Defining Social Issues

Learning Activity 1

Study the following news headlines*. What do the highlighted parts mean to you? 

Survival Guide to Global Warming
                  Wealth Gap Widens 

Cyber-bullying Spreads          Riding the Wave of Consumerism
(a) Write down what you think the highlighted words mean.
Global warming: _____________________________________________________

Wealth gap: ________________________________________________________

Cyber-bullying: ______________________________________________________

Consumerism: ______________________________________________________
(b) Compare your answers with your partner. Are there any differences in the way you explain the highlighted words? 

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Everybody may understand the same phrase in their own way. As a writer or presenter, it is therefore important that you set a common ground for discussion by providing a definition beforehand. 
When we brainstorm for ideas to use in a definition, it would be helpful to ask ourselves questions using the different Wh- words. Four common Wh- words that are particularly useful are included in the table below.

	What 
	What have you seen or heard that makes you realise the issue exists? E.g. have there been incidents in the news that reflect the issue? What observation have you made of the phenomenon* in our society?

	Who 
	Who are involved? Who are the victims*? Who are the people who cause the problem? Who are concerned or have even taken action?

	Where 
	Where does it take place? Is this an issue that troubles developing countries or developed countries in general?

	When 
	When does the issue occur? Can you provide a timeline that includes the important dates / years of the development of the issue?


Learning Activity 2

The following texts define some social issues. In pairs, identify the parts that answer the questions of what, who, where and when. 

(a) Study the example below and answer the questions that follow:

Consumerism

Today, we live in a society driven by consumption, very often unnecessary consumption.  (What?) Consumerism is the term used to describe a way of life where people shop unnecessarily to pursue happiness. In fact, the advertisements that promote material pleasure can be seen everywhere to give us the sense that we actually have the need to buy the products they advertise. As a result, people work long hours, create waste, pollute the environment and worse of all, feel stressed and unhappy.  (Where?) In a consumer society like Hong Kong, (Who?) almost everybody is affected.  (When?) In the past, rural areas and developing countries used to be less ‘buying-driven’. However, under the current wave of globalisation, consumerism is hitting more and more societies, leaving very few places unaffected today.

(b) Which question word does the underlined part answer? Put your answer in the given space.

Obesity

Obesity is a growing public health problem (                         ?) in all developed countries, where lifestyle is often marked by a high-calorie diet and insufficient exercise.  (                             ?) A person is defined to be obese most commonly by their body mass index (BMI), which is a simple calculation of the person’s weight in proportion to their height. (BMI = kg/m2) According to Professor Woo Kam-sang, Professor of the Department of Medicine and Therapeutics of The Chinese University of Hong Kong, (                          ?) the population classified as overweight in Hong Kong increased from 25% to 40% (                         ?) in the period 1989 to 1998, the obesity prevalence (according to more conservative criteria) increased from 3.5% to 9%, and this figure keeps on increasing.
(c) With your partner, identify the parts in the following passage which are about what, who, where and when.

Poverty
Poverty generally refers to the condition when a person does not have the money to sustain their basic human needs like food, shelter, clothing and safe drinking water. Poverty is also characterised by the lack of access to education, information and health care. Unlike what many think, the issue of poverty is not confined* to developing countries. Even in developed parts of the world, a fraction of the population often lives in poverty. In today’s global village, with a widening gap between the wealthy and the poor, this fraction is expanding at an increasing speed. In Hong Kong, for example, from 1996 to 2006, the number of people under the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance Scheme drastically* increased from 223,384 to 521,611.

Learning Activity 3
What words or phrases can be used to provide definitions? A sentence in the ‘Consumerism’ passage in the previous learning activity is reprinted below. The words and phrases that are used to provide definitions are highlighted.
[image: image1.wmf]
Consumerism is the term used to describe a way of life where people shop unnecessarily to pursue happiness. 

(a) Read the following sentences and underline the words / phrases that are used to provide definitions.

1. 
Bullying is defined as threatening or hurting someone who is usually less strong or powerful than you.

2.  Privacy refers to someone’s right to keep his / her personal matters secret.

(b) Identify the words or phrases used in the other two passages, ‘Obesity’ and ‘Poverty’, in Learning Activity 2 to provide definitions. Underline them in the passages.
(c) Some of the expressions below are often used in definitions. In pairs, circle the ones you think are useful for defining social issues.
	recommends
	means
	a condition

	is characterised by
	results in
	is known as

	a request
	differs from
	is also called

	advantages
	summarise
	a phenomenon


(d) Choose two of the expressions that you have circled above and write definitions for any two social issues. You may use a dictionary to help you. 

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
Learning Activity 4
Now you need to practise defining social issues. Your teacher will give you some information about certain social issues.
Choose one of the information sheets and write a definition for the social issue in the space below. The phrases / language in the table will help you to complete your paragraph.
Information Sheet A

	           …there has been…                        This phenomenon is…
…such as…and…
                                                 …is also a serious problem…
Product counterfeiting is defined as the…                           


Information Sheet B

	
…the…but…                             As a result…
For example…                Food safety refers to the…and…
                    …have been…


____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
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