HAZARDS, DISASTERS, AND SOCIETY 
Sociology 467--Spring 2000

Professor Kathleen Tierney                           
Disaster Research Center  
77 E. Main Street, Room 106  
831-6618;831-4203 
DRC Home Page: http://www.udel.edu/D
Office Hours: Mon. and Tues.. 3-5 and by appointment 
e-mail address: tierney@udel.edu
COURSE DESCRIPTION: This course provides an introduction to sociological and other social science research on disasters and community-wide emergencies.  The course focuses on major theoretical and methodological approaches that are used to study the social aspects of disasters and hazards.  Lectures and readings provide an overview of basic concepts and theories that are used in sociological studies of disasters.  Course material covers the various phases of the disaster cycle, ranging from the pre-event phase through the post-impact emergency response and longer-term recovery periods.  The subjects considered in the course include risk perception and communication; disaster preparedness; individual, organizational, and community response in disaster situations; the ways in which disasters affect households, businesses, and communities; and post-disaster recovery processes. 

Required readings for the course consist of 22 book chapters, articles, and research reports.  The readings can be found on electronic reserves and also in hard copy in the Morris Library Reserve Room. 

A 10-15-page paper and an in-class presentation on the research you conducted for your paper are required.  Grades in the course are also based on the midterm and final exams and on class participation.  Weekly half-hour class discussions will focus on questions passed out one week in advance.  Discussions will consider the assigned readings for the week,  your own ideas and experiences, and the research you are conducting for the class. 

Course readings should be done in advance; that is, reading assignments for a given week should be completed prior to the class meeting that week. 

LECTURE TOPICS AND READING SCHEDULE: 

Week of February 7: 

What is a disaster?  Disaster types and phases.  Key topics in the sociology of disasters. Relationships to other branches of sociology.  The field of disaster research. 

Reading: Fritz, “Disaster” 

Week of February 14 

Introduction to social science theories of disaster: From social systems to social vulnerability and social constructionism 

Readings: Kreps, “Disaster As Systemic Event and Social Catalyst;” Cannon, “Vulnerability Analysis and the Explanation of ‘Natural’ Disasters” 

Week of February 21 

Theories of disaster (Cont’d.)  Hazard perception and risk communication 

Readings: Oliver-Smith, “Global Changes and the Definition of Disaster;” Cutter, “Scare of the Week: Risk Perception and Behavior;” Flynn, Slovic, and Mertz, “Gender, Race, and Perception of Environmental Health Risks” 

Week of February 28: 

Hazard perception and risk communication (Cont’d.)   Preparedness for and response to disasters among individuals, households, and organizations 

Readings: Fitzpatrick and Mileti, “Public Risk Communication:” Nigg, “Risk Communication and Warning Systems;” Fischer, “The Behavioral Response to Disaster” 

Week of March 6: 

Individual, household, and organizational response to disasters (Cont’d). 

Readings: Perry and Lindell, “The Effects of Ethnicity on Evacuation Decision-Making;” Bolin, “Post-Disaster Sheltering and Housing: Social Processes in Response and Recovery” 

Week of March 13: 

Individual, household, and organizational response to disasters (Cont’d.) 

Readings: O’Brien and Mileti, “Citizen Participation in Emergency Response Following the Loma Prieta Earthquake;” Aguirre, et al., “The Social Organization of Search and Rescue” 

Bring to class a written one-paragraph description of your paper topic, an outline, and a tentative list of references.  Dates for presentation will be selected by lot in class on March 14. 

Week of March 20: 

Midterm exam--in class, March 21 

Week of March 27: 

Spring break---No classes! 
  
  

Week of April 3: 

Disaster Impacts.  Factors affecting social vulnerability to hazards.  Disaster recovery 

Readings: Morrow, “Stretching the Bonds: The Families of Andrew;” Morrow and Enarson, “Hurricane Andrew Through Women’s Eyes;” Fothergill: “The Neglect of Gender in Disaster Work: An Overview of the Literature” 

Week of April 10: 

Disaster recovery (Cont’d.);  The U. S. hazard policy system 

Readings: Dahlhamer and Tierney, “Rebounding from Disruptive Events;” Sylves, “Redesigning and Administering the Federal Emergency Management Agency;” Waugh and Sylves, “The Intergovernmental Relations of Emergency Management” 

Week of April 17: 

Crises associated with technology.  “Natural” and “technological” disasters: How are they similar?  How are they different? 

Readings: Kroll-Smith and Couch, “What is a Disaster?  An Ecological-Symbolic Approach to Resolving the Definitional Debate;”  Freudenburg and Jones, “Attitudes and Stress in the Presence of Technological Risk;”  Cuthbertson and Nigg, “Technological Disaster and the Non-Therapeutic Community” 

Weeks of April 24, May 1, and May 8: 

Student presentations 

Week of May 15: 

Strategies for assessing disaster vulnerability and reducing disaster losses.  Course review. 

Papers are due on class on Tuesday, May 16. 

Take-home final will be handed out in class.   Finals are due at Prof. Tierney’s office at DRC no later than 5pm on Friday, May 19. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 

Your grade in the course will be based on the following: 

Midterm exam...........................................................25% 
Final exam.................................................................25% 
Paper.........................................................................25% 
Class participation and paper presentation..................25% 

The midterm exam will be a combination of objective (multiple-choice) and short-answer essay items. The take-home final exam will be all essay. 

Attendance at lectures is strongly encouraged.  New material is introduced in the lectures that is not covered in the readings. 

Please be sure to complete the assigned readings for the week prior to coming to class that week.  You should be familiar with what is contained in the readings and prepared to take part in discussions on the material. 

POLICY ON MISSED EXAMS AND LATE PAPERS: Make-up exams will be given only in cases involving a serious medical emergency or a death in a student’s immediate family.  Written documentation will be required in all cases.  There are no exceptions to this policy. 

Late papers will be penalized one-third of a letter grade for each day the paper is late (e.g., a paper that would otherwise be an “A,” but that is three days late, receives a “B”). 

POLICY ON INCOMPLETES: The University’s policy is that incomplete are not to be given unless some extreme circumstance occurs that makes it impossible for a student to complete the work on time.  Giving incomplete in less severe situations is unfair to other students who work hard to follow the course schedule.  I expect all students to finish their assignments and complete their course work on time. 

ACADEMIC HONESTY AND DISHONESTY: The University’s rules on academic honesty and dishonesty are described in the official student handbook, available on the web or through the Dean of Students Office.  Following University policy, all cases of plagiarism, fabrication, cheating, or other forms of academic misconduct will be reported to the Dean of Students Office for disciplinary action.  Remember that plagiarism involves presenting the work of others as your own work, and that this includes content available through the Internet. 

