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CRIM 491 Honors Seminar 
 

The Broken Windows in Urban Areas— 
Disorder, Crime and Racial Stereotypes 

 

Professor:  Dr. Sue-Ming Yang     Semester/Year: Fall, 2017 

Class Day/Time: T/4:30 pm - 7:10 pm   Class Location: Innovation Hall 333 
Email: syang10@gmu.edu     Office: Enterprise Hall Room 306 

  Office Hours: Tuesdays 3:00pm to 4:15pm, or by appointment 

 

Course Description and Objectives 

This project is considered a year-long commitment and you’re all expected to continue the 
project (take CRIM 492) through the spring semester (barring some sort of catastrophe). Those 
who complete CRIM 491 and 492 with at least a 3.5 GPA for the two seminars will receive the 
departmental honors designation on their diplomas. This course is taught annually by a member 
of the faculty within the Department of Criminology, Law & Society. The topic each year 
changes depending upon faculty interests. During the 2017-18 academic year we are learning 
about the urban disorder, perception, and police practices related to the broken windows theory. 
We will do so by studying existing scholarship on this topic and by designing experiments to 
collect and analyze data ourselves. 

In 1982 Wilson and Kelling published their seminal piece “Broken Windows” in the Atlantic 
Monthly in which they suggest that disorder has criminogenic effects with untended disorder 
eventually leading to crime problems. Since then, urban disorder has become a center of public 
policy. Urban Sociologist Richard Sennett views so-called disorder as a manifestation of the 
social diversity of a place where people come from different racial, ethnic, social, and economic 
backgrounds.  Thus, disorder is considered a byproduct that comes with the modernization of 
urban cities. On the contrary, criminologists often classify disorder as a social negativity. Urban 
disorder has been argued to be the main source of the “fear” of residents, rather than the true fear 
of “crime.” In our fast-changing society, these contrasting viewpoints illustrate the subjective 
nature of what disorder is and its corresponding social meanings.  

In this course students will identify “factors” that affect individual perception of urban disorder. 
Based on the findings, students in this class will learn to design experiments to test different 
types of racial stereotypes and how they affect our perception of urban disorder and fear of crime. 
This study will build on and extend prior studies that the instructor has conducted regarding 
disorder perception. Students will conduct research on various issues related to racial stereotypes 
and implicit biases. The controversies related to zero-tolerance policing will also be reviewed 
and discussed. 
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Research and Scholarship-Intensive Course and Honors Program Information 

This class is designated as a Students as Scholars Research and Scholarship (RS) Intensive 
Course, which means that you will have the opportunity to work on a real-life research project 
and present your results beyond the classroom. To learn more about Students as Scholars, visit 
http://oscar.gmu.edu.  
 
On completion of this course you should be familiar with the principles of participatory action 
research and research methods, be able to discuss prior research on community policing, alcohol-
related crime, and place-based crime prevention, and have developed a research question and 
research proposal that will be implemented in the Spring semester (CRIM 492). 
 
RS Student Learning Outcomes 
In this RS-designated course, students will: 
• Create an original scholarly or creative project 
• Communicate knowledge from an original scholarly or creative project 
• Engage in scholarly inquiry by: 
– Articulating and refining a scholarly question 
– Following ethical principles 
– Gathering evidence appropriate to the question 
– Assessing the validity of key assumptions and evidence 

The Criminology, Law and Society Honors Program is open to Criminology, Law and Society 
majors who show the ability and drive to benefit from intensive study in the honors seminars. 
There are no formal course or GPA requirements, although the most promising candidates will 
be students who have taken challenging courses at Mason and who have earned at least a 3.5 
overall/cumulative GPA. Students must have permission to participate in this course and are 
expected to make a one-year commitment to participate in both CRIM 491 and CRIM 492. 
Students who successfully complete CRIM 491 and 492 with a GPA of 3.5 or above will 
receive the honors designation in Criminology, Law and Society when they graduate and the 
letters “RS” will appear on their academic transcripts indicating they have participated in a 
Research and Scholarship Intensive course. The six credits from these two courses count in the 
elective category and toward the criminal justice concentration.  
 
Course Readings: 

Books 
Wesley Skogan (1990). Disorder and Decline. The Free Press. 
Peter K.B. St. Jean (2007). Pockets of Crime. The University of Chicago. 
Ralph Taylor (2001). Breaking Away from Broken Windows. Boulder, Co: Westview Press. 
Kelling and Coles (1996). Fixing Broken Windows. Simon and Schuster.  
 
Additional readings in PDF format 

In addition to the text, there are required readings assembled on the course blackboard page. To 
access these readings, go to our blackboard page and scroll down until you see the course 
readings section. All readings are in PDF format requiring you to have Adobe Acrobat Reader on 
your computer. You can read the readings on the screen or you can print them out.  
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GRADING 

Your final grade for CRIM 491 is calculated as follows (total 100%). 

Homework Assignments    40% 

Article Briefs (7 @ 5% each)  35% 

Research Question(s) and Lit Review 15% 

Participation     10% 

 

Grading Scale 

96-100 = A+  86.5-89.9 = B+ 76.5-79.9 = C+ 60-69.9 = D 

93-95.9 = A  83.5-86.4 = B  73.5-76.4 = C  <59.9   = F 

90-92.9 = A-  80.0-83.4 = B-  70.0-73.4 = C-   

  

Article Briefs 

During the semester, you will submit seven article briefs on academic articles. We will talk more 
about how to brief articles in class. Article briefs are no more than one page each (maximum), 
are typed using Times New Roman font with 1-inch margins on all sides. They are generally 
composed of short statements (not full sentences) and may have bullet points. All article briefs 
start with an appropriate citation as the document header. All article briefs are due via 
Blackboard by midnight on Monday before our class meets for the week. 

         

Resources 
 
Blackboard 
Visit http://coursessupport.gmu.edu if you need help using Blackboard. Walk-in assistance is 
available at the Collaborative Learning Hub, 311 Johnson Center. 
 
The Writing Center and Mason Library 
The Writing Center at Mason (http://writingcenter.gmu.edu) is a fantastic and free resource 
providing information and one-on-one tutoring for all your writing needs. While I am always 
willing to review drafts of your writing and provide feedback, consider the Writing Center if you 
need more intensive assistance with any part of the writing process, from planning and 
organizing your paper to proof-reading and revising. Their website also has guides on best 
practices for reading, note-taking, and citing sources. Mason Library also has excellent tutorials 
on writing, reading, note-taking, giving presentations, time management, and academic integrity. 
See http://library.gmu.edu/tutorials for a full list. 
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Personal and Academic Resources 
If you are struggling, in crisis, or just need information and resources, the Offices of University 
Life provide support and assistance for many areas of your personal and academic life, including 
academic integrity, counseling and psychological services, disability services, diversity and 
inclusion, health and wellness, LGBTQ resources, and advice for international students. See 
http://ulife.gmu.edu/home/offices-of-universitylife/ for a full listing of service areas and contact 
information. 
 
 
University Policies 

Students with Disabilities: If you are a student with a disability and you need academic 
accommodations, please inform the instructor and contact the Office of Disability Resources at 
703.993.2474. All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. See 
http://ods.gmu.edu for more information.  
 
Cell Phones and technology:  All cell phones, pagers and other forms of communication must be 
silenced during the class period.  If you need to have your device on for emergency purposes 
inform the professor as well as take steps to minimize the disturbance to the class. This includes 
texting as well as speaking.  Students who use laptops should use them for class purposes, as 
other uses can be a distraction for other students in the course. 

Statement on Academic Integrity: I expect adherence to the University Honor Code. If I witness 
any violations of the Honor Code, I will follow the standard reporting procedures as outlined in 
the University Handbook. Most forms of cheating are self-evident and need no elaboration here. 
Plagiarism is not always well understood by students. Plagiarism is representing another's work 
as one's own. This extends to ideas as well as words. That is, if you paraphrase the ideas 
expressed in something you have read, you need to cite the author and source. Exact phrases, 
sentences, etc. from someone else's writing must be quoted and proper citation given.  

 

Important Dates and Deadlines:  

Last day to drop with a 33% tuition penalty   September 19, 2017 

Final Drop deadline with a 67% tuition penalty September 29, 2017 
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Course Topics and Assigned Readings 

 

Date Lecture & 
Discussion 

Topic 

Assigned Readings Research Activities Assignment 

8/29 Intro to course NONE 

9/5 The Broken 
Windows 
Theory 

 Wilson and Kelling 
(1986) 

  Article Brief: the Broken 
Windows 

9/12 The Concepts 
of Disorder 

 Chapters from 
Measuring What 
Matters (Blumestein, 
Bratton, & Kelling) 

 Bursik and Grasmick 
(1993) Ch. 2 

  Complete CITI ethics training 
and bring proof to class 

http://oria.gmu.edu/research-with-
humans-or-animals/institutional-
review-board/human-subjects-
training/ 

9/19 Theories of 
Disorder (I) 

 Skogan (1990) Ch. 1-4 

 St. Jean. (2007) Ch. 1-
2 

The research process 

Finding academic 
sources 

 Conduct a Google Scholar 
search for broken windows 
related terms (see handout) 
 

 Article Brief: Skogan Chapters 

9/26 Theories of 
Disorder II 

 Taylor et a. (1995) 

 St. Jean. (2007) Ch. 3 

 Keizer et al. (2008) 

Discuss Meanings and 
Definitions of 
Disorder 

 Article Brief: Choose one from 
readings 

10/3 Perceptions of 
Disorder I 

 St. Jean. (2007) Ch 4-5 
 Innes (2004) 
 Hinkle and Yang 

(2014) 

Video Watch: 
Eberhardt Talk 

 Article Brief: Choose one from 
readings  

 

10/10 No Class: Columbus Day  

10/17 Diversity and 
Disorder 

 St. Jean. (2007) Ch 6-8 
 Sampson and 

Raudenbush (2004) 
 Sampson (2009) 

  Article Brief: St. Jean (2007) 

10/24 Perceptions of 
Disorder (II) 

 Eberhardt et al. (2003) 
 Eberhardt et al. (2004) 
 Yang and Pao (2015) 

Discuss factors that 
affect disorder 
perception 

 Assignment: Classifications of 
Photos 

10/31 Research Questions: Discussion and Planning  Assignment: Research Question 
(draft) 

11/07 Broken 
Windows 
Policing 

 Skogan (1990) Ch. 5-7 

 Harcourt and Ludwig 
(2006) 

  Article Brief: Comparing and 
contrasting the two readings 

11/14 No Class: ASC Meeting (instructor is at a conference. Continue working on the research question and 
the research design as a group) 
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Date Lecture & Discussion Topic Assigned Readings 

11/21 Research Methods:  appropriate readings will be assigned depending 
on the research questions chosen 

 Article Brief: an article of your 
choosing 

11/28 Implicit Association Test: readings TBA  

12/5 Research Methods II: Discussion and Planning  Assignment: Research 
Question and Lit review 

12/19 Planning, next steps for spring 2018  


