
 

 

Social Work 838 Winter 2018 
Why can’t numbers be beautiful too? 
  
We all talk of beautiful words, art, buildings 
and they’re not part of the natural world, either. 
An x in Algebra is no more abstract than 
an idea in philosophy, just more useful. 
  
But it can’t be use that makes the difference. 
Keats found beauty in a Grecian urn, 
surely practical at some time 
and no one is blind to the beauty of symmetry. 
  
We all get Blake’s awe of the tiger’s stripes. 
Why not awe at Gaussian curves? Of course, 
I know there is no great beauty in a single 
number, 
in a four or a seven or an eight, but it is the same 
  
with the alphabet. Where is the wonder in a b 
or a k or a t? It is only the combinations, 
the meanings, the relationships between 
the letters that make the words and sounds we 
love. 
  
– And so, why can’t my numbers be beautiful to 
me? 
Why the scorn, the doubt in your face? Do you 
think I am brittle and dusty as old paper? 
Look again. See the numbers shine in my eyes. 
  
— Eveline Pye 
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"In times of change, learners will inherit the earth while the learned will find themselves 
beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists." 

-- Eric Hoffer 

Credit Hours: 3 

Prerequisites: None 

Instructor: Andy Grogan-Kaylor, MA, MSSW, PhD 

Office: 3846 School of Social Work 

Phone: (734) 615-3369 

Email: agrogan@umich.edu (best way to get in touch with me) 
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http://www-personal.umich.edu/~agrogan/dataviz/visualization.html
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~agrogan/dashboard/dashboard.html


 

Course Website: http://canvas.umich.edu/ 

Course Description: 
Data and information about clients, social services, and social problems are increasingly a part 
of advocacy efforts, social work, social policy, and the administration of social services. In both 
advocacy and social work practice, effective use of data is necessary for program planning, as 
well as for tracking client outcomes, and tailoring treatments and interventions for the best 
results. 
 
We will learn concrete practical skills in this course. We will also learn to think critically about the 
process of using data by agencies and programs, particularly about ideas of “literate 
programming” and replicable research, and about what data agencies and programs actually 
use to measure outcomes, guide the future of current programs, and to design new programs. 
 
This course will have a substantial focus on writing code using the open source software known 
as R, but also on some important non-coding data visualization tools such as QGIS, and 
Tableau. 

Course Content: 
Students will learn some of the major analytic and quantitative tools used by practitioners in 
assessing or evaluating human service programs or systems, advocacy, and the emerging field 
of “data journalism.”  This course will impart skills which can be applied at various levels of 
analysis in different contexts. 

Course Design: 
The instructor will use lecture and discussion with students working in teams on contemporary 
issues. In addition, the instructor will include participatory discussion, written assignments and 
experiential exercises related to course materials. 

Required Readings: 
Since the focus of this course is on the practical doing of policy analysis with software tools 
such as R, Tableau, and QGIS, there may be fewer readings than you are accustomed to. 
There is no textbook for the course. All readings are available online through 
http://canvas.umich.edu.  

Course Requirements: 
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http://canvas.umich.edu/
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Assignments are described in brief below.  More details (i.e. a template) for each assignment 
will be forthcoming as the semester progresses.  However, please pay close attention to the 
cross-cutting criteria listed below. 
 

Name of Assignment Percentage of Grade 

Base R graph + ggplot2 graph 10% 

Rmarkdown document with text-mining 
results 

15% 

Dashboard in flexdashboard 20% 

Maps 15% 

Final portfolio assignment 20% 

Class participation. (Styles of class 
participation vary greatly, but some credit will 
be given for your overall engagement in the 
classroom) 

20% 

 

Grading: 
I will employ the standard grading scheme employed by http://canvas.umich.edu.  
 
Name: Range: 

A 100 % to 94.0% 

A- < 94.0 % to 90.0% 

B+ < 90.0 % to 87.0% 

B < 87.0 % to 84.0% 

B- < 84.0 % to 80.0% 

C+ < 80.0 % to 77.0% 

C < 77.0 % to 74.0% 

C- < 74.0 % to 70.0% 

D+ < 70.0 % to 67.0% 

D < 67.0 % to 64.0% 

D- < 64.0 % to 61.0% 

F < 61.0 % to 0.0% 
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http://canvas.umich.edu/


 

 
Cross-cutting criteria for grading:  Some amount of your grade will be based upon your 
attention to matters of design and clarity. For example, the names of indicators or variables 
should be spelled out, as should the titles and labels for graphs and maps.  You should devote 
some time to thinking about other design elements, like the use of a one or two relevant stock 
photos as well as choices about color palette, line weight, point shape, etc. 
 
Plagiarism—when discovered—will be dealt with severely.  Please note that for purposes of 
this course, plagiarism consists of six or more consecutive words, taken from another source 
without proper attribution.  Failure upon my part to detect plagiarism does not imply approval of 
plagiarism. 
 
A note on work handed in late:  Most students work very hard to turn in work in accordance 
with class deadlines.  In order to be fair to the majority of students, I have developed the 
following policy:  late work will be graded down by half a grade a day unless prior arrangements 
for an extension have been made with me.   I very much understand that extenuating 
circumstances may arise which make it difficult to turn in work on time.  All I am asking you to do 
is to communicate with me if you need some kind of extension so that we can work out an 
arrangement that is mutually agreeable. 
 

Software (you do not need to purchase any software for this course) 
  
● R (available for free download from http://www.r-project.org/ and already installed in most 

campus computer labs) (in class exercises will focus on the use of R although the statistical 
concepts covered transcend any one statistical software package) 

  
● QGIS (available in campus computer labs) (in class GIS exercises will focus on the use of 

QGIS). 
  
Statement About Disabilities  
  
If you have a disability or 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. 
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