
 

 
 
Course Info:  Title:   SW 611- Theories of Social Change 
   Section(s):  001 and 002 
   Term:   Spring/Summer 2015 
   Times/Dates:  Mon 8:00 am to 12 noon, May 11- July 27, 2015   
    
   
Instructor:  Reuben Miller, PhD, AM 
   Assistant Professor, School of Social Work  
   University of Michigan 
    
Office:   SSWB 2772 
   (734) 763-5951 
   mreuben@umich.edu  
 
Office Hours:  Mondays, 12:30 to 2:30 pm by appointment only 
 
 
Course Description: This is a course on theory and research on social change. The course is 
guided by four lines of inquiry: 1) What is social change?  2) Why should we enact social 
change? 3) For whom What do we think we know about the processes, catalysts, and 
consequences of change on a societal level? 4) Change for whom?  
 
Course Content: The course employs frameworks of social justice, intersectionality and other 
core social work values for the critical examination of theoretical perspectives on social change. 
Students will examine theories related to poverty, inequality, different forms of oppression and 
privilege, social change and social justice, theories of political economy and communities, 
organizational theory, social policy, critical approaches, and other key topics.  
 
In examining these theoretical foundations, students will explore the intersectionality of diverse 
structural and cultural dimensions [e.g. 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], how these affect work towards 
justice, and barriers to this work.  
 
A range of approaches to theorizing will be employed, with an emphasis on those that enhance 
different types of analysis and illuminate many aspects of organizations, communities, and 
society. A central theme will be on factors that contribute to power inequities and can be 
mobilized for change. 
 

mailto:mreuben@umich.edu


Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) Education Policy and Accreditation Standards 
(EPAS): This course will use a variety of pedagogical strategies, including readings, class exercises, case 
studies, and debates to address the CSWE Education Policy and Accreditation Standards.   

• Social Justice: Social Justice and Social Change will be addressed within the goals and 
assumptions of each theoretical approach. Most of the course will focus on social justice goals 
and conceptualizing and operationalizing social change. 

• Multiculturalism & Diversity: Multiculturalism and Diversity will be addressed in this course by 
identifying theories espoused by and compatible with different cultural traditions, by critiquing 
theories from different cultural perspectives, and through course examples about the uses of 
theory in different interest and ontological groups.  

• Promotion, Prevention, Treatment & Rehabilitation: Promotion, Prevention, Treatment, and 
Rehabilitation will be addressed by examining theories about social change for their relevance 
and applicability in each of these areas. Students will compare and contrast theories that focus 
on a positive vision of the future with theories focusing on existing problems.  

• Behavioral and Social Science Research: Behavioral and Social Science Research will be 
addressed by examining the evidence used to build theory and test theory through its 
applications in practice.  

• Social Work Ethics and Values: Students will examine theories and explore the extent to which 
they aid social workers with their ethical responsibilities to the general welfare of society. In 
particular, theories and practice examples will be critiqued with respect to the following ethical 
principles: preventing and eliminating discrimination, ensuring access to resources and services, 
expanding choices for all persons, promoting conditions that encourage respect for diversity, 
advocating for changes in policy to improve social conditions and promote social justice, and 
encourage informed participation by citizens in shaping policies and institutions.  

 
Privilege, Oppression, Diversity and Social Justice (PODS): This course integrates PODS content and 
skills with a special emphasis on the identification of theories, practice and/or policies that promote 
social justice, illuminate injustices and are consistent with scientific and professional knowledge. 
Through the use of a variety of instructional methods, this course will support students to develop a 
vision of social justice, learn to recognize and reduce mechanisms that support oppression and injustice, 
work toward social justice processes, apply intersectionality and intercultural frameworks, and 
strengthen critical consciousness, self-knowledge and self-awareness to facilitate PODS learning. 
 
Course Design: Required readings will be selected by the instructor. Suggested references will 
be included for each session, along with a list of references related to this course. Class room 
activities may include lectures, discussion, simulations, videos/films, group projects, case 
analyses, etc. The format is a mix of lecture and seminar, including student-facilitated 
discussions of the assigned readings and in-class presentations. 
 
All journal articles assigned are available through the University of Michigan library system. 
Book chapters not available through the library will be posted in the CANVAS website or a link 
will be provided for ease of access.  
 
Cell Phones, Laptops, Video and Voice Recorder Policy: Cell phones should be turned off at 
the beginning of each class and stored appropriately; laptop use is to be confined to 
taking/making notes. Students requiring an exemption from these rules for any given class 
should discuss this with the instructor prior to the beginning of that class. 



 
Grading and Requirements: The overall grade for the course will be based on the following: 

1. Class participation (20%) 
2. Book review OR review of ten research studies (30%) 
3. In class presentations (10% of grade) 
4. Social change toolkit (40% of final grade) 

 
Grading: A 100 point system is used:  
 
A 95-100 
A- 91-94 
B+ 87-90 
B 84-86 

B- 81-83 
C+ 77-80 
C 74-76 
C- 70-73 

D 65-69 
E 64 or fewer points 

 
“A” is awarded for exceptional performance and the mastery of the material 
“B” is awarded for papers that demonstrate mastery of the material 
“C” is awarded when mastery of the material is minimal 
“D” indicates deficiency and carries no credit 
“E” indicates failure and carries no credit 
 
Submitting written assignments: he written assignments should be submitted by no later than 
8:00 am on the day it is due. You must submit all assignments through the course website and 
turn in a hard copy to me on the day the assignment is due. 
 
PLEASE NOTE: 

• If you are differently-abled or have a condition that may interfere with your participation 
in this course, please schedule a private appointment with me 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. 
 

• Although the University of Michigan, as an institution, does not observe religious 
holidays, it has long been the University's policy that every reasonable effort should be 
made to help students avoid negative academic consequences when their religious 
obligations conflict with academic requirements. Absence from classes for religious 
reasons does not relieve students from responsibility for any part of the course work 
required during the period of absence. Students who expect to miss in-class assignments 
as a consequence of their religious observance shall be provided with a reasonable 
alternative opportunity to complete such academic responsibilities. It is the obligation of 
students to provide faculty with reasonable notice of the dates of religious holidays on 
which they will be absent. Such notice must be given by the drop/add deadline of the 
given term. Students who are absent on days of class assignments shall be offered an 
opportunity to make up the work, without penalty, unless it can be demonstrated that a 
make-up opportunity would interfere unreasonably with the delivery of the course. 
 

• I DO NOT ACCEPT LATE ASSIGNMENTS 



 
• Students are to use APA “guidelines for each of the assignments. Each assignment needs 

to include appropriate attribution of authorship for paraphrases or ideas acquired from 
another source or appropriate citations, including page numbers, for direct quotes.\ 
 

• IF YOU PLAGIARISE IN THIS COURSE YOU WILL FAIL IT.  
Plagiarism includes: 

• Taking credit for someone else’s work (i.e. paraphrasing their work 
without citing them, or using text from their work without attributing it to 
them) 

• Turning in work you’ve submitted for a grade in another course 
• Please review the Student Guide section on “Ethical Conduct in the 

University Environment.” This section specifically addresses plagiarism 
and the possible consequences for engaging in this behavior. The 
University of Michigan Library system has an on-line resource that can 
assist you in preparing proper citations for assignments using APA format. 
Go to: (http://www.lib.mich.edu/ug/research/citationguide/AP5thed/pdf ) 

 
 

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Class Participation (10 points):  
Students are expected to come to class prepared and to participate in class discussion each week. 
We will take attendance at the beginning of each class beginning in week 3.  
 
Group Class Presentations (20 points) 
You will work in small groups to present the weekly readings and the case study of the day for 
the course.  
 
Book Review (30 points) 
Select a book on a social justice issue that is of interest to you and that is national in scope (e.g., 
poverty, inequality, immigration, lone-parents, low-wage workers, childhood poverty, 
homelessness, education, health, culture and poverty, race, gender discrimination, issues around 
sexual orientation, criminal justice system). When selecting your book, make sure that it includes 
empirical research and/or a review of empirical studies on its topic. Prepare a critical review (5 
double spaced pages) of the book that includes the following:  

 A statement of the issues being addressed  
 The theoretical approach used by the author(s) 
 The key findings and evidence supporting them  
 Your critical assessment of the  

• 1) theoretical approach and  
• 2) evidence supporting the author's conclusions.  

 A discussion of opportunities for change presented in or missed by the 
author in the book  

 
 



 
Toolkit for Change (40 points) 
You will work in small groups to craft a social change took kit. Details will be provided in 
subsequent class discussions and posted on the course website.   
  



CLASS SCHEDULE AND READINGS 
 
 
SECTION 1: ON THEORY AND METHOD 
 
Week 1: May 11, 2015: Whither social change?   

 
Cho, S., K.W. Crenshaw, & L. McCall. (2013). Toward a Field of Intersectionality 

Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis, Signs, 38(4), summer, 785-810. 
 
Dwyer, P. D. & Minnegal, M. (2010) Theorizing social change, Journal of the Royal 

Anthropological Institute, 16, 629-645. 
 
Freire, P. (1970). Chapter one. In P. Freire, Pedagogy of the oppressed (pp. 43-69). 

New York, NY: Continuum International. 
 
Sandel, M. (2009). Justice: What’s the right thing to do? Farrar, Straus and Girrox. 

(Posted on Canvas Website) 
 
Spencer, M. (2008). A social worker’s reflections on power, privilege, and oppression. 

Social Work 53(2), 99-101.  
 
 

Week 2: May 18, 2015: Change for whom? …or… Change for what?  
 
Michael R. (2002) Defining Social Justice in a Socially Unjust World. Families in 

Society: The Journal of Contemporary Social Services: 2002, Vol. 83, No. 4, pp. 
343-354. 

 
Mills, C.W. (2009). “Rawls on Race/Race in Rawls,” The Southern Journal of 

Philosophy, Vol. XLVII pp. 161-84. See 
http://havenscenter.wisc.edu/files/Mills-Rawls%20on%20Race.pdf  

 
Picketty, T. 2009. Capital in the 21st Century. Harvard University Press. Read 

Introduction (Posted on Canvas website).  
 
Rawls, J. (1972). A Theory of Justice. Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Read 
207-221. Retrieved from 
http://www.csus.edu/indiv/c/chalmersk/ECON184SP09/JohnRawls.pdf 

  
Case Study: The New Oilmen 
 
 

Week 3: May 25, 2015: ***MEMORIAL DAY: NO CLASS*** 
 

http://havenscenter.wisc.edu/files/Mills-Rawls%20on%20Race.pdf
http://www.csus.edu/indiv/c/chalmersk/ECON184SP09/JohnRawls.pdf


 
 
SECTION II: ON POLITICS, ECONOMY, AND CULTURE 
 
Week 4: June 1, 2015: Neoliberal newspeak 

 
Bourdieu, P. and L. Wacquant (2001). Neoliberal Newspeak: Notes on the new 

planetary vulgate. Radical Philosophy 105: 1-6. 
 
Dawson, M. (2006). After the deluge: Publics and publicity in Katrina’s wake. Dubois 

Review, 3 (101): 239-249.  
 
Peck, J. (2010). Constructions of Neoliberal Reason. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Read “Neoliberal Worlds” and “From Gotham to the Gulf” (Posted on Canvas)  
 
Case study: After the storm  

 
 
Week 5: June 8, 2015: Fighting the culture wars 

 
Duggan, L. (2004). Twilight of equality: Neoliberalism, cultural politics, and the attack 

on democracy. Beacon Press. Read “Introduction” and “Chapter 4: Love and 
Money” (posted on Canvas) 

 
Kelly, R.D.G. (1997) Yo Mama’s DisFUNKtional! Fighting the culture wars in urban 

America. Read “Introduction”, “Looking for the Real Nigga,” and “Looking 
forward” (Posted on Canvas)  

 
Review: Cho, S., K. W. Crenshaw, & L. McCall. (2013). Toward a Field of 

Intersectionality Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis, Signs 38 (4), summer, 
785-810. 

 
Case study: Respectability and the politics of protest  

 
 
SECTION III: MOVEMENTS MATTER 
 
Week 6: June 15, 2015: What social movements do 

 
Sweetman, J., C.W. Leach, R. Spears, F. Pratto, and R. Saab (2013). “I Have a Dream”: 

A Typology of Social Change Goals. Journal of Social and Political Psychology 
1(1): 293–320.  

 
Amenta, E., N. Caren, E., Chiarello, and Y. Su. (2010). The political consequences of 

social movements. Annual Review of Sociology  36: 287-307  



Gilbreth, C. and G. Otero. (2001). Democratization in Mexico: The Zapatista Uprising 
and Civil Society. Latin American Perspectives 28 (4): 7-29.  

 
Davis, M. (2011). Spring confronts winter. New Left Review 72. Retrieved online from 

http://newleftreview.org/II/72/mike-davis-spring-confronts-winter  
 
Case study: Tahir Square 

 
***Book Review Due Today by 8am*** 

***Put hard copy in my mailbox on my office door and turn in electronic copy via 
CANVAS*** 

 
Week 7: June 22, 2015:  Burning down the city… or… does violence work?   

 
Baldwin, J. 1966. A report from occupied territory. Nation Magazine 
 
DuBois, W.E.B. (1919). “Let us reason together.” Crisis Magazine, September. 
 
Armstrong, E.A. and S.M. Crage. (2006). Movements and Memory: The Making of the 

Stonewall Myth. American Sociological Review, 71 (5) 724-751.  
 
Case study: Stonewall 

 
 
Week 8: June 29, 2015: Digital Youth: Toward an analytic of the new social movements 
 

Patton, D.U., R.D. Eschmann and D.A. Butler. 2013. “Internet banging: New trends in 
social media, gang violence, masculinity and hip hop. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 29 (5) A54-A59.  

 
Shirk, C. 2011. The Political Power of Social Media Technology, the Public Sphere, and 

Political Change. Foreign Affairs, January/Feburary 2011. Retrieved from 
http://www.panzertruppen.org/documentos/pdf/3.pdf  

 
Valenzuela, S., A. Arrigada and A. Scherman. 2012. “The Social Media Basis of Youth 

Protest Behavior. The Case of Chile. Journal of Communication, 62 (2): 299-314.   
 
Case study: #Blacklivesmatter 

 
 
SECTION IV: ORGANIZATIONAL AND INSTIUTTIONAL CHANGE 
 
Week 9: July 6, 2015: The Organizational Dimensions of Social Change 

 
 

http://newleftreview.org/II/72/mike-davis-spring-confronts-winter
http://www.panzertruppen.org/documentos/pdf/3.pdf


Bernstein, E. (2011). Militarized humanitarianism meets carceral feminism: the politics 
of sex, rights, and freedom in contemporary anti-trafficking campaigns. Signs, 36 
(1): 45-72. 

Hasenfeld, Y. and E.E. Garrow (2012). Non-profit human-service organizations, social 
rights, and advocacy in a Neoliberal welfare state. Social Service Review, 86 (2): 
295-322. 

Lux, K., and J.E. Mosley. 2014. Cross-sector collaboration in the pursuit of social 
change: Organizations addressing sex trafficking in West 
Bengal. International Social Work 57(1): 19-26. 

 
Mosley, J.E. 2013. Recognizing new opportunities: Reconceptualizing policy 

advocacy in everyday organizational practice. Social Work 58(3): 231-9. 
 
Case Study: Social entrepreneurship 

 
Week 10: July 13, 2015: A New Peculiar Institution 
 

Comfort, M.L. (2013). When Prison is a Refuge, America’s Messed Up! The Chronicle 
Review: Chronicle of Higher Education, December Edition. 

 
Gottschalk, M. (2015). Caught: The Prison State in Lockdown America. Oxford 

University Press. Selections Posted on Blackboard. 
 
Miller, R.J. (Under Review). “You’re in a room full of addicts! Prisoner reentry as a 

social institution and the “making up” of the ex-offender. (Posted on CANVAS) 
 
Case Study: Fighting to Overcome Records and Create Equality (FORCE) 

 
Week 11: July 20, 2015: Course wrap up 
 
 
Week 12: July 27, 2015: NO CLASS, TURN IN FINALS 
 

***Social change toolkits are due*** 
 
 
 


