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Course title:   Research Methods in Social Work  

Course #/term:  SW 522, Section 07, Winter, 2019 

Time and place:  Monday, 2:00-5:00pm, Room #2629 SSWB 

Credit hours:  3 

Prerequisites:  NA  

Instructor:   Xiaoling Xiang  

Contact info:   Email: xiangxi@umich.edu   

Office:   3735 SSWB  

Office hours:              By appointment 

 

1. Course Statement 

 
 

a. Course description 
 

This course will provide content on the logic of inquiry and the necessity for an empirical 
approach to practice. The process of formulating appropriate research questions and 
hypotheses, techniques for testing relationships and patterns among variables, methods of data 
collection, methods to assess and improve the validity and reliability of data and measures, and 
the ethics of scientific inquiry will be addressed. This course will help students understand 
practice through the critical examination of methods associated with decision-making, critical 
thinking, and ethical judgment. The course content will integrate the core themes related to 
multiculturalism and diversity; social justice and social change; promotion, prevention, 
treatment, and rehabilitation; and behavioral and social science research. 
 

b. Course content 
 

This course will cover quantitative and qualitative research methods, commonly used statistical 
procedures, and approaches to the evaluation of practice. Students will learn how to understand 
and appreciate a scientific approach to building practice knowledge and for evaluating practice, 
and to use research to advocate for clients and inform policy. Special emphasis will be placed 
on increasing one's ability to formulate research questions, apply research methods, conduct 
statistical analysis, and interpret research reports. The latest statistical, graphical, and display 
technologies will be used. 

 
c. Course objectives and competencies  
 

mailto:xiangxi@umich.edu
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Upon completion of the course, students will be able to: 1. Act as a critical consumer and 
contributor of the design, methodology, and conclusions of social work and social and 
behavioral science research publications. A. understand research concepts to permit a critical 
analysis of research and evaluation studies with respect to quality, bias, ethics, and potential 
applications. B. assess the strengths and weaknesses of selected research designs and 
methodology, and of selected measures and measurement strategies. C. assess the cultural 
sensitivity of measures and measurement strategies. d assess the biases and implications of 
conclusions drawn in the research studies. (Practice Behaviors 3.1, 3.2, 6.1) 2. Locate, assess 
and critique research studies so as to draw appropriate inference, particularly as it affects 
diverse populations at risk (dimension: 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). a frame research questions and 
develop problem statements that reflect the issues under consideration. B. apply research 
concepts and principles in the development and use of selected qualitative and quantitative 
methodologies and analytical approaches. C. choose appropriate research designs and 
methodology given a particular research question. d demonstrate the ability to select culturally 
appropriate measures and measurement strategies given specific populations. e construct 
simple indices, questionnaires, and measures relevant to the evaluation of practice. f conduct 
selected analytic and statistical procedures g demonstrate the ability to interpret and draw 
conclusions from selected analytic and statistical procedures. (Practice Behaviors 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 
4.3, 6.1, 6.2, 7.2, 10.b.4, 10.d.1) 3. Know the NASW Code of Ethics and appropriately apply it in 
the conduct of social work research. A. understand ethical issues in the conduct of research and 
evaluation. B. understand the relevance and applicability of research in working with 
disadvantaged, disenfranchised, and diverse populations at risk: (dimension: 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). C. examine the processes by which research and evaluation findings can be used 
to enhance social justice, social change, promotion, prevention, treatment, and rehabilitation. 
(Practice Behaviors 2.1, 2.4, 7.2, 10.d.1) 

 
d. Course design 
 

Many different methods will be used for acquiring knowledge and skills including: discussion, 
lectures, projects, exercises, and lab work. This course is designed to increase students' 
comfort level with research methods and statistical analyses and to increase their appreciation 
of the relevance of research and evaluation for social work practice. 

 
e. Curricular themes  
 

Theme Relation to Multiculturalism & Diversity 
This course will include material on methods to improve the cultural inclusiveness and cultural 
sensitivity of research methods. This content will cover culturally sensitive measures, inclusion 
of diverse groups of adequate size in sampling, culturally aware interpretations of data, and 
culturally responsible dissemination of results. The basic purpose of research and practice 
evaluation will also be analyzed from culturally bound perspectives. 
 
Theme Relation to Social Justice 
Students will gain an understanding of the ways in which research and evaluation have 
sometimes been used against oppressed groups, for example through unethical practices, 
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distortion of results, or fabrication of data. Examples will be given of ways in which research can 
be used to empower socially disadvantaged individuals, groups, and communities. These 
examples will include studies in which the research participants were involved in the study 
during all of its stages. 
 
Theme Relation to Promotion, Prevention, Treatment & Rehabilitation 
Studies reviewed in the course will include examination of projects aimed at enhancing well-
being and preventing problems. The methodological and ethical problems unique to studies of 
promotion and prevention efforts will be described. The social work values consistent with 
promotion/prevention research will be analyzed. 
 
Theme Relation to Behavioral and Social Science Research 
The unique challenges in applying social science knowledge and methods to social work 
settings will be covered. These challenges include the practical and ethical dilemmas of applied 
research. Emphasis will be placed on the way established theories and methods influence the 
selection of research questions and methods. Studies will be critiqued for their ability to advance 
social science theory and knowledge and to improve social work practice. 

 
f. Relationship to social work ethics and values  
The research and evaluation section of the NASW Code of Ethics and other professional codes 
will be applied throughout this course. Examples of common ethical dilemmas will be presented. 
Among the areas of ethics to be covered will be informed consent procedures, protection of 
research participants from harm, confidentiality, and accurate reporting of results. Emphasis will 
also be placed on the social workers' ethical obligation to use scientifically sound practice and to 
continually evaluate practice and programs. 

 
 

2. Class Requirements  
 

 
a. Text and class materials 
 
Textbook (required): Rubin, Allen & Babbie, Earl (9th Ed.) (2017) Research methods for social 
work. Cengage Learning: Boston, MA.  EARLIER EDITIONS ARE OKAY. Everyone is expected 
to bring a physical copy of the textbook to every class.  
 
Software (required): You need to install EXCEL on your laptop (PC or MAC) no later than the 
11th week of class. Make sure you have Microsoft EXCEL installed on your computer (version 
2015 or later). As UM students, you have free access to Microsoft Office software 
(http://its.umich.edu/communication/collaboration/microsoft-office-365/getting-started). Make 
sure you have a local application of EXCEL installed. Then install the ‘data analysis’ add-
in. Here is a guide for installing data analysis add-in (https://www.excel-easy.com/data-
analysis/analysis-toolpak.html). If this link does not work, google “excel data analysis add-in” 
and you will find an answer. You must bring your laptop to class meetings when it is required 
(see class schedule). If you do not have a laptop to use in this class, you can borrow one from 
the UM Mobile Computer Lab.  
 
Other reading materials: Additional reading materials will be posted to Canvas. To fully 
engage in the course topic and become a competent and skilled social work practitioner, it is 
expected that students will complete all required readings. 

http://its.umich.edu/communication/collaboration/microsoft-office-365/getting-started
https://www.excel-easy.com/data-analysis/analysis-toolpak.html
https://www.excel-easy.com/data-analysis/analysis-toolpak.html
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Canvas: Course materials (e.g., syllabus, readings, lecture slides) will be posted on Canvas. 
Use “Modules” to navigate content for each week. It is recommended that Canvas notification is 
turned on to ensure you receive important announcements and updates.  

 
b. Class schedule overview (detailed schedule in Appendix A) 
 

W
K 

Date Topic Textbook 
Readings 

Assignments Laptop 
required
? 

1 1/14 Introduction to Scientific Inquiry 
in Social Work; Discuss course 
requirements 

*Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 1 
 

Sign up for in-class 
discussion lead 

NO 

2 1/21 Martin Luther King, Jr. Day—NO CLASS  

3 1/28 Evidence based practice and 
factors that influence the 
research process  

*Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 2, 3 
 
 

PEERRS training NO 

4 2/4 Research ethics and culturally 
competent research 

*Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 5, 6 
 

Quiz #1 YES 

5 2/11 Problem formulation and 
overview of research designs  

*Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 7, 4, 8 
 

Social problem 
statement 

NO 

6 2/18 Experimental and quasi-
experimental designs  

*Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 11, 12 

Quiz #2 YES 

7 2/25 Single-case and evaluation 
designs 

*Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 13, 14 

Group work  YES 

8 3/4 WINTER BREAK— NO CLASS  

9 3/11 Measurement theory & 
constructing instruments  

*Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 9, 10 

Quiz #3 YES 

10 3/18 Sampling and survey  *Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 15, 16 

Quiz #4 
 

YES 

11 3/25 Write a critical review of 
evidence   

 Article critique NO 

12 4/1 Quantitative analysis: I *Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 21 

In-class statistics lab 
assignment 1; 
 

YES 

13 4/8 Quantitative analysis: II *Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 22 

In-class statistics lab 
assignment 2 

YES 

14 4/15 Qualitative research *Rubin & Babbie: 
Ch. 18, 19, 20 

 NO 

15 4/22 Presentation & Wrap up  Literature review YES 

* Denotes required readings. Please note this schedule is subject to change based on the needs of the 
class. For a complete list of assignments, see the assignment table below.  

 

 

 

c. Assignments 
 

Assignments should be submitted via Canvas. With the exception of in-class quizzes, all 

assignments are due at 11pm on the specified due dates.  
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Assignment Due Date % of final grade 

  Participation  NA 10% 

  In-class quizzes  In-class, varies  15% 

  PEERRS training  2/3  5% 

  Social problem statement 2/17  5% 

  Group work In-class (WK 7), due 3/1  5% 

  Statistics lab assignment 1 In-class (WK12), due 4/2 5% 

  Article critique  4/7 20% 

  Statistics lab assignment 2 In-class (WK12), due 4/9 5% 

  Presentation of literature review 4/21 5% 

  Literature review 4/25 25% 

Total  100% 

 
Participation (10 points). The success of this class depends on active participation from each 
one. To receive full credit for participation, students must: (a) attend all classes regularly without 
any unexcused absences (4 points) and (b) actively participate in discussions and contribute to 
a positive learning environment, which in part, depends on the completion of required readings 
(6 points). Occasionally you are expected to bring written documents about the readings to 
class discussion. Each of you will co-lead a class discussion at least once during the semester. 
Participation points will be deducted for each missed class without prior approval or 
documented emergencies (1-point deduction for every class that is missed for a maximum of 4 
points total; missing a total of ≥4 classes, regardless of prior approval or documented 
emergencies, will in result in an F grade). Students will receive full credit (6 points) for 
participation in discussions if they always or almost always provide their thoughtful perspectives 
during in-class discussions. Students will receive partial credit if they sometimes provide their 
thoughtful perspectives. Students will not receive any credit for discussion if they rarely speak 
during in-class discussions.  
 
In-class quizzes (15 points). There will be a total of 4 Quizzes throughout the semester (5 
points each). The lowest grade of the 4 quizzes will be dropped. Each quiz covers content 
covered in sessions prior to the quiz. The quiz will not cover lecture content for the day of the 
quiz but may include questions testing students’ knowledge on the required article readings for 
the day of the quiz. The quizzes will be in multiple-choice, short answer, and true-false format 
and will be given in-class. If you do not take the quiz, the instructor will assume that you have 
opted to drop this quiz score.  
 
PEERRS training (5 points). PEERRS is the University of Michigan's online Program for 
Education and Evaluation in Responsible Research and Scholarship. Information of PEERRS 
and how to take the test is available at http://my.research.umich.edu/peerrs/ .If you have already 
completed one or more PEERRS modules and the certification is valid through the end of the 
semester, this counts toward your fulfillment of the assignment. Please upload to Canvas your 
certificates of completion from the PEERRS website (merge all certificates into a single pdf file).  
The following modules are required: 

1) Human Subjects - Social & Behavioral Sciences 
2) Authorship, Publication and Peer Review 
3) Foundations of Good Research Practice 

 
Social problem statement (5 points). Describe a social problem that interests you. Identify a 
research question relevant to that problem. State a hypothesis that can represent your best 
guess for the likely answer to this question. Limit to 300 words.   

http://my.research.umich.edu/peerrs/


6 

Group work (5 points). You will work in groups (2-3 people each) in-class on an assignment 
designed to practice your skills critiquing and developing research designs. You will be given 30 
minutes in-class to work on this assignment. Extra time outside of the class meeting time may 
be needed to complete this assignment. Each group will produce a writing document based on 
the group discussion and upload to Canvas by the due date specified (see assignment table 
above). Your group assignment will be graded based on the quality of writing and application of 
critical thinking skills.  
 
Statistics lab assignment (5 points each). There will be 2 stats Labs. In each lab, you will 
complete an in-class assignment. Extra time is allowed outside of the class. You will receive full 
credit by uploading a document going through the module “Assignments” by the due date (see 
assignment table above).  
 
Article critique (20 points). You will write a critique of a quantitative article.  A list of articles will 
be posted on Canvas several weeks before the assignment is due. Templates and guides on 
how to write a scholarly article critique are posted on Canvas. Grading rubric is in Appendix B.   
 
Literature review (25 points). You will write a literature review for the social problem you have 
identified in the “social problem statement” assignment. You are asked to locate at least 10-12 
peer reviewed journal articles on your topic and write a literature review on the articles you’ve 
selected. If you have literature from other sources (e.g. websites, blogs, reports) it is fine to 
include those as well in addition to the peer-reviewed material. Please review the materials 
posted on Canvas about how to undertake a literature review. Formatting, requirements, and 
grading rubric will be posted to Canvas a few weeks before assignment is due. A literature 
review is a coherent essay reviewing the literature directly related to the topic or problem under 
study. It highlights what others have discovered and grounds your research ideas in a particular 
context of what is known. A key component of the literature is a discussion of the gaps or 
weaknesses of existing research. Having identified these gaps or weaknesses, researchers are 
then able to establish the foundation or context for the topic or question they intend to study.  
 
Literature review presentation (5 points). You will do a formal presentation of your literature 
review during the last week of class (limit to 5 minutes, including Q&A). Your presentation will 
be peer graded. Class will vote for their favorite presentation and winner will be presented an 
award certificate.  
 
 

d. Attendance and class participation 
 
Use of electronic devices: Use of laptop computers is not allowed (except for the two 
statistical lab sessions). Please refrain from using your laptop during the lecture session as this 
may disrupt the flow of the class. Use of other electronic devices, such as tablets and smart/cell 
phones, is prohibited. In case of emergencies, you may step outside of the classroom to use 
your devices.   
 
No-shows: Life happens…It is important that you talk to the instructor asap about a missed 
session. Missing a class without prior approval from the instructor or an adequately documented 
emergency (as determined by the instructor on a case-by-case basis) reduces your letter grade 
by one full step (e.g., from A to B). Missing four classes (with or without adequately documented 
emergencies) results in a failing grade (F) in the course.  
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e. Grading 
 

Grade Description 

A+:  
≥99 

The grade of A+ will rarely be used and, in general, students should not expect to 
receive this grade on an assignment. This grade signifies work that goes beyond the 
content of the course and the expertise students are expected to master. An A+ is rare 
to obtain but not impossible. 

A:  
95-98.9 
A-:  
90-94.9 
 

The grade of A is used for assignments that demonstrate excellence. These grades are 
reserved for student work which not only demonstrates excellent mastery of content, but 
which also shows that the student has undertaken a complex task, has applied critical 
thinking skills to the assignment, and/or has demonstrated creativity in his or her 
approach to the assignment. The difference between these two grades is determined by 
the degree to which these skills have been demonstrated by the student. 

B+:  
88-89.9 

A grade of B+ is given to work determined to be very good. This grade denotes that a 
student has demonstrated a more-than-competent understanding of the material. 

B: 
83-87.9 
 

A “B” grade is given to student work meeting the basic requirements of the assignment. 
It denotes that the student has done adequate work and meets basic course 
expectations. 

B-:  
80-82.9 

The grade of “B-“ denotes that a student’s performance was less than adequate on an 
assignment, reflecting only a moderate grasp of expectations and/or content. 

C+: 78-79.9 
C:   73-77.9 
C-:  70-72.9 

A grade of C reflects a minimal grasp of the assignment, poor organization of ideas 
and/or several significant areas requiring improvement. 

D+ to F 
(below 70) 

Grades between D+ and F reflect a failure to meet the minimum standards, reflecting 
serious deficiencies in all aspects of performance on the assignment. 

 
 
Late assignments: Students are expected to submit assignments on time. Contact the 
instructor if there are extenuating circumstances and more time is needed. Without prior 
arrangement, any assignments turned in after its due date will be receive a 20% penalty (e.g., a 
20-point assignment will get a 4-point reduction) for every day it is late. 
 

Academic integrity: While collaboration is encouraged, cheating is not. Copying someone 
else’s homework is not permitted. Any student caught plagiarizing or cheating will earn a failing 
grade in this course. There are no exceptions. Please make sure that you understand what 
constitutes plagiarism or cheating. Read this important statement 
http://www.lsa.umich.edu/academicintegrity.   
 

 
Additional School and University policies, information and resources are available here:  
https://ssw.umich.edu/standard-policies-information-resources. They include: 

● Safety and emergency preparedness 
● Mental health and well-being 
● Teaching evaluations 
● Proper use of names and pronouns 
● Accommodations for students with disabilities 
● Religious/spiritual observances 
● Military deployment 
● Writing skills and expectations 
● Academic integrity and plagiarism 

http://www.lsa.umich.edu/academicintegrity
https://ssw.umich.edu/standard-policies-information-resources

