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COURSE TITLE: Organizing for Social and Political Change  
COURSE NUMBER: 652 (winter Term, 2013, Section 005, Class#26911 
TIME & PLACE Thurs 9:00am-12:00pm, Room B760, School Social Work 
Building  
CREDIT HOURS: 3 
PREREQUISITES: SW 522 or permission of instructor   
INSTRUCTOR: Maureen Okasinski, MSW, LEO Intermittent Lecturer I 
CONTACT DETAILS: SSWB 3760 
 E-mail:   mokasins@umich.edu 
 Phone:  313 313-8911 
OFFICE HOURS: Thurs:   8:30-9:00am or by appointment  
COURSE MEETS: 1/9/2013-4/23/21013;  no class 3/7/2013-break  
 Course syllabus based on previous work of Larry Gant, Charles Keiffer and Maureen 
Okasinski 
 
COURSE STATEMENT  
 
This course statement was approved by Governing Faculty on Nov. 8, 2006.  
 
1. Course Description  
This course focuses on various methods of organizing people to engage in social and 
political action on their own behalf or on behalf of others. Students will analyze different 
approaches to mobilizing people for collective action, challenging oppressive structures and 
processes, building organizational capacity, implementing action plans, and generating 
power in the community. The course includes content on the analysis of power structures; 
the formulation of action strategies; the use of tactics involving persuasion, consensus, and 
conflict; the organization, implementation and evaluation of community campaigns; the use 
of political and media advocacy; and the relationship of social and political action to 
contemporary issues which affect oppressed and disadvantaged communities. Case 
examples will be drawn from the U.S. and other nations and special emphasis will be placed 
on organizing communities of color, women, LGBTQ populations, and other under-
represented groups in U.S. society.  
 
 
2. Course Content  
 
Social and political action encompasses various means to create change at the community 
and societal level. This course takes the perspective that such organizing can win 
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improvements in people’s lives, make people aware of their own power, alter the relations of 
power in the community, and create a more socially just society. The history of organizing 
for social and political action – inside and outside the social work field – and its underlying 
theoretical assumptions about power, conflict, and change will be covered. This course will 
also examine the sociopolitical and political-economic arenas in which organizing operates; 
the roles and responsibilities of practitioners; several major strategies and tactics of 
organizing; environmental forces that facilitate or limit organizing; the ethical and value 
dilemmas of social action organizing; and lessons learned from research on social and 
political action and change. In addition, different schools of thought about organizing and 
their approaches to the formulation of goals, issues, constituencies, targets, and tactics will 
be compared. 
 
 
3. Course Objectives  
 
Upon completion of the course, students will be able to:  
 

1. Understand and analyze the changing context of social and political action;  
2. Understand the relationship of contemporary social, economic and political issues to 

social and political action strategies and tactics;  
3. Understand and apply social and political dynamics as they relate to issues of power, 

privilege, social justice, and resource distribution;  
4. Analyze alternative models, strategies, tactics, and modes of social and political 

action directed towards these goals;  
5. Demonstrate skills in community assessment, leadership and organizational 

development, planning and conducting campaigns, and the evaluation of their 
results;  

6. Formulate strategies and create tactics which engage constituencies in social and 
political action;  

7. Identify and incorporate attention to issues related to diversity dimensions such as 
ability, age, class, color, culture, ethnicity, family structure, gender (including gender 
identity and gender expression), marital status, national origin, race, religion or 
spirituality, sex and sexual orientation, as well as community of residence and other 
dimensions which are associated with privilege, discrimination, domination, and 
oppression;  

8. Identify and analyze the major value and ethical dilemmas that arise in the course of  
organizing for social and political action. 

 
4. Course Design  
 
The course will use an integrative learning approach. Students will select local community-
based evaluation projects based on their areas of interest and educational needs, and form 
groups of 2-3 students. Multiple pedagogical methods such as mini-lectures, participatory 
discussions, written assignments, student presentations, and role playing will be used. 
Client agency guests may be invited to present evaluation needs and discuss evaluation 
results. Students will access C-Tools for additional course-relevant resources. Each course 
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meeting will include a mini-lecture and practice activities, group time to work on evaluation 
projects, and consultation from the instructor.  
 
The format of the course will include instructor lecture, class discussion, analysis of 
assigned readings and cases, class exercises and simulations, and external individual and 
group activities. Speakers and videos will be used to augment other course materials. 
Students will contribute to developing a climate in the classroom in which everyone can (a) 
experiment with new skills; (b) explore their own multicultural competence and the 
implications of one’s own background for developing and implementing social and political 
action strategies; (c) consult with each other on action projects and assignments; and (d) 
generate plans and strategies for future learning and development.  
 
 
5. Relationship of the Course to Four Curricular Themes  
 
• Multiculturalism and Diversity:  The course will focus on the issues involved in working for 
social and political change in a multicultural society and in engaging in social and political 
action in and with multicultural communities.  It will also address the problems and potential 
of engaging in successful social and political action with diverse populations inclusive of 
diversity dimensions previously listed.  Case examples of social and political action within 
multicultural communities in the U.S. and other nations will be used to illustrate strategic and 
tactical issues.  
 
 • Social Justice and Social Change: An underlying assumption of the course is that the 
goals of social and political action are to promote social justice and produce positive social 
change.  The course will explore the different meanings of social justice and social change, 
and their implications for the development of strategies and tactics of social and political 
action.  Historical and contemporary illustrations will be used to analyze these concepts.  
 
 • Promotion, Prevention, Treatment, and Rehabilitation: Although the course will focus on 
change at the macro level of intervention, it assumes that the creation of socially just and 
responsive policies and organizations through social and political action is a pre-condition 
for the development of effective programs that emphasize prevention, treatment, and 
rehabilitation.  In fact, the underlying principles of social and political action complement 
rather than contradict the objectives of promotion, prevention, treatment, and rehabilitation 
in social service programs.   
 
• Behavioral and Social Science Research:  The course includes the analysis of 
contemporary and historical research on the application of theoretical models of social 
action and social change.  Case examples of social and political action efforts will be 
evaluated in terms of the validity of their theoretical premises and their effectiveness in 
achieving stated ends.  Issues for further research will also be identified.     
 
6. Intensive Focus Statement on Privilege, Oppression, Diversity, and Social Justice 
(PODS):  
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Privilege: A critical, if often unacknowledged manifestation of social injustice is the 
difference in the degree of privilege experienced among individuals and groups in the  U.S. 
– on the basis of race, class, gender, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, age, and 
physical ability – in their efforts to create social and political change.  One goal of social and 
political action is to eliminate or reduce these disparities – through both ends and means.  
This course will explore how privilege, or its absence, influences the nature of social change 
at the community and societal levels and what can be done to overcome it.   
 
Oppression: Social workers have an ethical obligation to work to overcome oppression in 
society in all its forms.  This course will examine how social and political action can 
contribute to this goal by altering societal institutions, structures, policies, and processes, 
and by empowering oppressed communities to work on their own behalf.   
 
Diversity:  The course will focus on the issues involved in working for social and political 
change in a multicultural society and in engaging in social and political action in and with 
multi-cultural communities.  It will also address the problems and potential of engaging in 
successful social and political action with diverse populations.  Case examples of social and 
political action within multicultural communities in the U.S. and other nations will be used to 
illustrate strategic and tactical issues.    
 
Social Justice: An underlying assumption of the course is that the goals of social and 
political action are to promote social justice and produce progressive social and political 
change. The course will explore the different meanings of social justice and social change, 
and their implications for the development of strategies and tactics of social and political 
action. Historical and contemporary illustrations will be used to analyze these concepts.    
 
 
7. Relationship of the course to Social Work Ethics and Values  
 
The Code of Ethics establishes an ethical imperative for social workers to engage in social 
and political action on behalf of social justice and in support of the needs of diverse and 
disadvantaged populations.  Since the emergence of the social work profession in the U.S., 
the pursuit of social justice through a variety of social and political strategies has been one 
of its fundamental tenets. This course reflects that heritage and applies those values in the 
analysis of contemporary social and political action efforts. It also discusses some of the 
ethical issues involved in pursuing social justice through social and political action.    
 
8.  Required Texts  
Kim Bobo, Jackie Kendall, Steve Max (2009) Organizing for social change: Midwest 
Academy manual for activists, Publisher: Seven Locks Press 4th ed.   
     
RELEVANT POLICIES  
     
1. Religious Holidays  
Students who observe a religious holiday on the same day as class will have access to the 
class materials covered that day. Students are expected to notify the instructor if they plan 
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to miss class. The official University of Michigan policy on religious holidays, and a list of 
possible conflicts with classes, can be found at:  
http://www.provost.umich.edu/calendar/religious_holidays.html  
 
2. Learning Needs and Disabilities  
Students with specialized learning needs are requested to make an appointment with the 
instructor to discuss the necessary arrangements. If you have a disability or condition that 
may interfere with your participation in this course, please schedule a private appointment 
with the instructor as soon as possible to discuss accommodations for your specific needs. 
This information will be kept strictly confidential. For more information and resources, please 
contact the Services for Students with Disabilities office at G664 Haven Hall, (734) 763-
3000.  
 
3. Academic Integrity   
All students should be familiar with and take seriously the School of Social Work’s standards 
regarding intellectual honesty and plagiarism. These standards are published in the MSW 
Student Handbook (http://www.ssw.umich.edu/studentGuide/2007.  Detected and 
documented plagiarism for any class related assignment leads to automatic failure of the 
course.  I want your own learning, writing, and thinking in the class.   
 
4.  Electronic Devices and Laptops   
In consideration of your classmates, your own learning, and the integrity of classroom 
processes, the only approved use of electronic devices is for the purpose of taking course 
related notes.  In some cases, I may ask everyone to close their note taking electronic 
device.  Please turn off cell phones during class.  And while use of laptops is certainly okay 
for the purpose of taking notes or presentations, please refrain from texting, e-mailing, or 
browsing during class time.   These actions are a distraction for yourself, your classmates 
and myself.  The break allows time for personal electronic communications. 
 
5.  Required Readings     
Students should complete readings prior to the class for which they are assigned.  All 
required readings are described in this course syllabus and will be posted on C-Tools. 
Supplemental readings are also posted for student use and enrichment.   Periodic handouts 
and additional required readings may be assigned during the term. All will either be 
distributed in class and/or posted on C-tools.    
 
6.  Attendance 
The School of Social Work attendance policy can be found in the Student Guide. 
Attendance will be recorded in this course, however, it is not included in the grading rubric.  
 
7. Deadline Expectations  
All assignments are due at the beginning of class on the date listed in the course outline. 
Late assignments will be graded down 5% per day. Exceptions will need prior permission of 
the instructor.  
 
8.  Participation 
Students are expected to fully engage in the course through discussion, activities, listening 
and leadership.  Everyone should feel safe and respected throughout the semester.  Each 

http://www.provost.umich.edu/calendar/religious_holidays.html
http://www.ssw.umich.edu/studentGuide/2007
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of us has a responsibility to listen, ask questions and reflect in order to provide this. 
Communication can be complication and easily misunderstood.  Please take time to 
understand what others are saying in spirit and word. Participation represents 30% of the 
student’s grade. 
 
9. Grading System  
At the beginning of the semester students will choose to be graded as a group OR 
individually. A 100-point system is used. At the end of the semester, the project points 
earned will be translated into letter grades according to the following formula:  
 
A+   97-100   B+  87-90  C+ 77-80   D <69 (no credit)  
A  94-96    B  84-86  C 74-76  
A- 91–93   B-  81-83  C- 70-73  
 
10. Incompletes  
Incompletes are not granted unless it can be demonstrated that it would be unfair to hold 
the student to the normal expectations of the course. The student must formally request an 
incomplete with the instructor prior to the final weeks of class. Please review the Student 
Guide section on Ethical Conduct in the University Environment. This section addresses 
plagiarism, harassment and discrimination policies.  
 
Assignments 
All written work should follow APA style including being double spaced, in 12 point font, with 
headings for each section.  Grading rubrics are provided for each assignment so that 
students can be certain of the expectations for each assignment. 
  

1.  Participation, part one (15pts)  
Each session will include activities, discussions, etc and students are expected to fully 
engage in these.  There is essentially one point per class for participation.  If you are 
absent, you are responsible for checking the powerpoint slides and in-class assignment 
folder in c-tools and completing these by the start of the next class. 
 
2.  Participation, part two (10-15pts) 
 Taking class participation one step further into leadership, each week students will 
contribute to furthering the class’ knowledge of the topics. 

a. News Roundtable news (10 pts) 
Each week, the student will monitor media outlets (traditional media, social 
media) and find out what’s happened in organizing.  This can be organizing on 
any level from local to international and any topic. Students should find a 
couple of regular sources and read their articles, facebook postings, twitter 
feeds, blogs, etc.   We will start each class with a roundtable discussion of 
what’s been happening-the issue, the leaders, constituents, responses, 
controversies, opinion v. fact etc. 

 
b.  Fact checker (up to 5 bonus pts)  
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In the course of discussion on various topics, what is accurate (rather than 
what we believe about a topic) can sometimes come into question.  Volunteer 
to check into the facts of the matter and give an update in the following class.    

 
3.   Case Study Paper & presentation (30) 
Students will research a movement from the past, complete a 6-8 page, double-spaced 
paper and conduct a brief presentation to the class.  This assignment can be complete 
with a partner if desired.   Each student (or team) will research, explore, and present a 
brief case study to class on one of several identified topical areas (labor, environment, 
civil rights, access the resources, political rule, education or other topic approved by the 
instructor.  Sources for this paper should include a variety of types. 

 
A listing of options and dates proposed for presentations will be distributed in class and 
posted on C-tools.   
 
Each paper shall include: 
• Brief background/context statement about the movement  
• What is/was the core issue being confronted? 
• Who was impacted?  
• e) What model of organizing does this most closely resemble?  
• Who was responsible for mobilizing efforts and how were they supported? 
• What were the core tactics/strategies utilized to make a difference? 
• How were related organizing tactics and actions mobilized? 
• What was the identifiable impact or result of this effort?  
• What did we learn regarding organizing for social and political action from this study?  
 
Presentation 
Each student (or team) will be expected to provide an oral presentation of approximately 
15 minutes in class, in order to allow for direct sharing and discussion of this information 
among class peers.  The presentation should include no more than 10 minutes of lecture 
and have 5 minutes available for Q & A. 
 
4.  Social Action  (45pts) 

Each student will identify a current social or political issue of interest to them, follow it, 
participate in it and create a plan of action for the movement.  Following the issue means 
regular attention to media-social and traditional (see news roundtable assignment) as well 
as actually engaging with the movement.  This is a four part assignment.  You will need to 
identify your issue early in the semester in order to actually follow it throughout the term and 
have enough time to participate, research and respond to the movement. Follow your issue 
in the social and traditional media.  Keep a record for your reference page of your sources 
of information. 

1. Attend a current organizing activity (15pts) 
Participate in organizing activity for this movement twice during the semester.  This 
would likely include attending a meeting/rally/legislative session/forum or following 
and posting in social media.  Write about what you did, reflect on what you observed 
about the leaders, other participants and yourself in action. 
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2. Interview an organizer (or other interested person if organizer is not available) about 
the movement to date: (15 pts) 
Why s/he got involved, who is impacted, why this matters now, who care about this 
issue, how constituents reached, tactics used that have been 
successful/unsuccessful, what hope to achieve and in what time frame 

3. Synthesize (15pts) 
Based on your own research on this current movement, participation in it and 
interview with a key figure, write about what you have learned about the key issues, 
population impacted, success of the model and tactics.  Identify the barriers to 
progress and lay out a plan of action as if you were a key leader in this movement 
from this day forward. Remember to cite all sources for media, participation and 
interviews to make your point. 

4.  Share (5pt) 
Present to the class a briefing of the movement-issues, successes and challenges 
and what impact this has had on you and your future involvement in organizing. 

 

 ASSIGNMENT SUBMISSION SCHEDULE   

Assignment Due Date 
Participation, part two – scheduled for each student in first class 
session  

Dependent 
on student  

Identify social action topic 1/17 
Identify case study subject and partner 1/24 
Case Study-presentation  2/21 or 

2/28 
Case Study-paper   2/28 
Social Action part one  3/21 
Social Action part two 4/4 
Social Action part three 4/11 
Social Action part four 4/18 
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SESSIONS, LEARNING TOPICS, & READINGS 
 
Guest speakers to be announced 
 

Date Topic due 
1. Jan. 10 Intro to course & syllabus; 

 what is organizing?  
 

2. Jan 17 Issues & Models of organizing Choose topic for 
social action 

Readings 1/17 
• Smock, K. (2004). Democracy in Action: Community Organizing and Urban Change. 

(Chapters 1 & 2) New York: Columbia University Press 
• Checkoway, B. (1995) Six Strategies of Community Change. Community Development 

Journal. 30(1), 2-20. 
• Bobo, Chapter 3-Choosing an Issue 

3. Jan 24   Strategies and Tactics Choose movement 
for case study 

Readings 1/24 
• Smock, K. (2004). “Lessons Learned”, in Democracy in Action: Community Organizing 

and Urban Change (pp. 247-261). New York: Columbia University Press.   
• Bobo, Ch 27-Breakdown of the Real Economy 
• Bobo , Ch 4-Developing a Strategy 
• Bobo,  Ch. 5 -A Guide to Tactics 

4. Jan 31 Coalitions, 
Leadership Development & Public Speaking 

  

 

Readings 1/31 
• Bobo, Chapter 11 
• Bobo, Chapter 9 
• Bobo, Chapter 13 

5. Feb 7 Direct Action & Empowerment Practice  
2/7 Readings 

• Alinsky, S. (1971). “Tactics”, in Rules for Radicals. (pp. 126-164). New York: Vintage 
Books.   

• Stoecker, R.  (2009). Community Organizing and Social Change. Contexts. 8:1, 20-25.   
• Fisher, R. and Shragge, E. (2000). Challenging Community Organizing. Journal of 

Community Practice, 8(3), 1-19.   
• Speer, P.W. and Hughey, J. (1995).  Community Organizing: An Ecological Route to 

Empowerment and Power. American Journal of Community Psychology, 23(5), 729-748.  
• Kahn, S. (1982). Organizing: A Guide for Grass-Roots Leaders (pp. 1-19). New York: 

McGraw-Hill.   
• Kline, M, Dolgon, C., and Dresser, L. (2000). The Politics of Knowledge in Theory and 

Practice: Collective Research and Political Action in a Grassroots Community 
Organization. Journal of Community Practice, 8(2), 23-38. 

6. Feb 14 Empowered Community Organization  
Readings 2/14 
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• Padgett, D.L. (2002).  “Institutionalizing Activism: The History of the Sherman Park 
Community Association,” Journal of Community Practice, 10(4), 67-83. 

• Brooks, F. (2005).  Resolving the Dilemma between Organizing and Services: Los 
Angeles ACORN's Welfare Advocacy. Social Work. 50, 3: 262-270.  

• Yoo, S., Weed, N., Lempa, M., Mbondo, M., Shada, R., and Goodman, R. (2004). 
Collaborative Community Empowerment: An Illustration of A Six-Step Process.  Health 
Promotion Practice, 5:3, 256-265. 

7. Feb 21 Media & Online  
Student Presentations 

  

Case study 
presentations 

 
Readings 2/21 

• Bobo, Chapter 14-media 
• Bobo, Chapter 15-online organizing 

8. Feb 28 Student Presentations Case study 
presentation & 

papers 
2/28 No readings this week 

9. March 7 No class--break 
10. March 14 Tactical Investigations 

Music and art in organizing 
 

 

 

 

Readings 3/14 
• Bobo, Chapter 17 
• Schmidt-Pirro, J. and McCurdy, K.M. (2005). Employing Music in the Cause of Social 

Justice. Voices. 31(1/2), 32-36. 
11. March 21 Diversity 

Legislative and Policy Impact 
Part one social 

action 
Readings 

• Mizrahi, T. (2007). Women’s Ways of Organizing: Strengths and Struggles of Women 
Activists Over Time.  Affilia: Journal of Women and Social Work, 22(1), 39-55.   

• Gutierrez, L. and Lewis, E. (1994). Community Organizing with Women of Color: A 
Feminist Approach. Journal of Community Practice. 1(2), 23-44 

12. March 28 Environmental Activism  
Readings 

• Krauss, C. (1998) Challenging Power: Toxic Waste Protests and the Politicization of 
White, Working Class Women, in N. Naples (Ed.) Community Activism and Feminist 
Politics (pp. 129-150). New York: Routledge. 

• Carroll, J. and Minkler, M. (2000). Freire’s Message for Social Workers: Looking Back, 
Looking Ahead. Journal of Community Practice, Vol. 8(1), 21-36. 

•  Rogge, M.E., Davis, K., Maddox, D., and Jackson, M. (2005). “Leveraging 
Environmental, Social, and Economic Justice at Chattanooga Creek: A Case Study,” 
Journal of Community Practice, 13(3), 33-53.   

13. April 4   
Global issues 

 

Part two social 
action 

Readings 
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-TBA- 
14. April 11 Labor  Part three social 

action papers 
Readings 

Bobo, Chapter 21 & 22 -local unions & labor partnerships 
15. April 18  Student presentations and course wrap up Part Four Social 

action 
presentations 

16. April 25 Exam week-no class   
 
 

 
LEO Lecturers’ Employee Organization, Local 6244, AFL-CIO 
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