
 

 
 

 

Course title:    Integrative Seminar in Child Welfare 

Course number: Social Work 739                                    

Time and place: Monday 2:00 pm - 5:00 pm          1636 SSWB 

 

Instructor:    Joseph P. Ryan, PhD  

Contact information:            joryan@umich.edu 

Office: 2704 SSWB         734.763.6580  

 

Instructor:    Terri Gilbert, MSW 

Contact information:  terrigil@umich.edu 

Office: 2605 SSWB  734.764-9771  

  

 

Course Description 

This integrative seminar will integrate micro and macro levels of practice; research in child 

welfare and related fields, the relationship of child maltreatment and other social problems, and 

perspectives from several professions and disciplines including social work, juvenile justice, 

mental health, law, medicine, psychology, education and economics.  The seminar will highlight 

issues of social justice, disproportionality - particularly over-representation of children and 

families of color in the child welfare system, and disadvantaged populations, including children in 

general and children in poverty in particular. 

 

Course Content 

This advanced level, integrative seminar is intended to be taken by students in their third or final 

term of master-level study and by advanced standing students. The purpose of this course is to 

integrate content related to child maltreatment and child welfare along several dimensions. The 

first dimension is practice-level from direct practice, community, agency and policy perspectives. 

The second dimension is from the research that describes the characteristics of child welfare 

populations, the prevalence and incidence of different types of child maltreatment, including the 
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risk and protective factors.  The third dimension is the relationship between child maltreatment 

and other problems, such as poverty and disadvantage, mental illness, substance abuse and 

domestic violence.  The fourth dimension involves the integration of child welfare and content 

from other professional perspectives, especially medicine, psychology and law.  The integration 

of knowledge will be applied to in class debates on some of the most pressing issues in child 

welfare.   

 

Course Objectives and Competencies 

Upon completion of the course, students will be able to: 

1. Understand the relationship of becoming a client in the child welfare system to poverty, 

racism, disadvantage and discrimination.  

2. Use this understanding to be able to critically analyze a spectrum of interventions used 

with children and families. 

3. Conceptualize and describe issues and interventions in child welfare problems from 

direct practice, community, administrative and policy perspectives. 

4. Demonstrate knowledge about research findings as they relate to a range of child 

maltreatment and child welfare issues, policies and programs.   

5. Demonstrate knowledge about the relationship of child maltreatment and child welfare 

to other social problems. 

6. Demonstrate knowledge about substantive material from other professional disciplines, 

such as law and medicine, as they relate to child maltreatment and child welfare. 

 

Course Design 

This course will make use of lectures, discussion, small group exercises, student presentations 

and written reflections.  Guest speakers from relevant disciplines and experts in issues addressed 

in the course will be employed. Students will be required to demonstrate specialized knowledge 

related to child welfare issues of their choice, which they will explore by means of critical 

reviews, literature reviews, visits to relevant programs and direct contact with impacted 

individuals. 

 

  



Curricular Themes, Social Work Values and Ethics 

 

Relationship to 
Multiculturalism 
and Diversity 
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Theme Relation to 
Behavioral and 
Social Science 
Research 
  
  
  
 
Theme Relation to 
Promotion and 
Prevention 
  
  
  
  
  
 
Relationship to 
SW Ethics and 
Values: 
  

Students will develop the capacity to identify ways in which gender, 
race, ethnicity, social class, age, physical and mental ability, sexual 
orientation, national origin and other forms of social stratification 
and disenfranchisement impact on the conceptualization of child 
welfare issues, the design of child welfare policy, the development of 
services and the delivery of child welfare interventions. 
 
Students will be sensitized to the potential for and existence of social 
and economic exploitation in human services. Students will 
understand that children are at a fundamental disadvantage in 
systems that are controlled by adults. The child welfare system is not 
necessarily designed to first address the needs of clients, but may be 
constructed to be convenient for professionals. Although the stated 
goal of the child welfare system is to assure the well-being of 
children, in many respects, it is an institution of social control. In 
addition, students will learn that economically disadvantaged 
children and families and children and families of color are 
differently responded to by the child welfare system. Students will 
gain a critical awareness of these issues and thus become more 
informed practitioners of child welfare social work. 
 
Behavioral and social science research related to child welfare will be 
central to the material taught in this course. This includes research 
that describes the characteristics of child welfare and related 
populations, the prevalence and incidence of different types of child 
maltreatment, including risk and protective factors. 
 
This seminar will foster exploration of the full spectrum of child 
welfare interventions, through consideration of both micro and 
macro interventions and the relationship of child welfare to other 
problems. This will include a focus on how intervention into related 
social problems, such as child-related health care and income 
maintenance, can promote child well-being and child welfare. This 
course will also emphasize how addressing parental problems, such 
as domestic violence, can prevent child maltreatment. 
  
 
The NASW Code of Ethics will be used to inform practice in the area 
of child welfare. Issues related to social work values and ethics will 
be an inherent part of this course. For example, reporting 
requirements for child maltreatment raise many ethical issues that 



  
  
  
  
  

  

apply to social workers and other professionals who work with 
children. In addition, social workers must collaborate with 
professionals with different ethics and standards of practice than 
their own, for example lawyers and psychologists. Students will 
analyze these ethical dilemmas, as well as the ethical issues involved 
in the relationship of child welfare to other social problems such as 
poverty. 

 

 CLASS REQUIREMENTS 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Books and other reading materials.   

 

The class will read two primary books this semester.  They are as follows: 
 
Roberts, D. (2002). Shattered bonds: The color of child welfare. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Bartholet, Elizabeth. (1999). Nobody's children: abuse and neglect, foster drift, and the adoption 
alternative. Boston: Beacon Press. 

These books represent somewhat opposing views in child welfare.  We believe in reading many 
sides of policy and practice debates.  Throughout the semester we will work on digesting  and 
synthesizing seemingly contradictory views on key issues of poverty, child abuse, racial bias, just 
to name a few. 
 
There will also be supplemental materials to read.  All reading materials will be posted to Canvas 
prior to the class in which they will be reviewed. Each session’s reading assignments are in a 
separate folder, which is marked by session number.  To fully engage in the course, it is expected 
that students will complete the required readings. Reading materials are meant to supplement 
lecture content and will be reviewed in class. Students should anticipate being asked to respond 
to questions and elaborate on the readings as part of their class participation.  This is a graduate 
seminar.  The quality of the class depends – in large part – on the quality of our collective efforts.   
  

Grading and Assignments 

 

Attendance and Participation: Attendance is expected at each class and is extremely important 
because the discussions that occur in class cannot easily be replicated outside of the classroom 
from simply reading the assigned materials.  Participation in class discussions, in class exercises, 
and small group discussions is expected and will contribute to your final grade.  Participation 
means grounding your comments and analysis in the readings and other class materials – not 
just offering your general opinion on a topic.  If you experience difficulties in participating in 



discussions for linguistic, cultural, or other reasons, please meet with us to explore ways in which 
you can become a more active participant in class.   
 
Court Observations: This assignment requires students to attend and observe two family court 
hearings (two different days spaced throughout the semester).  During this observation, you 
should consider the following questions: What does it feel like to be in court?  How might you 
feel if you were the subject of the court hearing– or this hearing was about your child?  How 
does the Judge/Referee interact with the worker and family?  Are circumstances and 
proceedings easy to understand?  Did everyone get an opportunity to talk?  Did you notice any 
issues related to culture (e.g. social class, race, language, sexual orientation, age etc.)?  Give your 
overall impression of the courtroom experience.  Write a brief observation of both hearings (2 
pages max) and be prepared to share your observations with the class.         
 

Short written assignments  

There will be two short written assignments:  
1. Critique of a research article on child welfare or juvenile justice  
2. Policy analysis of a child welfare or juvenile justice policy using a logic model format. 
 
Weekly Reading Reflections: Students are required to develop a weekly response (no more than 
one page) to the readings.  This is not a summary of the reading (although you should be familiar 
with the main points/arguments).  Rather what did you walk away with in terms of thoughts or 
connections or applications – perhaps to other readings – or current events – or policies or 
practices in the field?  You should end your response with at least one discussion question for 
class.  Post on canvas by midnight on the Sunday before class.   
 

Capstone Project: 

This group project will demonstrate the culmination of your coursework, knowledge and studies 

in children’s services. This project is worth 37% of your grade, so you will want to get started on 

it early in the semester. The capstone project will focus on imagining and developing a disrupting 

system or intervention that would improve the child protection, child welfare or juvenile justice 

system as we know it today. The projects will incorporate a multi-disciplinary perspective and 

will seek to reinvent or recreate a better system for improving the lives of children and families. 

Past disruptors include the movement to remove orphaned or abandoned children from the 

urban setting and send them to rural farming communities to be raised, the movement to place 

children in “foster” homes rather than orphanages, or the evolution of class action lawsuits used 

to reform child welfare systems. Disruptors may be ideas such as the creation of entirely new 

systems, leveraging technology to enable better outcomes from the existing system, resolving 

root cause issues such as poverty in order to prevent child maltreatment, etc. The sky’s the limit, 

so long as your project has some basis in reality and could potentially solve the problem you 

sought to fix.    

 



Grading: 

Final grades are based on 100 percentage points. Letter grades are assigned to point totals 

according to the following schedule: 

  

98-100 A+   78-
80 

C
+ 
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77 

C 

91-93 A- 71-
73 

C- 

88-90 B+ 68-
70 

D
+ 

84-87 B 64-
67 

D 

81-83 B- <64 E 

 

  

Course Engagement & Attendance 15 points 

Weekly Reading Reflection:  

10 required throughout semester.     

 

10 points 

2 Court Observations and Reflection 14 points  

Assignment #1: Critique of research article 12 points 

Assignment # 2: Policy Analysis 12 points 

Assignment # 3: Capstone Project 37 points 

Total 100% 

 



Due Dates 

Due dates will be posted on canvas. All assignments must be submitted to the appropriate folder 

on canvas by the deadline. Any exceptions to the due dates will require prior permission. Late 

assignments will receive grade reductions commensurate with the lateness (10% per day). 

 

Coursework and Assignments 

This course utilizes Canvas as a resource for all course readings as well as for detailed 

explanations of assignments and the submission of assignments. Assignment 

descriptions/postings, readings for each class and grading can be found on the site. Relevant 

required reading will be posted to canvas at least one week prior to the class for which they are 

required. Please review the site carefully and visit it frequently for updates. 

 

Incompletes 

Incompletes will not be granted unless extraordinary circumstances prevented the student from 

completing the coursework. The student must formally request an incomplete from one of the 

instructors prior to the end of the semester. 

 

Grade Dispute Process 

If you believe that you have been graded unfairly on an assignment, we will review your 

concerns upon submission of a specific written request for re-evaluation. Because this is a 

graduate program, you are expected to produce graduate-level work products. Your future 

employer will expect the same. 

 

Social work students can receive individual writing assistance from Betsy Williams, Writing Skills 

and Study Skills Coordinator, through the UM SSW Career Services office. Students may schedule 

an appointment and bring a draft of their paper (at any stage) along with the text of the 

assignment and any questions or concerns they may have. Email ssw-cso@umich.edu or call 

734-763-6259. 

 

We may re-evaluate the submitted work, and/or we may ask you to complete additional work in 

order to bring the work up to standard in order to adjust your grade. 

  

ADDITIONAL COURSE INFORMATION AND RESOURCES 

 

RELATIONSHIP OF THE COURSE TO SOCIAL WORK ETHICS AND VALUES 

Issues of values and ethics of a social work professional working in juvenile justice (and children’s 

services more generally), using guidelines such as NASW Code of Ethics, will be an inherent part 

of this course.  Students will learn that the juvenile justice system, for example, requires social 



workers who will put issues of the adolescent first, even though such positions may be 

unpopular in the general policy discourse of juvenile crime.   

 

PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
One of the fundamental ethical values of social work is protecting client confidentiality. In this 
seminar, you will observe live hearings in the juvenile court.  You may also be exposed to other 
conversations or environments that involve real individuals and real families.  You will be 
expected to keep class materials/activities confidential.   
 
ACCOMMODATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITES 
 
If you need an accommodation for a disability, contact the instructor as soon as possible.  It is 
possible that aspects of the course can be modified to facilitate your learning process. There are 
resources available to help meet your needs including Students with Disabilities, the Adaptive 
Technology Computing Site and services offered by the Office of Student Services.  Any student 
who feels that he/she may need an accommodation for any sort of disability (learning, physical, 
emotional) in order to complete course requirements, please contact one of us to confidentially 
discuss possible accommodations. 
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY   
 
The ideas of others must be cited correctly and direct quotes must be shown with quotation 
marks and cited correctly.  This is the University of Michigan.  Plagiarism will not be tolerated and 
is grounds for expulsion from the School.  Please consult with University Library web resources 
on academic integrity: http://www.lib.umich.edu/acadintegrity/   
 
DISCOURSE  
 
We will discuss controversies as they relate to child welfare and at time the justice system.  All of 
us come to this course with various experiences and values, as well as assumptions, prejudices, 
and stereotypes. Disagreements are expected and in fact welcomed as long as we respect 
diverse opinions and refrain from attacking one another personally. Remain open to evidence 
presented, which may conflict with your own viewpoints and perspectives.  We seek to develop a 
culture and climate where people can freely explore and exchange ideas.  (Adapted from syllabi 
of Drs. M. Yoshihama and D. Saunders) 

 
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. 

http://www.lib.umich.edu/acadintegrity/


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. 

Each SSW classroom is equipped with door locks. Pressing the button (located on the door 

handle) to lock the door from within the room. 

 

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. 

 

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. Click here to 

read more about the School of Social Work’s emergency policies and procedures. 

  

Additional resources: 

●     Report a hate crime or bias-related incident 

●     Register for UM Emergency Alerts 

●     View the annual Campus Safety Statement 

  

Mental health and well being: 

 

The University of Michigan is committed to advancing the mental health and well being of all 

students. If you or someone you know is feeling overwhelmed, depressed, and/or in need of 

support, services are available. For help, contact: 

 

Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) at (734) 764-8312 

 

The SSW embedded CAPS Counselor is Meghan Shaughnessy-Mogill, LLMSW. She is dedicated to 

supporting the wellbeing of social work students and the SSW community and offers short-term, 

solution-focused individual therapy. All services are free and confidential. Contact her at (734) 

763-7894 or via email at mshaughm@umich.edu. 

University Health Service (UHS) at (734) 764-8320 

Additional campus health and wellness resources 

  

The Office of Student Services’ Health and Wellness Program provides supportive services to 

MSW students which promote wellness, self care and maintenance of a healthy academic and 

mental health balance, as well as to increase disability awareness. 

 

SSW Health and Wellness Guide 
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Contact the Health and Wellness Program at ssw.wellness@umich.edu 

  

Proper use of names and pronouns: 

  

All students will be referred to by the names and pronouns they use.  If you have a name that 

differs from the one that appears on the roster, please inform the instructor before the second 

class period so that they use your correct name and pronouns. 

Students can designate their personal pronouns on the class roster via Wolverine Access: 

Student Business > Campus Personal Information > Gender Identity. 

  

There are two inclusive restrooms in the SSW building: room 1784 (1st floor, near Registrar’s 

Office) and B833T (Lower Level). Click here for the Spectrum Center’s map of gender inclusive 

restrooms on campus. 

  

Religious/spiritual observances: 

  

An overview of the process for students who have conflicts with religious observances: 

●     Students are responsible for work acquired during their absence 

●     Students will have a reasonable alternative opportunity to complete any academic work 

●     Reasonable notice must be given to faculty before drop/add deadline of term 

●     Any concerns or conflicts should be brought to the Dean or Ombudsperson 

  

Please click here to find more information about the University’s policy concerning religious 

holidays as well as a non-exhaustive list of religious holidays. 

  

Writing skills and expectations: 

  

Strong writing and communication skills are essential to students’ academic success and 

professional career. The Writing Coordinator for the School of Social Work is open to meeting 

with students during any phase of the writing process. The Writing Coordinator’s office is housed 

within the Career Services Office. The Career Services Office also offers workshops, resources 

and individual assistance to help improve skills and confidence in written communication. 

   

For more information or to schedule an appointment, contact: 

SSW Writing Assistance 

Career Services (Room 1696; (734) 763-6259; ssw-cso@umich.edu)  
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