Jack. 2015. “Investigating Spatial Inequality with the Cities, Suburbs and 
Schools Project” http://epress.trincoll.edu/ontheline2015/chapter/investigating-spatial-
inequality/ 

 
*Recommended reading if you want to learn more about the Sheff trial 
Eaton, Susan. 2008. The children in Room E4: American education on trial.  New York: 
Algonquin Books 

 
Class Memo #3 

1) What types of residential and school racial discrimination have existed in the 
Hartford area?  
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2) 2 points of feedback for Jack’s book, added to the online manuscript using 
the commenting tool http://epress.trincoll.edu/ontheline2015/front-
matter/how-to-comment/  

 
 

Sat 2.7 FIELD TRIP: Attend RSCO School Choice fair, 9 a.m.-12 p.m. (Snow Date: Feb. 14, 9 
a.m.-12 p.m.) Conard High School, 110 Beechwood Road, West Hartford 
 
Week 4 School Choice in Hartford 

Tu 2.10 Choosing a school in Hartford 
 

RSCO School Choice Website 
http://www.choiceeducation.org/javascript/tiny_mce/plugins/filemanager/files/RSCOcata
logFINALNov19.pdf 
RSCO Brochure: http://www.choiceeducation.org/ 
 
Hartford Public Schools Choice Brochure 
http://www.hartfordschools.org/files/Choice/FutureGuide3_ENGLISH_reduced_for_web
.pdf 
 
Assignment 2: Blog post on your experience as a hypothetical parent of school 
choice in Hartford due Tuesday 9 pm 
 

Th 2.12 Limitations of Hartford’s choice system 
 
Debs, Mira “Marketing Schools in Hartford”  

 
In class speaker: Robert Cotto, Hartford Board of Education and Trinity College 
Researcher 
 
Week 5 Selecting a research paper topic 
 

Tu 2.17 Student Examples 
Rioual, Brigit. 2014. “The Study of Choice: Looking at Parent Surveys and Putting Them 

into Perspective” Trintity College Educational Studies 
http://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/theses/355/ 

 
Second class paper TBD 
 
Class Memo #4: Two positive comments and two criticisms about each student paper & 
Practicing Plagiarism Exercise <url> to come 
 
** Assignment 3: 1 pg Research Prospectus due Weds 5 pm 
 
 

Th 2.19 Research Prospectus Class Discussion 
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Read classmates’ research prospectus 
 
Week 6 Impact of School Choice 
 

Tu 2.24 Impact on middle class and poor parents 
Pattillo, Mary. forthcoming. "Everyday Politics of School Choice in the Black 

Community." Du Bois Review. 
 
Roda, Allison, and Amy Stuart Wells. 2013. "School Choice Policies and Racial 

Segregation: Where White Parents’ Good Intentions, Anxiety, and Privilege 
Collide." American Journal of Education 119(2):261-93 

 
 

Th 2.26 Individual Research Meetings #1, No class 
 
Week 7  

Tu 3.3 Individual Research Meetings #1, No class  
 
Assignment 4: Introduction due Weds 5 pm 
 

Th 3.5 Peer Critique Workshop on Introduction/ 
Workshop: Finding Evidence for your research paper: ELSI, CT ED Data, etc. 
Read and comment on 2 classmates’ Introductions 
 
*** SPRING BREAK! HAVE FUN!  SPRING BREAK!  HAVE FUN! *** 
 
Week 8 ‘No Excuses Charter Schools’ 
 

Tu 3.24 The promise of Charter Schools 
 
Finn Jr, Chester E, Bruno V Manno and Gregg Vanourek. 2001. “Will Charter Schools 

Save Public Education?” from Charter Schools in Action: Renewing Public 
Education.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. p. 248-264. 

 
Raymond, Margaret E. 2014. "To No Avail: A Critical Look at the Charter School 

Debate." Phi Delta Kappan 95(5):8-12. 
 
Kahlenberg, Richard and Halley Potter.  2014.  A Smarter Charter: Finding what works 

for charters in public education.  New York: Teachers College Press: Introduction 
p. 1-5, Ch 3 and 4: 45-83. 

 
Class Memo #5: List SEVEN Debate talking points for: Charter Schools are saving 
public education. 
 

Th 3.26 Charter Schools, Segregation and Disciplinary Culture/ Discussing the Literature Review 
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Goodman, Joan F. 2013. "Charter Management Organizations and the Regulated 
Environment Is It Worth the Price?". Educational Researcher 42(2):89-96. 

 
Bryant, Jeff.  2015 “Koch brothers/charter school nightmare: “White kids get to go to a 

school with a Montessori approach while children of color get eye control” 
Salon.com 
(http://www.salon.com/2015/01/17/koch_brotherscharter_school_nightmare_whit
e_kids_get_to_go_to_a_school_with_a_montessori_approach_while_children_of
_color_get_eye_control/) 

 
 
Week 9 

Tu 3.31  Reading TBD based on student research topics 
 

Th 4.2  Gentrification and Schools 
 

Edelberg, Jacqueline and Susan Kurland.  2009 How to walk to school: Blueprint for a 
neighborhood school Renaissance. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield. p. 
151-170 

 
Posey-Maddox, L. 2013. "Professionalizing the PTO: Race, Class, and Shifting Norms of 

Parental Engagement in a City Public School." American Journal of Education 
119(2):235-60. 

 
Cucchiara, M. 2008. "Re-Branding Urban Schools: Urban Revitalization, Social Status, 

and Marketing Public Schools to the Upper Middle Class." Journal of Education 
Policy 23(2):165-79. 

 
** Literature review due Thursday 9 pm 
 
Week 10  

Tu 4.7 Peer Critique Workshops on Literature Review 
Read and comment on 2 classmates’ lit reviews 
 

Th 4.9 Reading TBD based on student research topics 
 
Week 11 

Tu 4.14 Data Visualizations Workshop 
 

Th 4.16 Individual Research Meetings #2, No class 
 
Week 12 

Tu 4.21 Individual Research Meetings #2, No class 
 
** First draft of research paper due Thursday 4/23 by 9 pm 
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Week 13 
Tu 4.28 Student Presentations (10 mins + 5 mins Q&A) 

 
Th 4.30  Student presentations (10 mins + 5 mins Q&A) 

 
Week 14  

Tu 5.5  Student Presentations (10 mins + 5 mins Q&A) 
 
** Final 25 page paper due Thursday 5/7 by 9 pm 


