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SW 873: Theories of Change 
Joint Doctoral Program in Social Work and Social Science 

 
Instructor: Jamie Mitchell, MSW, PhD 
Title: Assistant Professor, School of Social Work 
Address as: “Dr. Mitchell”, “Professor Mitchell”, or           
“Dr. M” 

 
Day and Time: Tuesdays, Time: 9:00am to 12:00pm 
  Room: 1794 SSWB 
Office: 3847 SSW  Phone: 734-763-4955 
Email: Mitchj@umich.edu 
Office Hours: By appointment only (BlueJeans or In Person) 
3 Credits  
					

Course Description 
This course focuses on the application of theories that frame social and behavioral change in 
contexts highly germane to the professional development of doctoral students such as scholarly 
publications and grant writing. There will be an emphasis on leveraging the theories that each 
student is currently utilizing across social sciences to deepen and broaden multiple ways of 
understanding social change, and to enhance students' capacity to address analytic questions 
using those theories. The objectives will be achieved through readings, class discussions and 
presentations, developing a conceptual or conceptually driven empirical article for publication, 
and engaging with a diverse array of faculty about the integration of social change theories in 
their scholarly products.  

 
Course Content 

The course content will provide significant depth on developing well-refined and theoretically 
driven research questions, along with specific guidance on utilizing conceptual frameworks 
during data collection, fieldwork, analyzing and presenting a methodological diverse range of 
findings. This content will be enhanced by several faculty guest speakers contributing their 
expertise on the integration of theory in scholarly products such as grants and peer-reviewed 
publications. The course will culminate in a theoretically driven paper submitted for peer-
reviewed publication. Each week, students will also engage in a mini-professional develop 
component of the course designed to demystify research-intensive careers in academia.  
 
Course Text: Ravitch, S. M., & Riggan, M. (2016). Reason & rigor: How conceptual 
frameworks guide research; 2nd Edition. Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications. 

 
Additional readings, handouts and media: 
There will be additional readings (via Canvas) related to guest speakers, which should be 
read & noted as being just as important as the required readings from the assigned text. 
The invited speakers, supplemental media and readings are designed to support and add 
value to students’ educational experience and undergird their knowledge of course content 
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Attendance and Engagement in the Course: 

Both class attendance and active purposeful participation in class discussion and activities 
are paramount for the successful completion of this course. As a reflection of this 
importance, 30% of the final grade will consist of course engagement. This course covers a 
content domain that is extensive, and given the time framework of the course each class 
moves quickly in discussing information. It is necessary that students attend each class and 
attend class for the entire time period. Prompt arrival for class is expected; those who arrive 
late miss important information and disturb others. This class begins at 9:00am sharp.  

Be mindful of the following course policies and considerations: 

(1) Be present at the beginning of class when attendance is recorded and remain for 
the duration of class. 

(2) The instructor reserves the right to deduct 5% from the student’s final grade per 
unexcused absence and more than three absences will result in a failing grade. This 
policy is subject to modification should a student experience a life situation that 
warrants alteration of the policy, such as severe illness, their own or that of an 
immediate family member, or death in the family. Should any such circumstance 
occur, request for modification of the attendance policy should be discussed with the 
instructor as soon as possible and changes will be documented in writing. 

(3) Understanding that some students may encounter a situation that might 
necessitate missing a class, students should inform the instructor of an absence 
by email (or voicemail if necessary) at least 24 hours prior to the expected 
absence or within 24 hours of an unexpected absence arising from an emergency. 

(4) If students are scheduled to present material or lead class discussions on the day of 
an absence, documentation will be required to prove the necessity of an absence 
before the student will be allowed to make up that presentation opportunity for points. 

(5) In order to be courteous to classmates, cell phone use should be restricted to 
vibrations—no rings.  Students should be discrete in their use of tablets, laptops, 
and other portable devices for note taking, so as not to disturb the class. 

(6) Audio and video recording of in-class lectures and discussions is prohibited 
without the advance written permission of the instructor. Students who require 
audio recording as an accommodation for a diagnosed disability should 
present the instructor with documentation from the University's Services for 
Students with Disabilities (SSWD) before the end of the third week of classes. 

(7) In addition to attending class, students are expected to arrive prepared to actively 
participate in their learning process.  This includes not simply sitting quietly 

Listening/observing, but posing questions & comments to the professor & other students, 
as well as answering questions & addressing comments posed by the professor & other 
students during our class discussions. Class participation also involves completing take 
homework assignments, & participating in class exercises and activities.  

(8) While vocalizing opinions or concerns may be culturally relative, being silent and not 
actively engaging in class discussions (only learning through listening) is a privilege 
one cannot often employ in social work practice. Students who are not actively involved 
in class discussions will not receive full engagement credit/points in this course. 

(9) Learning through discussion and the interrogation of multiple diverse sources can 
be uncomfortable, but the discomfort stemming from respectful, inclusive, and well- 
facilitated discussion is not a cause for students to feel “unsafe”. 

(10) Class will begin “on the hour” as stated in the syllabus and schedule of classes. 
(11) Please notify your professor, ahead of time, if you have religious/spiritual 

observances that may prevent you from being present in class, submitting 
assignments on the due dates so that appropriate arrangements can be made. 

(12) Standard inclement weather policies of the university will be followed such that if the 
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university is closed on the day & during the time this class is to meet, there will be no 
class.  If, however, the university is not closed & you still believe the weather to be 
too inclement for you to safely arrive to class, you are welcome to use one of your 
allowed absences. 

(13) As a diverse group of learners, material may be presented or discussed that “triggers” 
a prior personal and potentially painful,  negative, or traumatic memory. While “trigger 
warnings” will not often be used during this course, please speak and listen to the 
instructor and class colleagues under the assumption that there is no ill-intent to harm, 
“trigger” or purposely offend someone due to certain language, images, or content. 

(14) Please eat and drink quietly and clean up after yourself. 
(15) Please do not bring children or adult guests to this course without permission of 

the instructor ahead of class. 
(16) Late assignments and rescheduled presentations are not accepted without confirmed 

medical &/or legal documentation, under any circumstances. Extensions of existing due 
dates are at the discretion of your professor. 

(17) There are no extra credit assignments in this course.  Please prepare & 
study accordingly so that you can do your best, the first time. 

(18) Grades will be posted to Canvas within two weeks of assignment due dates, you are 
strongly encouraged to keep track of your own academic progress, the instructor will not 
calculate mid-semester grades. 

(19) Students are expected to engage in an open and respectful dialogue, use the 
classroom environment as practice for professional interactions with clients and 
colleagues, and maintain civility in in-class, online, e-mail, video, and all other forms of 
communication with both the instructor and class colleagues. Inappropriate behaviors 
with regard to any of the aforementioned contexts could result in a loss of 
participation/engagement points. 

*NOTE: Students who do not adhere to the stated course policies may be asked to 
leave class and be marked absent for the session. 

Important Student Resources 

Add/Drop Period: 
Students may drop/add via Wolverine Access any time after they initially register 
up until the  drop/add deadline.  Any time students make a change to their 
original registration, it is their  responsibility to notify their advisor of these 
changes. Once the drop/add deadline is past,  students must obtain the 
signature of the course instructor, their faculty advisor and then the  SSW 
Registrar on a drop/add form, and then they will need to take the form to 1207 
LSA building for processing as Web registration will not be possible beyond the 
drop/add deadline.  It is the student’s responsibility to register for the appropriate 
courses to fulfill the M.S.W.  degree requirements. 

 
Incompletes (“I”): 
Students must finish incomplete coursework within two semesters of enrollment 
in the class  in which they received their initial incomplete. Please see the 
current Student Guide. 

 
I: (Incomplete) is used when illness or other compelling reasons prevent  
completion of work,  and there is a definite plan and date for completion of 
course or field work approved by the  instructor/liaison. An "I" may also be 
issued when a student fails to submit required field  paperwork by the 
published deadline. Any "I" grade remaining on a student's record more  than 
two terms after the conclusion of the term in which the grade was awarded 
reverts to a  permanent incomplete, and credit can be earned only by retaking 
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the course. This limit  includes the Spring/Summer term and applies regardless 
of the student's subsequent enrollment. However, if at the time the instructor 
agreed to the "I", an earlier date   of  submission and/or completion of final 
work was agreed upon, then this date takes precedent  over the two-term 
policy. A change in grade will not be accepted after two terms for any  reason 
other than clerical error. Any exceptions to this policy must be approved by the  
Associate Dean for Educational Programs. 

 
Note: A grade of "I" stays on a student's academic record permanently. Even if the 
student makes up the course or field work according to the guidelines stated above, the 
grade for the course will appear on the academic record as, for example, IB+ or IS. If the 
“I” is not made   up in the approved time frame the grade is changed to an IPL 
(Incomplete Permanent Lapse) and is final. 

 
Academic Difficulty Procedure: 
When a student fails to maintain good academic standing, she/he is automatically placed 
on probation. Failing to maintain good academic standing is defined as: 

• Having less than a B average 
• Having accumulated 9 credit hours of incomplete grades 
• Having a grade of U in Field Instruction 
• Having a grade of marginal in Foundation Field Instruction (515) or Advanced 

Field Instruction (691). 
A student is initially informed of automatic academic probation via a letter which informs 
the student of his/her responsibility to develop an academic plan with her/his academic 
advisor. For more information on academic difficulty and the procedures involved, 
please see the 2015-2016 Student Guide.  
Services for Students with Disabilities: 
The University's Services for Students with Disabilities (SSWD) provides assistance 
regarding academic, economic, social, and recreational activities to students who have 
documented disabilities. For more information, please visit their website at  
http://www.umich.edu/~sswd/ or the SSWD Faculty Handbook at  
http://ssd.umich.edu/files/ssd/SSD_Faculty   Handbook.pdf. 
 
Academic Conduct and Integrity: 
Please visit the Student Code of Academic and Professional Conduct at  
http://ssw.umich.edu/studentguide/2012/page.html?section=12&volume=1  in  the 
current   Student Guide to the Master's in Social Work Degree Program for a discussion 
of student responsibilities for academic conduct and integrity.  Students who are found 
responsible for  academic misconduct are subject to disciplinary action up to and 
including dismissal from the  School of Social Work, revocation of degree, or any other 
sanction deemed appropriate to  address the violation. 
 
Special note about Plagiarism: 
All students are expected to submit their own original work.  The presentation of another’s  
words or ideas as your own, without giving credit to the source is regarded as plagiarism. 
Plagiarism is the same as lying and stealing.  Any work that is submitted in this class and 
found to contain portions that are plagiarized will receive a ZERO.  All work submitted may 
be subject to submission to plagiarism detecting software. Policies governing plagiarism 
can be found in  the latest Student Guide.  Plagiarism is taken  very seriously at the 
University of Michigan and is grounds for expulsion from the University.  It is students’ 
responsibility to become familiar with the information presented at   
http://www.lib.umich.edu/academic-integrity/resources- students. Another helpful   
resource is  http://guides.lib.umich.edu/content.php?pid=43469&sid=338261.  It would 
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be    useful to discuss these issues with students in your classes to help prevent 
occurrences. 
 
Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is representing someone else’s ideas, words, statements or works as one’s 
own without proper acknowledgment or citation. Examples of plagiarism include, but are 
not limited to: 

• Using or otherwise taking credit for someone else’s work or ideas. 
• Using the language of another without full and proper quotation or source citation. 
• Implicitly presenting the appropriated words or ideas of another as one’s own. 
• Using Internet source material, in whole or in part, without careful and 

specific reference to the source. 
• Borrowing facts, statistics, or other illustrative material without proper 

reference, unless the information is common knowledge or in common 
public use. 

• Self-plagiarism, this is, reusing one’s own work without acknowledgment that the 
text appears elsewhere (e.g. in a paper for another current or previous class).  

•  
Safety & Emergency Preparedness  
In the event of an emergency, dial 9-1-1 from any cell phone or campus phone.  
All University of Michigan students, faculty and staff are required to familiarize themselves with 
emergency procedures and protocols for both inside and outside of the classroom. In the event 
of possible building closure (i.e. severe weather conditions, public health notices, etc.) you may 
contact (734)764-SSWB(7793) for up-to-date School closure information. 
 
Be Prepared. Familiarize yourself with the emergency card posted next to the phone in every 
classroom/meeting room. Review the information on the emergency evacuation sign (located 
nearest the door) and locate at least (2) emergency exits nearest the classroom. 
 
If you are concerned about your ability to exit the building in the case of an emergency, contact 
the Office of Student Services and/or email ssw-ADAcompliance@umich.edu. 
Office of Student Services 
School of Social Work | Room 1748  
734-936-0961 
For more information view the annual Campus Safety Statement at http://www.dpss.umich.edu/.  
Register for UM Emergency Alerts at http://www.dpss.umich.edu/emergency-
management/alert/.  
 
GRADING SCALE (by percentage): 

 
97-100=A+  93-96=A   90-92=A- 
87-89=B+    83-86=B   80-82=B- 
77-79=C+    73-76=C  70-72=C- 
67-69=D+    63-66=D  60-62=D- 

 
**Please note this syllabus serves as an agreement between the professor and the student, but is 
subject to change. However, the professor will make every attempt to give ample notification to 
students.
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Course Assignment Table 
 

Assignment Points % Details 
Research “elevator” 
speech 

10 5% Details to be discussed in class 

Peer review article 
critique  

30 15% Details to be discussed in class 

Article for peer-
reviewed submission 

100 points 50% Rubric forthcoming  

Engagement 60 points 30% See r ubric 
Total 200 points 	 	

 
Course Engagement Rubric 

 
Both class attendance and active, purposeful, and high quality participation in class 
discussion and activities are paramount for the successful completion of this course. As 
a reflection of this importance, a significant proportion of the final grade will consist of 
course engagement according to the rubric below: 

 
Criteria Exemplary Performance Points 

(50 max) 
Frequency of 
participation 
in class 

Student initiates contributions more than once in each class 
session, however, quality of comments is weighted over 
quantity. Student responds actively when invited by the 
professor to contribute. Student does not comment 
overzealously or to the exclusion of other learners. 

10 

Quality of 
comments 

Comments are always insightful & constructive. Student uses 
appropriate terminology when referring to individuals, 
communities, and cultural contexts. Comments are balanced 
between general impressions, opinions & specific, thoughtful 
criticisms or contributions. Evidence is used to support 
arguments when possible. Comments are informative and 
relevant to the discussion at hand. 

30 

Listening 
Skills 

Student listens attentively when others present materials and 
perspectives, and contribute comments that build on others’ 
remarks. Student expresses disagreement in a professional 
and respectful manner. 

20 

Total 	 60 

*Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence 
 

Peer-Reviewed Article and Submission 
(100 Points) 

 
Students will develop, refine, and submit a theoretically/conceptually driven article for 
peer-review. The article will be grounded in a theory selected by the student who is 
welcome but not required to include qualitative or quantitative data, or take the form of a 
mini-systematic review. Students will submit proof of journal submission to receive the 
final grade. A more detailed discussion of requirements will occur in class. 
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COURSE CALENDAR 
**Subject to Change** 

Date Topic Readings Assignments Savvy Strategies for 
a Research Intensive 

Career  
January 9th  No Class- SSWR 

Conceptual 
frameworks: the 
superstructure for 
good research  

Reason & 
Rigor (R&R) 
Chapter 1  

  

January 
16th 

Conceptualizing your 
specific research 
topic 

R&R Chapter 
2 
11:30am: Dr. 
William Elliott  

 Forming a scholarly 
identity: Who am I and 
what do I want?  

January 
23rd 

Developing 
conceptually-driven 
research questions  

R&R Chapter 
3 
11:30am: Dr. 
Shanna 
Kattari  

90 second 
elevator 
speech in 
class 

Perfection is the 
enemy of progress  

January 
30th 

Excavating and 
situating questions, 
linking conceptual 
frameworks to 
research design  

R&R Chapter 
4 
 

 Defeating imposter 
syndrome and 
claiming your “seat at 
the table” in academia  

February 6th Conceptual 
frameworks: Data 
collection & fieldwork 

R&R Chapter 
5 
11:30am: 
Nkemka 
Anyiwo  

 Building resilience, 
bouncing back from 
rejection, and failing 
forward  

February 
13th 

The dynamic 
relationship between 
data analysis and 
theory development  

R&R Chapter 
6 
11:30am Dr. 
Katie 
Richards-
Schuster  

 “Never Not Writing”: 
Finding your own 
formula for 
consistency, 
accountability, and 
progress in publishing  

February 
20th 

Presenting, 
discussing and 
contextualizing 
conceptually 
grounded findings 

R&R Chapter 
7 
 

 Tips and templates for 
strategic planning to 
maximize productivity 

February 
27th 

Spring Break    

March 6th Revising and 
revisiting conceptual 
frameworks & 
strategies for further 
conceptual 
development  

R&R Chapter 
8 and 9 
11:30am: Dr. 
Addie Weaver  

 Team science: 
strategic partnerships, 
co-authorships, and 
balancing research 
independence.  

March 13th  Paper workshop 1: 
Journal selection, 

Dr. Daphne 
Watkins (on 

 Mentors, allies, 
advocates, and 
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organizing lit review, 
and writing 
background  

Mentoring)  sponsors in academia 

March 20th Paper workshop 2:  
Conceptualizing and 
situating the issue in 
a literature review 

  Intentionally aligning 
expectations with time 
management & saying 
“No” as needed.  

March 27th Paper workshop 3: 
Writing a theoretical/ 
conceptual 
application  

11:30am: Dr. 
Brittany 
Schuler 

 Maintaining 
cohesiveness in pre-
tenure research 
agenda & scholarly 
products  

April 3rd Paper workshop 4: 
Writing a discussion 
section and 
implications 

11:30am: 
 Dr. Matt 
Smith 

Submit peer 
review 

Managing conflict and 
“politics” in academic 
relationships  

April 10th Paper workshop 5: 
The journal article 
submission process 

10:30am: Dr. 
David 
Cordova 
11:00am 
Janelle 
Goodwill 

 Marketing and 
branding your 
research agenda to 
get hired and beyond! 

April 17th  No Class -RCMAR  Deadline for 
submitting 
journal article  

Bonus podcast or 
video: Innovative, 
engaging, and efficient 
teaching tips!  

 
 
*Assignments due by 11:59pm on assigned date, extensions approved by email request at least 
24 hours in advance.  


